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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.

	 

	
Fifteen years ago, Sara lived through the darkest moment of her life when she was taken hostage in a bank robbery. Trapped by her captors, she found an unexpected savior in Angel, one of the robbers who, unlike the others, opposed the kidnapping and risked his life to free her. During their escape, the two shared more than the adrenaline of the moment: an unexpected and profound love blossomed between them. But fate stole their romance when, in an unfortunate misunderstanding, the police opened fire and killed Angel right before Sara’s eyes. Shattered by the loss and with only his memory for company, Sara decided to transform her pain into purpose, dedicating herself to helping vulnerable children and teenagers, just as Angel had been in his youth.

	Today, Sara is recognized for her social work and is engaged to marry Cristóbal, a rising political star and candidate for the Senate. But just as her life seems to have found a measure of peace, another kidnapping attempt throws her back into turmoil. She is assigned a bodyguard for protection, and her world tilts off its axis: the man looks identical to her lost love, though he seems not to remember her and goes by a different name. Confusion and disbelief mix with hope, doubt, and the pulse of a love she thought was buried. Could Angel truly have survived? And if he did, why would he pretend not to know her?

	 

	Is it really him, or just a ghost from the past? A stranger with the face of her lost love stirs questions and longings her heart cannot ignore.
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Prologue

	 

	“I think it is overkill. I do not need a bodyguard,” said Sara, trying once more to convince her father and her fiancé that it was not necessary to hire an escort to handle her security.

	The beautiful young woman rose from the chair in front of her boyfriend's desk to show her annoyance and began pacing the office, arms crossed. Anyone seeing her on the street might easily mistake her for a model or a television actress, not only because of her elegant attire and poised way of moving, but also because of her stunning beauty. She was a blonde with slightly wavy hair, eyes as blue as the sky, a face with perfect features, flawless, fair skin without a single spot or freckle, and a body that seemed sculpted by the finest of artists.

	“You can not be serious,” her father scolded her once again. The middle-aged man was in another chair beside the one she had occupied, and he felt anger because he believed the matter was already settled. He had spent nearly two weeks convincing her that the presence of an escort to accompany her at all times outside the home was essential. Genaro still could not understand his daughter's stubbornness, given what had happened and what had led him to decide to seek security for her. “Do you not realize what is going on? Sara, they tried to kidnap you, they could have killed you, and right now we could be mourning a tragedy.”

	“Do not be so dramatic, Dad,” said Sara, sitting down again, sensing that a new argument with her father was brewing over the incident she had experienced weeks earlier, when a black truck and two motorcycles had tried to box in her car on a little-traveled road just three kilometers from her house.

	She could not deny that even now, remembering the episode made her feel uneasy and afraid. That afternoon, right after leaving work, she had headed toward the house she shared with her father on the outskirts of the city, just as she did every evening after five. Upon leaving the busier main road, she had noticed that a truck and two motorcyclists were following her along the route. She knew the city was unsafe, but she had not imagined that could be dangerous for her.

	When the truck got too close and one of the motorcyclists overtook her to try to cut her off, Sara realized they were after her. By maneuvering the steering wheel and accelerating the car, the young woman had managed to swerve past the motorcyclist, and for the two kilometers remaining to her house, she had driven as fast as possible. Of course, her pursuers did not stand still; they tried again and again to find ways to get ahead of her to achieve their goal. However, she had been clever, or she had been very lucky —she still could not decide which— and in a short time she reached the family home, which she entered quickly before her would-be attackers could do anything to stop her.

	“We still do not know if it was a kidnapping attempt. Maybe they just wanted to steal my car,” she said, not very convinced herself, as she knew the modus operandi resembled kidnapping tactics more closely.

	“I am not willing to sit back and wait to find out,” insisted Genaro. “Sara, we have been through this before... and I am not willing to live through it again.”

	Sara felt her heart leap forcefully when her father alluded to that event which had been buried so many years ago.

	“We agreed we would not talk about that anymore, Dad,” Sara reproached him for breaking the pact they had made so many years ago never to mention the matter again.

	“Fine, we will not talk about the past; we will talk about the present. You are in danger, and I do not intend to sit idly by and watch something bad happen to you,” Genaro added again, trying to calm the ill temper that Sara stirred in him.

	“My love, there is nothing left to add. The man we hired is on his way; you will meet him in a moment, so it is all arranged,” her fiancé, Cristóbal, spoke for the first time from behind the desk in his important office.

	Sara let out a tired sound from her throat, more a gesture of resignation than of discomfort. It had been impossible to oppose the will of her father and her fiancé; they were going to get their way in the end.

	“Please, my love,” Cristóbal added in a placating tone, rising from his chair and approaching her to take the young woman's hands in his. “Understand that your father and I are very worried about your safety. Besides, we are getting married soon, and when that happens, you will have an escort at all times, whether you like it or not. As the wife of a senator of the Republic...”

	“You are not a senator,” Sara interrupted, freeing her hands from his.

	“The elections are just around the corner, and I am perfectly convinced I will secure a seat, with a very significant vote,” boasted the elegant young politician, pacing his office with the confidence of his coming triumph. Over the last four years, he had established himself as a rising star in national legislative life, a worthy heir to his father, who had also been a famous politician assassinated many years ago thanks to his proposals and his fight against crime.

	Sara looked at her fiancé again with some resignation. She did not like it when he adopted that air of superiority, much less if he did it in front of his own family or friends. Although what Cristóbal said could very well be true, his lack of modesty and humility was something she particularly could not stand. She had never understood why some people felt they were better human beings than others. Perhaps that was one of the few things she had to criticize about her future husband.

	One only had to look at him. Although he was not especially tall nor did he have a burly build, and he could not be called spectacularly handsome, his black hair, brown eyes, and serene face radiated elegance. His distinguished bearing, the arrogance of his figure, and that air of greatness gave him an aura of authority.

	“Besides, I feel somewhat responsible,” Cristóbal continued. “Who is to say that kidnapping attempt is not connected to me and my Senate campaign? Honestly, I do not believe they wanted to hurt you because of your charity work.”

	If there was anything Sara hated more than her fiancé's presumptuous air, it was his disrespect toward her profession.

	“It is not charity work. It is social work with at-risk teenagers,” she added once more, as she had done so many times, looking at him intently with a firm tone of voice.

	“Yes, that is what I meant,” Cristóbal conceded, walking toward her, knowing another argument might be brewing if he pressed the point. “I have never intended to diminish the value of what you do. Besides, as the wife of a senator, it is important for you to be involved in social causes...”

	“I told you already, you are not a senator yet. I am not marrying you because you will be a senator; I am marrying Cristóbal, the man I have known for a long time, senator or not. And my work at the foundation is as important to me as yours is in your political party. I studied social work out of conviction, because I believe many of the criminals you judge so harshly could have avoided a life of crime if they had been given opportunities to build a decent life. That is what I try to do with my work: provide opportunities so teenagers in vulnerable situations can have a better future.”

	The man smiled and took her hands again.

	“I know, my love. But you must realize that if things go as we have planned in the party, within a few months —and for a minimum of four years— I will be a senator in this country, and as part of my life, you must accept that. That includes having a bodyguard to protect you,” Cristóbal replied to her first comment, deliberately ignoring the young woman's staunch defense of her profession.

	“Then we will see when that time comes. Until then, I do not want a bodyguard.”

	The young woman withdrew her hands from her fiancé's again, and he returned to his chair, tired of Sara's stubbornness.

	“Enough, Sara,” said Genaro, losing his patience. “There is absolutely nothing more to say. The man responsible for your security will be here any moment, at least until you marry Cristóbal, and then we will see.”

	Sara let out a deep sigh.

	“I was not even allowed to choose him.”

	“What do you know about choosing a bodyguard?” Genaro asked, annoyed.

	“My love,” Cristóbal began with a conciliatory gesture, “for this sort of thing, it is necessary to hire a specialized person, someone trained, an expert. Our party has very good advisors, and I relied on them to find the most suitable candidate. I ask you not to be angry. We have found the best of the best. I would not place the protection of my fiancée in just anyone's hands.”

	“And may I know who this paragon of virtue is?” asked Sara, sitting down again.

	“Even though you say it with irony, he is a man quite qualified for the position. He is Italian, worked in his country's special forces for several years. Then he served on the Italian Prime Minister's personal security detail. He came to our country as the head of security for the Italian Ambassador. After that, he worked as a bodyguard for Senator Paredes. He is a man specifically trained to react to dangerous situations and safeguard the lives of those under his protection. Nothing bad will happen to you while he is by your side.”

	Sara remained silent for a few moments. She did not doubt that her fiancé had chosen the best. Nor did she doubt the capabilities of the person they were describing. Her annoyance stemmed essentially from not wanting to lose the freedom she had earned from a young age, the privacy of keeping her life away from the public eye, and, above all, she did not like that her father or her fiancé were making the important decisions in her life.

	But there was nothing more she could do. If the decision was made, and that man was about to arrive, all that was left was to resign herself and obey.

	Before she could make any comment, the secretary announced over the intercom that Miss Sara's personal bodyguard had arrived. Cristóbal smiled as he requested his assistant to escort the man to the office and to hold all calls while they were meeting.

	Sara heard the door behind her open. Cristóbal stepped forward to greet the man who had just entered, while her father rose from his chair and joined them to do the same. However, Sara, in one last act of defiance, remained seated and impassive.

	“Mr. Farnetti, it is a genuine pleasure to see you again,” Cristóbal said cheerfully. “Let me introduce Mr. Genaro Montalvo, my fiancée's father.”

	“A pleasure,” said the newcomer.

	Sara recognized a firm and confident voice. However, he spoke in perfect Spanish and had no Italian accent.

	“Sara, please come here,” Genaro said in a firm tone, almost a reprimand.

	Realizing there was nothing left to do but meet the person who would be her shadow, Sara rose from the chair, turned, and began walking toward them.

	Yet, she had taken no more than two steps when her eyes fixed on that man's face.

	No! Impossible! He is dead, it can not be him!, a silent voice screamed in her mind.

	More than fifteen years had passed since the last time she had seen that face. Naturally, time had moved on, and the features of a twenty-two-year-old boy were now those of a grown man. But they were the same features. There was no mistaking it. It was him. There was no other possibility. But... how? He had died.

	“Sara, this is Alessio Farnetti, your bodyguard from today onward,” said Cristóbal, introducing the man who immediately after those words extended his hand toward the young woman.

	Alessio Farnetti, no. His name is Angel Fernández... he has not even fully disguised his real name, she thought, as she timidly stretched out her hand to return the greeting.

	“It is a pleasure to meet you, and it will be my honor to serve you,” said Alessio while taking the young woman's hand firmly, but without excessive pressure.

	Sara noted the kind and courteous greeting. His face was impassive, without a single flicker of recognition, as if this truly were the first time he had seen her. It was not possible. What was happening? Did he not recognize her? Had he forgotten her? Had what happened between them mattered so little that neither her face nor her name were familiar to him?

	“A pleasure,” she said, trying to hide the tremor in her voice.

	“Sara, honey, it is for your own good,” insisted Genaro, interpreting his daughter's hesitation as an act of annoyance or defiance. “It is best that you start getting used to it.”

	Who is thinking about that now?

	What filled her mind was a single, utterly impossible thought: he is alive! That spawned a torrent of questions about what had happened fifteen years ago, after that entire nightmare had ended. What had happened to him? Why had they let her believe he was dead? Had it been his idea? Someone else's? Why did he go by a different name now? She could not understand any of it.

	“I am sorry... I just do not feel well,” said the young woman, returning to the chair and sitting down, certain her legs would not support her much longer.

	“What is wrong, my love?” asked Cristóbal, moving closer to her, noticing the pallor of her face.

	“I do not know... I feel dizzy,” she said, feeling her strength leave her.

	“I will get a glass of water,” said Cristóbal, leaving the office, while Genaro sat beside his daughter and touched her forehead.

	“You are very cold, and you have turned very pale,” said Sara's father, astonished that his daughter's distress was manifesting in physical symptoms. “Honey, I think you are making a big deal out of nothing.”

	Her father had no idea of the hurricane of emotions raging through Sara's heart. A mixture of feelings and thoughts ran frantic through her mind and soul.

	“I am sorry, Dad. A terrible migraine just came on suddenly,” said the young woman, trying to stop the tears from forming in her eyes.

	“I will see if the secretary has any painkillers,” said Genaro just before leaving the office, leaving her alone with her bodyguard, who had not moved an inch.

	Sara could not help but raise her face toward the man who watched her intently from a few meters away. She was not mistaken. It was him. She was completely certain. She could never forget that man.

	“Why?” she asked.

	“Excuse me?” he said, taking one step closer toward her.

	“Why?”

	“I do not understand the question.”

	“Why did you let me believe you were dead? Why did you not look for me before? Why did you come back? Why now?” Without being able to stop it, Sara's voice broke as tears began to roll down her cheeks.

	“Excuse me, miss, I do not understand. What are you talking about?” The young man moved a little closer to her, a look of astonishment appearing on his handsome face. “You are not well. I will go get help.”

	“You are running away to avoid my questions,” she said as the man walked toward the door. “Why will you not answer me?”

	“I am sorry, miss. It is clear you are confusing me with someone else. I assure you this is the first time in my life I have been in front of you.”

	“That is a lie.”

	Before Alessio could respond, Genaro and Cristóbal entered, bringing a glass of water and two painkillers.

	“Sara... you are crying,” stated Genaro, astonished. The man knew his daughter perfectly and knew Sara did not cry easily. Only a truly distressing or painful situation could draw tears from her. He did not understand why his daughter was so upset at that moment.

	“It is just the migraine, Dad,” said the young woman, drying her tears before taking the painkillers.

	“A migraine has never made you cry before. I think you are making a huge problem out of...”

	“It is just the headache,” insisted the young woman, interrupting her father. “I want to go home. I need to rest.”

	“Yes, it will be best if we leave,” said Genaro, helping his daughter to her feet. “As for you, I will expect you early tomorrow at my house. We will work out the details of Sara's routine there. I am very sorry my daughter took ill just now,” Genaro said to Alessio.

	“Do not worry,” replied Alessio. “I wish you a speedy recovery, miss.”

	Sara stared at him, her eyes still wet. However, she said nothing in return and only allowed her father to guide her toward the exit.

	The drive to their house was completely silent. Sara was lost in her thoughts, which quickly traveled to the past, fifteen years ago, to relive, second by second, what she had experienced, that situation in which Angel Fernández had become not only her savior, but the love of her life.
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Chapter 1

	 

	August 2006

	 

	Sara entered the bank and noticed there were about fifteen people waiting their turn. She took her place at the back of the line, waiting for the tellers to do their work so she could complete her mission: pay the tuition for her first semester of university studies in Business Administration.

	Having just turned eighteen, Sara Montalvo was the perfect image of a girl who had recently become a woman. Her lovely heart-shaped face, with beautiful bright blue eyes, a small, upturned nose, and red, full lips, still held the sweet innocence of childhood. At the same time, her slender, graceful body, with its soft feminine curves, signaled the lovely woman she was about to become. She was a little taller than the other girls her age and possessed the bearing and elegance inherited from her mother, who had been a model. Her blonde hair fell in soft waves over her shoulders, reaching halfway down her back. Sara was a beautiful, striking young woman, but without a doubt, the most attractive thing about her was her smile, a smile that never left her lovely face.

	Sara had many reasons to smile. Although her life had not been perfect, she considered it good, and she was about to begin a new chapter that promised to be filled with excitement and joy.

	She smiled, feeling grown up once again.

	A couple of months earlier, she had finished high school and graduated, thus ending one stage of her life and heralding the beginning of another full of hope: university life.

	For any young person, this stage was important, but Sara was convinced it would be the best of her life.

	When she was six, her mother decided she did not want to stay married, much less have a daughter by her side, so she separated from her family and returned to the world of modeling, which she had belonged to since she was a teenager. As time passed, Sara understood that her family would now be her father, a man who adored her with all his soul and whom she fully reciprocated. Perhaps her mother's abandonment had drawn her closer to the one parent she had left, and Genaro, for his part, had become both father and mother to Sara.

	In Sara's opinion, her father was the kindest man in the world. He was a successful businessman at the head of several important corporations in the textile industry, responsible for hundreds of employees and enormous responsibilities. Nevertheless, he had never been an absent father. Genaro had been present for every important moment in his daughter's life and, every single day, set aside a good amount of time to spend with her, even when he was most overwhelmed by work or the usual demands of his companies.

	Sara, in turn, had responded by being a loving and responsible daughter. She loved her dad, understood his responsibilities as a businessman, and even on occasion took an interest in the affairs of the companies, listening attentively to anything her father told her. That is why, as soon as she finished her basic education, she told him she would study Business Administration to become his right hand in the business.

	Genaro was absolutely thrilled. He had always believed the best gift was to give children the freedom to decide their own future. So, he received Sara's decision as a magnificent gift from life, because with all his heart he wished for his daughter to follow in his footsteps and, in time, take charge of the companies.

	Together, they enthusiastically undertook the task of analyzing different universities in the city, until they finally decided on the one where she would study. Once the decision was made, Sara began the admissions process, which was successful and guaranteed her a spot to begin her education. Genaro offered to transfer the funds to pay the first semester, but the young woman, eager to venture into the adult world, asked for the privilege of going to the bank herself to deposit the money.

	“But honey, nobody wants to go to a bank these days. They are full of lines, and with so much cash it could be dangerous.”

	“Please, Dad, I want to do it. Let me feel grown up.”

	Genaro smiled and allowed the young woman to handle that errand herself, making a couple of joking comments about how she was the only person in the world who got excited about standing in a boring bank line.

	That conversation had taken place a couple of days earlier, so now Sara, feeling more adult than ever, was there, waiting her turn to carry out an errand that others would find tedious and boring, but which for her was thrilling.

	However, everything changed in an instant when Sara heard a loud bang, followed by an order someone shouted from the bank entrance:

	“Everybody on the floor!”

	The young woman did not know what was more terrifying: seeing those masked men walk to different points in the bank, aiming dangerous firearms at customers and workers, or hearing the screams of the terrified people. She did the only thing she could: throw herself to the floor, as one of the thugs had ordered, while her heart pounded fiercely and her body shook with terror. She never imagined she would witness something like this: an armed robbery, and precisely at the moment she was there.

	Lying face down on the floor, she wished with all her might that it would end as soon as possible. Surely the criminals would take their money and belongings and then leave. She wished it would be quick, for that nightmare to be over soon.

	She could not help but lift her head a little to see what was happening. Two of the thugs, who were carrying large firearms she thought were machine guns, were threatening the tellers, demanding the money, while other criminals positioned themselves at various points in the bank to watch and react in case anyone did something rash, like stand up or use their phone to call the police.

	Still trembling with panic, she closed her eyes and prayed to heaven that it would all be over soon. Never in her life had she experienced anything like this. Her father had always showered her with so much care that she had never been in a situation this dangerous. When her mind threatened to turn down a pessimistic path, she calmed herself by saying it would end and she would soon be in her father's protective arms.

	She told herself that maybe the best thing was to pray; that way she could distract her mind and try to control the fear that was assailing her.
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	Though no one would have imagined it, not only the victims were afraid of what might happen. Angel, better known as Fallen, one of the robbers, was also absolutely terrified. It was not the first time he had participated in a robbery, but it was the first time in a bank, a type of establishment with not only a lot of money, but also high security.

	The young man, tall and athletic, whose ski mask covered his head and face, held a weapon in his hands, but he was not aiming at anyone or anything in particular. He was simply following the instructions he had been given by the boss: position himself near the door and watch outside for any suspicious movement. Although most of the gang members were already accustomed to these situations and had the employees and customers under control, he could not stop feeling nervous and distressed. He looked toward where his two friends, Calvin and Hobbes, were, whose task was similar to his own: to keep watch and prevent the situation from getting out of hand. They had also never participated in anything like this, and from their posture he guessed they shared his state of unease.

	He did not consider himself a bank robber; rather, he was a small-time thief with gangster pretensions who just barely managed by robbing small businesses to get what he needed to survive along with his loved ones: his small gang, composed of his friends Calvin and Hobbes, and his adoptive sister Melissa.

	Robberies were not a regular activity for Angel and his friends. They tried to make a living doing odd jobs, like masonry, courier work, stacking boxes at the market, or any other labor that came up. However, none of those jobs were stable enough to guarantee regular income. That is why, when they could not scrape together the money needed to cover the house expenses, they were forced to break into stores and illegally take goods.

	In fact, he was in this particular situation now because he desperately needed money to repair the damage he himself had caused. Less than a month ago, Melissa, his sister, had insisted on accompanying them on a robbery at a small neighborhood store. But things went wrong, the police captured her, and now the young woman, who had participated in a robbery for the first time, was behind bars. Angel needed to hire the best lawyer to secure her release, but lawyers did not work for free, and he had to obtain a considerable sum of money to achieve his goal.

	Both he and his friends knew it was impossible to get that money through a regular job, so they were forced to seek less legal alternatives. They were fully aware that large sums of money did not come from honest work, at least not in their case.

	That is how the idea arose to team up with an organized gang accustomed to this type of activity. By chance, they learned that the Gremlin, an expert bank robber, was recruiting personnel for a major heist at one of the largest financial institutions in the city.

	Contacting the Gremlin was not easy, as being one of the criminals most wanted by the authorities, he kept his whereabouts an absolute secret. However, sooner or later, in the underworld, everyone knows everyone, and they managed to locate him.

	The Gremlin, a young man of about twenty-five with more than a decade leading an extremely dangerous gang, was distrustful at first. He interrogated them for a long while before accepting them for the heist, warning them it would be risky and that if anything went wrong, they would be on their own.

	Angel and his friends knew perfectly well the danger they were running by getting involved with that gang, but the love they felt for Melissa and the guilt consuming them drove them to make the decision.

	The Gremlin not only provided them with weapons, but also the necessary training and a meticulously crafted plan along with the rest of the group to execute the heist, which promised substantial earnings for all the participants.

	And now he was there, in the bank, holding a dangerous firearm, wishing with all his might that everything would go according to plan. His only task was to watch the entrance and sound the alert if he noticed any unusual movement that could endanger the operation. Angel knew his future and Melissa's depended on the success of that dangerous mission.

	Although his previous experience had prepared him to see people's nervousness, fear, and in some cases, tears, nothing had prepared him to witness so many people frightened by the presence of a gang with so many criminals together, much less with firearms as dangerous as the ones they were using.

	He was growing more and more agitated, more nervous, and could only think about everything ending exactly as they had planned. He watched the people lying on the floor: some were crying and others were simply staying completely still, surely praying for the entire nightmare to be over once and for all. He also looked outside the bank from time to time. Apparently, things were unfolding as expected. He glanced quickly toward the teller windows, where the employees were neutralized by the actions of the other robbers. Most likely, the Gremlin and his trusted man were in the vault, filling the bags with money just as they had planned.

	Only a few minutes had passed, but it felt like an eternity.

	Suddenly, Angel heard something that alarmed him: the sound of a siren.

	“Hurry up!”

	The shout came from another of the robbers in the Gremlin's gang, who was in charge of guarding the bank's main entrance and whose words confirmed what Angel had already identified: the police were on their way.

	Immediately, the Gremlin appeared with his trusted man, carrying several cloth sacks in which, presumably, was the money they had just stolen.

	“Damn it!” exclaimed the gang leader, realizing several police cars were stopping in front of the financial institution.

	“Let us get out of here now!” shouted another member of the gang.

	“We can not!” responded one of the young men.

	“There has to be an emergency exit or a back door,” said someone else.

	“They will not let us go easily, hell!” yelled the Gremlin, motioning for one of his accomplices to come closer. As soon as the other did, the gang leader handed him the cloth sacks with the loot. “Do not let go of this for anything in the world!” he warned before heading toward a group of customers lying on the floor, trembling with fear.

	The gang leader quickly crouched, grabbed a young woman by the arm, and jerked her to her feet. With a swift motion, he pulled her back against his chest and pressed the barrel of his pistol to her head.

	“What are you doing?” asked Angel.

	“Trying to get us out of here.”

	“You did not say this would happen,” Angel protested again.

	“Excuse me, I did not know the police were invited to this heist,” the Gremlin responded sarcastically. “If we do not do something, they will capture us, or who knows what else might happen to us.”

	If Angel had been fearful before, he was now also outraged and furious. Taking an innocent hostage seemed unjust and cruel to him. They were only supposed to take the money and leave, without hurting anyone.

	He watched helplessly as the Gremlin dragged the young woman toward the bank entrance to show the police he had a hostage.

	“You better let us walk out peacefully, or several people could pay the consequences, starting with this girl!”

	A couple of police officers, who seconds earlier had seemed ready to enter the bank, stepped back upon realizing the gang leader was aiming his weapon dangerously at the young woman.

	“That is more like it!” said the Gremlin. “Back off and let us leave.”

	However, on this occasion, the police did not obey. They remained with all their patrol cars, waiting to see what would happen.

	“You would be better off surrendering and leaving the people inside alone!” said one of the police officers, likely the leader of the operation.

	“I mean it,” said the Gremlin. “Maybe I should shoot this pretty little thing to convince you.”

	“No, please!” the young woman whispered through the tears that had begun to flow the moment she felt the gun's barrel at her temple.

	“Do not worry, sweetheart, your friends will come to their senses,” said the Gremlin, seeing the horrified expressions on the young woman's face and on those of the police officers.

	“Let her go!” Angel demanded, moving closer to him. “She has nothing to do with this.”

	“She is our ticket out of here,” the Gremlin replied in a low voice, just for Angel to hear. “You better get ready to leave.”

	“Do not harm the young woman!” said one of the police officers from outside. “We will allow you to exit only if you release her and the others.”

	It seemed the police had given in to the Gremlin's blackmail and were going to allow the gang to flee. Although it could also be part of a plan to catch them outside the bank, away from the employees and customers. Just moments earlier, three of them had huddled to discuss the situation.

	“Then back away!” shouted the Gremlin. “I want the patrol cars to pull back and give us a clear path.”

	A few minutes later, the patrol cars began to move away, though they did not retreat entirely.

	“Over here!” the Gremlin ordered all his henchmen. “As soon as the Pale One brings the van around, you are getting in. Fallen, Calvin, and Hobbes will ride up front with the Pale One. The rest of us will be in the back. No one stops aiming at the police, and you shoot if they follow us. I am the last one to get in, so I need you to cover me in case the police change their minds. Is that clear?”

	The gang members confirmed they understood the instructions.

	Moments later, the van they had arrived in pulled up. It was a small white truck, similar to those used for transporting small loads. The front cab had room for four people, while the back was empty, leaving ample space. Furthermore, the rear section had no windows, making it impossible to see inside from outside.

	“There it is! Fallen, Calvin, and Hobbes, you go first,” ordered the gang leader.

	“Are you sure?” asked Angel.

	“Do it right now. Keep your guns aimed at the police while you walk to the vehicle. Never turn your backs. We will be right behind you.”

	The three young men obeyed the leader's orders to the letter. Angel could not deny that both he and his friends were truly nervous. It was nothing like anything they had experienced before, except on rare occasions when the police had shown up and they had managed to run away, but never by confronting them, much less threatening another person's life.

	Almost immediately, the others followed, settling into the back of the van. The Gremlin was the last one in, just as he had planned. However, contrary to what the police and the other gang members thought, he did not release the young woman; instead, he forced her to climb into the van with him.

	As soon as he was inside, he closed the door.

	“Drive! And make sure the police do not follow us,” the man ordered the driver.

	Within moments, the vehicle picked up speed and disappeared among the streets, while a patrol car trailed it from a distance.

	“What the hell are you doing? Why did you bring her?” asked Angel, visibly angry at the Gremlin's decision to take the young woman. It was no longer about taking a hostage to escape the robbery safely; it had escalated to a kidnapping.

	“Are you seriously asking? If I had let her go, the police would have caught us in less than a minute.”

	“We lost them,” said the Pale One, seeing that the patrol car was no longer following.

	“They are not following us anymore, let her go,” Angel complained.

	“If we have her here, we make sure they do not call ahead so another patrol can intercept us further down the road. They know which way we went. So we will have to maneuver to lose them completely.”

	“Please, let me go!” the young woman pleaded in a low voice between sobs.

	“No way, sweetheart. You are coming with us,” said the Gremlin before removing the laces from his shoes to tie the girl's wrists.

	“Please!”

	“Shut up, I do not like little women who whimper. Midget, give me something to gag her mouth with.”

	“Leave her alone, Gremlin,” Angel pleaded again.

	“I do not argue about my decisions with anyone, and least of all with you, a mere rookie,” said the gang leader, taking the handkerchief the Midget handed him in order to use it as a gag for the young woman's mouth.

	Angel was truly outraged by everything that was happening. While it was true he had agreed to participate in that robbery out of the need to obtain a large sum of money to get his sister out of prison, it was also true he would never have consented to the abduction or kidnapping of an innocent young woman, especially one who looked completely terrified.

	He studied the girl carefully and realized she was probably around the same age as his sister. Yet this girl looked different. Her status was evident not only in the expensive clothes she wore, but also in her bearing and natural elegance. She was very beautiful. She had the most beautiful blonde hair he had ever seen in his life. It was not just the color, but the way it fell in waves to frame her lovely, heart-shaped face. Her eyes were beautiful too. They were an intense blue that did not lose their appeal even now, reddened from crying. Her nose was small and perfect, and her mouth, with its full lips, looked soft and slightly curved, with a natural tone between pink and coral. Her figure was slender and harmonious, with subtle curves that accentuated her femininity. There was no doubt she was a lovely woman.

	It was also clear she was tremendously frightened. This was reflected not only in her silent, endless weeping, but also in the way she hunched her shoulders and back, and the slight tremor noticeable in her hands, clenched tightly together.

	For a moment, he imagined Melissa in that situation and felt real horror. He would never want that torment the young woman was experiencing for his sister, or for any other woman. He promised himself he would do everything in his power to help her get out of this situation unharmed.

	After tying up and gagging the young woman, the Midget forced her to lie down on the floor of the van. She could do nothing but obey; her chances of escape were practically nonexistent, and if she showed any sign of rebellion, things would probably go worse for her. If she was cooperative, there was a chance these men might let her go soon.

	“There is no longer any need for these,” said the Gremlin, taking off his ski mask and indicating for the others to do the same.

	“But the girl… she could identify us to the police.”

	The Gremlin laughed uproariously with scorn.

	“Everyone in the city knows it was us, so the ski masks are pointless now. Besides, this young lady is smart enough to forget our faces as soon as this is all over. She will not want anything bad to happen to her family.”

	“Why do you not let her go right now?” Angel insisted. “We are leaving the city; I do not think the police are following us anymore.”

	“You are getting on my nerves, Fallen,” said the Gremlin, aiming his weapon at Angel. “I do not want to repeat myself, I am the one who gives the orders here. And it is precisely me who decides when we are going to release this girl.”

	Once again, Angel looked at the girl, now lying on the floor in the back of the van. She looked even more helpless that way. He told himself once more that he would not allow anything bad to happen to her, even if it meant confronting not just the Gremlin, but everyone in the gang.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	 

	Sara was living through the most horrendous experience of her life. It would never have crossed her mind that one day she would have to go through something as appalling as being kidnapped by a gang of robbers.

	Since the robbery began, she had felt fearful; however, she told herself it would end soon and everything would return to normal. But that was not how it went.

	The real nightmare began when she felt that criminal grab her by one arm and yank her off the floor in a single motion, then pull her in front of him as a shield, while pressing the cold barrel of a gun to her head.

	Anguish seized her heart. Her body began to tremble, while copious, unstoppable tears welled from her eyes. A single thought ran through her mind: life could change in an instant. That morning she had entered the bank happy because it would mark the start of her life as a university student, and in just a few moments everything had changed, as her life was now in danger.

	As soon as he took her hostage, Sara thought that criminal would shoot her and that everything would be over for her. Perhaps that would have been less terrifying than all the horror that came after. That criminal used her as a hostage to escape the bank and then decided to kidnap her, bringing with it a dreadful uncertainty about her fate.

	The further the van drove, the more fearful she felt, because she was aware they were getting farther from any possibility of being rescued by the police. Furthermore, the gang leader had made it clear several times that he did not intend to release her immediately, even when one of his accomplices had requested it on multiple occasions.

	When they tied her up, gagged her, and forced her to lie on the floor of the van, her fear increased. The situation worsened when those men removed their ski masks. She had heard on various television programs that when criminals allowed their hostages to see their faces, it was because they did not intend to let them live.

	Was that to be her fate? To die at eighteen, full of plans for the future? For a moment, she thought of her father and the terrible pain the death of his only daughter would cause in his soul. Her crying intensified as she imagined that heartbreaking scene.

	This is all my fault. If I had listened to Dad's advice, if I had done the bank transfer, I would not be going through this. All because of the stupid whim of wanting to feel grown up. Forgive me, Dad.

	“Pale One, you know where to go,” ordered the gang leader to the driver of the van.

	“Yes, boss. No one is following us.”

	“Either way, better take the alternate highway; it is more deserted, and we will be better able to defend ourselves in case the police get any ideas about showing up.”

	“Where are we going?” asked the young man who had tried to persuade the leader to release her.

	“That is not your problem. As soon as we arrive, we will divide the money and you can get lost. And, of course, you will never work with me again. I am fed up with all your questions and comments.”

	“That is what you get for letting any rookie participate,” said another of the robbers who had remained silent until then.

	“In this case it was necessary. We needed more people than usual,” said the Gremlin. “However, I would have preferred others, not these three rookies. Either way, it is one and done, because I do not plan on letting them get involved in my business again.”

	“Do not worry, Gremlin, we do not have any intention of going through something like this again either,” said another of the young men who had not spoken until now and who was riding up front along with the young man they called Fallen.

	“You are getting a good share of the loot and you still feel entitled to act offended,” added one of the Gremlin's henchmen.

	“It was hard enough on us; they could have caught us,” said again the young man who had spoken before.

	“You did not even do anything, just watch and almost die of fright when the police showed up,” taunted the Gremlin's accomplice again.

	“On top of that, you take liberties that are not yours and talk more than you should,” added the gang leader. “So you better shut up, because I am starting to get annoyed by your whining and comments.”

	No one missed that the Gremlin's last remark had been spoken in a more severe tone, with evident anger. The members of his gang knew it was best not to provoke him, as they could face serious consequences.

	The van traveled in silence for a length of time that felt endless to Sara. Where were they taking her? What plans did the gang leader have for her? The gag was firmly pressed over her mouth, and even without it, she did not feel capable of uttering a single word, for fear of enraging that violent man even more, a man who did not even have a good relationship with his own accomplices. So she had no choice but to wait and see what fate had in store for her.

	Finally, the vehicle stopped. The thugs got out, taking with them the sacks of stolen money. The Gremlin carried two of them, while the others handled the rest.

	“Bring the girl,” ordered the gang leader, without specifying any particular accomplice.

	She felt someone take her arm and pull her to get her out of the van. The action was quick and rough, so Sara lost her balance and fell to the ground, hitting her left side hard.

	“Be careful!” scolded the young man they called Fallen before moving to her and helping her up. “Are you all right?” he asked with a worried expression, once she was back on her feet.

	It was the first time Sara had a chance to see the face of that young man who had tried to defend her on several occasions. He was young, perhaps a couple of years older than her. His hair, black and short, revealed every angle of his attractive face. His eyes, a light brown shade, almost golden, conveyed a warmth she did not think possible in a criminal. His straight, well-defined nose gave him an elegant air. The strong jawline lent a firmness that contrasted with the softness of his mouth, with its full lips. He was tall and slender, and through his t-shirt she could see his youthful, strong muscles.

	Sara only nodded, grateful for the kind gesture from that young man who had, from the start, opposed his leader's arbitrary and violent actions.

	“Bring her in,” the leader shouted from inside what looked like a huge abandoned warehouse.

	Another of the henchmen was tasked with taking Sara by the arm and leading her inside that place.

	For the first time, the young woman noticed the place they had reached was a kind of abandoned warehouse in the middle of the countryside. There was no other construction or building nearby, so any chance of escaping or being found by a neighbor was completely nonexistent. She felt more and more helpless and anguished.

	Although they had turned on a couple of lights inside the warehouse, it was so large that the sparse lighting could not show the place clearly. Sara saw a couple of tables and a few old, worn-out chairs, along with crates, barrels, rods, and other scrap metal, all in disorder and completely filthy.

	“The most anticipated moment has arrived: the division of the money,” said the Gremlin with a theatrical gesture, placing all the sacks on one of the tables, while his henchmen clapped and cheered noisily.

	“This is getting very boring; I think it is time for some fun,” said another of the thugs, walking over to some crates and pulling out several bottles of liquor, which he also placed on the table next to the money sacks.

	Without a word, the henchmen grabbed the bottles and started opening them to drink.

	“You two not drinking?” one of the criminals asked Fallen and the other two young men who had ridden in the front of the van with him. Sara deduced those three guys were not closely connected to the Gremlin and the others. From the conversation she had overheard in the van, this was the first time they had operated together, and the young men did not look at all happy.

	“Maybe what they want is something stronger,” said another henchman, displaying a bag of white powder that needed no further introduction.

	“What we want is our money,” said the tall young man standing next to Fallen, who had remained silent until then.

	“You seem to be in a hurry,” the Gremlin taunted. “Even better, that way you will disappear and I will not have to see your cowardly faces again.”

	By that point, three of the Gremlin's accomplices had already stacked the bundles of bills into nine piles. Sara doubted they had counted it, as it was a lot of money.

	“There are eight of us. Why are there nine shares?” asked the other young man standing near Fallen.

	“Because, as the boss and mastermind of this group, I deserve double what anyone else gets. And I hope you do not have a problem with that,” said the Gremlin, picking up one of the weapons with a threatening air.

	“Give us whatever and we will leave,” said the tall young man again.

	One of the Gremlin's henchmen took three of the shares and stuffed them into one of the cloth sacks they had used for the robbery. He tossed it roughly toward where the three young men stood.

	“There it is. Take it and get lost,” said the Gremlin before turning around and walking toward the table with the rest of the money.

	“What about the girl?” asked Fallen.

	“That is not your problem,” said the Gremlin without turning to look at him.

	“Of course it is my problem,” the young man responded. “At no point did we say this would be a kidnapping. Otherwise, I would not have participated.”

	“Let us say it was a last-minute unforeseen event that I plan to take advantage of,” said the Gremlin, turning and walking menacingly toward the young man.

	“What do you mean?” asked Fallen.

	“I mean today has been a good day, I am feeling very lucky, and I want to have a little fun.”

	Sara felt a chill run through her body, sapping the little strength she had left. It could not be. Although that man had not explicitly stated his intentions, it was easy to guess. An even greater anguish struck her heart, making it beat rapidly. Her crying became more copious, while a painful sound escaped her throat, muffled by the gag pressing on her mouth.

	“I will not allow that!” said Fallen, moving toward the Gremlin and grabbing him by the lapels of his shirt.

	Immediately, the others went on alert. Fallen's two friends moved closer to him, trying to dissuade him from holding onto the gang leader. The others moved in to help their comrade, but they did not intervene immediately, instead waiting to see what would happen.

	“Let go of me!” ordered the Gremlin, grabbing Fallen's wrists in an attempt to free himself without success. “Just to show you I am in a good mood, I will let you and your friends have a turn with her too.”

	Fallen punched him in the face, knocking him to the ground. The Gremlin got up quickly and charged at the young man, who waited for him to land another blow.

	The two men fell to the floor in a struggle that neither wanted to lose. There were punches and kicks until the others felt they had to intervene to separate them. Fallen's two friends each took him by an arm, while three of the Gremlin's henchmen restrained him, preventing the fight from continuing.

	“Get out of here right now,” the gang leader threatened.

	“Not without her,” said Fallen.

	“Leave or you are a dead man,” said another of the criminals, this time aiming a weapon at Fallen. “I do not mind shooting you; that would just leave more money for us anyway.”

	“Let us go now,” the tallest young man said to Fallen.

	“But...”

	“Let us go; we cannot do anything for her,” the other one told him.

	At that moment, the young man turned his head toward her. Sara looked at him pleadingly; she knew he was her only chance to escape the violations she would suffer at the hands of those criminals. However, the other two young men pulled their friend away, and all three disappeared immediately through the door.

	She could not stop crying. Never in her life had she thought she would have to go through an experience like this.

	“Do not cry, sweetheart. Those three are gone, but there are still five of us left to satisfy you,” said the Gremlin mockingly, moving closer to her.

	Sara took two steps back until she stumbled and fell onto some crates.

	“No!” Sara said, and though she was gagged, it was clear to those who heard her.

	The Gremlin knelt beside her and stroked a lock of her golden hair.

	“I have never had one like you before. Pretty, clean, and from money. I have always wondered how rich girls do it, and I think today I am going to find out,” he said before letting out a cruel laugh.

	Sara continued to cry inconsolably. She wanted to pull away, but the pile of crates on the floor prevented any movement.

	“I think we are all going to find out,” said one of the henchmen, also kneeling beside her.

	“Not so fast!” the Gremlin exclaimed, seeing his accomplice was about to touch the young woman. “Me first. I am the boss.”

	“Why always you? That is not fair.”

	“Life is not fair.”

	“How about a game of poker? The winner gets her first,” proposed another of the men.

	They all laughed at the idea.

	“All right,” said the Gremlin. “Let us add some excitement to the game. In the meantime, we better tie her feet too, just in case she gets the strange idea of going for a stroll.”

	The Gremlin walked away while one of the criminals tied the young woman's feet with a frayed rope that was lying on the dirty floor nearby.

	Sara watched as those men moved away toward one of the tables, completely animated to play a hand of cards that would mark the beginning of her tragedy. She saw them sit down while one of them dealt the cards and the others drank and took drugs. In just a few moments, all five were engrossed in the game, expectant and anxious to win.

	A feeling of unreality washed over the girl. Was this really happening? It was the worst nightmare a woman could live through. Whenever she saw television programs about girls, teenagers, or even adult women abused and violated in that way, she felt a deep empathy. She never imagined she herself could become the victim of such an atrocious crime.

	God, please, let it be quick.

	Sara knew she had no escape. Life had put her in a position of disadvantage from which she could not flee, so all that was left was to pray to God that her suffering would not be prolonged, though something inside her told her it would not be.

	There were five men who, by the time the fateful hour arrived, would be completely drunk and under the influence of psychoactive substances. She knew people in that state could be completely euphoric and, above all, extremely violent. The only thing that would matter to them would be their own pleasure, no matter the harm or pain they caused.

	And what would happen afterward? Would they let her live, or would they kill her?

	If she managed to survive everything that was to come, how would she face life after that? How would she ever be calm again, go out on the street, resume her daily routine? Would she ever be the same girl she was just a few hours ago? Could she ever trust a man again? Could she fall in love, get married, have children? In what way would what was about to happen change her world and her future? She did not know if she could go on living after that.

	And if they killed her? How much would they torture her before murdering her? How would they do it? How much would she suffer during her death? She had never imagined her life would be so short. She had so many plans, so many dreams, so many things to do with her father, and now surely none of that would be possible.

	Forgive me, Dad. I should have listened to you.

	She regretted over and over again not having followed her father's advice. If only she had obeyed him, none of this would be happening. But “what ifs” did not exist, and the reality was singular. In a few hours, she could be dead.

	She felt a deep pain for her father. At that moment, he must be very distressed by her kidnapping, but the real torment would come when they found her body, not just murdered, but with the evident signs of what those men had done to her. Her father would surely suffer terribly upon learning everything she had had to endure. She would give anything to spare him that pain.

	If only she could let him know she loved him, that he was the best father in the world, that she felt only love and gratitude toward him. And that, if it were possible, from wherever she was, she would be with him and try to heal his suffering.

	Perhaps it would be best if her body never appeared. That way, at least, he would be spared the bitter blow of knowing everything she had had to endure at the hands of those criminals.

	How much time had passed? What time was it? She had completely lost track of time. She only knew those men kept drinking, taking drugs, and playing, while she was lost in her thoughts about the torturous hours that would soon arrive.

	Suddenly, she felt a hand cover her mouth. Before she could make a sound or move, she heard a voice in her ear.

	“Shh, do not make a sound. It is me. I came to get you out of here, but you must not scream or do anything to alert them,” Fallen whispered. “Do you understand?”

	She nodded her head.

	The young man removed his hand from her mouth and then proceeded to untie the bonds on her hands and feet while Sara stared at him in astonishment. Then, he removed the gag from her mouth.

	“Come, you must follow me. You need to crawl so they do not notice,” the young man instructed in a low voice.

	Next, the young man moved in a crouch toward a part of the warehouse that was behind the crates where she had been sitting. She did not hesitate for a second and obeyed to the letter, while a hope was born in her heart. She moved cautiously, stealthily, without making a sound, following the young man; she knew the success of her escape depended on following his instructions. A few meters ahead, a light was visible: it was a window that led to the back of the warehouse.

	The young man went out first. Then he helped her out. After being in the darkness of the warehouse for so long, the daylight felt painful to her eyes, but it did not matter: the day had never seemed so bright to her as it did now, as she was about to escape the horrible fate that had been stalking her.

	“Listen to me. We can not go by the road; they would find us in less time than it takes a rooster to crow. So we must go through those trees,” he said, pointing to the woods that were about five hundred meters away. “I know the way is longer, but it is the only way to make sure they do not find us. So now we need to run to the trees. Is that clear?”

	“Yes,” she replied.

	The young man took her hand.

	“In case they do follow us, drop to the ground and try to get to the trees; I will deal with them.”

	Before she could answer, the boy began to run, taking her by the hand and not letting go.

	The run was frantic. The distance seemed to stretch with each step, and the fear of being discovered by their captors made their destination seem farther away. Although the young man kept looking back, she preferred to fix her gaze on the trees that would become their refuge.

	Upon reaching the woods, they stopped, exhausted and out of breath. The run had been intense, relentless, without allowing a single second of rest. They hid behind a tree, hoping to be out of sight of any possible pursuers. The young man looked up toward the distant warehouse.

	“It seems they still have not noticed you are gone,” he said, his voice breathless and animated from the run. “That gives us more time.”

	Sara leaned her back against the tree, feeling nervous energy course through her body as she tried to normalize her breathing.

	Was it true? Had she really escaped what had seemed inevitable?

	That boy had come back for her! He had returned to save her life!

	Unable to help it, she burst into tears again. On one hand, she felt a profound relief, but at the same time, fear still ran through her as if that danger were still threatening her imminently.

	“Do not cry,” the young man told her, moving closer and placing one of his hands on the girl's shoulder. “Everything is going to be all right.”

	Sara did the only thing she could do at that moment: she threw herself into the boy's arms and hugged him tightly.

	“Thank you!” she whispered over and over, feeling that life had given her a second chance.
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