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Time of death approximately 11:50 pm to 12 am

that’s the nth time I heard a time of death of a person this week.

“the victim is an emergency nurse, base on her scrubsuit she is Iona Gonzales. She was found lying with 4 stabs, on her neck, upper abdomen, and shoulders. She was seen here in an empty patient room lying on the floor by a hospital staff at 12:37am” Inspector Jem Santiles said.

“there’s 3 primary suspects, first, Rey Agoncillo, an emergency nurse that is close to the victim. according to his alibi, Agoncillo was taking his coffee break at the al fresco from 11:50 am to 12:13 am, and was alone at that time. second, we have Dr. Hernando Lopez Pacia. one of the hospital staff said he is close to all emergency nurse. Doc Pacia said that he was checking a patient during the time of the crime, but no one actually confirmed it. lastly, we have Armando De La Cruz, a hospital staff who found the victim. Mr. De La Cruz said he was about to clean the room, and was cleaning the other rooms at the time of the crime”

“no one got a perfect alibi” I sighed

“mukhang mahaba habang umaga to detective Leif”

______

Leif Xavier Adler, a detective. my job is to know what people don’t know. 

When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.

______

bruises on right and left arm, missing cellphone, blood on the right index finger with spots of blood close to it.

....

.

.-...

.- -.

––––––––
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“the spots are unusual, the blood on her right index finger is a sign that it was written by the victim with her ounce of energy left before she died” I said

––––––––
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“dying message” Inspector jem said

––––––––
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“if my hunch is right, it’s a morse code for H.E.L.P” I said as my face lit up.

“paano ito makakatulong sa pag imbestiga natin kung HELP ang nakasulat diyan?”

“there’s a possibility that the murderer will fabricate the writing if it is something so obvious, but this will be a hint for us”

––––––––
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“let’s talk to the three suspect first” as I approach from where the three suspect is sitting

The three suspects sat across the table. The fluorescent lights above hummed softly, making the room feel colder than it should be.

I studied their faces one by one.

Rey Agoncillo’s eyes were red, his hands trembling as he wiped his tears with the sleeve of his scrubs. Dr. Hernando Pacia sat upright, composed, fingers interlocked on the table like he was in a conference rather than an interrogation. Armando De La Cruz leaned back on his chair, arms crossed, irritation written all over his face.

“Simulan natin sa simple,” I said calmly. “What exactly happened tonight?”

Inspector Jem stood beside me, flipping through his notebook.



​Rey Agoncillo

“I told you already,” Rey said, voice shaky. “I was taking my break. Sa al fresco. I needed fresh air.”

“What time exactly?” I asked.

“11:50... hanggang 12:13.”

“Mag-isa ka?”

He hesitated.

“Yes.”

I noticed his fingers tapping nervously on the table.

“Coffee break... yet your hands are still clean. No smell of coffee either.”

His eyes widened.

“I—I washed them.”

“Before or after you heard about the murder?”

He didn’t answer.



​Dr. Hernando Pacia

I turned to the doctor.

“You said you were checking on a patient.”

“Yes,” he replied smoothly.

“Which patient?”

“Room 207.”

Inspector Jem checked his notes.

“Room 207 was discharged at 10:30 pm,” Jem said slowly.

For the first time, Dr. Pacia blinked.

“I must have mistaken the room,” he said quickly.



​Armando De La Cruz

Then I faced the janitor.

“You found the body.”

“Yeah. 12:37. I was about to clean the room.”

“Which rooms did you clean before that?”

“Five rooms on the west wing.”

“Did you see the victim earlier?”

“Hindi.”

But his eyes shifted away from mine.



I leaned back and closed my eyes for a moment.

Bruises on both arms.

Four stab wounds.

Missing cellphone.

Blood on the right index finger.

And the strange dots on the floor.



...

.

.-...

.- -.

HELP.

But something about it bothered me.

If the victim truly wrote HELP...

My eyes suddenly opened.

“No...” I murmured.

Inspector Jem looked at me.

“What is it, detective?”

I looked back at the dried blood patterns again.

Then at the suspects.

Then at the symbols.

HELP.

At first glance, it looked like a desperate message.

But something about it bothered me.

“Inspector,” I said slowly, “what if it’s not just a cry for help?”

Jem frowned.

“Then what is it?”

I turned toward the three suspects.

“What if it’s a name?”

The suspects exchanged confused glances.

“Name?” Armando scoffed. “Anong pangalan ang HELP?”

I stepped closer to them.

“Not a name,” I said.

“Initials.”

I wrote the letters on the board.

H.E.L.P

Rey Agoncillo blinked.

“H... E... L... P...”

Inspector Jem suddenly leaned forward.

“Wait...”

I nodded.

“Hernando.

Lopez.

Pacia.”

The room went silent.

All eyes slowly turned to the doctor.

Dr. Hernando Pacia forced a small laugh.

“That’s ridiculous,” he said. “You’re accusing me because of four letters written in blood?”

“Not just that,” I replied calmly.

I slid the evidence photo across the table.

“The victim had bruises on both arms. She fought back.”

Inspector Jem added, “And the autopsy report shows defensive wounds.”

Rey stared at the doctor.

“Doc...?”

Dr. Pacia’s jaw tightened.

“Coincidence,” he said coldly.

“Maybe,” I said.

“But the hospital CCTV shows someone entering the victim’s corridor at 11:48 pm.”

Inspector Jem flipped through his notes.

“And guess whose ID badge logged entry to that floor at exactly the same time?”

I slowly placed the evidence bag on the table.

Inside it was a hospital ID card.

Dr. Hernando Lopez Pacia.

The doctor’s face paled.

“You dropped this near the victim’s room,” I said quietly.

The silence felt heavy.

Rey stood up abruptly.

“You killed her?” he whispered.

Dr. Pacia looked around the room, his composure finally cracking.

“She wasn’t supposed to die,” he muttered.

Inspector Jem stepped forward.

“Explain.”

Dr. Pacia rubbed his face with trembling hands.

“She found out about the prescriptions... the illegal drugs I was diverting.”

Armando cursed under his breath.

“She threatened to report me,” Pacia continued. “I only wanted to scare her.”

“But she fought back,” I said.

He nodded slowly.

“I panicked.”

“And stabbed her four times,” Jem finished.

The doctor looked down, defeated.

“I didn’t even realize she was writing something...”

I picked up the photo again.

Four letters written in blood.

H E L P

A dying message.

A cry for help.

And the name of her killer.

Inspector Jem snapped the handcuffs around the doctor’s wrists.

“You are under arrest for the murder of Iona Gonzales.”

As the officers led him away, the room became quiet again.

I looked one last time at the evidence photo.

Even with her final breath...

Iona Gonzales made sure the truth would be found.

​CHAPTER 1
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​Chapter One
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The Woman at the Crime Scene

The rain had just stopped when I arrived.

Police lights painted the wet pavement outside the apartment building in flashes of red and blue. Yellow tape blocked the entrance, fluttering slightly in the cool midnight air.

Another crime scene.

Another long night.

I showed my badge to the officer standing by the tape.

“Detective Leif Xavier Adler.”

He nodded and lifted the tape. “Third floor, sir. Apartment 3B.”

The stairwell smelled like damp concrete and old cigarettes. As I climbed the stairs, the noise from the street slowly faded, replaced by quiet murmurs of officers doing their work.

When I reached the third floor, the hallway was already busy.

Forensics.

Two patrol officers.

A medical examiner finishing notes.

Inside the apartment, a man lay on the living room floor.

Mid-thirties. Well dressed.

Single stab wound to the chest.

I crouched beside the body.

Clean strike. Direct to the heart.

“Mukhang mabilis lang,” I murmured.

No signs of struggle.

The furniture was untouched.

“Which means...” I continued quietly, “kilala niya ‘yung killer.”

“Or he trusted them.”

The voice came from behind me.

Female.

Calm.

I turned.

A young woman stood near the doorway, wearing gloves and holding a small notebook. Her dark hair was tied neatly behind her head, and her eyes were already studying the room like she’d been here longer than I had.

One of the officers noticed me looking.

“Oh, detective,” he said. “She’s the consultant they sent.”

The woman stepped forward.

“Maya Serrano,” she said. “Consulting detective.”

I stood up and shook her hand.

“Leif Adler.”

She nodded politely, then walked past me and crouched beside the body.

“Single stab wound,” she said after a moment. “Between the ribs. Straight to the heart.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Medical training?”

She shook her head slightly.

“Observation lang.”

Fair enough.

Her eyes moved around the room quickly.

“No forced entry,” she added.

“Yeah,” I said. “Which means the victim knew the killer.”

“Or at least pinagbuksan niya ng pinto.”

I glanced around the living room again.

Something caught my eye on the coffee table.

Two wine glasses.

One empty.

One still half-full.

“Looks like the victim had company,” I said.

Maya glanced at the glasses.

“Cheap wine,” she noted.

“You can tell that from here?”

She pointed at the label.

“Discount brand. Madalas ko makita sa convenience stores.”

I smirked.

“Impressive.”

She ignored the comment and walked toward the window.

Rainwater still ran down the glass in thin lines.

Then she stopped.

“Detective,” she said.

I walked beside her.

She pointed at the edge of the window frame.

A faint smear.

Fingerprints.

But not on the inside.

On the outside.

I looked down.

The window opened to a narrow fire escape.

“So the killer didn’t leave through the door,” I said.

She nodded.

“Looks like they came in and out through here.”

An officer stepped into the room.

“Detectives,” he said. “The neighbor reported hearing voices around 10:40 pm.”

“How many voices?” I asked.

“Dalawa.”

I glanced at Maya.

She was already writing something in her notebook.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

She closed the notebook slowly.

“This wasn’t random.”

I leaned against the table.

“I figured that much.”

She shook her head slightly.

“No. I mean this was a planned meeting.”

Her eyes shifted toward the wine glasses again.
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