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			To Nanda

		

	
		
			The end cannot justify the means, for the simple and obvious reason that the means employed determine the nature of the ends produced.

			Aldoux Huxley

		

	
		
			I

			They had been flying over Costa Rican territory for a few minutes. The abrupt change in speed signaled the plane’s descent, and Amanda, with a mixture of expectation and fatigue, was looking out the window. A dense layer of clouds prevented her from glimpsing solid ground and only made her anxiety grow. She had spent more than an hour agitated and awake, twisting in her first-class seat, unable to find a comfortable position. Night flights left her with a fragmented and barely restful sleep. She glanced sideways at Nadia, who was sleeping like a baby, curled up in her seat, and silently cursed her bad luck.

			“God, Amanda, you’re such a drama queen, incapable of enjoying a damn thing unless you’re high,” she scolded herself silently. The claustrophobic, stuffy atmosphere of the plane—thick with unpleasant smells, a mix of old carpet, reheated food, sweat, perfumes mingled with oil vapors, barely masked by a cheap air freshener—intensified her discomfort. Only the cool air from the air conditioning offered some relief.

			Exhausted but determined, she stood up, bracing herself on the seat in front of her, her muscles stiff from lack of movement. When she reached for her bag in the overhead compartment, a slight “ouch” escaped her and she nearly dropped it. The inquisitive gaze of a flight attendant followed her as she made her way down the aisle toward the lavatory, but Amanda’s haughty expression dissuaded any comment, despite the audible alerts and illuminated signs indicating that landing was imminent and passengers should remain seated with their seatbelts fastened.

			Minutes later, she returned looking more relaxed. Her exhaustion had faded and she felt clearer. Nadia, who had just stretched, looked at her without blinking and, with a mocking smirk, touched her nose. Amanda, almost instinctively, sat down and wiped off the remaining white powder, trying to look natural.

			Nadia leaned toward her and whispered in her ear, with a rebuke masked as sarcasm:

			“You’re a reckless idiot. I don’t know how you’ve got the ovaries to smuggle coke through airport security. It’s a huge risk! Can’t you see that? You could ruin the whole trip.”

			“Mind your own business, will you? Just leave me alone,” Amanda shot back, her face tight like a string about to snap, drawing the attention of nearby passengers. Nadia didn’t push the matter further.

			Half an hour later, the plane landed at Juan Santamaría Airport in San José as softly as a falling leaf. After the routine of passport control and luggage claim, they headed for the exit. As they crossed the threshold, a gentle breeze greeted them. The recent rain had filled the air with the smell of petrichor that completely enveloped them. A sign reading “Nadia Loudeiro,” held by a chauffeur, awaited them a few meters away.

			The driver, a short man—though handsome and very talkative—introduced himself as Sebastián Mejía. His broad, triumphant smile seemed immune to adversity, and his lively chatter was almost contagious. During the twenty-minute ride, Amanda, absorbed in her phone, replied to messages with twitchy and skillful thumb movements, while Nadia observed the familiar and chaotic landscape, entertained by the driver’s constant babbling. Feeling a bit overwhelmed, they reached the turnoff leading to a vast coffee plantation, a winding path just over three hundred meters long that ended at a resort complex surrounded by palm trees, guanacaste trees, and lush vegetation. Before getting out of the car, Nadia asked Sebastián for his phone number; they needed a reliable driver and he seemed like the right one. Smiling charmingly, the man wrote his number on a greasy card and handed it over with a flourish. Meanwhile, Amanda, already outside the vehicle, requested help with the luggage from a bellboy.

			“We’ll call you,” Nadia assured him as she maneuvered to pull out the handle of one of the suitcases.

			“At your service, ladies. Pura vida!” exclaimed the man before getting back into the car.

			At the hotel entrance, a refreshing little oasis welcomed Nadia. The blend of modernity and colonial architecture from the original hacienda was like an old skin embroidered with new threads; the wood and the vibrant tropical colors of the paintings on the walls depicting local animals and plants offered a bridge between past and present that surprised her. Vases of natural orchids were strategically placed throughout the spacious lobby, and a delicate scent of rose water and damp wood floated in the air. Amanda would love this place. Definitely the best they had found in San José.

			After checking in, they went up to the fifth floor. Nadia found herself in a luxurious suite adorned with contemporary elements that contrasted with the traditional style of the rest of the building. The view, with a lake in the foreground, invited her to lose herself in it. A large bed, topped with a massive photograph of a coffee branch full of reddish berries, dominated the room.

			She scattered her belongings carelessly, took off her sneakers and pants, and headed to the minibar for a beer. She lounged in a comfortable chair on the balcony, gazing at the bordering tropical forest. She sipped slowly, reaffirming her love for that country. She didn’t rush to finish her drink and, swaying to the rhythm of the music that filled the air and with the bottle in hand, retraced her steps to the bathroom. She filled the jacuzzi with intention more to relax and release the tension accumulated in recent hours than to wash, and she sank into the water. For a good while, she let herself be carried away by the sensation of well-being until firm knocks on the door broke her reverie. She got up and walked to the door wrapped in a towel, leaving a trail of water on the floor.

			It was Amanda. With a tense expression—a mix of impatience and annoyance so typical of her—she stared at Nadia.

			“Wow, it’s you!” exclaimed Nadia. “Look at the state you’ve caught me in . . . Not even half an hour’s passed!”

			“Sorry. I didn’t spend all this money on the trip just to stay in the hotel. Let’s go,” she ordered.

			Nadia looked at her in dismay, silently cursing the spoiled rich girl in front of her. But she held back, as she often did, and nodded in resignation. She couldn’t help but shoot her a cold look.

			“Fine, I’ll get ready now.”

			“Let me in,” Amanda said, already slapping the door aside and forcing Nadia to step back without waiting for an answer. She settled into one of the armchairs and scrutinized the suite’s layout with a critical eye.

			Nadia dropped the towel and returned to the bathroom. Amanda had never seen her naked, despite knowing each other since childhood, and the sway of her hips captivated her. That imposing beauty resembled that of a goddess who, seen in the flesh, only heightened Amanda’s pathetic insecurities. She wondered what good her wealth did if she couldn’t have a body like that. Not even the cosmetic touch-ups or implants had done much. She thought of how Jean-Claude, a man she considered upstanding, looked at Nadia when he thought Amanda wasn’t watching. She perceived the looks, the gestures, the fragile dissimulations between them and something inside her died a little more. After every bitter moment, she told herself he loved her, but she couldn’t ignore the sense of alertness she had developed over years of frustration and romantic suffering. She had to stay vigilant and avoid any possible encounters between Nadia and Jean-Claude—no easy task since the girl had started dating Pau, her husband’s right hand. Couldn’t he have picked a different assistant as competent as that one? She relied on her sharp intuition to anticipate things. She just had to keep her paranoia in check and not give herself away.

			Once Nadia was ready, they set out in search of a typical restaurant nearby. Despite the receptionist’s warnings about downtown San José’s dangers, they decided to take the risk. They took a taxi toward the city center and, upon reaching the historic district, got out beside the imposing Metropolitan Cathedral, a place of contrast between sacred calm and urban bustle.

			The afternoon was splendid, with a temperature of twenty-five degrees and golden-hued light from the sun’s last rays vanishing behind the mountains. The atmosphere vibrated with the energy, colors, and sounds characteristic of the Costa Rican capital. The two women strolled along the cobbled streets, among modest two- or three-story buildings with no architectural pretensions, interspersed with old traditional houses of unmistakable Spanish influence that felt familiar to them.

			Their walk led them to a two-story restaurant across from Democracy Plaza. A large neon sign bearing the place’s name caught their eye and they exchanged a glance. This was the one. At the entrance, a pair of nearly life-sized papier-mâché dolls greeted them: the man dressed as a cowboy, the woman in a long dress displaying the colors of the Costa Rican flag and typical adornments—lace, ribbons, and embroidery. A clumsy imitation of the majestic blue morpho butterfly completed the set.

			“This really does look like an authentic place,” said Amanda with veiled sarcasm.

			“This is the place,” Nadia confirmed, as if that were all that needed to be said.

			The decorative anarchy of the place was as chaotic as it was charming, a mix of the picturesque and the absurd, clearly the result of the owner’s whims. From the ceiling hung white metal bowls of various sizes and designs, flags from different nations, a TV, and even a bunch of overripe bananas. On the shelves, decorative objects as varied as they were unconnected were lined up: a bull’s head, indigenous clay masks, and a stuffed toucan. They spotted many more oddities, exchanging amused comments and looks.

			The dining room was packed, the constant hum of conversation and the mix of appetizing smells filling the air. They stepped further inside, and a short, chubby man with a prominent mustache approached them.

			“Pura vida, ladies! Good evening. Do you have a reservation?”

			They exchanged raised eyebrows. Amanda took the lead.

			“Honestly, no. We just arrived from Spain and didn’t have time to book.”

			“Well, we’re completely full and . . .”

			Nadia, quick as ever, flashed her best smile—the one she used to manipulate and dominate when necessary, regardless of the stakes. Using the noisy atmosphere as cover, she leaned in close enough for the man to feel the warmth of her breath.

			“We’re starving, boss,” she whispered in his ear. “We’ve been flying for hours without a proper meal and we’re too tired to look elsewhere. Money’s not an issue. Please, find us a table.”

			The man froze, blushing deeply. Without a word, he turned and headed for the kitchen while they waited, hopeful. A few minutes later, two waiters emerged carrying furniture and executing precise orders. They cleared a space between a couple of tables, despite the mild complaints from diners who had to move. The women were seated, and Nadia blew a kiss to the manager, who watched with a mix of pride and embarrassment.

			They looked over the menu and ordered coastal-style ceviche, a basket of patacones, and a country grill for two. Amanda thought it was too much food, but chose to stay silent, despite her strict diet and her promise not to give in to culinary temptations. She thanked herself for fasting during the flight. While they waited for the food, she broke the silence:

			“How’s Pau doing?”

			Nadia felt an urge to speak honestly but searched for words that wouldn’t compromise her. “He’s always a bit down. That’s just how he is.”

			“You two make an odd couple,” said Amanda.

			Nadia thought she detected a hint of malice in her friend’s voice.

			“What do you mean by ‘odd’?”

			“Well . . . Pau seems very reserved, barely talks, and he’s so dependent on you. I don’t know. I don’t see it.”

			“Pau isn’t my partner, Amanda,” she replied firmly, leaving no room for doubt. “We go out now and then, that’s it.”

			“But do you live together?”

			“Of course not!” she snapped.

			“Does it bother you to talk about this?” Amanda asked again, unsure if she wanted the answer.

			“It bothers me, and I don’t understand the obsession—especially coming from you.”

			“Don’t be surprised. It’s normal. People gossip . . . you know.”

			“I couldn’t care less what people say,” Nadia interrupted, raising her voice. “I go with whomever I want and when I get bored, I leave, believe me—and without an ounce of guilt. Maybe your fancy upbringing or religion turned you into some domestic slave, but that’s not my role.”

			“Well, I don’t mind being Jean-Claude’s slave,” Amanda said with a touch of pride. “He’s handsome, smart, driven, great in bed, treats me like a queen, and on top of that, I have the money and I manage it. What more could I ask for?” She let out a laugh, trying to mask her insecurity.

			Nadia gave her a look of disdain before opting for silence. She pulled a box of methotrexate from her bag—a medication prescribed for her aggressive rheumatoid arthritis—and took a pill with a sip of water. Amanda watched her every move closely.

			“If I don’t take them, the pain becomes unbearable, and you’d be the one to pay for it.”

			“I’m not saying anything.”

			“Alright, let’s plan our stay. Tomorrow I have to go early to Clodomiro Picado to handle some permits and pick up materials. You don’t need to come.”

			“Okay, but I wouldn’t mind tagging along,” said Amanda, trying to sound persuasive.

			“I know, but no. Access is restricted to staff and invited researchers. You’re neither. And I can’t waste time trying to get you a pass.”

			With a barely perceptible nod, Amanda accepted the refusal. Nonetheless, she objected, “Ditching me, huh? Fine. I’ll just relax by the pool and soak up some sun.” She smiled, doing her best to hide her disappointment.

			“Please order a couple of beers. I’m going to the bathroom.”

			Nadia stood up and asked a waitress for the restroom location. She thanked her and, with an “I’ll be right back” to Amanda, disappeared among the tables, swaying her hips as usual.

			Amanda had been looking around for a while when she noticed that Nadia had left her phone on the table. She grabbed it as if someone were about to snatch it. It was locked, but she managed to see a couple of calls and an email. Her heart skipped a beat when she recognized one of the numbers. Without wasting time and driven by pathological distrust, she rummaged through her bag to photograph the screen with her own phone, but had to abandon the idea upon seeing Nadia return. Pretending to smooth the tablecloth, she returned the phone to its place.

		

	
		
			II

			The auditorium at the Polytechnic University of Valencia was packed, and the attendees were far from being just students. Among the crowd, the State Minister of Science and Technology stood out, along with the regional Minister of Industry, dozens of executives from national and international technology companies, university officials, and a large group of journalists. In this setting, Dr. Jean-Claude Cariou, director of the Department of Computer Systems and Applied Engineering as well as the Valencian Consortium for Artificial Intelligence (CVIA), was preparing to present one of the most innovative projects in recent years: Project FME2030.

			Expectations were sky high. When Jean-Claude stepped onto the stage, his towering figure of nearly two meters and his elegant demeanor commanded every gaze. He wore a black suit without a tie, in an attempt to divert attention from himself, though the effect was quite the opposite. The ovation that filled the hall was deafening. Jean-Claude had worked tirelessly for this moment, knowing he had to connect with the audience as never before. Though some of his colleagues claimed he was a better salesman than a scientist, the truth was, he excelled at nearly everything. He had arrived in Spain twenty years earlier from his native Brittany, drawn by the prestige and publications of the CVIA at the Polytechnic University of Valencia, particularly in the field of self-awareness—a dimension through which artificial intelligence not only comprehended all human emotions but could also experience its own and perceive every subtle detail of those interacting with it.

			Jean-Claude was ambitious, egocentric, and a natural communicator. He took the microphone:

			“Good afternoon. First of all, I would like to thank each and every one of you for being here today, especially the distinguished officials who have kindly joined us for this presentation,” he said, casting a quick glance at the front rows to ensure all the key figures were present. “I am here to introduce you to Project FME2030, on which our team continues to work tirelessly. I say ‘continues’ because, in reality, this research will never have a definitive end. Its name derives from the initials of one of the pioneers of transhumanism, Fereidoun M. Esfandiary, combined with the year we plan to launch it. Transhumanism is a movement that advocates using technology to surpass the limits of human capabilities. Our goal, through AI, is to enable humans to transcend their physical demise.”

			He paused dramatically, allowing the weight of his words to settle over the audience.

			“Losing a loved one,” he continued, raising his voice in his unmistakable Breton accent that lent a distinctive cadence to his words, “is a devastating experience. Imagine for a moment that the person you love most, the one who gives your life meaning, disappears forever.”

			He let the silence envelop the room once more.

			“I understand that, rather than imagine it, you would rather not face such a possibility. That is natural. Love is inherent to human nature, and we always need to love—whether it be a partner, our children, our parents, a relative, a pet, or even someone who is no longer with us.”

			Jean-Claude spoke the last words with a slight tremor in his voice, toning down the scientific emphasis, and fell silent again, allowing the impact of his statement to sink in.

			“I am going to ask you to take two minutes, in complete silence, to reflect on who you love most. Think about them and visualize what your life would be like without that loved one. And if you have already lost them, consider how your life has been since then.”

			For a moment, the auditorium was immersed in deep concentration. The delicate notes of “Fly” by Ludovico Einaudi played softly in the background. Behind Jean-Claude, images of ordinary people in everyday situations were projected onto a giant screen, evoking profound emotions.

			After a few minutes, the music stopped, and the projection shifted. A video began to play, showing a young mother cradling her baby.

			“Did you do as I asked?” Jean-Claude inquired, regaining the audience’s attention. “I’m sure you did. It’s true that, in some cases, our psyche deceives us, leading us down an optimistic path with thoughts like, ‘That won’t happen to me’ or ‘I’d rather go first so I don’t have to suffer.’ However, believe me, for some of you, the unexpected will come, and for a few—whether you want to admit it or not—very soon.”

			Jean-Claude sensed the discomfort among the attendees. He turned to the screen, where the image of the woman and baby still lingered. The young mother gazed at her child, her expression filled with an immense emotion contained in the tiny hand that grasped one of her fingers.

			“Look at these images. Emotional, aren’t they? A mother’s love for her child . . . as unbreakable as it is steadfast.”

			His deep voice resonated through the auditorium, where a solemn silence had settled.

			“I suppose the most perceptive among you have already guessed: this video hides a real tragedy. The baby died of meningitis, a fulminant gonococcal infection, two months after this footage was recorded. The mother, a young and beautiful woman, worked as a prostitute to supplement her modest salary as an administrative assistant at a courier company. Her infected cervix was the cause of the transmission of the pathogen to her baby. After a month of grieving, unable to endure the loss, she took her own life.”

			A murmur of unease rippled through the audience. Some attendees shifted in their seats, processing the gravity of the story. Lowered gazes, clenched jaws, and restrained tears filled the room.

			“We have all heard stories as tragic as this, where death comes without warning and takes away someone we love. But what about those left behind? They are left with grief—profound, unbearable grief, often weighed down by guilt and regret. How do we cope with the void left by such a loss, by that person you thought of just moments ago, who might not be here tomorrow?”

			Jean-Claude stepped forward, scanning the faces before him.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, adopting an expression of sorrow. “I don’t have a way to physically resurrect the dead. When we die, the heart stops beating, blood ceases to flow, and the body begins to harden and cool. I won’t continue, because the process is unpleasant, isn’t it?” he added, noting how some shook their heads.

			“In short, if there is life after death, our physical form is not a part of it.”

			Dr. Cariou was an expert at reading the audience’s reactions and adjusting his speech accordingly. He sensed he had created the right atmosphere and continued.

			“Do you know who Marina Smith was?” he asked. “I suppose some of you have heard about her case or read something about it. Briefly put: Marina Smith was a woman who, at the age of eighty-seven, was able to attend her own funeral.”

			Many of the attendees turned to each other again, perplexed.

			“Those who wished to say goodbye had the chance to speak with her thanks to a conversational video technology developed by her son. Based on conversations recorded while she was alive, a database was created that AI used to generate real-time responses during the funeral.”

			Jean-Claude paused to let the audience absorb the information.

			“Our team has been improving and innovating this technology for a long time, developing solid programming foundations and implementing interactive projections of people. To show you an example of what we do, I ask that you pay attention to this new projection.”

			He pressed a button on the laptop placed on a nearby side table, and on the screen appeared the image of a boy, around ten or eleven years old, sitting in front of a computer and wearing blue pajamas decorated with Tintin drawings. He was playing with a wireless controller and, at one point, turned to the camera, looking straight ahead with enormous, expressive eyes. He smiled.

			Jean-Claude stopped the video.

			“This is Ferran. Many of you may have guessed that he was ill. These images were taken at the Valencian Institute of Oncology six years ago. Ferran had Wilms’ tumor, a kidney cancer that was diagnosed when he was five.”

			Without adding more, he resumed the video. It now showed a young man of about seventeen, wearing a gray crewneck sweater and a gold earring in his left ear. He was on a video call with a woman in her fifties whose face bore a striking resemblance to his own.

			“Do you recognize him?” Jean-Claude asked. “Look at those eyes.”

			He zoomed in on the young man’s face.

			“You’ve seen them before, haven’t you? That same shade of blue . . .”

			A soft murmur swept through the room, and he allowed himself a brief smile.

			“Exactly. It’s Ferran, six years later! The woman is his mother, and take a look at what the screen says: they’re speaking through a computer. These last images were recorded yesterday, but . . . ladies and gentlemen, Ferran passed away more than three years ago.”

			The murmurs and whispers gave way to an uproar that filled the room. Streams of astonished voices overlapped and intertwined. The speaker had to fall silent again, allowing the audience’s confusion to subside. He soon resumed, raising his hands with palms down, urging for silence to return. He knew his task on that stage: to maintain the intensity of the narrative at all costs.

			“Please, María!” he called, turning toward one of the wings.

			A middle-aged woman, short and slightly overweight, wearing a flowing, floral hippie-style dress, appeared on stage and walked toward him. They embraced warmly. Jean-Claude took her hand and led her to the microphone.

			“María, would you mind telling us who you are?”

			With a deep, hoarse, and hesitant voice, crossing and uncrossing her arms as though struggling to find the right posture, she began to speak:

			“I’m María, Ferran’s mother. I’m . . . here because Dr. Cariou asked me to be.”

			She paused and took a breath.

			“I owe him the meaning my life has today,” she said, her voice catching for a moment, but she lifted her eyes and quickly regained her composure. “Ferran is still with me. He keeps me company. We connect through the computer, but Dr. Cariou told me that soon I’ll be able to see him in a holographic projection.”

			She stopped and looked pleadingly at the speaker.

			“I’m sorry, I don’t know what else to say. Thank you.”

			She remained in front of the microphone, as if waiting for something expected of her that she hadn’t quite understood.

			At first, just a few shy claps broke the silence, but soon a wave of applause thundered through the room. The audience had risen to their feet, clapping emotionally.

			“Can you imagine leaving behind a message of eternal love once you’re no longer here?” Jean-Claude asked, seizing the emotion that had filled the room. “What would it be like to leave a message for someone who stays behind?”

			He scanned their faces.

			“Who among you would like to leave a message? What would you want to say? You know, Ferran was able to do that through our system. I’m sure many of you would want that same possibility.”

			The screen now displayed a 3D animation, showing holograms of people in various scenes: a grandmother reading a book, a young man walking through a park, a father playing with his child, a mother gently caressing her baby. Each hologram moved and interacted episodically with the audience.

			“The FME2030 project goes far beyond a visual interface,” he went on. “The technology we’ve developed, in combination with AI, allows for a far more immersive experience. It not only offers the ability to leave a message, but to maintain an ongoing connection with a loved one through an advanced simulation based on real data and past emotions. While our goal is to simulate interactions with the deceased, believe me, the ability to converse and engage with them virtually is already a reality.”

			The applause grew louder and louder. What had started as a quiet background now pulsed with energy and emotion.

			“And now,” Jean-Claude declared, cutting through the ovation, “ladies and gentlemen, allow me to introduce you to Ferran.”

			The projection screen expanded to fill the entire frame. The boy from the earlier video appeared, smiling.

			“Hi, Jean-Claude!” he exclaimed with perfect enunciation and a bright smile, prompting yet another ripple of astonishment across the audience.

			“Hello, Ferran!” Jean-Claude replied, beaming. “I want to introduce you to some friends who’ve been eager to meet you.”

		

	
		
			III

			At seven in the morning, Sebastián Mejía arrived at the hotel right on time to pick up Nadia. She’d slept well and showed up in the lobby in excellent spirits, wearing a smile that lit up her whole face. She greeted the driver, who was waiting with the car door open and settled into the back seat of the taxi. During the half-hour drive along Secondary National Route 218, music from a local radio station accompanied them as they traveled the distance to the Clodomiro Picado Institute.

			The vehicle stopped beside the metal fence, near the guard booth.

			“Should I wait for you, miss?” Sebastián asked, with a slight bow.

			“That won’t be necessary. I’ll call you if I need you, don’t worry,” she replied, getting out of the car with a smile.

			The architectural complex, with its many single-story buildings and green roofs, blended perfectly into the natural surroundings. Though it had opened in the 1970s, the institute had been expanded several times and undergone more than one renovation, especially in the areas housing the laboratories, the serum processing plant, and the serpentarium. The facilities were designed to ensure optimal temperature, humidity, lighting, and feeding conditions required by the species they worked with. Safety measures had been taken to the extreme.

			She checked in at the security gate and walked along the path; despite the years that had passed, the surroundings still felt as familiar as an old friend. She passed the statue of the founder and the flags waving in greeting, climbed the steps, and entered the administrative building. A woman in her thirties, shielded behind a plexiglass panel, was absorbed in her computer screen.

			“I have an appointment with Dr. Sam Bolaños,” Nadia announced, then added confidently, “He’s expecting me.”

			The receptionist looked up. The former beauty of her face was now softened somewhat by the swelling of excess weight, which in turn dulled the effect of her carefully applied makeup.

			“Excuse me—pura vida,” she exclaimed, as if suddenly realizing this was a real visit. “Did you say Dr. Bolaños?”

			“That’s right. I have an appointment with him.”

			“Are you . . . Nadia?”

			“You know me?”

			“Yes, I’m Soledad. I was a research assistant in Dr. Bolaños’s lab when you worked here. You might not remember me—I wasn’t there long.”

			“Sorry, no . . . I don’t remember you,” she said, making no effort to be polite.

			“Right, of course, makes sense,” the woman replied. “Back then I was younger, and thinner.”

			The dry remark went unnoticed by Nadia, who watched her with indifference. Soledad reacted and changed her tone.

			“Excuse me, I’ll notify Dr. Bolaños right away,” she said, composing a grimace of professional commitment.

			After a brief wait, a stocky man in his fifties appeared, dressed in a lab coat. His large, nearsighted eyes scanned the room for Nadia and, as soon as he saw her, a broad smile of white teeth spread across his face, contrasting with the faint orange hue of his cheeks.

			“Nadia!” he exclaimed, stepping toward her.

			She turned her head and smiled with satisfaction. They greeted each other with a warm hug and two kisses on the cheek. Soledad watched the scene with obvious interest.

			“We’ll be in my office,” Dr. Bolaños announced, not addressing anyone in particular.

			With a hand on Nadia’s waist, he guided her down a hallway she knew well. As soon as he opened the office door to let her in, she was met with a space frozen in time. The scent of damp earth wafting through the window mingled with almond, mildew, and the aged smell of disordered stacks of books. A photo of Sam with his mentor at Oklahoma State University still hung on the wall next to a faded tricolor flag pinned with thumbtacks. Her eyes went to the old beechwood desk, covered with a green leather surface barely visible beneath the chaos of magazines, papers, and glass slides. Only the right side, where the computer sat, remained clear.

			Without asking, she sat in the comfortable ergonomic chair.

			“You don’t mind, do you?” she asked, certain of the answer.

			“Not at all,” Sam replied, smiling and scanning her from head to toe.

			He sat across from her, and Nadia, with the same lack of preamble she’d shown upon arrival, got straight to the point.

			“Sam, there’s no time to waste. You’ve read my emails. We have a major investor interested in cosmetics. He approached us a year ago, but I turned him down because I was swamped. Now he’s come back with an offer we can’t refuse, and we’ve reached a preliminary agreement. I need all the unknown venoms you can get—not just the terciopelo snake toxins. We also need colubrid venom. Look, the project has three phases: the first is the field phase, which is where you come in. We’ll set up a team of technicians here, funded by us, and you could help select them. They’ll be in charge of collecting venoms, separating toxins, comparing them to existing patterns, and isolating the unknown ones. Next, these will be sent to the Príncipe Felipe Institute, where my team will analyze them and synthesize the corresponding peptides. Finally, the synthetic material will be sent to Amsterdam for in vivo cosmetic testing. That’s the summary. Now I need to negotiate terms with you and”—her eyes sparkled—”let’s just say I’ve got plenty of room to maneuver.”

			She locked eyes with Sam, her gaze challenging, as he processed the information without looking away.

			“I’ll also be staying here for a while, and I plan to go to Tortuguero and the mouth of the Colorado River. I want to collect some samples myself, so I’ll need authorization for the park rangers. Come on, ask me the question,” she urged.

			He saw her—determined, confident. She was the Nadia he’d known years ago.

			“What kind of capital are we talking about?”

			“A couple million euros to fund the first phase and five million for each toxin deemed viable for commercialization. What do you think?”

			“That’s a significant sum.”

			“I came at the right time, didn’t I?” she said, gauging his reaction. “I get the feeling things aren’t going great around here, am I right?”

			“We’re in a tough spot, no denying it, and that money would be a godsend—though we’d go ahead with it either way. I’ll present it to the board for approval.”

			“I know, but I need your personal backing,” she said with a playful wink.

			“You know you’ve got it. And as for Tortuguero and the Colorado, I’ll handle the authorization myself—consider it done.”

			A subtle smile curved Nadia’s lips. Sam got up and walked over to her. With the confidence of someone who knew the terrain, Nadia rose instantly. They were just inches apart, their familiar, tempting scents mingling. Sam’s large hands slid down to her backside, and the fine texture of her skirt told him she wasn’t wearing underwear. Aroused, he pulled her close. She made a move to step back, but his mouth was already on her neck, nibbling before tracing a line with his tongue to her ear and, a moment later, her lips. One hand ventured between her long legs, and a soft moan escaped Nadia’s throat, signaling her surrender.

			A knock at the door made Sam leap back to behind his desk. Nadia looked at him, trying to adopt a neutral expression.

			“Come in,” Sam said.

			The door opened, and the receptionist, not daring to step inside and still gripping the doorknob, said, “Sorry, Sam. I called your cell, but there was no signal.”

			“What is it?” he asked sharply.

			“Just a reminder: you have a meeting at the university at eleven.”

			“Right,” he admitted without enthusiasm. “Thanks, but it’s not urgent. I’ll call them later. Now leave us.”

			“Okay,” Soledad said, closing the door behind her with a visible expression of disapproval.

			They both remained silent, looking at each other, still disturbed by the interruption.

			“That woman has a rather peculiar way of behaving, doesn’t she?” Nadia noted, raising an eyebrow.

			“Ah,” he replied. “She’s my wife.”

			“Really?” Nadia asked, her green eyes widening in surprise. “I didn’t picture you as married.”

			“She was a research assistant, very beautiful at the time, though now she’s put on some weight. The rest, you can imagine. Now she’s at reception, steady paycheck . . . helps out in the lab when needed. You know how short-staffed we are here,” he finished with a tone of resignation.

			Nadia remained standing, processing the news and trying to reconcile who they used to be. She moved toward Sam, who was still seated between his desk and the modest bookshelf behind him, watching for any move she might make. She leaned down to kiss him on the lips, which he accepted with suspicion. Without breaking eye contact, she knelt between his legs, her hands moving with expert sway. Sam’s heart pounded and his breathing quickened as Nadia, with a disturbing calm, began unbuttoning his fly. Her hand slipped inside, and Sam closed his eyes, overwhelmed by a mix of desire and guilt; she looked up and looked defiantly at his reaction.

			Soon after, they said goodbye with a kiss on the cheek, like two good friends or colleagues who shared a cordial appreciation.

			“See you soon, Sam. And don’t forget my authorization for Tortuguero,” she said with a mischievous smirk before leaving the office.

			Sam nodded.

			Nadia walked through the institute’s hallways toward the exit, her mind already on the next step, the next move.

			She knew she was going to win—whatever the cost.

			The game had only just begun.

		

	
		
			IV

			Jean-Claude burst into the CVIA programming room with a smile radiating satisfaction. The twenty-two members of his team rose in unison and applauded enthusiastically. This was his kingdom, his comfort zone: being at the center of everyone’s attention. With a quick glance, he spotted a stool, grabbed it, and climbed on it, elevating himself even more, as if he needed to dominate every stage he stood upon. Even this one, which he had occupied for quite some time.

			“Thank you all!” he called out, raising a hand to quiet the applause. “Today is a crucial day for our FME2030 project. The presentation was a resounding success. The minister and all the senior officials present showered us with praise. The task has been arduous, my friends, but we’ve achieved our first great milestone.” He raised his voice, carried away by the euphoria. “We have multiple investment proposals we need to evaluate!” Applause erupted again, louder this time. “And I can already tell you we won’t be lacking the funds we need to bring this tremendous challenge to a successful conclusion,” he finished, brimming with pride.

			He stepped down from the stool and exchanged a few words with his colleagues before walking to the office of Pau Amorós, head of programming, and his right-hand man. Pau, oblivious to the commotion in the room, remained absorbed in his work, wearing large headphones over his ears. Jean-Claude entered without ceremony and startled his assistant. Pau looked up with an expression so grim it struck his boss as odd. He was a man of singular appearance: blond, nearly albino hair, crystalline eyes that betrayed his Slavic roots, and an endomorphic build slightly on the heavy side. His reserved nature and tendency toward melancholy stood in stark contrast to his brilliance as a programmer.

			“Why weren’t you there?” Jean-Claude asked, in a paternalistic tone. “The whole team showed up.”

			“It’s—it’s . . . your project and your . . . presentation,” Pau stammered, scratching his head with nervous gestures. “You know I don’t like noise.”

			“But you’re my right hand, and part of the development is your responsibility,” Jean-Claude replied, letting a trace of discontent seep into his voice.

			Pau just nodded silently.

			“All right.” Jean-Claude softened his tone. “How about we grab lunch and I fill you in?”

			Pau nodded again.

			“See you in the cafeteria in half an hour.”

			Thirty minutes later, they were sitting at a corner table, each with a cup in front of him: coffee for Jean-Claude, mint tea for Pau.

			“The minister gave us the green light,” Jean-Claude announced, a spark of excitement in his voice. “She’s ready to transfer whatever funds we need. She wants FME2030 to be the crown jewel and for us to coordinate similar projects across Spain. In addition, private companies are eager to invest.”

			“They’re probably expecting something in return,” Pau replied, more composed.

			“Of course, they want to adapt FME2030 for other uses, but they were blown away by Ferran’s case. What do you think?” he asked, feigning an interest in the answer he hardly felt.

			Pau hesitated, as he always did when forced to offer a personal opinion.

			“It worries me a little, but if you think it’s good, then I’m on board.”

			“Pau, sometimes I wish you’d get more involved beyond just programming,” he reproached.

			“It’s . . . it’s just too much for me,” Pau murmured. “You know how to handle things better.”

			Jean-Claude wouldn’t get much more out of him. Pau’s enthusiasm was limited to the programming realm; the rest of the project was unfamiliar terrain that made him uncomfortable. Still, Pau was a cornerstone of the development, and Jean-Claude knew he had to handle him with a delicacy he didn’t always possess. He changed the subject, trying to sound friendly.

			“How’s Nadia?”

			Pau’s face lit up for a few seconds before clouding over again.

			“She hasn’t called me yet. Has Amanda?”

			“Yesterday, yeah, when she landed.”

			“I see.”

			What a sudden wave of exhaustion, what a craving to just say “screw it all,” or to leap into the void. He’d never do it, nor admit to feeling that way, but it was the only thing he truly felt like doing.

			“You know how Nadia is. Formality isn’t her thing,” Jean-Claude said, trying to comfort him.

			“I know, but I’m not handling it well.”

			“You’re too anxious about her,” he added in what was meant to be a light tone. Seeing Pau’s reaction, he quickly backtracked. “Sorry if I went too far. Be patient, man.”

			There was a brief silence, until Pau managed to pull himself together, swallowed hard, and resumed the conversation.

			“It’s just . . . we hardly talk. I wish she paid me a bit more attention, but . . . anyway, it’s okay; I am satisfied with what she gives me.”

			Jean-Claude didn’t know what else to say or how to pull him out of that gray, desolate state of mind. At times, it felt as though his assistant lived in a constellation entirely apart from that of ordinary mortals. Better to steer the conversation back toward familiar ground. Down that other path, he would only end up draining what little energy he had left.

			“Well, let’s get back to work,” he concluded. “We need to move forward with more cases to prepare a proper publication. We’ve got four underway now, but my goal is to be handling more than twenty by the end of the year. Do you think that’s possible?”

			“The system can handle it. That said, we’ll need to hire more people for follow-up.”

			“Don’t worry about the money. This week, we’re signing the funding contracts with the ministry and the new sponsors. Make sure to open a hiring process and bring on whoever you need.”

			“Got it.”

			“By the way, how’s the 3D holograms project coming?”

			“Very well. The prototype Tomás and his team showed me is excellent. In fact, the tests have exceeded our expectations.”

			“Even so, talk to Tomás,” Jean-Claude ordered with his usual distrust, “and make sure everything’s in order.”

			“I will.”

			“And regarding the FME2030 programming—any progress?”

			“It’s fascinating!” For the first time, Pau sounded enthusiastic. “We’ve achieved spectacular results in terms of perception. The avatars can detect any micro-reaction in humans and read body language with astonishing accuracy, so long as they’re properly trained, of course. The experiments we’ve done with avatars based on real cases are generating conscious conclusions that match our intentions Better yet, they surpass what a human expert could deduce.”

			“And what about spotting liars?”

			“Catching a liar is child’s play for them. You’d have to be a master of deception to fool them. They’re like a truth machine, but with thousands of additional parameters to reach their conclusions.”

			“And romantic attraction?”

			“Just as easy. Not only do they detect it, they can predict the relationship’s evolution based on the individual’s personality. The prediction is fairly accurate.”

			“And what about self-awareness?”

			“That’s another level.” Pau grew serious. “We’re running some experiments, but I can’t give you any definitive results yet.”

			Jean-Claude was impressed by the progress Pau had just described, though he suspected his assistant was holding a few cards close to his chest.

			“All right. When will I be able to see something?”

			“I need more time for testing.”

			“Take it,” he conceded.

			Pressure was never the environment in which Pau thrived.

		

	
		
			V

			Dawn had yet to lift its veil from the streets of San José when Nadia and Amanda set out on their journey to Tortuguero National Park. They planned to spend a few days in that jungle haven before continuing on to the mouth of the Río Colorado. Sebastián Mejía, eyes fixed on the road, steered skillfully along the winding Route 32, heading toward Guápiles. Their destination was La Pavona, where they would board a boat bound for the heart of the protected reserve. As they passed through Braulio Carrillo National Park, the picturesque yet perilous road carved its way through the imposing Central Volcanic Mountain Range. Along the drive, Sebastián recounted stories about the banana plantations and pointed out the occasional sloth dangling from telephone wires. Nadia slept.
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