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​1. An Unexpected Catch
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The sea was raging off the coast of Ayala, Gran Canaria. Waves crashed against the cliffs, as if trying to gnaw away at the basalt, hungry for a piece of it. This spot was a favorite among fishermen, known for being a great place to cast a line, especially near the old slaughterhouse.

The cool dawn wind brushed against Marcos' face as he stared out at the sea, his eyes fixed on the rhythmic dance of the luminous bobber at the end of his fishing rod.

After the Colombian’s death, Marcos had followed his cousin Dalmacio's advice and sought help from a well-known psychiatrist, Dr. Armando Pastranika. The shrink, as he liked to call him, had diagnosed him with moderate schizophrenia, which Marcos managed with a daily cocktail of multicolored pills. The meds helped him live a somewhat normal life.

Standing on that cliff, sheltered from the north wind and accompanied only by the lonely call of the shearwaters, he thought about Dalmacio. How long had it been since he’d seen him? A year? He couldn’t recall.

Yeah, it had been a while, and he missed him. He’d lost count of the times Dalmacio had invited him to go fishing, offers he politely declined with the most cordial of excuses: prior plans, early mornings, a date, this or that. Always something.

In a way, Marcos understood. After what happened with the Colombian, Dalmacio had gone through hell. He’d gotten tangled up in a mess that wasn’t his, and they were both inches away from spending a good chunk of their lives in the Provincial Prison at Salto del Negro in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria.

Still, Dalmacio had stuck with him, never leaving him high and dry. Marcos knew he owed him one, a favor he'd have to repay someday, though the opportunity hadn’t come yet.

He glanced at the bobber and thought that tonight wasn’t his night; not even a lousy grunt fish was biting. He pressed the button to illuminate his watch’s face it was four minutes to five in the morning. He began reeling in the line, watching as the glowing bobber traced a path through the dark. Suddenly, the line tightened unexpectedly. Marcos thought, at least, he wouldn’t be going home empty-handed after a whole night out in the open. But he knew instantly it wasn’t a fish; something had snagged on the hook.

He stood up, placing the rod against his waist. Whatever it was, it was heavy as hell. As he reeled it in, the rod bent toward the sea in a near-perfect arc. For a moment, he considered cutting the line, figuring the rod might snap, but something inside him insisted he pull it in. After a few minutes of struggle, he managed to haul the catch onto the basalt rock of the cliff. He grabbed his flashlight, switched it on, and aimed the beam at the spot where he’d dragged it up. To his surprise, it was some sort of burlap-wrapped bundle with a strange black symbol painted in the middle.

Marcos pulled out his hunting knife and cut it open. It didn’t take long for him to realize it was some kind of drug. Inside were twenty-five sealed packages, stacked in two neat rows. He took one, made a small incision, and dabbed a bit of the white powder with the tip of his knife. A few seconds later, his tongue went numb, his gums deadened. It was clear: this was top-grade coke.

He shined the flashlight back out toward the sea and spotted five more bundles floating near the cliffs. With some effort, he retrieved them one by one, finding that they all weighed about the same.

Once he had them on shore, he carried them to the trunk of his car, started the engine, and disappeared into the early dawn light.

Back at his house, he pulled into the garage and opened the trunk. He stood there, wondering why on earth he’d brought home six burlap sacks of pure coke, each weighing twenty-five kilos. If he played his cards right, he could live like a king for the rest of his life. But things were never that simple. In fact, they could get complicated fast.

He checked his watch; it was almost eight in the morning. He pulled out his cell phone and disassembled it. From the glove compartment, he retrieved a burner SIM card, one he’d used before and stashed in an old gum container. He slotted it into the phone and dialed Dalmacio.

The phone rang a few times, each tone filling the silence with an almost perfect cadence. No answer. Just as he was about to hang up, his cousin's voice came through.

"Yeah? Who is it?"

"It's Marcos. How's it going?"

"Marcos? Damn it! It’s Saturday morning, man! What the hell do you want at this hour?"

"Yeah, I know, but I'm calling about something important. A deal."

"A deal? And this can’t wait until noon?"

"No, it can't wait," Marcos replied firmly.

"Alright, let’s hear it," Dalmacio sighed.

"Last night I went fishing. Didn’t catch a thing, but right at the end..."

"At the end, what?" Dalmacio asked impatiently.

"Well, as I was packing up, I reeled in a bundle of coke."

"What?"

"And then I grabbed five more. They were floating nearby. I figure I’ve got about 150 kilos of pure, uncut coke in my car."

"And what do you plan to do with all that coke?"

"Business, cousin. That’s why I’m calling you. I know you’ve got the connections, and we can move it. We’ll split it 50-50."

"Where are you?"

"At my place. Why?"

"Listen carefully because I’m not repeating this. Get in your car and leave your house. Meet me at La Cornisa in half an hour."

"La Cornisa? Where the hell is that?"

"Across from the old English Hospital. I’ll be waiting right outside."

"Okay, but"

"Just do what I say, Marcos. If you stay there, I’ll be bringing you flowers at the San Miguel funeral home tomorrow."

Marcos paused, thinking over what Dalmacio had said especially the bit about the funeral home, not fully grasping why his cousin mentioned it. He got in his car and headed out to meet him.

When he arrived, Dalmacio was already there, waiting outside his car. He didn’t look too thrilled, clearly irritated about being dragged out at eight in the morning. Marcos knew that waking him up this early would definitely lead to trouble. As soon as he got out of the car, Dalmacio shot at him:

"You couldn’t get enough with the Colombian’s death, could you?"

"You know I had nothing to do with that. Besides, the police couldn’t prove anything."

"Of course they didn’t prove anything. I made sure of that. But we barely scraped by, and now you’re pulling me into another mess with this coke business. No, this time you’re on your own. The best thing you can do is call the police."

"But, cousin, this is a golden opportunity. Quick money, you know how this works better than anyone easy cash."

Dalmacio thought it over. His cousin wasn’t wrong. They could make a fortune if they managed to sell the drugs, enough to live comfortably for years. But the situation had too many sharp edges, and some of them could cut deep.

"Yeah, and we have the same chance of ending up in Salto del Negro, or dead in some alley. With what you’ve got in your trunk, thirty years is a guarantee. If you don’t wind up with seven stab wounds in the heart and a couple in the liver."

"No one knows we have this stash. If we price it right, it’ll be gone before we know it. It’s a sure, fast deal."

"Jesus, Marcos, you’re clueless. In this world, everyone knows each other. They have their own agendas, understand? The business is tightly controlled, and if you step out of line, they cut off more than just your finger. Whoever owns that shipment isn’t messing around. If they find you, they’ll put a bullet in your head, no questions asked," Dalmacio said, snapping his fingers for emphasis.

"Don’t get worked up. We could just hand over most of it and keep one bundle. Move a few kilos. It shouldn’t be too hard."

"Let me explain something you clearly don’t get. Those bundles in your trunk they’ve probably got GPS trackers inside. The narcos use them to keep tabs on their product. Right now, they’re likely hunting it down."

"What? Do you mean they’ll know the coke was at my place?"

"They’ll have a rough idea, within a hundred meters or so. Your neighborhood is big, but it won’t take long for them to start closing in."

"What do we do? Do we keep a bit?"

Dalmacio thought for a moment. He had enough connections to move a few kilos of coke. He knew the game well enough. The streets had shaped him, years spent in the gritty underbelly of the city, dealing with stolen goods and drugs. The old neighborhood was pulling him back, hard. He realized they could make a solid profit if they played it right, but he also knew the risks. Narcos never forgive, and they always collect what they’re owed one way or another.

He remembered what happened to Charly, the guy who ended up paralyzed after keeping just two hundred grams of heroin. He roamed the streets now, a ghost of his former self, a walking reminder of what happens when you cross the wrong people.

"What do we do, Marcos?" his cousin asked again, pulling him from his thoughts.

"First thing, we get the hell out of here. We’ll head up to the mountains, find a quiet spot, and check those bundles for GPS trackers. Then we’ll figure out the rest."

They got in the car and started the drive up into the hills, unsure of what they were going to do with the 150 kilos of coke sitting in the trunk.

When they reached the mountains, they pulled off the main road and parked on a secluded dirt trail, far from any traffic. On the way up, Dalmacio had turned on the radio, noticing that Marcos hadn’t mentioned anything about it being bugged by "The Organization." Clearly, the medication was working.

Dalmacio was the first to get out of the car, heading straight for the trunk. Marcos joined him after grabbing his phone, now dismantled, from the passenger seat.

"Where do we start?" Marcos asked, removing the battery from his phone for good measure.

"Pick one. You got a knife?" Dalmacio asked.

"Yeah, I’ve got a hunting knife I use for fishing. Let me find it," Marcos said, rummaging around among the piles of coke.

After a few minutes, he found the knife and handed it to Dalmacio.

"Damn, nice knife. Like something out of a Rambo movie," Dalmacio joked, making slashing motions through the air.

"You never know when danger will strike."

"Alright, let’s see what we’ve got here," Dalmacio said as he grabbed the first bundle. He cut along the stitching of the burlap, freeing the packages of coke. He inspected each one, but didn’t find anything at first glance.

"Nothing?" Marcos asked, watching closely.

"Not yet," Dalmacio replied, holding the burlap up for a more thorough inspection. After a few turns, he found a double seam. "Here it is."

"You found it?"

"Yeah, I think so. Looks like this is it," he said, carefully opening the small compartment.

Inside, there was a tiny device, no bigger than a kidney bean, in a dull gray color.

"Is that it?" Marcos asked, eyes wide with surprise.

"Yeah, this little thing is sending out a clear signal of where we are. We’ve gotta get out of here now," Dalmacio said, glaring at the GPS tracker.

"But what about the coke? Should we keep a few kilos?"

"We’ve come this far, might as well. We’ll keep the stuff from the bundle we opened."

"And the rest?"

"We’ll stash it under a tree. It’s not our problem. Let’s move."

They worked quickly, unloading the unopened bundles and leaving them beneath a pine tree. All the while, Dalmacio’s thoughts raced. Keeping twenty-five kilos of nearly pure cocaine wasn’t something you just did lightly. Moving it was risky, dangerous. He’d need solid contacts and a foolproof escape plan. The drug game was fast and brutal. One wrong move, and the consequences could be deadly.

But for now, he decided to take the risk. If they could pull this off, they’d be set for life.

Once they finished, Marcos mimicked his cousin, getting back into the car after lingering at the trunk for a few extra minutes. They set off toward the city, with twenty-five kilos of coke in the back.

"What the hell were you doing back there?"

"My business, cousin, my business."

The drive back was tense, the weight of their situation heavy on both of them. They knew they were playing a dangerous game with that cargo in the trunk.

Just before they reached Tamaraceite, right before hitting the ring road, they saw a Civil Guard checkpoint.

The Civil Guard had set up right before the roundabout that led to the ring road, conducting breathalyzer tests and checking car paperwork.

Dalmacio looked at Marcos and said, “If they stop us, let me do the talking. Don’t say a word.”

“I can breathe, right?” Marcos joked.

“Cut the crap. This isn’t the time.”

“Alright, alright, I’ll let you handle it.”

Dalmacio slowed the car, hoping they wouldn’t be flagged down. But one of the officers motioned for them to pull over. He parked on the shoulder and waited for the officer to approach. Dalmacio asked Marcos for the car’s papers to have them ready. He knew there was almost no chance of avoiding a ticket they weren’t just checking breathalyzers; they were inspecting vehicles for any excuse to hand out a fine. But he also knew Marcos took meticulous care of his car, so it was unlikely they’d get fined for that.

The officer approached, gave a brief salute, and said, “Good morning. Can I see the vehicle’s documents and your driver’s license?”

“Yes, of course, officer,” Dalmacio replied.

He handed over the documents he’d prepared. The officer took them and examined them carefully. Then, without looking up, he asked, “And the insurance?”

Dalmacio glanced at Marcos, unsure of how to answer.

“It’s paid up, but I don’t carry it with me. Ever since the new regulation, it’s not mandatory to keep it in the car, right? You guys can check the database, can’t you?” Marcos responded, cool as ever.

“That’s correct, sir, but it’s still a good idea to have the document on hand. Makes things go smoother.”

“We’re in no rush, officer,” Marcos smiled, keeping calm.

Dalmacio shot him a look that could kill. He knew messing around with the Civil Guard was dangerous they could take things the wrong way real quick.

“If you’ve got time, let’s take a closer look at the car. I want to check if you’ve got all the mandatory safety and signaling equipment,” the officer said, turning serious as he addressed Marcos.

Dalmacio nearly dropped his jaw. The last thing they needed was a thorough inspection. If they found the cargo in the trunk, it was straight to Salto del Negro for both of them.

“Officer,” Dalmacio began, trying to keep his voice steady, “our papers are in order.”

“That’s what a lot of people say, but most of the time ”

Before he could finish, Marcos got out of the car. Dalmacio grabbed his pants, trying to stop him, fearing he might blow everything in a split second. But Marcos couldn’t be held back, and instead of panicking, he grabbed his safety vest and put it on before stepping out onto the shoulder.

He pulled the vest from the compartment in the passenger-side door, put it on, and followed the officer to the back of the car. Dalmacio watched everything unfold through the rearview mirror, his heart pounding as he listened to their conversation.

“Your tires are in good shape, though this one’s getting close to the limit. You might want to keep an eye on that.”

“Yeah, I usually change them every 10,000 or 15,000 kilometers. Safety first.”

The officer walked around the car, inspecting it as if performing a technical review.

Dalmacio kept watching the exchange through the rearview mirror, paying close attention to the officer’s questions and Marcos’s replies.

“Open the trunk for me. I want to check if you have the spare bulbs, the warning triangles, the jack, and the spare tire make sure it’s got the right pressure.”

Dalmacio’s heart nearly leaped out of his chest. His hands were sweaty, and the thought of bolting crossed his mind in a flash. But with Marcos outside, that wasn’t an option.

He was surprised to see Marcos so composed, as if he were in control of the situation, confident nothing would go wrong.

Through the rearview mirror, Dalmacio watched as the Civil Guard officer inspected the items Marcos handed him, not showing a hint of nervousness.

After what felt like an eternity, Marcos returned to the car, smiling, and shut the door. As he stored the documents back in the glove compartment, he said, “We passed that inspection like pros. That ‘Spanish military police’ was trying to catch me out, but you know how I am meticulous. They won’t fine me for having my car out of order.”

“But...?” his cousin asked, still completely in the dark, searching for an explanation.

“Drive, cousin, just drive. I’ll explain everything.”

Dalmacio started the car, pulling away slowly and heading toward the first entrance onto the ring road of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria.

Once they were far enough from the checkpoint, Dalmacio asked bluntly, “What happened to the coke? We left it in the trunk, right? How the hell didn’t the ‘Spanish military police’ see it?”

“No, he didn’t see it because it wasn’t out in the open.”

“What do you mean it wasn’t in plain sight? We left it there, I’m not losing my mind, Marcos.”

“I have a secret compartment in the trunk. I installed it back when I was being chased by The Organization. Don’t you remember?”

“How could I forget, Marcos?”

“I keep a flashlight there, some canned food, a compass, a coat, a knife, some fishing hooks, fishing line, water, and a satellite phone.”

“A satellite phone? What for? You expecting a nuclear war or something?”

“You never know, cousin. You never know. There were times I thought about hiding out in the mountains for a few months to escape The Organization. You know I went through hell.”

“You know The Organization doesn’t exist, right?”

“That’s what you say, and that’s what my psychiatrist says. But then who the hell kidnapped me last year?”

“How should I know, cousin? I have no idea who kidnapped you. Probably friends of the dead guy they found in your bathtub. But let’s stick to the matter at hand. Are the bundles in that hidden compartment?”

“Yup, they’re stashed there. Before we left the mountains, I tucked them away. You’ve got to weigh the risks, and leaving them out in the open didn’t seem like a good idea.”

Dalmacio realized, for once, his cousin’s paranoia had saved them from a serious mess.

“Alright, for once you’ve done something reasonable. Looks like the treatment is working. But next time, when you do something like that, tell me! Jesus! I nearly died when that ‘Spanish military police’ went to the trunk. Damn near crapped myself.”

“Everything was under control. I wasn’t worried because they didn’t have dogs. If they’d had dogs, they would’ve found us for sure. I saw a documentary that”

“Don’t start with the documentary, Marcos. I know how dogs work. Let’s head to your place, I’ll make a few calls and see if we can offload this stuff quickly.”

“You’re the boss, cousin. Got anyone in mind?”

“I’ve got a few ideas. I’ll have to dig up my old contacts, but I think I’ll have to make a trip back to the neighborhood. No one trusts phones anymore.”

“You’re right about that. Why do you think I use passive security? If you want, I can hook you up with some of my phones. They’re interference-proof and registered under some distant cousins of the old Hindu man.”

“No, Marcos. I’d rather do this face-to-face. These deals are done in person, and you always bring a sample of what you’re selling. No other way.”

On the way to Marcos’s house, Dalmacio thought about how long it had been since he’d set foot in the old neighborhood. Ever since his mother died, he hadn’t had a reason to go back. The old friends were married and gone, some doing time at Salto del Negro, and others... well, others had already crossed to the other side.

But he remembered those streets where he grew up, where the pavement took years to be replaced, where the rough cobblestones jutted out like blackened skulls gasping for air. The cramped forty-five-square-meter apartments where families of six, seven, even nine people lived, squeezing into every corner to fit a bunk bed. The street vendors hawking fruit at a good price. The fishmongers shouting, “Fresh from the boat! Get it while you can, lady!” The knife sharpener with his unmistakable tune. And the baker, the neighborhood’s human alarm clock.

He was going back to the neighborhood, but only to take care of business. That was all. The neighborhood wasn’t what it used to be. 
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​2. El Polígono
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El Tacha had never stood a chance if he ever had an alternative path, he failed to see it. The only road he could walk was that of delinquency.

He hadn't even turned nine when he committed his first theft at a small oil-and-vinegar shop in the town of Jinámar. He made off with a box of Tirma ambrosias, which he later shared with his friends from the housing project.

By eleven, he was already dabbling in drugs. His first joint was smoked one afternoon in the doorway of Block 26. Then came the amphetamines, glue sniffing, cocaine, and finally heroin, which left him teetering on the edge of a dark abyss.

He never knew anything beyond those grimy buildings of the housing project, structures that eventually enclosed him like the bars of an invisible prison, accompanying him to every corner of the earth.

Because if you let it, the Jinámar housing project would mark you for life. Its aura of desolation and despair seeped into your pores; an invisible scent that never left you.

The project had grown uncontrollably. Authorities kept cramming more people into those buildings, which resembled human mousetraps, without providing the necessary social services for the community to thrive. Over time, it became a ghetto easy to enter but nearly impossible to leave, where marginalization and crime roamed freely.

El Tacha couldn't escape the project's malevolent grip and "paid" with fifteen years in prison for more than thirty violent robberies he committed to appease the relentless hunger of the heroin that had completely ensnared him.

In jail, he understood he couldn't fight his destiny. He was born in the project; he was from the Jinámar housing project. It had been written that way since his childhood, and so it would remain until the end of his days.

Upon release, he swore he'd never touch heroin again; he didn't want to end up back behind bars for the same reason. He began looking for work to survive, but he found only closed doors everywhere he turned the fifteen years in prison weighed heavily against him. Left with no other option, he returned to the path of crime. He started dealing small amounts of hash and coke, which allowed him to make a name for himself in the project's drug scene. He set up a small distribution network that funneled his merchandise to the hot spots around Gran Canaria.

He quickly realized that the drug business was perfect a venture where minimal investment multiplied exponentially in no time. But like any business, it had its risks. He knew them well and took precautions to avoid them. His economic status skyrocketed, and he thought it was time to take the leap. He couldn't remain a small-time dealer and rot in the project's hell, where the future and hope had been buried long ago.

That's why he reached out to Willy, a Colombian he'd met in prison who, during one of their many chats about plans for freedom, had mentioned that if El Tacha ever wanted to bring in a substantial shipment, he should give him a call. And so he did.

From Salto del Negro prison, Willy pulled the necessary strings to have the narcos contact him. Within months, the deal was sealed: five hundred kilos of pure Colombian coke would arrive in Gran Canaria via a mother ship. The Colombians would handle the operation that was the agreement. El Tacha would simply wait on a beach, on a specific day, at a designated time.

But something hadn't gone as planned. Only two Zodiacs arrived, carrying three hundred and fifty kilos. The explanation was simple: they had to dump a hundred and fifty kilos overboard from one of the boats when they realized it was losing stability; there was a high risk it would capsize, losing the entire cargo.

El Tacha considered not paying the second installment to the narcos or deducting the lost amount, but he dismissed the idea immediately; he didn't want problems in his first business transaction with the Colombians. So he focused on maximizing the profit from the kilos that had safely arrived at El Confital and on locating the missing hundred and fifty kilos using the GPS devices embedded in the bundles.

He mobilized all his resources to find them. Once the drugs were secured, he met with his three trusted men and said:

"As you know, we've got a hundred and fifty kilos of 'yeyo' still out there that's a lot of cash wandering around. The Colombians gave me this gadget to track the bundles. But all I see here are red dots everywhere; some are stationary, others keep moving. I have no damn idea how this thing works! Any of you know how to handle this crap?"

The men glanced at each other, unsure how to respond.

"Damn it, I'm surrounded by idiots! Willy warned me: 'If you want to get ahead, you need to find professionals,'" El Tacha shouted.

"I've got a buddy who might help us out. He's into computers all day; I'm sure he knows something," said El Manteca.

"Okay, take this device to him. Tell him we're looking for some purebred dogs we've lost and that we'll pay well. If he finds the coke, we'll have to compensate him. You know I don't like people working for free. We'll give him a gift there must be something he likes."

"I'll take it to him right now."

"Tell him we're in a big hurry with this. And don't you dare blab anything about the coke, Manteca. Just mention the dogs not another damn word."

"Got it, Tacha, got it. You know I'm like a vault."

"A vault? Don't make me laugh. You're only here because of your brother. If it were up to me, you'd be rotting in Salto del Negro or sitting in a wheelchair," El Tacha said sternly.

"Don't start with that story again, man," Manteca complained.

"I'll start and finish it as many times as I damn well please! I'm the one calling the shots here. Got it? You almost sent us to the slammer trying to make a quick buck off a few grams of that lousy coke and you tried to sell it to an undercover cop!"

"But I "

"No buts! Damn it!"

Manteca's brother stepped in to calm things down. He knew his brother had messed up big time with the coke incident and had done everything possible to prevent El Tacha from beating him to death. He leveraged his position as El Tacha's right-hand man to manage the situation.

"Tacha, you're right in what you're saying, but what's important now is finding out where the hell the coke is. We know he's a screw-up and that he messed up big with the undercover cop. So I'll take care of talking to my brother's friend. We'll all feel better."

El Tacha pondered for a moment what El Chino had said, then replied:

"You're right, Chino. You're the only one with your damn feet on the ground. You know me when my tongue gets going, I lose it. I'll leave this matter to you. I want to know where those damn bundles are by tomorrow."

"Sure thing. We'll know more by tomorrow, although I imagine it might be a bit complicated. The good news is we know they're here; we just need to pinpoint the location."

"Chino, I want that coke found. I hope it's not in the cops' hands. If it is, we'll need to find a way to recoup that money."

"You know the way, Tacha. We've got excellent product; we might have to cut it a bit more than usual."

"You know I don't like that!" El Tacha interrupted. "I've taken enough crap myself to do the same to others. I like selling quality the people know it: El Tacha sells good stuff. Why do you think they buy from me?"

El Tacha wasn't wrong. All the coke that hit the market was adulterated with two types of cuts: inactive cuts to add weight, using chemicals like borax, lactose, talc, and mannitol; and active cuts to boost psychotropic effects, like amphetamines and anesthetics.

Coke leaves its point of origin already cut, with about eighty-five percent purity, and as it's distributed, it loses more, reaching the consumer with only about twenty-five percent purity in most cases.

"You know that if you don't do it, others will. In this world, we know what we're playing with we know the cards. If we can't find the bundles, we'll have no choice but to cut the product a bit. Even then, we'll still be selling the best 'yeyo' on the market."

"Then we'll have to call 'The Chemist,' because we have no damn idea how to mix in just the right amount of crap we might overdo it."

"Don't worry; I've thought about that. I reached out to him yesterday, and he's already working on it," El Chino reassured him.

"But if we find the merchandise, we won't have to cut it."

"Tacha, the coke we have upstairs is nearly pure. We have to cut it somehow; otherwise, it'll be a bomb, and we can't raise any red flags. The cops are on alert, and you know they've got snitches lurking around."

"I know, damn it, I know. But I want to offload most of this stuff soon it's burning a hole in my hands."

"We're on it. Relax; everything's being prepared. Don't worry in a few weeks, we won't have a single gram left in our possession."

El Chino had coordinated the entire distribution across all the hot spots in Gran Canaria. He'd also sealed deals with Tenerife, Lanzarote, and Fuerteventura, and was close to an agreement with a dealer in La Palma. The transportation of the merchandise was scheduled to be done by boat because port controls were less stringent than airport checks, where luggage was screened with scanners and dogs specialized in drug detection.

Additionally, the "mules" carried the drugs strapped to their bodies. They transported it on different days and times to minimize losses in case of detection.

El Chino had devised an almost perfect transportation strategy, using mules outside El Tacha's organization to avoid potential leaks to the police. They received orders via mobile phones registered under the names of homeless people and were paid upon delivering the drugs to their destination.

"I trust you on this because if we get caught with this load, we'll be spending a long time behind bars."

"I'm off to talk to the IT guy. I'll call you afterward."

"Okay, give me a shout later," El Tacha said as he watched him leave from the fourteenth floor of Tower 23 in the Jinámar housing project, knowing that El Chino was the only one he could trust the only one he'd stick his hand in the fire for.

Sitting by the window on the fourteenth floor of Tower 23, he had a perfect view of the Jinámar project and its entrances. He had chosen that apartment because it was perfectly situated. He had taken his time selecting it. El Chino and he had scoured the neighborhood looking for one or two apartments to set up operations, and the one they chose was ideal.

The apartment's owner didn't resist moving out; he knew who El Tacha was and understood how far he could go if met with resistance. He also knew that El Tacha was a fair guy who, for reasons unknown to him, had a very peculiar sense of justice. He could break your legs without flinching or cut off a rapist's testicles, yet he didn't bat an eye when putting five hundred kilos of coke on the market.

In his case, El Tacha offered him another apartment in a quieter area, fully furnished an offer he couldn't refuse.

He renovated the apartment thoroughly to turn it into a fortress that, in case of a raid, would be impregnable or at least offer enough resistance to buy time to erase any traces of drugs that could implicate him.

He replaced the entrance door with an eight-centimeter-thick one, reinforced with a two-millimeter steel plate and seven security points. He swapped out the interior doors and windows for high-security ones because every room was used for working with coke. The bathroom was also peculiar; he had made a special modification to the toilet so he could remove it easily, exposing the drain pipe, which he had widened to flush bags of drugs if necessary. He felt secure in his apartment.

El Tacha had men stationed on every main street, ready to warn him if the police showed up from any direction. There was too much coke in the apartment to leave anything to chance.

El Chino rarely failed; he was the best of El Tacha’s men. He had taken charge of locating the 150 kilos of coke with the help of the computer guy.

Sitting there, El Tacha was thinking about the second payment due to the Colombians. He had also sent his cousin, El Pintas, to Cali. That had been one of the conditions the cartel had set to send the drugs: a first payment and the dispatch of a family member. If the transaction went smoothly, the relative would return safe and sound; if not, they’d come back to Gran Canaria in a Finnish pine box.

El Tacha understood the condition it was the only way the Colombians ensured they got their second payment, though many times they had to execute the guarantee when the money never arrived. In such cases, the family member sent wasn’t exactly the most loved.

It hadn’t been hard to convince his cousin to take an all-expenses-paid vacation to Cali.

Mario, El Pintas, had always been a compulsive liar, spinning tales left and right, boasting about how well he knew the drug world and bragging about his powerful connections. He was always proud to mention he was El Tacha’s cousin the most important man in the housing project.

El Tacha had used him many times to deliver small amounts of drugs to important clients because El Pintas was always sharply dressed and never out of place. He liked good food, fancy cars, and didn’t lose his head over women. When El Tacha proposed the trip to Cali to handle some personal business, El Pintas jumped at the opportunity, despite being warned not to say anything. A few days later, the whole neighborhood knew that El Pintas was going to Cali to handle some affairs for his cousin, El Tacha.

He walked around as if he were floating, feeling important for once without having to make up a story. He felt like a king.

But El Tacha hadn’t told him the whole truth. If he had, El Pintas never would have gone. In this world, you often had to keep things quiet. You couldn’t reveal the whole truth because the truth would eventually burn you. He told him he’d be going to Cali to close a business deal, without telling him that he was part of the deal.

El Tacha was waiting for El Chino’s call to hear how the search for the coke was going. They’d been tracking the signal for over a week and still hadn’t pinpointed its exact location. El Chino had mentioned the signal was coming from the mountains, and there was a lot of ground to cover up there. Patience would be key.

El Chino had taken the computer guy and his brother along for the search. He’d warned them not to screw around when they found the coke El Tacha didn’t want any problems. El Manteca knew exactly what he meant. If they found the coke, it had to arrive intact. If a single gram were missing, there would be trouble, and his brother had sworn he wouldn’t be there to save his ass again. El Manteca had a habit of sneaking a gram or two for personal use, which had caused some serious issues within El Tacha’s small organization.

The computer guy was getting closer and closer to pinpointing the coke’s location. With every kilometer they climbed toward the mountain peak, the net tightened. He told El Chino:

"The signal’s getting stronger, and the square footage is shrinking on the map. It’s definitely in the mountains."

"Let’s hope it’s not buried. Some bastards bury it so they can pull it out little by little and sell it in one-kilo packages."

"No, the signal is clear. It’s not buried. If it were, we’d never find it. The only risk is they might’ve removed the tracking devices and taken the coke."

"Then we’re screwed. El Tacha’s not going to like this damn it!"

"Hey, man," El Manteca chimed in for the first time, "what would you have done if you’d stumbled upon 150 kilos of top-quality coke?"

El Chino thought for a moment. He knew exactly what he’d do with that amount if it fell into his hands. He had the contacts and knew the four big players who moved the white lady around the Canary Islands. All it took was good information and time, and he had both.

"I’d have kept it without a second thought. Coke is like money if you find it, it doesn’t have an owner. All you have to do is unwrap the candy, and in the streets, nobody knows it. It’s nameless, it’s faceless, and it belongs to whoever sells it and later to whoever snorts it."

"So then..." El Manteca started.

"Don’t say what you’re thinking, or I’ll break your jaw and knock your teeth out. One day, being such an idiot is going to cost you big time. What we’re looking for belongs to El Tacha, and we’re here to find it and bring it back."

"Man, you’re such a chicken. You crap your pants every time someone mentions El Tacha."

Without thinking twice, El Chino slammed on the brakes. He pulled a Star Model 30M pistol from his waistband, flicked off the safety, and pressed it against El Manteca’s head.

"If you weren’t my damn brother, I’d shoot you right here and leave you under a tree like a rabid dog. You don’t know the meaning of loyalty; you piece of crap. You don’t know what respect is or who respects you. El Tacha is my family too, and if you ever call me a chicken again, you’ll find out what it means to be one because you’ll be the one crapping yourself, but with a bullet in your head."

The young computer guy didn’t know where to hide. He’d only heard of El Chino by reputation El Tacha’s lieutenant, his right-hand man, known for being calm and collected, and a childhood friend who had grown up with him in Jinámar.

"Alright, alright, I won’t say another word," El Manteca muttered, his head aching from the barrel pressed against it, the mark of the gun etched into his skin.

"Yeah, you better shut your damn mouth. Every time you open it, it’s to land yourself in a puddle of crap. Sometimes I think we’re not even brothers damn it!"

"This is getting too heated."

"You want some too? Want to taste fire?" El Chino barked at the computer guy, still holding the Star.

"No, no," the computer guy said, terrified. "I’m just saying we’re close. Calm down, Chino. We’re really close. The signal is strong we’re less than a hundred meters away."

"Alright then, let’s keep going. We came here to find the damn coke, damn it!" El Chino said, tucking the Star back into his waistband.

They drove a few more meters before the computer guy shouted, "Here! Stop here! It’s close."

They got out of the car all at once, and El Manteca asked, "Where should we search?"

"The best thing to do is move in straight lines so we don’t search the same spots twice. But I think we’ll find the coke soon. Let’s spread out by four or five meters and walk toward that rock that’s sticking out. If it’s not there, we’ll come back to this point and search in the opposite direction."

They lined up as the computer guy instructed, spread out by a few meters, and began walking toward the rock about fifty meters ahead.

After two minutes of walking, El Chino shouted excitedly, "It’s here! I found it!"

They ran toward him. When they reached him, they found El Chino staring in awe at the drugs as if he’d never seen so much at once.

"There are only five bundles. Someone
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