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Nedja Rivera

Medellín, Colombia

AS I WARM UP BEFORE rehearsal, I can’t stop thinking that my father is planning something, and I’m not going to like it. He’d better not get any ideas that involve me.

My teacher invited us to perform Swan Lake in the city—a charity event, with all the proceeds going to the children and teenagers at the local convent.

I honestly thought my father wouldn’t let me come. For the great Martin Rivera, head of the Mexican Los Riveras Cartel, a woman can’t just do whatever she wants. My father is not a good man. His position doesn’t allow it.

What bullshit!

Just because he’s a demon to anyone who disobeys him or to his enemies doesn’t mean he has to be one to my mother, Guadalupe, who doesn’t deserve so much suffering, pain, disappointment, and violence.

My father blames my mother for not being able to carry my brother to term—he died still in her womb. So Martin was denied his long-dreamed-of male heir.

I don’t know how he ever allowed me to take ballet. I fell in love with it the first time I saw it at school, so I asked his permission, and he said yes. He even built me a ballet studio in our house back in Mexico.

My mother used to dance, too, but she stopped when she got married. She told me it was hard to give up what she loved, but she understood that from then on, her place was to be the wife and mother of the future children of the Cartel’s boss.

“Nedja, we need to talk.” I hear my father’s voice and turn toward him.

“Yes, Father.” I step away from the barre and walk over.

“Your mother and I are going to Dubai. I have business to take care of there.”

“But Dad, I have the performances! I can’t leave Lupita in the lurch... not at the last minute like this.” I run a hand over my face.

“You’re not coming with us.”

“What?! And you’re just going to leave me... alone?!” I raise an eyebrow.

“Don’t be foolish, girl. I spoke with Hector. He owed me a favor from a while back, so he’s agreed to be responsible for you until I return.”

“I am not staying in that maniac’s house, no way.” I didn’t hide my indignation. “He’ll make me a prisoner.”

“You are staying, Nedja. I’ve decided. I’m your father, and you’ll do as I say.”

“I won’t accept this.”

“Your mother and I leave early tomorrow morning. Be ready, because I’ll drop you at Hector’s before we go.”

My father leaves me alone in the studio. I sit on the floor, staring at my reflection in the large mirror. I’m going to make that Colombian idiot’s life hell. He should have refused my father’s request, but he didn’t, so he can deal with me. They’re both going to see what the Cartel’s little princess is capable of.

I finish my exercises and head for the shower. I have to be at the theater in two hours. As I pack my things, my mother comes into my room at the hotel where we’re staying.

“What’s with that face, my little ballerina?” She tousles my hair.

“I don’t want to stay at Hector’s house, Mom! Come on... isn’t there anywhere else? Can’t I go back to Mexico and stay at our house until you get back?”

“Your father would never leave you alone, you know that. Besides, it’s only a few weeks. We’ll be back soon.”

“What are you going to do there?”

“It’s better you only know when we return.” I sensed her hesitation in the answer.

“Are you coming to the performance?” I changed the subject.

“Your father and I will be there, but we’ll leave before you. Juan will bring you back.” I nodded.

Two hours later, I arrive at the theater. I greet a few of the girls who are already warming up on stage and head to the dressing room to get my things ready.
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Fillipo Giordano

Naples - Italy

Two Days Earlier

THE WIND SCATTERS LEAVES across the green cemetery grass, the sky a washed-out gray. Twice a year, every year, I come to bring flowers for my mother. My father always insisted on keeping her memory alive.

I could never forget her. In the short time we had together, she was a loving, careful mother who always treated me with such attention. I was only six when she was lured into a trap meant for Aunt Luiza. She was the one killed instead.

The traitor, Francesco Moretti, handed her over to the Russians. But that bastard paid in blood, too, for taking her from me and my father. Signore Stefano never remarried, even widowed so young. He devoted himself only to me and to the Family. I truly wanted—still want—him to find a woman who makes him happy, so he doesn’t spend his final days alone.

“We need to go, son. Your cousin is waiting for you,” my father says, touching my shoulder.

“Let’s go. See you later, Mom.” I touch the photo of the woman with blonde hair and almond-shaped eyes.

We went straight to Giovanni’s house.

When we arrived, I greeted my Don’s wife, and Bernardo came running toward me. Little Giovanni is walking everywhere now. It startles me how fast time has passed; the kid is almost two.

“Iipo.” That’s the only way he can pronounce my name.

“Hey! You’re getting big, huh, buddy!” He gives me a sweet smile.

“Can I get you anything? Giovanni is already on his way down; he went to change the shirt Bê got juice on.” I pictured the scene and wondered if that would ever happen to me. Probably. Still, I don’t want kids anytime soon.

“I’ll take a whiskey,” my father requests, and I follow suit.

Diana walks to the bar, which is stocked with numerous bottles, prepares two glasses, returns, and hands them to us.

I spot my cousin coming down the stairs, adjusting his shirt cuff and looking at his wife with adoration. The man has been thoroughly and successfully brought to heel.

“Good afternoon!” We greet each other with a handshake. “How are you both?” I know his question is because today would have been my mother’s birthday.

“We’re well, son,” my father replies.

“Excellent!” He walks to the bar and pours himself a drink as well. “I called you here, Fillipo, because I need you to go to Colombia to verify the provenance of the product the Colombian wants to sell us.”

“When?”

“In two days. You won’t be there long. I believe three days should be sufficient.”

“Alright. I’ll prepare. Do you want me to assess anything else?”

“It would be good to see how he conducts himself with his men, without losing sight of the main objective.”

“Consider it done, Don.”

“Perfect. Take some soldiers with you. I don’t want you neglecting your security.”

“Understood.”

My father and I left my cousin’s house hours later. I organized everything I needed for the trip and researched the Colombian region.
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Two Days Later

Medellín, Colombia

I DISEMBARKED AT MEDELLÍN’S international airport and was greeted by the climate. What a hot place. By San Gennaro, how do they stand it? Feels like I’m in an oven.

“Welcome to my city, Italian,” Hector greets me.

“Thank you.”

“Let’s go. There’s a car waiting for us.”

“To what do I owe the honor of the great Cartel King himself picking me up at the airport?”

“You’re not just anyone, my dear. You’re an Italian mafioso. You need an escort, and your soldiers don’t know my country.”

I say nothing. He has a point.

I couldn’t refuse a request from my Don, so I came personally to oversee the raw materials and production of the new drug the Colombian wants to sell us. I need to approve and verify that the product we’ll receive is of quality.

Colombia is a country with a hot climate and a festive people, not to mention a landscape that harbors forests and the Andes mountain range.

We arrived at Hector’s mansion. My men and I were accommodated and fed, then I went to speak with the Colombian.

“If you need anything, don’t be shy. Just ask.”

“I don’t need anything. When will I see your new product?”

“Objective and direct. I like that.”

“No reason to waste time on frivolities.”

“You’re right. It’s already late. Tomorrow I’ll take you to my sanctuary.”

“What is there to do in this city tonight?”

“There’s a ballet performance at the Municipal Theater this evening,” said a man who entered the room in Hector’s house.

“Ballet?” I scoffed. “I’ll pass.”

“Javier, my right-hand man and friend. This is Fillipo, the Italian.” Hector makes the introduction, and I shake the guy’s hand.

“Still don’t know what’s in your head, getting involved with them.”

“He’s smart. You should follow in his footsteps. Men without ambition don’t get far.”

“Ambition is one thing. Getting involved with the Cosa Nostra is quite risky.”

“Only if he breaks his word at some point. In my world, a man’s word is law.”

“Excellent. But regarding the theater, you might find it interesting if you know how to appreciate art.”

“Since when do you appreciate art, Javier?” Hector guffaws.

“Sometimes it’s quite interesting. Ever since dancers started showing up around here, things got a lot more interesting.”

A while later, I decided to take Rojas’s friend’s advice and went to the theater. I bought a ticket and went in.

I settled into one of the boxes, which had a privileged view of the stage. I ordered just water and waited for it to begin.

A few minutes later, a ballerina appears. Her hair is in a tight bun, her leotard black, as is her skirt and her pointe shoes. Apparently, it’s a performance of Swan Lake. How do I know that? Malu did ballet and explained a few things to me.

Should I stare so much? No. But fuck it. The girl seems beautiful, even if I can’t see that well from where I am.

She executes perfect steps, one after another, precise movements that make her fly like a bird. They leave me hypnotized.

At the end of the performance, instead of heading for the theater exit, my legs took another path—toward the dressing rooms.

I passed a few people until I was stopped by a security guard. The insect touched my shoulder. I drilled him with a look, making him step back.

“Are you looking for someone, sir?” he asked, trying to sound calm.

“And if I am, what’s the problem?”

“Only authorized personnel are allowed back here.” I looked him up and down and, in one quick motion, put him in a headlock.

“Seems I’m authorized now.”

I continued with my objective, following the corridor, not even knowing which dressing room the ballerina was in.

“Can I help you with something?” A woman approached, questioning.

“I just thought the performance was magnificent,” I said, as cynically as I could. “I wanted to congratulate the ballerina who performed the Black Swan.”

“Oh, yes! She’s in dressing room eight. She’s marvelous. I’ll take you there.”

“That won’t be necessary. I can go alone. Thank you very much.”

I escaped the woman and went after my black bird. It’s risky. I might be sticking my head into a dangerous hornet’s nest. But as I often say, “I’m drawn to what is novel and challenging.”

I arrived in front of the ballerina’s dressing room and entered without knocking. I didn’t expect to be struck. She seemed pretty from afar, but up close she is the most fucking beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on.

Skin golden like a true Latina’s, black hair, a woman’s face, lips perfectly shaped—lips I can already imagine wrapped around my cock—and blue eyes.

Where did this creature come from?!

From some fantasy designed to shatter my sanity?

“Are you lost, sir?” The velvety voice comes out melodious.

“I’m exactly where I want to be.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I was looking for you.” She frowns.

“Have we met before? I’m sorry, it’s just that I don’t remember seeing you, and I believe you’re a man who would be hard to forget.”

“I’m just a man looking for a pleasurable night, and perhaps a ballerina.” I approach slowly. “You can help me.” She swallows dryly and licks her lips.

Fuck. Don’t start like that, or I can fuck you right here, creature.
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Nedja Rivera

AS I INTRODUCED MYSELF, I felt I was being watched, but not in a normal way, the way people usually watch a presentation. It was as if someone was observing me like I was a piece of meat on display.

I focused on what I was doing and tried to ignore it, because Swan Lake is a performance I love; every step is beautiful, not to mention the elegance it conveys.

After the performance, I went to the dressing room to change.

“Miss Rivera, I’ll be waiting for you at the main entrance,” Juan says, approaching me.

“Okay, Juan. As soon as I change and speak with Lupita, I’ll meet you there.” He nodded and walked away.

I need to find a way to ruin Hector’s peace, to make him give up being responsible for me. I’d rather stay anywhere but in that devil’s house—a guy who thinks he owns people. A man over thirty who doesn’t think about getting married to give others some peace, though I already pity the poor woman who will marry him.

Just imagining it makes my skin crawl.

I undid my hair bun and tied it into a ponytail. I took off the tutu and the ballet slippers, pulled on a pair of shorts over my leotard and tights, and put on a comfortable pair of sneakers.

I was ready to leave when I was surprised by a guy who walked into my dressing room without knocking. He didn’t seem to be from here, but he also didn’t look lost.

He was tall, with broad shoulders, arms covered in tattoos. Even in jeans, you could see his thick thighs straining against the fabric. His hair was brown, his face well-defined, with clear, dangerous blue eyes and lips stretched into a lopsided smile.

Where did this creature come from who’s making me lose my train of thought?!

I asked the questions, which he answered without hesitation and full of ulterior motives. He approached dangerously close. I licked my lips, and his eyes fixed on them.

“So, what do you say, black bird? Are you willing to give me pleasure?” He spoke as if I were obligated to or would enjoy it. The air was suffocating, tension hanging over us!

“I... don’t think...”

“What?” he interrupted me. “You don’t know if you’re capable of giving me what I desire? I’m sure you will be. I just need you to let me take you to the ecstasy you deserve.”

“But you don’t even know me. How can you be so sure?” I was thankful I managed to form a complete sentence. What is he doing to me?

“I know women. Every part of your bodies, what you desire, how you can experience pleasures you don’t even know you can feel.”

He moved close to my ear and bit my earlobe lightly. I felt a shiver run over my skin, my blood pumping faster, and a pulse deep inside me at his closeness.

“What’s your name and where are you from?” At least I needed to know that.

“My name is Fillipo. I’m Italian, ragazza.” He used his own language, and it sounded pretty sexy, I’d say.

He’s not from here, probably just passing through. And I want to ruin whatever my father is plotting, and of course, laugh in that idiot Hector’s face.

“And where are we going?” I heard myself ask. What madness is this, Nedja?! A smile spread across his lips.

“To a hotel. I’m staying at a friend’s house and can’t take you there. So, is there somewhere nearby?”

“Yes, about four blocks from here.”

“Shall we go, then?” He waited for my answer, extending his large hand to me.

“And your name, what is it?”

“I think it’s better you don’t know.”

“As you wish. The most important thing I’ll have is your pussy. The name is secondary.” His crude way of speaking should have embarrassed me, but I ignored it.

“Can we leave through the back?”

“Why?”

“I have a security guard who’s always on my case, and I don’t want him to see me.”

“Alright. I’ll get the car, and you wait for me there.” I nodded.

I left through the back of the theater and waited for the beautiful Italian. I’m committing an act of madness. I must be crazy. However, you only live once, as my Brazilian friend Gleici always says.

Minutes later, Fillipo appeared and asked me to get in the car.

We arrived at the hotel. The Italian booked a room and asked for a few more things, like ice and tequila.

After he got the key, we headed to the elevator, which would take us to the 20th floor.

He motions for me to go in first and follows right behind. Fillipo catches me off guard, pinning me against the metal wall. He kisses me, crushing my lips in a possessive, dominating way. His tongue enters my mouth, raw and leaving no room for thought. His control is absolute. One hand grips my waist while the other pulls my hair painfully.

He lowers himself slightly for the perfect fit, sucking on my tongue and then biting my lips. I clutch his shirt and feel his hard erection against my belly. Fillipo licks my lower lip and bites it again, then trails his mouth down my neck and licks my skin.

“What a fucking delicious mouth, my black bird. I can’t even imagine what it will do when it’s swallowing my cock.” My eyes widen, and he massages my lips, swollen from the kiss.

The elevator doors open, announcing our arrival. We step out and walk to the room where we’ll be staying.
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Nedja Rivera

THE ROOM IS QUITE LARGE, the bed sits right in the center, the big windows showing the illuminated city outside.

I must have hit my head at rehearsal, must have swapped water for tequila, there’s no other explanation for why I’m here with a guy I just met.

If the Colombian dreams, he’ll deliver my head without the body to my father when he returns from his trip, but maybe then my father will learn from it, to never leave me alone with that creature from the Apocalypse again.

I close my eyes for a moment; Shit! Why didn’t I think of that before, this hotel belongs to Hector and what if one of his lackeys saw me?! Damn.

“What’s wrong, ballerina, want to leave?” he asks, noticing my restlessness.

“It’s nothing.”

I’m nervous, I won’t deny it, but also filled with anticipation for what’s about to happen. Fillipo is a beautiful man, tall, strong, with a seductive gaze.

“Come here, ballerina,” he takes my hand and leads me to the enormous bed, “you’re really not going to tell me your name?”

“I already said that’s irrelevant. It’s not like we’re going to see each other again!”

I believed that.

“If you prefer it that way, fine by me. But without wanting to sound presumptuous, after I’ve had you, you won’t forget me so easily.”

He says it with a confidence that makes me actually believe him, but in fact, it will be hard to forget him, especially since Fillipo is going to be my first man.

“Are we just going to talk? I don’t have much time.”

“You’re right, let’s get to what matters. Get naked for me, ballerina, but don’t take off your panties.”

I freeze, just like that, getting naked already! May the Virgin of Guadalupe protect me.

“Come on, don’t tell me you’re shy now?”

“It’s just... a little surprising.”

“Let’s just not waste time, ragazza,” he says, switching back to Italian.

My Italian bites my lower lip and steps back.

I take off the shorts, the leotard, and then the tights, standing only in my panties as he requested.

His eyes become two flames scanning me, as if he doesn’t want to miss a thing. My face is on fire; on impulse, I cross my arms over my breasts.

“You can lower them. I didn’t tell you to cover them.” His voice is hoarse and exciting.

He walks until he’s behind me. I feel one of his hands on my arm and my hairs stand on end, my legs seem to turn to jelly.

“This naked body is mine for the whole night, do you understand that, ballerina? It’s mine to do with as I please, and right now I can only imagine licking you all over while you writhe, trapped under my control. I just need you to tell me, ballerina, how do you want to be fucked? Where should I start?” he whispers in my ear. My pussy starts to throb and my panties are ruined.

“As you wish.” My voice came out shaky, shit.

“Are you sure? I’m giving you the chance to tell me, because I doubt you’ve ever been with a man like me.” He was right.

“Is that a problem?” His eyes fixed on me with a different gleam.

“None. You just need to know that my way of fucking is... exotic.” I say nothing, but I feel both euphoric and terrified by this. “First, stretch your arms up and don’t move. I can prolong your pleasure to the maximum, to a level that will leave you exhausted without having come.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“If you disobey me or speak at the wrong time, you’ll find out! Give me a safe word.”

“But...”

“The word, ballerina,” he says roughly.

“Blue.”

“May I know why?”

“The color of your eyes.” I said nothing, but his lips stretched into a roguish smile.

He pushes my hair aside and bites my shoulder, but it doesn’t hurt. He squeezes my breasts and I let out a moan. His touch is hot, fascinating, and delicious.

“Lie on your back and be still for me.” He smiles sideways.

I lie on the bed, hypnotized by each command from him. He steps away, taking off his shirt and then his belt. He disappears for a few seconds and returns with a glass in his hand containing ice and a bottle of tequila.

He stops in front of me.

“Your safe word, baby?”

“Blue!” I whisper.

“Great. Whenever you want to speak, ask for permission and call me Sir. Understood?”

“But why? Fillipo is better.”

“Just do as I say if you don’t want to be left unsatisfied. Believe me, that punishment is terrible.”

“Okay.”

“What?”

“Okay, Sir.” Cretin.

“Stretch out your arms.” I do as he commands.

With the help of the belt, he binds my wrists. I should be afraid, but it only makes me wetter.

“Now stretch them up and don’t lower them. Don’t make me punish you, ballerina.” I nod.

Fillipo is still in his pants, so I can’t see any more of his body! He’s all tattooed, defined, and lickable.

He picks up the glass with ice and places it beside me.

“Don’t move. In your honor, I’m going to use the tequila to lick you.” Christ, this is insane.

He wets my nipples with the liquid and places an ice cube on top, making me moan and almost scream.

Fillipo circles the ice around my nipple; the tip of my breast hardens instantly. The contrast with his tongue is marvelous. He repeats it on the other and looks at me while biting my breast, and I cry out.

“Quiet, or I’ll stop.”

“But this is...” I don’t finish and feel a sharp slap on my thigh.

“Disobedient ballerina.” He steps away and takes off his pants. Lord, he’s big, and just like his torso, his legs are tattooed too.

“I’m going to blindfold you and fuck you hard and rough, and I don’t want you to beg, just to scream and call my name, since you want my attention so much, you little Colombian slut.”

He’s so bossy, foul-mouthed, and crude. Fuck! And he’s also incredibly hot.

“Don’t forget the safe word.”

“Yes, Sir.” He kisses me violently, without calm, crushing my mouth, sucking my tongue, and biting my lips.

He blindfolds me with my own tights. I’m in the dark, not knowing what he’s doing. I feel the liquid on my stomach and then the ice, which he places on my navel. I squirm with the ice burning my skin, then his mouth is there and it’s madness. He circles his tongue where the ice was and then licks the tequila from my belly.

He moves away again and returns. This time, it’s my panties that disappear. I try to lower my arms, but he stops me.

“Still!” he growls.

He spreads my legs without warning.

“Your pussy is already shining and wet for me. How much of a little slut are you, ballerina?” He plays with my labia, driving me crazy.

He repeats the same process, pouring the tequila and then the ice. I can’t see, but I feel him run the cube all over my intimacy, licking and squeezing my thighs. Mercy! This man is going to kill me with pleasure.

It feels like Fillipo is kissing my pussy. His tongue does a skillful, relentless job. He slides a finger into me and involuntarily I writhe and grind against his face, without any shame.

“You’re delicious! You taste like pepper. Let’s go for the first orgasm of the night, ragazza.”

He puts an ice cube inside me and I scream. His tongue returns to my clit, circling as his lips close around my pussy. He sucks and I come.

“Fillipo, that’s...” I don’t finish and receive a full slap right on my pussy.

“Spicy and tasty, Colombian whore! Now it’s my cock’s turn to find out if you’re as hot as you seem.”

I should tell him I’m a virgin, but he might stop and I don’t want that, not at all. This is the craziest adventure of my life.

A few seconds pass and he lies on top of me, kisses my chin, and says:

“Just relax and enjoy the moment, my ballerina.”

Without another word, he positions his hard member at my entrance, settles, and enters me all at once. I scream, unable to hold back. My breath fails for a few seconds.

Fillipo goes tense, still inside me. He removes the tights covering my eyes. A rebellious tear rolls down my cheek. His look is one of surprise and shock, but also of adoration.

“Cazzo, for San Gennaro! Why didn’t you say so before? I could have hurt you, girl, this is... hell, you’re so tight.” He says breathlessly.

“I thought if you knew before, you’d give up.”

“That’s not the point. I don’t fuck virgins. It’s a rule for me. But now no weapon could pull me out of you. And besides, I was never a good boy. I’ve always been bad. I want you to relax and keep your eyes on me. Look well at who’s fucking you.”

He moves slowly, stretching me further. He pulls out and enters again, never taking his eyes off me.

“You’re extremely tight. A delight. Ah, rebellious ragazza, I could punish you, but I won’t.” He stops for a moment and releases my arms. I hug him, feeling his sweaty back. He starts moving again in a torturous back-and-forth, his hips colliding with mine, his ragged breath in my ear.

He brings his fingers to my clit, where I feel my pleasure returning. Fillipo bites my ear and I relax. He looks at me again and smiles in that roguish way.

“Come for me, gorgeous! Show me who’s in charge of your hot little pussy.” And I don’t disappoint him. I come. He kisses me and joins me, and together we fall into a mix of desire and fire. I feel him spill his hot liquid inside me and then he collapses beside me.

In the room, only the sound of our breathing is present. My vagina is sore and my whole body is still on high alert.

“How old are you?” he asks.

“I’m not underage, if that’s your concern. I’m already twenty.”

“I should spank you for hiding that you were a virgin. You made me break an important rule.”

“I don’t regret it, if that comforts you. And well... now there’s no going back.”

“I don’t regret it either. You’re incredibly hot. I just wish I could sink into you again, but it won’t be possible. I also don’t repeat pussies.” What an asshole.

He turns his face to look at me and maps my entire face. He comes on top of me and kisses me calmly, one of his big hands in my hair and the other going to my pussy. I moan against his mouth when I feel his fingers touch my intimacy.

My tongue went into his mouth, wanting more of his taste. His kiss is delicious. This man knows well how to use every part of his body. With his bold fingers moving inside me and his thumb on my clit, he stops kissing me and looks at me.

“I want to look at your beautiful face while you come for me again, my little black bird.” He licks my neck and my stomach twists inside as I feel the orgasm approaching. I close my eyes to savor the sensation. “Open your eyes and don’t stop looking at me,” he orders, bossy.

I do as he commands and get lost in his vast blue eyes as I’m taken by another overwhelming orgasm. I didn’t think sex was like this, so good.

“Very good, ballerina. We need to clean up.” I nod. We go to the bathroom and then fall into bed, exhausted.

I wake up startled, looking at the time on my phone. SHIT! It’s almost dawn. I get up as quietly as possible, get dressed, and leave my tights as a souvenir for my Italian.

I leave the hotel and go to where my parents are staying.
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CHAPTER 4
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Fillipo Giordano

I SMILE AT THE EMPTY side of the bed. Of course the mysterious ballerina would be gone before dawn. What the hell was I thinking, fucking a virgin and then getting hung up on that little bitch?

In my defense, though, I didn’t know she was untouched. Shit! I was her first. It’s bizarre, being a woman’s first. Must be a huge responsibility. Or not! You know what? Fuck it. We’ll never see each other again, it was just one time. As it should be.

I look at the mute servant and see her sock. I pick it up and bring it to my nose. It smells of almonds and chocolate. I get dressed, put the sock in my pants pocket, and leave the hotel.

I head to Hector’s house.

Arriving at the Colombian’s residence, I see a lot of movement. I get closer and drive the vehicle onto the property. I get out of the car, walk to the entrance, and get Javier’s attention.

“Good morning!” I greeted him.

“Terrible, Italian. Nothing good about this day.”

“Serious problem?” I probed.

“I wish it were. Better to face a dozen enemies at once than deal with the runaway princess of the Mexican Cartel.”

“And what do you have to do with her?”

“Her father left the little doll in Hector’s care because he had to take a trip to the Middle East. Problem is, the little bitch gave her security the slip and hasn’t shown up yet.”

“How did you let yourselves get fooled by a girl?”

“Women are treacherous, Giordano. When you least expect it, they make fools of us.”

“Need any help?”

“I don’t think so.” He points to the entrance, where a furious Hector passes us, gripping the arm of a girl with her head bowed. All I can see are her dark tresses.

“What will he do with her?”

“Just lock her in her room until Señor Rivera returns.”

I didn’t ask anything else. I went into the house and to the room I’m staying in, took a shower, changed clothes, and called Franco.

“Hi. How’s the trip?”

“All good. Today I’m going with Hector to assess the product. How are Ilza and the kids?”

“All fine. Well, Luna shoved an entire piece of broccoli into Thomas’s mouth all at once.”

I laugh. That girl is going to be a terror.

“Why is she like that?” he asks, sounding a bit scared. “I hope she changes when she grows up.”

“Or gets worse. Who knows.”

“You stronzo, you don’t have to say it like that.”

I chuckled.

“I never imagined you’d be a girl dad, but relax, man, she’s still just a baby. It’s normal to be a pest. I didn’t have siblings, so I pestered you guys. Though I confess I sometimes felt invasive, even though you never excluded me from anything.”

“You’re our brother, Fillipo. Giovanni, you, Domenico, and me—we’ll always be brothers.”

“I know. Well, I’m going to eat now. We’ll talk later. I also need to call my father and our Don later.”

“Talk to you then, then.”

I hang up and walk to the kitchen, where I find Carmem, Hector’s cook.

“Buenos días, niño,” she says in Spanish, and I find it charming.

“Buongiorno, bella signora,” I wink, laying on the charm.

“Boy, if I weren’t old enough to be your mother, you wouldn’t be laying on the charm just to speak Italian to me.” I laughed.

“Just trying to lighten the mood. I’m hungry.”

“Sit down. I’ll serve you and take this tray to the girl upstairs.”

“The runaway princess?”

“The very one.”

I didn’t want to pursue the subject further, so I ate in silence while Carmem left the kitchen. I hope Hector comes soon so we can get to what matters. I need to get out of this country.

[image: ]

Nedja Rivera

I HADN’T EVEN SET FOOT in the hotel lobby before my father was there, with Hector and a few more security guys. I am completely screwed.

“Where were you, girl?” My father comes at me and grips my arm.
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