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   Milena

   Thursday, November 6, 2014, 9:30 p.m.

   He wasn’t the first man to die in Milena’s arms, but he was the first to do so from natural causes. The ones she’d murdered had left no trace, no remorse in her soul. But the death of her lover plunged her into desolation.

   Sex had always ended up imposing itself in Rosendo Franco’s life. The day he died was no different. Under the lash of the Viagra flooding through them, his coronary arteries found themselves in a troubling dilemma: either pump the blood necessary to keep up his ferocious rhythm as he penetrated Milena or take care of his other organs. Faithful to Rosendo’s past, they opted for the former.

   An image rose up in the mind of the owner of the newspaper El Mundo. The contraction in his chest thrust his hips forward, letting him penetrate deeper. He said to himself that at last he was going to come, that he would reach that point that had been eluding him for the past ten minutes, as he feverishly mounted his lover’s white hips. Rosendo had always believed his last thought would be about the newspaper that had been the object of his dreams and worries; in recent years, whenever he thought of death, he would feel a burst of frustration, imagining his great life’s work left orphaned. And yet now, his brief death throes were devoted to squeezing out a drop of semen to say goodbye to his last love.

   It took Milena a few seconds to realize the sounds the man was emitting weren’t moans of pleasure. Her lover clutched her by the waist as his death rattles heaved against her reddened back like waning waves on a stretch of shoreline. The old man pressed his forehead into the nape of the woman’s neck. From the corner of her eye, Milena saw her hair shifting softly, propelled by the dying man’s lethargic breath, then the curl was still and silence reigned in the room.

   She stayed a long time without moving, save for the copious tears that slid down her face and died on the carpet below. She cried for him, but above all for herself. She told herself she’d rather die than go back to the hell Rosendo had rescued her from. Even worse, she knew that this time the vengeance would be ruthless. She saw herself three years back, stripped naked in front of those two enormous dogs eager to tear her to pieces.

   She didn’t understand why they’d started threatening her again these past few weeks after leaving her in peace for months. Now, without the old man’s protection, she’d end up a sack of flesh and bones rotting in some ravine, and it wouldn’t matter that men had once paid twelve hundred bucks for the pleasure of dipping their wick inside her. She imagined her body being discovered later, and the surprise of the coroners as they examined the graceful femurs of her long legs. The image pulled her from her trance and made her move at last. She sat up halfway to look at the corpse’s face, clean a trail of saliva from his chin, and cover him with a sheet. She glanced at the blister pack of Viagra on the nightstand and decided to hide it in a last act of loyalty toward the proud old lion.

   She walked to the bathroom, driven by her heightened senses, with a survivor’s febrile clarity. Her mind was on the contents of the suitcase she would have to pack before she caught a plane, though the only thing that mattered was the black book hidden in the bedroom closet. Not only was it her final vengeance against those who had exploited her, but the secrets it contained also guaranteed her survival.

   She never made it to the airport, her name wasn’t Milena, nor was she Russian, as everyone believed. And she didn’t notice the drop of semen that fell on the floor tile.
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   The Blues

   Friday, November 7, 7:00 p.m.

   If he’d been able to sit up in his coffin, Rosendo Franco would have been more than impressed with his drawing power. The funeral home had transferred the less illustrious dead to other branches in order to dedicate every available room to hosting the two thousand attendees at the viewing for the owner of El Mundo. Even Alonso Prida, the country’s president, had stayed there twenty minutes, with the better part of his cabinet in tow. Prida no longer had the majestic, imperial demeanor that had characterized him during his first year in office; too many unexpected scrape-ups, too few expectations fulfilled in what was supposed to have been a spectacular return for the PRI. Still, the presence of the Mexican leader charged the atmosphere with tension, and after his departure, the majority of those present relaxed and started to drink.

   Two hours before, at five in the afternoon, Cristóbal Murillo, Franco’s private secretary, decided coffee was an undignified beverage for the honored visitors who had come to take their leave of his employer, and ordered the funeral home to serve glasses of the finest red and white wine. In the main hall, set aside for the VIPs he had chosen, he had champagne and hors d’oeuvres passed around.

   “Death has its zip codes, too,” Amelia said to herself when she saw how the funeral home had been parceled out into little reservations, their inhabitants distinguishable not only by the cut of their apparel, but also by their ethnic traits. She wasn’t close to Rosendo Franco’s family, she had barely even known him, but her position as leader of the main party on the left made her attendance at the funeral obligatory. Once more, Amelia rued the presence of the three escorts who had accompanied her for the past two years and were now bursting like battering rams through the densely packed crowd to make way for her. Her wavy head of hair, her eyes framed by her enormous lashes, and her olive skin were the unmistakable traits of a figure as known as she was respected in the country’s public life, thanks to her long years of activism in the defense of women and children abused by men in power. A Mother Teresa of Calcutta with the daunting beauty of a young María Félix, as a journalist had once described her.

   As she crossed through the succession of rooms, she noticed it was only in the second one, the one with the most humble guests, that cries of mourning could be heard. There were the printing-press workers and secretaries, bemoaning the death of the proprietor, whom they’d revered for so many years.

   When she reached the main hall, Amelia noticed two camps. Some thirty family members and a few close friends of the deceased surrounded the coffin like a commando unit, ready to guard that final bastion from the thick hordes of politicians elbowing their way into the room. Occasionally, a governor or minister would pull away from the rest of the functionaries and creep over slyly to offer a brief word of condolence to the widow and her daughter before going back to his colleagues to say goodbye and heading toward the exit.

   A few seconds passed before Amelia could make out Tomás, a columnist for El Mundo, leaning under a broad window on one side of the room. The mere sight of the disheveled figure, the tousled hair and the glassy eyes of her old friend, calmed her down, as it had so many times before. There was something in Tomás’s presence that soothed her warlike spirit.

   “You managed to make it through the seven chambers of purgatory,” he said, greeting her with a fleeting kiss on the lips.

   “Judging by those in attendance, I’d say this is more like hell,” she responded, looking over the guests packed into the room.

   For a moment, the two of them stared at the bands of politicians, and little by little their eyes converged on Cristóbal Murillo, the lone ambassador arbitrating between the two groups in the room. He came and went, now addressing a newly arrived secretary, now consulting with the businessman’s widow. He passed from one side to the other, confident of his usefulness to all present. He was servile when necessary and imperious when he could be. Tomás had never seen him so cocksure and expansive. Murillo even seemed to have added an inch or two to his short stature in the past few hours. After three decades of parroting his boss, he was acting like the heir to the throne. And he definitely looked the part: with the help of a number of plastic surgeries, he’d achieved a passable likeness to the newspaper owner’s visage. Not for nothing had people started calling him Déjà Vu behind his back.

   “So, since you’re on the inside, what do you know? What’s going to happen to the newspaper without Franco?” Amelia asked Tomás. “Don’t tell me that clown will be taking over management!”

   He shrugged and arched his brows, and instinctively the two of them looked at Claudia, Franco’s only daughter, who stood with her mother at the foot of the coffin, one arm draped over her shoulder. From afar, the heiress gave no sign of grief beyond the pallor of her countenance, set off by her elegant black dress. It occurred to Tomás that her head of indomitable red hair was ill-suited to any funerary apparel. Though her shoulder was touching Doña Edith’s, her wan gaze, lost in the mosaics on the floor, showed that her mind was far away. He imagined his ex-lover was absorbed in some family scene from her childhood.

   A waiter with canapés of salami and ham blocked their view of the Franco family, and Jaime’s figure rose up behind him.

   “I hope they didn’t keep that in the same fridge as the bodies,” he declared.

   Neither gave any sign of what they felt on finding themselves there with their childhood friend, but they still hadn’t forgiven Jaime for his behavior during the Pamela Dosantos case. The famous actress’s murder had shaken the country the year before; Tomás had been involved as a journalist and Jaime as a security specialist. Inseparable during their childhood and adolescence, the three friends formed part of a quartet known as the Blues, named after the color of the paintings Jaime’s father brought back from France, and they had been inseparable during their childhood and adolescence. The crisis provoked by the killing of Dosantos, lover of the secretary of the interior, had ended with mixed results: threats against Tomás had been averted, he and Amelia had struck up a relationship three decades after breaking off their adolescent forays, and Jaime became a key factor in the case’s resolution, but with methods his colleagues had found reprehensible.

   Despite his casual tone, Jaime had to force himself to address Tomás and Amelia. During their teenage and university years, the two young men had vied for their friend’s affections, both with scant success, given her attraction to more mature men. But now, at forty-three years of age, Jaime found his deep-rooted obsession with his first love stirred up by the new relationship between the journalist and the politician. He asked himself, as he had before, whether his aversion to marriage and stable relationships was related to the foiling of his desperate passion for Amelia in his youth. Seeing her now next to his old friend was no consolation. For the umpteenth time he made a mental comparison of himself and Tomás: he listed their physical attributes and professional achievements, and again, he found it inexplicable that Amelia would choose his friend. On one side, there was Jaime Lemus, ex-director of the intelligence services and owner of the county’s foremost security firm. Powerful, self-assured. Tanned, lean, and muscular body, sculpted features, hard, but harmonious. In sum, an attractive and desirable figure. His elegant demeanor and his five-foot, ten-inch frame contrasted with that of Tomás, a good four inches shorter, not fat exactly, but soft and harmless, with graying hair, a ready smile, and a warm gaze. In short, the face of a man who radiated benevolence.

   “What time did you get here?” Tomás asked in a neutral tone. He didn’t want to be gruff, but he had no desire to greet Jaime with open arms.

   Amelia, on the other hand, stiffened immediately and ignored his extended hand. Jaime clenched his jaw and tried to regain his composure.

   “A little while ago. It wasn’t so bad hearing stories about Rosendo Franco. He was a real personality.”

   “Like what?” Tomás asked.

   “One of his friends refused to sell him some land on the edge of the city, where Franco wanted to build the new printing press,” Jaime told them. “No matter how much he insisted, the guy held out, waiting on a better price. One day, Franco found out his friend was a fanatical reader of the horoscope in El Mundo; the first thing he did every morning was read it to know what lay in store for him. So Franco called the guy in charge of the section and told him what to print for Sagittarius the rest of the week. Then he invited his friend to lunch that Friday, the day when the stars would offer all those blessed by the sun in Sagittarius a unique real-estate opportunity. That day Don Rosendo got the land.”

   Tomás and Jaime laughed, but muted themselves, remembering where they were. Despite herself, Amelia smiled slightly; the force of habit from so many years together began to overcome the resentment she felt toward her old friend.

   “I think I know a better one,” Tomás said. “Two or three years ago, the main movie-theater chain decided to stop announcing their lineup in the paper, saying people were using the internet and their phones to find out the film schedules. The expense of the newspaper seemed superfluous to them. Franco didn’t bat an eye, though he stood to lose a good deal of money. He just ordered the entertainment pages to print a page with the film schedules, but with the hours wrong: instead of at seven p.m., it would say the film started at eight. The box office turned into a complaint center: at every screening, there would be five or six people furious that they’d shown up an hour late. The next week, the theaters started publishing their ads again.”

   As they laughed, Amelia looked at Jaime and Tomás and couldn’t help but be filled with nostalgia: she saw herself thirty years before, surrounded by her friends in a corner of the playground at school, where the Blues were a closed-off group, rejected but also envied by the rest of their classmates. She remembered Jaime and his blustering defense of his karate lessons, which absorbed him in his teenage years, and the feigned disdain from Tomás, who looked down on any athletic pastime, obsessed with his books but also anxious over his own lagging muscular development.

   Fortunately for Amelia, who preferred to avoid Jaime, the arrival of the omnipresent Murillo kept her from having to interact further with him, even if he was right beside her.

   “Some setup here, right? Impressive, no?” Franco’s private secretary said, his eyes roving the room. “And tomorrow, the first section is ninety-six pages with all the letters of condolence we’re running,” he added with enthusiasm, while tugging at his shirtsleeves to show off his diamond cufflinks.

   His audience met his comment with impassive expressions.

   “The boss would have been proud,” he murmured in a low voice, full of false humility.

   “I’m sure the boss would have rather been in the offices of his newspaper today than in a casket,” Amelia replied.

   A fleeting look of rage crossed the little man’s face before a servile expression replaced it. Jaime watched him with his head tipped slightly to one side, like an anthropologist observing an extravagant ritual. Murillo looked at Amelia askance, with a prideful, defiant expression.

   “Well, there’s no doubt about it,” he said. “He died like a king, right on top of a beautiful and very young little lady. That was my boss!”

   Tomás observed the man’s sexagenarian wife weeping at the side of the coffin.

   “Very young?” he asked. “Who?”

   “A Russian, top of the line, a lover of his. He was almost half a century older than her, but he kept her happy. You know what Tigre Azcárraga used to say: ‘Power takes off ten years, money another ten, and charm ten more.’ And so he swore he was only ten years older than Adriana Abascal.” The private secretary cackled, and no one else joined.

   “You knew her? How do you know he died in her arms?” Jaime pried.

   “Well, that’s the hypothesis the police are working from, after examining the body. And I met the blonde the first time I went to look at the apartment. I was the one who rented it, on Don Rosendo’s instructions. A hell of a woman!” Murillo said with a lascivious mien.

   “What was her name?” Jaime asked.

   “I don’t know, I can’t remember.”

   “And you’re sure she was Russian?” Tomás asked.

   Again, the two friends seemed to be competing.

   “Don Tomás, Señorita Claudia has been asking if you might come over a moment so she can discuss something with you,” Murillo added, seeming like he wanted to get away as quickly as he could.

   The journalist was unable to hide his satisfaction, and his eyes turned back to the redheaded woman still standing beside the casket.

   “Let’s go over together and give our condolences to the family. I still have more to do today,” Amelia said.

   Tomás nodded, though he felt an uncomfortable tingling on the back of his neck. Amelia knew nothing of the affair he’d had with Claudia five years back, although her intuition bordered on witchcraft, or at least that’s how it seemed to him.

   As they walked toward the coffin, the bodyguards set in motion, barely two yards from Amelia, but she motioned for them to stay where they were. It seemed like bad taste, offering your sympathies flanked by those guard dogs. The three Blues filed past the deceased newspaper baron’s wife, daughter, and other close relatives. Tomás noticed the deep circles under Claudia’s eyes. With her father’s passing, enormous responsibility had fallen onto her shoulders all at once. Her mother never meddled in her husband’s business dealings and had no entrepreneurial acumen. Rosendo Franco’s sole living brother was a drunk, and Claudia’s two uncles on her mother’s side were deadbeats. The only member of the Franco family she could trust was her cousin Andrés, the renowned Mexican tennis player, but he hadn’t been in the country for years. The journalist asked himself what role Claudia’s husband might play in all this, but the distance he’d kept during the funeral suggested some sort of tension in their marriage. The idea pleased him vaguely.

   Tomás drew out his greeting to the widow and cut short his condolences to the daughter, aware as he was of Amelia’s presence. In any case, Amelia was distracted. She had no knack for commiseration: there was nothing she could say that didn’t come out as a cliché. She imagined the interchange of phrases repeated dozens of times in the course of the viewing must be as unpleasant for the widow as it was for her. There was something artificial in these viewings that made Amelia uncomfortable: she thought the living should be able to bury their dead in privacy and mourn in the familiar spaces they had shared with the deceased. Social conventions obliged the grieving to put their suffering on display in front of strangers who mimicked a pain they weren’t feeling. She asked herself how many of the sobs she heard around her were the result of the recent death and how many the product of the self-pity that tended to spring up at these events. The body in the coffin was a mere catalyst for tears that had nothing to do with it.

   Amelia said goodbye to the remaining guests, kissing her fingers and then opening them in a kind of blessing of the masses. She still had to face a long and delicate conversation with Andrés Manuel López Obrador, the historical leader of the left, who’d split off from the PRD months ago; she wanted to explore the possibility of some kind of coalition with him against the present government. It wouldn’t be easy: “Every organization composed of three Trotskyites has four factions,” she recalled despairingly. Still, she had to try.

   Jaime looked around the room trying to find Cristóbal Murillo. The Russian had awakened his curiosity and he sensed that, if Amelia were no longer there to intimidate him, Franco’s talkative assistant would happily open up. Any kind of enigma was an irresistible challenge to Jaime, especially in cases with a member of the elite involved.

   Tomás stayed beside Claudia, waiting for a group of politicians to wrap up their expressions of continued devotion to the family. Even when they didn’t know her, the women would hug the widow and console her with an affection and feeling borne, he supposed, of female solidarity. A tribal atavism: women comforting women, widows taking care of widows. The men’s approach, on the other hand, showed a protective sentiment more projected than real: “Anything you need, Doña Edith”; “Don’t you worry, Don Rosendo had many friends”; “We’ll be here for anything the family needs”; “Just say the word”—phrases that evaporated in the air faster than the aroma of the men’s costly colognes. As soon as they’d turned their backs, these supposed protectors would search the room for somebody to latch onto and talk about their business dealings and things they needed done.

   At last, a breach in the parade of mourners allowed Claudia to pull Tomás into a small office not far from the coffin.

   “You don’t know how sorry I am…” he began to say when a finger placed over his lips stopped him.

   Claudia laid her head on Tomás’s chest with her arms hanging at her sides. He embraced her carefully, assailed by sensations: tenderness in the face of female vulnerability, commiseration with her grief, discomfort at her husband’s proximity. But more than anything, an immediate, unexpected erotic impulse that soon erased any other consideration.

   She pulled away before she could notice his agitated breathing.

   “I want to ask you two favors,” she said. Her tone was intimate, closer to the kind shared by a couple who have spent their entire life together than by two lovers bound by four days of shared passion five years past. “Alfonso Palomar, the current managing editor—I don’t trust him to run the paper, not to mention that weirdo Murillo. But I won’t be in any shape to go to El Mundo for the next few days. And it’s not like I know that much about the business anyway. I’m not sure what I’m going to do, but what I do know is there’s no way I’ll let those conmen take charge. What if you do it?”

   The request took him by surprise, and he only responded after a long pause.

   “You’re right, Claudia, letting either of those two be in charge would be like handing the Catholic Church over to Luther. The problem is, I’m not the answer. I’m a columnist, not an editor. It’s been fifteen years since I’ve been in the field, and I’ve never led a section or a supplement, let alone a whole paper. If you want, I’ll help you find the right person for the job.”

   “My father had an office in the editing room that he never used,” she said, ignoring Tomás’s objection. “I’ll send a letter to management telling them that you’ll be representing the publisher’s interests in the upcoming days. Palomar will leave the newspaper tomorrow. You’ll have to authorize the cover and the first section before they go to the typesetters. Any check over fifty thousand pesos will require your approval. We’ll celebrate your nomination as general director on Monday.”

   Tomás examined her and tried to detect some sign of mental unbalance in her gaze but didn’t find one. Her words sounded certain, as if she’d thought the matter over for hours.

   “I never wanted to be my father’s successor, and that’s why I never trained for it. I loved him so much, I was always trying to find something to grab hold of to avoid thinking about his death. It’s ridiculous, as if I was betting on his immortality. After I met you on that trip to New York, I realized that if the time came, you were the only one I could trust, and knowing that has been a relief. You might not have experience, but I have faith in your honesty and intentions. It’s true we were only together a few days, Tomás, but haven’t you ever met someone, and even after you lose them, you feel like you’re still together?”

   Tomás couldn’t speak, but his eyes were moist. So much time missing her, years assuming their affair had been a fleeting diversion in the life of a rich girl. Four days when she had slipped into his bedroom, behind the backs of the rest of the troupe accompanying her father on his tour through the hallowed temples of American journalism.

   “And the second favor?” he asked.

   Her eyes settled on Tomás, scrutinizing him, like a poker player wavering before betting all her chips.

   “This morning, Cristóbal Murillo gave me a sealed envelope. Apparently, my father asked him to do so in the case of his unforeseen death. What was in the envelope led me to a safe in a bank vault where there was a package with money and two letters. One talked about someone named Milena, asking me to protect and help her. The other one looked like a note dashed off under pressure to alert me to a grave danger.”

   “Milena?” Tomás asked, rooting around in his mind for that name.

   “Despite what has been said publicly, my father died in his lover’s arms in an apartment he went to several nights a week. The initial police reports leave little room for doubt as to the circumstances of his death. He was deeply in love with a girl, judging by the emails I found on his office computer,” she said, and then added, “After seeing the strange messages he left me in the lockbox, I looked through his mail; the old man wasn’t too crafty with his passwords.”

   “And who is Milena?”

   “I never believed my father could feel so passionately. He always showed complete control of his feelings. He was a consummate manipulator, as we all know,” she said to herself with an intensity Tomás perceived as something akin to tenderness.

   “What do the letters say? Who is Milena?”

   “It’s confusing, but I know she was up against death threats and my father was protecting her. In the messages they exchanged, he tried over and over to calm her down. In the first letter, he asks me to make an effort to try and understand and sympathize with her, and to watch out for her future. But the second one is very strange.”

   Claudia took out the letter, covered in a few bare scribbles, and read.

   “Protect Milena. But take the black book away from her and destroy it. It could ruin the family.”

   “And where is the girl? Do you know anything about her?”

   “Nothing, she vanished.”

   They remained standing in silence beside the desk in the makeshift office in the funeral home. For lack of something better, he hugged her. He was starting to understand the position her father’s request had left her in. Taking charge of the newspaper was a formidable task, though she knew it was something that would have to be done sooner or later. But the responsibility of safeguarding her family’s integrity against this mysterious, elusive threat was an unforeseen challenge perhaps beyond her powers.

   “Did your father ever refer to the black book? Does he mention it in any of his emails?”

   “Never. Just in that letter. I don’t even know where to begin.”

   “Maybe you need to comb through that apartment she disappeared from. I doubt she left anything of value behind, especially not the black book your father was worried about, but at the least we can get the most obvious starting point out of the way. Let me do it, I’ll handle that,” Tomás said, not knowing how or when he could carry this promise through.

   “Please, do it fast. I don’t know what this danger could be.”

   Tomás pondered in silence and asked himself if Rosendo Franco was afraid the Russian would blackmail him somehow, if she had some compromising video or details about some dirty dealings. There had to be more than a few the old man had been wrapped up in.

   “So how do you feel about that, about protecting… her?” Protecting your father’s lover, Tomás thought.

   “Does it seem sick to you? I thought so myself. In a certain way, it’s an act of disloyalty toward my mother. But this is what he wanted. You have to see the intensity in their exchanges. Like it was their last days on earth and they were pouring what was left of their lives into them.”

   In fact, that was the case, Tomás thought, at least for Rosendo Franco. And from what Claudia was telling him, the same could be true for Milena, if the threats she had received were real.

   “If you look at it that way, this may be the best homage you could give your father.”

   “Besides, there’s the other warning. It seems urgent, hasty. There’s no doubt we should find her and get hold of the notebook.”

   The journalist nodded.

   “Yeah, but why me?”

   “First, because I don’t know what kind of dangers this girl is up against, and it would be better not to attract attention. We can’t run the risk of the black book falling into the hands of the police or anyone else, not without knowing what it contains. Second, very few people, not even Milena herself, will understand the nature of my intentions. And, above all, my father told me about what you and your friends did in the Pamela Dosantos case—the files you uncovered and the help you got from some insanely talented young hacker. You’re the only person I can trust for an investigation like this. Or am I wrong?”

   Despite her categorical tone, Claudia’s words sounded to Tomás like a determined little girl rattling off all the reasons Santa Claus has for preferring to enter through the chimney. Nonetheless, her proposal was seductive, irresistible.

   As he felt himself giving in, Tomás asked himself how much of her talent for manipulation Claudia had inherited from Rosendo Franco. The suspicion grew when she took a ring of keys from her pocket with a tag from an apartment in the Anzures development: Rosendo Franco’s love nest, presumably. But the kiss planted on the corner of his lips made him temporarily forget the commitments he’d taken on.

   When he left the funeral home, Tomás failed to notice that Amelia’s SUV and her bodyguards’ vehicle were still parked in the lot.

   Amelia had received a call from the office of Andrés Manuel López Obrador rescheduling their meeting. Her first impulse was to go to the office, but then she decided to call her secretary, Alicia, to pass on instructions about her most pressing obligations.

   Jaime rapped his knuckles against her window.

   “It’s lucky I found you still here. Do you have a few minutes?”

   He tried to open the door, and the guards ran to Amelia’s aid, but she waved them off. Jaime asked the driver to leave them alone, and, despite herself, Amelia agreed.

   “Get in,” she said drily. “But I have to be at a meeting soon.”

   Years had passed since she’d been alone with Jaime, and it wasn’t a feeling she enjoyed. But she couldn’t shut the door in the face of someone she’d considered a brother for so long.

   Now that he was finally face to face with her, Jaime didn’t know where to begin. Amelia’s previous demeanor had wounded him, and when he saw she was still around, he decided to confront her, despite his usual habit of carefully planning anything of special significance.

   “I know you don’t care for my methods, Amelia, but believe me, there are times when nothing else works in this rotten world we live in. In the end, we’re on the same side.”

   “And what’s that have to do with anything? Has death got you turning reflective?” she asked, pointing to the funeral home. She regretted the harshness of her words, but she felt Jaime had betrayed her with his conduct those past few months. The manipulative man he’d become, so full of secrets, was light years away from the boy she’d grown up with.

   “What’s that have to do with anything? You practically ignored me inside. I don’t deserve that kind of scorn. If only you knew what you’ve always meant to me.”

   She sat there quiet, surprised by the unusual emotional intensity of Jaime’s tone.

   “Beside my bed, I have a matching set of designer earrings and a bracelet from Egypt that you would have liked,” he said. “Twenty years ago, I was going to give them to you, at that party we threw at my house to celebrate me getting back from my master’s program in Washington, remember?”

   Amelia agreed faintly, her mind drifting back to women in frilly dresses and men in tuxedo jackets, tents set up in a garden and a half-dozen officious waiters.

   “I was in love with you, Amelia. And I’m sure we would have ended up together if he hadn’t gotten in the middle of things. That afternoon, I was going to give you the jewelry. For hours I waited for the right moment, and when I saw you disappear, I thought I could finally catch you alone. That image of how I found you in my father’s library has haunted me ever since. It took me a long time to forgive you, but here I am. Him, on the other hand, I never saw him again, I never said a word to him. He knew I loved you, but he didn’t care, he didn’t care about destroying his son if he could have his little fling.”

   Amelia listened in silence. He must have repeated the story a thousand times in his tormented mind, she thought. She had been aware of Jaime’s feelings, but she never imagined the depths of his passion.

   “I’m sorry, Jaime, but you took everything wrong,” she said after a few seconds. “Your father and I had a real, intense relationship. I won’t go into details, but it was important for both of us and lasted a long time.”

   “I’ve never let go of that jewelry,” he answered, as if he hadn’t heard her. “I used to look at it every couple of nights to recall my father’s betrayal. Now, I do it as a way to resurrect my hopes. I needed you to know that.”

   He got out of the car before she could say anything, and she watched him disappear around a corner of the funeral home.
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   Milena

   August, 2005

   Her name was Alka and she was Croatian, though after three days locked up in a dark closet without a bite to eat, she began to feel like a nameless animal with no country of origin. The nakedness, hardly helped by the old blanket thrown in the back of the space where they’d confined her, made the feelings of loss and anonymity grow. The first day, she pounded the wood for hours, more indignant and angry than afraid, waiting for a shadow to cross the light under the door and set her free. The second day, she was filled with self-pity and sorrow and collapsed, depressed, on the floor of the hovel. But on the third, every other consideration vanished before the desperate urge to drink and eat. The fear of being raped was nothing now compared to the need to bring some nourishment to her lips. On the fourth day, she started gnawing on a wooden hanger, the only thing she could find in that dark-black hole. That day, they took her out.

   Alka spent the first sixteen years of her life in Jastrebarsko, an ancient town half an hour from Zagreb, with six thousand people rotting alive in houses and another thirty thousand in its ramshackle cemetery. She lived just three blocks from the graveyard and every path led her past the decrepit tombs, many of them in various states of collapse. During her childhood, her playmates had used femurs and tibias as makeshift swords: first to play D’Artagnan, then Darth Vader. When she reached adolescence, and her long, sculpted legs became the object of sudden admiration in the village, Alka promised herself that her femur wouldn’t end up as an ersatz foil in the hands of some wannabe fencer.

   The day she escaped was the happiest in her life. It wasn’t the first time she’d ridden a train, but it was the first time she’d done so with no thought of turning back. She was leaving behind a future boxing produce in a plant, in an insipid marriage with one of the few young men who hadn’t left for Zagreb or another European country.

   Alka spent the train ride to the capital with her friend Sonjia absorbed in the landscape slipping past, devoured by the frame of the car’s window. But her soul was not weighted down by remorse or nostalgia. In the window, she was contemplating the reflection of her big blue eyes and the contours of a face that had still not lost its adolescent plumpness. Her only thought was that leaving behind her old life had been much simpler than she’d thought.

   Fifteen days before, Sonjia had told her she was going to Berlin; a Zagreb businessman was going to open a new branch of his successful Balkan restaurant there, and he needed waitresses who would give it a touch of authenticity. Alka felt it was destiny calling. She could stumble along in German thanks to her grandfather, the village watchmaker and an unconditional Germanophile. (Alka’s mother suspected her father-in-law’s parents had been collaborators during the Nazi occupation, though it was never discussed.) For a few days, Alka pressed her friend to invite her to Germany without making any progress. Sonjia’s boyfriend, a Hungarian living in Zagreb, wasn’t convinced they needed another waitress, despite the fluent German she professed to speak. Only when she sent a full-body photo with the dress she wore out to the dance clubs did he decide to take her on, saying that with that face, she could even become hostess, which paid much better than serving tables.

   The adventure ended almost as soon as it had begun. In the station in Zagreb, they met Sonjia’s boyfriend, Forkó, prematurely bald, stubby, with kindly features. Alka found his flattery a little excessive, and the way he eyed her up and down gave her the creeps. Still, the electrifying euphoria kept her from dwelling on anything that might cloud her recently acquired freedom. After a late breakfast, they hit the road in his car, a blue Peugeot with comfortable seats and the aroma of newness, something the girls took as a foretaste of the bonanza awaiting them.

   They were supposed to cover the four-hundred-mile drive between there and Prague in a single day, then sleep at a friend’s place before heading on to Berlin. In fact, they drove only forty. Hardly had they passed Durmanec, still far from the border, when Forkó told them he had to get something from an acquaintance’s house. They pulled off the highway and passed over a through road before exiting onto a country lane that led to an old house, run-down and solitary. When he got out of the car, he invited the girls to come in and stretch their legs, have a glass of water, and use the bathroom if they cared to.

   Three men received them with hugs and congratulations and spoke to Forkó in a language that sounded like Greek. The oldest one, a corpulent character of around fifty, took an envelope of cash from the back pocket of his pants and passed it to the Hungarian; Forkó counted the bills, thanked him, and walked out the door he’d come in through without giving the girls a second glance. Sonjia called to him and tried to follow his steps, but a punch to the ear knocked her to the floor. The three men laughed and looked down at her.

   Alka was paralyzed. In that instant, she knew she would never make it to Berlin and wouldn’t be a waitress in a Croatian restaurant. In spite of herself, she looked over the three men’s faces, aiming for some kind of visual contact that might provoke their solidarity or pity. The capacity of her big, expressive eyes to incite empathy had been her greatest defense throughout her life. But the attempt was fruitless: three crocodiles would have inspired more hope than the indifferent and obtuse faces looking back at her.

   She was much prettier than Sonjia and the three examined her with curiosity; there was more greed than lust in their eyes. The oldest approached her and squeezed one of her breasts; with the other hand, he cupped her buttocks. There was no prurience in his actions, just scrutiny, like a baker feeling the dough before he throws it in the oven. Without thinking, Alka slapped him, more from fear than anger. He smiled and hit her in the stomach. She fell forward, gripped by pain; she felt her lungs give out and thought she was fainting. She balled up on the floor, trying to catch her breath, while the jabs of pain radiated through her body. She felt hands pulling at the zipper on her back and others tearing at her panties. Indifferent to the desperate efforts she was making to suck air into her lungs, one of them yanked her into a sitting position by her hair and then tugged her dress off in one go. They had stripped her bare in a matter of seconds. She fell to the floor again while the three men walked around her trying to evaluate her body from all angles. She heard laughter and what she thought was hands slapping against one another.

   She assumed they would want to rape her now and told herself she’d bite and scratch, even if it cost her life. One of them grabbed her hair again, stood her up, and pushed her toward a door in the back of the room; another opened what looked like a small closet, and when she looked back at them, the one holding her by the hair shoved her so hard she smacked against the back wall. Then the door closed and she sank into the darkness. Two days later, they threw a plastic water bottle inside; by the fourth day, when they let her out, she’d nearly eaten the entire wooden hanger.

   They pulled her out roughly, showering her with insults, and led her back into the main room. The leader was no longer there, but his two henchmen were. One of them tried to tear off her damp towel, and she resisted, knowing it was the last bit of dignity available to her: a little rag was all that stood between her and the animal kingdom. Her resistance made the man furious, and he tore it away and struck her hard on the left temple. It wasn’t as tough a blow as she’d received days before, but in her weakened state, it took its toll: she fell on her knees to the floor, and stayed there prostrate for a long time, like a Muslim at the hour of prayer.

   When she finally looked up, one of the men came over with a plate with a half-eaten hamburger. He let her take a bite before offering her a sip of water. Then they undid their flies and motioned what they expected of her. Only afterward did they gave her the rest of the hamburger.

   She never saw Sonjia again. She didn’t dare ask about her and, not knowing her captors’ language, couldn’t have. They took her to the outskirts of Teplice, on Czech territory, a few miles from the German frontier, to what seemed like a cheap hotel on the road linking Prague and Dresden. She spent thirty-six hours shut up and sedated, watched constantly over by one of the Greeks, in a windowless room where men passed through to look at her. Finally, a Spaniard bought her for thirty thousand euros.

   Alka spent her seventeenth birthday in a car with two other girls heading toward Marbella. Though she spent the entire trip under the influence of the powerful sedatives they’d forced on her, she managed to learn her first word in Spanish: vacas, cows. That was the word the two men driving the car used to describe the three women, whom they had wrongly assumed were eslovacas, Slovakians. Nevertheless, the nickname stuck. Darva was Milk Cow, for her enormous breasts; Kristina was Spotted Cow, because of the freckles all over her body; and Alka was the Lean Cow, for her long legs and elegant torso. The owner of the brothel they arrived at gave her the working name “Milena.” She accepted it with resignation, and never said her real name again in the years that followed. In the end, she thought that Alka had died and was buried in a cemetery in Jastrebarsko.

    
Them I

   Me, I don’t like to go with hookers. It’s a hell of a lot of money week after week, and after seeing some of them I wonder if I’ve caught some kind of infection. The thing is just that the ones who don’t charge are even worse. I’m tired of spending money like a jerkoff. You invite chicks for dinner in a restaurant or you pay outrageous bar tabs and then they don’t want to fuck you on the first date. Some don’t even offer it to you the second time, which means your money’s gone down a black hole. Then there are the ones who let you cop a feel on the second or third date but won’t even think of stripping down. By that time you’ve spent a fortune and you’ve got a major case of blue balls. The worst are the ones who make you pony up for a weekend at the beach in Cuernavaca before they’ll fork over the whole enchilada, as the gringos say. And then, to top it off, they’re a dead lay, that’s the word my friend the Galician uses. By this time you look at your bank balance and you realize you could have been balls-deep for weeks in a centerfold-quality piece of ass, fucking like a king with all you’ve invested.

   And as far as diseases go, the professionals get themselves checked out, and they’re cleaner than a lot of these born-again virgins that you have to carry off to the sack with kid gloves before you find out they’re crawling with more germs than a handrail in a subway car.

   And as far as oral goes, they drive a hard bargain—I mean that literally. With civilians you need to fuck a good three or four times before they understand that you’re not putting your hand on the back of their head to smooth out a cowlick. But what can you do about it? They’re all afraid you’ll think they’re sluts if they do a solo on the skin flute. Like you’re a douchebag and you can’t tell how much flight time they’ve logged as soon as they grab onto the stick.

   Anal? Forget about it. That’s almost like exchanging rings. A band with a rock on it for the privilege of slipping it up in their sphincter. For fuck’s sake, who made women so complicated?

   With a hooker, on the other hand, it’s different. There’s no stress and no doubt, no dinners out and no unnecessary expenses. You arrange the price and the service and that’s that. Guaranteed happiness.

   I don’t like hookers, but I guess I like the other ones even less.

   F.D., Ex-Technical Director 
of the Mexican National Soccer Team
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   Amelia and Tomás

   Saturday, November 8, 11:00 a.m.

   Tomás chose to check out the penthouse Rosendo Franco and his lover shared in the Anzures development, more out of curiosity to see the love nest of the Mexican press baron than out hope of finding the little black book that was keeping Claudia awake at night. And in fact he didn’t find it. The couches and chairs were hacked and gutted, the bathroom fixtures torn from the walls, and the walls broken open with sledgehammers. The violence of it all overwhelmed him. These weren’t just the ravages of a very thorough search, he thought, but of raging, savage fury. He looked over the scarcely discernible bedrooms and then ran down to the street, his heart pounding.

   The night before, he’d thought Claudia’s fears about the black book were exaggerated. Now he wasn’t so sure. He decided to call her to meet and bring her up to date on what he had found, but she didn’t answer the phone. He imagined she was sleeping after the frenzy of the past two days. He dialed Amelia’s number, and twenty minutes later they were walking through the park near her house.

   “I didn’t know you and Claudia were so close,” Amelia said when he finished telling her about the conversation he’d had with the heiress and his visit to the wrecked apartment.

   “We’re not. I feel like the one-eyed man in the kingdom of the blind that is the editorial offices of El Mundo. Five years ago, we took a trip to New York together with other executives from the newspaper, and I think I was the only one to save myself from her contempt for all the lapdogs her father brought along with him.”

   “Being the one-eyed man among the blind isn’t much of a qualification for heading up a newspaper, is it?”

   Amelia sensed something was missing from Tomás’s tale, but she couldn’t figure out exactly what it was that sat ill with her. It was hard for her to understand that the newspaper owner’s daughter would entrust a responsibility of that magnitude to a columnist she barely knew. And even stranger was the fact that she should ask his help to find a vanished woman and her compromising little booklet. Tomás was a good political analyst, but his talents as a detective could hardly be called top-notch.

   The journalist didn’t answer. He squeezed her arm and indicated with his eyes a curious scene in front of them in the park. A woman was pretending to concentrate on her telephone screen while she looked askance at a gray bulldog at the end of an elegant leash defecating profusely in the middle of the sidewalk; she must have known that the city ordinances required owners pick up after their dogs, but was too prim to actually do it.

   “I read somewhere that if an alien landed in one of our parks on a Sunday, it would think that the supreme beings on this planet were dogs, and that the humans were a race of slaves dedicated to serving their masters. How else do you explain that one species agrees to pick up the other’s excrement with its hands?”

   Amelia nodded and half-smiled, more because of Tomás’s attitude than his comment. She had already gotten used to the way her partner would introduce these digressions and sarcastic phrases into crucial moments of the conversation. At first, she’d found it exasperating and a little bit manic, but with time she came to view it tenderly; she saw it was his way of protecting himself. She came to assume these little twists and turns were intended not to distract from the subject, but rather to buy time to broach it properly, and in passing they gave her a sense of what he was sensitive about.

   The invitation to take charge of the paper attracts him and makes him anxious at the same time, she said to herself.

   “There’s one thing I agree with Claudia about,” she said. “There’s no one there at that office she can lean on. Some of them are morons, and a lot of them are rotten to the core. But can’t she poach a good professional from somewhere else?”

   “They don’t grow on trees. It would have to be the deputy director of one of the other papers. But it’s not like the press is a breeding ground for talent these days. The best journalists and editors have left for other areas, they’re taking on personal projects. The economic crisis in the dailies and the cutbacks have led to this awful cannibalism in the media world, and the mediocre ones are the only ones to survive it.”

   “And how do you feel being faced with that possibility? Maybe the dailies are going downhill, but El Mundo could still have a big impact. In a country where the courts play into the hands of the powerful, a good press is our last refuge for a fair hearing.”

   “I’ve been turning it over in my head since last night. It excites me to think about what El Mundo could become with a more professional, independent editorial line, but I have to ask myself if I’m capable of heading up a project on that scale.”

   Amelia stopped, turned to stand in front of him, took his head in her hands and kissed him. Then, she looked around to be sure there weren’t any photographers lurking nearby—something he couldn’t stand but she couldn’t avoid either. Her relationship with Tomás wasn’t a secret, but she didn’t care for her private moments being splashed around all over social media. It was embarrassing enough that her two bodyguards were the constant witnesses to her intimate life.

   “I don’t have the least doubt about that,” she said affectionately.

   He thanked the gesture and grabbed her around the waist. The woman with the bulldog looked at them with a smile that could have conveyed complicity or ironic disapproval. Tomás turned his eyes away and contemplated the offering the dog had left on the cement: its owner tugged at the leash, turned around, and went on her way.

   “Maybe you could bring reinforcements, stay there through the transition while Claudia learns to place her trust in some director you train for her,” she added.

   “Maybe,” he said, and furrowed his brow, trying to imagine some respectable candidate from among his colleagues.

   Now it was she who pulled at his shirt to turn his attention toward what was happening on a bench in Río de Janeiro Park, where their walk had taken them: a teenager was kissing the muzzle of a little Yorkshire terrier she had in a basket.

   “Well, that will certainly confuse your aliens about the relationship between the two species, no?”

   Tomás laughed. He enjoyed those diversions and moments of relief the urban landscape offered while they conversed, walking through the Colonía Roma near Amelia’s house. He had taken such a liking to their weekend walks that he’d come to think theirs was a peripatetic affair. Not that they had stopped having sex for that year they’d been seeing each other as lovers, but those first weeks they were together, an intense, animal passion had consumed them, a product, perhaps, of the long wait. They had known each other since they were six, and they had flirted with the idea of an affair when they were twenty-three, but its time didn’t come until they were in their forties. In the past few months, the intensity had waned into a mature relationship, and even if they still chased each other around the kitchen table from time to time, Tomás felt that these outings were when he loved her most. And that was true despite the two unnerving guards escorting them from ten feet away.

   “And what do you think of Claudia’s other request, finding out where that Milena ended up and getting hold of the fated black book? The thing about the penthouse sounds nasty. What’s your gut tell you?” he inquired.

   “First, tell me what you know about her and what the hell her role in Franco’s life was.”

   “Everything’s all mixed up. Rosendo Franco died in his bed, more or less as the newspaper printed it, but his bed was no longer the one he shared with his wife in Las Lomas; it was this penthouse in the Anzures development, where he practically lived with his lover. It seems that for the past few months he’d been spending most of his nights with her. From what Claudia could figure out, Milena is around twenty-five years old, from Eastern Europe, and Franco rescued her from prostitution.”

   “He was a noted womanizer, but I didn’t know he was a whorehouse connoisseur as well.”

   “I don’t think he went to brothels, but when political bigwigs get together, they often hire high-class prostitutes to close the deal, like a little dessert course after their meetings.”

   “And beyond the fact that he died in Milena’s bed, why is the daughter so interested? You believe this thing about the black book?”

   “It seems Rosendo was crazy for the girl. Claudia told me her father always had lovers, but that never stopped him from going home regularly to sleep, and he never abandoned his wife the way he had this time.”

   “All these men in denial about aging turn weird when their testosterone levels start dropping. Age makes them soft. They use women up and cast them aside their whole lives, and then they turn into old-timers with chicken hearts weeping out these adolescent love songs.”

   Tomás was surprised by the bitterness of Amelia’s words. He told himself the old wound from her relationship with Carlos Lemus, twenty-four years her senior, was still far from healing.

   “The most worrisome thing is that the girl’s life could be in danger, if she’s even still alive. In Rosendo’s emails, he promises to keep her safe from whatever threats she seemed to be facing. Claudia says there is something he repeats obsessively: ‘As long as I’m alive, no one will touch a hair on your head.’”

   “It could be something the old man said to make himself necessary to her. Maybe he exaggerated the risk she was in to guarantee her dependence or submission, who knows,” Amelia said.

   “Everything’s a maybe, but if Franco did make moves to get her out of the world of prostitution, it could be the threats were real. He had a great deal of power, politically speaking, but the mafias that deal with cross-border trafficking are hardly a bunch of schoolgirls. Whatever it is, Claudia’s afraid for the life of this Milena, and she’s got it into her head to fulfill this promise to her father to protect her and to safeguard the reputation of the Franco family by getting back that little black book. A weird way of showing loyalty to the old man, I suppose.”

   “That, and curiosity to know Rosendo Franco’s only love, apart from his wife. A morbid attraction, no?” she said.

   “Could be,” he responded. “I get the sense that reading her father’s emails gave Claudia a very different impression of her father figure from the one she believed in before. In recent years, they weren’t very close; maybe it’s a way to close the distance.”

   “The girl could really be in danger. Is there anything else we know about her?”

   “She vanished, but it’s not like the police are looking for her. Franco died from a heart attack, so there’s no need to investigate any further. I don’t know if Claudia will want to report the damages to the apartment. I don’t even know if she’s found out about them yet.”

   “Jaime could probably help,” Amelia said in a doubtful tone.

   She decided not to share with Tomás Jaime’s strange declaration of love from the night before. The two friends’ relationship was tense enough already.

   “Probably,” he conceded, looking her in the eyes. They both knew their friend’s talents, but they were equally aware that calling on him was making a pact with the devil. What they didn’t know was that Jaime Lemus was already on Milena’s trail.
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   Jaime

   Saturday, November 8, 7:30 P.M.

   Her name wasn’t Milena Asimov and she didn’t come from Slovakia. The file Jaime had in front of him was only a few pages long, but it had all the essential information. A copy of her passport proved that Alka Moritz had been born twenty-six years ago in a village called Jastrebarsko in Croatia. She was six feet tall, had blue eyes, blonde hair, a thin nose, and an angular, well-proportioned face. There was something ethereally delicate in her features, the face of a benign fairy, even if there was nothing subtle or slight about the rest of her body. The photos his staff had been able to get off some porn page showed her protuberant breasts and buttocks, probably from surgeries ordered by the pimps who farmed her out.

   For any prostitution ring, Milena would be a prize of immeasurable value, Jaime thought to himself. Her presence in Mexico was already a mystery. Latin America tends to be a recycling bin for prostitutes from ex-communist countries, who are in high demand in Western Europe and the United States; only after their best years are over do their owners bring them into secondary markets. That wasn’t the case with Milena: the copy of her immigration card in front of him proved she had shown up in Mexico from Madrid ten months ago. Everything indicated she was at the peak of her beauty and sex appeal. Something about this girl’s story didn’t add up. This was exactly the kind of challenge that fascinated Jaime.

   His interest grew when he found out Tomás would be taking over the newspaper the following Monday. That, and the fact that Claudia had a private meeting with his friend right there in the funeral home. He remembered when he had run into Tomás at Claudia’s wedding a few years back: all he could remember was Tomás’s mood, wavering between nostalgia and abjection. Like a cast-off boyfriend, Jaime concluded, and that set his bloodhound instincts in motion.

   Jaime Lemus had become one of the most important security consultants in Latin America. His business, Lemlock, received contracts from local governments, multinational corporations, and municipalities to set up closed-circuit camera systems, digital-information protection, police-force training, and everything related to cyberintelligence. For years, he was the real or de facto head of the Mexican intelligence services, and when he withdrew to the private sphere he took the best specialists and technicians with him. He also had the trust of the FBI and DEA, often passing them information that even the Mexican government wasn’t in a position to share, because of legal restrictions or because they didn’t have it in the first place. His business was responsible for, among other things, the network of cameras watching over the streets of a dozen Latin American cities, including Buenos Aires and Mexico City. Four countries in the region, among them Cuba, had used Lemlock’s services to develop monitoring systems for tapping into telephone calls and social-network activity. Jaime benefited from all of it. His real passion wasn’t for growing his company’s revenues, which were already big enough, but for rooting around in the information his work gave him free access to. Lemlock’s hackers, its sophisticated technology, and Jaime’s role as a consultant gave him a privileged relationship with the intelligence services of numerous countries and enormous weight with the Mexican political class, which both feared and needed him.

   He was interested in the changes that El Mundo would go through after Rosendo Franco’s death for two reasons. First, the paper’s website had the highest traffic for any news site in all of Mexico, and the most followers on Twitter and Facebook of any of the media companies. Its influence was significant not only in Mexico, but also among the Latino population in the United States. Lemus knew how terrified even the Mexican president, Alonso Prida, was of a negative hashtag. Jaime had honed the art of optimizing content placement on the Net to control the rise and fall of politicians in public opinion; now, he wanted influence on El Mundo’s page.

   Then, of course, there was his love for Amelia. Despite what had happened the day before in the parking lot, Jaime was keeping his hopes alive. He knew Tomás and Amelia had started seeing each other two months back, but he was gambling that the journalist’s flakiness would sabotage things, and he was more than ready to guarantee the breakup came sooner rather than later. In the attachment he had sensed between Claudia and Tomás, he glimpsed something that might be the perfect fuse: he just needed to get closer to the Blues one more time and prepare to strike.
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