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Thalia

Six Years Earlier

I STARE AT THE MIRROR with the broken edges, leaning against the wall of the cubicle that passes for my room. I share it with my older brother. Or used to. He’s barely been home since the crime syndicate recruited him. That was a year ago, but to me and our mother—who’s really our grandmother—it feels like years. Tiago, the sweet, studious boy who dreamed of being a musician, doesn’t exist anymore. In his place, the Crazy Devil was born, the code name they gave him in the favela.

A sound marked by hopelessness escapes my lips. My green eyes are dull. My features are different from most of the people in the community. My mother was dark-skinned, but my father was a blond German with green eyes. Still, European features were the only inheritance that man left me—he was married back in his own country. I was conceived in a single night, no strings attached, because the woman who gave birth to me was a prostitute.

Years later, she’d become another statistic in the femicide numbers that are alarming in this country, a place that seems forgotten by God. Mom was beautiful, full of life, but she had terrible judgment when it came to choosing men. Each one was worse than the last, and finally she got involved with the drug boss right here in the community. The bastard stabbed her to death. Left the two of us orphans ten years ago. Our grandmother, Santana, took us in and has been taking care of us ever since.

I exhale slowly and run my hand through my blond hair. It’s very light, the natural color, and it draws a lot of attention. I was always a pretty girl, and I loved knowing that while I was growing up. But that changed when I turned thirteen. On that day, I got a visit that would alter everything I dreamed for my life.

The drug boss—the same one who killed my mother—came to recruit my half-brother. That night, I had the bad luck of him noticing I was already becoming a young woman. I’ll never forget the demonic glint in the old man’s dark eyes. Not old, old, but he’s already fifty. His face has been giving me nightmares ever since. It didn’t take long for him to come back and deliver the ultimatum to my grandmother: I’d be his when I turned sixteen.

And that’s why I’m here, sad, when I should be happy about my birthday. He’s coming to get me, and it terrifies me. I’m trying to swallow the tears, but they roll silently down my face. Someone who grows up in the favela, who has a mother like mine, grows up in the middle of violence. I’ve seen things that stripped away part of my innocence.

The rest of it will be taken tonight, by a disgusting criminal. My stomach churns at the mere thought of that worm touching me, violating my body. I’ve lost everything. How can someone at the very beginning of life lose everything? I’ve been asking God, begging Him to help me. Only He can save me from this dark fate.

A knock on the old door, and then my grandmother enters. She’s silent for a moment, just watching me with her loving eyes, also full of fear and grief. There’s nothing she could do. If the crime boss decides to take a girl for himself, he takes her. Everyone here knows that bastard has a real harem spread across his many houses in Paradise Heights.

“Don’t you hang your head, my girl,” she murmurs, coming toward me with her slow gait because of the intense pain from advanced arthritis.

She needs treatment, and that’s one of the reasons I’m trapped with that damned criminal. The bastard pays for her medicine, exams, and doctor’s appointments.

“So, this is how it ends? And my dreams? They’ll never come true?”

My voice comes out choked and bitter. She hugs me, and we both cry in silence. When she pulls away, her face—marked by both the hard life in the favela and her age—looks even heavier.

“I still have faith that a turn will come, and you’ll be free of all this, daughter.” Her voice mirrors mine, choked, painful, but there’s a spark of hope in her dark eyes. “Don’t lose your faith. Never lose your faith, my girl.”

I swallow the lump in my throat and nod, forcing myself to cling to any thread of hope that lets me glimpse a better future. I give her face a loving kiss and try to smile. The party is set up upstairs, on the roof of our shack.

“I’ll be up soon, Mom, just give me one more minute,” I ask, and she nods, kissing my forehead.

When she leaves, I exhale and walk to my window. Everything around is ugly, but the view from here dares me to dream of something bigger. The buildings in the wealthy part of São Paulo have always fascinated me since I was a child. Their towering heights. I used to wonder how it was possible to build something so big. The desire to build something like that took root inside me.

By the time I was ten, I was shouting to anyone who would listen that I was going to be a civil engineer. I exhale again, fascinated by the lights that seem so close, but in reality, there’s an invisible wall keeping me from reaching them. My attention goes to the model I made when I was fourteen. I walk to the raw wood shelf where I keep it with such care.

It’s a replica of the Taj Mahal, the palace a Mongol prince ordered built in honor of his beloved, deceased princess. I run my fingers over the domes. A teacher at school introduced us to the Seven Wonders of the World, and among them was the Taj Mahal.

I was immediately fascinated by the monument and went to research the story, which completely swept me away. My eyes fill with tears, because my dream of going there one day will probably never come true. At that moment, I hear commotion inside the house.

I don’t have time to react. When I turn, the room is invaded by armed men with rifles. And my heart lodges in my throat when I see the sinister figure walk through the door. Beelzebub is his code name; unfortunately, it’s this disgusting creature who has claimed to be my owner. He’s come to get me.

My whole body trembles with terror. The model falls from my hands and breaks in half, like a bad omen.

“No!” I drop to my knees, picking up the work I’ve been proud of ever since I built it.

“I heard you’ve been looking at colleges, you stupid little whore. Didn’t I tell you you’d only finish fucking high school?” The hateful voice sounds right next to my ear.

The stench of cigarette smoke and alcohol turns my stomach. Without warning, he grabs a fistful of my hair, his hand like sharp claws, and twists my head to face him up close.

Ugly. Bald. But what most contributes to his ugliness is his dark, soulless eyes. It’s like looking at the devil.

“I am going to be a civil engineer,” I dare to murmur, breathless, fighting the paralyzing fear.

The bastard lets out a mocking laugh, and his men follow suit. I look up, and my vision blurs even more when I see my brother among them. Tiago looks at me with a hard, unreadable expression. Even knowing he’s almost completely corrupted, I still silently beg God to bring him back to me.

“No, you won’t. Your fate is to be my whore, just like your mother was,” my tormentor snarls. “Bring the brand!”

“What...” I stammer, and I watch in horror as my brother—my own blood—goes to get something from outside. And then I panic when I see the branding iron with the letter B glowing hot on the tip.

“No! For the love of God, no!” I scream, shoving the demon, but he’s stronger.

He slaps me across the face, and I fall flat on my back on the floor. In an instant, he flips me onto my stomach and drives his knee into my spine.

“No! You bastard! Go to hell!” I rage, thrashing, determined not to give him an easy surrender.

“No, sweetheart, you’re the one who’s going to meet hell, soon, very soon!” he growls, and I feel the heat of the thing approaching my shoulder blade.

When the iron touches my flesh, the sound that comes out of my mouth is unrecognizable, so full of pain and brokenness. Tears burn my retinas and blind me momentarily, or maybe it’s the pain that leaves me disoriented. The smell of burning meat seeps into my nostrils.

“No!” I sob.

He laughs in victory and climbs off me. I don’t move. I stay in the same position, broken, devastated.

“No...” my voice is just a rasp.

The strength is gone. So is my hope.
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Thalia

Present Day

I BREEZE PAST THE TURNSTILE into the lobby of the massive building where I’ve been working for two months. Monteiro Architecture and Construction. I cross the atrium with the self-assured stride Belinha taught me. I sigh, happy. That girl saved me. It seems unbelievable that someone from her family has come to my rescue again.

She’s going to be an incredible lawyer, and she’s already so mature for her age. She had everything it took to be a spoiled little rich girl burning through her father’s billions, like most of her social class. Instead, she fights to build a successful career. On top of making a fantastic deal with the finance company that was about to take my house, she also landed me this job at her family’s firm.

Okay, it’s not really a house, it’s just a shack, but it’s mine and my mother’s. Losing it over a debt that isn’t ours would be so unfair. Tiago ran up the debt before he died. Yeah, my brother got completely swallowed by the crime world a few years back. He couldn’t save himself. Mom and I prayed so hard for him to come to his senses while there was still time. It didn’t do any good. He didn’t want to leave the dangerous life.

After that night—the night I was literally marked by that demon—Tiago hung back for a moment when everyone else left and came close to me:

“Believe me, sister, the pain you’re feeling right now doesn’t compare to what you’d feel if he took you today. I got him to wait until you turn eighteen.”

His voice sounded a little more human than the last few times we’d spoken. My heart dared to leap, clinging to any thread of hope. I dragged myself toward the wall and leaned against it with my left shoulder; my right one burned, throbbing like raw flesh. I picked up the two pieces of my Taj Mahal, as damaged as I was in that moment, and hugged them, sobbing quietly.

“Marking you was the only way to keep him from taking you today, you understand, Lia?”

I stared at him. His almond-shaped eyes softened when he saw my anguished face.

“He’s still coming for me,” I said, hurt and too drained to argue about my situation.

It was just a delay. There was no escape for me. Something flickered in his eyes, and he lowered his voice:

“Yeah, but now you’ve got two years ahead of you to try to change things.”

And he turned his back. I was hurt, but hope started bubbling up inside me again. I even thought that show of mercy toward his sister meant there was still light in his heart. Unfortunately, there wasn’t.

Still, my situation really did change—at least regarding that. Two years later, on the eve of the thug coming to get me as agreed, a police raid stormed his territory, taking him and almost his whole gang away in handcuffs. I can’t describe how I felt that day.

Freedom. Oh, my God, I was free!

It was like one of those urban warfare movies. Cops and criminals exchanging gunfire in broad daylight. I prayed he’d get thirty to forty years, but he ended up with fifteen. That’s the infuriating reality of justice in this country—if you have money, you get off easy. Still, I have to admit that even though the sentence was light, the bastard is locked up.

I thanked God, because I know it was His intervention. I could finally dream again about studying Civil Engineering. I took the entrance exam. I took the ENEM. I got excellent scores, but there was another obstacle: my shitty financial situation. My mother’s illness had gotten worse; she was in a wheelchair now.

I didn’t have a steady job. I lived off odd jobs because I couldn’t leave her alone for long. Tiago had already paid for his crimes. We were on our own. No income, living off the charity of neighbors. Me having to put up with advances from married, disgusting men offering me money for my body.

An ugly, depressing reality that girls and young women face every day in the part where I live—the most dangerous area of Paradise Heights. I had to drop out of college in the first semester, and on top of that, I didn’t even have money left for the bus fare.

The day I canceled my enrollment at USP, I cried the whole way home. Another kick in the teeth from life, showing me that in a reality like mine, dreaming big isn’t enough. The daily struggles keep us from carrying out our plans.

I was forced to recalculate my route, opting for a technology degree in construction, with a mix of in-person and distance classes, holding onto the promise that when the time came, I’d go back to Engineering—my greatest passion. I managed to be one of the top students in the class, even while juggling odd jobs and caring for Mom.

I specialized in project design and 3D modeling. It was thanks to that training, and above all, Belinha’s recommendation, that I was able to get hired at this renowned firm. Without her, I wouldn’t have made it past the building’s front door, I’m sure of that. Henrique Monteiro, the CEO and also my direct boss, was impressed by the project I designed for grain storage silos, which will be built for a conglomerate of farms in Green Expanse.

I know I was bold, but I asked him to take a look, no strings attached. I couldn’t contain my happiness when he congratulated me the next day and told me my name would be added to the construction team. Oh, my God! In just over a month, earning the admiration and support of a professional of his caliber was beyond my expectations, I admit.

Unfortunately, I also caught the attention and contempt of Mr. Henrique’s sister. Maria Rita Monteiro is a bitter woman. A spinster at thirty-six, pedantic, I’d even say cruel. Thank God I didn’t end up in her office. Working directly with that harpy would be torture.

She didn’t like a lowly technologist being included in such a grand project. Actually, her prejudice against me isn’t limited to my degree; it’s about my origins. I’m from the favela. I don’t hide that in my personal information. People need to know that there are honest people in the favela too, people who work, study, and fight for a better life.

The elevator attendant greets me with a friendly smile and calls the elevator for me. I return the cordial greeting. He doesn’t have to do that; I’ve already told him I’m just an assistant to the president. Seu Paulo, a robust redhead in his sixties, shook his head and assured me he offers the same treatment to everyone. And he really does.

As usual, I hand him the small white Tupperware container with cheese biscuits. I shared some with him in the cafeteria my first week, and I think I won him over through his stomach. Modesty aside, I can hold my own in the kitchen.

“Thanks. I’ll save a couple for Glória.” His friendly smile widens. Glória is his wife.

“One of these days I’ll come have that coffee with you two, don’t think I’ve forgotten, Seu Paulo,” I say, smiling.

“We’ll be waiting.” He grins back.

Seu Paulo has already told me his whole life story, and I’ve told him mine. Well, just the parts I can share. There are things I’ll take to my grave.

The elevator goes up to the twenty-fourth floor. It’s the top floor, where the president’s office is, along with the offices of the senior architects and engineers. Some of them are kind and patient with the lower-level staff. I’m loving having an opportunity like this. Soon I’ll be able to go back to college. Everything will work out. I still have faith.

“What’s the latest?” I ask, taking advantage of the fact that we’re alone.

Seu Paulo is the most reliable source of information here at the company. He overhears a lot of conversations during the ups and downs of everyone, from top to bottom, in his line of work.

“Looks like Henrique’s condition isn’t so simple.” He lowers his voice, sounding both sorry and worried. “He’s going to have to rest for a month.”

“Wow, really?” I murmur, my chest tightening.

In a short time, I’ve grown attached to the man. He’s very fair and an excellent professional. I was shaken when I heard he had a mild stroke. He has a wife and two kids, younger than Belinha, from what I gather.

“He’ll get better soon, God willing,” I say, convinced. “He’s still young and has a lot to build.”

“We’re praying for that. Henrique is a good man and a good boss.” Seu Paulo nods, then his expression tenses. “It seems Maria Rita wants to take over the presidency while her brother recovers.”

Oh, no! That news is like a bucket of ice water being dumped on my head. Is she going to fire me? That’s the first thing I think. That woman looks at me like I’m a stain on the company’s gleaming marble. My contract is temporary. I insisted on a trial period myself. I was convinced I could prove my ability.

God, why didn’t I accept the whole recommendation package Belinha offered me? Pride. That’s the answer. Stupid pride that won’t do me any good if I lose this job. No, I can’t lose this chance. I can’t!

“Other engineers were saying just a little while ago that the founder wants the main heir to take over.”

Once again, his last words chill me from head to toe. The main heir is Belinha’s father. Gonçalo Monteiro. The thought of being in the same space as that man makes a knot twist in my stomach. Isn’t he in Switzerland? From what I’ve picked up here and there in the few conversations with his daughter, the man hates Brazil and still hasn’t gotten over his wife’s death.

I swallow hard, my hands sweating. Guilt... my old companion twists in my gut like an acid cocktail. My shoulders feel heavy when I’m faced with the girl’s soft, bright eyes. She would never have helped me if... I stare at myself in the mirrored wall. She can’t know. No one can know. Ever. The shadow covers all the brightness in my green irises.

The past haunts me. Even though I’m trying to fight to free myself, the invisible chains are too heavy around my ankles. I don’t know which is worse—Maria Rita taking over, or that man. It would be painful to look at him.

“Well, maybe it’s just elevator gossip. You hear everything around here.” Seu Paulo shrugs.

I try to smile, as if these speculations don’t affect me directly.

“May everything work out for the best.” I fake calm, which is what I’ve been doing ever since I met the daughter of the woman who lost her life because of...

I take a deep breath and shake my head. I expel all the chaos my past evokes and look at myself in the mirrored wall. My appearance doesn’t lack for anything. Maybe the frightened gleam that insists on staying in my eyes gives away that I’m not on equal footing with many of the people who frequent and work in this place.

When you come from the favela, it takes a while to get used to environments this sophisticated. The clothes, though, give me an elegant air. Mom joked, saying I look like a rich bitch. Far from it. It was Belinha who gave me a bunch of clothes. According to her, they were from last fall’s collection and she was going to get rid of them anyway.

She wanted to buy new ones for me too. Can you believe that? I didn’t accept, of course. I’d already taken too much. The old ones—which actually look new—fit like a glove. We have practically the same body. I take a deep breath. Gratitude and fear reverberate inside me. She has a beautiful heart. Like her mother...

When the elevator stops, I say goodbye to the attendant and step out to start my day. For now, I still have a job. I pray someone else takes over the presidency. I need this salary, my God.

The Lord knows I need to move my mother and me far away from the community. We can’t be there when Beelzebub gets out of prison. From what his men have been spreading around Paradise Heights, the criminal is spending big to get parole. I can’t be around when that happens, or he’ll get me.

I long for the day when my mother and I can finally breathe free from that place. Free. I smooth the skirt of my gray-green dress. It’s silk, with a high neckline and cutouts at the shoulders. A thin gold belt cinches my small waist. I feel so powerful when I wear these fancy clothes. That girl was a real fairy godmother.

I need to make it up to her when I get my next paycheck. I know she has everything, but I want to repay her kindness and attention. I walk across the wide reception area of the offices and further on to the presidency, where I work. The heels of my cheap shoes make a shrill sound against the marble. My face heats up as people look over and frown.

To my dismay, Belinha’s shoes didn’t fit. I’m a few centimeters shorter, a size 5, while she’s a size 7. I had to buy two pairs of sandals and this crappy shoe at Seu Osmar’s little shop, near home. It was the only one who trusted me to buy on credit.

It’s humiliating, but it was the best I could do. The others were too old; there was no way I was coming to a place like this wearing them.

“Mrs. Maria Rita wants to see you, Thalia.”

The voice, dripping with superiority, of Marina, Maria Rita’s assistant, sounds behind me. I turn around, and that bitch’s look irritates me. The girl acts like she’s a Monteiro. She must have perfected that disgusted look with her boss.

“I’ll just put my things on my desk and—”

“Girl, now! Go!” the miserable woman makes a shooing gesture with her hands.

Even though I’m fuming, I turn right and head down the hall to that pedantic woman’s office. I give a light knock on the door. An annoyed “come in” comes from inside. I take a deep breath and enter.

The room is one of the nicest and biggest in the building. Second only to the president’s. I can’t stop my eyes from wandering dreamily around the space. Will I ever have one of these?

“Good morning, ma’am. Did you want to see me?” I step forward, stopping near the enormous mahogany desk.

Maria Rita leans back in her swivel chair. She’s a brunette, still young and pretty, even with that face like she’s been sucking on a hundred lemons every day. I mock her inwardly. Her gaze runs over me from head to toe and stops at my cheap shoes, clashing with the fancy clothes. Her lips twist with a snobbish, knowing air.

“Sit down, darling,” she says, pointing to one of the two available chairs. I settle in with a tight heart, already imagining I’m going to be fired as her first act in Henrique’s place.

I watch her pick up a familiar folder. My heart races. It’s my project, I recognize it. She flips through it and sets it down on the desk, her hands with enormous nails that look more like sharp claws tapping on the folder.

“No one knows yet, but I’ll be taking over the presidency while my brother recovers,” she says, and my heart sinks. “I don’t like you, that’s no secret.” She speaks again, her judgmental gaze running over me once more. “This is no place for people like you.”

My eyes burn without my permission. I’m out on the street.

“But we can reach an agreement.” She points at the papers with a red nail. “This project is very good. I want you to make more like this for me.”

I frown, bewildered. What? She’s not going to fire me?!

“You’ll be made a permanent employee as an assistant—your original position. You won’t be integrated into the construction team. And this project, along with every one you do from now on, will bear my signature.”

Then the fucking penny drops. My eyes blur with more tears.

“Take it or leave it, girl,” she threatens.

The woman is stealing my project in exchange for not firing me. I clench my fists. The urge to scream, to tell the bitch to go fuck herself, is almost unbearable. But I can’t. My financial situation doesn’t allow me that kind of pride. I need this job.

So I speak the only possible answer for someone with my luck:

“I accept.”

Oh, God, I feel like I’ve sold myself. She stole my project. She stole the only chance I had to show my potential.
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Gonçalo

I ROLL MY EYES AT RAPHAEL’S attempt to defend him. I pull the phone away from my ear and growl, impatient.

“Are you saying you could also get hard for my daughter, is that it?”

My friend makes a horrified sound on the other end.

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that shit, Gonçalo, or I’ll fucking break your goddamn face!” he roars, furious.

Great! I’m furious too, damn it! I never thought I’d be dealing with something like this. One of my closest friends, a man I’ve always considered a brother, is fucking my little girl and taking advantage of her. Oh, my God, did he do it when he took her to sleep at his house?

I trusted him blindly. He was my brother, an uncle to her. Ever since I got those fucking photos, poison has been running through my veins instead of blood. I beat the miserable Arthur senseless when I caught them naked in his office, but I’m still not satisfied. I want to kill! How did I never notice any of this shit? How?

I torment myself over and over. I brought Belinha home, and for two days she’s been locked in her room. She won’t eat, she won’t even listen to those Koreans she loves so much. Amid the rage and disappointment, I worry she’ll get sick if she keeps this up. I’m no tyrant. I love my daughter more than anything in this world.

She’s the only light left in the darkness I was thrown into when her mother was murdered. The only reason I didn’t become something worse is because I’ve had her with me all these years. My hatred for the bastard who took Gabriela from me is still alive, burning through my guts. He went to hell, a painful death from what I heard. I only regret that I wasn’t the one to rip his fucking skin off.

I breathe out deeply and run a hand over my face. I need to get dressed and go to the office. My cousin Henrique had a mild stroke the same day I arrived in Brazil. He’s hospitalized and needs a month of bed rest by doctor’s orders. My old man didn’t miss the chance to rope me into taking over as interim president.

I know what you’re thinking. That during this time I might change my mind about coming back to this shitty country. I won’t. Coming back here makes my chest bleed. I’ve been in a whirlwind of emotions ever since I got off the plane. It hurts too much to be here. I look around the room. I’m in one of the guest rooms. I couldn’t bring myself to go into the one I shared with my beloved wife for over fifteen years.

We married very young. It was love at first sight. She got pregnant soon after, and our happiness only grew when our little girl arrived. I grit my teeth again as I return to the crossroads I’m facing. My brother-friend taking advantage of Belinha. Gabriela must be spinning in her grave.

“If that fucker Arthur took advantage of my little girl while she was a child, he’s going to jail, you can be sure of that, damn it!” I shout at Raphael.

“He didn’t! Damn it, you know him. He’s an upright man.” My other friend keeps up his firm defense.

The three of us have been like brothers since we were kids. Do you understand why this shit hurts so much? They saw my daughter being born. That miserable Arthur got especially attached to Belinha. For God’s sake, he changed her diapers! My blood boils.

“It’s disgusting! He betrayed me! He stabbed me in the back, damn it!”

I’m not backing down. I don’t know how I’ll do it, but I’ll find out the truth.

Raphael exhales on the other end.

“Listen, friend, don’t do anything hot-headed. Arthur is our friend, our brother.”

“I thought so too, but I was betrayed!”

I snap back without softening my tone. I run my hand over my face again and look at myself in the closet mirror. The towel wrapped around my waist reminds me I need to hurry. I hate being late. Actually, I hate having to deal with people, but I ended up accepting to take the reins of the company. I owe it to my parents, especially for staying away from them for five years.

“Listen, I’m getting ready to go to the office and—”

“So, you’re staying in Brazil?” he asks in a milder tone.

“Only for a month,” I cut off any hope.

“Gonçalo, don’t do anything you might regret later,” he warns.

“So, is that it? You’re on Arthur’s side?” I ask through gritted teeth.

“No, but I’m not against him either,” he answers in his usual firm, direct way. “Think about your daughter. Belinha will never forgive you if you hurt Arthur. Weigh your actions, for her sake.”

I want to tell my friend to go fuck himself. But the idiot is right about that. And it’s only for that reason—knowing how much my girl loves that bastard—that I didn’t call the police immediately when I caught them together.

Raphael breathes deeply on the line.

“I need to go. I’m on my honeymoon and I still have to deal with this shit of yours,” he grumbles.

“Ah, right, I forgot you’re also into young girls now, friend,” I comment sarcastically.

His wife is a girl of only twenty. There you have the reason he’s defending our other perverted friend.

“Fuck you, Gonçalo!” he growls. “I know things haven’t been easy for you since Gabriela died, but you’re being an asshole to the people who love you.”

“Go on, enjoy your honeymoon and stop bothering me, Raphael.” I snort back and hang up without saying goodbye.

I stare for a moment at the mirrored wall of the closet. My expression is that of a man ready to bleed the first person who gets in his way. Yes, I let bitterness take over. Actually, I embraced it willingly these past five years. Nothing makes sense in this shitty world anymore. My daughter is the only reason my heart hasn’t stopped beating.

It’s still beating, but I feel it rotting from the pain it’s been subjected to. My anger at Arthur has tripled, because the bastard had the audacity to show up here yesterday morning. I let him in because I wanted to finish breaking his face. My plans were thwarted by our security guards, who wouldn’t let us trade blows.

The bastard begged for forgiveness, but kept insisting he loved my daughter. The girl he saw being born, held in his arms, and changed her fucking diapers! Belinha came out of her room when she heard our furious yelling. She was at the top of the stairs leading to the second floor.

“Princess.” That affectionate nickname made me look at my former friend. The bastard was crying, trying to break free, but Jarbas, my head of security, didn’t give him a chance.

“Don’t you dare speak to her, you fucking pedophile!” I roared, straining to break free and smash his face in, but Perikles was holding me back too.

“I love you so much. Please, never forget that.” My daughter sobbed, making me look at her. Her pained expression twisted my chest. She really loved the traitor. Raphael is right. She’ll hate me if I send that abuser to jail.

“I’ll love you forever, no matter what happens! Infinity, my love!” Belinha declared, and my rage and helplessness grew. He completely corrupted her.

“No! Don’t say goodbye to me!” Arthur insisted on breaking free from the hold. He looked desperate. “I love you! We’re going to get married, baby. Please, we can, we will—”

“Fuck you, you miserable piece of shit! Get out of my house and out of my daughter’s life!” I cut in, furious.

They looked at each other in silence for a moment, and Belinha turned her back, running down the hall and disappearing from our sight.

“No! Come back here, princess! Please, come back!” The bastard wept profusely.

I didn’t want to hear any more. I ordered my security guards to throw him out of the house under threat that I’d call the police if he ever showed his face again.

I grumble, pulling myself out of that bitter memory, and start to get dressed. I pick a dark blue three-piece suit. I comb my hair; it’s covering my collar. I haven’t cared much about my appearance lately, the only thing I don’t neglect is my body. I keep up a daily workout routine, tae-kwon-do and boxing twice a week.

I need to let out my bitterness and anger at the world somehow. I grab my leather briefcase and leave the room. I walk to Belinha’s door and stand outside, my heart heavy for having to keep her locked up here. But there’s no other way. She’s my most precious possession; I won’t let her be used in such a vile way. I knock softly on the door twice and wait a little before entering.

The familiarity of the room hits me like a punch to the gut. She was right; I should have gone to a hotel. I take a deep breath, my gaze going to the part of the room where the bed is. My girl is there, curled up in the center of the bed. She’s not asleep, I can tell from her rapid breathing.

“Good morning, love.” I clear my throat. She doesn’t answer. I exhale slowly. “It’s for your own good.”

I only get a snort in response.

“I’m going to the office. Malvina will prepare your breakfast and bring it here. Don’t be rude and eat something,” I recommend with fatherly authority.

Still no answer. The girl is sulking. I let out a frustrated sound and turn my back, leaving the room. I don’t need to remind her not to try leaving the house; the threat of reporting her to that bastard friend is enough to ensure her obedience, at least on that point.

[image: ]

ABOUT TWENTY MINUTES later, the helicopter lands on the helipad of the building on Paulista Avenue. It’s one of the biggest, and it’s entirely owned by Monteiro Architecture & Construction. My great-grandfather founded the business, but it was my paternal grandfather who expanded it internationally. We are recognized and receive awards worldwide.

That’s why the old man can’t accept that I haven’t taken my rightful place in the business. I hate going against my father, but my place is no longer in Brazil. I despise this shitty country! Because of the high crime rate, I lost my wife and half my reason for living.

I enter the elevator that goes to the president’s floor. According to Dad, Maria Rita has her eye on Henrique’s position. My cousin will be surprised to see me. I’m going to call an emergency meeting in an hour. She doesn’t have the capacity to be CEO. She’s competent, but she’s too ambitious and a pain in the ass. Personally, I can’t stand her.

When the elevator doors open, I step out immediately. I start walking steadily into the reception area. Shock spreads across the faces of every employee who sees me. Five years. Some smile and wave. Others, the more sensible ones I suppose, just nod, looking grim. My hard expression doesn’t change at any moment.

I head straight for the hallway where I know Maria Rita’s office is. Her secretary gets up quickly and comes in front of me:

“Oh, my God, Mr. Gonçalo! You’ve arrived! When?!”

I furrow my brow slightly. Since when do I have to give subordinates updates on my life? The girl must notice my dark mood and swallows hard.

“Is Maria Rita in her office?” I ask categorically.

She nods and swallows hard again before stepping out of my way. I go to the door and raise my hand to knock. But it opens before I can. A girl rushes out and bumps into me. I don’t have time to catch her, and she falls flat on her back. She lands on her ass back inside the room.

“What the hell!”

“Shit!”

She and I exclaim together. I’m annoyed by the collision and look down to see who the clumsy person is. Then my eyes land on white, well-toned thighs. The green dress rode up, showing a bit of white panties. Fuck. The triangle between her thighs makes my body tense up instantly. Beautiful, slender legs; I keep staring, stunned.

It gets worse when the little blonde, flustered, tries to get up. The heels of her shoes make a strange noise and slide on the marble. She can’t get her balance. With an irritated sound, I step closer and extend my hand. I hear her take a deep breath; her face is hidden by strands of very light blonde hair. It’s long, beautiful.

She accepts, and when her trembling fingers touch the palm of my hand, I feel a tingling on my skin instantly. I hold on and pull her up. The dress falls back into place, hiding the tempting sight. That’s compensated for when she shakes her hair, pushing it away from her face; my breath gets stuck in my fucking throat.

Fuck! She’s a very young girl. A flushed face, green eyes bordering on gray, which at this moment are wide open as if she’s seen a ghost. I steady the clumsy girl by the waist with my other hand until I’m sure she won’t fall again. She gasps softly; her small mouth, with very full lips, draws my attention there.

Her delicate hands come up to the lapels of my suit and curl around them, as if she needs to be sure she won’t fall.

“Oh, my God... No...”

She murmurs, horrified, and then something even worse happens: the damn girl faints in my arms.

“Fuck, what the hell are you doing? Let go, girl!”

I grumble, but I have no choice. If I let go, the bitch will hit the floor and might get hurt this time. Gritting my teeth, I lift her small body in my arms.

Fuck, I hate touching people! Especially females. Even more so some bitch falling on top of me.

This isn’t a good start.
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CHAPTER 3
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Thalia

I TURN MY BACK ON THE woman I once thought was merely insufferable, but now I realize she’s also completely unscrupulous. She just stole a piece of my dream. My eyes fill with tears, and this time I can’t hold them back. All I want is to find a bathroom and cry over my shitty luck.

I should be used to it by now. Nothing ever comes easy for me. My vision blurs as I push the door open. Blinded by tears, I can barely see in front of me—I only feel my body colliding with something large and solid. I hit the ground with the impact, my ass aching from the clumsy landing on the marble floor.

“What the hell!”

“Shit!”

A deep, irritated voice joins mine. I try to get up, but it’s no use. The heels on this cheap shoe have no grip, nothing to steady me. My dress has ridden up, showing my thighs and even my underwear. Dear God. Of course this had to be even more humiliating. I let out an angry huff, pissed at the universe because it feels like it’s out to get me. It has to be.

My hair flew everywhere when I fell, covering my entire face. Through a gap in the strands, I notice a huge man standing in front of me. I hear an even more irritated sound; he takes two more steps, and a hand is extended toward me. Large, masculine, well-groomed. An expensive-looking watch and gold cufflinks at the wrist of his dark blue suit.

I take a deep breath, lamenting the fact that I bumped into some fancy client. That she-devil is going to tear me a new one. I accept the help, my sweaty hand meeting his warm, steady one. A shiver shoots up my arm and spreads through my body instantly. He quickly wraps his hand around my wrist and pulls me up. I shake my head, pushing the hair out of my face, and the shock hits me with brutal force.

My legs go weak, and he steadies me by the waist. He... He’s not some fancy client. He’s Gonçalo Monteiro. My past, coming back to punch me square in the stomach. A muffled sound I don’t recognize escapes the back of my throat. My head spins; the impact of seeing him in person makes me dizzy. I’d only ever seen old photos, back when Mrs. Gabriela died.

They didn’t do him justice—the thought pops into my confused, alarmed brain. I don’t remember ever having my legs go weak at the sight of a man before. But here, right now, that’s exactly what’s happening. I gasp, over and over, my heart slamming against my ribs as I stare at him without blinking. Fear and another kind of agitation I don’t recognize reverberate through my system.

His eyes, an intense, icy blue, are locked onto mine in a way that makes me tremble inside. His expression is closed-off, serious, but even the outright hostility can’t diminish the fascination his handsome, masculine face exerts. I feel like I’m fainting; strange emotions spiral in my stomach, sinking down into my lower belly.

The second thought I have is that this man devastates everything in his path. Somehow, he seems curious, also studying my face up close. His gaze is hard; another unfriendly sound comes from his mouth, which is now a thin, displeased line. His features are arrogantly beautiful, despite the sulky expression.

A trimmed beard outlines his square jaw, making his features both aristocratic and arrogant. And then there’s the smell! Expensive, woody, masculine. Delicious. The intrusive term completes the sentence. My whole body shudders under his fixed, intimidating stare. I feel weak, dizzy, as if he’s swallowing me up, sucking all my strength away with just a look.

What in the name of Jesus is this?

When did this man arrive? Is he taking over as CEO?

I ask myself in terror, panting uncontrollably. The dizziness grows, everything spins around me, and I have to grab the lapels of his expensive suit.

“Oh, my God! No...” is all I can manage.

I feel my body go limp, my legs can’t hold me anymore. It’s the craziest, strangest thing, and then I hear him curse under his breath before he lifts me in his arms, keeping me from falling again. I don’t completely black out. I can sense him moving. He carries me hastily and sets me down on something soft.

“Call someone from the infirmary, Maria Rita.”

I hear the man’s command. It’s irritated, almost a snort.

“That’s all I needed. What in the hell got into that stupid girl to make her collapse on top of you like that?”

It’s the project thief’s voice. A large hand brushes my hair away from my face, and that makes me open my eyes. I find the hard, icy blue eyes staring at me up close. He’s half-leaning over me. I blink, dazed beyond my comprehension, trying to come back to consciousness.

“Get help; there’s no point in small talk now.” The man’s tone is cutting now, directed at Maria Rita, but his attention never leaves my face.

His breath blows across my face. It’s sweet, meaning he had something sugary for breakfast. I don’t know what the hell is wrong with me, but I raise my hands and grab the lapels of his suit again. For a brief moment, the man growls and pulls my hands off his clothes. It’s somewhat rough, as if my touch offends him somehow.

“Okay, cousin, I’ll call for it.” The wretched woman agrees with a displeased sound.

“That’s not necessary,” I mumble, dragging myself across the sofa, trying to sit up, but his large hand presses down on my stomach, forcing me to stay lying down.

God! The firm touch sends butterflies fluttering in my belly. Confused and embarrassed for collapsing on top of the man, I add, “I’m fine, I said.”

“That’s not how it looks. Are you on one of those stupid diets girls your age do?” The deep, ironic voice should irritate me with its tone, but the strong timbre and the warmth of his palm, which remains on my stomach, provoke unexpected and unwanted vibrations through every nerve ending in my body.

What the hell is this strange feeling? I push his hand away, just like he did with mine, and manage to sit up. How did I faint like that, so humiliatingly, right on top of him?

“I’m not on a diet. I have an excellent metabolism. I just haven’t had coffee yet,” I reply, my tone a little sharp.

One eyebrow rises in surprise. Judging by the way he spoke to his cousin, he’s probably the new CEO—it wasn’t just elevator gossip. Shit, I’m screwed. I’ll have to control my temper with him, the way I’ve been doing with that nasty woman ever since I was hired and she started hounding me. Pride won’t fill an empty stomach, and I really need this job.

I have to get up, but my legs are still unsteady, especially since he keeps scrutinizing me as if I were some rare specimen that intrigues him. His handsome, tanned face, his dark blond hair a little long, falls over his collar. The way he’s combed it back gives him an even more austere and intimidating expression.

Damn, why am I so aware of him and his brutally masculine attributes? I gasp, not understanding why his appearance and proximity affect me in this strange way. I break eye contact and stand up in a quick motion. He does the same, and shit, he looks like a giant next to me, even though my heels are four inches high.

I have to crane my neck to see his face. His gaze is hard, intrusive, and I think the glacial gleam in his irises has grown even more intense. I lick my lips, nervous, more agitated than I’ve ever been around the opposite sex. But this man doesn’t even remotely resemble the boys I’ve kissed since adolescence, or even the disgusting married men who are always hitting on me in Paradise Heights.

This one is many shelves above them, above me. Above all of us. I’ve been in contact with Dr. Arthur Figueiredo, who is also a very handsome, filthy rich, and elegant man, but I didn’t react like this. Maybe it’s the heavy aura and that serious face that got to me. And, of course, there’s also the fact of who he is... of bringing up a dark part of my past that I’ve fought so hard to leave behind.

It was the shock. I try to find a rational explanation for why I practically passed out on top of him.

“Thank you, sir.” My voice comes out so hoarse it startles me. “I need to get back to work now.”

“Take care of the coffee issue before you go collapsing on someone else.” The man warns in that same ironic, slightly irritated tone.

What the fuck is your problem? I want to ask, but of course I won’t, for obvious reasons. I’m just a nobody lost among these high-society types.

Posture, expression, gaze, voice—everything about him screams arrogance. And still, my stomach twists in response.

“Of course, sir.” I nod, holding myself back so I don’t sound sharp this time.

“Oh, see? It was nothing, Gonçalo.”

Maria Rita’s cold voice pulls us out of the strange and very uncomfortable staring contest. She comes to the front of the sofa and fixes her judgmental eyes on mine.

“You may go now, sweetheart,” she orders.

I swallow my pride, my dignity, and nod, heading toward the door. I bend down carefully so I don’t flash my underwear at the boss again and grab my purse. It had fallen during the collision. I can feel the man’s gaze practically boring a hole in my back all the way to the door.

“Which department do you work in, girl?”

The baritone voice makes me stop mid-motion as I turn the doorknob. There goes my heart, leaping again. I turn slowly. Maria Rita doesn’t look happy when I glance at her.

“I’m Thalia Silva, sir. Assistant to the President.” I introduce myself first and lift my chin a little, making it clear I don’t appreciate being called “girl.”

I know that to them we’re nobody, our names are irrelevant, but my emotions were already stirred up before I bumped into him. His damn cousin is robbing me!

The glacial blue gaze seems to harden even more. His aquiline, sharp nose wrinkles slightly, as if he doesn’t like the answer.

“Engineering or Architecture?”

I’m confused at first, but quickly realize he’s asking about my background.

“Right now, I’m only a technologist in construction and—”

“Technologist?” The arrogant nose wrinkles again, this time making his displeasure clear. “I only work with trained architects and engineers, or at least students in their final semester.”

His statement makes me feel even worse than I already did. Just as pedantic as his cousin. Of course he is. Just look at him. Filthy rich. Born with a silver spoon in his mouth. My eyes start to sting with humiliating tears again. If I had anything better, I’d quit right this second.

Unfortunately, I can’t. I’ll have to swallow my pride and the contemptuous looks they’re both giving me now.

“I did start Civil Engineering, but I had to drop out. Not everyone is born able to do what they want, sir.” I’m startled to hear the sharp reply slip out.

The blue eyes drill into me like lasers. It’s crazy—it’s a cold, unfriendly look, but it causes the opposite reaction in me, like that completely unwanted warmth in my belly.

“Go back to work, miss.” This time it’s him giving the order. He turns his attention to Maria Rita and dismisses me summarily.

Only then do I start breathing again. I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath. When I step outside and close the door, I involuntarily lean back against it. My legs are still wobbly. My mouth is as dry as a scorching desert. And that’s not all. My underwear is damp. The whole thing was strange, but in some twisted way, my body found it... exciting.

God, what is wrong with me? I shake my head, not understanding what just happened in there. I take a deep breath and push myself off the door. I need to get to my post and start the workday. A feeling takes root in my gut, warning me that dealing with this far-from-friendly man is going to be difficult.

Gonçalo

MARIA RITA COMES TO hug me as soon as the little blonde leaves the room. I tense up, but I hug her back quickly. I’ve never liked socializing, especially on days like this when my mood is dark. She pulls away and smiles, trying to welcome me. She’s smart; she already knows my presence here means I’m taking over the presidency.

“You accepted,” she says, confirming my thoughts. “Sit down, Gonçalo. God, it’s been so long since I’ve seen my cousin!” she exclaims.

I notice she’s still pretty; her brown eyes look at me with what seems like genuine joy. I have absolutely no desire for small talk with her. My cousin is an annoying bitch, who, by the way, never liked Gabriela. She picked on her from the very start of our relationship. That was the main reason I distanced myself from her.

“How have you been, Maria Rita?” I sit down reluctantly. After all, it really has been a long time.

“Very well. I’m not going to ask you the same, given your sour expression.” She dares to joke.

“Great. Let’s get straight to the point.”

“My God, you’ll scare the employees if you don’t improve that tone and that hard look.” She smiles, thinking it’s charming.

“I’ll hold a general meeting in one hour. By the end of the week, I want to convene the Administrative Council as well.” I ignore her attempt at pointless conversation. I check my watch and stand up. “Since the old man handed me the cross, let’s get on with it.” She stands up and nods.

“I’ll be here for whatever you need,” she offers. “Henrique had trips scheduled for Green Expanse on Friday and Monaco next month. We’re starting construction on storage silos at a conglomerate of soybean farms.”

“Storage silos, very good.” I nod, though I’m not thrilled about traveling. I need to keep an eye on Belinha. Fuck, I’m going to have to take her with me. A month is too long to let her out of my sight.

“Who designed the silos?” I ask, interested.

Silos are tricky; not every professional can sketch out a good project. Bad ones are a major headache for both the client and the service provider.

“I did, cousin. We’re going to work together,” she replies with a wide, proud smile.

Her?! I’m surprised. As far as I knew, Henrique was always complaining about his sister’s lack of effort when it came to project quality. I hope it’s up to par, otherwise, we’ll have problems. I’m not the type to go easy when it comes to work. It doesn’t matter if it’s family; you deliver quality or you don’t work with me. Simple as that.

“As for this Thalia...” I gesture toward the door where the pretty little blonde left. “Can I trust a technologist? Henrique couldn’t stop praising the girl, but to me, proper training is essential in our line of work.”

“Henrique hired the favela girl at Belinha’s request, Gonçalo. Blame your daughter for confusing the company with a charity case.” She twists her mouth.

“Favela girl?!” I frown, remembering the silk dress she was wearing.

That information doesn’t match the designer dress. I know about these things. My wife was a talented stylist. Was it Belinha’s recommendation? My body tenses as I process the last sentence. How the hell did she meet this girl? I won’t allow my daughter anywhere near those God-forsaken areas, no way!

Her mother died because she was helping children and teenagers in Paradise Heights. Nothing will convince me that the murder wasn’t ordered by some crime boss in that shitty place.

“She’s from Paradise Heights.” Her look of disgust intensifies.

The mere mention of that name makes my blood run cold. Hatred floods back into my system, poisoning any rational or civilized thought. The feelings that fill my mind and heart are the darkest and ugliest, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.

What I want is to find the entire fucking family of the worm who killed my Gabriela and wipe them all out. One by one, because I’m sure they’re all scum too.

“How the hell did my daughter end up in that hellhole?” I grind out through clenched teeth.

“Arthur. You didn’t know?” She watches me in confusion. “Apparently he took Belinha to one of those charity events your office puts on, providing legal aid to the residents.”

“Yeah, I’m going to kill that bastard.” I snarl.

Maria Rita stares at me, even more bewildered. I force myself to take a deep breath. No one besides Raphael knows that sorry excuse for my former friend has been taking advantage of my daughter. It’s too sordid, and besides, I’m not the type to go around airing my private business. Nobody has anything to do with my goddamn life.

“I’m banning her from going back there,” I assure her.

“Getting back to the favela girl...” Something glints in my cousin’s eyes, and she adds in a conspiratorial tone:

“Look, I don’t want to sound reckless, but I’m starting to suspect my brother is screwing the little slut. It’s the only thing that explains how he’s been defending her ever since she showed up a little over a month ago.”

I don’t know what the hell is happening, but her speculation twists something in my stomach. I furrow my brow, refusing to believe bullshit like that.

“Henrique wouldn’t cheat on Claudia and his kids.” I shake my head.

“Have you noticed how the girl dresses? You don’t buy clothes like that on a simple assistant’s salary,” she points out scornfully.

She has a point. That pisses me off more than I’d like to admit. Betrayal is something I don’t forgive. Broken trust is a sensitive topic for me. I’m loyal. I never cheated on Gabriela in our seventeen years together. A bitter taste comes to my mouth as I remember the meaningless fucks I had in Europe over those five years.

Few. Four at most, I think. No kisses, no touching. Just raw fucking, bordering on what animals do. I don’t want, don’t need contact. I’ll never have another relationship. Actually, I hate seeing female interest wherever I go. My heart will always belong to my wife. There will never be another woman for me.

“Come on, just because you’re not the unfaithful type doesn’t mean other men have to be the same, Gonçalo.” My cousin presses on. “Besides, the girl’s a broke little nobody, but she’s kinda cute, I’ll admit.”

And immediately the memory of that fucking girl bumping into me comes to mind. The touch of her soft hand, her slender waist. And when that face—flushed, young, and fucking gorgeous—lifted up to mine, I felt a fire ignite in a way that surprised me and intrigued me. Those scared green eyes, the way she gasped, that small, rosy, full mouth made my dick twitch inside my pants.

Yeah, the girl is pretty, I admit it. And I’d gotten used to not noticing the female sex in those five years. Maybe because she collided with me and I had to touch her, I couldn’t stay immune. That’s it, I’m sure of it.

The thing is, if even I—who don’t let myself be swayed by female charms—felt my body heat up near that little blonde, then of course my cousin could have fallen into temptation. And fuck, what a temptation. That little blonde thing, so tiny, with those delicate features. The slender nose, everything about her is perfectly symmetrical.

The mere memory makes desire settle in my groin again. My balls start to ache, reminding me painfully that I need to fuck. As soon as possible. I haven’t buried my balls deep in a cunt in over a year. I rely on handjobs, but fuck, I’m a man. I need the real carnal act.

My sexual appetite hasn’t changed. What holds me back is the bitter feeling that I’m betraying Gabriela. Nothing compares to coming buried deep inside a warm, soft cunt. But ever since I lost my wife, it’s not the same. Far from it. I want to finish the act and get the hell out immediately.

Usually, they’re blindfolded, and I fuck them from behind, so I don’t have to look at their faces and my dick doesn’t go soft. I don’t touch, just fuck, come, and get off, like an animal. That’s the dynamic. Yeah, I know it’s fucked up, but that’s how it’s going to be until the end of my days. I don’t need love. I had it once.

Still, the sensation of that girl’s soft curves tingles in my fingers, reminding me exactly of those moments when my guard was down. That skin white as the most expensive porcelain. That light-blonde hair, reminiscent of Eastern European women, who are often stunning. The kind of beauty she possesses is refined. I never would’ve guessed she was from a goddamn favela.

That blonde cascade falling to her narrow waist in waves that caught and held my attention for a few hypnotizing seconds. The fucking girl looks like a doll—one of those really expensive ones. And I’m not being sentimental; my personality is too cynical and direct for that, it always has been.

Unlike that idiot Raphael and that bastard Arthur, I don’t enjoy going to the goddamn nursery. Young girls don’t attract me. But I do have two eyes with excellent vision, I might add. ‘Cute’ doesn’t even come close to defining her. She’s beautiful. And that nice smell of wildflowers? It seeped into my senses, and I involuntarily inhale the air, searching for it again.

But what the hell! I force myself to stop the flow of these stupid, ridiculous thoughts. Did my cousin notice these things too? Is Maria Rita right, and that imbecile is risking his marriage for a cunt so young and from a different social class?

If this fucking girl is some kind of social climber and is screwing the boss to move up in life, she’s in for a very unpleasant surprise with me. I guarantee that.
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CHAPTER 4
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Thalia

MY LEGS ARE TREMBLING as I stop in front of the enormous glass door. Gonçalo Monteiro walked past me about twenty minutes ago in the small room adjacent to the President’s office. The scowling man barely looked at my face, just growled that I should bring the CEO’s agenda for the rest of the month, that I should call every department head immediately and summon them for a general meeting—which, shockingly, will be in an hour.

The man is not one for jokes, apparently. It took me ten minutes to call all the assistants to the department heads and relay the summons. After that, I started stacking all the folders for ongoing projects. I organized the online documentation—emails, signed documents, the rest—in record time.

I took a sip from my water bottle. My throat was inexplicably dry. How will I manage to work so close to the man whose life was so affected because of me? How, my God? I breathe deep, pulling a generous amount of oxygen into my lungs. I push the door open and walk in.

My stupid, confused heart starts pounding—not from fear, but from the sinful beauty of Gonçalo Monteiro sitting in the CEO’s imposing chair. He’s reading something on his laptop. I pray he doesn’t look up.

Don’t look at me now. Give me a moment to pull myself together.

I beg in my thoughts, but of course his head lifts and those icy blue eyes lock straight onto mine. Shit. My heart feels like a drum now. I don’t know what the hell it is, but the way he stares at me—direct, intense, piercing—sends tremors down my spine.

And not from fear, I should add. It’s strange how my fucking panties are suffering the effects, getting wet without any control. Well, not strange, actually. I’m still a virgin, but I know how to recognize when my body gets excited. I’m excited. It’s a very bizarre kind of excitement, if you ask me. His sharp gaze lingers on my face for a long time, and only then does it slowly travel down my body.

The bizarre feeling intensifies in my belly, hot waves spiraling. I feel my face heat up and my breasts grow heavy under the thin fabric of my dress.

“Here is everything you requested, sir.” I want to close my eyes at how hoarse my voice sounds. God, get a grip, Thalia. Are you crazy? This is definitely not the kind of man you should be attracted to. My brain warns me.

“Sit down, Miss.” He gestures to one of the three chairs in front of the massive desk. He leans back against his chair, his full attention on me, and that makes my face burn even hotter.

I’m so nervous I almost fall when I sit down. Jesus! The man stays silent, and I can feel the heat of those blue eyes on my every move. My sweaty fingers open the first folder and I hand it to him.

“This is the contract for the Green Expanse farm conglomerate.” I force my voice to stay flat and controlled.

I’m competent. I can’t act like a hormone-crazed teenager in front of a handsome man. Yes, he’s handsome, I’m not blind. Shit, gorgeous is the right word in this case. His large, well-groomed hands take the folder, and at that moment, his fingers brush against mine.

Oh my god... The touch is minimal, but it’s like an electric shock seeping into my skin.

“Thank you. Are you familiar with this project, or will I have to call Maria Rita?” he asks, already scanning the first page.

“I’m familiar, sir. Mr. Henrique actually asked me to...”

I stop abruptly. I can’t tell him that I did the grain silo project and that his damned cousin stole it from me.

“My cousin asked you to...” His handsome face lifts, and those laser-like eyes pierce through me as if trying to unravel my entire genetic code in one go.

“...to sit in on the meetings. I shared with him my desire to become a civil engineer. Mr. Henrique is a very kind and approachable man, he’s been supporting me a lot and...”
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