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THE 20-INCH SCREEN showed a young Austrian woman, barely of age, with short blonde hair and blue eyes. The international news agency interspersed images of the interview with a static photo of the same girl when she was 12 years old, and shots of police officers inspecting a basement outfitted as a living space. 

— That Natasha Kampusch girl, — the landowner grumbled. — I’m sick to death of that news story! On and on, over and over with the same thing. The news hasn't talked about anything else for ten days straight. 

— Héctor, — his wife weakly admonished him. — What if it were our Beatriz? 

— Don’t you bring Beatriz into this! Beatriz is dead! PERIOD! — He slammed the table with his massive hand. — I DO NOT WANT BEATRIZ SPOKEN OF AT THIS TABLE EVER AGAIN!! She... she... she got sick, she passed away, and now she is in the Lord's grace. 

Dora lowered her gaze. Bruno, her son, did the same. No one touched upon the subject for the rest of dinner. In fact, no one opened their mouth again. But to watch the late-night edition of the news, close to midnight, Bruno hid in the basement with Sebastián, the older of the two surviving brothers born to the ranching couple. 

— It would be pretty cool, wouldn’t it? — Bruno said. 

— What would, Bru? — asked the muscular Sebastián, working his pectorals with a resistance band. 

— I mean... having your own slave in the basement... right there... at your permanent service. She’d never say no to you, she’d never go out with her friends, or... or leave you for someone else. 

— Let's go kidnap one then, — the handsome, buff guy proposed with total nonchalance, having now sat down at the leg extension machine. 

— No, — the shyer of the two smiled. — I was just saying it as a hypothesis... a fantasy. 

— Don’t be a pussy, Bruno! Who’s gonna find out? 

— But... we don’t live alone. 

— That can be fixed. You know how badly the old man wants to get us off his back? We tell him we want to move out, and right off the bat, he buys us a house, a car, and supports us for life if we want. 

— You think so? 

— Leave it to me. I’ll pitch it to him tomorrow. 

By mid-January, everything was ready. Set to receive the hostage. Just as Sebastián had predicted, his father gladly sought out a house far from society in Sierra del Carapé for them. 

Simple. 

Two bedrooms and two bathrooms, a large shared living room styled like a ranch homestead, with its wide wood-burning fireplace made of raw granite blocks and firebrick. A kitchen that Don Héctor remodeled—all out of his own pocket, of course—and a spacious garage with agricultural, mechanical, and carpentry tools, so the twins could do DIY projects until they dropped or plow the fields if they so desired... Anything, just so they wouldn't remotely consider the idea of returning to their father's home. 

Even a used, low-mileage double-cabin four-wheel-drive pickup truck that Don Héctor got for a good price. And of course, he equipped the house with all the comforts of a modern home: a home theater, a plasma screen, a stereo, a microwave, and he even built them a brick barbecue pit in the back, beneath a small grove of old eucalyptus trees and next to the regular-sized pool he ordered built. 

However, the twins' plan was missing something: at the end of September... when the workers finished the construction in the backyard... the twins set to work digging and building the basement. They worked twelve, even fourteen hours a day, without stopping, driven by the pure enthusiasm of their sordid shared goal. 

They took every precaution. They spread the excavated soil evenly across the four-hectare property; they brought material orders from the lumberyard in the bed of the pickup truck covered by a tarp, unloading them in the garage so the few neighbors they had wouldn't find out. Flagstone, tile, and carpeted flooring, brick walls. An en-suite bathroom with a drainage system connected to the main house, four ten-centimeter-diameter air tunnels with independent fans venting at grass level through green-painted trapdoors, a detachable queen-sized bed with a thick mattress, and silk sheets... 

By mid-January 2007, the “princess’s dungeon,” as they called it, was finished. Only its occupant was missing. They chose a Friday night to do it, at a bar called La Rinconada in Piriápolis. They weren't dressed much differently than on any of their usual nights out: they washed the dust off the 4x4, a product of the dirt roads of Sierra del Carapé, at an automatic car wash. They wore fine, short-sleeved shirts to shamelessly show off their toned, muscular arms to the girls, with the first three buttons undone to reveal well-defined pectorals—Sebastián’s more so than Bruno’s—and they put on cologne. 

The only twist was that their goal, instead of picking up a couple of beautiful young women for the night... was to kidnap one for life. 

— Let’s see... That one! What do you think? — Sebastián pointed from the cabin with mirrored windows. 

— Which one? 

— That one: the brunette lagging behind her group of friends. 

— Quit messing around, Seba. 

— What’s wrong with you now, asshole? 

— I played along with you up to this point. I mean... we moved out, I helped you build the basement... It’s all good. We could just pick up a couple of girls like we always do, bring them to the basement, and 'pretend' we kidnapped them as part of a roleplay. But... imagine if the police catch us. 

— Who’s the police gonna catch in this country, you total idiot? For them to catch you, you have to leave clues first, right? And we haven’t left any, nor are we going to. Besides, you’d have to screw up real bad during an interrogation, and you aren’t gonna open your mouth. Is that clear, Brunito? — He grabbed both of his cheeks with his firm, massive right hand. 

— Yeah... sure. 

— Alright, drive, I’ll approach her. Because if I have to rely on you for this... 

Bruno pulled up with the lights off toward the slender young woman, barely of age, who was walking peacefully, as if taking a stroll, several meters behind her friends. 

— Hold on here and turn off the engine, — the commanding behemoth whispered. 

The girl didn't notice the footsteps until her pursuer was nearly an arm's length away. 

— Excuse me, — Sebastián smiled at the startled face of the girl who had just left La Rinconada. — Nati? 

— Uh — Her pupils dilated as she recognized, even in the dim light of the boardwalk, the face and physique of an absolute Adonis. — How did you know? Do you know me from somewhere? — she teased, playing with a well-defined dark lock of hair that fell over her chest. 

— I think so, — he rubbed the back of his neck, flexing his bulging bicep. — You come to La Rinconada a lot, don't you? 

Thus, little by little, he won her over, while her friends kept moving further and further away. Bruno watched this growing distance with terror; Sebastián, with perverse delight. 

— I was thinking, — the manly hunk smiled widely. — What do you say we go grab a drink at the beach? You know... chat for a bit... watch the sunrise... — he suggested, caressing behind her left ear. 

She bit her lower lip. 

— Oh... don't be mean... I can't. I didn't tell them at home I'd be back this late, — she tried to negotiate, but without letting the handsome guy lose the interest he seemed to have in her. — How about you give me your number, I call you tomorrow, and we meet up? We could meet at the beach... at a bar... anywhere! 

— It’s just that I’m going back to Montevideo tomorrow. Business, you know how it is. Just for a little bit? 

— A tiny bit like this? — she mimicked with her fingers. 

— If there's no other choice... — He shrugged his muscular shoulders. Always with that charming smile. 

— Okay. Wait up, let me tell my friends. 

She turned around to do so... but she didn't manage to make a single sound. In a swift, rehearsed movement, Sebastián covered her mouth with a cloth soaked in chloroform. Natasha struggled to fight him off, but it was useless. Five seconds later, she was unconscious. Ten more... and she lay sedated in the backseat of the Japanese double-cabin truck. 

— See? Easy peasy, — smiled the stronger of the twins. — Hand me the flashlight, let’s see if she dropped anything. 

— Hurry up, — Bruno urged shortly after. — Her friends are stopping. They're gonna notice! 

— Done. Let's go. Move over, I'm driving. You're gonna mess up. 

Sebastián turned on the lights and drove past the friends—who were pointing backward—as if nothing had happened, keeping
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