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It was a quiet morning. The shift had just begun. The coffee was steaming in John's mug on his as-always tidy desk. William was drinking iced coffee regardless of the season. You wouldn't call his desk orderly, papers thrown away, pencils and pens scattered, like the desk of an always disorganized and usually unread student. Not that was far from the truth. Everyone was wondering how William succeeded in joining the police academy.

There, he met John. They shared the same room, and from then on, they became friends and later best men. They always served together, except for the period of training. Together, they patrolled as police officers, later in the Sex Crimes Unit, the Homicide Unit, and now as detectives in the Special Investigations Unit. 

About ten years ago, they were on vacation in Greece, specifically in Crete, where John met Christina. She was a Greek American girl from New York who was also on vacation. It was love at first sight... shortly after, they got married... in the church of Saint Spyridon in San Diego. Of course, William was their best man. Some years later, they got a child, Mark, who is six years old now and is generally a lively and intelligent boy. 

¨Butler, Price, in my office... NOW!!! ¨ came the voice of their commander. "Right away!" shouted John. "What does he want again?" said William with a sigh. "We didn't even have time to drink coffee." With no mood, they went to his office, where they found him sitting in his chair, upset, playing nervously with a pen in his hand. The entire wall behind his office chair was filled with praise and awards.  

Adam Ross, the chief of the San Diego police, was always one of the most active and capable police officers. He had dislocated circuits of drugs, women trafficking, and weapons. There was nothing he hadn't done in his career. Of course, he was promoted to police chief when his political party won the elections and the government changed. If you don't get involved in politics, you don't get high, was his motto, and he advocated it, always warmly. That's why he was involved in politics early on, made the right moves, and was vindicated.

“We have a big problem... I want you two to take it on quickly and subtly. ¨ From the voice, you could understand agitation. “A girl was found dead and was probably a rape victim, too.” He took a deep breath ... “This girl works in the political office of Mr. Farley, the Secretary of Education.” He got up from his chair and went to the window. “You will inform me constantly about everything, just me and no one else. He looked out the window as he rested his hands on the sill. “If something leaks, especially in channels, newspapers, or anything else, you wish you had never been born. Understood?” He turned and stared into their eyes as if trying to figure out if they would obey his orders. The veins in his temple were throbbing rhythmically while his breathing also became faster. “Of course, as you command,” answered John. Chief Ross gave them an envelope with the details of the case... “I repeat after each movement, before the next one, you will inform me and only me. You will do nothing without me knowing it,” he declared, waving his index finger up and down as the teacher waved it at the students. It was another proof of his anxiety... the usually polite chief, pointing a finger wasn’t something he used to do.

The two friends left the office, hurried down the stairs, and onto the street. John opened the envelope and read the victim's address. Based on the evidence, a neighbor noticed her door was left open and called 911. The police officers who arrived found the body and informed Ross as soon as they learned she was working in the Senator's office. "We have to go to Bankers Hill, close to the church," said John. They got into the car, a Toyota sedan, and took the road to their destination. "Didn't Ross seem very stressed to you?" commented William as he lit a cigarette. William has been a long-term smoker since school, unlike John, who never put it in his mouth. Every morning when he woke up, he was coughing, and everyone told him to see a pulmonologist. He always refused, "I will die with a cigarette in my fingers." he used to say.

"How can he not be stressed? Did you hear what he said? Farley's office was where the victim worked." He was the one who helped Ross get to become chief of the police. They used to go out for dinner with their spouses until Farley became secretary and moved to Washington. Even now, they meet each other during holidays, such as Christmas and Thanksgiving. They had met when they were still young at a political gathering where the superiors sent Ross, along with other police officers, for supervision. Farley approached him and caught his conversation.
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AS A POLICE OFFICER, he could not express his political preferences. After some time, everyone knew he was loyal to the specific party. The party wanted people with perspectives in positions of interest. Now much older, both had benefited from this friendship. Ross became the head of the police department in San Diego, thanks to Farley. Years ago, Farley had a problem and didn’t know if he would win the elections. Ross was the one who revealed a scandal of a candidate, essentially taking him out of the race and opening the way to Farley.

"Statistically, husbands, partners, or boyfriends are responsible for most women's deaths." William calmly stated, as usual. "If that's the situation, I see no reason for anxiety from the leader." William was usually calm about most subjects. He was a strange character. He faced everything without stress, but he had some outbursts, showing that beneath the superficially relaxed William was an explosive man looking for an opportunity to manifest. John used to call him Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, always accompanied by a loud laugh. His teasing John did not irritate William. He seemed to enjoy it.

They drove as fast as they could through the busy streets of San Diego. As they were passing in front of a small church, William made his cross and something he muttered, probably a short wish of the kind that faithful Christians say when they pass in front of a church. "Smokers don't go to heaven," John told him, laughing. "While atheists like you go, you think," replied William. John had nothing to do with religion. He declared himself an atheist and accepted the scientific views as to the world's creation, but also every other subject he approached purely scientifically in the past. They had stayed up many nights discussing and arguing about spiritual issues.

They arrived at the address written on the envelope. Two patrol cars had blocked the road where an ambulance with its headlights on was in front of the entrance apartment building. A young police officer, perhaps a first-time officer, pale as a ghost, approached them. "She is on the top floor and is not a pretty sight," he said. He looked ready to eject the breakfast he had eaten on the pavement. Up close, he looked even more so pale. John thought, "Some guys aren't qualified for this job," as he glanced at the young man again. He could tell by his appearance that he spent many hours in the gym. The arms are of no value when you come into contact with a corpse. In such situations, you need a strong stomach, and this one certainly didn't have it.
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"I HOPE NO ONE TOUCHED the crime scene, neither the cops nor the paramedics," said William. "We didn't let anyone get close, not even the paramedics, because they couldn't do something," said the young man in a choked voice. Immediately after that, he held on to a tree and puked. John looked at him with pity. William raised his head and looked at the skyscraper. It was probably the highest building in this area.   
"Let's see what awaits us," said John with a sigh as they entered the luxury lift. They pressed the button for the last floor. "I didn't know this area had new luxurious apartment buildings." Both children of poor districts, John from Cortez Hill and William from East Village, had grown up in more folk houses. The voice in the elevator saying they had reached their floor, the marbles they viewed in the corridor, and the expensive armored door were things they rarely encountered in their everyday life. By their salary, they could never rent an apartment of such value.

Another police officer, older and more experienced than the young man on the ground floor, near forty, guarded the apartment entrance. John remembered him immediately. It was Elias, a Mexican-American who was their classmate in the police academy years ago. Elias’ father was from a village in Mexico close to Chihuahua. He moved to Lordsburg in New Mexico. He got married to a local girl, and they had a son...Elias.

Their paths crossed again, not under the best circumstances. “How are you, Elias? Are you okay?” asked John as he extended his hand for a handshake. “I was better before I came here,” he said gloomily. He shook John’s hand. “We rarely have scenes like this in this area,” commented... in his characteristic accent. Elias was the classic village boy who, seeing his village dying, had to decide what to do. Young people were leaving Lordsburg for bigger cities and a better future. Choosing a police career was his best and likely only decision. Today was the day he wondered if he made the right choice.
William patted him on the back consolingly and put on his gloves. He proceeded to the apartment and found himself in an enormous living room. A huge corner sofa in white leather that matched the beige color on the walls and the brown curtains caught his eye. A glass coffee table with black details and two white leather poufs were in front of the couch. The next area was the dining room. There was a table made of solid oak wood with six white chairs, a sideboard, and a white display cabinet full of silver candlesticks and other decorations.

“Lots of money,” he heard John’s voice behind him. The lamp alone costs about seventeen thousand,” he continued. You’re not serious.” William’s mind started calculating. How many days did he have to work for a purchase like that? “And yet, Christina had seen it, and when we asked for a price, we left as fast as we could,” said John, making a wide-eyed face like the comedians do at the movies.

“I see Christina has expensive tastes. Change jobs to cope,” William said mockingly. “Didn’t the victim work in the minister’s office? How did she get so much money? What salary do they get there?” wherever he turned his gaze, he saw expensive objects. He opened the sideboard and found a complete set of dishes inside from Bohemian porcelain. He removed a black suitcase from the sideboard, placed it on the table, and opened it. Inside was an array of spoons, knives, and forks, all from pure silver. “I’ll repeat myself... much money. Nothing in here is cheap,” said William as he checked a spoon. On the handle of the spoon was a pattern like a five-pointed star.
All cutlery had the same engraved symbol. “This shows a special order. I’ve never seen it before,” commented John. “We dealt with spoons quite a bit,” said William, without paying much attention to the set. “Where is our victim?” he continued. John put the spoon back in its place, closed the suitcase, and returned it to the sideboard. Elias informed them that the apartment is a maisonette and the main bedroom is upstairs. The victim’s body was upstairs. John was taking notes of what he had seen on a pad. They hadn’t broken down the door. There were no signs of struggle downstairs. A sweet vanilla scent from a scented candle burning all night spread across the space.

They climbed the stairs with the aluminum handrail and found themselves on the upper floor. From the window, you could see the port. The view of the ocean was also visible. Left of the corridor was the master bedroom. The door was open, and on the bed was the body of the unfortunate woman. Lying face down, they could not distinguish her features. The white sheets had been dyed red by her blood and satin white nightgown, or rather what was left of that now torn piece of fabric. 

The walls were covered in blood, as well as the expensive carpet. Even the door had marks of blood from the hands of the victim, who was struggling to escape. “She fought for her life,” said John. “Without success,” replied William, who was taking photos of the room with his mobile phone at the same time. It was not the first time they saw bloody victims, but what they saw in this case was unprecedented. “Should we turn her over or wait for the medical examiner?” asked John. Instead of an answer, William had already made his decision. He turned the woman’s body and literally froze for a second. He brushed aside her bloody hair with his fingers and looked at the woman’s face.  

He moved his face closer to hers and stared at her, frozen, dazed, as if time had stopped. John was watching him, trying to understand what was going on. “This is Maria,” he whispered after a while. His eyes began watering. “Do you know her?” asked John, who had never seen William before, bewildered. They had handled a lot of cases together, a lot of victims, and William had never lost his self-control. He never freaked out, never afraid, always ready for anything. For the first time, he seemed unable to process what he viewed.

“She was an old friend of my sister,” he said with difficulty like a knot in his throat was preventing him from speaking. He swallowed and continued, “We had a relationship about twenty years ago... for some years”. The tears in his eyes, the difficulty in speaking, and his heavy breathing all advocated that he was still in love with her. Maybe that’s why he never married. He only had occasional relationships. “She was my first love,” he said in a muffled voice. His hands shook as he set aside her hair to see the face clearly, at least as far as the blood that covered it would allow.

William and John were close to forty. William’s sister Lisa was thirty-six. Maria was also around thirty-six. Tall, with long black hair in her youth... shorter and brown hair now and thin, she looked ideal for every man, at least in appearance. She always drew attention wherever she went. Back then, they were together all the time. They did almost everything together. The seed of jealousy lurked inside, but he hid it very well. He displayed his pride in being with such a beautiful girl.  
Now, as he watched her in the blood, nothing reminded him of his old love. “Shall we tell Ross to get you out of the case?” asked John. “If you can’t handle it, I’ll take care of everything,” he continued with some reservation, fearing some outburst of William.
He didn’t react at first. Maria’s lifeless body in his hands was just one more case for everyone else but a personal matter for him. It was a brutal murder that they had to investigate, and William had already decided that he would find the culprit by all means and lead him to justice. He didn’t answer to John. He lightly lifted Maria’s chin, forcing her head to hyperextend. The visible incision on her neck revealed that the final blow was struck there. “Someone really hated her,” said John.  
The girl received many stab wounds in her abdomen. Some broken bottles of expensive perfume on the floor and a knife wound in her palm showed that there had been a struggle. The killer kept stabbing his victim, who was trying in vain to save herself. Both bedside tables were broken, and bloodstains were everywhere. At first glance, nothing seemed to miss. “You’d better put the corpse where you found it,” a female voice heard behind them.
It was Sophia, the forensic pathologist. Sophia-Jade Romano was her full name. Little Italy, Manhattan, is where she was born and raised. Five years ago, she relocated to San Diego, and two years ago, she was assigned to the crime lab. She was a girl, around thirty years old, with short dark hair and an earring on her nose. Sometimes, they had met off-duty all together. They noticed a sleeve tattoo covering her entire left hand. Some say she tried to hide a burn, and some the face of an ex-lover. “I came to help you, boys,” declared and winked at them. Sophia was always with a smile, made jokes, and flirted wherever she was and under any condition. Some considered her behavior even unacceptable, but this didn’t discourage her. Only John knew she had once been in danger of dying after a traffic accident. Since then, call it reaction, call it appreciation in life. She allowed nothing to spoil her psychology. Despite her laid-back approach to life, she was a consummate professional at work. 

She examined the body and the room and confirmed that death did indeed come from the incision on the neck. “There was a struggle here. From the direction of the blows, I would say that the perpetrator is right-handed and taller than the victim. Talk to Martin after the autopsy for more information”. John thanked her for her help while William remained silent throughout the examination, immersed in his thoughts. Sophia called the paramedics to collect the body. A group of specialists started searching for imprints. “I’m going downstairs to have a cigarette,” William said, leaving with a quick step and a bowed head.
John approached Elias, who was leaning back against the wall and sending mobile phone messages. “Did the neighbors say anything? Did they hear anything?” John asked him. Elias looked at him with disappointment painted on his face. “They heard nothing. Everyone says that she was a splendid girl, quiet. She always paid for the utilities on time. There were no complaints. She lived here since the beginning. A senior said it was the most expensive apartment and cost two million. He must be wrong. It can’t cost that much,” he continued, and his voice was so colorless. “We’ll find out,” said John, unsurprised by the amount he heard.
Then he returned to the apartment and searched all the rooms, one by one. He found no evidence of a struggle in any other room. The killer and the victim fought in the main bedroom and only there.

The first room was a classic office with the usual things: a computer, a printer, and a fax machine. "Of course, Maria needed one more room for her job," thought John. The next room was strange. Painted red, on the floor was a luxurious black carpet, a large table on which was a red tablecloth, one expensive screen, and a game console. "A thirty-six-year-old woman who plays video games?" wondered John. "And in such a depressing room? He always dreamed of a future playroom, a place to play with his son as he grows up. But it wouldn't be like this. He would do it with flying colors to be one pleasant place for games and fun. He took one last look and went downstairs to find William.
He found him sitting on a bench and talking on his cell phone with an expression of despair. "Who are you talking to? I hope not for the case". William raised his head and looked at him fiercely. "I'm talking to Lisa. She had to know," he answered loudly. "Ross will scratch us alive, and we haven't started yet," said John, and the stress was visible to possess him like never before. "And besides, we are talking about someone who works for the senator." John was always more anxious at work than William, but today, the mere mention of the senator's name upset him beyond belief. He always wanted to keep a low profile, do his job as well as he could, and have a time unnoticed. "She was engaged to the senator's secretary and was about to be married next fall," said William. "Lisa saw her about two weeks ago and had a quick coffee." That means, in about six months, she would marry her supervisor, thought John. "She Aimed high," said William as if reading his mind.

"Besides, one reason the relationship did not progress then was that I was a low-paid cop." The paramedics carried the body of the unfortunate girl covered with a sheet on the stretcher, put her in the ambulance, and quickly left for the medical examiner. 
It was a beautiful spring day, warm by the season's standards, but William felt a shiver go through him. As if a deep winter had arrived and a thick layer of snow covered his heart. It had been a long time since they broke up, but as anyone could see, some feelings were left. They had done so many things together: trips, walks, conversations. They had made love, they laughed together, but most importantly, she had made him dream. Even if later, she destroyed everything. Either way, she didn't deserve such an end as no one does.
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AFTER THEY TALKED TO almost all the neighbors, learning nothing important, the two detectives decided to visit the company that built the building. According to residents' statements, there were surveillance cameras, but they didn't notice any. Also, everyone was telling them how expensive this apartment was. Two questions were spinning in their minds. If the apartment is expensive, where did she find the money? And second, why did the neighbors hear nothing? Although they went without an appointment, the company's engineer, a man short in his sixties, welcomed them warmly. He explained that his company does state-of-the-art apartments with perfect, as he described, sound and thermal insulation. That's why no sound was heard in the building. He showed them models of projects in progress and floor plans of buildings and gave all the information as if he were addressed to aspirant buyers.

"Buyers, for some reason, asked for even better soundproofing in the rooms. We exhausted every means and way to achieve it, but we achieved it," he said proudly. He explained that this specific skyscraper has underfloor heating systems. New technologies like starting the air conditioner with the mobile phone and many more. "Security cameras?" asked John. "The residents told us that the building has cameras, but we didn't see any." The engineer smiled arrogantly. "Of course, there are cameras, but also an alarm system connected to the security company. You didn't see the cameras because they are concealed in specific places to control the entrance, the corridors, and even the lift without being noticed by the public," he said and showed them a floor plan of a building and the places where they place cameras.

William requested access to the camera footage. The engineer referred them to the security company. "What about the financial part? Who should we ask?" John asked, "In the accounting department, but I don't know if they can help you. You understand privacy and other restrictions," the engineer said cautiously. Walking towards the accounting office, John turned and stared at William. "Will we find anything from the cameras?" William moved his head left and right. "This pessimism of yours drives me crazy. Normally, Ι is the pessimistic one between the two of us. Don't you spoil it for me now," said John, trying to make William cheer up without success.  
At the accounting office, the accountant was waiting for them. She was a charming woman around fifty who greeted them with a smile. "Happy to help as much as I can," she replied in their request for the buyer's name. After some searching, she found a folder from a drawer. Inside, she discovered that the apartment's owner was an offshore company called WA&H COMPANY. "Ok, we're confused now," said William. "How did Maria live there?" he wondered. "I don't know that," answered the accountant, "You should talk to the company or else ........." she paused as if thinking something... "If she rented the apartment or if it was given to her, it will show in her tax return statement."  
A little while later, they arrived at the security company. Their head of service toured the site. He took them to the control and recording room. In a vast room, screens and a panel of buttons were operated by two people who protected the premises. A glass partition divided the space in two. Behind the glass was a call center with three girls servicing customers. "As you can see, nothing can escape our attention. Either the cameras will record it, or we'll get a call and will intervene immediately. The supervisor asked the inspectors about any evening incidents, and they reported none after inspecting. Right after the window was a door that led to a small warehouse full of hard drives where they kept the history recording cameras from all the areas they protected.

He took a hard drive from a shelf, coded BH92103M. He told them that it had records of the specific skyscraper. He took the disk, and they went to his office, where he plugged it into one computer. "Very strange,” he muttered. “What happened?” asked William with a suspicious look, as if he expected there would be trouble. “There are no records from yesterday. The recording stopped at exactly midnight." he said concernedly, “but there was no report of a problem with the recording.”

"Who should have completed the report?" asked John. The supervisor looked troubled. "No, you don't understand. Let me explain how the system works. The system itself, when there is a problem, sends a report. When it stops recording, it stops sending reports, and an alarm activates. Even if they cut the power, we would receive a notification." It was crystal clear that it was the first time he faced such a problem. "From what I see, something escaped your attention after all," said William, disappointed. "So, what do we do now?" asked John, who showed his displeasure with the development.  "I'll thoroughly investigate, but it'll take time." answered the supervisor. Suddenly, as if divine illumination had come upon him, he asked, “Did you check the house recorder?” The two friends were surprised. They had not seen a recorder even though they searched the apartment very well. “Which recorder? Where is it located?” asked John.  The supervisor told them to wait a bit, searched his computer, and answered that it was behind a painting in her office. "Their intention was to preserve the place's aesthetics." They thanked him for his help, reminded him to inform them when he found out what happened with the system, and left.

Leaving neither of them could hide their disappointment. "Now, if I say I expected it, will you believe me?" William said, and John answered him with one sneer he used to do every time William was right about something.

They called the department. Emily, a thirty-year-old colleague, was a sweet, short blonde and almost always willing to take it upon herself to find information on whatever her colleagues asked of her. She arranged an appointment at the assessor's office. John urged William to approach Emily. He believed she was ideal for him. William always avoided relationships with female colleagues. "I'm not for marriage, he used to say. She is a nice girl; I don't want to destroy her life." This was his usual answer. 

They arrived at the assessor's office, boarded its old staircase, opened the heavy door, and found his assistant. She told them she would help them as they hoped to make some headway with the case. The assistant was a woman around sixty. She was in a bad mood and somewhat irritated because she had to work overtime. At first, she invoked tax secrecy without success. Then, after she made her displeasure clear in every possible way, she started searching her computer. She was muttering through her teeth and nervously tapping the keyboard.  
"Well..." she told them, and both felt relieved because she would finally stop muttering. "According to my files, the house was rented for seven hundred dollars monthly. The owner is a foreign company. An Offshore." she said. "And she only rents it for seven hundred dollars? This apartment is costly," commented William. "And yet she rents it so much," replied the woman. "When offshore companies are involved, these amounts are usually fictitious. We almost always talk about tax evasion." She searched her computer again. "Indeed," monologued, "Well, Mrs. Velasco, as I see here, is the company's representative. The apartment cost almost four million dollars. Therefore, as you understand and, in my opinion, the rental is purely..." William interrupted her. "Can we find out who owns the company?" he asked. "Good luck with that." she killed their hopes immediately. "All I can tell is that it is based in Anguilla."

John heard that name for the first time. "Where is this...  Anguilla?" Although he had a lot of knowledge related to geography, he had never heard this name before. "In the Caribbean near Puerto Rico," answered the tax official ¨Give me a minute........" Her pause, this short pause, seemed to them endless at that moment. "Interesting, very interesting," she said. Both hung on her lips." According to her tax form, she also owns another home now."

"Which house;" asked John. The tax clerk decided to save time, printed Maria's tax form, and gave it to John. According to this, Maria still had a property in Spring Valley, Washington, DC, this time in her name. "Can we find market data?" asked John. "She bought it for two and a half million dollars. Contact an assessor in Washington if you want to learn more," she replied.  
On the other hand, William didn't speak at all. His mind raced back to the time he met her when she was a young, ambitious girl without financial possibilities that would allow her to make such purchases. Does she have a house in Washington? Maria? How? Her father had a shop in Gaslamp Quarter, and he worked well, but you wouldn't call him rich; instead, small-medium is the correct term. Maria would be obliged to share whatever wealth he had with her siblings. She had a slightly older brother, Andrew, a distant child, quiet and shy; his genuine interest was computers, and a younger sister, Catherine, who was more of sports. What would have become of these children? Maria's parents?

They live; Did they die? Should we find them and talk to them? A voice interrupted his thoughts. "From what I see, there is also a bank loan," said the tax clerk, who printed Maria's tax form. "Loan; from which bank?" asked John. "From a small local bank, nine hundred thousand dollars," answered the woman without taking her eyes off the computer screen. "Interesting, she pays an installment of seven thousand monthly." "Well, how much did this girl earn?"

She spent almost eight thousand dollars solely on houses." said John, who couldn't believe the numbers he was hearing. After so many years in the service, he didn't get that much money. "Nine hundred thousand loans... she paid over a million in cash! Where did she find so much money?" William was whispering. He thought she couldn't have such an amount even if she sold her father's house and took all the money without sharing it with her siblings. The fiancé, maybe? It would be an explanation, but if so, why didn't they get the house in both names? Unless she won a lottery, but even this seems improbable, given that she hated gambling. "We have to talk to her fiancé," said William with a determined voice.

They started for the department after thanking the assessor's assistant for her help. Throughout the route, William was speechless and thoughtful. He remembered how he met Maria. It was almost twenty years earlier, seventeen to be exact, during the summer, when his sister, Lisa, brought her to their home. She was a beautiful and cool girl, just nineteen years old, with hair in a bun. As she said, she was sweating a lot with her hair down. She was wearing a short skirt like those in tennis and sports shoes. When they introduced themselves, and she smiled at him, he fell in love with her. He fell in love, even with that crooked tooth, which, for some people, was spoiling perfection. Their relationship lasted for three years. It was Easter when the end came. "We can't continue...I need something else," she had told him, and it ended there. A few months later, she had a relationship with the son of a businessman. "She was aiming high," William monologued. "What are you thinking?" he heard John's voice. He was startled, like someone who had suddenly woken up. "Could you try to come to your senses and concentrate on the case? It's not time to collapse."
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ARRIVING AT THE POLICE department, they approached the commander's office. The window in his office was open; the spring heat and the smell of cigarettes stifled the atmosphere. An ashtray full of cigarette butts on the windowsill proved the chief had smoked in one day as many cigarettes as he had not smoked in the previous ten years. He had his fingers intertwined, and he made nervous movements as if about to explode. "Well?" he asked in as calm a voice as he could; despite the nerves on his face, they testified to his nervousness. 

Ross didn't like the report of the two detectives. "Basically, you found nothing," he said, cupping his forehead as if he had a headache. "Today, we started the investigation; we don't have a forensic report yet or fingerprint results; everything is pending," replied John. "Please find something soon; the entire government is asking about the case. Secretaries and senators have been driving me crazy since morning. I wanted to know how they learned about it." he said as he went to the window for another cigarette. "Not from us anyway," answered John while William looked lost in his thoughts again. Because William had a relationship with the victim in the past, it troubled their commander. Still, he accepted his assurances that this would not affect his duties. 

Going out of Ross's office, Emily stopped them. "The coroner called; you have to go there. As for the fingerprints, we will probably get results tomorrow," she said in a tone she doesn't usually use. Then whispering, almost conspiratorially, she spoke in William's ear, "Since the morning, the phones ring all day long, there is panic, and many people are interested in this case." 

"Of course, she worked for the Secretary," William replied. Then, turning to John, "Who did he find the body? Did we talk to him?" John answered in a low voice, ". It was an elder who gave a statement to Elias. The one who told us about the two million dollars. He saw her apartment's front door open. He shouted a couple of times, and since he didn't get an answer, he thought thieves had entered .........the rest is known. John's look was critical.

After that, they got off, entered their official vehicle, and started for Kearny Mesa. During the whole trip, John tried to explain the seriousness of the case and how they should be careful about what they did and spoke. "Unfortunately, all eyes of the government are on us," he said repeatedly. "You must concentrate quickly." William listened to him as the student listened to his teacher's rant. "If you hadn't gone for a cigarette, you would have known I had talked to the elder man. Fortunately, Ross didn't hear us, but..." William promised him that it would not happen again. "We will solve this case; don't be afraid." he finally said.

The traffic was relatively good for the afternoon, so they quickly arrived at the crime laboratory. Martin, a man around fifty-five with gray hair and a beard, thin, of medium height, was waiting for them. They had known him for many years. When they started their career as police officers, he was already there. They solved the first murder together. Martin was the coroner who worked with them. He came from a wealthy family and lived in Coronado; his children were studying at the best colleges in the country. Nevertheless, he was approachable, highly communicative, and with a good sense of humor. On a table was the lifeless body of Maria.

She was discolored, her body frozen, and the places where the knife had entered were visible. It was nothing like the girl that William had fallen in love with. The smile was gone forever. Although he knew she was smiling at someone else, or maybe at some others during the last years, William felt terrible. He missed this smile. He missed her a lot. Too bad such a young girl," said Martin, breaking the silence. "Yes, too bad," William replied in a frozen voice. "So, doctor, what do we have?" asked John.

"Our victim is around thirty-five; she was murdered last night; I estimate around one after midnight. She received multiple stab wounds in the torso and especially in the abdomen but did not die of it. There was a fight, so some stabbings were at weird points and with strange angles. Still, unfortunately, there are no elements to help identify the perpetrator. Her nails are clean, which is not consistent with the previous ones, so the only logical explanation is that the killer cleaned her nails after her death."   

So, he killed her, and instead of leaving, he stayed and cleaned up the evidence? Unbelievable!!! So cold," commented John. "The decisive blow that led to her death was the incision in the neck," Martin continued. "It's a deep cut in the center of the neck; he didn't hit the carotid arteries, so the victim was dying slowly, mostly from bleeding," he told them, pointing to the cut. "The wounds are from a war knife, around seven inches long. I am sure he was more potent and taller than the victim, so he enjoyed the fight. I guess he is a sadistic son of a bitch." His voice was angry now.    
"Chief Ross mentioned something about possible rape; is that true?" asked John. "Yes, but not in the way you imagine." John looked at Martin in wonder. "No genital material was found, but there was contact possibly with some object because there are numerous injuries in the vagina and anus" "What? What do you say, doctor?" William asked, irritated and surprised at the same time. "They stabbed her, and while she was still alive, raped with some object?" Martin nodded. "That's exactly what I'm saying, William; the girl has passed horribly until she cooled down; she felt everything this tramp did, and that was his purpose. He didn't just want to kill her. The whole scene shows that he wanted to punish her or send a message to someone else." Martin answered, "When he will fall into my hands..." William clenched his fists, trying to control his nerves.

"Could he be a professional executor?" asked John. "I can't be sure, but a professional would hardly do all this. He would do the job quickly and cleanly and would leave. This guy likes to torture; is he a psychopath, or what else? I don't know," answered Martin." Also, from what Sophia told me, William, you knew her." William nodded. "She has an extraordinary tattoo on her right shoulder blade. It looks like a symbol, but I don't know what; maybe it's nothing." "Can I see it?" asked William. Martin turned Maria on her left side, revealing her right shoulder blade.

“Can I get a photo?" William inquired, then swiftly captured an image with his mobile before receiving a response. "Strange indeed. She had never mentioned that she liked tattoos, neither did she have one when we were dating." He looked at it again; it was a red tattoo with hearts and crosses he had never seen anywhere before. Did it have any meaning, or was it just a design she liked? But then again, could it be related to what had happened? The toxicological results will come out tomorrow, but the first assessment is that she didn't take any drugs." Martin told them, closing his report.

They thanked him and left with more unanswered questions than when they came. They entered the car; their shift was over, and they had to go home. "You know what doesn't stick? The killer entered the house after somehow blocking all the security cameras, even breaching the heavily armored door. Fought her, even cleaned her fingernails so there would be no evidence." William paused as if he was picturing the scene in his head. John waited for the follow-up, which did not come. "Yes, and? Tell me, what are you thinking?" William stared at John and left, leaving the front door open. It doesn't stick. Except if.........." he paused again, but John thought the same thing. "Unless someone interrupted him." William nodded his head up and down. "Exactly. Tomorrow morning, we'll return to the apartment."
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The night was particularly tough for William. His mind was traveling back in time to how he met Maria, then to the murder scene and, in the next moment, what should be their next moves. He would spin in bed like a whirlwind, go out on the balcony, and smoke again and again; he wrote down as much information as they had so far on a piece of paper. He fell asleep when it began to dawn. He slept less than two hours when the alarm clock went off, an annoying ringing as if ten bells were ringing in his head. He made coffee, lit a cigarette, and took one painkiller for the headache that plagued him after such a night. He dressed, walked downstairs slowly, almost dragging his feet, and stepped onto the sidewalk. A shiver went through his body, probably from the city's humidity. He lit one more cigarette and looked at the sky, hazy, cloudy, ready to burst at some point.  

Today, even God cries, he thought. He took out his cell phone and called John. "Did you see me in your sleep? Good morning," heard John's voice, bored and slightly hoarse. "Shall we meet directly at Maria's apartment? I don't want to go to the department," William said slowly. "No, I'll drop by to pick you up so we can go together, bring some coffee," and immediately followed the characteristic sound of the phone hanging up. Williams got a cappuccino double sweet for John and a medium iced coffee for himself from the store where he usually bought coffee. While he was paying, he heard the honking of John, who had arrived. He got into the car and headed for the victim's apartment. Passers-by, stooped, in a hurry, were going to their jobs.
Lucky people, he thought, have no idea that a sadist killer walks among them. Would it change anything if they knew? "Nothing leaked until now," said John. "Too many people know about it. They break Ross' nerves, but nothing leaked to the channels. Amazing," he continued. "It's a matter of time," said William lazily, and a yawn followed his sentence. "For some reason, they try not to leak. Do they know something we don't? I'm sure they do. That's so much money only one of them could give to Maria," said John. William looked out the window again; it was starting to drizzle. "Let's talk to Farley besides her fiancé." John took a mocking expression. "You really think Ross will let you talk to Farley? You're so funny."
Senator Farley was a sixty-year-old man with short hair and a potbelly, wearing glasses, and always managed to get positions, whoever the party leader was. He had been secretary of the party, then deputy minister, and now Secretary of Education. Brilliant, active, and the main reason Ross became Chief of Police in San Diego. Everyone knew that if Farley became President would appoint Ross as Director of the FBI.

The car stopped outside the victim's
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