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“The fifth angel sounded his trumpet, 

and I saw a star that had fallen from sky to earth; 

The star was given the key of the shaft of the Abyss.” 

REVELATION 9:1

“They had a king over them, the angel of Abyss, 

whose name in Hebrew is Abaddon, 

and in Greek, Apollyon (that is, Destroyer).” 

REVELATION 9:11
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Police work
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Who have you seen that is content with a single crime?

JUVENAL

––––––––
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Choosing, sometimes, is a tragedy. Unfortunately, no one is prepared to make confident choices, and the one I had to make was the hardest. 

I have changed since then, perhaps undergoing a metamorphosis that transformed me from hunter into prey. Who knows if it was a necessary condition to face myself first and then understand the choice’s scope? I gave and took away the importance of life at the end of my career. 

Some change through luck, a suitable love, or even a sudden setback. Still, others do it by force because a criminal or a destiny chooses them, and when one is facing what he is, one understands that the minimum builds him and that all the enormous is moving by the insignificant.

The choice, in such a case, is even more difficult. 

How much weight can a man carry?

It may be challenging to understand it this way, with single words that may seem meaningless. 

I am a police, a crime police inspector. I have been policing since before I was born. It was my fate, and I conceived myself for that. My world was often, until that moment, manageable, orderly, and somehow calm or predictable. In addition, it would soon solve my life in a quiet retirement that I already had hand reach. 

My retirement will never come, and it is indifferent to me.

I have committed no crime, but I no longer believe in anything that sustained me, as if my past had been a big lie. Beliefs, faiths, and laws have vanished, yet I have never believed as much as I do now. I never had more faith in anything in life than at this moment, nor have I ever held the law to be more confident than at this moment when the law no longer exists.

I am no longer anyone and do not have almost anything in the world that matters to me. Yes, I said ‘almost’ because I am here to protect this ‘almost’ while I have life, as something more essential than my existence or the very universe that has turned against the human species to exterminate us.

I have changed, and so have the world and the rules: we all experienced it at once and forever. However, everything will never be as it was because we travel to the future or desolation only with a one-way ticket.

Life is a mystery and complex clock that has all the hours: one to be born and another to die, one to be and another to change, etcetera. It has them all, and all of them counted. On average, men live seven hundred thousand hours, but only one (hidden among that so many, many, many hours) is more important and gives sense to all others: the hour.

The hour of being.

The hour of choosing.

The hour of truth.

The Hour.

That hour came, and everything was so sudden that I still found it hard to understand how my life could go from order to chaos and from everything to nothingness in such a short period. My order of values, beliefs, and the totality of everything collapsed unexpectedly, leaving me alone and naked to face myself and the most decisive acts of my existence.

Suddenly, to life or death, you choose.

Nothing you had, serve.

Nothing that reason indicates works.

At those moments, you only serve what you carry on inside, often without knowing it: your essence, instinct, and authentic self.

All that is what you do not think is.

The spontaneous.

The authentic.

Your truth.

Children’s choices are usually simple: they choose between what they want and do not, between what pleases them and what displeases them, period. In adults, the problem is that many times do not know what between they are picking. Or maybe the issues are so complex that they do not know the limits and then resort to urgencies or priorities, although not even these are well-defined, or they do not know how much weight each one has in the choice they must make.

It complicated everything for adults, blurry, undefined, and even more so if the world is shaky or tragedy looms over us. Most of the time, we do not even choose between something good and something wrong, and we may need to be aware of what to choose. 

I made my decision, however, and now that I am no one and have nothing, I know that it has transmuted me; but what surprises me most is that I do not regret it.

My transformation (I now know) began one afternoon at the end of November with a somewhat unique case. At first, at least, it did not seem to be anything more than the routine of a few homicides like so many others, occurring in a society convulsed by an international crisis that had triggered violence to unimaginable levels. 

That day I took the morning off because I had to attend to some personal matters. Until midday, I heard on my car radio while returning home for lunch that, this morning, a series of crimes perpetrated in the city (up to six, according to the media) had shaken cosmopolitan life. But it was not the number that woke up the police inspector that I was, always with my senses on guard before professional matters, but the fact that all the victims were judges or lawyers. 

I have never liked legal professionals, among other things, because justice should not be a profession subject to interests, and both judges and lawyers have always been moving for it. Moreover, for as long as I can remember, I have had the greatest antipathy toward them. At once, it seemed funny among the many murders committed; some also appeared as victims. 

I remember thinking: “Go on, declare innocent now those who killed you.” 

An act unbecoming of a police inspector that can only understand, and even be excused, if it considers that my police vocation was born out of love for justice and order and out of resentment against criminals of all kinds who turn societies into infectious slums.

When I heard the victims’ names, I knew that some of the victims I knew personally, and none seemed to me to have been good people when they were alive.  

Judges and lawyers have always been like my enemies because they constantly managed to ensure that whoever took life was only punished with a few years of imprisonment, as if the existence and suffering of the victims and their relatives had no value. But that lousy comment that I spat seemed to be enough of an outlet, perhaps with the certainty that unsatisfied clients or partners of shady legal deals executed them.

In short, it seemed to me whom did it paid for it. However, although crime had skyrocketed an alarming in recent years, this number of murders of judiciary members in a single day awakened in me the certainty that this was the beginning of something sordid and terrible for all of society. In any case, these were not random murders, and I was entirely sure of that.

I did not know then that these cases had fallen at the court of the odious Judge Andrada, the investigation was under the authority of the Central, and the same offices were abuzz with politicians and agents from different Corps who were fighting fiercely to capitalize on prominence.

In a few more months, I was going to retire, and on my desk, I still had more than fifty files on as many crimes that I was trying to solve. We were living in challenging times because the enormous economic crisis ravaging the West produced massive unemployment, and, linked to it, delinquency and crime had taken priority seats in the routine. Without being so, it gave the impression that we were living in a society collapsing on its foundations.

All inspectors were swamping, and few at Central had less than fifty cases in hand; they would never solve most of which we knew for lack of resources. I foolishly believed that this excessive work would keep me safe from new cases falling to me, and more so if they were so complex that they required a lengthy investigation, but I was wrong. Then, around lunchtime, the murder of all General Judiciary Council members in its headquarters’ meeting room changed the events. As soon as I entered my office in the early afternoon, Claudio Cienfuegos, the director, ordered me to go to his office.

“Come in, Antonio. You know Judge Andrada, right?” 

Impossible to avoid meeting him. 

Thanks to his absurd investigations, he was one of those star judges who specialized in monopolizing space in newspapers, magazines, and television. As a result, he could put the nation in check with political corruption cases, non-existent drug trafficking plots, or create global problems by pursuing genocides, inflaming the International Criminal Court, which it said was a den of political interests. Just like his own court.

I knew him well. On many occasions, we collided due to opinion differences on how to treat a criminal or protect a victim, and his interest in me confused me.

He was still a young man, endowed with a specially developed nose for cases that could bring him greater relevance, and it was evident that as soon as he learned about these major crimes, he pulled the strings so that it fell in his Court. Satisfaction stamped on his countenance like a postage stamp.

“Of course, who does not?” I said as I shook his hand, sculpted by skillful manicures which left me impregnated with a perfume as expensive as floral.

“Fernandez, I suppose you are aware of what happened at the Council,” the judge informed me telegraphically, which seemed to be the introduction to a much longer exposition.

“Of course, who does not?” I repeated as I took a seat.

“Despite the differences, we may have had, or precisely because of it, I have decided to assign you the investigation of member’s Council murder,” he concluded in a soft and somewhat fluttering voice that, nevertheless, masked a rigor that did not admit any refusal.

He seemed to have finished, and when I went to answer him, he continued: “I consider him to be a researcher of integrity, which is what I need. As you can imagine, this case investigation is a national priority, and, for my part, I have already received pressure, even from the president of the government.”  

He paused as he scrutinized me as if through a microscope.

“You will have all the resources available: carte blanche, in short. As many men as you need, take them without limit. It is an investigation that admits no restrictions or delays.” 

And the rest came after another pause, as it could not be otherwise.

“However, you will report only to the director and me. I strictly forbid you to make any statement to the press, even off the record. You will not even provide any information to the Public Prosecutor’s Office. No water for them. It must avoid at all costs. Every day I want a report on the progress made, and I will give you specific instructions on the steps to take. At all times, I, and I alone, will determine what media informs, ever through the Press Office.”

I waited a few moments to make sure I had finished.

“Your Honor, do you know that in six months, I will retire?” I said with scornful smugness, trying to get rid of the irritating task before it was impossible.

“I am not giving you a choice, Fernandez,” he said, standing up and moving toward the window. “We already know each other, and we are both aware that we do not like each other, which I consider especially positive at this point. As I know, you are the most qualified investigator, and the preliminary proceedings of this case require that our best resources be applied to clarify the facts and the apprehension of the criminals. No personal issues can be boughed into this matter, nor does any police rush have a higher priority at this time. Please pass on all the cases you were investigating to your colleagues and focus solely on this day and night until you solve it and apprehend those responsibly. I repeat day and night. These will be your only job.” 

Fawn on from Andrada? No; between us, no distance separated us, but an abyss that put us on different shores of the universe.

Something did not add up because there was no room for compromises or page-turning in the judge’s arrogance. He had a well-deserved reputation for taking a gamble on those who confronted him. I did it harshly on at least four occasions to ensure that the influential criminals who used to pass through his court were punished and not declared innocent.

On the other hand, I never thought of myself as a wrong police officer, but from being labeled as the most qualified by someone I considered an adversary, there was a world of difference. I could smell a whiff of hidden interests that did not bode well, even fearing a maneuver of that satrap to deprive me of my retirement or perhaps some personal revenge before I could escape from the arm of his revenge. 

No, there was something about this that I did not like at all. 

There were few, but many investigators at Central more capable and better trained than I who could take on an investigation as complex as the one this procedure would require with greater assurance of success. In no way was I able to find a single reason that would make me worthy of such an honor if my designation was that and not a trap.

“However, Your Honor,” I pointed out, “you know how the streets are: they overloaded all the inspectors with work, and to give them mine now...”

“Am I not making myself clear?” Andrada interrupted me with disdain. “I do not think it is a difficult order to understand or that I said it too quickly, Fernandez. You do what I order you to do, period. If the country burns or three of its four walls fall, that is something that no longer goes with you. Is that clear?”

“Like glass,” I spat.

With resentful anger stamped on his countenance and after a brief silence lapsed to regain the tranquility he had momentarily lost. He remained motionless, looking out the window towards the city. Then, with his hands in the pockets of his impeccable Armani suit, he turned to me, looked at me with a sibylline smile that seemed to me that of a reptile about to devour a mouse, and added:

“You should be sense flattering. I am treating you like the best investigator and giving you the case that has focused the entire country’s attention, if not the world’s.”

I shrugged my shoulders indifferently. My vanity had already forgotten those kinds of honey.

“Forgive me, Your Honor, for not being so sure about that,” I replied, “because everything suggests that what happened at the Council and its this morning are murders that are related. However, I am afraid this matter is too great for me. Besides, if the investigation drags on, it may be impossible for me to conclude it in the six months I have left on active duty.”

Andrada wrinkled his nose. 

“It must be possible; there is no other way. Besides, do you see? You are my man: you have not even started working, and you have already established a link with those other crimes that the investigators who handled those cases have not even raised.”

“It could be that they have not said it,” I remarked, stepping on his words, “because it is on everyone’s lips, from the investigators to the media. With so many victims in a single day, and all judges or lawyers, it is not difficult to presume that all the crimes could be related.”

It was more than clear that our dislike for each other was even more significant than the respect we owed each other. Its pretensions of superiority were unbearable to me, and no doubt judge intensely disliked my lack of luster as a public servant. 

“Do not be pretentious, Fernandez: it was an irony. However, this is what we must determine first: whether it is an organized attack against a state institution and, if so, executed by whom and for what purpose. The other cases of those six murdered judges are already in my court, which means in your hands. They may not be linking facts, but we cannot disregard any leads. Moreover, this will be the first working hypothesis, without prejudice to those appearing when the investigation begins.”

What the judge said seemed even more absurd, based on a potential conspiracy against the State. What was I doing, barely half a year before retirement, at the head of such a complex affair, without being inspectors best-trained at Central? Was he setting me up, or was he planning a scapegoat so that something would not resolve the matter correctly and at the right time?

Claudio, trying to end such a rough encounter and imprint an unquestionable professionalism on the situation, took the floor and informed me of who had overseen the investigations of the other six crimes, handing me a bulky folder containing all the preliminary data. 

“For my part, I was paying attention to what the director was telling me. I could not help but glance out of the corner of my eye at Judge Andrada, who returned to the window and maintained the static pose of before. I could see him looking out over the city, and I had no trouble guessing that perhaps he was thinking that some assassins had paved his way to the pinnacle of the judiciary, freeing him from many very bitter adversaries. I could smell his boastfulness, perhaps his joy at the extinction of his most radical enemies. 

If Judge Andrada was a media divo due to the social repercussion some of his cases had had, the same notoriety as a television star had earned him visceral antagonists among his colleagues at the National Court. They called him “Sarita” (acrostic for Stupid, Arrogant, Ridiculously, Ignorant, Twit, and Asshole), a nickname we had accepted as a way of identifying Andrada in the Central because of his professional career and his somewhat mannered nature. 

This event was for him his revenge and, at one, his opportunity to leap to the judiciary top without opposition. 

As a cop with more than thirty years of profession, trained to discern the potential guilt of a suspect by small indications, Andrada seemed to me the ideal candidate to be the executor of those murders. However, he did not because the cowardice misrepresented him, which is the fundamental trait of his character. Pride was only a mask that disguised his pusillanimity.

“Get to work at once,” Claudio concluded. “After Your Honor and I finish the pending matters, we will go to the Council to order the removal of the corpses. Do not spare any means, Antonio; use whoever can best assist you. I have already given orders to the inspectors who initiated the other investigations to facilitate your work. However, I suppose that what you already have in that report will be enough to get you started.”

Without saying a word, I stood up, put the folder under my arm, shook Claudio’s and the judge’s hands, and was about to leave when Andrada’s voice stopped me.

“Fernandez, do not forget the trust I place in you.”

I did not respond to what I understood as a threat rather than an expression of encouragement. I left the office, went to my desk, took the pile of case reports I was investigating and brought it to the chief inspector so he could distribute it, informing him of the task Judge Andrada had assigned me.

“It is not for my taste, Luis. You know there is not much chemistry between the judges and me,” I excused myself while I handed it to him, applying to me the total exemption.

Everyone at Central knew I hated everything that had to do with the judiciary and its altar servers. My way of showing my discontent was more visceral because I thought law and justice divorced in Spain, and there was no fair sentence. That, and that in the courts’ everything was politicking, favoritism, and cheating. Justice for me was nothing more than a circus, no more and no less.

“Antonio, be careful with Andrada that he bites with his mouth closed,” the chief inspector warned me when he received it.

“Like all unhappy ones,” I replied.

“You will know,” Luis added. “Look, you have half a year to go before you retire and get a well-deserved rest, safe from all this garbage. You have already digested too much, and it is time to consider the time has come to start getting rid of it. But, be careful where you step because in this issue, there will be a lot of politics and more interests, and either I am wrong, or they will not make it too easy for you. I do not envy you.”

I thanked him for his support, and we even joked about how well the day had begun with the disappearance of some of those we police officers most sincerely detested: those who often made our work useless and our risks unproductive. However, my profession was always a way of life for me and was above my personal opinions.

Some hours before, while I was eating at home, I had seen on television, in front of the Council headquarters, a crowd of citizens, journalists, and television cameras from many channels and countries standing behind the security cordons set up by the police. 

At that time, the country was no longer talking about anything else, nor was there practically any other kind of news on the radio or television. It seemed that the enormous criminality that plagued the streets had lost importance or that international affairs did not deserve the slightest attention.

Some channels unabashedly pointed to the possibility that the international drug cartels were conquering Spain as open access to Europe. Another one is that Islamic warriors could be behind these selective crimes. And still, others, some organization, or some powerful convicted or accused, might have held their trial and carried out their sentence.

I did not need to see the corpses or investigate anything to consider the possible participation of cartels absurd. They already had parties and institutions without having to make such a fuss, and this was never their style or method. Moreover, getting to where the criminals had done it, and having the necessary organization to play so many keys simultaneously, was simply beyond the reach of these criminal gangs with no more refinement than savage crime. 

The fact that Islamic terrorist groups were assassins seemed to me to be an attempt to make a fuss, idleness, or excessive protagonist on the part of journalists. Something yellowish had to spread to attract the people to their media. Their proposal was impossible. 

It was a matter of hearing ratios or the sale of paper, nothing more because these crimes were particularly selective and sophisticated, and, despite appearances, they did not affect the operation of the State at all. After all, the Council was one of many useless bodies created by politics to buy the judges’ will. 

Islamic terrorists were interested in attacks against crowds of people, blood, destruction, and huge headlines. But moreover, if it had been them, it would already be in the public domain with their authorship by their voice, and nobody has claimed responsibility for the potential attacks. 

An organization, an influential accused, or a convicted person was as out of place as who had ideated something far-fetched. So, no, none of it could be.

As I soaked up the report I was reading in the camouflaged car on my way to the crime scene at the Council’s headquarters, I became more convinced that this was a particularly specialized organization. One with yet undefined but profound purposes.

The impression I had, despite the enormous mortality, was that someone was giving a warning to navigators.

Maybe it was a warning to the state itself. 

The murders of the first six judges and lawyers occurred in their own private offices and during working hours. The assassins perpetrated all crimes in front of witnesses. In each case, a single man gave more the impression of being a professional hitman than a citizen-driven by rage or a small-time terrorist since they carried out their executions with their faces uncovered and with astonishing cold blood, according to the first statements of the witnesses.  

It even gave the impression that the criminals wanted a particular audience since they did not perpetrate their acts in garages or elevators alone but precisely in places and at times when it was apparent there would be a specific audience present. 

As noted in reports, in all cases, each murderer was calm to rummage through the items on the desks. It was not clear why. Then, they left with the same apparent calm with which they entered and committed their crimes. 

Yes, it gave the impression that it had been executions rather than murders, all identical in their modus operandi. Did it a lesson or a warning to the judiciary or the state? 

Perhaps. 

A murder required passion and intensity, and, from the reports, the criminals had carried out their sinister tasks with coldness and rigorous methodism, as would correspond to crime professionals. 

None of the assassins resembled each other, according to the testimonies taken. The descriptions of the accidental witnesses in each case were so confused and diverged in such a way, perhaps due to panic, that if some said he was stocky and tall, others described him as short and stout. 

“What do we have?” Juantxo, my assistant, asked me as soon as I closed the folder. 

He drove as fast as ever. Sometimes I thought he got his profession wrong and never wanted to be a police officer but a Formula One driver. Nothing pleased him more than to have a reason to switch on the rotating light, put the siren on full blast, and launch himself into an urban race as if he were participating in the Monte Carlo Rally.

He was an excellent driver and obedient as a lap dog but a lousy police officer.

“Something difficult to understand yet,” I said as he stopped the car to identify himself to the officer guarding the entrance to the Council’s headquarters. “I am afraid there is more going on here than meets the eye.” 

“Well, you must hurry because your retirement is just around the corner.”

I did not reply. 

As soon car stopped at the main door of the Council, I went directly to the meeting room where they had been committing the crime.

From the living room door, I could see the twenty-one corpses of the Council members still on their chairs, except two lying on the carpet. They surrounded a long mahogany table with papers and coffee services. Without saying a word, I rolled my eyes over the scene, trying to retain in my memory a general picture together with the emotions it aroused in me.

Several agents from the Scientific Squad came and went, taking samples for analysis or taking photographs, sheathed in white paper overalls. 

“Hey, Antonio, bless the eyes!” Greeting me, Fermin, the chief inspector of the Scientific Department, who was also sheathing in a paper jumpsuit.

I shook his hand warmly; he informed me that he had been giving orders to place himself at my disposal and gave me a concise summary of how and at what exact time the deaths had occurred. 

“The coffee?” I asked.

“We will investigate it, but I doubt it,” he said briefly. “These men have died of poisoning, but no one I know of is so violent. Besides, if the substance in question were here, it would have died before others, which would have favored that some survived. A matter of logic.” 

“Any idea?”

“It seems that almost none victims had the opportunity even to move, which is why we inferred that all the poison affected them at once, celebrating this fatal council. I am sure that this was the intention of the murderers, at least considering the little information I have.”

I looked around the room and approached the conference table.

Fermin continued with his preliminary conjectures.

“Look: except for those two lying on the ground, the others seem to have died suddenly. From the rigidity of some corpses, I consider the probability of a paralytic gas or something like that. However, until we do the autopsies, I will not be able to confirm it. Perhaps whatever it is that killed them acted after a person with paralysis, thus having the toxicant the necessary time to take effect.” 

“Do you think so, or do you believe it?”

“I must be. The hydrocyanic acid, one of the most lethal poisons known, would have made them convulse, get up, be extremely angry, or try to call for help, and no one heard from outside the room anything unusual, such as noises or coughs. The poison attacked them all simultaneously and fulminant, which makes it unlikely that it was ingesting. The method must have been different. We only know they all died in this dreadful meeting at once.” 

“So, what do you think it could have been?”

“That is what we investigated. As you can see in the corps who have the heads up, there are no traces of saliva on their lips, not even signs of rales characteristic of having suffered pain. It gives the impression that they have vanished, and I still cannot imagine what kind of substance could have caused their death so suddenly and cleanly. There is no evidence among them that some felt sick before others. By their posture, these two on the ground were certainly up, and it is seeing that they feel fulminated when the poison acted.”

I looked around the room again, trying to picture how the criminals could have committed the crimes. 

Indeed, it must have been a very effective poison, but which one? If it did not appear to be in the coffee or the water, judging by the evidence that Fermin had pointed out, I assumed it had to be gas. Now, this idea enlightened me; instinctively, my eyes stopped on a grill of the air conditioning system at the ceiling, at the blind corner of the room. After noticing that I was staring at the ventilation louver, Fermin immediately agreed with my suspicion, even without having uttered a word.

“Paco, that grill: take it off,” he said to one of his men.

Just two minutes later, the police officer had unscrewed it, peeked into the ventilation channel for a moment, and discovered something that should not have been there. 

“I think we have it,” he said, almost exclaiming Eureka!

The agent climbed down the ladder, and Fermin climbed up while I remained at the foot of the ladder.

“Here is the mother of the lamb,” he congratulated himself. “These two little canisters are tiny, but they seem to be of unquestionable efficiency. And here is the remote-control device - wow, this is sophisticating!”

He came down the ladder without having done more than a detailed ocular inspection and asked me to come up and look but warned me not even to rest my hands on any part. In the meantime, he instructed the photographer to take several photographs of the device from every possible angle as soon as I came down and two of his technicians to dismantle the apparatus and remove it with extreme care and wearing gas masks after the photographer had finished.

After taking a close look at the ingenious device, and while the technicians disassembled it to take it to the laboratory, Fermin gave me his professional opinion.

“My friend, I am afraid you are not chasing a common criminal. That thing is neither sold at the corner store nor made by watching DIY programs, much less installed on its own or in a fortuitous staff oversight. I have never seen anything so sophisticated and effective in my life. I think you can rule out all the employees as suspects unless there is an accomplice who facilitated the passage of the murderers. Whoever did this is a real professional and very resourceful.”

“Do you know what gas or gases it might be?”

“We will analyze it, but, a priori, none that I know directly. As I feared, there are two bottles, and we are likely dealing with two types of gases: a paralytic and a toxic, or an active and an activator. However, I must analyze them to be sure and determine what exactly they are. Too lethal. You would best wait for the tests because I am sure even my guesses may fall short. Then, maybe this afternoon or tomorrow, I can tell you something.”

“As soon as possible, please. Hey, another thing: did you were at the scenes of the other murders?”

“No. I sent it there to other teams. However, if you wish, I will pass on the reports later. Or better yet, come by my office in the Department at the end of the day, and I will give you an update on everything we have done. It will always be faster.”

“Fine. In the meantime, if you do not mind, I would like to look around here.”

“As you wish, but if you do not touch anything, wear one of these overalls.”

I put it on and poked around for a long time. 

Later I wanted to go to the scenes of the other crimes to sniff around them a bit because I have always liked to see what photographs reduce to expressionless images. 

Somehow an investigator is the sum of training and instinct, and the places where it has committed this type of violent crime have always spoken to me as if the victims’ spirits could subtly tell me what happened or at least guide me in my line of investigation. For example, in that room crammed with corpses and indifferent technicians, they told me loudly not to allow their murderers to go unpunished and to look for them, even though I felt no empathy towards them. 

Yes, that is what they told me. What they did not was at what height or in what should have been the direction I should look. 

Up to that moment, I knew that the perpetrators were very professional; it could be that with essential resources, with some accomplice introduced or bought among the personnel of the Council, and an enormous capacity for action. Nothing more. However, from experience, I also knew that there was always a tiny mistake, a hint that would be enough to put me on the trail of the culprits, no matter how insignificant.  

All I had to do was to be patient, observe every vestige meticulously, and keep my intuition alert: either a slight trace or the whispers of the murdered would make it easier for me to capture the criminals.
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Watchmakers
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But there is a moment in history when whoever dares 

to say that two and two are four is condemned to death.

ALBERT CAMUS

––––––––
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They had no belief in God, but they praised the religion of these against the religion of those against religion those, and the religion of those against the religion of these. They do not seek nationalism but promote it with big headlines that cling to historical pages that unearth too many ghosts and open too many wounds. And they do not seek freedom but encourage independence, stoking the fever for a destiny that does not exist, but for some exalted ones who believe they can rise with bread and alms and go down in the history of their new country.

They have not created media: it has been enough to buy the will of owners and the most prominent journalists, those who move public opinion. Nor have established a publishing house: it has been enough to subsidize the most interested in promoting the authors suited and the type of literature intended to massify.

With so tiny, they have been able to polarize society, dividing it. 

To make the watch work, you must wind it up. 

An ultra-modern, silent, black-painted helicopter, without license plates or identification, descends with the dull roar of the infinite wings of a plague of locusts and takes land on the plain that opens in front of the rural house. Several armed men descend from it as soon as it touches the ground and spread out around the house in a very studied movement. From their uniforms, they look like paramilitary members of the Croatian Ustaz. 

They surround the house and, after putting on gas masks and throwing a pair of tear gas bombs through some windows, burst in from various points, firing at everything. Finally, some soldiers rush up the stairs shouting and, without ceasing to call a thousand orders and threats, drag all the inhabitants outside and make them kneel in the front yard. This large family is very prestigious and respected throughout the area, although they are not known to be politically active. 

Two soldiers take a pair of young women, one almost a child, and rape them with unnecessary brutality right there in front of the other family members. The soldiers who do not participate in the barbarity laugh loudly while the children cry, and one of the men, desperately trying to avoid his suffering, stands up. But unfortunately, one of the aggressors guarding them kills him with mechanical coldness and shoots him in the head without stopping laughing. 

The unworthy troops seem to enjoy themselves, while the detainees do not understand what is going on; what blind god has opened the gates of hell wide and allowed these devils to escape?

Screams and laughter melt in an off-key concert until almost dawn, mixing semen and tears in successive rapes.

All the soldiers have been committing the same atrocity in turn. 

While still dressing, the last of them returns with his comrades, already satisfied with their animality. The commandant looks at his watch, takes out of his pocket a shred of self-indulgence with the emblem of the Ustaz, holds it out to the older man who looks like the family patriarch, and when he has taken it in his trembling hand, shoots him at the forehead. 

Instantly, all the other soldiers opened fire on their prisoners until their ammunition was exhausted. They put new gun-charger and reshoot them at the victims, all of them already corpses. The note of savagery seems fundamental in their concert, perhaps the goal of their mission. Then they go to the stable and shoot the animals as well. The note of death is not complete if any being survives.

Several men threw incendiary grenades through the house’s windows when the work was done. Then, as the flames crackling overcame, the buzz of wing’s lobster wings from the helicopter rotor started up, as silently as they had arrived, climbed into the aircraft, and departed. 

On the ground, a dozen corpses nobody can hardly be identified, and the monumental column of smoke curls in the turbulence of the rotor blades. 

The silence is so absolute that not even the birds sing. 

Only a few hours later, this cemetery peace was broking. The old milkman, who every day makes this route collecting the fruit of the first milking, arrives in a hurry, alerted by the smoke, finds the macabre lynching, and runs as far as his old legs would carry him, to the next village to raise the alarm.

Many come up to the farm running or on horses. Among them are almost equal parts neighbors and relatives, and all howl with grief, not knowing where to begin to pick up the bodies lest they crumble in their hands. 

The murderers have shown no respect to anyone, neither to little Shalibor, who was barely two years old, nor to the elderly, and it is clear what they have done to the two youngest women in the family. The cruelty the criminals show is excessive, and it is hard to understand why. However, everyone falls silent when the young and arrogant Željko enters the courtyard. Escorted by his inseparable friends, Mlajo and Slavko, he walks towards the corpses, kneels on the ground, and looks at them carefully. 

That woman is his wife, and that child, Shalibor, is his son. He should have been with them, but he was in town with his friends, organizing the younger men to defend themselves against the violence the Croatian majority was inflicting on the Serb minority in Krajina. 

He lowers his head, and after a moment in which he tries unsuccessfully to hold back his tears, he roars like a tiger while he holds the torn body of his young wife close to him. He already understands that she has been raped and guesses by whom. As he thinks about this, he sees the shred of cloth sticking out of the cuff of his father’s corpse. He gently lays his wife’s body on the ground, opens the older man’s hand, and, as he places the shoulder pad with the emblem of the Ustaz before his tearful eyes, he identifies it at once. 

Standing up, shouting like a madman, he brandishes the proof that identifies the murderers and demands a pact of revenge that is immediately chanted by all. 

“A hundred for each one, no mercy,” they vow. 

Peace, it departed. The dead cannot rest until they avenge them, and the rictus of horror on their broken doll faces has been forever marking the souls of all the present.

An ultra-modern, silent, black-painted helicopter, without license plates or identification, descends with the dull roar of the infinite wings of a plague of locusts and lands on the plain that opens in front of the rural house. Several armed men descend from it as soon as it touches the ground and deploys around the house in a very studied movement. From their uniforms, they look like paramilitary members of the Arkan’s Tigers. 

They surround the house and, after putting on gas masks and throwing a pair of tear gas bombs through some windows, burst in from various points, shooting at everything. Then, finally, some uniformed men climb the stairs and, amid shouts and imperious slogans, drag all the inhabitants outside and make them kneel in the front yard. 

It is a large family, very prestigious and respected throughout the area, although they are not known for their political activities. 

Sip by sip, the tigers drink the liquor of revenge, multiplying the pain and fury. 

History repeats itself, now with the family of the Croatian commander Ante Klovina, who is known to be responsible for the cruel murder of Željko’s family and the one who started the cry of extermination against the Chetniks that led to the massacre of the Serbs.

The wind comes icy from Gog. 

Winter is already imminent. It smells of fresh snow but has a bitter aftertaste of blood and hatred. 

The clock is already walking alone. It has countless black hours ahead of it, inky wafers of death that will devour the Tigers, the Beli Orlovi, the demons released from all hells.

In Zagreb, some gather around a table cluttered with glasses and bottles of liquor. 

They laugh. 

They are the watchmakers. 

Today they are not working but celebrating their success, but it will only be for a short time, just enough time to catch their breath because they have already received instructions to start other clocks loaded with black hours.
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Tests and instinct
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You do not choose the troubles: the troubles choose you.

DADDY YANKEE

––––––––
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As soon as Judge Andrada arrived with the director to remove the bodies, I briefly informed them of my initial assessments and what the Scientific Department chief inspector had told me. Then, I left the room and visited the scenes of the other crimes, all committed in the other judges’ private offices. 

I was weighing different options as to the type of professionals who might have perpetrated the execution of the Council members. At the same time, Juantxo took me to the first law firms where the other murders were committed, but none of the ones I collated seemed coherent enough to me because I was not clear on the motive. Without motive, there was no justification for the crime, and I certainly was not going after any madman. 

Having ruled out that cartels or terrorists perpetrated such crimes, it was difficult for me to infer which organization would be interested in lawyers’ and judges’ deaths, nor what benefit derived from the attack on State judicial heart.

Perhaps the assassinations were a punishment, yes, but from whom to whom? Perhaps to the State participation in the Middle East war as allied with the United States? In that case, it would be possible the Secret Service of countries against had acted, such as Syria or Iran, had been involved. They would certainly not lack resources or operational capacity. 

However, something told me that this working hypothesis was excessive, at least considering the available data, because Spain should not represent them as such a first-line enemy, even if it were the most vulnerable of the whole Western alliance. Moreover, assuming that Syrian or Iranian specialists were responsible, what would they gain from this? Nothing. Whether the judges were assassinated or not, or even dismantling such an insignificant part of the state apparatus, would not make the government change its attitude. 

It was too early to advance plausible conjectures or put forward plausible hypotheses with my scant data. But, even if the matter had managed to capture the totality of my senses, I understood that I had no choice but to wait and gather incontestable data. Besides, whoever the assassins were, they would surely not take long to vindicate their deed. These would guide my investigation if it were the only one and not parallel to the one carried out by other institutions, such as the CNI.

In the six cases before the Council’s multiple murders, the method seemed to have been as described in the reports Claudio had given me. A lone hitman who would walk wordlessly into the victim’s office, commit his crime, snoop around the desk, and leave. None of the witnesses had time to react other than tremble with panic or, at most, to flee in disarray or hide in the corner closest at hand, the surprise preventing them from noticing any detail. Then, once the witnesses knew they were safe, they alerted the police, and when they arrived, they found nothing abnormal except the corpses.

Surprise works like this, mainly if an additional alarm, such as a loud noise or an imminent danger to one’s life, participates in it: it completely blocks understanding. In such situations, the senses, and even the mind itself, can only perceive ways of escape or survival. Not always because, if the surprise is excessive, even the survival instinct experiences total paralysis. In a situation of unexpected extreme violence, it is expected that no one can understand what has happened until long after the event has been verified, and this is something that investigators know well.

What struck me most was that all witnesses agreed that the killers spent some time snooping around desks, and none of them mentioned even the killers opened or closed drawers, as if what they were looking for was always at the same place, on them. 

It limited these testimonies to some secretaries and a pair of occasional clients who were at the office’s anteroom when the events success. Considering these manifestations, the planning and methodology of the crimes were evidence by themselves.

Method and planning. 

The murderers knew what they were doing and how to do their sinister tasks. Not only were they aware that on the day in question, they were in court, but they also knew where their work was being carried out and, according to the testimony of witnesses, where exactly their offices were located. So, they burst in, went to the chambers without a word, took out their weapons, and fired without further ado. Then, in the meantime, while there was disbandment in the anteroom, they rummaged through the desk, took, or left whatever it was, and left the same way they had entered, through the same door and with the same tranquility. 

Professionals, in short, are very experienced in this type of blow.

I thoroughly inspected the desks wearing latex gloves and taking care not to move anything from its place in case I needed to return for further investigation in the next few days. 

My instinct was trying to find something that I had already intuited indefinitely. Still, I could not yet pinpoint precisely what kind of clue it was or if that something was a document or object that the assassins might have left or taken. 

Comparing what I had before my eyes with the photographs in the report, I tried to see what was strange or different among the different desks or what was abnormally the same; but in the first instance, I found nothing out of the ordinary among them: the files that the victims had before them now of their deaths, framed photographs, telephones, lamps, fountain pens and some office articles such as blank sheets of paper, paper clips, etcetera.

Using the redial key, both with the cabinet phones and their secretaries’ phones, I could see the last numbers that the victims had potentially reached, and I wrote them down in my notebook. Still, after visiting all the scenarios, I found no match between them. 

Everything else seemed normal, and I decided there was not much point in retaking witness statements, at least for the time being, unless it was to draw up sketches that might give us an idea of whom we were looking for, even if only by race. 

It had to be done, however. 

They could be summoning the next day at Central, giving me a few more hours to put the few pieces of the puzzle I had in hand into something resembling its proper place. 

Although it is mandatory to carry out the interrogations immediately to prevent witnesses from forgetting important details, carrying them out without knowing where to direct the inquiries can also produce a significant mess.

As it could not be otherwise, and more so in such a complex case, I felt confused. Why waste time at the crime scene if the killer was not to leave a signature of his crime? Either all witnesses had assumed the same action that was not verified, or the killer had taken seconds to do something at those offices, in which case, among those ordinary objects, there was or missing a capital clue. 

Despite my efforts, I could not find it, and I tried to retain the exact distribution of each object on the desks in my memory. In addition to the report’s photographs of each office, the technicians would have taken many others of everything. However, I have always trusted my instinct and what crime scenes whisper to me more than strictly expert questions, extremely useful but cold and without conscience. 

I kept mentally confronting the data collected so far. At the same time, at night, I went to the laboratory to meet Fermin, the head of the Scientific Police brigade, because I had the intuition that I had had the signature of the murderers in front of me. Still, I had not been able to identify it. 

What could be of interest to killers who operated with identical methods from the offices of different judges who oversaw a multitude of judicial proceedings that had nothing to do with each other, among other things, because the victims all belonged to different courts? Or, still, what was the purpose of leaving a signature if it could go unnoticed by the investigator? Or was it not for that reason that the criminals signed their atrocities so that it would be known who the perpetrator was and what drove him to perpetrate such a terrible act? 

Something was escaping me.

I entered the Brigade’s laboratories with my mind abstracted, barely identifying myself with my badge at the entrance. A thousand disparate ideas boiled in my head, producing a loud din, and like an automaton, I headed for Fermin’s office. Not finding him there, I went to the adjacent room, and there I saw him in front of a computer screen that kept drawing colored lines on a graph, no doubt because of some analysis he was carrying out. 

I rapped my knuckles on the door frame to alert him to my presence, and he immediately turned to me.

“Come in, Antonio: I was waiting for you. If you take a little longer, you not even find me.”

“Good evening, Fermin. Did you make any progress?” I asked him, going straight to the point.

“A lot, but it is still too early for anything other than mere assumptions. Some tests and analyses require many hours, even days. For now, I will tell you that, as you can imagine, the number of organic samples we have collected at the scenes is enormous and that the results of the DNA analysis will take a pair more days at least. Chances are that most of it belong to the victims themselves, staff, visitors, or just passing through, but I am confident that some may belong to the killers and will be useful to you. If criminals knew how much of our body parts we lose, they would think twice before getting involved in this mess! Hey, do you want to sit down?”

“I am not tired, thank you. What about the rest, the judges’ bodies, and the Council’s fumes?”

“The autopsies will do it tomorrow morning, so you will have to wait for that,” he replied, standing up. “We no expect more than a confirmation of what is already assumed, at least in bodies from the Council. What we have been able to make progress on is that mechanism and the gases they used in the Council meeting room.”

In saying so, he pointed precisely to the graphics that meandered across the computer screen.

“Well? You can imagine that for me, that is Mandarin Chinese.”

“Okay. I will tell you that the remote-control activation mechanism of the device is homemade. Very sophisticated, yes, but homemade. They are not components too difficult to find in an electronics store, but what is extraordinarily curious is the system it uses. We have never seen anything like it, and if I can offer you any certainty, it is that an amateur did not design it. It is ingenious. It operates on a rationally common frequency but in an unusually narrow band, plus it has an excellent filter that avoids possible interference. It seemed to the technicians to be something like the circle squaring for its simplicity and prodigious efficiency. I tell you, a technical marvel, undoubtedly designed by someone who knows a lot about electronics and did not want to take any risks whatsoever.”

“What about the gases?”

“That is quite another thing. We have subjected the cylinders to different tests. Did you know that it did not release its full charge? We still have no idea if it was a failure of the mechanism or if it was deactivating when it dosed enough, but because of the specialized nature of the matter, we are afraid it was the latter: they released exactly the dose they wanted. In any case, it is extraordinary because we expected to find just a few residues, and we have found almost half a load in each bottle. Imagine you if they had released that when we were there!”

“Was not that their purpose?”

“It could be, but we were lucky then, do not you think? We are studying it, and I think that if everything goes well, we will know for sure tomorrow or the day after. Reverse engineering, you know. If you wish my expert opinion, but nothing more than that, an opinion, I will tell you that the killers wanted us to know what was in the cylinders.”

“Do you think so?”

“Well, if you consider that they seemed to know the exact dosage needed, it does not make much sense to leave traces for us to analyze. On the face of it, it seems like a contradiction to have so much sophistication for half the work and the other half being sloppy. But, no, I think they intended this way, and no doubt it is a message for you, for the investigator, although I cannot imagine which one.”

“Well, we will see. Do you know what the gases are?”

-After submitting them to the capillary flow chromatograph, and in the absence of other tests that require a little more time, I can tell you that on the one hand, we have an anesthetic gas (narcotizing, it would be correct to say) of immediate effect and with specific opiate components; and on the other hand a lethal gas that, anticipating a pair of tests we are conducting, I would dare to determine that it is of the GD type, fourth generation: military, in case you do not follow me, and not in possession of any army, precisely.”

“Does the Spanish have it?”

“Not officially, as I know. Officially none do. You know how that works, but who knows what they have and do not? It is scarce, and you will not find it at the corner store. Neither of those two gases is standard or even advanced for civilian matters. I doubt that not even the CNI knows anything about this type of technology, and less an ordinary citizen or a gang of thugs, not to mention: not even in their wildest dreams would they have any idea of its mere existence. Too specialized, too expensive, and almost impossible to obtain. These gases belong to the chemical arsenals of some armies, and you can imagine that these give little publicity to what they have or do not have in their Santa bars. As for the narcotic gas, for me, it is also military. Get you an idea of its effectiveness if I tell you that, with a tiny dose of just a few parts per million, a laboratory mouse took less than a quarter of a second to become immobilized in something like an induced coma. As for the mortality of the lethal gas, another mouse subjected to an equivalent dose died almost instantaneously. 

“What do you mean with the fourth generation?”

“It is medical products obtained by applying the knowledge gained after sequencing the human genome. The latest of the latest, wow. Those in the death business are that modern kid. They do not act on the lungs or the central nervous system like other gases, sarin and mustard, but block every organism’s cell by acting on the DNA itself. It does not matter whether you breathe or meet it because if it reaches the skin, that is enough. Tomorrow, surely, I will be able to give you more data, but the final report will take me a little more time.”

“I can wait. I think I have enough for now with what you tell me.” 

“Well, that is enough, my friend. But, Antonio, I am afraid that there are mighty hands here and that you are not dealing with an ordinary case. Just consider what tools they work with and what clues they leave you to keep you thinking. Who knows if it is true if even those clues seem to leave you are false, and they have done it to confuse you. However, there is no doubt that they wanted to kill, and they have killed cleanly and without suffering.”

“How thoughtful!”

“Whatever you want, but, as I see it, they wanted the result...”

“And they got it.”

“Well, as soon as I have more data, I will send it to you.”

It was late, and it was evident that Fermin was in a hurry to return home. 

I was also tired and wanted to sleep. 

I often dream, and sometimes those present dream ideas I can use in research I have in hand. Something as if dreaming my brain could work independently, without the wakefulness distractions. These dreams have served me not only in the professional matters of my life but in any aspect of it. For example, it was the first to warn me many years ago of the pregnancy of my then-wife before the results of the tests were positive, and they warned me, well in advance, that no symptoms would give away, that she had a lover. 

I asked Juantxo to take me home, avoiding going to the Central Office to write the report that Judge Andrada had asked me to write. 

Tomorrow would be another day.

I lived alone, married to my profession. Being a police inspector and once divorced, it was already impossible for me to have any other partner than this one or many horns, and this second one hurt more than a shot at the direct range. The relapse is always worse than the disease, and I had already gone through enough to approach another infection point. So, I preferred solitude, work, and being welcomed home by the cat, who would never blame me for arriving late or being unfaithful to me outside his rutting season. 

Since my divorce, my cat and my dreams were company enough for me.

While I was heating a plate of precooked food in the microwave, I put the contents of a can of fish in my cat Smurf’s dish so he would not eat alone, placed a placemat on the low table between the couch and the TV, and turned on the TV. 

While we were having dinner, I could see how the country was convulsing by the enormous daily crime and crimes committed that day. The relevance of the murdered people had won space for other news, and almost all channels were talking about it, although each of them tried to print a more alarm touch than the others. So little did the newscasts seem to care that more than forty people left their lives daily in crimes of common delinquency, violent assaults, or armed robberies? 

Society had become accustomed to violence for some time. The murders of the six judges (and even more Council members) had given the media a new vein to sharpen their journalistic claws. Either that, or it was political powers, sensing panic had caught up with them, and crime had been the street’s master for almost two years ago, had decided to move all their chips and stop horror at the police barricades.  

If before the crisis broke out back in 2023, no one would swear something like this could happen, less than a decade later, no one in their right mind would ever claim there was a time when a citizen could walk down the street without fear of being attack, or sleep in their home without windows bars. 

First corruption, then unemployment, and finally gratuitous violence, had been the causes of society degenerating into the savage beast that it was. Despite the thousands of lost lives each year by an economic situation that kept half of the population between hunger and delinquency, it seemed to be transiently hiding by the course of some distant wars and the murder of more than two dozen judges.

Talk shows, reports, rigged interviews that extolled the judicial function, among the occasional lyrical and false elegy about one of the deceased, and special news reports on the events with the latest data obtained on the case and anguished interviews with politicians, were almost the exclusive programming. They kept going round and round about facts that none of those who spoke knew how to fit in, going off the rails by peregrine conjectures or interested demagogies. 

As the investigator in charge of the case, no one knew more about it than I did, and yet none of them, whether journalists or politicians, stopped talking and talking, reaching assumptions as daring as they were crazy. What strange mechanism made the most ignorant people so loquacious?

Many ideas boil in my head, banging against my skull like insects trapped in a jar. 

I sat up, went to the kitchen, made myself an instant coffee, and went back in front of the TV, but rather than being attentive to the program that crackled on the screen as if it were the flames of a bonfire, my mind was slipping into sleep. 

I was not interested in anything they could say; I was not the least bit interested in the feelings of a political class that I did not particularly appreciate since it was the cause of the social mess that Spain had become. But I had already given precise instructions to Juantxo to ask the Information Department for everything they could get on victims and to organize witnesses’ interrogation first crimes, as well as of all Council’s employees. 

There was nothing more I could do, and my exhaustion demanded rest. But, nevertheless, I felt so terminally tired that, barely lying on the sofa dressed as I was, I drained my coffee with a blank mind and let myself sink into sleep.

As could not be otherwise, my dreamlike delirium, favored by the discomfort, revolved around the events of that day. In it, powerful criminals belonging to international terrorist organizations were killing left and right, and one of them was laughing at me. At the same time, the victims’ spirits were trying to tell me something, but I could not understand them because the malicious criminal was laughing so loudly that it deafened their whispers.

Under the dream, I could be simultaneously at the seven scenes of the crimes, and I could witness as a spectator the executions. But, still, in every case, there was also that man who kept showing a police-like badge and laughing, going to the meeting table of the Council or each desk and pointing his finger precisely at a specific place, mocking my clumsiness.

It was almost dawn when I woke up startled with a fixed idea: the coins and the paper clips, the fucking paper clips.
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The non-being
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Even the best world explorer makes a shorter journey than one who descends into the heart’s depths.

JULIEN GREEN

––––––––
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What am I? When did I begin being it? 

I am what I am: I know that. However, a man is only his past sum. However, a man is only his past sum. And my past is a bullet ice in a remote country, a stabbing in an alley, a weapons supply to an insurgent group, a car bomb in a market, or radical group recruitment for a cause that is not my cause. I know what I am, but I ignore what I am. If I add up all my deeds, they yield only the shadow of death; and if I add up all my hopes, nothing.

None of my comrades know what or who he is, although they know perfectly well what they are. Sometimes my comrades were the same; sometimes, they did not. They have no past, like me; they do not exist; no one will claim us if we disappear, and no one will mourn us if we die. We will not even leave a trail of known children unless as the fruit of some rape or recreation with rented flesh. We are alone but cannot trust others, not even our own. 

They send us to ensure that we do not become close to anyone and that we do not develop a friendship that could create a group conscience or simply a rudimentary companionship. Then, individually
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