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Sofia

LOYALTY AND FRIENDSHIP are two of the things I value most in life, which makes them damn hard to find in a world where money calls the shots. I’ve always lived in this bubble of a perfect life, surrounded by people who supposedly didn’t care about money, and I let myself believe maybe they liked me for who I really am. But none of it was real. They lied to me, tricked me, stabbed me in the back, and left a hollow space in my chest.

If I didn’t have the empire I have, would I be happier? Would people look inside me instead of at the countless digits in my bank account?

I thought I had it all. Money, a fiancé, friends, a settled life, plans, dreams. But over the last few years, everything has been crumbling piece by piece, peeling back the truth hidden behind all the lies and the fake smiles.

I’m far from perfect. I have flaws, insecurities, fears, and pain. I still have a lot to learn. But people look at me and think everything is flawless, divine... like I’m living the dream life. Pure delusion. Anyone who thinks money is everything in this life is dead wrong.

Money can’t buy happiness. It can’t buy love. None of that is for sale—it has to be earned. I gave everything I had. My heart, my loyalty, my friendship. But you know that moment when you realize none of it was enough, and it was all for nothing?

That’s exactly how I feel right now.

I lower my head and smooth down my wedding dress—the one my mother and I dreamed about for years. The princess skirt and the pearl corset hooked us the first time I tried it on. That day... looking at myself in that mirror, I believed I was doing the right thing. That I was marrying the perfect man. That I was about to live my fairy tale.

Once again, it was all an illusion. A lie.

I close my eyes as tears stream down my face. The pain crushes my heart, squeezing every last bit of air out of my lungs. I feel knives slicing through my soul. I have never felt so alone in my entire life.

My mother was obsessed with weddings. If she heard about one, she’d find a way to get an invitation, dragging me along with her. She cried at every single ceremony. She always said that of all the special days in life, a wedding was the most important, because it marked the beginning of a new life... the beginning of a family.

I lean forward, hugging myself, choking back the sobs. Trying not to make a sound. So no one hears me. So no one realizes I can see and hear everything.

David came into my life out of nowhere. The moment I looked into those blue eyes, I felt hooked. Hooked on him, on his smile, on his gentle way. I was just a girl discovering the world, full of dreams and plans that I slowly set aside because I started loving that seductive man who seemed to have eyes only for me.

It didn’t take long for us to get involved. When I turned sixteen, he asked me to be his girlfriend. I could never have said no. It was the happiest day of my life. My heart nearly jumped out of my mouth. I felt like the luckiest girl in the world.

Over the years, our bond grew stronger. We had a few arguments, but nothing that kept us from apologizing and moving on. But my father never approved of our relationship. For a long time, I thought it was jealousy. Being an only child, I figured Dad just wasn’t ready to let his treasure out of his hands, especially when I was so young.

I’m not going to lie or be a hypocrite and say we never fought about David. And today... I regret not listening to my father.

When David proposed, I thought the world was too small to contain what I was feeling. My mother was over the moon—she was crazy about my fiancé. But my father... he wouldn’t accept it. We had days of fighting.

David couldn’t take the hostility anymore. Then one day, my father backed off. He got closer to David, gave him a high-level position in the company, and accepted our relationship. Everything seemed to fall into place. Until... I could no longer hear my parents’ voices.

I swallow my tears and slide down to the floor, stifling the excruciating pain in my soul. I always knew betrayal was painful, but I never felt it before. Not until this moment. Six years. Six years of giving everything I had to a relationship built on lies. I take a deep breath and press my hands to my face. My body trembles from the silent crying.

“Almost there...” His drawn-out voice feels like my bones snapping, one by one.

“I don’t want you to do it, even though I know it’s necessary. I’m so jealous of her right now.” Camila mutters as David kisses her.

“This will all be over soon. Just wait a little longer.” I press my trembling lips together. “She’s too fucking stupid to suspect a thing.”

“You need to do what has to be done,” Camila says with a sigh. “I can’t wait to get rid of that dead weight.”

“We will. Soon.” She lets out a low laugh.

“Do you love me, David?”

“With all my soul.” I shake my head, unable to believe this isn’t a nightmare... that this is real.

How ironic. I stretch my lips into a bitter smile. How can everything fall apart so suddenly? I had so many plans. No—my plans all revolved around David. But he knew exactly how to manipulate me, how to fool me with masterful skill. His soft voice, his gentle hands, his seductive smile—that was my ruin.

It hurts so much to love someone who doesn’t give a damn about you, who lied to you and deceived you for years. I was so blind.

Where did I go wrong? Was I not enough? A noise freezes me in place. They can’t find out I’m here. I lean to the side and peek through the crack in the bathroom door. They’re getting dressed. Camila is wearing a long, leaf-green dress covered in gemstones that accentuates her perfect body. David is straightening his white tuxedo—the one I helped him pick out for this day that, just minutes ago, was supposed to be the happiest of my life.

They kiss again, and seconds later, they leave the room, leaving me alone. I wait a few more seconds before I break down sobbing. I can’t believe it... If he didn’t love me, why did he fool me like this? I slept with this man almost every night. How many times did he fuck me right after spending hours with his mistress? How many times did he lie next to me with her on his mind?

My phone vibrates, pulling me out of my soul’s torment. I stare at the device on the floor, unable to move. I take a deep breath when it rings a third time. I reach out, grab it with trembling hands, and answer.

“Yeah...”

“Where are you?” Leticia asks. “You’re almost late.” Her tone is worried.

“I’m...” I clear my throat and inhale. “I’m getting ready.”

“Still?”

“Brides take time to get ready,” I shoot back, wiping my face.

“Right, but...” I close my eyes. “Are you okay, Sofia? Your voice sounds strange.” I press the back of my hand to my lips to muffle my crying.

“I’m just sad my parents aren’t here on this day.”

“They’re in your heart, girl.” I swallow my tears and struggle to my feet.

“Leticia?”

“Yeah?” I bite my lower lip.

“What do you think of me?” She’s silent for a few seconds.

“Well... you’re nice, kind, and generous,” she answers, her voice faltering. “You helped me a lot when I needed it.”

“Are you my friend?”

“Acquaintances, yes. Friends, no,” she retorts, a little impatient. “That kind of friendship runs too deep.”

I stay quiet. Leticia is far from being my best friend. Out of the group we belong to, she’s the most distant from me, a bit of an outsider. Maybe because she can’t fit into a world so different from her own.

“Right...” I mutter. “Leticia?”

“Talk.”

“If I weren’t... a millionaire, would you be my friend?” I stare at myself in the mirror. My makeup is a little smudged, and my brown eyes are devastated.

“Definitely not.” Her honesty comforts me, in a way. She never minces words. “I need money, you know that. I got a job because of it. So if you were poor, I wouldn’t be anywhere near you.”

“You scare me,” I murmur.

“The ceremony is about to start. Just waiting on the bride.”

“Can you see my lawyer?”

“Hang on...” I bite my lower lip. “Yeah, I see him.”

“Put him on the line, please.”

“One second.”

I leave the bathroom to find my things. When I spot them, I grab my makeup case and head back, placing my phone on the sink and hitting speaker while trying to fix my ruined face.

“Sofia?” Eduardo’s voice drifts into my ears. I feel like I’m going to break again, but I hold myself together.

“Edu, I need you to clear something up for me.”

“Of course, Sofia. What’s your question?”

“It’s about the will.” I swallow hard and stare at the blush brush. “To manage my inheritance, I have to be married, right?”

“Exactly.”

“Are there any caveats? Any terms or conditions?”

“No. Just that you have to be married and stay married for six months.”

“Or when I turn twenty-three?”

“Yes.”

“Why did my parents do that?” I ask, a little angrily. Eduardo takes a deep breath on the other end.

“They believed six months is enough time to be sure the man you’re with truly loves you.” I sigh and go back to touching up my makeup.

“Did they do it because of David?”

“Your father never liked your fiancé, Sof.”

“But is there another clause?”

“No. Just those two rules.” I wet my lips, staring at the faucet. “You only gain access to your inheritance when you get married or turn twenty-three, but you have to stay married for six months—otherwise, you lose everything.”

“Right.” I take a deep breath and straighten up. “Thank you, Eduardo.”

“Anytime.”

“Can you do me a favor?”

“Sure.”

“I need an hour and a half.” I meet my own eyes in the mirror. “Can you manage that?”

“It’s your wedding. You’re the boss.”

“Good. Wait for me.”

“What are you planning to do, Sof?” I leave the bathroom and grab the handle of the door that leads to the ballroom.

“Find a new fiancé.” I end the call and open the door, determined to do the stupidest thing I’ve ever done in my entire life.
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Sofia

I HOLD THE HEM OF MY dress and walk through the streets, searching for someplace where I can find a husband. It was my mother’s dream that I’d get married in this church because she thought it was beautiful, which is true—the decoration looks like a castle—but the neighborhood where it’s located is out of the way and a little dangerous.

San Diego has plenty of areas run by gangs, but we never ran into that kind of man. I guess since we always had security scattered around the church, my mother believed nothing bad would happen. She kind of liked to take risks.

A few cars and people pass by, giving me strange looks, wondering what a bride is doing walking the streets at six o’clock on a Saturday evening. I also see some sketchy men in baggy clothes staring at me from across the street. My heart races, but I ignore everything around me and keep walking.

Wherever my parents are, they must be losing their minds over what I’m about to do. I turn into a secluded alley. I don’t know this neighborhood at all, but it has to lead somewhere I can find him.

What I’m about to do could put my life at risk. I could very well end up marrying a psychopath, a lunatic, or anyone disturbed enough to hurt me. But right now, anyone is better than David.

I have the option to cancel the wedding, but I can’t think about that, because the multinational needs me, and I won’t let anyone else take over—especially if it ends up in the hands of the justice system or... David. And there are all the Martin employees who depend on me. I can’t abandon them. So I need to get married, whether I want to or not.

I lift my head and freeze. I was so lost in thought I hadn’t paid attention to where I was going. I swallow hard, staring at the heavy-duty motorcycle club in front of me.

I’ve heard a lot about them—how dangerous and feared they are—but I thought they were... made up. Sure, I’ve seen them ride through town, but I never paid it much attention.

I grip the fabric of my dress tighter as I meet the eyes of the men sitting on their bikes, smoking, drinking, and staring at me. They’re heavily tattooed, some more than others. Two of them have long hair and beards, one is bald, and they’re all wearing leather.

My body trembles when one of them makes a joke about me, and they all burst out laughing. I swallow hard. Maybe here... I glance back, looking for an exit. I don’t think this is a good place. I look forward again when one of them starts walking toward me. I hold my breath, sensing a dead end.

The biker coming my way is wearing a jacket. His hair is long, and he has a cold look in his eyes, like one of those mountain men or cave dwellers, making me even more nervous.

He stops in front of me. His dark eyes travel over my body, and then a smile spreads across his defined lips. I stare at his face and hold my breath as I realize how handsome he is—tall, strong, and at the same time, terrifying.

“A runaway bride?” His deep voice gives me chills.

“No...” I answer nervously. He tilts his head, studying me closely. His mind must be full of questions. “Are you... the owner here?”

“You want to take a ride?” I look over his shoulder and consider his offer.

“Can I?” He lets out a laugh.

“If you want to be the target... of some dirty fantasies, I guess you can.” I let go of my dress and wipe my trembling hands on the fabric.

“I see...”

“What do you see?” I press my lips together and stare at his face.

“That this isn’t a good place for me to come in and... grab a drink.”

“Great. Now turn around and go back to your fairy tale.” I make a face.

“My fairy tale isn’t going so well,” I retort, flashing an innocent smile. “I’m looking for something.”

“Around here, you’ll only find men crazy enough to rip that dress off and—”

“Okay, no need for details.” I cut him off, biting my lower lip. I glance over his shoulder again. I wonder... “Do you have a girlfriend?”

He furrows his brow and gives me a weird look, trying to process whether I really just asked that. I study him more closely. He doesn’t seem like a psychopath. He’s been nice to me, and maybe he could...

“Arthur?” He looks back when a bearded, potbellied man yells. “We’ve got a problem.”

“Fuck...” Arthur turns back to me. “Get out of here. This isn’t the place for you, princess.” He turns his back on me and walks into the club, followed by the others who were outside.

I put my hand on my chest and let out a breath. He’s intense. Ignoring his warning and dismissing him, I walk over to the bikes, fascinated by their beauty. Some are gorgeous, and others are really bizarre.

I’ve never been interested in motorcycles, but these are different. I smile at the thought of riding one down a road in the afternoon, watching the sunset, feeling the wind on my face, my hair flying while my heart beats free with no destination in sight.

Now I understand why they say bikers are free souls. I look at the club’s door, step away from the bikes, and climb the short flight of stairs. Maybe this is the place where I’ll find a husband. I rub my hands together and take a breath, gathering the courage to go in and face all those men.

I know—this is stupid! These guys deal in smuggling, trafficking, and a ton of illegal stuff. They’re criminals and dangerous. I know the risk I’m taking, but I need to get married, and if fate brought me here, then this is where I’ll find him.

Just as I’m about to go through the door, a conversation catches my attention. I take a step back. I go down the steps and walk slowly toward the noise, hiding when I spot two men in a not-so-friendly conversation.

“Fuck, how could you let this happen?” Arthur asks furiously at the man in front of him. I can’t see his face, only his back.

“I don’t know, damn it!” He runs his hands through his hair. “It’s all fucked up. I couldn’t do anything!”

“You’re screwed, Michael,” Arthur says, exasperated.

“It wasn’t my fault, man.” Michael punches the wall. “They stole the whole shipment. It was planned. They knew what we were transporting.”

“Shit...” I hide when Arthur looks in my direction. “And now?”

“I don’t know...”

“Look, I believe you. I know you’d never do something like that, but... only four people knew about this transport.” A woman walks by on the street and gives me a strange look. I offer her a smile. She looks away and keeps going.

“We’ve got a rat,” Michael states in a low voice. “Fuck, there’s no other explanation.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

“How?” I look at them. “How are we going to figure it out when it’s my head they want?” Arthur stays quiet.

“There’s something else.” Arthur hands a phone to Michael. “I’m sorry, man. She’s a goddamn disaster.”

I can’t see Michael’s reaction, but from the way Arthur said it, it’s nothing good.

“Did you tell her anything?” Michael hands the phone back to Arthur without saying a word. “Damn it, Michael. Now it all makes sense.”

“It wasn’t her, man!”

“Oh, no?” Arthur shoves his shoulder, but he doesn’t move. “You’re a miserable son of a bitch.”

Michael lowers his head, and Arthur closes his eyes, struggling not to lose it. Somehow, I feel like Michael—watching my world fall apart without being able to do anything. That’s how it was when I lost my parents, and that’s how it was when I found out about my fiancé’s betrayal.

These are situations we can’t control. Everything becomes a bubble of problems, like one encourages the others to surface. Peace slips away, making room for the torment, the pain, and the disillusionment.

“I need to think,” Michael says after long seconds of silence. “I need some time.”

“You better start thinking. You have no idea what kind of mess you’ve gotten yourself into.” Arthur walks away and goes into the club, leaving Michael alone.

He punches the wall. He looks so defeated. He turns and leans against it, his head hanging low, his shoulders slumping, like everything is too heavy for him to bear.

I step away from where I was hiding and approach him slowly, hesitant to start a conversation right now. I swallow hard and let my eyes wander over his body. Dressed in a leather jacket, jeans, and combat boots, his masculinity radiates from every angle, and his posture screams dangerous man. I think even if he were surrounded by people in suits, everyone would know he’s from another world.

“I think I have a solution.” He lifts his head at the sound of my voice. His dark eyes lock onto mine. My pulse quickens when I see his face... His skin is tanned. His brown hair with golden tones is a little messy, and his beard is trimmed, highlighting his almost supernatural beauty.

Michael stares at me intensely. His eyes look startled, which isn’t surprising—after all, a bride standing in front of him with a solution in hand doesn’t happen every day.

“Am I dead?” I furrow my brow. His eyes travel over my body, then he looks around and back at me.

“I don’t get it.”

“Neither do I.” I press my lips together. He keeps staring at me like he’s dreaming. “An angel, maybe?”

“Oh... no, no. I’m real.” I give an awkward smile. He tilts his head. “It’s just a wedding dress. I don’t think an angel would show up like this.”

“Then how would one show up?” I shrug, looking back when I hear the sound of a motorcycle engine.

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen one.”

“So what’s a bride doing standing in front of me?” I turn my attention back to him. Michael crosses his arms.

“I’m here to offer you a solution.” His lips curl into a slow smile.

“A solution?”

“I think we’re both in the same boat, so what I’m about to propose might be the answer to our problems, and—”

“And?” I lower my eyes to my hands.

“Look, Michael...”

“You know my name?”

“I overheard,” I say, wetting my lips. “I know this might sound crazy, but I need to do this, and if we help each other, we might get out of this—together.” He raises his eyebrows. His confusion is obvious. Michael must think I’m out of my mind, and... maybe I am.

“You ran away from your wedding, and you want help hiding?” I shake my head.

“I’m not running. I’m getting married today.”

“Great. Good for you. Then what are you doing here?”

“To make you a request.”

“What request?” I step closer. Michael furrows his brow even more and pushes off the wall, a little uncomfortable with my proximity. I take a deep breath and lock my eyes on his.

This is the craziest thing I’ve ever done. He has danger and trouble written all over his face and... well, he’s gorgeous. I have to take the risk. He’s in trouble, and I have to use that to my advantage. I don’t have another option. I breathe deeply, clear my throat, and let the words fall out.

“Will you marry me, Michael?”
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Michael

RIGHT NOW, I WANT TO laugh out loud. I must be hearing things. This girl is out of her mind. She stares at me, and what gets me is the determination in her eyes—she doesn’t look like she’s joking.

Just when I think my life can’t get any worse, a ridiculously beautiful and obviously unhinged fiancée shows up out of nowhere and proposes to me, right after I lost a valuable shipment and found out my girlfriend is screwing my enemy behind my back.

Am I seriously hearing this? I’d bet money she escaped from some loony bin, but her dress is flawless. Perfect. I furrow my brow, studying the girl in front of me. Her brown eyes are... sad. Her delicate face is pale, and she looks scared, even as she’s being swallowed by courage.

I wet my lips and look at her hands gripping the skirt of her dress. “What happened?” Her throat moves as she swallows. Around her neck is a necklace—I’d bet my life that thing is worth at least ten thousand reais.

“I know I seem crazy—”

“You are crazy!” I state. She inhales, her chest rising and falling fast. Everything about her screams money, but it’s her beauty that has me hypnotized.

“I need you to become my fiancé and marry me.” She lifts her chin, looking at me with even more resolve. A laugh tries to escape, but I hold it back.

“Need me to?”

“You lost a shipment. It’s either contraband or drugs—cocaine, I’m guessing. I’ve watched enough movies and shows to know what kind of cargo you people deal with. Apparently, you also just found out your girlfriend’s been cheating on you, so that puts us on the same road. You’re in deep shit, and I can get you out of it. All you have to do is say yes.” She falls silent, breathless. I raise an eyebrow, impressed by her nerve.

“So that means I’m a criminal?”

“You are!” she confirms. “But I can help you clean up your mess.”

“My mess?”

“I’m rich. Really, really rich... extremely rich.” Her eyes dart away from mine for a few seconds. “If you marry me, I can give you money. Like... ten thousand dollars a month.”

I let out a laugh. What the fuck is this girl even saying?

“I’m serious, Michael!” I stare at her face. My name coming out of her mouth stirs something new in me. “Ten thousand. I can give you ten thousand.”

“You want to buy me?”

“Yes, I do!” I shake my head, holding back a laugh. “I need six months. After that, we sign the divorce papers, and you’re free.” I run a hand through my hair. Her eyes follow the movement.

“And you expect me to accept?”

“You marry me. I give you ten grand a month. That totals sixty thousand dollars.”

“For being married to you?”

“Yes, Michael!” She snaps her fingers nervously. “But you can do whatever you want. I won’t be a pain. I just need you to be married to me and for us to... well, show up at family events and all that. Husband-and-wife stuff.”

“A couple does a lot of things...” I smirk, putting some malice in my voice. She stares at me, her eyes gleaming, and she smiles back. It makes my heart beat harder.

“You can do what you’re thinking with other women. Not with me.”

“So I’ll be an unfaithful husband?”

“Does that mean you accept?” I laugh and wet my lips. “We won’t be a real couple. Just pretend. You won’t be unfaithful.”

“Why me?”

“Like I said, you’re in deep shit, and I’m here to pull you out.”

“I’m not for sale.” She looks at me.

“Come on, Michael. It’s sixty thousand dollars. Converted to reais, that’s over three hundred and fifty-seven grand. It can’t be that bad.” I raise my eyebrows, amused by the whole situation.

“You sure?”

“I’m a nice person.” She flashes me an innocent smile.

“You’re delusional.”

“No, I’m not.” I look at the floor. Is this really happening?

“Michael?” I look back when Arthur calls me. He walks over and stares at her. “You’re still here?”

“Yeah...” she mutters, awkward.

“You know this crazy chick?” I ask. Arthur shrugs.

“She was standing in front of the club. I thought she was lost.”

“I’m not.”

“A runaway bride?”

“No, not that either,” she replies, making Arthur laugh. He comes closer to me.

“He already found out. He wants his cut of the payment.” I close my eyes in anger.

“How much?” I clench my jaw, dreading the number.

“Eighteen grand by tomorrow, or else...”

“Fuck...”

“You need to get that money, man.” Arthur looks at me, worried. “I don’t want to bury another brother.”

“I’ll get the money.”

“How?”

“Just tell him I’ll have it, okay?” Arthur takes a deep breath, nods, and leaves us alone again.

I look at the girl standing in front of me. She twists her fingers anxiously. Maybe she’s right. This fiancée standing before me might be the solution to my problems. I just need to shield myself from her smile and that innocent look of hers, because the same way she could be my salvation, she could also be my ruin.

“Twenty-five thousand.” Her eyes go wide. “I’m not cheap.”

“Eighteen thousand.”

“Twenty if you want to have me.” She bites her lower lip and looks away, thinking.

“Fine. Twenty grand a month, deposited into your account.”

“I need the first payment by tomorrow at the latest.” She nods.

“You’ll have it.”

“Six months?”

“Yeah, just six months.” I take a deep breath, rub my face, and make the dumbest decision of my entire life.

“I accept your proposal.” She freezes. Her eyes well up, showing me how much my yes matters. “I accept marrying you.”

She puts her hands over her mouth and turns away, trying to hide the tears streaming down her face.

“My name is Sofia Alves Martin.” She turns back and extends her hand.

“Michael Castro Sanches.” I hold her trembling hand. She lowers her head and forces a smile.

“Our wedding is in thirty minutes at the Roman Catholic Diocese of San Diego, and the reception will be in the hall.” Sofia lets go of my hand. “After that, we’ll go to my house...”

“Your house?”

“We’re a couple. We have to live together.” She takes a deep breath and looks at me. “My... fiancé will be at the altar. So when I walk up, you take my hand, okay?”

“You have a fiancé?” I regret accepting. This girl is trouble.

“Nothing for you to worry about,” she assures me. “I’ll explain later. Just do what we agreed.”

“Alright...”

“Find a best man and call your friends. It’s a rich people’s party. They’ll like it.” Sofia takes a step back and smiles at me. “I’ll be waiting for you at the church, okay?”

“I’ll be there.”

“Promise?” I nod, shoving my hands in my pockets.

“I never break my promises.”

“Okay...” A single tear falls from her eye before she turns around and walks away in a hurry.

I have no idea what’s happening or what I just did. I couldn’t turn that offer down. I swallow hard, rub my face, and turn around. Arthur stares at me with his arms crossed. I take a deep breath, feeling my heart pound harder than normal.

“I got the money.”

“Oh, yeah?” I click my tongue and look at him.

“You want to be my best man?”
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Sofia

BACK IN THE WAITING room, I stare at my shaking hands, unable to believe what I’ve done. Right or wrong, there’s no turning back now. I’m seeing this through to the end.

Eduardo walks in and sits down across from me. He takes my hands, and I close my eyes, letting myself cry a little more. My heart hurts too much, and everything falls on my shoulders—my parents’ deaths, the weight of the companies, the betrayal of the two people I thought loved me.

“It’s going to be okay,” Eduardo promises. I shake my head, because I know it won’t be.

“They stabbed me in the back, Edu.” I look at my cousin. Out of all my family, he’s the only one who actually cares about me. I can see his love in everything he does.

“I’m so sorry.” He lowers his head, disappointed that his own sister is the one responsible for all of this. “Are you sure about what you’re doing?”

“No. But I can’t let David stay as CEO.”

“You have the option not to get married.”

“And let a judge decide who manages my money?” Edu presses his lips together. “It’s only six months. It’ll go fast.” I say it like I’m trying to convince myself.

“You should’ve told me sooner, Sof.”

“I had to do this on my own.” I wipe the tears away. “I’m tired of being seen as some helpless little girl. I’m not that.”

“I know...”

“Did he say anything?”

“Who?” Edu furrows his brow.

“David and Camila.”

“No, they’re just worried about you being late. Letícia told everyone there was a problem with your dress.” I nod, squeezing his hands.

“I wish they were here so badly.” Edu pulls me into his arms.

“They are, Sof. In your heart.” My body trembles as the crying gets worse. “You need to pull yourself together, walk down that aisle, and marry this guy I know nothing about.”

“You’re not going to like him.” I pull back, confessing. “Nobody will.”

“Everyone’s after your money, so of course they won’t like him.” I take a deep breath and dry my face.

“No, I’m serious. You’re really not going to like him.” Edu eyes me suspiciously. “I need you to get me twenty thousand dollars before the party’s over.”

“Twenty thousand?” I nod. “I don’t know if I can get that kind of cash right now.”

“There’s enough in the safe. You know where.” Edu sighs and shakes his head.

“You hired a husband?” I lower my head and run my fingers over his hand.

“He’s in a situation that worked in my favor.”

“You picked yourself a problem.”

“Better than David.” Eduardo sighs and lets his shoulders sag.

“Get yourself ready. It’s time to face your fate.” He stands up and leaves the room.

A lot of things are going to change from here on out. For better or worse, I won’t walk out of here the same person I was when I walked in. But I won’t let anyone fool me anymore. Even if I’m marrying a man I’ve never seen in my entire life, I’ll pick myself up and I’ll be happy—because my happiness will be the best revenge of all.
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STANDING IN FRONT OF the church doors, I feel my heart racing. I look around for any sign of Michael, but there’s no one out here except the photographers.

Eduardo gives me a worried look. I have to go in now and get this over with. Letícia approaches and hands me the bouquet of red roses. I swallow hard and let out a long sigh.

“Sof, give up this madness. Just go in there and cancel everything,” Edu says, gripping my shoulders.

“This is stupid, girl.” I look at Letícia. She hasn’t left my side since I got back.

“I’m not giving up.”

I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and look at Eduardo with determination. I give a small nod. He steps back, and seconds later, I hear the wedding march. Letícia mutters something. I ignore her.

The music washes over me. I never thought I’d feel so disgusted by this moment. Hatred and pain mix together. I take one step forward, then another, then another...

A tear rolls down my face when my feet touch the red carpet. I take in the church decorations—everything was lovingly planned by my mother before she died. The guests are watching me. Important people. Relatives. Employees. College friends. And my fiancé.

For a second, I think maybe everything I saw in that room—him kissing my best friend—was just a nightmare. Yes, it has to be a nightmare. It felt so real that I’m confusing it with reality. But when I look at Camila, her eyes burning with rage and that forced smile on her face, the truth hits me. None of it was an illusion.

How could I have been so stupid?

I look around again for Michael. He promised he’d come. He promised he’d marry me. Did he back out? I grip the bouquet tighter. I can’t blame him for not showing up. I’ll just have to face what’s in front of me.

Every step is a new ache tearing through my heart. The betrayal weighs heavier with each second. I want to turn around and get the hell out of here. I want to scream, to tell everyone how much this is destroying me, how I’m being crushed piece by piece...

The tears overflow. People will probably say I’m just emotional because I’m living a dream come true. But these tears are pure rage and pain.

I stop in front of the altar. Letícia and Eduardo are watching me. I wish I could beg them to get me out of this circus, to tell them this is hurting me more than I can take.

Edu lowers his head. He can’t do anything now—I’ve already made my choice. Letícia gives me a small nod, a gesture of courage. I swallow hard and face David as he walks toward me.

His light blue eyes lock onto mine. If I hadn’t found out about his lies, I might have believed he was actually emotional. David reaches out his hand. I can’t look away from him.

“Sofia?” he calls softly, glancing around and flashing smiles at the guests. “Hey...” He tries to touch my face, and I take a step back. His smile disappears.

“Why?” My voice comes out as a whisper. He frowns.

“What’s wrong?” He gestures for the music to keep playing so it drowns out our conversation. “Did something happen, love?”

My lips stretch into a dark smile. David swallows, uncomfortable with my reaction.

“Love, huh?” I murmur. “Bullshit.”

“What?”

“I said bullshit!” My voice rises. He has no idea what I’m talking about. “I hate you, you fucking idiot, you stupid bastard...”

David stares at me in confusion.

“You’re speaking Portuguese, love.” I let out another laugh. He’s so... fuck...

“Do you love me?” I ask now in English.

“Of course. I’m here for you.”

“You lying piece of shit.” I go back to cursing him in Portuguese.

“Sofia...”

“If you love me, David,” I step closer to him “then why were you fucking Camila in the church... on our wedding day?” He freezes. I click my tongue and sigh. “How are you going to explain that?”

I look into his eyes as they take on a desperate gleam. His plan just went down the drain, and I just ripped off his good-boy mask.

“Have you lost your mind?” He grabs my shoulders. “Are you crazy, Sofia? I would never do that. Who told you such bullshit?”

“I saw it with my own eyes.” I push his hands off me. “I heard it with my own ears.”

“You’re mistaken...”

“I’m going to give you one warning.” I grab his tie and pull him until his face is inches from mine. “Get out of this church if you don’t want your reputation ruined. Because despite everything, I still respect you. And I still love you. So, David, gather whatever dignity you have left and walk out of here without looking back.”

“Don’t do this...” he begs, his eyes welling up. “I love you more than anything in this life, Sofia. It was just... it was a mistake. And when I saw you walking through those doors in that dress, I realized how badly I fucked up.”

“And you expect me to believe that?” David keeps staring at me. I will never be able to believe another word he says. He sighs.

“I love you...”

“I love you too, David.” I close my eyes for a few seconds. “That’s why I’m asking you to leave.”

“Look, I made a mistake...”

“Get out!”

I let go of his tie and raise my hand. The music stops. The church goes silent. David stares at me for a long moment, weighing whether to go or stay. He’s in a difficult position. The guests are too important for his business... for our business.

“I hope you don’t regret this,” he says bitterly. I swallow the emotion and the tears.

“I won’t.” He nods, looks around, and walks past me, shoving hard against my shoulder.

Whispers and murmurs spread through the church. My shoulders feel heavy. I hold back the tears. I feel humiliated. I’m the one who’ll be judged. In everyone’s eyes, I was abandoned at the altar because I couldn’t scream loud enough that he cheated on me.

I’m so defeated... so alone... I lift my head when he stops in front of me. His dark eyes lock onto mine. They’re comforting. The whole church falls silent as he extends his hand.

“Sorry I’m late.” Michael’s voice shakes my body. He’s still wearing the same clothes, but without the jacket, leaving his tattooed arms exposed.

“I thought...”

“I never break my promises.” He whispers, cupping my face and wiping away my tears. “Let’s do this, okay?” I nod. I know it’s because of the money, but somehow it makes me... stronger.

“Okay.” I take a deep breath and give him my hand. He holds it firmly.

I lift my eyes to the priest standing at the altar. He stares at us in horror.

“We are all gathered here today to celebrate the marriage of Sofia Alves Martin and David...” The priest stops when Michael raises his hand, silencing him.

“Michael Castro Sanches.” I glance at Eduardo. He’s pale.

“We are all gathered here today to celebrate the marriage of Sofia Alves Martin and Michael Castro Sanches...” The priest continues. I close my eyes and lower my head. “They have chosen each other as their family, and today they are celebrating the love that has already begun and will continue to grow over the years. Marriage is a union, a journey toward a future that involves letting go of who we are apart, in favor of everything we can become together...”

It’s all a lie. I feel like laughing at these words that mean nothing. I’m marrying a man I don’t know. A completely wrong guy who’s only here for the money.

I wipe my face. I don’t want to cry over David anymore. I look to the side, in the most secluded corner. I see him leaning against the wall, arms crossed, watching his defeat from the cheap seats.

I want to laugh in his face. At his inability to say anything. Because beyond this wedding, his reputation is on the line, and to him, that’s more important than fighting for me.

Camila approaches him. Her eyes are fixed on mine. She says something, grabs his arm, but he shakes her off violently. I have no idea what’s going through his mind. Maybe anger at losing his fortune because of the wrong guy. Or... he’s definitely feeling the sting of betrayal. And that’s what everyone thinks.

Sofia Martin swapped her fiancé at the altar and married a thug.

Big fucking deal.

I pull my eyes away from him when Michael gently tugs my hand. I look at him, and he’s watching me carefully. I lower my head, too ashamed to face anyone.

“Sofia and Michael, you have already been many things to each other—friends, companions, boyfriend and girlfriend, fiancés.” I let out a quiet laugh. We’ve never been anything, Father. “Now, with the words you are about to exchange, you will move to the next phase.”

Michael turns me to face him. His eyes study me. I’m not giving up at this point in the game. I’m seeing this through.

“For with these vows, you will be telling the world: ‘This is my husband,’ ‘This is my wife.’” I wet my lips, the nerves creeping back. “Michael Castro, do you freely and willingly accept Sofia Martin as your partner in marriage?”

Michael stares at me for a long moment. His eyes waver slightly, and I know he’s thinking about whether all of this is worth it. He bites his lower lip and nods. I hold my breath, afraid he’ll...

“I do.” My whole body relaxes. He said yes.

“Sofia Martin, do you freely and willingly accept Michael Castro as your partner in marriage?”

I breathe in deep and lower my head. If my parents were alive, none of this would be happening. If I had listened to my father when he told me David didn’t love me and only wanted my money... maybe everything would be different.

I look back. David takes a step forward. My heart pounds, desperate for him to... fight for me. But he just shakes his head and looks at me with disgust. I look away and meet Michael’s eyes. He’s watching David.

“I... do.” My voice cracks. Michael takes a deep breath.

“Therefore, please join hands and prepare to give and receive the vows of love, which are among the greatest gifts in life.” His big hands wrap around mine. He strokes me with his fingers, like he’s comforting me.

I swallow hard and sigh. My throat tightens as I search for the right words. The priest brings the microphone closer, and I look into Michael’s eyes.

“I know all of this is... a huge mess. But I promise I won’t be difficult, and I’ll make sure this goes by fast so I don’t frustrate you. You can count on me for whatever you need, Michael. I owe you that.” I squeeze his hands, trying to hold back my tears. “Thank you... for being here,” I whisper. He takes a deep breath before he starts speaking.

“I’ll try to make sure this doesn’t weigh you down too much.” I nod. He gives me a faint smile. “Let’s make it work.”

“Okay,” I murmur in response.

“And now the rings,” the priest says, looking past me. But the rings were David’s responsibility. Michael lets go of my hand, pulls a pair of rings out of his pocket, and hands them to the priest. I look at him, questioning.

“I figured you’d need them,” he says with a mischievous smile. It leaves me frozen, my chest tightening.

“The rings are physical symbols of a couple’s commitment and their emotional and spiritual bond. They are considered a perfect circle, without beginning or end.” Michael takes my hands again. “Sofia and Michael, may these rings be a visible reminder of your feelings for each other for your entire lives. When you look at them, remember that you have someone special to share your life with. Remember that you have found each other, and in each other, and that you will never walk alone again.”

Our eyes meet. With every word, my heart beats faster. None of this is true. The man standing before me doesn’t love me. We don’t have a life together. This is all a plan. But still, I feel something growing inside me. I don’t know how to explain it.

“Sofia Martin, I give you this ring as a sign that I have chosen you to be my wife and my best friend.” Michael swallows, like the words are too heavy to say. “Receive it, and know that I... love you.” He slips the ring onto my finger.

“Michael Sanches, I give you this ring as a sign that I have chosen you to be my husband and my best friend.” I breathe in and slide the ring onto his finger. Tears stream down my face, and just like his, my words feel unbearably heavy. “Receive it, and know that I love you.”

Michael intertwines our fingers. I press my lips together, holding back the tears, the pain... the desolation.

“Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.” (1 Corinthians 13:4-7)

I close my eyes, absorbing the verse that hits me like a punch to the gut. David never loved me, never respected me. He just fooled me this whole time. There’s no turning back now. All I can do is move forward and make sure this is worth it.

Sofia Alves Martin and Michael Castro Sanches, no one but you holds the power to declare yourselves husband and wife. But you have chosen us to announce this good news. And so, having witnessed your exchange of vows before everyone gathered here today—I take a deep breath and look at Michael —it is with great joy that I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.

We stare at each other. He’s waiting for permission, and I... well, I’ve never been kissed by anyone but David. I close my eyes and give a slight nod. When I open them again, Michael’s hands are on my neck. He looks at me with intense focus and leans in.

“Let’s make it convincing,” he murmurs. His breath mingles with mine. His body presses against me, and his smell... I inhale his scent and shut my eyes as his lips touch mine.

My blood pressure spikes when he pulls me closer by the waist, pressing my body harder into his. Everything around me disappears when his tongue meets mine. It’s like there’s already a connection between us. I feel something ignite... a spark inside my heart as I taste him.

I run my hands through his hair, feeling special... even in the middle of this chaotic situation. But his kiss... his lips... they leave me overwhelmed. I don’t feel any sadness while I’m wrapped in his arms. I feel... protected. Like nothing can touch me as long as I’m held by him.

Michael pulls his lips from mine, and the silence is replaced by applause. Even though it’s all a sham, for a moment I thought it was... real.

I look into his eyes, and he looks into mine. His breathing is fast, mine is heavy. I don’t know what just happened between us, but it’s not a good sign. Because I’ve just realized that this stranger who became my husband will never leave my life.

He’s a huge problem, and I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to solve it. Because what I just did... what we just did is going to completely change the course of our story.

I’m ready, and I won’t back down. Even if it hurts me... even if it destroys me, I will fight for my goals and discover what lies ahead on this new path.

​
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CHAPTER 5
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Michael

AM I CRAZY? YEAH, CRAZY enough to be doing this. After Sofia turned her back on me when I accepted her proposal at the club, I regretted it. Thought about not showing up.

But I didn’t have another option. Sofia is my only way out—at least part of her. I look at her face. Her eyes are fixed on the dance floor, but her mind is somewhere else.

Something inside me broke when I saw her standing at that altar, so destroyed. In that moment, even though I didn’t know her, I thanked God I’d made this decision. My eyes fall to her lips. That kiss... fuck, it was good.

I clear my throat and shift in my chair, getting her attention. She looks at me and frowns.

“This whole thing is bullshit, isn’t it?” I tilt my head slightly and watch the dance floor, where guests are moving to the music.

“Not really.” I’m lying.

“Michael, don’t lie.” She sips her beer and points to the table across the room, where my brother and her best friend are sitting. “They look like they’re having a blast.” Her voice drips with sarcasm. I glance at them and press my lips together. Their closed-off, grumpy faces say everything about how much they’re hating this whole party. This isn’t our place.

“You’re not from here. Where are you from?”

“I’m Brazilian.” She leans back. “Born in the countryside of Goldridge. We moved to San Diego when my dad decided to expand his business.”

“What kind of business?”

“We’re a multinational focused on animals.” She smiles. “Martin has a chain of pet stores, veterinary clinics, and animal food factories.” She pokes my arm with her finger. “That’s why I’m willing to give you so much money.”

“And I’m willing to live with you.” She laughs, looking away from me.

“I won’t be a burden.”

“I know.”

“And you, Michael? What’s your story?” I take a deep breath, staring at my beer bottle.

“Not a pleasant one. You’re better off not knowing. My story... my world isn’t pretty, Sofia. So let’s just stick to yours, okay?” She stares at me for a few seconds, then smiles and nods.

“Okay, Michael.”

“You say my name a lot.” I raise an eyebrow.

“It’s a nice name, Michael.” I smile faintly. “Letícia is calling me. I’ll be right back.” She gets up and walks toward her friend.

I watch her. She’s not wearing her wedding dress anymore; she changed into a shorter, lighter dress that makes her look even more beautiful. I look away when a man sits in her seat. His young face and leading-man looks leave no doubt he’s someone important.

“I don’t even know what to say.” He grumbles, his voice full of worry.

“Introducing yourself would be a good start.” He stares at me. I take a swig of my beer.

“I’m Eduardo Martin. Lawyer. Sofia’s cousin.” That explains why he looks so scared.

“Pleasure. I’m Michael Sanches.”

“How did she find you?” He leans in across the table.

“She showed up in front of my motorcycle club.”

“A club full of thugs.” I wet my lips and smirk. “I know this is about money and my cousin... fuck, she’s insane!”

“I’d have to agree.”

“I’ve already got your money. You just need to stay married to her for six months, and when this is all over, disappear from her life. Got it?” I tap my fingers on the table, staring at his face.

“Done.”

“Michael, right?” I nod. “Don’t forget this is all a sham. Don’t get attached to my cousin.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Eduardo rubs his face.

“She’s... man, this girl is amazing. Don’t fall in love with her.”

“That never crossed my mind.” I shoot back, annoyed by this conversation.

“It’s not about your mind. It’s about your heart.” He presses his lips together and lets out a long sigh. “Just don’t get attached. And if you do anything to her, I’ll put you in jail. You hear me?” I feel my blood boil.

“A threat?”

“Yeah, Michael.” Eduardo confirms, determined. “It’s a threat. I’m a lawyer. Remember that.” Then he stands and walks away, leaving his words rattling around in my head.

Pissed off from that conversation, I scan the entire hall. It’s decorated with red and white roses, chandeliers giving it a sophisticated feel, tables set with crystal. Waiters move back and forth, handing out drinks and food. I lean on the table. Some guests throw me wary, curious looks. Sofia skipped the receiving line and other traditions like the first dance.

I take a deep breath. Arthur sits down next to me, and Lyman on the other side. I don’t say anything. I just wait for their judgment.

“At least there are hot women to look at.” Lyman breaks the silence at our table.

“You got the money?” I nod at Arthur.

“We still need to get the rest.” I take a swig of my beer, watching Sofia from a distance.

“What are you gonna do about Stephanie?” I look down. I’ve been doing everything I can not to think about that woman.

“I don’t know.” I can’t blame her for cheating on me. Our relationship was shit. We fought all the time. I know I’m the reason she went to someone else, but it still hurts.

“You think she knows yet?” Lyman asks. I shake my head, unsure.

“Nobody knows what the fuck Michael is doing. And if she finds out, she’s gonna come down hard.” Arthur grumbles.

“Stephanie cheated on me. She doesn’t have the right to get pissed.”

“Bro, this isn’t the first time she’s cheated on you, and you always forgive her.” Lyman says.

“It’s different now...”

“Yeah, because you’re married. But it’s all a lie.” My brother clicks his tongue. “You’re not taking this seriously, are you?”

“We need her money.” I say through gritted teeth. “Otherwise we’re fucked. You know how Fuentes handles things?” Arthur sighs, shaking his head. “We need to recover that shipment, or my head’s on the line.”

“Any idea how we’re gonna do that?” I shake my head.

“No idea. But I’ll think of something.”

“Does your father know?” Lyman asks. I rub my forehead.

“Arthur managed to hide that detail.”

“It won’t last long. Because if our father finds out that shipment was stolen, he’ll skin you alive. He’s been trying to make a deal with Cortez for years, and the one chance he gets, his son fucks it up.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

“Yeah. We will.” Arthur mutters, irritated.

“I have an idea.” I look at Lyman. “We’ll need to use Stephanie. If she was behind it, we can find the shipment. So I think Michael’s gonna have to stay with her.”

“That shouldn’t be hard, right, Michael?” Arthur raises an eyebrow. I close my eyes for a few seconds.

“Of course not.” I agree, grinding my teeth, hating myself for liking her so much.

“Great.” Arthur stands up. “I’m getting the hell out of here. I can’t stand these holier-than-thou people.”

“You’re leaving?” Arthur looks back when he hears Sofia’s voice.

“Yeah, we’re heading out.” She gives an awkward smile.

“I think we’re going too.” I look at her face. “You want to go, Michael?”

“Enjoy the rest of the night. It’s your wedding, after all.” Arthur says sarcastically. Sofia stares at him and frowns.

“I don’t like your tone, Arthur.” She says, drawing a smirk from my brother.

“I’m out.” He gives me a cold look and walks away, Lyman right behind him.

“He’s mad...”

“Do you want to go?” Sofia shrugs, looking around.

“It’s hard to keep up the lie. I’m not good at it.” She holds out her hand to me. I stare at it. “Let’s go!”

“And why give me your hand?” I lift my eyes. She presses her lips together, and I smile.

“Force of habit.” She starts to pull it back, but I stop her, grabbing it.

“Let’s go.” Sofia smiles, leading me out of the hall.

We stop in front of her car—a luxury wine-red Bentley Flying Spur that costs more than my liver. Eduardo pushes off from it and holds out a briefcase toward me. I take it.

“Your money.” His voice is cold. He looks at Sofia. “This is a huge mistake.” Eduardo exhales sharply and walks away, but not before kissing his cousin on the forehead goodbye.

“You’re on your bike, right?” She asks, unlocking her car.

“Yeah.”

“Just follow me. It’s not far from here.”

“I need to stop somewhere first.” Sofia watches me, then pulls out her phone.

“Your number, dear husband?” I smile and give it to her. My phone buzzes a second later. “There. I’ll be waiting for you.”

“Got it.” She gets in, starts the engine, and drives off.

I walk to my bike, dial Fuentes’s number—Cortez’s right hand—and wait for him to pick up.

“Tienes el dinero?”

“I have your money. I’ll give you the rest as soon as I finish selling the shipment.”

“No compliques las cosas. No nos gusta perder el tiempo.”

“I’m giving you a guarantee.”

“Te espero en la playa de La Jolla.”

“Gracias.” I put on my helmet and take off on my bike through the streets of San Diego, heading toward La Jolla.

I find him sitting on a bench facing the beach. Fuentes is smoking a cigarette, waiting for me. I walk past his armed guards and set the briefcase down beside him. He doesn’t look at me.

“Espero que esto no sea una señal de que algo salió mal.” I swallow hard. “Cortez odia hacer negocios con ciclistas. No nos decepciones.”

“Everything’s under control.” He nods and gestures for one of his men to come closer.

“Asegúrate de que el dinero sea real.” The thug eyes me suspiciously, leans down, and opens the briefcase, checking the bills.

“Sí, Fuentes.” He closes it and steps back.

“Cortez espera recibir el resto a tiempo.” Fuentes lifts his head and looks at me.

“We don’t break our word.” I assure him. He smiles and dismisses me with a wave.

I take a step back before turning and walking to my bike. When I reach it, I pull out my phone and call Arthur.

“Done.” I say when he answers.

“Good.” He replies. I hang up and stare at the ocean.

If I don’t find that shipment and pay Cortez, the whole club will be attacked, and God knows who’ll survive. I rub my face, frustrated. I told them not to deal with the Mexicans—especially the head of a cartel. It’s insanity.

I breathe in deep, hating my father for being so ambitious. I look at my phone screen. The blue dot pulses, telling me my new house and my wife are waiting.

I don’t know which of us was more reckless in this story. Her beautiful, perfect world is nothing like mine—dirty and illegal. I’m not proud of the life I live, but there are things you can’t escape. I was born into this. As the son of a Motorcycle Club president, everyone expects me to be just like him.

I lean on the handlebars, not believing I’m using a girl to solve my problems. But there’s no turning back now. I need the money, and I need to find that goddamn shipment. So for now, I’ll stay by her side, playing the husband and taking her cash...

I throw myself to the side as gunshots ring out. I hit the ground, covering my head with my hands. My bike gets riddled with machine-gun fire. After a few endless seconds, the shots stop. I lift my head and look toward where they came from.

Fuentes stares at me, smiling, while his thugs aim their guns in my direction. The bike is destroyed. I get up quickly and move back as gasoline leaks out. A moment later, it explodes.

I swallow hard, my heart pounding. My eyes meet Fuentes’s—dark and cold. He brings the cigarette to his lips and, once again, smiles.

I put my hands on my head, not believing what just happened. I stare at my bike, engulfed in flames, breathing hard. Without a word, Fuentes turns, gets in his car, and drives off. That was a warning. He knows something’s wrong. And if I don’t pay him, I’ll get a punishment way worse than this.

If I don’t find that shipment, I’m totally fucked.
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CHAPTER 6
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Sofia

BEING HOME HAS NEVER made me feel as alone as it does right now. When my parents died, David stayed here with me almost every day—we basically lived together.

I look around, feeling like a little mouse in the middle of a giant city, lost and aimless... not knowing what to do. I never had the courage to leave this house, because my parents‘ memories are still alive here. David didn’t like it, even though I kept insisting this was the best place for us to start our family. I ended up giving in, agreeing to move to another house so we could build new stories together.

I take a deep breath, plant my elbows on my knees, and rest my chin in my hands, waiting for Michael, sitting on the stairs in front of the front door. He said he had something to take care of, but that was hours ago. What if he... doesn’t come?

The silence starts to get to me. I love the quiet, but today I want a little more noise, a distraction so my mind won’t keep going back to David and how he destroyed everything we built over the years.

I swallow the lump that formed in my throat and wipe away a lonely tear that falls from my eye with my hand. It’s not going to do me any good to just sit here staring at the door, since he’s not showing up. I let out a sigh and get up.

The doorbell rings, sending my heartbeat through the roof. I swallow my nervousness and run to the door, unlock it, and open it, coming face to face with Michael, leaning against the wall with his head down. He’s holding his suitcase. I feel my heart race when I see him.

“Hey.” Michael lifts his head and locks his eyes on me.

Why does everything he do have to be in slow motion?

His lips stretch into a subtle smile. I clear my throat and smile back.

“This is it?” he asks, pushing off from the wall.

“Welcome to your new home, Sanches.” I open the door wider and step aside, letting him in.

“This is a palace, not a house.” I look around. My house is huge, but it wasn’t like this when my parents were alive—back then it felt almost small. He closes the door and sets his suitcase on the floor.

“My parents were a little over the top.” His eyes wander around the living room. “Make yourself at home, okay?” Michael studies me carefully. “The house is pretty big. There’s a pool, a gym upstairs, tons of bedrooms, and a barbecue area. Do you like barbecue, Michael?”

“Yeah.” He answers without taking his eyes off me.

“We have staff—three maids and a cook.” I gesture for him to follow me. “Magali has been with us since... well, since I was born. She’s super easygoing and a sweetheart. Magali lives here.” I lean against the kitchen counter, watching Michael take in the place.

“Is she here now?”

“No, because...” I lower my head and stare at my hands. “She went to get your things.”

“Where?”

“From the house David and I were going to move into.” Michael opens the fridge and grabs a bottle of beer.

“You really like beer, huh...” He says, and I watch him take a sip.

“Oh yeah! I’m obsessed.” He sets an open bottle in front of me. I thank him awkwardly and take a sip, tasting its slightly bitter flavor.

“So you weren’t going to live here?”

“David didn’t like it here. He said it had too many memories.”

“Of your parents?” I nod, spinning the bottle in my hands.

“While he wanted to forget, I wanted to keep feeling my parents close. And this house is all I have left of them.” I clear my throat as emotions start to take over.

“What we love can’t be forgotten.” I lift my gaze. His eyes are locked on mine. Sometimes the intensity of the way he looks at me makes me uncomfortable—it’s always... deep into my eyes.

“You can bring your friends here, your family—I don’t mind.” I change the subject, looking away from him. “After all, this house is yours too.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Of course it is!” I insist, meeting his eyes again. “You’re my husband now. I believe you have the right.”

“Oh, yeah?” I nod. He keeps staring at me, and I fidget a little, uncomfortable.

“Michael!” I warn, staring at my bottle instead of him.

“Stop what?”

“Stop looking at me like that.”

“Like what?” I lift my head.

“Like you’re looking at me so... intensely.” He smiles and looks away.

“Alright...”

“There’s one problem.” I say, walking toward the side door. “Magali is Brazilian. She never managed to learn English, but if you use the voice translator, I think it’ll work out.”
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