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00:08. The water appeared shortly after midnight.

She was putting a blanket away in the linen cupboard when she saw a dark line along the skirting board of the upper corridor.

At first she thought rain was coming in through the window.

Then she saw it was spreading from beneath the suite door.

She dropped the blanket.

“Colonel.”

There was no answer.

She knocked.

“Colonel.”

The water continued spreading beneath the door.

She tried the handle.

It was unlocked.

The bedroom was dark except for the bathroom light. The gray folder was still on the armchair. A bottle of water rested on the bedside table. On the bed lay a folded shirt and the trousers Edward had worn at dinner.

Teresa went in.

“Colonel.”

The bathroom was full of steam.

The tap was still running.

The water had risen over the edge of the bathtub and was spilling onto the floor with a continuous, absurd sound, too small for the amount that had already accumulated.

Edward was inside.

His head leaned to one side. One ear remained under the water. His right arm hung over the side of the tub, his fingers almost touching the floor.

The water covered part of his chest and blurred the outline of his body. Steam had condensed into droplets on the black walls; they ran down slowly, tracing transparent paths over the stone. Edward’s skin looked too pale under the yellow light, his hair plastered to his forehead. The image was not violent in the usual sense. There was no blood, no overturned furniture. That was precisely why it took Teresa a moment to accept what she was seeing. It looked like a private scene she had entered by mistake until the stillness stopped looking like rest.

Teresa turned off the tap.

It was the first thing she did.

Then she said his name.

“Edward.”

She never called him Edward.

She took his wrist. It was warm.

She found no pulse.

For several seconds she kept holding it. Then she let go and went back into the bedroom.

She did not scream.

She picked up the phone from the table.

By the time Elena came in, Teresa was already speaking to emergency services.

“What happened?”

Teresa raised one hand.

Elena saw the open door.

“Edward.”

She tried to go in.

Teresa stepped in front of her.

“No.”

“Let me through.”

“Don’t touch anything.”

“He’s my husband.”

“That’s why.”

Elena looked at her as though she had not understood.

Teresa kept giving the address over the phone.

Charlotte appeared behind her stepmother.

“What’s happening?”

No one answered her.

Elena tried again to go in. Teresa put the phone down on the bed and took her by the shoulders.

“No.”

“Let go of me!”

“I’ve already called.”

“I want to see him.”

“There’s nothing you can do.”

Elena stopped struggling.

Charlotte looked toward the bathroom. She caught sight of the arm hanging over the edge.

She put a hand to her mouth.

“Dad.”

She did not go in.

Federico Quirós came from the far end of the corridor, his shirt open at the collar and no jacket on.

“What happened?”

Teresa looked at him.

“He’s dead.”

Quirós stood still.

He did not ask who.

In the corridor, no one occupied the place Edward had left. Elena braced herself against a wall; Charlotte remained at an exact distance from the door, as though coming closer might force her to look again. Quirós began fastening his shirt collar without realizing it and stopped halfway through the gesture. Teresa watched those small actions because she needed to look at something she could understand. The body was still in the bathroom. Everything else still had possible instructions.

The ambulance arrived at twelve thirty-eight.

The doctor went into the bathroom accompanied by a nurse. Teresa explained that she had turned off the tap and checked his wrist. No one else had touched the body.

The doctor checked vital signs, examined the pupils, and asked for help to move Edward out of the bathtub only as much as necessary to assess whether resuscitation was possible. The time that had elapsed and the condition of the body made further attempts unnecessary.

They left him where he was.

“Did he have any medical conditions?” the doctor asked.

Elena remained beside the bedroom door.

“Hypertension. A mild arrhythmia. His knee. Nothing serious.”

“Medication?”

“Yes.”

“Which ones?”

“I don’t know all of them.”

Teresa pointed to the box on the shelf.

The doctor did not touch it.

“Leave it there.”

Quirós was in the corridor speaking on the phone.

Elena heard him.

“Who are you calling?”

He moved the phone away.

“No one yet.”

“Then hang up.”

Quirós obeyed.

The police arrived twelve minutes later.

The local precinct officer asked everyone to go downstairs except Teresa, who had to explain the discovery. He sealed off access to the upper floor and wrote down the names of those who had entered the suite.

Five living people remained inside the property.

One dead man remained upstairs.

Lucien received the call at one oh nine.

He was awake.

Not for any reason he considered worth mentioning. He had eaten late, read twenty pages of an administrative file, and discovered after going to bed that sleep was under no obligation to arrive simply because he had turned off the light.

Lucien had spent too many nights waiting for sleep to consider it a problem. The house was silent and cold; somewhere in a neighboring apartment someone dragged a chair, and then the quiet returned. On a chest of drawers he had a stack of books he had been promising himself for weeks to put in order. The file he had read before bed concerned a death without mystery: forms, signatures, an administrative error, and a family still waiting for an official answer. Sometimes the darkest work contained no killer. Only time.

Inés slept beside him.

The phone vibrated on the table.

Lucien found his glasses before answering.

“Yes.”

It was Osorio.

“We’ve got a dead man in Punta Ballena.”

Lucien sat up.

“Who?”

“Edward Harcourt. Seventy-two. British. Retired colonel.”

“How did he die?”

“They found him in the bathtub.”

“That doesn’t answer the question.”

“I don’t know yet.”

Lucien turned on the lamp.

Inés opened her eyes.

“Who found him?”

“A household employee. Teresa Acosta. Emergency services confirmed the death. The precinct sealed off the upper floor and notified the Prosecutor’s Office. Artigas already knows.”

“Did they move the body?”

“The emergency team touched him to see whether resuscitation was possible. Nothing after that.”

“Who was in the house?”

Osorio read out the names.

Wife.

Daughter.

Lawyer.

Property manager, in a house on the grounds.

Household employee.

Lucien looked at the clock.

“Did any of them leave after dinner?”

“So far they say no.”

“Cameras?”

“At the vehicle entrance. Inside the house, we don’t know yet.”

“Doors?”

“No signs of forced entry.”

“That doesn’t mean anything yet either.”

“No.”

“Don’t let anyone leave. Identify phones and vehicles, but don’t search anything without authorization. I want separate timelines before they start remembering together.”

“Bronzetti’s coming with me.”

“Pick me up.”

He hung up.

Inés was sitting up in bed.

“Who died?”

“An Englishman.”

“There are several.”

“A colonel.”

She took the robe from the back of the chair.

“That narrows it down quite a bit.”

Lucien got dressed.

“In a bathtub.”

Inés watched him put on his shirt.

“Accident?”

“For now, it’s a dead man in a bathtub.”

“I asked what you think.”

Lucien buttoned his cuff.

“I think Osorio called me at one in the morning.”

“That’s what Osorio thinks.”

Lucien stopped.

Inés held his gaze.

“You?”

“That if it were clearly an accident, he wouldn’t have called me.”

She got up and went to the kitchen.

When Lucien came in, there was coffee in the travel mug.

“You’re going to Punta Ballena.”

“Yes.”

“Take the heavy coat.”

“It’s not that cold.”

Inés opened the wardrobe door and handed it to him.

“Then you’ll be warm.”

Lucien took it.

He did not argue.

The rain eased as they drove toward the coast.

Bronzetti was driving. Osorio sat in the back seat reviewing the first statements sent over by the precinct.

The lights of Maldonado fell behind them. When they took the road toward Punta Ballena, the wind began to push the car even along stretches sheltered by trees.

The road gleamed under the headlights like a wet ribbon. Every so often a gust of water hit the windshield, forcing the wipers to speed up and erasing the lights of isolated houses for a second. Bronzetti drove leaning slightly forward, attentive to the crosswind. Osorio reviewed the tablet with the screen dimmed. Lucien listened to names, times, and relationships without yet trying to turn them into people. At that hour, before seeing a scene, every case fit into a list that was too clean.

“Harcourt,” Bronzetti said. “The name rings a bell.”

“He has a foundation,” Osorio replied. “Or had one. Donations to a secondary school, restoration of an old building, that sort of thing.”

“That doesn’t explain why the name rings a bell.”

“He was also in the papers when he tried to close off coastal access beside one of his properties.”

“That does.”

Lucien looked out the window.

“How long has he lived here?”

“Almost twenty years.”

“The wife?”

“Uruguayan. Elena Ferrés. The daughter is from his first marriage. Lives in England.”

“And she arrived yesterday?”

Osorio looked up from the tablet.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“We don’t know yet.”

“Then that’s something we do want to know.”

The house appeared behind a low stone wall.

It was not as large as Lucien had expected. Two levels, pitched roofs, and broad windows facing the water. The original section looked as though it had been built decades earlier and renovated several times without entirely losing its former appearance. The newer additions had brought in glass and concrete. In that rain, neither era seemed to have improved on the other.

The residence did not have the open ostentation of some houses along the coast. Its money was elsewhere: in the distance from the nearest neighbor, in the imported stone of the walls, in the garden that looked natural despite requiring constant maintenance. The sea lay below, invisible behind the trees. From the entrance, it could only be heard. Lucien thought Harcourt had chosen a house from which he could see very far without making it easy for anyone outside to see him.

There was an empty ambulance, two patrol cars, and the Forensic Police vehicle.

Nicolás Barreto waited near the entrance in a blue raincoat.

He did not approach.

An officer opened the door.

“Commissioner.”

Lucien went in.

The entrance hall smelled of polished wood and wet clothing. On one wall were naval photographs, an old map of the Río de la Plata, and a glass case of medals that Lucien did not stop to examine.

“Artigas?”

“On her way.”

“Who’s upstairs?”

“Forensics and Dr. Salvatierra. No one else.”

Lucien looked toward the sitting room.

Four people were separated by distances that seemed deliberate.

Elena Harcourt occupied an armchair.

Charlotte stood by the window.

Quirós remained standing near the fireplace.

Nicolás came in behind them and stayed near the door.

Teresa was not there.

“The woman who found him?”

“In the kitchen. She didn’t want to sit with them.”

Lucien looked at the sitting room again.

“Good.”

Bronzetti looked at him.

“Good?”

“They’re still remembering separately.”

They went upstairs.

The corridor was covered with protective sheeting laid down by Forensics. Beside the suite door was a sheet recording entries, times, and reasons.

Lucien read it before going in.

“Emergency services moved the right arm,” Osorio said. “They documented it.”

“The water?”

“The employee turned off the tap.”

“That was necessary.”

They put on shoe covers and gloves.

The bedroom was orderly.

A gray folder lay on an armchair.

Osorio pointed to a numbered evidence marker.

“They didn’t open it.”

“Keep it that way until Artigas arrives.”

On the bedside table were a bottle of water and several blister packs of medication. A technician photographed each item before plotting it on the sketch.

Lucien went into the bathroom.

The floor was still wet. They had removed water only where they needed to step, documenting the altered area. Edward Harcourt’s body remained in the bathtub.

The bathroom was still at a different temperature from the bedroom. The air was heavier and carried the sweetish smell of the salts mixed with damp, the emergency team’s disinfectant, and something bodily Lucien recognized without needing to name it. The technicians had placed discreet markers beside a water trace, the glass, and a section of the bathtub rim. Nothing looked extraordinary. Important scenes rarely did before someone began connecting the objects to one another.

Death had reduced the colonel to an old naked man in water that was beginning to cool.

Lucien observed before moving closer.

There was no blood.

No overturned furniture.

No broken glass.

A towel rested on a bench. Beside the basin were Harcourt’s watch, his glasses, and an open dark jar.

Andrea Salvatierra was crouched beside the bathtub.

“Don’t touch him yet,” she said without looking at Lucien.

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“Everyone thinks that until they see something interesting.”

Salvatierra stood up. Her hair was tied back and she wore fresh gloves. She pointed to the neck.

“I don’t see any significant external trauma. I can’t give you a reliable time of death here either. The water complicates temperature, rigor, and almost everything you people like to turn into a clock.”

“Could he have fallen asleep?”

“Could have.”

“Could he have had an arrhythmia?”

“Could have.”

“Could he have drowned?”

“He’s in a bathtub. I’d be more concerned if he couldn’t have.”

Bronzetti moved closer.

“So we still have an accident.”

Salvatierra looked at him.

“You still have a dead man.”

Lucien looked at Harcourt’s arms.

There were two reddish areas above the elbows. They were not large. On wet skin they could have passed for marks caused while moving him.

“Those,” he said.

Salvatierra crouched again.

“I saw them.”

She took a lamp and directed the light at the left arm, then the right.

The marks were at approximately the same height.

“Emergency services could have made them,” Osorio said.

“I asked,” Salvatierra replied. “They held him by the shoulders and forearms to check for a response, then left him. Not here.”

Lucien said nothing.

Salvatierra carefully lifted one arm away from the side of the tub.

On the inner surface were two other small purplish areas.

Bronzetti leaned in.

“Fingers?”

“I’m not calling them finger marks at the scene.”

“Pressure?”

“That, yes.”

She looked at the other arm.

There was a similar mark.

Salvatierra stood.

“I need an autopsy before I tell you how he died.”

Lucien looked again at the man in the water.

“But.”

The medical examiner removed the lamp from her forehead.

“But if someone wants us to treat this as an old man who had a drink, got into a hot bath, and had bad luck, they’re going to have to wait.”

“Why?”

Salvatierra pointed to both arms.

“Because he didn’t get these from falling.”

The house bell rang in the corridor.

Osorio checked his phone.

“Artigas.”

Lucien remained in front of the bathtub for another moment.

Downstairs were five people who had spent the night inside the same property.

One of them knew why Edward Harcourt had died.

Perhaps more than one.

He removed his gloves.

“Let’s start by finding out what he was going to do tomorrow.”
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Friday, July 17, 2026.

The night did not end; it simply slowed down. There were still five hours until first light, and the windows remained black mirrors. The exterior floodlights barely reached the edge of the garden, strewn with branches, leaves, and small patches of foam the wind had blown up from the coast. Inside the house, lamps remained on in rooms no one was using anymore. No one had decided to turn them off. Death had interrupted habits too small for anyone to think of resuming them.

Laura Artigas arrived with wet hair and a folder far too thin for the number of people already waiting inside the house.

She did not ask who looked guilty.

She asked who had touched the body, who had entered the suite, which objects had already been documented, and what remained where it had been found.

Osorio handed her the entry log.

“Emergency services moved one arm and the torso to see whether he could be resuscitated. Teresa Acosta turned off the tap and checked his pulse. Elena Harcourt entered the bedroom, not the bathroom. The others say they didn’t go beyond the doorway.”

Artigas read it twice.

“They say?”

“We don’t yet have grounds to say otherwise.”

“Then write that.”

Lucien was standing beside the suite door. The prosecutor looked up.

“What did you see?”

“Marks on both arms.”

“What do they mean?”

“Salvatierra doesn’t know yet.”

“Good.”

Bronzetti leaned against the wall.

“It doesn’t bother you that we don’t know anything.”

“It bothers me when we know too much too soon.”

Artigas put on gloves and went in.

The gray folder was still on the armchair. Forensics had already photographed it from every side. Artigas authorized them to open it after Osorio recorded its position, orientation, and the condition of the closure.

Lucien looked at the cover.

It had no title.

Inside were five printed pages, a copy of a death certificate, two old photographs, and a brown-paper envelope sealed with transparent tape. The pages were numbered in the lower corner.

One.

Two.

Four.

Five.

Six.

Bronzetti tilted his head.

“Three is missing.”

“So it seems,” Artigas said.

“This isn’t a folder that fell on the floor.”

“And a missing page isn’t yet a stolen page.”

Lucien noted the number of sheets without touching anything.

The first began with a short line:

PERSONAL STATEMENT OF EDWARD JAMES HARCOURT.

Below it was a date: 16 July 2026.

The rest of the page described his identity, his residence, and a property he had owned since 2007. The second mentioned Javier Acosta, who had died on 14 August 2016, and referred to an accident on a secondary road near Punta Ballena.

The fourth began in the middle of a thought.

“...subsequently, payments were arranged in favor of Teresa Acosta without her being informed of the true reason for those payments.”

Lucien stopped reading.

“I want a complete copy of Javier Acosta’s case file.”

Artigas looked at the page.

“First let’s finish this scene.”

“Acosta’s death is in the dead man’s folder.”

“And it will still be there in an hour.”

Lucien looked at her.

“An hour is also enough time for five people to construct a version of events.”

“Which is why we’re interviewing them separately. No searching phones, no opening cars, and no conducting a general search of the house because we found a surname on a piece of paper.”

Lucien nodded.

He did not like being stopped once he had a direction to follow. For the same reason, he needed someone who could do it.

The brown-paper envelope remained unopened. On the front, Harcourt had written by hand: ORIGINAL DOCUMENTS — DO NOT DESTROY.

Artigas authorized its seizure along with the folder. Also the glass, the medication, the bath salts, the clothes worn at dinner, and the bathroom towels. The rest of the suite would remain preserved until the examination was complete.

Before going downstairs, Lucien looked again at the numbering.

One page was missing.

He did not need to decide yet who had taken it.

Lucien closed the folder on pages one, two, four, five, and six.

Teresa Acosta was waiting in the kitchen.

She had made coffee for the police without being asked. Lucien’s cup sat beside a fogged window.

The kitchen had changed since the night before. The officers’ cups stood by the sink, an open bag of pastries lay nearby, and someone had moved a chair over to set a box of gloves on it. Teresa seemed uncomfortable not because the police had occupied the space, but because they were doing so without understanding its logic. Every object had a place, and every place had now acquired an evidentiary or accidental function. Even the cloth she had used to wipe the counter could end up in a bag if someone asked the right question.

“I didn’t put sugar in it,” she said.

“That’s fine.”

“I didn’t know how you take it.”

“Like this.”

Teresa sat across from him. Bronzetti took a chair to one side. Osorio placed a recorder on the table and explained the procedure before switching it on.

Lucien started at the end.

“Tell me what happened from the moment you saw the water.”

Teresa did so without embellishment.

The blanket. The skirting board. The open door. The tap. The wrist.

Thursday, July 16, 2026.

The wind had begun battering the coast before nightfall.

By nine, the tamarisks in the garden were bending eastward, and the water of the bay had vanished behind a darkness that turned the dining-room windows into mirrors. Beyond them lay the rocks, the slope, and the Río de la Plata. That night they might have ceased to exist without anyone inside the house noticing.

The house had been built to look out over the water and defend itself from it. The windows occupied almost the entire western wall, but the frames were thick and the exterior shutters could be closed when the south wind rose off the coast. In winter, salt left an opaque film on the glass, and damp found the corners the heating did not reach. That night the storm had erased the horizon before dinner was served. All that remained of the landscape were brief flashes of foam whenever a very distant bolt of lightning lit the bay.

Inside, the dining room preserved an artificial calm. The oak table was set for five with a precision that had nothing festive about it: aligned glasses, linen napkins, heavy cutlery, and a low centerpiece of dried branches that Elena changed with the seasons. The fish smelled of butter and lemon. No one had eaten enough for Teresa to need to replenish a serving dish.

Edward Harcourt dined with his back to the glass.

He was seventy-two and still had the habit of sitting straight even when there was no one to impress. He had served as a colonel in the British Army and had been retired long enough for the rank to have no administrative effect on his life. In the house they still called him Colonel.

Outside it, too.

Elena Harcourt sat to his right. To his left, Charlotte had left most of her fish untouched. She had arrived from London that same afternoon and still had the pallor of someone who had crossed half the world to have a conversation she did not want to have.

Federico Quirós occupied the other end of the table.

Nicolás Barreto ate beside him.

Teresa Acosta removed an empty bottle and set down a bottle of water.

“No need,” Harcourt said.

“It’s empty.”

“I meant the wine.”

Teresa took the bottle without answering.

Harcourt had drunk two glasses. For anyone who knew him, that was enough. He did not get drunk. Some people considered that a virtue. Teresa knew that in Edward Harcourt it was simply another way of conceding nothing to chance.

Harcourt did not waste movements either. He drank without filling his glass too high, cut his food into equal portions, and laid his cutlery parallel when he wanted to listen. Teresa had seen that same economy applied to an argument with a supplier, the signing of a will, and news of the death of an old comrade. The colonel did not seem like someone who suppressed emotion. He seemed like someone who had decided long ago that showing a reaction meant giving away information.

When she returned from the kitchen, Charlotte was speaking.

“You had me come here for tomorrow.”

It was not a question.

Edward cut a small piece of fish.

“Yes.”

“You could have called me.”

“I did call you.”

“You could have told me what for.”

“You wouldn’t have come.”

Charlotte set down her cutlery.

Elena watched her husband.

“Edward.”

He looked up.

“What?”

“We’re having dinner.”

“So it seems.”

Nicolás Barreto drank some water. He had managed the property for twelve years and had learned that the best way to get through a family argument was not to look at any member of the family.

Quirós did not need that kind of precaution.

“You can still change your mind,” he said.

Edward took a moment to answer.

“So can you.”

“It’s not the same.”

“It never is for a lawyer.”

Quirós placed his napkin beside his plate. He was fifty-eight, with gray hair cut with a regularity that seemed contractual and hands too well kept for someone who had spent his life solving other people’s problems. He had worked with Harcourt since before the house was finished. He had bought fields, sold apartments, incorporated companies, negotiated estates, and corrected enough of Edward’s decisions to know the difference between a threat and a determination.

Quirós had grown old inside that system, perhaps without noticing when he had stopped being a hired professional and become part of Harcourt’s moral furniture. He knew which banks would take a call from the colonel, which notary preferred certain hours, which relatives should not be in the same meeting. He also knew when Edward phrased a decision as though he were still asking for advice. That night, for the first time, familiarity seemed to be working against him.

That night he did not seem calm.

Teresa noticed because she had almost never seen him any other way.

“Tomorrow doesn’t have to happen this way,” Quirós said.

Harcourt set down his knife.

“We already did it another way.”

No one spoke for several seconds.

Rain struck one of the windows.

Charlotte looked at Quirós.

“What are you talking about?”

“Ask your father.”

“I’m asking you.”

“Charlotte,” Elena said.

“No.”

The young woman turned to Harcourt.

“You sent me a message. I bought a ticket. I left the boys with Tom. You made me come all the way to Uruguay, and since I got here you’ve been telling me to wait. Wait for what?”

Edward looked at his watch.

“Until tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“Because tomorrow there will be people who need to be present.”

“We’re all here.”

Harcourt picked up his cutlery again.

“No.”

The answer ended the conversation because he decided it had ended.

For many years, that had been enough.

Teresa cleared the plates twenty minutes later. Elena got up to accompany her to the kitchen, and Charlotte left the dining room without saying goodbye. Nicolás asked whether the generator had been checked. Strong gusts had been forecast for the early hours, and along the coast power cuts were less exceptional than the price of the houses suggested.

“This morning,” Teresa replied. “It has fuel.”

“I’m going to check anyway.”

“There’s no need.”

Nicolás smiled.

“The colonel taught me to check twice what doesn’t need checking.”

Teresa did not smile.

From the kitchen she heard the study door open.

Harcourt and Quirós went in.

She could not hear what they were saying. The study was on the other side of the corridor, and Edward always closed the door to talk about money, lawyers, or family. Teresa had learned long ago that in that house all three things ended up occupying the same room.

From the kitchen, the voices in the study reached her distorted by two doors and the sound of running water. No words could be made out, only changes in intensity. Edward spoke softly when he was irritated; Quirós, by contrast, tended to speed up. Teresa knew those differences the same way she knew the sound of the pump motor or the bang of the gate when it had not shut properly. Working for many years in a house did not give you a right to its secrets. It gave you something less dignified and more useful: the ability to recognize when one of them was about to go through a wall.

Elena set two plates in the sink.

“Leave them.”

“It’s two plates.”

“Tomorrow.”

Teresa turned on the tap.

“Tomorrow they’ll still be two plates.”

Elena rested her hands on the counter. For a few seconds she watched the water.

“He’s in a bad mood.”

“Who?”

Elena looked at her.

“Don’t do that.”

“There are five people in a bad mood in this house.”

“Six.”

“I’m tired.”

“That’s a more honest way of putting it.”

Teresa turned off the tap.

Elena had been married to Edward for sixteen years. At first she had tried to get the staff to call
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