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CHAPTER ONE
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Martina Ferrer had been staring at her desktop monitor for so long that her vision swam whenever she blinked. The final marketing slides for Catalyte Innovations’ new cybersecurity product were due the next morning, and despite the sting of fatigue behind her eyes, she kept poring over every bullet point, every graph, every promise of the software’s abilities. Her job as Product Manager demanded it.

At nearly eight-thirty in the evening, the office in central Barcelona was almost deserted. A few stray employees—software engineers and a late-working accountant—lingered at their desks, lit by the fluorescent glow overhead. The wide windows revealed the city’s sparkling lights: the labyrinth of streets, the swirl of scooters and taxis, and the looming silhouette of Sagrada Família in the distance. Even from seven floors up, Martina could occasionally pick out the hum of traffic below. Barcelona was never really silent.

She rubbed her temples and glanced at her watch. She should have left over an hour ago, but she needed the deck to be perfect. One or two final touches, she told herself, and then I’ll pack up. Her phone vibrated against the desk, interrupting her concentration. It was her friend Adriana, no doubt checking in yet again.

Adriana (8:32 PM): You still at the office? You’ll ruin your eyesight, chica! Come over for dinner if you want, or at least get some decent rest.

Martina smiled in spite of her exhaustion. Adriana was that rare friend who called her out on working too hard but never judged. Over the years—through late-night study sessions, heartbreaks, and new beginnings—Adriana had proven her loyalty a dozen times over.

She started typing a response:

Martina: Wrapping up soon. Might take you up on dinner if you still have leftovers. Been a day...

She paused, re-reading the half-typed message. Her mind drifted to the upcoming product demo for potential venture capitalists. The entire future of Catalyte Innovations, a startup that had clawed its way into the Spanish tech scene, seemed to hinge on these next few weeks. She felt that tension in her bones: if their demonstration went well, they could secure the capital needed to scale; if not, they might stagnate. As the newly promoted Product Manager, she carried a heavy share of that burden. That meant late nights and overshadowed personal life—an old story for her.

“Just a few more days,” she muttered to herself, “then maybe I can sleep like a human again.”

With that, she slid her phone into her blazer pocket, saved the final slide deck, and shut her laptop. The mechanical hum of the HVAC system droned in the background as she piled a few printouts into her bag.

She looked around the open-floor workspace. Rows of desks were dotted with personal mementos—family photos, figurines of Gaudí’s landmarks, stray coffee cups. Most monitors slept in energy-saving mode, their owners already gone. Only the faint glow from the overhead lights kept her company.

Martina flicked off the desk lamp and made her way to the elevator. She felt the dull ache of hunger in her belly—she’d skipped lunch, hadn’t she?—and realized her friend’s dinner invitation sounded like a lifeline. But first, she needed to drop off her stuff at home, maybe change into comfortable clothes.

The ride down to the lobby was silent, and she was grateful for the short respite from the whirr of daily obligations. The elevator’s mirrored interior reflected her own tired face back at her: dark hair pinned in a loose twist, olive skin paled by the fluorescent office glow, eyes ringed with exhaustion. She reminded herself that this was the moment she had worked for—running a major product launch, forging a path in Barcelona’s competitive tech world. Usually, the challenge thrilled her, but tonight she felt drained.

Stepping outside onto the main street, she inhaled the mild autumn air. Barcelona’s night was vibrant, even on a weekday. People gathered at nearby terrazas to share tapas, jamón ibérico, and cups of cava. If she craned her neck, she could see a swirl of neon lights from distant bars. For a fleeting moment, she felt a pang of envy—longing for a carefree evening like the ones she used to enjoy before stress took over.

But she turned away from the allure of the nightlife, heading to the Metro instead. The wide boulevard was busy with foot traffic, but inside her mind, all was quiet. She was replaying the bullet points of her presentation, anticipating questions investors might ask. The details cycled through her thoughts like a broken record.

A quick Metro ride took her to L’Eixample, the district where she rented a one-bedroom apartment in a handsome old building. Its wrought-iron balconies and symmetrical façade were typical of the area’s design. Normally, she found comfort in the building’s neat hallways and the polite nods of neighbors on her floor. But something in the pit of her stomach churned with unease as she walked the final block home. Maybe she was just hungry, or maybe it was the aftereffects of too many hours in front of a screen.

The street outside her building was relatively quiet, lined with parked cars and overshadowed by the façade’s warm lamps. She paused at the heavy front door, rummaging for her keycard. A small surge of frustration flared when she couldn’t find it immediately amidst the receipts and random business cards in her bag. Finally, she pressed the card to the sensor, heard the metallic click, and pushed open the door into the entryway.

Motion-sensor lights blinked on as she stepped onto the marble floors. The hush of the place, so different from the bustle of the main roads, sent an involuntary shiver through her. She glanced at the rows of mailboxes. There was nothing new for her—just a stray ad for a local grocery store, which she tossed into the recycling bin. She usually felt comforted by the hush, but that night it pressed in on her, thick and oppressive.

Climbing the stairs to the third floor, she mulled over a half-formed plan to head to Adriana’s place. She could use a warm meal, maybe a glass of wine to chase away the tension. Then she’d crash for the night—tomorrow was a fresh day, and she could finalize everything at work.

By the time she reached her apartment door, 3B, her mind had drifted to everyday concerns: a missing cat in the neighborhood someone had posted about, a piece of graffiti she’d noticed near the station. Mundane but reassuring details—until her gaze caught on something strange.

The door to her apartment was slightly ajar. The sturdy lock, which always required two turns of the key, was not engaged. The overhead hallway light illuminated a thin crack between the door and the frame.

Martina paused. Her heart kicked in her chest, a sharp spike of adrenaline. She was meticulous about locking up. She even double-checked each morning. There was no chance she’d left it open.

She set her hand on the knob gently, feeling that it was loose. The air she sucked in felt too cold, slicing into her lungs. A swirl of worst-case scenarios flooded her thoughts: a robbery, a random intruder, or maybe a caretaker had come in for some reason... but that made no sense. Her building manager was extremely cautious, and no one came inside without explicit permission.

She reached for her phone, heart racing. Should she call the police right now? Or should she peek inside first, in case it was a misunderstanding—some glitch in the lock, or a friend who had a spare key? But who had a spare key besides her mother in Girona, and Adriana?

Summoning her courage, she pushed the door gently. The hinges creaked. The living room lamp was off; only faint hallway light spilled across the wooden floor. She paused at the threshold, her breath quickening. It looked, at first glance, like nothing was disturbed. The couch was where it always stood, throw pillows as she’d left them. The small bookcase by the window was intact, a neat row of contemporary Spanish novels and a few coding references.

Yet the hush in the air was not the comfortable stillness of home. It felt charged, unnatural. She braced herself and stepped inside fully, flicking on the light switch near the doorway. Overhead illumination flooded the living room, and she stood, scanning for any sign of a break-in. Nothing seemed ransacked. Her laptop from the previous weekend sat on the coffee table, evidently untouched. If this was a robbery, it was an odd one.

She took a cautious step forward, letting the door fall shut behind her. Each nerve in her body stood on end. A small mirror on the wall near the entry reflected her wide-eyed fear. She could hear the rush of blood in her ears.

Suddenly, she noticed something out of place on the far side of the living room: one of her dining chairs had been moved, angled away from the table. And next to it, the faint silhouette of a shoe.

Then she heard it—a soft, wet sound, like the drip of a faucet. Her chest constricted. She rounded the corner of the couch, and that was when she saw him.

A man lay sprawled on his side, half-turned as if he’d collapsed while trying to get up. His face was slack, eyes open but disturbingly lifeless. A dark red pool had seeped across the floorboards, glinting under the overhead light. Martina’s mind stuttered—an intruder? A wounded neighbor? She stared harder at his features.

His hair was disheveled, thick and dark. He had a neat, short beard. His chest was unmoving. Shock ignited a primal surge of panic. Everything inside her screamed to run, but her feet stayed rooted.

Her mind clawed through layers of recognition. Something about him tugged at her memory. She swallowed, forcing herself to approach carefully. She couldn’t remember his name, but a flicker of the past teased her—university? A fleeting moment in a corridor? It was a blur. And now, here he was, bleeding out on her floor, unresponsive.

Her hand trembled as she crouched, one knee on the floor, ignoring the spread of blood. She pressed two shaking fingers to his neck, searching for a pulse. Nothing. The flesh was still warm, but there was no heartbeat, no sign of respiration.

She jerked back, nearly toppling over from a wave of nausea. The corners of her vision began to blur. She forced in a breath. She had to call for help, she had to do something. A man was dead in her apartment.

Adrenaline took over. She scrambled upright, rummaging for her phone in her pocket. She dialed 112—emergency services. Her voice shook when she gave her address, stumbling over the words in Spanish and Catalan. The operator’s calm, measured tone only made Martina’s panic feel more surreal.

“There’s a man,” she managed to say. “He’s... he’s not breathing. He’s dead, I think. Please send the police.”

When the call ended, the silence swallowed her again. She pressed a hand to her mouth, stifling the urge to cry or scream. Her rational mind tried to take control. She had to wait for the authorities. She had to remain at the scene. She shouldn’t touch anything else—this was definitely a crime scene.

But her eyes remained locked on the man’s face. Why did he look so familiar? She inched closer, surveying him. He was probably in his late twenties or early thirties, close to her own age. He wore jeans and a plain navy T-shirt, spattered with blood. No jacket, no bag. No immediate sign of a weapon. There was a jagged wound in his side—like a stab wound. She winced at the sight, feeling lightheaded.

Just then, the overhead light flickered—an old bulb glitch—and the entire living room felt ominous, as if the shadows themselves were alive. Her mind reeled through possible explanations: a random break-in gone wrong, an accidental meeting with a burglar who turned violent, a personal dispute that ended here, in her home. But that last possibility made no sense. She had no such enemies, no reason for this to happen.

Minutes ticked by in a haze. She didn’t realize she was standing in the same spot, breathing too fast, until the wail of approaching sirens tore her from her trance. She heard rushed footsteps on the stairs and whipped around as two uniformed police officers burst into the apartment, guns drawn. One barked, “¡Policía! Hands where we can see them!”

Martina froze, lifting her shaking arms. Her phone clattered to the floor. The officers swept their flashlights around, immediately seeing the body. “Stay back,” one commanded, while the other knelt beside the man, checking for a pulse. After a brief moment, he shook his head. Then, turning to Martina, he softened his tone. “Señora, are you hurt?”

“N-no,” Martina whispered. Her voice sounded foreign to her own ears. “I found him like this when I came home.”

They questioned her swiftly: name, phone number, who she was, how she’d discovered the body. She answered on autopilot, her lips numb. Within minutes, more police arrived, along with paramedics—who confirmed that the man was indeed deceased. A forensic team carried in cameras and started photographing the scene, taking careful steps to avoid contaminating evidence.

It was all happening so fast. Martina hovered near the front door, hugging her arms to her chest and swallowing back tears. She couldn’t quite process that her living room was now a crime scene. When a detective arrived—a woman with close-cropped hair and a calm, analytical expression—Martina braced herself.

“Señorita Ferrer?” the detective asked gently. “I’m Inspector Sabina Beltrán. I understand you found the victim. Let’s step into the hallway for a moment and talk.”

Martina nodded numbly, allowing the detective to guide her out of the apartment. Out in the hallway, the old overhead lighting buzzed faintly. The presence of neighbors was palpable—some had opened their doors and were peeking out anxiously, speaking in hushed tones. Martina recognized a few: an older couple who lived in 3A, a young mother from 2C. Their eyes shone with concern or morbid curiosity.

Detective Beltrán flipped open a small notepad. “I know this is overwhelming,” she said. “But we have to gather as many details as possible.”

Martina recounted the basic facts: she arrived from work around nine, found the door ajar, discovered the body. “I’ve never seen him before,” she mumbled, then caught herself. “Well... I’m not sure. He looks familiar, but I don’t know him, not personally.”

Beltrán’s eyebrows rose. “Familiar in what way?”

“I went to university in Barcelona, studied software engineering. He might have been a student there, too. I can’t place him for certain, but I think I saw him on campus, years ago.”

The detective’s pen moved swiftly over the page. “And you’re positive you have no recent connection to him?”

“None,” Martina insisted. Her hands shook, so she clasped them behind her back to hide it. “I work at a tech firm called Catalyte Innovations. I don’t recall him working there.”

“All right.” Beltrán closed her notepad. “We’ll confirm his identity as soon as we can. In the meantime, you’ll need to stay somewhere else tonight. The forensics team will be here for a while, and we might seal the apartment for further investigation.”

Martina swallowed. “Yes, I—I’ll call a friend.”

Beltrán gave a sympathetic nod and handed her a card. “This is my number. If you recall anything else—anything at all—let me know immediately. Even small details can be crucial. And Ms. Ferrer...” She hesitated. “I’m sorry. This must be a shock.”

Shock wasn’t the word. It was a waking nightmare. Martina managed a tight nod, fighting the urge to break down. Right now, tears would serve no purpose. She needed answers, and there were none to be found in her own mind.

She gathered a quick overnight bag from her bedroom, careful to sidestep the dark stain that had spread across the floor, avoided the harrowing sight of the man’s face. The forensics team worked methodically, capturing pictures, dusting for prints. She couldn’t bear to stay another second.

The moment she stepped into the hallway again, she felt stares. Some neighbors tried to offer hushed words of comfort; others simply watched, wide-eyed. A couple of paramedics eased a black body bag onto a stretcher, rolling it through the corridor. Martina’s stomach churned, and she had to swallow a surge of bile.

The old metal elevator arrived with a clang. She got in, holding her bag close to her chest, and pressed the ground-floor button. As the elevator descended, she became aware of the dryness in her mouth, the trembling of her fingers. She needed fresh air—she needed to be anywhere but here.

When the doors slid open, she broke into the quiet street, ignoring the police cars that lined the curb, their blue lights washing the façade with an eerie glow. She recognized a handful of uniformed officers, some leaning against their vehicles, speaking into radios. The swirling lights illuminated her building in dizzying intervals—blue, then darkness, then blue again. She’d seen this kind of scene in news reports or on television dramas, but never had it been her home, her life.

She started walking, unsure of her destination. Her mind latched onto one thing: Adriana’s invitation for dinner. Even if it was too late for a meal, she needed the refuge. Right then, Adriana was the only person in the city she felt she could turn to.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She fumbled it out, hoping it might be Adriana, but instead, it was a withheld caller ID. Normally, she’d ignore such calls, but tonight her nerves were too raw to let it pass. She tapped the screen.

“¿Sí?” she said, voice unsteady.

Silence. She heard a faint crackle, like someone breathing, then a click. The call ended.

She stared at the phone for a moment. A chill rippled across her skin. A wrong number? Possibly. But on this night, it felt more sinister.

“Keep it together,” she whispered, hugging herself. She needed to push through the next few hours. She could collapse later. For now, she had to keep her wits.

Summoning a taxi took longer than expected; late-night cabs in certain parts of L’Eixample could be finicky. She eventually hailed one, slid into the back seat, and gave the driver Adriana’s address. The entire ride was a blur. She tried to steady her breathing, forcing herself to think rationally—maybe the man in her apartment was a victim of a random crime, maybe he’d been attacked elsewhere and stumbled into her place. But how had he gotten inside? Why her apartment specifically? There were so many unanswered questions swirling in her head, and none of them had easy solutions.

The taxi dropped her off in front of Adriana’s apartment building near La Sagrada Família. She paid the fare, noticing belatedly that her hand shook as she handed over the euros. Before the driver could ask any questions, she hurried out onto the sidewalk. The building’s façade had a more modern design than hers, all glass and sleek lines. She rode the elevator up to the fifth floor, feeling a trickle of relief at the normalcy of the environment: no police, no ominous lights.

Adriana opened the door before Martina even knocked—apparently, she’d been peeking through the peephole. The worry in her dark eyes deepened the moment she saw Martina’s expression.

“What on earth happened?” Adriana asked, her voice hushed with alarm.

Martina inhaled, stepping into the warm, colorful living room. Adriana’s place exuded comfort: plush rugs, paintings on every wall, a faint floral aroma from potted plants. Martina set down her overnight bag.

“I got home,” she began, and her voice cracked. “Someone was in my apartment. He was dead, Adriana. I’ve never seen... so much blood.”

Adriana’s face went slack with horror. “Dios mío.” She closed the door, guiding Martina to the sofa. “Sit. Let me get you some water or tea. You look like you’re about to faint.”

Martina didn’t argue. She sank onto the sofa, burying her face in her hands. The sensation of safety, of a friend’s presence, threatened to unleash the sobs she’d been containing. She fought them down, only letting out a shaky breath.

Adriana returned moments later with a tall glass of water and placed a comforting hand on Martina’s back. “I’m so sorry. It’s going to be okay. The police will figure it out.”

Martina drank the water in slow gulps, then recounted the events. She described the open door, the body, calling emergency services, the detective’s questions, everything. Adriana listened with wide, empathetic eyes.

“But you said you recognized him?” Adriana pressed gently. “How?”

“It’s like a half-memory. I think he might have been at the university with me, back when I studied software engineering. I just can’t pin it down exactly. His face felt...familiar.”

Adriana’s brow furrowed. “Could he have singled you out for some reason? Or maybe he just happened to know where you lived?”

“I have no idea,” Martina murmured, stirring in agitation. “I don’t understand why. If he needed help, why break in? Why not knock, or call, or something?”

She remembered the withheld phone call she’d received in the street—just breathing, then the line disconnected. A shiver slithered up her spine. She considered telling Adriana but then held back, not wanting to feed both their fears until she knew more. Possibly, it was unrelated, or just an accidental call.

Adriana smoothed a strand of her own curly hair behind her ear, regarding Martina with a gentle intensity. “You’re safe here. I’ll make up the bed in the spare room. Tomorrow, we’ll figure out the next step. Maybe you can call the detective and see if they have an ID.”

Martina nodded. “Thank you. I just—I can’t go back there tonight.”

“Of course not,” Adriana said softly. She paused, her gaze flicking over Martina’s face. “And the next few days, I want you to stay here. No question. You’re not going back until the police say it’s clear. And if you need moral support, I’ll go with you.”

The relief that coursed through Martina at her friend’s words was almost overwhelming. She realized she’d been steeling herself to handle everything alone, but that was an impossible task. She exhaled, letting go of a fraction of the tension wound tight around her shoulders.

“Thank you,” she whispered again.

Adriana offered her a sad smile, then stood. “I’ll get you something to eat. I made a lentil stew earlier—it might still be warm.”

Martina’s stomach growled despite the turmoil, reminding her she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. She watched Adriana vanish into the kitchen and felt tears prick the corners of her eyes. This was too much, too fast. Twelve hours ago, her biggest concern was a product launch. Now, a man she might have known—someone who’d apparently been killed—had been found on her floor.

Part of her wanted to run to the police station and demand answers. Another part wanted to bury her head in the blankets and hide from the world. But neither would bring her immediate clarity. Instead, she had to ride this wave of uncertainty until the facts revealed themselves.

After a few minutes, Adriana returned with two bowls of stew, setting one in front of Martina. Steam rose from the ceramic dish, carrying an aroma of onions, garlic, and carrots. Martina offered a shaky smile.

“Smells great,” she said.

“You need something in your system. You can’t help yourself if you starve,” Adriana admonished gently, sinking into the chair next to the sofa.

They ate in relative silence. Martina’s appetite was minimal, but she forced down a few spoonfuls to keep her strength. When she set her bowl aside, Adriana studied her carefully.

“You should get some rest. But if you want to talk or if you have questions swirling, I’m here,” she offered. “I can’t promise answers, but sometimes just voicing the thoughts helps.”

Martina released a slow breath. “I guess... it’s insane, but I keep wondering if there was something I missed. Like, I keep replaying everything. If he tried to get help, if he was desperate. Or if he came to me intentionally because I was his only chance. But he died before I got there.” She swallowed, tears threatening to return.

Adriana reached over, squeezing Martina’s hand. “Whatever happened, it wasn’t your fault. Focus on what you can do now. The detective will keep you posted.”

Martina nodded. In the quiet that followed, she replayed the moment she’d discovered the body, how her heart hammered, the ache in her chest. She couldn’t shake the feeling that her life had changed irrevocably in that instant.

A short while later, Adriana led Martina to the small spare bedroom. A compact bed with fresh sheets, a nightstand, and a painting of a sunlit Balearic seascape on the wall—the room radiated the same sense of cozy warmth as the rest of Adriana’s place.

“I’m just down the hall,” Adriana said softly, giving Martina’s shoulder a squeeze before leaving her to settle in.

Martina closed the door and let out a ragged sigh. She kicked off her shoes, traded her blazer and office attire for an old T-shirt and sweatpants Adriana had lent her. The day’s events pressed down on her, making her limbs feel heavy.

Yet sleep was elusive when she flicked off the light and slid under the blankets. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the vacant stare of the man on her floor, the glint of blood. She couldn’t stop thinking about his identity. If he truly was someone from her university days, why had he singled her out? They hadn’t exactly been close friends. Could it be a coincidence?

Eventually, the swirl of speculation gave way to exhaustion, and she slipped into a fitful sleep.



It felt like minutes later when the shrill ring of her phone jolted her awake. She jerked upright, adrenaline pumping. The unfamiliar darkness of Adriana’s spare room momentarily disoriented her. Then she remembered. The body. The police. Everything.

She fumbled for the phone on the nightstand. The screen glowed 2:14 AM. The number was withheld again. She hesitated, dread curling in her stomach. Then she pressed Accept.

Silence on the other end. She strained to hear breathing, or background noise, but only an empty hush greeted her. Her heart hammered. “Who is this?” she demanded, voice shaking in the darkness.

No answer. Then a faint click, the line disconnected.

She lowered the phone, hands clammy. The rational part of her brain insisted it could still be a random prank call or some automated system glitch. But the deeper, more fearful part insisted it was connected to the night’s events.

She tried to go back to sleep, but the tension coiled in her belly wouldn’t let her rest. When she did drift off, her dreams were fragmented, images of the dead man’s face overshadowed by bright headlights, a sense of being watched, her door swinging open again and again. She woke up repeatedly, coated in sweat, heart pounding in the silent room.

By the time early morning light filtered through the curtains, she’d had only a few disjointed hours of sleep. Her head throbbed. She rose, splashing cold water on her face in the small en-suite bathroom. Her reflection looked pale and drained, dark circles under her eyes.

She dressed in yesterday’s clothes, folding the T-shirt and sweatpants neatly on the bed. She couldn’t bring herself to think about normal tasks like showering or planning an outfit. Everything felt overshadowed by the urgent need to figure out what was happening, to see if the police had made progress.



Adriana, looking similarly fatigued, greeted Martina in the kitchen with a subdued smile. She poured them both coffee from a press pot that made the small space smell richly of roasted beans.

“How are you holding up?” she asked.

Martina shrugged. “I’ve been better.” She tried a small sip of coffee, appreciating its warmth, even though her stomach churned. “I got another call last night. No answer—just silence, then they hung up.”

Concern etched across Adriana’s face. “Twice in one night? That’s not coincidence.”

“I should tell Detective Beltrán. It might be nothing, or it might be connected.”

Adriana nodded, rummaging for sugar. “Yes, definitely tell her. Are you going to work today?”

Martina blinked. The question felt jarring. Work? The very thought of stepping back into the normalcy of the office made her feel dizzy. Yet the product launch was imminent. People expected her leadership.

“I—I don’t know,” she admitted. “I should, but I can’t focus on user stories and demos when a man was just—”

Her voice caught. Adriana reached out and squeezed her arm. “Give yourself permission to take a beat. At least call in, explain something personal came up, and you’ll work remotely or come in late.”

Martina nodded. She glanced at her phone, half-expecting a call from the police or from her boss. But the only missed alerts were from Slack, colleagues probably asking about the final version of the presentation. She closed her eyes for a moment, feeling unsteady.

Despite everything, she pressed the phone to her ear and called her manager, a direct but fair-minded man named Luis Delgado. She spoke quietly, explaining in vague terms that there was an emergency at her apartment and the police were involved. Luis sounded alarmed but urged her to take whatever time she needed.

When she hung up, she turned to Adriana. “I’ll try the detective’s number now.”

Adriana nodded, sipping her coffee.

Martina dialed the number printed on the card she’d been given. It rang several times, then a familiar voice answered. “Detective Beltrán.”

“Detective, this is Martina Ferrer. You came to my apartment last night... about the body.”

“Yes, Ms. Ferrer,” Beltrán said, sounding instantly focused. “I was about to call you. We’ve identified the victim as Mateo Llorens. Does that name ring a bell?”

Mateo Llorens. Martina felt her pulse spike. The name turned half-formed memories into sharper focus. He had indeed been in her program at the university, though he’d dropped out after a year or two, if she recalled correctly. They hadn’t had classes together but had shared a few social gatherings. She remembered him as quiet, a bit reserved, with a talent for coding.

“I... yes. I knew him in university, but we were never close,” Martina said, finding her voice. “He was in software engineering, like me.”

“That’s what we’ve found, too. We haven’t identified next of kin yet. We’re still searching. We’d like you to come in for a statement if you’re up to it.” Beltrán’s tone was polite but firm. “We can talk about any interaction you might have had with him, any reason he’d come looking for you.”

Martina’s mouth felt dry. “Of course,” she managed. “I also need to tell you something. I’ve received two calls since last night from a withheld number—both times, the caller was silent, then hung up.”

The detective paused. “That’s interesting. Did you notice anything in the background, any noise or voice?”

“No. Just breathing, maybe. And then it disconnected.”

“Keep a record of any further calls,” Beltrán said, sounding concerned. “We’ll see if it’s related to Llorens’ death. In the meantime, can you come by the station in an hour?”

Martina glanced at Adriana, who nodded. “Yes, I can do that.”

“Thank you. We’ll see you soon.”

Martina ended the call. She relayed the details to Adriana.

“Mateo Llorens,” Adriana repeated, as though tasting the name. “Did you talk to him at all in your final year? Did you keep in touch after he left?”

“No,” Martina said, searching her memory. “He was just that quiet guy who sat at the back of the lab. He dropped out, or maybe transferred. We never even exchanged phone numbers.”

Adriana grimaced. “So why your apartment?”

Martina rubbed her temple, her coffee forgotten. “That’s the million-euro question. Maybe the detective can shed some light.”



They finished getting dressed—Adriana insisted on coming along for moral support, if not into the station, at least to wait outside. The walk to the Metro was subdued, with both women lost in thought. Martina noticed everyday Barcelona life swirling around them: an elderly couple walking a dog, a jogger weaving past, a group of tourists with cameras. How surreal that her existence had cracked so violently away from normalcy.

Thirty minutes later, they arrived at the Mossos d’Esquadra station. Adriana squeezed Martina’s hand before Martina stepped inside. “I’ll wait at the café next door. Call me if you need me.”

Martina nodded gratefully. She crossed the threshold into a lobby bustling with uniformed officers and civilians waiting in chairs. The overhead fluorescent lights were harsh, and the air smelled faintly of disinfectant. She approached the reception desk and gave her name, explaining she was there to see Inspector Sabina Beltrán.

A junior officer led her down a corridor into a small interview room. The walls were bland, the floor tiled in institutional gray. A metal table and three chairs comprised the sparse furniture. The junior officer gestured for her to sit. “Inspector Beltrán will be right with you.”

Martina tried to calm the nerves coiling in her stomach. She noticed a wall clock ticking off the seconds too loudly. She felt an urge to text Adriana, just to have some tether to comfort, but she also didn’t want to appear distracted when the detective came in.

After a few minutes, the door opened. Detective Beltrán entered, her expression reserved but not unfriendly. She carried a small stack of papers and a laptop. She was a woman in her late forties, with a confident posture.

“Thank you for coming, Ms. Ferrer,” she said, taking a seat opposite Martina. “I appreciate your time. I know this must be difficult.”

Martina gave a small nod, her throat tight. “I just... I want to understand what happened.”

Beltrán opened the laptop, tapping a few keys. “We’re in the early stages. We do know that the victim was stabbed—once in the side, likely with a single-edged knife. We haven’t recovered the weapon.” She studied Martina’s face. “Could Llorens have had any reason to fear for his life? Any enemies you know of?”

“I—I can’t say,” Martina said, voice trembling. “We weren’t really friends. I only recognized him from years ago at the university. We never stayed in touch.”

The detective considered this, then pulled out a small evidence bag. “We found a slip of paper in his back pocket with your name and address on it.”

Martina’s chest tightened. So it wasn’t random. “So he deliberately came to my apartment,” she murmured. “But why?”

“That’s what we’re hoping you can help us figure out.” Beltrán paused. “Did you receive any communication from him prior to this? Emails, texts, phone calls?”

“No. None.”

“And you live alone, correct?”

“Yes. I do.”

The detective leaned back, tapping a pen on her notepad. “We’ve done some preliminary digging into Llorens’ background. He dropped out of the Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya halfway through his second year. We’re not sure what he did after that—no official employment records pop up until about a year ago, where he briefly worked for a small tech outfit. He left that job after three months.”

Martina nodded, feeling no recognition. That might explain why she had only fleeting memories of him.

Beltrán continued, “So, from your perspective, you have no personal or professional reason to connect with him now?”

“No,” Martina confirmed. “I only realized it was him after you ID’d him.”

The detective made another note. “All right. You also mentioned the silent calls last night. That could be harassment or intimidation related to Llorens’ case. Keep a log of any further calls, and if it persists, we can put a trace on your line.”

Martina swallowed. “I will. But... what about my apartment? Am I allowed back?”

“Yes, but the team needs another day or two to finish their forensic sweep,” Beltrán said. “We’ll let you know when it’s clear. I assume you have somewhere else to stay?”

“I’m with a friend,” Martina said. “Please, if you find out anything else, tell me.”

The detective nodded. “Of course. I’ll be in touch. Meanwhile, if you remember anything—maybe an incident at university, or a rumor about Llorens—call me.”

Martina mustered a small, grateful smile. She could see from Beltrán’s eyes that the detective believed she was telling the truth, that she was simply as baffled by the entire tragedy as the police were.

When the interview ended, Martina left the building and found Adriana waiting at a nearby café table, stirring a cortado. She waved Martina over, eyes tight with worry.

“How did it go?” Adriana asked as Martina sank into the seat opposite her.

Martina glanced around the café—a swirl of conversation and clinking cups. It felt odd to be discussing a murder under the bright morning sun in a public place. “They confirmed it was definitely the man I knew from university, named Mateo Llorens. He had my address in his pocket. He was stabbed.”

Adriana’s eyes widened. “That’s so deliberate. Could he have been trying to reach out for help? Or deliver something?”

Martina sighed, running a hand through her hair. “I don’t know. The detective asked all the same questions, but I had no answers.” She paused, heart twisting. “He came there for me, specifically. And ended up dead.”

Adriana reached for Martina’s hand. “You can’t blame yourself. You had no idea.”

Martina closed her eyes briefly, nodding. “I know. But I can’t help feeling... maybe if I’d gotten home earlier, or if I’d known something was off, I could have done something.”

“Hey,” Adriana said softly, “it’s normal to feel that way. But you’re not psychic. You couldn’t predict this.”

They lapsed into silence. Martina stared at the swirl of foam in Adriana’s cortado, recalling that she hadn’t eaten breakfast. But her stomach still felt too knotted.

Eventually, Adriana said, “Let’s go back to my place. We’ll try to piece things together. Did you keep in contact with anyone else from your university group? Someone who might know more about Mateo?”

Martina considered that. “I was never super close with the group, but there was a guy named Tomás who was pretty connected. He might remember more. We follow each other on social media. I could ask him if he’s heard about Mateo.”

A flicker of hope crossed Adriana’s expression. “Yes, try that. Anything to get more context.”

They settled their bill and walked back to the Metro, the tension lingering between them like a thick cloud. The city seemed oblivious, continuing its daily hustle around them.



Adriana’s apartment felt like a sanctuary compared to the chaos in Martina’s life. Once they got inside, Adriana kicked off her flats and collapsed onto the couch, while Martina paced the living room. She pulled out her phone, flipping through her contacts until she found Tomás’ number. They hadn’t spoken in ages, but she hoped he might still be helpful.

She typed out a message in Spanish:

Martina: Hey Tomás, long time no talk. I have a strange question: do you remember a guy named Mateo Llorens from our university days? Something came up and I’m trying to recall details about him. Hope you’re well.

She hit send. Now, it was a matter of waiting.

“Done,” she told Adriana, who nodded, rummaging in the kitchen for a snack.

Minutes ticked by. Martina began methodically cleaning up random items in Adriana’s living room—a magazine, a stray paintbrush, a couple of coffee cups—anything to keep busy. She tried not to let her imagination run wild: Why had Mateo shown up? What if there was some secret that threatened his life?

Her phone chimed. A text from Tomás. She nearly dropped the bag of paintbrushes she was moving.

Tomás: Hey! Yeah, I remember him. Quiet coder guy, right? Didn’t he drop out? We never hung out, but I heard rumors he was dealing with family stuff. Why the sudden interest? Everything okay?

Martina chewed her lip. She debated how to respond. Telling Tomás outright that Mateo was dead might not be the best approach. But she needed any information she could get.

Martina: I’m fine, but this is urgent. I found out he’s in some trouble. Trying to piece together if there’s anything from back then that could explain it. You recall any specifics?

Almost immediately, Tomás replied:

Tomás: Not really sure. He was always preoccupied, like he had a lot on his mind. There were rumors something tragic happened in his family—like a car accident or a lawsuit. But not sure. Sorry I can’t help more.

A car accident or a lawsuit. That was new. She hadn’t heard anything about that.

Martina: Thanks anyway. If you remember anything else, let me know.

She locked her phone, exhaling. “He might have had some family tragedy back then,” she told Adriana, who passed her an apple from the fridge. “A car accident or lawsuit. Doesn’t sound like typical gossip. Could that have driven him to drop out?”

Adriana shrugged. “Possible. If it was traumatizing enough. But how does that connect to you?”

“That’s the big question,” Martina muttered. “Maybe it doesn’t. Or maybe he needed my help because of my tech background? If he was investigating something or needed data recovered, I don’t know.”

Adriana frowned, biting her lip. “Should we tell the detective about this rumor?”

“Yes, definitely,” Martina agreed. “Though it’s flimsy. I don’t even know what kind of accident or lawsuit.”

They both fell silent, grappling with the mystery. Outside the window, a bright midday sun shone over the city, mocking the darkness of their conversation.

After a while, Martina’s phone chimed again, and her heart leapt. Maybe Tomás had recalled more. She checked the screen—another unknown number. But not withheld this time. She hesitated, glanced at Adriana, and then answered.

“Hello?”

“Martina Ferrer?” a man’s voice asked, quiet and tense.

“Yes?” Her pulse quickened. “Who is this?”

A pause. “You don’t know me, but I knew...Mateo. We need to talk, urgently. He told me about you before he—before he disappeared. I didn’t realize what happened until recently.”

Martina’s throat felt tight. “He... mentioned me?”

“Yes. Said you’re smart, trustworthy. He wanted your help with something.” The man’s voice wavered, like he was on the edge of panic. “I can’t talk on the phone. It’s not safe. Can we meet? Please.”

Her mind raced. This could be a huge lead, or it could be a trap. “Why should I trust you?” she asked, glancing at Adriana, who was watching with wide eyes.

“I don’t have time to convince you,” the man said, voice trembling. “He was my friend, and he’s dead. I think it’s related to what he was investigating. If you don’t want to talk, fine, but you might be in danger too.”

Danger. The word locked her breath in her throat. Her mind flashed to the calls, the withheld number. Possibly this man was telling the truth. She needed answers.

“Fine,” she said. “Where?”

He rattled off an address in the Gràcia district—a café she vaguely knew. “In an hour?”

“All right,” she said, ignoring the jolt in her stomach. “How will I know who you are?”

“I’ll be wearing a black hoodie and a cap,” he said, then hung up without another word.

Martina stared at the phone in silence, her heart pounding. Adriana immediately asked, “What was that about?”

She relayed the conversation. Adriana’s expression darkened. “That sounds risky. What if it’s the killer luring you in?”

“Or it might be a friend of Mateo’s who has crucial information,” Martina said, feeling torn. “If he’s right that Mateo was investigating something big, it could explain everything.”

Adriana glanced at the clock. “The detective said to keep her informed, but if you call her now, she might tell you not to go. Or she might set up a sting. Are you comfortable with that?”

Martina pressed her lips together. Part of her wanted the police to handle this from start to finish. But there was a gnawing in her gut—a sense that if she didn’t act swiftly, the answers might slip away.

“I’ll text Detective Beltrán,” she decided. “I’ll let her know about the call, but maybe I won’t wait for instructions. I’ll go, but I’ll be careful.”

Adriana exhaled slowly. “Then I’m coming too. I’ll stay at a table nearby, keep an eye on you.”

Martina’s tension eased slightly. She didn’t want to walk into potential danger alone. “Thank you.”

They quickly formulated a plan. Martina would approach the man, see what he had to say, and if anything felt off, she’d leave immediately—and Adriana would be watching from a distance. Meanwhile, Martina sent a text to Detective Beltrán:

Martina: Just received a call from a man claiming to be Mateo’s friend. Wants to meet me at Café Arcadia in Gràcia in an hour. Says he knows about what Mateo was investigating. Will keep you posted.

She received no immediate reply, which only fueled her sense of urgency. They had less than an hour to get to Gràcia.

Martina’s mind churned with possibilities as they left the apartment and flagged a taxi. She felt the swirl of traffic pass by in a blur, the city’s bustling energy at odds with the fear roiling inside her.

Could this unknown caller be an ally, or someone with sinister motives? And what was Mateo “investigating”? A family tragedy? A lawsuit? Something that led him to her door in his final moments?

As the taxi wove through the narrow streets, Martina gazed out the window at the mosaic of Barcelona life: stylish residents strolling with shopping bags, delivery trucks blocking intersections, pigeons bobbing across plazas. Normally, she loved this city with all her heart
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