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Alejandro

BLOOD RAN DOWN MY FOREHEAD, mixing with the sweat and fury burning inside me. A deafening roar filled my ears, barely drowning out the gunfire and screams around me. Wounded, still trapped in the driver’s seat, I couldn’t even process the ambush—a calculated attack by my enemies on the open road.

As my senses crawled back, the searing pain tearing through my body turned into fuel. I looked around frantically and realized Rúbia was gone. My heart churned with worry and rage. There was no time to hesitate.

I ripped myself out of the car, inhaling the suffocating stench of gasoline. I’d barely rolled across the rough asphalt when a savage explosion rained metal fragments and fire down on me. The destruction only fed my fury. In an instant, I was plunged into a battlefield. My enemies—the architects of this nightmare—were everywhere, tearing into my men like carrion predators. A supernatural force took hold of me. With relentless determination, I charged them, becoming a storm of violence and vengeance.

Every move was calculated and lethal. One by one, I watched the bastards fall to the strength of my retaliation. Soon, the scene became a slaughter. Those who had been predators were now prey to my hatred. I cornered them one by one; each blow was an execution, and their screams echoed before fading as life left their bodies.

When the dust of battle finally began to settle, I realized I was the only one standing. Everyone around me had fallen. The only shadow left was mine, cast across a field of carnage. A merciless silence settled in, and all I could hear was my own heavy breathing and the pounding of my heart like a war drum.

But the calm was shattered in an instant. A towering figure emerged from the shadows, igniting the rage in my chest again. It was him. Manuel, the head of the La Barca mafia—a man who’d harbored a hatred for the Saravia family for years, born from our fathers‘ feud. He stepped forward with an arrogant smirk. Rúbia, my wife, stood at his side, her eyes wide with terror.

Hell, I thought, adrenaline burning through my veins.

“Well, well. What an impeccable execution we had here,” Manuel mocked, gripping Rúbia’s neck with one hand while the other pressed a cold gun against her ribs. “Too bad all that effort killing my men was for nothing. Now it’s just me, you, and your beautiful wife on this empty street. The time for the real confrontation has finally come, Alejandro.”

The venom in his words coursed through my veins like acid, awakening a primal instinct. My wife was right there—vulnerable—and it set off an uncontrollable ferocity inside me. I raised my gun, muscles taut. I stared him down.

“Let her go, you miserable bastard!”

The contempt in his eyes sharpened, like I was a joke.

“Or what? Even if you had the best aim in the world, your chances of landing that shot and saving your wife are almost zero, cabrón. The truth is, this fight is already won.” He laughed—a raw, sadistic sound that echoed through the air.

“Manuel, you’ve got me right here in front of you. This is our chance to settle everything face-to-face, tooth for tooth. If you’re not a coward, let Rúbia go, and we’ll decide this with our fists, man to man. Then we’ll see who really comes out on top,” I said, standing my ground.

He let out a mocking laugh, malice dripping from his face.

“You take me for a fool, Alejandro? You think I’d risk my victory to give you a chance? I’m in control.”

I clenched my fist, my jaw pulsing with rage.

“Please, leave my husband alone...” Rúbia begged, but he ignored her, his gaze turning even crueler.

“Shut up, you whore!” the bastard shouted, tightening his grip on her neck, ratcheting up the tension in the air.

“Rúbia, stay calm. I’ll handle this,” I barked, trying to steady her with a determined look, even though her expression was pure desperation.

“There’s only one way for you to handle this, Alejandro,” Manuel said in a calculated tone.

“How?” I asked, the tension mounting with every second.

“I have a desire I’ve held for a long time, and nothing would give me more pleasure than seeing it fulfilled. If Rúbia means that much to you, kneel before me, and I promise I’ll spare her life.”

His vile proposal left me speechless. He wasn’t just trying to humiliate me—he wanted to break my spirit.

“You fool, I won’t kneel to anyone, not for anything in this world! Not even under torture would I submit to that. You think your threats are going to make me cave?” I shouted. But the disappointment in my wife’s eyes cut through me like a knife.

“So you’d rather let the mother of your child die than get on your knees, Alejandro?” the enemy asked, a wicked smile forming on his face.

“It doesn’t matter what I’d rather do, Manuel. If you think you can fulfill your little fantasy of seeing me beaten before you take my life, consider yourself a failure already. You’ll only see me on my knees if you force me down there or cut my fucking legs off!”

“You son of a bitch! Say goodbye to your wife,” he decreed, and panic flooded Rúbia’s face.

“No, don’t!” I roared, but the shot cut through the air before I could finish the sentence.

He pulled the trigger and hit the hostage in the ribs. She screamed in pain and collapsed, her body going limp on the ground, and despair consumed me.

“RÚBIA!” I screamed, running to her.

Guilt devoured me. I fired at Manuel’s chest just as he was about to shoot me. The bastard looked stunned, pain splashed across his face before he fell, already dead. I held Rúbia in my arms as anguish ravaged my heart.

“I’m so sorry, corazón. I wish our story could have had a different ending. Forgive me for not being the husband you deserved,” I whispered, stroking her face. In that moment, I made a solemn vow to myself: I would never marry again.

I would be a widower for the rest of my days, and by doing so, I would avoid the risk of ruining the life of another poor soul who crossed my path.

​
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Alejandro

“I’M SO SORRY FOR THE loss of your wife, Mr. Saravia. Rúbia was a magnificent woman, always so cheerful. I’m certain she’ll be remembered by all who were lucky enough to know her,” said an acquaintance while I stood impassive, merely nodding my head. It was a gesture I repeated many times throughout that exhausting day, almost automatic.

I walked through the room with the authoritative posture of a man used to giving orders. My steady hand grabbed a crystal glass from the bar, ignoring the curious, judgmental eyes that followed me. They watched me as if I were a puzzle, trying to decipher the thoughts of a man who, suddenly, had become a widower and a single father at thirty-two.

They saw a wounded emperor, but I knew I didn’t deserve their compassion. Accustomed to the smell of gunpowder and the weight of death, I accepted tragedy as part of my game. Yet seeing Rúbia pale and cold in that wooden box stirred a shadow of regret inside me. The memory that I could have saved her if I’d only set my pride aside haunted me. Guilt tried to invade me, but I pushed it back, maintaining the façade of invulnerability that had always been my armor.

I downed the whole drink in one go, feeling the warmth of the whiskey slide down my throat as I prepared to pour another. That was when I spotted a silhouette in the hall, and it captured my attention immediately: Abella Fonseca.

My ex-fiancée, a young woman with thick brown hair and green eyes that gleamed like emeralds under the soft light; she was a breathtaking sight. Yet her presence brought back broken promises from a past I wanted to forget. Mierda. Abella stood in the corner of the room, oblivious to what was happening around her, her gaze fixed on the grand piano that dominated the space. I remembered that she had never uttered a single word of condolence to me after my wife’s wake. It was clear Abella didn’t feel the pain of my loss, and that made sense—Rúbia was the reason I had left everything behind, including my commitment to her.

Yes, I had rejected Abella, defying the will of the organization’s members and my advisor. They wanted me to marry her because of her family, which belonged to society’s elite, while Rúbia’s didn’t share that power. I met my wife during a business trip to Valencia, where she worked in a café. From the first glance, I was hooked by her authenticity—something rare in a world so full of superficiality.

The future beside Abella had seemed paved in gold, but my soul longed for something deeper, something my betrothed couldn’t awaken in me. The only time I had truly connected with Abella was when I saw her play the piano for the first time. Her talent was hypnotic, but not even that was enough to tie me to a commitment that had already lost its meaning.

I set the glass and the bottle of whiskey on the bar counter and, determined, walked toward Abella. As soon as she noticed my approach, her eyes widened and her expression tensed. I knew I shouldn’t get close to her, especially in front of everyone who knew about our almost-marriage. But the need to confront her was irresistible.

“Mr. Saravia...” Her voice came out laced with shock as a sarcastic smile escaped my lips.

“Hola, abejita! Scared to see me?”

She narrowed her gaze, showing a mix of distrust and surprise.

“Scared? Not at all. Just surprised you decided to talk to me after all this time since what happened...” she replied, the acidity in her tone underscoring the hurt still pulsing between us.

“Well remembered, abejita. It’s been many years since our engagement ended, so there’s no reason for this commotion. Remember, this is my house, and I can do whatever I want—including speak to you.”

She swallowed hard, her gaze growing more defiant.

“Of course you can do whatever you want, Alejandro. Sorry if your presence caught me off guard. For a moment, I almost forgot your greatness, Your Majesty.”

The irony in her words made rage boil inside me.

“Since when did you become so sarcastic? Coño!” I muttered, feeling frustration bubble up, hard to contain.

“Sarcastic? Me? Sorry, but I don’t know what the emperor is talking about. If you’ll excuse me, I need to leave...”

With audacity, Abella turned to walk away, but I couldn’t allow her to act like that—as if nothing had happened. I grabbed her arm, surprising her.

“You’re not going anywhere, abejita,” I decreed, indifferent to the curious looks around us.

She stared at me, determination in her gaze challenging my authority.

“What do you want, Alejandro?” she asked, her voice firm despite a slight tremor that revealed her vulnerability.

“I need to know one thing. Why were you the only one who didn’t offer me condolences for my wife’s death?”

The question made Abella hesitate, and her gaze softened for a moment.

“Because I don’t believe my condolences—or anyone else’s here—would help ease your pain, Alejandro,” she answered with sincerity. “I know that from experience, because when I lost my grandmother, and later my parents, nothing people said or did made me any less sad; it all felt like formality, consolation out of pity. The only real relief I found to deal with grief was in silence, and every now and then, in music played by me or someone else on the piano.”

She looked at the instrument, and a sigh escaped her lips. Her words echoed inside me—they made sense: since Rúbia’s funeral, I, too, had craved solitude.

“Play something for me, Abella,” I asked, letting the longing show in my voice.

At the unusual request, she looked at me, hesitant.

“Now? Here?” she asked, as if the idea were absurd.

“Yes.”

Abella hesitated for a moment, appraising the piano as if weighing the act of exposing herself. But when she saw the need in my eyes, she let out a long sigh and surrendered to an inner impulse.

“Fine,” she agreed at last, a small, nervous smile playing on her lips.

She moved away and crossed the room toward the piano. She sat down, glancing timidly at the people around her. Her fingers hovered over the keys as she searched for the courage to begin. Everyone present stopped their conversations, falling silent out of curiosity. When Abella started to play, the chords cut through the heavy quiet of the room, wrapping it in a magical aura that also captured me in an unexpected way. I settled into an armchair to watch her performance, immersed in a mix of coldness and intensity. At the same time, memories of my painful loss surfaced. The image of my wife danced before me, a distant echo of her presence.

The piano spoke a language I understood well, even though my heart was steeped in darkness. There was something about the way Abella devoted herself to those chords that awakened a nearly dangerous fascination in me. When her fingers danced across the keys, I saw not just a woman playing, but someone capable of inadvertently healing the open wounds of my soul.

I was known for my control and the cold way I handled underworld business. Yet there, before the piano and her, all that hardness seemed to fade with every note. The music was a shield, a refuge from the raw reality I didn’t want to face. Memories of the moment I desperately wanted to forget surfaced in my mind, beyond my control:

“It doesn’t matter what I prefer, Manuel. If you think you can fulfill your wish to see me defeated before you take my life, consider yourself a failure. You’ll only see me on my knees if I’m forced to it or if you cut off my legs!”

“You son of a bitch! You’d better say goodbye to your wife,” he decreed, and panic seized Rúbia’s expression.

“No!” I shouted, but the gunshot cut through the air before I could finish the sentence.

A light touch on my shoulder jolted me abruptly from the memories. When I looked to the side, I found Santiago, my brother.

“Abella’s performance is over,” he remarked, following my gaze toward the piano, where the young woman was no longer playing. “You were so distracted you didn’t even notice.”

I ran my hand over my face, feeling exasperation take hold of me.

“I’m not okay, Santiago. My mind is a whirlwind,” I muttered, trying to find a way to organize my thoughts.

“I imagine,” he replied, understanding. “But you have to bounce back, Alejandro. Maximiliano—your son—needs you!”

I shook my head, irritated.

“Max is being well taken care of. He’s just a two-year-old child; he doesn’t understand what’s happening.”

“You’re wrong, hermano. He was very attached to Rúbia. Her absence is hurting him. You need to see him—you can’t leave him with just the nannies.”

My voice rang out firm, laden with authority.

“Don’t meddle in my relationship with my son! I know what’s best for him.”

“Do you really?” Santiago asked, concern evident in his tone. “You’re feeling guilty about your wife’s death, and maybe that’s making you avoid your son...”

With a sharp gesture, I cut him off.

“Enough, Santiago. I appreciate your concern, but I don’t need it. I’ll see Maximiliano when I think the time is right. Until then, he’ll stay with the nannies,” I decreed, ending the conversation.

I hated when people criticized how I handled my son. I admitted I wasn’t an ideal father, but I wouldn’t let others hold that over me. Despite my limitations, I was determined to be a good father figure for Max. He was still very young and had a whole life ahead of him. I, a recent widower, had no plans to remarry. This new journey would be challenging, but there was no other option but to fight to make everything work.

Because I was Alejandro Saravia—a man molded by the fire of crime, forged to rise again as many times as necessary. Even if, inside, I was shattered.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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Abella

2 Years Later

EVERY TIME I TOUCHED the piano, my spirit caught fire. The keys became extensions of my will, and the music flowed through me with unshakable determination. On the concert stage, that space transformed into my kingdom—I was ready to conquer the audience.

With a steady gaze, I faced the crowd and let the first notes reveal the strength emanating from me. Each chord was a small victory, emotion turning into confidence. As the spectators got swept up in the performance, I realized I was telling my story in the most authentic way possible.

When the final chord rang out, a deep silence settled in until the applause erupted, shattering the tension in the air. I smiled—not just from the recognition, but because I had revealed my true essence. Music was my way of fighting and shining, and I wasn’t going to stop for anything.

After bowing to the audience, I left the concert stage and entered the dressing room, where I was greeted with enthusiasm by Pablo, the music director.

“Incredible, Abella! You were absolutely fantastic, congratulations!” he praised, greeting me with two kisses, one on each cheek, before looking at me with a smile brimming with pride.

“Thank you, Pablo! I’m so happy. This is already my fifth performance here, and once again, it seems the audience approved,” I exclaimed, excited.

“It didn’t just seem that way, Florecilla. They really loved it!” He looked at me with affection before asking, “Can I give you a hug, Abella?”

I put my hand on my hip, chin jutted out in a look of disdain.

“Oh, Pablo, do you really need to ask?” I complained. He looked embarrassed. But, determined, I gave him a tight hug. “We’ve known each other for months and get along so well that it’s ridiculous for you to ask permission, don’t you think?”

I felt his fingers on my back and his breath close to my neck.

“I know, but I don’t like feeling intrusive or forcing intimacy...”

“Dios, the only one who forced intimacy since we met was me. So relax, friend! Besides, we can talk openly with each other about whatever we want!” I said, pulling back slightly to touch his shoulder and look him in the face.

“Alright. Since you’ve given me permission to speak freely, I want to be direct about something I’ve wanted for a while. Abella, would you go out to dinner with me?”

A chill hit my stomach, and I felt my face twist at the unexpected invitation.

“I’d love to, but my grandfather wouldn’t allow it. You know how it is... He has old-fashioned thoughts and is extremely controlling. After my parents died suddenly in a plane crash, my grandfather started taking care of me and my sisters with extreme vigilance,” I explained to justify my refusal.

Pablo nodded, visible frustration on his face.

“I understand, Abella. Maybe if I met your grandfather in person, I could get his permission to take you out a few times. What do you think? Would you like us to get to know each other?”

I was speechless, surprised by his clear interest in me. An echo of my younger sister Clarisa’s voice washed over me: “You need to stop shielding yourself from men, sister. Otherwise, you’ll never find the ideal guy for you.”

I always answered that there was no “ideal guy,” that my fate was to be the strange old spinster aunt of the family, which used to piss her off. But maybe it was time to consider new paths, no matter how challenging and frightening they seemed.

“Yes, I would! I can make the introduction easier by bringing him to the next concert. What do you think?” I suggested, easing his tension with my acceptance of the proposal.

“I think it’s perfect!”

“Then it’s settled. But I’m warning you now, my grandfather might not like you at first, because he’s pretty grumpy, hard to please, and insanely jealous of me,” I commented, and the warning drew a laugh from Pablo.

“Well, you’re worth the attempt,” he replied, with a seductive look.

Just then, Yolanda, my producer, interrupted our conversation by entering the dressing room holding an enormous bouquet of red roses.

“Abella, look what you just got from your secret admirer!” she exclaimed as she placed the bouquet in a vase. “A gorgeous bouquet, don’t you think?”

I clicked my tongue as I looked at the flowers, unsure how to react to the gift. Pablo seemed a little bothered to see me receiving flowers from a secret admirer again.

“They’re beautiful, but I prefer white roses to red ones,” I murmured, more to myself than to them.

Maybe I could consider the “secret admirer’s” gesture romantic and interesting if this whole game of secrets weren’t so tedious. If he really admired me enough to send outrageously expensive flowers to every concert, why didn’t he just show himself already? It would be much simpler if he just made a move. After all, decisive, confident men are far more charming than the ones who hesitate to reveal their intentions.

“No way! Oh, I love red roses!” said Yolanda.

“Then go ahead and keep them, Yolanda. After all, you deserve it for being such an incredible producer!” I offered, patting her on the back.

“Really?” she asked, amazed by my attitude.

“I’m serious! I’ve received so many flowers from my secret admirer that if I died today, I’d have enough roses to cover my grave,” I joked, and the line made them laugh.

“Is my driver here yet?”

“Yes, he is!”

“Well, off I go!” I said as I grabbed my shoulder bag. I said goodbye with two kisses on each cheek. “See you both soon.”

“Call me if you need anything!” I heard Pablo say as I left the dressing room. I waved my hand in response without looking back.

I headed to the parking lot, where Raúl, my driver, was waiting. I greeted him with a cheerful “good evening,” as I always did, and got into the car, settling into the back seat. Raúl started the engine, and I asked him to turn on the sound and play my favorite songs playlist.

I rolled down the window and leaned my head back against the seat to watch the busy streets of Seville that night. At the same time, I hummed quietly along with the song on the radio. I was lost in my thoughts when, suddenly, we stopped at a red light. Beside us, a luxury car pulled up. I recognized the man in the back seat immediately: Alejandro Saravia, the mafia boss who had been my fiancé. Next to him was an adorable little boy who could only be his son, Max.

A chill hit my stomach and my throat went dry at the sight of them again after so long. The last time I had any contact with Alejandro was at his late wife’s funeral, during the post-ceremony gathering at his residence. I was surprised when he approached me in front of everyone—a move I considered audacious, especially after he had publicly humiliated me two years earlier by breaking off our engagement the night before the engagement dinner. I’ll never forget how shameful it was when everyone started gossiping about our breakup, calling me “the girl rejected and traded away by the emperor.”

My surprise grew when he asked me to play the piano that day. I was about to refuse, intimidated by the curious looks turned toward me, including his. I didn’t want to give in to the request of a man I so despised, but his eyes were so sad and needy that I couldn’t say no. I ended up giving in and playing the piano, not knowing it would be the last time we were in the same room or exchanged a single word. After that, I threw myself into my musical growth and pulled away from high-society social events, making it difficult for us to cross paths again.

When I was rejected by the emperor of the Saravia family, I was only eighteen. Back then, other people’s opinions and comments had a deep influence on my life and my emotions. Now, at twenty-two, I’ve learned to care less about what people think of me. Still, I couldn’t deny one fact: the rejection was still fresh in my memory, as if it had happened just recently. I remembered clearly what Alejandro said to my grandfather the moment he broke off our engagement:

“I want to end my engagement to your granddaughter,” Alejandro said to my grandfather, the coldness in his voice cutting through the air. “I’ve fallen in love with another woman, and because of that, I can’t continue with this commitment. Although I tried to like Abella, the truth is your granddaughter never managed to awaken anything in me. If I go through with it and marry her, it would certainly be a complete failure. I would never love her; I would only be marrying out of obligation. And that wouldn’t be a problem—if I hadn’t fallen in love with another woman.”

Hearing Alejandro’s words from behind the half-open door felt like a punch to the gut. Each one was a fresh blow, and I felt the pain spread through my body, as if the ground had opened up beneath my feet. His rejection didn’t just hurt me; it left me exposed and vulnerable, revealing that the only man I thought I might one day give myself to saw no value in me at all.

I felt despised and completely wounded. He hadn’t just ended our engagement; he had destroyed the idea of a future I had dreamed of for myself. Each syllable echoed in my mind, perpetuating the hurt lodged in my soul. The rejection was brutal and unfair, a storm of emotions that left me lost and hopeless.

I shook my head, trying to push away the painful memory from the past, grinding my teeth in frustration. The mafia emperor’s rejection still hammered away in my memory. I felt foolish and naive for having suffered over a man I barely knew, but who had filled my dreams since adolescence, when I was promised to him.

The most painful moment of that disillusionment was watching Alejandro and Rúbia’s wedding ceremony. Their happiness was a constant reminder of my own disgrace. I endlessly asked myself what Rúbia had that was so special to attract him; I even questioned my own worth. But over time, I realized these comparisons were baseless. Every woman carries her own charm, and Alejandro’s choice didn’t diminish my own qualities.

It was only when I matured that perspective that I was able to sincerely wish them happiness and, in doing so, move on with my life. Curiously, I started to feel relieved and even grateful for his rejection. If marriage to Alejandro meant living without love, trapped in monotony, I would rather stay single until the end of my days. He might be the most desired man in Seville, maybe in all of Spain. A mafia emperor, powerful and respected by everyone. But I would never be one of his admirers again.

I would choose to die single rather than sigh from every corner of the house for a man incapable of loving me with all the intensity I deserved.
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WHEN I GOT HOME, I found my grandfather in the library, absorbed in reading a book by Edgar Allan Poe, cozy in his massage armchair. When he saw me, he took off his reading glasses and set them on the table.

“You don’t have to get up, Grandpa. I just came to say goodnight before I go to bed,” I said, but he ignored my words and came closer, kissing my forehead like he always did.

“Ah, my dear, old as I am, that doesn’t stop me from greeting my granddaughter properly,” he replied, with a grumpy tone. “How are you, Abella?”

“I’m fine, Grandpa. And you? Did the back pain you were feeling go away?”

“I’m better, my dear. The massage chair has really been helping me,” he admitted with a slight smile. “And how was the concert?”

“It was great! I wish you and my sisters had been there to watch me. Could you come to the next one?” I invited, hoping he would agree.

The old man sighed, hesitant.

“Oh, darling, you know I’m not a fan of concerts, don’t you?”

“I know, Grandpa, but I’d really love it if you made an effort for me,” I insisted, looking at him expectantly. He seemed to hesitate, but soon gave in to my plea.

“Alright, Abella. You know how to convince me...”

I was so happy I hugged him tightly.

“Yay, thank you, Grandpa!” I murmured as I breathed in the scent that brought me a wave of familiar comfort. “I love you.”

“I love you too, my girl,” he replied, warm. “Now go get some rest, it’s late. Have a good night, my granddaughter.”

“You too, Grandpa. I love you!”

We said goodbye and I headed to the bedroom, where I found my sister Clarisa still awake, using the computer.

“What are you doing awake at this hour, Clarisa?” I asked as I sat on the bed to take off my heels.

“I’m writing some poems,” she revealed, excited. “I need seventeen more to finish my book. My computer is being repaired, so I had to use yours—hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course I don’t mind. Can I read them?”

“Only after I’m done,” she declared, turning to me with determination. “I don’t like showing anything half-finished.”

“Alright, you’re the boss!” I agreed. I respected her decision.

Sighing, I pinned my hair up in a bun and walked barefoot to my closet to pick out some pajamas.

“Hermana, I need to tell you something that happened while you were out...” I heard Clarisa say, which sparked my curiosity. I ran back to the bedroom, eager to hear what she had to say.

“What happened? Tell me, Clarisa!”

She saved the files, shut down the computer, and stood up, facing me seriously.

“I might be overreacting, but I thought I heard our grandfather talking to one of the security guards, telling him to stay alert because we’re being threatened,” she said, and my heart raced.

“You think you heard?”

“Yes, I think so, because I’m not totally sure, since they were speaking in Greek. Maybe they did that to keep the conversation a secret...”

I looked away, thoughtful.

“Since when do you speak Greek?” I asked, and my sister shrugged.

“I started taking online lessons a while ago. I don’t speak the language well yet, but I understand a little of what they say.”

“I see. Look, Clarisa, I think you might have misunderstood. I don’t see any reason for us to be threatened. Our grandfather is very respected and even feared by some.”

“I know that, but what I heard made me worried...”

“Clarisa, go to bed and don’t think about it anymore. Tomorrow I’ll talk to our grandfather and get to the bottom of this story with him. Deal?”

“Deal,” she replied, finally calmer.
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I JOLTED AWAKE AT THE sound of a gunshot, my heart racing as if it wanted to leap out of my chest. When I looked at the clock on the nightstand, dread paralyzed me: it was still the middle of the night. What was happening? Was the noise I heard real, or just the product of a horrible nightmare?

Getting up from the bed quickly, I walked in desperation out of the room, searching for answers. When screams cut through the air, I froze and my eyes went wide.

“My sisters!” I murmured, shock reverberating through me.

Without thinking, I ran to save them. But as I crossed the hallway, I collided hard and painfully with a muscular, imposing chest.

“Well, well, look who I found. The last of the whores. The boss is going to love seeing you...” said the enormous man, his grotesque voice dripping with contempt. He grabbed my arm with brutal force and started dragging me like I was an object.

“Let go of me, you animal!” I screamed as I tried to break free, but the bastard just laughed with a hideous sneer. “Help!”

“Shut your mouth, you useless bitch, or I’ll make you feel my fist!” he threatened, tightening his grip on my arm. I screamed for help, but my fear drowned out the pain.

Dragged into the living room, the scene unfolding before me was a tableau of unspeakable horror. Bloodied, lifeless bodies of men were strewn across the floor, while others moaned in agony. I recognized some of them—they were our house guards. In the center of the room, my grandfather was tied to a chair while a stranger with brown hair streaked with gray, his eyes malevolent and sadistic, aimed a gun at his head.

Near them, Clarisa, my sister, was bound and wounded, and our older sister thrashed on the sofa, pinned under one of the thugs, trying to escape his repulsive touch. My stomach churned at the horrendous sight.

“Don’t touch my sister!” I screamed, tears streaming down my face.

At that moment, the man pointing the gun at my grandfather saw me, and his eyes lit up.

“Well, well, look what we have here—your hidden treasure just joined the party!” the stranger said with a wicked smile, sizing me up from head to toe with a look like a snake about to strike. “What a magnificent set of granddaughters you’ve got, Matias. This last one is a stunning piece of work!”

“Please, do whatever you want to me, but don’t lay a hand on my granddaughters, Casimiro!” my grandfather begged. His voice cracked under the weight of despair and exhaustion.

Casimiro, the monstrous leader of the La Barca organization, stepped closer to him, his gaze dripping with malignant pleasure.

“Too bad for you, Matias, but these little pearls of yours belong to me now. You can imagine how much fun I’m going to have with them, can’t you?” he asked cruelly, his eyes glittering with perverse satisfaction.

“Why are you doing this to us and to my grandfather?” I demanded, my tone audacious and defiant despite the terrifying reality.

“Ah, my dear, these are the side effects of war. The blood of enemies and allies alike must be spilled if we want to come out victorious. And you are allies of the Saravia—the organization that killed my brother. So you’re part of this deadly game.”

I knew who he was, but when he laid out his reasons, I understood more clearly why he was here. Alejandro had killed his brother, the former head of the La Barca organization, his greatest enemy. That’s why Casimiro had taken command of the mafia and come to my house seeking vengeance, aiming for our destruction—because we are allies of the Saravia, the mafia they’ve wanted to eliminate for years.

“As you all well know, Alejandro killed my brother,” he continued, a cruel smile twisting his lips. “Now I’m here for revenge, and your family will serve as an example so the other Saravia allies know what I’m capable of doing to anyone who sides with my enemies.”

His finger on the trigger, he turned his cold gaze to my grandfather, a malignant gleam in his eyes. Fear seized me as I realized what he was about to do...

“No!” I screamed in desperation, but the only answer was the crack of the gunshot. The bullet tore through my grandfather’s forehead, blood splattering across the white floor of the living room.

“No! No! My God, no!” The words tore from me in a painful shriek as reality crumbled around me.

“There’s nothing you can do now. He’s dead,” Casimiro snarled, a coldly satisfied smile on his lips.

“You devil!” I howled. My body wanted to collapse, but the malice in his gaze seemed to intensify.

“I’ve been called worse, princess,” Casimiro said, a sinister grin on his face as his henchman forced me to stay on my feet, compelling me to face that monster. As he approached, he stopped in front of me and raised his hand, brushing his disgusting knuckles across my face in a repulsive, degrading way. “Up close, I can see you’re even more beautiful than from afar. A precious jewel, girl. Your eyes are stunning.”

His words echoed like a nightmare, but I could barely hear them, drowning in despair from my older sister’s screams. She was right there, being brutalized by one of his men, and my soul shattered with every wail that cut through the air.

“Let my sister go, please!” I begged, my voice trembling with terror. Casimiro let out a sinister laugh as he pulled his disgusting hand away from me and brought it to his own lips, as if licking a treat.

“Again, I’m sorry, princess, but we need to send a message to Alejandro through your sister.” As he said this, he looked at Martina, frozen in terror just a few steps from me. I couldn’t bear the scene, especially with our grandfather’s lifeless body right there beside us. “Don’t worry, you’ll be very useful to me. And unlike your sisters, I won’t let my men touch you.”

“I won’t be useful from inside a grave,” I shot back, tears burning in my eyes as I glared at him with blazing hatred. “If you touch my sisters, I’ll take my own life.”

His icy smile vanished, replaced by a fury that blazed in his eyes.

“Cabrón! Let the girl go,” he ordered, and for a brief moment, I saw Martina freed by the brute who was trying to assault her. I looked at Clarisa, my heart breaking as I saw her face covered in tears. “You’re lucky I find you attractive, girl. If it weren’t for that, I’d leave you and your sisters at the mercy of my men. They’d have their fun until your bodies couldn’t take any more pain, and I’d feel no remorse for your audacity in challenging me.”

Those words shattered my heart. Despair consumed me, and I knew there was nothing I could do but watch as that soldier carried out the order. The man slid the blade across my sister’s throat, blood gushing in a grotesque and cruel scene. The horror of that image was seared into my mind forever.

“What’s your name?” he demanded when he grabbed my chin hard, his hungry eyes devouring me.

“Abella,” I murmured, my voice choked with sobs.

“A beautiful name for a beautiful woman,” he said, every word dripping with sick desire. His eyes roamed my body as he ran his tongue over his lips, a gesture that filled me with revulsion. “I’m Casimiro, the new head of the La Barca organization, and now you belong to me, Abella. You’ll be my new toy.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Alejandro

“WHAT A FUCKING DISASTER,” Santiago snarled, his eyes fixed on the bodies strewn across Matías Fonseca’s living room. We were standing in the middle of a goddamn bloodbath.

I fought to keep my composure as I stared at the corpses in various stages of decomposition. I walked over to Matías Fonseca’s body—an old ally of ours, loyal since my father’s time. A bullet hole was punched into his forehead, and the putrid stench of the room filled the air.

“Casimiro will pay for this,” I promised, grinding my teeth in rage. I stood up, adjusting my jacket with grim determination.

“Look—isn’t that Matías’s oldest granddaughter? Martina Fonseca?” Santiago pointed to a woman’s body crumpled near the old man. I recognized Martina immediately. The eldest of the Fonseca sisters.

“It’s her,” I confirmed, watching Santiago examine the gash across her throat.

“They slit her throat... and from the state of her ripped clothes, looks like they tried to rape her before they killed her,” he said, his words brimming with fury. “That miserable bastard destroyed this girl’s life just to get to us.”

“We need to worry about her sisters now. Martina’s beyond saving,” I reminded him, the anxiety growing inside me. “Abella and Clarisa aren’t here. That means they might still be alive—possibly suffering at Casimiro’s hands.”

A cold shiver ran down my spine at the thought of Abella in that son of a bitch’s claws. The idea had me fucking furious. I knew what the La Barca cartel was capable of when it came to revenge, and I couldn’t stand the thought of those two young women suffering while we couldn’t do a thing to save them.

“If they’re alive, I’ll do everything in my power to rescue them. We owe it to Matías—and especially to Abella, who was once my fiancée. Casimiro will pay for every drop of blood spilled,” I declared, my voice hard with resolve.

Santiago frowned, his eyes heavy with grief.

“Abella didn’t deserve this,” he murmured. “Neither did Clarisa. But I don’t think they’ll survive, if they’re even still alive after being subjected to that bastard’s cruelty.”

I closed my eyes as a throbbing pain spread through my head. The image of Abella—a young woman full of life and promise—now a victim of irreparable evil, shattered my spirit.

“We have to get out of here. Tell our men to collect the bodies. We’ll bury them. They deserve a dignified rest,” I ordered.

“Okay, hermano.”

Santiago left the room, and I took the moment alone to head for the stairs. I climbed up to the second floor, where the bedrooms were. Every corner of Matías’s house felt depressing after what had happened to the Fonseca family. It was strange being here, in the place that used to belong to him and his granddaughters, but curiosity drove me to explore.

The hallway of bedrooms was long, and I lingered as I entered each room until I found what I was looking for. I located the right room thanks to a picture frame with her photo—the woman who had been my fiancée. I stepped inside and closed the door. I swept my gaze quickly across the spacious room, decorated with bright, feminine colors and delicate furniture that looked like Abella had chosen every piece herself.

For a moment, I felt like an intruder. Like I was violating her privacy. But I shook off the feeling and walked over to the desk, where notebooks, sheet music, some photos of her at performances, and a diary sat. I picked up the sheet music, impressed by her creativity in writing it. I remembered the last time I’d gone to see Abella perform, months ago, with my brother Santiago. He’d convinced me to attend the concert to try to distract me from the stress of work. I remembered how much I’d enjoyed Abella’s performance—how she transmitted emotion through her music. That night, she’d been radiant in a long, dark-blue lace dress, her hair pinned up in a bun.

I rolled up the sheet music and tucked it into my waistband. Then I picked up her diary and opened it to the fourth page, swallowing hard as I read:

Dear Diary, I am happy to say that I am going to marry a man with eyes as blue as the seven-colored sea, but that still manage to radiate darkness and remind me of the most terrifying storms. Alejandro Saravia is the most beautiful and darkest man I have ever known, and it intrigues me, fascinates me, because I wonder who he is behind the impenetrable wall of a mafioso. Although I feel hesitant, I am ready to marry him, but I am not sure Alejandro is... One look into those captivating eyes is enough to see that he doesn’t feel anything for me. All I can do is wait and trust that destiny has good surprises in store for me.

I closed the diary after reading her account, my jaw tightening. It was unbearable to keep reading such naïve, hopeful words. No one with a heart as pure as hers should have been confronted so early with the cruel reality of the world.
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“SEÑOR SARAVIA, SO GLAD you’ve arrived. Max was anxious to see you,” said Agostina, the longest-serving housekeeper at my home, when she saw me.

“I’m here, Agostina. What does my boy want from me? What’s got him so worked up?” I asked, my voice firm, making it clear I had no patience for bullshit.

“He just wants a moment with his father, Señor Saravia.”

I huffed in irritation.

“I know I’ve been spending too much time working and traveling... but it’s the nature of the job. The good news is my sister is on her way. She’ll be here in Seville soon, and who doesn’t love Lupita? I’m sure Max will be thrilled to see her.”

“Excellent, Señor Saravia. Lupita is like a ray of sunshine, always bringing joy to this house...” Agostina said, a smile forming on her lips.

“Indeed,” I agreed, confirming her words with a nod. “If that’s all you had to tell me, Agostina, excuse me. I need to see Max.”

“That was all, Señor Saravia,” she affirmed. I nodded. Then I headed toward the elevator that led to the third floor of my mansion.

When I’d chosen this isolated, secure property in Seville, I’d been drawn to its modern feel and sophisticated air. The mansion was enormous, surrounded by a stud farm that housed beautiful horses—something I’d always considered a wonder. I loved riding; those were moments when I could enjoy the nature around me, reflect on life, and find the solitude that, so often, became a true refuge amidst the chaos of my routine.

I reached the playroom, a space I’d created after my son’s first birthday so he could entertain himself with his favorite toys. His biggest obsession was a car racetrack. When I entered, I found him sitting on the floor, focused on playing while the nanny read him a story.

“Señor Saravia...” the woman exclaimed, jumping to her feet when she saw me.

“Hello, Nora. Can you leave me alone with my son for a moment?” I asked, my tone firm. She nodded immediately.

“Yes, sir.”

I waited for her to leave before approaching Max. I crouched down beside him to get a closer look. He kept playing, focused on his little car, unaware of my presence.

“Aren’t you going to talk to your father, Max?” I asked in a serious tone, trying to get his attention.

My son looked up.

“Hi, Papi,” he answered, without emotion.

“What’s wrong? I thought you’d be happier to see me. Agostina told me you missed me,” I said, frowning.

Max just shrugged.

“I’m happy to see you, Papá. Wanna play with me?” he asked, and I let out a heavy sigh.

“I’m sorry, son. Papá would love to play with you, but I have a commitment...”

“I figured you would,” he whispered, disappointed. My son was sharp; even at his young age, he understood the situations around him well. “You never have time to play with me. Agostina said it’s because you have a lot of adult responsibilities, and one day I’ll have the same obligations too.”

“And knowing you’ll have the same responsibilities as me—does that make you sad?” I asked, studying his expression.

He nodded.

“Yes. It doesn’t look very fun, just working and solving problems like you do all the time.”

I reached out, cupped his chin, lifted his gaze, and looked him in the eye.

“It’s not fun, my son. In fact, I really miss when I was a kid like you, without any worries, just having fun. I’m sorry I’m not a more present father for you, Max.”

“If you want, we can pretend you’re still a kid, and then we can play all day together. I promise I won’t tell Nora, because Agostina said she’s a gossip,” Max offered with a smile.

“Agostina said that about your nanny?” I asked, laughing at the statement.

“Yes. She also said that one day you might get a new wife to be my mother.”

I felt my blood run cold at his comment and stood up quickly, irritated.

“That housekeeper is already talking too much. I should fire her for putting ideas in your head...”

Max panicked at the thought of me firing Agostina.

“Please, Papi, don’t send Agostina away. She’s my friend!” he begged, hugging my leg. I took a deep breath and tried to calm my frustration.

“Alright, son, I’ll let it slide this time,” I said, forcing the anger away and crouching down again to look him in the eyes. “Listen to me carefully, Maximiliano: you can’t get your hopes up about having a new mother, because Rúbia was always your only mother, and she always will be.”

“But what if you get married again? Your new wife would be my new mother, wouldn’t she?” he asked, confused.

“That possibility is not in my plans now or in the future. I will never marry again, son. I know you’re too young to understand my reasons, but one day, when you grow up, I’m sure you will.”

“Papi...”

“I have to go now. Go back to playing, my son!” I kissed his forehead, cutting off what he was about to say, and left the playroom. Max was left alone.

Being a single father had become a burden ever since Rúbia left. Every day, the fear of telling Maximiliano about my share of blame in his mother’s death hung over me. The terror of losing his respect and being hated by my only heir haunted me constantly. Every time I looked at him, the memory of Rúbia and her pained face threw me back into our dark past.

I ran the organization with an iron fist—shrewd, always ahead of the game. I commanded respect in every transaction and strategy. But being a father remained a game I was losing miserably. It was a fact that all the power in the world was useless if it couldn’t bring me inner peace or guarantee Maximiliano’s happiness.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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Abella

I WOKE TO THE SOUND of the compartment door sliding open, and when I sat up, every part of my body ached, like I’d slept wrong—which I had, actually. I looked at my sister, who’d also jolted awake, scared.

A tall, grotesque man appeared in our field of vision, and it startled me.

“Hey, you two little beauties, come with me,” he ordered. For a moment, I froze, not wanting to obey. “Move it, unless you want me to climb up there and drag you out by force.”

I swallowed hard and, against every instinct, stood up quickly—my sister did the same. We climbed down from the truck, and two thugs grabbed hold of us. I started looking around, curious, and realized we were at some kind of house, but I had no idea what city we were in.

“Where are we? Whose house is this?” I asked the brute.

“None of your business. You’re not getting anything out of us, so don’t bother asking questions,” the man holding me barked. Then he and the other guy yanked us forward, rough and brutal.

I was still in my pajamas, barefoot, exactly as I’d been when I woke up in the middle of the night in my own room. The short, intimate clothes made me feel even more humiliated and vulnerable in front of those monsters. The way they looked at me—like I was just an object for their pleasure—made me desperately want to hide, to cover myself completely and disappear from that place. I’d never been stared at in such a repulsive way.

I was still a virgin. I’d always been told to stay pure until my wedding day. My family was strict with the women. We were raised from an early age to behave like ladies and be submissive to men. But after my parents and my grandmother died, my grandfather started showing us a gentler, more familiar side. He let us have certain freedoms other families wouldn’t allow—studying abroad, traveling, learning skills that weren’t considered necessary for a society lady. His attitude turned us into women with more backbone and more strength than some others who lived practically locked up at home.

Even though I had the freedom to see more of the world, I’d never let any man seduce me. What I knew about sex I’d learned from reading erotic books and watching a few movies. But anything related to sexuality was new to me, just like this reality fate had thrown me into. I was terrified, especially by the way those monsters looked at me—they seemed to have the power to strip me naked with their eyes.

“Welcome to your new home, doll.”

After throwing out those words with pure sarcasm, the man shoved me into a tiny room, letting me fall to the floor like I was nothing, and locked the door behind me. Panic hit when I realized he’d separated me from my sister. I ran to the door, pounding on the wood and screaming:

“Let me out! Get me out of here! I want to be with my sister!”

My heart was racing. He couldn’t leave me without Clarisa... The anguish of imagining what they might do to her was unbearable.

“Calm down, girl. Screaming at the door won’t do you any good. They never listen, and at best, they’ll get pissed off and come in here to slap you around.” An unfamiliar voice surprised me. I spun around and found a blonde woman lounging on the top bunk. Her eyes were heavy, and her skin was marked with bruises.

“Who are you?” I asked, confused.

“Well, looks like I’m your new roommate—or should I say, cellmate. Feel free to pick whatever name you think fits this little box.” She spoke with obvious sarcasm as she climbed down from the bunk and walked over to me.

“Who are you?” I repeated, my voice louder, more impatient.

“First, lower your tone, sweetheart, because we’re in the same boat,” she snapped back, aggressive. “My name is Nayara Muniz. I’m from Vigo. Three months ago, my mother sold me to a human trafficker, who handed me over to Casimiro. And now I’m here.”

Her words left me in shock.

“Sold? By your own mother?”

“That’s right, girl. Your ears aren’t playing tricks on you. I really was sold by the woman who gave birth to me. I know it sounds like something out of a horror story, but that’s my reality.”

How absurd.

I felt sorry for her. She looked about twenty. Her youthful beauty was overshadowed by a gaze full of pain.

“This can’t be real... It has to be a nightmare,” I murmured, starting to pace back and forth in the room.

“Believe me, if you’re in a nightmare, it’s only just begun,” Nayara said, and her certainty only made my panic worse. “You got here today, but soon you’ll find out what real human cruelty looks like.”

Outraged, I turned to face her.

“You think I haven’t seen human cruelty yet? Well, let me tell you—I watched my grandfather get murdered right in front of my eyes, and my older sister almost got raped before she was killed by one of Casimiro’s men, and I couldn’t move a muscle while it happened. I was paralyzed by the sheer brutality of it.” The words came out angry, and she stared at me, stunned. “If that wasn’t human cruelty, then honestly, I can’t imagine surviving anything worse than losing two people I loved that much. I’ve already lost so many people in my life—I lost my parents when I was very young, my grandma, and now my grandfather and my older sister. Of the Fonsecas, there’s only me and my sister Clarisa left. The rest of the family is scattered around other parts of Spain, total strangers.”

“I’m sorry for everything you’ve been through. I’m not trying to minimize your pain, but I need to warn you—you haven’t even seen one percent of human cruelty yet. You don’t know what Casimiro has in store for you. He’s evil, and his wife is even worse.”

I walked over to the bed, sat down, bent over, and buried my face in my hands.

“How cruel is Casimiro? Those marks on your body—did he cause them?” I asked, desperate for answers.

“Some of them, yeah. Others were done by his men. Let’s just say Casimiro loves sharing the women he considers less interesting with his most loyal soldiers.” My stomach turned.

“My younger sister was brought here with me, but they didn’t leave her in here with us. Do you know where they might have taken her?” I asked, worried.

Nayara thought for a moment.

“I think she was taken to one of the other rooms. In this house, there are several rooms full of Casimiro’s prisoners. He practically has a harem.”

“But why does he do this to women? I don’t get it. He’s a married man... Did his dead brother, Manuel, the former head of the La Barca mafia, have the same preferences?”

“I don’t know anything about Manuel. I never met him. What I do know is that Casimiro has a taste for sadism, which means he gets pleasure from causing women pain. The last poor girl who shared this room with me died not long ago, a victim of his abuse. That bastard isn’t satisfied with just sex—he wants to cause fear, submission, and panic in his lovers.”

A chill ran down my spine.

“I can’t believe I’m going through this. After living an incredible life, always protected under my grandfather’s wing, I ended up here, in this horrible place...” I murmured, tears streaming down my face. “I need to find a way out of here and take my sister with me.”

Nayara smiled at me, looking at me like I was a teenager dreaming of the impossible.

“Poor girl. Losing hope of getting out of here might be the best thing for you, because escaping Casimiro alive is impossible. From what I know, very few women get chosen to accompany him to the places he goes, and even then, they’re always under strict surveillance. The ones who manage to charm him get certain perks that we don’t, and they become his favorites—until, of course, he gets tired of them.”

I frowned.

“So he’s married, but he shows off other women in public?” I asked, skeptical.

“Yes. Casimiro doesn’t care about showing his mistresses to people. He’s always preferred the company of his favorites over his wife, Yolanda.”

“That’s degrading,” I muttered, feeling nauseous.

“Very,” she said, sitting down next to me on the bed. “What’s your name, and your sister’s?”

“My name is Abella, and my sister’s name is Clarisa.”

“Pretty names.” Nayara studied me, holding my chin. “You have such a delicate face and well-cared-for skin. Let me guess—you came from a wealthy family before you ended up here, didn’t you?”

I nodded sadly.

“Yes. I did.”

“Oh, then you shouldn’t worry too much, because with your beauty and elegance, you’ll definitely have a chance to become Casimiro’s favorite. And if that happens, you won’t suffer as much as I did at the hands of his men. Trust me, some of them can be even crueler than Casimiro himself.”

“God forbid that fate!” I exclaimed, snorting with irritation. “I want to keep that miserable old bastard far away from me.”

“Believe me, Abella, your only chance of surviving here is if Casimiro wants you close. Otherwise, you and your sister will be just as lost as I am. Even though I have some qualities, I come from a poor family and would never know how to behave like a lady, so I never had a chance of being chosen as Casimiro’s companion.”

I was thoughtful about her words.

“You’re right. Even though Casimiro disgusts me, if he takes me to places outside of here, where there might be people I know, I could have opportunities to escape...”

“Exactly.”

“But what if he wants to abuse me before that? What if he takes my virginity?”

I felt my blood run cold imagining what that bastard could do.

“Virginity?” my cellmate asked, stunned. She got up from the bed immediately. “You’re still a virgin?”

“I am.”

“Oh, you poor thing. You’re in an even more complicated situation than I thought...”

Nayara looked at me with pity, and I felt trapped in a hole with no way out. I’d always dreamed my first time would be perfect, with someone I desired and wanted to give myself to. But now, I saw no hope of that dream ever coming true.

I was truly lost.
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THE HOURS INSIDE THAT locked room seemed to crawl by. The only way I could tell if it was day or night was through the slivers of light that escaped from the always-locked window. My mind wouldn’t stop thinking about my sister, Clarisa, and what might be happening out there with the people we knew. I wondered if my grandfather and my sister had already been found, if they’d been given a proper, dignified burial. I would have given anything to be at their funerals, and I felt a deep pain from not being able to say goodbye to them properly.

Sometimes, rage took over me, and I felt an intense hatred for every single one of the Saravias, blaming them for the tragic fate of my family. If we hadn’t been their allies, my grandfather and my sister would still be alive, and none of the evils that happened because of that alliance would have come to pass.

Even though I knew the reasons for hating the Saravias, I didn’t like putting all my anger on them—especially since they couldn’t predict the future, and neither could my grandfather when he made that alliance. But I felt the need to blame someone for the disaster that had befallen us. Trapped in a small room with a stranger, sadness consumed me, and the only feeling that gave me the will to fight was anger.

Anger at losing the people I loved. Anger at watching my life—the life I adored—get destroyed in a matter of hours. Anger at not knowing if I’d ever be able to play the piano again with the same emotion and purity as before. Anger at thinking that if I hadn’t been rejected and traded away by the emperor of the Saravias, maybe I’d be safe right now.

It was agonizing to imagine how different everything could have been. But fate couldn’t be controlled—I knew that. My greatest wish at that moment was to go back in time, to be home again, safe, sitting in the library, listening to my grandfather read one of my favorite books, like he used to do when I was a child. If I could go back in time by some miracle, I’d savor every second of happiness I lived with my family. It wasn’t enough that I’d lost my parents so young—now I’d lost the rest of my loved ones too. All I had left was my sister and best friend, Clarisa.

I was sitting on the bed when I heard the lock click. When the door opened, one of Casimiro’s soldiers walked in, carrying a bag, his eyes fixed on me.

“The boss sent these belongings for you,” he said. I hesitated for a moment, looking at Nayara. My roommate was sitting in a chair, watching everything with concern. “He ordered you to pick one of the dresses to wear tonight.”

My heart pounded as I got up from the bed and walked over to the suitcase to inspect it. When I opened it, I found several designer pieces. But none of them were my style—they were all too short and flashy, more fitting for a glamorous party.

“These clothes are extremely expensive,” Nayara commented as she came over to check them out. “Look at this perfume, Abella. It must be worth a fortune.”

Despite her excitement, I didn’t share the same awe for the luxurious clothes. The shine and the ostentation didn’t impress me.

“Pick something now—clothes, accessories, shoes to wear tonight. The boss wants you looking flawless,” the soldier ordered, his tone firm.

The tension in my body spiked. If Casimiro wanted me to get dressed up, he was planning to use me for something tonight.

“Wear these,” Nayara said, pointing to a short, shiny black dress with a pair of high heels.

I grabbed the options she suggested, letting a tear fall.

“Alright,” I murmured as I stood up with the clothes.

Then the soldier ordered: “Now come with me.”

“Where?” I asked, apprehensive.

“You need to take a shower and get ready to meet the boss.”

A knot formed in my stomach, but I had no choice but to follow him. As I left the room, a feeling of freedom washed over me. It was incredible—after so many hours trapped, to breathe fresh air again. The guard led me to a bathroom and, to my surprise, came in with me.

“Take off your clothes and get in the shower,” he commanded, leaving me in disbelief.

“You want me to undress in front of you?” I asked, terrified.

“I don’t like repeating orders, girl. Take your damn clothes off. I’ll be watching you,” he warned, pulling a gun from his waistband and pointing it at me.

I felt humiliated and threatened, and I saw no option but to obey. Stripping in front of that stranger was a terrifying experience. He didn’t look away, and I remained exposed until I was finally allowed to step into the shower.

It was the fastest shower of my life; shame kept me from washing properly. When I was done, I wrapped myself in a towel and put on the clothes I’d chosen. The soldier pulled me out of the bathroom and led me to a room that looked like a dressing room, where several girls were getting their makeup done.

“Marta, the boss sent orders for you to take care of her, and quickly. He needs her tonight, and he wants her flawless,” the guy said to a tall, thin woman with heavily made-up skin and a serious expression.

“Got it. I’ll take care of her with pleasure,” the woman replied, approaching me. “Sit here, girl.”

She pointed to a chair in front of a mirror, and I obeyed, placing my accessories on a small table. Marta studied my face for a moment, looking curious.

“Hmm, you look new around here,” he observed.

“Yeah, I am.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
NS






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





