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São Paulo – Financial District, 8:47 p.m.

THE CONFERENCE ROOM on the fortieth floor was made of glass and steel, reflecting the glitter of the city lights as if it swallowed the chaos outside. The scent of expensive leather and freshly brewed coffee hung in the air, mingling with the subtle touch of polished wood. The view was vast, but not liberating. Quite the opposite. It gave the feeling that anyone in there was far too small to hide.

Jhay Meira sat down, crossing her legs with a sharp elegance. The wine-red dress hugged her curves without being vulgar, and her heels echoed across the marble. The folder with the contracts lay in front of her, the paper thick and heavy as if it carried a secret. The contract was real. The money, undeniable. But the silence in the room weighed more than any figure.

“It’s a big project, Ms. Meira.” Ricardo Fonseca’s voice was calm, but his presence commanded respect. He’d been in the construction business too long to waste time with pleasantries. “Hopeville needs someone competent. And you’re the best.”

Jhay looked at him without flinching. She wasn’t a fool. People like Fonseca didn’t seek out people like her just for talent. There was something else.

“The amount is above market rate,” she said, flipping through the pages, keeping her tone neutral. “That doesn’t happen for no reason.”

A loaded silence. Fonseca smiled out of the corner of his mouth, unhurried.

“You’re right. But let’s keep things simple. Andrade Holdings wants to expand its base in Hopeville and needs a project manager to coordinate the construction. Only we’re not dealing with ordinary investors. We need someone who knows how to work under... pressure.”

Jhay raised an eyebrow.

“What kind of pressure?”

Another silence. Ricardo slid a black envelope toward her.

“Read it. Then decide if you’ll accept.”

She picked up the envelope. Cold to the touch. An omen. When she opened it, she found documents, project blueprints... and a dossier. Inside were photos of a series of abandoned construction sites. Warehouses. Sheds. But what made her spine stiffen was the last page: a file on Marcelo Andrade.

Name: Marcelo Andrade. Age: 36.

History: Former military. Suspected involvement with the local mafia. Dangerous.

Jhay’s heart skipped a beat.

She’d heard the name before. Andrade Holdings ran a financial empire as legitimate as it was rotten, built on shady contracts and alliances with men who didn’t say much but did a lot of damage. She closed the file and kept her expression serene.

“If I accept, who will I be dealing with?” Her voice came out steady, without fear.

Fonseca leaned back in his chair, satisfied.

“Someone who can make you a very rich woman. Or someone who can make you disappear, if you choose the wrong path.”

The chill in the room didn’t come from the air conditioning.

Jhay stood up slowly.

“I’ll need some time to think it over.”

Fonseca smiled. A smile that said “go ahead, pretend you have a choice.”

“Tomorrow night. I hope you make the right choice, Ms. Meira.”

He extended his hand. Jhay shook it. His touch was ice-cold.

When she left the building, the São Paulo night was humid and loud. The smell of exhaust fumes mixed with the distant scent of street food. Jhay stopped on the sidewalk and closed her eyes for a second, feeling the weight of what she’d just signed, even though it wasn’t on paper.

“Hopeville,” she thought.

The name had never seemed so close to death.
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São Paulo – Meira & Associates Engineering Office

THE CLOCK READ 9:12 PM. The city outside pulsed with neon and metal, but inside Jhay Meira’s office, the silence weighed like lead.

The Hopeville project reports were spread across her desk, but she couldn’t focus. The name Marcelo Andrade burned in her mind like a death sentence not yet announced.

She was practical. Rational. But the restlessness under her skin was real. The dossier she’d received the day before had made it clear: that man wasn’t an ordinary investor. He was the kind of figure who walked into a room and made the air turn dense, suffocating.

And now, he was coming for her.

A firm knock on the door made her body react before her mind.

“Come in.”

The door opened with a dry click.

He walked in.

Tall, imposing, in a black suit perfectly fitted to his body. His broad shoulders filled the space in a way that made it shrink, almost claustrophobic. His face was a raw sculpture of harsh angles, the trimmed beard sharpening his jawline. But it was the eyes that held you. A brown so dark it seemed to swallow the light, deep, dangerous. They studied her with something between assessment and boredom—as if he’d already decided who she was before she even opened her mouth.

Jhay held her posture. Seated behind the desk, she crossed her legs, keeping her gaze fixed on his.

“Mr. Andrade.” Her tone was neutral, professional. Show nothing.

He didn’t answer right away. He closed the door with a deliberate motion, his eyes never leaving hers. Then he walked, slow, each step marked by a presence that seemed to swallow the room.

He sat in the leather chair across from her. Relaxed, but in a way that felt calculated. A predator who didn’t need to rush the hunt.

“Ms. Meira.” His voice was low, deep, resonating like a hoarse whisper. “Let’s save time. You already know who I am.”

It wasn’t a question.

Jhay tilted her head slightly.

“I know Andrade Holdings has an interest in the Hopeville project. Beyond that, you’re just a name on a contract.”

The corner of his mouth lifted, humorless.

“So you still haven’t decided whether you’ll accept.”

He wants to test me.

“I’m evaluating,” she replied, keeping her composure.

Marcelo turned his wristwatch slowly, as if calculating something.

“The problem, Ms. Meira, is that there are things that can’t be evaluated.”

A shiver crawled under her skin.

“And what does that mean, exactly?”

He leaned forward, elbows resting on the desk, shrinking the space between them. The smell of leather, cigarette smoke, and something woody enveloped her.

“It means Andrade Holdings doesn’t like uncertainty. Neither do I.”

The air felt thin.

Jhay refused to back down.

“I don’t work under pressure, Mr. Andrade.”

“Funny.” He tilted his head, his eyes scanning her as if unraveling her from the inside. “I heard you work very well under pressure.”

Heat climbed up her chest.

“And what else did you hear about me?”

A slow smile.

“That you’re competent. Determined. And smart enough to know when to stop asking questions.”

A heavy silence fell between them.

Marcelo held her gaze. It was a suffocating connection, charged with something dark and sharp. Jhay knew the game he was playing. Control. Power. Fear.

But she wouldn’t retreat.

“If it’s a contract you want, Mr. Andrade, it will be reviewed. Under the usual conditions for a project of this scale.”

His smile vanished.

He stood slowly, adjusting the cufflinks on his suit.

“You have twenty-four hours, Ms. Meira.”

Jhay felt the weight of that sentence.

It wasn’t a negotiation. It was a warning.

He turned and walked toward the door. But before he left, he stopped. Turned his head just enough so his voice reached her like a thin blade.

“One last thing.”

She lifted her chin.

“I hope you understand what you’re agreeing to. Because after this...” He paused, as if savoring the words before releasing them. “There’s no way out.”

The door closed with a sharp click.

Jhay sat there, motionless, feeling her pulse hammer against her throat.

She knew, in that moment, that she was already in.

And that Marcelo Andrade never asks for anything. He simply takes.
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São Paulo – Meira & Associates Engineering Office

NIGHT WAS DEEPENING beyond the glass windows, swallowing the city in shadow. The office was nearly empty, the silence absolute, broken only by the distant hum of the air conditioning. But inside Jhay Meira’s office, the weight of a decision was building, a storm about to break.

She sat with her elbows on the desk, her hands clenched around a pen that had long since lost its purpose. The folder with the Hopeville contracts lay open in front of her, but the printed words had become meaningless blurs.

Because Marcelo Andrade had left something behind.

The warning.

The faint scent of leather and smoke still hung in the air, mingling with the woody cologne that had seeped into her skin without permission. Her mind, sharp and pragmatic, kept replaying what he had said:

“I hope you understand what you’re agreeing to. Because after this, there’s no way out.”

The truth was simple and cutting: she was already in.

A sharp knock at the door.

Jhay didn’t have time to compose herself before Renato Valverde, her direct boss and one of the partners at Meira & Associates, walked in with his rigid posture and a look heavy with expectation.

“Is it done?”

His tone was sharp, impatient. He closed the door behind him without waiting for an answer. His impeccable suit and perfectly aligned tie stood in stark contrast to the unease radiating from his body.

Jhay took a deep breath before speaking.

“I haven’t signed yet.”

His expression hardened.

“What the hell are you waiting for?”

She closed the folder slowly, holding his gaze steady.

“Clarity.”

“Clarity?” Renato let out a dry, humorless laugh. “We’re talking about millions, Jhay. Do you have any idea what this means for the firm? For you?”

She stared at him, feeling the tension in her own body crystallize into something solid.

“I know exactly what it means.”

Renato stepped forward, planting his hands on the desk.

“Then stop dramatizing and sign the damn thing.”

Jhay felt the pressure in her throat, not from his harsh tone, but because she knew this choice went far beyond figures and contracts. She was selling more than just her work.

“I saw the reports, Renato. The project has blind spots. Records that don’t match, contracts that were erased.”

His eyes narrowed.

“Are you implying Andrade Holdings is cooking the numbers?”

She tilted her head.

“I’m implying nothing about this project is transparent.”

The silence between them became a minefield.

Renato exhaled through his nose, his jaw tight.

“Look, Jhay. You’ve always been smart. And up until now, I thought you knew when to stop digging.”

She held his gaze, feeling the unspoken threat.

“What exactly are you trying to say?”

“I’m saying some doors only open once. And that certain questions don’t need answers.”

That sentence sent something cold slithering down her spine.

“I just need more time.”

Renato closed his eyes for a second, exasperated. When he looked at her again, his voice was lower.

“You don’t have time.”

Jhay’s heart pounded against her ribs.

“Marcelo Andrade came to see me tonight.”

Renato blinked, surprised, but quickly recomposed his expression.

“He was here?”

“Yes. And he wants an answer.”

Renato stepped back, running a hand over his face as if rearranging his own thoughts.

“Then I suggest you give him one.”

Jhay stood up, bracing her hands on the desk.

“Why didn’t you tell me who he really was?”

Renato let out a short laugh, but there was no humor in it.

“Because I thought you were smart enough not to need me to spell it out.”

The weight of that sentence crashed down on her with crushing force.

“If you don’t sign,” he continued, leaning over the desk, “someone else will. But if that happens, the opportunity you have disappears. And I promise you, Jhay, you don’t want to be Marcelo Andrade’s problem.”

Her eyes burned, not with anger, but with something deeper.

“What if I already am?”

Renato held her gaze for a long moment, then took a step back.

“Then I suggest you figure out fast which side of this story you want to be on. Because if you don’t decide... he’ll decide for you.”

The silence that settled after Renato left was deafening.

Jhay looked at the contract in front of her.

Her fingers touched the paper, the rough texture against her skin.

The choice had already been made.

She just didn’t know yet if she was on the right side.
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São Paulo – Bar Nocturne, 11:17 p.m.

NOCTURNE WAS ONE OF the most sophisticated bars in the city, where the elite gathered to drink from crystal glasses and conduct business masked by muted laughter. The atmosphere was thick with shadows and promises, a blend of expensive smoke and low music that vibrated in the bones.

Jhay Meira hated that place.

And yet, there she was.

She felt the weight of the night on her shoulders, a layer of tension that even the tight dress and high heels couldn’t disguise. The Hopeville contract still burned in her mind, Renato’s words echoing like a sentence she had no way to reverse.

“If you don’t decide, he’ll decide for you.”

The thought made the amber liquid in her glass taste even more bitter. She swirled the ice absently, her eyes drifting across the crowd masked by the play of soft lights. It was all a well-rehearsed choreography—trained smiles, calculated touches, false securities.

Until she felt him.

The skin on the back of her neck prickled before her eyes could confirm it.

Marcelo Andrade.

He was there.

Sitting at a table in the darkest corner of the bar, watching her.

The dark suit seemed to merge him with the shadows, but his gaze was a cutting blade, fixed on her with a silent ownership. There was no haste in his posture. He studied her as if he had already decided the outcome of that night, merely savoring the time before making it real.

Jhay felt the air grow thicker, the sound around her muffled.

Her first instinct was not to react. To pretend she hadn’t seen him. To pretend she didn’t feel his stare burning her skin like an invisible touch. But that would be the same as giving him control. And she wouldn’t allow that.
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