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One

Aníbal would turn sixty-five the following Monday, and that morning, standing before the bathroom mirror, he caught himself calculating how many hours he had left. It was an engineer’s habit: turning everything into numbers, even things that should not be counted. He pushed the thought aside the way one closes a browser window, and focused on shaving.

Later, sitting at the small table in his third-floor apartment, his phone buzzed with an unknown number. He no longer answered right away. He had learned that behind many of those numbers there was no human voice, only a collection notice, a recording, a threat disguised as a formality. Banks, collection agencies, buyers of uncollectable debt: all of them seemed to remind him, with clockwork punctuality, that his former life was over. He watched the phone until it stopped vibrating.

At his age, a man ought to have solved something, he thought. He ought to be able to look back with a certain serenity, the way one walks through a house built with patience. But he did not see a house. He saw partial ruins, systems that had worked for years and then, without warning, had become obsolete.

⁂

He had had a pleasant childhood until his father died. After that, what remained of his boyhood passed under the sign of restriction, although he never understood it that way at the time. He never realized he belonged to a family that needed more than it had. And that ignorance, far from hurting him, saved him: he grew up with the calm certainty that he was like everyone else, never knowing he was poor. Only much later did he understand that some of his friends could buy the things he had barely allowed himself to want.

⁂

He owed his name to his father. His father had explained it to him only once, with a solemnity the boy never forgot: Aníbal, like the Carthaginian general who had managed to defeat and almost subdue the greatest empire of his time, Rome. “That is who you should be,” he had told him, and the boy had believed him.

For years, Aníbal thought the resemblance to his namesake was limited to his taste for adventure. He had survived accidents that would have been fatal for other men. He had had adventures in the jungles of the Amazon, in the Vaupés, the kind many people would want to live through, even if in the moment they were pure terror, just to have a story to tell afterward. Needless expeditions, unproductive ones, but with the secret guarantee that he would come out alive. Only in that, he believed, did he resemble the general.

He had not yet understood that the true resemblance lay elsewhere. Hannibal the Carthaginian won nearly all his battles and lost the war; cornered, he chose poison rather than fall into Rome’s hands. His father, Aníbal thought now, had also chosen not to fall into the hands of his creditors. Two men who preferred to decide their own ending rather than let the world decide it for them. It took him sixty-five years to see that this, and not the jungles, was the lineage he carried in his name.

⁂

Stability had finally come to him in a state-owned company. There he found the peace he had chased for years through newspaper classifieds, looking for a position, any position, that might give him some rest. The irony was that he did not owe that job to the classifieds, or to any relative’s connections. He owed it to a man about whom, when he asked a senior executive, the executive had answered without mercy:

“He’s a poor dumb bastard who only knows how to play chess.”

That poor dumb bastard, however, was the one who got him into the company. Sometimes life arranged itself that way: the intelligent ones sneered from behind their desks, while the supposed fools moved the right piece on the board.

He played the chess game of survival for years, until the State sold the company to a private owner, and with that sale the good fortune ended, and so did the calm.

⁂

At first he tried to go it alone, with his own communications and internet business, which was what he knew. But his training was that of an employee, not an entrepreneur: he had spent almost his entire life working for others. When he tried to start a business, he failed out of inexperience, out of a lack of commercial vision no one had ever taught him to have.

He, of course, explained it differently. To him, the market was to blame, that technological world that had gone mainstream at an impossible speed. He had bet early on that technology, like the first visionaries; what he had not foreseen was the speed of the changes. He did not know how to evolve at the same pace, and in the attempt he lost a good part of his capital.

He maxed out, as he put it, every credit card he had. That impeccable credit, which had carried the highest ratings when he was an employee, ended up serving him only as a way to survive while his pension came through, which took far longer than promised. He learned then a bitter lesson from his own field: that a good credit history is only a system that works until it stops working. The banks came first, and behind them came those who had bought his debt as uncollectable, and with them came the harassment. As a pensioner, he knew they could not seize the account where his pension was deposited, the only thing of value still in his name. And so, defending that last square on the board, he survived.

⁂

Now he had his pension, and it was his only income. It was acceptable, but Aníbal knew how to do the math: every year his purchasing power shrank a little more, and he could calculate—he had calculated—the exact year when that pension would be worth the same as minimum wage. It was all he had.

He had had more. But when he separated, that adventurous spirit of his, so little interested in material things, had led him to leave almost everything to his ex-wife and daughter. He told himself it was the best way to leave the girl an inheritance: he would have spent it one way or another, so he preferred the responsibility to remain in the mother’s hands. Material things had never weighed on him. Only much later would he discover the exact price of that lightness.

⁂

The real problem, the one now keeping him awake at night, had a name and a date. His daughter would start university the following year, and he did not have a single peso saved that would allow him to give her that chance. He had promised himself, and he had promised her: she would study, no matter what. That phrase, no matter what, began to turn dangerous. At first it sounded noble. Later it began to sound desperate.

His relationship with his daughter was the cleanest thing he had left. He had been separated from her mother for years, but not from her; they spent every weekend together. She was bright, a child of the digital generation, and understood social media, scholarships, and algorithms far better than he did, although he never quite managed to listen to her fully.

“That’s not so simple,” he would tell her whenever she suggested an option, a scholarship, a strategy.

And then he would justify it to himself by thinking: she’s just a girl. But she was not a girl. Or not entirely. And the idea of failing her was more unbearable to him than any debt.

⁂

To get ahead of that expense, he had set up, years earlier, an information security and cybersecurity consultancy. It made sense: if the world was filling with digital threats, someone would have to protect companies. He could explain phishing, social engineering, the vulnerabilities of weak passwords, the risks of a poorly configured network, fake emails, impersonation, infected files.

The problem was that in his city nobody wanted to pay for that. The businesses were small, almost family-run, sometimes one-person operations. Their owners thought hackers attacked banks, multinationals, governments, not modest shops with two computers and a tired printer. “Who’d be interested in me?” they would say. As if digital crime chose its victims by prestige and not by carelessness. He was an expert in a market that, for all practical purposes, did not exist.

So he went back to the beginning: looking for work. Only the beginning was not the same anymore. The listings seemed to have been written by someone with a cruel sense of humor: “Seeking young engineer, recent graduate or about to graduate, with proven experience.”

“Where the hell is someone who hasn’t even finished the degree supposed to get experience?” he would mutter at the screen.

When they finally called him in for an interview, the scene repeated itself with slight variations. At first they listened to him attentively. Then they looked at his age. Then his résumé. And at some point the polite word would appear, the one used to close the door on him:

“You’re overqualified.”

Overqualified meant old. Old meant expensive. Expensive meant inconvenient.

⁂

The chain of failures fed a depression he usually knew how to manage in solitude, and which, on long sleepless nights, pushed him toward alcohol. He was not a cartoon drunk. He was, rather, a potential alcoholic, lucid and silent, who in his worst moments had ended up sitting in on an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting or two.

That same loneliness drove him, again and again, to look for a companion. But he looked for her the way he looked for everything: with a mental model, a rigid specification drawn in his head. There was something tragic and ridiculous in that: the engineer who wanted to parameterize love. Every relationship began as a possibility and ended as a failure report. Did not meet specifications. Did not fit the design. It never occurred to him that the error might be in the specifications.

⁂

On Monday he would turn sixty-five. He had a shrinking pension, a daughter about to enter university, a consultancy without clients, an employment history no one wanted to hire anymore, and a loneliness he knew how to manage most of the time. He was, in many ways, a man who had won his battles.

That morning, in the third-floor apartment, Aníbal looked at his phone again. He had one notification from a job platform, another from a bank, another from his daughter. He opened hers first.

It was a simple message, ordinary, almost cheerful. She was talking to him about the university, about a date, about something she needed to check. Aníbal felt a weight in his chest. It was not exactly sadness. It was the brutal awareness that every peso he failed to earn was not just money lost. It was a future slipping away. His daughter’s future, drop by drop.

He got up from the table and walked to the window. From there, the city looked calm, indifferent. A small city where nobody needed cybersecurity, where companies did not hire old men, where experience was a nuisance and a pension was a countdown.

He thought of his father. Of the name. Of the general who had challenged Rome. He thought, too, of the end: defeated not for lack of intelligence, but by the immense machinery of an empire that always found a way to collect its debts.

Aníbal was not facing Rome.

Or perhaps he was.

Rome was the bank. Rome was the algorithm that discarded his résumé. Rome was the university tuition he had to pay. Rome was the nonexistent market. Rome was age. Rome was loneliness. Rome was that inner voice that asked him, every night, at what point he had begun to lose the war.

The phone buzzed again. This time it was not a bank. It was an offer, a post shared on social media, something related to writing, contests, opportunities. Aníbal barely looked at it, not yet knowing that there, in that bright and seemingly innocent promise, a door was opening.

Not necessarily a front door.

A back door.

And he, who had spent his life teaching others how to close them, was too tired, too desperate, and too wounded to see it.


Two

Aníbal opened his eyes and knew, before he even moved, that he had crossed the line.

It was not the kind of pain that strikes like lightning. It was a dull pressure behind the eyes, a damp weight at the base of the skull, as if someone had filled his head with wet sand overnight. He recognized that feeling with the precision of someone who had learned to measure his own limit: half a bottle. That was the border. On the other side, the day grew long. On the other side, the body remembered.

He stayed still for a moment, staring at the ceiling, calculating.

Someone was breathing beside him.

He did not turn his head yet. That information could wait. First he had to reconstruct the sequence, as he always did, with the methodology of someone reviewing a system after a failure: what had happened? In what order? Where exactly had the error begun?

⁂

On Friday he had had his shoes shined in the park.

It was not something he did often. But that morning he had decided that if he was going to lose, he would at least lose well dressed. He put the blue jeans back in the closet—his usual uniform, comfortable as a second skin—and took out the linen trousers. The collared shirt. The folder with his diplomas, his certifications, the papers that represented more than thirty years of accumulated work.

The shoeshine man was older, with dark, patient hands, and he did not look up when Aníbal sat down. He worked in silence. Aníbal liked that. He did not need conversation. He needed concentration.

He took the bus thinking about the questions they would ask him. He had rehearsed them. The answers too. He was an engineer: he liked having the parameters covered before entering any scenario. He arrived forty minutes early. A decades-old habit: arriving early was a form of respect. It was also a way of controlling anxiety.

⁂

The waiting room surprised him.

It was one of the few he had seen that actually deserved the name. Chairs that did not creak. Lights that did not hum. The kind of atmosphere one expected in a good doctor’s office, not in a mid-sized company in a small city. Aníbal noted it mentally as a positive datum: a company that takes care of its waiting room takes care of other things too.

There were two other people there.

The first had long, almost unkempt hair, and wore a T-shirt, blue jeans, and white sneakers. He had his phone in his hand, scrolling with his thumb, unhurried, not looking around. He could have been anywhere. Aníbal assessed him with the coldness of someone auditing a system: not the type of person he would have hired for a cybersecurity position. Not because he cared about clothes—he himself lived in jeans—but because someone who waits for an interview looking at social media is someone who still does not understand that interviews begin before you enter the room.

The second looked somewhat more serious in his expression, but otherwise the same: T-shirt, sneakers, phone. He was watching a video with the volume low, nodding slightly, as if he were going to be tested on it afterward.

Aníbal set the folder on his legs and waited in silence.

⁂

The interviewer was young. He noted that too.

He shook Aníbal’s hand courteously and showed him into an office that smelled of fresh coffee. He sat down across from him and opened the folder with the solemnity of someone about to review something important. He went through the diplomas one by one, slowly, with that expression of someone leafing through without fully reading. The most basic ones, the ones required by the listing, he examined with attention. The others he barely glanced at.

Then he stopped.

“And this?” he said, holding up the certification.

“OWASP,” Aníbal answered. “Open Web Application Security Project. It’s an international standard for identifying and mitigating vulnerabilities in web applications. The ten most critical software security risks, periodically updated by the global community.”

The interviewer nodded. But for one very brief instant, his eyebrows did something he could not control: they moved upward with the unmistakable expression of someone who does not understand and would rather not ask any more. A small movement. Almost imperceptible. To someone who did not know how to read it.

Aníbal knew how to read it.

The interviewer carefully stacked the papers again and returned them to the folder.

“Very interesting résumé,” he said. “It’s clear you’ve had quite a journey. A broad range of experience.”

“That’s right. Several years in cybersecurity and information systems security.”

There was a pause. The kind of pause that is not silence but a sentence.

“To be honest,” the interviewer said, settling back into his chair, “we’re looking for young personnel. We want to train our people from within, with the company culture. You already have a long career behind you, a solid background, and it’s possible that may not fit easily with our principles and values. We’re looking for someone we can shape.”

Shape.

Aníbal heard the word and thought of mud. Of formless clay. Of something that did not yet know what it was.

He also thought that the young people they were recruiting—those two with their phones in the waiting room—no longer thought the way his generation did. For them, feeling bored was reason enough to change jobs without a second thought. His generation had been different. Loyalty had mattered to them, stability, the long term. But none of that was worth anything against human resources policy.

“I understand,” he said.

He said nothing more. There was nothing more to say. He had learned that too: that arguing at that point meant losing time and dignity in equal measure. He picked up the folder, stood, and offered the
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