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			Trust that which you can achieve on your own; ask, read, verify; think that others’ ideas are as worthy as yours and, most importantly, whenever you fail, which you will, learn.

			For Jaime

		


		
			1. Human

			From Latin, ‘humus’, meaning ‘earth’, and the suffix ‘anus’, which indicates a relationship of origin to something, a belonging.
Those who belong to earth. 

			He brought his thumb to his lips and bit his nail tentatively, without tearing it, like a rodent checking the hardness of an unripe nut before discarding it. Reaching up, he gave his light, straight hair a tug and then pulled his earlobe. A conjunction of nervous impulses that he repeated over and over again, as he worked on his two fifteen-inch computer screens, or whenever it was time to revise final details. Three nervous reflexes that made his body move quickly, repeatedly and uncontrollably. He bit his nails, tugged at his hair and pulled his ear; considerably normal actions when done separately, but together they had become an indivisible part of his nature. It had been two years since Julián started developing the nervous disorder, but the impulses had become even more pronounced in the past few months. He hardly noticed it himself, and whenever Anthony mentioned it, he blamed it on stress. Anthony, his business partner, calculated that his spasmodic loops had increased to a rate of one hundred repetitions per day. 

			There was less than an hour left until the testing and Julián Konks was still going through the lines of source code that they would use. The young man worked in front of his computer screens in a dark and dingy office, alone for the time being. Every time he typed a modification in the shape of a letter, number or symbol on his left screen, the other screen, which had an image of his face, an infographic, altered its expression in response. The emotional states that passed through that face changed, influenced by a few lines of text. The graphic representation of Julián reacted to every alteration of the programmed code; shifting from desperation to laughter, sadness, fear and joy. He licked his lips and glanced at the door where they had hung a poster of Rosalía. He was waiting for Anthony, his business partner and friend.

			Anthony Somoza left Starbucks carrying two cups with white plastic lids that he placed inside the front basket of a bicycle plastered with stickers. He cycled through the city’s busy streets right at the time when everyone left work, avoiding the avenues that got busiest during rush hours. The glimmer of a yellowish sun dropped long shadows on the deteriorated pavement. He turned into an alleyway, a shortcut he took to reduce the two miles that separated him from his office.

			In a corner, hidden behind a rusty fence, two men with drawn faces shared a syringe with heroin. They did not bother lifting their heads even as the cyclist passed just a few feet away from where they stood. Neither did they try to hide when one injected the liquid into his pale, callused skin.

			The cyclist left the alleyway and continued through one of the main streets. On the sidewalk, a woman in a black cardigan leaned out the window of a white car while a man gave her a sachet of cocaine in exchange for worn out pesos. 

			Anthony continued his route and finally arrived at the doors of a neglected-looking office building. He was pushing his bicycle to the entrance when a couple in bright clothes left the building. The girl smiled and showed her boyfriend a small plastic envelope with what he recognized as crystal meth (methamphetamine). Anthony placed his bicycle against a column and secured it with a large chain and lock.

			Julián repeated his little impulsive ritual, stood up and checked the clock that hung on the wall; an old advertisement clock with the Bananas Tech logo. He had needed to go to the bathroom for a while, but reluctant to waste any of his invaluable time, had resisted the urge. He could not put it off any longer now, and the bathroom was only next door to their office. It had dirty-white walls, was illuminated by long fluorescent tubes, and stank of urine. 

			The bathroom looked empty. Julián chose the third urinal, undid his zip and finally relieved himself. Behind him, from one of the cubicles, came noises and a woman’s laughter. Julián lifted his eyebrows and turned his head to stare at the closed door. Clearly, he had caught a couple mid-business.

			He heard a female moan and Julián, keen to leave the place, hurried to wash his hands at the sink.

			Clang!

			Something metallic hit the floor and the whole room went still. Water kept running at the sink. Julián turned his eyes to the tiled floor.

			A gun had slid under the door where, a few seconds ago, he had heard laughter and muffled whispers. Julián closed the tap, his eyes fixed on the gun. At the same time, a man’s blue sneaker appeared under the door, dragging the object back into the cubicle. Julián shook his head as he left the bathroom and returned to his den, wiping his hands on his jeans. 

			The corridors of the lower floor were crammed with piles of paper and old folders. Anthony stepped around the mess, still carrying the two cups of coffee. On his way up, he bumped into two young men who were leaning on the wall and chatting, holding two cans of Pepsi. 

			“I’ll be seeing you both in a bit”, Anthony reminded them. 

			“You bet, we are so up for the challenge”, said one of them, giving Anthony a thumbs-up.

			Anthony hurried into the office, the coffee’s white plastic lids were tightly closed.

			“Your caramel macchiato latte”.

			He left it on the small side table next to Julián, almost spilling the contents over the open notebook as he jumped into the red chair with the missing armrest. Anthony had removed it so that his right arm could hang off the side and reach the wheels at the base with his fingertips. Sixteen hours a day typing codes has its consequences in the realm of strange fixations acquisition, especially with programmers.

			“You should be happy. Your fucking caramel machiatto latte has made me waste 20 minutes of my precious time… the place was packed; seven o’clock and you can’t imagine the number of addicts to this shit there are. And we were all there, standing in a line like fucking zombies”.

			“That’s the way with vices, güey”, said Julián, as he went through his little routine again; first the nail, then his fingers tugging at his hair and the final pull of his earlobe. He looked at Anthony, who was scanning his fingerprint to get his computer started, and smiled. “When you are addicted to something, it’s always like that… pure drug this caramel stuff… Speaking of which, just a moment ago, there was a couple going at it in the bathroom”.

			“No fucking way…”

			“If you go now, you might still catch a bit of the show. I know you’re into that dirty shit”, said Julian, as he lifted his cup with one hand and removed the lid with the other. He took a sip and licked his mouth, savoring it; then, he put it back on the table and soon forgot that it had ever been there.

			Anthony looked at Julián with a smile.

			“The guys will be here in fifty-five minutes. I saw them waiting and Carlo is about to come through that door”, Anthony checked the time on his screen and enabled the connection. “Are you sure about this? Is he the right person?”

			“Right? Nobody is right for this. Not even us, but when the time arrives… well, we’ll just have to be”. He bit, tugged and pulled again, eyes glued to the screens. “In five minutes, we will close the program and print out the chips”, he said, his face immutable as he continued staring at the lines of code on the screen. “Chap-in is a very promising language, but it lacks good syntax to connect external sensors”.

			Anthony nodded, “We will have to remake the links… Not now, don’t even dream of it, but when we upload it to the cloud, I’m sure we’ll have to.

			Julián set up the chip printer in which he had invested all the money that his father, Sebastian Konks had loaned him. The Konks descended from a family of bankers of Jewish origin that fled Germany before the war started. They found a new life in Mexico, a country that always welcomes those seeking refuge. It had been a year since they had got the loan, a sum close to two million pesos, which he had promised, without much conviction, to return one day. Thank God, thought Julián; the money had all gone to a life without commodities, an office and a magnificent biotechnological printer HP-Bio 11.

			Anthony Somoza was born in Sonora. His parents were agricultural workers who harvested lettuce and grapes. Out of five brothers, Anthony had been the only one to spend any time on his studies; the others continued working the land, doing different jobs along the line of production: they harvested, packaged, stored and distributed.

			When Anthony arrived with Julián in Mexico City, at the end of their four years of university, Julian’s parents let them stay at a space they had above their garage, and loaned them enough money to develop their ideas. The only condition was that they would stay away from the Konks house and the Konks. They held no love for their geeky son and his ‘dark’ friend, as they referred to Anthony when he was not present. They despised those who were different, and the color of his hair and skin were enough reason for the racist and superfluous looks they often gave him.

			They had both accepted the conditions of the deal and had only seen Julian´s parents twice in that time.

			Both associates had focused all their efforts on the execution of the idea they were about to present.

			Anthony stood up and waited for the 3D printer to do its work, holding his hands behind his neck.

			“If the program doesn’t work, tell DARPA. They have already spent over fifty million dollars on this damn language”.

			Anthony was aware that Chap-in was the evolved version of Chap-el, which the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) launched at least twenty years ago for the acquisition of a high-performance language and the execution of algorithms for supercomputers, although they were using the cloud version from Unix with a BSD license. Its syntax was based on the classic languages C, C++ and Java, but also adopted concepts of scientific programming from Fortran and Matlab. However, its best attribute was related to its parallel processing, which came from programs such as ZPL. 

			Julián and Anthony met four years ago at Professor Hass’ advanced computing class in Berkeley. After sharing many hours of loneliness in front of their computer screens, they became close friends. Silences only interrupted by the sound of typing and occasional bursts of frustration or anger when things did not turn out as expected. They had spent all their time in a tiny room where they hardly engaged in any dialogue, exchanged comments or said inappropriate words. They had not even told the kind of jokes that people outside their programmer’s world would struggle to understand. Like the one Anthony sometimes told about the elevator that opens with a programmer inside and someone outside asks ‘up or down?’, to which he replies, ‘yes’. It was a good joke that made them laugh every time.

			They were twenty-four, born in April fourteenth and April twentieth, both Aries. They had named their company Synchro and used the symbol of the ram as their logo.

			Julián waited for the data to load, selected the printer and without hesitation, pressed the ‘run’ button to print the programmed, tiny, black balls. It took a few seconds for the files to transfer and the machine to get started. Anthony continued standing guard by the 3D bio-printer which was now blinking with a green light. 

			“How many?” asked Anthony.

			“Five –I think five should be enough”, replied Julián, pulling his earlobe. He stretched his legs and stood up. “That’s ready now”.

			“What about Carlo?”

			“He should be here any moment now; I told him half past seven. I’d rather we do this once the center has emptied a bit. The commotion would not favor us”. 

			“People talk”.

			Julián walked to the window that faced the courtyard. Their office was, without doubt, the worst in the Mex-Tec; it had also been the cheapest they found. Those two hundred and fifteen square feet cost something like thirteen thousand pesos each month, and only because the guy in charge had liked him and because no one else wanted the shit hole that looked more like a storage room than the home for a technological company. 

			“Anthony, I have to make a prophecy”.

			“Tell me, Nostradamus. Until now, all your weird prophecies have come true”.

			Julián kept looking at the courtyard below.

			“One day, we are going to become very rich because of Synchro and there will be many people trying to divide us. Remember: divide and conquer”.

			“Technically speaking, those are two prophecies, one about us becoming rich and the other about people trying to divide us”, said Anthony, his eyes fixed on the printer.

			***

			A completely bold man and a young, attractive, blonde girl were straightening themselves up before the mirror at the men’s bathroom, after a brief encounter in one of the cubicles. 

			“When are you going to tell me something about the investor?”

			“Soon, give me a few more weeks”, he said, taking the gun from its case and turning it in his palm, checking for damage.

			“One day, that thing is going to bring you trouble”.

			“This thing isn’t loaded, but it’s very persuasive”.

			A young man in a white t-shirt walked in. He stopped at the door, surprised at the sight of the couple. Then, his attention was drawn to the gun in the bald man’s hands. He turned around and left.

			“See? Extremely persuasive”, said the bald man in blue sneakers as he checked his reflection.

			She took out a small bag of cocaine, emptied some of its contents on a metal plate and with help from a little tube of the same material, formed two white lines.

			The man returned his gun to the holster on his hip.

			“I’ve got the Synchro geeks’ presentation now”, the man lifted his chin and posed before the mirror with an ironic smile.

			“The people in the building say that what they are doing is pretty awesome”. 

			“Everyone believes that what they do is the best thing in the world”.

			“Maybe, but people are talking, right?” she said, and held her blonde hair back. Leaning forward she snorted her white line.

			“My dear Ana, in the world of money, only money matters; good ideas don’t mean shit”, the man took the metallic tube from the sink, brought it to his nose and snorted loudly, following the line of powder.

			Once in the corridor, each went their different, no words, no kisses, no “see-you-laters”. The man turned to stare at the girl’s butt as she walked away; she didn’t look back. 

			***

			Gingerly, Anthony took the tray with the five microchips covered in black jelly. Each ball hardly reached the size of a chickpea. 

			There was a loud knock and Carlo poked his shiny, shaved head round the side of the door.

			“Hey, guys… Can I come in?”

			Carlo Stamas was a forty-year-old lawyer who was often seen in the building hunting for new clients to assist with patent services, counsellings and finding investors. The guy was known at the center as the ‘ten percenter’. His strong build and shaved head gave him the airs of a personal trainer.

			“Thank you for coming, güey”, said Anthony, showing him the tray with the five tiny balls.

			“This piece of shit is your stuff?”

			Julián laughed from the window.

			“This piece of shit is going to make us rich and end your days as a third-rate lawyer. Thanks to this piece of shit, you are going to spend your time in gyms burning toxins and fucking desperate ladies”.

			Carlo was known as a womanizer by the people in the building, besides, he enjoyed showing off his skills with the ladies. Julián glanced at his feet; he recognized the blue sneakers that he had spotted pushing a gun in the bathroom a few moments ago.

			“Son, I hear that every day from young guys like you, who dream of finding the golden fleece”. 

			Anthony looked at the logo printed on the wall, the symbol of the ram, Aries, the golden fleece that Jason and the Argonaut’s searched for.

			Carlo sat on Anthony’s empty chair and stretched his arms. On his side, through the open jacket, the gun attached to his hip became visible. He smiled openly at them.

			“Don’t worry, I have a license”, he said, and added, “I’ve had a tough day and look at the time. So, go on, fill me in, because I have a date at ten at the Old Boat of Santa Fe and the girl is a beauty”. He looked down at the gap that was missing an armrest but did not make any comments.

			Slowly, Julián walked to where Anthony stood, still with the tray in his hands, a few steps away from Carlo. Julián took one of the balls and held it in between his fingers.

			“In a few minutes, four people are going to walk through that door. They are friends, volunteers, some are known to you from the center. They are going to be our guinea pigs…”

			Carlo Stamas scratched his head and lifted a condescending eyebrow.

			“I hope they signed a contract for this, in case you end up poisoning them with that stuff”, he said, pointing at the tray. “I don’t want any trouble”.

			“They are completely harmless, there is nothing dangerous in their composition. It’s biotechnology. Their effect lasts for about two hours, after that, the microchip detaches itself and the body eliminates it through excretion. These are organic and biodegradable compounds, easily disposed of by the body. It’s jelly”. Julián looked at Carlo as he spoke, daring him to contradict him. “We have asked you to come because we need help with finance; we are going to need four hundred million dollars to make the next move”.

			“Four hundred million dollars? That’s more than seven and a half billion fucking pesos. Are you mad?” Carlo stood up, with full intentions of leaving through the door. He tried to lean on the missing armrest. “Fuck… Look, kids, never in the whole history of start-ups has anyone given four hundred million fucking dollars to two little assholes like you, however fucking high-end their technology is. I don’t want to waste my time or yours. I shouldn’t have come here in the first place”.

			Anthony blocked his way to the door. 

			“Please, first listen to what we’ve got to say. Then, you can leave”.

			Carlo loosened his tie; he paused. He was already there and had nothing to lose. 

			“Do you know what ‘elevator pitch’ means? Well, you have one minute to fill me in and then I’m going to go meet a girl that is dying to show me all of life’s pleasure. I’m tired. Let’s see, what the hell do you want four hundred million dollars for?” He covered his mouth. “Excuse me for laughing”.

			Julián, who had not moved from where he stood, continued his speech.

			“As I was saying, in a few minutes time, four people are going to arrive here. They will swallow these Synchro microchips and a minute later, I’m going to send a two-gigahertz radio frequency from my computer, sort of like Bluetooth, so that we can provoke emotions in them at our will”.

			“So, you are telling me that you have developed a technology in which a single fucking ball of these can change people’s emotions?”

			“I guess you could put it that way, yes. Look, to simplify things: during a period of time, this chip, the black ball, is going to attach itself, like a tic, to a neuron. That way the neuron becomes a center of amplified transmission linked to the person’s neuronal system, it makes contact with the brain, sends small electric codes and modifies the person’s emotions, but in a way that has been programmed. We like to say that we have come up with a new type of drug; no chemicals, no side effects, and you can control it from your phone with an app. Simple. A drug capable of modifying and controlling human emotion”.

			Carlo stared at Julián, completely astonished.

			“But, that’s crazy! Does it work?”

			“Absolutely”.

			Julián knew that the word ‘absolutely’, got rid of all doubts: people needed absolute truths and absolute words in this relative world that we live in. Carlo would stay to see the results of the test and would completely forgot about his date.

			There was a polite knock on the door and four people walked in. Among them were the two young men in white t-shirts that Anthony had spoken to earlier, still holding their Pepsis.

			***

			The coffin was white and small, smaller than she had imagined for her ten-year-old son Lucas, who had died of leukemia and was about to be buried. Cristina stood petrified watching the narrow box, obsessed by the size of it; she wanted to throw herself at it, open the coffin and see once again, with her own eyes, that it was her Lucas who fitted in that tiny space. 

			The death of a child renders speechless those who insist on seeking meaning in life. In the last two days, Cristina had become lost in a dense fog, her blue eyes had darkened, her blonde hair had grown white reflections and was now held back in a tight, greasy and decentered ponytail. At thirty, she had aged one hundred years all at once. Fog. She could still feel the weak arm of the child with the worst diagnosis for AML, resting in her palm.

			Lucas had started feeling exhausted, he had lost weight, suffered frequent infections, bleeding, bruises that appeared out of nowhere. To save his life, he had gone through chemotherapy, followed by radiotherapy and stem cells transplant. All without result. He had been in that one percent that statistics said would not survive. That horrible one percent that any successful statistic has, right next to the other ninety-nine.

			Around her, dressed in black, with dark sunglasses and downcast faces, were friends, a few family members and her workmates, members of the narcotics brigade at the New Mexico Police Department.

			The small tow truck started its engine and the lacquered coffin slowly descended the three and a half feet of dug earth. That was the space that separated the box from the surface, from the air, to become that something that accompanies the soft and velvety inside of the dead’s rest per secula seculorum. The remains of someone that had once been alive, that had breathed, smiled… fallen ill and… Cristina lifted her eyes and saw her partner, Álvaro Guzmán, in a black blazer and tie; he was clenching his fists and diverting his eyes from the hole that was being occupied. He lifted his eyes to the sky’s blue. She followed his gaze in its upwards escape and felt comforted by the feeling of a sun ray in her face. She was wearing polarized sunglasses, but still, it dazzled her. The fog would return soon.

			She lowered her gaze and there was Guzmán again, trying to invent a smile that would tell Cristina that she would recover from this; that would tell a mother that has lost her child after two years of battling death, that there is hope… Impossible. The smile did not appear and they both turned their eyes to the white coffin as it touched the bottom.

			The flowers would come later, tossed into the ditch, the shovel and the earth spilling over it; and then, the unbearable hugs, one after the other. A time for crying that would condense tears into a dense and salty fog. She had already experienced it two years before, a time when tears had surged from her eyes during her last goodbye to her friend and partner, Laura, ‘almost at the same time as they discovered that Lucas had cancer’, thought the lieutenant.

			Cristina was immersed once again in the fog that the loss of a son generates, as she remembered her friend and workmate, Laura, who was buried close to here. ‘For the love of God, Laura, look after Lucas; now that you are both together, take care of him’. She held onto that thought while she went through the formalities of lost hugs and the ‘I’m sorry for your loss’s. She had met Laura Almillar in the Desierto de los Leones Police School, where they trained and studied every morning of the required twenty-one weeks that the course lasted. She had been forced to leave her child with the neighbors while they both worked as waitresses at Tapitas. Laura had been her only friend, Lucas had been everything else. After many hours directing traffic, their chance finally arrived and they took it at once. Cristina at Narcotics and Laura at the Criminal Brigade.

			It had happened on the last day of September; Cristina remembered it well because it had been the day after Lucas’ birthday. Laura had been there with Albi, a German shepherd that was always stuck to her side; she called him her ‘novio’. The day after, during a simple routine assault, Laura, protected by her bulletproof vest, entered the house of a murder suspect through the garden door, an architect who’d presumably murdered his secretary. Inside, by the entrance, they were welcomed by a deflagration that shattered the entire glass door right before their eyes. A bomb programmed to end the life of the police who came to the house. The architect had committed suicide a few hours earlier, leaving that surprise behind to increase the hatred his memory might raise.

			Laura died instantly. Afterwards, Lucas remembered her dog, Albi. But, when Cristina went to her house to fetch him, the animal was gone. She was convinced that a neighbor must have taken him.

			Laura was buried close to Lucas, thought Cristina, next to the three fir trees at the back. ‘Laura, Lucas knows you; he’s alone now, but if he sees you, he’ll grow calm. Laura, be his temporary mother, please. He’s a good boy, you know him, a bit cheeky and absentminded but a good boy after all. He’s all yours.’

			“Hello, Cristina; I’m sorry about your son”.

			Cristina woke up from her trance. The guy in front of her was that two-faced worm, Alex.

			“What are you doing here?” Cristina said, raising her voice, “what, you’ve come to your son’s funeral? Ten years ignoring him and now… you come here to meet him. Well, you’re late”. She lifted her hand, ready to unload her anger on his face with all her remaining strength. “Son of a bitch!” 

			Alex swallowed, ready for the slap.

			“I only wanted to offer you my condolences. I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry”.

			Guzmán reached Cristina’s side and held her by the shoulders, trying to calm her down. He looked at Alex. The three of them were alone. 

			“You should leave. This isn’t a good time for surprises”.

			Alex turned and walked away, slowly and downcast. Cristina was left alone with Guzmán; the spirit of the past was leaving.

			She started to cry in anger.

			“It’s OK. Calm down”.

			“I’m calm. It’s just that son-of-a-bitch… He disappeared entirely from my life ten years ago when he found out that I was pregnant, and he turns up now. Today, the very day we bury Lucas, when he never even bothered to meet his son and in all these years we hadn’t heard anything from him, he appears out of nowhere to say that he’s sorry. This whole time I’ve been a single mother, making up stories about my life for a child who is no longer here and who asked about his dad… And now, the goddamn son-of-a-bitch turns up, here of all places…”

			Álvaro Guzmán had no words for such pain, and offered a calm hug instead. 

			“A professional son-of-a-bitch… Let’s go”.

			With the help of a dump truck, the men were pouring earth on the barely visible white coffin.

			“Álvaro, I’m alone now”.

			Cristina tried to recompose herself by wiping her face. She hadn’t applied mascara because she knew her whole face would end up covered in black stains. Her eyes were red and moist. Guzmán gave her some space.

			“My car’s over there. I’ll drive you”.

			“I’d rather stay a bit longer”, she said, and pointed at some trees. “I’m going to visit Laura; I need to ask her a favor”.

			“You’re right. Lieutenant Almillar is in this cemetery. I’m sorry”.

			She started walking away; Guzmán watched her go; she turned around and said: 

			“Thank you, Álvaro. I’ll go to the station later. I’d rather get over all this as soon as possible. What’s left for me, which isn’t much, is there”.

			“You don’t need to do it. Take a few days off”.

			“I’d rather go… and not spend my whole day thinking. It’s been a long year and…”

			“It’s been a bad one”, offered the white-haired policeman. “It’s already November”.

			“They’ve stolen October from me”.

			“When you come to the station, I’ll go with you to report the stolen month. When it comes to months, October is pretty important”.

			She smiled. Álvaro got into his car and drove off; meanwhile Cristina sunk back into the fog.

			The place grew silent as the two men that buried the boy left in a tiny electric cart, the sort you’d find in a golf course.

			In the distance, hidden, camouflaged behind a marbled pantheon, someone was drying her tears. She had watched Cristina from a distance during the funeral. She couldn’t have gone any closer; many would have recognized her and she was dead.

			***

			In his car, Guzmán wondered whether he should go straight home and into the shower, or stop at Fumadera to buy marijuana. Would it be open by now? It was eleven in the morning and he was due in the police station at three for the evening shift; he had four hours ahead of him and did not feel hungry at all. He turned up the radio.

				…I want you to know, your blows

				are not going to separate us

				my heart is stronger than all that,

				death was never in the cards.

				I want you to know, your words

				are killing me at last…

				

			The ’19 Prius hybrid took the ring road and exited by the Río Becerra.

			He stopped at one of the spaces reserved for clients of Fumadera, literally, ‘the smoking area’, a green shop; its logo, two green circles with a dot in their center. It had opened its doors to pot smokers ten years ago and, even with that name, business was thriving. The light on the sign was on and Alvaro’s cannabis supplies were running low. He knew today he would need double the usual to fall asleep. The law allowed one ounce of cannabis per day, but Gaby, the owner of Fumadera –and perhaps the very last of the city’s hippies and an old follower of the ‘flower power’–, sold it to Álvaro in 100-gram bags, and this had been a particularly rough week; he needed it.

			“How, Álvaro”, said Gaby as he lifted his hand in what he considered to be the Native American style; his signature greeting. He wore a shabby bandana with camouflage print and had long hair that clashed with his growing baldness. 

			The smell of marijuana filled the air inside. The shelves were crammed with creams, liquids, cookies, popcorn, sweets and energy bars with a flashy poster announcing the main flavors of their three varieties: sativa, indica and ruderalis.

			“How, Gaby”. Álvaro returned the man’s greeting.

			“You’ve come early, I was just opening. The usual?” Gaby narrowed his eyes. “You have the look of someone who’s just been to a funeral”.

			“Yes, a ten-year-old’s, son of a workmate; leukemia, shit luck”.

			“Terrible..”.

			“Yes…” Guzmán kept his eyes on the floor, as if a deep hole had suddenly appeared and he could see the coffin rising to the surface. “Give me something strong”.

			“I don’t have anything strong enough for what you need, but take ten ounces of indico; I just received it from a farm close to Guadalajara. They say this pot is extremely relaxing; its flowering period lasts seven weeks and this batch is freshly cut”.

			“Sedative?”

			“Yes, narcotic, and it is very fruity with a touch of wood. If it were wine, it would be a sort of syrah”.

			Guzmán smiled. 

			“Gaby, you’re the best at selling this shit in the entire world. Every time I come here, I feel like I’m at a wine tasting in the Guadalupe valley. To me, this smoke all tastes the same. I’m sorry”. Guzmán took out his credit card and then realized he couldn’t pay with it.

			“You know that you have to pay with cash because of some obsolete federal law… You are a policeman, change the laws”.

			“I make sure the law is obeyed, but just enough, and I don’t write the laws; if it was up to me, there would only be one law: don’t fuck other people over and children are forbidden to die. Well, those are two laws…”. Álvaro took out a police card with his name and number and put it down on the table. “Add it to my tab, I’ll come by tomorrow. I’ll pay you and let you know whether the shit was fruity. If I don’t turn up, make a call and get me arrested for robbery. How!”

			He picked up his bag and left. Gaby took his card and left it next to the cash register, as a lucky charm. 

			As he reached his car, Guzmán felt tempted to roll a joint and smoke it on his way home; he was really craving one. A police car drove past and for a few seconds, the agent held his gaze, studying him, car to car; Guzmán was outside Fumadera and that alone made him suspicious. Guzmán had always been on the brink of becoming a problem; he was an outsider in the brigade and at fifty, he was not willing to change his habits. Nevertheless, today, he would avoid trouble; he would not challenge his fellow policeman. The car drove on, slowly, watchful. He turned the key and started the hybrid engine. He would smoke it at home and relax a little before going to work. Ever since him and his wife got separated, the house had become a calm place, he thought.

			A moving van from Álamo was blocking his parking spot; someone was moving into the apartment next door to his. His neighboring spot was occupied by an elegant, faded red BMW X-15 with auto pilot. Guzmán pictured a forty-year-old man from the movie industry, probably going through a divorce. Apartment 17 had been empty for three months, ever since old Robert decided to throw away all his stuff and move back to Mérida. ‘Álvaro, DF is no place for old men like me’ was what he told him.

			Guzmán turned back in the alleyway and found an empty spot two streets down; he walked distractedly as he opened his bag of cannabis. He rolled a joint with an expert hand, lit it and inhaled the incandescent weed.

			He crossed the street without looking; a car braked and stopped just a few inches away from him.

			“Fuck!” Scared, Álvaro had dropped his small bag and the lit joint on the ground.

			Inside the vehicle, the driver, a man with a strong build, and a very attractive blonde girl, stared in shock at the man who had so suddenly crossed the road. Carlo Stamas had been driving distractedly, one hand on the wheel, one on Ana Riccoli’s thigh. 

			Guzmán bent down and picked up his small bag and the joint, which he immediately took to his mouth for a long drag. The couple looked at him, amazed.

			“Fucking drug addict!” he heard the man with the shiny shaved head shout from the car.

			Guzmán answered by opening his jacket and showing the gun that was tucked at his side. The driver reacted by waving his own gun behind the windscreen. Guzmán answered the provocation violently by drawing his own weapon; he burst the side window with the iron butt, and taking advantage of Stamas’ surprise, grabbed his gun and threw it by the back wheel.

			The woman started to shout and the two men began a peculiar struggle as one tried to open and the other to close the driver’s door. Finally, Guzmán pulled it open and dragged the man out of the car. Carlo fell on the ground. Despite his size; Guzmán handcuffed him and began to search him. The young woman looked at him, terrified. The policeman had not pronounced a single word yet and the Carlo was breathing quickly, looking at the sides without understanding what was going on. An elderly couple watched the arrest scene from a window.

			“I’m a lawyer; let me tell you, you’re going to pay for this”, said Carlo Stamas, his face on the ground, as Guzmán went through his pockets.

			Álvaro got hold of two bags of cocaine which he tore open and emptied steadily on the street.

			“Come on, güey. You son of a bitch!” Carlo shouted angrily.

			Guzmán’s gaze shifted to the vehicle where he spotted the box the young woman was holding. It was black and had a logo that looked like the wifi drawing with two ram horns: Synchro.

			The lieutenant walked up to the woman, he took the box from her and opened it. Inside, he found a dozen tiny black balls the size of a pill.

			“What the fuck is this?” he demanded, pointing at the box with the tiny balls.

			“That’s none of your business, asshole”, she said.

			Guzmán looked around; there were groups of people watching from the corners and two cars waited impatiently. He helped the handcuffed man up.

			“Amigo, I’m going for lunch with my girl and you just fucked me over”, Carlo said looking down at the dirt on his shirt. “You know you can’t arrest me like this… This is, without doubt, police brutality… You let me go and I’ll let you go, deal?”

			The policeman looked at his joint and then at the bag of cannabis that was still lying on the asphalt; he considered the situation. What the man said was true; this would mean heaps of problematic paperwork and explanations that evening. He released him from the handcuffs; Carlo picked up his weapon and got back in his car.

			“Son of a bitch”, the girl murmured.

			Guzmán dropped the black balls together with his joint and stepped on them, leaving an odd-looking black mess. Then, he left to his apartment, walking up the newly-painted main staircase.

			On the landing, a sweaty young man in shorts waited for instructions holding two wooden chairs with a Cisco Home label. From inside, came a woman’s voice:

			“Leave those next to that table”.

			As Guzmán put his key in the keyhole, the voice that was giving the instructions, addressed him from behind:

			“Hello, I’m Gloria Altolaza, the new neighbor. You must be Álvaro, the policeman; Margarita, the manager, told me about you”. She held out her hand.

			Guzmán shook hands with Gloria Altolaza. Around forty, he thought. She was wearing a grey t-shirt exposing a bare shoulder and black leggings with a skull printed on one side. 

			“I’m Álvaro Guzmán… welcome. And Margarita is definitely the mother of this neighborhood. Careful with her, she said that stuff about me being a policeman to give you a sense of security and get a better rent”.

			“It’s certainly worked with me; they should discount it from your rent, a bonus. There should even be a sign: ‘policeman living in this building’”, Gloria said and noticed the bag of cannabis that was still in his hand. “I’m going to be very safe here”.

			“I’m not sure that’s a good thing. Now, if you’ll allow me”. Álvaro opened his door. “I’ll be here if you ever need anything”.

			“In that case, I’m sure I’ll end up needing something”, replied Gloria with a cheeky smile.

			Guzmán closed the door and threw the small bag on the table by the entrance. He took off his black blazer and loosened his tie. That woman’s face seemed familiar. He took a paper and opened the bag of marijuana; he had to turn his head away from the intense smell to stop himself from feeling dizzy. Expertly, he rolled another joint; he’d hardly enjoyed the previous one. He lit it with a Zippo; first, a tall green flame appeared and then the incandescent crackle of dry weed, wrapped in thin paper, and the white smoke. He was like an alcoholic who swallows but doesn’t savor. He took a first drag and then sat on the blue sofa. The leftover smoke drifted from his nostrils.

			He could hear Gloria Altolaza giving instructions behind the door:

			“That one goes to the right, over there… a bit further… careful, careful… Tiny bit more to the right. Slowly… slowly”.

			Buzz, buzz, buzz

			His phone was vibrating inside his blazer.

			“Shit”.

			Buzz, buzz, buzz.

			“Hello?”

			“Hey, Dad… Hey… it’s Rita”.

			“Hey, kiddo”.

			“Is it a bad time to call?”

			“No, I’m at home, resting. Evening shifts this week; you know, I come in at three and leave at twelve, if nothing happens. The usual stuff. How are you?”

			“I’m fine… Actually, it was Mom who asked me to call… She wants me to tell you… Look, Dad, I’ve made up my mind to become a youtuber… So, yeah, I’m dropping out of college”.

			Guzmán went silent.

			“Dad… are you there?”

			“Yes, of course…”

			“Look, this year has been wonderful. Braulio and I have uploaded content for over seven thousand followers… And if we focus all our potential on it, we could reach a million followers in three months, isn’t it crazy? But we need to invest time, so that we can travel and… you know. Braulio and I are on it with the power house; we want to rent out this really cool place in Gudalajara; that’s where Braulio’s from… You are going to love it. What do you think?”

			“Who’s Braulio?”

			“Braulio’s my boyfriend; I met him on campus; at a frat party. He’s a little older than me; he’ll finish Materials Engineering this year. Mom thinks it’s awesome”.

			Guzmán stared at his joint and tried to figure out how long it had been since he had last spoken to his daughter. He had called her two months ago, but not much was said beyond ‘I love you’ and ‘hope to see you soon’. Now, his daughter was calling to bombard him with news: a new boyfriend and she was going to drop out of college, after all the effort it had taken her to get in; and she was moving to Guadalajara with this Braulio and was going to earn a living as a youtuber. The only thing he could think of saying is what parents always say:

			“You’re only eighteen”.

			“I’m nineteen, Dad”.

			“Well, then, you’re only nineteen… You seem to be telling me that you’ve already made up your mind and that all this is set. What do you want me to say?”

			“Dad, I don’t want you to say anything. I just want to let you know about the choices I’ve made. I’ve made these choices for myself, I’m an adult and…”

			“What did your mother say?”

			“She told me to tell you”.

			“Typical of your mother, pushing the responsibility onto me”.

			“I’m of age and economically independent”.

			“I know. And if you’re anywhere as stubborn as I am, the decision is already final.’

			Guzmán took another drag of his joint, which he had been staring at for a while now.

			“Dad, you have always told me that I have to be brave. Braulio is a good guy and I love him”. 

			“Rita, when you’re in love with someone, everyone seems to be good”.

			“You’ll see what a good couple we make on camera, we work well together and the topics we talk about are technology, phones, apps… People love it. We’ve managed to get some sponsors, it’s going well”.

			“So, my daughter is a youtuber”.

			“Yes, your daughter Rita Guzmán is awesome and a first-rate youtuber”.

			“And you get paid to do that stuff?”

			“I do and pretty well too”.

			“What about moving to Guadalajara?”

			“It’s only an hour away by plane”.

			“By plane?”

			“I promise I’ll come visit you and Mom loads, OK?”

			Álvaro took another long drag and let the white smoke drift from his mouth.

			“Are you smoking?” Rita inquired.

			“Yes, but I’m also old enough not to have to explain myself”.

			“Well, I’m not going to give you a speech on that, it’s too late. I’ll leave you to it, I’m in the middle of packing… Love you lots, kisses”.

			“I also love…”

			She hung up. Álvaro took his joint, breathed in deeply and blew the smoke out. He stood up and moved to the table with his laptop. He got into YouTube and entered his daughter’s name: Rita Guzmán.

			Rita spoke while she held the camera in her hand with skill, like a blogger with a lot of experience; ‘Hello, cosmopolitans of the world, this is “easy life” with…’. Everything about her was laughter and excitement. The camera moved and Braulio appeared, a skinny young man who was also smiling broadly, pale with a white hat that looked too Christmassy, and which made him seem even paler and a bit sickly; ‘my daughter always fancied the weaker ones’, he thought. ‘…Braulio and Rita here on “easy life”, broadcasting from the most organic restaurant on the planet…’ Rita turned the camera to her own face, ‘Tocaya in Los Morelos, a great place for your very best moments…’. Rita laughed and zoomed out so that the place became visible behind them; there were tables at the back with people eating and a waitress arrived at the table where they were sitting with some salads and two green glasses. Rita continued talking: ‘dear all, food is here, two Thai salads and two glasses of kombucha and ginger… extremely healthy…’ Rita took a sip and Braulio took his chance and moved the camera. ‘Hello, this is Braulio, and we haven’t come all the way here just to eat; today we would like to show you an app…’. Rita spoke again, interrupting Braulio: ‘that’s right, today we’re going to show you a new app for your phone…its name is Foodoos’. Rita took her phone from the table and showed it to the camera, a logo with an ‘F’ and two big ‘O’s. ‘It’s going to help you lose weight and eat food that’s both healthy and tasty’, said Braulio. Rita: ‘…exactly, so get Foodoos… and start eating healthy every day’. Braulio: ‘Rita, Rita, don’t interrupt; Rita, now, let me explain…’ Rita laughed and laughed.

			Guzmán knew that his daughter didn’t take any drugs but on that video, she seemed to be up to her ears in cocaine. ‘Braulio, Braulio, you are boring and I am quicker and more fun than you are. Right, guys?... Download the Foodoos app and have fun eating. You just need to tell the app how much you are willing to spend and what you feel like eating and it will take care of everything else…’. Rita had taken over the whole screen. ‘And don’t forget that Foodoos is a free app’. Rita: ‘Also, in your first order, you get a ten-dollar discount. Here we are, enjoying life, Braulio and Rita’s “easy life”’. Braulio poked his head in front of the camera, close enough to have touched the lens with his nose: ‘Hey you! This is called Braulio and Rita’s easy life. If you’re not careful, they’ll just change the name’. He seemed annoyed. Rita’s face was still at the forefront laughing while Braulio wrote something in a notebook, covering it with his hand whenever the camera came near it. ‘Stop the camera’, he said. The only thing he heard at the end was Braulio saying, ‘Fuck you’ and then the video ended. He looked at the number of views, close to a million, the video was not even five months old. The world has gone crazy, he thought. 

			Guzmán shut his laptop, took one last drag of his joint and left to take a shower.

			***

			The man in orange overalls and a bulletproof vest walked taking short steps, it was all he could manage with the shackles that bound both his hands and feet together. Aldo Ríos, tall and slender at the age of fifty, was the new war trophy that would be exhibited as a warning to drug cartels. He was a public enemy finally arrested, and his deportation required all the appropriate security measures for a high-risk prisoner. Escorted by six agents of the DEA, Aldo had a slight limp. He was still in pain from shot he had received in his calf, his latest scar. He walked the one hundred meters of the cement path that led to the airplane that would take him to the penitentiary at Florence, Colorado, to its high security unit, the ADX, where he would stay until the trial for narcotics trafficking. Along the hangar’s perimeter, over one hundred Mexican police agents guarded the prisoner’s handover. Aldo’s eyes were fixed on his short steps, concentrating on not falling. The agents kept a hand on the prisoner as a reference; meanwhile, their eyes continued scanning the whole perimeter, feeling the tension of being observed. The rear ramp of the military airplane was waiting open for him; Aldo stepped onto the ramp, he felt the pain shoot up his leg, and looked at either side of him, knowing that he was being watched. Standing there as he was, he would have liked to raise his arm and form the sign of victory with his fingers. A push made him walk towards the airplane’s entrance.

			“Have a good trip, Aldo”, murmured Juno Coentrao, who was watching the whole operation from a rooftop outside the security perimeter. Don had asked him to check on his brother’s health after three months in jail. Juno was the son of one of the drug-trafficking capos in Brazil, Néstor Coentrao, and he had been offered to Don as a sign of respect. The young man was dressed impeccably, he was the king’s messenger in the drug trafficking business and his eyes betrayed an unscrupulous character.

			The plane was speeding at the take-off runway.

			An unforgivable security error from their ‘Florida friends’ had led to the arrest; the monthly movements at the bank account registered under the name of Kaspar Klee, located in Miami, transactions that withdrew cash and which had been investigated by the DEA. They only had to wait for Aldo to enter the Azteca bank in Tijuana, on that second of September, like every month, five o’clock of a hot evening, arriving in an armored van with seven men armed with AK-47s.

			Aldo always carried out the transaction in person, always, with his automatic, the safety off, always trusting that he was moving in his own territory, his home. A group of intervention police from both countries was waiting for him, armed for combat. They knew Aldo would not give up easily. And they were right. When the group with the eight traffickers accessed the staircase that lead up to the bank, three Federal Police cars blocked the entrance to the narrow street; Aldo took out his gun and started shooting everywhere, not knowing where he was aiming, but guided by his ‘I have nothing to lose’ instinct. The first crossfire ended the lives of three traffickers and one policeman who received a bullet in his head. Surrounded and trapped between the bank’s door and the armored van, Aldo and his men fired in all directions They were answered by shots from snipers up rooftops. From that height, they began to undermine the gunman’s shots, who were death’s grooms celebrating their wedding with shots that were blowing up their heads and hearts. At street level, a burst initiated by a policeman who had thrown himself down on the pavement, got Aldo Ríos on the calf, making him kneel on the bloodied sidewalk. When he tried to react, he found a gun pointing at his temple; his men lied around him as anonymous corpses. The battle was lost and a general of the drug-trafficking army had fallen.

			Juno dialed the number that appeared under XL on his phone.

			“It’s a clear day”, he said as soon as there was a connection, no waits, no greetings, no answers. He hung up.

			He knew that the perimeter at a mile’s radio would be under surveillance, listening to any phone connections. ‘It’s a clear day’. Juno waited for the plane to take off northwards, he turned to the door that was being guarded by a five-foot-nine blonde woman, dressed in a plain suit with black pants; attached to her side, next to her heart was a NP29, nine millimeters.

			“We’re going to the wall and we’ll be right back. Tell the pilots to be ready at three”. She nodded.

			Don had heard ‘It’s a clear day’. Aldo, his brother was being deported to the United States of America. It was completely silent at the office that rose over Hollywood’s hills in a grand mansion where he remained anonymous under the name of Don Nassar. He touched the picture where he appeared with his brother Aldo. Don had adopted his wife Hela Nassar’s surname; from Jewish origin, a Persian family that had emigrated to America after the fall of the Shah in Iran. Doncel Ríos had taken advantage of his new situation to clean up his record, his surname; there is nothing that a good law firm cannot do in the United States of America. So, Doncel Ríos became Don Nassar, a respectable large real estate investor who dealt with hotels, apartments, marinas, entire buildings and big mansions; still, he continued to manage the millionaire business of opiates trafficking in a border that was impossible to control.

			Hela, his wife, died ten years ago from a breast cancer that ended her life in a matter of months. Don had never been truly in love with her; he had confessed it to his daughter once, after three mescals. She interpreted it as the words of a drunk and depressed man. Don looked at the picture of the woman that presided the table; next to it, he kept the picture of Esther Nassar, his daughter, who had the same dark hair his wife had, and the same tough character. A single daughter for a gigantic legacy full of lights and shadows. Esther was in the light side of the business and knew about the shaded side, she was his family. Aldo was his right hand in the dark side of things, the limitless money that chemical addiction provided; that was where little Aldo had been, always out on the field, among tensions, shots and corpses. They saw each other from time to time; traveling in their private jets, they met at a mansion that Don had in Los Cabos.

			Don spotted Esther’s red sports car driving through the gate. His daughter was wearing a Versace dress, Jimmy Choo shoes, a Kelly Hermes’ handbag and some exquisite Tiffany’s jewelry; a true ‘Masaryk girl’.

			Esther studied and USC and held a master in Finance from Harvard, at twenty-seven she had already outdone everyone. She knew she had power and was completely aware of her future; she was ready to accept her role. Like in a monarchy, where the princess knows that she must choose the man she is going to share her kingdom with, always keeping her own interests and power in mind, rather than following her heart’s desire. It was something she had learnt from her father. Juno, more than a boyfriend, was a duty; above all, was her family’s legacy. 

			The house’s exterior security was discrete: two uniformed guards stood at the hut by the entrance and another one kept watch of the whole outside perimeter, driving up and down in an armored car. The idea was that it would not draw the attention of their millionaire neighbors, that they would not relate it to the images of armed drug-traffickers. Don rejected anything that might connect him to the Hispanic world and had forbidden the hiring of Spanish speaking employees for the house. If you erase your past, you must destroy all evidence that it ever existed. Doncel Ríos was dead, and only one loose end remained: Aldo.

			Inside the house, ten Chinese bodyguards accompanied him day and night in two-people shifts. 

			Esther walked into the room and directed her eyes to the two men who stood behind him like statues, not even batting an eyelid.

			“Hi, Dad. I really don’t get how you can live with these guys stuck to your side all day and night”.

			“You get used to it”.

			“Besides, you can’t even have a conversation with them”.

			“Precisely, they only speak Mandarin. I assure you I sleep extremely well at night. I can close my eyes placidly with two men watching over me. I just pretend they are invisible”.

			“Yes, I get the idea of hiring men that don’t speak your language, but I need privacy”.

			“Privacy? I once found out that one of the bodyguards understood a little of Spanish, I caught him pulling a face at something I said…. So, I sent him to be killed. They all know about it”.

			Don looked indifferently at one of the men in the room, he could very well have been a piece of furniture. 

			“Your uncle Aldo is on his way”.

			“I’m sure we’ll find a way to get him out”, she said and dropped her handbag on the sofa.

			“Yes, he will have the best team of lawyers in America”. Don turned to look outside the window where two squirrels played on some branches.

			“I don’t know if I’ve ever told you, I’m sure I have. My father, Pedro Ríos, your grandpa, was from the South, from Mérida, the only son of a very poor family. He joined the Army and became a pilot at the Air Force. Few know this, but the Águilas Aztecas squad played a major role in the Pacific War… But, we’ll leave that story for another day. Over there, in the Philippines he fell in love with a beautiful woman, my mother, Flora, the daughter of a landowner of Iranian origin. Despite that, they married and settled there to stay together. I was born in the Philippines and so was Aldo. My grandmother, our Nona, was a very compassionate woman… Long story short: My father convinced my mother to come and visit his country, Mexico. They came here and never again returned to the Philippines. My mother died far away from her family. We were young and our Nona came all the way from Manila to stay with us. By that time, my father had already found refuge in alcohol’s embrace. He drank a lot and appeared dead one day, next to a swamp; half his body had been devoured by an alligator. I remember our Nona sat down with Aldo and me and said: ‘I think, today, your father has taught you the most valuable lesson there is in life. At the swamp, when the deer wakes up, it knows that it must drink from the swamp to save its life. When the alligator wakes up, it knows it must move stealthily towards the deer to hunt and feed itself… Now, you must choose which one to be, and always, no matter who you are, as soon as the sun comes out, your watch begins…’.

			Esther listened attentively; the story was well known to her, but she found that there was something in it for the one who would become the guardian of a legacy.

			“Did you speak to Juno?” she asked, changing topics.

			“He was there, in Tijuana”, replied Don, still watching the squirrels scamper on the branches in an endless game of chase.

			“Yes, he told me; he’ll be back tonight. He called me from the car, he’s supervising a move.’

			“Stay and we can eat together; your boy will arrive late. And if you have the time, I can even show you this new toy I acquired today”. He lifted his hand and pulled an imaginary trigger, pointing at a wooden box on the table. “It’s a present”.

			“You haven’t bought me the Smith and Wesson 500, have you?”

			“Just a little something I fancied getting my daughter; it’s got double action, five shots”.

			“Right, it uses the 500 S&W cartridges with 12,7mm bullets, awesome stuff. But, I could totally wreck my shoulders, Dad”.

			“That’s why I want you to try it and get comfortable with it at the shooting gallery. Shall we?” Don nodded at the door.

			Esther checked her Cartier watch; she had a meeting later. The family’s venture capital fund had received an interesting proposal from a company named Synchro; they were looking for finance for a ‘technological drug’. That’s how they had sold her the idea, it sounded interesting.

			“I’ve got a meeting in an hour where someone’s going to present a project for a four hundred million investment”.

			Don seemed unperturbed by the sum and left the room accompanied by his only daughter. A few meters behind, the two Chinese men followed their steps.

			Esther was carrying the heavy box as if it were a briefcase; she calculated that she would have enough time for a quinoa salad and a few shooting rounds in her father’s gallery with the world’s most powerful revolver. Don smiled, he knew his daughter’s weak spot.

			***

			Juno had his hands on the steering wheel. He had bought the Aston Martin Vulcan three weeks ago on a whim and it still smelled of new leather; Esther herself had chosen the color, smoky grey. Juno and his blonde companion remained within the vehicle’s tinted windows, watching the whole operation from a nearby hill; four armed men surrounded the car.

			The wall rose majestically in front of them. An impenetrable border, almost nine meters high, impossible to overcome. The drones were flying above it, undisturbed.

			“There you go; when they built it, they weren’t thinking of the future. The sky has no borders. They spent millions of dollars and it’s just a monument to vanity and human betrayal… They could have saved many lives with that money. I remember them building it when I was a kid…”

			The drones, loaded with cocaine, overflew the border with complete impunity. Trucks waited on the American side with their upper tarpaulin open; the drones flew just about a mile and unloaded the white powder, then the vehicles drove away to their various destinations in California. A clean and perfect logistic.

			When the last truck left and the drones returned home to Mexico. The same operation every week. The systems of detection of low-level flights made them untraceable.

			Juno made a signal and the four gunmen got into a big black car and left. 

			Juno shuddered and started humming a popular folk song:

			‘In the Big Rock Candy Mountains, there’s a land that’s fair and bright, where the handouts grow on bushes and you sleep out every night where all the boxcars are empty, and the sun shines every day on the birds and bees and the cigarette trees the lemonade springs where the bluebird sings… In the Big Rock Candy Mountain…’.

			Ramona lifted her head from between Juno’s legs and sat up. She took a handkerchief to her lips and spit in it.

			Dust rose in clouds as the Vulcan drove off. Far away, with the lights on, a Border Police car drove along the American border.

			***

			Julián Konks, Anthony Somoza and Carlo Stamas got into the elevator of the Reforma Tower and pressed the button to the fifteenth floor where they would be having their last meeting after two months of negotiations. They were going to meet the main investor who would sign the four hundred million dollars that would finally launch Synchro: Esther Nassar. Julian bit his thumb, gave his hair a tug and pulled his earlobe.

			Half an hour later, in a luxurious room, a group of people in suits watched in disbelief the behavior of the two lawyers that had volunteered for the test. They danced and kissed and rolled on the Council’s table. Esther smiled approvingly at Carlo Stamas; next to him were Anthony Somoza and Julián Konks; the latter was holding the phone with the Synchro app.

			***

			Álvaro Guzmán stood by the coffee machine at the police station. His eyes were fixed on the dispenser; the coffee came out, but there was no cup. Guzmán punched and then kicked the machine; it swayed dangerously.

			“For fuck’s sake. Nothing works in this place”.

			Cristina Herrera was reading the report on the arrest of Aldo Ríos when she felt the weight of Guzmán’s friendly hand upon her shoulder. She did not need to turn to know it was him, it was something he always did. Six weeks had gone since the morning of her son’s funeral and she was still terrified of going home to his empty room. She had decided she would leave the house and move closer to the sea, to an apartment with a single bedroom.

			On the report, it said that Aldo Ríos was born in Manila and had become a Mexican national at the age of three. It also said that he had a brother, Doncel Ríos, who was missing. The fog crept into the office and grew until its darkness filled the whole place dark. She stopped reading the extradition report and her mind turned to death; she tried to remember her son’s face and failed. 

			At the cemetery, the boy did not have a gravestone. The order would still take another couple of days to arrive; it would have the inscription of his name, the dates of birth and death. Cautious steps approached the place where the child rested; their owner looked around, watchful. A pair of large, dark glasses hid the face almost entirely. The figure looked around once more and made sure there was nobody else there. They warned her that it would not be a good idea for her to go; they recommended her to stay away from the place, but that was impossible. At the grave, the figure bent down and left a bouquet of roses on the small mound; ten. One for each year that Lucas had lived, ten.

		

OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/Kolima_Books.png
KOLIMA

==}
=t
=1
=
2





OEBPS/Images/Synchro_Ingles.jpg
74
0\
.
A
(o,

JIMS GUITIAN I





OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia-Italic.ttf


