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But anything goes in this filthy world of ours.

AURORA VENTURINI

The Antarctic continent was once temperate and even tropical.

H.P. LOVECRAFT
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DENGUE BOY


Nobody loved Dengue Boy. I don’t know if it was his long beak or the constant, unbearable buzzing sound his wings made as they rubbed together, which would distract his entire class, the fact was that when recess came and all the other kids shot out into the yard to chat, and joke, and eat their sandwiches, poor Dengue Boy would remain alone at his desk, staring into space, pretending to revise a page of his notes to avoid the embarrassment of going out into the yard, where he didn’t have a single friend to talk to.

There were many rumors surrounding his origin. Some said that, because of the filthy conditions his family lived in, on a ranch littered with rusty cans and tires where stagnant rainwater accumulated, a new mutant species had been incubated, an insect of giant proportions that had raped and impregnated his mother after brutally killing her husband; others maintained that the giant insect had raped and infected his father, who had in turn ejaculated inside his mother and engendered this sinister misfit, and that when the baby was born he had abandoned them both, never to be seen again.

There were many other theories regarding the poor boy, none of which are relevant just now. Anyway, when his classmates got bored and realized that Dengue boy had stayed alone in the classroom, pretending to work, they would come and pester him:

“Hey, Dengue Boy, is it true your mom was raped by a mosquito?”

“Yo, bug boy, how does it feel to be the offspring of an insect’s rancid jizz?”

“Hey, filthy fly, is it true your old lady’s cunt is a rotten hole full of worms and cockroaches and other bugs and that’s where you came from?”

Immediately, Dengue Boy’s little antennae would begin to tremble with rage and indignation, and his young tormentors would run away giggling, leaving the dejected Dengue Boy alone once more, sniffling to himself.

Dengue Boy’s life wasn’t much nicer at home. As he saw it, his mother considered him a burden, a freak of nature who had ruined her life. Being a single mother is never easy, but in most cases, once the early years have passed, the child will provide plenty of reasons for joy and more than justify her initial efforts; eventually, the child will become a young adult and then a grown-up who will be able to support and care for their mother, who, as an old lady, will look back fondly on their beautiful shared past and swell with pride at the achievements of her firstborn. But this mutant child, this Dengue Boy? He was nothing more than a monster to be fed and endured all the way to the grave. He was a genetic mistake, a grotesque hybrid of human and insect, which, in the disgusted eyes of acquaintances and strangers alike, would only ever provoke embarrassment and never, not in a million years, ever give its mother the slightest sense of achievement or satisfaction.

This (as he saw it) was why his mother was so full of hatred and resentment toward him.

Nevertheless, she worked all day to support her son. Every day of the week, with no time for rest or vacation, she would undertake the arduous ninety-three–mile journey to Santa Rosa on a packed waterbus. During the week, she worked as a cleaner in a building in the financial district, while on Saturdays and Sundays she was a nanny for rich people in the residential zone of that same city. When she returned to her own home in the evening, she would be so tired and so overwhelmed by the violence she endured at the hands of her employers, that she had no patience for anything. Sometimes, upon opening the door, she would be confronted with the pigsty that Dengue Boy, who had no hands, had unintentionally made of the table and floor, and shout:

“You hairy bug! Look at the damn mess you’ve made!”

His mother’s anger boiling over, she would follow him with the broom while he buzzed clumsily around the kitchen, knocking pans and plates from the shelves and onto the floor, only adding to the destruction and chaos, until she got tired and resigned herself to clearing up, all the while (as he saw it), glancing over at him with cold, undisguised hatred.

Dengue Boy’s mother was still very young and beautiful, and since she had no time to go out and meet people, she would have virtual dates in her bedroom when she thought her son was asleep. Dengue Boy would lie in his bed, listening to her chatting happily away, sometimes even laughing.

Yes, laughing!

It was such a wondrous display of joy, one she would never show in his company. Out of curiosity, Dengue Boy (making an immense effort to control the noise of his buzzing) would fly stealthily from the kitchen to his mother’s door and bring some of the ommatidia of which his eye was formed to the keyhole. As he had suspected, his mother looked happy, laughing and joking in her luminous flower-patterned dress, at once transformed into a woman who was entirely unfamiliar to Dengue Boy, almost a completely new person, as in their shared daily life she was always worried, tired, or miserable.

As he spied through the keyhole, Dengue Boy suddenly grew sad imagining how much better his mother’s life would have been had she not had the misfortune of being raped by a monstruous mosquito and giving birth to an infected, mutant son.

Sinister horror of the bitter truth!

He was a monster and had ruined his mother’s life forever!

It was in the dim light of dawn that Dengue Boy returned to his bedroom, where he looked into the mirror and immediately shrank away in terror.

Where his mother would have liked to see cute little ears, Dengue Boy had thick, hairy antennae.

Where his mother would have liked to see a dinky nose, Dengue Boy had a long, black beak, that resembled a gnarled, charred stick.

Where his mother would have liked to see a dainty mouth, Dengue Boy had deformed flesh covered in maxillary palps.

Where his mother would have liked to see pretty little eyes, the same color as hers, Dengue Boy had two grotesque, brown spheres made of hundreds of ommatidia which moved independently and out of sync with one another, to the abomination of all who beheld them.

Where his mother would have liked to see chubby little feet with adorable twinkle toes, Dengue Boy had four bi-colored legs that were painfully thin, like needles.

Where his mother would have liked to see a round tummy, Dengue Boy had a coarse, tough, translucent abdomen, through which you could make out a bundle of greenish, stinking guts.

Where his mother would have liked to see pudgy arms, his wings sprouted out, their nerve endings like the varicose veins of a disgusting old man, and where his mother would have liked to hear chuckles and adorable yelps, there was only a constant, maddening buzz that would drive even the most tranquil soul to despair.

His reflection, in short, confirmed to him what he had always known: that his body was a repulsive thing.

Contemplating this terrible certainty head on, Dengue Boy wondered if, as well as being a repugnant monster, he might not also become a mortal threat one day.

Indeed, he knew that his mother’s greatest worry, one that plagued her night and day, was that, when Dengue Boy became Dengue Man, he would no longer be able to control his instincts, and begin to bite and infect everyone with dengue fever, including her or one of his classmates. Not content with carrying the virus, her mutant son would become its deliberate transmitter, its gleeful homicidal vehicle, condemning her to even greater misery. Because of this, when Dengue Boy left for school each morning his mother would hand him a small Tupperware box containing his packed lunch, and whisper mournfully into his ear:

“Remember, my little bug, if at any moment you start to feel a new, strange, and uncontrollable urge, you can suck on this.”

Poor, dismayed Dengue Boy looked down at the floor and nodded, making a futile effort to contain the tears which fell from his ommatidia to his maxillary palp. Embarrassed, he lifted the box onto his back and flew off to school, burdened with the shame of knowing that his mother considered him a potential criminal, and a highly dangerous one at that, a contagious vector of incurable diseases.

Dengue Boy was so furious that, once he was at a safe distance from the house, he would toss the Tupperware box into some gutter where it would burst open as he flew off without even looking down, his face still clouded with tears. Dengue Boy did not look down because there was no need to check, no need to verify what he already knew was inside the shameful container: a throbbing, greasy blood sausage, still warm, crumbling into the cracks of the gutter.

Cooked blood, coagulated blood, black blood, thick blood.

A blood sausage!

That was the substance his mother believed might calm his savage insect instincts.

And so, between school and home, Dengue Boy got through as best he could until, at last, summer vacation arrived. Because his mother worked all day and had no time to look after the creature, she sent him to a boys’ summer camp with other children from working-class families.

For Dengue Boy, the camp was even more of an ordeal than school. Sure, school was a nightmare of torment and cruelty, the kids there vicious in a way that knew no limits, but at least they were always the same children. Dengue Boy knew his classmates and could predict their behavior; he knew all their insults and meanest tricks by heart. Bloodsucker. Bug boy. Filthy fly. He even knew which day of the week they would put mosquito spray on his chair. But summer camp was a whole new universe, with dozens of unfamiliar boys who might well be even more sadistic and aggressive, or at the very least, more unpredictable in their malevolence.

The camp was situated on one of the filthiest and most decrepit public beaches in Victorica. For those unfamiliar with this austral region of South America, let’s recall how, in 2197, the Antarctic ice underwent a massive thawing, and when the sea subsequently rose to shockingly high levels, Patagonia—a region once famous for its forests, lakes, and glaciers—was transformed into a disjointed trail of small, scorching-hot islands. What no one could have foreseen, however, was that this long-predicted climate and humanitarian catastrophe would miraculously give the Argentinian province of La Pampa sea access that would fundamentally alter its geography.

From one day to the next, La Pampa ceased to be an arid, moribund desert at the edge of the Earth, dried out by centuries of sunflower and soy monoculture, and became, together with the Panama Canal, the continent’s only route for interoceanic navigation. This unexpected metamorphosis inflated the regional economy with constant, juicy streams of income collected from port taxes and created new and idyllic beaches which attracted vacationers from across the globe.

However, the best resorts, the ones closest to Santa Rosa, were the exclusive property of private hotels and mansion blocks built for foreign tourists. Common folk, like Dengue Boy, only had access to the public beaches, the ones near the Victorica Interoceanic Canal, which was where all the port’s dregs accumulated: a wretched dumping ground for plastic and other trash, where all kinds of aberrations could incubate.

The camp ticked all the boxes for parents who worked all day long, as was the case with Dengue Boy’s mother. Basically, the bus picked up the boys bright and early, and then returned them punctually, at eight o’clock at night. Because this was the most important service provided by the camp, it was the sweetest part of the deal, and everything else took a back seat. So, for breakfast, the boys would only receive a miserable piece of hard bread with stewed maté; for lunch, polenta with butter and a cup of instant juice. As for the recreational activities promised by the camp, they amounted to little more than a pot-bellied, retired gym teacher standing in the sand, chain-smoking and blowing his whistle whenever he saw that one of the little squirts had swum out too deep or was venturing into a trash heap of jagged, sharp objects.

And so, the boys, with no gods or masters to obey, did whatever they liked, running about and playing football, or swimming and sunbathing on the stinking beach. There was one boy in particular who, in lieu of a responsible adult to take charge, had become the leader of the pack: a chubby, hyperactive twelve-year-old boy everyone called El Dulce. His father worked in a chicken processing plant and El Dulce, who sometimes visited him there, had won the group’s admiration for his intricately detailed descriptions of the birds being gutted and beheaded.

“My dad,” El Dulce bragged, “is in charge of the plant’s Eviscerator 3000, a remote-controlled super-robot which, at the push of a button, shoves a hook into the chickens’ assholes and tears their guts out.” At that moment, a reverential and respectful silence settled around El Dulce. “The craziest thing is the chickens are still alive when this happens. To ensure the meat comes out nice and tender, they pluck them first using boiling steam, then pull out their guts through their assholes. It’s only at the very end, just before they’re cut to bits, that their heads are chopped off. So,” El Dulce continued, touching his ears, “it’s important to wear earplugs, so that the agonizing screams of the dying birds don’t mess with your head while the Eviscerator destroys their buttholes.”

Once the story was over, the other kids remained silent, imagining the chickens’ frenzied cries. Then El Dulce, who had already become a sort of master of ceremonies for the gang, led them to a concealed corner of the resort and, without further ado, lowered his swim trunks down to his ankles.

“Speaking of chickens,” he continued.

Everyone watched as El Dulce began furiously rubbing his wiener between his thumb and index finger. After a few minutes, the enthralled group stared as El Dulce’s prick let forth a thin, transparent, snakelike trail which fell onto the sand like a flying booger.

“What about the rest of you? Aren’t you going to choke the chicken?”

In their confusion and terror, the other boys, suddenly feeling plucked and gutted like the chickens in the factory themselves, proceeded to imitate El Dulce. Haltingly, they lowered their swim trunks down to their ankles and, standing in a circle, brought their thumbs and index fingers down to their genitals and rubbed vigorously. Naturally, this was an especially embarrassing moment for many of them, since the boys were at that transitional age where some had already begun puberty and others had not, a time when their bodies had begun to change against their own will and a disjointed awkwardness was the order of the day. But, one way or another, they were all human boys and their bodies, despite their differences and specificities, were all ultimately alike. Except, of course, for Dengue Boy. It’s common knowledge that the male mosquito lacks a penis, instead possessing internal testicles in his abdomen, accompanied by an ejaculatory tract resembling a small sewer pipe. For this reason, Dengue Boy, horrified at the thought of having to exhibit his anomalous bits, was the only one who did not carry out El Dulce’s order. This act of disobedience did not go unnoticed by the little dictator, who, with his trunks still down at his ankles and his clenched fists resting on his hips, watched with satisfaction as the boys carried out his orders. But when his gaze landed on Dengue Boy (mortified, he was frozen to the spot, looking down at the sand), he confronted him:

“What’s up, Dengue Boy? Afraid to show your dick?”

Dengue Boy did not answer, instead hunching over on his four thin legs and using his beak to play with a few grains of sand in front of him to conceal how awkward he felt, which only made El Dulce turn up the pressure. That was when things got out of control.

“Look, look!” El Dulce pointed and shouted, calling the attention of the others, absorbed until that moment in their onanistic task. “The insect is a eunuch!”

Everyone, El Dulce included, suddenly became aware that they did not know the meaning of the word “eunuch”, and that precisely because of this it worked even better.

“The insect is a eunuch!”

“The insect is a eunuch!”

“A eunuch is the insect!” they chanted gleefully, forward and backward, the expression gradually gaining a magical, mysterious significance. Unknowingly, they began to discover the wonders of the language some call poetry, and as they hunched in a circle, their arms around each other’s shoulders and their trunks still down at their ankles, led by El Dulce as if he were Virgil leading them into purgatory, they placed Dengue Boy in the middle of the crowd and began shouting in unison, unleashing glittering gems of word combinations that they would never have suspected they harbored, but which nevertheless surged forth from their hearts, like divine inspiration from a bard.

“Emasculated grub!”

“Neutered arthropod!”

“Castrated horsefly!”

“Sexless invertebrate!”

And then, in chorus, like a soccer chant led by El Dulce, who was shaking his fist like a hooligan:

“Eu-nuch bug!”

“Eu-nuch bug!”

“Eu-nuch bug!”

And again, in chorus!

“Eu-nuch bug!”

“Eu-nuch bug!”

“Eu-nuch bug!”

Ah, how difficult it was for Dengue Boy to put the exact, fleeting instant of an initiation into words!

Of course, thousands of coming-of-age novels have attempted such a thing, with varying levels of skill. But is it possible to recreate with words the moment, frozen in time, when a creature commits, however clumsily or furiously, the decisive act that will thread together their past and future life into a single braid, that seal made of fire and blood which some call destiny?

What’s certain is that Dengue Boy did not react the same way he usually did when faced with insults flung at him for his mutant condition; he felt neither torment nor a deep longing to be dead, and his hairy little antennae did not quiver in rage or pain. The cruel song (which, it must be admitted, did possess some poetic merit) sung by the circle of boys and led by El Dulce did not shake him one bit. This time, something unprecedented happened: adrenaline pulsed through each of the nerves on his wings. This time, when Dengue Boy placed El Dulce in sight of his ommatidia and watched as he pointed and jeered at him, his trunks still lowered, he no longer saw an antagonist, or a peer, or even a human. Before Dengue Boy’s fearsome needle stood a delicious meat sorbet, nothing more and nothing less than a throbbing chunk of succulent blood sausage. Carried along by the vertigo of this new and unrestrainable urge, a sudden revelation crossed Dengue Boy’s hairy antennae, clearer and more lucid than ever, despite the cacophony all around him: I’m a girl, not a boy, he reasoned, somewhat incongruently. Dengue Girl. Indeed, in the species Aedes aegypti, of which he (or she) was the only specimen, only the females bite, suck and transmit diseases, while the males devote themselves to the mechanical processes of copulation and siring. With relief, with childlike awe, she understood that her entire life had been determined by a grammatical error, and that if she was not a boy but rather a girl, she could never rape her mother, nor repeat the crime her classmates accused her father of having committed. And so, her passions inflamed like one who discovered a humbling secret, Dengue Girl pounced on El Dulce’s body, naked down to the ankles, and knocked him onto the sand, immobilizing him with surgical precision. Dengue Girl drew her beak close and, as if tearing open a blood sausage to eat only its insides, disemboweled him. Heedless to the frenzied screaming of the other boys as they stampeded away in search of help (as well as they could given their shorts were all still down at their ankles), their joyous singing now a sinister trance as Dengue Girl placed her beak inside El Dulce’s ruptured belly and lifted up a bloody bunch of insides. The terrified gym teacher, who was in such a state of shock that he was barely able to give a moronic toot of his whistle, looked on as Dengue Girl, like someone offering up a sacrifice to their deity, used her beak to raise El Dulce’s clean, blue viscera toward the sun. Then, as if starting a spinning top, she yanked off a piece. A jet of blood and excrement and foul-smelling bile specked and muddied the gym teacher’s inert face, changing first the color of the sand and then the waves, which slowly swept into and then out from the shore.

Dengue Girl sucked from the delicious concoction which flowed uncontrollably from the guts of El Dulce, who was trembling in a strange epileptic fit, surely the result of the sinister disease he had just contracted. Let’s not forget that mosquito saliva contains a powerful anticoagulant and vasodilator substance which encourages hemorrhaging. This caused the blood to flow without rest, like some grand fountain.

Once she had drunk the very last drop from what was now the boy’s corpse, she finished things off with a bad joke:

“El Dulce? More like El Delicious!”

She then gave a defiant look to the gym teacher who, frozen with terror, had stopped blowing his whistle, and continued:

“Not like the miserable morsel of bread and stewed maté we get in the mornings!”

With a sudden vehemence, the girl took advantage of the gym teacher’s bewilderment and used her beak to open up his forehead, which split apart like a watermelon, and, in just a few slurps, she sucked the brains out of his skull.

There wasn’t much left to be done at this filthy resort.

Out of pity, or perhaps revenge, she reasoned that it made no sense to kill the other boys, who had by now pulled up their shorts but were still running around and sobbing. She simply bit them. They barely felt the pinch before falling to the ground and entering a sinister epileptic state.

She reasoned, as well, that it made no sense to say goodbye to her mother now—she’d find out about the transformation in the newspapers, or from the other boys’ mothers. All that remained was to escape to the beaches of Santa Rosa in search of revenge, to assassinate and infect the rich people and foreign tourists who had caused her mother and, by proxy, her, so much woe.

She took flight and, shaking the blood from her wings, set off, her trademark annoying buzz loud and clear, until she was an imaginary dot on the splendid horizon of the Pampas Caribbean.

All hail, Dengue Girl!






EL DULCE


El Dulce picked up one of the eggs. It was viscous and slippery to the touch. It pulsated. Opaque miasmas swirled around inside it. Once he had a firm grip on it in the palm of his hand, he carefully examined the curious veins running across it, which trembled and swelled and constantly changed brightness and color. He looked at his big brother and asked:

“What the hell is this? Do you fuck it? Or does it fuck you up?”

If El Dulce, RIP, had not died after being disemboweled by Dengue Girl’s ruthless beak, he might have told his fellow camp goers, once he had gained their confidence (the collective masturbation ritual would doubtless have hastened this), as they splashed in the filthy waves or messed around in the coastline’s diseased sand, this story, or else a similar one regarding his weekend job, which involved helping his brother move crates of contraband through the La Pampa Interoceanic Canal. It went like this: because said navigation route between the Atlantic and the Pacific charged extremely high port fees, many businesses, generally ones which trafficked illicit substances, unloaded their ships in the Canal in a clandestine manner, where they were awaited by ferrymen, groups of smugglers who transported the containers across the border, first in boats and then in trucks. The ferrymen relabeled the merchandise as “Produce of Argentina” and finally moved it to the port of Victorica, where another boat belonging to the same company exported the product without paying any taxes.

It was, in short, a thriving business, injecting tidy sums into Victorica’s illicit economy, and El Dulce’s big brother had not gone without a slice of the pie. This little hoodlum led his own gang, and had done it with relative success; having started with just one little dinghy, he had, thanks to the steady flow of clients, expanded to two boats and a truck. Because weekends were the busiest times, he had needed an extra hand and, seeing his little brother pissing around, smoking and just generally making a mess, hired him with the promise that, if he did a good job, he would give him a Pampatronics, an expensive video game console every kid dreamed of owning.

El Dulce rapidly learned the ins and outs of the trade. On Saturday mornings, he was the first to arrive at the stinking creek where the goods were unloaded. He’d spit on his fingers one by one, because (he claimed) “spit helps you grip,” before winking and grabbing hold of a box that was twice or three times his weight. An exemplary child laborer who didn’t care how big or heavy a package was, the indefatigable El Dulce carried each one with the same level of effort, from start to finish. Unconditionally disciplined, he would tear into anyone who was hungover or not paying attention. There was no room for doubt: being a ferryman was a dream come true, not only bringing him (for the first time) his brother’s attention and respect, but also spurring him on with the hope of obtaining the Pampatronics he had wanted for so long. Not the Pampatronik, far less the Pampatone—terrible Chinese knockoffs sold at every neighborhood flea market—but the original Pampatronics, which was made in Antarctica and faithfully recreated a virtual reality world that showed this landscape as it had been before the Antarctic thaw.

But, to return to the details of the story El Dulce would have told his friends at the camp, had he not been executed by Dengue Girl, there was an iron rule regarding the crates. Some might emit spine-tingling snorts, while others might give off a funky odor or weigh a ton, but regardless, his brother always warned him:

“Never ask what’s inside.”

Indeed, discretion was the most highly prized virtue in a good ferryman. A fundamental virtue, perhaps the one unconditional requirement, the transgression of which could cost him his life, since his noble labor facilitated the most spectacular cluster of illegal activity on the planet. Everything that was banned by the law or forbidden by the tacit rules of morality and decency passed through the canal in the hands of these industrious young people, and while El Dulce and his brother could feel proud of their leading roles as the engines of this necessary though prohibited commerce, their worthy toil was far easier if they simply took the boxes for nothing more than what they were: mere crates, modest but hardy, simple but effective cardboard containers that, regardless of their volume, smell, or any other kind of emanation, were exchanged like any other goods, thus freeing those who helped to circulate them in their cuboid abstraction from any associated burden of responsibility.

Despite the endless trail of products, living and inanimate, pirated and mutant, terrestrial and extra-terrestrial, but always illegal, circulating on either side of this border, the majority of the goods trafficked there consisted of the three most popular illicit substances on Earth: binodinal, benereoTT, and sheepies. Binodinal and benereoTT were extremely addictive stimulant drugs, whose effects are not the subject of this story, while the sheepie was a kind of animal (not quite the right word, but the one that comes closest to describing it), genetically modified and patented by the Sheepie company, consisting of nothing more and nothing less than a sexual organ with autonomy and a life of its own, endowed with its own metabolism, and promising, across a range of different models, to sate the full spectrum of sexual perversions. The most widely trafficked sheepie was the original model: an amorphous fleshy sponge, moldable to the user’s preferences, with one orifice for breathing, eating, and fucking, and another for defecating and fucking. Enraged by its confinement, it howled with the impotence of the damned. The experienced ferryman could guess from the rattle of pills or the plaintive mutant snorts which of these popular contraband items was in any given box.

And so, when El Dulce noticed a viscous liquid dripping from the box he was transporting, and opened it to check if something had broken, he asked, more out of habit than anything else:

“What the hell is this? Do you fuck it? Or does it fuck you up?”

But no, it wasn’t binodinal, nor was it benereoTT, nor was it some strange, new model of sheepie. It was something else.

El Dulce’s big brother grabbed one of the eggs. He inspected it half-heartedly before finally replying:

“Those aren’t eggs. They’re telepathic stones from Antarctica.”

“Telepathic stones from Antarctica?” El Dulce repeated, unable to hide the curiosity and enthusiasm so typical of childhood, to which his brother responded with a couple of smacks to the head:

“Best pretend you never saw them, you little squirt, now haul ass and lift those boxes!”

The terrified El Dulce obeyed, but stealthily snuck out one of the pebbles.

But before telling the story El Dulce would have told his fellow campers—had he not died—it’s worth taking some time to explain (as far as scientific knowledge will allow us) what these telepathic stones, which had been trafficked through the Interoceanic Canal, and whose properties El Dulce and his elder brother were completely unaware of, actually were.

When the ancient ice caps that had once covered the Argentine Atlantic finally melted for good, the YPF company (with backing from British capital) began extracting hydrocarbons from Belgrano Base 2, an activity that, over the years, yielded huge dividends for multiple sectors of the economy. Given this, no one could explain how nor why, two or three years ago, the drilling had been suspended overnight and the wells submitted to a rigorous cordon sanitaire, monitored around the clock by the army. There were many rumors about the mysterious motive that had forced YPF to dismantle their plants, but it was said that an incomprehensible ancestral geological form had emerged from the mouths of these incredibly deep Antarctic wells, which had lain frozen in the very entrails of Earth and which, because of the thaw and the deep, deep vertical pits best suited to intensive extraction, had been revived after lying dormant for billions of years. It was said to be a species of prelife: ancient, primitive, protoplasmic microorganisms that had flourished in primordial times, before life as we know it existed on Earth, and that had been fossilized in these stones, endowing them with inexplicable gifts from time immemorial.

Despite the strict quarantine military measures put in place by YPF in the hope of delaying the spread of the news of the Antarctic discovery, it wasn’t long—wink wink, nudge nudge—before these enigmatic fossil formations began being smuggled and then sold with labels promising the most extravagant superpowers, having found a critical commerce route through the La Pampa Interoceanic Canal—only natural, given their illegal nature.

It was thus, through a long, haywire chain of illicit exchanges, that this phosphorescent, primordial pebble, which had lain dormant for eons in the incandescent entrails of the planet, ended up in the hands of a destitute, anonymous brat from Victorica, the young rascal El Dulce, who pocketed it with the naïve mischief of a boy with no idea of the antiquity (measurable only in cosmic time) of the valuable relic he had just pilfered.

Anyway, once El Dulce had finished work and returned home, long after nightfall, he took the stone out of his pocket.

The cosmic pebble vibrated as it emitted dazzling green and violet sparks. What an amazing stone, El Dulce thought to himself, it’s one of a kind—I’ll get a tidy sum for it. He looked at it mischievously and, making sure no one was watching him, hid it under his bed. He got under the covers and fell fast asleep almost immediately, exhausted after a hard day’s work.

At dawn, however, the tremors intensified.

The precarious hut in which he lived with his big brother and mother (El Dulce neglected to mention to his fellow campers that not only did he not live with his father, he had only ever seen him a handful of times), made of bricks and corrugated iron, trembled from a powerful earthquake, leaving cracks in the walls and scattering tables and shelves across the floor. The sounds of breaking glass and barking dogs filled the air, waking all three of them.

“What the fuck was that?” they all shouted in a desperate chorus. They looked out the window and went into the street to inspect the other houses, but the entire neighborhood was still shrouded in the unbroken, dreamless sleep of the proletariat. Finding no explanation anywhere for the supernatural but brief tremors, they returned to their beds. El Dulce’s family fell instantly back asleep, but the boy remained wide awake. Not because he wanted to, no, but because of the voice that, unexpected, as if rising from the cavernous depths of Earth, had taken sudden control of his mind, and it was saying:

“Shall we talk about The Mighty Anarch?”

He heard it in his own head, as if he had asked himself the question, despite having no idea whatsoever what the words he had just uttered meant. The voice in his mind repeated on a loop: “Shall we talk about The Mighty Anarch?”

“The Mighty Anarch … What the fuck is that …?” he said to himself, almost as if it were a complaint or a lament, while he covered his ears and pulled the sheets up to his head and prayed for sleep to come. But all he got in response was the same question:

“Shall we talk about The Mighty Anarch?”

Sensing a suspicious pattern in the accumulation of supernatural phenomena (a tremor exclusively localized in the house he lived in, unprecedented voices in his mind) following his recent theft, he got up, despite the godforsaken hour, trying not to wake his family, and found it under the bed: the shining, fluorescent, viscous stone, which was seeping a filthy, sticky liquid and leaving a puddle across the whole floor. He sunk his feet into the gelatinous excretion and picked up the stone. A few centimeters away from his face, El Dulce was able to inspect it in the minutest detail: vibrating, veiny, a constantly changing shade of fluorescent green. But the creepiest thing was not the stone’s appearance, however odd it was, but rather what came next: how to explain the cosmic horror that took hold of the poor boy as he heard, as if it was his own inner voice, the thoughts of a primordial, prehistoric intelligence, a chaotic emergence of terrible and primitive impersonal secrets from the earliest period of Earth’s existence, which the compact fossil matter had preserved intact over millions and millions of years and which, for the first time, after countless epochs spent lying dormant in the entrails of the earth, was being verbalized in the mind of a poor boy from Victorica?

For a few seconds, El Dulce’s brain was alive with a crystal-clear lucidity that he had never experienced before and would never experience again. He listened to prehistoric cosmic ideas no human brain had ever heard. It was nothing less than knowledge from the infancy of the world. He listened to the cavernous, primitive voice of organisms that had been born and died before humans or anything that could properly be considered living ever existed, and which evolution had surely discarded, considering them abhorrent or forbidden. It was—perhaps—an ancestral virus or the hidden mystery of a primordial, frightful time that was threatening to return, a time buried in the impenetrable armor of many epochs and eras ago, when anarchy and chaos flourished and formless discord reigned, and everything (the living and nonliving, being and nonbeing) was but one thing: The Mighty Anarch. El Dulce was overcome by an intense vertigo that was only interrupted by the repetition of that sinister phrase:

“Shall we talk about The Mighty Anarch?”

“No way!” he replied, still trembling and deeply shaken from the trance. It was no small thing for the most terrible and secret truths of Earth to manifest in a poor, little lad of twelve. But the stoical El Dulce frantically opened the window and then the mosquito screen and, in spite of the convulsions which had subsumed him into a kind of nervous spasm, gripped the stone tight and, with all his strength, chucked it as hard as he could.

The fluorescent pebble flew and fell into an abandoned trash heap opposite his house, in which all kinds of hideous vermin swarmed.

The tremors and voices came to an abrupt halt.

The poor boy, still exhausted and upset, returned to his bed. He was mortified when he touched his sheets to discover that he’d pissed himself, and prayed tearfully, as if everything had been the product of cruel karma, that neither his brother nor his mom would find out, fearing any further consequences for the theft of the stone. But, despite the stress and nerves, his body was so exhausted from the ordeal that he closed his tear-dampened eyes and within minutes, as if it were no big deal, fell asleep.

The following day began with a burning-hot, suffocating sun, ushering in a typically splendid Sunday in the Pampas Caribbean. The insects were buzzing, a thick soup enveloped everything, and there wasn’t the slightest noise to be heard on the street. But, with the instinctive anxiety of an animal listening for a predator, El Dulce awoke alert, fearing fresh terrors. Would the stone and its infernal questions return from the trash heap for revenge?

And yet, fortunately for him, the hours of that beautiful day and those that followed passed without any sign of more tremors or cavernous, primordial ideas, which, happily, as the months went by, El Dulce managed to completely forget about, or at least come to think of as some distant, incomprehensible dream.

Until, one fine day, following weekend after weekend working as a ferryman without earning a cent, his brother came home carrying a package and handed it to him with a knowing smile.

Blows dealt early on in life had taught El Dulce to take on a generally gruff and detached demeanor, but on this occasion the boy’s face contracted into a highly unusual expression that was difficult to discern: perhaps he had shat himself? Or stood on a nail and was struggling to hide his pain? But no—it was a smile. A smile, an actual smile! The kind of contagiously blissful facial expression that can only be displayed by an innocent, naïve child in moments of incredible surprise or joy. For the first time, El Dulce was happy. He unwrapped the package and, when he saw a console inside it, shouted with excitement:

“It’s a Pampatro …”

PAMPATONE

He was silent for a few moments as he read and reread the label in disbelief, until he could no longer hide his indignation:

“A Chinese fake! A Pampatone!”

Indeed, it was not a Pampatronics, but a cheap knockoff, a counterfeit, the kind that was trafficked through the Canal and sold at the neighborhood market for less than an eighth of the price of the original. He wanted to cry and curse. But, under the reproving gaze of his brother, who would not have tolerated a childish tantrum, he swallowed his rage. Fearful that he would have the shit slapped out of him for being ungrateful or insolent, he thanked his brother as if he were offering him condolences (because, if anything had got El Dulce through each day, it was the expectation that his brother would get him the original, the Pampatronics) and proceeded to open the box and connect the console.

The headset, unlike the genuine article, felt harsh and uncomfortable, and didn’t light up or make any sounds when it was connected. Still, he put it on and was immediately subsumed into the rigorous magic of Christians vs. Indians, the game which recreated the wars of the nineteenth century for the control of the Argentinian plains. Pirated Pampatone games were identical to Pampatronics ones, only with more basic graphics and a far slower connection speed.

Naturally, El Dulce chose “Indian,” because he loved running around butt naked and hitting people. He appeared suddenly on a vast plain of weeds and shrubs and immediately felt the impact of the dilated, abundant empty land stretching out and vanishing into the horizon, on a scale he had never before seen or imagined. Despite skipping the intro screen, he quickly understood that the Argentinian Army of the time used one-shot flintlock rifles, which meant that if you saw smoke rising around you it was because the Christians were reloading their weapons and were therefore unarmed and defenseless. He saw a black cloud a few meters away and rode with all his might in that direction; as he got closer, he realized he was entering a town. It was small and picturesque, and it was burning. He was playing the lead role in a raid. He vented all his rage by imagining all the things he would steal. He entered a grocery store that had already been abandoned by its owners and clients; behind the counter hung hams, and on the shelves were blocks of cheese, bottles of wine, and chocolate! He almost lost a tooth as he bit into the hard pork, washing it down with a glug of red. He put whatever he could fit on the horse’s saddle, hoisted the pig leg onto his back, and torched the place. It was fun to burn things and watch them slowly go up in flames. And the sweet smell of burnt flesh. And the dense, black smoke. He entered a house where he found a helpless and unarmed family. After beating them with the leg, he tied them up as he listened to the father pleading:

“Don’t kill us, I beg you, don’t kill us …”

El Dulce laughed himself sick as he contemplated these pathetic moaning cowards, before smashing open the skull of the poor unfortunate soul with a single blow of the stiff leg. Then he set fire to everything and left. As he rode, he felt the cold iron of the blade on his waist and thought that if he found some new dying victim, he would cut off his balls and, to a soundtrack of hopeless wails, shove them down the idiot’s throat. Then he’d slit his throat and use his head to play soccer. In a strange flash of inspiration, he imagined that if he found the town church, he’d grab a big, metal crucifix and ram it up the priest’s butt (as his father did with chickens). Possessed by the playful excitement of these possibilities, he rode at full gallop toward the main square (where the church in question was located), but before he got there, the image froze. He moved his body in every direction, but the character would not respond. The console had just had its first factory error, and El Dulce could not contain a furious scream.

“Shitty fucking Pampatone!”

When the connection returned, his character lay dead, blown apart by Christian lead. So he started again with a new character (still playing as “Indian”) and El Dulce dedicated himself to the pixelated frenzy of the video game. But the game’s somewhat clumsy recreation of the planet before being transformed by the massive Antarctic thaw is not the point of this story; rather, it is his brief adventure with the telepathic stone, a stone which uttered the most terrible truths of the faceless, primeval anarchy, and which El Dulce would have told his fellow holiday campers about had he not been slain by Dengue Girl, who had opened up his innards with her fearsome beak, raising them like an offering to heaven as his blood sprayed in all directions.






RENÉ


René crouched among the scrubs, waiting for the raider, and when he appeared, swaggering along on his steed, she promptly squeezed the trigger. The lead hit the Indian right between the eyes; he fell backward while his horse, frightened by the noise, kept galloping away in terror.

Head shot! 1000 points!

But there was no time to watch as his skull split down the middle and jets of steaming blood poured slowly onto the endless plains. René had to reload and flee immediately, since these flint locking shotguns could only fire one shot at a time, and the black cloud that followed the gunfire seemed to have alerted the other Indians to René’s hiding place—in fact, one was already heading toward the smoke. René pulled back the hammer and raised the lock, placed a small amount of gunpowder inside, followed by a little more in the barrel and then, finally, inserted the bullet with a ramrod. René fired again:

Chest shot! 500 points!

René calculated that she had spent five hours resisting the Indian raid, and that the sun would be rising soon, before these thoughts were suddenly interrupted by angry, agonizing moans: somehow, the Indian whose chest she has just pierced was still shrieking and panting, his shouts surely catching the attention of the other raiders. There was no time to reload the rifle. René stood among the reeds, almost staggering, and smashed in his face with the butt of the rifle, even knocking a few teeth out, when all of a sudden, the nanny’s voice—René, your hot chocolate’s ready, René, your hot chocolate, take that thing off—quiet but insistent, pulled her out of her merciless killing spree. In less than a second, René was banished from the frontier war of the nineteenth century, from the dizzyingly vast plains, and returned to the year 2272, to the Pampas Caribbean, which she could see all too well from the enormous window of her bedroom in the 367th floor apartment, with its magnificent view of the emerald green sea of Santa Rosa, and its soft, white sand, as well as the other islands, and the boats moving into the distance like little specks on the horizon.

Seconds after removing her headset, René quickly checked the scoreboard:




	9. Fu3g1a B@sk3t


	46145 points





	10. TiTo, LiVi0


	46035 points





	11. René Racedo


	45925 points





	12. Joe … 2262


	45876 points





	13. Fefi Fdez


	44981 points







Stupid nanny!

If she hadn’t been interrupted with breakfast, she would have pulverized that Indian’s dome and gained the ten points she needed to move ahead of TiTo LiVi0.

Stupid nanny.

But when she turned around, she saw that it was not her nanny carrying the breakfast, but her mother.

“We’re still waiting for the nanny,” she said. “She’s late.”

Without thanking her, René begrudgingly took the tray from her mother and had a few sips of hot chocolate before continuing with the game, she calculated, for two or three more hours, until lunch.

René could hardly wait for the weekend to come. Every Friday evening, her parents headed off to the country house in Nuevo Cariló, leaving her with the nanny until Sunday night. Then, with no one to tell her what to do, and free from the school’s dull obligations, she could devote the proper amount of time to her real passion: playing Christians vs. Indians.

But the stupid nanny hadn’t come, and she was stuck with her parents, whom she loathed with all her soul, for God knows how much longer.

René was born in Marambio Base, the new capital of the Republic after Buenos Aires had finally sunk for good, and lived there until she was ten, when her father, Nano Racedo, an important virofinance broker, was relocated to the Pampas Caribbean by the company he worked for. Since coming to Santa Rosa, she had turned into a sullen, reclusive child, and believed with the gloomy alarmism often characteristic of girls of her age (she’d just turned twelve) that she would never be able to adapt to life in this beach town, with its pitiful pretensions of being a cosmopolitan metropolis. Her father had tried to explain the nature of his work to her countless times, as well as why, despite the girl’s stubborn refusal, the move was necessary. Essentially, his job involved identifying unknown viruses and assessing their financial potential for Influenza Financial Services—a subsidiary of the AIS conglomerate, and an important company that provided services to large scale investors by calculating the probability of new pandemics emerging and monetizing their effects using different instruments and share packages. Due to the total deforestation of the Amazon and all the forests in China and Africa, hundreds of thousands of previously unrecorded viruses now appeared every year, transported by wild animals and insects that had lost their habitats. Incubated in overcrowded, industrial-scale farms, among chickens, pigs, and other animals, these infectious agents mutated and discharged new zoonotic pandemics, which were quickly transformed by the La Pampa Stock Exchange into highly valuable subjects of speculation. The company had invented the now celebrated FVI (Financial Virus Index), powered by monumental quantum computers and capable not only of determining with 99.99% efficacy which of these new viruses would unleash a new pandemic, but also of gathering shares in the companies likely to benefit from their effects and offering them up to the market in packages which sold like hotcakes. This highly productive system meant that, despite the losses they caused in other sectors of the economy, many speculators could channel large volumes of capital into a disease likely to develop into a full-blown pandemic, converting viruses into assets that generated enormous wealth in the world of finance, since every year hundreds of zoonotic viruses entered the market, backed by companies that monetized their effects using these instruments. Thus, investment funds such as Influenza Financial Services, or their biggest competitor, Ebola Holding Bank, had benefited most from this phenomenon, performing extraordinarily well on the stock market and paving the way for a golden age of virofinance, upon which practically the entire economy came to depend. Unsurprisingly, Nano Racedo, the head of virofinance at his company, received millions for his brilliant management of these packages. He used to live in a spectacular loft in Antarctic Puerto Madero along with his wife, who at the time was a marketing executive for the Great Winter Cruise. René remembers with a dreamy nostalgia her childhood of pomp and splendor in “The Base” (as they affectionally called it): trips to the theater or museum on New Corrientes Avenue with her friends strolls down the narrow, cobbled streets of New Palermo, where they ordered ridiculously expensive teas from menus that were for some reason written in English, entire Sunday afternoons spent strolling around the Antarctic Japanese Garden, the impressive lakes and the little arched bridges beneath the violet-flowered jacarandas, which the children’s song describes as being like the sky but which her furious memory recalls as being a mutant, almost incandescent purple …

Now, in the monotonous metropolis of beaches and skyscrapers and burning, unrelenting sun that was Santa Rosa, such memories seemed like something less than a dream, and yet they remained vivid and overwhelming, submerging René into anguished, sleepless nights and provoking furious rage against the man who had caused her this irreparable loss.

Nano Racedo did everything he could to quell his daughter’s unpredictable rage. The way he explained it, there had been no other option but to move, otherwise he would have risked losing the job that fed and housed them. Almost overnight, the company had insisted he transfer to Santa Rosa. The reason for the urgency? So that he could follow the trail of a presumed mutation of the dengue virus that was gestating in a horrendous soup of monstrous mosquitos in the La Pampa Interoceanic Canal and which, if identified and monetized in time (that is, before Ebola Holding Bank did it), would bring in millions for the company.

Besides, her father added, living by the seaside is just delightful!

Life in the Pampas Caribbean, especially with a beach exclusive to the skyscraper complex where they lived, offered so many activities, like surfing, Jet Skiing, motorboating, or simply having a lovely sunbathe and dipping your toes in the warm, clear water …

For René, however, such excuses were nonsensical fairy tales which only made it even more abundantly clear that her father was an unforgivable, selfish brute, a despicable megalomaniac who had sacrificed her and her mother’s happiness and wellbeing in exchange for even more wealth and power. In fact, the move meant that her mother had had to leave her job in Marambio Base, since she could not do it remotely, and was now left with no alternative other than to devote herself full-time to her role as spouse and housewife.

René, displaying the arrogance often typical of those from the new capital, thought that Santa Rosa was a godforsaken town, a shabby, provincial beach resort. She laughed openly in the face of anyone who dared to call this two-bit backwater a “city.” Built at dizzying speed to keep up with the pace of the financial and tourist boom the region had enjoyed after the thaw, Santa Rosa was a clumsy tapestry of interlocked highways extending outward without any virtue or grace along the length and breadth of the Pampas Sea. Beyond this infrastructure built in the service of tourism, away from the beaches, perfectly terraformed by top geoengineers, the Pampas Caribbean was a filthy, putrid swamp, still feeling the impact of all the poison that had accumulated there through centuries of pesticide use and intensive monoculture.

René and her parents, like any well-off family, lived in a private neighborhood, completely disconnected from the contaminated zones and the noisy cluster of cars and roads. Though this neighborhood was one of the most exclusive and well-located in the city, any activity other than going to the beach was many hours’ drive away, and the independence René had gained in Marambio Base, where she had been free to travel with her friends on the subway, was lost, making her feel once again like a dumb little girl, completely dependent on her parents, since Santa Rosa lacked a vibrant city center like the one in the Base, with everything sprawling out across the undefined, scorching hot desert of its monotonous highways.

In addition, being an English speaker (since, in most of the English colonies in Antarctica, the official language was English), René found that the language was another reason to hate Santa Rosa. René had begun learning Spanish at the Base, but she had little more than a stiff, elementary knowledge which, while sufficient to make herself understood and fulfil the demands of school, lacked the spontaneity and fluency of the childish slang shared by the other kids, whom she, out of insecurity or arrogance, considered small-time bumpkins, and had no interest in getting to know or befriend. The atmosphere at home did nothing to help her adapt to the new city: her father, who worked frantically all day long, didn’t even register his daughter’s needs, and when he finally did return home, long after dark, he was always too busy fighting with her mother or catching up with work. And so, the “electronic pacifier,” as they called the Pampatronics in her house, was the sole activity that could keep René occupied night and day.

By the time René logged back into the game, it was daytime, and the raid was over. Annoyed at having lost the opportunity to keep killing Indians and thus gain more points, she rushed to open her butcher’s shop, as today was the day the sweetbreads and the chitlins would be delivered. Within the game, René played as a fifty-year-old elf and had originally chosen the profession of fisherman, unaware that in those days La Pampa had no sea access. What a disappointment it had been for xem1 to spend hours and hours trekking across the map with xeir hook and bait, looking for a harbor to fish in, even if only for a few measly tilapias. Xey were shocked to discover that, back then, a fisherman in La Pampa would have been less useful than an imp without any spells or an orc without a club, and there was no trace in the game’s portrayal of La Pampa of the spectacular oceanfront which would, centuries later, flood those endless, solitary plains. Since, as a fisherelf, René already possessed some knowledge of how to use a knife, xey had decided to become a butcher, opening xeir own shop in the small, desolate frontier town where xey were born. But the butcher shop René had conceived of was unique; every other butcher in the entire game, regardless of the town or city they lived in, kept only the meat from their slaughtered cows and tossed the rest—that is, the cherished innards—into the trash, wasting tons and tons of potential products (chitlins, intestines, sweetbreads, brains, kidneys, other valuable organs, and cartilage) which, with the appropriate marketing strategies, could bring in millions. Was there anything more delicious than a plate of crunchy chitlins, finished off with a squeeze of lemon juice! And practical, too: unlike the more (unjustly) popular cuts, like ribs or flank, you didn’t have to sit for an eternity in front of a grill, since the organs, cooked rare, were ready very quickly, maximizing the amount of time the cook had for rest and enjoyment, not to mention the incalculable health benefits, since chitlins were a source of vitamins A, B, and D, as well as being rich in minerals like iron, phosphorous, potassium, zinc, and even selenium and omega-4 … Nevertheless, owing to the formidable ignorance of the masses, butchers ended up tossing these precious cuts to the Indians, who came to the butchers begging for them, and who had rightly baptized them achuras, which, in Quechua, the savages’ tongue, means “to share.” Indeed, if these innards suffered from a poor reputation and low demand, it was precisely because of their association with the Indians’ unsophisticated diet, a huge gastronomic injustice which, René speculated, would be redressed once the Desert Campaign had finally exterminated all the wretched Aboriginals, at which point the absurd connection between these delicacies and the vulgar Indigenous palate would dissolve, like everything solid, into thin air.

Thus, René’s Offal, as xeir business was called, lacking any competition in the universe of Christians vs. Indians and with the right marketing and branding strategies, would transform organ meat into a highly coveted delicacy, a refined luxury to be savored by the game’s most illustrious ranchers, turning René into a millionelf, the richest in the whole Pampas. In fact, xey’d already had the idea of including some tips inside the packaging, such as tenderizing the intestines in milk before roasting them, or even entire recipes: chitlins with Roquefort, kidneys quattro formaggi, sweetbreads cooked in red wine, brain ravioli …

Xey let xemselves be carried away by such ideas and flights of fancy as xey chopped and packaged the organs that the cart had unloaded onto the counter when, all of a sudden, shouts were heard:

“It’s a raid!”

“Raid sighted!”

“The Indians are coming!”

The Indians, once again, were laying siege to the town.

Xeir hands still sticky with blood, René grabbed the shotgun and mounted xeir horse. Spurring it on, xey quickly left the urban area and penetrated the deserted, silent pampa, where the sun was giving way to the first signs of dusk. Not far off, behind a row of trees, xey saw dense wafts of smoke rising before dissipating among excited whoops, and thought xey could hear people mumbling. Dismounting from xeir horse, xey approached stealthily, not making a sound until, focusing xeir sights, xey saw them: among the trees, a group of Indians was preparing a fire. They were roasting offal.

Stupid Indians!

It was obvious that these Indians were, in the game’s jargon, “cubs”—that is, beginners—since no one in their right mind suspends a violent raid without good reason, much less to cook some meat, as the smoke and smell easily give away a player’s position on the map. But these amateurs had been betrayed by their gluttony, roasting some nice chitlins, or perhaps sweetbreads (you couldn’t quite make it out from this distance), which they must have bummed from one of Rene’s rivals who had given them away for free, instead of selling the bovine innards, as xey aimed to.

Stupid Indians!

Sitting there, roasting meat like it was nobody’s business, they were cannon fodder, cubs to the slaughter. Xey aimed the shotgun’s sight and rested xeir finger, splattered with fat and blood, on the trigger. And yet, despite being in a position to put one right between the eyes of any number of the Indians, a morbid, inexplicable curiosity stopped xem from firing and, as xey aimed, xey decided xey would rather wait for them to eat, watch them delighting in their meat as they wolfed it down.

The absolute savages, with their long hair and naked chests, were using their hands to tear the bloody lungs from the rotten carcass. Evidently in a trance state, they fondled the bovine lymph while they danced clumsily and laughed. They licked up the black blood that had spilled onto the ground into a filthy puddle, sucking the last drops from their fingers.

They seemed to be inebriated, these Indians, from the nectar they were lapping up and the scorching fat from the organs, salting and perfuming their bodies until, once the intestines were black enough, just like that, without any bread or cutlery, they took them directly from the flames, bare-handed, burning their fingers and then their tongues, sucking up the chitlins like lard spaghetti, chewing them quickly with their mouths open, spitting out the parts that were too scorched.

René felt a deep loathing, and the powerlessness of watching them eat the precious and potentially lucrative goods which they had got for free in such a savage manner irritated xem even further. It was repulsive.

Stupid Indians!

There they were, right before xeir very eyes, shitting all over xem and xeir business, turning xeir unique, refined products into a beastly caviar.

Stupid Indians!

René had no other option but to exterminate them. Xey settled among the dry thistles of those vast solitudes and, taking advantage of their defenselessness as they reveled in their meaty gluttony, began to squeeze the trigger.

Bang:

Leg shot! 400 points!

Bang:

Right between the eyes! 900 points!

Bang:

You blew up his nose! 680 points!

Bang:

Gut shot! 140 points!

Bang:

Carotid artery! 630 points!

Bang:

Perforated lung! 522 points!

Bang:

You pierced the liver! 378 points!

Xey had already finished off three of them and rode off now in pursuit of the ones who had escaped. Meanwhile, xey were moving up the on-screen table:




	7. DuendeCriollo … 3000


	50470 points







	8. DruidaGu@r@ni,


	49678 points





	9. René Racedo


	49575 points





	10. Fu3g1a B@sk3t


	47308 points





	11. Joe … 2262


	47243 points





	12. TiTo LiVi0


	46970 points







Xey’d risen to ninth place!

3650 points in less than a minute!

Invigorated by xeir prowess, René galloped even faster in pursuit of the fleeing Indians, becoming so engrossed in killing and climbing the scoreboard that at no point did xey pay any attention to the world outside of the video game, where xeir father was screaming and shouting, seemingly possessed in a fit of rage.

Xey removed the virtual reality headset to see what was going on.

Stupid father!

He was losing it over some stupid work thing. It seemed that the new dengue virus, the one xeir dad had come here to identify and monetize, had emerged early, and his boss was giving him hell.

Stupid father!

Just at the most important point in the game, when xey were making the Indians shit fire, he had come along and interrupted xem with such trifling matters. Xey put xeir headset back on, aware that he was shouting something about the nanny, who had still not arrived:

“Is it a problem with her retarded son? That monstruous mongoloid?”

Xey paid no attention and kept following the Indians. It was obvious they were cubs since, despite the head start they’d gained when xey’d paused the game, xey had caught up in a few minutes. Xey took a shot from a close distance:

You shot the scalp clean off his brains! 700 points!

The Indian’s lifeless body fell from the horse, tumbling along the ground like a sack of potatoes.

There was only one left to finish off, and just as xey had caught up with him and were aiming, xey were disturbed by a strange presence in xeir head—not in the elf’s head, but the other one, a heavy, uncomfortable buzzing sensation which xey could not decipher. There were more cries, but xey could no longer tell whether the shouts were coming from the Indians or from outside the game. Whatever it was, xey couldn’t disconnect again, couldn’t let xeir last prey escape, not now that he was standing right in front of xem, the shotgun sight aimed at his head, and so xey placed xeir finger, still dripping with blood and fat, on the trigger.

Bang.




	1 It’s worth clarifying that the original version of Christians vs. Indians came with lots of bonus features, such as the ability to play as an elf, orc, gargoyle, or imp. Elves, for their part, were neither male nor female, instead counting as a gender of their own, grammatically identified by the pronouns “xey,” “xem,” and “xeir.”









DENGUE GIRL


Upon arriving in the Santa Rosa Financial District, Dengue Girl was overwhelmed by the monumentally tall skyscrapers, and all the frenetic office workers to-ing and fro-ing, going nowhere. Of course, during her brief, childish life, Dengue Girl had known little more than the corrugated iron shack she lived in with her mother, and the precarious hollow brick building of the school she attended daily. Up until that moment, the maelstrom of the big city, with all its bright lights, lavish luxury hotels, and enormous buildings, had been sealed off to her. She thought about how humiliated her mother must feel, having to compare her shabby hut with the opulence of this rich city.

Then she remembered why she had come.

She took flight and landed right at the door of the imposing and emblematic building of the La Pampa Stock Exchange, a tower of infinite glass with a screen at the top, displaying the stock indexes of the most respected and highly listed corporations in the Argentinian plains. Her mother worked at this prestigious financial institution during the week, cleaning the shit and piss of office workers and brokers who were so lost in the numerical speculation of stocks and shares that they barely registered her miserable existence.

Soaring above the lobby of this huge tower, covered from floor to ceiling in screens that showed endless, cascading torrents of digits and percentages, Dengue Girl gazed down at the frantic brokers her mother had described. These besuited, highly presentable men never took their eyes off the screens that wallpapered the room, running around like lunatics, here and there, in every direction, randomly and aimlessly, like gas particles in chaotic expansion or cows bumping into each other on their way into the slaughterhouse. But the strangest thing of all, she thought, were their faces: as they contemplated the unhinged spectacle of the torrent of numbers, which might as well have been Greek for all Dengue Girl knew, the brokers’ faces dilated and contracted, as if a system of nodes were transmitting electricity into their muscles in sync with the furious rhythm of the constantly changing listings, transforming into indecipherable expressions so grotesque that Dengue Girl could not even tell if they conveyed terror or joy, as if they were sinking in a swampy mire of intense horror and frenzy, with a violence that evoked the cruel guffaws of her classmates jeering at her in the school cafeteria.

“Hey, Dengue Boy, does your mom know how to sew?” one of them used to ask him (back when she was a boy), looking knowingly at the ten or twelve other kids huddled together at the table as he sat down to eat his insipid plate of stew. It’s worth explaining that, because of Dengue Boy’s (as he was known back then) horrendously disproportionate torso and the wings that erupted from it like spewing vomit, he could never find a blazer to fit his peculiar anatomy, meaning the only way of complying with the school uniform rules was to go to a bespoke tailor. But this service (needless to say) was so expensive that his mother could only afford a single blazer each year, which the poor wretch paid off in suffocating installments over many months, the result being that the blazer, specially designed for his repulsive physiognomy, was, invariably, the only outfit he (when she was still a he) wore from Monday to Friday, at which point he would hand it, neatly folded, to his mother, who would wash, perfume, and iron it. Yet, although both the boy (as he was back then) and his mother looked after the uniform as if it were the most cherished possession they owned, inevitably, as the months passed, the blazer’s fibers would begin to show signs of wear and tear. And, whether it was the time of year (this was November, just before the events now being narrated), or whether it was because he had just come out of gym class, or perhaps the strange angle at which the dull white light from the lamps in the cafeteria struck his body, on that day Dengue Boy’s blazer was looking particularly haggard and threadbare. The yellowing fabric was spotted with stains that covered a wide palette of brown and green, but it was on the sleeves and pockets that the signs of wear and tear were particularly notable and difficult to conceal, resembling spiderwebs with little balls sticking out from them, the result of too much rubbing with soap or detergent. But the most egregious thing (after all, up to this point, it resembled all of the other miserable brats’ blazers) was the holes: it was as if there was an oil field on his back, upon which an army of machines had left not a single well unperforated, or as if, in an industrial act of vengeance on behalf of their entire species, a squadron of hungry moths, hungrier than the children eating their stew, had ravaged every last fiber of the delicious uniform, turning the poor boy’s clothes into a filthy, gnarled rag.

This was why, at that precise moment, all eyes in the school cafeteria had been drawn toward the insect’s bedraggled aspect.

“Hey, Dengue Boy, can your mom sew or not?” this rascal asked again, giggling, in response to the boy’s (she was still a boy back then) pained silence as he sucked up the insipid stew. Tears streamed down his face as he contemplated the threads that hung from his grubby, shit-colored sleeves and the missing buttons, and he mulled over a retort that was never uttered out loud, because just as something was about to leave his mouth, a comeback or perhaps an excuse, the other boy quickly interrupted him with a well-planned pun:

“It’s obvious your mommy’s not much of a seamstress … but she sure is a mistress, like when she went with that massive fly who rammed her up her asshole and made you, filthy, nasty, raggedy bug boy!”

The next moment, like a fire stoked by a jet of kerosene, the entire cafeteria burst out laughing, hahaha, hahaha, hahaha, a rhythmical racket that sounded like a thunderstorm, submerging Dengue Girl into a nightmarish fog of howls and animalistic hurt and idiocy, a supreme fog, yes, in which the arithmetic of all that laughter blended into one great, indistinct bellow stretching across space and time, collapsing Dengue Girl’s perception, and suddenly she was no longer in the dimly lit, foul-smelling basement of her school in Victorica, but rather in the great lobby of the La Pampa Stock Exchange, where suit-wearing brokers shouted loudly and raucously about the huge rise in shares on an unforgettable, record-breaking day.

“Paraguayan encephalitis, ascending, ascending, ascending!”

“Going up like a diver’s fart!”

Then one of them, looking excitedly at the new indexes, shoved some sort of fork doused in benereoTT into his nostrils, as he panted heavily and screamed:

“Long live the temporary immunity of drugs!”

“Long live the great La Pampa Stock Exchange.”

Dengue Girl did not know that these brokers were, indeed, celebrating the fact that the value of Paraguayan encephalitis shares were rocketing to record, unsurpassed highs, for just minutes ago it had been revealed that this infectious agent, recently originated in Paraguay, had just emerged in Angola, as well as, to a lesser extent, Zimbabwe and Gabon, and as a result those African countries would find themselves urgently needing to buy vaccines, medications, and other raw materials and services associated with the disease.

Dengue Girl, still soaring above it all, making sense of the confusing reality that these people were celebrating a disease, directed her ommatidia toward the enormous hall in which the brokers were shouting and laughing uproariously. These speculators had crowded together in the lobby to whoop and jump for joy as they watched the Paraguayan encephalitis shares rocketing sky-high, cloud-high, higher still.

“One hundred and thirty-six?”

“Two hundred?”

“Three hundred and twenty-six points, gentlemen! Three hundred and twenty-six!”

This was something completely unprecedented, a 326% increase in the value of these stocks in the space of a few seconds. The noise was overwhelming, with more and more people appearing in the hall to celebrate this rapid hike in the share price. The terrified Dengue Girl was counting the number of brokers in the lobby, staring at the screens, one two three, four five six, seven eight nine, ten eleven twelve, thirteen fourteen fifteen sixteen, seventeen eighteen nineteen, twenty twenty-one, twenty-two twenty-three twenty-four twenty-five, twenty-six twenty-seven twenty-eight, twenty-nine thirty thirty-one, thirty-two thirty-three thirty-four, thirty-five thirty-six thirty-seven, thirty-eight thirty-nine, forty, forty-one forty-two, forty-three forty-four, forty-five forty-six, forty-seven forty-eight, forty-nine forty, forty … At fifty she shuddered and lost count, since not only had Dengue Girl never learned to count past fifty at school, she had also never in her whole life seen so many people in one place—only the fifteen to twenty ruffians crowded around her in the school cafeteria. She felt an awful sense of panic, which was soon mixed with a vengeful rage born out of an uncontainable urge, or loathing. These exultant men, so elegantly dressed, without so much as a stain or a blemish on their impeccable shirts and bags, were the same ones who mistreated her old lady every day and who, despite earning obscene sums of money, well into the millions, paid her a rate that barely covered the single measly blazer he (back when she was a boy) had to wear all year round, no matter how worn it got.

Dengue Girl, yes, girl, felt a strange fever sprouting from her bi-colored legs and running up her green abdomen toward her thick, hairy antennae, and suddenly she was no longer in control of herself. Before her sharpened beak, the overjoyed brokers of the Exchange become nothing more than succulent chunks of flesh, delicious mouthfuls of bloody meat. She proceeded to graze on the brokers. One of them was a man with a nauseating smile and face who used to fondle her mother in the bathroom, so she bit his balls; another one had a haughty, arrogant way of walking and a face that watched her mother cleaning the toilet with smug, demeaning contempt, so she bit his ass; another one had a mean, arrogant smirk and eyes that made her feel invisible, blathering on the phone and tossing trash on the floor as she swept up around him, so she bit his pupils; another one had whispered “filthy Indian mutant” to her mother as she walked past him in the corridor, so she bit his tongue. And so on, patiently, biting their balls, asses, pricks, eyes, tongues, ears, biting hundreds of them, thousands, hundreds of thousands? She was so completely absorbed in her rage that she soon lost count. Revenge, when it burns like fire, is incalculable, she told herself, or perhaps calculable but uncountable, she pondered further, with a surprising level of philosophical astuteness, while the brokers, still absorbed in their febrile toasts, had yet to notice the bites, imperceptible as they were at this early stage.

But it wasn’t long before the effects were felt.

Suddenly, the cries of celebration and joy in the Exchange lobby became howls of blood and death, and the few who were not already succumbing to the dreadful epilepsy stampeded toward the exit, bones and skulls crunching beneath their feet as they fled.

Within a few minutes, a trail of victims was spread out across the crammed lobby of the La Pampa Stock Exchange, bodies clad in expensive suits piled up like trash and contorted in convulsive gestures which, like some bestial dance, almost appeared to be moving in time with the numbers still being fired off by the screens, colored green or red depending on the constant movement of the listings going up and down or down and up or down and down and down in spiral form, in cascade, precipice vertex right angle lightning bolt:

Thud!

And that’s how the great La Pampa Stock Exchange crash of ’72 began!

Because of a mosquito!

A deadly, female mosquito!

A monstruous, filthy insect which introduced an unknown, sinister, and highly contagious mutation of the dengue virus, sowing terror and panic in the markets of one of the most flourishing capitalist paradises anywhere on Earth or in its orbit!

As Dengue Girl contemplated the awful bloodbath she had just created, she was unable to find the right words to express the revulsion, shock, or, perhaps, joy she felt at that moment, managing only to savor the delicious black aftertaste that hung from her beak, as equally bloody numbers were thrown out from the screens. A fleeting intuition crossed her antennae: henceforth, human vehicles of expression would be insufficient for communicating her experience. Bzzz, bzzzz, bzzzzzz: to unfeeling humankind, the gluttonous buzzing of her antennae after the banquet of sword-water (how’d you like that kenning, Borges?) which had just been carried out was nothing more than monotonous onomatopoeia, or just irritating noise. This frantic pleasure that filled her after gorging on Exchange broker juice could not be described with nouns and verbs; it was a nameless sensation of plenitude, freezing her body into a silent and perhaps neutral state that stopped her from noticing the monstruous havoc she had just wreaked among the frenzied stream of workers, desperate to flee the financial district of Santa Rosa: we shall never know whether their terrified and perplexed screams were a reaction to the heaps of bodies piled up on the floor or the sobering spectacle of the bulletin board announcing the listings of the most powerful companies collapsing in a matter seconds.

Unconcerned with this financial catastrophe, Dengue Girl’s only thought was that one of her objectives for that day had been fulfilled, and she now focused on the second: Nano Racedo’s house, where her mother worked as a nanny. She checked the scrap of paper on which she had written down the address and, with her trademark unbearable buzzing, took off toward to Villa Martita, one of the most exclusive neighborhoods in Santa Rosa, where Racedo lived with his wife and young daughter.

As she flew, Dengue Girl was blown away by the splendid landscape around her, the dizzying, endless beaches of Santa Rosa. Here, unlike in Victorica, where the plain that had been flooded after the Antarctic thaw had sown putrid swamps, filthy miasmas of rancid mud full of all kinds of rodents and insects, quite the contrary: the extensive plain had been terraformed using monumental deposits of fine, white sand imported from the far reaches of Asia, giving La Pampa its trademark Caribbean flavor. The water, also processed using cutting-edge technology, did not stink, and its color, crystal-clear with turquoise and azure notes, made having a quick dip or going out on a Jet Ski, motorboat, or sailboat, an irresistible prospect. In these enormous, flat expanses of coral sand reaching out into the horizon, thought Dengue Girl, the chains of sun loungers stretching out for miles and miles in every color imaginable, adorning the celestial blue of the water and the marble-white of the sand, were a sight to behold, a painting fit to be hung on her wall at home. In these sun loungers, Dengue Girl imagined, tourists or well-off locals would drink delicious, refreshing drinks or simply lounge (that, after all, was where the name came from) after a dip in the ocean or a game of volleyball or frisbee or all sorts of other activities! Of course, she could not see these wonders from the sky and had never been anywhere near them. This delightful spectacle extended across the mile or two that Dengue Girl flew on her journey toward Villa Martita, a private neighborhood with its own exclusive beach, soon to be the site of her magnicide.

Assuming Dengue Girl had ever imagined what heaven would look like, she still would not have thought the beauty and luxury of a place like Villa Martita possible. Of course, having spent her short, miserable existence in a corrugated iron shack with a mud floor, in a part of the city which, instead of squares, had filthy dumps full of abandoned cars and other scraps that were home to rats and cockroaches, and where the only trace of the sea was the stink of rotting filth that blew in from the port, the urbanistic perfection of this neighborhood, with its direct, private access to the Caribbean Sea, was inconceivable. The enormous skyscrapers, more than four hundred floors high and geometrically ordered like dominoes, set down their imposing reflections over the infinite, translucent ocean. Dengue Girl descended between these seaside constructions, soaring over an enormous promenade, a green strip of park with palm and other varieties of tree, where the neighborhood’s residents, be they homeowners or tenants, went to run or walk, as well as abundant play areas for children with a wealth of slides, sandboxes, climbing frames, tunnels, and other complex, geometrical assemblages, the likes of which Dengue Girl had never seen in her life, where these little kids laughed and walked and crawled and climbed while their nannies watched them.

That was where her journey came to a halt and her (somewhat envious) ommatidia sprouted. For it was there, in this little square full of so many fascinating forms of infant entertainment, that her mother, despite never playing with him, since as we have already mentioned they had no access to a square but rather a cockroach- and rat-infested trash heap, surely took Nano Racedo’s daughter out to play. Dozens of laughing, screaming children were launching themselves down the slide or climbing across obstacle courses, or digging sand with their buckets and spades, under the watchful eyes of their nannies. And it was obvious from the texture of their skin that the women who accompanied the children were not their mothers: while their arms were covered in scaly protuberances, the result of long hours spent under the radioactive sun, the children, aided by their private neighborhood’s solar panels, shone with a perfect, white, smooth epidermis. Dengue Girl wondered (somewhat guiltily) if any of those women were the mothers of her classmates and if they had heard about the massacre, while her ommatidia followed one of them who was leading a small boy, already clad in his bathing suit and arm floats, by the hand down to the splendid beach, whose fine, coralline water was divided into two sections, one for Jet Skis and boats and one for bathers, which was where this mutant was taking the boy, and where her mother surely went to take the girl (not Dengue Girl, the other one) for dips in the ocean.

Then Dengue Girl remembered her objective and looked again at the crinkled scrap of paper upon which she had written down the address: 17th Street, Avenue M … the 367th floor of an imposing, dizzyingly tall skyscraper where one Nano Racedo awaited her, together with his wife and daughter.

To evade security guards at the entrance, or other unwelcome obstacles in the elevator, she decided the most sensible thing to do would be to enter the apartment by flying in through a window. After all, wasn’t that how mosquitos had been entering houses since time immemorial, irritating their owners and reminding them again and again that something they believed to be wholly theirs, their own, impenetrable epidermis, was in reality covered with uncontrollable and therefore intolerable forms of life? She ascended patiently (ten floors per minute, she calculated, since she had always found flying upward far more strenuous) toward her lofty goal. Looking out toward the horizon at these heights she was overcome with vertigo, as the immense hazy sky blended in with the Pampas Ocean, causing all sense of proportion between the sonorous network of up, down, left, and right to be lost, and as a result she decided it best to keep her ommatidia focused on the wall as she continued to ascend. When she got to the 367th floor, she spied through the window into what appeared to be the living room of the luxurious residence. She could see the wife sitting on the armchair, looking angrily at Nano Racedo as he paced up and down the room. Behind them, the television, turned up to maximum volume, showed images from the bloodbath in the Santa Rosa financial district. The headline’s red letters informed viewers of the


CRASH AT STOCK EXCHANGE: VACCINES FAIL TO PRODUCE IMMUNITY

AGAINST UNKNOWN VIRUS, SHARES PLUMMET.



Meanwhile, she heard a grumpy shout:

“Where the fuck is that black mutant Indian?”

The speaker was none other than Nano Racedo, who was undoubtedly using this epithet to refer to Dengue Girl’s mother. Of course, she remembered, rather than following her original Friday night plans of beginning her weekend-long shift working as a nanny, her mother would instead have headed as a matter of urgency to view the heap of corpses that her daughter had left at the summer camp, and been so overwhelmed by the scale of that tragedy that she would have forgotten to inform her employers of this inexcusable absence. To make matters worse, the unfortunate news being transmitted by the television would only have multiplied Nano Racedo’s feelings of impotence and frustration, for this man, who occupied the privileged post of chief virofinance manager at Influenza Financial Services, was watching his company collapse spectacularly, live on air. It’s not even as if the pitiable businessman had the option of shooting to the company’s head office to devise a rescue package with his subalterns (it is, however, worth clarifying that the original plan, it being Friday night, was to go to the movies with his wife, a plan which had now been implicitly abandoned), because the offending servant, now three hours late, had not shown up to look after his little daughter, René.

“Is it a problem with her retarded son?” the father asked, his face a picture of disconsolation, showing no genuine ill feeling or malice toward Dengue Girl (in reality, other than vague rumors regarding her repulsive appearance, he did not know, far less care, who she was), but rather sincerely seeking an explanation for his employee’s incomprehensible absence after long years of loyal, unconditional service.

“Is it a problem with her retarded son? That monstruous mongoloid?” he asked again, in case he hadn’t made himself clear enough.

Yet it was precisely this word, “retarded,” that roused the girl’s subtle venom. Suddenly she remembered her past life in Victorica, where because she did not depend on the contingencies of traffic to fly to school, she was invariably the first to get to class and always had to wait there, completely still, for several minutes, hours even, not knowing what to do with her excessive corporality, until her cruel classmates appeared and she had to put on a smile and feign some ceremonial greeting, an annoyance of which her normal-shaped or unpunctual colleagues were unaware, and which had always caused her to feel a terrifying sense of social anxiety, a suffocating phobia that she had no idea how to deal with, and which she had finally solved by purposefully delaying her arrival to places, in a controlled simulacrum of lateness, a conscious time-wasting which she mastered by flying in idiotic circles above the school like a fly, thus pushing her descent back until just a couple of minutes before class started. It was the need to carry out this deliberate “retardation” that she sometimes considered her most distressing defect, or at the very least it was the ritual that placed the irreducible aberration that separated her from her classmates and made her a “retard” front and center before her dipterous ommatidia, where this fact could not be ignored. Thus, Nano Racedo uttering that word awoke old grievances and stirred up new ghosts, merely reminding her of why she had come there: to gain revenge for all the insults that humanity had inflicted upon her unfortunate form. She decided that the best way to carry out this act of reparation would be to disembowel his daughter right in front of him.

Still on the outside of the building, she flipped over and went toward the window of the daughter René’s bedroom. She watched her, serene and still, like an Ali Pasha statue, connected to the legendary Pampatronics.

How she would have loved to try a Pampatronics, even just once!

This virtual reality device had mythical status among the kids in her neighborhood, since all their mothers’ annual salaries combined would not have been enough to purchase one. And there was René, impassive, like it was nothing, connected to the sublime object of Dengue Girl’s desire, which not even in her dreams had she ever imagined seeing up close. She used her beak to tear the mosquito screen from the window and entered, trying hard to control the buzzing of her wings. While René may have looked as if she were having a nap, on the screen you could see what she was doing in first person: as she rode, bronze and dream like one of Lorca’s gypsies, chasing and shooting a group of fleeing Indians, the evening of saffron-colored fingers was in its death throes like someone bleeding out on the dizzying horizon of the vertical, nineteenth-century plains. Her eyelashes burned with a strong desire to see these irretrievable ancient landscapes for herself. But as she approached René, hoping to try out the Pampatronics, she realized the headset needed to access these immemorial geographies was not made to fit the protuberances of her cranium. As she closed in on René, figuring out whether she could, at the very least, force the sensors of the Pampatronics onto her topsy-turvy head, a muted cry of horror brought her back to reality: it was Nano Racedo and his wife, watching in terror as a gigantic mosquito hovered over their daughter’s sweet body.

“What … the fuck … is that … thing?” was all her father could say, stammering with sheer fright as he tiptoed forward holding a broom, thinking that the insect would not notice his presence. But Dengue Girl, aware of his entrance because of the field of vision afforded by her ommatidia, took advantage of her guests’ early arrival on the scene. With a single blow of her beak, she split the girl’s headset down the middle and buried its sharp tip into her skull like a pickaxe, once, twice, three times, pulverizing her nose and eyes and turning her angelic smile into a mush of disgusting slime, scattering tripe and jelly onto her walls and toys and dolls and parents, who had turned the color of wax and were so paralyzed in anguish that they were unable to even scream. Dengue Girl decided not to prolong the suffering of these wretches and took advantage of their stunned immobility and pounced onto them, biting their eyes, lips, teeth, noses, destroying the forms of their faces until they had become a creamy paste with the same color and texture as pâté. Mission accomplished, she thought to herself. She was already in a hurry to depart via the mosquito screen through which she had entered, when the shouts coming from the television and the endless repetition of the words “eggs” and “embryos” aroused her curiosity. She returned to the living room and listened to the voice on the television:


On one of the worst days in the history of the La Pampa Stock Exchange, just when it seemed that the shares, having already plummeted to record lows, could fall no further, it was discovered that eggs the size of tennis balls have begun erupting from the guts of the epileptic corpses scattered across all of Santa Rosa, hundreds of thousands, like monstruous, pitch-black caviar, thus confirming the hypothesis, scientists consulted by the channel tell us, that this unknown virus will engender egg-laying creatures from its victims that will in turn continue to spread it …



Dengue Girl’s mind grew foggy with panic, and she stopped listening: what were those eggs in the office workers’ innards? Her heart pounding from the shock of this unexpected news (was she not just a girl but also a mother now?), she raced back along the splendid Pampas beaches toward the Stock Exchange and nosedived down the sinister trails of piled-up bodies. The smell of rotting flesh almost knocked her over, but her urge to know more was overwhelming. Having buzzed over to the now lifeless body of an Exchange broker, no detailed examination was needed to see that, among the bubbling, boiling stew of the exploded innards, in a strange locomotion of sticky, violet jelly caused by the mysterious virus, there were indeed some fluttering cylindrical footballs, with gelatinous invaginations that opened up an enigmatic hollow in which something was clearly hiding, something that, through its fast and sudden movements was clearly intoning one, grave word:

Life.

Life!

[image: ]

Dengue Girl, unable to comprehend this beautiful, unexpected miracle without sharing it with others, looked all around her. A heavy, deathly silence had settled, everyone having succumbed to the scythe of her beak. As if talking to ghosts, and inspired by the rhymes her classmates had once inflicted upon her, she shouted:

“It’s immunity you want, is it? Here’s your immunity!”

Dengue Girl suddenly understood that her modest dream of avenging her mother had become a greater crusade, one that would allow her to lay humanity to waste on a planetary scale: if she alone had managed to kill thousands of people in a single afternoon, an army of dengue girls would be capable of putting the entire species under threat of extinction. Suddenly, she understood, too, that, where her objective was concerned, the Pampas Caribbean was small potatoes—merely on the periphery of the true center of power on Earth—and if she wanted to extinguish humans and the filthy system of government they had created, she had to strike at the heart: in none other than the Antarctic Caribbean, the true financial center of the Solar System, where the political and economic threads that governed the destiny of humanity and the whole planet were managed.

She left the eggs in peace where she had found them and shouted:

“Mosquitos, reign over this world!”

She bid an emotional farewell to her offspring and took flight, calculating from the sky how the innards of all those corpses would transform into an immense incubation factory for mutant mosquitos, and if we were to tell this story from the perspective of the little eggs that were still yet to be born, we’d say that, when Dengue Girl reached the promenade, and then the beach, before disappearing into the hazy horizon in which the sky and the sea were but one celestial mist and which inspired onlookers to dream and fantasize about what might be going on at this precise moment on the wonderful Antarctic beaches or, what’s more, what might be about to happen there now, when the not-so-innocent girl finally managed to commit a pitiless string of atrocities with her perverse and far from innocent beak and which her fetal offspring could not fail to tenderly admire, they would murmur, from inside the gelatinous covering which fed and sheltered them until the very last moment of their germination:

“Good luck, Mother Dengue!”






IN THE ANTARCTIC CARIBBEAN
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AIS


A wonder of planetary geoengineering, from Antarctic Pinamar to Nuevo Mar Azul, the Weddell and Bellinghausen seas are the refreshing waters that bathe the shores of this Caribbean, seas famous for being the only ones on Earth without scalding hot temperatures. With a global average of 194°F and maximum temperatures of up to 392°F, it is calculated that in some regions, such as California or the Middle East, a turkey will roast at room temperature in around twenty minutes, and an egg will fry in less than one. The Antarctic Caribbean, meanwhile, is one of the few places left where you can shelter from the global sauna, with a pleasant year-round average of 140°F. Its azure and still, tepid waters awaken the admiration of the most demanding tourists, who prefer them to other burning tropics as a place to vacation, and even to live. And, with their fine, coralline sand, adorned with perfect rows of coconut trees, these Antarctic shores also offer entertainment to suit all tastes. Big, vibrant cities like Marambio Base, with a wide range of cultural attractions from theater to bars to tango shows and casinos, and resorts such as Nuevo Cariló, where you can rest and relax with the family, or Antarctic Punta del Este, where you can go wild with friends!

If you feel like getting away from the urban hustle and bustle there are open-air adventures for the bold of heart: Jet Skiing and diving on the Weddell Sea coral reef, trout angling, tortoise-, lizard-, and dolphin-sighting trips, and tours of Belgrano Base II, a port for petroleum and rare fossils where YPF’s oil fields and their enormous hydraulic machines are just some of the exciting adventures on offer. The wild, warm waves of the Bellinghausen Sea are also renowned for hosting the Interplanetary Surf Championship, an unmissable event for lovers of that aquatic sport. What’s more, the Antarctic Caribbean is home to hundreds of idyllic virgin beaches that can be visited at any time of year thanks to Great Winter Cruise, a renowned luxury tour company with a fleet of more than fifty ships which recreate, in an immersive environment, Earth’s long-vanished cold season and its key physical attributes: snow, glaciers, and icebergs.

But none of this would have been possible without AIS (Ascension Industries and Solutions), the great British multinational (also the owner of YPF and Influenza Financial Services) operating in the field of planetary geoengineering and winner of almost every contract, both state and private, offered with the aim of bringing the diverse geographies of the Argentinian Antarctic up to date with the rigorous demands of international tourism. The highly respected corporation had been named, its official website explained, after Ascension Island, a tiny speck located between Africa and South America, where the first geoengineering experiment in history took place. For it was there, in that strategic enclave of the British Empire, that between 1850 and 1870, Charles Darwin and the botanist Joseph Hooker introduced more than ten thousand plant and animal varieties selected from forests in Argentina, Europe, and South Africa, with the objective of gradually increasing the biodiversity, humidity, and fertility of its land. Thus, in two decades, they emulated a climatic process that would have normally taken millions of years, transforming that dead volcanic island, Ascension, into a humid, flourishing forest that endured for centuries. And that is precisely what AIS specializes in, albeit on an enormous geographical scale: planetary geoengineering, that is, using geological technologies to transform a lifeless desert into a bubbling magma of living resources, and to accelerate to a dizzying degree, in a matter of days, long geological processes that would otherwise take centuries or millennia.

In short, AIS’s ultimate mission was to turn ecosystems into merchandise, products reproducible on a large scale and at a low cost, like cell phones or laundry machines. Its CEO and founder, Noah Nuclopio, argued that if capitalism had destroyed nature, then it could also use the same industrial methods to rebuild it. To that end, AIS patented a series of geoengineering techniques, such as stratospheric aerosol bombardment (a way of controlling the temperature by launching sulfur bombs from airplanes that reflected the sun’s energy when they exploded), oceanic firing (large scale shooting of iron missiles into the ocean to stimulate phytoplankton growth) or the dispersion of ribuxine (a chemical which, though highly toxic, absorbed huge amounts of carbon dioxide from the environment).

Now-legendary images show the first fleets of thousands of AIS airships bombarding the Antarctic continent with chemicals, as if waging a great war, to cries of:

“Death to the savage, disgusting, filthy greenhouse effect. Long live Noah Nuclopio! Long live AIS!” That was how the bosses leading the mission spurred on their employees.

Although AIS’s detractors called it “Climate McDonalds,” since it offered a predetermined menu of genetically patented flora and fauna, which within a few months converted any place on Earth or the extraterrestrial colonies into an identical landscape, a pre-cut stencil that meant that a forest on Antarctica or a jungle on Mars might as well be interchangeable, it is indisputable that its overwhelming efficiency, record times, and unbeatable prices had made it the leading company in its sector, not to mention an enormous, invincible monopoly, which no country or corporation wanting to terraform its properties would have hesitated to hire.

Because of the warm characteristics which the Argentinian Antarctic had acquired after it had thawed for good (converting it, oddly enough, into a volcanic desert just like Ascension Island) and the many advantages offered by its thousands of miles of coastline, almost all the hotel chains and other English companies operating in the territory had bought different variations on the “Tropical Caribbean” ecosystem from AIS (the replicas of Miami, Aruba, and Punta Cana being the most popular options), and so, in very little time and with the keen instinct of the advertising executive, people began referring to this southern region as the “Antarctic Caribbean.”

The process of terraforming, for those unaware of its details, was quite simple. The soup of fungi, microorganisms, and bacteria which constituted the building blocks of the life of each ecosystem was specially chosen by the firm’s geoengineers and biologists, while the animal and plant specimens that adorned this landscape were left to the taste and criteria of each client. For example, if the client wanted to introduce butterflies into its property, AIS would send them a menu with several options:

[image: ] Anaea troglodyta cubana (Fabricius, 1775)

[image: ] Anartia jatrophae jamaicensis (Möshler, 1886)

[image: ] Euptoieta hegesia (Cramer, 1779)

[image: ] Hamadryas amphichloe (Boisduval, 1870)

[image: ] Hypolimnas misippus (Linnaeus, 1764)

[image: ] Junonia evarete (Cramer, 1779)

[image: ] Junonia genoveva (Cramer, 1780)

[image: ] Marpesia chiron (Fabricius, 1775)

[image: ] Marpesia eleuchea (Hübner, 1818)

[image: ] Memphis verticordia danielana (Witt, 1972)

[image: ] Phyciodes phaon (W. H. Edwards, 1864)

[image: ] Plebejus melissa samuelis (Nabokov, 1944)

[image: ] Siproeta stelenes biplagiata (Fruhstorfer, 1907)

[image: ] Vanessa cardui (Linnaeus, 1758)

The client could choose five, ten, or twenty varieties, depending on the contracted package. The same process was repeated with flowers, mammals, birds, fish, corals, and other species, as well as the exact color of water, sand, rocks, and even the palm trees, were left to the client’s discretion.

That was how, in the space of just a few years, the Antarctic Caribbean was transformed, for the sake of tourists’ enjoyment, into a spectacular refuge for the most dazzlingly exotic animals, specimens that had previously been almost completely extinct, from flamingos and toucans, titi monkeys and green turtles, to dolphins, crocodiles, and manatees, turning the Antarctic resorts into a true paradise, famed for their exquisite beaches, and visited by millions of tourists from across the entire Solar System.

Don’t be shy, come and see the wonders of this splendid earthly oasis for yourself.

Welcome, one and all, to the majestic Antarctic Caribbean!






MOTHER DENGUE


“Seven hundred pesos for a portion of fried whitebait!” Mother Dengue complained.

She had just arrived in Antarctic Pinamar, after the long flight from Santa Rosa, and had sat down, half by chance, at the first food place she had come across, but inspecting the menu, she realized just what a colossal rip-off the prices were.

“Seven hundred pesos! For a few measly whitebaits!”

As the Antarctic Caribbean resorts (recreations of those that once populated the coast of Buenos Aires and had sunk and disappeared after the thaw) survived exclusively from tourism, they took advantage of the high season to raise prices outrageously, charging six or seven times more for a beer or some flavorless meal simply because it was “just steps away from the beach” (so went the motto of Rudolph’s, the luxury beachside restaurant where she had just happened to sit down). That way, they argued, they could survive the long “polar night” (literally, the two months of the year when terrestrial rotation meant that the poles had no sunlight at all). Meanwhile, right now, December was the season of “white nights” (that is, the months when the Antarctic enjoyed twenty-four-hour sunlight), when the resorts attracted obscene crowds of tourists and these rogues took the opportunity to sharpen their pencils and mark up their menus to frankly abusive levels.

The whitebait brought back precious memories to Dengue Mother, of times which would have felt ancient had they not occurred just months back, when her own mother, on one of her rare evenings off, would find the boy (as he was back then) and take him to the Victorica promenade. As they walked, they’d stop along the way, and she would buy him whitebait, served still dripping with boiling-hot oil in a cardboard cone that slowly turned transparent as it absorbed all the grease, and they would savor it together as they strolled along or sat on a bench and looked out at the stinking, putrid coast. On some of these rare walks, he (still a boy at this time) would take advantage of the rare intimacy they were able to enjoy for a few moments, just mother and son, away from the suffocating hovel where they lived. Then, eager to dispel the rumors spread by his classmates (that a filthy mosquito had banged his old lady), the boy (as he still was at the time) asked the question, thick and suffocating, perpetually burning away in his maxillary palp:

“Mom, how are children made?”

And his mother would patiently explain, giving him a thorough summary, albeit edited for children, of the miracle of human conception.

Still unsatisfied with her answer (since, after all, being half human, half insect, the explanation was only partially applicable to him), Dengue Boy probed a little further:

“Right, Mom, but how is a dengue dengue boy made?”

The unnecessary repetition of dengue was intended precisely to emphasize the fact that his mother was evading the obvious—that is, the fact he was not the offspring of two humans but rather an aberrant mosquito-human hybrid. The pressing question, one that did not allow for any circumlocution or subterfuge, left his mother on edge. She remained silent and, without looking the boy in the eye at any moment, weighed the advantages and disadvantages of uttering the bitter truth, a bitter truth that might blend in with the bitter, sticky taste of the fried whitebait. Finally, she answered:

“Shall we talk about The Mighty Anarch?”

Dengue Boy had never understood that enigmatic reply, but found it so unsettling, uttered in such a solemn tone, he had not even dared ask what it meant. Over several long, sleepless nights, he was tortured by the oracular nature of the utterance (“Shall we talk about The Mighty Anarch?” What was that supposed to mean?), but now that she was a mother herself, she was revisited at this exact moment by this enigma in all its burning intensity, and as she grew angrier and angrier about the unaffordable whitebait, her furry antennae conjured the immense mystery of creation, newly embodied in her offspring, whom she had left adrift in the midst of her vengeful fury, in the heart of the Santa Rosa financial district.

It was, in truth, a mystery as to what had happened with them. Thousands of her pitch-black spawn, erupting from the piles of corpses … Would they have been born by now? Was it not perhaps her duty to rescue them?

Because, instead of going on a random killing spree in the Antarctic Caribbean and wiping out the human species as she was planning to do, another option would have been to go back to Santa Rosa to raise her mosquito boys and girls. Not to be Mother Dengue but rather Dengue Matriarch, the head of a substantial dynasty of young mutant mosquitos.

But how, exactly, she wondered, did a mosquito mother rear her young?

Suddenly, she remembered (although, as in the previous example, these may have merely been rumors spread by her classmates) her own feeding, when her mother had tenderly offered the newborn mosquito her swollen, milk-filled breast. But since Dengue Baby (as she was known back then) lacked a mouth with which to suck, he clumsily and unsuccessfully bit at the breast, scratching away at it, and leaving the poor maternal flesh covered in hundreds of welts that turned her nipple red and infected. The pitiful state of this breast had to be seen to be believed: the adipose tissue had swollen from the irritation of the bites, obstructing the internal channels that normally transport milk, and had now become plugged up, transforming into monstruous, throbbing blue veins that stuck out like fat leeches, turning this immaculate font of life into an absurd heap of grotesque bulges and tumorous mounds, in which milk mixed with pus, and the nipple, with the bruised, inflamed welts that were dotted all over her skin. It must have been pure agony, thought (now too a) Mother Dengue, the suffering she had inflicted upon her progenitor.

Feeling a deep sense of mortification and shame, Mother Dengue looked for her own breasts, but where she hoped to find them, there was only a horrific, furry, uniform protuberance, with no trace of any nipples to suck on.

The fact was, Mother Dengue deduced, her species was not mammalian. She lacked both breasts and a maternal instinct. Rather, the mother’s only duty was the basic mechanical function of producing and laying eggs, leaving all the other responsibilities to her own babies, who had to manage by themselves.

What to do, then? What was the point in going back to Santa Rosa, if the mosquitos would break through the shells by themselves and, sooner or later, initiate the brutal slaughter?

If she not only lacked any responsibilities as a mother but also as a daughter (since she had already exterminated her own mother’s tormentors), her destiny was now uncertain, open, sown with ambivalence and possibility. Free of any ties, yes, free, she was no one anymore: neither son, nor daughter, nor mom, but nothing, a void.

Dengue Void!

Metaphysical doubts overwhelmed her: who, then, should she bite? What does a mosquito bite when there’s nothing left to bite? Bite for pleasure alone, suck blood just for the sake of it, vain, spiraling blood? Why be a mosquito at all when you can be a void, she wondered with exaggerated affectation, like a character in a telenovela.

These absurd digressions were interrupted by a furious series of bangs on the roof of Rudolph’s, the seaside restaurant at which she had stopped by chance. It was nothing less than the English flag being shaken by the sea breeze, flapping away on the straw roof of the establishment, arousing an unexpected patriotic sentiment inside the green entrails of Dengue Void (if that’s what she was now?).

Perhaps her new objective was to decolonize Argentina.

At the risk of repeating details familiar to those who have already read countless tomes of our National History, it’s common knowledge that the Argentine Republic, beset by unpayable debts to international creditors, ceded sovereignty to the United Kingdom centuries ago, in exchange for the cancellation of their liabilities. And so, many years later, when Buenos Aires sank for good after the thaw, and there was an urgent need to rebuild the capital and its resorts, the only remaining place with swathes of inhabitable land was Antarctica. This put Argentina at a disadvantage, forcing the country to rent out (under a one-sided contract that not even the most wretched and desperate tenant would have lowered themselves to signing) the Antarctic Peninsula to its new proprietors, meaning that Antarctic Pinamar, Marambio Base, Antarctic Punta del Este, New Mar Azul, and Belgrano Base II, though inhabited by the Argentinian diaspora, were in reality overseas possessions of the British Empire, where the official language was English and the administration and government operated under the sovereignty of said country.

Argentina, an English colony, administered by the United Kingdom!

And, to top it off, they wanted to charge Dengue Void seven hundred pesos for a portion of whitebait …

Suddenly, she was assaulted by old memories—events from just a few months ago that also seemed to belong to various past lives—of her school companions’ chants at recess:

“Last one to jump is an Englishman!”

“Last one to jump is an Englishman!”

“Last one to jump is an Englishman!”

Then they would jump in a circle, thus, perhaps without being fully aware of the fact, inculcating themselves with a proud anti-imperialist sentiment, which they must have picked up at home or from everyday conversations on the streets of Victorica. However, when they saw Dengue Boy (as he was back then) timidly approaching, less out of anticolonial conviction than from an eagerness to be part of the group, and clumsily flapping his wings as he joined the circle and chanted the chorus, someone called him out:

“What are you jumping for, imbecile, when the mosquito who banged your mom is a pirate!”

“Last one to jump is an Englishman!”

“Dengue Daddy!”

“Last one to jump is an Englishman!”

“Dengue Daddy!”

“Englishman!”

“Your daddy!”

And they all rushed to beat on him, just for the sheer pleasure of causing him pain, while Dengue Boy cried and agonized over his impure and strange origin.

Dengue Boy (as she was back then) had heard this rumor many times: an English laboratory had infected the uteruses of several Victorica women with doctored larvae in exchange for a paltry sum, with the objective of engendering a new transgenic race, the Great Dengue Mosquito, a disproportionately huge, sinister insect whose practical application was unclear. His mother, needing the money, had offered herself up. But the experiment had gone wrong. Or, rather, too well. And the outcome had been Dengue Boy, a mutant, murderous abomination with the capacity to procreate more abominations like him at great speed.

It was said that the laboratory that had introduced the larvae in Victorica formed part of the AIS-Influenza Financial Services-YPF conglomerate, a vast corporation dealing in virofinance, planetary geoengineering, and the exploration of rare fossils such as the ones recently discovered at Belgrano Base II. Its founder and CEO, Noah Nuclopio, was an extravagant entrepreneur and magnate, currently based in the Argentinian Antarctic, famous for his sinister, megalomaniacal plans to monetize any and every climate catastrophe that occurred, and, it was rumored, the man behind the project to insert infected larvae into the uteruses of women in Victorica.

Could my daddy be Noah Nuclopio, a dazed Dengue Void wondered, as if that was the most important conclusion to be drawn from untangling the complex planetary mystery of which she was a part, and yet, by no fault of her own, the fact was that the very fate of Earth and all the life it harbored depended on the mosquito’s personal family drama, the Oedipal storyline in which she was becoming the protagonist. And perhaps, if her life had lost some meaning after becoming a void, she could easily recover it in a flash by hunting down Noah Nuclopio, her world-famous father, even more so if she disemboweled him for bringing such a horrific, wretched mosquito into the world. And while she was at it, she would also disembowel all the other English people and, hell, why not, the rest of humanity, too, thus sweeping that nefarious species off the face of this filthy planet.

Dengue Void was lost in these bloody revelations when she noticed an entourage of rowdy tourists had surrounded her. This mob of curious onlookers, fascinated by the sight of the disgusting insect, were taking photos, shouting and laughing, seized with both terror and excitement. Truth be told, Dengue Void had been extremely naïve to think that, after the humanitarian and financial catastrophe she had caused in the Pampas Caribbean, she could just sit down in the first restaurant she came across in Antarctic Pinamar like it was no big deal, when all the while the news of a monstruous, mutant, murderous mosquito was being splashed across the headlines of all the news channels and papers. But Dengue Void, who still had the innocent mentality of a young boy or girl, was unaware of this newfound fame, and now, still waiting to be served at the restaurant, she was surprised by the crowd of curious onlookers surrounding her, displaying the sort of frenzied excitement you might expect from a celebrity encounter. Amazed by the sudden, unexpected vision of these humans descending on her with their diabolical red faces, her reflexes were not prepared when she noticed Rodolfo, the man in charge of the almost homonymous restaurant (who, typical of the colonized mindset, had Anglicized his name and called his business Rudolph’s) pushing his way through the humming crowd, irritated by the scandalized crowd drawing negative attention to his place and scaring potential customers away, and angrier still at the mosquito who had originally caused the chaos. He pushed and punched away the crowd blocking his path, and when he was finally standing face to face with the mosquito at the center of the commotion, our very own, flabbergasted Dengue Void, Rodolfo removed from his back pocket a thick metallic cylinder and pressed the button on the top, all the while shouting:

“Split, filthy mosquito!”

This spray was none other than Moscorminator 400, an insecticide that had only just gone on sale in response to the new strain of dengue virus that had devastated the Pampas Caribbean and now threatened to come to the Antarctic.

He sprayed Dengue Void with a furious white explosion of insecticide, catching her off guard and burning her beak and antennae and multiple ommatid eyes. The terrible burning blinded her, but with the stubbornly homicidal spirit that was now her trademark, she managed to channel her last drops of strength into this retort:

“Oh, I’ll split, all right, Rodolfo, but not before I split you first! Seven hundred bites, one for each measly whitebait!”

The discrepancy between the threat and its execution was, however, rather pathetic—the venom was beginning to take effect, and Dengue Void could only summon the strength for a single, feeble bite, so weak and half-hearted that it barely scratched the surface of Rodolfo’s skull. Shocked by the apparent disappearance of the murderous omnipotence of which she had believed itself capable, the enfeebled Dengue Void fled in terror. She shook her wings, which only half responded, and zigzagged clumsily into the air, flying shakily through the sky, as the tourists and Rodolfo and the restaurant became blurry dots with no silhouettes or defined edges and there was only the sand and the sea, yes, the deep blue of the Bellinghausen Sea, warm and distant like the depths of pain, and the venom which coursed through the body of the mother, the girl, the boy, scrap all that, the void, numbing it until suddenly, as if her electricity supply had been cut off, her wings stopped and her ommatid eyes froze, and she fell stiffly down, right onto the strange white surface of an enormous cruise ship, where beautiful young people in unusual costumes skated and laughed, and Dengue Void, as she came crashing to the ground, was not even able to watch these youths as they fled, shitting themselves with fear at the unexpected sight of the giant mosquito plummeting to Earth, and Dengue Void, who would normally have laughed at such an unintended misdeed, impassively impassive to the point that she appeared almost placid. She looked straight into the sun, and then saw nothing anymore.

In an instant, she had gone from void to destroyed.

And her beak no longer looked all that pitch black or burnt in its appearance, and her embarrassing bi-colored legs were no longer so embarrassing or thin, and her entrails were less green and stinking, and her antennae were not so thick or furry, and her ommatid eyes no longer provoked the disgust or sense of abomination they once did, because her characteristic unbearable buzzing went from being unbearable to bearable, and then from tolerable to perhaps even pleasant, and then a dark crypt of soft whispers which, finally, under the bright Caribbean night of the poles, buzzed no more. Some curious onlookers approached her, but others, indifferent and otherwise occupied, continued their ceremonial strolls in the dazzling white night that went on and on, one day indistinguishable from the next in Antarctic Pinamar.

Dead, you mean?






EL DULCE


Yes, dead!

Again!

El Dulce was sick of the game crashing on him every time he started a raid, causing his frozen, defenseless character to be wiped out easily. This time, he was crouching among the reeds next to other Indians, waiting for a group of Christians he’d been trailing since dawn on the outskirts of Guaminí, a small, recently founded town in the middle of the pampas. The Christians were also looking for them, though, naturally, without any success, since a spy had already brought them news of this excursion, and the Indians had ordered all their encampments to be moved a long way southward.

But now night was falling, and the sun was bleeding out an arpeggio of blood in the bloody sky.

And the Christians, tired and hungry, were returning across the darkening plain. The Indians’ objective was clear. Pounce on them while they were distracted and had their guard down, kill them, and steal all their precious weapons: Winchester rifles, carbines, knives, and perhaps a rusty revolver or blunderbuss. Enough of an arsenal to attack the town the next day. So, once they took the Christians by surprise, raining hissing bolas down upon their steeds, causing them to trip and throw their riders to the ground, the Indians tore toward them like fire. El Dulce had only just managed to cut the throat of one of the fallen men and was watching as he let out slow, panting, pneumatic sighs, like a fish on land mouthing O and O and O and O and O as it suffocated, and had not even managed to remove the rifle from the dying man’s sheath, finishing him off with his own bullets, when everything dissolved in a bloody instant.

El Dulce, feeling nauseous, looked up and saw only a distorted blotch of formless pixels covering the screen.

Shitty fucking Pampatone!

He felt so dejected he didn’t even try to reconnect, given that the outcome was as frustrating as it was predictable: these Christians would enact their revenge upon his corpse, or if not them, then others who would find him soon after, frozen and abandoned in the middle of the desert.

He removed his headset to see that in Victorica in the year 2272 it was starting to get light: he had been playing Christians vs. Indians all night. It was unbearably hot, and, with the humidity, the air felt like a sauna. A typical morning in the Pampas Caribbean. He got up from the bed, intending to grab some breakfast and start work, when at the other end of the house (that is to say, three meters away, since the chalet they lived in was tiny) he saw his brother behaving suspiciously, peeping out though the curtains while cursing under his breath.

When his brother saw that he was awake, he shouted:

“Hey, come look at this, you piece of shit. Something’s up in the neighborhood! It’s crawling with pigs!”

El Dulce opened the curtains fully to see that the armed forces were, indeed, stationed outside, with an enormous cordon sanitaire erected around the trash heap in front of their house. Hundreds of soldiers with machine guns, masks, and hazmat suits, helicopters and tanks patrolling the area. El Dulce had to try as hard as he could not to piss himself with fear, for in a sudden flash he had remembered that whole mess with the stone, which he had (naively) believed to be forgotten, and as his hands were beginning to shake and he did not want to rouse his brother’s suspicion, incredulous at the stunning troop deployment happening right outside his house, he hid them behind his back. Then, putting in his entry for the Oscar for Best Actor, he asked him:

“Strange, huh. What do you think it’s about?”

The rumors reached them later. Apparently, a homeless person who rifled through the trash heap each night had found the stone, drawn to the fluorescent green. And while no one knows what effect the magic pebble itself had on the poor man, what’s certain is that he was found with his skull broken—well, not broken exactly, but rather split right down the middle like a rotten papaya, as if, driven mad by the terrible truths the fossil had inserted into him through telepathy, he had smashed his own head open until the unbearable, primordial voice, communicating terrible truths that had been buried for eons in the entrails of the Earth, had finally fallen silent. A neighbor, alerted by the insufferable rotting smell, called the authorities immediately, and within a few hours the entire block had been fenced off.

For El Dulce’s brother, it didn’t add up: how had one of the stones he was smuggling ended up there? As he observed the police officers stationed directly opposite his house, some of them shooing flies away, others hassling people who walked by, he naturally thought of the illegal nature of his business, and concluded immediately that this deluge of soldiers would be disastrous. The very reason his activities flowed so smoothly, out of sight of the law, was thanks to the bribes given out each week to the local government boats that patrolled the Argentinian section of the Canal. However, the arrival of this new squadron, whose members would clearly see him moving through the neighborhood engaged in suspicious activities, carrying piles of crates toward the river, would disrupt the system of favors he had worked so hard to establish, considerably slowing down his contraband activity.

His predictions turned out to be correct: months would go by, and not only would the fence not come down, more and more agents would turn up to patrol the area. He’d suspended all activity out of precaution for a week, but economic necessity forced him back into the arena. No matter how early they unloaded the cargo, though, it was impossible to find a single shore on the pestilent creek where there would not be a group of five or six cops waiting for them, eager for a cut of their thriving, illicit business. The moment unloading began, they would emerge like flies from behind the shrubs, and one of them, who was always the boss, would tap the crates with the tip of his shotgun. And when he heard the mutants moaning inside, he’d smile from ear to ear and ask:

“Is that sheepies you’ve got in there? Now how about that, the boys were just saying they’d love to stick it into one of them …”

Between the merchandise the soldiers borrowed to satisfy their own base instincts, and the payments they demanded in order to continue turning a blind eye to the smuggling, El Dulce’s brother started squandering all his money on bribes, giving them out left and right, with no discernment whatsoever, just to be left in peace. And so, he very quickly went under. He had to get rid of two ferrymen and sell off a pickup truck and a boat at a loss. His SME was drastically reduced until it became a black hole of losses, and he could no longer compete with the cops, who had cottoned on to the fact that beneath this shabby town there lay a gold mine and became smugglers themselves. And as they did not have to pay their own bribes, naturally they had fewer fixed expenses and could offer a transit service at a far more competitive price.

That’s how, almost overnight, El Dulce’s brother found himself practically unemployed. And, in some intuitive way that he could not quite explain, he became stubbornly convinced that El Dulce was to blame for this disaster. Seized by a certainty that came to him without any proof but from deep inside him, he had imagined the entire sequence: for the sheer pleasure of breaking his balls, El Dulce had surreptitiously pilfered one of the stones and then, fearful of its unknown effects, thrown it out of the window, thinking that doing so would resolve the matter.

If his brother ever found out that this theory was in fact true, he fantasized, with the rage you would expect from someone in such a tragic situation, he’d beat the living crap out of him, so that he would learn not to shit where he eats.

He began watching El Dulce all day long. It wasn’t the hardest of tasks, since all El Dulce did when he wasn’t working for his brother was play on the Pampatone. Spread out on the armchair, completely hooked on Christians vs. Indians, as well as his new toy, Christians vs. Indians 2, an expansion pack that adds adventures set during the Conquest of the Antarctic Desert and on other planets such as Jupiter and Mars. El Dulce’s brother sat down and stared straight at El Dulce, who, caught up in his virtual reality world, his face in a state of ecstatic pleasure, was kneeling and moving his arms up and down as if possessed. El Dulce’s brother tore the helmet from his head, slapped him twice, and, as he lifted him up by the neck, shouted at him from so close that his slobber went all over his face:

“You piece of shit; I’ll kill you if I find out you stole that stone!”

He left, while El Dulce, pale and terrified, made his best effort to feign shock at the accusation and returned to the game. It must be said that his brother, despite his permanent vigilance, was not all that perceptive, since at no point had he wondered where El Dulce had got the money to buy Christians vs. Indians 2. But it turns out that El Dulce, after stealing the telepathic stone, had realized that stealing merchandise from his moron of a brother was a total cinch. And so, on Sundays, generally the days when the most cargo was unloaded and it was therefore harder to detect any missing items, he would take a few sheepies. He hid them under lock and key, in the disabled stall of the school washrooms (which he felt would be an adequate habitat for them, since they could drink fresh water from the toilet) and, during recess, hired them out to students in the sixth and seventh grades, pubescent little hoodlums with aching balls, who would spend whatever El Dulce asked and then some if it meant they could have a go at the mutant’s tender anus. Just touching its splendid sphincter made the kids go wild, howling like rutting beasts from inside the stall:

“Like me ramming it up your asshole, Alfredito? Like me popping your cherry?”

It seemed that these brats had a morbid obsession with imagining they were fucking a classmate called Alfredito, who had a fat, round ass that none of them could resist. This fantasy was bolstered by the fact that any inhibitions were left behind the moment they entered the stall, as El Dulce sold them blisters of benereoTT, which they popped like candy as they sodomized the mutant. And so, during each recess, the washrooms were transformed into a Hellenic den of childish pleasure, run by El Dulce and bringing in absurd levels of profit for a boy of his age, allowing him to buy, after just two or three weeks, a copy of Christians vs. Indians 2 at the market.

The problem that had nagged El Dulce in the first Christians vs. Indians was that, with his terminally slow connection, he always ended up becoming cannon fodder for the Christians. He successfully took part in the beginning of each raid (when they ambushed the military posts on the frontier), but no sooner would they enter a town and initiate fires, sackings, and slaughter, than the overload of characters and backdrops would demand a volume of graphics too high for the precarious Pampatone and crash the system, and after a few seconds of frozen screen, El Dulce’s character would appear on the floor, his head or belly blown open with lead. It didn’t make much sense, then, for him to have bought Christians vs. Indians 2, whose graphics and virtual experiences were far more sophisticated than the ones in the original game. But of course, the company that produced the video game had deactivated the religious experiences in Christians vs. Indians so that everyone would be forced to buy the expansion pack. And El Dulce, a devotee of the cult of the Mighty Serpent, would sooner cut off an arm than deprive himself of the connection with his divinity. With sanctuaries across the length and breadth of the world of the game, the Mighty Serpent was the most popular deity among the Indians, who offered it trophies obtained during the raids. In exchange for this offering, the Mighty Serpent would grant “favors” (generally, protection in battle or the ability to kill more and with greater brutality). Similarly, the Christians venerated the Good Soldier, a saint who protected them from raids and for whom they lit candles in the hope that the Indians would vanish forever.

Both religions had strict rules. Children were expected to connect punctually at noon and midnight to pray, facing the cardinal point where the nearest sanctuary was located. They also had to light twelve candles daily in honor of their deity, “sacred” candles that could only be found in the game’s official store. Bear in mind that, while each candle cost just twelve pesos, when you multiplied that by two daily prayers, every day of the month, and added tithes (which increased each player’s faith level), as well as donations to improve sanctuaries and temples, belonging to the cult cost a not inconsiderable sum, and if you added the exorbitant price of the console, the game, and its expansion packs, it totaled a small fortune. But the children became mini extremists of their faith, not hesitating to steal (if their family would not offer up the sums voluntarily) to pay tribute to their idol. El Dulce, a stubbornly fanatical devotee of the Mighty Serpent and the strict practices imposed by his faith, felt no remorse whatsoever about stealing goods from his brother. Nor was he bothered that these small but constant thefts had brought ruin upon him. He would have impaled his brother outside their house, he fantasized, if the cult of the Mighty Serpent had demanded he do so. Because nothing was more important to him than the Mighty Serpent, his deity in Christians vs. Indians 2.

El Dulce finished reciting the prayer his brother had interrupted (reading it from a prayer card, with minor variations applicable to his present situation):

“Oh, Mighty Serpent! I humbly beseech that, through your intercession, the miracle I seek from you might be fulfilled: grant me a good connection, help me so that my console might not crash in the fulfilment of my duty. I shall undertake my raids with valor, and I shall exterminate the Christians. I shall skin them alive, mutilate and violate them. We shall burn their saints, spit on their culture, and steal their property, so that they might pay in violence for the violence they have committed against us for centuries and centuries (that is, for three months, which was how long ago his brother had given him the Pampatone, because in the game’s time, one week was equivalent to a hundred years). And, if you grant me the necessary strength and fortune, I promise that I will fulfil my vow, and offer up to you my faithful gratitude by undertaking a pilgrimage to your majestic VIP sanctuaries on Jupiter and in Antarctica. And there, oh, Sacred Serpent, I shall pay you the tithe that you so richly deserve,” El Dulce concluded.

Then he lit twelve candles, deposited a few chunks of bloody flesh (presumably from the corpse of a Christian) and blessed himself twelve times using the Serpent’s circular symbol.

It must be said that the Mighty Serpent did, indeed, grant him his miracle. That afternoon, despite the high data load usually demanded by Christians vs. Indians 2, an amount that should have crashed the precarious Pampatone, El Dulce and twelve other Indians erupted into Guaminí, the town he had so often attacked unsuccessfully. El Dulce, with unprecedented savagery, set fire to houses, skinned, raped, and killed, even sodomizing the priest, his personal kink, with a heavy silver crucifix. And his connection never slowed or crashed. He returned to the camp safe and sound, covered in blood that was not his, weighed down with sacks of treasure that were now his, under the expansive night of the nineteenth-century plains. Lit by stars that hung in the sky like succulent balls of animal fat, El Dulce rendered tender tribute to his goddess. He blessed himself twelve times using the Mighty Serpent’s circular symbol, and, as he stood spellbound, contemplating the spectacular lightshow of galaxies and stars that filled the sky (of course, the smog meant that such a vision was impossible in the Victorica of the year 2272), he decided that that very day, after the midnight prayer, he would fulfil his sacred promise: he would undertake the pilgrimage to the Mighty Serpent’s sanctuary in Antarctica, located right on the earth’s magnetic pole.

He went with twelve other Indians, equally fanatical in their devotion, and just as ignorant as he was when it came to the geography and temperatures down south in the nineteenth century. This ignorance, it goes without saying, caused them to commit gargantuan blunders. To start with, they didn’t even think to wrap up warmly, and undertook their adventure to the frozen continent just as they were, wearing only loincloths. Of course, having spent their entire lives enduring the burning temperatures that dominated the planet in the year 2272, they had not the slightest idea what cold was, or that it had implacably governed Antarctica for millennia, far less that its effects on a poorly insulated body were terrible, and potentially deadly. Since they also knew nothing of the Antarctic expeditions, successful and failed, they took horses instead of dogs as beasts of burden, another mistake which meant their venture was doomed from the start. It’s widely known that during the race for the conquest of the frozen continent, disputed during the period from 1898 to 1922 by the British Empire and Norway, represented by Scott and Amundsen respectively, the fundamental difference between the two sides was that the Norwegians used dogs rather than horses to pull their sleighs. The advantages of using these animals over horses were twofold: they withstood the cold far better (indeed, the horses on Scott’s crossing died one by one from the cold), and they not only ate far less but, being carnivorous, could hunt whatever they found along the way (seals, penguins, even other dying dogs). With horses, which eat hay, extra food had to be brought, making the sleighs heavier and the journey even more arduous. And dogs, being lighter, could better deal with the unpredictability of fresh snow, while horses sunk and froze to death.

But El Dulce and his band of Indians knew nothing of this. After long hours at sea, the boat left them with their horses and sleighs at the Bay of Whales, where the Ross Ice Shelf began. The temperature was an unbelievable −128.2°F. As if that wasn’t enough, an incredible hurricane-like ice storm hit their skin like stones, impeding their vision beyond two meters. The horses, gruff in the face of the violent, frozen wind, refused to move, digging their shoes into the ice. But to El Dulce, who had just disembarked and unloaded, none of this mattered. He submerged himself into an unknown, overwhelming world, the likes of which he had never seen. Harsh polar winds blew, cutting into the skin until it went completely numb, and everything was a blinding, completely new color.

Snow!

Unanimous, limitless white erased any sense of distance and proportion, bewildering its beholder with the geometrical confusion of dimensionless space, empty like a metaphysical fantasy. To invoke that illusion, El Dulce stamped his feet, jumped, threw himself onto the icy ground and made a snow angel with legs and arms. Then he ran, crouched, made a snowball, packed it, and threw it. He grabbed another handful of snow, which he thumbed at with a sense of discovery and fascination, before bringing it to his mouth. Because the Pampatone, with its shoddy engineering, did not allow players to taste flavors, and the virtual reality gloves could not sense cold or warm temperatures, he was forced to use his imagination—it was warm to the touch, soft as cotton and creamy as milk. He rubbed it joyfully on his mouth, but when he crouched down to pick up more, he saw, to his horror, that one of his feet had swollen and turned black. It looked like a fat blood sausage about to burst. And yet, he was so fascinated by all these new sensations and the imminent encounter with the Mighty Serpent’s sanctuary that he ignored the moribund state of his extremity. His euphoria gave him the strength to advance through the inclement storm, dragging his frozen foot along.

Meanwhile, the horses were also taking damage. Unused to the terrain, their legs were injured by the sastrugi, snow ridges typical to Antarctica, perfectly sculpted over centuries by the winds on this virgin soil. Thus, as they moved forward, repeatedly cutting themselves, the horses’ legs became covered in a thick jelly of blood and ice, the dampness rapidly accelerating the freezing process, and so they fell to the ground, resigning themselves to death. The Indians had no choice but to abandon the sleighs, loaded with water and food.

They kept advancing, but after walking, or rather, limping, for a short time, El Dulce tripped on a sastrugi and fell face down into the ice. One of the Indians examined him and gave him the grave news:

“Dulce, your right foot’s got frostbite. We need to amputate it.”

They sawed off his leg, made an improvised crutch using a spear, and kept going. But not long after, the same fate befell his hand, which looked like an animal’s rotting claw in a grotesque state of decomposition.

“Dulce, your pinkie’s fucked.”

El Dulce looked in terror at his swollen hand, which belonged to but no longer obeyed him, as if the extremity of a putrid, bloated corpse had been grafted on in its place. Not wanting to have to depend on the others, he grabbed the saw and amputated the whole arm himself.

His brother, who was just about to leave the house, walked in to find him sitting in front of the screen, absorbed in this arduous task. Sawing back and forth, going at it steadily, unceasingly, in such deep concentration that his brother imagined (because he had no fucking idea what Christians vs. Indians was about) that El Dulce was playing at being a builder, or a carpenter, or even an engineer. And he felt such pity for his little brother, acting out his future dreams like that, still too small to know that there was no future, much less for a wretched boy from a town like Victorica, condemned to sickness and ruin. Seeing in his brother a reflection of the disillusionment he would inevitably experience one day—the discovery that it’s all a matter of enduring and surviving, and that in a devastated age like ours there is no space for a young boy’s dreams—he wistfully stroked his head, concluding that a boy as good and full of dreams as his brother, who wanted so badly to be an engineer, could never have stolen the stone from him. He said goodbye without his brother hearing and left the house for good, to try his luck in the Antarctic Caribbean, abandoning his family just as his father, and all those before him, had done.

But El Dulce knew none of this, for he was fighting for survival in the frozen Antarctic of the nineteenth century, advancing as well as he could with his crutch, missing an arm and a leg. Six horses had already died of cold, and those that remained were stoically, agonizingly, pulling the sleigh with the last of their supplies on it.

“Onward, damn it, onward!” El Dulce shouted helplessly as he whipped the hell out of them, but the poor beasts, their shoes covered in thick, rock-hard ice, succumbed to the harsh thermometer of death.

After a few hours of dragging himself slowly forward in the relentless ice hurricane, El Dulce fell face forward again, onto the frozen ground. Another Indian delivered the somber news:

“Dulce, your left extremities can’t take any more. They must also be amputated.”

Immediately they (since he could no longer do it himself) sawed off his left leg and arm, and El Dulce, now reduced to nothing more than a torso, slithered along the ice in a slow yet persistent forward motion.

There seemed to be no hope left for poor El Dulce. They were still hundreds of miles away from the sanctuary, and he was in a terrible state. A pathetic, mutilated worm. But it was precisely then, when he had become an annelid on the ice, that El Dulce received the signal.

Number twelve, the compulsory hour at which prayers were given at dawn and dusk; number twelve, the quantity of candles offered to the Mighty Serpent, and twelve pesos, the price of candles at the official store; number twelve, the number of times you repeated the Mighty Serpent’s circular symbol when you blessed yourself; number twelve, the number of Indians willing to accompany him on his expedition. Twelve, the sacred numeral in the lore of the Mighty Serpent, “the exact number of letters possessed by His Name.” However, this Orthographical Truth had always been the exclusive knowledge of sages of the faith, and was considered to be a riddle with no solution, since the number of letters in the “Mighty Serpent” was thirteen (or sixteen, if you included the article) and so no one had solved the mystery over centuries and centuries (that is, in six months, the time since the Christians vs. Indians 2 expansion pack had gone on sale).

Until now.

Because the primordial truth which El Dulce had received telepathically from the stone he had stolen from his brother had twelve letters. That telepathic stone from Antarctica whose terrible auspices came from geological time immemorial, before humans or any biological lifeforms existed, and neither being nor nonbeing, and neither living things nor nonliving things could be distinguished from one another but were instead encoded into a primeval, cosmic hive of prelife.

Mighty Anarch.

The little thug understood what had to be done. He removed his shoddy Pampatone headset and looked at the time: precisely twelve o’clock in Victorica. He walked outside toward the trash heap in front of his house. The telepathic stone was being watched around the clock by the hermetic cordon sanitaire of soldiers, tanks, and helicopters. He intended to steal it.

You would, of course, have to be mad to try to challenge the rigid security set-up surrounding the stone—in broad daylight no less. It was said that several thieves, intoxicated by the rumors of superpowers the stone supposedly bestowed, had made unsuccessful attempts and ended up riddled with the army’s bullets. The patrols intensified overnight, but were more relaxed at noon, the soldiers believing no one would be crazy enough to try to steal it at this hour—much, much less, it goes without saying, a twelve-year-old boy. Which was why, when El Dulce walked down the path from his house and past the few police still on guard at this time, they saluted him with a knowing smile and paid no attention as he swiftly broke through the high-security fence and snuck up to the very spot the stone was resting, verdant and glimmering, next to a soldier who saw him walk past and, indifferent, looked instead at his cell phone. And El Dulce, acting as if he hadn’t the slightest interest in the object, put it in his pocket and calmly walked back home.

He closed the door, breathed in deep, and, preparing himself for the defining moment he was about to experience, quietly removed the batteries from the Pampatone and, in their place, violently jammed the oddly shaped, trembling stone, which was beating like a heart that had just been removed from a sacrificial body. He reconnected.

What happened next defies explanation.

El Dulce, despite having turned into a helpless, memberless torso, slithered under the snow and through the painful sastrugi. He dragged himself tirelessly along the interminable miles that separated him from the earth’s magnetic pole, and when he arrived, bowed his head before the imposing dodecagonal sanctuary of The Mighty Anarch.

From that moment, all the moments on Earth blended into a single instant of primordial anarchy—the twenty-third century could no longer be told apart from the nineteenth nor Victorica from frozen Antarctica, nor the Pampas Caribbean from the infinite, vertiginous plains of the era of their conquest. The twelve letters of the Mighty Serpent, whose secret name was The Mighty Anarch, had caused the video game’s rigorous magic to become confused with the magic rigor of reality. Now time could no longer be separated, not the centuries from the hours, nor the hours from the days, which all succumbed to the cosmic hive of prelife.






DENGUE DESTROYED


Dead, you mean?

Spread-eagled on that strange white surface which lay beneath the inclement Antarctic sun, Dengue Destroyed saw everything flash by in no more than a second. What of life is there to look back on in the space of a few instants when a boy, a girl, a destroyed void, believes they are about to die? Might they think of their dear mother, lament the father they never knew, or perhaps recall some humorous or traumatic anecdote involving their classmates? Truthfully, not much else had happened during her brief time on Earth. However (for the mind works in mysterious and unpredictable ways, especially the mind of a mutant mosquito), Dengue Destroyed did not think about any of these people, but rather about a story her mother used to read her at bedtime, the story of “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.” She remembered the opening by heart:

“Once upon a time, on a frozen, windy winter’s night, there lived a queen. This queen was watching the snow fall as she knitted by the window. Through the window, the snowflakes fell slowly and rhythmically in unpredictable patterns, like feathers from an infinite pillow. As she gazed in wonder at the falling snow, she accidentally pricked one of her fingers with the needle. Three drops of blood fell onto the snow. And the queen thought to herself: if only I could have a daughter who was as white as snow, as red as blood, and as beautiful as winter!”

This opening always unsettled Dengue Boy (as he was back then). Among other things, he didn’t understand half the words: what the heck was winter, what was cold, what was snow, and why did they cause such fascination?

A daughter as cherished as snow, as beautiful as winter …

The mystery of those words, whose meanings had always escaped him, aroused an even greater suspicion: does this mean that I, the aberrant Dengue Boy, with my green and yellow blotches, must be as white as snow and as beautiful as winter for my mommy to truly love and cherish me?

It was impossible to know, and in this future in which cold, winter, and snow had disappeared from the earth, there was no empirical way of experiencing their effects (at least not for a wretched boy from Victorica). Naturally, his mother, who had also spent all her miserable life in Victorica, wasn’t much help. All she knew (or intuited so strongly that she believed she knew) was that snow was soft and beautiful, and the skin of beautiful children had the same color and pleasant texture, unlike her Dengue Child, whose epidermis was furry, harsh, a greenish-yellowy color.

Because of this, Dengue Boy, like some kind of Kabbalistic rabbi, convinced himself that, if he could access the mystifying meaning of cold, winter, and snow, he would open the sacred chest of its mysteries, and the secret of how to obtain his mother’s affection.

Because there was nothing the insect wished for more than to be white like snow, beautiful like winter, and cherished by his mother!

The desire to access the enigmatic material hidden by these words took hold of the poor insect, and he pored over every dictionary and encyclopedia he could find in search of the answers. He read the definitions again and again:

Winter. Noun. Obs. Extinct season in the terrestrial year which used to occur between autumn and spring, also extinct.

E.g.: “Winter was the coldest time of the year.”

Cold. Noun. Obs. Bodily sensation produced by low temperatures, characteristic of ancient winter.

E.g.: “It was cold during winter, especially if there was snow.”

Snow. Noun. Precipitation in the form of small white ice crystals formed directly from the water vapor of the air at a temperature of less than 32°F, which used to occur during the terrestrial winter, and which still occurs on other planets or on Earth via artificial means.

E.g.: “There was so much snow during winter!”

The poor boy read these definitions, and reread them, and then read again, but, to his great disappointment, understood nothing. Was it because (as his classmates always claimed) he was a halfwit? Winter, cold, snow. Mere words. Words! And worse still, words that had to be explained using other words whose definitions were even more vague and imprecise.

W-i-n-t-er, c-o-l-d, s-n-ow.

Hermetic hieroglyphs that the boy relished phoneme by phoneme, under the illusion that by doing so the flesh that had once lain beneath their vibrant skin would not evaporate before his eyes. But, removed from the meaning that had once breathed life into them, all that remained was a hollow carcass of meaningless sound.

W-i-n-t-er, c-o-l-d, s-n-ow.

Atmospheric phenomena that so many humans and other species had suffered and endured over millennia, and that were now a mere planetary mystery, speculative prose written by fossils, the empty scriptures of the water and the soil, the geological imprint of nothingness!

The only season the Pampas and Antarctic Caribbean knew was summer, scorching, unrelenting, homogenous. So when Dengue Void, her body still numb from the poison, believed she was going to die, and saw a drop of her own blood (to be precise, the blood she had indiscriminately sucked from the children and office workers of Victorica), yes, when she saw that blood trickling across the strange, white surface she had fallen onto, she remembered that snow was white, which immediately reminded her of the opening to the story his mother used to tell him (back when he was a boy), the perplexing fable of “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.”

And indeed, the memory she believed to be her last was fitting, for her poisoned body had in fact landed on the ice skating rink of the Great Winter Cruise, the cruise company’s flagship, which traveled along the coast of the Antarctic Caribbean, recreating for its visitors the cold season, now vanished from the earth, and its elemental materials: snow, glaciers, and icebergs. On these luxury cruise ships, run using AIS’s state-of the-art technology, tourists could experience the unique delights of winter for themselves, including one of its greatest attractions, the biggest ice rink on the planet!

And that was precisely where Dengue Dying had landed, ruining the tourists’ fun. Picture the scene: on this imposing slab of ice, one hundred twenty-one feet long and fifty-five feet wide, which crowned the terrace of the twenty-floor cruise ship with a direct view of the pristine, burning sea, huge crowds of visitors had flocked to try out a unique experience, quite possibly for the first time—a journey through time to another geological era, since these spectacular landscapes did not exist naturally anywhere on Earth. It was not only an opportunity to skate with the unmistakable and elegant stride of ice skates on a frozen sheet, but to do so at subzero temperatures, since the atmosphere in which the rink had been installed recreated the feel of the harsh winters of old New York, long flooded and submerged beneath the waves. On top of that, it was Christmas, international tourism’s busiest and most eagerly awaited season. And so, as the carols rang out, enthralled tourists clad in heavy coats moved like swans gliding over a terra incognita, this white rectangle whose temperature was sustained by the herculean efforts of extremely powerful refrigerating machines, a surface of artificial ice decorated with flags of all the countries from before the Great Thaw, opposite a monumental, pure gold statue of Prometheus stealing fire from the gods, for the rink was an imitation of the long-vanished one at Rockefeller Center, in old New York, also many leagues under the sea now.

Naturally, the sculptor hired by the cruise ship had been astute enough to replace the flame in Prometheus’s right hand with an enormous block of pure ice, which the titan was robbing from the abyss of planetary time so that these wealthy tourists could recover (for as long as the cruise lasted) a geological era now permanently eclipsed on Earth: the Holocene. In fact, this was the cruise company’s slogan: “12,000 years of history in one place, the Great Winter Cruise,” as it promised to perfectly recreate that lost planetary terrain which winter as humans had known it was born and had died. Thus, “hibernation” (as the company called the cruise experience in its advertisements) progressed upward from the bottom floors, narrating twelve thousand years of the history of winter in ascending order. It began on the bottom deck, where they had recreated the end of the Pleistocene in an enormous fridge with robotic mammoths and mastodons, including a family-friendly game in which you had to start a fire with sticks and stones before prehistoric mammals attacked. The higher levels offered a variety of experiences from the old winter: the historical ones included invading Scandinavian cities with a Viking ship, with the ability to kill, sack, and rape, or crossing the Andes on General San Martín’s white horse, while on the floors dedicated to general entertainment there were ski slopes, cold chambers in which the auroras borealis and australis were recreated using lasers, and others in which you could experience all different kinds of wintry precipitation, including snow, hail, and sleet. There was also an enormous igloo with an open-air cinema, casino, spa, carousel, cocktail bar, and a sushi and BBQ restaurant, among other “hibernation” attractions, which, the cruise ship’s advertisements assured visitors, recreated winter in perfect detail. The ancient, frozen delights of ice, snow, and cold were an authentic treasure of the gods, stolen by Prometheus himself for the exclusive enjoyment of visitors to the cruise: a true paradise in which you could access a secret mystery that was now irretrievably lost. The skaters slid across the rink in an atmosphere of pure jubilation, helped along by the Christmas carols, and people laughed as they crashed hilariously into one another and danced, beaming at one another in shared bliss. A true, unforgettable celebration that would be forever recorded onto the tourists’ retinas, an authentic dream, had it not been for the mosquito landing violently and abruptly on the ice rink and ruining everything.

Dengue Void came down like thunder, destroying a piece of the hugely expensive frozen surface. This set off loud alarms, and the shouts and panic transformed what had been a carnival into a horrific spectacle. Terrified by the sight of this horrendous mosquito, the skaters stampeded toward the exit, but many tripped over their skates and were then stomped on by the blades of others fleeing in desperation. In the restaurant, the muffled crunch of skulls being crushed against the frozen mantle was confused with the sound of customers chewing fried shrimp (it was the special that day), and some even complained about these uncouth people, chewing with their mouths open—but, thanks to the emergency protocol rehearsed on the first day of the cruise, the true cause of the sound was quickly discovered. The skaters who had escaped in one piece got into single file, and, following the instructions recited over the loudspeakers, removed themselves in a most orderly fashion. Crisis largely averted, aside from the unfortunate deaths of a dozen tourists, crushed at the outset by the terrified mob. And there was also the grim matter of the horrendous mosquito that had ruined such a joyful evening and turned the unforgettable Christmas celebration into a sad and ghostly abandoned ice rink.

Meanwhile, the evacuees had returned to their bedrooms or were eating fried shrimp in the upstairs bar, hoping that the cleaning staff would sweep up the horrendous intruder and the deceased tourists so they could finish skating. Dengue Void, in her hour of dying, could hear two of the evacuated men sitting at the bar, looking down in annoyance at the rink where the insect that had interrupted their long-awaited skating experience lay. The tourists were drinking whiskey on the rocks (with ice they had hacked off themselves from the piece of glacier being held up by the statue of Prometheus) and chatting about the monstruous mosquito:

“Apparently it’s the fourth to land in a week,” said one, to break the ice.

“In the late twenty-second century, when I was a kid,” the other, visibly graying man answered, “mosquitos were just a minor nuisance, no bigger than your fist. Sure, they were a pain in the ass, but you could easily just squash them with your hand. Later, after the disappearance of other flying species and the expansion of the tropical climate across the entire planet, they adapted, and without any competition or natural predators, they grew at dizzying speed. Now, if you’re lucky, the smallest ones are the size of a farmyard chicken. But some are so insatiably addicted to human blood that they can reach the size of enormous, hideous pigs. Monstruous, vampiric parasites, living off the blood of others! No matter how much you whack them with a flip-flop, they won’t die, and the only way to finish them off is with a bullet to the head. Then there’s the disgusting mess they leave: hundreds of liters of the putrid, miscegenated blood of God knows how many people. Now they’re descending upon the Pampas Caribbean like a plague. I know the region well, as I have some business there, and I can tell you how to fix it: drop an atomic bomb on South America and start from scratch. Because the most gnarly mutants are the ones incubating on those prehistoric ranches they live in up there, full of mud and shit. If those people get infected, fine, let the filthy beasts wallow in it, for all I care. But then all these new hybrids reproduce, like the mosquitos they are, and we’re the ones who end up paying the price. Luckily, they said this one was already on its last legs, and it’ll be gone in a few minutes, once the cleaning girls arrive.”

Indeed, the dying Dengue Destroyed watched as some women approached and, with shovels and gloves, picked her up and placed her in an enormous dumpster. But, no sooner had they raised her up than a stagnant, pestilent stench was emitted, so strong it almost floored them.

“What a disgusting smell of rotten ass,” one of the cleaners protested, to the embarrassment of Dengue Destroyed.

The poison, it seemed, had eaten away at her abdominal skin, making small holes in the surface, and the mishmash of the blood of his different victims was leaking out, and the heat made it coagulate into a nauseating, gooey syrup. The women covered their noses with one hand while trying to put Dengue in the dumpster with the other, but because the dumpster wasn’t big enough for the poisoned insect’s swollen body, her head stuck out, and she watched as they took her away from the ice rink and brought her inside. It was a pity that Dengue Destroyed, so obsessed as a child with the vanished cold season, did not get to appreciate with greater lucidity the wintry spectacles she passed by, almost on its last legs, in the dumpster. Because it was still under the effects of the poison (though it was beginning to fade, it still caused her vision to be clouded), she did not notice as the receptacle was wheeled past the room that recreated a relentless Antarctic snowstorm, before entering the high polar corridors of the Great Iceberg Gallery, an enormous environment with frozen lakes filled with authentic ice floes from Greenland and Antarctica. This cruise ship was renowned for being home to one of the biggest collections of original iceberg fragments, items that, naturally, had become extremely expensive after the polar ice caps had melted completely. The listing of icebergs by the pound had become the cause of much financial speculation, a standard of value as decisive in the economy as petroleum or gold had once been. Shares in the commodity formed part of the most select packages on the virofinance stock markets, while the last fragments of the thaw were fought over by keen collectors, desperate to acquire the chunks of ice and display them in refrigerated chambers, in high-end galleries. Museums were founded that were perfectly equipped to specialize in exhibiting these pieces, the Great Winter Cruise chief among them, housing as it did one of the biggest collections of iceberg fragments on Earth. This was the room they pushed Dengue Destroyed through, still in too lamentable a state to read the plaques describing these massive blocks. It was like the obituary for a planet which, beyond the cruise ship’s magical refrigerating machines, no longer existed:

Fragment of the Perito Moreno glacier (12,901 mg)

Fragment of the Sólheimajökull glacier (537 mg)

Fragment of the Vinciguerra glacier (734 mg)

Fragment of the Vespignani glacier (8.973 mg)

Fragment of the Lambert glacier (121 mg)

Fragment of the Amundsen glacier (4,589 mg)

Fragment of the Aviator glacier (3,920 mg)

Fragment of the Beardmore glacier (54,120 mg)

Fragment of the Erebus glacier (200 mg)

Fragment of the Fisher glacier (78,430 mg)

Fragment of the Greenwell glacier (127,390 mg)

Fragment of the Nimrod glacier (6,702 mg)

Fragment of the Jupiter glacier (35,012 mg)

Fragment of the Mariner glacier (5,016 mg)

Fragment of the Recovery glacier (320 mg)

Fragment of the Reedy glacier (90,672 mg)

Fragment of the Rennick glacier (1,924 mg)

Fragment of the Scott glacier (8,026 mg)

Fragment of the Slessor glacier (20,376 mg)

Fragment of the Smith glacier (34,028 mg)

Fragment of the Tuckler glacier (99,673 mg)

Fragment of the Veststraumen glacier (78,345 mg)

Fragment of the Wetmore glacier (90,373 mg)

Nothing less than the last ruins of the geological empire that had cooled and regulated the earth for hundreds of thousands of years, scraps of ice valued in the billions!

Planetary angels of a bygone era, the final frozen witnesses of something that was once called an iceberg, and of something that was once winter!

One could not walk through the Great Iceberg Gallery and not feel the sudden weight of the world in its infancy. A reliquary of true planetary jewels, its combined age was greater than that of all humanity, though at the end of the day it was essentially just water. Furthermore, despite their already enormous sizes, they were even bigger than they looked, since, possessing a characteristic that was highly prized in literature, 90 percent of their bulk lay underwater, and whatever happened below the surface remained a mystery. But Dengue Destroyed was not aware of any of this, neither the visible 10 percent nor the invisible 90 percent, but simply moved, in the same state of bewildered unconsciousness, from this room to the one that recreated different landforms produced by glaciers: drumlins and fjords. Finally she reached one of the most popular rooms, the one that housed a miniature Titanic (with seating for thirty visitors), where one could experience a perfectly scaled-down version of the voyage, staying in its elegant cabins, attending luxury parties in its pompous ballrooms, the subsequent collision with the icebergs, its sinking, and, last of all, being shipwrecked on life rafts in frozen waters! Again, though, this meant nothing to Dengue Destroyed Void, still in her foggy poisoned stupor. They passed through other galleries and scenes from extinct terrestrial winter and were just about to finally enter the garbage room when the ship’s emergency alarms sounded at full volume. The plague that had disembarked a few hours ago from the shores of Antarctic Pinamar had finally reached the cruise ship.

“Alert! Alert! All passengers to their cabins!”

“Red alert! Red alert! Mosquito invasion! Red alert! The new Pampas strain!”

It was the new dengue virus, coming, in a cloud of biblical proportions, to annihilate. From the boat’s terrace, desperate, agonized cries could be heard, evidently coming from those suffering the instantaneous effect of the virus. Perhaps all the noise, and that foul smell, had the effect of arousing her basest instincts, because, just like that, Dengue Destroyed was remade. In the short journey from destroyed back to void, one syllable long to be precise, Dengue Void arose in an instant from her stupor. And, once restored, she continued remembering, in a flash of lucidity, what she had believed to be her final memory, the one about “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.” Once again, she recalled those lines:

“And the queen thought: I wish I could have a girl who was as white as snow, as red as blood, as beautiful as winter!”

Dengue Void, in a moment of revelation that suddenly cast her entire life in a different light, concluded that this girl was not beloved simply because she was white (like snow), or beautiful (like winter). No—the mother so fervently desired this daughter because she was caked in filthy mammalian blood.

A parasitic, vampiric daughter who sucked and sucked until the very last drop!

Just like her children, who were now coming to her rescue!

Ecstatic at the prospect of this reunion with her offspring, Dengue Void took flight from the dumpster, and then she saw them all, but how to narrate this encounter using English—all too human English—which declines nouns into singular and plural but recognizes no other associations of numbers and bodies? Because her children, in a stampede so dense that it had taken the form of a single cloud, laid waste to everything in their path. After exterminating every tourist and crew member they found on deck, they proceeded to different rooms, on upper and lower floors, but it was only once they had bitten the technicians who controlled the atmosphere in the different rooms, and they lay in the midst of epileptic seizures on their control panels, accidentally changing all the variables in temperature and humidity, that the hugely expensive glaciers rapidly began to melt, the mammoths and mastodons began to rot, and General San Martín began to short circuit and his bicorne and lapels caught fire. Likewise the Vikings’ beards and bear skin cloaks, while the ice rink withered away into a pinkish puddle, a mixture of melted ice water and the blood of the fallen, and the carols coming out of the speakers that were also now floating in the water became an unnerving, atonal, geological roar, and thus, in a domino effect, all the attractions on board succumbed to the relentless air temperature of the Antarctic Caribbean, in an instantaneous journey from the onset of the Holocene, twelve thousand years ago, to the twenty-third century—the effect of the anarchic time warp created by the dengue cloud in action.

Meanwhile, the rampage continued. The mosquitos were unstoppable. They numbered in the hundreds. Thousands. And yet, they were one. A single cloud, buzzing, hurried, and useless, and maybe out of control or throbbing or poisonous like love, and one that had come to save its poisoned mother, and to shit fire down upon the tourists who, only moments ago, had been enjoying a unique spectacle no one else on Earth could enjoy unless they were loaded. The white cold and the beautiful winter, which were now dyed the fetid color of filthy, spilled mammalian blood.

Hail, Dengue Cloud!






EL DULCE


Once he had reconnected to Christians vs. Indians 2 on the Pampatone, using the telepathic stone in place of the batteries, and accessed the medullary nerve where past, present, and future were an ecstatic whole, and time a single chaotic presence in the emergence of being, El Dulce witnessed, without differentiation, events from the most ancient epochs, from a time when a soup of formless pre-life flourished and ruled over everything, to the far distant future, when Earth would be reconquered by the great primordial anarchy in an epic geological struggle that he did not understand. He witnessed ecosystems being born and dying, species emerging, mutating, reproducing and acquiring a stable, successful form, until their eventual extinction, thousands of millennia later. He witnessed the slow formation of the continents as twigs dancing furiously on the water’s surface. He witnessed, in a single instant, cosmic episodes lasting millions of years, which seemed eternal from a human perspective, events that sculpted the planets like wind on sand. He witnessed, in short, the natural history of living and nonliving things, in which humanity is not even a sigh. And for that reason, he was reconstructing things using vague conjecture, and yet, none of these planetary spectacles, inconceivable within the duration of a human life, impressed him as much as witnessing, in the third person, the exact moment of his own death. It took place beneath the unbearable midday sun, with his shorts dropped to his ankles, on a certain beach in Victorica that once did not exist and will certainly not exist in a time to come, where a hideous mosquito of disproportionate dimensions would assault him and split him open down the middle like a chicken.

What? Would his death really come so soon?

In a matter of weeks, just after school had finished?

And, to top it off, at the summer camp he was so keen to attend?

In that ironic way life has of inserting the most trivial thoughts into decisive moments and diluting the biographies of great heroes with trifles, all he could do was lament the fact that he would die without ever experiencing the tender anus of a sheepie.

“They look so juicy!” he thought with great sorrow, as he recalled his classmates fornicating with them in the school bathrooms, but he, and his lamentations, and the memory of his classmates, all succumbed with sudden violence to the great fossil stamp of the diverse ecstasies of time as, in less than a second, he reappeared suddenly in the video game’s recreation of nineteenth-century Antarctica. It was clear the telepathic stone had finally made a connection with the Pampatone’s operating system, returning him to Christians vs. Indians 2.

El Dulce, now a clumsy stump, reappeared in the dodecagonal sanctuary of the Mighty Serpent, whose secret name is The Mighty Anarch, and, upon contemplating the sacred symbols of its arcane lore, concluded that the confused and chaotic visions from millions of years in the past and future were a kind of miracle, a manifestation of the power and fervor of his Sacred Divinity.

For this very reason, now that it had dawned on him where he was, under the icy hurricane of the frozen Antarctica of the nineteenth century, facing the sanctuary he had gone to such efforts to reach, he remembered what his objective was: to carry out his offering to the goddess, just as he had vowed. He entered the sanctuary through the dodecagonal gateway. He struck the match that was hanging from his lips against the rough and uneven floor and lit the twelve candles. He deposited (as best as he could, using his teeth) the treasure he had stolen into twelve chests and blessed himself (in his imagination, since he lacked arms) twelve times, using the Mighty Serpent’s circular symbol. He had only just concluded his twelve vows when, in disbelief, he noticed the austere plainness of the dodecagonal sanctuary.

The stories he had repeatedly heard from other Indians told of the exuberant treasures left there by believers: piles of swords, hewn from the finest metals, demijohns of wine, and bags and bags of Christian flesh, among other lavish offerings from those who sought the goddess’s highest approval. But, to his surprise, the sanctuary was empty: it was an enormous, bare igloo with a ceiling and walls made from ice, dimly lit by a few candles that had almost completely melted away, their still tepid wax sticking to the chest of poor El Dulce who, reduced to a legless, armless little stump, was shuffling across the floor like a worm. It was said that, once the faithful subject reached the goddess’s dodecagonal sanctuary and left their offering there, they had to cross over one of the twelve doors located in the twelve ice walls of the sanctuary’s main room. For it was there that he would find (a symbol, a gift, the augury of great wealth or some fatality) the mission which the Mighty Serpent entrusted to its devotee.

El Dulce dragged himself in a random direction, his eyes closed (since this way, he thought, he would fulfill his destiny in a less capricious fashion) and opened the first door he happened to touch. In the center of this empty ice vestibule, a box was waiting.

Yes, a box.

Sealed and mysterious, just like the ones he trafficked through the Victorica Interoceanic Canal. He then proceeded to open it with his teeth. Not without difficulty, of course, since it was perfectly shut with ribbons and seals, and the lack of prehensile extremities (hands or feet) left him with no alternative other than to shake it with his jaw like a rabid dog. But he managed it, and when he had finished destroying the cardboard, plastic ribbons, and seals, he was left with a shining, resplendent console. He had to read the label several times before he could really believe that this really was the latest Pampatronics model, in immaculate condition, possessed of that irresistible sheen and smell characteristic of a brand new, unused electro-domestic device. What was that? Had the Sacred Divinity really offered him the possibility of fulfilling his dream? Yes, yes, it was a Pampatronics. The Pampatronics! Not the pathetic Chinese knockoff his asshole of a brother had given him, but the original Pampatronics, manufactured in Antarctica. Pam-pa-tro-nics, the model he had always dreamed of trying, the device that perfectly recreated both past and future on planet Earth.

Pampatronics!

And, not only that, to his astonishment he saw that the cartridge for the most celebrated game had been inserted into the console—yes, it was The Conquest of the Space Desert (Christians vs. Indians 4)! A virtual reality adventure in which, following the final extinction of the Indians, the different interplanetary Christian corporations compete for the colonization and control of the Solar System. As this game used an antipirating technology that had not so far been cracked by the Pampatone, El Dulce had never so much as dreamed of buying a knockoff copy at the Victorica market. It was said that the graphics in The Conquest of the Space Desert (Christians vs. Indians 4) were so sophisticated and lifelike that, even if he had managed to get ahold of an authentic copy, the deficient Pampatone would have been unable to reproduce them, as its faulty manufacturing would cause the system to collapse practically the moment the marvelous animations from the game’s intro started.

And yet, here was the very same El Dulce, now with the possibility of playing The Conquest of the Space Desert (Christians vs. Indians 4), and on the Pampatronics, no less!

Then, however, he was paralyzed by a sudden doubt. He was already connected to the Pampatone, playing Christians vs. Indians 2 at this very moment. Was it possible to connect to a console inside another one? And, if that was possible, what kind of inconceivable ontological problems would that produce? Would he experience the superior quality and the unimprovable graphics of the Pampatonics and of The Conquest of the Space Desert (Christians vs. Indians 4) by connecting from the crummy Pampatone? On the other hand, if he was an Indian in the game, then why did the Sacred Serpent want him to play as a Christian?

His chest was pulsating with worries, but he concluded that if the Mighty Serpent had wished it thus, then he must fulfil his destiny by becoming a pernicious, treacherous Christian. After blessing himself with the serpent’s circular symbol, he put on the gleaming console’s headset (with impressive aim, since, lacking arms, he was forced to shake his head until the sensors registered his skull) and fired it up. Immediately, he disappeared from the frozen Antarctica of the nineteenth century and emerged into the future, or rather, a present situated not long after his death. His name was Noah Nuclopio and he was on Mars in his capacity as the CEO of the AIS-Influenza Financial Services-YPF conglomerate, where he had traveled for the inauguration of Martian Patagonia, a vast work of planetary geoengineering that his company had carried out in the Nereidum Mountains, a range that was .71 miles in length and which bore a noticeable resemblance in shape and size to the old Patagonian region of Earth (which, you’ll recall, became an archipelago of scorching hot desert islands as a result of climate change). The corporation’s ambitious goal, El Dulce rapidly learned from Noah Nuclopio’s memory, had been to build Patagonia on Mars. Not a mere copy (since the terrestrial one no longer existed), but rather, one that was better than the original, with the same flora, the same fauna, and the same natural features, but maximized. Taking advantage of the infinite virgin space available in the vast Martian deserts, they established a Patagonia twenty times bigger than the extinct one to be divided up into lots and sold to millionaires from across the cosmos, and also to build enormous tourist complexes with ski slopes and spectacular hotels that would imitate, down to the very last detail, the architecture and geography of the most important sunken cities, such as San Carlos de Bariloche, El Calafate, and Punta Arenas.

“Only this time without Indians!” Noah Nuclopio added to the uproarious laughter of those present, for, while Indians no longer existed in The Conquest of the Space Desert (Christians vs. Indians 4), the video game’s traditional rivalry still persisted. Because of this, the inauguration of the Martian Civic Center in New Bariloche was all laughter and champagne toasts. Noah Nuclopio cut the inaugural ribbon, uncovering a statue of Julio Argentino Roca that was a perfect copy of the one that had been exhibited in the terrestrial version of the city centuries ago, and as he did so, a banner announced to El Dulce:

You founded Martian Patagonia, 10,000 points!

Noah Nuclopio (that is, El Dulce) immediately checked the leaderboard:




	1. Ebola Holding Bank
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	2. AIS-Influenza Financial Services-YPF
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He confirmed that it was a head-to-head battle for first place with Ebola Holding Bank, which had just colonized the vertical plains of Jupiter, where it had founded the Great Jupiterian Chaco, a project that copied that ecosystem on the precipices of Jupiter in order to build enormous quebracho sawmills and intensive monoculture soy and palm farms, as well as huge hotels for extraterrestrial forest tourists.

“This time without Indians!” Noah Nuclopio repeated for emphasis, only now no one laughed, as he was back in his spaceship.

One of the great advantages of large-scale geoengineering, as El Dulce learned in the Brief Introduction to Planetary Terraformation (a tutorial included in the game for novice players) was (he listened as he fired up his rocket’s engine) “the possibility of recreating highly valuable and now extinct ecosystems autochthonous to Earth on other planets, but without the economic and political inconvenience of having to deal with its native inhabitants. Thus, their flora and fauna and fascinating landscapes not only acquired the status of marketable goods in a pure, unadulterated state, an unlimited resource capable of being infinitely reproduced and extracted, but also created a solution for the tedious obstacle of aboriginal populations and their unbearable sentimentality toward their land (product of the ignorant, superstitious belief that it could not be reproduced). This new technology made it possible to recreate long geological processes lasting millions of years in a matter of days or weeks (a forest, a city, a river, or a mountain range). Certainly not an unrepeatable one-off for nostalgic types, inhabited by this or that ethnic group or some obscure community which parasitizes resources without even exploiting them. Far less a precise coordinate, x latitude and y longitude, locatable at an exact point of an unmovable country or planet. Quite the contrary: a geography, a biome, a city, in short, a place, is little more than a few precise geological formulas that allow it to be copied on a huge scale anywhere in the cosmos, the combined arithmetic of atmospheric condition, acidity, temperature, and other physical, climatic, and hydrographic variables that the entrepreneur possessing the appropriate infrastructure will reproduce and multiply infinitely when and wherever it is desired. Only this time, inhabited by whoever they want to inhabit it, at whatever price they ask! That the Amazon rainforest, the Pampas, or the Antarctic glaciers happen to have emerged first in the southern hemisphere of planet Earth and not in the Martian mountains of the lunar craters is a mere planetary fluke, a cosmic coincidence, a galactic superstition that our company, AIS, seeks to rectify once and for all. Besides, how mean, how miserable to have just one Amazon, what a crying shame to have just one Patagonia, which in any case no longer exists … AIS will establish one hundred thousand Amazons, one hundred thousand Patagonias, why stop there, it will establish infinite paradises on other planets,” the recording in El Dulce’s mind concluded.

The ship took off, and there was no time to lose if he didn’t want to concede top position on the leaderboard to the Ebola Holding Bank. Now that Martian Patagonia had been founded, El Dulce had to travel full speed to Titan, the satellite of Jupiter where he was due to inaugurate the Titanic Iguazu Falls.

The ship descended into the dense, glowing yellow atmosphere of Titan, so thick it looked like sand, and amid storms and lightning, he finally spotted the region’s touristic and real estate ventures. The inexhaustible splendor of those monstruous volumes of methane (the substance from which the liquid bodies of Titan were made) had to be seen to be believed, violently flowing against the river (also made of methane), in such a way that a constant cloud of said alkaline hydrocarbon refreshed the heavy tropical heat of the Titanic Missions. Noah Nuclopio (that is, El Dulce) was taken to the viewing point of New Garganta del Diablo, where he read his prepared speech (there’s no time to recall details) and cut the inaugural tape that opened the tourist season in the Titanic Missions, on that satellite of Jupiter.

You founded the Titanic Iguazu falls, 25,000 points!

He looked at the board:
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But, again, there was no time to lose, since Ebola Holding Bank was continually and simultaneously opening new interplanetary colonies like candy (it was rumored they were working on a new, spectacular Venusian Amazon, two hundred times bigger than the original). He had to return to Earth, to AIS-Influenza Financial Services-YPF’s center of operations on Belgrano Base II, to set out and plan the company’s next project.

Noah Nuclopio (that is, El Dulce) took a seat and fastened his seatbelt for the violent takeoff into the electric storms of Titan. He regretted having drunk so much champagne during the inauguration celebrations; he was dying for a piss at the least convenient moment of the journey. But necessity overcame caution, and he undid his belt and got up from his seat. When he entered the toilet, he took a casual glance at himself in the mirror for the first time since he had connected to the new game. He was overcome by a protean vertigo for which no human mind had ever been prepared—that of moving, in the space of a single moment, from being a twelve-year-old boy to an old man of one hundred fifty (Noah Nuclopio’s age). Because, while the Pampatone had characters of all ages, its shoddy manufacturing did not allow players to identify with the body they were inhabiting. With the Pampatronics, however, every last nerve ending could be felt: it was all real, more than real, lived and intense, even more lived and intense than his miserable, decrepit life in Victorica.

Flying through space in a rocket!

Being a flesh and bone adult, but one with money and power, not like his asshole of a brother!

Distant, abstruse dreams that materialized in a single instant. Thrilled, his heart beating like mad, he took in his new body, pawing it as he watched himself in the mirror. He touched his face, stretched by plastic surgery (which made him look closer to one hundred forty than one hundred fifty) and took in the dream of every boy who wants to be an adult man: a beard, a beard! A rough, prickly beard, oh, most glorious dream. He felt his enormous, muscular arms and, finally, confirmed, by running his hand over his fly and then lowering his spacesuit trousers to urinate, that he had an adult dick, adorned with abundant pubic hair.

“What a stupendous prick, and in full bloom!” he shouted, unable to control his excitement, as he shook it and let out a powerful stream of piss. In a frenzy, he thought that now, as an adult man with heaps of cash, he could fuck whatever he wanted, and returned to his seat.

The rocket (which had a self-piloting system) traveled so quickly that in the short time it had taken him to go to the bathroom, it was already approaching Earth. He looked out of the window at the awe-inspiring spectacle of space and was deeply affected by the sight, since, having spent his entire miserable life in Victorica, he had never flown in a plane, far less an interplanetary rocket. From that distance he saw Earth as it truly was for the first time. Battered by firestorms and temperatures above 194°F, and surrounded by an atmospheric layer of insects that gave it a yellowish shade that contrasted starkly with the blackness of the cosmos, it looked like a zit that was about to explode, and he reflected that everyone he knew, his brother, the other ferrymen, the soldiers on his block, were nothing more than drops of pus on that filthy, sebaceous boil. That was why he felt no sense of vertigo (through the mind of Noah Nuclopio) about the fact that the planet was devastated, and that only people with cash (that is to say, nobody he knew) would survive as a result of AIS’s planetary geoengineering, which reconstructed ancient terrestrial paradises, thus allowing humanity’s prosperous economy to be reborn on brand-spanking-new colonies, on planets entirely free of any human history, though ready to give it a home: planets that were pure infancy, pure time to come, an indefinite geological future for the intrepid, entrepreneurial capitalist, unlike our own future, which was dried out like a stale raisin.

“But at what age does a planet like Earth die? When does its useful life end? What is its best-before date? What is the right moment to get in the ship, abandon the devastated husk, and look for new pathways?” El Dulce wondered almost rhetorically, although the ship’s quantic self-piloting system, designed to answer such doubts, did in fact answer his questions:

“Earth’s age is four billion, five hundred, and forty-three million years.”

Noah Nuclopio (that is, El Dulce) was awestruck by the knowledge that, compared to his insignificant twelve years, or the no less trifling one hundred and fifty years of his avatar in The Conquest of the Space Desert (Christians vs. Indians 4), the age of Earth was a completely unprecedented geological timescale, inconceivable within the minuscule dimensions of an ephemeral human life, and unthinkable to even the most decrepit of old fogeys … Four billion, five hundred, and forty-three million years, no less!

What an old bitch!

Perhaps rich people were right to leave that ancient swine once and for all, he thought.

El Dulce brought his hands toward the tiny, bruised, and tattered planet, like someone who was indeed bursting a filthy zit, but after playing for a while at killing his brother, the ferrymen, and all the soldiers on his block, his attention immediately returned to the fact that he had an adult cock.

What if he fucked a sheepie?

It was inconceivable that someone as rich as Noah Nuclopio would not keep a sheepieoteque in some corner of his luxury rocket, a collection of these devices that was the pride of every millionaire worth their salt. He got up and checked all the cupboards, compartments, and drawers he could see, but no exhaustive search was required to find a room just a few meters away, which was lined with shelves covered in piles of hundreds of sheepies for all tastes, in every imaginable model or variety, including some that, despite his experience as a ferryman, he had never seen before.

There were all shapes and sizes. Not just the original model he had so often smuggled (the amorphous flesh sponge), but some that looked like insects, others that looked like animals, others like planets, others hideously deformed mutations of raw matter and still others simple, everyday items.

He grabbed one labeled “octopini.” It looked like a kind of octopus, hence its name. He was seduced by its many firm, robust, violet tentacles, and, as he lifted it up by the head, he whispered:

“Time for you to taste my dulce de leche, octopini …”

Then he sucked on the siphon that produces the gel. The tube emerged, spewing out sticky streams of jelly like an erupting volcano, and he licked every last drop of the thick fluid like a desert wanderer stumbling upon an oasis. Suddenly, Noah Nuclopio’s pupils dilated. His face took on a malevolent and sinister expression, like a true demon, and his cock grew fatter and harder than ever.

“Mmm, you know it octopini, I’m gonna sweeten your asshole,” he babbled, already extremely aroused, his drool hanging all the way down to his chin.

He lowered his pants and penetrated the device. As if by reflex, the zigzagging, hypnotic tentacles of the sheepie were activated, and they began to caress and envelop him while simultaneously inserting themselves into his mouth and anus. El Dulce, his mouth full as he penetrated and was penetrated, howled with intense, deep pleasure. He managed to stammer:

“Fill me up, motherfucker! Like a fucking beef roulade, with your tentacular sauce!”

The octopini obeyed. Once the thick tentacle that had entered his mouth managed, at considerable effort, to shove the fat, sucker-covered trunk down his throat, and as Noah Nuclopio snorted and retched while simultaneously being rammed up his ass in the same way, it reached the walls of his esophagus on one side and the deepest canals of his duodenum on the other, where it fired out intense missiles of tentacular sauce, which initially burned like lava and shook El Dulce’s extremities like a condemned man on the electric chair for almost half a minute before then freezing him, his body spread-eagled in a kind of rigor mortis. Yet, far from feeling terror or shock at the corpselike rigidity of his limbs, the substance’s spicy effect submerged him into a cloud of a completely new sense of fullness, previously inconceivable, like a Buddha who had reached enlightenment. As the octopini fired out even more missiles, covering its victim’s paralyzed body in the thick jelly, Noah Nuclopio’s penis and testicles were invaginated, his pectorals swelled and divided until they became not two, but five enormous tits, and the octopini, using its tentacles to put him on all fours (at considerable effort, given how rigid his extremities still were), ejected more jelly, rubbing it on the invaginated genitals of El Dulce, who had now noticed the effect it was having on his body, that it was bubbling on his skin like frying oil, before exploding into nebulous, epidermic incisions of crunching, singing crustaceans that surgically dug more vaginal incisions. Cold and gray, the tentacles pounded at his back, penetrated his ass (again) and mouth (at the same time), and vaginas, ejecting a hot oil, an oil that burned like hot coals, like the fire from an expanding supernova, and his belly button was invaginated, and his five nipples were invaginated, and his ears and eyes were invaginated, and the orifices of his nose and each capillary orifice on his hairy hide were invaginated, and the nails on his fingers and toes were invaginated, and each pore of his skin and the gustative papillae on his tongue were invaginated. And then the tentacles (which were multiplying at the same rate as the vaginas) proceeded to penetrate the brand-new orifices, the tentacular lava ferociously bombarding him, and just as the bewildered thickness of pleasure reached the abyss from which there is no return—because yet another abyss lies down there—the ship’s alarms sounded and a tremor which shook the cabin after a heavy thwack slammed Noah Nuclopio against the wall, interrupting everything.

“Fucking mosquitos!” he heard the rocket’s self-piloting control system shout. Indeed, the impact of one of those gigantic insects against the bodywork had produced violent turbulence as the ship entered Earth’s airspace. As if that wasn’t enough, upon exploding, the mosquito had splattered its disgusting blood all over the ship’s windows. Despite the advanced space technology of the twenty-third century, landing on Earth had become an uncontrollably risky experience, since the huge numbers, well into the trillions, of enormous buzzing mosquitos orbiting around it was such that they had established a new atmospheric layer between the mesosphere and the troposphere, the mosquitosphere, a constant, orbiting cloud that exposed any vehicle that happened to be landing or taking off to any number of highly dangerous accidents: from having its windows smashed and the ship depressurizing, to entering a turbine and its propellors being damaged, to the most common occurrence—mosquitos colliding with the craft and making it shake violently, which was what was happening now.

Noah Nuclopio confirmed, to his annoyance, that the multiple vaginas had closed and the tentacled sheepie lay to one side, curled up in slumber.

“Fucking mosquitos …” he repeated, echoing his chauffeur.

Furious about the stupid turbulence interrupting his coitus, he set about sucking up the jelly again, when an alert on the leaderboard returned him to the hustle and bustle of his occupation.
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It seemed that, while he was fucking the sheepie, his company had obtained first place on the board, but had then been overtaken by Ebola Holding Bank, only for AIS-Influenza Financial Services-YPF to catch up again. The two virofinance megacorporations were tied for first place, although, needless to say, they were ahead of all the other companies across different markets by a wide margin, since the virus they both backed, the Pampas dengue, was getting worse and worse, ceaselessly laying waste to the whole terrestrial sphere.

At that time in history, virofinancial capitalism was by far the most lucrative activity on Earth. Viral speculation was enjoying a golden age, and any other corporation, in any other field, would have been a distant third at best, because the monopoly was divided, as previously mentioned, between Ebola Holding Bank and Noah Nuclopio’s company.

After an initial period of uncertainty regarding the untimely emergence of the new dengue virus before its sequencing, an event that had unleashed the great crash of ’72 at the La Pampa Stock Exchange, the herculean efforts by experienced virofinanciers to predict, using algorithms, the type and volume of sales that would be generated by the disease, turned the aforementioned pandemic into a gold mine for this field of financial activity. Thus, as the mosquitos proliferated and became an out-of-control, unstoppable plague that laid waste to entire cities and put an imminent best-before date on those human specimens still residing on Earth, the packages put together by AIS-Influenza Financial Services-YPF and Ebola Holding Bank, which included shares in extraterrestrial real estate (an ascending market, given that rich people were continually fleeing Earth), as well as vaccines, pharmaceuticals, and other materials associated with the sickness, naturally skyrocketed. The demand for these prized assets went up and up and up, never hitting a ceiling, and, to top it off, the permanent mutation of the virus (which, as the monumental quantic computers of the FVI—Financial Virus Index—calculated, was happening at a completely unprecedented speed) guaranteed that it would never become obsolete. In this way, the wager made by capitalism on the planet’s greatest ever epidemiological catastrophe had become the primary motor of financial speculation, every last inch fought over in a battle between Noah Nuclopio’s company and Ebola Holding Bank, and not even the smallest detail could be left to chance if either one wanted to dominate the rankings. Then, AIS-Influenza Financial Services-YPF, in a masterstroke, had implanted the infected larvae of a new and complex mutation of the dengue virus into hundreds of uteruses in the Pampas Caribbean, and hoarded the formula for the vaccine that would prevent it and the cocktail of drugs that would cure it. And when this information came to light (it was, indeed, the project that Noah Nuclopio was coming to the Antarctic Caribbean to finish off), its shares would hold an undisputed monopoly in the field of virofinance, leaving no space for competitors.

After the heavy turbulence produced by the mosquito storm, the ship began to land at Belgrano Base II, where Noah Nuclopio had built his center of operations among the rare fossil deposits exploited by YPF. As it lowered, he could clearly make out the famous YPF Mosquiteer, the most powerful fossil extraction machine on Earth, surrounded by an enormous military cordon. Because, in honor of the new mosquito that had come to dominate the Earth and ushered in the golden age of virofinance and would soon definitively cement a hegemonic monopoly for AIS-Influenza Financial Services-YPF, the great factory that sucked out rare metals had been built with the physiognomy of a monumental Jurassic mosquito, of a magnitude that perhaps the current specimens would reach in a few million years, lacking competition from other species.

But when El Dulce saw the titanic robotic mosquito mineral extractor, he was shaken by an earthquake of revelation. The memories overlapped, like messy bundles of straw. Let us recall that, after the moment of brutal frenzy when, back in Victorica, he had introduced the telepathic stone into the battery compartment of the Pampatone and, upon connecting, the three ecstasies of time had fused into one, El Dulce accessed, in an incalculable, silent moment, not only the underground mysteries of remote moments in the past and present of Earth, when a soup of formless pre-life flourished and reigned supreme, and things (the living and the nonliving, being and nonbeing) were but one, The Mighty Anarch, but, besides all that, in times immediately posterior to his present, when he would die at the hands (or rather, at the stingers) of a hideous mosquito called “Dengue Boy”, one of the mutants his own company had produced and sponsored, no less. In the confusion generated by such simultaneous anachronisms he calculated that, if he could kill the mosquito that would be his executioner in this future, he might never be murdered.

And he calculated that this twist in time, in which he inhabited this body that existed after his own death, and which was no less than the body of one of the most powerful men in the Solar System, that of Noah Nuclopio, put him in reach of all the tools imaginable with which to exterminate the filthy mosquito that would seal his fate, thus surviving in a way that ran counterfactual to his death, in the world in which he was connected to the Pampatone, which was in turn connected to the Pampatronics, in which he was an Indian and then a Christian.

Upon arriving at the center of operations for AIS-Influenza Financial Services-YPF, located on Earth’s geomagnetic pole, he went into his office, sat down, and convinced himself that he must exterminate that mosquito at any cost. But as he was looking at the incessant mosquitosphere that clouded the sky, he thought: how will I find my executioner among the vast, multiform cloud of trillions and trillions of mosquitos that populate Earth? How will I find a single one when they are so incalculably multiple? But was it not, after all, his job and that of his company, to calculate, enumerate, turn digital, and make the incalculable calculable?

Yet, if the incalculable became calculable, did it make sense to kill the mosquito and save his own life if that came at the cost of the failure of his majestic company’s project?

Killing the mosquito would certainly save El Dulce, but it would also finish off the new strain of dengue that had been incubated in Victorica (since this mutant mosquito was its main vector), thus causing the malevolent plot to overtake Ebola Holding Bank using the mutant larvae experiment to fail, and his company to fall into ruin.

Scared, terrified, his mind grew confused.

What did the Mighty Serpent want from him?

He grabbed the tablet that showed the leaderboard:




	1. Ebola Holding Bank


	24567830 points







	2. AIS-Influenza Financial Services-YPF


	24567830 points







As he watched the digits in fascination and double-checked that there were no surprises in these figures, he wondered:

Life or cash?

But what is life without cash, or, even worse, cash without life?

If he survived, his company would crash. But if he didn’t kill the mosquito, once he had left the game, in just a few months, when school was over, and he went to camp …

It was on such paradoxical aporia that he squandered these hugely valuable minutes that the competition would surely be taking full advantage of when a violent pounding on the door to his office brought him back to reality (or whatever the place in which he found himself at that moment was).

“Sir, sir,” his assistant said agitatedly, “they’re looking for you. It’s urgent.”

He asked for the visitors to be allowed in.

In the meantime, while he shook the capsule that displayed the rankings, he wondered again:

Life or cash?

The door opened, and, indeed, what entered was not multiple, but one, calculable.

Life or cash?

One. Calculable.

Life or cash?

Multiple. Incalculable.

The visitor entered, but it was not one of the company’s employees. It was not even human. But, in the incessant confluence of times that reconnected the Pampatone to the Pampatronics, the nineteenth century to the year 2272, and his life to his death, this was who he was really waiting for.

In this multiply multilayered dimension, in this timeline ripped off its hinges that The Mighty Anarch had brought about, the meeting between her and El Dulce repeated itself.






THE END


When Dengue Girl entered his office, Noah Nuclopio did not know what to do. He saw the filthy thing standing right there, her wings and legs spread out wide, her antennae and proboscis pointing to the ceiling, with a sad, desolate expression, as if asking permission for something, completely intimidated, and making herself as small as possible as she beheld, for the first time, the man she believed to be her father.

“Are you really my dad?” the mosquito asked, almost as soon as she saw him, with no preamble or introduction, her multiple ommatid eyes dampened with a thick substance that, for want of a more accurate equivalent, we shall call tears.

“Are you, or aren’t you?” Dengue Girl repeated in response to the silence of Noah Nuclopio (that is, El Dulce), who did not know how to answer.

On the one hand, he was merely playing one video game inside of another, and had no fucking idea if Noah Nuclopio, his avatar in The Conquest of the Space Desert (Christians vs. Indians 4), was indeed the father of this horrendous creature. And, on the other hand, if this was the case, he had also never had a father, and did not know how a progenitor (should he want to take on said role) deals with his offspring. But, in the depths of his own being, a more elemental dilemma was ringing out finally, there she was, right in front of him. It was her, her! His executioner, no less, the filthy insect that would split his guts open down the middle and leave his body lifeless. He looked with disgust at her fat antennae, covered in hairs that looked like needles, and her murky-brown belly which palpitated with blood, and her extremely thin, bi-colored legs like pins, and her eyes fragmented into more tiny, little geometrical eyes which blinked out of sync and awoke an atavistic phobia in him, and the stinger, which (he realized at that moment) was not a uniform, smooth rod, but a kind of toucan’s beak from which her murder weapon emerged, and he thought: if this immense, brutal living thing must be my executioner, but at the same time the ancestral author of the new dengue virus, should I kill her and save myself, or save the company and let her live?

Life or cash?

His nerves aflutter, he opted for cash.

“Yes, I’m your daddy. My dear daughter! I engendered you into the risky and beautiful game of life by introducing some infected larvae into your old lady’s vagina. You were created with loads and loads of love by means of a complex genetic and financial experiment, so that the virus you harbor would nourish my company’s shares. And now that you have reproduced yourself infinitely, and your offspring have formed a thick insect layer that covers the planet between the mesosphere and the troposphere, and your species rules the atmospheric processes of Earth uncontested, our company is the most powerful in the world. Thanks to you! Hail, Dengue Girl! Hail your prodigious utility to the virofinancial speculation for which you were created.”

Suddenly, Noah Nuclopio was alerted by a change in the rankings:






	1. AIS-Influenza Financial Services-YPF


	24689691 points







	2. Ebola Holding Bank


	24679035 points







Finally!

His eyes welled up with emotion. The new dengue strain had definitively worsened, and its effects were being felt in his company’s shares, taking it to an undisputed first place. And it was all thanks to her, Dengue Girl: there she was, the intellectual author of his immense wealth, his own daughter, no less.

In a show of infinite fatherly gratitude, he contained his disgust, opened his arms as wide as he could to take in the monstruous insect and shouted:

“My darling daughter!”

Dengue Girl retreated and felt dizzy. Could it be that everything she had done had only been so that her shithead of a father could line his pockets? All those people she had infected and killed with such sweat and determination, believing that, in doing so, she was getting revenge for her horrendous condition, when in fact it was only a Machiavellian plan to generate money for her father’s company?

Yet other unknowns that had shaken the mosquito’s antennae upon arriving at the YPF HQ on Belgrano Base II soon strung themselves together, reverberating in a mysterious sequence. For example, what was that bestial, steel mosquito, monstruous in proportion, tirelessly sucking out the entrails of the earth? And why was it surrounded by a military security fence, the likes of which she had never seen—hundreds of control towers, helicopters, tanks, thousands of machine gun–wielding soldiers, hazmat masks and suits, as if whatever that mechanical mosquito was sucking up were a terrible secret that no one should ever know?

“Why are there so many soldiers surrounding that giant mosquito?” Dengue Girl asked at last.

And Noah Nuclopio told her the story of the telepathic stones. How, after the ice caps, which had covered the Argentinian Antarctic since time immemorial, melted, and YPF (with the backing of British capital) had spearheaded the extraction of petroleum from the earth’s entrails, a new and incomprehensible ancestral geological formation had been discovered, a kind of prelife, whose telepathic powers (still new to scientific knowledge) submerged the people working in the well into the most horrendous madness. The trailers where the workers lived were transformed overnight into a grotesque circus of psychotics: screaming battles with rabid, nonexistent entities, nocturnal visions and hallucinations, among many other unhinged episodes that had ended in suicides and homicides. At first, it was thought that the worsening of the madness was a result of the intense, solitary rhythms of work in the Antarctic tundra, and shifts were introduced, which only multiplied and worsened the number of affected workers, until the truth was discovered.

And because of that (Noah Nuclopio continued), out of fear that the inexplicable geological prodigy would break out of the limits of Belgrano Base II, the well had become a highly guarded state secret, which the Argentinian Army, with the support of the British Forces, guarded zealously, while the YPF Mosquito continued to suck, and top geologists studied the industrial and energetic potential of these stones, still a veritable mystery.

For the time being (Noah Nuclopio added), all that was known was that its prodigious telepathic gifts drove not only the mind to insanity, but the very materiality of things, and because of this, their most powerful effect, apparently caused by the compaction of ancient, fossilized, primitive microorganisms that date from the infancy of the earth, was to fuse objects into a single, formless anarchy. Indeed, what the prelife which governed these stones seemed to be causing was the dismemberment of the membranous structures that separate cells, eliminating the distance between each one, and, ultimately, if the incalculable tons of these ancient fossil formations that lie in the depths of the earth were to be let free with no control whatsoever, the infinite multiplicity of things that populated the world, individualized and separated from one another, countable using digits and interchangeable among each other, were to become indistinguishable, then the most firm of all principles, that of private property, the notion that something belongs to one entity and not to another, would collapse forever.

Noah Nuclopio concluded his summary:

“Those who have received the stones’ pernicious psychic influence call this The Mighty Anarch, and it is a force they have tried to hide, unsuccessfully, from the people for many years, because its effect is incalculable and, for that very reason, catastrophic.”

“The what?”

“The Mighty Anarch, are you deaf?”

Suddenly, Dengue Girl felt the sacred fire of a revelation. Because she remembered that, when she had been curious about her mongrel origin, and had asked her mother how dengue dengue children are born, she had uttered an enigmatic sentence that included this name (“Shall we talk about The Mighty Anarch?”). Could these stones’ ancient matter contain the secret truth about her origin? Was her father not that phony Noah Nuclopio but rather the mighty fossil power that pulsated immemorially in the well?

Dengue Girl asked Noah Nuclopio:

“And where can I get one of these stones?”

Noah Nuclopio laughed. He pointed at a perfectly sealed jar on his desk. Inside shone a fluorescent egg, crisscrossed with pulsating veins that continually and rapidly changed color and luster.

Dengue Girl moved closer to the jar containing the telepathic stone and opened it. Fearful of its unknown effects, she brushed it with her beak. Immediately she heard it speak within her own mind, as if a cavernous, primitive voice from the earth’s deepest entrails were whispering to her:

“Shall we talk about The Mighty Anarch?”

“Yes,” Dengue Girl answered.

“The Mighty Anarch. You are The Mighty Anarch.”

Dengue Girl did not understand the literal meaning of this message, but at the same time let herself be carried along by the voice’s prehistoric might. Suddenly, she understood everything: in a first-of-its-kind experiment, Noah Nuclopio had introduced the prelife which governed the stones into her mother’s uterus, thus creating her aberrant race. Dengue Girl looked at Noah Nuclopio, her father, and where she had hoped to find some feature or expression like her own (what, in the end, could they have in common, a handsome human man and a repulsive insect?), she found not her father, but rather, El Dulce, the odious brat she had met and exterminated at the Victorica summer camp.

Suddenly, she remembered the stinking beaches of the Pampas Caribbean, and the sand infested with trash and scraps of twisted, rusty metal, and the foul-smelling water, and El Dulce conducting the diabolical orchestra against her.

The insect is a eunuch!

A eunuch is the insect!

Insect bug!

Insect bug!

Insect bug!

This chorus still resounded in her head like a curse, every syllable of the staccato rhythm a blow that sunk into her dull, hairy chest, a persistent trauma reminding her why she hated humanity more and more.

Her father suddenly transformed into a chubby twelve-year-old boy.

“Hold on, aren’t you El Dulce? What are you doing here pretending to be a Christian when you’re a wretched Indian from Victorica like me?”

El Dulce also sensed the intimate torment of a revelation, and realized Dengue Girl was right. Surely it was better to kill her, and return to his life as an Indian in Victorica, than pass himself off as this millionaire Christian who was really his enemy?

But he had barely managed to grab hold of the tablet displaying the company’s stocks (thrown hard enough, it could have taken her out) when Dengue Girl looked at him again and felt so annoyed by the idiotic boy that her beak swelled with rage and, with the fierce and steady hand of a slaughterer, she opened up his abdomen like a chicken. Once El Dulce’s intestines had bloomed into a sudden explosion, she cut them again at the roots, like a piece of string, letting loose a heavy spray of blood and half-digested food.

When El Dulce came to, he had disconnected from the Pampatronics within the Pampatone and was once again back in the burning sauna that was his hut in Victorica. He thought, to his shame, that Dengue Girl (who was the same thing as the Mighty Serpent) was right. And he understood that the reason he had made that definitive journey to the final encounter with his goddess and multiple executioner was so that she could reveal the dodecagonal truth which had been assigned to him. He would always be an Indian. Never a Christian. He took the telepathic stone from the Pampatone’s battery compartment.

“Shall we talk about The Mighty Anarch?”

He smashed the stone against his head and plunged into absolute darkness.

On Belgrano Base II, Dengue Girl reasoned that, in order to become The Mighty Anarch, she would have to dive into the well where the spark of the prelife pulsated, where being and nonbeing and the living and nonliving were indistinguishable, with no shape or order. She took flight and prepared to break the security fence surrounding the YPF Mosquito, which was in turn sucking the prelife from the Earth. Dengue Girl soared over the first circle of security posts that burst into furious gunfire the moment they saw her, trails of steel that buzzed like insects around the girl but did not even skim her sides, and as she continued to advance unharmed toward the hydraulic beast, past the second fence, third fence, fourth fence (there were five), toward the monumental YPF Mosquiteer, the tanks also fired at her, and she was concentrating so hard on avoiding one of these explosives that she didn’t see the new wave of machine gun bullets, some of which became lodged in her belly. Dengue Girl immediately felt the impact—splat—of the gelatinous eruption of her swollen abdomen, which let out an acid rain of thick blood that could hardly be distinguished from the bullet smoke, making Dengue Girl lose all control and mastery of herself. She fell and went soaring down, and was about to explode against the bestial Mosquito when, in an incredible juggling act, she steered her wings toward one side and, despite her body having been ripped apart by the lead, pulled off a few somersaults in the air that were worthy of a champion gymnast and dodged her metallic counterpart. She headed, in a moment of truth, to the geological jaws which harbored the telepathic stones and which the Mosquiteer was sucking out, and now, in the targets of the rifles pointed at her there was only an abyss of fluorescent, bottomless luminosity.

And when Dengue Void entered the primordial jaws of the well and saw what spoke and ruled down there, without shape or order, she fused once and for all with the source of the primordial anarchy, with the immemorial geological intelligence and the initial one from which everything they knew emanated. She discovered that “The Aleph,” a story she had read in a slimmed-down version for children, was a mere artifice of the mind, because a point that includes all points cannot exist anywhere on Earth without first shaking off the hinges that keep Time enslaved. Indeed, what the primordial anarchy that governed this childlike geological intelligence achieved was not the confusion of everything that is and is not but also the nows and the yesterdays and the tomorrows that were and were not and are and are not and will be and won’t be, and thus, there was not only no way of telling one thing from another, you could not even distinguish yourself in the different past and future moments of the blind vertex that is this now. Dengue Girl saw herself in an epiphany of multiplicities that opened up like a fan and of which she had attained total control, and she traveled to the nineteenth century and killed Julio Argentino Roca, decreeing the end of the Conquest of the Desert, and she traveled to the year 2272 and to the summer camp in Victorica and killed herself, thus avoiding the dengue plague and its monetization in the Stock Exchange, and while she was at it, since she was there anyway, she killed El Dulce and traveled to Antarctica and liberated it from the British yoke and killed as many humans fleeing Earth as she could find, and she traveled to the Pleistocene where she left mosquito eggs that would exterminate the incipient Homo sapiens and never, not in a million years, would humanity spread across Earth, and she traveled to your present where she bit you and infected you with her virus forever, and she traveled to a game of Christians vs. Indians 2 where she killed El Dulce in his metaverse, and to another present, or past, or future, is there any difference now, no, not at this stage, because all of the ecstasies of time persisted in a single presence, a unanimous trance that converged into your infancy, the eternal origin of the world that has never stopped beginning, again and again and again, in a stubborn, sempiternal ticktock, destroying it all in the way that only a true beginning can destroy. Dengue Girl, who had already become fused with the twelve letters of The Mighty Anarch, discovered that Earth can never end because a permanent uselessness beats in its core, and it is an infancy that always threatens to return, and that is now returning, confusing everything with everybody and every moment with all the others, putting a full stop at the end of this planetary pamphlet about geological times that never existed but will return, never aging because the compacted fossil material retained them in their dawn, their ETERNAL youthfulness, when the living and the nonliving and being and nonbeing congregated in a primogenital empire a cosmic swarm a mud bath of chemical memory a protoplasmic aberration of matter a fugitive substance from the prisons of Time and Space ancient primitive microorganisms a spark of prelife an arcane fossil a secret geological curse a rant against membranes and cells a single entity which is and is not and lives and does not live and is now and is never and is today and is yesterday and not yesterday and not today and not ever, governed by the twelve letters, the countless letters, how many, The Mighty Anarch, and there is bewilderment and arduous cacophonous wounds and a primitive secret that never flourishes but flourishes, and a passing moment that is not a passing moment because it prolongs itself eternally into nothing, and a now that is not now because now is now, and it greets her, or greeted her, or will greet her, and now there’s no time left: you have entered the world in its infancy.

Hail, Mighty Anarch!
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