Chapter Three – The Toy Block Experiment
Madrid-Barajas Airport was already crowded when Gustavo arrived.
Morning flights from South America had begun landing just after sunrise. Travelers filled the immigration hall, dragging suitcases and rubbing tired eyes after the overnight flight from Bogotá.
Gustavo joined the line and kept his breathing steady.
He had made this trip before.
Many times.
The trick was to look bored.
Tourists were bored.
Business travelers were bored.
Only nervous people looked around too much.
He shifted the backpack on his shoulder and glanced briefly at the gift box in his carry-on.
Bright wrapping paper.
A small ribbon.
A handwritten card taped neatly to the top.
Happy Birthday, Mateo.
Inside the box were wooden toy blocks.
Red.
Yellow.
Blue.
Twenty-four cubes in total.
They looked perfectly ordinary.
They felt ordinary too.
Light. Smooth. Harmless.
Each cube had been pressed from nearly pure cocaine and sealed inside a thin wooden shell.
Whoever opened the package would see only a child’s toy.
Rodrigo had been pleased with the idea.
“People expect drugs to be hidden,” he had said. “They do not expect them to be playful.”
Gustavo had nodded.
Rodrigo liked clever ideas.
The line moved forward.
An immigration officer checked passports quickly, barely glancing at faces.
Gustavo passed through without difficulty.
The customs area was ahead.
This was the real test.
Two lines divided the passengers.
Nothing to declare.
Goods to declare.
Gustavo stepped into the green lane and walked toward the exit.
Halfway across the room, he heard the barking.
A customs dog.
Sharp. Sudden.
Echoing across the tiled floor.
Gustavo did not look.
Looking would attract attention.
He continued walking.
The handler approached from the opposite direction, the dog weaving between travelers with its nose low to the ground.
Gustavo kept his pace steady.
Ten steps.
Five.
The dog stopped.
The barking intensified.
The handler raised a hand.
“Sir.”
Gustavo stopped and turned slowly.
“Yes?”
The handler pointed toward the inspection area.
“Could you come with us for a moment?”
Gustavo smiled politely.
“Of course.”
He followed them to a metal table where two customs officers waited.
“Your bag, please,” one said.
Gustavo set the carry-on down and opened it.
Clothes.
Toiletries.
A paperback novel.
An open bag of beef jerky.
The gift box.
The officer picked it up.
“For your son?” he asked.
“Yes,” Gustavo said.
“He turns six tomorrow.”
The officer studied the wrapping, then glanced toward the barking dog.
“May we open it?”
Gustavo shrugged lightly.
“Of course.”
The ribbon slipped free. The paper tore easily.
Inside, the colored blocks lay arranged in neat rows.
The dog barked again.
Louder.
The officer lifted one cube and turned it slowly in his hand.
It looked normal.
But the dog did not stop.
“Probably the jerky,” Gustavo said, nodding toward the open bag.
Another officer stepped in.
“What do we have?”
“Gift for a child,” the first officer said.
The second officer picked up a block and tapped it lightly against the metal table.
The sound was wrong.
Too dense.
Not wood.
He frowned.
“Bring the scanner.”
Gustavo stood quietly while they worked.
He knew the routine.
The longer they searched, the worse the outcome.
The handheld scanner arrived.
The officer passed it slowly over the blocks.
A faint tone sounded.
Not loud.
But clear.
The officer looked up.
“Sir, we’re going to need you to come with us.”
Gustavo sighed softly.
“Is there a problem?”
“Yes,” the officer said.
“I believe there is.”

Two thousand miles away in Medellín, Rodrigo Salazar Vega watched the news that evening.
The Spanish broadcast showed the seized toy blocks laid out on a white evidence table. A customs dog paced in the background.
Rodrigo muted the television.
The arrest had happened at 8:14 that morning.
He already knew that.
Losses were part of the business.
What mattered was the cause.
He opened his laptop and added a new entry.
Toy Block Shipment – Madrid
Status: Lost
Cause: Canine Alert
Rodrigo studied the line for several seconds.
The blocks had passed visual inspection. They had passed initial testing.
But the dog had ruined everything.
Dogs were unpredictable.
Humans were worse.
Rodrigo leaned back and stared at the screen.
The drug had not failed.
The design had not failed.
The mule had failed.
He closed the laptop slowly.
For a long moment, he sat in silence, replaying the sequence as if it were an equation.
Every detection system began with the same assumption.
Someone was carrying the drug.
Someone who could be questioned.
Searched.
Observed.
Broken.
Someone who could make a mistake.
Rodrigo exhaled slowly.
That was the weakness.
The mule.
Remove the mule, and the entire system changed.
He stood and walked to the window.
The lights of Medellín spread across the hills.
Rodrigo folded his arms.
Tomorrow, he would run the numbers again.
There had to be a better way.

