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​1. Saduj
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There it is, the black Mercedes 500 CL. I check the license plate. I put on my black sunglasses, pull on the Chicago Bulls cap, take out the Heckler nine-millimeter, screw on the silencer, and tuck it into my waistband. I grab the brown package. I step out of the car and walk down the street slowly. My heart starts racing, and I can feel my aorta pumping more blood than I need for this job. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. I need to calm down. I press the aluminum button of the intercom, and an impressive Argentine Mastiff barks and jumps like crazy behind the steel bars. I press the buzzer again. The dog doesn't stop barking. It’s clear he doesn’t like strangers. I don’t like him either. I don’t like dogs, but I do like cats because they’re more like me independent, self-sufficient. A metallic voice responds.

"Who is it?"

"Mr. Francisco Escabiño?"

"Yes, what do you want?" he nearly shouts back.

"I have a package for you from Talqueexpres courier service."

"Wait, I’m coming."

I know he lives alone. No witnesses. It’s just him and me.

A man comes out wearing a black robe that barely covers his large belly, holding a cigar in his right hand. He bends down with great difficulty to pick up the newspaper from the porch floor. Being fat has its consequences; you can’t even tie your shoes, and you don’t see your dick when you pee. He trudges towards me like he doesn’t want to get there, dragging his heavy ass.

I identify him. It’s him.

"What is it you’re bringing me?" he asks after taking a puff from his cigar.

"A package sent to you from Bogotá."

"From Bogotá? Who’s sending it? I don’t know anyone in that city."

"Hold on, let me check," I say, flipping the package over and giving him the first name that comes to mind. "Marcelino de la Cruz Correa."

"Marcelino de la Cruz Correa? I don’t know any Marcelino."

"What should we do then? Do you want to take the package? I have other deliveries to make."

"I don’t take packages from strangers."

I don’t need him to. I pull out my phone and snap a photo of him.

"What are you doing?"

I smile and tell him I'm just doing my job.

He opens the door, and I see he’s holding the mastiff by the collar.

"My dog will teach you a lesson, you bastard."

I pull out the Heckler and tell him, "I’d rather not kill the dog. I’m just doing my job."

He looks at my gun. He lets go of the dog and gives a command in German. The dog runs off and disappears behind the house.

I put the Heckler away.

"Let’s be sensible. It’s not worth dying over nothing. Life, even in prison, is still life. Beasts are never good company."

My job is done. I walk down the street calmly. It was a quick job. I stop, hail a taxi, and tell the driver to take me to my hotel, a four-star place in the city center. I grab my phone, insert the SIM card and battery. I wait for it to pick up the signal. I find the contact and send an email with the photo, the geographical coordinates, and the word "End." Tomorrow, they’ll transfer the second part of the payment five grand.

In the room, I undress, take a hot shower, and shave. I turn on my laptop, connect to one of the nearby Wi-Fi networks that I’ve hacked, and check my email. There’s a message in my inbox. It’s a notification from Tor. I enter the forum, which is hosted on an anonymous server somewhere in Asia, where messages only last twelve minutes. If you don’t open them within that time, they disappear without a trace. I love that forum. I type in my username, Saduj, and access my inbox. I read the message:

"I need you to find a fucking pedophile who raped my nine-year-old daughter. He’s a Brit who fled Spain. His name is Richard Damoe. I don’t know where he is. I do know there’s an international Interpol warrant out for his arrest. I’ll pay you ten thousand euros if you find him and deliver him. I’ve attached a photo."

I commit the name to memory. I have a good memory. I open the photo. It’s clear. He looks like a saint who wouldn’t hurt a fly. I don’t like pedophiles. They’re bastards. They wield the most abhorrent form of power.

I reply:

"I accept the job. My fee is ten thousand plus expenses. You’ll need to make an initial payment of five thousand. If you agree to the amount, I’ll give you the account where you need to deposit the first payment. When the job is done, I’ll provide another account for the rest."

I close Tor, open DuckDuckGo, and type the bastard’s name. A few news links pop up connecting him to several pedophilia cases. There’s also a link to an anti-pedophilia and anti-pederasty page. I go to the page. There’s an extensive list of these scumbags. I use Chrome’s search function. Got him. I open the link and carefully read through the profile. He’s a scumbag. The parents are crying out for justice, and they’ll get it. Justice is an abstract concept that changes depending on who’s dealing it. It’s a very prostituted prism. A whore that sells itself to the highest bidder. I don’t do justice, I’m not in or out of it. I just find people and deliver them, but I can’t stand these bastards.

I can’t find a valid address. I go back on Tor, look for Darlindark, and send a message:

"I need all the information on Richard Damoe."

I know his rates. His information is top-notch. He’s never let me down.
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I received the first payment, which is why I’m in Dublin, a city I don’t like. I don’t like places where the light is constantly overcast and the rain has permanent residency. I like the sun. I’ve got enough of my own darkness, and when I go outside, I want to see the blue sky and the sun shining bright; it’s how I recharge.

I’m staying in a rental house near the River Liffey. I step out and head to a café two hundred meters away, bringing my laptop. I connect to Tor because I’ve received two notifications in my email. Darlindark has given me the locations of five ATMs where the pedophile has withdrawn money, along with three photos captured by the cameras, and even the address of the hotel where he’s been staying. That information is priceless. Now, I just need to watch and get a bit lucky.

The second notification from Tor is about the weapon I’ll use for this job. It’s from MacGyver he’s got my order. A nine-millimeter Makarov. A thousand bucks for the gun. The deal is the usual five hundred upfront, the rest upon delivery. I’m a good payer, and MacGyver knows it. I contact him whenever I need to buy weapons. I tell him the place and the type of gun, and he handles everything. If there’s any difficulty, he sorts it out, even if it costs me a bit more.

I like being armed. You never know what you’re going to encounter when you’re hunting down a target. It’s not the first time I’ve had to use a gun to defend myself. The guys I track down are bad news. Real sons of bitches.

Without delay, I make the two transfers, one to Darlindark and the other to MacGyver. I close the laptop and pack it away. Time to go out and do the first reconnaissance of the area. I return to the house and leave the laptop behind.

I open my suitcase and take out my mobile phone, insert the battery and one of the ten SIM cards I have. I activate Google Maps. I type in the address, Drury Street, 53, and the app shows me the way. The Brooks Hotel is nearby. It’s time to head out.

I put on my raincoat and step outside. I cross one of the Liffey’s bridges, heading towards Drury Street. The metallic voice guides me. It only takes fifteen minutes to get there. At first glance, it’s a decent four-star hotel. I need to confirm if the pedophile is staying there. I walk a few meters further and stop at a New Moon store that sells all sorts of items. I put on my Bulls cap. I go in and buy a small vase that costs me twenty bucks. I ask the clerk to wrap it as a gift, with a card addressed to Richard Damoe, noting my name and phone number.

My English is nearly perfect. I perfected it in Santo Domingo with two hours of private lessons a week for five years with a native speaker, Miss Barinka. Then I solidified it by living in London for a year. That’s the only way to really learn and master a language. Everything else is nonsense.

I enter the reception and ask the receptionist for Mr. Damoe. I tell her I have a gift to deliver. She asks me to wait. She types his details into the computer, then smiles.

“Mr. Damoe isn’t in his room right now. He’s on a half-board plan, so I assume he’ll be back for dinner, between seven and nine in the evening. But don’t worry, we can deliver the gift for you if you’d like.”

“No, I have instructions to deliver it to him personally. I’ll return this evening. Thank you very much.”

I’ve confirmed that the bastard is at the hotel. Darlindark rarely gets it wrong. I check the time. Five minutes to one. I head back to the flat.

Once there, I take a shower and go down to a local restaurant for lunch. The menu is the typical Dublin fare. I play it safe and order Irish stew and a local beer.

The post-lunch drowsiness sets in. I think about having an Irish coffee to shake off the sleepiness, but I need to recharge, and there’s no better way to do that than by taking a nap.

The doorbell wakes me up. I get up from the couch, look through the peephole, and see a beardless young man with a package. I open the door, and there’s the delivery guy. I sign the receipt and take my order. Just by the weight, I know it’s the Makarov.

I close the door. I open the package, unwrap the padded plastic, and there they are the gun, the silencer, and nine nine-millimeter bullets. It doesn’t take me two minutes to disassemble it completely. I inspect it. I don’t like having problems, even though I know my supplier is very reliable. I reassemble it once I’ve checked that everything is in order. I insert the magazine, attach the silencer, and tuck it into my waistband.

I check the time. Seven in the evening. Time to head out. I get to the hotel faster this time, with my “gift” in hand. I put on my Bulls cap again, walk in, and ask for the pedophile. They confirm he’s there. They call him, and I wait for him to come down.

I hear an unfamiliar jazz tune playing in the background, and while I wait, I memorize the layout of the reception area. You always need an escape plan.

The elevator chime pulls me out of my thoughts. Out steps a fat man, wearing a black fisherman’s cap and dark glasses. It’s him. He heads to the front desk, and the receptionist points me out. I smile. He walks toward me slowly. I can tell by his face that he’s used to being cautious. A pig like him has to be; otherwise, he’d be dead or in jail. He asks me who sent the package. Without breaking eye contact, I reply, “Mr. Mails.” I don’t take my eyes off him for a second. I study every part of his face. His pupils dart back and forth. His lower lip trembles, and his nostrils twitch like a rat sensing danger. He clenches his jaw and tells me he doesn’t know any Mr. Mails. I smile and respond, “Neither do I, but here I have a package for Mr. Damoe. I was given this address, and I don’t think they got it wrong.”

He takes a step back. He looks toward the camera right above the front desk. He clenches his jaw again. I ask him if he’s going to take the package. I tell him it’s my last delivery, and I’m eager to head home.

“No, I’m not going to take it,” he says and presses the elevator call button.

I don’t reply. I turn around and walk out of the hotel.

Fear is an ancient emotion that’s been with us since we lived in caves and fought with donkey jawbones. Damoe is afraid. I just need to wait for the rat to abandon ship, and I know it won’t take long.

I position myself at a distance from the hotel, just enough to keep it in sight. I adjust my cap and put on my sunglasses. I wait.

At eight in the evening, he comes out of his hideout. He’s not carrying luggage, just a medium-sized black backpack. It’s clear he’s a practical guy, always ready to flee. I start moving and pick up the pace. I want to catch up to him before he leaves the street. It’s a perfect spot sparsely populated and no cameras. Within a minute, I’m beside him. I pull out the gun and press it against his left kidney. I tell him to stay calm and that if he behaves, nothing will happen to him.

“You need to come with me.”

A few meters ahead, I find the perfect spot to leave him a traffic light post. I take out the handcuffs and shackle him to the post. Some passersby look at us in astonishment.

He says nothing to me. He knows he’s trapped. I’m clear that if there’s any trouble, I’ll unload the Makarov’s magazine into him. This son of a bitch should be six feet under.

Without leaving the street, I call the police and tell them there’s a dangerous criminal, wanted by Interpol, handcuffed to a traffic light post on Drury Street.

I disappear down the street, leave the gift with a beggar, and walk calmly back to the rented house. I go inside, open my laptop, find Interpol’s website, and leave the necessary message. Within hours, they’ll be here to collect the filthy package.

I take out my phone, snap a photo, and send it to my client via Tor. Job done.
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I take a shower, shave again, and then dress in my Italian-cut black suit, the one I wear for travel. When you’re in a suit, fewer questions are asked. There’s nothing like a good suit and tie. It’s a calling card that says, ‘This guy is trustworthy.’ Yeah, it opens a lot of doors. I finish packing my suitcase, head out, and hail a taxi to take me to the airport.

While waiting, I think about the pedophile. One less bastard loose on our streets. That’s street justice, the kind born of a wounded father’s vengeance, the kind that’s irrational but still justice, his justice. He’ll spend over thirty years in prison and come out an old man of eighty. I understand and accept this kind of justice. You hit me, I hit you back. You shoot, I shoot. I use your own violence against you. Yes, violence begets violence, that much is clear. The bearded saint wasn’t wrong. This damn world is too violent a violent life since the dawn of time.

I carry a suitcase that meets all legal regulations, and I always check it in. Everything goes in there except for my fake passport, wallet, phone, and one of my burner cards. I don’t like carrying anything that might raise suspicions. I pass through the metal detector. Everything’s in order.

Airport security is paranoid. It’s good to know that when you’re in the business of catching mosquitoes. Though I could easily bring in a ceramic knife, and the damn arch wouldn’t make a sound. Anyone could turn an airplane into a slaughterhouse at thirty thousand feet. Then there are the States, the first hired killers. They have a free pass to annihilate their fellow men. They have a flag to clean their crimes with. Yeah, I know. I’m no role model. I don’t pretend to be, nor do I want to be. I never liked models. I’m a bounty hunter.

I arrive in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria feeling like I’ve traveled at the speed of light, maybe because I spent the three-hour flight sleeping like a baby; the cannabis compound does its job perfectly and without side effects well, one: I wake up starving. In first class, compulsive hunger has a solution.

I grab a taxi, and the driver speeds down the left lane, brushing the speed limit because taxi drivers work against the clock. That’s why they hit the gas whenever they can. The airport is a goldmine for them, a jackpot they don’t want to let go. Their livelihood depends on it. This time, the driver is a young guy who doesn’t say a word. He’s focused on making money. I get it. I’m not in the mood for talking either.

My city greets me with good weather. They say we have one of the best climates in the world. The Swedes and Germans know it, too they’ve been quietly taking over for fifty years. Little by little, they’ve been buying up our land. You can see examples all over these islands. They came here one day, realized how good life is, and now they don’t want to leave.

My city is quiet, almost nothing ever happens, and when something does, it gets resolved in a few days. Although some issues never get resolved, they fester under the asphalt. The city absorbs them like a foreign body that’s eventually forgotten. Like the cases of the missing people, those who one day didn’t come home and seemed to have been swallowed by the earth. Wounds that never heal and stay open, waiting for a glimmer of hope. Too many missing people and too many hopes in this city. I think of the cases of Sara Morales and Yéremi Vargas, which crossed the borders of the islands and made national headlines.

I live near Las Canteras beach, in a one-story house I bought after my third job. Three hundred grand, paid in full without breaking a sweat. A friend tipped me off that three siblings wanted to sell their family home urgently, and if I haggled, they might knock off nearly twenty percent. So I did. I showed them the color of money, and they didn’t argue much. A hundred grand for each of them. It was like Christmas had come early for them. With the savings, I made some renovations to suit my taste: remodeled the kitchen, bathroom, and all the rooms. I also redid the central patio, turning it into a magnificent Canary Islands courtyard with ferns and a central fountain. I love it. I fell in love with these courtyards when I visited an old house in the Vegueta neighborhood. Deep down, I’m an old-school guy.

I always wanted to live near the sea, and my house is a hundred meters from Playa Chica, in Las Canteras. In the mornings, I step out onto the balcony, and the smell of the marsh awakens my senses. And I like that. I enjoy it like a kid with a new toy a toy that renews itself every day. I never tire of the sea air.

I’ve tried to bring my parents to live with me, but they don’t want to leave their house in Los Arapiles, where I was born. Their little forty-five-square-meter plot with three tiny bedrooms, a kitchen you have to sidle into, and a bathroom that only one person can use at a time. Minimalist constructions from the time of the Generalísimo that sprang up in the early 1960s in the fledgling neighborhoods of the city. These houses were built to accommodate the migration of people from the interior villages of Gran Canaria to the city.

I’ve managed to get them to come down on Sundays at least, and I take them to Playa Chica for the day. I know it’s good for them, especially my father, who enjoys walking along the shore like a child, and when the tide is low, he wanders off to the Charcón.

I get home before four in the afternoon. I know there’s nothing in the fridge. María, my housekeeper, didn’t know when I’d be back. If she had, she would have left me something to eat. She always does. She’s a lovely woman. She must be over sixty. She takes care of the house, the cleaning, and the cooking. She arrives at eight in the morning and leaves after two. She doesn’t talk much, and I like that. I pay her eight hundred bucks. She asked for four hundred for the job, but after seeing how she worked and hearing her story, I doubled her pay. A job well done deserves good pay. When she arrives, the first thing she does is make me breakfast. Coffee with milk and two toasts. Then she heads into my room and cleans while I shower and shave. After that, I lock myself in my office to read and mess around on the Internet.

After eating, I open the laptop. I check my email and see a message from Tor. My client is satisfied with the job. “One less son of a bitch on the streets,” he says. I agree.

I see another message, open it, and read:


"I need your services. I’ve heard great things about you. Two months ago, my daughter was kidnapped during a school trip to Barcelona. She’s only fourteen. The police tell me she’s in the hands of a human trafficking ring, but I don’t know what to do or believe anymore. I don’t want to think about what they’re doing to my daughter. The police say they’re investigating and can’t do more. If you accept, I’ll pay you well."


I read it again and reply:


"Agreed. Send me all the information you can, and I’ll give you a quote. Regards."


I try to put myself in the father’s shoes, but I can’t. I’m incapable. I don’t have that kind of empathy or paternal instinct. Still, I suppose he’s going through hell. It’s not easy to lose a daughter and know she’s being used as fresh meat for pedophiles. It’s a damn torture.

I also think about the girl. She’ll be ruined for life. Her brain will store it all like a good hard drive and remind her of every moment, every face, every damn face. The brain has a mind of its own. It doesn’t take orders, and you can’t reset it. Wiping it clean would be a good advancement. To reset ourselves, to rid us of the memories that torment us. They say our gray matter buries traumas, but eventually, they rise from their graves like zombies, one after another, slowly, very slowly, until they drive us to the brink; some jump off a bridge, others overdose on pills to kill it.

I get another message from the tormented father:


"Tell me what you need. I’ll give you whatever I can. Find my daughter and keep her safe. That’s all I want. There are two million euros on the table that will be yours if you bring my daughter back."


The offer is tempting, but dangerous. A quick calculation: after expenses, I could pocket forty percent of those two million bucks. A lot of money for one job. I could live the easy life for a while.

I read and then write back:


"The condition is that you deposit three hundred thousand euros as an upfront payment, whether I complete the job or not. If I find your daughter and bring her back safe and sound, you’ll transfer the rest of the agreed amount. Do you accept?"


What he doesn’t know is that I always finish my jobs. I never leave them half-done. There’s nothing pending on my desk. I close circles. I’m a damn stubborn ant.

The father replies that he accepts the condition and knows I’ll get the job done.

I give him the bank account where he needs to send the money and tell him that once he makes the deposit, he should send me all the recent photos he has of his daughter, her email account, and a phone number where I can reach him.

I know this will be a complicated job, and I’ll need help. The cases I’ve solved involve tracking down criminals who, sooner or later, leave a trail that I follow to find them. It’s a matter of time, a good network, and money.

However, I know this case will be difficult. The people who kidnapped that girl won’t want her found and will hide her under lock and key. I’ll have to wade through the muck up to my neck. There’s no other way.

Also, I know that seventy percent of missing person cases are never solved because, for the most part, they remain unsolved forever. I have to keep that in mind. They say hope is the last thing to die. I’ll leave that to the desperate father. I don’t count on that. My biggest problem is time. The damn time that’s against me, especially in these kinds of cases.

I don’t know if it’s a human trafficking ring or a pedophile ring. I don’t care. They’re mafia organizations cut from the same cloth; bastards who have no scruples about exploiting women, and when they’re no longer useful, they abandon them to their fate or put a bullet in their heads and bury them in some godforsaken field.

If I manage to find her, it won’t be easy to get her out. I know that too. I’ll have to assemble a good team. I’ll have to contact MacGyver to find some candidates.

I need to gather all the information I can about the girl. That’s why I need to know about her social life and her online presence. Maybe there’s a clue the cops haven’t been able to track. You never know.

I get another message from the father. He agrees to transfer the first payment and sends several recent photos of his daughter.

I give him the number of one of my accounts in the Cayman Islands and tell him I’ll keep him informed of any progress.

I don’t like giving out my address. No one knows where I live. There’s no trace of me anywhere. My profession requires absolute discretion. Hunters make a lot of enemies.

I log into Tor and contact Darlindark. I open a chat, and she replies instantly. I send her the photos of the girl.


Saduj: Hi, Darlindark. I’m looking for this girl. I’ll pay you well for any information you can give me.

Darlindark: Hi, Saduj. Where should I start looking?

Saduj: The only information I have is that she was kidnapped in Barcelona two months ago. The police are working on two lines of investigation.

Darlindark: Which ones?

Saduj: The first hypothesis is that she was captured by a human trafficking ring, and the other, by a pedophile ring.

Darlindark: I’ll start with the second one. The girl’s profile matches what those bastards are after. It’s the toughest one. Those scumbags cover their tracks well. They know they’re in the cops’ crosshairs. It’s getting harder and harder to find them. They have their own servers and even their own networks, similar to this one.

Saduj: There wouldn’t be networks like that on Tor, would there?

Darlindark: Tor is a jungle, man, where the beasts roam freely, but that doesn’t mean they can’t be hunted. Tor has everything, but that doesn’t mean we’re all scum.

Saduj: I want you to start as soon as possible.

Darlindark: How much are you going to pay me for the job?

Saduj: Ten thousand bucks.

Darlindark: Wow! I’m on it.

Saduj: As soon as you have any relevant information, let me know.

Darlindark: Don’t worry.

Saduj: See you soon.


I close the chat and log out of Tor. Now, I have to wait for Darlindark to do her job. I know she’s very good at what she does, and I’m convinced she’ll find something to get me started.

I check the time. Exercise time. I put on my workout clothes and go for a run. Today, I have to do ten kilometers at a good pace, five minutes per kilometer. Then, half an hour of physical exercises. Physical fitness is crucial. My life depends on it.

After the workout, I shower and receive a new notification from Tor. I log in and see it’s from the father. I read the message:


"I’ve transferred the first payment. Three hundred thousand euros."


I reply:


"I’ve started working. I hope to have news soon. I have good contacts. Thanks for the transfer. I hope it’s the best money you’ve ever spent."


The payment will take two or three days. That’s the least of my worries. I don’t have liquidity problems. My work is very well paid.
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The next day, I wake up with the case on my mind and the image of the girl playing with my thoughts. I know this job will be the most challenging I've ever undertaken. Finding out where the kid is will be tough, but rescuing her from the clutches of a mafia organization will be an even riskier task.

I like to control risks, know what and who I’m dealing with. I always make sure my back is covered and have an escape route. I’ll need it more than ever this time.

It’s six in the morning, and I know I won’t sleep any longer. I get up and decide to go for a run on the beach. I dress quickly, stretch a bit, set the timer, and head out. I start off with a slow jog. The first ten minutes, I like to jog until my muscles are warmed up enough. Then I increase my pace until I hit my cruising speed, which is five minutes per kilometer. I maintain that for the next ten.

I can feel my body responding; my heart pumps the blood I need, and the oxygen flows through my cells at the right doses to keep my legs and heart active.

I get home, drenched in sweat. I stretch for fifteen minutes and then shower. When I’m done, I prepare breakfast, and the landline rings. I check the caller ID. It’s a number I don’t recognize. I jot it down in my notepad and answer.

“Good morning, how can I help you?”

“Is this Saduj Detective Agency?”

“Yes, speaking.”

“I need to hire your services for a very delicate matter.”

I notice how his voice is shaky but also tinged with sadness, like someone who’s tired.

“Come to my office. Do you know where it is?”

“Yes, the address is in the ad. Near Playa Chica, right?”

“That’s right. If it’s convenient, I can see you around nine-thirty.”

“That works perfectly. I work in the area.”

“Then I’ll see you later. Good day.”

“Good day.”

I have a small office, about twenty square meters, on the ground floor of my house, which I use for matters related to my detective agency. I established it over seventeen years ago after completing my Criminology studies.

In 1998, I finished my last year of study, and the following year, I was working as a private investigator. The beginning wasn’t easy, but I worked hard, and within a year, I had my own office in a small place on Guanarteme Street, where I started taking my first cases. Then I discovered the Tor forum through a colleague, and from there, my life changed forever. The jobs multiplied exponentially, and so did my financial wealth.

Nowadays, I handle the more mundane stuff: divorces, inheritances, insurance claims, disability fraud; a variety of topics to keep me from getting bored, which I balance with the jobs that come from Tor.

I won’t be able to take on this case. I’ll have to call Rayco, a twenty-four-year-old criminologist I hire when I can’t handle a case myself. He’s a young, impulsive, and decisive guy who keeps insisting we should partner up, but I tell him I’m a lone wolf, an old dog who’s fine as he is. I don’t need more.

At forty-five, I’ve gotten used to working alone. Alone with my decisions, alone with my mistakes, and alone with my successes.

I check the time. Almost nine. I head down to the office, turn on the laptop, and log into Tor. I send a message to Darlindark and wait. She replies in less than ten seconds:

Darlindark: What’s up, old man?

Saduj: Any news?

Darlindark: You know I contact you if there’s news, but you’re as impatient as ever.

Saduj: I just wanted to check on the situation.

Darlindark: I’m working on it. I’ve been scanning the web for three days and haven’t found anything. But to be fair, I’m only doing surface searches. I still have to dive into the filth, but I save that for last. You know, those damn forums specializing in child pornography. I hate this kind of work. I do it because you pay well and because it’s for a good cause. I wouldn’t want to be in that girl’s shoes or her parents’. When I start diving into those sewers, I’ll need to pack some serious depth charges.

Saduj: It’s a nasty case. Some people lose their humanity and don’t deserve to be among us.

Darlindark: I know exactly what to do with those bastards. I’d throw them in a pool full of piranhas that haven’t eaten in two or three days. They deserve nothing less.

I stay silent for a moment, watching the cursor blink, thinking she’s right. They deserve nothing less.

Saduj: When will you have something new? Time’s not on our side.

Darlindark: Don’t push, Saduj. It is what it is, old man. There’s no deadline here, but I’m on it. You know I’ll get in touch as soon as I have something.

Saduj: I’ll be waiting for your news.

Darlindark: You’ll get them. Don’t lose hope.

Saduj: Cyc.

Darlindark: Later, old man.

I close Tor, log into my Cayman Islands account, and see that Zurita has deposited the first payment. There’s no turning back now.

I have several accounts abroad where I deposit money from my investigative work, the ones that go beyond the ordinary and exceed ten thousand euros. Two accounts that the taxman doesn’t know about and that will remain hidden for as long as possible. I considered bringing them to light during the first tax amnesty under Zapatero, but I let it slide, and I almost did it again with the last one Montoro announced. Yes, I admit I’m a tax evader, but I have no choice. It would be too hard to explain the origin of the money in those accounts.

My official bank account is clean, and my annual income is as spotless as a newborn baby’s bottom. There’s nothing out of place. I need it to stay that way. I don’t want any inspectors sniffing around here.

I’ve often thought about moving abroad, leaving these islands, burying the melancholy of an islander that we carry wherever we go, but I won’t leave. I like living here.

The intercom buzzes. It must be the client. I get up and go to the kitchen to see who it is. I watch him through the black-and-white screen of the intercom. A guy in a suit. He checks his watch a few times and presses the button again. He’s impatient. I answer and open the door.

I walk to the entrance and open it fully. I greet the client with my best smile.

“Good morning, how can I help you?”

“I had a nine-thirty appointment with the director of the detective agency.”

“Come in and follow me.”

We cross the patio and enter my office.

“Please, take a seat. What’s your name?”

“Vicente Contreras.”

“Thank you. My name is Saduj Morín.”

“Saduj? Is that Arabic?”

“No, it’s Judas spelled backward. My name is Judá Morín. My father wanted to name me Saduj, but the priest flat-out refused. That’s how priests were in the late sixties. So after the baptism, they called me Saduj, and it stuck. Judá is only for official documents.”

“There’s always a story with names and priests.”

“What brings you here?”

“I don’t know where to start.”

“Start from the beginning.”

“I think my wife is cheating on me, but not with a man, with a woman.”

“And how do you know it’s a woman?”

He falls silent. He looks at me and says, “WhatsApp. She left her phone in the living room while she was showering, and a message came in. It was a picture of a spread-open vagina with the question, ‘Do you want to eat this tonight?’ Explicit, right?”

“Very explicit, but more common than you think. Women discover their feminine side, and it turns out they like it.”

“I don’t like it. I don’t understand homosexual relationships. They seem like an aberration against nature. I’m a man with deep religious convictions.”

I don’t share his opinion. It’s clear to me. Everyone can do what they want with their bodies; to have sex, you just need a body and the desire.

“If I can prove she’s in that relationship, I’ll file for divorce and, if possible, leave her with nothing. I’ve given her the best years of my life, and this is how she repays me.”

“Alright. Here’s what we’ll do, Mr. Contreras. We’ll start with a preliminary investigation to determine the extent of the alleged relationship. We call it a lateral surveillance. After the initial report, we’ll discuss whether to move on to the next phase.”

“What’s that phase?”

“It involves gathering audio, photographic, and video evidence of the behavior we’re investigating.”

“How much will it cost me?”

“I’ll give you a written estimate, but I’ll tell you upfront that we’ll work for a week, five hours a day. If necessary, we’ll work nights or holidays. In that case, the regular rate increases by fifty percent. In summary, four hundred euros per day at the regular rate. How does that sound?”

“Fine, but I’d like you to start as soon as possible. If you can, tonight. She usually goes out on Fridays. She tells me she’s going out with friends for a drink and comes back around four in the morning.”

“I won’t say no, Mr. Contreras. I’ll print out the contract with the detailed estimate, and you can sign it.”

“Yes, I really need this information. I can hardly sleep. I even have nightmares. I can’t understand what’s happened. She has everything she could want.”

I don’t say anything. Humans are strange creatures who like to experiment with sex. I open the contract template and fill it out in less than five minutes. I print it and hand it to him.

“Read it, and if you agree, sign it.”

He takes the document, signs it without reading it, and says, “Call me as soon as you have something. I want to close this matter as soon as possible.”

“I’ll need a recent photo of your wife, her mobile number, your home address, and if she has a car, the color and license plate number.”

“I have a photo here. I can send it to you on WhatsApp along with the other details you need.”

“Alright. Write down my number and send it to me. I’ll call you on Monday if we have anything.”

“I’ll be waiting for your call, Mr. Saduj.”

I stand up, walk him to the door, and see him out.

Soon after, I receive a message on WhatsApp. I open it it’s from Contreras. I save his number in my contacts and open the photo of his wife. She’s young. She can’t be more than forty. He’s over fifty. Dark-haired, very pretty, slim, with very short hair for a woman, and light eyes I’d say blue, though I can’t tell for sure. Having a woman like that by your side is a reason to be jealous. She’s very attractive, and she knows it.

I look up Rayco’s number in my contacts and call him. I arrange a meeting for eleven.

I hear the door open. It’s María. I hear more than two steps. She’s not alone. She calls me
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