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  …to Eva







  
    
      Ernest Hemingway once wrote, “The world is a fine place and worth fighting for.” I agree with the second part.


    

    
      MORGAN FREEMAN - William Somerset, Seven
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“⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ Thank you for writing so well, you are one of the greats, the new Michael Connelly.”




“⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ It’s super good, you can’t stop reading, it keeps you intrigued until the last moment, highly recommended.”
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“⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ I started reading it without much expectation, but as I went through its pages, you are led into a story that ends up blowing your mind, you don’t realize when so many events happened, I recommend it.”




“⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ I would have never thought about how everything ends up…
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“⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ Simple language, straightforward, easy to understand.
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Alex Cortes wasn’t ready for what he was about to witness. He took several deep breaths before proceeding further into the office. His career as a forensic detective had led him to this room, but suddenly, he felt overwhelmed.




Not long ago, he’d joined the central police station in Barcelona as a new member of the criminal investigation unit. For him, a native of Tarragona, working in the capital was a significant milestone. He’d felt proud until that moment.

The sight of the dead body in front of him made him question many things.

What kind of person could commit such a heinous act?

Why would anyone torture another person like this?

He’d always believed such things only happened in movies.

But apparently, evil was more pervasive than Alex had ever imagined.




He stood in a dimly lit office. Red velvet couches and thick curtains softened the light. The old green carpet bore several stains. The air held a sinister scent, an unsettling aura more befitting a graveyard.

On the small desk were a few documents, but no computer. Camera flashes pierced the dimness, revealing an odor of death and hints of mite infestations.

Cheap paintings with explicit images hung on the walls, more fitting to a Castelldefels or La Junquera brothel rather than an ordinary building in the Poble Sec neighborhood.

Next to Alex was another officer, Karla Ramirez, who had graduated from the same class at the academy. She paused as they both tried to process the horrifying scene.

A camera flash suddenly caught them off guard.

The forensic team member noticed them and lowered his camera, his face now visible.

“What the hell are you two doing in here?” he barked. “You think you can waltz in just because you’re from the crime unit? Get out! If you want to come in, suit up with the protective gear.”

The two agents nodded, realizing they had entered the scene without protective gowns, caps, shoe covers, or masks—a rookie error.

They retreated and donned the white suits. Alex struggled to fit all his thick black curls under the cap. The gown made him look more like a rock star than a detective. Once equipped, the two agents re-entered.

The victim was in the center of the room, bound to a chair facing toward the door. His hands were tied behind the seat, rendering him immobile. His head drooped forward. Blood had stained his expensive yet mismatched suit: black with stripes, paired with a dark tie and a cream-colored shirt.

Karla and Alex approached the deceased, noticing his eyes were full of unimaginable terror, capturing his last moments forever.

Alex scanned the room: neither the office nor the hallway had surveillance cameras.




“What do you think?” he asked Karla.

She knelt down, leveling with the face of the corpse.

“It’s clear they wanted this man to suffer,” she responded, examining the face.

“They don’t teach you about this in the academy…”

“I guess our FBI counterparts deal with cases like this daily,” she replied.

Alex stepped away from the body and approached the officer who was taking photos. He hesitantly extended his hand, and the man lowered his camera, looked him in the eye, and shook it.

“Mario, forensics.”

“Alex, investigations, homicide unit.”

“New here?”

“No, I’ve been at the station for a few months.”

“I can see that, but I mean, with bodies like this,” he said, nodding towards the dead man.

Alex raised his eyebrows in a mock surprise.

“Got it,” Mario responded.

“What have you found?”

“Not much so far. No fingerprints or footprints; the killer was meticulous. We’ll send the report later.”

Alex nodded.

“The cell phone?”

“It was in a desk drawer; we’ll send it to digital forensics,” Mario answered.

“Who found the body?”

“The janitor.”

“Where is he now?”

“In hospital. He was in shock, so the emergency services took him in to get checked out.

“Could he be a suspect?”

“I doubt it, but we can’t rule it out completely. That’s for you to figure out. Good luck with this, detective,” Mario said just as someone entered the room.

“What’s this? Goddamn happy hour?” the newcomer snapped. “You’re here to work, not chat. Let’s get to it.”

As soon as Sergeant Ortega appeared, the atmosphere at the crime scene tensed.

The sergeant was the only downside to Alex’s first assignment.

Alex glanced at him from the corner of his eye without turning to face him. Luciano Ortega was a self-made, old-school jerk. His reputation preceded him. In the station’s locker rooms, there were whispers that he’d battled alcoholism, which he had allegedly overcome. Rumor had it he had nearly been kicked out of the force.

He wore a light gray shirt with the top button undone. Beneath it peeked a once-white undershirt that had since turned gray. The floral-patterned tie looked like it came from a second-hand shop in Els Encants. His coat was stained and worn, and on rainy days, he added a black fedora. A small cigar always dangled from his mouth, which he’d the decency to put out at the crime scene.

The sergeant stopped at the doorway.

“You too? Suit up!” Mario yelled.

“Relax, can’t you see I’m not coming in?”

“It doesn’t matter; you could contaminate the scene.”

“Shut up and get on with your photos, lab rat.”

With great restraint, Mario gritted his teeth and carried on with his visual inspection.




Ortega wasn’t known for his manners, and everyone was eager, perhaps even more than Ortega himself was, for him to retire and move on. His lack of dedication to the force and his approach to the job had kept him from advancing in rank.

Alex observed the scene from a distance with a look of disdain.

“Jeez,” the sergeant mumbled, a small cigar between his lips. “They really shut him up, huh?”

Alex didn’t appreciate the comment; it seemed disrespectful to the victim.

But the sergeant was, in a way, right: the killer had literally sewn the victim’s mouth shut. A string passed from the upper lip to the lower, like stitches. The killer had silenced the businessman in the most gruesome way.

Blood had gushed out from the holes, widened by the force of the jaw and the man’s desperate attempt to cry for help.

Alex looked at his superior with contempt.

“We need to handle this,” Ortega said. “The press is downstairs. We don’t want them to find out this is the second victim we’ve found like this.”
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When Alex and Karla arrived at the second crime scene, the journalists hadn’t shown up yet. But news in Barcelona traveled fast, and when it involved death, it spread like wildfire.

Ortega might have had his flaws, but he was right. If the details of what they’d found in that room got out, within hours, it would be plastered all over the internet and on the news. Alex could imagine the headlines about a serial killer roaming the streets of Barcelona.

And they had to prevent that at all costs.




Karla observed the situation from a distance, but her expression was like a volcano ready to erupt.




“We’re expecting the report today,” the sergeant boomed, ensuring the forensic guy would hear. “Hey, you there…”

“His name is Mario!” Karla snapped without looking at him.

Ortega glanced at his subordinate as if he had just noticed she was there.

“I know,” he replied. “You think I don’t know that, kid?”

“Then why don’t you call him by his name?” she shot back, holding his gaze.

“It’s okay, Karla,” Alex interjected, stepping between the two with his hands raised. “We’re here for a murder investigation and nothing else. Mario will send it to us as soon as possible, right?”

Mario nodded silently.

“What were you saying about the press?” Alex continued.

Luciano Ortega’s face showed his disdain for both Karla and Alex.

“The judge has issued a gag order. So…” he said, finishing by placing a finger over his lips, “not a goddamn word.”

Alex turned to where Karla stood.

“I think we’re done here,” he told her.

“We need to head back to the station; Deputy Inspector Rexach wants to see us. He wants us to go over both cases together,” Ortega said, turning and disappearing down the corridor.

“Have you lost your mind? We’ve been here less than six months, and our boss already hates us. Your attitude certainly doesn’t help,” Alex told Karla.

“That arrogant piece of shit thinks he can treat us like damn fools, yet he’s the first one to break the rules.”

“Shhh,” Alex whispered, glancing toward the door, hoping that Ortega wasn’t within earshot.

“And you? You’re worse than him. You keep your head down and let him talk down to you,” she said.

“It’s called taking orders.”

Karla let out a cynical laugh.

“You’re terrified of him.”

Alex swallowed and chose not to respond.

He approached Mario and inquired about the timeline for the report. Mario said he’d send the photos immediately, but the rest would take nearly the whole day.

Saying goodbye to Mario, Alex was glad to finally make a connection with someone from forensics. There was something more to Mario, though he couldn’t quite pinpoint what.

As he walked toward the door, he passed the corpse, sitting there like a silent spectator of its own death.

The cord woven through the man’s lips wasn’t the only abnormality on his now rigid body: its forehead bore an inscription. Maybe it was a message. The skin had been incised with a sharp object to create;




AP98




What could that mean?

A coded message?

A signature?




Alex looked at it one last time, furrowing his brows. If it was a signature, who was AP98? A pseudonym or initials?

Even if they didn’t understand it yet, it was a clue that would undoubtedly lead them closer to the killer.




Karla and Alex hurried past the reporters without uttering a word. They got in the car and headed to the police station. Karla enjoyed driving and preferred to be behind the wheel.

Alex watched the store signs through the windows, streaked wet from the persistent winter rain.

The rope and the incision consumed Alex’s thoughts. This murder was eerily similar to the previous one.

Were they facing a series of murders? And if so, how many more were to come?




They headed to their meeting with the deputy inspector to analyze and compare the two deaths, hoping it would shed some light on the case, the first of such complexity for Alex Cortes and Karla Ramirez.
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Barcelona had been under the relentless assault of rain for several days, which had cleansed the dirty, polluted streets. After months of drought, the floral imprints on the paving stones of the city’s gray sidewalks were being washed clean of accumulated grime. The dampness of these days, paired with the winter chill, was beginning to seep into the bones and minds of the city’s inhabitants.


Alex Cortes paid no heed to the rain. He was tall and athletic, his body sculpted from gym workouts. On his days off, he’d go running, regardless of the weather.


That morning, he wore an old white t-shirt underneath his leather jacket. It was one of his favorites; the ubiquitous rock band logo of a large red tongue was frayed around the edges now. His black curls fell heavily over the collar of his jacket.


He stared out the window, his magnetic green eyes narrowed. Turning his gaze inside, he scanned the room that was used for official briefings—a spacious area, enough to eat around thirty people. At the front was a huge whiteboard, and the only sound breaking the silence was his partner, Karla, flicking through the documents in front of her on the small desk attached to the chair. She appeared focused, immersed in the case they were working on. Occasionally, he didn’t see her as his partner but as the beautiful woman she was. In those moments, a twinge in his gut reminded him of what they
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