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Chapters 1

At the Ciutat Vella police station of the Mossos d'Esquadra, two officers sat in one of the rooms on the first floor. One of them had recently been assigned to Barcelona, having come from a detachment in Girona. The other, more experienced, had served in the Civil Guard for fifteen years before passing the entry exams for the Mossos. He aced the Catalan language test, having made an effort to learn and become fluent in the language during his fifteen years of living in Catalonia. 

Both sergeants were reviewing a series of reports on a case that had occurred in Barcelona thirteen years ago. They had known each other before joining the force. The younger officer had been a local police officer in Caldes d’Estrac, while the older one had been stationed at the Civil Guard barracks in Arenys de Mar. The short distance between the two towns led to them crossing paths during various assignments, and a strong friendship formed between them. Years later, the Civil Guard officer joined the Mossos d'Esquadra, followed by the local policeman. Now, they made an effective team at the Ciutat Vella station.  

“What do you think?” García asked Gimeno, pointing at a series of photographs spread out on the table.  

The younger, less experienced agent gave the photos a thorough look. They had been taken thirteen years ago, back when forensic police photography was in black and white, which gave them a particularly eerie appearance. A married couple, both doctors in Barcelona, had been murdered in their apartment on Verdi Street. Initially, the National Police Homicide Unit took over the investigation. However, the victims’ prominence in Barcelona prompted the Generalitat to push for the Mossos d'Esquadra to take charge.  

The first group assigned to the case were overwhelmed. Although they had access to modern tools, they didn’t know how to use them effectively. What good were cutting-edge machines for analyzing evidence if no one knew how they worked?  

“It looks like a complete massacre,” Gimeno remarked, still staring at the photographs.  

The two had independently initiated a parallel investigation to uncover what had happened in that Verdi Street apartment on August 15, 1996. The murder coincided with a transitional period in jurisdiction between the National Police and the Mossos d'Esquadra, along with rising tensions between the Mossos and the Guardia Urbana, not to mention the waning influence of the Civil Guard in Catalonia as they clung to their relevance. Compounding matters, a series of judicial missteps hampered the early stages of the investigation.  

The Civil Guard requested phone surveillance of Dr. Mezquita, a friend of the murdered couple, as well as Pere Artigas, their downstairs neighbor. It was standard procedure in such heinous crimes to monitor as many phones as might be connected to the case. However, the on-duty judge denied the request, ruling that the Civil Guard lacked jurisdiction. Since the crime occurred within the city, it was deemed the National Police’s responsibility to request such wiretaps. While the Mossos were authorized to request surveillance, they lacked trained personnel to monitor calls or provide regular updates to the judge overseeing the case.  

Ultimately, they sought the intervention of the Civil Governor. However, the governor’s role was nearing obsolescence; by April 1997, the position would be replaced by a government subdelegate under the delegate. For political reasons, the governor chose not to get involved, fearing significant missteps during the transfer of authority.  

Dr. Bonamusa and Dr. Mezquita had been working on experiments funded by the Generalitat to develop a cancer vaccine aimed at boosting the immune system. However, the funding was pulled after a year, as the research seemed to yield no apparent progress.  

“The Bonamusa’s daughter was ill,” García remarked, still reading from a bundle of papers in his hand.  

Gimeno began gathering the photos of the murdered couple and placed them into a folder with other documents.  

“She was only three years old, and doctors gave her little chance of survival,” García continued. “Who would want to kidnap a girl who was about to die?”  

Gimeno, younger and more impulsive, replied, “Someone who wanted to help her.”  

Both agents knew that if the kidnappers were aware of the girl’s illness, it made no sense for them to have taken her with the intention of selling her abroad, as initially speculated. The whole case was a patchwork of clues scattered across different law enforcement agencies and precincts. 

“Let’s see,” said García. “Who, how, and why?”  

“Who and what?” asked Gimeno.  

“Yes, José. We need to ask the questions to find the answers. Who killed the couple and took the girl? How did they carry out the murder and the kidnapping? And, most importantly: why?”  

Gimeno, who had been a local policeman in Caldes d’Estrac and therefore more pragmatic than his partner, snapped back:  

“What does it matter, Juan? This happened thirteen years ago, and the clues have vanished.”  

“Yes,” García insisted. “It’s been thirteen years since the Bonamusa couple died, and almost none of the agents who worked the case are still active. But the girl is still missing.”  

“She’s probably dead.”  

“Or alive, somewhere.”  

“Maybe she’s not even in Spain and doesn’t know she was kidnapped.”  

“Exactly,” García agreed. “The girl would be sixteen now and living somewhere, likely with a family, completely unaware of what happened to her parents thirteen years ago.”  

“And if she’s alive and happy?” Gimeno challenged. “What difference does it make to us? Have you considered that by uncovering what happened, we might actually hurt her? Imagine for a moment that this girl is living in a loving family, oblivious to everything that happened back then.”  

“I know where you’re going with this,” García interrupted.  

“Yeah, but hear me out. After thirteen years, someone shows up and tells the girl, ‘Hey, sweetheart, look, those people are murderers—they killed your parents or bought you for peanuts, or...’”  

“I get it,” García said, offended. “But... isn’t knowing the truth more important?”  

“Is knowing the truth more important than the pain it could cause her?”  

Both men paused, calming down.  

“Well,” García finally said, “it’s incredibly difficult to figure out what happened that night and where that girl is now.”  

“Anyway,” said Gimeno, trying to ease the tension, “if she was admitted to the clinic, they might have DNA samples. Those could be matched with any sixteen-year-old girl who fits the profile.”  

“I think,” García conceded, “that in 1996, they weren’t collecting DNA samples yet.”  

With that, they gathered the folder with crime scene photos and the stack of disjointed reports. The two stepped out to Rambla de Catalunya to grab a coffee.
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On the afternoon of March 15, 2008, Genaro Buendía walked along a stretch of Providencia Street before ending up, thoroughly soaked, on Barcelona’s Verdi Street. It was a cold and rainy day, which made the already low temperature feel even colder. Water had drenched Genaro’s shaved head, and his shoes made an irritating squelching sound with every step. In the right pocket of his jacket, he carried a small spiral notebook containing the latest notes from the investigation he had been hired to pursue. The earlier pages held scattered details about a security guard from Vilassar de Mar, a retired Civil Guard from Canet, and several dates followed by question marks.  

Genaro stopped at the corner of Verdi Street and checked his wristwatch, squinting at the face due to his farsightedness. It was six in the evening, and the street was nearly empty, save for a beverage delivery truck. An older man, clearly unsuited for such labor, with a protruding belly, was unloading crates of beer, leaving them on the crosswalk in front of a bar.  

Farther up the street, in front of number 45, a well-dressed man in his forties emerged from a doorway, holding a black umbrella. He quickly took shelter under one of the balconies and looked skyward, as if pleading for the rain to stop. From his vantage point, he immediately noticed Genaro’s presence. He already knew that this man had been walking up and down Verdi Street all week. He brushed his elbow against the gun holstered at his lower back. It was a last resort, but he hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He trusted his wits to come up with a safer way to deal with this investigator.  

Between the two men, the deliveryman was still absorbed in unloading the truck. From time to time, he had to pause to catch his breath—he was far too heavy and old for hauling beer crates. The clinking of glass bottles was the only sound on Verdi Street.  

The man from the doorway began closing the distance between himself and the man at the corner. The two were practically the same age. Genaro, meanwhile, started walking up toward number 45, stopping to take shelter from the rain at the front of the delivery truck. The man from the doorway did the same, positioning himself at the back of the truck. The vehicle now separated them, like a mountain dividing two cities.  

The deliveryman finished unloading the crates onto the ground and began carrying them into the bar, under the indifferent gaze of a customer smoking a cigarette at the counter. In the background, a bartender was drying glassware with a damp cloth while casually watching a talk show on TV. He chuckled occasionally at the host’s jokes.  

Outside, the man from the doorway decided to act. This was the perfect moment. There was no one else on the street, and the anonymity provided by the back of the truck was his greatest ally. His mind devised a sinister plan. Today was the day, and luck was on his side.  

He moved to the right side of the truck and approached Genaro, who was waiting for the rain to stop. Genaro had his back turned, watching the beginning of Verdi Street and mentally calculating the latest developments in his investigation.  

The man caught him by surprise, striking him with the edge of his hand against the neck with such force that Genaro collapsed to the ground, unconscious. The rain intensified its fury, with sheets of water pounding the cobblestones. The man then moved to the truck’s cab and released the parking brake.  

The truck’s wheels rolled over Genaro’s head, killing him instantly. A stream of blood mixed with the rainwater, spilling onto the sidewalk in violent splashes.  

From inside the bar, a customer was the first to notice the truck sliding down the street. He jumped up, his face flushed with urgency.  

“Hey!” he shouted. “The truck! It’s rolling away!”  

The deliveryman ran outside as fast as his thick legs could carry him, but he couldn’t stop the truck. It careened wildly onto the sidewalk before crashing into the first corner it encountered—Providencia Street, the very street where Genaro Buendía had stood just minutes earlier.  
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Chapter 3
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The national police officer, Moisés Guzmán, had arrived at his new destination a few months ago: the Huesca police station, after he decided to spend his last years in the police station of a quiet city. When he arrived, he applied for the security and jail position, just like he did in Madrid, but the five positions were filled and they offered him a position in the Citizen Services Office, which he accepted.

During those months he was taking complaints, in a space of barely twelve square meters, presided over by a table, a computer and two chairs. The week before, his colleagues prepared a surprise party for his birthday and toasted him with cider. They shared several snack trays and smoked cigarettes, while laughing at the anecdotes: some true, others invented, the most exaggerated. They laughed at the figure of his newly released age: fifty years.

"Half a life, Moisés," said a trainee police officer, barely twenty years old and recently incorporated into the squad.

"That's assuming I'm going to live a hundred years," he replied.

The rest of the jokes emphasized his incipient baldness and how close he was to retirement. Police officers could go home at fifty-five. Of course, with much less money. Supplements had to be subtracted from the salary, so he could see his payroll reduced by seventy percent.

The Monday after celebrating his birthday, Moisés, after three days of rest, was back in front of the computer where he spent his life. He glanced at the clock on the wall out of the corner of his eye, without letting go of the handful of papers he was holding in his hand. It was almost eight in the morning and I still had to print the reports from the previous day. He had a feeling that at any moment the phone would ring and the service manager would ask him for the work reports. Through the half-open door, he saw that a person was sitting in the waiting room. The police officer at the entrance told him that he had come to report a scam on the internet.

"As soon as I finish printing the reports, I'll be with him," Moisés told him.

Then he took the papers that the printer had just spit out and distributed them neatly into the five plastic trays on his right. A lot for Citizen Security, another for the Judicial Brigade, another for Immigration, another for Information and the last for Scientific Police. He then wrote down the last registration number in the Diligence Book. It was number 4500. He looked at the list of Duty Courts: that week there was Investigative Court number Three. All complaints that were taken during that day would have to be sent to that Court.

When Moisés opened the door to the waiting room of the Complaints Office, he found a man sitting in one of the many chairs in the anteroom. He had never counted them, but when there were more than two complainants who entered the office, he took the missing chairs from that room. That man dressed impeccably. Despite the heat, his forehead remained dry. On her knees she held a brown leather purse, and on top of it a state-of-the-art mobile phone, with a touch screen. He pawed at it entertainingly, as if he were killing time while waiting. He had abundant white hair, combed back, revealing a wrinkled forehead. But what caught Moisés' attention the most were his eyes, which energetically pierced the lenses of the tortoiseshell glasses and stuck into his, as if they wanted to pierce him.

“Sir, I am with you,” said Moses from the doorway.

"Thank you," the man replied, and stood up immediately.

He was a tall, burly man. He was sixty years old, Moisés guessed, and his general appearance reminded him of a doctor. Despite his appearing age, his back was completely upright. And since the waiting room was relatively small, just three or four square meters, that man's voice sounded thunderous. Without lingering, he walked briskly through the door of the waiting room and into the complaints office. Moses followed him.

"Sit down, please," he said, pointing with his hand to one of the two empty chairs.

The man sat down and left the leather satchel on the table. He carefully placed the mobile phone next to it, while turning off the sound. He took off his glasses and held them in his hand. The policeman noticed the yellowed fingers on his right hand.

Moisés stood up and closed the office window. He then lowered the air conditioning thermostat a couple of degrees. Then he closed the back door, where the 091 room was and where the police officers in the patrol cars used to drink coffee and smoke. He almost never closed that door, but it seemed to him that the man had not come to file a simple complaint.

"You are very kind," said the man. Do you treat all complainants like this?

Moses did not respond.

He sat back down in the chair in front of the computer, grabbed a reusable piece of paper, and took his pen out of his shirt pocket. He prepared to summarize the details that the complainant could tell him.

—How can I help you? The police officer at the door told me that he wants to report a scam online.

—I wanted to save words with him. —He smiled—. It wouldn't have done me any good to explain why I'm here, so I said the first thing that came to mind.

—A scam?

-That's how it is.

—I understand, from your words, that it is not a scam.

"I've known about you for a long time," the man said, referring to Moses. I know him through press clippings and I know that he is greatly admired among his colleagues.

Moisés became uncomfortable, he felt soapy. Since he arrived from Madrid, he didn't like people commenting on what had happened when he helped that Colombian girl get her daughter back. That whole story was part of his past and he didn't want to be reminded of it.

"Don't pay attention to everything the press says," he rejected the stranger's praise.

—Don't be upset, please, but it seemed like the best way to have a friendly chat with you.

"Tell me what you want to report," the policeman demanded. I don't have all day and there are more complainants waiting.

—Do you have more waiting rooms?

—No.

"Then there are no more complainants," he said. There were only two of us in that room, and I saw the other man leave before closing the door.

It was true, the policeman at the door told the man who came to report the loss of his passport that he would have to wait a while. He had probably gone out for coffee and might not return until later.

—But more will come throughout the morning. “I can assure you of that,” said Moisés.

—Okay, I'll get to the point. I only need a few minutes of your time,” said the man with a disapproving grimace that he could not hide.

Moisés left his pen on the table, since he sensed that he did not have to take notes on any complaint, and he put aside the paper where he was going to take the notes.

-I am a doctor. —The police officer was not surprised by this statement, since he had suspected it since he first saw him in the waiting room—. I have been practicing for more than thirty years and most of the time I did it in a clinic in Barcelona, ​​although I have also been in Zaragoza, Madrid, and part of my career was forged in New York and Finland. "I'm an oncologist," he concluded, with special emphasis on the word.

By not naming Huesca, this is why Moisés understood that the face of that doctor was not familiar to him. Huesca was a small city and practically everyone knew each other. The doctor noticed his appreciation.

"I don't come to your city much, that's probably why you don't know me," he said.

"Continue," the policeman encouraged.

—In recent years I have dedicated myself to family medicine, I have a small practice in Zaragoza and I teach classes at the University to fifth-year students.

Moisés glanced at the wall clock to his right. The man noticed his impatience and became upset.

"Excuse me, I'm going on too long," he said. My name is Eusebio Mezquita.

The policeman repeated the name in his head, but it didn't ring any bells.

—Surely my name will not ring any bells to you; although years ago I was on the cover of the most important medical magazines. Well, that's another story.

Moisés was tempted to write the name on a piece of paper, but he tried to repeat it a couple of times in his head so as not to forget it: Eusebio Mezquita, Eusebio Mezquita.

—In the beginning, when I was in Barcelona, ​​I began a series of studies on cancerous tumors, in the company of a partner, also an oncologist. Dr. Albert Bonamusa. Does the name sound familiar to you?

The policeman shook his head.

—Well, Albert and I believed that, in the formation of tumors, as well as cancer, or any type of fatal disease, the essential component was blood.

Moses noticed that the doctor used simple language so that he could understand him better.

—Blood is everything for the human body. It is the transport of nutrients, oxygen, and diseases. Everything in our body revolves around blood. In a word, it is the logistics of distribution and systemic integration.

Moses nodded his chin; although he didn't understand much about medicine. But what the doctor was telling him was from the first year of high school.

—Of all the components that blood has, the most important, without a doubt, are white blood cells. They are part of the cellular effectors of the immune system. They are cells with the ability to move throughout the body, using blood as a means of transport.

The phone interrupted the conversation.

"Complaints office," Moisés said when he picked up. Yes, four. At eleven.

He hung up.

—Am I entertaining you?

"It's the court on duty that wants detainees at eleven in the morning," said Moisés.

—Give me just fifteen more minutes and you will quickly know why I am here and what I want from you.

Moses nodded; although he was beginning to get impatient. Fifteen minutes was a long time.

—As I was telling you, white blood cells are the most important cells in the blood and therefore in the body. My partner and I managed to isolate the cells in the laboratory and experimented with vulture urine.

Moses twisted his face in disgust.

—Yes, I understand your annoyance, but the vulture is an animal capable of devouring corpses killed by diseases and not contracting the condition that killed it. Our research focused on that aspect. We spent several years experimenting, without achieving anything. We did not understand how it could be that what worked in vultures was not applicable to humans. We even tried guinea pigs, but we didn't get anything either.

The phone rang again, but this time Moisés picked it up and hung it up again. Then he checked that there was a line and left it off the hook so that no one would interrupt them.

"I'll speak quickly and won't go on for too long," said the doctor. Since explaining the experiments of so many years in fifteen minutes is an impossible task.

"I understand," Moses agreed.

—My partner was married and his only daughter, a girl, was born with a congenital disease, which if not remedied would cause her to die shortly. Little Alexia was born with a bone malformation, which was aggravated by a strange virus that attacked her immune system, developing what we call "bone plague."

—Bone plague? —Moses repeated out loud.

—Yes, no wonder I haven't heard of her. There are only a hundred cases worldwide. The virus attacks the bones and weakens them so much that they turn into glass. Any blow, no matter how weak, can fracture them. And the fact is that the deterioration increases with age. Children with this disease die before reaching the age of six or seven. The Bonamusas took their daughter to an American clinic, and after carrying out several tests, they warned that the end was near if they could not block the virus. But not only is there no vaccine, but the virus mutates with the host's genetic code, and adapts to its immune system, controlling it. In his daughter there was a unique case, which, as far as we know, had never been repeated before, and that was that a patient with bone plague had been infected by this virus.

"I'm not a doctor, so I'm not sure I understand what you're telling me," Moses interrupted again.

"The couple chose to bring their daughter back to Spain and wait for the bloody outcome," the doctor continued. They had no choice but to wait for their daughter to die, unless they found a remedy. What the hell, they said to themselves, we are oncologists and we cannot allow our only daughter to die. But there was no time. Developing a vaccine against that unknown virus, which had only infected his daughter, who had bone plague, was impossible. In the best of cases it would take decades, and it was not possible because the patient would die first. They couldn't get funding either, because it only affected, as far as anyone knew, one person. No government would invest money in curing a single patient, when there were so many diseases to investigate.

"Mr. Mosque," Moisés interrupted impatiently, "what exactly do you want from me?" Why are you telling me this story?

-Oh! Mr. Guzmán, I see that your work has completely absorbed you and you cannot dedicate just fifteen minutes of the time of some complainants who have not yet arrived.

—I don't want to be rude or impolite, but the story you are telling me...

—I know, you don't like it or it doesn't suit you. I assure you that when you finish, you will feel bad for having interrupted me so many times. “My story is getting longer because of your constant interruptions,” he protested.

The policeman raised his eyebrows and the doctor knew that the last sentence was not appropriate.

"I beg you," he pleaded. I'm already finishing. Give me just a couple more minutes.

Moses gave him permission, with his chin, to continue speaking. Hearing his last name from that stranger made him feel more comfortable, none of his classmates called him Guzmán.

—Little Alexia was only three years old and her end was near. One night, when it was already very late, there was a knock on the door of my apartment. It was Albert, and he had his daughter in a small baby carriage. I knew why he had come to see me. He looked at me crying and told me that it was the last chance to save his daughter. His deterioration was such that we knew he would not survive that night. His entire body had turned purple and the bone plague virus had taken over his entire immune system. Do you understand what I'm telling you?

Moisés nodded, suppressing a yawn.

—In recent weeks we had been testing a serum that could stop the spread of the virus, but we didn't have time to do more tests. Albert told me that they couldn't wait and that I had to try it now. With your daughter? I asked him. He looked at me with teary eyes and told me that she was going to die anyway. I asked if the mother knew what he planned to do. He shook his head. You know they'll charge us with murder if he dies, I told him. He'll die anyway, was his response. His wife, Felisa Paricio, was a doctor at the Mataró clinic and was aware of her husband's experiments, but was unaware of the tests he wanted to do on his daughter. We took my car and the three of us went to the clinic laboratory. We lied to the guard about the reasons that led us to go there at that time. He didn't write anything down in his service report and just continued listening to the radio.

Moisés smacked his lips and the doctor curtailed his explanations.

—We experimented with it. We administer white blood cells, treated with vulture cells, through a single intravenous injection. I'm not going to delve into the type of experiment performed, but I will tell you that it worked. Alexia improved in just a few hours. Within a week his immune system began to reject the virus. And within a month he had completely recovered from the bone plague.

"A very nice story," said the policeman, trying to be rude and suppressing a yawn.

"In our haste," the doctor continued, omitting Moisés' comment, "we did not write down the type of treatment or the doses of the sample or the amount of ingredients used," he said as if it were a cooking dish. And we were never able to repeat it with other patients. And don't think we didn't test it with half a dozen patients with that disease, which we found all over the world. But even though we were experimenting with several different combinations, none of them were successful. But in the first case the experiment worked and that was enough for us, because we knew that the cure for Alexia's illness existed and was possible.

-AND...?

—The girl developed antibodies that protected her against bone plague. Which means that their blood could be used to make serum that would serve the few patients who could be affected by that combination of disease and virus.

"I think it's great," Moses clicked his tongue. I congratulate you all. To you, your partner, your wife and the girl. They have done a magnificent job. "And now, if you don't mind, I have a lot of work," he said, standing up and opening the door.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ESTEBAN NAVARRO SORIANO

(English Edition)






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





