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PROLOGUE
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The savage rain pounded against the glass windows of the fortieth-floor penthouse, turning the glittering lights of Buenos Aires into a chaotic watercolor wash. Inside, the only sounds were our heavy breathing and the roar of the storm outside.

His large, rough hands gripped my hips, holding me in place, anchoring me to the heat of his steel-hard body. Every inch of him was a tormenting contradiction; the fleeting softness of his fingertips tracing my spine, followed by a possessive grip that seemed to crush me. The scent of expensive whiskey and sharp masculine perfume filled me, a scent I now equated with both hell and heaven.

"You," he whispered in the crook of my neck, his voice hoarse with passion and hatred. "You are the torture that fate sent me."

I didn't answer, just tilted my head, giving him more access. His hot lips traced my skin, leaving a trail of fire that sent shivers down my spine. This was our ritual. A dangerous dance between two broken souls. He saw me as both poison and antidote, as destruction and the only salvation. And I... I saw him as everything.

That night, as our bodies merged in a storm of desperate passion, I learned the terrible truth. He didn't know that the destiny that had brought us together was not a blessing, but a curse wrapped in passion. And I was trapped in it, without the will or strength to escape.
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CHAPTER 1: LETTER FROM HELL
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Lucía Valentina Moretti's world wasn't shattered by a massive explosion or a deafening scream. It ended in a suffocating silence, on a cheap, cream-colored piece of paper slipped under the door of her cramped rented apartment.

The morning began like every other miserable morning over the past six months. Pale September sunlight filtered through the gaps in the sheer curtains, highlighting the dust particles dancing lazily in the air. The aroma of overly bitter instant coffee hung in the small kitchen, a futile attempt to inject energy into a long-depleted soul. Lucía sat on the edge of her creaky bed, staring at the mountain of bills on her small table. They had become a permanent fixture in her life, a paper monument to her failure.

She was just about to dismiss the new letter lying on the floor when something different caught her eye. The envelope didn't have a plastic window like a utility bill or a credit card. Her name, Lucía Valentina Moretti, was printed in bold, sharp black ink, as if to assert her identity, reminding her of a once-respected family name that was now nothing but a burden. There was no return address, just a local postmark.

With her heart starting to beat a little faster, she picked it up. The envelope felt rough and cheap, a stark contrast to the life she'd once lived. She tore it open with slightly trembling fingers.

It wasn't a letter. It was a statement.

An ultimatum.

The letterhead bore no company logo, just bold letters: FINAL DEBT STATEMENT. Below it, a series of numbers made his breath catch in his throat. The principal debt left by his scheming ex-girlfriend, Sofia, was already terrifying enough. But the number below, labeled "Accumulated Interest and Late Fees," was a nightmare. It had ballooned, multiplying like cancer, becoming a financial monster impossible to kill.

His eyes darted down, searching for the words he feared most. And he found them.

The paragraph wasn't written in convoluted legalese. It was short, brutal, and very clear, designed to instill pure terror.

“The deadline for full payment is fourteen (14) days from the date of this letter. Failure to comply will result in the seizure of all remaining assets, both registered and unregistered. Furthermore, in accordance with the agreed upon guarantee agreement, your (Lucía Valentina Moretti) personal assets will be transferred to our principal, Mr. Diego Rivas, as full compensation.”

Personal assets.

Those two words swirled around in his mind, dirty and disgusting. His stomach churned violently. He knew exactly what they meant. This wasn't just about money or property anymore. This was about him. His body. His soul. They were going to take him. They were going to make him the property of a man whose name he had only heard in terrified whispers in the Buenos Aires underworld.

A cold panic, sharp as an ice knife, ran down her spine. The letter slipped from her limp grasp and floated down to the cold floor. She stumbled backward, hitting the wall, and slumping to the floor. Her breaths became shallow and rapid. The small room felt like it was shrinking, the walls closing in on her.

Sofia.

The name came to his mind like poison. Images of that beautiful woman with devilish eyes and a smile as sweet as poisoned honey flashed through his mind. He remembered their nights together, the warmth of Sofia's skin beside his, the supple fingers that had once traced his body with tenderness and promise. Promises of a future together, of rebuilding his father's company.

"I will always take care of you, my love," Sofia whispered that night, her lips pressed against Lucía's clit, sending waves of intoxicating pleasure through her body. Lucía remembered how she sighed, surrendering all her trust, all her body, to the woman.

How foolish he had been. That intimacy, those moans, that orgasm that shook his body—it had all been a lie. As Sofia brought him to his peak, she was plotting his downfall. The same hands that had caressed him tenderly were the same hands that had signed the illegal loan documents in his name, trapping him in debt to the most ruthless loan shark in town. Those sweet memories now felt like rape. Every touch he had once enjoyed now felt like a violation, leaving invisible scars on his soul.

With trembling hands, he reached for his cracked phone. Elena. He had to call Elena. His best friend was the only lifeline in this sea of ​​despair. He dialed speed dial and pressed the phone to his ear.

One ring. Two rings. Three rings. Then, the operator's cold voice announced that the number was busy.

Busy.

Lucía tried again. And again. And again. The result was the same. The busy tone sounded like a mocking laugh from fate. She was alone. Completely alone.

He threw his phone across the room, where it hit the wall and shattered into pieces. A groan of frustration and despair escaped his throat. He hugged his knees, his body trembling uncontrollably. He was the sole heir to the Moretti property empire, raised in luxury, taught how to tango and choose the right wine. But his father never taught him how to survive when his world collapsed.

His father.

Her gaze fell on the only remaining valuable item in the apartment: a silver-framed photograph on the table. It was a photo of her and her father, taken at a charity event several years ago. Her father looked dashing in a tuxedo, a proud smile on his face as he embraced Lucía, who was wearing a sapphire blue evening gown.

"You are my most precious jewel, Mija," her father said that night, his voice warm and full of love. "Take good care of yourself, and uphold our family's good name."

Now, the smile in the photo feels like an accusation. He has failed. He has destroyed everything. He had dragged their family's good name into the mud of betrayal and humiliating debt. And that most precious jewel? Soon it will become a loan shark's toy.

The nausea hit her again, this time stronger. She ran to the small bathroom, knelt in front of the toilet, and vomited the bitter coffee and bile from her empty stomach. Each spasm felt like punishment for her stupidity.

When she was done, she remained there, leaning against the cold tile wall, her energy drained. She stared at her reflection in the cracked mirror. Her face was pale, her eyes puffy from lack of sleep and too much crying, her honey-blonde hair dull. She no longer recognized the woman staring back at her. Where was the spoiled girl who believed in love and sweet promises? Where was the hopeful heiress? All that was left was a scared, empty shell, waiting to be shattered.

He returned to the main room. Outside, Buenos Aires was coming to life with its hustle and bustle, car horns honking, street vendors shouting. But inside his small apartment, time seemed to stand still. There was only him and the letter from hell lying on the floor, a death sentence for the rest of his life. He sat on the cold floor, picked up his father's photo, and held it tightly to his chest. Tears that had previously dried now flowed freely, wetting the glass frame.

He wasn't crying because of lost money or a bankrupt company. He was crying because he had reached his breaking point. Cornered. With no way out. Fourteen days. That was all he had left before hell came for him.
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CHAPTER 2: THE EMPEROR IN THE ICE PALACE
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Thousands of kilometers above the silent chaos that gripped Lucía's soul, atop a glass and steel tower piercing the Buenos Aires skyline, Santiago Martínez was a god. Not a god of compassion, but a god of war and calculation—cold, undeniable, and absolute in his power.

The meeting room on the top floor of Martínez Corp. was his altar. The walls were made of glass as thick as a man's arm, offering a view of the city spread out below like a glittering carpet he could walk on at will. The ten-meter-long black mahogany table reflected the silhouettes of the directors, who sat tensely in their Italian leather chairs. The air inside the room felt thin and cold, controlled at a precise temperature, just like the man sitting at the head of the table.

Santiago didn't need to raise his voice. His power flowed in the silence between his sharp, measured words. Right now, his eyes, gray as a winter storm, were fixed on a middle-aged man named Ricardo Vargas, the head of development, his face drenched in cold sweat. On the giant screen behind Santiago, Vargas's profit projections looked pathetic, like a begrudging plea.

"So, Mr. Vargas," Santiago's voice broke the silence, low and emotionless, yet cutting through the air like a blade of ice. "You're asking me to approve a twenty million dollar supplementary budget for a project that, based on your own analysis, has a potential return on investment of less than eight percent over the next three years. And inflation is already eating away at that."

Vargas swallowed, his voice trembling as he answered. "Mr. Martínez, this... this is a long-term investment. Building a foundation in a new market. There's immeasurable potential in..."

"Immeasurable potential," Santiago interrupted, the words spoken with barely perceptible scorn. "It's a phrase used by people who can't do their job: measure. I don't pay you and your team for hope, Mr. Vargas. I pay you for certainty. And the only thing certain about this proposal is its stupidity."

He leaned back in his chair, his long, manicured fingers tapping lightly on the cool surface of the table. Every eye in the room was fixed on that small movement, their breaths held. Santiago looked at each of his directors, his gaze exposing every weakness and hesitation. He could see the fear in their eyes, and he enjoyed it, in a hollow way. Fear is the most efficient tool.

"This project," he continued, returning his gaze to Vargas, "is not just weak. It's lazy. Your risk analysis is a joke. You ignored three key political variables in the region and underestimated the strength of two local competitors. That's not just negligence. It's incompetence."

The silence that followed the statement was so heavy, it felt as if the oxygen had been sucked out of the room. Vargas looked deathly pale, as if he had just been sentenced to death.

Santiago stood. His movements were fluid and filled with restrained strength. The charcoal Tom Ford suit that enveloped his toned frame showed no wrinkles, as if carved directly from his body. He walked slowly to the window, his back to his subordinates, allowing them to feel the terror without having to meet his eyes.

"Three years ago," he said, his voice now more distant, more reflective, but also more frightening, "I learned a very expensive lesson in miscalculated risk. A lesson that taught me that there is no room for even the slightest mistake. There is no room for hope. There are only results."

He turned, his gray eyes now darker, deeper, as if staring into a bottomless abyss. "Your project has been rejected. And Mr. Vargas, your desk will be empty tomorrow morning. Meeting over."

No one dared move until Santiago stepped out of the room, leaving a piercing chill in his wake. As the private elevator silently descended, he loosened his silk tie. His recent victory gave him no satisfaction. It was simply a process, a function. Like a machine executing its program.

The ride home in the soundproof Maybach sedan was a transition from one cage to another. His driver, a burly man who had worked for him for years, knew never to strike up a conversation. Santiago stared out the window, the city lights creating abstract patterns on the bulletproof glass. He saw the bustling streets of Palermo, laughing couples, groups of friends sharing a bottle of wine at a sidewalk cafe. They all seemed so alive, so real, and yet so far away from him. They were a different species.

The car stopped in front of the lobby of an exclusive residential skyscraper. The private elevator took him directly to the penthouse, a thousand-square-meter ice palace that occupied the entire top floor. As the elevator doors opened, complete silence greeted him. Not a calming silence, but a deafening silence, one that swallowed all sound and life.

The floors were black marble polished to a mirror-like shine. The walls were predominantly gray and white, adorned with modern art that could buy a small island—art he'd bought as an investment, not because he loved it. Everything was arranged with cold, geometric precision. There were no stacks of magazines, no messy sofa cushions, no trace of the warm, chaotic life.

The ritual began. He took off his jacket, hanging it up perfectly. His tie was undone, followed by the buttons of his Egyptian cotton shirt. As the shirt fell, his broad, muscular chest was revealed, covered in thick, coarse black hair that stretched from his collarbone to taper below his flat stomach. It was the physique of a predator, built from the joyless discipline of his private gym.

He walked barefoot across the cool marble to the bar in the corner of the living room. Its glass shelves held some of the world's rarest whiskies. He picked up a bottle of 25-year-old Macallan and a heavy crystal glass. The sound of the amber liquid being poured into the glass was the only music in his palace.

With a glass in hand, he walked to the south-facing glass wall, the same one in his conference room, but this time the view felt different. In the office, it was a symbol of power. Here, it was a monument to his loneliness. He stared out at the expanse of lights below. Three years ago, he had stood in the same spot, but not alone.

“Look, Santi! We are like gods on Olympus,”Isabella's laughter echoed in his mind, so real he almost turned around.

He remembered Isabella standing beside him, wearing only his shirt, her slender, warm body pressed against his back. He remembered the scent of Isabella's hair, a mix of jasmine shampoo and something wild, something that belonged only to Isabella.

“You are the god,”he answered then, his lips finding the curve of Isabella's neck. "I'm just a mortal lucky enough to taste ambrosia."

Isabella laughed again, a laugh that was like music. “Boring mortal! Come, dance with me!”

He spun Isabella around, and they danced without music under the moonlight, their bodies intertwined, two halves of one whole soul. In that moment, the city beneath them wasn't just a collection of lights. It was the backdrop to their love story, a silent witness to their perfect happiness.

Santiago took a sharp swig of his whiskey, the liquid burning his throat, a futile attempt to burn the memories to ashes. But the memories were too strong.

He walked into his equally cold study. His large, strong hands opened the bottom drawer of his ebony desk. Inside, among old documents, lay a worn 4x6 photograph.

He lifted it. It was Isabella, standing on a mountaintop in Patagonia. The wind whipped her long black hair, and her dark brown eyes sparkled with a light so strong, so defiant, that she was alive. Her smile was wide, filled with the promise of adventure and a hint of recklessness. She was his fire, his storm, his entire world.

Santiago traced his thumb over the face in the photo. The perfect self-control he had maintained all day was beginning to crack. His chest felt tight, as if an invisible hand were squeezing his heart. The pain, always lurking beneath the surface, now emerged in full force. Guilt. Regret. Endless anger at fate, and at himself.

He was an emperor. The ruler of Buenos Aires' business world. A man who could destroy others' lives with a single word. But before this photograph, he was merely a broken man, a king in an empty palace haunted by his departed queen.

With a muffled growl, he slammed the drawer shut. A loud thud echoed throughout the silent penthouse, a brief burst of unbearable pain. He leaned against the table, his head bowed, his breathing labored.

Outside, the storm finally broke. Rain began to fall, battering the windows of her ice palace. But the storm outside was nothing compared to the one raging inside. And she knew there would be no sunny morning after this storm passed.
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CHAPTER 3: TERROR ON THE DOORSTEP
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Time became Lucía's worst enemy. Every tick of the clock on her apartment wall sounded like a countdown to her execution. Fourteen days. The number was etched in her mind, haunting her every waking moment and tormenting her dreams whenever she managed to catch a moment of sleep.

The days passed in a haze of panic. She tried everything. First, she gathered the remaining pieces of jewelry her mother had left her—a pearl necklace, a pair of sapphire earrings, and an antique brooch. They were the last memories of her mother's elegance, from the days of garden parties and charity events. Reluctantly, she took them to a shabby pawnshop in the San Telmo district. The old man behind the bars eyed the jewelry greedily, then looked Lucía up and down, as if assessing its value as well.

"It's real," the man said after examining it under a magnifying glass. "But the market is slow. I can give you... twenty thousand pesos."

Twenty thousand pesos. The amount felt like an insult. The jewelry was worth at least a hundred times that. "But... it's a family heirloom," Lucía whispered, her voice hoarse.

The man shrugged. "Everyone has a sad story, miss. Take it or leave it."

Lucía took the money. It wasn't even enough to pay the interest on her debt for a week. Despair felt like bile in her throat.

Next, he tried to find work. He swallowed his remaining pride and wandered from cafe to restaurant, offering himself as a waiter, a dishwasher, anything. However, his appearance backfired. The vestiges of elegance from his former life—his well-groomed skin, his smooth speech, a pair of nice shoes he hadn't had a chance to sell—made the managers eye him suspiciously.

"We're looking for someone who's used to hard work," a restaurant manager said sarcastically, his eyes glancing at Lucía's nails, which, though unpainted, still looked immaculate. "You look better suited to sitting at a customer's table, not serving them."

Rejection after rejection hit him like waves, dragging him deeper into a sea of ​​despair.

Then, the terror evolved.

Text messages began pouring in from unknown numbers. Sometimes they contained just one word: "Time flies." Other times, they were more ominous: "We know you like blue dresses. Mr. Rivas too." Her heart skipped a beat as she read them. How did they know about her favorite blue dress? Were they watching her? She felt like a mouse trapped in a maze, with a snake watching her from above, waiting for the right moment to pounce.

And on the seventh day—exactly one week before the deadline—the terror was no longer hiding behind a phone screen. It came straight to her doorstep.

It was dusk. Lucía was trying to eat a piece of dry bread, her first meal of the day, when a loud knock on the door startled her. It wasn't just any knock. It was a heavy, arrogant knock. She peered through the peephole, and all the blood in her body froze.

Martín Pereyra stood there, grinning. He had a face that might have been considered handsome if not for his cold, reptilian eyes and the cruel grin that always graced his lips. Behind him stood two large men with necks as thick as thighs, looking like two guard dogs ready to attack at their master's command.

Lucía stepped back from the door, holding her breath. She hoped that if she remained silent, they would leave. But she was wrong.

"Lucía, darling," Martín's voice came from behind the door, muffled but piercing. "We know you're in there. We just wanted to talk."

Lucía leaned against the door, her body shaking violently. He didn't answer.

The knock came again, louder this time, making the thin wooden door tremble. "Don't make this difficult, beautiful. We're not going to break in... yet. We just want to make sure you don't forget our schedule. One more week."

Then, silence. Lucía waited, her heart pounding in her ears like a war drum. After what felt like an eternity, she dared to peek again.

They were still there. But they weren't knocking anymore. Martín leaned against the opposite wall, lit a cigarette, and exhaled the smoke leisurely. His two bodyguards stood at attention, their arms folded across their chests. They weren't leaving. They were waging psychological warfare, showing him that they could wait him out, that he had nowhere to run.

An hour passed. Two hours. Lucía sat on the floor, her back against the door, hugging her knees. Every sound in the hallway made her jump. She could smell Martín's cigarette smoke seeping in from the crack under the door.

Suddenly, his cracked cell phone, which he had managed to put back together, rang. It was an unknown number. With trembling hands, he answered it.

"Hello?"

"Tired of sitting on the floor, Lucía?" Martín's mocking voice came through the phone, clear as day, even though she knew he was only a few feet away. "Your back must be sore. But don't worry, Mr. Rivas has plenty of comfy sofas for you."

Nausea hit Lucía. "What... what do you want?"

"I told you. We're just reminding you. Our boss, Diego, is a very organized man. He likes to have all his assets listed and ready for acquisition on time. And you, dear, are the asset he's most looking forward to." Martín laughed softly. "He's heard about your beauty. About your flawless skin... your blonde hair. He's even prepared a special room for you in one of his properties. He wants you to feel comfortable."

That description, spoken casually as if discussing furniture, made Lucía's stomach churn. This was worse than a threat. It was a declaration of ownership. In their eyes, she was already a possession, an object waiting to be used.

"Leave me alone," Lucía whispered, tears starting to stream down her cheeks.

"Oh, of course. After you pay. Or after Mr. Rivas gets bored with you. Whichever comes first." Martín let out a fake sigh. "Look, I'll give you a little heads-up, because I'm being kind. When the time comes, you won't have a choice. You'll either come with us quietly, or we'll drag you out. In front of all your neighbors. You'll wear a pretty dress, of course. Mr. Rivas really appreciates presentation."

He paused for a moment, letting the image sink in. "Think about it, Lucía. Your life now is miserable, but at least it's yours. Soon, every breath you take will be his."

The phone is hung up.

Lucía dropped her phone. She crawled to the bathroom, her body shaking uncontrollably. She turned on the faucet and splashed cold water on her face, trying to get Martín's voice out of her head. But the voice clung to her, his words crawling under her skin like poisonous insects.

She stared at her reflection in the mirror. She saw her eyes wide with horror, her lips trembling. Then, her gaze moved down her body. She saw the full curve of her breasts beneath her thin shirt, her nipples hardened from the cold and fear, protruding like two small pink buttons. She saw her slender hips, her flat stomach.

This body. The body that had once been a source of confidence, the body she had shared so lovingly, now felt like a curse. A flesh prison about to be handed over to a monster. She began scrubbing her skin roughly, as if trying to erase the filth she felt. But the filth wasn't on the surface. It was deep within, in her soul.

That night, after she was sure they had left, Lucía couldn't sleep. She pushed her small dresser against the door, a futile defense that gave her a false sense of security. She lay in bed, hugging herself, trying to warm her icy body.

The noose was no longer just a debt. It was a tangible, breathing terror that had now wrapped itself around his neck, and with each passing day, its pull grew tighter. He knew he couldn't stay here any longer. He had to run. It was the only option left, no matter how slim the chances of success.
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CHAPTER 4: THE PREDATOR'S RITUAL
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While Lucía trembles in her besieged apartment, Santiago Martínez begins his nightly ritual. For him, the night in Buenos Aires is no time for rest or relaxation. It is a different kind of battlefield, where the shadows are longer, the stakes are higher, and the social masks worn during the day are removed to reveal their true colors of greed and ambition.

He didn't return to his quiet penthouse. Not yet. The silence there was too dangerous, too full of echoes of the past. Instead, he sent his driver to a seedy historic district, where the facades of stately colonial buildings hid a labyrinth of illicit bars and private clubs. This was his other world. Here, deals too dirty for boardroom discussion were made on tables sticky with spilled liquor, and alliances were sealed with handshakes in rooms filled with Cuban cigar smoke.

That night, his destination was "El Escondite," an unnamed bar hidden behind an old cigar shop. To enter, one had to know the password, which changed weekly, and have enough reputation to avoid trouble. Santiago stepped inside, and the boisterous atmosphere immediately calmed. His presence had a palpable weight, a chill that made people instinctively give way.

The bartender, an older man with a scar on his eyebrow, nodded curtly and, without question, poured Santiago a glass of Lagavulin 16 whiskey—Santiago's drink of choice in places like this. The smoky and woody notes of the whiskey were earthy, real.

He sat in a dark leather booth in the corner, where he could survey the room without being too obvious. His sharp eyes scanned the crowd: corrupt politicians laughing with crooked businessmen, judges accepting bribes in thick envelopes, and beautiful women with equally predatory eyes, searching for their next wealthy prey.

For Santiago, all these interactions are a complex game of chess. He sees patterns, reads body language, and identifies weaknesses. Everyone has worth, and everyone has sins. Those are the two certainties in his world.

An informant he had paid, a thin man named Hector, slipped into the cubicle across from him. He placed a small flash drive on the table. "The information you requested, Mr. Martínez," he whispered. "All the internal financial details of Acosta's construction company. They're more corrupt than we thought."

Santiago slid a thick envelope filled with cash across the table. "Good job, Hector. Make sure no one knows where this came from."

Hector nodded and disappeared as quickly as he had come. Santiago tucked the flash drive into his jacket pocket. Tomorrow morning, he would use the information to initiate a violent takeover of Acosta's company, destroying his competitors before they knew what was happening. This was his hunt. And he always caught his prey.

As he sipped his whiskey, his eyes caught movement across the room. A woman—tall, red-haired, wearing a silk dress that hugged every curve—was staring at him from the bar. Her eyes were full of unspoken promise, a blatant invitation. She smiled, the smile she had practiced to melt any man, then raised her glass slightly toward Santiago.

Santiago simply stared back at her, his expression unchanged. His gray eyes felt like winter, cold and lifeless. He didn't see an attractive woman. He saw a threat. A calculation. In his eyes, she was weighing his wealth, gauging his power, and plotting how to get a piece of it.

He had fallen into a trap like that.

The memories came back unbidden, sharp as shards of glass. Isabella. Even Isabella, the woman he loved more than life itself, was a risk. He loved her adventurous spirit, her recklessness. But he also knew, deep down, that she was drawn to his world—a world of power, luxury, and the limitless freedom that money could buy.

He remembered their last argument, a week before the accident.

"You're too controlling, Santi!" Isabella shouted, her face red with anger. They were on their yacht in the Mediterranean, surrounded by unimaginable luxury, yet it felt like hell.

"I just want you to be safe, Bella!" Santiago replied, his voice booming. "Paragliding in the middle of an approaching storm? Are you out of your mind?!"

"I'm not made of glass! I'm not one of your porcelain dolls to keep on a shelf!" Isabella exclaimed. "Sometimes I feel like you don't love me. You love the idea of ​​having me. Of having something wild and beautiful that no one else can have."

Those words hit her harder than a slap. Because within them, there was a painful sliver of truth.

He had lost everything because of love. Not just Isabella, but a part of himself. His trust. His ability to feel without analyzing it. After Isabella's death, his grief froze into a cold, hard resolution: never again. Never again would he let emotional weakness get the better of him. Never again would he let a woman get close enough to find a chink in his armor.

The woman at the bar, who had been staring at him expectantly, finally understood. Her smile faded, replaced by a look of confusion and slight humiliation. She turned away in annoyance.

Santiago downed the rest of his whiskey in one gulp, feeling the fire burn its way down to his empty stomach. The ritual was almost complete. He had reasserted his power in the business world, and he had reasserted his control over his emotional fortress.

He stood to leave, his body moving with the efficiency of a satisfied predator. He had killed the night once again, drowning his ghosts in alcohol and dirty work. As he stepped out of the bar and back into the cool night air, he felt empty, but safe in that emptiness.

Little did he know, just a few blocks away, in a dark, damp alley, fate was preparing a disturbance. A complication in the form of a girl with eyes filled with fear and despair. Fate would soon test his vow in the cruelest way.
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CHAPTER 5: THE LAST NIGHT OF FREEDOM
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The deadline was no longer just a number on a calendar. It was a living, breathing creature, lurking in the corner of Lucía's apartment, its shadow lengthening and darkening as the days passed. Now, only twenty-four hours remained. One day. The last night of her tattered remnants of freedom.

Despair was a strange motivator. It no longer paralyzed Lucía with fear. Instead, it injected a cold, sharp energy into her veins. The energy to survive. There were only two options left: surrender to the fate Diego Rivas had written for her, or take one last, crazy chance, however slim the odds. She chose the latter. She would run.

His plan was formed from the fragile fragments of hope. He would sneak out in the middle of the night, when the city was at its deepest slumber between three and four in the morning. He would walk to the Retiro Bus Station—a circuitous and longer route, avoiding the main roads where he might be watched. From there, he would buy the first available cash ticket to any city far enough away, anonymous enough. Córdoba. Mendoza. Rosario. The names sounded like distant promised lands.

Preparations were minimal, carried out in tense silence. She packed an old backpack her father had left her from his college days. It no longer contained designer clothes or expensive shoes. She stuffed two sets of the most practical clothes she owned: jeans, a few t-shirts, underwear, and a thick sweater. She also threw in the last of her unsold jewelry—a single pearl earring with a missing pair, and a simple silver ring—hoping they could be traded for food later. A toothbrush, a small bar of soap from the hotel she had saved. That was it. Her entire life now fit into one bag.

Money was the biggest problem. Elena, her loyal friend, arrived that afternoon, her face full of worry. She had managed to gather all her savings.

"This is all I have, Lu," Elena whispered, her eyes glistening with tears as she slipped a wad of crumpled bills into Lucía's hand. "It's not much, but it might be enough for the ticket and a few days."

Lucía hugged her best friend tightly, inhaling the familiar scent of Elena's floral perfume. "This is more than enough, El. You risked everything for me."

"You're my sister," Elena replied, her voice choked. "Call me as soon as you get to a safe place. Use a pay phone. Don't use your cell phone."

They parted with tears and whispered promises. As Elena left, Lucía felt a wave of loneliness so strong it nearly knocked her over. She turned off her phone and removed the battery, hoping that would be enough to make her untraceable.

Night fell slowly, as if mocking her. Lucía didn't turn on the lights, just sat in the darkness, listening to the sounds of the city slowly fade away. Every creak from the neighboring apartment, every distant siren, made her heart pound. She tied her blonde hair into a tight bun and pulled on an oversized hooded jacket, hoping to hide her face.

Three o'clock in the morning. The time has come.

With his bag on his back, he approached the door. He didn't look through the peephole. He didn't want to know if anyone was out there. Knowing would only paralyze him. With bated breath, he turned the key as slowly as possible, the tiny click sounding like an explosion in his ears. He opened the door a centimeter, then two, peering into the dimly lit hallway.

Empty.

With great relief, he slipped out, closing the door behind him silently. He didn't look back. He can't. Seeing the apartment one last time would destroy him. He descended four flights of musty emergency stairs, avoiding the elevator. Every step felt heavy, as if he was walking underwater.

As she pushed open the ground-floor exit door and felt the cool, damp night air on her face, she felt like a prisoner taking her first breath of freedom. The streets of her quiet neighborhood seemed unfamiliar under the orange streetlights. She pulled her hood tighter and began walking, briskly but not running, along the route she had memorized.

The back streets of Buenos Aires at night were a different world. Stray cats flitted through the shadows, and the smell of wet garbage mixed with the sweet scent of jasmine creeping up the old walls. He kept walking, adrenaline keeping him alert. He passed a bar that had just closed, its last few drunken customers staggering out. He kept his head down, avoiding their gaze.

He made it through a few blocks without incident. His confidence began to grow. Maybe he could make it. Maybe fate was finally on his side.

He arrived at a fork in the road. The shortcut he had planned—a narrow alley that would save him ten minutes—sprawled out before him, dark and menacing. Logic told him to stay on the brighter path, but desperation drove him to take a risk. Ten minutes could mean the difference between freedom and capture.

He took a deep breath and entered the alley.

The alley was flanked by high brick walls of old buildings. Light from the main street barely penetrated, casting long, dancing shadows. The sound of her own footsteps echoed loudly. Her heart pounded against her ribs. She quickened her pace, eager to escape this stifling alley.

And that's when he saw it.

At the end of the alley, a black sedan was parked awkwardly, blocking most of the exit. Its engine was off, its lights off. The car just sat there, a dark silhouette waiting.

Lucía's survival instincts screamed. This was wrong. So wrong.

He stopped, thinking about turning around and running. But it was too late.

The two car doors opened almost silently. From the driver's side, a large figure emerged, whom he recognized as one of Martín's bodyguards. From the passenger side, Martín Pereyra himself stepped out, his movements relaxed and triumphant. He took his time. He knew his victim was cornered.

"Trying to get somewhere, Lucía?" Martín's voice cut through the silence of the night, sounding amused.

Lucía's heart stopped beating. All the air seemed to have been sucked out of her lungs. Her legs felt like lead, rooted to the spot. Her fragile escape plan was crumbling before her eyes. They knew. They had been watching her the whole time. Elena's visit, her secret preparations—it had all been for naught.

Martín walked slowly toward her, the soles of his expensive shoes creaking softly on the wet asphalt. The smile on his face was that of a predator who had cornered his prey.

"You really worked us hard tonight, beautiful," he said, stopping a few steps in front of her. His cool eyes scanned Lucía up and down, from the hood of her jacket to her worn sneakers. "I have to admit, I'm a little impressed. You have a fighting spirit. Mr. Rivas would love that."

Lucía was speechless. Her throat felt dry and tight. All she could do was shake her head slowly, a silent plea.

"Oh, don't look at me like that," Martín continued, enjoying the moment even more. "It's not my fault. It's business. You didn't pay, so we took the deposit. Simple."

He gestured to his other bodyguard, who had now gotten out of the back seat. He was just as large as the first, his face as expressionless as stone. They began to flank him, blocking off the only remaining exit.

This is the end.

Lucía closed her eyes, horrific images flashing through her mind. She would never see Elena again. She would never see the sunlight of a free woman again. She would be dragged into the darkness, handed over to a man who would strip her of her humanity.

"Please," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "Don't do this."

Martín laughed, a cruel, humorless laugh. "It's too late for 'please,' dear. Now... let's go. Mr. Rivas is getting impatient."

He reached out, his manicured fingers ready to grab Lucía's arm and drag her toward her destiny. Lucía could smell the scent of his expensive cologne mixed with the scent of the approaching rain. In that moment, in the middle of that dark, forgotten alley, all hope within her was finally extinguished.
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CHAPTER 6: AN UNEXPECTED SAVIOR
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Martín Pereyra's hands felt like claws. Rough, cold, and filled with the sickening certainty of victory. As his thick fingers gripped Lucía's bicep, a sharp pain shot through her arm, but it was nothing compared to the icy wave of terror that paralyzed every muscle in her body. The pungent scent of cheap cologne mixed with the cigarette odor clinging to his leather jacket assaulted Lucía's senses, making her want to vomit.

"Well, that's better," Martín hissed, his grin widening as he felt Lucía's body tremble under his grip. "There's no need to fight, beautiful. The sooner you give in, the easier this will be for you."

His beady black eyes stripped Lucía naked, sliding down her pale face, over her oversized jacket, and stopping on her chest. Lucía could feel the lewd gaze as if it were a dirty physical touch, making her nipples harden with a mixture of cold and horror. She could imagine those hands, the same ones that were hurting her now, tearing at her clothes, exploring her body without permission. Her stomach churned.

"The boss will be pleased with you," one of the big men behind her muttered, his voice hoarse and deep. "He likes blondes. Especially ones with spirit."

Lucía squeezed her eyes shut, trying to escape into the darkness of her mind. This was the end. No miracles. No heroes. Only a smelly alley, three predators, and her own impending doom. A silent, desperate prayer formed on her trembling lips. Someone... please...

And as if the cruel night had an ironic sense of humor, his prayers were answered.

Not with the sound of church bells or divine intervention. But with the deep, intimidating roar of a V12 engine, followed by the screech of tires on wet asphalt. Suddenly, the end of the dark alley exploded in blinding white light. Two sharp, cold beams of LED lights pierced the darkness, turning the three men and Lucía into startled silhouettes.

A jet-black sedan, long and low like a panther ready to pounce, came to a sudden halt. Its flawless black paintwork reflected the dim streetlights, making it appear like a solid piece of night. The silence that followed its arrival felt heavier than the preceding noise.

The driver's side door opened with a barely audible hydraulic hiss. Black Italian leather shoes, worth a year's rent on Lucía's apartment, clicked against the alley's asphalt. Then, a tall, sturdy figure stepped out of the car, his movements filled with deadly calm.

The man stood in the glare of his own car's headlights, his towering figure larger than life. He wore a custom-made charcoal suit, perfectly embracing his broad shoulders and slender waist. There was not a single wrinkle. Even in the harsh light, Lucía could see his sharp jawline, as if chiseled from granite, and his jet-black hair, neatly slicked back. His face betrayed no emotion—no anger, no surprise, just cold annoyance that his pleasant journey had been interrupted.

That is Santiago Martínez.

The name might mean nothing to the average person. But in the Buenos Aires underworld, among men like Martín Pereyra, it's the stuff of legend. A name spoken in whispers, associated with absolute power, limitless wealth, and ruthless cruelty.

Martín's grip on Lucía's arm instantly loosened. The smirk on his face vanished, replaced by a look of shock that quickly turned into genuine fear. His two large bodyguards, who had seemed invincible just moments before, now looked like two schoolchildren caught red-handed by the principal. They involuntarily took a step back.

Santiago didn't say a word. He didn't need to. He just stood there, his hands casually tucked into his pockets. But his eyes... his icy gray eyes moved slowly, scanning the scene before him. His gaze passed over the two guards as if they were nothing more than furniture, then settled on Martín, who was still holding Lucía.

That look. Lucía had never seen a look like it in her life. Cold, empty, and piercing. The gaze of an apex predator looking down on a creature lower on the food chain. That look promised total destruction, not with a burst of rage, but with cold, calculated efficiency.

"Martínez," Martín whispered, his voice hoarse with nervousness. He let go of Lucía's arm completely, raising his hands as if to show he was unarmed. "We... we didn't know this was any of your business. We were just taking care of a small business matter."

Santiago tilted his head slightly, his only movement. A dangerous glint of amusement flashed in his eyes. "Business?" his voice finally came. Low, deep, and vibrating with restrained power. It seemed to ripple through the alley, making the air vibrate. "Since when does trash like you have 'business' in my territory?"

My territory. The word hung in the air, filled with arrogance and undeniable truth.

Martin swallowed hard. "We... we'll go. There's no problem here."

"I didn't say you could leave," Santiago said, his tone still calm, but now with a clear threat behind it. He took a step forward, out of the spotlight and into the shadows, making him seem even more menacing. "That girl. Does she owe you money?"

"It... it was a misunderstanding," stammered Martín, sweat beginning to bead on his forehead. He didn't dare look Santiago directly in the eye.

"I don't like misunderstandings," Santiago said. "I don't like seeing cockroaches running around at night, either. Especially when they're interrupting my commute." He paused, letting the threat sink in. "Now, you and your dogs will get back into your junk car and disappear from my sight. And if I ever see your face again, anywhere in this city, I will personally make sure it's unrecognizable. Do we understand?"

There was no screaming, no physical violence. Just cold words spoken with absolute conviction. And that was more than enough.

Martín nodded frantically. "Yes, Mr. Martínez. Of course. We understand."

He signaled to his two men. The three of them backed away slowly, their eyes never leaving Santiago's figure standing silently in the shadows. They hastily got into their car, the sound of the slamming door ringing in the quiet alley. The engine started with a coughing sound, and the sedan backed up awkwardly before speeding away, disappearing into the night.

The alley was silent again. More silent than before. A light rain had begun to fall, cold droplets hitting the asphalt and making a soft hissing sound. All that remained were Lucía, standing trembling violently in the middle of the alley, and Santiago, a dark, indecipherable figure a few meters away.

The relief that overwhelmed Lucía was so intense that her legs gave out. She staggered and fell to her knees on the cold, wet asphalt. The adrenaline that had been sustaining her drained away, leaving a cold emptiness and uncontrollable trembling. The sobs she had been holding back finally broke free, bursting from her chest in a series of gasping breaths. She wept not only at being rescued, but at the utter hopelessness of her situation. Her rescuers were merely a reprieve from her execution. Martín and his men would return.

She heard footsteps approaching. The expensive leather shoes stopped right in front of her. She lifted her head, wet with tears and rain, and stared at her savior. Up close, the man was even more intimidating. He was
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