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	Conil Beach Parking Lot – Saturday, August 19, 2023, 6:00 AM



The night refuses to die completely. Traces of it linger in the dirty streets, in the slurred murmurs of the last night owls, and in the smell of salt and alcohol that hangs in the heavy air. In the beach parking lot, where families hunt for shade for their cars during the day, at this hour only long shadows remain, cast by dying streetlights, and the echo of laughter that's lost its force.

At the far end, inside a dark car, someone waits. There's no rush, but no calm either. The silence here isn't absolute; it's punctuated by the sound of waves, the distant rumble of a car engine, and the unsteady footsteps of those returning from a night that went on too long.

A group of young people makes their way through the parking lot, drunk, disoriented, still caught up in the party's afterglow. The girls, heels in hand, walk barefoot on the rough asphalt. Short dresses, smeared makeup, skin sticky with sweat and smoke. They're talking too loud, laughing for no reason, shoving each other as if they were still on the dance floor. Too short, too low-cut, and too drunk.

The guys are even worse off. They stagger, drag their feet, speak in voices deeper than normal, searching their own bodies for a balance they no longer have. One of them leans against a streetlight and vomits while his group keeps walking without paying him any attention. No one bats an eye. Every summer night in Conil seems the same.

From the shoreline, Conil de la Frontera presents itself as a painting in white and blue, bathed in the ashen light of night. The Atlantic Ocean stretches to the horizon, breaking gently on the fine golden sand. The sea breeze carries the salty aroma of the ocean, mixed with a faint scent of fried fish and beach bars shuttered at this hour.

Looking toward the town, the whitewashed houses cluster on a gentle hill, forming a labyrinth of narrow cobblestone alleys that climb from the coast. The white facades, with their wrought-iron balconies and pots of geraniums and bougainvillea in red and fuchsia, will gleam under the sun before long. At the top, the tower of the church of Santa Catalina stands out, a landmark among the low roofs and flat terraces.

Further to the left, the old fishing port of Conil displays its colorful boats beached on the sand or bobbing gently on the calm water at the mouth of the Salado River. The fishermen haven't yet arrived to mend their nets and prepare their gear. The seagulls are already awake, circling over the beach, waiting for their chance to snatch some unsuspecting fish.

As the sun rises, the sky will take on shades of orange and pink, reflecting off the waters of the Atlantic and the facades of the town, which will seem to ignite with a warm glow. Right now, the lights of the terraces and bars are all dark, but they'll flicker to life later, promising lively nights ahead.

From the beach, Conil is a scene come to life, a corner of the Costa de la Luz where the sea, the town, and the sky seem to merge into a perfect postcard.

The figure seated at the wheel watches a car that, windows fogged, rocks slightly. A hasty ending to a casual hookup. Two silhouettes inside, clumsy movements, fogged glass hiding the last flicker of a night that has nothing left to give.

On the horizon, the sky begins to glow orange, announcing another day of intense heat. It's too early for the early risers and far too late for those who should have gone home hours ago. In this limbo of exhaustion and excess, in this parking lot where the night lies dying, someone keeps waiting. Without moving. Without blinking.

The figure doesn't move. There's no need. Only watching, breathing calmly, feeling the salty air on skin. The temperature is perfect: 72 degrees. Not cold enough to numb the muscles, not hot enough to break a sweat too soon. In four hours, the temperature will climb toward 86 degrees.

The phone reads 6:15. Always at the same time. A car appears in the distance, gliding slowly along the empty road. White BMW. Clean, gleaming even in the faint light of the breaking dawn. No doubt about it. It's her.

The vehicle turns smoothly and pulls into the parking lot. As always, she parks in the same spot. A neat, predictable routine. Without realizing it, the victim has become a creature of habit. And that makes her vulnerable.

The engine shuts off. The wait is over. Outside, the air is still mild, perfect for what's about to happen.

Miren steps out of the car with the same fluid grace she's shown every morning. Nothing about her suggests alertness. Nothing about her anticipates danger. It's just another day, another dawn where her body blends into the beach landscape.

Her silhouette is impeccable, defined by the tight fabric of black leggings that cling to her legs like a second skin. The sports top highlights the firmness of her torso, the flat stomach, the muscles that speak to discipline. It's not just vanity; it's a routine built over years of effort.

She slings a small backpack over her shoulder, a simple accessory holding just the essentials: keys, phone, a small water bottle, a toiletry bag with shower products, and a towel. Nothing heavy, nothing to weigh her down.

The one watching knows each of these movements. Knows she'll run until 7:30. She always does. She'll run on the wet sand, leaving her footprints clearly marked along the shore. Then she'll swim for exactly half an hour, and finally shower at the public beach showers. The watcher has always wondered why she does it there instead of at home. Then, when the sun starts to heat up, she'll climb the wooden walkway and head home.

Everything is predictable. And that makes it perfect.

Miren stretches her neck, her arms, her calves. She works her leg muscles against the wooden railing of the walkway. Five stretches with her right leg, five more with her left. She breathes deeply. Inhales the salty breeze, closes her eyes for an instant, savoring the sensation of absolute calm before beginning. Then, unhurried, she descends the wooden walkway and steps onto the sand.

She doesn't realize that someone is watching her from inside a car. Someone who has eyes only for her.

The morning air is clean but dense. Each breath fills her lungs with the scent of the sea, with traces of humidity that cling to her skin. Miren runs as always, with firm steps and a measured cadence. Her stride is long and precise, no wasted motion, no hesitation. Her body is a well-oiled machine.

Sweat begins to bead at the base of her neck, sliding slowly down her back, darkening the fabric of the tight mesh that clings even closer to her skin. The first layer of sweat is always welcome; it cools, lubricates the muscles. But soon it will stop being light. It will turn sticky and abrasive.

On her wrist, the watch flickers with bright numbers: 172 beats per minute. She’s going fast, but she’s in control. Her breathing holds a steady rhythm: two inhales, one exhale. Her mind is in her body, in the effort, in the sweat beginning to bead on her forehead, sliding down to her eyebrows. She wipes it away with the back of her hand and keeps running. She never stops.

But someone is watching her. Someone who hates every stride she takes.

From a distance, the figure in the shadows follows her with their gaze. Miren represents everything they despise. That perfect body, that absurd discipline, that life without consequences. She runs as if she’s above the world. As if she’s never stepped in mud. As if everything belongs to her. She runs to stay in shape, as if she were twenty-five. An obsessive slavery to beauty.

The gaze follows her. It’s a gaze of hatred. A hatred that has grown in silence, fermenting over time. Every morning, the same scene. Miren running, perfect, unreachable. And every morning, the hatred grows thicker, more suffocating.

The final stretch is always the hardest. Her legs are heavy, her chest burns, her lungs sear with every gulp of air. But Miren doesn’t stop until the exact spot where she ends her run every morning.

With one last effort, she stops short, bending forward, hands on her knees. Her heart pounds hard, hammering against her ribs as if trying to escape her chest. 181 beats. She sees it on the watch screen, blinking red, marking maximum effort. She doesn’t care. It’s what she’s after.

She inhales. Exhales. Her breathing is loud, deep, as if the air isn’t enough. Her whole body glistens with sweat. She feels it sliding down her back, pooling in the hollow of her collarbone, running between her breasts. The heat has turned her skin into a slippery, sticky canvas.

Miren is in no hurry. She follows her ritual, methodical, without thinking about whether anyone is watching.

With still-trembling hands, she brings her fingers to the edge of the mesh and pulls it down slowly, sliding it over her thighs until it falls to her ankles. Then she straightens up and removes her sports top, pulling it over her head. For a few seconds, she stands completely naked before putting on the bikini she’ll wear to plunge into the cool Atlantic waters.

In plain sight of anyone. And the figure inside the car trembles with rage and hatred. Like every morning. She knows she can be seen. She doesn’t care. It’s a challenge. An act of absolute control. It’s not exhibitionism. It’s a statement. Her body, her rules. If someone gets aroused, if someone gets uncomfortable, that’s not her problem. Her body belongs to no one but herself.

In the distance, someone watches her with eyes full of hatred.

Miren is everything they despise. The arrogance of someone who feels untouchable, who has never known fear. Her every gesture is an insult, a silent mockery.

Today will be the last time she does this. The last time she defies the world with her naked body and her lack of shame.

Barely a few seconds naked and then, unhurried, she dresses again. Ritual complete. The triangle of the small red bikini replaces the sweaty top, and the bottoms, which barely cover her buttocks, hug her body. There’s no modesty in her movements, only habit. Miren has never been afraid. She’s never thought something could go wrong.

From a distance, the watching gaze fills with satisfaction.

So many days watching her. So many days following her, studying her, mentally noting every gesture, every pause, every small detail of her perfect routine. And now, all that invested time is about to pay off.

She leans over her backpack and pulls out the water bottle. Always the same brand. Always the same way of unscrewing the cap and bringing it to her dry lips after the run. It’s an automatic gesture, without thinking, without hesitation.

She drinks.

The figure behind the wheel feels a stab of pleasure. A shiver of success, of absolute control.

Miren drinks without imagining that everything has changed. That the harmless liquid is no longer just water. That in a few minutes her body will stop responding the way it always has.

Sweat still slides down her neck, her collarbone, mixing with the drops of water escaping her lips. After the first sip, Miren takes a breath and drinks again. She swallows once more, with more urgency. Perfect.

She closes the bottle, puts it back in her backpack. She looks at the sea, serene. She stretches her arms to loosen her back. Only the color of the bikini changes. Everything else is always the same. She has no idea what’s about to happen.

The person watching her knows. And savors every second of the wait.


	Conil Civil Guard Barracks – Sunday, August 20, 2023, 8:00 AM



The Civil Guard barracks occupied a three-story rectangular building. The structure was yellowish, though freshly painted. A set of stairs and a wheelchair ramp led inside. A large parking lot spread out front. To the left, a flagpole flew the Spanish flag, snapping in the morning breeze.

Inside, it smelled of burnt coffee and industrial bleach. The hallway lights still had that dim glow of long nights, when exhaustion hung heavy and voices dropped to murmurs. Sunday morning. That meant the remnants of Saturday night’s shit show were still hanging around.

Sergeant Roberto Trigueros set his cup on the desk and ran a hand over his face. His small, cluttered office was furnished with old, outdated particle board furniture—dated even for a place like this. Dark, with yellowing paint on the walls and a portrait of the king. He hadn’t slept much, like almost everyone else there. Sundays were always a pain in the ass. Not because of major crimes, but because of the pileup of petty shit: drunks, fights, wrecked cars, kids screwing in public places, tourists losing their phones, and every other kind of incident. In winter things were more manageable, but in August, the town’s population had quadrupled.

The first officer to walk in looking like death warmed over was Carrillo. A veteran with thirty years in the Civil Guard and the humor of an undertaker. He was on the shorter side, stocky without being fat, with graying hair. Past fifty, but he kept himself in decent shape. His uniform was clearly too small, but perfectly pressed.

“Chief, couple things.”

Roberto nodded and waved him on. Carrillo flipped through his notebook. Paper and pen, no apps.

“Let’s see... First, the gypsies from the settlement stirring up trouble again. A neighbor called about a fight in one of the houses. Lots of shouting, some blood, but when we got there, nobody knew anything. Ambulance took a kid with a cut on his arm. Says he fell on broken glass.”

Roberto snorted. Always the same. Nobody sees anything, nobody hears anything, nobody talks. The usual.

“Anything else?”

Carrillo turned to the next page of his worn notebook.

“The guys at El Faro beach bar. Called us around five because a group of kids snuck in through the back to steal drinks. A waiter caught them, words were exchanged, and... fists started flying. By the time we got there, the kids had bolted. Owner says they’ve got cameras, but he hasn’t checked them yet.”

“Okay. Anything else?”

Carrillo hesitated a second.

“Yeah. A woman who didn’t come home.”

Roberto looked up.

“Who?”

“Tourist. From Madrid. Miren Reyes. Her husband called an hour ago. Says she went out for a run at six yesterday morning, like always, but never came back. Car’s still in the beach parking lot. Moneyed people. They’ve got a house rented with a pool and the whole nine yards.”

A heavy silence fell over the room.

“Any sign of foul play?” Roberto asked, jaw tight.

Carrillo shrugged.

“Nothing so far. But this isn’t some drunk kid or a stabbed gypsy. This is a whole different ballgame. We’re gonna have to head over there.”

Roberto nodded slowly. He was fully awake now.

The air in the room hung thick. Roberto still had his eyes fixed on the desk, mulling over the disappearance of the tourist from Madrid, when the door burst open.

“Christ, what a shit night.”

Sergeant Alicia Vázquez. Thirty-six, hardened, with the caustic wit of someone who’s seen too much. Her ponytail was half undone and her uniform bore a stain of something that smelled like vomit. Saturday night had done a number on her too.

“What’ve you got, Vázquez?” Roberto asked without looking up.

She tossed her folder on the desk and sighed.

“Get a load of this: three fights downtown, an assault in the Frontera nightclub parking lot, four stolen phone reports, and two notes from the municipal cops.”

Carrillo grunted.

“What do those guys want now?”

“Some foreigner whipped out his dick in Plaza de Spain and started pissing in a circle while screaming that the sun was talking to him. Tested positive for coke and booze. The local cops grabbed him before he could finish, but he put up a fight and one of them’s got a busted wrist.”

“What a circus,” Carrillo said.

“There’s more. Hospital’s got a twenty-year-old girl with an overdose. Found her passed out in a doorway at six this morning. She was wearing a bracelet from El Faro beach bar. Who knows what shit she was on.”

Roberto looked at her, brow furrowed.

“El Faro beach bar? Isn’t that the same place they tried to rob last night?”

“The very same. But there’s no obvious connection... except that all the night’s crap seems to have landed in one spot.”

Silence. Carrillo and Roberto exchange glances.

“Anything else?” Roberto asks, his tone clipped.

Alicia leans against the desk, crossing her arms.

“Yes. A disappearance.”

Roberto stares at her.

“Another one?”

“Easy, it’s just some thirty-five-year-old lowlife from Cádiz. His girlfriend says they went out last night. Hit the club, then hooked up in the car in the beach parking lot. He told her he had to wrap up some business at the club and asked her to wait in the car. When he didn’t come back, she walked home and hasn’t heard from him since. He’s a small-time dealer with the usual rap sheet. Could’ve ended up anywhere, but something doesn’t add up.”

“What?”

“His phone’s still on, but he’s not answering. And his car’s still parked by the beach. We confirmed with the girlfriend that it hasn’t moved. In fact, it’s still unlocked.”

Silence again.

“Same area as the woman from Madrid?” Roberto asks slowly.

Alicia nods.

“Exactly the same spot.”

The air in the office grows thick with tension. Too many incidents for one night. Too many scattered pieces starting to form a strange pattern. Roberto rubs his hand over his face, trying to clear his head. It’s Sunday, but the day just got serious.

He looks up at his officers. They need order. Method.

“Listen up. We’re not going in blind. We’ve got one disappearance that’s got me worried, another that might be connected, and a possible hot zone. We’re going to do this right.”

Roberto presses his hands to his temples and leans back in his chair, trying to organize his thoughts for handing out assignments.

“Carrillo, first things first: I want the missing woman’s husband here, now. Find him at the house where they’re staying. Bring him in. I want to know who Miren Ortiz de Zárate is and what happened.”

“But Chief, I can’t remember the last time I saw my bed.”

“Handle it. Won’t take you more than half an hour.”

Carrillo grumbles and stands up, nodding. He doesn’t like babysitting rich folks from Madrid, but he’ll do it.

“Alicia, you handle the dealer from the club. Track down the girlfriend and bring her in. I want to know who he was with, what he took, what he said before he vanished. Something tells me this guy didn’t walk away on his own. Let’s hope this doesn’t turn into a turf war.”

“On it. But Chief, we need rest. Carrillo’s right…” Alicia says, gathering her folder from Roberto’s desk.

“All right, let’s dig into the beach bar. I want two officers to go talk to the owner. I want the security footage from last night. All of it. And have them tell us what the hell happened with the robberies and the girl who overdosed.”

The two assigned officers nod. This isn’t their first time interrogating hungover bar owners.

“After that, go to the hospital. Talk to the girl who overdosed. If she’s conscious, I want to know what she took, who sold it to her, and who she was with.”

“If she’s still out of it, what do we do?” one asks.

“Then you stay there until she wakes up. She’ll tell us something…”

“I’ll go to the beach parking lot. I want to see for myself what she left there… Miren Ortiz…” he says, reading the name from his notes. “The car, her things, any clue. If anyone saw her, I want to know.”

Roberto stands and grabs his jacket. He leaves the station and climbs into his dark gray Nissan Pathfinder. The rumble of the diesel engine fills the morning silence.

The streets of Conil are nearly empty, but they still reek of Saturday night’s debauchery. Plastic bags stuck to the asphalt, drink cups abandoned on benches, a couple of kids passed out in the doorway of a closed bar, and municipal workers hosing vomit off the sidewalk. Sunday morning in a town that hasn’t fully woken up yet.

Roberto drives without music, the window cracked. He needs to clear his head. Miren’s disappearance gives him a bad feeling in his gut.

The Nissan takes the roundabout and heads down the road to the beach. He expects to find a clear scene there—a car with its doors open, footprints in the sand, something to tell him where to start. But when he pulls into the parking lot and gets out, reality hits him like a punch to the gut. There’s no crime scene. There’s not a trace.

The parking lot is packed with cars, like any summer Sunday. People are already arriving with coolers, umbrellas, and screaming kids. The tide has risen and fallen several times since Miren disappeared. If there were footprints in the sand, they’re long gone. If she left something on the ground, hundreds of people have trampled it by now. The beach has erased everything that could have been useful. Roberto slams his hand against the steering wheel. He made the trip for nothing. The missing woman was here. But everything that could have told him what happened is gone, swallowed up by just another Sunday at the beach.

Following Carrillo’s directions, he finds the woman’s vehicle in the parking lot. An immaculate metallic white BMW X3—clearly the top-of-the-line model. It’s locked, and he realizes it’s not going to tell him anything. He looks out at the sea, discouraged. There’s nothing here to tell him where to start.

Roberto enters the barracks with a tense expression. The wasted trip to the beach still stings. Not a damn clue, not a single lead. Nothing.

Back at the barracks, still bitter about the total lack of evidence at the beach, he ran into Carrillo, who flagged him down with a nod.

“The husband’s here.”

“Where?”

“I put him in your office. Came alone. The type who drinks his coffee from fine china.”

Roberto nodded and headed to his office. When he opened the door, the missing woman’s husband rose from his chair with rehearsed calm.

“Eduardo Ruiz de Zárate,” he said, offering a soft but firm handshake. The suit, beige linen, perfectly pressed. White shirt, no tie, top buttons undone. A perfect tan. Well-manicured hands without a callus in sight. A discreet but wildly expensive Breitling peeking from his sleeve.

When he spoke, his voice was deep and measured, steady. Roberto shook his hand—confident, firm, but not overdone. But what struck him most was something else. The man was considerably older than he’d expected. The notes said sixty, but he looked older. The wrinkles on his neck, the weariness in his gray eyes, the shock of white hair.

His wife was forty. A woman in the prime of her life. Athletic, attractive. And this man… This man could be her father.

Roberto gestured to the chair.

“Please, have a seat. We need to talk. I need you to walk me through what happened.” Roberto settled in across from him, pulled out a notebook, and set a pen on the table. He didn’t like recorders. He preferred looking people in the eye.

Eduardo laced his fingers together on the table and took a deep breath before answering.

“Miren had a strict routine. She got up early, always at five-thirty. She’d put on her workout clothes and head out for a run. That hour and a half of jogging on the beach was sacred to her. In Madrid, where we live, she does the same thing. It’s her little sacrifice for staying perfect.”

Roberto took notes without looking away from his face. Still no sign of nervousness or hesitation.

“Did she always take the same route?”

“Always,” Eduardo nodded. “She’d park near the wooden walkway, go down to the sand, and run to the Torre del Puerco. Then head back.”

“Did she go alone?”

Eduardo tilted his head.

“Yes. Miren always does things alone. She says that way she doesn’t have to answer to anyone.”

“And what time did she usually get back?”

“By nine at the latest. She liked to be home before our daughter woke up.”

Roberto set the pen down on the notebook and rubbed his chin.

“But yesterday she didn’t come back.”

Eduardo held his gaze and shook his head.

“No. Yesterday she didn’t come back.”

Roberto studied him carefully. The man radiated confidence, but something about him didn’t quite fit. Despite his elegance, his air of power, you could tell age had caught up with him. The dark circles, the deep wrinkles, the weariness in his eyes.

“How long have you been married?”

“Seven years. We met in Madrid. I’d been divorced for a while, with no intention of remarrying, but she…” he smiled for just an instant, “she was different.”

“What’s your relationship like?” he asked point-blank.

Eduardo held his gaze. No hesitation.

“Good. We understand each other.”

Roberto leaned forward slightly, his tone going neutral, almost flat. He didn’t want the man to get defensive.

“Yesterday, what time did you realize your wife hadn’t come back?”

“Around nine-thirty. I waited a bit longer because I thought maybe she’d gotten held up or stopped somewhere.”

“And what did you do?”

“I called her cell. Several times. She didn’t answer.”

“Did you check if her car was at home?”

“Yes, of course. But it wasn’t.”

Roberto nodded and jotted something in his notebook.

“Had she ever disappeared before?”

Eduardo frowned, sighed slightly.

“Not exactly.”

“What does that mean?” Roberto asked, picking up the pen. “Explain, please. It could be important.”

“Look… Miren is a very independent woman. She doesn’t always explain everything she does. But I guarantee you, this isn’t that. I know because I went down to the beach and saw her car. If she’d gone somewhere, she wouldn’t have left it there.”

“But is it possible she decided to take off without telling you?”

“Under other circumstances, maybe. But not this time. I’m certain. Something’s happened to her… Believe me.”

Roberto studied his face. Eduardo gave nothing away, but his demeanor was too controlled—as if he'd spent his whole life fielding difficult questions without losing his composure.

“Did you fight often?”

“No more than normal for any couple.”

Roberto looked up.

“Define 'normal.'”

Eduardo managed a thin smile, but there was no humor in it.

“Miren and I argued sometimes. But we weren't the type to fight constantly. You can ask our friends.”

Roberto let the silence hang for a moment before continuing.

“Was your wife worried about something lately? Did you notice any change in her behavior?”

Eduardo shook his head.

“No. Miren is very private. If something's bothering her, she doesn't usually share it with anyone.”

Some of those answers were throwing Roberto off. Eduardo's idea of normal was a far cry from his own. He decided to press on.

“Any threats, any problems at work?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Any debts, any messy personal situations?”

“Nothing. We don't have money problems. None whatsoever.”

Roberto drew a slow breath. So far, Eduardo had answered calmly, without contradictions, without rambling. But that didn't mean he was telling the whole truth. He shifted in his chair, rested his forearms on the table, and fixed his gaze on Eduardo.

“Let's talk about her work environment. What does your wife do?”

“My wife is the HR director at a temp agency. A staffing company with operations throughout Spain.”

“Name of the company.”

“JobTalent España.”

Roberto jotted it down quickly.

“How long had she been working there?”

“More than ten years. She started as a recruitment manager at the Madrid office and worked her way up.”

“A lot of stress?”

Eduardo gave a humorless laugh.

“A tremendous amount. The company grew fast over the past few years. She was responsible for managing thousands of contracts, dealing with unions, handling labor inspections.”

Roberto looked up from his notebook.

“Did she have enemies?”

Eduardo raised an eyebrow.

“She was the HR director. Her job was firing people, cutting costs, making unpopular decisions. There's always someone unhappy in that position.”

“Any recent conflicts?”

Eduardo was quiet for a few seconds.

“She always had some. Worker complaints, run-ins with unions, problems with clients. But nothing out of the ordinary.”

“And within the company? Maybe conflicts with colleagues, executives…?”

Eduardo exhaled slowly.

“Like I said, my wife doesn't usually keep me up to date on her day-to-day problems. But I don't think it was anything serious.”

Roberto underlined the name in his notebook.

“Did any of that friction ever get serious?”

“I don't know. Miren didn't talk much about work at home. But the past few weeks, I noticed she seemed more tense.”

Roberto made a mental note. Tension at work.

“I'm going to need your wife's work contact information. And contact info for anyone Miren worked closely with.”

Eduardo nodded.

“I'll send them to you as soon as I can. There's just one colleague she was fairly close with. But I'll have to call her office to get you the details.”

Roberto closed the notebook and laced his fingers together on the table.

“One last question, Eduardo.”

Eduardo met his gaze.

“Do you think her disappearance has something to do with her work?”

The man held his gaze for a few seconds before answering.

“I don't know. Honestly.”

He decided to push a little harder.

“Where were you yesterday between six and nine in the morning?”

Eduardo didn't flinch.

“Sleeping at home.”

“Can anyone confirm that?”

“My daughter. But she's five years old.”

Roberto leaned forward, elbows on the table, hands clasped.

“So there's no one who can confirm you didn't leave the house during that time.”

Eduardo held his gaze and, for the first time, his jaw tightened slightly.

“No. There isn't. Are you implying something?”

For the first time, Roberto noticed he'd managed to crack the mask of composure the husband had maintained until now. Still, he didn't want to push too hard and risk him shutting down completely.

—No, Eduardo, I’m not insinuating anything. Look, this case is complicated. The first thing I need to do is follow basic procedure. The possible victim’s circle, work, friends…

—We have staff at home—a girl who also works at our house in Madrid and always comes with us on vacation. She’s completely trustworthy. My sister is also staying with us for a few days. But I don’t think either of them could confirm I didn’t go out during those hours.

—I’ll need to speak with them as well. Would you mind if I came to your house tomorrow? If you prefer, they can come here.

—No, the house is fine. Wherever you prefer.

Roberto left the notebook open on the table and rubbed his chin. Eduardo had responded calmly, but his control was too perfect—as if he were used to being questioned. And that meant Roberto had to keep pressing.

—Now let’s talk about your work, Eduardo. I understand you run a law firm in Madrid.

Eduardo nodded casually.

—Yes. Ortiz de Zárate & Associates.

Roberto jotted down the name.

—What exactly do you do?

—Corporate consulting, mainly international operations. Mergers, acquisitions, foreign investment… that sort of thing. Lucrative, but nothing interesting.

Roberto looked at him steadily.

—I imagine it’s a sensitive field. A lot of money at stake, multimillion-dollar contracts…

Eduardo nodded, unfazed.

—That’s right.

—Any problematic companies among your clients?

—Depends on what you mean by “problematic.”

—Companies with legal troubles, business disputes, corporations with a history of fraud… you know what I mean.

Eduardo took a moment before responding.

—We work with all types of clients. Multinationals, investment funds, industrial groups. But we’re a serious firm. We don’t represent just anyone.

—That doesn’t mean you haven’t run into problematic clients on occasion.

Eduardo gave a thin smile.

—That’s part of the job.

Roberto made a mental note of that evasion. A guy like him didn’t stick his neck out easily.

—And lately? Any complicated cases? Any deals that have caused problems?

Eduardo shook his head.

—Nothing out of the ordinary.

—I’m going to need a list of your most recent clients.

—I’m sorry, but that’s not possible. I have a duty of confidentiality.

Roberto leaned forward slightly.

—I’m not asking you to violate any confidentiality, Don Eduardo. I just want to know if there was any situation in your professional life that could have affected your wife.

Eduardo held his gaze, but this time there was a brief flicker of discomfort in his gray eyes.

—I don’t see how my work could be connected to Miren’s disappearance.

—Are you completely certain of that?

—Yes,” he finally responded. “I’m certain.

Roberto closed the notebook calmly and slid the pen between his fingers.

—For now, that’s all, Don Eduardo. But I’m going to need to speak with those closest to you. Your sister and your housekeeper, for the moment.

Eduardo nodded, seemingly at ease.

—Of course. My sister Carola is spending a few days with us. Gloria, the housekeeper, works Monday through Saturday.

—All right, does tomorrow morning work for you?

—That won’t be a problem. I’ll let them know to be available.

Roberto held his gaze a second longer. Nothing in his demeanor suggested nervousness, but his instinct told him the man was hiding something.

—I’ll see you tomorrow, then.

Eduardo stood up calmly, adjusted his shirt cuff, and extended his hand again.

—Inspector, I trust you’ll find my wife.

Roberto didn’t respond. He just watched him leave the room with the same air of control he’d had when he entered.
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The phone's ring startled him. He checked and saw the call was from Alicia.

“Boss?” The agent's voice sounded distant. He could barely hear her over the wind noise on her end.

“What's going on, Alicia?”

“We found the missing dealer's girlfriend,” she shouted.

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. Her name's Vanesa. She lives in an apartment downtown, on Trafalgar Street. It's definitely her.”

Roberto ran a hand over his face. Stubble was starting to come in. The dealer in question had come up in several witness statements. A guy who worked the beach at night, selling to tourists and local kids. Maybe he'd seen something. Maybe he'd talked to someone who knew more than they were letting on.

“Good. Bring her to the barracks.”

Alicia huffed on the other end of the line.

“That's not going to be easy. This chick has more street smarts than the two of us combined. If we drag her in, she's going to clam up.”

“Then do it right. Get her to come in on her own.”

A brief silence.

“Okay, I'll try. But if this goes south, it's your fault.”

Roberto smiled for the first time all morning.

“If this goes south, Alicia, it'll be like always: your fault.”

She laughed under her breath and hung up.


2

When Vanesa walked into the interrogation room, she acted like she owned the place. She didn't look at anyone with fear or respect. Cocky and brazen. As if being in a Civil Guard barracks meant nothing to her.

She was stunningly beautiful. The kind of beauty that hits you in the gut and leaves you speechless for a few seconds. Dark-haired, golden skin, green eyes with a gaze that mixed arrogance and defiance. She wore tiny shorts, a tight tank top with no bra, and worn-out sneakers. Nothing about the way she dressed or moved showed any modesty.

She dropped into the chair with her legs spread, one hand resting on her crotch, the other lighting a cigarette without a care in the world.

Roberto watched her in silence as she exhaled smoke and flashed a brazen smile.

“So, handsome. What the fuck do you want with me?”

Alicia, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, clicked her tongue.

“Put out the cigarette. You can't smoke in here,” Roberto said, staring at her.

Vanesa looked at him with a half-smile and took another drag, slower this time.

“And if I don't? You gonna smack me around like in the movies?”

Roberto slapped the table with his palm—sharp, not hard, but deliberate.

“Put it out.”

Vanesa held his gaze for a couple of seconds and then sighed, feigning boredom. She threw the cigarette on the floor and crushed it with the sole of her sneaker.

“Damn. You cops are so intense.”

Roberto laced his fingers together and leaned slightly toward her.

“You know why you're here, right?”

Vanesa looked at him with a mocking smirk.

“Because you like me and didn't know how to ask me out for a drink.”

Alicia snorted, crossing her arms tighter.

“Think you're clever, huh?”

“No, honey. I'm just being myself. And you're jealous.”

Alicia stepped away from the wall and Roberto raised a hand, stopping her before things escalated. This wasn't the time to play her game.

“Let's talk about your boyfriend.”

Vanesa smiled even wider, tilting her head.

“My boyfriend? And who's supposed to be my boyfriend, handsome? Because I've got several.”

“The one who deals on the beach.”

Vanesa feigned exaggerated shock.

“Oh! So now I'm dating a dealer. What a surprise.”

Roberto didn't react.

“Where is he?”

“No fucking clue. I'm not his mother. We went out partying Friday. Hit the club.”

“Did you see him yesterday morning?”

Vanesa rolled her eyes.

“Yesterday morning we were screwing in the car. He got all worked up at the club and I had to help him relax. You know how it is…”

“I hear you were in the beach parking lot, right?”

“Exactly. The car's still there, and you guys have no fucking clue where he is now, right?”

“That's why we're here.”

“Well, I can't help you. After he fucked me, he asked me to wait in the car. He had some business to take care of at the club. Said it wouldn't take more than twenty minutes. But the asshole never came back. I waited two hours and took off. Couldn't even lock the car since he took the keys.”

“What did he have to do at the club?”

“No fucking clue. He doesn't tell me his business.”

“Anyone who can back that up?” Alicia asked.

“That rich girl who runs on the beach. But I don’t know if she’d notice. She’s in her own little world…”

Roberto didn’t move, but a warning light immediately went off in his head.

“You know her?”

Vanesa shrugged, acting disinterested.

“Who didn’t know her? They vacation here every year. Rich, pretty, killer body… and hungrier for dick than for air.”

Alicia clenched her fists and Roberto rested his elbows on the table, staring at her intently.

“Go on. I’m interested in what you’re saying.”

Vanesa leaned back in her chair, legs still spread, as if she were at some outdoor bar and not in a Civil Guard barracks. She knew she had their attention, and she loved it.

“Look, the girl was a fucking spectacle. Always in those gym outfits, showing off every inch. But it wasn’t just that. It was how she looked, how she moved. Like she knew everyone wanted to fuck her… and like she loved it.”

Roberto let her talk. When someone feels comfortable, they end up saying more than they mean to.

“And tell me, Vanesa. Did you two ever cross paths?”

Vanesa licked her lower lip with the tip of her tongue, enjoying the interest she’d generated.

“A few times. But she didn’t mix with the riffraff, you know. She liked guys with money, fancy cars. Not the kids selling shit on the beach.”

“Did that bother you?”

Vanesa let out a short, harsh laugh.

“Me? Why the fuck would that bother me? If the girl wanted to play queen bee, that’s her problem. But when you play with fire, you get burned.”

Alicia crossed her arms and glared at her.

“And what the fuck does that mean?”

Vanesa tilted her head, amused.

“It means the rich girl got herself into trouble. She had no limits. When you think you can do whatever you want without consequences, one day you fuck up. Besides, I think the bitch is married… To some old geezer, but she’s married.”

Roberto placed his hands on the table, slowly.

“Tell me something, Vanesa. The last time you saw Miren, what was she doing?”

She fell silent for a second. The first real moment of doubt.

“Drinking.”

“Where?”

“On the beach. After her run.”

Roberto exchanged a glance with Alicia. That fit the theory they’d been considering.

“And was she alone?”

Vanesa smiled again, but without as much arrogance this time. She was playing it cautiously now.

“Yeah. At that hour…”

“Vanesa, this is very important. Was there anyone else in the area? Did you see anyone watching her, or following her?”

“What the hell’s going on? We didn’t do anything wrong. I swear.”

“I’m not saying you did. But I need you to try to remember. That woman has disappeared, and you may be the last person who saw her. This is serious, Vanesa.”

Vanesa wasn’t smiling anymore. For the first time in the entire conversation, she dropped the act.

“I didn’t see anyone, but there was a car in the parking lot with smoke coming out the driver’s window. Someone was in there smoking. And at that hour, you’re either there to fuck, or hell if I know why. But I’m telling you they weren’t fucking.”

“How do you know?”

“Easy. The car wasn’t moving, and the windows weren’t fogged up…”

Alicia and Roberto exchanged glances.

Vanesa went quiet for a moment, her gaze drifting to the table. Something had crossed her mind. Roberto caught it. It was the first time she hadn’t been in complete control of the conversation.

“What is it?”

Vanesa blinked a few times and bit her thumbnail. She seemed torn about whether to tell them.

“Are you sure you didn’t see anyone inside the car? A man, a woman, their age…?”

Vanesa shook her head.

“No. I only saw the smoke. The other window was closed.”

Roberto placed his hands on the table, leaning toward her.

“Did you see them move? Get out of the car…?”

Vanesa shook her head again.

“No. When I left, tired of waiting for Kevin, the car was still there. Nobody got out.”

“Do you remember the make? Any details?”

Vanesa clicked her tongue.

“It was black and expensive. Pretty big. I didn’t pay attention to anything else. Those cars all look the same.”

Roberto went quiet. A black SUV with tinted windows. Someone with money. Someone who wanted to see without being seen.

Alicia stepped closer.

“Could you recognize it if you saw it again?”

Vanesa made a skeptical face.

“Maybe. If it’s the same one, something might ring a bell. But cars aren’t my thing. If Kevin were here… He never misses one.”

Roberto turned to Alicia.

“Go to the nightclub. Ask about Kevin. Find out if anyone’s seen him since yesterday. Don’t let them feed you stories. The bouncers had to have seen him go in. He’s not the type to go unnoticed.”

Alicia nodded. She made a face and huffed.

“All right… I can already see my Sunday going to hell… I’ll keep you posted.”

Vanesa arched an eyebrow and let out a mocking little laugh.

“Well, well… Now it turns out you’re interested in Kevin. I thought you only cared about the posh girl from Madrid.”

Roberto looked at her, expressionless.

“Look. I’m interested in everyone. I want to find your boyfriend. Something may have happened to him. It’s my job.”

Vanesa held his gaze and smiled sadly.

“If you know something about Kevin that you haven’t told us, now’s the time,” Roberto insisted.

Vanesa rested her elbow on the table and bit her thumbnail, thinking.

“I haven’t seen him since Friday night. But someone told me he was nervous. Like he’d seen something he shouldn’t have.”

Roberto tensed.

“Who told you that?”

Vanesa shrugged.

“A buddy. I don’t remember. But if he’s disappeared, that’s bad. If he’s gone into hiding, it’s because something smells like shit.”

Alicia was already heading for the door, ready to leave, when Vanesa dropped another gem:

“But I’ll tell you one thing… If Kevin saw something, he’s screwed.”

Roberto crossed his arms.

“Why?”

Vanesa smiled with a dark gleam in her eyes.

“Because the poor bastard doesn’t know how to keep his mouth shut. And that never ends well.”

Vanesa settled more comfortably in the chair, uncrossing her legs slowly, as if savoring every movement. She ran the tip of her tongue over her lower lip before speaking.

“You know what I like most about all this, cop?”

Roberto didn’t respond. He knew she was going to say it anyway.

“That you care about Kevin.” Vanesa smiled with malice. “Nobody does. Not the local cops, not even his own people. Nobody gives a shit what happens to him.”

Roberto kept his expression neutral. He wasn’t going to give her the pleasure of a reaction.

“And you?” he asked, his voice calm.

“Me what?”

“Do you care about him?”

Vanesa tilted her head, thinking it over.

“I care. Kevin’s a loser, but sometimes I like him. And he sells me what I want without any bullshit.”

She bit her lip and leaned forward over the table, closing the gap between them. Roberto stared at her without blinking. He wasn’t going to play her game.

“We’re talking about two disappearances on the same night. I assure you, you have my full attention.”

Vanesa chuckled.

“You’re one of the tough guys, huh? The type who acts all serious, all cold… But I know how to read people. And you were looking at me. And I think you liked what you saw…”

Roberto slammed his palm on the table.

“Enough of this shit, Vanesa. If you know something that can help us, spit it out. If not, we’re done here.”

Vanesa’s attention was fixed entirely on Roberto. She stared at him with a mix of boldness and curiosity.

“Tell me something, cop.” Her voice dropped lower. “How long has it been since you really kissed someone? Not with love or any of that bullshit. Really kissed them, like you meant it.”

“Keep this up and I’ll drag you out of here myself.”

Roberto managed to calm himself. He just looked at her, letting her talk, letting her play her game until she got tired. And that’s what threw her off.

Vanesa huffed, leaning back again with a crooked smile.

“Come on, cop. Don’t play hard to get. You were fucking me with your eyes earlier, I saw it.”

She stood up with calculated, sensual movements and winked at him before turning toward the door.

“If you change your mind, you know where to find me. And this time, you won’t need to bring me to the station.”

“Wait a second. We’re not done yet,” Roberto said, trying not to get worked up. He felt an unpleasant pain in the back of his neck. “Earlier you implied the missing woman was trouble. Explain that.”

Vanesa toyed with the strand of hair falling over one eye and smiled wickedly. She was enjoying every second of attention.

“Miren was the type who liked getting fucked. Plain and simple. And not always by the same guy, you know?”

Roberto gestured for her to keep talking.

“There are no secrets in this town, handsome. Everyone knows everything here. And when a hot piece like her goes around getting half of Conil worked up, well, of course people talk.”

“Define ‘half of Conil,’” Roberto said, his voice neutral.

Vanesa winked at him.

“Don’t play dumb, officer. You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

Roberto leaned over the table, bringing his face close to Vanesa’s.

“Say it clearly. Who was she sleeping with?”

Vanesa sighed, as if surrounded by children who didn’t understand the obvious.

“Anyone she liked. She didn’t hold back. If she wanted someone, she fucked him. If the next day she felt like someone else, same thing. But no scandals, no drama. She kept it discreet.”

“How do you know?” Roberto asked.

“Because more than one guy has told me after a couple of drinks. And some told me with their dicks still hard.”

“Names.” Roberto was pressing her. His tone was direct, and his icy stare seemed to affect her.

Vanesa sighed theatrically.

“I don’t know. I wasn’t there taking notes. But there were businessmen, some foreigner with money, a cop…”

Roberto couldn't help raising an eyebrow.

“A cop?”

Vanesa bit her lower lip, enjoying the turn in the conversation.

“That's what they say. One from the local force. But anyway… she had guys coming from Madrid too.”

“What do you mean she had guys coming from Madrid?”

“Christ, man. Are you dense or something? This chick had flings in Madrid, and every now and then they'd come visit her.”

Roberto felt a thin film of sweat prickle at the back of his neck. Because if there was a cop involved, the case just got a whole lot messier.

“I want names.”

Vanesa smiled. Now she was the one in control of the interrogation, and she liked that.

“You're going to have to buy me a few drinks if you want me to keep talking.”

Roberto lowered his voice, but his tone grew firmer.

“You said Miren was fucking a cop. Tell me who he is.”

Vanesa sighed, as if she were tired of the interrogation.

“I already told you I don't know his name.”

“But you know something else.”

Vanesa nibbled at her chipped nails again. She clicked her tongue, annoyed and pensive.

“He's got a motorcycle. A red one. One of those that makes a hell of a racket and costs more than an apartment in this town. But I don't want trouble with the cops. I've got enough problems already.”

Roberto jotted it down in his notebook. That was something, but something that made him deeply uneasy.

“High displacement?”

Vanesa nodded.

“Yeah. It's not some piece-of-shit scooter. It's one of those that makes people turn their heads when it goes by.”

“Have you seen it lately?”

Vanesa shrugged.

“Some nights. He parks it near the club every now and then. And Miren took off with him a couple of times too. You know, like something out of a soap opera: her with her fucking hair blowing in the wind and him acting all mysterious.”

Roberto processed the information quickly. A cop with a red high-displacement motorcycle. That narrowed things down.

Vanesa smiled wickedly.

“Now will you leave me alone?”

Roberto didn't respond right away. His mind was processing all the information he'd gathered, and it was a lot. The way the girl talked made him believe her. She spoke naturally, as if Miren were just another fixture of the town's nightlife.

“For now. But don't go too far.”

Vanesa smiled and winked at him before leaving.

Roberto left the office and strode down the hallway. He wasn't going to waste time. He stopped in front of the break room, where two officers were killing time with vending machine coffee and idle chatter.

“Sánchez.”

The officer looked up from his coffee cup.

“Yes, Commander.”

“I need you to find something out. But very discreetly. I don't want to tip anyone off.”

Sánchez straightened up in his chair, ready for the order.

“What do you need?”

“A local cop with a red high-displacement motorcycle. I don't have the model or plate, just the color and that it's an expensive bike. Ask whoever you need to ask, but be discreet.”

Sánchez nodded immediately.

“Right away, Commander. I've got several friends on the local force. I'll ask around carefully.”

“Get back to me in a couple of hours. Before lunch.”

Roberto didn't wait for a response. He turned and headed back to his office. He knew Sánchez was efficient. If that cop existed, he'd find him.

About two hours later, he had his answer.

Sánchez appeared in the office doorway with a piece of paper in his hand. His expression was a mix of satisfaction and seriousness.

“I’ve got it.”

Roberto looked up from the report he was reviewing.

“Tell me.”

Sánchez walked in and set the paper on the desk.

“Daniel Montes. Local cop in Conil. Thirty-four years old. Been on the force about seven years. And he’s got a red Ducati Panigale. Picked it up at a judicial auction less than a year ago. You know how it is… auctioneers don’t like to make waves with a cop. He got it cheap.”

Roberto took the paper and scanned it quickly. There it was.

“Any signs of anything dirty?” Roberto locked eyes with the agent, who probably didn’t know the local cop.

Sánchez shook his head.

“Nothing dirty in his file. But I asked a couple of contacts, and they say he’s got a reputation for being cocky. Likes pretty women, easy money, and doesn’t always respect boundaries. But nobody said there was anything actually dirty. Still… who knows?”

Roberto clenched his jaw. They had found something. “Good. Now let’s see if this bastard had something going on with Miren,” he thought.


3

The heat was crushing in Conil. The midday sun beat down mercilessly on the white streets, and the asphalt shimmered in the distance, as if the air itself were burning. Roberto crossed the road and ducked into Casa Manolo, one of those old-school restaurants that had been there forever, right across from the barracks.

The place was a refuge from the heat. The ceiling fans stirred the red and white checkered tablecloths, and the smell of fish stew filled the air. A small TV in the corner played the local news while two retirees argued about who'd been better last season—Betis or Sevilla. Pure Andalusia.

He sat at his usual table by the window. Manolo, the owner, didn't even ask what he wanted. He knew Roberto only ordered light meals in summer. A few minutes later, he brought out a bowl of cold gazpacho with a drizzle of olive oil floating on the surface and a plate of roasted pepper salad with melva tuna.

“Take your time, Commander,” Manolo said, setting down an ice-cold beer, the bottle sweating with condensation. “Seems like you never rest…”

“Summer always brings problems. Half my staff is pissed off. And with good reason…”

“Well, relax a bit, Roberto. Eat something and go take a siesta. Nobody can do anything in this heat. At least not until nine.”

But Roberto wasn't hungry. He couldn't stop thinking about what he'd discovered about Miren. The real Miren.

When Eduardo described her, she seemed like the perfect wife, though Roberto had picked up on certain shadows in the husband's account. A responsible mother, a hardworking woman, cultured, sophisticated. But… he'd mentioned several times that she was uncommunicative and fiercely independent. The other Miren… The one Vanesa had hinted at with her malicious smile, was a woman of excesses, with little respect for her husband.


Lovers, no-holds-barred sex. Roberto had seen that type of woman before. The ones who lead double lives. By day, impeccable executives in expensive suits with stellar careers. Attentive mothers devoted to their children. By night, predators hunting for something to break the monotony.

And Miren didn't seem to hide it. At least, not completely. She didn't seem to feel any guilt. Did her husband know and accept it?

He broke off a piece of bread and dipped it in the gazpacho. It was cold and smooth, with hardly any onion, just how he liked it.

What would make a man like Eduardo tolerate something like that? Could it be love?

He clenched his jaw and grabbed the beer bottle. He brought it to his lips and felt the cold running down his throat.

The key might lie with the husband. Or with the people who orbited around Miren. And now they had a name: Daniel Montes.

A local cop with a red motorcycle. A guy with a reputation for being cocky. Was he just an occasional lover?

Roberto set the beer down on the table. Too many questions and too few answers. He figured making progress on a Sunday afternoon would be nearly impossible, and his team needed rest. He called Carrillo and Alicia and told them to call it a day.

Outside, the sun kept scorching Conil. And at the barracks, Miren's shadows kept growing. He decided to go home and rest for a while. He walked along the beach promenade, sticking to the shade. The place overwhelmed him. It was peak time, and crowds of people were waiting for tables at the restaurants and beach bars while others killed time with beers. An army of kids armed with water guns gleefully soaked anyone passing by, while their parents did nothing—more concerned with holding their spots in line or at the bar than keeping their offspring from being a nuisance.

Before heading up to his apartment, he stopped at the convenience store that stayed open 24 hours in summer. He grabbed a pack of beer and headed to the register.


“Why do I always see you alone, sweetheart?” old Lourdes said as she bagged the beers. “Summer's not meant for being alone, Roberto. You should find yourself a girl… Go to the beach, grab some beers, take a walk. Instead, you're going to hole up in that dark apartment of yours and brood. That's not going to get you anywhere. You'll end up alone and bitter.”

Lourdes was a short, cheerful woman, always smiling, whom he'd known since arriving in town eight years ago, fresh out of the academy. Her ability to read his mood with a single glance had always amazed him. She had a sixth sense. She was also something of a matchmaker who'd set him up with some of her customers over the years, though those dates had always ended in disaster.

“Shut your mouth, woman,” her husband cut in brusquely, surprising Roberto. Then he looked at Lourdes with an apologetic expression. “You know how she is… She meddles in everything, Roberto. Born matchmaker. Don't pay her any mind.”

“Deep down, she's absolutely right,” Roberto said with a hint of sadness. “I just came from the barracks, and I'm going to lock myself in my apartment until tomorrow, when I'll head back there. It's too monotonous, this life.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Roberto… You need to enjoy your youth more, meet some girls…” she said with a mischievous smile. “You don’t want to end up like this one, do you?” She nodded toward her husband. “Find yourself a girlfriend and enjoy what’s left of summer.”

“Lourdes…” Her husband shifted uncomfortably, shaking his head.

“Oh, hush. Stick in the mud.” Lourdes shook her head. “Look, Roberto, I have a good friend… Dolores. She has a daughter who’d be perfect for you. Pretty, cheerful… I can introduce you. What have you got to lose? She could be the love of your life.” She laughed.

Roberto nodded and squeezed her hand warmly. He was touched by the affection this couple had always shown him.

“Pepe, can I trust Lourdes? Is Dolores’s daughter pretty?” Roberto asked, playing along.

To his surprise, Pepe looked at him intently, and after glancing at his wife for a moment, said:

“She’s a total knockout. An absolute stunner. For once, Lourdes isn’t pulling your leg…” Pepe said, completely serious.

“Wait, let me show you…” Lourdes pulled out her phone and started scrolling through her photos. “Look at this girl!” she exclaimed, holding up the screen.

Roberto blushed slightly but studied the photo closely. She was undeniably gorgeous. Not just pretty—she seemed interesting too, one of those women with striking features and real presence. Dark-haired with long, thick black hair, dark almond-shaped eyes, and full, pouty lips. Not too thin. Roberto noticed she had a nice chest and curvy hips. She was wearing some kind of flowy white Ibiza-style dress and looked to be somewhere between twenty-five and thirty, maybe a bit older.

“She’s gorgeous,” Roberto said with a smile. “But… don’t be offended, Lourdes, but I hate your blind dates. Don’t even think about it. I’m warning you…” he said, pointing a finger at her.

“Ugh, you’re such a spoilsport, Roberto. Fine then, go home and drink your beers on the couch.”

Roberto kissed her on both cheeks and headed upstairs to do exactly what Lourdes had suggested.
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The landscape on both sides of the road was shrouded in shadows. Even though it was seven in the morning, darkness still surrounded them. The day had dawned overcast, and dark gray clouds blocked the sunlight. Roberto was driving, and beside him Alicia, her eyes red from lack of sleep, smoked a cigarette with the window open.

Roberto drove in silence. Alicia was an outstanding agent. Tough as nails and meticulous in her work. She was young, under thirty-five. Alicia loved her job, and Roberto was certain she couldn’t fit in better anywhere than the Civil Guard. The Legion, maybe…

She only had two flaws. She was one of the foulest-mouthed people he knew, and she was quite vulgar—though she worked hard to cultivate that impression. Bleached blonde with straight hair. Thin, but with striking curves. She wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous, but she was attractive. Or maybe it was the other way around. But above all, she was sexy. In the green uniform, she had a more modest look, but when she went out in street clothes, things changed completely. She wore stretchy jeans, skin-tight tank tops. Impossible heels, leather jackets... Her private life was a revolving door of boyfriends, friends, and acquaintances.

It was almost an hour’s drive for a trip that, under normal circumstances, shouldn’t have taken more than twenty minutes, but they’d decided to stop by the station first to pick up a recorder. By the time they arrived at La Janda, the sun was already lighting up the road.

“It’s a bit early, isn’t it?” Alicia said, glancing at her watch.

“I set the meeting for nine,” Roberto answered, a little annoyed at having arrived ahead of time.

“Let’s kill some time…” Alicia said. “Let’s take a drive around the area. What mansions!”

That part of the La Janda region was one of the most exclusive areas of Conil. Spectacular villas sat just a five-minute walk from the beach. It was one of the most sought-after areas for buying luxury homes. The location was excellent for nature lovers—a quiet area, away from traffic and surrounded by greenery. It was perfect for walking and cycling along any of its trails. Very close by were the spectacular seaside cliffs that defined the geography and fame of the place.

The Los Llanos estate rose majestically behind a hedge of perfectly trimmed arborvitae. From outside, you could glimpse a swimming pool and a large porch covered with an awning. The house was modern, though full of charm.

Roberto summarized the information he’d managed to get from Vanesa the day before.

“And what do you think about all that? What have you figured out?” she asked.

“Look. I don’t want to contaminate you with my suspicions. I’d rather you draw your own conclusions from what I’ve told you and what we hear now from the housekeeper and the husband’s sister. Then we’ll compare notes. I hate focusing on a single line of investigation. Sometimes you close yourself off to other opportunities that you later regret not pursuing. The most important thing is to keep an open mind. The more influenced you are by my opinions, the less impartial you’ll be. I want you with an open mind.”

“Oh! If there’s one thing I’ve got… it’s an open mind…” she said suggestively, letting out a laugh. He couldn’t help but cover his eyes, half-smiling.

“Jesus, Alicia…” He shook his head. “Don’t say things like that to me. Christ. I’m your superior.”

“I didn’t say anything… You’re the one interpreting it your own way,” she laughed again, brazenly.

“Come on, let’s go. It’s almost nine,” Roberto said, putting an end to the game of double entendres.

When they rang the doorbell, the housekeeper answered. She was in uniform and led them inside. They passed through a wide foyer and into a large glassed-in living-dining room that faced the garden and pool, where an area decorated with an oriental feel sat in the shade of a fig tree. The living room had high ceilings and a fireplace. Eduardo was on the floor, legs crossed, surrounded by toys. He wore a gray silk robe, open at the chest, and dark pajama pants. Without the impeccable suit and upright posture of the previous morning, he seemed like a different person.

His daughter, oblivious to everything, was playing with some dolls. She spoke to them with the naturalness of someone who doesn’t understand that the world around her is crumbling.

Roberto and Alicia stood in the doorway. The scene was strange.

Eduardo didn’t look like a father with his daughter. More like a grandfather with his granddaughter. The contrast was stark. His hair, disheveled and uncombed, revealed even more gray. The wrinkles, which before had seemed like subtle lines on his shaved face, now sank into his skin like cracks.

He looked up at them without moving. His eyes were dull.

“Have you found anything? Any progress?” he asked in a hoarse voice.

Roberto nodded.

“It’s early days, but I think we may already have a line of investigation. I’ll explain in a bit, but we need to speak with your sister and the housekeeper first.”

The girl looked at the two officers with curiosity. She didn’t understand what was happening, but she knew her father was sad.

“Daddy, who are they?”

Eduardo smiled with effort.

“Some friends, sweetheart. Go up to your room and keep playing, okay? I’ll have Gloria come up to dress you later.”

The girl obeyed without protest, gathering her dolls clumsily and disappearing through a side door. The silence she left behind weighed like a stone.

Eduardo sighed and rose slowly to his feet. The elegant, confident man from the day before at the barracks was now a broken shell.

“Yes, you told me that yesterday. All right.”

“Well...” Roberto crossed his arms. “I'd like to start with the housekeeper. Gloria, if I remember correctly.”

“Come with me. She should be in the kitchen.”

“If you don't mind, Mr. Ortiz, we'd like to interview her alone. It's nothing personal, but your presence might make her answers less natural, and right now every detail matters,” Roberto said, his tone serious but cordial.

“No problem. I just want to help. It's been forty-eight hours already... We're desperate... The girl keeps asking for her mother, and I don't know what to tell her anymore.”

Gloria met them in the kitchen, her hands still damp from washing the breakfast dishes. She was a woman of about fifty, with sharp eyes and a serious expression, who had worked for the family for years. She was South American, and from her tone of voice, she clearly knew her place in that house. Roberto figured she'd be hard to get talking. But she was obviously worried and understood this was no ordinary conversation.

Still wearing her apron, she explained that Miren was a very reserved woman, almost distant. She'd never treated her badly, but not with affection either. She was polite, proper, but without warmth. She didn't interfere with Gloria's work or make many demands. They simply coexisted in the same house, barely crossing paths.

Gloria had spent years working in the homes of wealthy families and knew how to tell when an upper-class woman was a “lady” in the traditional sense and when she was just someone who lived there. Miren didn't fit either category.

She was cold, yes, but she didn't come across as feeling superior either. She simply seemed to be in her own world. A world that, to be honest, had very little to do with her husband.

She explained that they led completely separate lives. Miren had her schedules, her work trips, her events. And Eduardo had his. They rarely crossed paths except on specific occasions, and when they did, the atmosphere between them wasn't tense, but it wasn't close either.

The only thing that truly seemed to connect them was the girl. That's when Miren changed. With her daughter, she was a different person. Attentive, affectionate. She never left her alone.

Gloria had seen plenty of wealthy mothers hand off child-rearing entirely to nannies and housekeepers, but not Miren. She always found time for the girl. She bathed her, read her stories, hugged her with devotion. She was the only person Miren seemed to truly love.

But then, when the girl was asleep, she would disappear.

Gloria didn't know where she went or who she was with. She only knew that, on more than one occasion, Miren hadn't come home at night. Sometimes she'd call with an excuse: a dinner with clients that ran late, an unexpected meeting. Other times, not even that. She simply wouldn't show up.

But what struck Gloria most was Eduardo's reaction. He never asked. He never showed anger, jealousy, or concern. In the morning, when Miren came back, he'd just go on with his routine, as if nothing had happened. And that, to Gloria, was the strangest thing of all.

Gloria had never worked for a woman like Miren. She'd had bosses who were distant, strict, kind, capricious... but none so meticulous about themselves. Miren left nothing to chance when it came to her appearance.

She always looked impeccable. It didn't matter if it was an ordinary morning or an important dinner: her clothes, her hair, her makeup... everything was perfectly calculated. The dresses were always designer, the silk blouses perfectly pressed, the heels from exclusive brands. Even at home, when she wore comfortable clothes, every piece seemed carefully chosen.

And then there was her skin. Gloria had seen few women so obsessed with their appearance. Creams, serums, treatments... Every night, before bed, she followed an almost surgical ritual in front of the bathroom mirror. Nothing about her was left to chance.

That's why, on mornings when she saw her arrive in the same clothes from the day before, she knew Miren had spent the night elsewhere. It didn't take a genius. If a woman like Miren came home without having changed, without having showered, with her makeup slightly smudged... it was because she hadn't slept in her own bed.

Gloria spoke cautiously, answering the more prying questions in a low voice. There was a lot she either didn't know or didn't want to share.

Some mornings, when Miren came back after spending the night out, her attitude was different. She wouldn't greet anyone, wouldn't ask for her usual coffee, seemed distracted. She'd lock herself in her room and only come out once she was put together again, her perfect image restored.

She insisted several times that Mr. Ortiz's reaction struck her as odd. He never asked her anything. Not once. Gloria had worked for many couples where jealousy, arguments, or suspicions were part of daily life. But not here. Here there were no fights, no complaints, no uncomfortable looks. When Miren came back after a night out, Eduardo greeted her with the same calm as always.
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When the interview with the housekeeper ended, Alicia and Roberto exchanged a long look. Their eyes spoke of the doubts and shadows forming in their minds.

When they returned to the living room, Carmen Ortiz was descending the stairs from the second-floor bedrooms. She had the elegance of a woman who knows the world owes her respect. At sixty, she was still attractive. Her figure was slender, svelte, without a trace of neglect. Her hair, a dark chestnut with well-blended highlights, fell in a smooth, perfect bob without a single visible gray. Though it was barely past ten in the morning, her makeup was impeccable. Light foundation without a single flaw, lips painted a muted red, eyes lined with surgical precision. There wasn’t the slightest trace of fatigue or age on her face.

She descended with straight, measured posture, as if coming down the grand staircase of a theater. She was not a woman who hurried.

When she reached the living room, she didn’t smile. She simply extended her hand with cold elegance, barely squeezing, as if contact with another person’s skin displeased her. She wore a cream-colored suit, perfectly tailored, with an ivory silk blouse. Every detail of her appearance conveyed perfection.

She sat down delicately, crossing her legs like someone posing for a portrait. And then she looked at them. A direct, scrutinizing gaze, without a trace of nervousness. She didn’t seem like a woman easily intimidated.

Roberto cleared his throat before speaking. He knew Carmen Montes wasn’t just any woman. Her bearing, her cold gaze, her absolute self-control made that clear. This wasn’t going to be an easy conversation.

“Mrs. Ortiz,” he began firmly, “as you know, we’re investigating the disappearance of your sister-in-law, Miren Reyes. So far we’ve reconstructed part of her movements and spoken with her husband, her housekeeper, and some witnesses.”

“Ortiz de Zárate. It’s hyphenated,” she interrupted curtly. “The second surname is Garmendia. But please continue.”

“Right. We’ve confirmed that Miren went running every morning on the beach. She was very meticulous about her routine. On the day of her disappearance, there were no signs of violence in her car or in the area where she was last seen. At the scene, we couldn’t find a single piece of evidence. We were at a dead end, until almost by chance we found a witness who claims to know something about your sister-in-law…”

Carmen didn’t react. She remained motionless, hands folded in her lap. She tilted her head slightly, never breaking her inscrutable gaze.

Alicia took over.

“We also know that her relationship with your brother Eduardo, though stable, was rather distant. They each led their own lives, and according to our information, Miren spent some nights away from home without explanation.”

It was the first time Carmen blinked noticeably. But she said nothing.

“Her husband,” Alicia added, without taking her eyes off her, “doesn’t seem to have any problem with this. He accepts it as part of their dynamic as a couple.”

A tense silence fell over the room. Carmen didn’t move a muscle. If the revelation surprised or unsettled her, she didn’t show it.

Roberto continued.

“We’ve spoken with the housekeeper, and she’s given us some details about daily life in the house. We know Miren was reserved, that she adored her daughter, but that her relationship with Eduardo was… let’s say, more functional than affectionate.”

Carmen’s jaw tightened slightly, and she swallowed hard.

“Now,” Alicia concluded, “we want to hear what you can contribute. You’re close to your brother; you’ve seen him with his wife in different situations. Any detail, no matter how insignificant it might seem, could help us.”

Carmen settled into the armchair with the same elegance she’d shown upon arriving. Her posture remained impeccable, but her gaze was sharper.

And for the first time, she smiled. She held it for a few seconds—a calculated smile, devoid of warmth, as if she’d learned over the years to use it as a mask.

“Miren has always been a special woman.” Her voice was firm, unhesitating. “Reserved, controlling, meticulous. She leaves nothing to chance. Not her appearance, not her work, not her personal life.”

Alicia watched her closely. Roberto, on the other hand, leaned forward slightly, pressing his hands against his knees.

“Would you say your sister-in-law is a difficult woman to be in a relationship with?” he asked.

Carmen arched an eyebrow.

“No. I’d say she was a woman who knew exactly what she wanted. She always knew her own mind. When she wants something, she fights to get it. The problem is she gets disillusioned quickly.”

“And your brother?” Alicia asked. “Did he share that outlook?”

For the first time, Carmen looked away, as if choosing her words more carefully.

“You see, Eduardo has always been a discreet man. He’s not interested in conflict, doesn’t like drama. He’s not a man given to fights or grand passions. He adores his wife and daughter.”

Roberto watched her intently.

“And jealousy?”

Carmen’s expression twisted slightly.

“No. If Eduardo ever felt jealous, he never showed it.”

Roberto took a moment. That didn’t fit. A man doesn’t just accept his wife spending nights away from home. Unless…

“I have to ask you this question, and I’m sorry. But it’s possible her disappearance has something to do with what I’m about to ask.” He took a breath, visibly steeling himself. “Did you know Miren had lovers?”

Carmen blinked slowly, as if she were tired of the conversation.

“As you'll understand… I don't pry into my brother's or his wife's private life. It's not my style.”

Roberto let the silence hang for a few seconds. Carmen didn't like talking about her sister-in-law, that much was clear.

“But you have an opinion about her,” he insisted.

Carmen smiled again, but this time there was something mocking in it.

“What good would my opinion do, Officer? You're looking for facts, not personal impressions.”

Alicia crossed her legs calmly.

“Sometimes impressions help us understand the facts.”

Carmen sighed softly, as though bored.

“If you want my impression,” she said at last, her tone icy, “Miren isn't the type of woman I would have chosen for him. But Eduardo adores her.”

Roberto leaned back in his chair.

“And did you approve?”

“I don't have to approve of anything,” Carmen answered sharply. “Eduardo is my brother, not my son.”

“We've heard things about Miren's life in Conil,” Roberto said calmly, but without softening the blow. “It seems she was quite well known in certain circles.”

Carmen took a deep breath. Her gaze wavered slightly, as if the conversation were entering uncomfortable territory even for her.

“Small-town people always talk,” she responded with disdain. “They love gossip, love stirring things up. And if the gossip is about some 'rich folks from Madrid'…”

“So you've heard the rumors too,” Alicia interjected.

Carmen glared at her.

“I'm not interested in cheap gossip.”

Roberto looked at her steadily.

“But you're not denying it.”

A tense silence filled the room. Carmen maintained her composure, but discomfort showed on her face.

“Miren was always an attractive woman. And she knew it. She liked feeling desired.”

“Did she have lovers?” Alicia asked bluntly.

Carmen looked away for just an instant, but long enough for both of them to notice.

“I can't confirm anything,” she finally responded, her voice controlled. “But I'm not going to pretend I don't know what you're talking about.”

“And did Eduardo know?” Roberto pressed.

Carmen smiled with a flash of irony.

“Eduardo knew a lot of things. But knowing something, tolerating it, and actually wanting to accept it—those are different things.”

Alicia leaned on the armrest.

“He knew and allowed it.”

Carmen sighed. She seemed exhausted by the conversation, but still held onto her haughtiness.

“Eduardo isn't a jealous man, I've already told you. He's never been passionate. He's always preferred peace and quiet.”

“Even at the cost of his pride?” Roberto pressed.

Carmen gave him a hard look.

“Pride is a man's word. Women know that life is more complicated than that.”

Roberto sensed that Carmen was on the verge of breaking. The coldness with which she spoke about her sister-in-law betrayed something deeper than simple dislike.

Alicia took over.

“Was there anyone in particular? Any name that rings a bell?”

Carmen pressed her lips together.

“As I've already told you, I don't pry into my brother's private life. It's none of my business.”

“We're not talking about your brother, we're talking about Miren,” Roberto corrected dryly.

Carmen's gaze darkened.

“Miren wasn't an easy woman to love. And I know for a fact that he adores her,” she said, shaking her head. Her eyes had welled up. “Don't ask me why, but he adores her.”

Roberto and Alicia exchanged a glance. It was the first time Carmen had let real emotion show. She seemed to have shrunk a bit in her seat. The haughtiness she had displayed at the start of the conversation was crumbling, replaced by a weariness she didn't bother to hide.

Alicia watched her for a few seconds before asking:

“Do you think Miren loved your brother?”

She shifted slightly. It was a minimal gesture, but enough to betray that the question made her more uncomfortable than she wanted to admit.

“I don't know,” she said at last, her voice lower. “I've never known. What I do know is that Miren wanted security. She wanted stability. And Eduardo gave her that.”

Her tone sounded almost bitter, as if that certainty pained her more than anything else.

“Financial security?” Alicia asked.

Carmen let out a brief, joyless laugh.

“Of course. Eduardo is a brilliant man, but he's not stupid. He knew Miren wasn't with him for love.”

Roberto looked at her intently.

“And he accepted it.”

Carmen nodded slowly.

“Because he did love her. And because, somehow, he thought his money made up for everything else.”

A heavy silence filled the room.

Alicia and Roberto knew they had just pried loose something important. It wasn’t just that Miren might have had lovers. It was that her marriage was built on an unspoken pact. And those pacts always fell apart one way or another.

Carmen straightened her back and regained some of her haughty composure. After her moment of vulnerability, she seemed to have decided to reassert her superiority.

“Tell me, agents…” she began, with a slight smile that didn’t reach her eyes, “do you know how much a regional manager at a temp agency makes?”

Roberto and Alicia exchanged a glance. They knew it was decent money, but not enough to bankroll an extravagant lifestyle.

“It would depend on the exact position,” Alicia replied, “but we’re guessing not enough to catch your attention.”

Carmen let out a brief, almost contemptuous laugh.

“Not enough to live the way Miren lived.”

Roberto leaned against the armrest.

“Explain.”

Carmen waved a hand elegantly, as if this were too obvious to explain.

“Miren only wore designer clothes. Not the affordable lines—high-end. Each of her handbags cost more than a month’s salary for any normal person.”

She paused, as if gauging the impact of her words.

“And that’s not even counting the trips, the hotels, the restaurants, the cosmetic treatments…”

“Did your brother fund that lavish lifestyle?” Alicia asked point-blank.

Carmen narrowed her eyes.

“My brother is generous. He gave her comfort, of course, but he wasn’t the type of man to indulge every whim. I suppose it was a way to keep her by his side. But I don’t know.”

Roberto exhaled slowly.

Alicia rested her elbows on her knees and laced her fingers together. She studied Carmen carefully, watching every gesture, every blink.

“Tell us, is there any chance Miren left of her own free will?”

Carmen tilted her head, her expression incredulous.

“That she ran off with a lover?”

“For example,” Roberto interjected, his eyes never leaving her.

Carmen let out a dry laugh, devoid of humor.

“That’s impossible.”

“Why are you so sure?” Alicia pressed.

Carmen leaned back in the armchair, settling into her superior posture once more.

“Because Miren isn’t stupid.”

Roberto raised an eyebrow.

“Explain.”

“I’ve been doing that this whole time. No matter how much she liked men, her freedom, or her independence, Miren would never have given up what she had with Eduardo. She would never have traded the stability, the money, a life of luxury for a passing fling. She’s not that naive.”

Alicia tilted her head.

“So, according to you, what she had with your brother was a rather unusual arrangement…”

“Call it what you want. But it was an arrangement that suited her.”

“And Eduardo?” Roberto asked.

Carmen pressed her lips together, as if suddenly bothered by where the conversation was heading.

“My brother loves her. And if he accepts certain things, it’s because he’d rather do that than lose her.”

Alicia and Roberto exchanged a glance.

“So, if she hasn’t run off with a lover…” Alicia let the sentence hang.

Carmen held the agent’s gaze.

“Then something’s happened to her. Count on it.”

“One last thing—I’d like you to tell us if there might be someone in Miren’s professional circle who, out of spite, or because of…” Roberto began.

“I don’t have the slightest idea about my sister-in-law’s professional life,” Carmen cut him off before he could finish. “If she was reserved about personal matters, when it came to work, she was completely closed off. At least with me. Maybe Eduardo knows something about that side of her, though I doubt it.”

“In that case, we appreciate your time,” Roberto said, rising. “We’ll go speak with your brother.”

Carmen remained seated, staring into the distance. Her expression was sad. Alicia could see her dabbing at her eyes with a small handkerchief.


3

The midday sun beat down on the garden. Despite the light breeze drifting in from the nearby golf course, the heat was suffocating. The pool water gleamed artificial turquoise, like something out of a hotel catalog.

Eduardo sat on a wooden lounge chair, legs crossed, a glass of beer in his hand. He seemed completely oblivious to the chaos of his wife's disappearance. His eyes were fixed on his daughter Alexia, his gaze filled with deep concern.

Alexia, the five-year-old, was playing beside him with a handful of plastic toys. She'd lined up several figurines along the pool's edge and was pushing them in one by one with her finger.

Alicia and Roberto paused for a moment before approaching.

The contrast was grotesque. Eduardo, so much older, sitting next to his daughter—a girl barely five years old—was jarring, to say the least.

Roberto stepped forward first.

“Mr. Ortiz.”

Eduardo looked up, his expression neutral. No surprise in his gaze, no impatience. He simply watched them in silence for a moment, as if calculating how long this conversation would last.

“Are you finished with Carmen?” he asked, his tone soft, almost lazy.

“For the moment,” Roberto replied. “Now we’d like to speak with you.”

Eduardo sighed and took a long drink of his beer. Then he set it on the ground carefully, his eyes never leaving Roberto.

“I’m entirely at your disposal. Please, sit down. Can I get you something to drink?”

“No, thank you,” Roberto replied. “This is going to be a difficult conversation, Mr. Ortiz. I’m afraid it will be unpleasant.”

Eduardo smiled slightly, without humor. He turned his head and looked at his daughter, still absorbed in her game.

“Alexia, sweetheart,” he said in a measured tone, “why don’t you ask Gloria to get you a nice cold juice?”

The girl looked up and nodded eagerly.

“Strawberry!”

“Whatever you want.”

The girl jumped up and ran toward the house. Eduardo waited until the sliding door closed behind her.

Then he turned back to Roberto.

“Go ahead. Be as hard on me as you need to be.”

Eduardo picked up the beer from the table, took a long drink, and set it down again calmly. He settled back into the lounge chair.

“I’m going to be direct, Mr. Ortiz,” he said, crossing his arms. “Is there any chance your wife ran away?”

Eduardo let out a short, nasal laugh.

“I take it you mean she left voluntarily with another man.”

“Exactly.”

Eduardo sighed, narrowed his eyes, and paused before answering.

“No. Impossible. Look… Miren isn’t the type of woman who leaves behind a life of comfort and stability on a whim.”

“You mean you can’t see her running off with a lover?”

Eduardo shook his head slowly.

“No. She wasn’t some starry-eyed teenager. She knew exactly what she had and what she stood to lose. And Miren isn’t the type who loses.”

Alicia watched him closely.

“But you knew she had lovers.”

Eduardo gave a cold smile.

“We’re not here to talk about my marriage, are we?”

“We’re not here to judge you,” Roberto intervened. “We’re just trying to understand the context.”

Eduardo didn’t respond right away. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. The impeccable man they’d seen the day before seemed to crumble in the sunlight.

“If Miren had wanted to leave… she would have done it differently. Not disappearing at dawn without her car, without her cards, without taking anything.”

The silence grew thick. Alicia and Roberto exchanged a glance.

“Another possibility,” Alicia said. “Do you think someone could have kidnapped her for money?”

Eduardo frowned slightly.

“Without a doubt, that could be a motive. But if it’s a kidnapping, it’s the strangest one I’ve ever heard of. She’s been missing for more than twenty-four hours and no one has demanded a ransom.”

“Sometimes kidnappers wait to increase the pressure,” Alicia pressed.

“Perhaps,” Eduardo admitted. “But I think if this were about money, they would have called by now. Don’t you?”

“Your assets are considerable,” Roberto noted. “Have you felt threatened at any point? Did you or Miren receive any kind of warning?”

Eduardo shook his head.

“Nothing. No problems, no threats, no hidden debts.”

Roberto watched him in silence for a few seconds.

“So if she hasn’t run away and she hasn’t been kidnapped for money… what do you think happened?”

Eduardo leaned back in the lounge chair. He grabbed his beer, rotating the glass between his fingers, and stared at it as if the answer lay at the bottom.

When he spoke again, his voice came out lower, deeper.

“I can’t even bring myself to think about that...”

Eduardo kept turning the glass between his fingers, as if the cold surface might offer an excuse not to answer. But Roberto wasn’t about to let him hide behind silence.

“Let’s talk plainly, Mr. Ortiz,” he said, his tone dry. “We need to know what kind of marriage you had with Miren. No beating around the bush.”

Eduardo raised an eyebrow, a lopsided smile forming on his lips.

“You mean whether we were happy?”

“We’re not interested in a sugar-coated version,” Alicia interjected, arms crossed. “We know Miren had lovers. And we know you accepted it.”

Eduardo clenched his jaw. His gaze grew darker, but he didn’t look away.

“Miren was... a special woman.”

“Define ‘special.’” Roberto replied.

Eduardo let out a humorless laugh.

“Miren wasn’t a conventional wife. She wasn’t made for a life of routine, family dinners, fidelity and eternal promises. She was fire. And if I wanted to keep her, I had to tolerate... certain indiscretions.”

“Indiscretions?” Alicia asked.

“Her outlook on life, agent. Her constant need for excitement, for new experiences. Miren needed to feel desired.”

“And you allowed it.”

Eduardo took another sip of beer before responding.

“I loved her. And if having her meant looking the other way from time to time, I did.”

Roberto leaned toward him.

“Did you know who she was sleeping with?”

Eduardo gave a crooked smile.

“Sometimes yes. Sometimes no. She didn’t rub it in my face, but she didn’t hide it either.”

“And how did you justify it to yourself?”

Eduardo set the glass on the table calmly.

“I’m over sixty and she’s forty. I’m not delusional. I knew I wasn’t enough for her. But I also knew that, at the end of the day, she always came home.”

“And that was enough for you?” Alicia pressed, her tone respectful.

Eduardo held her gaze.

“It let me have her. And yes, to a certain extent, it was enough. Besides, there’s Alexia. She’s given me a reason to hope again. Believe it or not, she’s made me feel young again.”

Alicia sighed and glanced at Roberto.

“And you never felt jealous? Never wanted to stop it?”

Eduardo let out a short, bitter laugh.

“Of course I did, agent. I’m human. But tell me... how do you tame a hurricane?”

Roberto leaned back in his chair, interlacing his fingers over his abdomen. He watched Eduardo carefully, looking for cracks in his story.

“Let’s consider another possibility,” he said, his tone neutral. “Do you think one of her lovers could have become obsessed with her? Someone who didn’t accept being just a fling?”

Eduardo smiled coldly and shook his head.

“No, agent. Miren is a very intelligent woman.”

“Maybe you didn’t see it,” Alicia interjected. “Perhaps one of them wanted more and she rejected him.”

“I doubt it. Miren never let a relationship get that far. The moment she sensed things might get complicated, she’d end it. Believe me.”

Roberto arched an eyebrow.

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because she’s always the one in control. She doesn’t fall in love. She doesn’t get attached. She’s cold.”

“Cold?”

“Cold in the practical sense. She knew what she was doing, who she was doing it with, and how far she could go. She never promised anything, never gave false hope. Miren was a predator, not a victim. She never lied about what she was or what she wanted.”

Roberto and Alicia exchanged a glance.

“What if someone didn’t accept it?” Alicia pressed. “What if someone felt humiliated, used, scorned...”

Eduardo snorted. “Are you thinking of me?”

“It’s a possibility,” Roberto said without blinking.

Roberto watched him in silence. Eduardo spoke of his wife with a mixture of admiration and resignation—more of the latter than the former. As if he’d spent years accepting he could never change her.

“Even so, we need to know who she was seeing.”

Eduardo shrugged.

“Good luck with that. Miren kept her secrets better than anyone I know.”

Eduardo leaned back in his chair and calmly crossed his legs. He looked at Roberto with a neutral expression, but when he spoke, there was a slight edge of impatience in his voice.

“Well, gentlemen. I’ve answered your questions with complete honesty. But I need to know what you’ve found out so far. Time is slipping away and I’m not seeing any progress. We’re desperate.”

Roberto took a moment before responding. Beside him, Alicia crossed her arms, as if she’d been expecting the question. She spoke first:

“We know Miren disappeared after her morning run on the beach. She left at six in the morning, like always, and never came back.”

“We found her car in the beach parking lot, with no signs of violence,” Roberto continued. “Traffic cameras caught her arriving, but there’s no footage of her leaving.”

Eduardo nodded slowly, his brow barely furrowed.

“We’ve spoken with witnesses,” Alicia continued. “Someone saw her running, someone saw her swimming. But no one saw what happened afterward.”

“We’ve also looked into her personal life,” Roberto added. “We know… well, what we just discussed—that she led an… unconventional lifestyle.”

Eduardo kept his expression impassive but licked his lips before speaking.

“You already knew that before questioning me, didn’t you?”

Alicia smiled slightly and lowered her eyes.

“We have to hear everyone’s side.”

“We’ve also spoken with a witness who saw a suspicious car near the parking lot,” Roberto continued, ignoring the tension. “A black SUV with tinted windows.”

“We want to know if any of her lovers had a car like that.”

Eduardo thought for a moment, then shook his head.

“I have no idea, detectives.”

“Well, we need to find out,” Roberto concluded.

Eduardo remained polite, but now there was a firmness in his voice that hadn’t been there before.

“Miren has been missing for too long,” he said, looking directly at Roberto. “And while I appreciate your efforts, I don’t think enough is being done.”

Roberto kept his expression impassive but felt Alicia clench her jaw beside him.

“We’re following every possible lead,” he responded calmly. “But these things take time.”

Eduardo nodded slowly, as if weighing his words. Then he sighed.

“I have contacts at the Ministry of the Interior. I’m going to request that more resources be assigned to the investigation. I wanted to tell you myself so it doesn’t catch you off guard.”

Alicia narrowed her eyes. “You don’t trust our work?”

Eduardo gave a conciliatory smile.

“Don’t be offended. It’s not a criticism of you. I know you’re doing your job. But I want more done. Everything possible.”

Roberto crossed his arms.

“We’re not offended. If you think you can get more resources, go ahead. All we want is to find Miren.”

Eduardo relaxed a bit, as if he’d expected more resistance.

“That’s all that matters to me,” he said, his tone softer. “That we make progress.”

Roberto stood up to end the interview. He gathered his notes and headed toward the exit with Alicia. Eduardo accompanied them.

“I almost forgot something, Mr. Ortiz,” he said, stopping suddenly. “What kind of car do you drive?”

Eduardo smiled wryly. “I was wondering when you’d ask that,” he said. “Come with me.”

They headed to the garage. He opened the door with a remote, and inside sat a burgundy Porsche Panamera. Eduardo looked at them with a half-smile and closed the door.


4

The moment she closed the car door, Alicia let out a huff and slumped back against the seat.

“Unbelievable.”

Roberto started the car unhurriedly and shot her a sidelong glance.

“What?”

Alicia waved a hand in the air, as if trying to sort out her thoughts.

“That marriage is insane. Her, a woman who was screwing half the town without even trying to hide it. Him, a guy who knew, accepted it, and on top of that bankrolled her whole damn lifestyle.”

“He loved her in his own way,” Roberto said dryly.

Alicia let out a dry laugh.

“Yeah, right. She loved him so much she didn’t even bother changing clothes after spending the night with someone else.”

Roberto said nothing.

“And him...” Alicia shook her head. “A real gentleman. Refined, cultured, elegant. With balls the size of watermelons, because you’d have to, to put up with that kind of humiliation with such dignity.”

“He supposedly loves her,” Roberto murmured.

“Or he was a damn masochist,” Alicia shot back. “Because knowing your wife is a hurricane in bed, but with you it’s a light breeze... that’s got to hurt.”

Roberto looked at her calmly.

“We don’t know what their relationship was like in private.”

She turned toward him with a mocking half-smile.

“Come on. You think a sixty-year-old guy was giving her what she wanted? That woman was fire. She needed flames, not embers.”

Roberto clenched his jaw.

“I suppose the marriage wasn’t just about sex. I don’t know...”

Alicia shrugged.

“Maybe not. But I bet if you take away the sex, there’s not much left. Maybe the bastard was smarter than we think,” she said, staring out the window with a distant look.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because she did whatever she wanted, but she never left. She knew that with him she had security, money, a name. And he knew it. He accepted her that way because it was the only way to have her.”

Roberto exhaled slowly.

“You think he wasn’t sleeping with other women?”

Alicia let out a genuine laugh.

“Look, boss... the guy looks like a mummy straight out of ancient Egypt—not exactly a catch. But who knows. Maybe he was screwing the housekeeper. Or the kid’s piano teacher.”

Roberto shook his head, smiling, and focused on the road.

“I like this case less and less.”

Alicia rested her head on the headrest and sighed.

“Well, get used to it, boss. Because we haven’t even seen half the shit that’s here.”

Alicia ran her tongue over her teeth and shook her head, without taking her eyes off the road.

“She’s dead, boss,” she blurted out.

Roberto eased off the accelerator and looked at her intently, but didn’t respond right away.

“We don’t have proof of that,” he murmured.

Alicia snorted impatiently.

“Damn it, Roberto. You and I both know there’s no kidnapping. Nobody’s asked for ransom. Nobody’s seen her since the beach. There’s no trace of her. Either it was an accident or a homicide, but we’re not going to find her alive. It’s a gut feeling. Are you telling me you think Miren is alive, hiding out somewhere? We’re looking for a body, boss. We just don’t know where the hell it is yet.”

The car rolled on for several yards in dead silence. Finally, Roberto let out a quiet sigh.

“I’m going to call SEMAR to give them a heads-up. Have them start looking for a body,” Roberto said.

Alicia nodded without saying anything.

They parked in front of a small restaurant with tables shaded by sun-faded awnings. Roberto killed the engine and turned to Alicia.

“Let’s eat. My treat. Best fried fish in all of Conil.”

Alicia didn’t move.

“I’ll pass. I hate talking about work while I eat. I’d rather have a sandwich on the beach. No offense, boss, but I need to disconnect for a bit. If I don’t, I’ll go crazy.”

Roberto smiled with a hint of mockery.

“We won’t talk about work. I promise.”

Alicia crossed her arms and looked at him skeptically.

“Oh no? And what the hell are we going to talk about?”

“Whatever you want. I’ve got a wide range. Soccer, politics, cars, women...” he joked.

Alicia huffed and looked out the window, pretending to think about it. Then she shrugged.

“I don’t know. Nothing in particular, but not work. All right, fine. I’ll eat with you.”

Alicia rolled her eyes but followed him anyway.
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The restaurant was an unpretentious place, with a striped awning shading the terrace tables. Inside, the air smelled of fried fish, garlic, and white wine. A waitress in an apron showed them to a table by the window. Alicia slumped into her chair and glanced at the menu without much interest.

“What are you having?” Roberto asked, scanning the menu. “The mixed fried fish is amazing. Want to split a portion?”

“Whatever, as long as you don't talk to me about disappearances, corpses, or rich boys who've been cuckolded worse than anyone in history.”

Roberto smiled and raised a hand to order.

“Two beers, a salad, and a fried fish platter.”

Alicia nodded and settled into her chair.

“Good choice. If you feed me healthy food, I might even put up with you.”

“You'll complain anyway.”

“I always complain.”

“That's true,” Roberto said. “Though sometimes you guys are right. I can't deny it.”

The waitress brought their beers and Alicia took a long swig.

“What I can't figure out is how that guy put up with so much. Miren was a textbook tramp.”

“Seriously, Alicia? Didn't we agree we weren't going to talk about work?” Roberto said, laughing and setting his glass on the table.

“It's not work, it's pure gossip. Tabloid stuff!” she replied, winking at him. “Come on, Roberto. You have to admit the woman was a total scandal.”

Roberto shrugged, amused.

“I don't make personal judgments.”

“Oh, please! You couldn't believe how loose she was. And you of all people! Mr. Responsible!”

“Loose?” he joked. “How refined you've suddenly become.”

“What I mean is that woman had no shame. She was screwing half the town, and who knows what she got up to in Madrid—and on top of that, her husband served her breakfast with a damn smile.” Alicia laughed and leaned over the table.

“Well...” Roberto shrugged. “Maybe they had an arrangement. Sometimes these things happen.”

Alicia let out a sarcastic laugh.

“Yeah, right. The kind of arrangement where 'I do whatever I want and you pay for my vacations.'”

Roberto laughed and shook his head.

“You're terrible.”

“I'm honest, which isn't the same thing.”

The waitress appeared with the salad and fried fish. Alicia speared an anchovy and looked at it thoughtfully.

“So the bastard's either a saint... or an idiot.”

“Look, I'm pretty open-minded, you know? But what Miren did is outrageous to me.”

“You, open-minded? What are you talking about?” Roberto raised an eyebrow, amused.

“So what?” Alicia shrugged. “You know I'm no prude. But I still have certain values.”

“Uh-huh.” Roberto took a sip of his beer and looked at her mockingly. “So what scandalizes you so much?”

Alicia gestured with her fork in the air.

“Everything. Whether she did it with one guy, two guys, half the company staff, or the fruit vendor, I don't care. What blows my mind is how shameless she was about it.”

“Maybe it was because she didn't have to hide it.”

“But she didn't even try to be discreet!” Alicia clicked her tongue. “She practically rubbed it in his face like it was the most normal thing in the world. And best of all, the husband knew and didn't care.”

“Well, we don't know that for certain.”

“Oh, come on, Roberto. That guy wasn't an idiot. If the whole town knew, he knew. And if he stayed with her, it was because it was worth it to him. Like she was the damn Queen of Sheba or something.”

Roberto smiled wryly.

Alicia popped a piece of tomato in her mouth and spoke while chewing.

“Look, I'm not the jealous type. If I had a boyfriend and we decided to open up the relationship, fine by me. But at least I'd set some damn rules.”

“Interesting.” Roberto rested his elbow on the table and watched her with a smirk. “And what would your rules be?”

Alicia looked at him steadily and smiled.

“For starters, don't take me for an idiot.”

Roberto laughed.

“I'll make a note of that.”

“Seriously, boss. This case is insane. And I swear, the more we learn about her, the less it all adds up. And the more I can't stand that stuck-up woman... I'm sick of everyone describing her as the picture of coldness. Some Mata Hari.”

The young agent had a natural beauty. Roberto had never seen her so radiant, so attractive, with so much fire in her—in the best sense of the word. You could tell she was eager to uncover the secrets of this case. At the same time, her expression was serious. They were far from unraveling the mysteries of that marriage.

Roberto burst out laughing just as his phone started vibrating on the table. He looked at the screen. Cádiz Command. “Shit.”

On the other end of the line, the lieutenant colonel’s dry voice got straight to the point. They’d decided to beef up the investigation. Someone higher up had pulled strings and requested more resources.

Alicia watched Roberto get up to take the call somewhere more private. When he came back to the table, his expression was serious.

“What’s wrong?” Alicia asked. She hadn’t taken her eyes off him.

He let out a slow breath.

“Someone from the UCO is coming.” Roberto set his phone on the table and met her eyes. “It’s Laura.”

Alicia was quiet for a moment, then let out a low whistle.

“Damn.”

“Yeah.” He nodded, lost in thought.

“Well, this just got interesting. Look on the bright side… Maybe it’s your chance to…”

He said nothing, just waved her off, and she got the message.

“From now on, she’s leading the investigation. She made that crystal clear.”

“Does that worry you?”

Roberto quickly shook off the melancholy that crept up on him whenever he thought about Laura—the love they’d shared, his mistakes, his broken heart—and forced a smile.

“Not at all. Why do you ask?”

“Because you look sad again,” she said.
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When they arrived at the barracks, the afternoon heat clung to their skin like a second layer of clothing. Roberto parked unhurriedly, his mind still churning over the news about Laura. Alicia hadn't breathed a word, but you could tell curiosity was eating at her.

The moment they walked through the door, Carrillo appeared in the hallway. The agent, his shirt soaked with sweat, greeted them with a half-smile dripping with sarcasm.

“Boss, I've got our friend Kevin in the interrogation room.”

“Where the hell was he?” Alicia said, raising an eyebrow.

“Missing in action. Got carried away with the drugs and partied with two Brazilian hookers.”

“Wow.” Alicia crossed her arms. “What a surprise.”

“Did they find drugs on him?” Roberto asked.

Carrillo pulled a small bundle of baggies—cocaine and ecstasy—from his pocket and held them up.

Roberto sighed. “Let's see if we can get anything useful out of him. Let's go.”

“I love dealers with hangovers. Bet he smells like shit too,” Alicia grumbled as they walked down the hallway.

Roberto didn't smile. The afternoon was getting more interesting than he would have liked. And Laura had yet to arrive.

Kevin was slumped in the chair in the interrogation room, hands covering his face, body hunched over as if life itself weighed on him. He reeked of sweat, alcohol, and cheap perfume that permeated the room.

When Roberto and Alicia entered, he didn't even lift his head.

“Nice look, Kevin.” Alicia smirked. “Looks like someone's had some… wild nights.”

He snorted and rubbed his bloodshot eyes.

“Don't bust my balls now, guys. I'm dying here.”

“Busy night last night?” Roberto asked, calmly taking a seat.

Kevin's face twisted into something between a laugh and a grimace.

“If you call 'work' getting high as fuck and banging two smoking hot Brazilian chicks, then yeah, it was a hard night's work.”

Alicia burst out laughing.

“With what you had on you, I'm surprised anything worked besides your pulse.”

“Ha, ha, ha.” Kevin rested his head on the table. “Real funny. You'd be surprised, blondie.”

Alicia leaned over the table with a mocking smile.

“Call me 'blondie' one more time and I swear I'll wipe the floor with you.”

Kevin raised his hands in surrender.

“Easy, boss lady. I'm a wreck and I don't need more problems.”

Roberto watched him calmly, fingers interlaced.

“Well, that depends on you, Kevin. Time to get serious. Tell us what you saw at the beach the night the tourist from Madrid disappeared. Vanesa told us there was an SUV in the parking lot, and that you'd definitely know the model.”

Kevin ran his hands over his face and let out a long sigh.

“Look, man… I don't remember shit clearly, but something does come to mind. The black SUV… I think it was a Mercedes. Can't swear to it a hundred percent, but it rings a bell.”

“A Mercedes? Do you know the model?”

“No fucking clue. All cars look the same now.” Kevin shrugged. “But something caught my eye. The brake calipers were painted red. Don't know why the hell I noticed that, but it stuck with me. That's not stock. Either it's an AMG, or someone dropped serious cash tuning it. Yeah, yeah… And the rims. They were huge. Not the stock crap—looked like racing wheels.”

Roberto leaned back in his chair, processing the information.

“A black Mercedes with red brake calipers and big rims… That's not a car you see every day. Not even around here in summer.”

Alicia smiled, satisfied.

“Now we've got something to work with. Well done, Kevin.”

Kevin let out a dry laugh.

“Well done? You're ruining my hangover, you bastards.”

Alicia stood up and patted him on the shoulder.

“Well, get used to it, Kevin. Because until we get this sorted out, you're going to be our new best fucking friend. Oh, and watch out for Vanesa. I don't think she's too happy about your little excursion.”


2

Roberto spent the rest of the afternoon shut away in his office, the door cracked open and the blinds half-drawn against the sun. The computer screen cast a cold, artificial glow across his face as his fingers tapped the keyboard with methodical precision.

Every piece of data, every lead, every statement was recorded in the file. He wanted everything in order before handing the case over to the UCO. Not just because it was his responsibility, but because deep down, he felt a twinge of insecurity.

He wouldn’t admit it out loud, but the UCO’s arrival pissed him off. Not out of pride, but because it made him feel sidelined. He’d dedicated entire days to this case, asked the hard questions. And now, in a matter of hours, he was going to lose control and have to depend on his ex.

He sighed and rubbed his face with both hands. The ice in his coffee had melted, leaving it watered down. His shirt clung to him in the heat, and his head swam with names, theories, images of Miren running along the beach with her backpack, oblivious to the shadow stalking her.

He closed the file and leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling. The UCO’s arrival was only going to stir things up. Especially when he saw Laura.

They’d arrived in Conil together, fresh out of the Academy. Two kids in new uniforms, full of hope and energy. He was Castilian to the core, from Valladolid. From a military family—upright, serious, with discipline etched into his bones. She was from Cádiz, bold, with a sharp wit and a smile that could disarm anyone.

From the first day at the Academy, there was chemistry. It didn’t happen all at once, but it was inevitable. Roberto looked at her with a mix of admiration and bewilderment. She was different from any woman he’d known back home: she spoke with passion, talked with her hands, laughed loud, argued with him about everything. On the shooting range she was lethal, in tactical exercises she left him in the dust, and when they debated procedures, she made him feel like he wasn’t always right.

They fell in love during late-night study sessions, grueling training rounds, comfortable silences after a shitty day. They fell in love fucking in a patrol car in the middle of an olive grove, drinking beers at a beach bar after a brutal shift. They fell in love without planning it, but with the intensity of people who believe they have all the time in the world. And when they finished the Academy, they requested assignment together: Conil.

Two intense years. Learning the job, getting to know the town, building a routine. Two years when everything seemed stable. Until Laura decided that stability wasn’t exactly what she wanted.

“I’m going to apply to the UCO. The lieutenant colonel is going to recommend me.”

She dropped it on him one night, in his small apartment, while he was grabbing two beers from the fridge. Roberto looked at her like she’d just told him she was moving to another country.

“What about us?”

Laura shrugged but avoided his gaze.

“I don’t know, Roberto… After the selection and training, I guess they’ll send me to Seville. It’s right nearby. We could keep seeing each other. But this isn’t enough for me.”

That line gutted him. Not because he didn’t understand it, but because he knew it was true. Laura had always wanted more. More cases, more action, more challenges. She wasn’t made for a station in some small town.

They split up shortly after. No fights, no insults. Just a distance that kept growing until Laura packed her bags and left. She passed the UCO tests and disappeared from his life. Now, after years without seeing her, she was coming back. And the worst part was he had no fucking clue how he was going to handle it.

When the knock came, Roberto ran his hand over his uniform, smoothing out nonexistent wrinkles. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He knew who it was before he opened the door.

He turned the knob and there she was. Laura.

Standing in the doorway with that infuriatingly confident air, like nothing could touch her. She looked the same and, at the same time, different. Tight jeans that made her legs look even longer, fitted leather jacket, heeled ankle boots that clicked with every step. She moved with the same self-assurance as always, like every gesture was calculated to make the whole world watch her. And of course they did.

Her hair fell with studied carelessness past her shoulders, neither too styled nor too casual. Light makeup, except for her lips. Always red. A deep, defiant red he remembered all too well.

Roberto swallowed hard. He hadn’t seen her in years. But in that instant, it felt like no time had passed at all. She was still the woman who’d left him behind. And damn, she still looked spectacular.

Laura looked back at him calmly, but felt the memories hit her like a punch to the gut.

Roberto was thinner. Jaw more defined, cheekbones sharper. The uniform suited him better than ever. The receding hairline made him look more mature, more serious. More like a man.

But what really threw her were his eyes. The same, yet different. Deeper, harder. With something that hadn't been there before. Maybe the weight of resentment over what had happened between them. Suddenly, it all came flooding back. The nights in that apartment with the blinds half-closed, the streetlight spilling into the room, lighting up his back while he slept. The fights in the patrol car, the cigarettes shared after an endless shift, his hands on her waist, on her neck, in her hair.

And the last time they saw each other. Her with suitcase in hand, him with his hands in his pockets, staring at the ground. The disappointment on his face when she got into the taxi.

Laura blinked, pushing the memory away. She wasn't there to dredge up the past. But damn, ignoring it was going to be hard.

Roberto stepped aside instinctively to let her pass. For a second, he seemed to hesitate, but then he extended his hand. She reached out naturally, but her eyes didn't carry the same confidence as her gesture.

“Hello, Roberto.” She studied his face, searching for something—any reaction. She wasn't sure what she was looking for, but she found almost nothing.

“Laura. Come in, please.” The handshake was brief. Timid, almost awkward. Her fingers warm and firm. His, tense. As if the touch were a line neither of them wanted to cross.

The silence stretched half a second longer than necessary. Half a second that said too much.

But what bothered Roberto most wasn't that. It was the feeling that every eye in the station was on them.

Because they were. Through the office window, he saw the officers pretending to work while sneaking glances at the scene. Carrillo, leaning against the coffee machine, wore a smug grin, enjoying every second. Even Alicia, hardly the sentimental type, was watching them with a raised eyebrow.

Everyone knew. Everyone knew he and Laura had been more than partners. And now they were all waiting for their fix of gossip.

Roberto let go of Laura's hand and cleared his throat, trying to regain control.

“Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the chair in front of his desk.

Laura nodded and sat down calmly. He sat too, but stiffly, aware of every movement, of every damn pair of eyes boring into the back of his neck. He got up and closed the door.

He opened a black folder on his desk and flipped through the pages calmly, avoiding her eyes. The tension was still there, hanging in the air like cigarette smoke in a closed room.

“Missing person: Miren Reyes, forty years old, from Madrid. On vacation in Conil with her husband and daughter. The housekeeper and the husband's sister are also staying at the residence. Last seen Sunday at 6:15 a.m., running on the beach. She was wearing workout clothes. Went out to run and swim like she did every day. Never came back.”

Laura nodded slowly, crossing her legs. Roberto knew her well enough to know she was scanning every word, every pause, every detail.

“The husband, Eduardo Ortiz de Zárate, sixty-three, lawyer. Specializes in advising companies with international operations. Last saw her the night before, after dinner. She left early that morning and he didn't wake up. As far as he was concerned, everything was normal. At nine, when she hadn't come back, he called her cell. No answer. He got worried. Went down to the beach. Saw the car, but not her. Twenty-four hours later, he reported her missing.”

“That's a long time to wait, isn't it?” Laura said flatly.

Roberto shrugged.

“He knows how these things work—the waiting periods. And the daughter's only five.”

“What if she just wanted to leave?” Laura asked.

Roberto shook his head.

“Everything points to no. She had no reason to take off. She had everything: money, independence, a daughter she adored. She was unfaithful, yes, but she had even that under control. Eduardo knew. He tolerated it.”

“Unfaithful?” Laura asked, surprised.

“You should read the file. It's all in there. If you have questions, I'll answer them.”

Laura narrowed her eyes for a moment but said nothing. She kept absorbing the information, piecing things together in her head.

“We've done a surface-level look at her work. HR Director at a temp agency with a national footprint. Good position, good money. But her lifestyle was way beyond what she earned. That's the next thing to dig into, but we haven't had time yet. Plus, we'll have to go to Madrid.”

“The sister-in-law?” Laura looked up.

“Carmen Mendoza. Eduardo’s sister. Sixty years old, widowed. Lives with them. Upper class, old-money to the core. Couldn’t stand Miren. Knew her brother was his wife’s meal ticket.”

“I see.”

Roberto turned to the next page.

“We’ve questioned people around town. Miren was… visible. Call it charismatic or call it provocative. People talk. A lot of men looked at her, and she didn’t mind the attention.”

“Suspects?”

“Initially, a possible obsessed lover. We have a name. But nothing solid. And besides, he’s a local cop. We’ll have to handle it discreetly. There’s also the husband, but honestly, I don’t see it. Then there’s the sister-in-law. She hated Miren. Couldn’t stand what she was doing to her brother.”

Laura moistened her lips and leaned back in her chair.

“What if it’s neither?”

Roberto closed the folder. He was silent for a few seconds.

“We’re open to any possibility. But I’ll tell you what I think.”

He leaned slightly toward her, holding her gaze. “Miren is dead.”

“The local cop,” Roberto continued, resting his elbows on the table. “We’ve identified him. We’ll see if we can get anything more from that angle.”

“We need to approach him without pressure,” Laura said, her tone calculated. “I don’t want him getting defensive because we come on too strong.”

Roberto nodded silently.

“I’m not sure if it’s better to bring him here or approach him at the station. I think we should politely ask him to come by here, so we don’t put him in an awkward position at work. A routine meeting to see if he can help us.”

Laura held her chin, looking thoughtful.

“Will you call him?” she asked. “I think if a man calls, it’ll be more comfortable for him. The presence of a woman in these situations tends to make you guys uncomfortable.”

“Sounds good to me. I’ll call him tomorrow and have him stop by here,” Roberto replied.
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When Roberto left the barracks, the evening air still carried the sticky heat of the day. He tugged at his shirt, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and lit a cigarette. He needed to clear his head.

Alicia was leaning against her motorcycle, arms crossed, watching him with a half-smile. She’d swapped her uniform for frayed denim shorts and a simple but fitted black tank top, her blonde hair pulled back in a low ponytail.

“You look like you could use a few beers,” she said without moving.

Roberto exhaled slowly.

“Maybe another day. I’m exhausted. But thanks,” he replied, rubbing his hand over his eyes.

“Sure, sure,” she said, feigning disinterest. “What’ll happen is you’ll spend the whole night eating yourself alive over the case, and the Laura thing, and we both know that’s not going to get you anywhere.”

Roberto looked at her with a mix of annoyance and resignation. Alicia always saw too much.

“Just a couple of beers,” he conceded.

“Okay…” She winked and climbed onto the motorcycle. “Let’s hit a beach bar I know. Or would you rather I take you to some dive with foosball and the smell of fried food?”

Roberto tossed the cigarette butt on the ground and crushed it under his boot.

“Come on, let’s go.”

Without another word, he took the helmet she offered and climbed on behind her.

Out of uniform, Alicia seemed like a different person. Roberto found himself looking at her more closely and felt a pang of discomfort as he held onto her from behind. His hands touched her warm skin, and there was nowhere else to grip.

When they arrived, she parked the motorcycle and, after pulling off her helmet, undid her ponytail and fixed her hair in one of the mirrors. Her blonde hair, which she always wore in a high ponytail at the barracks, now fell in natural waves over her shoulders. The setting sun cast golden highlights across her hair and tanned skin, bare of makeup except for red lips and a touch of something around her eyes.

Her tiny denim shorts showed off long, bronzed, toned legs. The fitted tank top was knotted at the waist, revealing a flat stomach. Roberto noticed a belly button ring. She walked with the confidence of someone who knows exactly how men look at her.

They chose a table in the sand, near the water. From there they could see the beach, calmer now after the day’s bustle.

Without meaning to, Roberto found himself staring.

“Don’t look at me like that, boss. You look like a dirty old man.”

He smiled halfheartedly and lit another cigarette. He felt nervous being with a subordinate under these circumstances. Or rather, with this particular subordinate. The music played softly, the breeze was starting to lift the sticky heat of the day, and the smell of sea and fried food hung in the air.

“What are we having?” Alicia asked, leaning on the table, which made her tank top cling even tighter to her body.

Roberto rubbed his face.

“A beer, like you said.”

She clicked her tongue.

“You’re such a bore. Two mojitos, please,” she told the waiter.

Roberto shot her a sideways look, half annoyed, half amused.

“Didn’t we agree we were having beers?”

“Yeah, but at the barracks you’re the boss. Here, I’m in charge. And this isn’t some old man’s bar, it’s a beach bar.”

He shook his head, smiling, but didn’t argue. Night was falling over Conil, and for the first time in days, he tried to disconnect from the case, if only for a while.

The atmosphere was relaxed, with a few tables occupied by groups lingering over beers and grilled fish skewers. The sea breeze carried a faint smell of salt and charcoal.

Alicia sat with her legs crossed. From where he sat, Roberto took in her bronzed skin, her loose hair giving her a wild look. She leaned over the table, resting on one elbow, watching him with the expression of someone who knows more than they should.

“You’re tense, boss. I’m guessing this case is putting a lot of pressure on you, huh? And… on top of that, there’s Laura coming back. Am I right?”

Roberto picked up the mojito and took a sip before answering. Sweet and smooth. The liquid slid down his throat, cool and refreshing.

“She’s part of my past. Her being here doesn’t make me uncomfortable. But it pisses me off that they brought in UCO. Look, I know this investigation is out of the ordinary for us, but I think we could’ve handled it. Laura’s presence doesn’t bother me at all. Like I said, it’s water under the bridge.”

Alicia raised an eyebrow, amused.

“Sure, sure… As if the past didn’t have a way of coming back to bite you in the ass when you least expect it.”

Roberto glanced at her sideways. He could tell she was flirting with him. It wasn’t the first time Alicia had dropped hints, but this time something felt different between them.

“What about you?” he asked, changing the subject. “Don’t you have a past that comes back to bite you from time to time?”

Alicia smiled mischievously, raised the glass to her lips, and before taking a sip, whispered:

“I’m usually the past that comes back to bite people.”

Roberto laughed and shook his head. He couldn’t help stealing another glance at her tanned, toned legs, crossed casually.

Alicia played with the sugar rim of the glass, tracing her finger along the edge with slow, absent movements. Every now and then, she’d stick out her tongue and lick the sugar off her finger with deliberate theatricality. Her smile was anything but innocent.

“So how’s it going with the UCO?” she asked, eyes still fixed on him. “I’m sure Laura’s a great professional… but you already knew that, didn’t you?”

Roberto leaned back in his chair, uncomfortable. The sea breeze cooled the heat rising on the back of his neck.

“This isn’t the time to talk about that.”

“Oh, come on, boss. Don’t give me that. We’re not at the station.”

Roberto held her gaze. He knew how to play this game, but with Alicia, he could never tell if she was serious or just enjoyed watching him squirm.

“Sometimes I can’t tell if you’re messing with me or if you’re actually interested in my fascinating life.”

She let out a low laugh and took a drink before answering:

“Why can’t it be both?”

Roberto huffed and shook his head, but he couldn’t stop his eyes from drifting to her cleavage for a moment. She noticed and smiled even more brazenly.

“Look at you, so serious, so professional.” Alicia leaned in a little more, lowering her voice. “I bet you’re the type who takes everything too seriously… even the things that shouldn’t be.”

Roberto felt heat creeping up his neck. He couldn’t tell if it was the drink, the conversation, or the way Alicia was looking at him—like she was daring him to play along.

“And what exactly am I not supposed to take so seriously?”

Alicia tilted her head, studied him for another second, then shrugged.

“I don’t know… Life, work, women. I have an eye for men who need to loosen up a little.”

Roberto shifted in his chair. He wasn’t wearing a tie, but he understood exactly what Alicia was getting at.

Alicia set her glass down and leaned in closer, her smile making no effort to hide her intentions.

“Tell me, boss… Do you take that whole ‘don’t sleep with coworkers’ thing too seriously too?”

The question hit Roberto like a punch to the gut. It wasn’t the first time someone had made a similar insinuation, but coming from Alicia—with her playful tone and that sharp gaze that seemed to cut right through him—it felt different.

“It’s a bad idea,” he answered. “Nothing good ever comes of it. Besides, the brass doesn’t usually look kindly on that sort of thing.”

Alicia laughed—a low, throaty sound, somewhere between amused and challenging.

“Wow, sounds like you’ve thought about it more than once.”

“Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out.”

“Of course I do. I don’t buy all that nonsense about not mixing work and pleasure. If there’s chemistry, there’s chemistry. End of story,” she said with a casual shrug.

Roberto held her gaze. He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of seeing him waver, but she was getting to him. Alicia had this way of talking, of moving, of looking at him with that teasing glint in her eye that made a man feel trapped in her game before he even knew it.

“Are you the type who lies awake at night wondering if it was a good decision or a bad one?” she asked, leaning in even closer, almost whispering.

Roberto laughed, shaking his head.

“Are you always this direct?”

“No. Only when I see something I like.”

That last line hung in the air between them. The sound of the sea, the distant laughter of other customers at the beach bar, the soft background music—it all seemed to fade away for a moment. Alicia didn’t look away, and Roberto knew he had to say something before this conversation got away from him.

“Look, Alicia… It’s a personal rule. I don’t like to—”

“You don’t have to say anything. Just let it flow. Whatever happens, happens,” she interrupted.

Alicia smiled, a spark of triumph in her eyes. She raised the glass to her lips and held his gaze, her look intense, before leaning back in her chair.

“But you broke that rule with the UCO woman, didn’t you?”

Roberto glanced around. She’d said it too loudly—the music from the beach bar wasn’t enough to drown it out, and a couple of people turned their heads.

“That’s not something I like to talk about.”

Alicia crossed her legs the other way, and Roberto’s eyes followed automatically, as if they had a mind of their own.

“Come on, don’t be such a prude. How’d it happen? A hookup at the station? Did you get caught? I just can’t picture you getting involved with a coworker.”

“Jesus, Alicia…” Roberto shook his head, but he couldn’t help laughing.

“If you're getting all defensive, it must be a good story.”

He stayed silent for a moment, playing with his glass. He wanted to tell her. To let out what he'd been carrying inside.

“It wasn't anything like that,” he finally said. “It was something serious.”

“I remember you two lived together. You were pretty serious.”

“Something like that.”

She clicked her tongue.

“Damn, what a letdown. And here I was hoping for a dirty story.”

Roberto gave a half-smile.

“There was that too. Like all couples.”

Alicia laughed, and the tension eased for a moment. But then she propped her elbow on the table, looked at him intently, and asked:

“Do you still feel something when she's around? Seeing her this afternoon hit you hard. It was obvious from a mile away.”

Roberto felt that was the real question. Not whether he'd slept with Laura, not whether he'd broken his rules. But whether she still affected him. He sighed, finishing the mojito in one gulp.

“Why all the curiosity?”

Alicia shrugged, with a half smile.

“I'm going to the bathroom. When I get back, you decide if we order another round or if you're going home to toss and turn thinking about the UCO captain.”

And without waiting for an answer, she walked away between the tables, her blonde hair swaying with her confident stride. Roberto let out a slow breath. Alicia played hardball. And he wasn't sure if he wanted to play along... or if he already was.

She came back with her carefree air, sitting down across from him again while finishing her drink. She sipped slowly, as if she hadn't just dropped a bomb on him before leaving.

“Look, Alicia, I don't want complications.” His tone was serious, no beating around the bush. “I don't want trouble at the barracks, or gossip. And definitely no emotional entanglements.”

Alicia stared at him, as if trying to figure out whether he was serious or if she could still tempt him a little more. Then she let out a brief laugh and shook her head.

“God, you're such a drama queen.” She propped her elbows on the table, leaning toward him with an amused smile.

“Let me spell it out for you, boss. I don't want complications. Or gossip. Or drama. All I want is to fuck you. And I promise, no one's ever going to make it easier for you. Your call…”

He narrowed his eyes, trying to figure out if she was serious or just trying to rattle him. But Alicia didn't back down. She had that shameless way of talking, blunt and unapologetic.

“It's not that complicated, is it?” she added. “Two adults, one night off the clock, we fuck, and see you tomorrow.”

Roberto snorted, rubbing his chin.

“You make it sound like the easiest thing in the world.”

“Because it is.” Alicia tilted her head. “Unless you're still hung up on the captain and don't want to.”

Roberto held her gaze.

“Don't go there.”

Alicia smiled, as if she'd gotten exactly the reaction she was hoping for.

“Then relax, have a drink, and enjoy the night. It's not over yet.”

Roberto looked at her for a few seconds, weighing his own desire against the danger it posed. But in the end, he leaned back in his chair without saying anything more. Maybe Alicia was right. Maybe he was overthinking it.

She stood up suddenly and paid the bill before Roberto could stop her. She moved with the same confidence she'd had when making that shameless proposition and shot him a look loaded with intent.

“Let's go somewhere else. This place is fine for one drink, but I'm in the mood for somewhere with more energy.”

“More energy?” Roberto frowned. “I don't know if I'm up for that. I've got a ton of stuff tomorrow.”

Alicia smiled and, without waiting for his answer, left the beach bar. He followed her, not entirely sure if he was doing it because he wanted to or because Alicia simply had a way of pulling him into her orbit without even trying.

They walked a few minutes to another place by the beach—louder, livelier, with music pumping and colored lights illuminating the terrace. Alicia shot him a mischievous look before heading to the bar and ordering two drinks without asking.

“You're going to like it. Stop frowning, you look like an old man.”

Roberto snorted, but accepted the drink when she handed it to him. He took a sip, feeling the warmth of the alcohol slide down his throat, and watched Alicia as she moved effortlessly through the crowd. She drew attention without trying. Blonde, with that plunging neckline and a way of moving that was pure confidence.

“Relax, boss.” Alicia leaned toward him, her voice barely audible over the music. “You don't have to do anything you don't want to. But you don't have to be so damn tense either.”

Roberto raised an eyebrow.

“Stop calling me boss… It's not appropriate here.”

“Whatever you want, Roberto. Doesn't bother me. Don't let it bother you either. And now…” she said, grabbing his hand and pulling him along, “let's dance a little. Consider it the start of your stress-relief therapy. You've got too much going on in that head of yours, and I've got a very simple but fun solution.”

“Let me guess. Getting laid?” Roberto blurted it out without thinking and regretted it instantly.

Alicia laughed.

“Exactly. I see you’ve caught on.”

She moved a little closer, just enough for her perfume to envelop him and for him to feel the heat of her body. She was direct, brazen to the point of almost being vulgar, but that was part of her charm too. She’d managed to disarm him, to make him think about things he shouldn’t be thinking about.

“If it makes you uncomfortable, tell me to stop.” Alicia looked him in the eyes, challenging him.

Roberto held her gaze for a couple of seconds. He felt the temptation to do it, to pull away and cut the game short before it went too far. But he didn’t.

A voice in his head told him nothing was going to happen, that it was just one more drink and some meaningless conversation. But the way Alicia looked at him—with the confidence of someone who’d already decided how this would end—made him think maybe he was dead wrong.

Alicia moved with insulting confidence. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t wait. She moved closer until her breath mingled with Roberto’s, until there was no space between them.

“Stop overthinking, damn it. Let yourself go for once,” she murmured with a half smile before kissing him.

The kiss was direct, unhesitating, giving him no room to decide whether he wanted it or not. And Roberto, against all odds, responded. There was something about Alicia—the way she grabbed him by the back of the neck, pressed her body against his—that disarmed him. He forgot his fears and rules. All he wanted was to let his desire run wild.

When they pulled apart, Alicia looked at him with a satisfied smile.

“Let’s go to my place.”

It wasn’t a question.

Roberto watched her for a moment, as if still weighing whether he should. But the decision was already made. He’d made it the moment he kissed her back.

“Let’s go.”

Alicia took him by the hand, not giving him time to regret it, and dragged him out of the bar. The night felt lighter to him in that moment.

Alicia stopped suddenly in the middle of the promenade. The sea breeze swept through her blonde hair as she fixed him with an intense, defiant gaze. Roberto barely had time to react before she threw herself at him again.

The kiss was fierce, wet, holding nothing back. She slipped her tongue deep inside, exploring him with an almost animal need. Roberto groaned through clenched teeth and grabbed her hard. First her waist, then her ass, her tits. Everything. His hands roamed her body hungrily, pressing her against him, feeling the heat of her skin through her clothes.

Alicia moaned into his mouth, enjoying the power she had over him. She knew what she was doing. She knew she had him right where she wanted him.

“You’re crazy about me, you bastard,” she whispered against his lips with a lascivious smile.

Roberto took a deep breath, trying to regain control, but she wouldn’t let him. She kissed him again, bit his lip, rubbed against him.
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Roberto walked into the barracks, coffee in hand, deep dark circles under his eyes. The morning light drilled into his head, and his stomach was still churning. He’d drunk too much, fucked too much, and now, with the hangover settled into his body, he couldn’t exactly say he felt bad.

He ran into Alicia in the hallway. She looked impeccable—uniform perfectly pressed, hair pulled back in her usual high ponytail, and that sly smile hinting that last night had been anything but ordinary.

“Good morning, boss.”

She said it completely naturally, without a hint of double meaning, as if nothing had happened. And he liked that.

Roberto nodded without stopping, without looking at her more than necessary. Guilt and desire churned together in his head. He wasn’t sorry, but he wasn’t proud either. It hadn’t been just sex. It had been surrendering to chaos, losing control, and he hated losing control.

He shut himself in his office, set the coffee on the desk, and dropped into the chair with a sigh. He had too many things on his mind and far too few answers. And now, on top of the investigation, Laura, the damn Miren case, he also had to deal with whatever this thing was with Alicia.

He ran a hand over his face, trying to clear his head. There was no time for personal matters. There was a missing woman. And he was dead tired.

He got up to get another cup of coffee. He was going to need it.

When he passed the room they’d set up for Laura, he saw her sitting ramrod straight, surrounded by documents, laptop open. She was completely absorbed, brow furrowed, pen spinning between her fingers—the way she always did when she was deep in thought.

He stopped in the doorway and leaned against the frame.

“Good morning.”

Laura looked up. It took her a second to focus on him, as if her brain needed to readjust after poring over the reports.

“Good morning.” Her voice was neutral, without a trace of fatigue or affectation. The same Laura as always. Impenetrable. Immutable.

Roberto, on the other hand, felt the weight of last night. Not just in his body, but in his mind.

“Anything new?”

“Nothing we haven’t seen, but I want to go over a couple of things before we head out.”

He nodded. The professional tone, the measured gestures, the way her gaze returned to the papers... Everything about Laura was absolute control.

He straightened up from the doorframe.

“I’ll let you work. As soon as you’re ready, we’ll go see Daniel Montes. I’m meeting him at nine.”

“Like we discussed yesterday, it’s better if you interview him alone. You can fill me in afterward.”

He nodded, and saw her eyes already fixed back on the documents. He continued on his way.


2

Daniel Montes walked into the bar with a confident stride, carrying that air of self-importance some law enforcement officers have—the kind who are used to handling drunk tourists and enjoying certain perks on their turf. He wore a fitted polo that hugged his muscles, Ray-Bans perched on his head, and an expensive watch on his wrist. He didn’t seem nervous. If anything, he had the attitude of someone who thinks what’s about to happen is no big deal.

Roberto watched him as the guy ordered a café con leche and sat down across from him. Direct gaze, cocky half-smile.

“So you wanted to talk to me, sergeant.”

“Commander. I’m the commander of the post.” Roberto kept his tone neutral. He had no intention of playing his game.

“Well, here I am. What do you need?”

Roberto held his gaze.

“Your name came up in our investigation. Do you know which one I’m referring to?”

Daniel Montes raised his eyebrows and leaned back in his chair.

“The missing tourist, right?”

“Exactly. A witness told us he knows for a fact that you were regularly sleeping with her.”

Montes let out a laugh and shook his head.

“Regularly? No, I’m not that lucky… Just a couple of times, nothing more.”

“Friday night, or Saturday morning. Were you with her?”

“No. It’s been over a week since I had any contact with her. I haven’t seen her since the last time…”

“Can anyone confirm you were somewhere else during those two windows?”

Montes looked down. His hand, which was about to set the empty cup on the bar, stopped halfway. It was just a second, barely anything, but enough for Roberto to notice.

“What did you say?” His tone remained confident, but something in his eyes had changed.

“Your alibi. Who can vouch that you weren’t with Miren when you say you weren’t?”

Montes ran his tongue over his teeth. Now he seemed less cocky. He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked toward the door, as if searching for an exit.

“Shit, sergeant, you’re not going to screw me over, are you?”

Roberto narrowed his eyes.

“Why would I screw you over?”

Montes exhaled sharply through his nose, irritated.

“Because the only person who can say where I was is someone I don’t want you talking to.” Montes looked around, as if making sure no one was listening. He leaned over the table. His confidence had completely evaporated.

“Look, commander… Don’t screw me over with this. I was home with my wife. But if you call her, she’s going to suspect I’ve been up to my old tricks again. You see… We’re trying to save our marriage. She’s pregnant. If she finds out I’ve been sleeping with someone else… Please. Put yourself in my shoes.” Montes swallowed. The guy who had walked in with so much confidence was now a bundle of nerves.

“Roberto, don’t sell me out. Seriously. This would ruin my life. There won’t be a second chance.”

Roberto looked at him in silence for a moment. He enjoyed watching him sweat. But finally he sighed and crossed his arms.

“I don’t want to ruin your life. Understood? But I have to confirm your alibi. If the only way I can do that is by talking to your wife, I’ll have to call her. I’m sorry, but it’s procedure.”

Montes nodded, defeated.

Roberto kept looking at him. He’d seen hundreds like him. Men who played at being smarter than everyone else, but who, when you squeezed them a little, fell apart. Montes hadn’t completely convinced him, but he seemed sincere. When someone was that afraid of having their alibi verified, it was obvious they had reasons to fear it. He told him he’d call her with an excuse that wouldn’t compromise him. Montes gave him the phone number, begging him to be careful.

When she answered, Roberto adopted a calm, almost routine tone. He didn’t mention Miren’s disappearance or the ongoing investigation. No suspicions, nothing that would raise alarms.

He explained they were investigating a minor incident: a vehicle had been damaged near the beach Friday night and several witnesses claimed they’d seen a red motorcycle in the area. They were just verifying all the high-displacement red motorcycles they had in the database.

The woman didn’t hesitate for a second. Yes, her husband had been with her all night. He’d come home early from the station, and they’d gone grocery shopping together for the weekend. Afterward they went out for some beers and returned home around midnight. They went to bed.

When he hung up, Roberto stared at the phone. Montes was looking at him with frightened eyes. Roberto was certain he wasn’t a suspect. A liar, yes, but not a killer.

“All right, Montes.” His tone was firm. “I’ve done my part. Now it’s your turn. Tell me everything you know about Miren Reyes.”

Montes looked down, visibly embarrassed.

“What do you want to know? I don’t really know much about her. In fact, I didn’t even know her name.”

“What do you mean you didn’t know her name? Hadn’t you slept with her several times?” Roberto was visibly surprised.

“Miren and I weren't lovers.”

Roberto raised an eyebrow. Montes swallowed and continued:

“That said, I did take her to bed a couple of times.”

The civil guard leaned his forearms on the table and stared at him. Montes looked away toward the bar, as if searching his memory for the scene.

“It was at a nightclub, early in the month. I’d gone out with some buddies after a long shift… I was having a drink when she showed up. I remember her perfectly. She appeared like a shadow among the club lights. She was wearing a tight black dress, short, too elegant for the shitty club we were in. But that was her thing—standing out. She came up to me with the confidence of someone who knows they never get turned down. No pretense. She stared at me, smiling like we’d already fucked. A huntress stalking her prey.”

Roberto didn’t react. He knew exactly what that meant.

“You know what she said to me?” Montes let out a tense laugh. “That she was bored with the men in her world. That she needed ‘hot blood.’” He continued, “She put her hand on my belt, just like that, in front of everyone, like it was nothing. She looked at me and said: ‘If you want, we can leave right now.’”

He paused before shrugging.

“Think what you want about me. But I didn’t say no. She was pure fire, and she really turned me on. I’m a married man, damn it. But it was too easy. She handed it to me on a silver platter. And a woman like that… so direct… I don’t know. They’re not exactly common. The sex… well, I’ve never had any like it. And trust me, it’s not something I’m bad at…” He didn’t say this last part boastfully. He seemed to be conveying that Miren was a different kind of woman, on another level entirely.

Roberto made no comment. But inside his head, the picture of Miren was coming into focus. She wasn’t just unfaithful. She wasn’t just provocative. She was a predator.

Back at the barracks, he found Laura in the room they’d set up for her, the file open in front of her. She didn’t even look up when he entered. She turned the pages slowly, as if every detail might reveal something new.

“Montes has an alibi,” Roberto said, dropping into a chair across from her.

Laura finally looked up. Her eyes were cold, calculating. She pressed her lips together thoughtfully.

“Did you verify it?”

“I spoke with his wife. She confirmed it without hesitation. Didn’t have to think twice. They were together from Friday afternoon on. Diego didn’t leave the house. There are witnesses who saw them having drinks together until midnight. Then they went home.”

Laura nodded slowly. That was enough to convince her.

“Then we only have two threads to pull,” she said, closing the file with a sharp thud. “The black SUV with the red tow hooks… and Miren’s work environment.”

They looked at each other in silence for a few seconds. They both knew what that meant. The first thread was complicated but concrete. A car with those characteristics wasn’t common, and with some luck they might find it. Laura had instructed Carrillo and two other agents to focus exclusively on tracking it down.

The second thread, on the other hand, was a shot in the dark. Miren worked in Madrid. Before going there, they had to prepare the trip so they wouldn’t be going in blind.

“If I’m going to Madrid, we need to do it right,” Laura said. “We can’t just show up there. We need to contact her company and see if we can interview someone who knew her well.”

“What do you mean if you go? You mean if we go…” he interrupted.

Laura let out a brief sigh, as if she’d already expected this. She crossed her arms and looked at him with an impassive expression.

“You don’t need to come, Roberto. I can handle it alone.”

He shook his head.

“It’s not about whether you can or not. It’s about me wanting to be there. I know the case inside and out. Better than you. I know how Miren lived, her habits, her excesses. I can tell if someone’s lying to us when they talk about her.”

Laura observed him in silence for a few seconds. She knew Roberto was right, but she also knew his presence would complicate everything on a personal level. Too much time together, too much unfinished business between them.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” she finally said.

“I don’t care. I need to go.”

His tone was firm, almost defiant. Laura saw in his eyes the determination of someone who wasn’t going to back down.

“Besides,” Roberto added, “if we need to talk to the husband for whatever reason, I can do it more easily. I don’t think he’ll be as open with you.”

All of that convinced her. Eduardo trusted Roberto, or at least as much as a man like him could trust a civil guard. If the investigation required his help, it was better for Roberto to be present.

Laura sighed again, this time with resignation.

“All right, but I make the decisions.”

“Of course,” Roberto said, running his hand over the back of his neck. The idea of going to Madrid together didn’t appeal to him. But he couldn’t avoid it either.

“And you’ll have to request authorization from Command.”

Roberto nodded, his expression serious. He knew Laura was right. He couldn’t simply decide to accompany her on his own—he needed approval from Command. And that meant paperwork, phone calls, and waiting for an answer.

“I'll do it right now,” he said without arguing.

“Good. When you have the authorization, we'll talk.”

With that, Laura gathered some papers from her desk and left without looking back. Roberto's eyes followed her for a few seconds before he picked up the phone.

He dialed the Cádiz Command and asked to speak with the officer in charge of the case.

Meanwhile, Laura called the temp agency. They were in luck—the assistant director had stayed to cover Miren's vacation. The call was more productive than expected. The assistant director, a woman named Beatriz Serrano, agreed to meet with them as soon as they arrived in Madrid. She seemed genuinely concerned about the disappearance and told them she would cooperate in any way she could. She knew exactly who Miren was and knew many of her secrets.

“If you can come today, I'll be happy to help you,” she said in a firm tone. “But I should warn you that Miren wasn't just any employee.”

Laura fell silent, thinking. That could mean a lot of things.

“We'll head out first thing tomorrow morning,” Laura responded without hesitation.
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The sun had barely started warming the air when Roberto and Laura got into the car. He slid behind the wheel without asking, and she settled into the passenger seat, pulling out her phone and some documents without a word.

The first leg of the trip, to Seville, was almost routine: clear roads, a monotonous landscape of sun-scorched fields and dry pastures in the height of summer. And silence.

Laura spent the first half hour reviewing notes, marking things in her notebook with a red pen. Every now and then, Roberto noticed her crossing one leg over the other or tucking her hair behind her ear, but she never looked at him. She didn't say a single word to him that wasn't strictly necessary.

“When we get there, we need to see the deputy director first,” she said suddenly, without looking up from her notebook.

“Yes,” Roberto nodded. “We'll need to see if she confirms what we know about Miren's lifestyle. From what I understand, she didn't just go on the prowl during vacations. It was her normal way of life. Both the husband and the sister-in-law hinted at it. Vanesa, Kevin's girlfriend, suggested that some of her 'visitors' came from out of town.”

“It's possible. Let's see if we can get the name of a lover who might have felt scorned. A woman like that…”

“We also need to find out who she was meeting with. Maybe that'll lead somewhere, though I doubt it.”

Roberto noticed that Laura kept looking out the window, avoiding his gaze. She had that dry, impenetrable tone she always used when she wanted to make clear there was no room to discuss anything else.

He didn't insist either.

“If Miren had any irregularities at work, this woman will know. Deputy directors are usually aware of everything… even if they're not officially in charge.”

Roberto nodded. He knew that dynamic well. The visible figures of power were rarely the ones who actually pulled the strings.

“We should also find out if Miren rubbed anyone the wrong way at her company. Who knows, maybe some disgruntled subordinate had reason to want her gone.”

Laura gave an ironic smile.

“Judging by what we know about her, the list could be long.”

The hours passed in a mix of technical conversations about the investigation and long stretches of silence. Each of them locked in their own world, separated by more than just the handbrake between them. The past weighed on them.

When they passed Despeñaperros, traffic started getting heavier. Laura rolled down the window and rested her elbow on the frame, letting the wind tousle her hair. Roberto caught himself glancing at her. It was absurd. They had shared too much for her to seem like a stranger to him now. And yet, in that car, on that trip, she was.

Laura sighed and stretched slightly in her seat.

“Stop at the next service area,” she said. “I need to use the restroom.”

The hot air shimmered over the asphalt as Roberto kept his eyes fixed on the road. They had just passed the sign for the next service area when, breaking another long silence, he asked without taking his eyes off the road:

“So how's the UCO? Is it as exciting as you thought?”

Laura took a few seconds to respond. Not because she didn't have the answer, but because she was weighing how much she wanted to share.

“Not bad,” she said finally, in a neutral tone.

Roberto gave an ironic smile.

“Wow, what enthusiasm.”

Laura turned slightly toward him and raised an eyebrow.

“It's what I expected, in part. Pure investigation. Less patrol, more analysis. The kind of cases that interest me.”

“But…”

“But there's too much politics. Too many bosses wanting to take credit.”

Roberto let out a short laugh.

“That's the Civil Guard, Laura. Medals and offices.”

“Yes, but in the UCO there's more. Important cases attract all those people who are dying to appear at a press conference. Sometimes it's frustrating. At a barracks, you don't have that kind of tension.”

Roberto nodded. He understood perfectly what she was saying.

“Still, you'd rather be there than anywhere else.”

“Yes. I'd rather that than running breathalyzer checks or hunting down illegal beach chairs.”

There was a hint of irony in her voice, but Roberto let it pass. It wasn't the time to argue about the differences between his work and hers.

“And you?” Laura asked, glancing at him. “How are things here?”

Roberto shrugged.

“Quiet. But I suppose this case has already changed that.”

Laura didn't respond immediately. Then, with a slightly mocking tone, she said:

“And it's also brought back old ghosts.”

Roberto didn't respond.

“So much for saying the UCO is the only place with politics and complications,” Laura added with a half smile.

The car pulled into the gas station lot, and Roberto parked next to the cafeteria.

“Let’s grab a coffee,” he said, cutting off the conversation.

They got out of the car without another word. This trip was really dragging on.

Back on the road, the midday sun beat down on the windshield. Laura settled into her seat, her gaze lost somewhere on the horizon. The iced coffee from the gas station had been mediocre, but at least it had given them a break from the suffocating heat.

After several minutes of silence, Roberto decided to ask what had been on his mind for a while.

“So how’s your personal life going?”

Laura slowly turned her head and gave him a sidelong look.

“What’s that about?”

Roberto shrugged.

“Just asking. Since we’re going to spend hours in the car, maybe we can talk about something other than work.”

Laura huffed and turned her gaze back to the road.

“I don’t see why my personal life would interest you.”

Roberto wasn’t intimidated by her tone.

“Jesus, woman. It’s not like I’m dying to know. If you don’t want to tell me, don’t. You’re so damn touchy!”

Laura crossed her arms and sighed.

“It’s none of your business.”

Roberto raised his eyebrows but didn’t push it. He shook his head and kept driving. An uncomfortable silence filled the car. Several miles passed before Laura spoke again.

“Sorry,” she said, more relaxed. “I didn’t mean to snap at you like that.”

Roberto glanced at her sideways, still hurt.

“I’m not with anyone,” she said without looking at him.

Roberto nodded slowly.

“Okay.”

Laura gave a wry smile.

“Was that what you wanted to know?”

“I was just curious. Not just about whether you’re with someone. I’d also like to know how life in Seville is treating you. If you’ve made friends. I don’t know. We were a couple. I just care about how you’re doing.”

She shook her head, but her expression was no longer so tense.

“And you?” she asked, with a slightly mocking tone. “Or is that none of my business either?”

Roberto kept his eyes on the road.

“Nothing serious,” he said, remembering the night he’d spent with Alicia.

Laura nodded slowly.

“What a surprise. Right?”

Roberto smiled.

Laura leaned against the window, watching the landscape fly by. The tone of the conversation had changed. Less tense, more natural.

“I have an apartment in Seville,” she said suddenly. “Tiny, but it’s enough for me. Near the river. The kitchen and bathroom need renovating, though. But I barely have time for that.”

Roberto smiled with an ironic edge.

“Wow, the big UCO boss living in a dump.”

Laura elbowed him lightly in the arm.

“It’s not a dump. It’s cozy. And besides, I don’t spend much time at home.”

Roberto nodded.

“I can imagine. And friends? Do you do anything when you’re not on duty?”

“Are you suggesting I have no life outside of work?” Laura let out a brief laugh.

“No. But I know you, and it’s hard to picture you with a group of girlfriends going to Pilates and then out for brunch.”

Laura rolled her eyes.

“You’re such an idiot.” But she was smiling. “I have friends, of course. From the UCO, from before. Some are still in Cádiz. When I can, I go down to see them.”

Roberto glanced at her sideways.

“And any flings?”

Laura laughed quietly and shrugged.

“You’re so hung up on this. Yes, a few.”

“Any that lasted more than one night?”

Laura shot him an amused look.

“It’s not a competition, Roberto.”

He smiled.

“I didn’t say it was. I’m just trying to get an idea of what your life is like now.”

Laura sighed and stretched her legs.

“Well, I’ve had my share. A couple of months with one guy, a few weeks with another. Nothing serious. I don’t have the time or the desire for complications.”

Roberto nodded slowly.

“I get it.”

Laura turned her head to look at him directly.

“You?”

Roberto raised an eyebrow.

“Me what?”

“Got any of those no-strings-attached situations going on?”

Roberto swallowed. Flashes of the previous night with Alicia flooded back.

“Maybe a little something, but nothing serious.”

Laura smiled shrewdly.

“So that’s a yes.”

Roberto shook his head and changed the subject.

“What about family? Do you still go to Cádiz to see them?”

“Yes, when I can. My mother’s still the same—worried I’ll never get married. She was really fond of you, you know.”

Roberto laughed.

“She always said she had to find you a good husband. She almost pulled it off with me…”

Laura snorted.

“Well, she can keep dreaming. It’s hard enough to find a decent partner under normal circumstances—try doing it while working at the UCO. It scares off all the men.”

“That’s why you and I had a future. We were in the same world,” Roberto said, his tone serious.

An uncomfortable silence fell. But for the first time during the entire trip, the initial tension between them had lifted.

The car cruised along the highway, and the conversation flowed more easily than at the start of the trip. Roberto noticed how the miles seemed to have worn down the barriers between them.

“What about your father?” he asked.

Laura turned her head, resting her temple against the headrest.

“Fine, as always. In his own world. Since he retired, he spends all day fishing or playing dominoes at the club with his friends. Not a care in the world, really.”

Roberto smiled.

“That’s not bad. I wish we could all live with so few complications.”

“I can’t picture you retired,” she said, glancing at him sideways. “What would you do without work?”

He frowned and went quiet for a moment.

“Good question. I guess I’d fish and play dominoes like your father.”

Laura laughed.

“I don’t see you having the patience for fishing.”

“Don’t be so sure. I like it. I’ve gone a few times with Carrillo. He’s a great surf caster,” Roberto admitted.

Silence returned, but this time it wasn’t uncomfortable. The sun was high overhead, lighting up the road, and the car’s air conditioning kept the cabin at a bearable temperature.

They drove on in silence. But this time, there was no tension. Just the sound of the engine and the asphalt passing beneath the wheels.
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The deputy director greeted them with a warm smile, though she seemed a bit tense. It wasn't every day that two Civil Guard agents showed up at the office to ask questions about her boss. She invited them into a glass-walled office overlooking the work area, then sat with her hands clasped on the table and waited for them to begin.

Laura took the lead. She summarized what had happened to Miren and where the investigation stood. Beatriz Serrano listened attentively, expressing concern several times about what might have happened to her.

“We want to know more about Miren at work. Was she a good boss?”

The woman nodded immediately.

“Yes, absolutely. Demanding, but fair. She knew what she wanted and had no problem asking for it. She wasn't the type to become friends with the team, but she wasn't a tyrant either. Let's just say she kept things professional.”

Laura spoke up.

“Was she professional?”

“Very much so.” The deputy director smiled slightly. “She had everything under control. Never missed a detail, and she knew exactly how the company should run.”

“And with clients? I assume in your business it's important to maintain ongoing relationships.”

“Impeccable. You see...” she paused and lowered her voice a bit. “Miren had something special. Men were drawn to her. I don't know if she did it consciously or if it just came naturally, but she always managed to get them to listen. And to want to impress her.”

Roberto and Laura exchanged a quick glance.

“Could that have caused problems for her within the company?” Laura asked.

The deputy director shook her head.

“No, not at all. No one here had any reason to want to hurt her. Some might have envied her success, but nothing more.”

Roberto leaned slightly forward.

“And outside the company? Did she have enemies?”

The woman thought for a moment before responding.

“Not that I know of. Miren kept her personal life very private. She didn't talk about personal matters at work. If she had any problem with someone, she never let it show here.”

“Not even a client or temp worker who might have been unhappy?” Roberto pressed.

“Nothing out of the ordinary for our industry. Minor disputes, some complaints about contract terms, but nothing serious. There were never any threats or major conflicts.”

Laura took some notes and gently closed her notebook.

“Clearly she was a woman who knew how to work the room.”

“Yes,” the deputy director responded, “but also a woman who was hard to figure out. We've worked together for seven years, and I've barely scratched the surface of her personal life. She didn't open up to anyone, at least not here. I was probably the closest thing she had to a confidant, and I'm telling you, that wasn't much...”

Roberto and Laura looked at each other again. That only confirmed what they already suspected. Laura crossed her legs and settled into her chair before posing the next question with the calm of someone who already knows the answer.

“We know Miren wasn't faithful. Her husband and sister-in-law have confirmed she had 'affairs' outside the marriage. We're not here to judge her, but we need to know if it might be relevant to the case. We can't rule out any line of investigation.”

The deputy director, who until that moment had maintained a confident posture, hesitated. She shifted in her chair and clasped her hands nervously on the table.

“I... I don't know if I should talk about that.”

“It's important,” Laura insisted. “The more we know about her personal life, the easier it'll be to understand what could have happened to her.”

“As we've told you, her own husband confirmed it. It's an open secret. You wouldn't be revealing anything we don't already know,” Roberto added.

The woman sighed and looked through the glass wall, as if afraid someone might hear her. Finally, she leaned slightly forward and lowered her voice.

“I don't know exactly who she was with. She never talked about it openly. But... yes, there were rumors.”

“Rumors we're interested in,” Roberto said, his tone calm but firm.

The deputy director hesitated a moment longer, then, as if she'd made a decision, began to speak.

“As far as I know, she didn't have a steady lover. At least not here. Miren... well, Miren chose. When she liked someone, she went after him. And she didn't care if he was married, a client, or even a colleague.”

“Colleagues?” Laura asked, interested.

“Yes. There were rumors she'd had a fling or two within the company. Nothing serious, but... what you'd call an office affair.”

“Give us names,” Roberto said.

The woman pressed her lips together before responding.

“I know there was something with a sales rep from the company. His name is Joaquín Rivas. Married, with kids. They never talked much in public, but on certain business trips... well, you understand.”

Roberto and Laura nodded. They knew exactly what she meant.

“Anyone else?” Laura asked.

“I don’t know for certain, but there were rumors she’d also had something going on with an important client. A businessman who used our services regularly. His name is Alberto Merino.”

“Merino?” Roberto jotted it down. “Do you know if they were still seeing each other?”

“I have no idea. Like I said, these are all rumors. The only thing I know is that the relationship between them was… special. Sometimes they’d argue, other times they’d go out for coffee and take hours to come back. You know, that kind of thing fueled the rumors. As you can see, almost all the staff here is very young, and that kind of gossip runs rampant. What I can tell you is that she had a magnetism that hypnotized men. It’s not easy to explain. You’d have to see her. Her glances, her gestures, everything about her conveyed… sensuality? I don’t know. But it was like everyone became captivated by her the moment they met her. She’s beautiful and elegant. Confident. Independent, daring…”

Laura and Roberto exchanged a quick glance.

“Do you think any of these men could have held a grudge against her? Spite, unrequited love…” Roberto asked.

The deputy director shook her head.

“I don’t know. But if someone became obsessed with her… it wouldn’t surprise me. Miren had a way of handling men that some might have found hard to take.”

She hesitated before continuing. It was clear she was weighing how much she should reveal about Miren’s private life. Finally, she let out a sigh and leaned further over the table.

“Miren was a woman with… certain habits. Some would call them vices. I prefer to say she was someone who knew what she wanted and how to get it.”

Roberto and Laura remained silent, letting her continue at her own pace.

“She liked expensive things—anyone who’s seen her knows that. She wouldn’t settle for less. Designer clothes, designer shoes, discreet but very valuable jewelry. Always perfect. But what not everyone knew is that her salary alone couldn’t support that lifestyle. She had very expensive tastes and didn’t like to ask. She liked to be given things, to be adored, to be showered with gifts.”

“A kept woman?” Roberto blurted out.

“Not exactly. She wasn’t the type to ask directly, but she didn’t refuse anything either. She knew how to play her cards. She had… men who wanted to please her, who felt lucky to be with her, even if it meant a Cartier watch or a weekend at a luxury hotel.”

Laura raised an eyebrow.

“That sounds terrible. Don’t you think?” Laura interjected.

“And drugs?” Roberto asked.

The woman hesitated a moment before answering.

“I can’t say for sure, but at some company events I saw her a little too wound up. Too… uninhibited. And once I heard her joke about ‘giving herself a little pick-me-up.’ I never saw her use anything directly, but it wouldn’t surprise me if she did in more private settings.”

Laura and Roberto exchanged a glance.

“So, Miren had lovers, knew how to manipulate men to get what she wanted, and didn’t turn her nose up at certain excesses,” Laura summarized.

The deputy director nodded slowly.

“Miren was a woman who lived on the edge, but with an incredible ability to hide it. To the world, she was a sophisticated executive and a devoted mother. But there was another side to her that only a few knew about. And many of those men, if they felt used… could have reacted badly. But I can’t help you much more. I’ve told you everything I know.”
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After getting the names of some men who might have been involved with Miren, they managed to schedule three interviews. All of them were visibly worried about being caught up in a Civil Guard investigation, and although none of them resisted cooperating, it was clear they were extremely uncomfortable.

The first interview took place in a meeting room at the hotel where they were staying in downtown Madrid. Laura and Roberto had managed to arrange it. It hadn’t been easy to get him to agree to talk, but the fact that the Civil Guard was investigating her disappearance outweighed any shame or need to protect his image.

The first person they called in was an executive from a tech company, a man in his fifties wearing an impeccable suit and designer glasses. His name was Diego Ramos. He arrived looking displeased and stayed defensive throughout.

“I don’t know what you expect me to tell you,” he began, uncomfortable. “Miren wasn’t a normal woman. I don’t know how to explain it without it sounding... strange. She would send us résumés of young people for jobs that required little training. The typical filler positions at any company: administrative assistants, cleaning staff, maintenance helpers... Turnover in those positions is high, so we were in contact quite a bit. We had to meet every so often. Don’t ask me how it happened, because I can’t even understand it myself, but overnight, I found myself caught up in her... She was very direct. She told me she wanted to have sex with me. Look... I’m married and I love my wife, but Miren was a woman anyone would consider out of their league. I couldn’t say no. We ended up in a hotel room near her company.”

The man sighed and interlaced his fingers on the table. He covered his eyes with his hands, embarrassed to have to talk about it.

“She was insatiable. I’m not just saying she liked sex—she pursued it with an intensity I’ve never seen in any woman. She had no shame. If she wanted something, she took it. We could be in a meeting, or at lunch, and if she felt like it, she’d slide her hand up my thigh under the table and whisper that she’d be waiting for me in the bathroom.”

“And you went,” Roberto said, making no effort to hide his astonishment.

The man shrugged.

“Yes. I went. Miren wasn’t just a beautiful woman. She was magnetic. When she set her sights on you, she made you feel like the most desired man in the world. But when she lost interest, you were completely expendable.”

Roberto and Laura were becoming increasingly certain that this line of investigation was going to lead to an impossible tangle. Diego Ramos confirmed he had an alibi for the days surrounding Miren’s disappearance, though he left shaken and feeling guilty for having fallen into the trap that woman had set for him.

Two hours later, they had another meeting scheduled with one of the other men they’d gotten from the temp agency’s deputy director, a lawyer in his forties. He confirmed the same thing as the first.

“I met her at a conference in Barcelona. I was giving a talk on subcontracting and illegal labor transfers. It’s something that temp agencies and subcontractors need to be very clear about to avoid violating the Subcontracting Law. When the conference ended, the most attractive woman I’ve ever met in my life approached me. I remember her eyes, her deep gaze. She disarmed me. That same night, barely knowing me, she invited me to her hotel room. There were no preliminaries, no long flirtation. She simply opened the door and asked if I was going to stand there or actually do what she expected of me. We hooked up a few more times after that, though she was always the one who called me. If I called her, she wouldn’t answer.”

Laura crossed her arms.

“And how did those relationships end?”

The lawyer smiled bitterly.

“Always the same. When she got bored, she disappeared. She didn’t give explanations, didn’t respond to messages, didn’t accept excuses or complaints. For her, sex was like a sport. A game where she always had the upper hand. But I won’t pretend it bothered me. The sex was amazing, and I was always willing to answer her call.”

“Once we met in a private room at a very exclusive club in Madrid. I thought we were going to have dinner, spend a quiet evening, but as soon as we sat down, she went up to one of the waitresses and, without any shame, asked if she’d like to join us after her shift.”

Roberto raised an eyebrow.

“And what happened?” he asked with excessive interest.

The man swallowed and looked at them before answering.

“What Miren wanted, Miren got. That night the three of us ended up at her hotel. She always got her way.”

“What you’re describing isn’t just an unfaithful woman, but someone who was constantly seeking increasingly extreme experiences.”

The man took a breath and sighed.

“If you want to know if someone had a reason to hurt her... the answer is yes. Miren was playing with fire. And with too many people. It was obvious I wasn’t her only lover...”

He answered without hesitation when Laura and Roberto asked for his alibi for the night Miren disappeared.

“That night I was in London, at a meeting with investors from one of the companies I advise. You can verify it. There are records of my flight and my hotel stay.”

They held the last interview almost just to avoid canceling at the last minute. They knew perfectly well they weren’t going to get anything useful from this line of investigation. When the man showed up, a CEO of a major services company, they could tell it was going to be more of the same. He answered their questions along the same lines as Miren’s other two lovers.

“I don't know if this needs saying, but if you're trying to find someone who wanted to hurt her… you're wasting your time with me. Miren wasn't the type to stick with one lover, and I certainly didn't have enough of a relationship with her to become obsessed to that degree.” He laughed bitterly, stirring the ice in his drink. “If I'm being honest, it's going to be impossible for you. You have no idea how many men passed through her bed. I met her myself at a private party in La Moraleja. Miren was always surrounded by influential people, men who were more than happy to be her playthings. She was addicted to the thrill of the moment, and if something bored her, it was over, just like that. I ran into her at parties where nobody talked shop. Business executives, politicians, lawyers, soccer players… Everyone just enjoying the night without a care in the world except having a good time. And Miren was like a fish in water in those circles.”

Roberto and Laura exchanged a glance. They were exhausted after the trip and three interviews that had yielded nothing, except confirmation that Miren's behavior went far beyond what Carmen and Eduardo had told them.
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Laura sighed when Roberto shot down her idea of grabbing something quick at a burger joint.

“But are you even hungry after the day we've had…?” she joked as she leaned against the car.

“It's not that,” he replied, scrolling through his phone. “But after a day like this, I need to sit down somewhere quiet. And eat something decent…”

“As if a burger isn't decent food…” she murmured with a smile.

After a few minutes of Googling, Roberto found a restaurant near the hotel—a place that specialized in stews and grilled meats.

“Right here,” he said, showing her his phone. “It's a five-minute walk. Let's take a stroll. I need to clear my head. It's about to explode.”

“Okay, but if it's expensive, you're paying.” Laura threw out the joke, but she barely smiled. The exhaustion showed in her eyes too.

“You're always looking for a way to get out of paying, Laura.”

“Of course, I'm a civil servant on base pay, not like you, Commander,” she replied with a hint of sarcasm.

They crossed the street toward the restaurant. Madrid had that vibrant atmosphere even on weeknights, with the terraces packed and the constant bustle of cars and people rushing by. Roberto walked with his hands in his pockets, enjoying the slight reprieve from the heat at that hour. It wasn't that the air was cool at night, but after a whole day at ninety-nine degrees, the nighttime heat was much more bearable.

When they arrived at the restaurant, the place turned out to be cozy, with exposed brick walls and warm lighting. They sat at a table by a window and looked over the menu.

“Come on, surprise me,” Laura said, leaving the dinner choice to him.

Roberto ordered some homemade croquettes, a portion of sirloin, and a burrata salad.

“You're more of a gourmet than I remembered,” she commented as she pulled her hair back into a messy ponytail.

“I always liked eating well. You were the one who was more into fast food. And from what I can see, you haven't changed.”

They also ordered a bottle of wine, and gradually they began to relax. The conversation revolved around the case at first, but soon they drifted to more personal topics. Laura told him about her apartment in Madrid, about her neighbor who had an unbearable cat, and about the daily anecdotes from her work at the UCO. Roberto listened attentively, surprised at how easy it was to talk to her when they set aside the professional tension.

When they brought the sirloin, Laura shot him a mocking look.

“Good thing you didn't want a burger…”

“This is a whole different league, admit it.”

Laura took a bite and nodded.

“Okay, I'll give you that. It's incredible.”

Laura leaned back in her chair, setting her fork on the plate after the last bite of cheesecake. She crossed her arms and sighed.

“Do you want to know what I think about Miren?” she asked, looking at him intently.

“I want your honest opinion,” Roberto replied, taking a sip of his wine.

Laura drummed her fingers on the table before speaking.

“I think she's a despicable woman.”

Roberto raised an eyebrow.

“Wow, you don't beat around the bush.”

“Why should I?” she shrugged. “She's the type of person who disgusts me the most. Superficial, manipulative, selfish… She thinks she's above everyone else and uses people as she pleases.”

“We didn't know her personally though…”

“You don't need to have coffee with someone to see what they were like,” Laura replied harshly. “I'm not talking about her sex life—I couldn't care less about that. If she slept with whoever she wanted, and they were all consenting adults, fine. But there's a difference between being free and being a ruthless bitch.”

Roberto observed her in silence. Laura wasn't usually so blunt unless she was truly convinced of something.

“You saw it yourself,” she continued, resting her elbows on the table. “Her sister-in-law made it clear: she wasn't with Eduardo out of love, but for status. She lived like a queen, but didn't have an ounce of loyalty. I'm not surprised he turned a blind eye, because otherwise she would have left him in the dust without batting an eye.”

“And the lovers…”

“That's what pisses me off the most,” Laura said with a bitter half-smile. “Did you see how they talk about her? She wasn't just a woman with a great sex life, she was a predator. She chose her lovers like someone choosing a purse, and when she got tired of them, she dumped them. To her, men were toys, tools.”

Roberto swirled the wine in his glass, thoughtful.

“I'm surprised you have such a strong opinion. It's the opposite of what I expected from you. You always seemed pretty feminist to me.”

“It's one thing for me to believe that women are mature enough to choose who we want to sleep with or whether we want to lead a conventional life. It's another thing entirely to go through life manipulating men and everyone around you. The housekeeper hinted at it, the deputy director confirmed it. She was one of those people who get what they want without caring about the consequences. And I'll tell you something else, Roberto…”

She leaned forward and looked at him intently.

“If she's dead, I don't picture a cold, calculating killer. I picture someone who snapped. Someone who got fed up with her shit one day and took her out.”

Roberto went quiet. He couldn't say he hadn't thought the same thing at some point, but hearing it laid out so bluntly felt brutal.

“And who do you think did it?”

Laura shrugged.

“That's the question, isn't it?” She smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “The list of candidates is long. Someone she toyed with one too many times. Someone she humiliated, someone she used. Or even her own husband.”

“Eduardo…”

“Don't take him off the list,” Laura warned. “I don't buy that he just put up with all of it. There's no way.”

Roberto set his wine glass on the table and ran a hand over his face, as if trying to shake off the day's exhaustion.

“Look, Laura, we're not going to get any further here in Madrid.”

She frowned at him.

“I'm afraid so.”

“The list of lovers is endless. What are we going to do? Keep interrogating every guy who slept with her? We're not going to get anything new.”

Laura stayed quiet, lost in thought, stirring the remains of her dessert with her spoon.

“So what do you suggest?”

Roberto leaned over the table.

“We only have one solid option left: the black SUV. We have to find it no matter what. I think whoever was in that vehicle is responsible for whatever happened to Miren. If not, I think this is going to turn into a cold case.”

Laura nodded slowly.

“It's the only concrete thing we have. We need to pull some strings. We have to find that car, track down license plates, see if anyone in the area has a car that matches the description.”

“And we need the Guardia Civil traffic division. They can help us track vehicles.”

“Yes,” Laura agreed. “And we could also check traffic cameras in the area where Miren disappeared.”

Roberto looked at his watch. “Tomorrow morning we head back to Cádiz. The sooner we start, the better.”

Laura set the spoon down on the plate and looked at him intently.

“What?” he asked, catching her expression.

“I hope the car leads us somewhere. Because if it doesn't, we're going to run out of options.”

“I feel the same way.”

The elevator rose in silence to the hotel bar floor. Laura stood with her arms crossed, her gaze fixed on the numbers slowly changing on the panel.

“You know this is a bad idea, right?” she said without turning toward him.

“Having a drink? Don't be so dramatic, Laura,” Roberto replied with a half smile.

“It's not the drink,” she said with a sigh. “It's that I know how these things end.”

Roberto arched an eyebrow, amused.

“Oh, really? How do they end?”

Laura shot him a warning look just as the elevator doors opened.

“With a hangover and regret.”

“Laura, it'll just be one drink. I can't go to bed like this. I need to unwind or I won't sleep a wink.”

The hotel bar had a quiet atmosphere. Dim lights, soft music, a few couples and businesspeople scattered among the tables. They settled into a discreet corner, away from the windows.

“What are we having?” Roberto asked, flipping through the menu.

“Whisky, neat,” she answered.

Roberto smiled.

“Damn! You used to barely drink, and now you're drinking whisky straight. You surprise me…”

“And you…” she glanced at him sideways, “are you going to order another pretentious gin and tonic with cucumber and Amazon berries?”

He laughed.

“A gin and tonic, yes. But without the frills.”

When the drinks arrived, Laura took a small sip and set the glass on the table.

“Tell me the truth, Roberto. Do you really think we're going to solve this?”

He turned the glass between his hands.

“I don't know, Laura,” he said, more serious this time. “We barely have anything.”

She nodded slowly and took another sip.

“I guess so. We haven't stopped working, investigating, and we're not making any progress. The only thing we've accomplished is finding out that Miren was a total slut. We haven't gotten anything concrete.”

The silence between them stretched out, but it wasn't uncomfortable. Roberto watched her out of the corner of his eye.

“Let’s drop the case, Laura. Forget about all this for a few hours. We’ll have our drinks without bringing it up again. And speaking of drinks, I had you pegged as more of an exotic cocktails girl than a whisky drinker. You surprised me.”

“And I had you pegged as less annoying and more aware of when to let a woman go to bed.”

Roberto smiled.

“Finish your drink and I’ll let you escape.”

Laura clicked her tongue, smiling.

Roberto raised his glass with a slow, almost ceremonious gesture. He turned it slightly in his hand, watching the amber liquid catch the dim light of the bar.

“To what could have been and wasn’t,” he said quietly, with a smile tinged with bitterness.

The silence that followed was heavy, thick with unspoken words. Laura looked away and took a slow sip. Roberto did the same.

The background music seemed more distant in that moment. At the next table, a couple laughed together with easy intimacy, and for an instant Laura felt they were in another world, oblivious to everything happening around them.

“Have you ever thought about it?” Roberto asked suddenly, without looking at her.

Laura set her glass on the table.

“About what?”

“How everything would have been if…” He cut himself off and smiled wryly. “Ah, forget it.”

She sighed and ran a finger along the rim of her glass.

“Sometimes. But there’s no point in thinking about it.”

Roberto nodded slowly. The silence settled between them again. But this time it wasn’t comfortable. It was dense, almost unbearable. Laura finished her whisky in one gulp and stood up.

“I’m going to bed, Roberto.”

He looked at her a second longer than necessary, as if he wanted to keep her there.

“Of course,” he said, his voice neutral.

Laura set the glass on the table and turned without looking back. Roberto watched her until she disappeared down the hallway. Then he took another sip of his drink and leaned back in his chair.


	Return to Conil – Thursday, August 24, 2023, 6:00 AM
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The drive back to Conil passed in heavy silence. The road stretched endlessly before them, the monotonous drone of the engine underscoring the tension. They'd barely exchanged a few words about the case—perfunctory comments about the investigation that neither of them seemed interested in pursuing.

Roberto gripped the steering wheel, feeling the weight of last night's toast like a millstone around his neck. It had been stupid. A nostalgic impulse that had shattered the professional boundary they'd worked so hard to maintain.

Finally, after a long moment of indecision, he sighed and broke the silence.

“Hey, Laura…” He kept his eyes on the road. “About last night… The toast. That was a screw-up.”

She didn't react immediately. She kept her gaze fixed on the landscape rushing past the window.

“I shouldn't have said it,” he continued. “I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable.”

Laura shifted her gaze toward him, but her expression was inscrutable.

“It's fine,” she said at last, her voice neutral.

Roberto felt that curt response bother him more than it should have.

“It's not fine,” he insisted. “I don't want this to make working together weird.”

Laura sighed, as if the conversation was weighing on her.

“Don't overthink it, Roberto. We're here for the case. That's it.”

He nodded, though the gesture was more resignation than agreement. He turned his attention back to the road, leaving her staring at the horizon again. Silence settled between them once more, and this time neither tried to break it. The phone did. Roberto, lost in thought, took a second to react before pressing the hands-free button.

“Talk to me, Alicia.”

“Boss, SEMA found Miren's body,” Alicia said without preamble.

The car fell silent. Roberto felt his stomach clench as he glanced at Laura, who turned toward him with a tense expression.

“Where?” he asked, his voice steadier than he expected.

“Floating near Cape Trafalgar. They pulled her out of the water this morning and already took her to Cádiz for the autopsy.”

Roberto gripped the steering wheel tighter. There was no surprise in his reaction—deep down, they'd both known Miren was dead. But hearing the confirmation made it more real. Heavier.

“What's the condition of the body?” Laura interjected, her tone professional.

There was a pause before Alicia responded.

“She's been in the water for days. Pretty deteriorated, but the preliminary ID is clear. She's wearing a red bikini.”

Roberto felt a stab in his chest. The image of Miren—that sophisticated, haughty woman, full of secrets—floating lifeless in the sea seemed unreal.

“We'll go straight to Cádiz without stopping in Conil,” he said, jaw tight as he looked at Laura, who nodded.

“Okay. I'm heading there too. See you at the Forensic Institute.”

Roberto hung up and exhaled slowly, looking at Laura.

“That's it,” he said, without needing to explain further.

She nodded, her face serious. She looked out the window, but her expression showed no shock—only concentration.

“Now this goes from a disappearance to a homicide.”

Roberto turned back to the road and pressed the accelerator. The trip to Conil no longer made sense. Their destination now was Cádiz.

When they arrived, the atmosphere at the Forensic Institute was tense and charged. Alicia was waiting for them at the entrance, phone in hand, her expression serious.

“The judge has requested a full autopsy,” she said without preamble. “They want to rule out every possibility before closing the preliminary report.”

Roberto nodded. It made sense. In a case like this, with so many unknowns, they needed every detail.

“The husband?” Laura asked.

“On his way,” Alicia replied. “They didn't want to proceed with the official identification until he arrives.”

Roberto grunted, running a hand over his face. He knew that moment was going to be hell for Eduardo. It didn't matter how much he knew or suspected—seeing his wife's body was going to hit him hard. It always did.

“Do we know anything else?” Laura pressed.

Alicia shook her head.

“They haven't started the autopsy yet. They've only done an external examination. The only thing clear so far is that the body's been in the water since the day she disappeared.”

Roberto clenched his jaw. He looked toward the building with its cold gray walls. Inside, Miren was waiting. Or what was left of her.

When Eduardo arrived at the Forensic Institute, he looked like a defeated man. He wore a dark blue suit, but the clothes seemed to weigh on him, hanging loose as if they no longer fit. His skin was pale, dark circles carved deep beneath eyes that had sunk into a face aged years in a matter of days. He walked slowly, lips pressed tight, as if simply putting one foot in front of the other demanded a herculean effort.

Alicia, Laura, and Roberto were waiting for him in the lobby. When he saw them, he nodded silently. He didn't have the strength to speak.

“Before you go in, Eduardo…” Roberto began, his voice grave. “This is going to be hard. There's no way to prepare for what you're about to see.”

Eduardo swallowed hard and ran a hand over his face, as if trying to wipe away the pain consuming him.

“I know,” he murmured, barely audible.

Laura spoke up, her voice gentle.

“If at any point you need to stop, just say so. There's no rush.”

He nodded, but his gaze stayed distant, fixed on some point on the floor.

Alicia took the lead, guiding them down a long, cheerless hallway. Their footsteps echoed off the cold walls, marking their passage like a funeral procession. The morgue's distinctive smell—disinfectant mixed with something metallic—grew stronger with each step. Eduardo's breathing quickened, as if his body refused to accept what he was about to see.

Finally, they reached a metal door. A forensic examiner in a white coat was waiting on the other side.

“Whenever you're ready…” he said, his tone professional as his eyes moved between them.

Eduardo rubbed his hands over his face again, let out a shaky breath, and nodded.

The examiner pressed a button and a metal curtain slid upward, revealing a stainless steel gurney. On it, covered with a white sheet, lay Miren's body.

“I'm only going to pull the sheet back from her face,” the examiner warned.

Eduardo didn't respond. He just stared at the still form before him.

When the examiner pulled back the fabric, the air seemed to thicken. Miren's face appeared before them, pale and mottled from her time in the water. Her lips were bluish, her skin waxy, and her dark hair, still damp, clung to her forehead in matted strands. Despite everything, she was unmistakable.

Eduardo blinked several times, as if his mind refused to accept what his eyes were seeing. His lips trembled.

“Miren…” he whispered, barely a breath.

His legs buckled, and Roberto instinctively grabbed his arm. Eduardo didn't collapse, but he stood frozen, breathing raggedly, fists clenched at his sides.

“Is it her?” the examiner asked, his tone neutral but cautious.

Eduardo nodded, unable to speak. A choked sound escaped his throat.

Laura exchanged a glance with Roberto. She had seen many scenes like this, but each one was different. Human pain was never the same, though it was always unbearable to witness.

Eduardo pressed a trembling hand to his mouth and squeezed his eyes shut. A couple of heavy tears rolled down his cheeks, but he made no move to wipe them away. He seemed completely broken, defenseless, stripped of the composure that had always defined him.

After a long minute of silence, he said in a broken voice:

“Tell me you're going to find whoever did this to her.”

Roberto's face was serious, his voice firm.

“We won't stop until we find them.”

Eduardo didn't answer. He just looked one last time at Miren—his wife, the woman he had loved and endured in equal measure—and let the pain wash over him.

“Alicia, take Mr. Ortiz to the office. Help him with the paperwork for the autopsy,” Laura ordered, her tone serious.

The examiner warned them that the autopsy would take several hours. Neither Laura nor Roberto even considered leaving to grab something to eat. Roberto stepped outside to smoke a cigarette while she stayed seated on a bench in the hallway.
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AUTOPSY REPORT

CÁDIZ FORENSIC ANATOMICAL INSTITUTE

Date: [08/24/2023]

Start time: 12:30 PM

End time: 7:45 PM

Forensic examiner: Dr. Luis M. Álvarez

Assistants: Dr. Beatriz Fernández, Autopsy Technician Manuel Rivas



1. DECEDENT INFORMATION

	Name: Miren Reyes Soraluze
	Age: 40 years
	Sex: Female
	Weight: 128 lbs
	Height: 5'6"
	Condition of body: Moderate decomposition, consistent with prolonged submersion in water.





2. EXTERNAL EXAMINATION

General condition of body:

The body shows clear signs of having been submerged for several days, with advanced skin maceration, especially on the hands and feet. No obvious external injuries indicating physical violence prior to immersion are observed.

	Head and face:



	No cranial trauma or visible external injuries noted.

	Mouth shows no signs of a gag or foreign objects in the oral cavity.

	Eyes partially open, with petechial hemorrhages in the conjunctivae, consistent with asphyxiation by submersion.



	Neck:



	No signs of strangulation or marks consistent with ligatures.

	Trachea contains traces of whitish foam, a typical indicator of death by drowning.



	Thorax and abdomen:



	No signs of violence or rib fractures.

	No bruising or indications of assault.



	Upper and lower extremities:



	No defensive wounds observed on hands or forearms.

	Long nails with no traces of skin or blood beneath them.

	Slight abrasions on legs, likely postmortem, due to dragging in the water or contact with rocks or marine life.





3. INTERNAL EXAMINATION

Airway and lungs:

Foamy material is present in the trachea and bronchi, characteristic of submersion in water. The lungs are enlarged and grayish in color, with evident pulmonary edema and pinpoint hemorrhages.

Cardiovascular system:

The heart shows no structural abnormalities. No indications of infarction or pre-existing conditions that could have caused sudden death.

Digestive system:

The stomach contains liquid with small particles of sand and saltwater, indicating the victim was alive upon entering the water and continued breathing while submerged.

Central nervous system:

The brain shows moderate cerebral edema, consistent with asphyxiation. No hemorrhages or signs of head trauma observed.



4. TOXICOLOGICAL ANALYSIS

Blood, urine, and gastric content samples were collected for toxicological and alcohol analysis. Initial results indicate:

	Blood alcohol: 0.01 g/l (Not detected).

	Drugs of abuse: Negative for cocaine, opiates, benzodiazepines, amphetamines, and other controlled substances.

	Pharmaceuticals: Low concentration of lorazepam detected at therapeutic levels, consistent with prescribed use.





5. CONCLUSIONS

	Cause of death: Asphyxiation by submersion (drowning).

	No signs of violence prior to death. No wounds, bruises, or indications of physical assault suggesting a direct attack.

	No defensive injuries found. The absence of scratches, impact marks, or wounds suggests the victim did not struggle before entering the water.

	There are no signs of strangulation or gagging. The intact oral cavity and neck rule out mechanical asphyxiation prior to immersion.

	The victim was alive when she entered the water. Foam in the trachea, saltwater in the lungs, and gastric contents containing sand particles confirm active respiration occurred in the water.

	There are no indications of severe intoxication. The alcohol and pharmaceuticals detected were not at concentrations sufficient to cause loss of consciousness or impair the ability to react.





6. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The findings suggest the victim entered the water conscious, with no signs of struggle or prior violence. The absence of injuries and toxic substances at lethal doses rules out obvious assault or attempted chemical incapacitation.

However, the nature of her death remains open to interpretation. It cannot be conclusively determined whether the fall into the water was accidental, voluntary, or induced by another person. Continued investigation is recommended to clarify the circumstances surrounding how the victim ended up in the sea.

— 
“That’s it?” Roberto asked with a furrowed brow.



The forensic pathologist, Dr. Álvarez, closed the report folder and held his gaze patiently.

	— 	“Yes, that’s it.”
	— 	“I don’t believe it.” Roberto ran a hand over the back of his neck, frustrated. “There has to be something more, damn it. You can’t tell me she just went into the water and drowned.”




The forensic pathologist sighed and adjusted his glasses on the bridge of his nose.

	— 	“I know it’s not the answer you were hoping for, but the facts are what they are. No signs of violence. No blows. No defensive wounds. No severe intoxication. Cause of death is drowning.”
	— 	“What if someone drowned her?” Roberto insisted.
	— 	“If someone drowned her, they did it without giving her time to react. There’s no trace of a struggle. Not a single sign of a fight. Not even evidence she’d been stunned.”
	— 	“Damn it…” Roberto rested his hands on the table and took a deep breath. “Wasn’t there water in the paranasal sinuses?”
	— 	“There was water in the lungs and stomach, which indicates she was alive when she entered the water. But we found no signs of chemical incapacitation or that she was unconscious beforehand.”




Laura, who had remained silent with her arms crossed, spoke for the first time:

— 
“Could she have jumped in voluntarily?”



The forensic pathologist shrugged.

	— 	“That’s not an answer science can give you. All I can say is that, medically speaking, there are no signs her death was caused by a third party.”




Roberto snorted, annoyed. He refused to accept what the forensic pathologist was saying. Something didn’t add up. Something was slipping past them. He watched Laura step away with her phone in hand. She spoke quickly, gesturing impatiently. Her jaw was tense. The call had clearly rattled her.

When she returned, she crossed her arms and looked at the forensic pathologist with a mix of respect and resolve.

— 
“I’ve requested a second autopsy in Seville.”



Dr. Álvarez frowned.

		“Excuse me?”
		“Don’t misunderstand me, Doctor,” Laura added, trying not to sound condescending. “I know you’ve done a good job, but they have more resources in Seville. I want them to review every detail.”
		“You don’t trust my report?” The medical examiner let his glasses drop onto his chest, held by the cord. “They won’t find anything different.”
		“With all due respect,” Roberto interjected, leaning on the table, “we don’t buy it. We’re missing something. This can’t just be written off as an accident. That’s completely impossible. And suicide… no way.”




Dr. Álvarez looked at them both and shook his head.

		“You know what I think? You won’t accept the possibility that it was an accident.”
		“No,” Laura replied sharply. “What we won’t accept is leaving loose ends in a case that stinks from every angle.”




The medical examiner sighed and massaged the bridge of his nose. Laura simply thanked him before leaving the room. Roberto followed her.


	Sunday, August 27, 2023, 10:00 AM
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The second autopsy report arrived three days later. Even though it was Sunday, they had come into the station. Laura opened it with steady hands, her expression betraying nothing. She read it in silence, and when she finished, she passed it to Roberto.

“Here it is. Liquid ecstasy. A small amount, but enough to affect her.”

Roberto took the report and read aloud:

“Residues of gamma-hydroxybutyrate (GHB) detected in blood and gastric contents. Low levels, but consistent with intoxication. No signs of forced administration detected. No wounds or signs of external or internal violence. Cause of death: asphyxiation by submersion.”

Silence fell. Roberto frowned and kept reading the Seville forensic examiner’s notes.

“GHB, commonly known as liquid ecstasy, metabolizes rapidly, disappearing from the body within a few hours. Post-mortem detection is difficult and was only possible thanks to advanced mass spectrometry techniques.”

Laura placed her hands on the table.

“Do you know what this means?”

“What we already suspected. It wasn’t an accident.”

“Or at least that someone could have drugged her without her knowing.”

Roberto set the report on the table and ran a hand over his face.

“It’s a central nervous system depressant. In low doses, it causes disinhibition, euphoria... in slightly higher doses, dizziness, drowsiness, loss of coordination. If Miren got in the water like that...”

“She could have lost consciousness.”

“Or simply been unable to react in time.”

Laura nodded.

“She could have drowned without anyone laying a hand on her. They just made her lose control of her body right as she went to swim... then we’re not talking about an accident anymore.”

Roberto closed the report and crossed his arms.

“We need to find out who was with her that last night. Who could have given this to her.”

Laura sighed.

“We’re back to square one. But this time, with evidence.”
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Laura gathered Carrillo and two other agents in the station’s meeting room. She spread out a map of the area on the table.

“Alright, guys, listen up,” she said, pointing with a pen. “We know the last time Miren was seen alive was at the beach. We also know someone may have been watching her from a black SUV, probably a Mercedes, with large rims and red brake calipers. That’s the angle we’re going to work.”

The agents nodded. Carrillo jotted notes in his notebook.

“I want you to focus on dealerships and shops that specialize in vehicle modifications. There aren’t that many SUVs with that kind of customization in this area. Some mechanic has to have seen something like it. Focus on Conil, Chiclana, and Vejer.”

One of the agents raised his hand.

“Chief, what if it’s a car from outside the area?”

“Good question. That’s why you’re also going to review traffic camera footage from the night of the disappearance. If the car is that distinctive, it may have passed through a toll booth or gotten picked up by a security camera. Request access from the traffic department and the nearby municipalities.”

Carrillo studied the map, frowning.

“What about the port area? Cádiz, Algeciras…”

Laura nodded.

“Start with the Conil area. If the car doesn’t turn up there, expand the search to marinas and high-end dealerships. I want to know if anyone’s seen a car matching that description coming or going around the key dates.”

The three agents exchanged glances. It wasn’t going to be easy, but at least they had a solid starting point.

“Got it,” Carrillo said, closing his notebook. “Let’s do this.”

Laura watched them file out with determination. Then she turned to Roberto, who had been watching her in silence.

“Now we just have to wait and hope we find something.”

Outside, a fierce storm rolled in, triggered by days of stifling heat. The streets were nearly empty from the downpour, though the occasional daring pedestrian braved the cloudburst, crossing the street in summer flip-flops. The bars and beach shacks lining the promenade had emptied out completely, waiting for the rain to let up. At that hour of the afternoon, they didn’t seem to have many customers.

Laura left and headed to her hotel. She felt strange in this place that had once been everything to her, where now she felt like she was just passing through. The streets, the sounds—everything reminded her of her life here, but now it was as if she were watching it on television. She felt like a stranger.

The storm lasted longer than usual. The wind grew fiercer, gusting to near-hurricane force. Laura shivered, dressed only in a thin shirt. The heat typical of this time of year had given way to a welcome coolness, but she’d gotten soaked leaving the station and now felt the clammy dampness of her wet clothes clinging to her.

She had to change before going down to dinner. The streets had dried out. The heat had let up a bit, though she still hadn’t gotten used to the humidity the rain had left behind.

Laura stirred her coffee listlessly, sitting at a table by the window of a modest café across from the hotel. She’d opted for a simple dinner: a salad and a French omelet. She was exhausted.

When she left some bills on the table and got up to head to bed, she spotted Alicia leaning against the door with a half smile.

“Running away from civilization?” Alicia asked, her tone mocking.

Laura smiled at her old friend.

“Something like that. I wasn’t in the mood for conversation.”

“Well, tough luck, because I just found you.” Alicia winked. “Want to grab a drink with me?”

Laura hesitated for a few seconds, then sighed.

“Okay, but just one drink. I’m dead tired.”

They left together and walked to a nearby bar, quieter than the usual beach shacks in the area. They sat at a high table and ordered a couple of drinks. Alicia leaned back in her chair, eyeing her curiously.

“You seem different, girl.”

Laura took a sip and eyed her warily.

“Different how?”

“More uptight. More tense. More… I don’t know, like you’ve got a stick up your ass.”

Laura burst out laughing.

“I’ve always been like this. Don’t start.”

“No way. I remember you being more relaxed, more laid-back. The Laura I knew didn’t stress out so much.”

Laura looked at the glass in her hands.

“I guess the UCO has changed me. It’s a different pace, a different way of working. Plus, this case is really stressful and I want to do it right. There are a lot of eyes on me right now, and that might be why you’re picking up on some tension.”

Alicia studied her in silence for a few seconds before smiling.

“Or maybe seeing Roberto again has gotten to you more than you want to admit.”

Laura’s head snapped up, her expression annoyed.

“Don’t be ridiculous. The thing with Roberto is ancient history. He’s just another coworker now.”

“What? You're not fooling me, Laurita. He's an attractive guy, you've known each other your whole lives… Don't tell me you haven't thought, even for a second, about how things might have been if you hadn't left him.”

Laura snorted.

“Of course I've thought about it, but that doesn't mean anything. Our lives went in different directions.”

Alicia stared at her, then smiled mischievously.

“God, you're so closed off.”

Laura shrugged.

“And you're too nosy.”

Alicia propped her elbows on the table, leaning toward Laura with a smile that mixed amusement with certainty.

“He's crazy about you.”

Laura raised an eyebrow, bringing her glass to her lips.

“Don't be ridiculous,” she said, unable to suppress a smile.

“I'm not being ridiculous. I see it in his face every time he looks at you. The way he tenses up when you're around.”

Laura huffed, shaking her head.

“Alicia, no. Please, don't go there. I don't want to complicate my life at this point. Besides, it's impossible.”

“Why impossible?” Alicia tilted her head. “I swear I'm not making this up.”

Laura sighed impatiently, turning the glass between her hands.

“Because years have passed. Because he's moved on with his life. Because I moved on with mine. Because things don't work that way.”

Alicia gave a half-smile, like someone who'd already won the game.

“Sure, sure. If you say so…”

Laura shot her an irritated look.

“Can you drop it?”

Alicia leaned back in her chair, looking at her with a smug expression that drove Laura crazy.

“Don't give me that. He hasn't moved on and neither have you. If that's moving on, I'd like to see it.”

Laura frowned.

“What the hell would you know?”

Alicia shrugged, playing with the rim of her glass.

“Because I see it. Roberto's a loner. Home to the station, station to home. Sometimes I drag him out for a drink, but he doesn't even enjoy himself. Like he's waiting for something. Or someone. And you… Just look at yourself, Lau. Eating dinner alone in some dive bar. What does that tell you?”

Laura looked away, uncomfortable.

“That doesn't mean anything. I'm just here temporarily, for work—I'm not on vacation, in case you didn't know…”

“Even so, I'm telling you he's still hung up on you,” Alicia insisted. “And it's a shame, because he's a hell of a guy. And in case you haven't noticed, he's hot as hell.”

Laura let out a dry laugh.

“I won't argue with you there.”

“And you should see how he is in bed…” Alicia said, fully aware of the effect those words would have on Laura. “Though you already know that, don't you!”

Laura blinked, completely caught off guard.

“Excuse me?” Her voice came out higher than usual.

Alicia smiled wickedly, savoring the moment.

“You heard me, Laurita.”

“No. You're messing with me. You slept with Roberto?”

Alicia raised her eyebrows and shrugged casually.

“I basically had to drag him into bed. He's a bit dull, you know that. But once he got going… it's not like he put up much resistance.”

Laura stared at her as if she'd just heard the most absurd thing in the world.

“Are you pulling my leg?”

“Not at all.”

“That can't be… Roberto's not like that.”

“Oh, honey,” Alicia laughed, “they're all 'like that' when you get them worked up enough. I thought he was a serious guy, reserved… but when he lets loose, it's a whole different story.”

Laura looked away, stirring the ice in her glass absentmindedly.

“I don't know what to say.”

“Then don't say anything. Or better yet, thank me.”

Laura looked at her, brow furrowed.

“Thank you? Why the hell would I thank you? Damn…” Laura murmured, stirring her drink. “That's the last thing I needed to hear.”

Alicia propped her elbows on the table and held her gaze with a half smile.

“Because I just confirmed what you already knew but didn't want to admit. That you care about him, and that it pissed you off to think I slept with him. Wake up, honey.”

Laura huffed.

“Come on, don't start with that nonsense.”

“It's not nonsense,” Alicia insisted. “He's crazy about you. But you're too proud for your own good, so you keep pretending you don't care.”

Laura propped her elbow on the table and rubbed her temple, trying to process what she'd just heard. Then she looked up and saw Alicia's teasing smile. She shook her head but couldn't help laughing too.

“You're going to drive me crazy.”

“Roberto's a great guy. Don't let him slip away. And wake the hell up. You're still hung up on him, even if you act tough. And he's hung up on you.”

“Alicia, I don't want complications right now. This case is crucial for my career, and I need to stay focused. Please...”

“Oh, right, because you're the great UCO investigator and love doesn't fit in your schedule.” Alicia rolled her eyes. “Give me a break.”

“It's not about my schedule. It's about the fact that what we had ended years ago.” Laura shot her an uncomfortable look.

“That's what you tell yourself so you don't have to face what you feel. Look, it's not my place to tell you what to do, but I'll say this: guys like Roberto don't come around every day. He's a good guy, he's smart, and let's be honest, he's hot as hell. Laura... Roberto isn't the type of man who reinvents himself when something goes wrong. Since you left, he barely has a social life. No life outside of work. He's a loner.”

Laura frowned, stirring the ice in her glass.

“That's not my problem. It's been over two years. He's a grown man—he can get over it.”

Alicia huffed and leaned toward her.

“Of course it's your problem. You're the reason he's like this. And the worst part is you have the same problem and you can't even see it.”

“That's not fair, Alicia.” Laura looked up sharply, fixing her gaze on her friend.

“No?” Alicia tilted her head. “Do you really think he's rebuilt his life? That he's moved on? Because I'm telling you he hasn't.”

Laura pressed her lips together and looked away, uncomfortable.

“That doesn't have to be because of me.”

“Don't play dumb. I know you, and I know him. And what's between you two hasn't gone away.”

Laura ran a hand through her hair, frustrated.

“It doesn't matter, Alicia. Whatever there is or isn't between us—it doesn't matter. Some things just don't work out.”

Alicia looked at her steadily for a moment before saying calmly:

“Especially when you don't try hard enough.”

“What if you're the one who's in love?” Laura shot back, crossing her arms. “Because honestly, it looks like you've fallen for him.”

Alicia didn't flinch. She took a calm sip of her drink and shrugged.

“Maybe.”

Laura blinked, caught off guard. She hadn't expected that.

“Are you serious?”

Alicia propped her elbow on the table and looked at her steadily, smile still in place.

“Look, I'm not going to lie to you. I like Roberto. He's an incredible man. Intelligent, loyal, principled... and in bed, he's absolutely incredible.”

Laura felt a pang in her chest but kept her expression neutral.

“Then why are you telling me not to let him slip away? Damn it, Alicia. You're driving me crazy.”

Alicia sighed and looked away for a moment before meeting her eyes again.

“Because I don't have a chance with him. If I thought I had even the slightest chance with Roberto, I wouldn't be telling you this.”

Laura frowned.

“Why do you say that?”

Alicia smiled, a hint of sadness in her expression.

“First, because in his head, there's only room for one woman. And that woman is you. Second, because I might be a great lay, but I'm not the type of woman he's looking for. I'm too superficial for him. You know what my biggest advantage is?” she asked, her voice free of bitterness. “I know exactly what I am and what I feel. Unlike you, who keeps denying the obvious.”

Laura fell silent. She didn't know what to say. Something inside her was churning. Alicia finished her drink in one gulp and set the glass down gently.

“So do what you want, Laura. But don't come crying to me in a few years saying you regret it. Because by then, it might be too late. Sooner or later he'll find someone, and she won't be foolish enough to let him get away.”

“It's not that easy, Alicia.”

“Yes, it is,” Alicia replied, leaning across the table. “Don't be stupid, Laura. No shitty UCO position is worth what you're giving up.”

“Look at yourself,” Alicia insisted. “Did you get what you wanted? Yes. You're in a specialized unit, an elite job, important missions, and respect, I'm sure. So what? Are you happy?”

Laura looked away toward the back of the bar. The hum of conversation, the clink of glasses, the background music. Everything sounded distant.

“Life is long when you’re alone,” Alicia continued, softer this time. “You know that.”

Laura felt a knot in her stomach. She’d always believed she had everything under control, that she’d made the right decision when she left Roberto and went to the UCO.

“Alicia, I appreciate what you’re saying, but now’s not the time,” Laura said, her tone serious. “Please don’t go there. Just drop it.”

Alicia held up her hands in surrender.

“I tried…” Alicia stood up, kissed her on both cheeks, and headed for the exit. “See you tomorrow, Lau.”
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Laura left the office with her phone pressed to her ear, gesturing with her free hand as she listened intently. She stepped into Roberto's office so he could hear the conversation too. The call with the UCO's toxicology experts was crucial to understanding what had really happened to Miren.

“So you're telling me liquid ecstasy could have caused her to drown without any signs of violence?” Laura asked, her tone serious.

“Exactly. GHB—which is what I suspect they found in the second autopsy—is a central nervous system depressant,” the toxicologist replied from the other end of the line. “In small doses, it lowers inhibitions and creates euphoria, but in larger amounts it can cause fainting, extreme confusion, even temporary paralysis.”

“And if she went into the water while under its influence?”

“It's very possible she lost consciousness before she could react. The body's immersion reflex is strong, but if the nervous system is suppressed by GHB, the natural defenses against drowning can fail completely. In other words, her body simply didn't fight back.”

Laura leaned against the desk, processing the information.

“So it had to be administered orally?”

“Yes. GHB isn't injected or inhaled. It's mixed with liquids and is practically tasteless when properly diluted. She could have swallowed it in a drink without even knowing.”

“How long before it takes effect?”

“Depends on the dose and the person's metabolism, but generally fifteen to thirty minutes. If someone drugged her and got her into the water, she probably became disoriented or dizzy mid-exercise.”

Laura sighed.

“So it would be ideal for staging an accident. It wouldn't raise suspicions, and it wouldn't require anyone to be nearby. The perfect murder.”

There was a brief silence before the toxicologist responded cautiously:

“She had enough GHB in her blood to prevent her from reacting… Someone made sure she couldn't get out of the water alive.”

Laura ran a hand through her hair and took a deep breath before speaking again.

“How do you get GHB?” she asked, her voice firm.

The toxicologist paused before responding.

“It depends. Officially, GHB has very limited medical use. In some countries it's prescribed in controlled doses to treat narcolepsy or severe insomnia. But on the street…”

“On the street, how do you get it?” Laura insisted.

“It's synthesized. It's not hard to make if you have access to the right materials. You can get it from industrial solvents, cleaning products, and certain chemicals that are legal when purchased separately. There are detailed recipes on deep web forums.”

“And who usually deals this stuff?” Laura asked, making a mental note.

“It's not like cocaine or heroin. There are no organized GHB cartels. It circulates in very specific circles: nightclubs, private parties, swingers clubs…”

Laura looked at Roberto, who was listening attentively with his arms crossed.

“So basically a date rape drug?”

“Exactly. They call it 'liquid ecstasy' because it lowers inhibitions, but it's actually a nervous system depressant. Mixed with alcohol, it's lethal. People who take it voluntarily are usually chasing intense highs, but it can also be used to incapacitate someone.”

A chill ran down the back of Laura's neck.

“Which means we're not looking for some street dealer. We're looking for someone who runs in circles where this drug is common, or someone with enough chemistry knowledge to synthesize it themselves.”

“Correct. Whoever gave Miren the GHB most likely knew exactly what they were doing.”

Laura hung up on her UCO colleague with a curt “thanks” and turned to Roberto.

“What about a pharmacist? Could they get GHB easily?”

Roberto shrugged.

“They have access to many controlled substances, but GHB isn't dispensed in pharmacies, at least not in its pure form.”

Laura grabbed her phone and called the toxicologist again.

“One last question. Could a pharmacist get GHB without raising suspicions?”

“Possibly,” the specialist responded. “But it depends on their connections. There are some precursor chemicals you can get from labs or pharmacies with the right permits. For example, gamma-butyrolactone—GBL—and 1,4-butanediol. Both are industrial solvents, and when the body metabolizes them, they turn into GHB. But don't limit yourselves to pharmacists or chemists. Anyone could do it.”

Laura took a slow breath.

“And are those substances heavily regulated?”

“GBL is, but 1,4-butanediol is found in some cleaning products and industrial adhesives. It's used in large quantities in the chemical industry, so it's not easy to trace.”

Laura hung up and looked at Roberto gravely.

“Anyone with basic chemistry knowledge could have gotten it. We don't need a drug dealer. Just someone with access and the intent to use it.”

Roberto nodded, grasping the full weight of what they'd just learned.

“Whoever gave her that knew exactly what they were doing. An almost perfect crime. If we'd taken a little longer to find the body, we might not have been able to find any trace of the drug, and we would have had to accept the accident theory.”
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After eight in the evening, the customer service office was deserted and the lights were off. Only the dim glow of a computer screen bathed the room. At the back was Roberto's office, and a line of yellowish light filtered beneath the closed door. From outside came the clatter of a keyboard.

Next to Roberto's office was Laura's. She was reviewing the entire file again, trying to find something they might be missing. Both of them shared a strange sense of urgency, a feeling that time was running out.

Carrillo arrived, his face bright with barely contained excitement. He planted himself in front of Roberto's desk, dropping a folder onto the surface. Roberto looked up from the keyboard and stared at him, surprised.

“We've got it,” he said without preamble.

Roberto's eyes widened.

“What?”

“The SUV. It's a rental. A Mercedes GLE, rented from a luxury car dealership in Seville.”

Roberto shouted for Laura. She closed the file she was reviewing, came into the office, and turned toward Carrillo.

“Start from the beginning, please.”

Carrillo dropped into a chair, visibly tired.

“We'd spent days cross-referencing data with repair shops, dealerships, private owners… Nothing. It was like the thing had vanished off the face of the earth. Then it occurred to me to search high-end rentals. It's not easy—a lot of them don't show up in the usual databases—but I called in a favor from a contact at Traffic who helped me track down recent rental contracts from the major companies in that business. There are fewer than you'd think…”

Roberto leaned toward him.

“And?”

“We found a luxury rental place in Seville that caters to VIP clients. Cars for businessmen, soccer players, wealthy tourists… They rent them with or without a driver. Always exclusive models. Nothing ordinary. They've even got a Hummer and a couple of limos. Apparently it's good business.”

Laura crossed her arms impatiently.

“Cut to the chase, Carrillo. Who rented it?”

Carrillo smiled with a hint of mischief.

“It won't be that easy, I'm afraid. The contract is under a shell company. But there is a name. Rental contracts require a driver's license on file. Someone has to take responsibility…”

“Well, that's not entirely true,” Roberto interjected. “Some companies rent vehicles that multiple employees use. But go on, Carrillo.”

“When we got to the dealership, we found a spotless showroom with a big glass window showcasing several high-end vehicles lined up perfectly. A man in a dark suit with a rehearsed smile greeted us at the entrance. Your typical dealership salesman. He introduced himself as the company's sales rep, and we didn't even have to flash our badges. Very friendly. We gave him the broad strokes of the case and described the car we were looking for. He took us to a spectacular office that smelled of expensive leather. The manager met us there—a guy around fifty, slicked-back hair, wearing a watch that cost more than my car.”

“Cut to the chase, Carrillo, damn it…” Laura urged him.

“Okay, okay… So anyway, we told him again that we were investigating the rental of a black Mercedes GLE with red brake calipers and big rims, rented about two weeks ago by a shell company linked to that dealership. The manager kept his composure, but then he hit us with the whole spiel about having no obligation to share client data without a court order.”

Roberto rested his forearms on the desk and stared at him intently.

“I told him we could get one, but that it would be in their best interest to cooperate. We explained that in a murder investigation, the line between protecting personal data and obstructing justice is razor thin. I think the guy shit himself,” Carrillo said with a half smile. “He started typing, jumping from one screen to another. Said there had to be a rental contract with some form of ID… He typed for a few seconds, going through files. Then he turned the screen toward us. The car had been rented by a company called Starfield Logistics. They'd paid a premium so it wouldn't be tied to a personal name… but like every vehicle they rent, there had to be a valid driver's license on record. Company policy, he said…”

“Carrillo. If you don't spit it out right now… I'm going to slap you upside the head,” Roberto threatened, exasperated. “Stop being so damn coy!”

“The license belonged to Mario Cifuentes.”

“Who the hell is Mario Cifuentes?” Roberto murmured.

Laura frowned.

“Damn it, Carrillo. I was expecting you to say Eduardo Ortiz, or Diego Ramos… Who is this guy?” Laura asked, exasperated by how slowly Carrillo was dragging this out.

“I don't know him, but it won't take long to find out. Just a few phone calls. But I've got a copy of his driver's license.” He pulled out a sheet of paper folded in half and showed them.

Laura and Roberto lunged for the document Carrillo was showing them. Laura snatched it from his hand with a sharp tug. They both stared at the license photo, desperate to identify the man. He looked to be in his sixties. Nearly white hair and a trimmed beard. Name and face completely unknown.

Roberto looked up from the paper and turned to Laura.

“Who the hell is this guy? What connection did he have with Miren?”

“Damn it, Roberto…” Laura hesitated for a few seconds… “What if the SUV has nothing to do with the case…? We've assumed the driver was following Miren, and maybe it has no connection to the murder at all.”

“No, Laura. I’m convinced. It’s more than a hunch. We’ll find the connection eventually. We just have to take it step by step.”

Laura pulled out her phone and called the UCO. They had staff on duty around the clock. She identified herself as Laura Marzoa and gave her identification code.

“Good afternoon, I need you to run a search on a Mario Cifuentes López. We have his driver’s license linked to an SUV rental. I want everything: criminal record, address, employment, family. I need it urgently.” She gave him the ID number and all the details from the license.

“Give me some time and I’ll call you back,” the voice on the other end replied, all business.

“I need all available personnel on this search. With the information I’ve given you, it shouldn’t take more than a few minutes. We need to move on this now. It’s key to a murder investigation.”

The response came immediately. The agent sounded annoyed by the pressure.

“We’re on it. As soon as we have something, we’ll call you.”

They hung up almost at the same time. Laura turned to the dealership manager.

“Did this man pick up the car in person?” Roberto asked Carrillo, who was now aware of how intense the investigation had become. Carrillo decided not to beat around the bush.

“No. A driver picked it up. But the contract was in his name, and so was the documentation.”

Laura let out a frustrated breath.

“This is getting complicated.”

Roberto crossed his arms, thinking.

“Or it’s starting to come together. Now we just have to wait until Mario Cifuentes isn’t a mystery anymore. Don’t worry. We’ll have his full identity soon.”

The sound of Laura’s phone broke the tense silence in the office. Laura instinctively stepped away from Roberto, turning toward the window as she answered.

“Yes?”

She listened in silence, not interrupting, but her posture stiffened immediately. When she finally spoke, her tone was sharp as a blade.

“What do you mean he’s been dead for two years?”

Roberto looked up from his notes and frowned. Laura still had her back to him, but he could see her fingers tense on the desk.

“No. That’s not good enough. Keep searching. Someone is using his identity, and I want to know who. Now.”

She hung up without another word, and as she turned, her eyes met Roberto’s. It was an icy look, one of pure determination… and perhaps something more.

“Mario Cifuentes has been dead for two years,” she told him, without preamble.

Roberto let out a sigh and ran a hand over his face.

“Damn…”

Laura crossed her arms and concluded coldly:

“Someone used his name and his license to rent the SUV. And we’re going to find out who.”
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The sea breeze carried a mixture of aromas: salt air, fried fish, and the sweet perfume drifting from crowded terraces. Conil’s main avenue teemed with life—groups of young people laughing loudly, tourists strolling with cameras in hand, waiters weaving between outdoor tables, skillfully dodging tightly packed chairs and children darting about.

The bars were in full swing, music filtering through half-open doors—a blend of flamenco, Spanish pop, and the unmistakable roar of animated conversations. On street corners, vendors hawked handicrafts and knockoff sunglasses, while taxis stopped and started in a chaotic dance, picking up customers looking for another destination in the night.

The warm glow of streetlamps illuminated the ancient stone of the buildings, bathing the city in a golden, almost ethereal light. In the distance, the port sparkled with reflections from anchored boats, and a ferry horn occasionally pierced the constant murmur of the crowd. It was just another Friday in Conil, but for Roberto, the town’s effervescence contrasted brutally with the weight of the case bearing down on them.

Roberto moved through the crowd, the bustle swirling around him. They were waiting for the final identification of Mario Cifuentes. He felt they were getting closer and closer to solving the case, and Laura seemed on the verge of collapse. He’d decided to step out and clear his head, escaping the tense, stifling atmosphere of the station.

On his way home, girls paraded by in skimpy outfits and impossibly high heels, tanned skin gleaming under the streetlamps, plunging necklines and tight dresses drawing stares. They walked in groups, some arm in arm, laughing with the loud, uninhibited laughter of those who’d already had a couple drinks too many. The guys watched them brazenly, some leaning against walls with beers in hand, others trying to break the ice with lines of dubious wit.

The first effects of alcohol were evident: unsteady steps, laughter erupting for no reason, the occasional clumsy stumble followed by a stifled yelp and a grab at the nearest friend. On the crowded terraces, tables were a chaos of half-empty glasses, melted ice, and phones recording Instagram stories between toasts and stolen kisses.

A motorcycle roared beside him, peeling off and leaving behind the acrid smell of gasoline and hot rubber. Roberto felt that this alien frenzy, the nightlife bubbling around him, was light-years away. While the city abandoned itself to pleasure and excess, he could only think of a corpse floating in the water.

The roar of the motorcycle momentarily pulled him from his thoughts. He turned his head just in time to see Diego Ramos pass by, a young, pretty girl clinging to his waist. Her loose hair streamed in the wind, and although the helmet covered much of her face, Roberto could read the carefree attitude in her posture, the gleam of excitement in the way she leaned into him.

Diego, for his part, seemed to be enjoying the scene, accelerating just enough to get noticed, as if he wanted the whole world to turn and look as he passed.

Roberto shook his head with a snort. The loving husband was back to his old ways. Barely a few hours after begging him not to reveal his infidelities to his wife, he was already out on the street with another woman. It didn’t look like the behavior of a man worried about his marriage, but rather someone who, freed from the fear of being caught cheating, was slipping right back into his old routine.

Their eyes met for a second, and the cop’s face changed immediately. It was only an instant, but Roberto sensed he’d just ruined his night.

He walked a bit farther, keeping the motorcycle in sight as it disappeared down the street. In the distance, among the crowd flooding the streets with festive energy, Roberto spotted Alicia. She wasn’t wearing her uniform, and without it, she projected a completely different image. She wore a short, tight black dress that showed off her athletic figure. Her blonde hair fell in soft waves over her shoulders, and her red lips stood out under the lights of the bars. She moved with the confidence of someone who knows all eyes are on her.

Beside her, a brunette friend with generous curves and a jaw-dropping neckline was laughing loudly, while a group of guys surrounded them, trying to get their attention with jokes and witty comments. But Alicia and her friend seemed to be having more fun with each other than with the suitors. They swayed their hips to the music filtering from nearby venues, exchanged knowing glances, and whispered to each other between laughs.

At one point Alicia turned, and her eyes met Roberto’s. She smiled—that playful half-smile he already knew. Then, as if nothing had happened, she turned her attention back to her friend and the small crowd of admirers surrounding them. She was in her element.

Roberto kept walking, hands in his pockets, gaze fixed on nothing in particular, when he felt a presence beside him. Alicia, in her short dress and with that mischievous smile, had broken away from the group and come running over on her high heels.

“And where are you going all alone, boss?” she asked, with that playful tone she always used when she wanted to get a rise out of him.

“Evening, Alicia. Home,” he replied without slowing his pace.

“Come on… Look at this place, Roberto. Come have a drink with us. Clear your head a bit, man. You guys are about to burst from all the pressure. Try to unwind for a while. Sometimes a little perspective helps… Come on, come with us.”

Roberto sighed and stopped. He knew he wasn’t going to shake Alicia off easily.

“Us?”

“My friend and me.” Alicia nodded toward the brunette with the dizzying neckline, who was still with the group but now watching them with curiosity. “She says my boss is really hot.”

Roberto raised an eyebrow.

“Your boss?”

“Of course. I told her you were my boss. You don’t mind, do you?”

He shook his head, amused despite his fear of what Alicia might have told her friend.

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Alicia. I don’t want this to become a habit. It’s not appropriate.”

“Oh, of course. Besides, you're safe with us. Unless you let yourself…” She looked at him with those eyes brimming with challenge, that spark of brazen flirtation that made her so dangerous.

“Don't do this to me,” he murmured, rubbing the back of his neck, unable to suppress a smile.

“Do what? Invite you for a drink? You're so suspicious, Roberto.”

He sighed and looked around. The heat of the night, the music from the bars, people's laughter, and Alicia standing there, temptation incarnate.

“Just one drink,” he finally relented.

Alicia smiled, victorious.

“Of course, boss. Just one drink…”

Alicia's friend was a woman who drew attention effortlessly. Dark-haired, golden skin, knockout curves she knew how to show off with a fitted emerald dress that ended mid-thigh, revealing long, toned legs perched on sky-high heels. Her wavy hair fell over one shoulder with studied casualness, and when she smiled, it was with a mix of mischief and defiance.

Her red lips curved the moment she saw Alicia had managed to reel Roberto in.

“So this is your famous boss,” she said, her voice velvety, as she looked him up and down.

“Pretty great, right?” Alicia asked, amused, as if Roberto weren't standing right there.

Roberto barely heard them. Something about her face struck him as disturbingly familiar. A chill ran down his spine.

Suddenly, it hit him like a sledgehammer. The photograph Lourdes and Pepe had shown him at the grocery store. That girl… Lola?

His expression changed, and Alicia noticed instantly.

“What's wrong, Roberto? You've gone pale.”

But he didn't answer. His eyes stayed fixed on the woman, who now watched him with a raised eyebrow.

“Do we know each other?” she asked, tilting her head with a smile that didn't reach her eyes.

Roberto smiled.

“More or less…”

“What do you mean?” she asked, intrigued.

“Nothing… I've seen a photo of you. Do you know Lourdes and Pepe, the owners of the grocery store on Torre Street?”

“Yes, of course. Since I was a kid…”

“Well, Lourdes is determined to find me a girlfriend, and the other day she showed me a photo of you trying to talk me into a blind date.”

Lola moved closer, invading his personal space without apology. Her dark eyes sparkled with mischief as she slid a hand down Roberto's arm, as if testing the tension in his muscles.

“Well, well! Look at Lourdes go!” she said with a laugh. “She's got good taste… But she hasn't mentioned you to me. I'm going to have to have a word with her… For a Civil Guard commander, you're not bad at all,” she said with a feline smile. “When Alicia told me about her boss, I pictured something different… Someone older, more serious. With a Tejero-style mustache and that grizzled look some of your guys have.”

Alicia burst out laughing, enjoying the exchange.

“Not Tejero, come on,” she teased. “My Roberto is a modern man.”

“Your Roberto?” Lola repeated with mock surprise, her gaze flicking to Alicia before settling back on him. “So tell me, commander, how come we've never crossed paths?”

Roberto, uncomfortable but keeping his composure, managed a half smile.

“Because I don't get out much. I guess…”

“What a shame…” Lola tilted her head, feigning disappointment. “A man like you shouldn't be hiding away.”

The tone of her voice, the way she looked at him as if she'd already marked him as her next prey… Everything about her unsettled him. It couldn't be a coincidence. He was certain this woman not only knew who he was but had approached him with an agenda.

Alicia, oblivious to the tension building between them, gave him a gentle nudge in the ribs.

“Come on, Lola, don't scare him off. He'll leave without having that drink with us.” Alicia headed to the bar to order before Roberto could back out.

Lola leaned closer, that smile dancing between provocation and challenge, and grabbed his arm.

“Alicia and I share almost everything, you know?” she said, her voice like velvet. “Clothes, shoes… and whatever else comes along… We're not selfish at all.”

A chill ran down Roberto's spine. The words hung in the air, loaded with double meanings that needed no explanation.

Alicia burst out laughing and gave her friend a playful shove.

“You're going to scare him off!”

Lola arched an eyebrow and fixed her eyes on Roberto again.

“Or not…?”

Roberto cleared his throat, trying to regain his composure. He wasn't easy to catch off guard, but Lola's brazen insinuation had done just that. He glanced at Alicia, who was still smiling mischievously, waiting to see how he'd react.

“I didn't know my subordinate in the Civil Guard had conversations like this,” he replied, keeping his voice as neutral as possible.

“Depends on who I'm talking to, and who we're talking about…” Alicia said, tracing a finger along the rim of her glass.

Alicia took a sip and shrugged.

“Come on, Commander, relax. We haven't propositioned you… yet.”

Lola let out a little laugh and winked at him.

“That's right. Yet…”

Roberto looked at Alicia, trying to figure out if this was harmless teasing or if they were actually pulling him into a game he had no intention of playing. But she just met his gaze with that mischievous expression that gave nothing away. The conversation drifted to safer ground—the summer vibe, the heat wave, lighter topics. After a while, Lola announced they needed another round and headed to the bar to order.

Roberto felt caught between bewilderment and temptation. He knew they were going to propose something inappropriate, and he was looking forward to it. He allowed himself a half-smile and crossed his arms, eyeing them with a hint of challenge.

“And what kind of proposal did you have in mind?”

Lola raised the glass to her lips but didn't drink. She held his gaze, amused, before answering.

“Well… Looks like you're interested.”

Alicia laughed and shook her head.

“Careful, Lola. Roberto is a very traditional man…”

“Being traditional doesn't mean being stupid.” Roberto had no intention of passing up this opportunity.

“I like that,” Lola whispered, leaning a little closer. “Though I don't know if you could keep up with us.”

Roberto rested an elbow on the bar, relaxed but alert. He couldn't tell if this was just aimless flirting or if there was something more behind it.

“Suppose I can,” he said slowly. “What should I expect?”

Lola turned toward Alicia and they exchanged a look in silence for a few seconds, as if deciding something in a language only they understood. Then Alicia flashed a mischievous smile.

“A little fun. No interrogations.”

Lola nodded slowly, her eyes gleaming with mischief.

“And no handcuffs,” she added, though her tone suggested just the opposite.

Roberto let out a low laugh.

“That depends. Sometimes handcuffs are necessary.”

Lola bit her lip and ran a finger along his forearm.

“You know what? I think I like you more than I thought.”

Alicia took a sip and gave Roberto a light tap on the shoulder. “So, boss, are you going to loosen up or are you staying in Civil Guard mode?”

Roberto felt his heart quicken. There was a part of him that, after so many years of discipline and restraint, relished the challenge.

The music pulsed through the air, wrapping around them with a sensual rhythm that seemed to dictate every movement of the two women. Roberto watched, glass in hand, feeling the warmth of the alcohol in his throat and another, more dangerous heat spreading through his body.

Alicia and Lola moved to the beat, too close to each other. They brushed against one another naturally, as if they'd done it a thousand times before. Alicia's hands slid down Lola's back, while Lola let her fingers wander over her friend's hip.

Roberto narrowed his eyes as he watched Lola lean in to whisper something to Alicia, so close her lips brushed the skin of her neck. Alicia smiled, turned her face, and with the easy familiarity of a lifelong lover, nibbled her earlobe before pressing a soft kiss to the corner of her lips.

Lola laughed and returned the gesture, but bolder. Her tongue barely peeked out in the touch, just enough for Roberto to notice.

Their eyes found his. They knew he was watching.

Alicia tilted her head, wearing that half-smile of someone enjoying a game they knew they were winning.

“Spying on us?” she asked, amused, though her eyes held a darker glint.

“We're just dancing,” Lola added, slipping behind Alicia and wrapping her arms around her waist.

“Yeah, right. An innocent dance,” Roberto replied, raising his glass to his lips.

They laughed as they kept up their suggestive gestures, casting tempting glances his way. Roberto realized he had no desire to resist playing along. The air crackled with electricity. The night wore on between laughter, drinks, and that dangerous game of glances and double meanings that had long since stopped being mere flirtation. Roberto felt the heat on his skin, the light buzz of the alcohol, but above all, the growing arousal stirred by the way Alicia and Lola played with each other… and with him.

“So, what do you say?” Lola set her glass on the table and leaned back in her chair with a mischievous smile. “Do we take this party to someone's place, or are you planning to spend the whole night here?”

Alicia arched an eyebrow and turned toward Roberto, wearing that half-smile of someone who enjoys watching another person squirm.

“What do you say? Inviting us over?”

Roberto felt his heart skip a beat. The tension that had been building all night was becoming unbearable. Alicia stared at him, waiting for his answer. Lola, at his side, nibbled the rim of her glass, amused and expectant.

He knew he was in uncharted territory, that whatever happened after his answer would cross a line there’d be no easy coming back from. But damn it… after all those looks, all those touches, all that provocation… he was too turned on to back down.

He pressed his lips together and exhaled slowly before leaning over the table: “Let’s go to my place.”

Lola pulled her car keys from her purse, but Roberto stopped her. No way was he letting her drive after everything she’d had to drink.

Lola let out an amused huff, but seeing Roberto’s serious expression, she raised her hands in surrender.

“Okay, okay. You’re the boss,” she said with a mischievous smile. “Taxi, then.”

Alicia ordered one from her phone, and just a few minutes later, the car pulled up in front of them. The three of them climbed in, Roberto in the middle, acutely aware of the heat radiating from both women pressed close against him. The air inside the car was thick with the dense, erotic tension that had been building for hours.

As soon as they started moving, Alicia leaned toward him, her lips brushing his neck as she whispered, barely audible.

“Relax…”

He didn’t have time to respond. Before he could even process it, he felt her mouth on his—hungry, playful. Alicia kissed him with that signature confidence of hers, her tongue exploring him without hurry but with the clear intention of devouring him. Lola’s hands found his crotch. Roberto let himself go, feeling desire cloud his mind. He was so lost in the kiss that he barely noticed Lola’s hand slipping inside his pants.

He turned toward her and found her smiling mischievously.

“Are you two going to leave me out of this?” she asked with a playful pout of mock indignation.

Alicia pulled back a little, her dark eyes burning with amusement.

“That depends on him,” she murmured, tracing a finger along Roberto’s jaw.

He swallowed hard, the air in the taxi suddenly suffocating. Lola gently turned his face toward her and kissed him deeply, her hand caressing his cock through his pants.

The taxi driver shot a quick glance in the rearview mirror and blinked, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing in the back seat. “Damn…” he muttered under his breath.

Roberto, trapped between the two women, felt the pressure of their bodies against his. Alicia nibbled his earlobe while Lola dragged her nails gently across his chest, barely grazing him through his shirt.

He let out a brief, incredulous laugh.

“This can’t be happening…”

Lola held his gaze with a mischievous smile.

“Oh, yes it is.”

The taxi braked hard at another red light. The driver cleared his throat, uncomfortable, unsure whether to ask them to calm down or just enjoy the show. Lola burst out laughing as the taxi started moving again. Outside, the city lights flickered orange and red, reflecting off the fogged-up windows.

Lola pulled back a little and started rummaging through her purse. She pulled out a blister pack of pills. Roberto tensed.

“Sure you don’t want a pill?” she asked playfully.

“What is that?” he asked, his tone suddenly serious.

“Oh! Can you ever stop being a cop? Relax. It’s just a little help for tonight… I think you’re going to need it. It’s completely legal. They sell them at every pharmacy…”

Roberto shook his head, feeling his pulse pounding in his throat.

“I’m pretty sure I don’t need it.”

“Well, I wouldn’t be so sure.”
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They stumbled into Roberto's apartment. Lola wore a low-cut green minidress, high-heeled sandals, her black hair falling over one shoulder. Alicia wore another minidress—black and tight, hugging her ass, with a neckline that left her tits practically exposed.

Lola started licking Alicia's bare back and nibbling her neck, making her moan with pleasure. Roberto moved close and kissed her on the lips, slipping his tongue inside.

She kept kissing her passionately… soon moving to her tits, touching them first over her dress, then pulling down the straps until the dress slid to the floor. She nibbled and sucked them gently, glancing at Roberto, who watched the scene in disbelief. Lola also pulled her breasts out of her dress and started rubbing them against her friend's back.

Alicia turned toward Roberto and started kissing him. As their tongues met, Roberto's hands slid down to her ass and squeezed. He felt her shudder. Then, without breaking the kiss, he slipped his hand between her legs. She was soft and wet with arousal.

Then Lola moved down to Roberto's crotch and started running her tongue over his briefs. Alicia instinctively spread her legs while Lola eagerly thrust her tongue inside, seeking her clit.

Roberto couldn't help getting turned on watching the two women enjoy themselves. Seeing them give each other pleasure, their faces full of lust and completely uninhibited—it was something new for him.

“Do you mind if I watch for a while?” Roberto asked them. “It's the first time I've ever seen something like this. You two keep going, forget about me for a bit.”

“No problem, boss…” Alicia answered. “But afterward, you're ours.”

“Mmm, Roberto, you look so turned on. Like what you see?” Lola said, laughing.

The girls forgot about Roberto immediately. Lola started kissing Alicia passionately. She had a striking body—dark skin without tan lines. As their tongues met, Lola's nails dug into Alicia's ass and moved lower, until she reached her pussy. She pressed lightly on her clit and Alicia tensed, moaning. Lola bit her neck.

“Let's go to the bedroom,” Roberto told them. “We'll be more comfortable there.”

Lola took Alicia's hand, and they walked together to the bedroom. Their steps were confident, slow, deliberate. Neither had taken off their heels. Roberto thought he was going to explode. Once in the bedroom, he sat in the armchair next to the bed. Alicia laid Lola down on the bed and gently spread her legs, revealing a pussy with dark, fleshy lips. Completely waxed, glistening with wetness.

Alicia got on her knees and ran her tongue slowly around Lola's pussy. Then she worked her way up to her clit.

Roberto came up from behind and massaged Alicia's legs and ass, slipping his hand between her cheeks. He spread them firmly and crouched behind her as she arched her ass to give him access. He brought his face close, and his mouth disappeared between her cheeks.

Then Roberto started running his tongue over Lola's tits, larger and softer than Alicia's. He trailed his tongue down to her navel, making her shudder with pleasure. From time to time he looked up to watch Lola writhe. He was getting incredibly turned on. Alicia licked that fleshy sex more and more intensely. At the same time, she moved her hands up to Lola's tits to pinch her nipples. Taking it further, she slipped two fingers into her pussy, fucking her with them. With her other hand, she slid another finger into her ass. Lola's moans grew louder and louder. Seconds later she came hard, flooding Alicia's mouth with her wetness.

Roberto watched them from the armchair. He'd undressed and was stroking his rock-hard cock. His eyes gleamed. He got up and went to the bed, positioning himself between them. He started slowly caressing their waists, their asses… kissing them alternately. First one, then the other. Then he made them kiss each other again. He moved behind Alicia, sliding his hand down between her cheeks.

“You're dripping,” he whispered in her ear. “I didn't know this side of you, Alicia. So proper-looking in your uniform.”

“Boss… I've never been proper. You just haven't gotten to know me yet.”

Roberto pressed up behind her and, without ceremony, thrust into her.

“You like getting fucked while you eat pussy? You're into everything, huh?…” Roberto said, completely out of control.

Lola was starting to recover from her orgasm and sat up. She slowly slid underneath Alicia, her mouth seeking the cock and pussy moving to the rhythm of Roberto's thrusts. Lola started licking them alternately. Alicia's orgasm was brutal, electric, as if ten thousand volts were coursing through her. She collapsed onto Lola, who barely managed to get out from underneath.

Roberto wasn't done. Lola grabbed his cock with both hands and started sucking it expertly. Alicia joined in, brushing the hair from her friend's face and licking the head as it passed from one mouth to the other.

“Lie down on the bed. Lola, you get underneath. Alicia, on top,” Roberto instructed. They did, and both started kissing and touching each other again, every movement deliberate and full of intent.

“I'm going to fuck you both,” Roberto told them, sliding his cock inside Lola first.

Roberto thrust in and out of them repeatedly, alternating between the two until they came again almost in unison.

“We want you to come on our tits,” Lola said.

But Roberto had something else in mind. With almost compulsive movements, he stroked himself in front of them as they performed like porn stars.

“I see where you're going with this, cop,” Lola said. “You want us to swallow it, right?”

Lola opened her mouth and took Roberto's powerful spurts without flinching. Roberto collapsed exhausted onto the bed, but not before watching Lola kiss Alicia on the mouth, letting her swallow part of his cum. The sight made him hard again.

They fucked like animals for hours. Roberto even regretted not taking the pill Lola had offered him. By the time they finished, none of them could go on. Finally, they collapsed from exhaustion and fell asleep together in the bed.
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The doorbell shattered the stillness of the early morning. Roberto's eyes snapped open, disoriented. His body felt heavy, wrapped in the warmth of tangled sheets, the soft sound of Alicia and Lola breathing beside him.

He blinked. He wasn't dreaming. Someone was at the door.

Carefully, he lifted an arm that was draped across his chest and slid his legs out of bed. He stood, fumbling in the dim room for his boxers. He pulled them on and walked barefoot down the hallway, his muscles still stiff from sleep… and from what had happened a few hours earlier.

The doorbell rang again, insistent.

When he opened the door, the early morning air hit his bare skin.

And then he saw her.

Laura.

She stood there in front of him, hair disheveled, eyes glassy. She swayed slightly, as if her own body weighed more than usual. Roberto felt his chest tighten.

She reeked of alcohol.

Roberto barely had time to react. Laura lunged at him, catching him in a clumsy, hungry kiss. Her breath was a mixture of gin and tobacco that filled his nostrils before he could push her away.

He felt Laura's hands grip the back of his neck, pulling him closer, pushing him back inside. Her body pressed against his, hot and slick with the thin sheen of sweat the alcohol and the warm night had left on her skin.

“I had to come,” she murmured, her words slurred, resting her forehead against his chest. “I needed a few drinks to work up the nerve.”

Roberto swallowed hard, trying to gather his thoughts. But reality hit him like a sledgehammer: Laura had just walked into his house… and Alicia and Lola were still in his bedroom.

“Laura, I'm not alone,” he said, lowering his gaze.

Laura frowned, her hand still inside Roberto's boxers. She blinked, trying to focus.

“What do you mean you're not alone?” Her voice sounded more hurt than surprised.

Roberto gently took her wrist and pulled her hand away. He stepped back, but she followed, unsteady. Then she craned her neck toward the bedroom.

The sight spoke for itself. Alicia and Lola lay tangled in the rumpled sheets, barely covered. The dim light from the hallway revealed their bare skin, their tousled hair, the aftermath of a wild night.

Laura went silent. Her expression hardened instantly. Even the haze of alcohol couldn't cloud her comprehension.

“Well…” she whispered.

She straightened slowly, stepping back from the bedroom door. Then she looked at Roberto with a twisted, bitter smile.

“You don't waste any time, do you?”

Roberto didn't know what to say. His mouth opened, but no words came out. He hadn't expected this—hadn't expected to see her there, drunk, searching for something he wasn't sure he could give her anymore.

Laura ran her tongue over her lips, swallowed, and took a deep breath.

“I think I made a mistake coming here.”

She turned on her heel and headed for the door.

Roberto lowered his gaze, and when the door slammed shut, he saw Alicia standing there, leaning against the doorframe, completely naked. The dim hallway light outlined every curve of her body, her skin still bearing the marks of the night's abandon. Her hair was disheveled, tangled over her shoulders, a half-smile playing on her lips, though her eyes told a different story.

She crossed her arms over her stomach, as if feeling a chill that wasn't there, but made no move to cover herself. Her nipples were still hard, and she held herself like someone with no regrets—but who understood something had gone wrong.

“Quite a scene, huh?” she murmured, her voice hoarse and still thick with sleep.

Roberto clenched his jaw and ran a hand over his face. His body was still tense, adrenaline still coursing through his veins. He didn't know what to say, what to feel. The image of Laura staggering with pain and rage still hung heavy in his mind.

Alicia tilted her head, watching him closely.

“This isn't what you wanted, is it?”

Roberto let out a slow breath and shook his head.

Alicia sighed, leaning a shoulder against the doorframe. Her expression lost any trace of mockery.

“I'm sorry, boss.”


	Monday, August 28, 2023 07:00 AM



1

The morning at the station passed in uncomfortable silence. Roberto tried to concentrate on the weekend cases, but every time he looked up and saw Laura, her impassive expression disarmed him. Not a gesture, not a glance beyond what was absolutely necessary.

Finally, when they found themselves together in the meeting room, it was Laura who broke the silence, her voice firm and clipped:

“Go do something useful for this case. Enough with drunk brawls and broken trash cans. For once, try focusing on what’s important,” she said, without looking up from the screen.

The tension was unbearable. Roberto clenched his fists but held back.

“You’re blowing this out of proportion. You’re letting your personal feelings affect the case,” he snapped.

Roberto didn’t move from the door. He stood there, holding her gaze in challenge. He closed the door behind him and walked toward her.

“What did you expect, Laura? That I’d sit around waiting for you alone? That I’d keep wallowing in misery until you decided to come back?”

Laura raised her head, her eyes blazing.

“You have no idea what you’re saying.”

“I know exactly what I’m saying. You left because you wanted to. Because your ambition was more important than everything else.”

Laura clenched her fists, trying to control her breathing.

“Don’t do this, Roberto. Not here, not now. Get out of my office!”

“Do what? Tell you the truth?” He took a step forward. “You can’t show up after two years and expect everything to be the same.”

She shot to her feet, slamming her hands on the desk.

“I don’t expect anything from you!”

Roberto let out a bitter laugh.

“Of course not. Because for you, what we had was never more than a distraction. The second you saw a chance to climb the ladder, you didn’t think twice. So long and good luck…”

Laura felt something break inside, but she didn’t let it show on her face.

“Get out of my office,” she said, her voice firm.

Roberto glared at her one last time before turning and leaving, closing the door behind him.

Alicia waited for Roberto to come out. She watched him walk past, brow furrowed, jaw clenched. She approached cautiously, her expression showing something more than simple pity.

“I’m really sorry, boss,” she said quietly.

Roberto looked at her for a moment and shook his head.

“No, Alicia. You have nothing to apologize for. What we did last night was consensual. Nobody forced me.”

She pressed her lips together, unsure what to say.

“Yes, but…”

“Laura can’t demand anything from me,” he interrupted, his tone firm. “She left because she wanted to, not because I asked her to. She can’t come back now and expect everything to be the way it was.”

Alicia sighed and lowered her gaze.

“Are you okay?”

Roberto let out a dry laugh.

“Do I look okay?”

She smiled sadly.

“You look… screwed.”

“Because I am. But she’s being selfish. And that pisses me off.”

Alicia touched his arm gently.

“If you need to talk… or whatever, you know where to find me.”

He nodded but didn’t respond. He glanced at Laura’s office door, then at the empty hallway. He didn’t want to think about what had just happened. He just wanted to focus on the case.

Alicia and Roberto left the building together, walking with no particular destination in mind. The midday sun beat down hard on Cádiz, but he barely noticed. His head was still reeling from what had happened with Laura.

Alicia was the first to break the silence.

“Look, I know I don’t stand a chance with you.”

Roberto turned his head, surprised.

“What?”

She shrugged, a bitter smile on her face.

“Come on, boss. A hookup is one thing and a relationship is another. And you’re not the type to mix the two with someone like me.”

Roberto looked away and put his hands in his pockets.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do,” she insisted. “I’m not the type of woman you’re looking for. It’s obvious. But with Laura… with Laura, everything is different.”

He snorted.

“Laura made her decision. And now it bothers her to find out I have a personal life she didn’t expect. It’s like she can’t accept that I’ve erased her from my life the same way she erased me from hers.”

Alicia watched him for a second, then shook her head.

“No, Roberto. What Laura wants is for you to show her that you still care.”

Roberto said nothing.

“Look at it from her perspective,” she continued. “She left you, went off to the UCO, and meanwhile you moved on with your life. Now she comes back, sees you with someone else, and explodes. Not because she has the right to, but because she still has feelings for you.”

He ran his hand through his hair, exasperated.

“And what do you want me to do?”

Alicia smiled sadly.

“I’m not the one who has to answer that.”

There was a long silence.

“But don’t get me wrong, okay?” she added with a light laugh. “Last night was good. Really good.”

Roberto gave a half-smile, but there was no real joy in it.

“Best sex of my life...” he replied. “But I’d like... to keep this between us.”

Alicia gave him a playful tap on the arm.

“Of course. Don’t worry. Lola and I don’t want to become the talk of the town either. We got pretty carried away yesterday. Believe it or not, we’re not usually like this. We’ve fooled around together before, but we’d never done a threesome. Honestly, I’m pretty embarrassed. We crossed a line.”

Roberto didn’t respond right away.

“I don’t want you to think we’re sluts,” she continued, looking down. “It’s not something we normally do.”

He looked at her calmly.

“Alicia, I’m not seventeen. I don’t need explanations or apologies.”

She gave a lopsided smile, but there was still a hint of discomfort in her eyes.

“It’s just that... it was a moment. A crazy impulse.”

“Yeah,” he said, watching her. “Last night doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t change what I think of you. And what I think of you is good. Believe me.”

Alicia studied him for a moment, weighing his words.

“But something has changed, hasn’t it?”

Roberto clenched his jaw. He knew what she meant. He knew Alicia wasn’t stupid. He sighed and ran a hand through his hair.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen with Laura,” he admitted.

Alicia smiled sadly and nodded slowly.

“Then I hope it works out. Because you two have always been an unfinished story.”

She paused and kissed him on the cheek, softly, without any flirtation.

“See you tomorrow, boss.”

And with that, she was gone, leaving him alone with all the emotions he’d been trying to contain.
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Roberto walked into the hotel restaurant where Laura was staying. He spotted her in the back, toying with her fork. The more he thought about it, the more ridiculous the whole situation seemed. He wasn’t some kid caught misbehaving who deserved a lecture. He was a grown man, and she was blowing things out of proportion.

Laura set her silverware down on the plate with a soft clink and looked up. Her eyes were cold, hard as steel.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, her tone flat, devoid of emotion.

Roberto planted his elbows on the table and held her gaze.

“I came because this isn’t fair, Laura.”

She let out a short laugh, dry and humorless.

“Fair? Tell me what’s fair about any of this.”

A long, uncomfortable silence followed. Laura narrowed her eyes and glared at him.

“Will you let me enjoy my dinner and save this conversation for later?”

“No! We’re talking about this right now!” Roberto insisted, jaw clenched.

“Look, what happened last night was a hookup. Bad timing for you. Fine. But I’m not to blame for anything. What you saw was just a roll in the hay. It just happened,” he said. “We hadn’t planned it or anything. And we weren’t drunk. We knew exactly what we were doing.”

“Really? You knew?” Laura asked sarcastically. “Did you even think about the consequences of getting into bed with a subordinate and her little friend…?”

“Excuse me?” Roberto shot her a murderous look. “How dare you! You have no idea what’s going on between me and Alicia. You’re just a child throwing a tantrum, Laura. You have no right to judge me.”

Laura narrowed her eyes, defiant.

“No, of course not. You just slept with two women the same night that I…”

“Exactly,” he cut her off. “I got laid. That’s it. The problem is I did it the night you decided you wanted to fuck me. What, was I supposed to spend two years waiting for you to make up your mind?”

She took a deep breath, holding back. She paused before responding.

“Of course,” she finally said. “Just sex. That’s it.”

But her voice had a dangerous edge.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked, crossing his arms.

“Because you’re a bastard.”

“Why? For not staying home waiting for you? For not living like a monk because you decided to leave?”

Laura held his gaze but didn’t respond.

Roberto sighed and rubbed a hand over his face.

“Don’t make me the villain in this story, Laura. Because I’m not.”

She looked away, picked up her wine glass, and took a slow sip.

“Maybe not,” she said at last. “But you’re not the hero either.”

Roberto leaned back in his chair and shook his head.

Laura turned her attention back to her dinner, as if he were no longer there. Roberto leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms on the table. His voice dropped, lower now, more sincere.

“I’ve always loved you, Laura. And you know it. But you disappeared. You never called me back. You didn’t give me a damn thing to hold onto, nothing to fight for.”

Laura looked away, pressing her lips together. Her fingers played absently with the wine glass.

“I know,” she admitted quietly.

Roberto kept watching her, waiting for something more. But she just took a deep breath and stayed silent, head still bowed.

“Is that all?” he asked, disbelief and frustration mixing in his voice. “Just because I’m angry doesn’t mean I don’t care about you.”

The fork stopped halfway to her mouth, and she set it back on the plate. She couldn’t look him in the eye.

“Forgive me… I’m sorry for being so awful. You’re right. I can’t ask you to wait for me.”

Her voice started to break, and tears kept her from saying more. Roberto gently caressed her cheek. He couldn’t help pulling her into a hug, stroking her back.

“Don’t cry,” he said softly.

“It does matter. I’ve hurt you, even though you’ve always been wonderful to me.”

“Last night…” he began, then paused before continuing. “That’s not typical for me, Laura. I’ve always lived an almost monastic life.”

She looked up with one eyebrow barely raised, waiting for the rest.

“Well, it seems Alicia managed to wake you up from that boring existence,” she added with irony. “Good for you.”

Roberto managed a dry smile, devoid of humor.

“You can do whatever you want with your life, Roberto. I have no right to an opinion.”

“What if I want your opinion?”

Laura bit her lip and shook her head.

“Don’t make this harder.”

Roberto leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.

“You’re the one making it hard, Laura.”

Roberto held her gaze, studying her tense face, those eyes struggling to maintain composure but already glistening dangerously.

“I love you, Laura.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, as if the words physically hurt her. Her blood ran cold. She’d been dreading this moment for so long, yet she hadn’t expected it to come so soon. Part of her wanted to respond, but she couldn’t. It was too much. Deep down, she knew she felt the same way—but as always, she let her irrational panic take control.

“Losing you was the worst thing that’s ever happened to me,” he continued, his voice low but firm. “You tore me out of your life without any explanation, without giving me anything to hold onto. You left me dangling, without you, not knowing what to do with everything I felt.”

Laura shook her head, swallowing hard, trying to hold herself together. But she couldn’t anymore. The first tear rolled down her cheek, silent, as if even that small admission hurt. She covered her mouth with her hand, shoulders trembling.

“Don’t say that…” she whispered, her voice breaking. “Don’t say that because you have no idea how much it cost me to walk away from you.”

Roberto felt a knot in his stomach watching her like this. He wasn’t used to seeing Laura vulnerable. She’d always been strong, determined, almost impenetrable. But now she was right there in front of him, falling apart, and all he could think about was how much he’d missed her.

“Then why did you do it?” he asked gently.

Laura buried her face in her hands, shaking with sobs. Roberto leaned toward her but didn’t touch her. Not yet. He needed to hear her out.

“Because I was afraid…” she murmured between sobs. “Afraid that if I stayed, if I didn’t take the UCO opportunity, I’d end up resenting you. Afraid that one day I’d look at you and think I’d settled. And that would have been worse.”

Roberto clenched his jaw. Part of him understood what she was saying, but that didn’t make it hurt any less.

“And now what, Laura? Do you feel like it was worth it?”

She looked at him, eyes clouded with tears, her face vulnerable. Laura shook her head, lips trembling.

“No…” she whispered. “I couldn’t forget you either.”

Roberto felt like he’d been punched in the chest. Those words, so simple and devastating, pierced right through him. He looked down, trying to catch his breath, but all the weight of the last two years crashed down on him at once.

“Then what the hell are we doing with our lives, Laura?” His voice broke, more than he would have wanted.

She closed her eyes and shook her head again, unable to answer. Tears kept streaming down her face, but he no longer knew if they were for the past, the present, or everything they’d wasted.

“We’re destroying ourselves, that’s what we’re doing,” Roberto continued, his voice full of rage and pain. “You left, locked yourself away in your new life, and didn’t even give me the chance to fight for you. And I…” He ran a hand over his face, frustrated. “I tried to move on, tried to do the right thing, but none of it did any good.”

Laura looked at him, her eyes full of sadness.

“I’m sorry…” she whispered.

Roberto let out a bitter laugh.

“I don’t want you to be sorry, Laura. I want to know what we do now. Because if all this has been a fucking waste of time, tell me once and for all and we’ll move on with our lives.”

She looked at him steadily. There was so much in her gaze… Pain, regret, desire.

“I don’t want to move on without you,” she said, almost in a whisper.

Roberto felt the ground shift beneath his feet. He swallowed hard, feeling a pressure in his chest that made it almost impossible to breathe.

“Say it again,” he said, unable to help himself.

Laura held his gaze, and this time her voice was firmer.

“I don’t want to move on without you.”

Laura looked at him, her eyes still bright with tears, but her gaze no longer held only sadness. There was something deeper, something beyond words.

Roberto leaned toward her, his voice barely a whisper, heavy with everything he’d been holding back for years.

“Let’s go up to your room.”

Laura closed her eyes for a moment, as if his words disarmed her. As if the very idea burned her skin.

“Roberto…”

He took her hand firmly, intertwining his fingers with hers.

“I don’t want to keep talking, Laura. I need to feel you, love you, possess you…” His voice broke slightly. “I don’t want this to stay just words.”

Laura pressed her lips together, her breathing quickening. Her eyes searched Roberto's face, as if making sure this was all real. She said nothing more. She simply nodded.

They stood up from the table and left the cafeteria. The walk to the room felt like an eternity, every second heavy with unbearable tension. When they reached the door, Laura's hands trembled as she pulled out the keycard.

Roberto turned her toward him before she could enter.

“Tell me you need this too,” he said, his voice thick.

She looked at him, her eyes dark with desire and vulnerability.

“More than you can imagine.”

Then Roberto kissed her, with the desperation of someone who had been starved too long for something they thought lost.

When the door closed, Roberto pushed her gently against it, trapping her between the wood and his body. The air between them was thick, charged with everything left unsaid, with the lost years, with need held back too long.

Laura looked at him with parted lips, her chest rising and falling with ragged breaths. Before she could say anything, Roberto kissed her. It was a fierce kiss, without hesitation or reserve. His hands gripped her waist, pulling her closer.

Laura responded with the same intensity, her fingers sliding up the back of his neck, tangling in his hair. She bit his lower lip, drawing a low growl from him.

“You don't know how long I've waited for this,” Roberto whispered against her mouth, trailing breathless kisses along her jaw.

Roberto's hands slid down her back, roaming hungrily over her, rediscovering every curve. Without letting her go, he led her to the bed, where they fell intertwined. Laura rose up over him, her eyes burning with desire and determination.

“Don't stop,” she breathed, her fingers urgently unbuttoning his shirt.

Roberto helped her remove her blouse, his lips tracing a burning path along her collarbone. Laura moaned softly when he caught one of her nipples between his lips, his tongue drawing torturous circles.

“Fuck, Roberto…”

Her husky voice ignited him even more. Her hands roamed over his abdomen, sliding down to the waistband of his pants. She unbuttoned them with trembling fingers, pushing the fabric down until he was completely exposed before her.

Laura lost herself in the kiss, her hands sliding to the back of his neck while Roberto's found her hips and gripped her ass. Then she began capturing his lower lip between hers, gently, as they lay down on the bed.

Laura felt him pull her tighter into his arms, her heart racing, her breathing growing shallow. She was undeniably aroused. Roberto watched her with a mixture of tenderness and desire. He took her by the waist and turned her beneath him, leaning over her.

“I want to taste you. I want you to forget everything—until only this moment exists,” he whispered against her skin.

Laura's moans filled the room as he descended, his lips and tongue taking her to the edge again and again.

Roberto crawled downward, slipped off her panties, and spread her legs slightly to caress her gently. He smiled at her cries of pleasure. Laura's fingers dug into his shoulders when he found her clit and began stroking it.

He continued teasing her a while longer before making his move. He parted her folds with his fingers and finally tasted Laura's arousal.

“Oh, god, Roberto…” The breathless cry reached his ears.

With just the first lick, Laura thought she was about to explode. She wasn't used to this sensation. The few men who had tried to satisfy her this way had failed miserably, always too rough. Suddenly, three fingers slid inside her at once, intensifying her pleasure, making her inner walls clench around them. She let out a moan as he began moving them inside while his tongue continued gliding over her sex. Laura's back arched again, and she screamed his name as the climax spread through her body like never before. When she finally stopped trembling and opened her eyes, she smiled at him.

“That was incredible,” she whispered, catching her breath.

“I'm glad,” he responded, his smile growing.

He leaned forward and pressed his lips softly to Laura's in a tender, sweet kiss. He wrapped his arms tightly around her naked, trembling body as their mouths explored each other.

After recovering from her orgasm, Laura began kissing her way up his body, bracing herself with one hand. She ran her fingertips instinctively over his stomach until she reached his hard cock, letting her fingers explore and caress it with exquisite softness. A moan escaped his throat.

Roberto's cock stood rigid before Laura's hungry gaze, making her mouth water. His tip glistened with a bead of precum. The flesh was rock-hard, the skin stretched taut with his arousal. Roberto let his head fall back, exposing his strong neck. His Adam's apple bobbed as she took him into her mouth and began to lick gently. She gave him a slow blowjob, savoring the feel of him filling her mouth. Her hand caressed his balls delicately.

Roberto asked her to stop. When they finally joined, it was with an almost desperate urgency, a reunion of bodies and souls that had been separated too long. They moved in unison, losing themselves in the pleasure, in the muffled whispers, in the certainty that, at least for that night, they belonged completely to each other.

And when they reached their climax, they clung to each other as if the world might crumble around them.

“Are you sure this is what you want?” he whispered.

Laura nodded and brushed the damp hair from her face. “Yes.”

Roberto held her in his arms, his breathing still ragged as he felt her body tremble. Her tears dampened his chest, but he made no attempt to pull away.

“We can’t keep doing this,” she murmured, her voice breaking. “We can’t keep throwing our lives away, as if nothing mattered… As if none of this meant anything.”

Roberto slid his fingers through her hair, settling her against him. He knew her too well. He knew those tears weren’t just about what had happened between them, but about everything they’d lost, about the fear that it might be too late.

“I don’t want to lose you again, Laura,” he whispered, kissing her forehead. “But tell me what you want to do… because the only thing I know is that I love you. That I’ve always loved you.”

Laura clung to him tightly, as if the embrace could anchor her to a reality where everything was all right.

“I don’t know, Roberto. I left thinking I was doing the right thing, that I needed to grow professionally, but without you… without us… none of it has been worth it.”

Roberto clenched his jaw.

“You can’t go back. We can’t get back the time we lost, but we can decide what to do with what’s left.”

Laura pulled back slightly, looking at him with glistening eyes but a determination he hadn’t seen in her in a long time.

“Then let’s give ourselves a chance, Roberto. A real one. But I don’t want half measures. I don’t want to keep feeling like I have you and don’t.”

He looked at her, losing himself in those eyes he knew by heart.

“It’s always been you, Laura.”

She closed her eyes, letting out a trembling sigh.

“God… what if we mess it up again?”

Roberto caressed her cheek gently.

“Then we’ll try again.”

Laura let out a broken laugh and hugged him tightly, as if in that moment the world shrank to that hotel room, to the two of them, to what could still be.

Roberto slid his fingers down Laura’s back, feeling the warmth of her skin. He didn’t want the night to end, didn’t want that feeling of completeness to fade at dawn.

“Don’t close your eyes yet,” he whispered against her ear, pressing a kiss to her neck.

Laura smiled, her lips parted.

“Are you asking for another round?”

Roberto bit her collarbone gently, making her shiver.

“I’m asking for this night to never end.”

Laura sat up over him, her disheveled hair falling across her face. She looked beautiful, her skin flushed and her eyes bright with desire and something deeper, more intense.

“If we keep this up, we won’t be able to walk tomorrow,” she murmured, but her smile betrayed that she had no intention of stopping.

Roberto slid his hands along her thighs and pulled her toward him, devouring her with his gaze.

“I’ve never seen you look so beautiful,” he said, his voice husky.

Laura tilted her head, studying him with an intensity that left him breathless.

“I’ve never felt like this…”

Her words hung in the air as she leaned down to kiss him, first slowly, as if wanting to memorize every inch of his mouth, and then with growing passion, making it clear she didn’t want the night to end either.

Their bodies found each other again, this time with more urgency, more hunger. As if they wanted to recover in a few hours everything they’d lost in those years apart. As if they could imprint themselves on each other, beyond skin, beyond desire.

And this time, when they lay breathless, their bodies intertwined in the darkness, Laura rested her forehead on Roberto’s chest and whispered:

“Don’t let me go.”


	Tuesday, August 29, 2023 07:00 AM



1

Morning light filtered through the hotel curtains, casting soft shadows over the rumpled sheets. Roberto opened his eyes slowly, feeling Laura's warm weight beside him. She was still asleep, her breathing steady, her face relaxed. He let himself watch her for a few moments, memorizing the curve of her bare back, the way her hair fell across the pillow.

Laura stirred and sighed, stretching like a cat before her eyes fluttered open. When she met Roberto's gaze, she smiled faintly.

“How long have you been awake?” she murmured, her voice husky.

“Long enough to remember why I never forgot you,” he replied, sliding a hand along her bare arm.

She rolled onto her side and fixed him with a steady gaze.

“We're not going to make this work with pretty words, Roberto.”

“I know. But we're not going to make it work by ignoring it either.”

Laura sighed and buried her face in the pillow for a moment before turning back to him.

“You know what I hate most?”

“Tell me.”

“That you still know me so well.”

Roberto smiled and brushed her cheek with the back of his fingers.

Laura looked at him in silence, as if weighing whether to speak. Finally, she exhaled slowly and rested her head on his chest.

“I don't know what's going to happen, Roberto. I don't want to hurt you again.”

He wrapped an arm around her and kissed her forehead.

“We can only try.”

She closed her eyes and nodded against his skin.

“And by the way,” he added with a mischievous smile, “I think I'm going to need a few days to recover after last night.”

Laura let out a low laugh and nudged him in the ribs.

“Are you calling me intense?”

“I'll just say if this is a comeback, it's been a spectacular one.”

She looked at him with feigned indignation, but then her expression softened.

“I love you, Roberto.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, savoring the words he'd waited so long to hear.

Laura sat up in bed, clutching the sheets against her naked body. Her expression had turned serious, her gaze fixed on the window where dawn painted the sky in shades of gold and orange. Roberto watched her in silence, sensing a shift in the air.

“We still have a lot to work out. Last night may have been the beginning, but we still have everything to talk about,” she murmured without looking at him.

He propped himself up on one elbow and reached out to touch her back.

“I know,” he admitted, “but at least now we're willing to talk about it.”

Laura sighed and ran a hand through her hair, pushing it back from her face.

“One of us is going to have to give in, Roberto. We can't keep living in different cities, with jobs that consume us, expecting the other to settle for whatever's left.”

Roberto pressed his lips together. He knew she was right, but the idea of giving up what he'd built weighed on him like a stone.

“So what do you propose?” he finally asked.

She turned to look at him, her dark eyes full of determination.

“I don't know yet. But someone is going to have to make a sacrifice.”

Roberto lay back, staring at the ceiling.

“You've called me ambitious many times,” she said quietly. “And I am. I've fought hard for what I have. But none of it has filled my life. Seeing you again awakened feelings I thought were gone—feelings I'd convinced myself I didn't even have. But they're there. And I don't want everything to vanish again.”

“I know,” he replied. “And that’s why I don’t want to ask you to give up everything for me.”

Laura looked at him with a mixture of tenderness and frustration.

“And would you give up everything for me?”

Roberto didn’t answer right away. His work wasn’t just a job—it was his life, his calling. But so was Laura.

“I’d do whatever it takes not to lose you again,” he said finally, his voice grave.

Laura lowered her gaze and played with the edge of the sheet.

“We’ll talk. We’ll find a solution. But this time, for real. Not now, though. Let’s finish this investigation, and then we’ll figure out our future. With nothing standing in the way of making the right decisions.”

Laura nodded slowly, though her expression remained tense. She ran a hand over her face and took a deep breath.

“You’re right. Now isn’t the time to deal with this,” she said, more to convince herself than him.

Laura gave him one last look before leaving the room. There was no need to say anything more. It was time to get back to work.
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Laura and Roberto exchanged a quick glance before approaching Carrillo, who stood waiting for them in the conference room, his expression serious.

“What do you have?” Laura asked, setting her bag on the table.

Carrillo sighed and slid a file toward them.

“The UCO in Seville just called. Mario Cifuentes has been dead for over two years… and he was Carmen Ortiz de Zárate's husband.”

A thick silence settled over the room. Roberto took the file and leafed through it, frowning.

“Carmen Ortiz?” he repeated quietly, as if he needed to confirm what he'd just heard.

“Exactly.” Carrillo nodded. “They got married almost twenty years ago, but he died of a heart attack.”

Laura ran a hand through her hair, processing the information.

“So someone used his identity to rent the SUV.”

“That's what it looks like,” Carrillo confirmed.

Roberto clicked his tongue.

“You realize she's probably the one who did it?”

Carrillo nodded.

“That's what we're investigating. But if that's the case, this puts her at the center of everything.”

Laura closed the file and crossed her arms.

“Well, it's about time we paid her a visit. Her and her brother.”

“First we need to tie up all the loose ends, and there are still plenty. We can't show up at her house with what we have. We've got work to do if we want to build a solid case.”

Laura sat down at her computer and opened the folder with all the information on Carmen Ortiz de Zárate. She carefully reviewed the documents until she found what she was looking for: the SUV rental contract. At the bottom was a bank account number linked to the payment.

She picked up the phone and dialed the investigating judge's office directly. After a couple of rings, someone answered.

“Good morning, Your Honor, this is Lieutenant Laura Morales from the UCO. I'm calling about the Miren Reyes investigation. We need an order to trace the activity on a bank account linked to a vehicle rental we believe may be connected to the crime.”

The judge sighed.

“Whose account is it?”

“It's in the name of a shell company, but we believe it will lead us to Carmen Ortiz de Zárate or someone close to her. The evidence keeps pointing in her direction.”

“Is there clear evidence that the account is related to the crime?”

“Here's what we have: the payment for the vehicle rental linked to the crime came from that account. Carmen Ortiz de Zárate was close to the victim, and someone used her late husband's identity to rent the car. The driver's license used to sign the contract belongs to her husband—who's been dead for two years.”

The judge was silent for a few seconds, processing everything, before responding.

“All right. I'll send the authorization as soon as I finish drafting it. But this needs to have a clear purpose. We're treading on citizens' fundamental rights here, and we don't want problems down the road. Make sure you've got this nailed down.”

“Of course, Your Honor. That's what we're trying to do,” Laura said, glancing at Roberto.

Laura hung up and called the UCO analysts.

“As soon as we get the order from the investigating judge, I want you to trace every movement on that account. Origin of funds, transfers, payments. Everything.”

“Understood,” one of the agents responded. “If there's anything suspicious, we'll find it.”

Laura hung up and looked at Roberto, who was watching her with his arms crossed.

“Do you think the account will lead us to Carmen?”

“I don't know,” she said. “But someone financed all this, and we're going to find out who. I have a feeling we're getting close, and that we'll soon find the thread that unravels everything.”

“Now I think we need to head back to the dealership in Seville. The security camera footage should be ready by now,” Roberto said. “I don't trust those people one bit. The sooner we get our hands on it, the sooner we can go through it properly.”
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Roberto and Laura stood behind the manager's computer at the luxury dealership in Seville, carefully reviewing the security footage. The man wasn't used to navigating the video system and struggled to find the key moments of the vehicle pickup. The image quality wasn't perfect, but it was good enough to capture the essential details.

“There it is,” the manager said, pausing the recording and pointing at the screen. “This is when the SUV was picked up.”

In the image, a tall, powerfully built man with a completely shaved head approached the rental office counter. He wore a tight t-shirt that revealed arms covered in tattoos. But what really stood out were the enormous spiderweb tattoos on both elbows and another one peeking out from his neck.

Laura leaned toward the screen, narrowing her eyes.

“Zoom in on the face,” she told the manager.

“I don't know if I can. I don't think there's a zoom function,” he replied.

“Let me.” She positioned herself behind him and clicked through several icons in the program. “Here it is…”

The man in the recording was talking to the receptionist, handing over documents and signing papers. Then he took the SUV keys and left the dealership calmly, as if everything were perfectly normal.

“Did he pay with a card or cash?” Roberto asked.

The manager typed something into his computer.

“It was a card payment, but in the name of the company you've already identified. The documentation he gave us seemed to be in order. No one could have suspected that vehicle would be used to commit a crime,” the man said defensively, visibly nervous about being caught up in an investigation like this.

“Can we see the documents he presented again?” Laura pressed.

“Of course. We have scanned copies of the files he left us.”

The manager clicked on a file and a copy of an ID card appeared on the screen. Roberto frowned.

“Mario Cifuentes…” he read aloud. “But this guy didn't leave that document, did he? The copy of the license was sent by email, if I remember correctly.”

“Exactly. The guy who came to pick up the car didn't leave any documents. He only signed the contract and paid the three-hundred-euro deposit.”

“Look, he's about to pay it in cash,” the receptionist interjected. “I remember because he wasn't expecting to make that payment and raised some objections. I had to explain it's house policy.”

This shaved-headed man, with his intimidating appearance, had rented the car under the identity of someone who'd been dead for two years. Who was he? Did he have any connection to Carmen Ortiz?

“We need to get a clear image of his face and run it through the police database. He might have a record,” Laura said. “We need you to give us the video's memory card. We'll return it as soon as we make a copy.”

The manager nodded and removed the card. Laura seized the moment to grab a screenshot of the unknown man. The image showed him turning his head slightly, revealing part of his face.

“I'm going to send this to the UCO so they can run him through the criminal database,” she said, pulling out her phone.

Roberto kept staring at the screen, brow furrowed. There was something about the way that man moved that he found unsettling. This wasn't just some small-time thug.

“If he used a fake identity to rent the car, it's because he didn't want to be traced,” he said quietly. “This guy's a professional. Though he made some mistakes. He didn't count on the camera… The key now is figuring out how he got a copy of Cifuentes's driver's license.”

“I'm sure someone provided it to him,” Roberto added. “And I don't think many people have access to that document. Everything points to Miren's sister-in-law. We need to find out who this guy is and what his connection to her is.”
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Laura got the UCO financial team's report in her email and printed it right away. The whir of the printer fed her growing anxiety. She sat at her desk and started reading through it carefully.

The transactions were organized chronologically, detailing deposits, transfers, and payments from Carmen Ortiz's bank account. At first glance, the financial activity looked normal: supermarket purchases, boutiques, pricey restaurants… Nothing stood out. But when she reached one particular transaction, Laura stopped.

“Here it is,” she murmured.

Roberto, who had walked in without knocking, came over and leaned against the desk.

“Find something?”

Laura pointed to the computer screen, where she had the digital copy of the report open.

“Look at this transfer,” she said, enlarging the relevant section. “Three weeks ago, this account linked to Carmen paid 2,500 euros to the car rental company.”

Roberto narrowed his eyes.

“So she made the payment…”

“Or someone with access to this account,” Laura clarified. “But it's in her name, and the transfer wasn't hidden. It's a direct payment, not money shuffled through intermediary accounts.”

Roberto crossed his arms, thinking.

“That puts her right at the center of everything. Either she rented the car, or someone did it from her account.”

Laura grabbed her phone and called one of the UCO financial analysts.

“Were you able to trace where the transaction came from?” she asked without preamble when the agent answered.

“Yes,” came the reply. “The transfer was made from a device linked to the IP address of her home in Madrid. Not from a bank branch or any other suspicious device.”

Laura exchanged a look with Roberto.

“That confirms it was her, or someone with access to her house and her accounts. Have you gone through her other transactions? Anything unusual?”

“Yes, we found something else,” the analyst said.

“A month before Miren Reyes's disappearance, Carmen transferred 50,000 euros to an account in Gibraltar. And two days after she rented the SUV, she withdrew 10,000 euros in cash from an ATM in Seville.”

“Shit…” Laura whispered.

Roberto snorted.

“So she paid someone a hefty sum before Miren's disappearance. And then she paid for the car they supposedly used to watch her the day she died. Do we know who she sent that money to?”

“We're working on it. The Gibraltar account belongs to an offshore company. The structure's designed to hide the real owner. But we're tracing possible connections.”

Laura rubbed her temple.

“Good, stay on it. I also want to know what she used that 10,000 in cash for. Have them go through her subsequent transactions.”

She hung up and fixed Roberto with an intense look.

“No more doubt. Carmen Ortiz de Zárate is up to her neck in this.”

Roberto nodded.

“Yeah, but we still don't have everything. We're getting closer.”
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The notification hit Laura's phone while she was going over the latest developments in the investigation with Roberto. It was a message from the UCO team with an attached document. When she opened it, the police file for the man who'd picked up the SUV at the Seville dealership filled the screen.

“Got him,” Laura said, turning her phone so Roberto could see.

Roberto leaned toward the screen, and as soon as he saw the guy's photo, he clicked his tongue.

“What a piece of work… This guy's got one hell of a rap sheet,” he said.

The man in the image was tall, with a completely shaved head and hard features, marked by a scar on his left cheek. His tattoos were distinctive: spider webs on both elbows and his neck, along with several military symbols on his arms. He looked intimidating.

Laura scrolled to the criminal record section.

“His name is Óscar Vidal Esteban, forty-two. Former Army paratrooper. He was dishonorably discharged fifteen years ago after getting caught running drugs within his unit. Since then, he's done time multiple times: drug possession, threats, assault, and armed robbery.”

Roberto let out a snort.

“So we've got an ex-military guy deep in the criminal world. Is he still connected to drug trafficking?”

Laura nodded, scrolling through the report.

“Yes, though in recent years he seems to have diversified. He's been linked to private security in some shady circles. Basically, he works as muscle or a debt collector for certain organizations.”

Roberto crossed his arms.

“That would explain why he picked up the car. A guy with that kind of profile doesn't do something like that by accident. Either someone paid him, or he was directly involved in whatever happened to Miren.”

Laura swiped through the screen, looking for more information.

“Here's something interesting… It looks like he's been moving around a lot between Seville and Cádiz in recent months. He's been spotted at a couple of nightclubs linked to human trafficking.”

Roberto's jaw tightened.

“Sex trafficking?”

“We don't have proof, but the UCO has been watching those places for a while. They know some of them have forced prostitution going on. Óscar Vidal has connections to at least two of them.”

Roberto frowned.

“Good God! What a piece of work… I hope this doesn't open up a whole new can of worms. If Miren's death is connected to trafficking… The case would be nearly impossible to solve. Those networks are incredibly hard to trace.”

Laura shook her head.

“No, Roberto, this has nothing to do with trafficking networks. It's much simpler than that. Vidal went to those clubs as a customer, not because he's involved in that kind of business. He went there to get laid, period. Miren's death has nothing to do with trafficking.”

Roberto rapped the table with his knuckles, frustrated.

“We still have too many loose ends. We need to find this bastard and make him talk.”

Laura nodded.

“The UCO is tracking his recent movements. They say he's been hanging around a boxing gym on the outskirts of Seville lately. It's known as a hangout for the city's worst.”

“If we can link this guy to Carmen Ortiz, we've got the case solved,” Roberto said with determination.

Laura nodded, studying the ex-soldier's file with a furrowed brow.

“Yes, but we're still missing the key piece of evidence. For now, all we have is the car rental paid from Carmen's account, but that doesn't prove she gave him the order directly.”

Roberto stroked his beard, thinking.

“Then we need to find out how they communicated. If this guy was her muscle, someone had to give him instructions. A phone, an email, something.”

Laura grabbed her phone and dialed the UCO again. She could feel they were closing in.

“This is Lieutenant Laura Marzoa. I need you to search for all connections between Óscar Vidal and Carmen Ortiz de Zárate. Phone records, bank transactions, security cameras… We need to know if they've been in contact over the past few months.”

She hung up and looked at Roberto.

“If they've talked or met, we'll know.”

Roberto nodded.

“Perfect. Before we go after Vidal, we need to get this straight. If we want to squeeze him and make him talk, we have to make him see without a shadow of a doubt that we have all the information. He's that kind of guy—if you leave him even a small opening, he'll slip right through your fingers.”

Roberto leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his neck. Laura leaned over the desk, running her hand through her hair. They were exhausted. Every phone call, every new piece of evidence brought them a little closer to solving the crime, but they couldn't nail it down. The tension was palpable.

“Let's take a walk, Lau. We need to clear our heads. They're going to explode. Tomorrow's another day.”

Laura shut down the laptop and smiled at him.

“Let's go.”
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Conil's cool night breeze wrapped around them as they walked through cobblestone streets lit by the warm glow of streetlamps. Around them, the town buzzed with life: groups of young people laughed outside bars, couples strolled hand in hand, and street musicians filled the air with their melodies.

“It's been ages since I walked around here,” Roberto said, hands in his pockets. “I'm always in the car, rushing from one place to another. I'd forgotten how nice this is.”

Laura smiled, glancing at him sideways.

“Well, you should do it more often. Slowing down would do you good.”

Roberto chuckled.

“Slow down? Look who's talking… I don't see you doing yoga or meditating on the rooftop. Your life is more stressful than a Wall Street broker's.”

“True. And if you think about it, it doesn't take much,” she replied with a smile. “If we can just learn to enjoy a walk without thinking about the next move in the investigation, that's progress.”

“We'll have to take a crash course. Otherwise we won't make it to old age. And it's not like Seville around here. We usually close out the month with four minor incidents. You guys have it way worse—you get all the crap from the whole region. You know life's calmer here. And in winter… you should see. We actually have time to get bored.”

They passed an ice cream shop with a short line of customers waiting. The sweet smell of vanilla and chocolate mixed with the scent of orange blossoms from the trees and the salty sea breeze drifting along the promenade.

“Ice cream?” Roberto asked, stopping.

“I'm not an ice cream person,” Laura said. “I've always been more of a beer girl.”

“I know,” he replied. “And iced coffee with a drop of milk…”

Laura raised an eyebrow.

“You remember?”

“I remember a lot of things. We were together for three years, Lau,” he said with a smile. “But come on, let's find a place to eat. I don't want you accusing me of sabotaging your diet with sweets.”

“I knew there was a catch to this.”

They continued walking through the crowd, enjoying the atmosphere—no rush, no pressure. For the first time in a long while, there were no emergencies, no untimely calls, no corpses involved. Just a lively, warm, animated town wrapping them in its summer charm. Laura walked with her hands in her pockets, her expression relaxed, but with that curious gleam in her eyes that Roberto knew well. After a few seconds of silence, she spoke up.

“So… how was the experience with Alicia and Lola?” she said mischievously.

Roberto, who was just taking a sip from his water bottle, almost choked. He coughed and glanced at her sideways.

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” she replied, without breaking stride. “What I saw in that bed was pretty shocking, and honestly, I'm curious.”

He ran a hand over the back of his neck, confused. It wasn't that he felt embarrassed, but talking about that with Laura, after what had happened between them, felt awkward.

“Well…” he began, not quite sure how to approach it. “It was… it was incredible, honestly. At first I thought they were pulling my leg, but then…”

Laura looked at him with a half smile.

“Then you were too caught up in the situation to think, right?”

“Basically,” he admitted, running a hand through his hair. “In the end I didn't know what to pay attention to.”

She laughed and shook her head.

“Poor thing, what a tragedy,” she said sarcastically. “Two women all over you, and you not knowing which one to pay attention to.”

Roberto laughed too, though he still felt a bit self-conscious.

“I don't regret it,” he added, after a moment's pause. “But it's not something I go around looking for either. It just happened that way.”

Laura nodded, as if weighing his words.

“You don’t have to feel bad about it. You were free at the time.”

He stared at her, trying to read her expression. There was no reproach in her tone, no jealousy, no resentment. Just genuine interest, as if she wanted to know him more deeply.

“Well,” she said with a smile, “now I understand why Alicia acts so smug around you.”

Roberto snorted, amused.

“Yeah, well… Now Alicia looks at me like I’m a trophy or something.”

Laura shot him a mischievous look.

“Maybe you are.”

“But things got away from her too. Yesterday she apologized to me. Asked me not to think she was a slut… I think she partly regrets it.”

She smiled, not knowing what to say. And as they kept walking in the warm village breeze, she felt that, for the first time in a long time, they were talking like two people rediscovering each other—without baggage, without pressure, and without secrets between them. And that, in itself, was a small miracle.

“What I said before about you being free at the time—it’s true. But I want you to know that you’re not free anymore.”

Roberto looked at her sideways, not sure he’d heard correctly.

“Excuse me?” he said, raising an eyebrow.

Laura stopped for a moment and turned toward him with a playful smile.

“I’m saying you’re not free anymore, Roberto. From now on, no adventures on your own.”

He crossed his arms and looked at her with a mix of amusement and defiance.

“Oh, no?”

“No,” she confirmed with absolute certainty. “Not without me.”

Roberto felt an electric jolt run down his spine. Laura’s tone was light, with that playful mischief of hers that had always driven him crazy, but her gaze held something deeper, more serious.

“Well, well,” he replied, feigning thoughtfulness. “Sounds like you just marked your territory.”

“Call it whatever you want,” she said, resuming her walk. “But if there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that from now on, whatever we do, we do it together.”

Roberto followed her with his hands in his pockets, enjoying the conversation.

“Well, that’s saying a lot. Even when I have to write traffic tickets?”

Laura looked at him with feigned exasperation.

“Don’t be an idiot. I’m talking about certain things…”

“Certain things?”

“Yes,” she said with an intense look. “You know what I mean.”

Roberto licked his lips unconsciously.

“Are you talking about the investigation?”

“      Not exactly…” she replied with an enigmatic smile.

He let out a laugh.

“So, let me see if I understand,” he said, turning toward her with a smile. “From now on, if some… special… situation comes my way…”

“Uh-huh.”

“Do I have to check with you first?”

Laura stopped again, turning to face him.

“No. From now on, if you feel like doing something out of the ordinary…” she lowered her voice deliberately, “you just include me in the equation.”

Roberto felt a wave of heat rise up his back.

“And if I don’t?” he dared to ask.

Laura smiled with devastating confidence.

“You won’t make that mistake.”

He watched her in silence for a moment, sizing her up, feeling desire simmering just beneath his self-control.

“So,” he continued, enjoying the game, “if I run into Alicia and Lola again, say, and they…”

“And they proposition you,” Laura interrupted, “you call me.”

Roberto watched her, fascinated.

“And what would you do?”

Laura shrugged.

“Depends on the moment. Maybe I'll scare them off. Maybe I'll join in. Maybe I'll tie you to the bed and enjoy watching you beg.”

Roberto licked his lips, laughing.

“God, I love it when you're like this. I've missed these conversations full of innuendo.”

She gave him a half-smile.

“I know. I even know they turn you on. They always have.”

They fell silent for a moment, eyes locked, sizing each other up. Roberto felt the air between them grow thick, charged with that electricity that had always existed between them.

“Okay,” he said finally, his voice dropping lower, “everything together, then.”

Laura nodded, satisfied.

“Everything together… And everyone together,” she said, bursting into laughter.

“Oh, come on, Lau…”

And without breaking eye contact, they started walking again.

“Though I don't see you handling three at once.”

Roberto let out a laugh and ran a hand over the back of his neck.

“Wow, thanks for the vote of confidence,” he said with a smile.

Laura gave him a look of mock sympathy.

“It's not a lack of confidence, honey. It's just that everyone has their limits.”

Roberto raised an eyebrow, feigning indignation.

“Oh, really? And how can you be so sure?”

Laura shrugged, looking utterly shameless.

“Because, believe it or not, I already have plenty of information on the subject.”

He narrowed his eyes.

“Information?”

“Yes. Alicia's got a big mouth. She came to apologize to me yesterday too. She was embarrassed, but when I told her I wasn't angry and acted like it was no big deal, she loosened up quite a bit.”

Roberto snorted.

“Don't tell me she started telling you things…”

Laura smiled mischievously.

“Let's just say she didn't go into details… but she didn't hold back much either. She said you performed like a champion.”

“Great,” Roberto muttered, shaking his head.

Laura nudged him playfully with her elbow.

“Relax, she made you look good. But she also made it clear that after a certain point, even the great Roberto Trigueros ends up… exhausted.”

He gave her an incredulous look.

“She said that?”

“More or less.”

Roberto crossed his arms and gave her a look of mock defiance.

“Well, if you want to find out for yourself, we can run an experiment. Besides, you should know I even turned down a Viagra they offered me…”

Laura burst into laughter.

“You're kidding! Those two really came prepared… Damn, those girls… So, are you suggesting I do a field study?”

“Exactly. Purely scientific.”

Laura tapped a finger against her chin, pretending to think it over.

“We could take turns. Record recovery times, endurance, adaptation techniques…”

“That sounds like a very thorough report,” he said with a smile.

“Of course. Professional rigor, first and foremost.”

Roberto leaned in closer.

“And what would be the conclusion of this investigation?”

Laura smiled conspiratorially.

“That would depend on the results.”

Roberto snorted.

“What an elegant way of saying you doubt me.”

Laura ran a hand across his chest, teasing.

“It’s not that. It’s just that you’re a man. And, well…”

“And what?”

“Men have a natural limitation. All of them. Even actors need a little help sometimes. After thirty, it’s biologically impossible to recover fast enough to satisfy three women at once. Even with two…”

He laughed wryly.

“Wow, thanks for the basic biology lesson.”

“You’re welcome.”

Roberto shook his head, looking at her with a mix of amusement and defiance.

“So you’re saying you don’t think I could handle three women at once?”

Laura looked at him, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

“I’m not saying it, I’m stating it.”

“That sounds like a challenge.”

“No, it sounds like reality.”

Roberto clicked his tongue.

“I think you’re underestimating me.”

“No. I know you, and even though you usually deliver… Everything has a limit, champ.”

He pressed a hand to his chest in mock offense.

“And if I prove you wrong?”

Laura leaned toward him and whispered seductively:

“If you prove it to me, I’ll be the first to admit I was wrong.”

Roberto slapped her ass, laughing.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

They stood looking at each other for a moment, their smiles loaded with innuendo, until Laura broke the spell with a tap on his arm.

“But for now, let’s save the science for another day. I’m hungry.”

Roberto laughed and took her hand.

“Then let’s grab dinner before this gets out of hand.”

“Good idea. I don’t want us ending up in some makeshift laboratory.”

“For now…”

They burst out laughing and continued walking together, enjoying the game only they knew how to play.
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Tracing communications between Carmen Ortiz and the ex-military man was no simple task. The Civil Guard's Central Operational Unit (UCO) had advanced tools available, but accessing telecommunications data required judicial authorization and, most importantly, time.

Laura prepared a report for the investigating judge requesting the call and message history between Carmen and Óscar Vidal—a list of incoming and outgoing calls, texts, and multimedia messages linked to their phone numbers. Once they had authorization, the trace itself would take time.

They also needed to run a cell tower analysis to pinpoint the phones' approximate locations based on which towers they'd connected to. Data from messaging apps—though they couldn't always access encrypted content from WhatsApp or Telegram—could still yield metadata on dates, times, and numbers the suspects had communicated with.

When she sent the request to the judge, they knew they'd have to wait. He would need to review it and weigh whether the justification was sufficient for the investigation team to access that data. Laura was convinced that with the evidence they'd provided—and what the trace could uncover—the judge would authorize access. You could never be completely certain, but based on her interactions with him so far, she didn't expect any objections.


Within a few hours, the judge sent the authorization, and Laura immediately forwarded it to her colleagues in Seville. First, they'd need to obtain the data from the phone carriers, then the UCO analyst team would start processing it.

Alicia watched everything with genuine interest. She wasn't used to these kinds of operations and was surprised by how much information could be pulled from a person's phone. She asked Laura to explain it in more detail.

“The first step is cross-referencing the numbers,” she began. “We compare the call and message lists from both suspects to find matches. It's not enough just to see calls—we need to know if they were sporadic or constant. We also analyze the times and days the calls were made. Always in the early morning? Before or after suspicious bank transactions?”

They also had to consider the possibility of intermediary numbers. Criminals often didn't communicate directly but through third parties. Indirect connections had to be reviewed.

“I suppose that takes a while, doesn't it?” Alicia interrupted.

“Yes. It's a lengthy process. The team studies which cell towers the phones connected to on key days. If Carmen and Óscar were in the same location at critical moments—say, near the dealership where the SUV was rented, or at the beach—that's crucial for establishing a link between them. It could even tell us whether they were together at some point. If both phones pinged the same tower at the same time, for instance.”

If there were no direct records between them, the UCO would investigate whether they'd used prepaid phones purchased without registration—burner phones. To do that, they'd trace recent SIM card purchases: whether either of them had bought multiple cards around the dates of the events under investigation. But as you can imagine, all that work could take weeks.


2

Laura was desperate over the stall in the investigation. Roberto, for his part, had a barracks to run. As commander of a medium-sized post, he had a well-established routine. Although investigating an important case like Miren’s broke the monotony, most of his days were spent shuffling between offices, supervising patrols, and handling the bureaucratic duties that came with his rank.

Every morning, at eight o’clock sharp, he arrived at the barracks in his impeccable uniform, coffee in hand. The first thing he did was review the incident report from the previous night. Thefts in the tourist area, bar fights, the occasional traffic accident on the N-340… Nothing unusual for a coastal town like Conil, where summer brought an avalanche of visitors and, with them, more work.

Afterward, he met with his subordinates. The section heads briefed him on any relevant matters: progress in minor investigations, ongoing operations, or internal staff issues. Roberto listened attentively, gave instructions, and made decisions. He wasn’t a distant boss; he preferred to stay close to his men, though always with the authority his position commanded.

Mid-morning, he usually dealt with citizens who came to the barracks with complaints or reports. Sometimes it was a neighbor worried about thefts on his property. Other times, a confused tourist who’d lost his wallet. Minor cases, but they were part of the job too.

The rest of the day was filled with calls to superiors, meetings with other security forces, and the inevitable bureaucracy. Reports, authorizations, coordination with city hall… The least exciting part of the job, but just as necessary.

Often, when his schedule allowed, he left the office and went down to the courtyard to talk with the officers. He knew that respect from the ranks wasn’t earned with stripes alone, but with presence and leadership on the ground.

In the afternoon, after the day’s final review, he usually stayed a while longer, going over documents or preparing strategies for future operations. And when he finally left the barracks, the bustle of Conil reminded him that, even if the routine never changed, the calm never lasted long.

While Roberto balanced his barracks routine with the investigation, Laura had no such distraction. Her work at the UCO allowed her to focus exclusively on Miren’s case, but that total dedication came at a cost: the desperation of days when progress was scarce or nonexistent.

Laura wasn’t one to sit around waiting for results. First thing every morning, she reviewed every detail of the file, went over statements, analyzed forensic reports, and returned again and again to the chronology of events. She searched for connections, clues that might have gone unnoticed. Often, she set up a timeline on the whiteboard in her office with photos, names, and arrows, trying to find the link that still eluded them.

When she needed to move, she headed down to the beach and walked for hours, mentally reviewing every conversation, every piece of data. Sometimes she called Alicia or Carrillo to insist they go over a line of investigation for the umpteenth time. She also spent time at the barracks, sitting at any free desk to make calls or draft reports to send to the UCO or the investigating judge.

Impatience devoured her, and when the desperation became unbearable, she retreated to the hotel café, where she pulled out her notebook and made lists of pending tasks: interrogations to repeat, evidence to request, witnesses who might still have something to offer. She left nothing to chance.

The difference between her and Roberto was that he had structure, a routine that let him disconnect, even if only a little. She didn’t. And until they caught the culprit, she wouldn’t be able to relax.

The nights Laura and Roberto spent together became a refuge, a space where time seemed to stop and worries stayed outside the room. Since they’d rekindled their intimacy, neither wanted to ruin the moment by talking about the future, about how complicated it would be to make their lives fit together, or about the sacrifices being together would require. No. They’d have time for that later. For now, they simply surrendered to each other without reservation.

They had dinner together almost every night, sometimes at Laura’s hotel restaurant, other times in some quiet corner of Conil, away from prying eyes. They shared a bottle of wine, laughed over old stories and the absurd tension they’d felt at the beginning. They talked about everything and nothing: music, movies, places they’d like to travel, stories from work that had stayed with them.

When they finished dinner, they usually walked for a while, enjoying the sea breeze and the tranquility found only at that hour. Roberto, with his sarcastic sense of humor, cracked jokes about drunk tourists or the tacky music blaring from the bars. Laura, with her sharp wit, played along, though often, in the middle of a joke, their eyes would meet and the desire between them became palpable.

The tension built with each step until, inevitably, they ended up in Laura’s room or at his apartment. They’d barely crossed the threshold before clothes began to disappear amid anxious kisses and unhurried caresses. They surrendered to a passion held back too long, as if each encounter might be their last. Roberto took her with force, with urgency, as if trying to reclaim everything they’d lost all at once. Laura responded with equal intensity.

Afterward, the heat of sex gave way to a pleasant calm. Sometimes they stayed wrapped in each other’s arms, tangled in the sheets without needing to say anything. Other times, Laura rested her head on his chest and they talked in low voices, with that intimate tone reserved for the darkness. They shared confidences, told secrets neither had ever shared before.

Sometimes, he would turn to light a cigarette and she would watch him in silence, etching every detail into her memory: the curve of his back, the scar on his collarbone, the way he exhaled smoke with a sigh. Other times, she would draw him back with a soft caress, a whisper in his ear, and they would lose themselves in each other all over again until exhaustion overtook them.

They didn’t talk about the future. They didn’t talk about what would happen when they solved the case. They didn’t want to ruin what they had with questions that still had no answers. Each night was just that: one more night together. And for now, that was enough.

After several days of work, the UCO tracking team got their first leads. Laura received a preliminary report in her inbox. She called Roberto, who came to her office right away. They’d been at a standstill for four days, waiting for any kind of progress.

“No. There are no direct calls between Carmen and Óscar.”

“And?”

“However, there’s a third number that’s been in contact with him fairly regularly. A number registered to a company in Gibraltar.”

“Ooh… Gibraltar… That’s where the dirt is, I’m telling you,” Roberto said.

“Also, the hitman and Carmen were in the same area on at least two occasions in the days before Miren’s disappearance.”

With this information, Laura and Roberto knew they were close to a solid connection, but they still needed more evidence. Laura kept reading the report.

“After analyzing the call records and geolocation data, the UCO has focused on the intermediary number that’s been in contact with both Carmen Ortiz and Óscar. The investigators discovered that the number is registered to ‘Servicios Logísticos Andaluces S.L.,’ a company that supposedly handles freight transport but has no real activity. After reviewing its financial history, they discovered that its owner is: Carmen Ortiz de Zárate!”

“Conclusion: Carmen wasn’t contacting him directly, but through a company cell phone that was only used for this purpose.” “We’ve got them!” Roberto exclaimed, jumping to his feet.

“Also, the forensic IT experts recovered an SMS sent from the company phone to Óscar’s number. The message is short but damning: ‘Everything ready. Make sure there’s no trace of the drug in her body. Adjust the dose.’ The message was sent the day before the victim’s disappearance.”

Roberto and Laura hugged. They had them. After so many days of work, after moving heaven and earth, they had them.

“And there’s more,” Laura said. “Look. They found a payment of 60,000 euros from the ‘Servicios Logísticos Andaluces S.L.’ account to an account in Gibraltar. After an international trace, that account was linked to Óscar. Carmen Ortiz paid him to take care of the victim.”

“It’s over. Let’s go get them.”

“Yes, we need to coordinate the arrests simultaneously to avoid leaks and giving them a chance to destroy evidence or flee.”

If they arrested one before the other, the second could find out and try to flee or destroy evidence. Both had to be arrested almost simultaneously for the operation to be effective. It was essential to seize cell phones, computers, and documentation at the moment of arrest—anything that might contain key information. If one of them found out beforehand, they could try to delete messages, emails, or compromising files.

When multiple suspects were arrested, they often tried to get their stories straight to minimize their involvement. If they were arrested simultaneously and interrogated separately, they were more likely to contradict each other.
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Operational Strategy

Team 1: Intervention group in Seville for the arrest of Óscar Vidal. Arrest may occur at his residence or at a location with full tactical control. High-risk operation with tactical support if necessary.

Team 2: Arrest group for Carmen, at her residence in Conil or wherever she's been located.

Team 3: Analysis group to process evidence and conduct interrogations.

The success of the operation will depend on coordination and the element of surprise.

Operation Spider

The head of the operation, Lieutenant Soriano, reviewed the coordination information one last time over the internal radio:

“Team One, in position.”

“Team Two, covering rear exits.”

“Sniper ready.”

The clock read 7:05 when the UCO team deployed on the narrow, dimly lit street in Seville's Triana neighborhood. The streetlights barely illuminated the pavement. The operation had been planned down to the last detail: they would go in before dawn, when the target was most likely asleep and the risk of collateral damage was lowest.

The intervention team had been watching the area for days. Óscar, the ex-paratrooper turned hired thug, lived in a small second-floor apartment in a building with limited access points. According to their intel, he usually came home in the early morning hours, always armed, and had ties to drug trafficking. They couldn't risk him putting up a fight.

From the rooftop of the building across the street, a UEI (Special Intervention Unit) agent kept his precision rifle ready. His mission wasn't to shoot, but to maintain overwatch for any suspicious movement.

At 7:07, the tactical assault team advanced silently to the apartment door. They wore ballistic helmets, bulletproof vests, and carried sidearms with mounted flashlights. They took up formation: one man with the battering ram at the door, two agents with shields up front, and the rest covering the angles.

Lieutenant Soriano raised his hand and counted down from three on his fingers.

The battering ram struck with a sharp crack, splintering the door, which gave way on the second hit. The unit surged in, shouting:

“Civil Guard! Hands where we can see them!”

Óscar reacted instantly. The blinding glare from the flashlights stunned him for a split second. He was in his underwear, his torso covered in tattoos, and he lunged for the nightstand.

“Don't move, you son of a bitch! Don't even think about it!” shouted one of the agents as he pounced on him.

Two men subdued him in seconds. One pinned his arm with a control hold while the other drove him to the floor, knee in his back. Óscar grunted and struggled, but the combined weight of the agents left him no way out.

“Fuck you all! What the hell are you doing here? What the fuck are you accusing me of?”

An agent cuffed him with a metallic click and hauled him to his feet.

“Óscar Vidal, you are under arrest for your involvement in a homicide and other serious crimes. You have the right to remain silent and to an attorney.”

While they read him his rights, another team searched the apartment. In less than ten minutes, they found two cell phones, a Glock with the serial number filed off, and several bags of suspicious substances.

Over the radio, an agent confirmed:

“Target secured. Moving to transport.”

Óscar was escorted out of the building as the first curious onlookers peered from their windows. His arrest hadn't been easy, but the UCO had him. Now came the most important part: making him talk.


	Conil de la Frontera. Thursday, September 7, 2023 7:00 AM OPERATION SPIDER’S WEB



Dawn was breaking over Conil when the convoy of Civil Guard vehicles crept through the still-silent streets. Roberto was at the wheel of the lead vehicle, Laura beside him, both wearing standard-issue bulletproof vests. Behind them, the UCO and Judicial Police assault teams waited for the signal to move in.

They had planned the operation with extreme care. They couldn’t afford any mistakes. Unlike the arrest of Óscar Vidal in Seville, this one had an added risk: the house didn’t just contain Carmen Ortiz de Zárate, but also her five-year-old niece Gloria, the housekeeper, and her brother Eduardo. The presence of a child complicated any tactical action.

Roberto gripped the steering wheel tightly, a knot forming in his stomach. It wasn’t just the tension of the operation—it was fear for Laura. She had insisted on being present for the arrest, and he knew there was no point arguing. But that didn’t make the fear any easier to bear. The possibility that something could go wrong gnawed at him.

“If there’s the slightest risk, I want you out,” he said quietly as they approached the development.

Laura managed a half-smile, but her eyes were cold and focused.

“Don’t start, Roberto. I know what I’m doing.”

He didn’t respond, but his jaw tensed.

At 07:04, the vehicles stopped two streets from the house. From there, a team of agents moved in on foot, taking strategic positions around the perimeter. One group covered the back of the house in case anyone tried to escape, while another prepared for the main entrance.

Roberto and Laura took their positions by the main door, flanked by two agents with ballistic shields. The operation chief’s voice came through the radio, clear and firm:

“Everyone in position. Awaiting confirmation from the judge.”

The seconds dragged by. Laura took a deep breath and looked at the front of the house, imagining Carmen inside, still oblivious to what was about to happen.

Finally, the officer’s voice crackled through their earpieces:

“Authorization granted. Proceeding.”

Roberto pounded on the door.

“Civil Guard! Open the door!”

Sounds came from inside. Hurried footsteps.

“Civil Guard! Open up or we’ll enter by force!”

Silence. Then, a nervous voice:

“One moment… I’m coming.”

The door opened slowly, and Eduardo appeared in the doorway, his face pale, looking terrified.

“My God! What’s happening?” he asked, visibly shaken by the show of force at his door.

Roberto didn’t waste time.

“We’re here to arrest Carmen Ortiz de Zárate. Step aside, please.”

Eduardo opened his mouth to protest, but at that moment, a shrill scream echoed through the house.

“Daddy!” Alexia screamed.

Laura and Roberto rushed in, followed by the agents. In the living room, Carmen stood with the girl clinging to her leg. The housekeeper appeared, clearly just out of bed, eyes wide, frozen in place.

“Carmen Ortiz de Zárate, you are under arrest for your involvement in the murder of Miren Reyes and other serious crimes,” Laura announced firmly.

The girl burst into tears. Carmen crouched down and hugged her tightly.

“It’s okay, sweetheart… Auntie is going to be fine,” she whispered, but her face betrayed the panic she felt.

Eduardo stepped forward toward the agents.

“You can’t do this in front of my daughter! She’s five years old, for God’s sake!”

Roberto stepped between them.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Ortiz. We’ll make sure the girl is in good hands. But Carmen has to come with us.”

Carmen looked up and saw Roberto.

“How could you do this to me?”

He held her gaze without blinking.

“I didn’t do this to you, Carmen. You did it to yourself.”

One of the agents handcuffed Carmen while Laura moved toward the little girl, trying to calm her. The housekeeper took the child to another room, but her crying still echoed through the house.

Eduardo stood frozen, his face distraught.

“It can’t be… It can’t be…”

When the agents took Carmen out of the house, Roberto looked at Laura. She was keeping her composure, but he knew that expression. He knew that even though they’d caught the culprit, something in her had wavered at the sight of the little girl crying.

The patrol car carrying Carmen Ortiz de Zárate was already pulling away from the development when Eduardo, still in his pajamas, his face distraught, turned to Laura and Roberto with desperate eyes.

“You can’t do this! You must be wrong!” His voice shook with disbelief and anger. “Carmen has nothing to do with Miren’s death. It’s impossible!”

Roberto exchanged a quick glance with Laura. It was a delicate moment. Eduardo was in shock, and they needed to handle the situation calmly but firmly.

“Eduardo, we didn’t come to arrest Carmen on a whim,” Laura said in a measured tone. “We have solid evidence linking her to Miren’s death.”

“That’s crazy!” Eduardo raised his arms, exasperated. “What evidence? Tell me right now because this doesn’t make sense!”

Roberto sighed and spoke up.

“Eduardo, we’ve been investigating for weeks without ruling out any leads. Every clue, every connection, every small detail—they all led us to Carmen.”

Eduardo shook his head in disbelief.

“It can’t be…”

Laura crossed her arms and began laying out the investigation, her voice firm.

“We discovered that the vehicle used to follow your wife was rented from a dealership in Seville under a shell company’s name. When we followed the payment trail, we found a bank account in Carmen’s name. That means she, or someone with access to her finances, made the rental payment.”

Eduardo clenched his fists.

“And that makes her guilty? It could have been anyone with access to her account…”

“We investigated the person who picked up the SUV from the dealership,” Roberto continued. “A former paratrooper with a record for drug trafficking and violence—a dangerous guy named Óscar Vidal. And we know he contacted Carmen multiple times in the days right before your wife disappeared.”

“That doesn’t prove anything!” Eduardo insisted, though his voice sounded less certain.

“When we analyzed Carmen’s accounts, we found payments to Vidal around the time of Miren’s disappearance and death. Large sums of money with no clear explanation. Why would Carmen pay a thug with his record if it wasn’t for something illegal?”

“We traced Carmen and Óscar’s call records,” Laura said. “They were in contact multiple times in the days before and after Miren’s death. Not once, not twice, but seven times.”

Eduardo went pale.

“There could be an explanation…”

“Unfortunately, there is, Mr. Ortiz. Unfortunately, there is…” Laura said, lowering her gaze.

“But what’s the motive? Carmen had no reason to kill Miren…”

“Mr. Ortiz,” Roberto added, “your sister hated Miren.”

“What?”

“Yes,” Laura nodded. “She hated her deeply.”

A long silence followed. Eduardo seemed to be processing the information, but disbelief still lingered in his eyes. Finally, he looked at Laura and Roberto, his voice trembling. He sank onto the sofa, defeated.

“I need to talk to her…”

“You will, as soon as possible,” Roberto said. “But you should prepare yourself. You may find out she’s not the person you thought she was.”

Laura leaned forward, looking directly at Eduardo. His face was distraught—no longer from disbelief, but from the impact of the truth unfolding before him.

“Your sister hated your wife,” Laura said calmly, but bluntly.

Eduardo looked at her, blinking.

“No… I don’t understand… Why are you saying that?”

Laura sighed, crossing her arms.

“Carmen couldn’t stand watching Miren humiliate you,” she continued. “Her affairs weren’t discreet, Eduardo. She flaunted them in plain sight, without caring what people said. And Carmen… Carmen couldn’t allow it.”

He shook his head, swallowing hard.

“No… Miren and Carmen didn’t get along, that’s true. She asked me several times to divorce her. But that… that doesn’t mean…”

Laura raised an eyebrow.

“Are you sure? Did you really not see it? Or did you prefer to look the other way? Miren’s behavior was more than Carmen could bear. We noticed it in our first interview. Your sister is a proud woman—proud of you, of your family name, and of your position. For her, it was unbearable.”

Eduardo didn’t respond. He ran his hands over his face, breathing deeply.

“We’ve spoken with several people,” Laura continued. “Neighbors, acquaintances, even employees from the temp agency. They all say the same thing: Miren had no qualms about parading around with other men. She went out with a different one every week, sometimes in full view of everyone.”

“That…” Eduardo closed his eyes. “But that doesn’t mean…”

Laura didn’t let him finish.

“Carmen loved you, Eduardo. She couldn’t stand watching your wife turn you into a laughingstock. Watching her mock you in front of everyone.”

Eduardo collapsed into a chair, trembling.

“Carmen told me so many times that Miren didn’t deserve me… That I should leave her…”

“And you didn’t listen to her,” Laura said, without softening the blow. “You stayed with Miren despite everything. And Carmen decided to take matters into her own hands.”

Eduardo pressed his lips together.

“How did she do it?”

Eduardo crossed his arms.

“With premeditation and cold-blooded calculation. She contacted Óscar Vidal, someone who could do the dirty work without leaving a trace. She put up the money, organized everything, and made sure Miren disappeared without leaving any loose ends. She exploited your wife’s daily routine. They laced the water bottle Miren carried to the beach every day—the one she drank from after her run. Your wife would then go for a swim. It was the perfect moment to drug her. Ecstasy in the right dose causes muscle paralysis. She drowned on her own. They didn’t even need to touch her.”

Eduardo shook his head, his voice barely a whisper.

“My God…”

Laura stepped closer, looking him in the eyes.

“Eduardo, Carmen isn’t the woman you thought she was. She’s the woman who killed your wife.”

“I need to talk to her. You can’t stop me.”

“She’s being held incommunicado. Once we’ve interrogated her, we can let you speak with her, but right now it’s impossible. I’m sorry.”


	Conil de la Frontera. Friday, September 7, 2023, 9:00 AM



1

The interrogation room at the Civil Guard barracks in Conil was small, functional, and stripped of anything unnecessary. Just a metal table, three chairs, and a large two-way mirror concealing the observers on the other side. Carmen Ortiz de Zárate sat with her hands clasped on the table, projecting a calm that Laura knew was only a façade.

Roberto and Laura entered together. He remained standing, positioned to observe Carmen’s every reaction, while Laura took a seat across from her and spread a file of photographs on the table.

“Mrs. Ortiz de Zárate,” Laura began in a neutral voice, “you have the right to remain silent. You also have the right to an attorney. But I’ll warn you—your situation is very complicated.”

Carmen looked at her with a faint, haughty smile.

“Oh, please. If you’ve brought me all the way here, at least spare me the theatrics.”

Laura held her gaze.

“Very well. Let’s get to the point then. We have enough evidence to implicate you in the death of your sister-in-law, Miren Reyes.”

Carmen raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

Laura slid the first photograph forward. It was a bank statement showing a transfer to the luxury car dealership in Seville.

“This is the account used to rent the vehicle Óscar Vidal picked up,” Laura said slowly. “An account in your name.”

Carmen glanced at the paper with apparent indifference.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Laura dropped another document.

“Here’s a communications analysis. Your cell phone connected with Óscar Vidal’s several times in the weeks leading up to Miren’s death. Are you going to tell me that’s a coincidence?”

Carmen narrowed her eyes but didn’t respond.

Roberto spoke up from where he stood.

“We also know the vehicle used at the crime scene was rented by you through a shell company to cover your tracks. Are you going to tell us you don’t know what we’re talking about either?”

Carmen sighed but maintained her composure.

“What if I simply lent money to an acquaintance? Does that make me responsible for a murder?”

Laura shook her head.

“The money and the calls are only part of it. We have testimony from people who’ve heard you speak about Miren with hatred. Who’ve heard you say she deserved it. That you wished she would disappear.”

Carmen tilted her head with feigned curiosity.

“Since when are personal opinions a crime?”

Laura slid the final piece of evidence onto the table: an encrypted call log showing that on the night of the murder, Carmen had been in contact with Óscar.

“What’s more, forensic experts recovered an SMS sent from the company phone to Óscar’s number. The message is damning: ‘Everything ready. Make sure there’s no trace of the drug in her body. Adjust the dose.’”

Carmen stared at the sheet for several seconds. Then she looked up and smiled, but her eyes betrayed her—she was no longer so sure of herself.

“You have nothing,” she said in a low voice. “Nothing that directly incriminates me.”

Roberto approached the table and placed both hands on it.

“We have enough for a judge to connect the dots. With Vidal’s record, he won’t take long to sing. And when he does, you’re done.”

Carmen swallowed but said nothing.

Laura crossed her arms.

“Think about it carefully. You still have room to cooperate. But if you insist on staying silent, it’s only a matter of time before Serrano rats you out to save his own skin.”

Carmen took a deep breath and looked at both agents. Her defiant attitude had cracked, though she was trying to maintain control. The silence in the interrogation room was thick. Carmen, who until that moment had been so contained and haughty, began to drum her fingers on the metal table. Laura and Roberto exchanged a quick glance. They knew the pressure was working.

“I want a lawyer.” The words came out dry, cutting.

Laura leaned back slightly in her chair and nodded calmly.

“That’s your right. As soon as you formally request it, we’ll stop the interrogation until your lawyer is present.”

Roberto remained standing with his arms crossed, studying Carmen’s every movement.

“Do you want us to contact a court-appointed attorney, or would you prefer to call your own lawyer?” Laura asked.

Carmen ran her hand through her hair, visibly frustrated.

“I have my own,” she replied haughtily.

“Fine. You can make the call right now.”

Laura took out a voice recorder and turned it off with a sharp click. Then she turned toward the two-way mirror and nodded. A civil guard opened the door to escort Carmen to the communications room.

Once Carmen requested legal counsel, the interrogation was immediately suspended. This is a fundamental right enshrined in the Criminal Procedure Act, guaranteeing that no subsequent statement can be used against her without an attorney present.

Carmen was led to a room with a phone set up for calls to her legal counsel. She was allowed to speak privately, without the agents present. Until her lawyer arrived, Carmen was held in the barracks’ holding cells.


Meanwhile, Laura and Roberto met with the UCO agents working the case. A report was prepared with all the gathered evidence, ready to be handed over to the defense attorney as soon as he arrived.


2

The following morning, after the lawyer arrived, he was allowed to meet privately with his client before the interrogation resumed. The voice recorder was switched on again, and Carmen was read her legal situation. She was informed of the crimes under investigation. She was reminded of her right to remain silent. She was warned that any statement could be used against her.


The lawyer took a seat next to Carmen and reviewed the file with her. After a few minutes of hushed conversation, he addressed the agents:

“My client will not be making any statements at this time.”

Laura nodded, unsurprised.

“Noted. We’ll proceed with bringing her before the court.”

With that, the interrogation concluded.

Carmen was transferred to the station’s holding cells to await her appearance before the investigating judge within the next few hours.


	Epilogue Cádiz. Wednesday, June 5, 2024 1:00 PM



The midday sun bathed Victoria Beach in Cádiz. The sea breeze eased the summer heat, and waves broke gently on the shore. Laura lay on her towel in a white bikini that set off her tanned skin. Her belly, rounded at five months pregnant, rose and fell with her steady breathing.

Roberto lay on his side, watching her in silence. He traced the curve of her abdomen with a mixture of fascination and reverence. He still couldn't believe how much his life had changed in a year. He ran his fingers gently over her skin, right where their child grew inside her.

“You're looking at me like you've never seen a pregnant woman before,” Laura said without opening her eyes, a smile playing on her lips.

“I've never seen my wife pregnant,” he replied, his voice low.

Laura opened her eyes and turned her head to look at him. Roberto no longer wore his uniform every day or spent his time cooped up in the barracks office. Now he had a position at the Cádiz Command, directing the Judicial Police for the province. It wasn't a promotion per se, but it offered more stability and fewer surprises than his previous life in Conil.

Laura, for her part, had left the UCO. The decision had been hard, but she knew that if she wanted to start a family with Roberto, they needed stability. Now she worked in the Judicial Police Organic Unit in Cádiz, which let her pursue her passion for investigation without always being on the road or on call.

“I don't think there's any point in keeping the apartment on Sagasta Street on our list,” she said, propping herself up on her elbows. “Too small.”

“I agree. Now we need a room for the little one.” Roberto rested his hand on her belly and smiled when he felt movement.

“Or the little girl,” she corrected.

“Still convinced it's a girl?”

“I just know,” she said confidently.

Roberto snorted with a smile.

“Well, that leaves the one on the Avenue,” he said. “Close to the sea, lots of light… and a garage.”

“It's the best option,” Laura sighed. “I never thought I'd say this, but I like the idea of having something that's ours. A real home.”

Roberto leaned in and kissed her softly.

“I never thought I'd see you leave the UCO.”

“I never thought I'd see you leave Conil,” she replied, amused.

They fell silent for a moment, enjoying the sound of the waves and the peace. After everything they'd been through, after the shadows and death, they were where they wanted to be. Together.

Laura closed her eyes again and smiled.

“I think we've finally solved our most difficult case.”

“Which one?”

“Our lives.”

THE END


?? “Want to read the second part? Check out Code of Silence, available on Kindle Unlimited.”

“Code of Silence,” the highly anticipated continuation of Red Sand, plunges us back into the bold, sensual, and dangerous world of Selena Valente. In this new installment, the investigation into a renowned actress’s death uncovers a web of corruption that rocks the foundations of political power in Spain. After discovering a dark secret connecting a government minister to the actress’s death, Roberto Delgado and his team find themselves caught in a dangerous network of corruption that could change the course of Spanish politics forever.

With pressure mounting, they must face threats, betrayals, and moral dilemmas as they fight to bring the truth to light. The investigation grows even more complicated by the intense personal relationships developing among them—a forbidden love and difficult decisions about what they’re willing to sacrifice for justice.

As they face a relentless legal and media battle, passions between the protagonists reach a fever pitch. Love triangles, jealousy, desire, and physical encounters as intense as they are risky drive a story where private and public lives intertwine dangerously.

[image: ]


📖📖 “Ready for a third installment? Dangerous Seduction, available on Kindle Unlimited.”

An irresistible woman. A man’s body in bed with a rose on his chest. A string of dead lovers.

Inspector Alberto Moreno shouldn’t get involved, but he does. Suspended from the force, stripped of credibility, carrying more wounds than certainties, he lets Diana’s darkness pull him in—a woman whose past is as brilliant as it is devastating.

A game of seduction and death where no one comes out unscathed.

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’s always one step ahead.
But nothing is what it seems. Or is it…


[image: ]
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