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Kiss Me Malaga
Flashback

The night in Malaga smelled of jasmine and
salt, so warm that the air clung to my skin
like a damp film. He braced himself with his
hands on either side of me, his body so close
I could feel his breath. In the soft glow of the
moonlight, I could see the truth in his face;
the tiredness around his eyes gave way to a

raw, unprotected longing that mirrored my
own. He didn’t have to smile; his gaze held
me fast, understood me, and demanded
nothing but this moment. He didn't smile. He
didn’t have to.

“This is a bad idea,” I whispered. “I know,”
he said, and kissed me anyway.

It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was the kind of
kiss you don’t plan, one that crashes into you,
pulling the ground out from under your feet.
The kind of kiss that silences every doubt, a
hasty reclaiming of something we only

realized in that moment we had been missing.
I tasted the dark, sweet wine from hours ago,
the salt on my own lips, and beneath it, the
unmistakable heat of a soul that had held its
breath for far, far too long.

Somewhere inside, a blue light pulsed
silently and watchfully on the kitchen counter.

The Last Crack

The tone of the woman on the other end of
the line was a masterclass in feigned
sympathy and bureaucratic indifference. "I
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The actual fight, the big, loud confrontation,
had never happened. Our breakup hadn’t
been a volcanic eruption, but the slow erosion
of a rock. A steady, unstoppable drifting apart
until an insurmountable chasm lay between
us.

He came back into the living room; the box
was now filled with books, an old hoodie, and
the photo of us from our last vacation at the
North Sea. He set the box down by the door.

“You look tired,” he said. It wasn’t an
accusation, more an observation. “I'm just

chasing my money,” I replied, sarcasm being
my only remaining armor. “The usual
freelancer life.”

Jonas sighed. It was that sigh that drove
me crazy. A sigh full of concern, but also full
of condescension. "I always told you. This
stress, it's destroying you. Get a permanent
job. With a steady income, with security.”

There it was again. The word that
questioned my entire existence. Security. His
life goal. His mantra. To me, it sounded like a
death sentence for my soul.
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“You just don’t understand, Jonas,” I said
softly, without turning around. “This is my
job. This is me. I don’t want to sit in a gray
office all day designing logos for dog food that
a marketing department then mutilates
beyond recognition.”

“It's better than worrying about whether
you can pay the rent next month!” he
countered, his voice louder now. “It's about
being an adult. Making plans. Building a
future.”
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His future. A house in the country, a station
wagon, a Golden Retriever. In that picture,
there was no room for my chaotic, creative
soul. I was the unpredictable variable in his
life equation.

I spun around in my chair and looked him
directly in the eye. “"And what about my
plans? What about what I want?”

“What you want is a fantasy!” he almost
shouted. “A life like a bohemian from the last
century. But the world doesn’t work that way!
You need a plan!”
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Arrival Sunshine

I should have started packing a day earlier.
Maybe then I wouldn’t be dragging two
suitcases and a bursting backpack through
the airport like a pack animal. My back,
previously loyal and quiet, decided to go on
strike somewhere between packing and
lugging the suitcases down the stairs. The
first back pain of my life, and of course, it had
to make its grand debut on vacation.

Sure, I packed too much. I always do.
Really, I only needed flip-flops, swimwear,
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and a bottle of sunscreen. Who could have
guessed that Malaga at the end of June feels
like a pizza oven wrapped in a wet blanket?

At the airport, I chose the wrong security
line, the one without the magic liquid-check
machine. So I had to sacrifice my water
bottle. Of course, you only find out afterward
that there was a line with liquid control.

On the plane, I had wisely buried my COVID
mask deep in my luggage. I regretted it
almost immediately when I woke up twice
with my mouth open like a fish suddenly
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pulled out of the water, and twice more when
my seatmate gifted the cabin with a fart.

I landed on a Sunday. My Airbnb host had
promised me an airport transfer: “Look out
for the black car,” he had written. Sounded
simple, right? I saw it immediately: a massive
black sedan glistening in the sun. The
windows, rolled down only a tiny crack,
seemed more mocking than welcoming.

Next to it stood my driver, lazily fanning
himself with a baseball cap. “You must be my
chauffeur, Javier,” I stated as I approached
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him. He slid his sunglasses down a notch and
gave me a dismissive look.

“Bienvenido. You must be Clara?”

“Yes, that’s me,” I nodded.

“Let’s go then?” the driver said.

I looked inside. The seats were gleaming in
the heat, then I reached through the window
gap and operated the door handle. I regretted
it immediately, pulled my hand back, and
stared at my palm. “Ah,” I muttered. “So
that’s how Malaga brands its tourists.”

He snorted. “You should see August.”

20
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Inside, it was even better than the pictures.
High ceilings, dark wooden beams, and floors
that had seen a few centuries. Beautiful.
Perfect.

I left my luggage in the entryway and did a
quick walkthrough. A spacious living room
with a balcony overlooking the courtyard. A
bedroom with a bed you could easily land a
small plane on. A kitchen that was probably
better equipped than my own at home.
Everything was spotless. Clean.
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Then, at the end of the short hallway, I saw
another door. Darker wood than the others,
with a heavy, old-fashioned lock. I tried the
handle. Locked. I peered through the keyhole.
Black. I checked the Airbnb listing on my
phone. Two bedrooms, one bath. No mention
of a locked office. Strange.

A smooth, feminine voice came from a
small, elegant speaker on the kitchen table.
“Welcome to the residence, Clara.”

I jumped. “Who said that?”
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"I am Alma, your home assistant,” the voice
replied. “I am here to make your stay
pleasant. Should I adjust the temperature?”

I stared at the speaker. A piece of high-tech
minimalism that didn’t fit the rustic charm of
the apartment at all. “"Alma? What are you?”

“I am an integrated Al responsible for
managing environment, security, and your
personal comfort,” she said with a perfectly
even tone. “The current humidity is sixty-
eight percent. I can turn on the dehumidifier
if you wish.”
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I got stuck on the word security. “Alma,
what'’s behind this door?” I asked, knocking
on the dark wood.

A pause followed. Just a moment. “That is
the owner’s private office,” Alma said. “It is
not part of the rental.”

“Right,” I said. “Of course.” It made sense.
But the way Alma said it sounded rehearsed.
As if she had given that answer many times.
shook my head. Burnout and a bad breakup
were making me paranoid. I was here to
relax, not to invent mysteries.

—
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prickle. A freezer truck converted into a
camper, 1 thought. That would be the only
sensible choice.

The automatic doors of Carrefour hissed
open, a gateway to a sterile, air-conditioned
deli heaven. The relief was so intense it was
dizzying. I moved quickly. Milk. All-Bran, the
right ones, without the sugar glaze. A small
cup of yogurt that promised the taste of
melon, a promise I knew it wouldn’t keep.
The smallest bottle of sunscreen available.
And an anti-mosquito plug. I wasn’t going to
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be a buffet. Bag in hand, I stepped back
outside. The sun had finally vanished behind
the buildings, but the heat remained,
stubborn, refusing to leave. The sky was a
deep, bruised violet. On the way back, I
wasn’t just navigating the streets. I was
navigating the ghosts of a life I had left
behind. The heat felt exactly the same, but
everything else, especially me, felt different.
I saw the heavy, dark wooden door of my
building ahead. Behind it lay the cool
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courtyard, the fountain, the silence. And
Alma, waiting for me inside.

The Cat and the City

I hurried through the courtyard, barely
noticing the scent of jasmine this time. The
apartment door clicked shut behind me. The
sudden silence was absolute. I dropped the
bag on the floor.

“Welcome back, Clara,” Alma’s voice rang
out.
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I ignored her. My skin felt dusty; my hair
clung to my neck. I needed a shower.
Purposefully, I went into the bathroom and
peeled off my sweat-soaked clothes. The
bathroom was cool, tiled. I turned on the
faucet, letting the water pelt me, first hot,
then gloriously cold. It washed away the heat
of the day, the grime of the city.

I dried off, pulled on an oversized T-shirt
and shorts, and stumbled into the bedroom.
The bed, large and cozy, swallowed me. Sleep
came quickly, deep and dreamless.
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the joyful crackle of summer, the endless sea,
and the glorious sun.

I remembered countless happy afternoons
on this exact beach, the tingling salt on my
skin, the taste of ice-cold drinks. That version
of me, carefree and sun-kissed, felt less like a
ghost and more like a warm memory. A
memory calling me home. I walked on, past
the last humming chiringuito, then turned
inland, letting the heart of the city pull me
away from the glittering water.
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From the vastness of the beach, the streets
transformed into a charming labyrinth of
residential buildings and inviting little shops.
The air here was still warm, but it felt cozy,
infused with the comforting scent of freshly
baked bread and blooming jasmine. The
sounds changed too, into a lively symphony
of neighborhood chatter, the cheerful honk of
a delivery scooter, and the busy clatter of a
café.

My new goal was the Mercado de Huelin, a
real, bustling local market. A wonderful
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sanctuary, far removed from tourist
expectations. The streets grew narrower, the
buildings higher, creating pleasant shadows,
yet the warmth continued to pulse from the
living concrete. My skin felt alive; every pore
soaked up the Malaga-feeling, this endless,
intoxicating summer and the city that
breathed it in with joy.

The old town of Malaga was a labyrinth of
narrow alleys; high buildings cast sharp, cool
shadows that brought brief, wonderful relief. I
let myself drift, turning into alleys just
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because they looked interesting. This was the
Mélaga I remembered, the one that caught
you and confused you until you forgot where
you were going. The city hummed. The
clinking of espresso cups from tiny cafés, the
murmur of Spanish conversations, the distant
whine of a scooter, the ringing of church bells.
Laundry hung like colorful flags from
balconies high above, moving in the light, hot
breeze. Every corner revealed a new texture,
worn cobblestones, peeling paint on iron
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The Moody Host

The courtyard felt different the moment I
entered. Not just because of the scent of
jasmine, there was something else. A faint
smell of coffee. I pushed open the front door.
My tote bag hit the floor with a thud. On the
sleek kitchen table, Alma’s light glowed in
steady blue. But it wasn’t her voice that broke
the silence.

“Who the hell are you?”

The voice was deep and raspy. I whirled
around. He was standing in the doorway of
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the room that had been closed before. The
one that wasn't part of the rental. He was tall,
disheveled, with dark hair that looked like
he’d been running his hands through it for
hours. His eyes, marked by days without
sleep, were narrowed in anger. In his hand,
he held a half-full cup that smelled of coffee.

“Who am I?” I managed, my voice sharper
than intended. “I'm Clara. I booked this
apartment. Who are you? And what are you
doing in the owner’s private office?”
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He stared at me, then at the kitchen table.
His gaze lingered on Alma for a moment. "I
am the owner,” he said, his voice flat with
disbelief and anger. "And this is my
apartment. What are you doing here?”

A cold fear spread through me, colder than
any air conditioning. “Your apartment? No. I
booked it. It was confirmed. And paid for.”

He snorted, a humorless sound.
“Confirmed? I just got back from a
conference, wanted to work from here. I
thought I had the whole apartment.” He
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gestured wildly around the living room as if it
were a crime scene. “You are a booking error.”

“I'm a booking error?” I scoffed.

"I own the apartment, and I didn’t confirm
any booking!” he roared, then sighed and
rubbed his temples. He looked utterly
exhausted. “"Alma, how can this be?”

Alma'’s light flickered once, then turned blue
again. “According to the terms of a temporary
double occupancy, initiated by the system on
July 23, 2025, due to a scheduling conflict
error, the apartment is currently assigned to
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His eyebrows shot up. "How do you know
that?”

I pointed to the closed office door.
“Intuition. The locked office. The high-tech AI.
And you,” I added, “look like someone who
hasn’t seen sunlight in three days.”

He actually smiled, a brief, lopsided flash of
teeth. “Guilty. And you are apparently
psychic.”

“I prefer ‘observant,”” I countered. “So,

Mr. Vargas, what's the plan?”
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He sighed again, running his hands through
his hair once more. His gaze fell on the
bedroom door. A quick internal struggle.
Finally, he said, “Fine. You can have the bed.
I'll stay in the office. I don't know how
comfortable that will be.” He added, "I
certainly hadn’t counted on a roommate.”

He headed toward the kitchen, muttering
something to himself. I grinned. Maybe a
shared apartment wasn’t a complete
nightmare after all.
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Glitch

I was in the kitchen making tea when I
heard his voice. First quiet, then sharper.
Spanish, fast, every word so clipped it
sounded like it could hurt him if he wasn't
careful. The sound came from the office, the
locked room he had declared off-limits. Only
now it wasn't locked.

I froze, teaspoon still in my hand, as the
steam from the boiling water fogged my
glasses. I didn’t want to listen, but I couldn’t
help it.
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“...no es posible, éescuchas? iTe dije que...!”

A pause. Silence, except for the low hum of
the laptop. Then:

“No. Ya es demasiado tarde.”

The sound of his voice was different from
the man who argued with me about towels.
This was something else. Something heavy.

I stepped closer. The office door was open
just wide enough for me to see him, hunched
over the desk, one hand buried in his hair. On
the screen: lines of code, green on black,
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“Is that what we're calling smoke and
clattering dishes now?” I asked, walking past
him and casually running a finger over the
marble countertop.

He sighed, throwing the toast into the sink
with a resigned splash. “I'm not a morning
person. Not a kitchen person. And apparently
not a toast person.”

“A tragic trilogy,” I murmured, now close
enough to smell the warm scent of his skin,
spicy, a bit darker than the coffee I was about
to brew. “Coffee?”
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His eyes met mine, dark, restless, and for a
moment too long to be casual. “Please. Black.
Strong. So strong it could wake the dead.”

I turned away, hiding my grin, and got to
work. The silence between us hummed like a
soft spell that hadn’t been named yet. As I
handed him the cup, our fingers touched only
briefly, but enough to send a jolt through my
arm. Neither of us mentioned it.

“Thanks,” he muttered, retreating to the
table with his cup, though his gaze kept
drifting back toward me.
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The kitchen table was a chaos of manuals
and empty energy drink cans. A chaos that
was relentlessly spreading. I leaned against
the stove; the fabric of my robe slipped a bit
to the side, revealing the delicate lace of my
nightgown. Not planned. Not entirely. Maybe
it was.

“We should set some rules,” I said.

His gaze immediately returned to me.
“Rules?”

“Mhm. For surviving in a shared apartment.
Who gets which shelf in the fridge? How much
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late-night programming or drawing is okay?
And who cleans this post-apocalyptic
battlefield?”

He grimaced. “Fair. Fridge: Me on top, you
on bottom.”

“I also prefer to be under you.”

His hand froze; the coffee cup hovered for a
moment between table and lips. Then his
gaze met mine, a bit darker now. “*Would you
rather be on top?”

68

L

‘AllenpiAipul ysniq AJana
03 9Agpoob Aes 03 pajuem [ Ji se ‘Aja3elaqiiop
‘Almols ‘sbuiyy Aw Apiy 03 uebaq I ‘994400
Jo dndo puodas e jjaswiy patnod aH ‘pabieyd
pue jud|is ‘passed juswow y ‘palaipnw pue
Aeme pauun) ay ‘pesjsu] Usmsue 3,upip oH
SN UsaM}aq IPW
yjealq 4nQ ‘peay Aw payil I ,éUYedA Yo,
Joneyaq |1 ‘dn ysem ||,1,
*Bulils 9|qISIAUl ue payYd3IaLIS pey SuosWos
JI Se sn usamiaq pasud} Jie syl '9so|D
"3W JO JuU0Jy Ul poolS "A|MO|S *dn poo3s aH

IL

L Uled "dyjealg "das|s "dAI| 0] "dwoy
Aw os|e s,31 g *sewelp usydlly [BUOISEID0
UM 921440 93eAld JNOA 91| Juswiiede

3joym ay3 jeady ‘sebuep olpueld|y ‘noA puy,
L ISIHe ue Joj aAlssassod
9)Inb a4,noA,, "aw 03 Bupdns ywiem

9|qISIAUl ue 1| ‘aw buiMmo||o) S9AD sIY 394 T
4 AlISO *saweyy ul dn ob 3,uop
Aay] "uonuane puy "3ybi paau Asyy, wJe
siy jsuiebe Ajgndsosadwi 3sow|e buiysniq
sdiuabuly Aw ‘wiy 3sed Amols bupjjiem

‘pies 1 ,/syoejiie 9AlRaId ade 3soy]

0L

*9|ge} 93JJ02 Y3 ssoloe pealds

pey I sayd3axs pue saysniq ay3 o3 bulpls
9zeb siy ‘payse ay ,éwood BuiAll 9Y3 puy,

./ Spob

aydoJjsejed-uaydiy ayjy 40) Sa211I0eS padieyd

S9ABS| OYM UOBWOS YjIm ddeds ayy buneys
w,I uaym Ajjepads3 ‘uesd 3 31| [ *poo,

, S9A|9SIN0 3 Op
1L,OM. "3S9Yd Aw uo Apaiqg buluasbull ‘sw sano
Bbulispuem azeb siy ‘pappou aH ,'Ajpoex3,
L/ shonpaadns 3i1q e aq pinom 3eyy ,‘Aouednado

3|gnop paJajsibaiun, ayy yym ing

69

,/INg ‘auoawos aAeYy Ajjensn [ ‘sudn}

ey 9 :bulues|) "Aj3sol "oml AQ paysiuly

9q 03 A3 1 :Bulwwesboud 10y sy, "sdnd Auip
M3J ay3 Jayieb o3 buipeys ‘pres 1 ,‘Ajpoex3,

49519 1_BYM "9S4N0D JO,, ‘S9dusanbasuod

93Ul UM DAl 03 paledaud 3,usiam

noA JI pnoj 3no op 3,up|noys noA buiyawos
1| ‘Ayeouyy ‘dasp ‘Ajyjos paybne| aH

#¢3YB1 ‘96pLy au3

inoge bupy|ey ||13s a4,9M,, 'sdi] Aw uo paseadde
3llws Bnws e a1ojaq asned Jjalq e pamoje I

“We need to organize the fridge,” I said
finally.

"I actually like order, systems, no
surprises,” he replied without turning around.

"I love surprises,” I said softly and silkily. "I
just never announce them.”

He ran a hand over the back of his neck.
“Don’t underestimate me, Vargas,” I said,
sliding past him, my shoulder brushing his,
intentionally or not, hard to say. "I might not
burn toast, but I might burn you. Quite

His laugh was quiet but not without heat.
“As long as you don't torch the apartment,
Alonso.”

I stepped onto the balcony. The sun caught
in my hair like flames. My smile was slow and
confident.

Cracks in the Armor

A moment later, I heard the glass sliding
door open. He followed me out from the
kitchen. “"What’s that?” he asked, pointing to

railing, based on a sketch I had made
yesterday, a quick study of Ledn lounging in a
rare sunspot.

He studied it intently. “Capitdn Rasgufio,” he
murmured almost to himself.

I frowned. “Capitan Rasgufio?”

“Yes,” he said, gaze still on the sketch.
“That cat. Everyone in the neighborhood
knows him. His name is Capitan Rasgufio.”

I called him Leon,” I replied slightly
defensively. “He looked like a little lion.”

He shrugged, a dismissive gesture that
couldn’t quite hide the slight smile on his lips.
“He’s a survivor. That’s Capitan Rasgufio.
Always has been.”

For a moment, there was silence, only the
distant hum of the city audible. He was still
staring at the sketch, but now his gaze moved
from the cat to me. The irritability that had
existed since our first meeting was replaced
by something else. Curiosity? Interest?
Something I couldn’t quite grasp, but that

possibly.” a sheet of watercolor paper drying on the made my heart skip a beat. His eyes seemed
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murmuring hung like a steady hum under the
ceiling.

A narrow passage led me further in, past
wine barrels serving as tables, until I reached
a small open area. At the front was a tiny,
slightly raised wooden stage. A single
spotlight illuminated an empty chair. No red
velvet curtains, no waiters in uniforms. It was
raw. Real.

I found a spot at the bar with a good view
of the stage and ordered a glass of red wine.
The light was so dim that faces became
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silhouettes and shadows turned into deep,
unfathomable planes. As my eyes adjusted to
the darkness, I let my gaze wander through
the crowd.

And then I saw him. Alejandro. He was
sitting in the farthest corner, half-hidden in
shadow. He wore a dark shirt, sleeves rolled
up, and held a small glass. He wasn’t here to
be seen. He was here to observe. The
moment I noticed him, he lifted his head as if
he had felt my gaze. Our eyes met across the
loud, crowded room. He didn't nod; he didn't
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smile. He just looked at me with a gaze that
was intense and inscrutable.

In that moment, a guitarist took the stage,
followed by a singer. No greeting. The
guitarist sat down, his fingers dancing over
the strings, coaxing out a melody that was
both mournful and demanding. Then the
singer began. His voice wasn’t beautiful in a
classical sense, it was raw, full of pain and
deep, untamed passion. This was cante jondo,
the deep song that seemed to come straight
from the soul.
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I was spellbound. The music slipped under
my skin, filling the void Jonas had left and
brushing over the raw nerves of my own
frustration and longing. I forgot the crowd; I
forgot the wine. There was only the music.
After a few minutes, I ventured another
glance at Alejandro. He was still looking at
me. But now it was different. He wasn't just
observing me, he was observing my reaction
to the music. As if he were studying me,
decoding me.
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music carry me, following Javier’s steady
lead, spinning, clapping in time, my laughter
bubbling up like the rhythm itself. But I
wasn’t dancing for Javier; I was dancing for
Alejandro, who stood in the shadows.

At the peak of a turn, I looked directly at
him. My smile had changed, it was no longer
innocent, but knowing, challenging. He hadn't
moved. He stood there like a figure carved
from stone, glass in hand, gaze fixed on me
with the patience and precision of a cat about
to pounce. The music burned through the air,
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wrapping around every body in the room, but
the true dance, the one that counted, was
only playing out between him and me.

The music ended abruptly, a final chord
hanging in the warm air. Applause broke out,
stamping feet, shouts. Javier bowed slightly,
holding my hand a moment longer than
necessary.

As I walked back to my seat, I felt
Alejandro’s gaze on me. And in that gaze was
everything: disapproval, curiosity, heat.
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My heart throbbed to the rhythm of the
stamping applause. Javier took my other
hand, his thumb brushing over my knuckles.
“You have fire, Clara,” he said, his voice deep
and impressed. "I knew it.” I pulled my hand
back gently, a fleeting smile on my lips that
didn’t quite reach my eyes. “Thanks for the
dance.” My gaze immediately searched the
dark corner where Alejandro had been
standing. It was empty. The shadow that had
hidden him was just a shadow now. A vague
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feeling of disappointment surged through me,
sharp and unexpected.

"I need a moment,” I said to Javier,
gesturing vaguely toward the back of the bar.
“Just to catch some fresh air.”

Actually, I wanted to go to the ladies’ room
to splash some cold water on my flushed face
and organize my thoughts. As I came back
from the narrow, poorly lit hallway of the
restrooms, Javier was standing there waiting.
He was leaning against the wall, arms
crossed, practically blocking my path. A smile
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get out of here. I pushed past him without
waiting for an answer and left the confines of
the hallway. In the main room, I cast one
last, fleeting glance at the empty corner
where Alejandro had stood. He really was
gone.

1 left La Carboneria without looking back.
The balmy night air felt good on my heated
skin, but it couldn’t dispel my inner
annoyance. The ride home on the night bus
was a surreal experience. The harsh
fluorescent tubes bathed the few passengers,
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tired workers and a few enamored teenagers,
in an unmerciful light. The rattling of the
engine and the squeal of the brakes at every
stop were the antithesis of the passionate
pulse of flamenco. I stared out the window at
the passing city lights, but I only saw the
emptiness in Alejandro’s corner and felt the
unpleasant echo of Javier’s presumption. I
wasn't scared, just infinitely annoyed.
Annoyed at Javier for misinterpreting simple
friendliness. And, to be honest, a little
annoyed at Alejandro for disappearing. And
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most of all, annoyed at myself for getting
involved in this stupid, silent game in the first
place.

The Balcony Explosion

The heavy wooden door of the apartment
closed behind me, and the silence hit me like
a wall. It was louder and more intrusive than
the rattling of the night bus. The anger at
Javier and the gnawing disappointment over
Alejandro’s disappearance had tangled into a
bitter knot in my stomach. I threw my keys
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onto the kitchen table with a loud clatter;
they slid against the smart speaker, in which
Alma’s blue light briefly lit up, a small act of
rebellion against the oppressive quiet.

I was just about to go into the bathroom
when I heard the faint click of the lock. The
door opened again. Alejandro stepped in. He
looked tired, shoulders slightly hunched, and
the dark shirt that had seemed so elegant in
the bar was wrinkled. Our eyes met across
the room. The air between us was thick and
tensed to the breaking point.
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sliding door open and close again behind me.
He had followed me.

He said nothing, just stepped beside me at
the railing. The silence was different from the
one in the apartment. It wasn’t empty, but
filled with all the unspoken things since our
first meeting.

“He was an idiot,” Alejandro said finally, his
voice deep and calm beside me. “Both were
idiots.”

A single tear escaped and rolled slowly
down my cheek. Before I could wipe it away,
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he lifted his hand. His movement was slow,
hesitant. With the rough skin of his thumb, he
gently brushed the tear from my skin. The
touch was electrifying, a small explosion on
my skin that sent a shiver through my whole
body.

I turned my head and looked at him. The
moon bathed his features in silver and
shadow, making the lines of his face sharper,
his eyes darker. All the tension of the
evening, the last week, the last years,
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seemed to concentrate in this one moment on
this balcony.

“You're not a fantasy, Clara,” he whispered,
and his hand moved from my cheek to my
neck, his fingers burying themselves gently in
my hair.

And then there was no distance between
us. His lips met mine in an impetuous,
desperate kiss. It wasn’t a gentle exploration,
but a collision, a discharge. It was the taste of
red wine and salty tears, the heat of his
mouth and the coolness of the night air. It
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was the expression of every unspoken
question, every silent challenge, every stolen
glance. It was the passion of flamenco and
the loneliness of the night, all united in a
single, consuming moment. My hands found
the fabric of his shirt, clutched tight, pulled
him closer.

The kiss broke off as suddenly as it had
begun. We stood there, gasping, foreheads
leaning against each other, our breath
mingling in the cool air. His eyes burned into
mine, and in their depths, I no longer saw the
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“Morning,” he whispered, a small smile
playing around his lips. "I didn’t want to wake
you. I'm just going down for a bit, to get
some barras de pan.”

“Mmm,” I murmured, too cozy and sleepy
to produce more than that. I pulled the
blanket tighter around me and smiled at him.
A shared breakfast. The thought was so
simple, so normal, and yet it felt
revolutionary. He nodded as if he had
understood my sleepy words perfectly and
closed the door softly again. I heard his steps
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in the hall and the click of the front door.

Then silence. Safe and peaceful. I let my

head sink back onto the pillow and drifted
immediately back into a deep, dreamless
sleep.

When I next opened my eyes, the light had
changed. It was no longer the bright, clear
light of morning, but a warm, golden glow
that hung low and cast long shadows into the
room. A glance at my phone revealed with a
shock that it was already after four in the
afternoon.
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I sat up, the blanket sliding off my naked
shoulders. The other side of the bed was
empty. Cold. The silence in the apartment
was no longer peaceful, but hollow.
“Alejandro?” I called, my voice raspy from
sleep. No answer. Only the soft hum of the
refrigerator from the kitchen.

A first, slight hint of unease stirred within
me. I got up, pulled on one of his T-shirts
lying on a chair, and went into the living
room. Everything was tidy. There was no
fresh bread on the kitchen table. No sign of a
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breakfast waiting for me. His laptop bag was
gone. His key wasn’t in the small dish by the
door.

I dressed hastily; my own clothes lay
carelessly on the floor. My heart began to
beat an irregular, faster rhythm. He went to
get bread. Maybe the bakery around the
corner was closed. Maybe he had to go
further away. That was the logical
explanation. That was the only explanation I
clung to desperately.

116

0zl

pey oym 3s1unoy pidnis y '|0oj 23njosge ue
DI Y94 I "JI9sAw e usbue ayj sem dealqpesy
9y} UeY} 9SIOM INg ‘WY paysn.d pue puey
plod e yum sapisul Aw pagqelb pey suoswos
J1 se Bul@ay ay3 ‘) sem jeyy ‘s “yealgiesH
*abeu Ad| 0jul pa3sim} usyy pey jeyy uled
Bujuing e ojul pauiny pey uoisnjuod [ef3iul Yy
'weaJtds Aue ueyj Japno| 9JUd|IS JO SIHUIRID
om) ‘passed pey sAep om| ‘d4n|iej paydlaim
AW 03 S9SSSUIM P3JJNISISA0 ‘JUD|IS 1|

1o0p ay3 Aq Jybu ‘auayy pools sasednins ayL

SIPPH IV 9yl

611

deq

WO 3,Up|NOM 3y 3RY3 J0113] Y] 93|} 0}
Ajunyioddo 3su14 9y3 uayel pey ay jeyj 10443}
9yl ‘9l e usaq pey Buluiow ay3 Jo SSaUPOS
9Y3 ey 404493 9y dw ul dn 3daud 1049}
Bulumep ‘mo|s ayz ‘@oud|is aAIssaiddo jey)

ul puy "A310 buidasls ayy ‘s3oaals Aydws ay3
‘sdoys paso|d ayj 3e paxoo| I ‘buiesoyyns pue
AppdIs pajjaws mou ‘a104aqg Jybiu ayy diuewod

811

0S pawaas pey yoiym ‘sulwsel jo Jusds ayl
3204y} Aw U] 3dn3s 396 03 pawaas Jie ayl

‘pa||ed aAeY pnom aH ‘abessaw e

19| 9ARY p|NOM 3H *deq dWO0d dARY P|NOM dH

I9AD.0J ISe| 3,uplIp Bisals ay3 ‘pooyloqybiau

Jayjoue 03 dALIp 03 pey 3y JI UdAJ

épeauq Anqg o3 axe3 31 pjnod buo] MoH uayjoue

Jaye auo pasde||0d suoneue|dxa |e2160|

9yl 'peay Aw uo bujuang uns ayj ‘>jjemapis
Aydwa ay3 jo 9|ppiw ay3 ul paddoss 1

oued buluosabing Aw yym auoje

9W 9ARD| 03 S9AD S} pasod pey A3 ajoym

LI1

ay3 JI se ‘sajeb paiamo| yim pajeas sapedey
119Y3 pey ||e ‘a403s A1a004b |jews e ‘Aiaxeq
Jayjouy ua3sey pue Jaysey malb aoed Aw
{jey) 4934e SUOo BY) UsY] ‘199435 IXBU By Ojul
paudny ‘uo pay|em I "paxo0| AjwJl} ‘uMmop sem
1913NYsS |eISW SYL *PIISIXS MUy [ Jey) Joulod
9y3 uo Audxeq ||ews ayj 03 JUSM I "e3sals ay]
:ebeje|y ul Aep Jo swi} paJdes 3sow ayj sem
1} 'POMSSOp Jsow|e pue Jud|is a19m bujuans
pue Buiuiow ay3 ul 31 YIm pswwny ey
$399J41S 9y '9240J |edisAyd e 931 sw 1y jeay
uoou.alye-a3e| ayy ‘Juswpede ay3 Y| I

fallen for a few sweet words, another notch
on the bedpost of a charming local. It was the
textbook example of holiday-fling ghosting,
and I was the one paying the bill for it.

My hands shook as I stuffed the last pair of
jeans into the much-too-full suitcase. I just
wanted to get out of here. Out of this
apartment, out of this city, out of this damn
bubble he had so effortlessly created around
me. Thoughts circled like hungry sharks.
Every smile, every promise, every look, all a
lie. He had baited me, caught me, and then
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simply thrown me back into the sea. I wasn’t
even worth a memory.

In a fit of childish but satisfying frustration,
I turned to the only constant in this chaos:
the small, elegant speaker on the kitchen
counter. Alma, my only conversation partner
of the last 48 hours. Her softly pulsing blue
light was the only sign of life in this room that
wasn't me.

“Alma,” I said, my voice raw and worn out
from the thoughts I couldn’t speak. “Tell the
owner,” I paused, searching for the right
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word. Insult? Revenge? Satisfaction? “Tell him
he’s an asshole.” It wasn't original, but it felt
right. Short and sweet. A sting.

A tiny pause. The blue light pulsed
unmoved, as if thinking over my childish
anger. I felt my shoulders tense. Would she
do it? Would this perfect, impersonal voice
convey my dirty message?

“Message not sent,” Alma finally said. Her
voice was as always, clear and emotionless.
“Sometimes the most loyal messengers have
whiskers.”
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I stared at the speaker. My mouth fell
slightly open. What the hell was that? A
broken program? A cryptic error message? I
shook my head, a short, sharp sound in my
ears. Even the AI was mocking me. Loyal
messengers? Whiskers? It was ridiculous. I
wanted to grab the thing and throw it out the
window just to see it shatter.

But the sentence stuck, like a stubborn
earworm. Loyal messengers. Whiskers. My
mind, which just moments ago was filled with
anger and self-pity, began to spin, an

124

8CI

9yl '9oudaned piansge uy "Ajwied pas|ind ybi|
an|q ay uaxeads ew|y ay3 3e doeq pateis I

249y 40 In0 396 01

pey I "6unis Ajjeas pue U9A0 sem wealp ayl

‘uiebe ssauindws siyy ul paddeu) ‘uiebe auoje

Sem T W puIyaq 210 |euly B Y3IM paso|d
Joop ay] "juswpede ayj 03 paudniad I

*s3s14 ojul Buiyousd

spuey Aw ‘Aj3J0s pasand [ *24042q ueyy Jonliq

aJow pue Juap30y ‘uiebe dn pajioq uonye.aisniy

*auob sem aH "buiyloN ‘syod puiyaq

‘saysnq Japun ‘uap.eb |jews syl ybnoayy

LTl

paquiod T "aN|d> ON "}ed ON "dW palamsue
saAed| Jo buipasna 1Yos ayl AjuQ "pieAlinod ayy
JO 92ud|IS 9y3 ul peaayy paypiued ‘uiyy e Ajuo
9010A Aw ‘poj|ed 1 ,¢u097, "90e) Aw jsulebe
P02 M3|q puim 3y "3sa304d Ul paxeatd

poOM 3y 100p d0eLld] ay3 uado madyy I
*ssaupdwa umo Aw
JO uoI3O9|yad e ‘s91} auols Aydwa ayj uo p|od
1194 uns ay] "Aydwa sem jods ayy ‘HBuiyloN
*3d9|S USO UGS BUIBYM D3J) UOW| ||ewWS Y]
Japun jods Auuns ay3 buiyoieas Ajojelsadsap
S9A9 Aw ‘paeA1uinod ay3 Buy00I9A0 MOpUIM

9Tl

9y3 03 ued [ 'as|ndwi abueJis siyy Moj|oy4
03 paau juabin ay3 3ng Bulylou 334 1 ‘puodas
e 104 U00J} USPOOM B3} 03UO PNy} |INP B YIM
1134 ‘Buipjoy usaq 3snl pey 1 yoiym ‘beq AW
*9s|@ buiyjou pey 1 pue ‘ss|ppu
ur ods Iv sIy3 Ing "ysipjiyd 0ol “pidnis 00}
Sem jey] ¢Je||0d SIY UO 930U B 3I3Y3 SBM ¢Ied
3y} puy 03 dAeY I pIQ ¢426uassaw ayy ey
SBM "3eD 3yl ‘Aeme yieauq Aw >oo3 3 dieys
0s ‘aw ybnouyy paysem uonezijea. p|od jo
9ABM VY "31BD 9Y] "Uuol| 3yl ‘uoa7 *pajdadxaun
pue piey ‘mo|q e 31| W Ny pJOom YL

St

‘uoa7
‘lewiue

siy3 4oy Hbuiay Ing ‘3ad e uoy |ebas 003 ‘abuedys
us3q pey sweu ay] ¢wiy pajed ay pey

1eYM "9pIs siy Agq sAem|e ‘passaidwiun sAemje
‘a0e443) Auuns ay3 uo pabunoj pey jeyy
1eowo) dnisafew ‘ysibbn|s ay) "3ed SIH "3ed v
*abueio pue abieq *Ajjueisul auayl sem abew
dYL "SISIYM *uoljesIsniy Aw Jo ssaudlep ayj
ul yJdeds juie) e ‘Buiaxdlly e 31 40w ‘uleyd
1e2160]| e j,usem 3 "YIys Jeab pajdadxaun



clue. Loyal messengers. Whiskers. It wasn't
the cat. It couldn’t be the cat. The cat was
just the image. But his name. Ledn.

My breath caught. A sudden, sharp insight
flashed through my brain, bright as lightning.
It wasn’t the physical cat. It was the name.
Ledn. A key. A password. The AI had told me.
Sometimes the most loyal messengers have
whiskers. The messenger’s name was the key.
It was a code. A trick.

I stepped closer to the speaker, my heart
now beating fast and irregularly against my
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ribs. My voice was now clear, surprisingly
calm, free of the anger or pain that had
controlled me just moments ago. Every letter
was precise, carefully articulated, as if I were
speaking a magic spell.

“Alma. Password: Leo6n.”

The blue light flickered. For a moment, I
thought nothing would happen. Then, to my
surprise, it changed to a rich, deep green. A
quiet but distinct click was heard inside the
device, like a tiny gear turning into a new
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position. A new protocol. Something had been
unlocked. I felt a knot in my chest loosen.

“Password accepted,” Alma said. Her voice
sounded exactly the same, mechanical and
impersonal, but the words carried a weight
they hadn’t had before. A promise. “Message
unlocked.”

Poetic Puzzle

“Password accepted,” Alma said, her voice
still unmoved but now with a strange finality.
“Message unlocked.” My breath hitched. A
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wave of anticipation and deep fear rolled over
me. What would I hear? Another lie? A cheap
excuse? My heart hammered like crazy
against my ribs.

Then the Al played a message.

His voice. Alejandro. It didn't sound like the
one I knew. Not the charming, confident man
who had led me through the alleys of Malaga.
It was raw and torn, as if he had gone
through a grinder. The lightness was gone,
replaced by something dark, desperate.

132

9¢1

‘aw Mauwy ay jybnoyy 1 3ses) je

4O "W M3UX BH "SIY3 1| MUIYI PINOM T MU

9H "aw buijed Jo Aem siH ‘uoisnjje a130d

Vv '9|zznd e sem ] "uooaJip adwis e jsnf

jusem 3] uaisey 3eaq Ajuappns ‘a|qisuas aq

03 punoub>peq ayjy ojul paysnd uayyo os pey I

yolym ‘eay onsiHe A ¢Joydesw v ¢waod v
"}l SeM JeY ] 'e3S 9y3 S199W JDAL By 31ayM

*9)eladsap pue |eaJ 0S papunos i

**9J10A SIY INg *J|9SAW 3snuy J,upip I ‘juddsad

paJpuny e wiy isnJy 3,upip I ¢uonendiuew

Sel

Jayloue 3snf siyy sem 10 "dgAep

‘d|ay papasu aH usabuep ul sem SH ‘pawnsse

pey I suoseaJ 3y} J0j jJ0u Inq Jeaddesip

wiy apew pey eyl buiylswos *pauaddey pey

1496619 yonw Hujyiawos -jueAl|ald] os ‘|lews

0s Ajuappns sem bunsoyb syj 1ano ssbue syl

"uoewIojul MU 3y} yum palbbnils puiw A

¢dU0p 3y pey |3y ay3 1eyM éIexdeH ¢smau

9yl ‘buies syybnouyy Aw ‘uszouy ‘a49y3 poois
1 *Buisind mo| s,ew|y AJuQ "22Ud|IS UayL

PE-CIC T RS EETIT]

J9AII BY3 9J9YM HEIS ‘dW |ead Y3 404 %007

Pel

*SM3U 8y3 Ul W 104 300]| 3,uop uayy, ‘buipesid
jsowe ‘ujebe ua3ainb mou ‘panuiuod

3y ,’Mmou> 03 ‘aw puly 03 Juem noA JI.
¢buoum auob sey buiyifions
Ag ueaw ay pip 3eym ¢pauaddey pey jeym
‘pasua) sem Apoq Aw ul aAJau AJaA3 "yjeauq
Aw pjay 1 "asned Jayjouy ,we I agAew
puy, ‘uopeubisal 12131 yum paj|ly ‘buiind
“19pno| ma.b 2010A SIH ,ele|D U9yoey |RUIWIID
e se aw awed} 03 bulob ai,Asy] ‘BuiyAianlg
*6uoam auob |je s,31 “30afoad Aw ‘Auedwod

€€l

9yl ‘dn BuiylAuans passaw a1, ‘Aneay
‘Jue}ISaY D49M SPIOM BYL ,'Pals OAT ‘I,

éJ@swiy buluieidxa ay sep "9s|@

buiyiawos jo aoe.y Huisnjuod e yym pajbujw

3 Ing ‘aJ9y3 ||13s sem Jabue ay] 'pauing

s9Aa A 'pajsoyb jopN *ples 3y 3eym s, eyl

. NOA pajsoyb 3,usaey I I, "pooyas|ey} jo ubis

A19Ad 104 ‘|1e3ap A4aAd 404 Bulyoseas ‘paxoiid

9J49M sued Al ¢yieauq doasp e 3snf 31 sem

10 ‘qos passaJddns e a1 punos e yim pa||i

‘asned y "3246a4 jo ||n4 Yadsiym e ueyy aiow
9[3}1] Sem pJom 3yl pue ‘pies ay ,‘eled,

I pulled out my phone, fingers shaking
slightly. Google Maps. Where the river meets
the sea. No, that was too general. I typed the
words in slowly, my mind working at full
speed. It had to be a name. A place that bore
that name. Something to do with art or
poetry, something we might have discussed
without really noticing.

A quick search. And there it was. A result.
An old, beloved bookstore in Malaga. E/ Rio y
El Mar. The River and the Sea. My heart
skipped a beat.
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The Bookstore

The decision was made. A click on my
phone screen, a hum of confirmation, and the
electric scooter at the door of my apartment
was reserved for me. No time for taxis, no
time for buses. I needed speed. I needed the
air on my skin to sweep away the anger and
confusion that were suffocating me.

I left the apartment, leaving the suitcases
and the echo of his voice behind. Outside, the
scooter waited, a sleek urban animal of metal
and rubber. A light jump, my feet found the
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right stance intuitively, and with an almost
noiseless hum, the vehicle set off. The city
woke up around me, but I was already in the
middle of it, part of its pulsing rhythm.
Malaga unfolded before me like a painting
of light and shadow that had lain so mute
before my emotional numbness in recent
days. The morning sun cast long, sharp palm
shadows on the warm asphalt, dancing
patterns that disappeared under my wheels.
The wind tugged gently at my hair, cool and
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refreshing on my skin, which began to relax
slowly after the tense hours.

To my left stretched the deep, infinite blue
of the Mediterranean, so pure it seemed to
merge with the sky. A horizon without
borders, just as my thoughts were flying now.
The golden band of the beach glittered
temptingly, lined with the first sun
worshippers, tiny dots in the vast sand. The
air was filled with the salty smell of the sea
mixed with the sweet scent of blooming
jasmine wafting from hidden courtyards.

140

14t

usaMiaq ‘sabed 3se| ay3 Jo auo uo ‘usayy
puy ‘Buiyjou pajoadxs [ ‘sedey ajeuolssed
pue saipoq bupuep jo sojoyd Asso|b Jano
buipl|s s1abuyy Aw ‘ybnoayy paddiyy 1 ‘sebed
213 Y3IM X00q 3]qe3-994400 e ‘AAeay sem 31
*JI19ys ay3 wody Ajjnyaaed y buind
‘31 10 payoeaJ I ‘SS9I9YMDASN "Use 1| paise)
Mou 3eys asiwoud v ‘sduewdopad onusyine
ue 0} wiy axe3 03 pasiwoud pey [ pue
‘oouswe|y Jo uoissed med Sy} paAo| 9H ‘Inoge
pay|e3 Uslo pey INg pead J9ASU pey am

341

%00q v oousweld ebejey |2y dYL D1} S)
Ag 1ng "azi1s Ag j0u 40]0d AQ J0N *SJ9Y30 2y}
wio.) 3N0 poo3s jey) aulds e uo |94 9zeb Al
*aW 10j 13| aARY
pinom ay buiyiswos -|epads buiypwos aq 03
pey 31 ¢2Jay an|d e aaes| 03 pasoddns ay sem
MOH ‘pa3julid 3,usem ey auo Joy bupjoo| sem
1 pue ‘sa1103S JO SPUBSNOY ] *PaW|dYyMIDA0
pue 3s0| ‘paJapuem azeb Al ‘spuiy ||e jo
$300q Uim pajnis ‘ybiy ai1am saAays syl die
3y pa||ly 1aded plo Jo []sws sy ‘patajud I
'940315300q 3L e |7 A ory |3

wl

*jusuiwouad
19A pue aAIsnJigoun ‘Sem 3} Jay3 pue
13uJ0d e pauJn) I ‘Moj4 s} 0jul sw buiesbajul
‘A31D ay3 ybnouayy sw bHulAuued Apojaw
e 91| Sem 3] 'padijou Ajjeas I punos Ajuo

9y} SeM 19)000S J11309]9 AW JO wny Mo| dyL
193uny ay3 sem [ Jaudnow ayy
‘uo pauopuege ayj 49b6uo| ou sem I ‘uoISSiw
Aw jo Aouabun ayj Joj ‘mou pue auay ay3 104
wooJ bupjew “>oeq saowaw 3say3y paysnd
‘s||aws pue s.10|0d jo Ag-Al4 Y3 ‘paads auy
ng ‘paJaneys bulylAians 210joq sy punoy

84t

pey I ssaulybi| auj Jo Auowsw e ‘puomA
e sem passed [ Joul10D AJand ‘A9|e Auang
*SMOPUIM
uado wouy payip ‘paydyid-ybiy pue Adas|s
|113S “S9DI0A S,ud.p|IyD 1U93000S AW JO wny
MO| Y3 Y}IM pax|Ww SUO[}RSIDAUOD painwiinw
pue saysip bupjuld Jo punos juelsip ayj pue
‘puim 8y ul Ajpybiis passnnyy s9jed Jo sbuiume
abueso ay| 'soxoq JOMOJJ |NJI0[0D UM
Buimopyiano sajuoojeq uodi-3ybnoam jsed ‘uns
3Y3 J3pun suoys sj004 an|q asoym sbulpjing
p|O JO sapedey paysem-a3iym ay3 ised joys [



photos of a woman dancing in a fluttering red
dress and a guitarist, I saw it.

Not printed. Handwritten, in his elegant,
sweeping script that I knew so well. In pencil,
almost unobtrusive, as if he wanted to hide it,
but not too much.

You are not a fantasy.

My heart skipped a beat. Those words,
spoken on a night when the stars sparkled
over the city and he held my hand. He had
said it to dispel my doubts, my fear that all
this was too good to be true. You are not a
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fantasy. My eyes searched further. Under the
sentence, slightly offset, was another short
handwritten poem; it was very brief, almost
like bullet points.

I read the first letters of every line. My
breath caught.

Ancient walls rise.

Lights of the city dance.

Citadel looks down.

Ancestry of time past.

Zeal of beauty there.

All our steps.
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Both been there.

Along the paths.

ALCAZABA.

It was there. So clear. So unmistakable. A

sharpness shot through me, cold and precise.

He had known I would find these words, that
I would crack this code. My head swam. The
Alcazaba. The old fortress above the city.
That was the next step. The Alcazaba. The
truth was closer. I closed the book carefully
and pressed it to my chest.
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