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Prologue: The Funeral

The rain came before the bells.

It fell in sheets over the blackened roofs of Hacienda Ruiz, turning the white rose petals scattered on the ground into red-streaked stains. The scent of wet earth mingled with candle wax and grief, wrapping the mourners in a suffocating silence.

Beneath the arches of the ancestral chapel, Isabela Ruiz stood alone — a widow of a family name, though she had never been married. Her black veil clung to her face like a second skin as she stared at her father's coffin, polished to a mirror sheen, untouched by the rain.

He was supposed to be eternal. 
Unbreakable. 
Yet even stone crumbles when lies grow too heavy to bear.
The priest's words blurred into the rhythm of the storm. She barely heard him. Her eyes traced the crucifix above the altar, then drifted toward the shadows at the back of the chapel — where a man stood apart, half hidden, his face streaked by candlelight.

Elias Montemayor.

The sound of his name still burned her tongue like sin.

He was dressed in mourning black, his shoulders squared, his gaze lowered. But even through the veil of years, she knew that stance — the quiet defiance, the restrained fury. It was the same man who once whispered her name beneath the fig tree behind the house. The man who had sworn he would come back for her. 
And he had — but not for her. 
He had come back to marry her sister.
Her pulse faltered. Fate has a cruel sense of humor, she thought.

"Señorita Ruiz?"

A voice, soft but commanding, pulled her from her trance. When she turned, a man in a dark coat stood beside her, raindrops glistening on his shoulders. His eyes were a shade between smoke and dusk — steady, calculating, and inexplicably familiar.

Gabriel Alarcón.

He bowed slightly. "Forgive the intrusion. I'm here on behalf of the Madrid legal office handling your father's affairs. I wish it were under kinder circumstances."

His Spanish was polished, but his tone carried warmth — the kind that made people trust him without reason.

Isabela inclined her head. "My father had many affairs, Señor Alarcón. Few of them kind."

A flicker of something passed through his eyes — amusement, perhaps. Or recognition. "Yes," he said quietly. "And some of them, deadly."

Before she could speak, the priest's final prayer echoed through the chapel. Thunder cracked overhead. The servants began to lower the coffin into the ground beside the old stone walls.

Elias moved first. He stepped forward to toss a handful of rose petals into the grave. As he did, the sleeve of his coat slipped, revealing a faint scar that ran along his wrist — one she remembered tracing years ago, when his hand still trembled from the first time he had killed a man to protect her.

Their eyes met across the rain. 
No words. No breath. 
Just the haunting reminder that love never truly dies — it only buries itself alive.
"Señorita Isabela." Gabriel's voice was close again, gentle. "I believe there are matters your father intended only for you. When you are ready, I will be waiting in his study."

He bowed and walked away, his steps echoing against the marble floor.

As he vanished through the heavy doors, Isabela's gaze lingered on him. There was something about the way he moved — cautious, deliberate, as though the chapel was a place he had once known too well.

She shivered. A memory stirred, faint but piercing: 
flames, the sound of her own cries, and a boy — no older than sixteen — pulling her from the fire.
The rain roared harder.

"Isabela."

Her name — spoken in a voice she once would have died to hear. Elias stood beside her now, close enough for her to feel his warmth through the cold.

"You shouldn't have come back," he murmured.

She looked up at him through the veil. "Neither should you."

Their silence was louder than thunder.

Outside, the roses planted by her mother trembled beneath the storm. One by one, their petals darkened — bleeding red as the rain carried their color into the earth.

And as the last bell tolled, Isabela whispered beneath her breath:

"When the roses burn, everything we love turns to ash." 
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Chapter 1: The House of the Dead
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The carriage wheels crunched over wet gravel as Hacienda Ruiz loomed through the mist like a sleeping beast. 
Even after years in Madrid, Isabela could never forget the shape of this place — the long colonnades, the iron gates crowned with her family's crest, the scent of earth after the rain. It had once been her home. Now, it felt like a mausoleum.
The servants bowed as she stepped down, their eyes flickering between fear and curiosity. She could hear their whispers — "She looks like her mother," and "She came back at last."

Inside, the grand foyer stretched before her, draped in black mourning cloth. The chandeliers were dimmed, their crystals dulled by dust. Portraits of her ancestors stared down from the walls — proud, pitiless, and silent.

At the center of the hall, a large oil painting had been veiled with black lace: her father's likeness. 
She paused before it.
"You would have loved this, Father," she whispered. 
"Even in death, you make us all bow to you."
From behind her came the faint click of a cane. 
A voice, calm and polite: 
"Forgive the intrusion, Señora Ruiz. The rain delayed my return."
Gabriel Alarcón stood near the staircase, his hair still damp from the storm, his dark coat perfectly pressed. A silver ring glinted on his finger as he bowed.

"I thought you had left," she said.

"I did. But your father's study—" his gaze shifted toward the end of the hallway, "—was locked. The key was found in his personal effects. I thought you might wish to open it yourself."

She frowned. "You're remarkably thorough for a lawyer."

He smiled faintly. "It's a habit of mine. Secrets tend to hide in small locks."

He extended the brass key toward her. For a moment, their fingers brushed — warm against cold — and she felt that strange current again, the one she couldn't explain. A familiarity that should not exist.

"Thank you," she murmured, taking it. "I'll manage from here."

He nodded once. "As you wish. But if you find something... disturbing, you may wish not to face it alone."

With that, he left her by the door.

***
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The key turned easily — almost too easily — and the heavy oak door creaked open. 
Her father's study was just as she remembered: the scent of tobacco, the shelves lined with ledgers and maps, the ivory crucifix above the desk. 
And beneath the window, her father's chair sat facing the garden, where the rosebushes swayed under the pale light.
She stepped inside.

The air felt... wrong. Too still, as though the room had been waiting for her.

On the desk lay a half-burned candle, a glass of brandy, and a letter sealed with wax — the Ruiz family crest pressed deep into red.

The handwriting was her father's.

My dearest Isabela, 
If you are reading this, then my fears have been justified. They have found me. And now, they will come for you. 
The truth of our blood is not what you believe. Protect yourself. Trust no one bearing my name — not even those who say they love you. 
Burn this letter after reading it. For when the roses burn... our sins return to ash.
Her breath caught. The candle flickered, though no wind blew.

Before she could think, footsteps echoed behind her. She turned sharply — only to find Elias standing in the doorway.

His dark coat was open, rain dripping from the hem. His eyes — storm-gray, unreadable — flicked to the letter in her hand.

"You shouldn't be here," he said quietly.

"Neither should you." She hid the letter behind her back. "Is this where you hid the truth, Elias? Alongside your fiancée's dowry?"

His jaw clenched. "You think I want any of this? The house, the land — your father's money?"

"You wanted something," she hissed. "You always did."

He stepped closer, the air tightening between them. "I wanted you."

The silence was sharp enough to cut. She forced herself not to look away.

"Then you should have stayed," she said softly.

"I did," he whispered. "You were the one who left."

The sound of a throat clearing made them both startle. Gabriel stood once more at the threshold, watching them with unreadable calm.

"My apologies," he said, though his tone was anything but apologetic. "I came to ensure the lady found what she needed."

Elias's eyes narrowed. "You have an uncanny habit of appearing uninvited, Señor Alarcón."

"And you," Gabriel replied smoothly, "have an uncanny habit of standing where you do not belong."

Their gazes locked — the air between them alive with unspoken history.

Isabela could feel it. 
The tension. 
The past. 
The dangerous familiarity in the way they looked at each other.
And in that moment, she knew one thing for certain — the house was not the only thing filled with ghosts.
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Chapter 2: The First Lie
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By the time the house quieted, Gabriel had gone to his guest chamber, and Elias had vanished into the rain. 
Only Isabela remained in her father's study, the candle burning low, the letter trembling in her hand.
Trust no one bearing my name — not even those who say they love you.

She read it again, slower this time, searching for a code in his words. Her father had always been a cautious man, even paranoid toward the end of his life. He'd spoken often of enemies in whispers — men in Manila, debts owed to Spaniards, even government officials in Madrid who "wanted what was his."

But this... this was different.

The letter wasn't written in fear. 
It was written in guilt.
She turned toward the bookshelves, tracing her fingers along the rows of leather-bound volumes until her hand stopped at one that didn't belong — a small ledger, plain and unmarked. Its spine was newer, too clean for the dust that blanketed the rest.

She pulled it free.

Inside were lists of names, shipments, and amounts — columns of numbers written in her father's precise handwriting. At first glance, it looked like a business account. But as she turned the pages, she noticed the pattern: the shipments weren't of sugar or tobacco.

They were of people.

Native names. Towns she recognized from the southern islands. Words like "transfer," "cargo," and "lot."

Her stomach twisted. "Dear God..."

A sharp noise startled her — the creak of the door behind her. 
She turned, clutching the ledger to her chest.
Elias stood there, shadows cutting across his face. 
"I told you to stay out of this room," he said.
"And I told you," she shot back, "this house isn't yours to command."

He stepped closer, rain still clinging to his hair, his voice low. "You think you want the truth, Isabela. But once you find it, you'll wish you hadn't."

"Then tell me," she demanded. "What did my father do? Why does this house reek of lies and smoke?"

Elias's jaw tightened. "He built this empire on blood. That's all you need to know."

She met his eyes — eyes she once loved, once trusted. "And you? How much of that blood stains your hands, Elias?"

His silence was answer enough. 
For a moment, the candlelight flickered between them — revealing something in his expression that wasn't guilt, but grief.
Then his voice broke through, rough and quiet. 
"I tried to protect you."
She froze. "From what?"

The clock on the mantel chimed softly. 
A knock followed — polite, precise.
"Forgive me," Gabriel's voice came through the door. "I seem to have misplaced a document from the estate files."

Elias straightened immediately, stepping back into the shadows as Isabela called, "Come in."

Gabriel entered, the flicker of candlelight catching his face. He gave Elias a curt nod — not as an equal, but as a rival.

"I didn't realize you were still awake, Señor Montemayor," Gabriel said smoothly. "Or that you preferred visiting the lady's chambers at such late hours."

Elias's voice was like flint. "This room belongs to Don Ramon. I go where I please."

"Ah." Gabriel smiled, though his eyes were sharp. "Of course. Some men inherit land. Others inherit arrogance."

Isabela stepped between them before the tension could ignite. "Enough. Both of you."

Gabriel's gaze softened as it turned to her. "My apologies, Señorita. I only came to return this."

He placed a folded envelope on the desk — a yellowed page bearing her father's seal. "I found it among the estate records. It was addressed to you but never sent."

She hesitated before opening it, her pulse quickening as she unfolded the note.

My dearest child, 
If the boy who saved you ever finds you again, do not let him near this house. 
He carries my sin.
The paper slipped from her fingers.

"Where did you find this?" she whispered.

Gabriel's eyes held hers — calm, unreadable. 
"In your father's desk drawer. Hidden beneath a crucifix."
Her voice trembled. "Then why bring it to me?"

"Because you deserve to know what kind of man your father was." His tone softened, almost a whisper.
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Chapter 3: The Rose Garden Pact
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Morning came pale and cold, the kind of light that never quite reached the heart of the hacienda. 
The servants whispered that the roses hadn't bloomed since the funeral, that even the soil had turned sour. Isabela didn't believe in curses — not until she saw it herself.
Half the garden was blackened from the lightning strike. The bushes that had once glowed crimson now hung heavy and brittle, their petals like burnt silk. The air was heavy with the scent of wet ash and decay.

She stood before them in silence, her gloved hand brushing against a dying rose. 
Her mother's garden. 
Her father's grave not twenty steps away. 
And two men whose shadows lingered behind her — both claiming to protect her, both capable of ruin.
"Strange," said a voice behind her, calm but deep, "how even beauty burns when it grows too close to power."

She turned. Gabriel Alarcón stood on the path, sunlight gilding the edge of his dark hair. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes softened when they met hers.

"Good morning, Señorita Ruiz," he said with a small bow. "Or should I say Señora, since this house now answers to you."

"I don't think the house answers to anyone," she murmured. "It's haunted."

"Then perhaps it needs a new ghost to speak for it."

He smiled faintly — the kind of smile meant to disarm. But it didn't. It only unsettled her. 
"Do you always speak in riddles, Señor Alarcón?"
"Only when the truth is too heavy to say aloud."

He offered his arm. "May I walk with you?"

For reasons she couldn't name, she hesitated — then took it.

They walked through the garden in silence, the gravel crunching beneath their feet. Somewhere above, a crow cried, echoing against the old stone walls.

"You read the letter last night," Gabriel said finally. "Your father's warning."

Her pulse quickened. "Yes."

"And what do you believe?"

"That he was paranoid. Or guilty."

He studied her face. "And you?"

She frowned. "What do you mean?"

"What guilt do you carry, Isabela?"

The sound of her name on his lips was startling — intimate. She stepped back. "You presume too much."

"I've spent my life presuming," he said quietly. "It's what keeps me alive."

Something about the way he said it made her chest ache — the faint trace of loneliness beneath his calm exterior. She wanted to ask why, but before she could, footsteps approached from the east wing.

Elias.

His voice was sharp, his gaze darker than the clouds. "I see the lawyer has found himself comfortable company."

"Only that which the lady allows," Gabriel replied smoothly, not stepping away.

"Then allow me to remind you," Elias said, his tone laced with warning, "that the lady is still under my family's protection."

"Your family's protection," Gabriel repeated, his calm unbroken. "Interesting claim for a man who carries no Ruiz blood."

Elias's jaw tightened. "And yet it's mine that built this house while your countrymen exploited it."

"Careful," Gabriel said, his voice low. "We're not in court, Señor Montemayor. There are no rules here."

"Then perhaps it's time you learned some."

Before the words could sharpen into something worse, Isabela stepped between them. "Enough," she snapped. "If I must endure another argument between you two, I'll have you both thrown out."

Neither spoke. The tension was thick enough to cut.

Finally, she exhaled and said quietly, "My father's ledger — it mentions names. Transactions. Some of them were marked with initials."

Gabriel's gaze sharpened. "Initials?"

"E.M.," she said, looking directly at Elias.

Elias's expression didn't change, but something flickered behind his eyes — a flicker of recognition, or guilt.

"What were you trading?" she demanded. "What was my father paying you for?"

He looked at her, his voice low. "Freedom."

"Freedom?"

"For others," he said. "Not for myself."

She shook her head. "I don't understand."

Gabriel's voice interrupted softly. "Your father funded rebel operations. Secretly. Through intermediaries."

Her breath hitched. "You mean—"

"He was buying silence," Gabriel said. "Freedom for the people he enslaved. Their lives in exchange for his loyalty to Spain."

She turned to Elias. "And you were part of it?"

Elias's silence answered her better than words.

Her hands trembled. "All of you... playing saviors while others died for your gold."

"I was only fourteen when I joined him," Elias said, his voice raw. "I believed we were helping the revolution. Until I saw what it cost."

"Cost?" Gabriel repeated softly. "You mean her mother's life?"

Elias's gaze snapped up — sharp as a blade. "You keep her name from your tongue."

Gabriel met it evenly. "I keep only what I must. Secrets. Promises. And sometimes, people."

The air between them was electric again, the kind that carried both danger and familiarity.

Isabela looked from one to the other — Elias, torn and furious; Gabriel, calm and cryptic — and felt something shift deep inside her.

There was something between them. 
Not just rivalry. Not just hate. 
Something older. Deeper.
"Enough," she said, voice trembling. "If this house is cursed, then I want the truth that cursed it."

She turned to both men. 
"I don't care if it's rebellion, trade, or blood — I want every secret my father buried. And I want you both to help me find it."
Gabriel tilted his head. "And if we refuse?"

"Then I burn this house," she said softly, "and everything inside it."

Elias looked at her — truly looked — and saw the same fire that once drew him to her years ago. He stepped forward, his voice low. 
"Then we make a pact."
Gabriel's brow arched. "A pact?"

Elias nodded. "We find the truth. All of it. No more lies between us — or her."

Gabriel hesitated, then extended his hand. 
"Agreed."
Elias stared at it for a long, tense moment — then shook it.

And just like that, the Rose Garden Pact was sealed.

None of them knew it yet, 
but by the time it broke, 
one of them would be dead.
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Chapter 4: Ashes and Silk

[image: ]


Isabela sat at her dressing table, combing her hair in silence. The reflection in the mirror was not one she recognized — her skin pale, her eyes shadowed with sleeplessness. Madrid had taught her refinement, grace, restraint. But here, in the house of her childhood, all that polish cracked like porcelain.

She had barely slept. Her father's words still echoed in her mind:

Trust no one bearing my name — not even those who say they love you.

And yet, last night, she had agreed to trust two men who might be the very ruin her father had warned her about.

***
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The corridors of Hacienda Ruiz were quieter than usual. Servants moved like ghosts, avoiding her gaze. Somewhere, a piano played softly — a hesitant, broken melody that faltered halfway through.

She followed the sound.

In the music room, Elias sat at the piano, fingers hesitating on the ivory keys. His black coat hung loose, his shirt open at the throat. He looked exhausted.

When he noticed her in the doorway, he stopped playing. "I didn't think you'd be awake so early."

"I couldn't sleep."

He gave a tired smile. "Neither could I."

She stepped closer. "You play differently now."

"Years take their toll."

"No," she said softly. "It's not the years. It's the secrets."

He looked up at her — eyes gray, heavy, full of something unspoken. "Secrets are the only thing that have kept me alive."

"Then tell me one," she whispered.

He turned away, his hand tightening on the piano's edge. "You wouldn't want to hear it."

"I do."

He stood slowly, closing the distance between them. The faint scent of tobacco and rain clung to him. When he spoke again, his voice trembled. 
"The night your father sent you to Madrid, I begged him to let you stay. I told him I'd marry you if it meant protecting you."
Her breath caught. "You what?"

"He refused," Elias said. "He said I was unfit — a man born of sin could never touch what was pure."

Her chest tightened. "You let him send me away."

"I tried to stop him," Elias whispered. "I came to your room that night... but you were already gone."

She stared at him — the man who once taught her how to ride horses, how to paint, how to hide when soldiers came to collect taxes. The man who kissed her under the fig tree when she was barely seventeen.

And now, standing before her, he looked like a man buried alive.

"You should have fought harder," she said quietly.

He closed his eyes. "I did. But not for the right reasons."

Her voice trembled. "What do you mean?"

He hesitated — then: "I wasn't just your father's steward, Isabela. I'm part of the family by blood."

She froze. "His what?"

"I am Senora Ruiz' son when she was in her teens."

The words hit like thunder.

"No," she whispered. "That can't be—"

"It's true. He took me with my mother in secret. I grew up on this land
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