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Chapter One
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I hear the clock tick and think of you; caught up in this circle of confusion is nothing new. Flashback: warm nights. Almost left behind. Suitcase of memories. Time After Time. Cyndi Lauper.

As the cacophony of police sirens and ambulances shattered the early morning calm, commuters hurriedly navigated the crowded streets, eager to reach their destinations. The bitter cold wind pierced through layers of clothing, leaving a lingering chill in the body.

Amidst the chaos, the police had cordoned off a lane, drawing the attention of passersby to a tragic scene. A young black girl lay motionless on the pavement, her blood staining the concrete beneath her. Witnesses recounted the harrowing details, revealing that she was the third victim of sex violence in just a month.

A sense of urgency permeated the air as emergency responders worked frantically to secure the area. Amidst the commotion, a police officer came into focus, and his glasses fogged up from the morning dew. He frantically directed traffic with animated gestures and loud shouts, his demeanor reflecting a mix of frustration and urgency.

In this corner of Madrid, signs of urban decay were all too evident. Many buildings stood as relics of a bygone era, their weathered facades bearing witness to decades of neglect and decay. 

Residents of these neighborhoods often struggled to make ends meet, with incomes hovering precariously close to the minimum wage threshold.
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Living conditions in these areas were far from ideal, marked by cramped living spaces, dilapidated parks, and inadequate infrastructure. Roads were riddled with potholes and cracks, posing hazards to both pedestrians and motorists. Unsanitary conditions prevailed, with sightings of giant rats and cockroaches not uncommon.

Safety hazards lurked around every corner, from faulty house wiring to leaky gas pipes, creating potential death traps for unsuspecting residents. Children made their way to school amidst chaotic traffic, navigating streets devoid of proper pedestrian crossings, while intoxicated traffic wardens added to the confusion.

Despite its charm and cultural richness, this corner of Madrid stood as a stark reminder of the socioeconomic disparities that plagued the city.

Mornings in this area were anything but chaotic. The blaring horns of buses and cars pierced the air without restraint, creating a cacophony of noise that echoed through the streets. Despite the absence of any official holiday, the scene resembled Labor Day festivities, with vehicles packed bumper to bumper as if in a rush to beat the clock.

School teachers, seemingly oblivious to the state of their vehicles, navigated the roads with cars that appeared well past their prime while school buses darted hurriedly through the streets, ferrying students to their destinations.

Driving along this road had always been a task I avoided whenever possible, except when necessity dictated a visit to my girlfriend's home in Aluche. However, on this particular day, I was caught amid the chaos, inching forward at a snail's pace as I struggled to extricate my car from the traffic jam.

Despite the delay, I eventually managed to break free from the congestion and hit the accelerator, eager to make up for lost time as I raced towards my destination, where a project presentation awaited.

As I made my way through the busy street, just a short distance from my office, disaster struck in the form of a collision between my BMW X4 and another vehicle, shattering the park light. It was a scenario I hadn't anticipated, and I prayed for divine intervention. Before I could fully comprehend what had happened, the other vehicle's driver emerged, a slender figure nearly matching my height, with long blond hair and piercing blue eyes that mirrored my own. I had noticed her coming out of the nearby office building several times.

Identifying herself as Chloe, she immediately accused me of abruptly breaking, a claim I knew to be false. As we exchanged words, I couldn't shake the feeling of familiarity in her voice and appearance. It was as if she were a doppelgänger of Chloe Grace Moretz, the young American actress. 

However, it soon became apparent that Chloe was grappling with an unusual eating disorder distinct from anorexia. I later discovered she worked with her uncle, who owned a neighboring company. Her New Yorker accent swept me off my feet. Such an accent was rare in Madrid.

Her uncle seemed to harbor deep animosity towards my father, though the exact reason for this intense dislike remained a mystery. It could have been fueled by racial differences or some unresolved corporate rivalry.
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As she continued her tirade, I reached for my cell phone, intending to involve the police in resolving the matter. However, her demeanor shifted when she mentioned an issue with her driver's license, cautioning that involving the authorities could potentially escalate the situation and lead to further complications.

The prospect of her insurance company refusing to cover the repair costs for my seventy-thousand-euro vehicle loomed ominously, presenting the worst-case scenario in this already fraught situation.

With Chloe's assurance to cover the repair costs, I felt a sense of relief wash over me. Lowering my voice, I thanked her and quickly snapped pictures of the car positions, noting her personal details for documentation. Sliding the note into my briefcase, I tossed it into the back seat and allowed myself a weary sigh.

It had been a long and trying weekend, dealing with my jealous girlfriend, Jane, and the unexpected car accident. The day had started on the wrong foot, but I was determined not to let it get any worse.

As the Civil Guard Policemen approached my car, I couldn't help but feel a surge of anxiety. They moved around my vehicle with a sense of urgency, their presence making me feel like a suspect in my own neighborhood. When one of them inquired about what happened to my car, the question drew a blank. Instead, I provided all the necessary documents, including my driver's license, but it seemed my response wasn't satisfactory to him.

Meanwhile, Chloe stood across the street, her gaze fixed on me with fear and resignation. It was clear she was aware of the consequences of her actions, and I couldn't help but feel a pang of guilt for not mentioning the incident to the police. However, I knew revealing the truth could land her in even deeper trouble, and I wasn't willing to risk that.

As the reality of her situation sank in, Chloe's heart raced, and a feeling of dread settled in her stomach. Despite her family's wealth and influence, she was aware that the law was unforgiving, and she could face severe consequences for her reckless driving.

At that moment, I couldn't help but feel a sense of relief that I had managed to avoid getting Chloe into further trouble, but I also knew that the situation was far from over. Weeks passed, but she didn't call. I thought she was a fraud and irresponsible.

One Friday morning, this beautiful blonde breezed in. As Chloe walked into my office with a sizzling vibe, I noticed her confident demeanor and the subtle scent of California Dream that accompanied her. Let Her Go by Passenger was playing on the radio. Despite the tension between us following the incident with our cars, Chloe approached me with an apology and a willingness to take responsibility by picking up the repair bills without complaint.

My secretary looked down her nose in disdain; she hated arrogance and flashy types like Lulu, who strode as if they owned the world. This woman oozed wealth; even worse, she flaunted her beauty.

Even though she hadn't formally requested to walk through my office, she wandered toward the terrace, and I followed her like a tour guide. We edged through the veranda to the rooftop and climbed the staircase. She spotted my telescope and moved toward it. She looked at a small room close to the telescope and stared at my drawing table. My Helix Oxford Maths set was on the table, and the notebook was open, with pencil diagrams of a constellation, because I had worked there the previous night. She turned the pages and asked questions about the graphs and figures. Her index finger traced the Capricorn.
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"Do you enjoy peering through this telescope at night, absorbing the silence of the firmament revolving slowly through the lens?" she asked, looking into the telescope and staring at the sky.

"From this vantage and at this time of the year, you can appreciate the constellations, viewing the topmost star of Hunter's left shoulder - Bellatrix. My father called it Betelgeuse. I enjoy watching the Rigel most nights." I pointed at the sky, though nothing was up to substantiate my claims.

"Do you believe in zodiac signs and that everything is written in the stars?" She removed her eyes from the lens and said, "It gives me vertigo."

I laughed at the question and her discomfort with vertigo. Funny.  It was a resounding, sarcastic laugh, with a harsh, grating sound. But she didn't show any sign or make disdainful gestures about my laughter. 

"The universe is amusing. Are you referring to astrology?" I asked.

"Yes."

"There's a subtle difference between admiring God's creation and allowing your faith to be governed by nature. The things that are written on the stars are for nature to follow. God wrote the principle of life and death in his holy book, the Bible," I explained.

I was surprised and embarrassed when she fixed her stare on my face and nodded lightly, her dazzling blue eyes examining me as if I had said something stupid. Then she looked at the sky and back at me.
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"That's a theological explanation. You must be one of these happy-clappy evangelical Christians. I can tell by the way you define life and death. But we'll talk about this in detail if we meet again."  With this response, we walked back to my office.

I retreated to the back of my table and watched her wandering around my office and admiring my decorations. She commented on the leather couch, marble table, carved lamp, and cut-glass bowls filled with yellow roses. "Your office has class," she finally submitted.

My office had a kitchenette, two closets, a full bathroom, and a big bed on the top floor. Chloe laughed about the office being more comfortable than a four-star hotel room. She asked me why I had such a big bed in an office if not for a quickie. The pretty blonde walked around the office as if she had been there.

"Do you mind my asking why such comfort in an office?" Silly question! Her shoulders were hunched like a police detective interrogating someone of interest.

"I sleep in my office when I have much to do, and also to avoid early morning traffic. It has nothing to do with those weird thoughts."

Chloe teased me that I constructed an office like this because I was a neat freak, and she wasn't far from the truth. Perhaps my obsessive, compulsive orderliness had been taken too far, but I was comfortable with how things were. I would have loved to put my hand around her shoulder, but I didn't.

"I don't think I love the stars, the universe, and all other things unknown because they border on despair," Chloe flirted. She was still intrigued by what she saw on the rooftop.
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I ignored the comment. The strange blonde gesture surprised me, but I admired Chloe for owning up to her mistakes and making amends. I was disturbed by how she barged into the inner part of my office, but I overlooked her inquisitive attitude. As she suggested hanging out together, I couldn't help but feel a sense of relief, especially considering the recent disagreements I'd been having with my girlfriend.

Accepting her invitation, I realized this could be an opportunity to put the past behind us and move forward as friends. Despite our differences, we had a sense of camaraderie, and I was eager to see where our newfound understanding could lead us.

One thing led to another, and we became seriously entangled, like old friends. Chloe had an abusive uncle. She was going through a lot, so she found solace in alcohol. Her uncle tended to fly off the handle at any disagreement. Chloe confided in me about the problem her uncle and his wife were battling.

We drove to the Tierno Galvan Park, somewhere in Mendez Alvaro. The night air was warm and sultry. We parked in front of a building. The complex was recently renovated into banking offices. It was practically deserted during the weekend. We walked toward the park, staying on the grass so that Chloe's shoes wouldn't crunch on the gravel. 

My new friend keenly gazed at the sky, as if she expected to see God's angels descending from it. We got to the park in no time. 

The moon was hidden, but Chloe managed to spot it. We strolled separately, and later, we held hands. It was working as we were playing out a scene in a movie. 
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Hand in hand, we walked along the rows of exquisitely preserved trees made possible by Madrid's Mayor and council workers. Couples were sprawled on the grass and chatted in low voices.

A young man sat with his piano and musical equipment, playing a dull version of "Let's Get It On." He seemed wrecked by alcohol and cocaine, the embodiment of the hit track he sang in a cracked, sublime voice that could make the hairs on the back of your neck stand. 

Some couples walked around, maybe tired of sitting in front of their computers all day. Some teenagers gathered under a tree, cracking jokes and bursting into hysterical laughter. Cars constantly drove by, and it was usual. M30 Street was the busiest street in Spain. It was the weekend, and folks had started grooving in the evening. Every restaurant, bar, and club in Madrid was brimming. But we metaphorically chose the most effortless task: a walk in the park. I hope you catch my drift.

By 11 pm, we grew tired of walking along the lawn and pulled to a particular corner, under a tree, where we sat on a wooden bench. Chloe's cell phone buzzed, and she spoke to her boyfriend, Hugo, for ten minutes. I could hear him yelling at the top of his voice. I asked myself why these people were always on the edge of an explosion like an atomic bomb.

"That was Hugo, my boyfriend. He wanted to see me," Chloe said hysterically, and slowly returned her iPhone to her handbag. She breathed deeply and stopped talking. Perhaps the dazzling blonde waited for her pulse rate to slow back to less than a hundred. She smiled like a self-fulfilling rabbit to ease her tension. She, too, was on the brink of snapping.
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"It was by chance we met, and we have enjoyed every bit of the outing," Chloe hung on my shoulder.

"Chance is but a fool's synonym of fate."

"What does that mean, Steve? Is it romantic to say that?"

"It's curled from the Astaire-Ginger Rogers movie. I'll say we met because of providence."

It Began In Moncloa, Madrid

Ciudad Universitaria Moncloa in Madrid served as the heart of the city. While it may have been relatively dull on weekdays, it came to life on weekends, bustling with activity. The area was lined with numerous fast-food establishments, packed to the brim on Saturdays, emitting pleasant fragrances and offering cozy coffee bars and quintessential Spanish terraces.

During the summer, the population of Moncloa swelled, attracting a fashionable crowd. Young women could be seen donning aqua-colored silk tops, silk scarves, and Manolo Blahnik sandals, while accessories like Hermes and Louis Vuitton handbags were familiar sights among the snow-white blondes. Those born into affluent families showcased their wealth with Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses, flaunting tanned legs and salon-streaked hair as they cruised through the neighborhood in exotic convertible cars.

The young men sitting on restaurant terraces in Moncloa watched with admiration as the stylish and affluent women crossed the zebra crossing, their confident strides accentuated by the sway of their hips, their scarves fluttering in the breeze, and their blond hair shimmering in the sunshine. 
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These women exuded an air of sophistication and luxury as they sipped on Martini cocktails over ice and engaged in lively conversations on their iPhones. In Moncloa, they were known as the epitome of wealth and glamour, representing the elite class of millionaires who frequented the area.

Don and Doña Alonsos' Dirty Secrets.

"Who are they?"

Leonardo Alonso, also known as Leo, aged 15, had impeccable timing with his probing question: just as his mother jerked in surprise mid-cast, sending pornographic pictures of black boys and girls flying. Leo's expression shifted to comical dismay as he stared at the scattered images. 

Despite his amusement, his mother's laughter lacked humor as she dismissed his inquiry. The abruptness of her movement hinted at her discomfort, which Leo was not oblivious to. Overhearing snippets of conversations, Leo gleaned that his mother had dated a black man before marrying his father. The incongruity of this revelation lingered in his mind: if his mother had been open to interracial relationships, why did she ultimately marry his father?

Leo was piqued to explore the family secrets. 

Though the hour was late, the night enveloped the surroundings in an eerie silence. The young boy bided his time, waiting for his father to sink into a deep slumber before stealthily slipping out of bed. Driven by an insatiable curiosity to uncover the contents of the secret compartment, he embarked on a clandestine mission, fully aware of the potential consequences.
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As he made his way through the darkness, his dog sensed his presence and approached cautiously, causing the boy, Leo, to freeze until the dog nudged his sneakers with a wet nose. 

Straining his ears for any sign of his parents' movement, Leo instead heard only the faint trickle of water from the stone monuments in the pool.

Consumed by curiosity about his parents' hidden secrets, Leo had previously stumbled upon his mother's clandestine affairs and had now set his sights on uncovering his father's mysteries. With his phone tucked discreetly between the pages of a book, Leo had surreptitiously obtained the combination to the vault. Eager to satisfy his curiosity, he embarked on a mission to test the combination, reasoning that there was no harm in a simple trial.

Leo had long embraced the role of investigator, his obsession with stealth earning him the playful nickname "CIA" from his mother. Clad in his Tom and Jerry pajamas, he stealthily left his room, mindful of any telltale squeaks, and tiptoed onto the veranda. Leonardo walked through his parents' domain with measured steps until he reached the family library, the heart of his clandestine mission.

Gently easing the door open, Leo maintained a firm grip on the doorknob until the latch clicked into place with scarcely a sound. Now, at the crux of his operation, Leo prepared to execute the final, most delicate step. This was the realm of seasoned criminals, not for the faint of heart.

Summoning his courage, Leo inputted the code, and with a quiet hum, the vault yielded to his command. Pausing to listen for any signs of disturbance, he detected only the hushed stillness of the night, reassured that his parents were lost in dreams of their clandestine indulgences.

Leo retrieved the Pendrive with a deft hand and inserted it into the laptop on his father's desk. Just as he began to navigate the device, a sudden burst of animalistic noise jolted him, prompting a frantic flurry of keystrokes as he scrambled to mute the sound.

Still, Leo kept searching. Two days earlier, Leo had caught his father viewing some graphic materials. He noticed his father was startled.

"Come on, Dad," Leo urged, his tone imploring. "You always said there should be no secrets in this house. Let's lay everything out in broad strokes. Show me what you've got there."

Still simmering with embarrassment, Mr. Alonso paused, grappling for the right words. After a moment of contemplation, he rubbed his face wearily.

"Parents have their own private matters, and it's natural for children to respect those boundaries," he finally replied, his voice tinged with a mixture of weariness and conviction.

Mr. Alonso rose from his chair, retrieved his Pendrive, and swiftly deposited it into the vault, slamming it shut with a resounding clang. With a deliberate twist of the knob, he scrambled the combination, a futile attempt to obscure access. His son wasn't easily dissuaded.

Perhaps Leo shouldn't have ventured this far, but there was no room for 'perhaps' now. He was determined to explore the forbidden territory of the sprawling nine-million-euro mansion. Leonard's senses were overwhelmed as the first image flickered onto the screen, leaving him dumbfounded.

Leo leaped from the chair in a sudden panic as the dog nudged the door, snapping the laptop shut, his heart pounding. He waited until he was confident the dog was preoccupied before cautiously reopening the computer, allowing his pet, Jacko, entry into the room, and then sealing the door behind him with practiced ease.

With one hand clutching his throbbing arousal, Leo returned to the screen, his mouth agape in the darkness, almost drooling with anticipation. Struggling to maintain unwavering focus, the teenager refrained from swallowing, blinking, or even breathing lest he miss a single detail. Alone in his clandestine pursuit, Leo grew increasingly excited, his heart racing so furiously that he feared his body might implode.

Sweat beading on his forehead, hands trembling uncontrollably, Leo lamented his decision to delve into the illicit materials.

However, the repercussions of his actions proved far more profound than Leo could have anticipated. These were not mere static images but moving pictures, possessing the power to etch themselves into his psyche, leaving an indelible imprint that would haunt him indefinitely. They were visions capable of enduring for eternity, their impact undiminished over time.

As he hurried away from the library, he resolved never to reach the vault again. Ten minutes later, Leo returned to his room, his mission accomplished. 

Seated on his bed, the 15-year-old mulled over the disturbing adult content. He couldn't shake off the hints of regret for his covert operation, realizing he was ill-prepared for the shocking images he had encountered. It troubled him deeply to think that his blond-haired parents harbored fantasy thoughts about individuals with black skin, both men and women.

Leo bore a striking resemblance to his father, evident in their shared features: a straight nose, high cheekbones, dark blond hair, and piercing blue eyes. Yet, beyond the physical likeness, Leo recognized a troubling aspect of his father's character—he was a racist. Young Alonso had hoped his father would explain the presence of black men in his vault, but instead, Mr. Alonso dismissed Leo's inquiries, declaring it none of his concern. 

However, Leo felt differently; he aspired not to be like his father and believed that understanding his father's business was his business.

Determined never to emulate his parents' hypocrisy and twisted desires, Leo harbored a deep-seated resentment toward black individuals, holding them responsible for his parents' fantasies and dark secrets. Haunted by the disturbing scenes from the adult movies he had stumbled upon that fateful night, Leo vowed to abandon his clandestine surveillance of his parents, asserting that he had outgrown such homegrown espionage.

..  ..  ..  ..

As the years rolled on, Leonard's prejudice only deepened. At seventeen, he had transformed into a malevolent figure, a far cry from the virtuous aspirations of his youth. He had become cunning and eager to engage in nefarious activities, straying further from righteousness.

His animosity had evolved into a more insidious form. Leonard fixated on black neighbors near his home, scrutinizing their every move with disdain. He couldn't fathom why a black man could afford such a magnificent house, surpassing even their own mansion, at an exorbitant price. Leonard's resentment grew deeper when his father explained that the neighbor had inherited a family gold mine in Africa.

He bemoaned the neighbor's ostentatious displays of wealth, from their fleet of luxury cars to their pedigree White Shepard dogs—Leonard, dismissing them as symbols of American sophistication, but his envy was palpable. The entitled youth incessantly spewed vitriol against the black community, casting unfounded aspersions on the new neighbors, insinuating their involvement in illicit activities.

Ana Maria, aged 42, possessed a striking allure, particularly for those with a penchant for green-eyed brunettes. With her long, shapely legs and an open-hearted demeanor, she exuded a captivating loveliness. Supple and graceful, Ana Maria harbored a deep affinity for individuals of African descent. While she had previously dated a black man, she had been married to Mr. Alonso for eighteen years. That fateful morning, a heated argument with her son, Leonard, had ensued over trivial matters.

"I don't believe you fully grasp the struggles faced by the individuals we often regard as blacks," Ana Maria asserted with conviction, her tone unwavering. "Both you and your father possess a skewed perception of reality. It's unjust to blanket all black people with negative stereotypes; it's simply not right."She continued, her voice growing stronger with each word. "The first black individuals we encountered in this part of the world were forcibly brought here in chains, stripped of their identities, cultures, and religions, and torn away from their families. Countless perished during the treacherous voyage, and those who survived were denied the right to speak their own language. We upended their lives, exploiting them for labor on our plantations. 

Even within the confines of our churches, we depicted God, Jesus Christ, the angels, and all celestial beings as white, perpetuating the narrative of their inferiority through media portrayals."

Ana Maria's tone softened, infused with a hint of hope. "These actions were rooted in white supremacy, breeding a pervasive sense of inferiority among black individuals. The path forward lies in fostering peace and embracing love for all people. There is only one race—the human race."

"They swindle people out of their life's savings," Leo exclaimed, his voice tinged with indignation. "A friend's father lost two million euros to a Nigerian scammer. He ate a bullet. I witnessed his brain splattered against the wall. Klaus still suffers from the pain of that incident even after many years."

"That is the true definition of racism when you assume that rich white folks are only robbed by black men. You have in your collection some rap music, and the majority of those rappers are black; you hate black people out of envy, not fair reasoning. You have ego problems, Leo."

Leo paused to belch, the result of his excessive consumption of orange juice. Despite efforts to persuade him otherwise, Leo remained adamant in believing that black people's successes and owning lavish mansions justified his prejudices.

All attempts to persuade him that success, opulent living, and possession of luxurious cars weren't exclusive to the white race fell on deaf ears. Leo vehemently argued with his mother, refusing to heed their reasoning. 

However, tensions escalated during that warm summer, and Leo's hatred grew.

The Gold Merchant

Mr. Charles Nedum, born 58 years ago in the Southeast of Nigeria, stands at a height of 1.77 meters. With dark hair and a muscular build, Mr. Nedum exuded a commanding presence. After studying mining engineering at Cambridge University, Charles joined his father's gold mining industry, where he honed his expertise until his father's passing.

Charles lived in London with his wife, Kathrine, an associate professor at Oxford University. They lived with their two children. Their son, Calvin, aged 17, was lanky. However, Brenda, his 13-year-old daughter, was too tall.  A head taller than her mother. She completed the family unit. 

However, seeking refuge from the inclement British weather, the Nedum family purchased a home in Madrid and relocated.

Mr. Charles Nedum maintained a household staff of three domestics and a chauffeur, all residing within the confines of his exclusive mansion. 

His connections extended far and wide, with diplomats and gold merchants seeking his counsel on mining ventures across African countries.

Leo's attempts to ingratiate himself with the family, notably Calvin, were met with disdain, further fueling Leo's resentment. In Leo's eyes, Calvin's dismissal seemed to fuel his anger even more, envisioning Calvin walking away with a smirk of satisfaction. 

However, Calvin, recognizing their linguistic barriers, brushed off Leo's efforts, rationalizing that the communication gap was insurmountable. With a shrug, Calvin retreated to his Lamborghini and sped off, leaving Leo to stew in frustration. He vowed to punish the entire family for snubbing him.

Meanwhile, twice a week, Leo conducted covert reconnaissance of Calvin's residence, his motives veiled in secrecy. Despite his clandestine activities, Leo remained undetected by any onlookers. His sole mission was to inflict misery upon the perceived self-important black family residing in their predominantly white community.

Leo harbored a deep-seated desire to drive Mr. Nedum and his family away, viewing them as intruders in their pristine white enclave. He felt a sense of duty to his community, believing his responsibility was to compel Mr. Nedum to sell his house and depart from their midst. He devised a mischief against the black family.

At 2 a.m., Leo glanced at his wall clock, the oppressive summer heat lingering in the night air. With a sense of urgency, he sprang out of bed and outfitted himself in his newly acquired ensemble: a black tracksuit, T-shirt, baseball cap, ski mask, and sneakers. 

Surveying his reflection in the mirror, Leo inspected his attire as if preparing for a grand affair and was satisfied with his appearance.

Shifting anxiously in his room, Leo sat on the edge of his bed, waiting for the telltale sound of his father's snoring to signal his departure. As the minutes ticked by, time seemed to stretch indefinitely until finally, Leo detected the familiar sound. Silently slipping out of his room, he tiptoed toward the front door, narrowly avoiding stepping on Jacko, who waited just outside.

Pausing at the threshold, Leo hesitated to open the front door, mindful of the security alarm and surveillance cameras. He disarmed the house alarm system and disabled the surveillance cameras. 
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Despite Moncloa's apparent tranquility, Leo knew better than to underestimate the security measures in place. The blaring sound of the alarm would not only alert the entire neighborhood but also summon the police, triggering a flurry of activity that disrupted the quiet enclave like a pack of frenzied canines barking at midnight.

Under the cover of darkness, Leo calculated that he could make the trip to the neighbor's house and return to his own within forty minutes without arousing suspicion from his parents. That evening, he procured sliced beef with brown sauce from a nearby Chinese restaurant and combined it with the leaves of a rhododendron plant. 

As the gremlin approached Mr. Nedum's mansion, Leo spotted the dogs lounging by the swimming pool. Seizing the moment, he flung the nylon bag containing the tainted meat into the garden, where it landed with a splash. The dogs immediately detected the scent and devoured the toxic mixture. Swiftly retreating, Leo sprinted away before the vigilant concierge could catch sight of him. 

However, despite his efforts to remain undetected, the consequences of his actions were severe. Within a few hours of consuming the poisoned meat, all three of the White Shepherds succumbed to the lethal concoction.

The repercussions of Leo's actions reverberated throughout Ciudad Universitaria, a small yet affluent and picturesque neighborhood in Madrid. The news of a serial provocateur poisoning dogs spread like wildfire, instilling fear in the hearts of residents who now hesitated to venture out after nightfall.

Leonard's resentment toward the black race, which he perceived as holding his parents in a fantasy prison, surged within him. A reflexive possessiveness spurred him on, driving him to seek further revenge. He felt compelled to liberate his family from what he viewed as an excessive allure exerted by individuals boasting of their natural endowments, ensnaring white women and men alike.

Yet, even as he grappled with these feelings of immoderate desire himself, Leonard felt a profound need to repay each and every one of those with black skin who had contributed to his family's perceived entrapment. The urge for retribution burned within him, compelling him to take action to restore what he believed was his family's rightful freedom.

Leo's nocturnal excursions to Nedum's mansion became increasingly frequent, each visit marked by acts of sabotage aimed at inflicting harm. On one occasion, he callously dropped a dead cat into their pristine swimming pool, while on another, he strategically placed nails beneath the tires of their vehicles.

The actions of Leo did not go unnoticed by the domestic staff, who were understandably infuriated by the ongoing harassment. The concierge, equally incensed, issued a stern warning, vowing to take decisive action against the intruders should they dare to return. The police increased their routine patrol.

Word of the escalating tensions reached Leo through the neighborhood grapevine, yet he found amusement rather than apprehension in the concierge's threats. To him, it was nothing more than a clumsy dare—a challenge that only fueled his appetite for homegrown espionage. The opportunity to outwit his adversaries was too enticing for Leo to resist.
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The CIA agent had identified several unnoticed entry points into the mansion, providing Leo with a newfound sense of confidence. Under the cloak of darkness, he slipped stealthily through the black door into the silent night, his senses heightened by the rush of adrenaline coursing through his veins. The thrill of the impending mission surged through his entire being, fueling his determination.

Choosing a different route this time, Leo traversed vast expanses of land marked for sale until he reached the rear of the house. He maneuvered through the fence with practiced precision, his movements fluid and calculated. Taking cover behind a towering pine tree, he scanned the surroundings, alert for any signs of guard dogs.

He journeyed across Chief Nedum's neighbor's vast backyard, navigating swiftly to avoid disturbing the dry leaves underfoot. Upon reaching the low split-rail fence delineating the property line, Leo halted and glanced back to ensure he wasn't being trailed.

The park lights cast an eerie glow over the night. Leo hesitated, anticipating the sight of park-goers or some stray dogs reveling in their nocturnal freedom. The simple barrier of the low fence posed no challenge, so he stealthily crossed into Chief Nedum's property.

Suddenly, Leo's gaze fell upon a patrol vehicle belonging to the Policia Nacional—an unexpected obstacle in his plans. The officers briefly conversed with the concierge before conducting a cursory inspection of the area. Satisfied that everything was in order, they left Leo undisturbed on a tree top to resume his clandestine mission.

Ten minutes later, Leo cautiously abandoned his concealed position, navigating stealthily between the towering pine trees. With each step, he sought refuge behind the dense foliage, inching closer to his target. Suddenly, the backyard door swung open, revealing the concierge clutching a baseball bat tightly in his left hand. His movements were erratic, betraying an underlying fear as he retreated into the house.

Remaining crouched behind the last pine tree, Leo sensed a presence looming dangerously close behind him, sending a shiver down his spine. He held his breath, his senses on high alert as he cautiously scanned his surroundings. Yet, to his relief—or perhaps disappointment—there was no sign of pursuit. Leo grimaced, realizing that fear tended to amplify in moments of danger.

Adjusting the backpack strapped to his back, Leo ensured that the three dead rabbits he had brought along remained undisturbed. These macabre offerings were intended to be deposited into the mansion's swimming pool—a grim reminder of his relentless vendetta.

Glancing at his wristwatch, Leo noted the time: 2:55 am. It was time to execute his plan with precision.

Pressing forward, Leo continued his stealthy approach, with over fifty meters separating him from the house. As he neared the property, he traversed a marshy area that sloped toward the Manzanares River. 

Despite the treacherous terrain, Leo's adrenaline surged, propelling him onward.

Arriving at the mansion's rear, Leo noted his surroundings. A cord of firewood lay stacked against the trees nearby, while large drums filled with palm oil were stored at the back of the building. 

An abandoned red Chevrolet Camaro sat idle in the vicinity—a silent witness to the clandestine activities unfolding under the cover of night.

The mansion complex sprawled before him, an opulent display of wealth and luxury. Characterized by mammoth structures with wraparound enclosed porches and two acres of meticulously maintained rose gardens, the estate boasted an array of well-kept flower beds and manicured lawns. Within this lavish setting, the Nedums and other affluent occupants resided in a sprawling residence, accompanied by several exclusive luxury structures.

As Leo approached the house, the electric lamps suddenly flickered and extinguished, enveloping the expansive complex in semi-darkness. In the eerie silence that followed, Leo detected the unmistakable sound of footsteps drawing near, accompanied by the faint crunch of dry leaves underfoot. The imposing weight behind the steps suggested the presence of a formidable adversary—perhaps a heavily built individual.

Pausing in the shadows, Leo remained motionless, anticipating the return of illumination from the bulbs above. Yet, instead of light, he was met with a sickening thud and the sound of more footsteps drawing closer. It was evident that someone—or perhaps multiple individuals—were approaching, their intentions ominously clear. 

Leo strained to discern the muffled voices, catching snippets of conversation that left little doubt about their intentions: to eliminate the intruder.

Just as Leo braced himself for the impending confrontation, the lights suddenly flickered back to life, revealing the figures of his would-be assailants. Though they had managed to sneak up on him, Leo's heightened reflexes and keen instincts placed him at an advantage in this perilous game of cat and mouse.

Reacting swiftly, Leo narrowly avoided being struck by a swinging baseball bat; the force of the impact sent the weapon colliding with a nearby pine tree with a resounding thud, reminiscent of a wooden bat striking a ripe muskmelon. As another assailant lunged forward in an attempt to seize him, Leo deftly sidestepped, evading their grasp but losing one of his leather gloves in the process.

Realizing the potential consequences of the bat connecting with his lips spurred Leo into a frenzied retreat. He didn't want to return another day to search for his teeth in the flower beds. Darting past garden stones and circling around a flower bed, he made a beeline for the steep embankment of the Manzanares River. With each pounding step, Leo sprinted as if his life depended on it, feeling the tremors reverberate through every muscle. Though his gait faltered slightly, he pushed forward, determined to evade capture.

The gardener, 60, short and fat, emerged from the trees and grabbed Leo from behind. He forcefully swung back. His elbow caught the nurseryman square in the nose, and Leo punched him. The sudden crack of a smashed nasal bone split him like a thunderbolt, and instantly, pain flooded his head. 

The man was too groggy to make another move as he heard ocean waves rush into his brain and blood trickling down his throat. His knees buckled. The greenkeeper leaned on a tree to balance his weight while his senses gradually toggled back. But Leo sped off like an unleashed dog.
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Leo's ears caught the wail of police sirens and the blare of ambulances tearing down the street. His heart raced as he quickened his pace, fervently praying that his pursuers would relent. 

Abruptly, he came to a halt and glanced over his shoulder, finding no one in pursuit. Yet, the echo of footsteps, stealthy and ominous, reverberated through the darkness. With a surge of adrenaline, he resumed his flight. 

However, a misstep sent him tumbling down the steep terrain. Swiftly, he regained his footing and dashed off again, determined to outpace whatever lurked in the shadows.

Despite the relentless pursuit of his adversaries, who raced after him like agile antelopes, Leo's familiarity with the terrain granted him an advantage. He fought to maintain his footing as he navigated the uneven riverbank; his senses heightened as he focused on outmaneuvering his pursuers in this harrowing game.

The intense pursuit culminated at the river's edge, where Leo plunged into the water, his pursuers watching as he splashed to safety and made a dash towards the nearby M30 street. 

Their primary concern was the potential encounter with a potentially armed individual, a daunting prospect that clouded their ability to provide accurate eyewitness accounts to the authorities. Consequently, they could not furnish the police with valuable details regarding the intruder's physical characteristics or origins.

They could only ascertain that the intruder operated under the cover of darkness, clad in black clothing with matching hand gloves and a ski mask concealing his features. 
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While he appeared somewhat impaired in his movements, he demonstrated a level of fitness that allowed him to evade capture. Despite their observations, critical details such as his age or nationality remained elusive, leaving the authorities little to work with.

Once out of harm's way, Leo hastily removed the black ski mask, his face drenched in water and his heart racing with adrenaline. With measured steps, he returned to the park, traversing a basketball court where he paused briefly to rid his sneakers of the clinging mud.

As Leo continued along the street, his attention was arrested by the sight of police vehicles and an ambulance parked in front of his house. His breath caught in his throat, and he came to an abrupt halt, his gaze fixed on the unfolding scene as if watching a suspenseful movie. Leo's mind raced with possibilities, contemplating whether Mr. Charles Nedum had alerted the authorities in pursuit of retribution.

Moncloa had become a perilous place. Residents lined the sidewalk, craning their necks to catch a glimpse of the unfolding events. Some shook their heads in dismay, while others stared in disbelief. The homicide department and medical examiners bustled in and out, their presence a grim testament to the severity of the situation. Television crews, ever eager for sensational stories of robbery and murder, ensured comprehensive coverage. 

Don Alonso's residence was cordoned off, bathed in the colorful glow of high beams from numerous Nissan Patrol SUVs adorned with flashing blue and red lights. Additional police vehicles patrolled the neighborhood, vigilant for any attempt to flee the crime scene. 
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Undercover detectives meticulously combed the area, seeking out witnesses who might shed light on the unfolding tragedy. The presence of neighbors across the street with their arms folded and murmuring in hushed tones only added to the moment's tension. 

Leo couldn't shake the feeling of being under scrutiny, acutely aware of the whispers and sidelong glances directed at him as he stood rooted to the spot, grappling with the uncertainty of what awaited him.

Leo swiftly disposed of the incriminating ski mask and gloves in a nearby trash bin, his chest heaving with exertion as he edged closer to eavesdrop on the neighboring conversation. The gravity of the situation became palpable; something dire must have transpired, likely involving his parents. Driven by concern and curiosity, Leo veered away from the neighbors towards the police barricade.

Identifying himself as Don Alonso's son, Leo persuaded the authorities to let him pass the police tape. He arrived just in time to witness paramedics wheeling his father on a stretcher into an awaiting ambulance while his mother, also on a stretcher, received oxygen through nasal tubes. 

Upon entering the house, Leo was confronted with a scene of devastation. Jacko lay motionless on the floor, shrouded in a white bedsheet and surrounded by a pool of blood. The once-peaceful sanctuary of his parents' bedroom now resembled a ravaged fortress, with overturned furniture, shattered lamps, and blood splattered across the walls and floor.

The presence of police officers from the homicide department added to the surreal atmosphere, their watchful eyes tracking Leo's every movement as if he were a potential suspect in the unfolding tragedy.

According to the police report, an hour before the current events, a neighbor had made a distress call, reporting hearing two gunshots. She claimed to have witnessed three individuals wearing black ski masks fleeing from the house and speeding away in a black SUV. 

Shortly after, a police van arrived, followed by ambulance vans entering the area just five minutes later.

When Detective Agustin arrived, he found the house wide open, with no signs of forced entry on the lock. Despite the lack of visible damage, the police detectives remained cautious, unfastening their holsters to guard against potential threats. 

Don Alonso's residence boasted a grand-sized living room with an impressive eighteen-foot ceiling adorned with a golden chandelier. A gold-plated railing on the balcony overlooking the road added to the space's opulence.

Don Alonso's taste in interior decoration reflected a penchant for regal aesthetics, with furnishings reminiscent of the royal family. Sofas, porcelain bowls, and armchairs evoked the grandeur of seventeenth-century design, characterized by intricate ornamentation. The walls were adorned with artworks by renowned artists such as Dali, Picasso, and Leonardo da Vinci, suggesting that Don Alonso had invested significantly in his art collection.

It appeared that the assailants had targeted valuable items, as they made off with a substantial amount of money and all the jewelry. Their apparent disregard for the artistic paintings indicated a possible lack of awareness of their value.

"Don Alonso! Señora Ana Maria!" Detective Augustine called out as the police moved in, their guns trained on anything that stirred, from the house curtains to the cats.

The police observed Ana Maria lying on her bed, her legs ajar, with blood seeping from her broken nose. Her chiffon nightwear lay in tatters, and her lips appeared swollen and bruised, likely from a powerful punch. Don Alonso was beside her, his legs dangling from the bed.

Signs of a fierce struggle were evident, suggesting that he had fought back against the attackers. The remnants of the Bloody Mary cocktail added a surreal touch to the scene, heightening the sense of carnage.

An hour and thirty minutes before, three men had breached the fence without difficulties. They pushed the door open and shot Jacko with a gun fitted with a silencer. Don Alonso and his wife were sleeping when the two men masked with black ski masks and dark hand gloves pointed guns at their heads. 

One switched on the light, and Don Alonso jerked out of bed. He was pushed back to the bed. 

"Don't be stupid. Don't even try to make any move." 

Ana Maria stared at her husband, expecting to see his next move to salvage the situation, but her husband was stunned. She had always been the authority in the house. Her husband had played second fiddle and now couldn't muster the necessary strength to deal with the situation. 

Ana Maria felt the constant tapping of her carotid artery pulsing in her neck, looking at Alonso shaking like a scared puppy.

The big robber punched Don Alonso in the ribs; he banged at the headboard and landed on the small table, overturning the table lamp. Ana Maria knelt beside him. She pressed her palm on his ribs to assuage the pain and pulled him close to her chest, feeling his trembling body.

She kissed his forehead and could feel the tremor in his limbs, and his teeth chattered. Don Alonso wasn't a man you could describe as strong; he had the habit of freezing up when he was scared. His wife called the shots at home, but he was a genius in Civil Engineering.

The small robber yanked Ana Maria from her husband and crashed her into the bed. She shifted toward the headboard, holding her clothes to cover her nakedness.

"What do you want?" Ana Maria was trembling. She wasn't well-dressed, so her mind went wild. The thought of these savages ramming into her body gave her the creeps, but the looming presence of the giant was more unsettling.

"Good question. As you can see, we aren't here for the spectacle. We saw your son sneak out, and we decided to check out what he left behind. Give me every cash and jewelry you have in this house if you still want to live." 

"You have the money in the wardrobe." Her hand was trembling, and her heart beat like a snare drum.

"Be a good boy; stand up and get the bag for me." That was a bit patronizing, and Alonso would have been glad if everything had ended up with picking up the money and walking away. But it didn't. With the gun pointed at his head and with his left hand, the bigger thief pulled him by the collar of his pajamas and dragged him to the wardrobe.

Upon reaching the wardrobe, the man shoved Alonso violently aside, causing his head to bang against the door. Alonso clutched his chest as if his heart were about to burst. The man yanked out the suitcase. 
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"You need to enter the combination," the robber ordered. Alonso complied. 

When the lock snapped open, hundreds of thousands of 100-euro bills seemed to smile back at them. The robber closed the suitcase with a grin.

"You're not doing too badly," he smirked, pushing Alonso back onto the bed.

Previously, Don Alonso had just returned from Germany on a chartered flight, having been paid for a job he had completed for a Chinese billionaire in Frankfurt. He had initially refused to accept such a large sum in cash, but the eccentric billionaire always insisted on paying him in hard currency rather than through a transfer. Alonso split the money with his associate, Wolfgang Koch, before returning to Madrid.

"Now you've got the money; there's nothing else to take. Please leave my house," Ana Maria said, recoiling like a snail. She recognized their accents. The assailants were likely from Eastern Europe, possibly Russia.

"We need the jewelry," the leader demanded.

Ana Maria glanced at a nearby box, gleaming as if made of gold. 

"You have them over there," she pointed out.

The big guy inspected the box. It wasn’t locked. Inside, it was brimming with gold necklaces, rings, and bracelets—the opulence only wealthy women could afford.

"Ronnie!" the leader called. A younger boy entered the room, swiftly grabbing the briefcase and the jewelry box. He stared at the couple for a few seconds and left.

The bigger thief hesitated momentarily, just long enough for Ana Maria to notice the intricate details on his forearm: an eagle tattoo with a striking white beak, a deep knife scar beneath it, and a constellation of moles scattered across his hand.

The big thief looked at Ana Maria's slim, long legs, exposed almost to the last point. He checked out her cleavage, and his lips twisted into a predator's smile. His teeth were brown, perhaps stained with nicotine. The big thief was fussy, maybe because of the nose candy he sniffed a while ago, or the indecision on what he was about to do, most likely from the effect of the exposed groin. He wiped his face with his hand and cocked his head to one side, admiring the panoramic view once again before edging forward slowly.

Ana Maria picked up his next intention. It wasn't just a robbery; she realized the marauders had more damaging intentions. Don Alonso also picked up the nuance when he looked at his wife that way.

With the gun, he hammered Alonso's forehead. The sound was like that of a coconut falling to the ground. Puff! Ana Maria felt a stab in her heart. His head hit the headboard and snapped back. Alonso instantly passed out.

"Stop that. Get out of...!" 

Ana Maria couldn't finish her sentence when a cross punch landed on her right chin. The small robber was obviously a Southpaw with a red dragon tattooed on his neck. The impact of the punch stunned Ana Maria. The light went off in her eyes as she felt hot on the forehead. She blinked to get rid of the colorful lights in her eyes and tasted blood in her throat.

"Please, take the money and go," Her lips quivered like a frightened poppy.
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Doña Alonso touched her jaw. The pain was excruciating, but it was nothing compared to the bell that rang in her head. She had to scream and wanted to cry, but the gun was pressed to her forehead, and she thought her life would end the moment she made the slightest noise. But then, her throat was so choked and constricted that she wouldn't even make a sound even if she tried.

Slowly, Ana Maria slipped her hand down to retrieve a revolver her husband always had under the bed, but the big thief noticed the move. He took a few steps, crouched, and pulled out the pistol. 

"See what you've got here!"

The tiny thief took the revolver as he pounced on Ana Maria with his pants pulled down. 

"Socorro!" she stuttered but faintly. Fear had gripped all her senses.

In a short while, the big guy was through, and the small man took over, but midway, Don Alonso stood up and staggered toward the scene. Before he could make any impact, the big robber shot him in the face with his gun, and another shot at Ana Maria as she tried to break free. The gunshot alerted neighbors, and the robbers fled in a black SUV.

Caught in introspection, Leo found himself lost in thought, trying to piece together what might have transpired in his house. His gaze wandered over blank spaces as if he were in the wrong place entirely. 

Meanwhile, the police observed him closely, searching for any hidden clues in his demeanor. Leo couldn't help but wonder why they eyed him with suspicion; whatever their reasons, they certainly didn't bode well for him.

The alarm's disconnection and the surveillance cameras' deactivation all pointed to an inside job or collaboration from someone within the house. While all the domestic staff resided outside the home, three individuals slept in the house, and now one of them lay dead, and another was injured. It didn't take a genius to recognize that Leonard was a person of interest in the investigation. His privileged background held little sway in the face of such damning circumstances.

Attempting to convince the authorities of his innocence felt as futile as trying to pound bricks against a wall. Leo couldn't shake the sinking feeling that suspicion would inevitably fall upon him, Don Alonso Jr., regardless of his protestations.

..  .. ..  ..

With a countenance as if he had endured an unpleasant screwball comedy, Leo staggered out onto the porch, only to find that his parents had already been transported to the hospital and morgue, respectively. A police officer stood nearby, holding a transparent nylon bag containing Leo's ski mask and one of the black hand gloves, now labeled as evidence. It appeared that a passerby, engaged in her morning jog, had witnessed Leo disposing of the items in a nearby trash bin and promptly alerted the authorities.

Leo vehemently denied any ownership of the items, his expression reflecting confusion and disbelief. In a flustered attempt to deflect suspicion, he incredulously questioned the young lady about her penchant for dumpster diving. 

However, his efforts proved futile as the police promptly handcuffed him and escorted him into their vehicle to prevent any escape attempt.
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Whoever entertains the thought that Leonardo Alonso could bring harm to his beloved parents, whom he cherishes dearly, must indeed have a clouded judgment; Leo smiles inwardly at the absurdity of such a notion. His profound love for his family is deeply ingrained, a natural reflection of his upbringing and the values he holds dear. As he sits in the police van, he observes the perplexed expressions of the neighbors through the window, all echoing the same unspoken question: Why would he do such a thing?

A bead of sweat trickles down Leo's armpit, finding its way down to his pants, a physical manifestation of the discomfort and distress his situation has caused.

Yet amidst it all, he reassures himself with conviction, "I may be a nuisance to the urban landscape, but I would never commit such heinous acts. I could never harm my mother, nor have I laid a hand on my father," he whispers to himself, reaffirming his innocence to his own conscience.

Leo listened intently as Elizabeth, eighty years old, recounted the events. Her home was the envy of Ciudad Universitaria, adorned with all the trappings of wealth and luxury. Despite her once-striking appearance, the passage of time had left its mark. Her once vibrant hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and the harsh summer weather accentuated her age. Her figure, once statuesque, had dwindled, leaving her with a frail and needy appearance.

Dressed in a noodle strap maxi dress that exposed her stick-like arms and mottled skin, Elizabeth's heavy makeup and garish lipstick only accentuated her aged features. Her bony shoulders and shriveled neck spoke of the toll that time had taken on her body. 
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Despite her material wealth, Elizabeth appeared as though she hadn't enjoyed a decent meal in ages, her appearance belying the opulence of her surroundings. Leo tried to think of a dog breed she resembled until it suddenly popped into his mind: the Greyhound.

As Elizabeth's eyes widened in awe, her frozen smile belied the tumult of emotions within her. Blinking back tears, she hastily pulled up her maxi dress and hurried onto her porch, her little dog following closely behind. With a pathetic wave, she bid Leo farewell as the police escorted him away, her heart heavy with the weight of the day's events and the uncertainty that lay ahead.

..  ..  ..  ..

As Leo sat in custody, the weight of the accusations against him bore down heavily on him. Despite his fervent protests of innocence and assertions of love for his parents, the police remained skeptical. The suggestion that he might have killed his father to inherit his wealth struck him with a harsh reality. Despite his hopes of convincing the authorities otherwise, Leo faced the grim prospect of imprisonment, his love for his parents seemingly not enough to sway the course of justice.

Detective Augustine was assigned to the investigation. In his early forties, he bore the marks of a hard life: his brown teeth were crooked, and his bleary, red-rimmed eyes suggested sleepless nights. His nicotine-stained fingers added to his rugged appearance. With a knife scar and a broken nose, he resembled more of a cage fighter than a police officer. His mustache was flecked with gray, and his thinning hair followed suit. Although Augustine wasn't tall, the muscles bulging from his T-shirt hinted at his strength. He wore chinos, a black shirt, and sneakers while maintaining a steady gaze on Leo as if attempting to read his mind.
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The following day, the detective returned to Alonso's house. 

"You mentioned you saw something. What was it?" Augustine asked Elizabeth, adjusting his horn-rimmed glasses.

"I heard two or maybe three gunshots, so I went down and stealthily poked my head out of the window," Doña Elizabeth replied, her voice trailing off. Augustine observed the tendons in her chest tensing as if they were about to snap. She appeared troubled by the incident, weighed down by personal matters or other burdens.

"Wait! Take your time," Augustine interjected. "Are you saying you witnessed the murder, Señora?" 

"I wouldn't say I did, but I saw three men hastily leave the house. I came out and hid in the flower beds. I saw someone trip and sprawl; later, he pulled himself up and ran like hell and entered a black SUV, driving off the crime scene."

The police officer regarded Elizabeth with suspicion. She was an embittered, wealthy woman with a stern demeanor. Her prudish, holier-than-thou attitude was evident in her excessively long dress, bony, claw-like hands, and a steady, disdainful gaze. 

Her sharp features, highlighted by an aquiline nose and a bony chin, further enhanced her imposing presence.

..  ..  ..  ..

Two days later, he was moved to another police department. As Leo rode in the police van, he contemplated the possible scenarios that might have unfolded at his house while he was at Chief Nedum's mansion. He assumed Chief Nedum was aware of his actions—killing his dogs—and perhaps suspected he would return for more mischief. 

Leo even convinced himself that Chief Nedum intended to kill his parents. In his mind, retaliating against his father and raping his mother were justified responses to the death of the chief's dogs.

He had confessed to the police that he had gone out that fateful night intending to cause further harm to Chief Nedum's family after killing the three dogs.

However, Chief Nedum did not acknowledge Leo's presence in his mansion that night, leaving his defense weak. Instead, investigators viewed him as a troublemaker and dismissed his alibi as half-hearted. Despite his lawyers' efforts to persuade Chief Nedum to confirm that Leo had assaulted his house at 3:05 a.m., their attempts proved fruitless.

When he drove off, "let him carry his cross" was on Chief Nedum's tongue. His disdain for Leonard's naughtiness didn't go unnoticed.

"Did you kill your father?"

"Why the hell would I want to do that?"

"Do you know who did it or could have killed him? Come out clean! Cut the kabuki theatrics and give me the facts."

Leo shook his head in amazement. "You think I did it, don't you? You're accusing me of raping my mother and killing my father. Is that how you work here? You must be insane to entertain such thoughts in your mind."

"You're not making any sense. Have you got anything to tell me about who tampered with the security systems in your house?" Detective Augustine said with a stern face.
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"I have nothing to say more than what I said already," Leo didn't understand the stupid interrogation. He made that sound like they were discussing somebody other than his father, like some uncanny anecdote circulating around town.

"You keep feeding me a steady diet of disinformation, but I'm aware that necessities are increasing, and some folks are getting desperate. I'm trying to figure out what happened. These things happen; trust me, I can help if you tell me the actual story. The sad reality is that your mother was gang-raped, your father is dead, and the homicide department is taking this case very seriously. We all believe you have a hand in this. The undisputed facts we have point toward that direction."

"Don't know much about the latest developments," Leo grumbled, rubbing his hands on his face as if waking up from slumber. He didn't know whether to laugh or cry at the baseless accusations and the police's intent to pin it on him. He clenched his teeth and wished they were biting off the nose of the police officer, twisting and pulling it out of his face like an apple bite.

The park ranger inadvertently compounded Leo's predicament with his vague account, clouding the truth. His testimony lacked clarity, though; he claimed not to have witnessed anyone being pursued by 3:15 am on that fateful day, a statement the police deemed factual. 

However, it later transpired that the ranger had been preoccupied with managing a group of adolescents at a raucous "Big Bottle Party" on the opposite side of the park, rendering him oblivious to events transpiring a kilometer away.

These adolescents, often associated with drugs and labeled variously as thugs, delinquents, or simply ill-mannered, posed a significant nuisance, littering the area with plastic cups and bags and leaving refuse strewn about in unsavory locations.

When Leo allegedly broke into Chief Nedum's house, this unruly group, inebriated and intoxicated from their revelry, coexisted in the park with the ranger. Consequently, when the police eventually located the ranger around 7 am, he was in disarray, unable to provide coherent testimony regarding who had been where.

One disheveled individual, possibly present at the party, claimed to have witnessed a man fleeing from the crime scene. However, his identification was unreliable, as he could only vaguely recall Leo's facial features, noting a sense of familiarity with his nose, mouth, and jaw. The police, frustrated by the lack of substantial evidence, promptly dismissed his account and escorted him out of their office.

.. ..  ..  ..

Upon her discharge from the hospital, Ana Maria found herself unable to access her home, as the police had sealed it off for further investigation. When she arrived at the gate, she encountered a police detective named Javier. He stood a few inches taller than Detective Augustine and was dressed slightly better; his suit appeared finer, perhaps French, in contrast to the typical Spanish attire. Although his smooth demeanor might have put Ana Maria at ease, something in his voice unsettled her.

Her younger sister, Lisa, watched the police officer suspiciously, eyeing him as if he were a criminal. She noticed Ana Maria's wary expression, adding to the tension in the air.
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"What are you still doing here? It's been months; you ought to have completed the investigation and released my son from jail. We have suffered enough," Ana Maria inquired.

“I'm sorry, Doña Alonso. We need to examine certain aspects of this house, ask a few questions, and then we’ll be on our way. I promise it will only take a few minutes,” Javier replied soothingly. “Leo had an altercation in jail, but he’s safe. Unfortunately, another inmate was stabbed eight times in the neck and died before reaching the hospital.” A wave of horror washed over Ana Maria, penetrating her soul like the cold grip of despair.

It seemed like the ghosts of the evil men hovered around the house. Ana Maria felt the horror penetrate her soul as if the robbers were still in the house. 

"Please make it snappy, I have a headache." Her voice rose with indignation.

Lisa asked, "Can't you go in and find out if everything is in order and leave?"

"Yes, but for formality, she must lead the way. I know this isn't the right moment, but the judge wants to know about certain details," Javier explained.

"Details about what exactly?" Ana Maria was getting impatient with the police's constant questioning. She saw the big assailant smiling triumphantly before pulling down his pants. Ana Maria wished the images could disappear, but they kept bothering her and showed no intention of moving.

According to the architectural drawings and building plan for this house, specific provisions were made for security. We need to examine the setup. 

We're confident that at least one camera may have captured the burglars. We want to ensure that we leave no stone unturned.”

At that moment, the only thing that turned stone had implicated Leonard, which was unacceptable to Ana Maria. She edged toward the door and keyed in the code to unlock the main entrance. The security company had secured the door while she was in the hospital. She had set all the door codes to significant dates, with the first entrance door linked to her birthday.

“Let’s get started.” A headache began to creep into her temple, and she longed to complete the police protocol so she could take a couple of Librium (chlordiazepoxide) capsules and sleep for the rest of the day.

..  ..  ..  ..

Meanwhile, the neighbors had noticed unusual movements at the crime scene and were beginning to converge. The police officers watched them, and their expressions were expectant. As Ana Maria contemplated the security setup and Leonard, her mind flickered back to life like a light bulb. Though she refused to accept the police's theory that her son was behind the burglary, the evidence suggested that by disabling the alarm system, he had facilitated the intruders' entry into the house. But why?

“Please take us to the basement. The plans show a control room where all the security systems are connected,” Javier requested.

“This way,” Lisa said, leading them through the porch.

“Wait a minute,” Javier interrupted, gripping Lisa’s arm gently to stop her from moving further. “The architectural drawing indicates that the control board for the alarm system is in the kitchen.”
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His thumb brushed lightly against the soft underside of her wrist, sending an unexpected tingle through Lisa’s body. She glanced at his hand for a fleeting moment, a strange and sudden desire stirring within her, as she wished his touch would travel to other parts of her body.

The inspector caught the hint and let his hand linger until Ana Maria's sharp voice cut through the tension.

"Take your hands off her."

Reluctantly, he released Lisa's arm, though the sensation remained. 

Lisa, now in her mid-forties, had once been a symbol of sensuality. Over the years, she had gained some weight, which only added to her voluptuous figure, especially her bust. When dressed and applied makeup, she still had the allure of a life-sized Barbie doll—blonde and shimmering, even with the touch of age.

“Originally, the control board was designed to be in the kitchen,” Ana Maria explained, her tone matter-of-fact, “but my husband relocated the mainframes to the garage, in the small room where he kept his tools.”

"Do you mind my asking why the alarm and cameras were turned off?"

This was typical of Augustine, and Ana Maria immediately caught on to it. He had asked the same question countless times. Ana Maria glared at him. Detective Augustine would have dropped dead if looks could kill. Unfazed, he pulled out his notebook and pen, adjusted his necktie, and hunched his shoulders in a way that reminded her of Detective Columbo.
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“My son, Leo, had a girl next door. He used to sneak out to be with her at night, and he didn’t want his father to catch him on the surveillance cameras. That’s why he turned off the alarm. You’re barking up the wrong tree here. I’ve told you this a hundred times: my son would never conspire with criminals to rape me and kill his father. It’s absurd if that’s what you’re suggesting,” Ana Maria snapped.

“You’re saying he sneaked out at night just to have sex with a girl in an open field?”

“That has nothing to do with your investigation. What Leo did with his girlfriend in the park is none of your business as long as they both consented. Now, please do as you must and leave my house. I’ve got a headache.” She stopped just short of throwing them out herself.

Doña Ana Maria felt a tickling sensation at her throat, reminiscent of the time when the burly rapist had gripped her there. She was starting to feel overwhelmed, as if she might slip back into unconsciousness. Part of it was the relentless insinuation that Leonard had been involved with the robbers—it infuriated her. Another part was Detective Augustine’s persistent presence, constantly breathing down her neck. Most of all, Inspector Javier’s subtle touches on her sister were truly getting under her skin.

"Please don't get upset. These are routine questions; nothing will be ruled out until the culprits are apprehended. As you mentioned, the miscreants easily bypassed all the security measures your husband implemented. This suggests that an insider may have facilitated their entry by disabling all obstacles, thereby allowing unrestricted access to the house. This raises several possibilities that we need to explore thoroughly. 
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We are here to investigate every inconsistency and bring the criminals to justice. We understand that you've been through a lot, and our intention is not to cause you more pain but to alleviate your distress." Inspector Javier spoke in a calm, reassuring voice.

They continued down the hallway until they stopped at a metal door. Ana Maria entered a four-digit code, and the heavy door slid silently up its tracks, revealing a spacious room. As they stepped inside, the police officer's eyes were immediately drawn to the luxurious surroundings. Gold-plated wainscoting lined the walls, matching the elegant storage cabinets. The Italian tiles gleamed underfoot, and cartons filled with shoes and dresses sat neatly stacked. Solar panels, a large drawing table, and an enormous fridge also caught their attention. 

In one corner, an unplugged, Philip-designed air conditioner stood ready for the hot seasons. But what made the room particularly remarkable—and slightly embarrassing—were the large portraits of nude black women decorating the walls. 

Ana Maria had only been in the room twice since they moved in, and back then, the provocative images hadn’t been there. Not that it surprised her—she knew all too well about her husband’s obsession with black actors in pornography. Still, it was unsettling to watch the police officers exchange amused glances, grinning like teenagers.

"Don Alonso spent hours down here, engrossed in his projects. His obsessive desires never disrupted our lives or led him to do anything odd, like visiting brothels or being unfaithful to me. It was always about his fantasies, and I respected that. We all battle our own demons in one way or another—such is life," Ana Maria explained, though her tone sounded more like that of a defense attorney than a grieving wife, a bit patronizing in its
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