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	This is a fiction work. The characters, events, and places described are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	 


Andrés is desperate: his teenage daughter has been kidnapped. As a billionaire, his life is surrounded by luxury and danger. Accustomed to being in control, he does not hesitate to use his influence to make sure the police assign the best search and rescue team. What he does not expect is that the person leading the operation is a woman. Having learned to distrust women after one betrayal too many, he cannot help looking at her with suspicion. He sees her as ambitious, superficial, incapable of handling a situation this critical.

	But Natalia has no intention of letting herself be intimidated. She became the leader of the anti-kidnapping unit through her own merit: intelligence, composure, and strategy. And this time, she not only has a mission to carry out, but an even stronger conviction: to show that arrogant man that he should not judge before getting to know someone.

	Between cold orders and heated glances, between constant danger and the tension of everyday work, an attraction begins to grow; one as unexpected as it is irresistible. Will they be able to set aside their prejudice and pride to listen to what they truly feel? Or will their fear of trusting keep them apart, even when everything within them cries out otherwise?
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Chapter 1

	 

	Anyone observing the two elegant gentlemen occupying that office would immediately recognize the status and influence they represented. One of them was a high-ranking colonel, a man with unquestioned authority under whose command hundreds of agents carried out missions of the utmost importance. The other, a renowned businessman, was considered one of the wealthiest men in the country, the owner of multiple companies and widely admired for his talent for turning any venture he led into a success. Both radiated sophistication, authority, and wealth, yet a deep unease shadowed their expressions.

	“You have to help me. I am truly desperate,” said Andrés Toledano, the famous businessman, to Colonel Ernesto Serrano, one of his closest friends and a key figure in the National Anti-Kidnapping Command.

	“Calm down, please. I need you to stay composed so you can tell me everything. That is why I did not want you giving me details over the phone, you know that,” the colonel replied in a firm but understanding tone, watching his friend’s agitated face closely.

	The office where they stood was spacious, with tall windows that allowed the afternoon light to filter in through heavy dark velvet curtains. The walls, paneled in polished wood, displayed framed diplomas and commendations that spoke of long and distinguished careers. A few scattered reports rested on the massive oak desk, now interrupted by the urgent conversation between two old acquaintances who had not seen each other in years.

	A couple of hours earlier, Andrés had dialed his friend’s private number with trembling hands, on the verge of collapse after receiving devastating news. His fifteen-year-old daughter, Kathy, had been kidnapped. Fear seized him immediately, and he could think of no one else to turn to but Ernesto, his childhood friend, even though life had taken them down different paths and their meetings had become infrequent.

	“They kidnapped Kathy,” he repeated in a broken voice, leaning forward in the armchair, breathing unevenly. “I cannot understand how this happened. For years she has not taken a single step without an escort. They are not supposed to leave her alone for even a second. Something happened when she was leaving school… they lost sight of her for a moment. While they were looking for her… the call came into my private cell phone. They are asking for five million dollars.”

	The colonel frowned gravely.

	“What time did that happen?”

	“Close to noon.”

	“So, almost four hours ago. Who else knows?”

	“Only the family.”

	“Good. I need you to remember exactly what they told you during the ransom call, word for word if possible, and also what you answered.”

	Andrés lifted his gaze, struggling to maintain his composure as he recalled the moment.

	“They said something like, ‘We have your daughter. If you want her back at your side, you will have to give us five million of the green ones.’ I… I told them yes, that I would do whatever they wanted, but that they should not hurt Kathy. Ernesto… I am desperate. What if they are hurting her?”

	The colonel held his gaze firmly.

	“Do not think the worst. Right now we need to combine our efforts to find her as soon as possible.”

	Andrés straightened in his seat, clenching his fists.

	“I think the best thing is to pay that ransom,” he declared, hoping the money would be enough to bring his daughter back safe and sound.

	“Absolutely not,” the colonel warned, raising a hand with authority. “Crime is not fought by giving in to the demands of criminals.”

	“Then what do you think should be done?”

	“Find her and go get her.”

	“Are you talking about a rescue by force?” Andrés asked, a flash of disbelief in his eyes. “I will not allow it. There is no way I am going to put my daughter’s life and safety at risk.”

	Ernesto sighed, resting his elbows on the desk, his hands clasped together.

	“I know you are not familiar with these matters. But believe me when I tell you that kidnappings are more common than you imagine. We have carried out numerous operations that end in complete success: we rescue the victim alive and capture those responsible.”

	“Are you telling me you have never failed?”

	“I will not lie to you. There have been cases that became complicated… but they represent less than five percent.”

	Andrés shook his head vehemently, consumed by anguish.

	“I do not even accept one percent. I absolutely refuse to endanger my daughter’s life. She is the only thing I have, the person I love most in this world. And right now they could be doing who knows what to her,” he said, his voice breaking, trapped by images he would rather not imagine but that assaulted him with cruel insistence.

	Ernesto rose from his chair and approached him, placing a firm hand on his shoulder.

	“If it offers you any comfort, the chances that they are doing what you fear are minimal. Kidnappers do not want to complicate their lives. What they want is the money. Most likely they have her somewhere safe for them, under constant watch, waiting for the ransom to be arranged.”

	Andrés lowered his head and covered his face with both hands, his elbows resting on his knees. Silence filled the office for a moment, broken only by the faint hum of the air conditioner and the ticking of a pendulum clock hanging on the wall. He had never imagined something like this could knock on his door. He had done everything necessary to protect himself: bodyguards, armored vehicles, controlled routes, surveillance systems. An entire security apparatus meticulously planned to prevent a tragedy like the one now crushing him with brutal force.

	And yet there he was, defeated in a chair inside a government office, searching for answers in the eyes of his old friend, a man accustomed to dealing with the pain of others, with urgency, with the desperation of parents who, like him, would give their entire lives to get their children back.

	He knew he had to remain strong, that he had to think clearly, but his heart as a father would not obey reason. All he could think about was Kathy, his little girl, his most precious treasure, and the shadow that now surrounded her, threatening and cruel.

	“Please, I need you to keep calm,” the colonel said to his friend. Then, using the phone, he asked his secretary to bring them two cups of tea so they could try to settle down and plan everything with a cool head.

	“How can you ask me that right now?” Andrés said, raising his voice slightly, his eyes wide with tension.

	“I understand your situation, but the only way we can act effectively to save your daughter is by staying calm and thinking clearly.”

	For the first time, the man recognized the truth in the colonel’s words. Whenever he closed important deals, he maintained a calm and rational attitude to solve any obstacle that stood in his way. That was precisely the secret of his success: composure and logic. But, to be honest, at that moment, with his nerves stretched to the breaking point and the anguish of not knowing where his daughter was, those qualities seemed to vanish amid the chaos consuming him.

	Silence lingered for several seconds. Andrés lowered his gaze and rubbed his forehead with a weary gesture. His thoughts dragged him mercilessly into terrible scenarios. Kathy’s face, his daughter’s laughter, her last text messages… everything swirled in his mind like an unbearable storm.

	“You are right,” Andrés admitted quietly, as if the words were difficult to release. “Even though I want to, I cannot control what I feel. I cannot stop thinking about Kathy and what might be happening to her.”

	“Do not torment yourself with that. It is better for us to focus on acting quickly so we can bring your daughter back safe and sound,” the colonel insisted, his tone firm but understanding.

	At that very moment, the door opened and Colonel Serrano’s secretary entered the room. She carried a small silver tray with two steaming cups of tea. She carefully placed them on the low dark-wood table that separated the two men. The aroma of the tea filled the room with a warm, gentle fragrance, like a subtle attempt to calm the heightened tension.

	The woman could not help lingering a few seconds longer than necessary as she looked at the businessman. It was not only the visible worry on his face that drew her attention. There was something magnetic about him, an imposing presence that did not go unnoticed.

	She estimated that he must be around forty-five years old. He was tall, with a strong, athletic build, broad-chested and with powerful arms clearly defined beneath the perfect cut of his dark gray suit, the work of an exclusive national fashion house. Every fold was in place, every button seemed to shine with the elegance of someone accustomed to luxury. His black hair, combed with sober precision, showed a few strands of gray at the temples and sideburns, which, far from diminishing his appeal, emphasized his maturity and character. His eyes, a deep and unusual blue, seemed to look through everything. A straight nose and a perfectly shaped mouth completed a face that could easily have been sculpted by expert hands.

	“You may leave now, Miss Magnolia,” the colonel said when he noticed the young woman was not taking her eyes off Andrés.

	She nodded quickly, slightly flushed, murmured a few polite words, and left, closing the door quietly behind her.

	“It seems you still have the same power of attraction over women,” the colonel remarked with a half smile that carried a tone somewhere between teasing and envy. “It has always been that way since we were young.”

	“Who is thinking about that now?” Andrés replied dismissively, though also with resignation. He had noticed the secretary’s gaze perfectly well.

	He was used to that kind of attention. Wherever he went, he attracted women’s looks. But he knew it was not only his appearance. The power and money surrounding him were an inseparable part of his image. It had always been that way, since he was very young. And he knew it with certainty: no matter how attractive he might be, no woman would have stayed by his side for more than two minutes if it had not been for his fortune and his status.

	With a mechanical gesture, he lifted the cup to his lips and took a sip of the hot tea. The liquid burned his throat slightly, but the warmth helped him focus for a moment.

	“I am sorry about the comment,” the colonel apologized, clasping his hands over his knees, “but I could not help it. Are you still with that red-haired model? What was her name?”

	“Stacy Fuller? Of course not,” Andrés replied naturally, setting the cup back on its saucer. “For more than three years now I have been with Julie de Ponce.”

	“The actress? Well, it seems that to be with you a woman has to be a model or an actress,” the colonel said with irony, raising an eyebrow.

	“Models, actresses, singers, and any other woman: they are all the same. They want money, status, and to be beside powerful men so they can show it off to their friends,” Andrés said, a contained bitterness in his voice.

	The colonel observed him carefully. He knew that bitterness was not without reason. It was deeply rooted. It came from years of disappointments, from fragile relationships built on appearance and convenience.

	“It seems you still have that same cynical opinion about women.”

	“Am I wrong? My first great teacher was Sheyla, Kathy’s mother,” Andrés replied, setting the cup down on the table with a soft, sharp sound. “My daughter was only two years old when she asked me for a divorce… along with a generous sum of money so she would not take her with her. And she left. She went off to travel the world until she got tired of it and married a European nobleman. It has been almost six years since she has contacted her daughter. Not a single call. Nothing. The rest of the women have not been any different: all of them have loved the man who can give them the prestige and the material comforts they need to feel satisfied.”

	Serrano looked at his friend again. Andrés carried the curse of those who have everything and yet feel empty. Beauty, wealth, influence… but also a deep mistrust, forged through years of interest disguised as love.

	“I think you have been looking in the wrong places,” the colonel finally said, his voice quiet but full of meaning.

	“It is the same everywhere. All women behave the same way. Knowing one is like knowing them all. And I do not know why we are talking about this when what really matters is finding Kathy,” Andrés said, letting out a tense sigh as he remembered the true reason for his worry and for being in that office.

	“You are right. Here is what we are going to do. I am going to assign your daughter’s kidnapping case to the most important anti-kidnapping unit we have right now,” he announced firmly. “It is a squad made up of highly trained, skilled people with extensive experience in this type of crime. Ever since Captain Cervantes took command, they have not failed a single time. Every one of their operations has been executed with precise accuracy, and all rescues have been carried out in record time. I guarantee there will be no mistakes.”

	Andrés ran a hand over his face, visibly overwhelmed. His fingers paused for a moment at the bridge of his nose, as if he were trying to ease the pressure tightening around his head.

	“Are you sure that is what I should do?” he asked, his voice barely audible. “I still think that maybe the best thing would be to pay the ransom…”

	“No, no, no. None of that,” the colonel interrupted sharply as he stood up with determination. “It is not safe, and it only encourages criminals to keep doing the same thing. We cannot give them that advantage. Right now we are going to speak with Cervantes so she can begin working on your case immediately.”

	Andrés, though reluctant, trusted the colonel. That man was not only a figure of authority; he was a strategist proven in countless battles. If there was anyone capable of helping him, it was him. For that reason, he chose to follow him without resistance, hoping that this decision would bring him, even if only a little, closer to the moment when he would have his daughter back.
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	When Andrés entered the office, the first thing that caught his attention was the figure of a woman standing with her back to him. And what a back it was. Or rather, what was just below it. She was wearing a police uniform, and the pants fit her silhouette closely, tracing the firm curves of her hips, her well-defined thighs, and glutes that looked sculpted. Her torso was slender, with smooth, compact lines, and her arms, though slim, showed discreet muscle, the result of hours of physical training. Andrés could not help thinking that the rigors of police work might well be the most effective gym any determined woman could have.

	He had arrived at the office earlier to look for Captain Cervantes, since Colonel Serrano had been called away at the last minute to sign some urgent documents and asked him to wait in the indicated office, at the end of the hallway by the marked door. The sound of his footsteps echoed over the polished marble floor as he walked down the long corridor lined with opaque windows and walls covered in light wood paneling. The entire building seemed to breathe discipline, authority, and silence.

	In front of a dark wooden door, Andrés read the metal plaque that said “Captain Cervantes.” In that instant he knew he had arrived at the right place. He could not help feeling a twinge of confusion at being so distracted by someone’s physical attractiveness when his daughter was in danger. He scolded himself internally for such an absurd distraction. He was not there to fantasize or allow himself to be carried away by desire. He was living through the most anguishing moment of his life. And yet his gaze resisted turning away.

	Suddenly the woman turned when she heard someone at the doorway. Their eyes met, and Andrés felt a slight shiver.

	If she was striking from behind, from the front she was simply fascinating. The proportions of her body confirmed the discipline demanded by her position: firmness, balance, harmony. But it was her face that truly left him breathless. Her eyes were a bright honey color, deep and expressive, as if they could read thoughts with a single glance. Her hair, in soft waves of the same shade, fell to the middle of her chest with natural elegance. A slightly upturned nose and full, well-defined lips gave her a seductive beauty, though nothing about it was vulgar. Her heart-shaped face was framed by curls that fell freely over her shoulders. She was a perfect blend of strength and delicacy.

	“Can I help you with something?” the young woman asked in a clear, melodic voice, as if music spoke through her lips.

	“I… I am looking for Captain Cervantes.”

	“It is not the captain, but Captain Cervantes, and that is me.”

	Natalia always found it uncomfortable to correct that very common mistake. She was used to the fact that most people, when they heard about the head of the agency’s most respected anti-kidnapping squad, automatically imagined a man. What was not so common, and quite irritating, was the reaction some had when they discovered that the position was held by a woman. She could already anticipate the next response.

	“You? A woman?” Andrés asked, visibly astonished.

	Natalia was not surprised by the question itself, but by the tone in which it was asked. It was not only disbelief. It was disdain. As if the idea that a woman could lead a tactical operations unit seemed not merely unlikely, but absurd.

	“That is right,” she replied firmly, lifting her chin with confidence. She took a step forward, her gaze steady and her shoulders straight, her entire presence radiating the authority required for a position like hers. “Who are you, and how can I help you?”

	Andrés studied her carefully, still surprised. How was it possible that a woman so young and attractive could be a captain? And not only that, but responsible for the most respected squad in the unit? As he examined her, he estimated that she might be a little over thirty years old, old enough to have risen through the police ranks. Yet her physical beauty made him doubt it. He thought, though he tried to suppress the idea, that perhaps she had achieved that position through means that were not exactly professional skill. That someone like her could have reached such a rank… He could not believe it. Did Ernesto really expect him to trust his daughter’s life to a team led by a woman like that?

	“I think… there has been a mistake…” he murmured hesitantly. “I will speak with Colonel Serrano…”

	“Excuse me, but I am not understanding anything,” Natalia interrupted, standing tall. “If you are looking for Captain Cervantes, that is me. But you still have not told me why you were looking for me.”

	Andrés lowered his gaze for a few seconds, as if searching within himself for a coherent answer, a less clumsy way out of the situation. He did not find one.

	“Ernesto… Colonel Serrano told me that… you see, my daughter… my daughter has been kidnapped… and the colonel told me that you… that your group… but that cannot be… a group commanded by a…”

	He stopped. The thought caught in his throat.

	“By a woman?” Natalia finished calmly, crossing her arms without moving a single muscle in her face.

	It was not the first time she had faced that prejudice. It was irritating that her training, her achievements, her impeccable record had to be defended again and again before people who judged her first by her body and only afterward, if at all, by her ability. In a field historically dominated by men, the fact that she had reached a position like hers seemed more like a provocation than an accomplishment to many. But Natalia did not allow herself to be intimidated. She had lived through it before. She would live through it again. And as always, she would face it with the same dignity with which she had earned every insignia she wore on her uniform.

	There had been many occasions when Natalia had heard rumors about the doubts surrounding her promotion. People whispered that it had been the result of improper favors, of influence peddling rather than the merit, preparation, and skill that had truly brought her there. Those misguided judgments only confirmed how difficult it still was for a woman to stand out in a world dominated by men.

	Since her admission to the police academy, Natalia had stood out. Her sharp mind, natural intelligence, discipline, and leadership ability placed her above many of her classmates. It did not take her long to rise through the ranks, and she did so with no resources other than her perseverance, her emotional strength, and an absolute commitment to her duty.

	That profession had not been the result of a whim or a lightly made choice. When she was eighteen, her life took an irreversible turn. Her mother and siblings died in a traffic accident, and her father—the only family member she had left—was mistakenly kidnapped by a criminal gang. The police worked on the case for months, but they never managed to locate him. The helplessness of not knowing, of not finding answers, became an abyss. Natalia, then a university student, abandoned her studies and devoted herself to a desperate search, guided only by hope and determination.

	She became involved with civil organizations that worked with families of kidnapping victims. There she heard testimonies that broke the heart, and within that shared pain she found the strength to decide her future. It was not enough to search for her father. She wanted to help others avoid living through that endless anguish. She enrolled in the police academy with a single purpose: to join the anti-kidnapping division.

	During her training she was steady, determined, unbreakable. And when she finally specialized, it did not take long for her to leave her mark. Her work was tireless. Although she was never able to do anything for her father—since years later one of the kidnappers confessed that they had killed him when they discovered he was not the man they were looking for—Natalia poured all her pain into rescuing others. Every mission was a way of redeeming herself for not having arrived in time to save her father.

	She worked on several teams, each more demanding than the last. For the past two years, she had commanded the most important group in the entire division, with an impeccable record. Not a single failure, every rescue successful. In record time, under extreme conditions, in complex scenarios. Her leadership was respected, her composure admired. And yet the rumors persisted. Malicious comments, whispers that tried to discredit her work, suggesting that it was her appearance, not her talent, that had opened doors for her.

	Over time, she had learned to ignore those unfounded judgments. They no longer affected her, or so she believed. But that morning, that man had managed to irritate her like few others ever had.

	“I have led this group for more than two years, and I have not had a single failure,” Natalia said with pride, her arms crossed and her chin raised. “So if Colonel Serrano chooses to assign your daughter’s case to me, it is because he fully trusts my abilities and what I have proven over time. Do not worry, sir.”

	The tone of her voice carried an obvious irritation. Natalia rarely allowed herself to lose her composure in front of a civilian, but that man was not just anyone. His well-cut suit, his proud posture, his refined manners—everything about him exuded power. Power and condescension. And that stirred something deep inside her.

	“Well, the truth is, I do not think… I do not think that is a good idea,” Andrés said, visibly uncomfortable.

	Natalia watched him carefully. His brow was slightly furrowed, his gaze avoiding hers, his lips parted as if he doubted his own words. She did not need him to say more. She knew exactly what he was thinking. To him, women were weak, fickle, self-interested. Incapable of leading a rescue operation. And if the woman was also young and attractive, then the prejudice doubled.

	“It is incredible that in the twenty-first century there are still people with sexist and misogynistic prejudices,” Natalia snapped, unable to contain the anger burning in her throat. It was not her style to say such things out loud, much less while performing her duties, but this time she could not remain silent.

	Andrés’s reaction was immediate. He looked at her with surprise, and with some indignation as well, as if he found it difficult to accept that someone could address him in such a way.

	“Are you calling me sexist and misogynistic?” he asked, unsettled by Natalia’s bluntness.

	Immediately she realized her mistake. She should not have said it. No matter how much that man infuriated her, her job was something else. She needed to remain calm, focused. But there was something about him that unsettled her. Something in his tone, in the way he looked at her as if she did not deserve to be there.

	“Not at all. I do not understand why you feel addressed,” she replied with irony, narrowing her eyes and raising one eyebrow.

	Natalia straightened with quiet elegance, never breaking his gaze. She was not going to apologize. She was not going to allow anyone, least of all that man, to question what had cost her so much to build.

	Andrés, for his part, remained motionless, his hands in his pockets and his jaw tense. Perhaps he had not expected to encounter a woman like her. Perhaps he had thought that raising his voice, expressing his disagreement, would be enough to change everything. But Natalia was not the kind who backed down.

	That confrontation had only just begun.

	Andrés could not deny that the woman was skilled with her replies. Any other woman would have been intimidated by his remark and, in an attempt to please him and smooth over the incident, would have apologized with a forced smile, accompanied by polite phrases and flattering comments. She, however, had not only answered firmly, she had done so with a sharpness that had taken him completely by surprise. Her gaze remained fixed, penetrating, and the expression on her face did not show the slightest hint of regret.

	“Your comment convinces me that you are not the most suitable person to lead the rescue of my daughter.”

	“And you reached that conclusion from a simple remark? Or did you decide it because you feel offended that a woman refuses to shrink back when her professional abilities are questioned?”

	The reply left him speechless. Andrés remained silent, unable to respond immediately. He was not accustomed to dealing with women who challenged his verbal authority with such clarity. There was something in her tone of voice, in the firmness with which she pronounced every word, that felt completely unfamiliar to him. It was as if their conversation had suddenly turned into a battlefield of words without any warning. The office now seemed narrower, as though the walls had drawn closer in the middle of the growing tension between them.

	“Your arrogance confirms that you are not the ideal person for a mission like the one Colonel Serrano wants.”

	Natalia allowed a faint smile to appear, a mixture of challenge and control. She kept her chin raised, without breaking eye contact with him.

	“And do you not think that my arrogance might be a sign that I possess enough intelligence to carry out the mission successfully, just as I have done so many times in the past?” she asked in return, causing Andrés to fall silent once again for a few moments.

	Her response was so precise that it caught him completely off guard. Andrés felt a slight heat rise up his neck, and he looked away for a brief second, as if he needed to regain control of himself. This conversation was proving far more difficult to manage than he had anticipated. Every attempt he made to discredit her was met with flawless logic, with words that dismantled his arguments without the need to raise her voice.

	It unsettled him. It left him cold. Nothing like this had ever happened to him before, not even when he negotiated with the most experienced businessmen, nor when he faced critical situations at the decision tables of his companies. Everything he knew about power and influence seemed useless in the face of the presence of that woman who, without raising her voice, was cornering him with pure intelligence and composure.

	The women he usually interacted with were not like that. They were accustomed to pleasing him, to speaking to him sweetly, to avoiding any contradiction. They were kind, helpful, smiling. Natalia Cervantes was something else entirely. And not only because of the way she looked at him without hesitation, but because of the clarity with which she expressed her judgment. It was the first time a woman had dared to confront him with such confidence, without lowering herself, without fear, without even pretending that she wanted to please him.

	“Good afternoon,” Colonel Serrano said as he entered the office with a firm step, unknowingly interrupting the tension. “Well, I see you have already met.”

	The colonel walked toward Natalia and placed a hand on her shoulder. The gesture was spontaneous and full of trust.

	“Andrés, I want to introduce you to Captain Natalia Cervantes. She is the most skilled, capable, prepared, and strategic officer I have in this division. She has been leading the search and rescue group for more than two years, and her work has always been excellent and impeccable. I am fully convinced that under her direction the team will manage to rescue your daughter.”

	Natalia looked at Andrés with a subtly triumphant expression. Her lips formed a restrained smile, barely curved at the corners, while she raised her eyebrows with elegance. The message was clear: I told you so. She did not need to say a single word. Her body language spoke for her.

	“Captain Cervantes, he is my personal friend, the businessman Andrés Toledano. His teenage daughter was kidnapped a few hours ago. And I want you to take charge of locating and rescuing her,” Colonel Serrano continued, completely unaware of the verbal battle they had just fought in his absence.

	Natalia nodded with a slight movement of her head. She maintained her composure, but in her eyes there was a spark that had not been there minutes earlier.

	“I was speaking for a moment with Mr. Toledano,” Natalia began calmly, “but apparently he believes that I am not the right person to lead the rescue team for his daughter.”

	The colonel frowned and turned his gaze toward Andrés, who seemed to hesitate between justifying himself or remaining silent. Finally, he murmured,

	“Well… it is just that I do not think that… a woman can…”

	“No, no, no,” the colonel interrupted firmly. “Captain Cervantes is not just any woman. As I told you, she is my most important asset within this division. I have no doubt that in a few years she could even take my place.”

	Natalia smiled again. This time her smile was broader, brighter. The words of support from her immediate superior gave her the reassurance she needed. She felt that, at last, her experience and her worth were being recognized with the strength they deserved. It was a confirmation, a public declaration of confidence that completely dismantled the prejudice with which she had been received by that man.

	“But…” Andrés hesitated, unable to hide his discomfort.

	“No buts,” the colonel insisted. “From this moment on, Captain Cervantes, you are in charge of the search and rescue mission for the minor Katherine Toledano.”

	Andrés nodded slowly, knowing that he could no longer oppose it, nor could he step back. It was the first time in his life that things had not gone according to his plans. He was used to imposing his will, to having his decisions obeyed without objection. He was the public face of several important companies, and his word was law in every one of them. But now, in that room, standing before that officer with the steady gaze and decisive voice, his power meant nothing.

	He felt pushed aside, even humiliated. And yet he had no choice but to accept the inevitable.

	“All right, sir,” Natalia replied respectfully to her superior. “I believe we need to get to work immediately.”

	“That is correct, Captain. There is no time to lose,” the colonel answered, his voice firm and his brow slightly furrowed.

	Natalia nodded with determination.

	“I am going to call Lieutenant García so he can begin arranging the installation of the interception devices on the phones. I also need to speak with Lieutenant Rodríguez. He is key for me in this case.”

	As she spoke, Natalia quickly searched for her phone in the inside pocket of her tactical jacket, her movements confident, without the slightest trace of hesitation.

	“Take whatever you need,” the colonel authorized with a slight nod that gave her full freedom to make decisions.

	“Thank you, sir,” she replied, then turning toward Andrés. She looked at him firmly, her gaze
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