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To the memory of Horacio Quiroga, because his works during my childhood marked a concrete path for me to become a writer.

"Among her most stubborn hallucinations, there was an anthropoid, leaning on the carpet on his fingers, who had his eyes fixed on her."

Horacio Quiroga
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At sunset
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As soon as the sunset displaced the sunlight and its protective cloak that extended over the streets of Buenos Aires, on June 4, 1888, the icy winter cold began to intensify its force, freezing to the bones anyone who walked outdoors without a coat. Meanwhile, the city was slowly losing its usual tumultuous movement, the vendors' carts were moving away, the stores were closing and the last passers-by who lacked a horse were walking heavily from their workplaces back to the shelter of their homes.

Until recently, it was entirely feasible to say that not a soul roamed these parts, except for a few carriages that passed from time to time carrying a stagecoach or an occasional traveler on horseback who did not stop but on the contrary, continued on his way.

However, a man of slim build who apparently was twenty-three years old, with long, thick, black hair and sparkling hazel eyes, dressed in a worn suit, walked upright and with a lost look without paying attention to anything around him, ignoring even a stray dog with which he was about to collide, but the animal moved out of the way. So he continued until he ended up in front of a damaged and battered house, belonging to a humble shoemaker who lived there with his pregnant wife.

The only door of that home was closed and it was then that the visitor, who remained with his eyes fixed on it, went up two steps and knocked three times, making the interior of the house echoed. When he finished, he immediately retreated the same two steps and remained standing completely motionless with his arms outstretched at the sides of his torso; from inside the house a soft and young voice sounded.

-One moment please!

Soon heavy footsteps were audible, which advanced with difficulty and evidently limping, and finally someone reached the door and opened it. From inside the house the light of the lit candles and a lantern hanging from a hook attached to the ceiling by a chain, illuminated the visitor. The man who opened the door had an incipient baldness that went from his forehead to the middle of his head. The rest of his hair was black and disheveled, being more abundant on the sides above the ears, his face was adorned with a thick mustache that covered his upper lip, his skin was tanned looking older than his age and he was slightly overweight that showed more in his bulging belly. Despite all the above, he would not be more than thirty-two years old. The owner of the house upon seeing before him the nocturnal visitor, after squinting his eyes, was fascinated and with a huge smile, which exposed yellowish teeth, obviously a pipe smoker, reflected his joy and almost ran to embrace the man in front of him. Due to the left leg with which he was limping he only walked with difficulty, until he finally wrapped his arms around the visitor in a strong embrace while he finished saying with a voice full of happiness.

-Valentin, my dear brother, I didn't think I would see you for another week. But as you have already noticed, I am very happy to see you, please come in, it is very cold and I can feel your body freezing.

Valentin for his part did not open his mouth to try to say anything, keeping an absolute silence, in spite of it; instead, he reciprocated the show of brotherly affection and with his arms around his brother returning the affection, finished nodding and entering the house. After closing the door preventing the icy cold from freezing them, they both took a seat at the table, because the hall and the dining area were one room.

Once comfortably seated, from the kitchen behind Valentin's back, which was connected on the left side to the dining room that also served as a foyer, a young woman with faintly brown skin, very long and dark hair, beautiful honey-colored eyes came. The features of her face were pleasant due to the warm smile that seemed to accompany her natural gesture. The woman was in her mid-twenties and was visibly advanced in her pregnancy, being approximately nine months along. She, the moment she was leaving the kitchen guided by the sound of footsteps, was preparing dinner, a modest chicken broth and a few vegetables, when upon entering the dining room she stood in front of the room frame and asked her husband, after seeing the stranger only from behind.

-Ramiro, who is the guest joining us tonight? Is he a customer?

The joy that came from Ramiro was more than evident, since he almost never smiled, being rather serious and not very expressive. However, on this occasion he had a slight smile on his lips and his eyes provided a shine that only reflects the tears that flow due to happiness, and she had only seen them like that before, when they both knew that they would soon be parents, therefore that person in front of them must be someone of much appreciation.

-Julieta, my love," Ramiro replied, "come and say hello to my brother Valentin, who has surprised us with his unexpected arrival a week earlier than his letter said. I will assume that he wanted to brighten up the evening and come to give us his support.

She was happy for her husband and with her voice full of warmth greater than that, which normally accompanied her words, she finished by saying.

-It has been a long time that we have been waiting for your visit and you are here Valentin, to accompany your brother and me to the arrival of your nephew to this world, which is a real relief, especially because the help working together in the trade that your father bequeathed you will be beneficial to both of you. I will leave you alone so you can talk peacefully. I must finish preparing dinner, it is not much but it will help to fight the cold.

As soon as Mrs. Julieta finished speaking, she returned to the kitchen, leaving only Ramiro and his brother in the hall, sitting and facing each other; the owner of the house started the conversation, dominated by the joy that filled his chest, saying. 

-What can I tell you, the shoemaking business has been enough to earn my living day after day. But the wound I sustained in my leg three years ago when I fell from the horse on which I was returning from our father's funeral, has taken its toll on me. I can't complain, however, it is difficult to walk and although I can work without problems it is difficult for me to make deliveries. And the situation has forced me to do that without the helper I had, because this way I can raise more money for the care I will have to provide for my future son. I know that Juliet does not mention it, but she has a great concern for me, and your presence is a great relief, because we will work together and naturally, you will live here with us....

Suddenly Ramiro interrupted his statements, as it was only then that he noticed the silence sustained by his brother and it did not correspond at all with the talkative man he remembered, sharing long chats in the evenings outside their parents' house. It was when it came to his immediate memory that in no instant, not even when he embraced him, did he hear a single word emerge from his brother’s mouth, whom he appreciated so much, so totally intrigued, he changed the smile on his face for a gesture of concern and ended up asking about it.

-Tell me Valentin, why don't you talk to me? Has something bad happened or are you suffering from some kind of sickness? Please, I just want to hear your voice. You know you can count on me and whatever the problem is, I will be there for you.

But the guest remained with his lips sealed in an imperturbable and almost spectral silence, capable of terrifying anyone in front of him, not only because of the absence of words but also because his face, until then expressionless, unexpectedly changed its lack of emotions for a grotesque grimace that tried to form a smile, revealing a row of abnormally sharp and pointed teeth. Without looking away from his brother Ramiro, who was overcome by a sensation of terror that managed to make his sparse hair stand on end and generate a shiver that ran through his whole body, Valentin remained motionless like a statue except for his right hand. With his fingers, he tapped the table over and over again, crashing the tips of his fingers on the rough wood, each time being more sonorous as his nails began to stretch more and more until they became similar to thick claws with which he was not only hitting the top of the table, but also piercing it with each of the touches in a slow but consistent rhythm.

Curiously, at all times he kept his gaze straight ahead and always with his eyes on Ramiro who, terrified, witnessed how those two eyeballs began to undergo a horrifying change, turning into two greenish flames that occupied the entire cavity of both eye sockets where until a few moments ago there had been an entirely normal gaze.

The absence of sound predominated in that dining room, like a mantle that drowns the sentences in a demented way, being comparable to that which is only found in cemeteries.

Guided by an uncontrollable impulse, Ramiro, faced with a vision devoid of logic and extremely terrifying, ended up screaming with all his strength until he was out of breath. Bent by the terror that corroded every part of his being, he stood up knocking down the chair he was sitting, walking backwards despite his sore leg, without losing sight at any time of that demonic presence in front of him and that had physical similarities with his brother. He would have continued backing up if it had not been for the wall, remaining with his body almost stuck to that wall as if he were trying to break through it.

From the kitchen, alerted by her husband's scream, Julieta was surprised and dropped the wooden ladle into the broth. She moved in disgust, thinking that both brothers were playing some kind of joke on her. She decided to go to put a stop to such foolishness. As soon as she crossed into the dining room, she could clearly see her husband, who had always been imperturbable in situations that others would lose their heads, in an indescribable terror who reflected through his behavior since he was trembling and stuck against the wall, without looking away from Valentin who continued sitting on the chair. This scene left her totally amazed but in her mind she assumed that they were still trying to play a joke on her and moved by curiosity she ended up declaring.

-What in heaven's name do you think you are doing? You almost gave me a heart attack...

Stopping her words at that moment, she realized that both brothers, both her husband and her brother-in-law, were completely ignoring her and continued to stare at each other. Julieta laid her eyes on her beloved Ramiro, quickly realizing that he was not pretending, but immediately she remembered with certainty that she had never heard her husband scream, much less show fear before anything or anyone, and yet there was that imperturbable man being prey to a terrible fear reflected, clearly, through his countenance.

It was evident that the reason for such horror was Valentín, so Julieta decided to advance a few steps in the direction of her brother-in-law, who remained seated and motionless, with his eyes fixed on Ramiro; anyone would have thought that he was a corpse because he was completely stony. However, as Julieta moved forward, Valentín abruptly stood up and threw the table aside, causing it to end up hitting against the entrance door, which was closed, blocking the only way out of that house and plunging Julieta into a desperate feeling that filled her with horror, causing her to remain totally immobile in her place without being able to take even one more step.
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