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Chapter 1







In the middle of a pleasant dream, Maria smiles between gasps. In it, Maria is sweaty and trembling with desire, her body pressed against the wall while Ursula, positioned behind her, penetrates her in such a rhythmic motion that it's driving her crazy. The lawyer notices her legs starting to fail her; she's so turned on that she feels her own wetness soaking her thighs while her boss nibbles at her neck, sending jolts straight to her sex.

"I can't take it anymore," she pants, trying to contain the pleasurable bubbling that threatens to take her to the heights, while twisting the sheets between her fingers.

"The idea is for you to come," Ursula whispers in such a seductive tone that the lawyer stops resisting and succumbs until she exhales a pleasurable cry.

Maria's body shudders in a slight spasm on the bed, and she opens her eyes, her heart racing with the certainty that she's had an orgasm while dreaming.

"Damn," she says surprised, running a hand over her face while trying to catch her breath.

She feels very strange as soon as she becomes aware that nothing that just happened in her mind was real. On one hand, she feels relief that this slip with Ursula hasn't actually occurred because that would have caused a problem between her boss and Mildred, but on the other, nostalgia invades her, knotting in the center of her chest.

Although six months have passed since Ursula told her that the sex between them couldn't continue due to her relationship with Mildred, Maria still hasn't adapted. It was too many years sleeping with Ursula, and for her, it had become part of her routine, the same routine she had with her husband Marcos, who asked for a divorce on the same date, so overnight, she lost both her husband and her lover. Since then, Maria has been very lost, feeling lame, clumsy, and with the sensation that she's lost her way, but she doesn't do anything to straighten it out as Ursula often asks her to, so when she notices there's someone in bed next to her, she lets out a weary sigh and turns her head to see who it is.

Maria realizes two things at that moment: the first is that she doesn't remember the name of the short-haired blonde woman who seems to be passed out in this room that's too small for her taste. The second is that she's late because if enough light is coming through the window for her to distinguish her lover's hair color, it means she's overslept and will probably be late for the meeting scheduled with Ursula first thing in the morning.

"Shit," she mutters after confirming it's past eight.

She gets up without worrying about being quiet and starts looking for her clothes on the floor of the room.

"Are you leaving?" the blonde's voice makes her spin around when, naked and loaded with all her clothes, she was about to cross the door to get dressed in the living room.

"Yes," she answers with the coldness that characterizes her lately, deliberately avoiding eye contact.

"Wait, we can..."

"We can't do anything," Maria cuts her off before she says something that puts her in a bad mood. "This was what it was and it won't happen again, you're an adult, you'll get over it," she says and walks through the door, leaving the girl petrified on the bed.

Maria dresses in a hurry, fearing that the young woman will come out of the room and make a scene, so she doesn't even go to the bathroom, just fixes her hair with her hands and after locating her purse, leaves the apartment as if it were on fire.

She gets in the car intending to stop by her house for a quick shower and change, but when she checks the time, she realizes she'll be too late for the meeting, and the papers that Ursula and a new benefactor need to sign are with her. Resigned, she drives to work and stops by the bathroom to wash her hands and face and touch up her makeup. The result doesn't leave her very satisfied, but she can't do more.

"Sorry I'm late," she says entering the room with her best smile.

Maria deploys all her charms and greets the benefactor while telling him a colossal lie that justifies her tardiness. The man smiles and tells her not to worry, that he's in no hurry. Ursula, however, has just pierced her with a look capable of freezing a building.

"Let's go to my office," Ursula says when the meeting ends.

"Would you mind if I first go outside to smoke a cigarette? I don't smoke in the car and I haven't had time," the lawyer asks meekly.

"You'll smoke it later," the businesswoman settles.

Maria sighs and follows her down the hallway with her tablet in hand while remembering the dream she woke up with this morning. She rolls her eyes and tries to push it out of her mind as soon as possible because it doesn't seem appropriate to think about that while looking at Ursula's ass.

"This is the third time this month, Maria," Ursula barks as soon as they enter the office.

"I don't know what you're talking about," she plays dumb, exasperating her boss more, who drops into that padded chair while looking at her with raised eyebrows.

"Don't make me talk to you like you're a child, damn it," Ursula complains, "it's the third time you're late and, besides, look at your appearance," she points at Maria, who looks down at herself.

She's wearing the same mauve suit she left in yesterday afternoon, only it's a bit wrinkled and the shirt is missing one of the buttons that her lover must have broken at some point.

"I don't look that bad," she says and runs a hand over her chest.

Ursula stares at her and finally ends up letting out a laugh.

"No, of course not, you just look like you've had a roll in the car with someone."

"Well," Maria twists a smile and scratches her head while thinking about how much she needs a shower, "not in the car, or maybe there too, but I woke up at her place."

"You know you can't continue like this, right?" Ursula asks, resting her arms on the desk.

Maria sits in one of the chairs across from her, exhausted.

"Like what? I'm not doing so bad."

"Come on, Maria, since Marcos left you, you've been stumbling around like a spinning top, and I think enough months have passed for you to have gotten over it."

The comment tenses the assistant and lawyer.

"Not only did Marcos leave me, you left me too," she drops like a bomb that Ursula wasn't expecting, "suddenly, I was left with nothing."

"Hey," Ursula, understanding as always, gets up and sits next to her, "you and I were just fucking, Maria, don't put me in the same category as Marcos."

"That doesn't matter, Ursula, I was used to you, whether there were feelings involved or not, I missed you a lot," she admits with a sigh.

Ursula looks toward the door, the last thing she'd want now is for Mildred to come in and catch them in the middle of this conversation that, until now, she didn't know had affected her friend so much.

"I missed you too, although I guess not in the same way. Maybe what I found hardest to get used to was not having those moments afterward, our little deep talks."

Maria smiles.

"Exactly, because for the other thing, you had Mildred," she says, narrowing her eyes.

"You had that girl you brought to the barbecue, what was her name?" Ursula tries to remember.

"Alma."

"That's it, you were sleeping with her for several weeks, I thought she was going to become your new lover until, from one day to the next, you left her and started fucking everyone who crosses your path."

"And is that something bad? A girl has her needs," the lawyer justifies.

"Fucking isn't bad, fucking so many people might be. I'm just saying that lately I'm worried about you and I don't know how to help."

"We can fuck on the desk if you want, that would help," Maria jokes.

Ursula laughs and tells her to go to hell.

"I'm serious, slow down a bit, Maria, maybe you should stop looking for women just for a fuck and spend some time being alone, and if you can't, focus on looking for a woman for something more serious."

"Are you crazy?" Maria's eyes open exaggeratedly. "I lost you and I lost Marcos, I'm not going to lose anyone else. Besides, I'm doing very well like this, zero commitments and no explanations, do you know how peaceful I am? That's dedicating time to being alone, alone and satisfied."

Ursula's laughter makes her twist her expression.

"Don't try to justify your behavior by using me or your ex-husband as an excuse. I was just your lover and there were no strings attached, the commitment you had was with him and you did whatever you wanted. Deep down you knew it was a matter of time before he got tired."

"That's true too," the lawyer admits between laughs.

"Anyway, if being a predator is what you want to do now, that's fine with me," says Ursula, "but be responsible and don't be late to work because of a damn fuck, and go take a shower, damn it."

Maria smiles and leaves the building ready to obey, although the first thing she does when she sets foot on the street is light a cigarette and inhale the smoke eagerly, knowing she needs to take measures because lately, besides being a bit lost, she's also smoking more than before.

Maria exhales the cigarette smoke while walking through the parking lot to her car. The reflection in the glass of one of the parked vehicles returns the image of an elegant woman but with a wrinkled suit and slightly messy hair. She wonders when was the last time she really looked at herself in a mirror, beyond superficial touch-ups of makeup and hair. She shakes her head, puts out the cigarette, and gets in the car, determined to take that shower she needs so much.


Chapter 2







Trinidad Aleman is ready for work. She exits her bedroom after making sure the large window overlooking the private, walled backyard is closed and the alarm system light is activated. The soft green glow from the panel confirms everything is in order. She heads to the living room and, after grabbing her purse, slides back two bolts before turning the key twice to open the door.

"Good morning, Ms. Trinidad," Benjamin Martinez greets with a kind smile.

"Hello, Benjamin."

Nothing calms Trinidad more than encountering this man at the start of her day. His constant and silent presence serves as an anchor for her. Benjamin is her driver and also her bodyguard throughout the day, as well as being in charge of coordinating the rest of the security personnel who work for her, those who patrol her house twenty-four hours a day and a second man named Oliver who sometimes follows her and Benjamin from a distance if he deems it necessary.

Trinidad activates the alarm and locks up. Benjamin, a slim and athletic man whose hair turned gray when he passed fifty five years ago, has become something like a second father to Trinidad. His way of walking, always alert but without appearing tense, conveys a security that Trinidad has learned to value like the air she breathes. Distrustful and fearful of everyone who approaches her, Benjamin is the only person who has managed to earn her trust at all levels by never failing her in the seven years he's worked with her. Just as Trinidad sees him as something like a father, it happens to Benjamin with her, who despite having gone through three marriages, never had children and Trinidad has become a daughter to him.

"One too old," he usually tells her when they joke about it, with a certain paternal gleam in his eyes.

"Look at the bright side, you saved yourself the sleepless nights, the runny noses, the crying, and all the martyrdom of adolescence. I'm a gift," Trinidad always responds, who could hardly be his daughter considering she's forty-two years old and Benjamin fifty-five.

"To the office or do we need to stop somewhere first?" Benjamin asks, opening the car door, whose bodywork he always keeps gleaming.

Trinidad glances at him sideways as she gets in, no longer bothering to tell him she doesn't need him to open the door because she knows he'll do it anyway.

"To the office, if there are no unexpected events, we won't move from there today," Trinidad answers, while settling into the back seat.

The office is a huge complex located in an industrial park on the outskirts of Barcelona. The compound, also walled and with two wide sliding vehicle access gates, has on the left side a production factory for articulated prostheses designed by Trinidad, who holds a degree in robotic engineering. The building, with modern lines and smoked glass, rises imposingly against the sky. Dozens of articulated arms work in perfect synchronization assembling components with millimetric precision under the supervision of other engineers and, occasionally, Trinidad herself.

On the right is the second building, whose ground floor is a spacious research and development laboratory where they experiment with new materials and technologies like biometric sensors or light alloys. The air smells of metal and ozone, a mixture that Trinidad has learned to associate with innovation. Trinidad usually spends much of her day there, the other she divides between going up to the top floor where she has her office, a minimalist space dominated by windows overlooking the industrial complex, and the visits she makes to different training and rehabilitation facilities where users can learn to use their new prostheses in a safe and controlled environment, guided by specialized therapists that Trinidad has distributed in some cities.

"I'll be close if you need me," Benjamin says as soon as Trinidad enters her office.

"Thank you, Benjamin," she responds, leaving her purse on the coat rack.

The hours usually fly by for Trinidad, she immerses herself in this work that fascinates her so much and, sometimes, even forgets to eat, like today when some knocks on the door distract her and she looks toward the entrance with confusion.

"I bring energy and joy," announces Adrian Pacheco, Trinidad's personal secretary. A thirty-year-old man as efficient as he is flamboyant who manages to distract the businesswoman with his unstoppable verbosity.

Adrian raises a bag full of Asian food that permeates the office air awakening a voracious appetite in Trinidad and shows an impressive bouquet of flowers with his free hand. Trinidad's eyes travel to the clock on her computer screen, checking with surprise that it's almost four in the afternoon.

"Well," she says and raises her eyebrows, rubbing her eyes with fatigue.

"I'm here to save you from yourself," says the young man and sits across from her after handing her the bag with her favorite food and gently placing the bouquet on the other chair.

It could be said that Adrian is the second person Trinidad relates to, she doesn't have the same trust as with Benjamin, but sometimes she likes to let herself be carried away by the advice of the scatterbrain in front of her. Trinidad opens the bag and takes out some golden and crispy spring rolls, salmon sashimi, and two perfectly aligned California roll trays.

"Am I eating alone or am I sharing this with you too?" asks the businesswoman, narrowing her eyes.

"Well, I've already eaten at a decent hour like normal people," he says adjusting a blue silk tie that Trinidad finds hideous, "but I thought that, maybe, you'd want to share some California rolls with me," he adds brazenly.

Trinidad smiles at his nerve and hands him a tray, watching in amazement as he licks his lips.

"Here, cheeky."

"Thank you, boss," says Adrian crossing his legs with an elegance that always surprises Trinidad, while adjusting the chopsticks between his fingers with the precision of a surgeon.

"And what's that over there?" the engineer nods toward the bouquet.

"Oh, I thought you'd never ask," Adrian claps excitedly, "they're for you, of course."

"From whom? Because I doubt they're from you as thanks for buying you food almost every day," she says while savoring a piece of salmon.

Adrian dodges the dart, or rather ignores it, and stretches an arm to grab the card after asking Trinidad's permission with his eyes.

"They're from Eliot, oh my god, how exciting," he says nervously, practically bouncing in his seat, "he's inviting you to dinner at a charity gala in two weeks."

Trinidad puts a piece of spring roll in her mouth and doesn't flinch. Adrian looks at her dumbfounded.

"Is there anyone less emotional than you?" asks the young man, letting his shoulders fall dramatically.

"Believe me, I get excited, but this doesn't seem exciting at all," responds Trinidad while picking up a grain of rice that has fallen on her immaculate desk.

"How not? He's handsome, kind, rich and most importantly, he knows how to dress well," he says rolling his eyes, "and of course, he likes you, otherwise it wouldn't be the third time he's sent you a bouquet and I hope it's not the third time you reject him too."

Trinidad arches an eyebrow, remembering how well the previous two bouquets looked decorating the reception, this one will occupy the same position.

"Come on, boss, I'm not saying you have to have anything with him, but going out and taking a break wouldn't hurt you either. Not everything in life is work, you know? There's a world beyond these walls."

Adrian is not at all aware of the impact his words have just had on the businesswoman, who has felt something like an anxiety burst in the center of her chest upon hearing him. Her fingers tense around the chopsticks while a shiver runs down her back. Trinidad searches her memories for how long it's been since she's allowed herself to have a real date and can't even remember. She misses conversing with someone, spending time surrounded by other people and forgetting for a moment how reduced her social life is. The self-imposed solitude falls on her like a slab.

"Oh my God, you're thinking about it," Adrian claps so hard it makes the bracelets on his wrists tinkle.

"Maybe," Trinidad acknowledges. "I'll talk to Benjamin, if he thinks it's okay, tell Eliot I'll go with him."

"Why does Benjamin have to decide?" Adrian dares to ask.

The young man understands that, given his boss's purchasing power, she always goes accompanied by her bodyguard, but sometimes, like now, for example, it seems to him that Trinidad is a bit eccentric.

"Because I say so," Trinidad cuts off, who doesn't intend to give him any kind of explanation.

Her tone, although soft, has that steel nuance that Adrian knows well and that indicates the conversation is over.

"What should I do with the bouquet?" Adrian dares to ask as he stands up.

"Whatever you want, you can keep it or place it at reception."


Chapter 3







Since her conversation with Ursula two weeks ago, Maria has committed to not letting her friend down again. The memory of that rushed morning, with smeared makeup and messy hair, still causes a twinge of embarrassment in her stomach. Obviously, she has no intention of changing her current lifestyle because she considers it works well for her this way, indulging when she wants and then a cold goodbye and on to the next thing, like flipping a switch. What she won't allow is for what happened the other morning to happen again, when things got out of hand and she not only arrived late to the meeting but did so without even having time to shower.

Maria has kept her word, she hasn't been late any day since and doesn't plan to be again. In fact, she's chosen not to spend the night at anyone's place anymore, which seems even better because waking up and not having to rush out is less stressful. The awkward morning-after excuses have always seemed like the most uncomfortable part to her.

Sitting at her office desk, she finishes drafting an agreement and, after checking the time, gets up and heads to Ursula's office for their informal daily nine o'clock meeting, where she reads her boss's agenda and takes note of any details she needs to resolve throughout the day.

"Good morning," Maria nearly drops her tablet when, upon entering, she catches Mildred sitting on Ursula's lap.

The driver jumps up as if she'd sat on a cactus spine and stands straight as a reed while her cheeks flush until they're as pink as if someone had just pinched them.

"Hi, Maria," Mildred greets as Ursula shows a crooked smile, seeming more amused than embarrassed by the situation.

"Want me to come back in a while?" she responds sharply and points to the door ready to leave.

Mildred clears her throat and Ursula stands up, smoothing her skirt with a studiedly casual gesture.

"No, sit down," Ursula orders pointing to the chair. "Mildred is leaving now."

Maria looks away when they share a goodbye kiss, such an intimate gesture it almost hurts to witness. Lately, she can't stand seeing anyone's displays of affection, she doesn't know if it's pure envy or rejection of something she believes she can't feel again, like someone who's forgotten the taste of their favorite food.

"Well, what do we have for today?" Ursula asks sitting back down.

Maria looks at her and raises her eyebrows.

"Are you really asking me that?"

"Yes, of course," Ursula frowns, aware that when Maria looks at her like that, it's because she's overlooked something important, though she can't figure out what it is.
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