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The Case of the Ruse's Repose


	 

	Like many of his previous cases, Detective Guerra could solve this one easily with a flex of his fingers, a bang, a body hitting the ground. He wouldn't have to worry about the explanations, the inevitable lies, worrying about the consequences. The man before him smiled a pact. Hands busy. The gun, if there was one, still in his waistband. His own already in hand. Smiling corruption rose towards impunity. It was like that quote. It was enough that Guerra did nothing. Thoughts raced through his head.

	 

	Márcio Guerra had been of the Civil Police. He was removed, they said, after being accused of wrongly killing a suspect. Nobody really mourned the death of the individual, a drug dealer caught in the act of raping a girl. But the death attracted the attention of Internal Affairs, at the time on a “witch hunt” to eliminate vigilantism in the agency. The pursuit was fruitless at the time and Guerra could have continued, but he preferred to leave, mainly for fear of being shot in the back: that the drug dealer's death would be avenged by police colleagues bought by organized crime.

	Confirmed or not—no one would know—the reason for his departure from the Police gave him a reputation that he knew how to use in his new line of work. Security “moonlighting” or messenger in the underworld added several names to his already numerous contact list. With that, he came to offer his services as “Márcio Guerra – Private Detective”, but he would be really known as a problem solver. People from all over the city and from all walks of life sought him out to get what was not possible through normal channels. Or legal ones.

	His methods did not excel, it should be noted, for legality. Thus, surprisingly or not, the police themselves ended up remembering this illustrious former member as an occasional collaborator, formalizing such collaboration as much was appropriate for the case in question. Sometimes he even had to provide an invoice for his costs; sometimes he would never reveal that he had done the job for the Police.

	The call fom Correia, one of his former colleagues, announced one of these cases. He did not know what would be the degree of his association with the Police until he appeared at the appointed time and place for the meeting to discuss the service. The address was in a residential neighborhood of simple houses on the outskirts. Of the house in question remained only a few stumps sticking out of the ground, ending in charcoal. Two police cars were still on the place. It was a crime scene.

	His presence was indicated by those present with forefingers and thumbs, the usual murmurs and whispers. Without ceremony, he went inside the fence to find Correia before the ruins of the house. He had a silent agreement with the man, stronger than an ancient law set in stone. Let's just mention that it involved Correia's wife at the time, a certain sergeant from the Military Police and an undiscovered grave in one of the woods on the outskirts of the city.

	Handshakes were followed by dry throat clearing and silence, until a gurney with a body bag was wheeled toward them by one of the coroner's assistants. Guerra took the glove offered by Correia and opened the flaps of the bag. A charred corpse would smile at him, if it had teeth.

	He twisted the corner of his mouth. His former colleague showed an identity card with burned edges. The document was in the name of a certain Célio Silva. The investigator's eyebrows rose in recognition of the name, then furrowed in disbelief. After all, how to believe in the death of the man known as “Ruse”?

	Márcio remembered the deeds of Célio Silva since his days in the police. Ruse had always been one of those criminals who were more troublesome than dangerous. He accumulated a long list of misdemeanors and petty crimes, but only some took the few years he spent in prison. He was skillfull at not leaving evidence behind and in rendering useless those he did leave. Speculations abounded about his participation in the most varied infractions, from minor to very serious; proof was missing and Ruse said nothing, reaping the rewards of an uncertain reputation.

	For some mysterious reason, Ruse was admired by criminals, perhaps because he had always “let them off the hook” from his accomplices instead of “spilling the beans” when he had the opportunity. But he alone could send half of the underworld to jail. He aged in crime, always respected. His name was mentioned with some reverence even on the side of the law.

	He was a “hustler” of the best, those capable of selling ice to Eskimos. He played pranks on everyone, but he only did it to gain some advantage. With these habits he had developed a sharp tongue, skill as a liar and the subsequent disbelief of everyone at everything he did.

	Evidence of all this was that both Guerra and Correia hardly believed that he had died. True or not, the fact that a document of his was on a charred corpse inside a burned-out house was complication enough. Had he been killed by one of his many possible enemies, one that finally discovered that he was to blame for some loss? Or would it be another elaborate piece by Ruse? If so, who was he pranking?

	Correia introduced the investigator to some of the police officers who were also examining the scene. “A couple of rookies,” grumbled the middle-aged policeman. Guerra exchanged a few words with the boys. He had lost much of the profession, but he still knew how to recognize the “hands on” that came with the craft. The cops might be new, but they already showed some of the bitterness that comes with hardening.

	The rookies were investigating new leads about a notorious bank robbery that had taken place years before. They received an anonymous tip that didn't seem very valid and ended up being left to them. They were eager for a case that would earn them some renown, and they followed a long trail of crumbs, all surrounding Ruse. Guerra asked how they reached their conclusion. Five of the people they questioned were a few names away from being connected to Célio Silva. “Not bad,” thought the detective with raised eyebrows. He himself knew the names and connections, but he didn't come to that conclusion. The rookies still didn't have enough to make the case, when they were notified of the fire.

	It was part of the “Guerra method” of investigation to unrepentantly appropriate the discoveries of others, without the need for compensation. It occurred to the investigator two other acquaintances of Ruse not mentioned by the rookies, which might shed light on Célio's whereabouts, if it were other than the morgue.

	A few monosyllables with Correia signed the contract of his investigative services. “Still to arrange”. It depended on what he discovered. Correia was not born yesterday; if all that resulted in the solution of the bank robbery, the police would take credit.

	He probed the city looking for the two acquaintances of Célio Silva. The first was skinny enough for Guerra to play brave. His beige 1980 Chevette stopped in front of the bakery where the guy was having a coffee with grilled ham and cheese and shook the man until he saw that it was going nowhere. The man had no further business with Ruse since he had tried to trick him, and seemed surprised, but not overjoyed, to hear of his death. Célio Silva had become important to many people. Even those who distrusted him preferred that he stayed alive.

	He did not find the other acquaintance, or rather “acquaintress”, of Ruse. Days passed, the leads grew cold and the fruitless search for hunches that followed, in addition to other work and other concerns, put Ruse's death out of Márcio's mind. His conscience was clear, as the less and less sporadic contacts with Correia indicated that the pair of rookies had not had any success either.

	That is until Ruse died again.

	Confused and sleepy, Correia, Guerra and the rookies found themselves in the middle of the night on one of the highways leaving the city. The language of the moment was swear words and profanity, as they advanced hundreds of meters, down the ravine and into the undergrowth, following a trail of mud and crushed vegetation that was already beginning to close. The trail ended in a festival of flashlight beams that converged on the wreckage of what had once been an automobile. From the twisted metal emerged a horribly fractured and decayed hand.

	The detective illuminated the license plate and glanced at Correia, who in response nodded affirmatively after glancing at a note he had in his hand. It was Ruse's car, missing from his burned-down house until that moment. It was already daylight when firefighters finished cutting the twisted metal and extracted the corpse for the coroners. One of them pulled out the ruined wallet and its contents drew nervous laughter and curses from the staff. The corpse carried Célio Silva's driver's license.

	The two Ruses were side by side on autopsy tables at the Coroner's Office. Guerra and the others exchanged hypotheses. There could be only one of two situations: the real Célio Silva was or was not among the corpses. They were “providentially” disfigured beyond recognition, with destroyed fingerprints and dental arches. The case gained attention, and rookies rejoiced in their already assured notoriety. More expensive expert examinations were authorized and only Guerra and Correia were more concerned than reassured. Everyone believed that the second corpse would be the mistake that would solve the whole case. But the two veterans knew that the perhaps-deceased didn't get the reputation he had by making mistakes.

	The rookies grabbed on the case with tooth and nail and enjoyed the brief wave of fame, giving interviews and making Ruse's case reach the newspapers and magazines. Taking place right in the middle of a “drought” of media topics, the “Ruse Case” made the papers, magazines and news, being discussed and even judged authoritatively by anyone who had read half a paragraph of one of the many speculative articles that were published.

	Meanwhile, the detective tried to confirm the hypothesis that neither of the two corpses was Ruse, spending some time looking for the five names that the rookies hoped to connect to him. Two were already long dead. The other three were missing. The most recent, an element known as “Bottlecap”, had last been seen just a few days earlier, at a roadside restaurant. All names were in connections between the bank that had been robbed and Ruse. By removing them, the connection would be eliminated.

	It became Guerra's priority to find who might have the real answers. That one known to Célio Silva that he hadn't met before could be the only one. He only knew her by the nickname Brown Sugar. Ruse liked Sugar a lot, but nobody knew how much. Guerra was betting that she was his lover, hence the mystery surrounding their relationship. He scrutinized Ruse's favorite spots, the real ones, and not those touted as such to attract the attention of the media and impressionable customers. For a modest “fifty” he got the whereabouts of Sugar.

	The ex-policeman hoped that Ruse had found a better place to hide a girlfriend. Maybe she was none of those things. The tenement made up of two abandoned buildings and an alley was in an unadvised area near downtown. Guerra entered the room with gun in hand. Corridors full of garbage seemed to indicate an uninhabited place, but in a startle he almost put a bullet in the face of an addict who staggered over him, coming out of one of the many empty apartments.

	He returned the addict to the apartment with slaps and curses. In response to the commotion he caused, he heard screams and noises one floor above, which was where he was headed. He ran to the stairs and hurried up, just in time to see someone running disappear at the end of the corridor. The investigator arrived at the door from which the figure came, took a quick look inside, and even his “thick shell” of a veteran police officer lost a sliver. In a nice little apartment in the middle of that filthy den, wrapped only in sheets on an overcrowded bed, a blonde woman with rosy skin and a generous body was writhing and spitting a thick white foam, with three syringes stuck in her right arm.

	Guerra was already cursing his own stupidity as soon as he yanked out the syringes, trying with one hand to call an ambulance from the bedside phone, while the other opened the woman's locked jaw to prevent her from choking on her own tongue. When he finally managed to complete the call, Brown Sugar's bulky body had already stopped convulsing, her tongue falling limply out of her mouth. He should have run after whoever got away. He changed the order of an ambulance for a hearse.

	Before Correia and the others arrived, Guerra had plenty of time to examine the apartment. There were enough clues to determine that someone had been residing there with Sugar, for some time. There were men's clothes with hers and new and used condoms beside the bed. A trail of crumpled bills led from a shoebox in the closet to an open window. From the window, he saw a metal box on the marquee of the neighboring building, containing, it seemed, more money.

	He didn't even wait for the cops to arrive. He left no money trail to be found. Perhaps they would consider it an accidental overdose and would be slow to discover who the victim was, taking time to alert Correia and the rookies. He considered a way to get the box over the marquee and ended up parking the Chevette underneath it, placing a beer crate on top of the car and balancing on top of it very carefully. He pulled the box out with the help of a slat. In addition to a few more bills, inside was a small album, the kind provided by the laboratory that develops photos. Three happy photos of Célio Silva and Brown Sugar, among torn plastics from other hastily torn photos. Guerra smiled. He had gone after the box only for the money.

	He was sure he'd seen the place from one of the photos, dated a few days earlier. He kept it under a rubber band in the Chevette's sun visor. He wanted it out in plain view, to see if he remembered where that street was, that panties-blue wall, that symbol that had been cut in half, behind Ruse and his dead lover. In the middle of his dinner of cheese salad and juice, he remembered. The symbol was for a roadside motel he hadn't visited in a long time. He finished his sandwich on the way there.

	It was past midnight when he arrived. He stopped a block before the motel and walked. A boy was the whole time ahead of him and entered the motel too. The boy was an employee, who took over the counter and readied himself to offer a room, saying between winks and elbow nudges that he could park at the motel, since secrecy was absolute.

	He found out with a fifty that it wasn't all that absolute. The couple in the photo had stayed in room 27, without leaving any records. The man fom the couple was still a guest. For another fifty, he left the lobby with a key to the room.

	He reached the door with revolver in hand. He announced himself as room service by knocking on the door. No reply. He used the key and quickly entered, locking the door behind him. Inside, a naked man was gagged, blindfolded and bound on the bed. He started to struggle as soon as he noticed someone in the room. His bearing was among the similarities he had with Ruse, but it wasn't him. Guerra recognized him from police photos: it was Bottlecap. The detective only removed the gag after explaining who he was. The man whimpered in broken language that he only remembered drinking in a bar before waking up there.

	The prisoner asked why Guerra didn't release him. The detective replaced the gag, not mentioning the rope with the noose hanging from the ceiling in the middle of the room. He left the man struggling, turned off the lights, and scanned the apartment with just the flashlight, listening for any sound from the hallway. Nothing had been found when he noticed that the door was being unlocked. The windows had their curtains open, in two red cascades flanking the night landscape behind the glass. He hid behind one of the curtains, his feet hidden by a nightstand.

	The lights came on and someone panting entered. The curtains were thick fabric blackouts and prevented Guerra from seeing who it was directly. But he could see the reflection in the window glass behind himself. It was a tired Célio Silva, carrying a large travel bag. The prisoner struggled with the lights turned on. Ruse dropped the bag beside him and slapped him on the head, telling him to be quiet. He advanced to the window whose curtains Guerra was hiding, stopping a few feet away from him, not seeing him. He looked outside for a few moments and returned to the prisoner.

	He brought a chair under the hangman's noose and sat on it beside the prisoner. He pulled out a lighter and played with it nervously. He put the object away, climbed on the chair and held on to the rope with his hands, lifting his feet. The rope supported his weight. He went downstairs, took a bag of snacks from his bag and ate one after another. He took a piece of writing out of his pocket, glanced at it with delay, and placed it on the bed. He soon took out the lighter and returned to his earlier nervous banter.

	Ruse took a deep breath, looking decided. He sat up and took one of the prisoner's hands. He gripped one of his fingers tightly, and with his other hand flicked on the lighter. He would have carried out the disgusting task of burning Bottlecap's fingerprints, had it not been the unexpected pressure of a gun barrel on the back of his head.

	The money trail to the photograph was too obvious to be accidental. The date of the photo would make anyone who discovered it come to the motel. Arriving a little later, they would find a hanged and disfigured body, certainly with something that indicated it was Célio Silva. As in other cases—both professional and amorous—Guerra was rewarded for his intimate knowledge of the city's motels.

	Célio Silva dropped his shoulders. He was reluctant to begin that hateful task and looked relieved to be interrupted. Márcio regretted that someone of his reputation had ruined everything like that. The detective described how only one thing could make it all make sense. Ruse needed to disappear before the police discovered the loose ends of an old crime. Like that bank robbery years ago. The detective just wanted to know why he faked his own death more than once.

	"To disappear... without giving my enemies the taste of certainty."

	Without turning around, Ruse smiled his irresistible smile. He proposed with a few words that he would leave the room and disappear. Guerra could have the bag and everything in it. With a subtle gesture, he opened the bag, revealing packets of bills, still wrapped in the bank's paper tape. He assured that it wasn't even close to the total, but that it would be the most anyone would find. With the detective's silence, Célio Silva got up and walked slowly to the door, towards impunity, smiling...

	Hours later, Guerra returned to the same room. He tried to look indignant at the sight of the hanged body being examined by Correia and the rookies. He waited as forensics lowered the body, the face mangled beyond recognition, the fingers charred. The paper on the bed was a suicide note, written by Ruse. Correia issued a series of curses. The rookies looked at each other in confusion. The coroner would later find a gunshot wound to the back of the head; but Guerra knew how to measure the real value of professional ethics, and the information never made it to the report.

	Miles away, Bottlecap finally got his hands free. He managed to remove the blindfold and gag. Before freeing his feet, he saw something that had been dropped with him with the motel sheets in the middle of that thicket. It was a bundle of money, still with the bank's paper tape.
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The Case of the Winner's Wine


	 

	The bullet had gone through the arm. Despite the pain, it wasn't serious. The other shot had hit him in the flank. That injury would send him to a hospital. It was some consolation that the shot he gave in return knocked the bastard down. He hated hospitals.

	The resolution of it all awaited through those double doors, behind the altar. He walked to the doors, where one of the gunmen was crawling towards his gun. The detective arrived first, picked up the revolver and continued on, stepping over the man who was collapsing on the ground.

	There, several offices were padlocked. The investigator studied the heavy bunch of keys in his hand and, after a long sigh, began to go through key by key. During the frustrating task, he mentally went over everything that had happened so far.

	 

	His name was Márcio Guerra. His career in the Civil Police ended after being investigated for corruption. They couldn't prove he had embezzled the money and drugs, but he thought his reputation was too ruined to continue. He left the Police and at first worked as a watchman and security guard. Inhabiting the “joints” of the city gave him connections that he decided to use to solve problems. And do a little good in his own way. No one would know if he had actually embezzled anything, and Márcio was certainly not immune to the temptations of the flesh. But in the world he now lived in, the "good" included much of the evil of the world before; as for “evil”, there remained only the most sordid vileness of which men are capable.

	He took most cases in which he saw an opportunity to gain some advantage. Especially because he couldn't trust the promise of payment that his typical customers made, they themselves wanting to earn as much as possible, even if they had to burn the middleman. It was a dangerous life, but Guerra survived with this peculiar mix of practices: he was good at what he did and, therefore, too valuable to be erased; he collected favors and respect from all the people he had helped; and for the ones who didn't think him valuable nor owed him, he found some dirt for them to leave him alone.

	His clientele was numerous. From slums to big-name mansions, from bars to legislative chambers, on some crumpled piece of paper, a post-it note stuck to a cork board, a small pad with a fridge magnet or a phone book, it was written “Guerra” and a telephone number. A few hours later, Márcio arrived in his 1980 Chevette, mostly beige, the rest being rusty and dented parts, or bullet holes covered in putty or still unrepaired.

	That's how the detective ended up before Mrs. Garcia, a fat, blonde rich woman, who told him the story of Lúcio, her missing son-in-law. She had no love for the boy. Her daughter, Renata, was desperate and willing to do anything to find him. For Mrs. Garcia, however, Lucio being “found alive” really depended on how much mess he had done. If the detective understood. And he understood.

	The woman went with Guerra to her son-in-law's house, reporting everything that could help him and answering his questions, while he turned the house over in search of clues and, why not, one or two little things of value to pilfer. She did not hide the opinion that the boy saw nothing in her daughter but an easy path to the good life. According to her, he was a freeloader, a bum that her husband had employed in the family business just to please his daughter.

	Lúcio was a drunk and, although he never confirmed it, Mrs. Garcia was sure that he was violent with her daughter. That was until several months ago, when he switched from water to wine. He was once unkempt and had no manners or attitude. He started to walk around well dressed, usually in a suit, always well combed. His behavior changed drastically, with the adoption of the manners of a  gentleman and entrepreneur. Both changes, however, were evidently forced, not spontaneous. The staging only made Mrs. Garcia distrust him even more. However, to add to her frustration, her husband seemed to be believing in the improvement.

	The next step was to talk to Renata. Her mother said she didn't know anything. Márcio preferred not to break the illusion of the mother who believed that her daughter confided everything to her.

	The ex-policeman didn't know whether he was more impressed by the luxury of the apartment or Renata's beauty. She had curves shaped by gyms and nutritionists; skin, nails and hair treated in salons daily; a kitchenette-sized closet filled with clothes, jewelry, and shoes, most not store-bought but designed for her by stylists. A pampered beauty.

	The work of the private make-up artist ran down Renata's face, when she started talking about her missing husband. A few more direct and insistent questions made her wonderful lips twist into a spoiled pout, to which they seemed used to, and revealed the reason for Lucio's sudden improvement:

	"God. He found God!"

	Guerra shuddered at the memory of the only previous case in which he had to mess with a cult. He had to go into a Hare Krishna retreat and take a girl out by force. The only effort he made was to push a bald man who objected by standing in front of him. He felt awful afterwards. He wasn't religious at all; but he was extremely superstitious.

	Renata didn't know how to say anything about her husband's supposed religion, only praised his renewed attitude. She only remembered that Lúcio attended a temple in downtown. Studying the photos he'd obtained of the boy, he headed for the place. It was the obvious next step.

	The “temple” was no different from neighboring commercial buildings. A multistory building, which the detective would soon find out belonged entirely to the “Justist Initiatory Society”. Nothing about the place gave away that it was a cult, as Renata had let on. Guerra entered the building, the lobby like a corporate headquarters. Boards publicized events, courses, calendars. They denoted intense, practically daily activity. There was no mention of religion or spirituality. Everything looked… businesslike.

	His pause before the boards was noticed. Without planning to do so, he was soon being approached by a man who behaved exactly how they described Lúcio after his “improvement”. In a suit and with an impeccable hairstyle, he was polite, but incisive in the proposals he bombarded the detective with.

	"Is your life as good as you'd like it to be? Do you believe there is room for improvement? We are sure there is. We can help you rebuild everything in your life, starting with you. Once you start to see yourself as a better person, you will soon see only good things in the future. Next, people will see you as a better person, and good things will start to happen. Then you will get what you want, fortune, fame, happiness. Finally you will be a winner!

	The detective's life had made him immune to bullshit, but he had to admit that salesman talk was good. He wondered how many were convinced on the spot. However, Guerra was only allowing himself to be convinced to do something he had never done before: infiltration. It was the opportunity to join the Society, see it from the inside and try to find out what was going on.

	He got a stack of pamphlets, flyers and brochures, was invited to watch seminars and lectures, was introduced to enthusiastic "initiates" that, curiously, repeated with the recruiter's words the benefits and advantages to participate in the Society. They made what they could to not say it was a cult, but clearly showed that it was.

	The Justist Initiatory Society had supposedly been founded 20 years earlier by a businessman named Justo Ariovaldo Quintana Brito. He had written a book entitled “Celebrating Before Victory”, a self-help book that was a required reading for all members of the cult. Not much for reading, Guerra impatiently flipped through the 100 pages of the same litany found in every self-help book ever written. Justo had… “discovered” that if someone saw himself as a winner, victory would follow. Hence the title.

	The book, however, gained bizarre aspects in two chapters. One of them was the only one that had any real religious content, explaining the importance of faith to those who wanted victory. The chapter meant that man needed to strive to get the things he wanted, as best he could, to achieve victory. If it were possible, God would allow the victory; but if it were not, God would always forbid it. As the chapter began, Justo seemed to want to tell people to distinguish adversities and obstacles from real impediments, and organize themselves accordingly. But the chapter ended after a festival of contradictions, implying that each person was doomed to certain successes and failures in life, and protected against any obstacles to greatness, if so destined. Obstacles were treated as positive, because they stopped the undeserving, leaving only the truly deserving to progress.

	The next chapter, in the wake of the previous one, brought the Patrons, or "good demons". They were ten symbolic creatures loosely associated with both the commandments and the cardinal sins of Christianity, cartoon monsters who deceptively represented bad things because they actually embodied adversities and therefore helped those who perceived them correctly. They had names that should have sounded demonic, like Estrego, Alvinar and Oirodi, but which, to Guerra, sounded like the names of drugs. They were pictures like things out of nightmares: one was a pig's head with spider legs, another a snake with horns and butterfly wings. Their descriptions included what their voices and behavior were like, tastes in food, clothing and places, and associated dates. All of this made the ex-policeman conclude that Mr. Justo either had a great sense of humor or didn't take his meds, and he wondered if the same things could be said of the Society based on that book.

	A mysterious drink called the Winner's Wine was mentioned throughout the book. In a curious mixture of the communion of the Catholic Eucharist with drink advertisements, Justo said that the Wine was the highest prize, reserved only for the real deserving ones. But until then, the drink with its unique flavor and wonderful properties was, for Guerra, just a symbol.

	The almost daily activity of the Society allowed the detective to carry out other work without losing track of what was happening in the temple. His sporadic visits were more natural and didn't attract as much attention. Little by little, he reported his discoveries to Mrs. Garcia and Renata, to make it clear that he was working and, why not, to extend the contract as long as he could, after all, he charged by time.

	The Society was a very good business. It happened to be a sufficiently religious practice to warrant tax exemption. Many of the mentors—as the priests were called—lived off the Society alone. If they admitted the nature of a cult, they would be tithers. But the tithe was called “corporate contribution”, as participation was described by them as if it were in a commercial society. Which in a way it was. Considering that in 20 years it had thousands of partners in “Branches” throughout the country, the Society had considerable profitability. 

	Some of the courses offered by the Society were really helpful. However, language and expression courses, management and finance practices, and even lessons in etiquette and fashion coexisted with others of fabricated validity. Such as reading workshops on Justo's books, which included “Cleanliness and Organization Enriches”, “Virtue Brings Money” and “The Value of Beauty”; “reprogramming” sessions for initiates, in which their values and prejudices were questioned, often aggressively; and the courses of “appreciation”, in which members sought to list their own merits, accomplishments and qualities for those present, and would be praised and recognized by them. Guerra let his imagination run wild in these courses, not to mention that he lied through his teeth, but even so, the occasion was extremely unpleasant. While some were bragging, others were embarrassed that they hadn't put together sufficiently remarkable feats. This supposedly served to motivate them to accomplish more.

	The Society had a “Degree of Victory”, which established a hierarchy of members as they passed constant assessments, group dynamics and interviews. The mentors tried to determine if the member behaved according to the Justist dictates, visualizing himself, behaving and appearing to be a winner. The higher a member's Degree of Victory, the more was required of him. They were expected to have the best jobs, beautify themselves with the best beauticians, wear the clothes of the most famous brands, use the most sophisticated accessories and jewelry, acquire the most luxurious cars, frequent the most popular places and travel to the most exquisite destinations. The Society's attention extended to spouses, children, and families. In the lists of members, Guerra recognized the names of politicians, magistrates, tycoons from all sectors, renowned artists.

	The Grades in ascending order were Junior, Intermediate and Senior, but each had ten levels. As soon as he achieved the right to obtain the next level, the member was required to contribute in order to be promoted. The higher the level, the greater the contribution. The passages from one Grade to another were even more costly. Higher Grades brought greater benefits and power within the Society, with mentors being chosen from among the seniors.

	Mentors, the “upper echelon” of the Society, was the most secret thing about it. It was known that mentors had their own meetings, access to restricted areas and resources, and some privileges and benefits that only they themselves knew about, but which, once invoked, were respected and readily attended to by all. It seemed very advantageous, as most of the members aspired to the position. Mentors were the only ones with access to the wonderful Winner's Wine.

	The main advantage offered by the Society was what they called “Collaboration”. Members were to help each other as required at any time, inside and outside the Society. Loans, investments and negotiations and even the peddling of influence and favors were encouraged and coordinated by specialized mentors. Benefiting the members meant benefiting the Society.

	The ascension, observed Márcio, was more related to payments than any merit. So a member could rise to senior in a matter of months. He hadn't discovered all this because he was curious or interested in the Society. After a few weeks of participating in temple activities, he found Lúcio’s name on old promotion lists. The boy was in almost all of them. Within months, he had reached “3rd senior”. The month before, he had been one of the  candidates to mentor, but he had lost.

	Pretending to be interested in rapid rises like Lucio and other names on the lists, the detective discovered that mentors used to meet in the so-called Head Office, an administrative branch, restricted to mentors and a select few seniors. Márcio knew that the place existed and where it was located, as the “secret” activities of the mentors were advertised in notices, certainly aiming to remind the other members of the privileges they aspired to.

	Everyone constantly reminded him that only the top brass could hope to participate in Head Office activities. However, he found that the rule had frequent... exceptions. He found a go-between who said that sometimes members of her Grade were invited to participate. The fact that the go-between was a very attractive woman gave Guerra a hunch as to why. He insisted on this lead and even found junior girls who had been invited. All said they were honored with the invitation, but claimed secrecy oaths about the activities in which they had participated. Instead of being embarrassed, they looked forgetful. Márcio expected embarrassment, pain in the consciousness, suppressed shame. They remembered attending reunions, meeting people, and nothing else. They seemed genuinely forgetful.

	The investigator cursed the lead ending without conclusion, but insisted even more. According to all the girls, an intermediary named Júlia was constantly called to the Head Office. Upon meeting the girl he tried to appear delighted with her “victory” in reaching the Head Office before senior. It was easy to feign enchantment in front of her, a naturally beautiful brunette sculpted by money. Julia used the opportunity to brag as if she was on one of the appreciation courses. She denied that only women of lesser Grades were called, saying that she had seen men too, and that all were only the best. Márcio mentioned the names of those who progressed quickly, making sure to mention Lucio's. She recalled  Lúcio at once, praising his ambition and conviction, seeming eager to brag about meeting someone who climbed so fast. The ex-policeman's patience was finally rewarded, when Júlia described how she was important for going to the Head Office and blurted out:

	"And the Wine really tastes like Victory!"

	She regretted having released the information, asked Márcio to be discreet, as they could reveal nothing about the Head Office. But now the investigator knew that the Wine was real, and that the last place where Lúcio was seen was the Head Office. It was clear that the answers Guerra was looking for about Lúcio were there. He could break into the place, but it wasn't safe. He thought about going to Mrs. Garcia and explained the situation, proposing she paid his progression to the intermediate Grade at once, for him to go to the Head Office. He started to explain the situation, but before the proposal she was already calling her son-in-law and everyone else who paid for promotions an idiot.

	So, Guerra took the proposal to Renata, who accepted right away. Of course, the detective “rounded up” the values a little, as a service fee. Earning something on top was also the only way to hand over all that cash without regret.

	Since starting to attend the Society, Guerra has adopted some customs that he usually didn't care about. He walked in a suit, shaved every day, kept a hairstyle. But to make the payment, he thought it better to increase the disguise. He visited Renata once more for tips. He used what he could of Lúcio’s things, but left with a list of purchases and services—billed to his clients as “service expenses.” He underwent a complete makeover, having his hair, eyebrows, beard and nails done in a salon, and wearing a suit, shirt, tie, vest, cufflinks, tie clip, sunglasses, socks, hair gel and cologne, as well as genuine leather shoes, belt and wallet. For the belly to fit, a modeling strap.

	Dealing with the treasurer, he felt ridiculous imitating every kind of cheap philanderer he knew. He expressed his desire to “speed things up” as a condition of making the payment, and indicated, in the most boastful way he could, that he knew about the said Head Office and that he “had a thirst for victory”. The treasurer, without taking his eyes off the suitcase full of money, assured him that he would inform the mentors of his intentions. On the same day, while attending a wine tasting course, he received a note with a time and place.

	On the agreed date, after midnight, he visited the Head Office. He had probed the place a few times since the beginning of the case. It was a large property outside the city, a vast plot of land wooded and fenced. Nothing could be seen from the outside. At the gates, an armed guard greeted guests. Halfway down the gravel road he followed, Márcio shuddered when he saw that he was heading towards a temple of columns and arches built with granite, in imitation of an ancient Greco-Roman building. Before him was a garden with statues, reflecting pools and an ornate fountain. The grandeur of it all, and the cost he imagined it would cost to build, unsettled him.
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