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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.

	
Twelve years of injustice have turned Fabian into a man consumed by anger. After being exonerated of the terrible crime he never committed, he returns with only one purpose: to make those who destroyed his life pay. His plan for revenge is flawless… until he comes face to face with Valeria, the younger sister of his late fiancée, whose heart bears scars as deep as his own.

	Valeria has lived in the shadow of a tragedy she never chose. While Fabian burned behind bars, she withered in the neglect of a family that never truly saw her. When this furious man storms into her life determined to destroy everything, something in his shattered gaze stops her cold, she recognizes in him the same pain she has carried in silence for years.

	Through encounters charged with tension and nights filled with unexpected confessions, the line between vengeance and redemption begins to blur. Fabian discovers that the hands he meant to hurt might be the only ones capable of healing him, while Valeria faces an even more dangerous truth: perhaps the man she swore to hate is the only one who truly sees her.

	In this game of broken hearts and second chances, love rises as an act of rebellion against a past that tried to condemn them. Will they be able to let go of resentment and write a new ending together?

	 

	Two wounded hearts found in hatred the path to love.
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Prologue

	 

	October 2000

	 

	“Damn you!” The man managed to rasp through his split lips, trying to defend himself from the brutal beating.

	But his attackers did not hear him. They were hurling insults of their own as they kicked him, weak and defenseless in the darkest, most remote corner of the cell. It was not fair; he was alone and there were three of them.

	“So you think you are better than us!” one of the men shouted, landing a kick to the abdomen the young man was trying to protect with his arms. “You are no better than anyone. You are as much a criminal as we are, and you deserve to be here.”

	“Maybe he deserves more,” another added, yanking his black hair. “Maybe hell.”

	“No, hell is not enough,” the leader of the small gang interrupted. “Did no one ever tell you what they do to rapists in prison?”

	Fabian had sensed this moment would come. Ever since he was locked up in that horrible prison three weeks ago, he knew his safety was in danger. His suspicions grew stronger when he noticed this trio of thugs watching his every move, and even more so because everyone knew why he had been convicted: rape and murder.

	Lost in his thoughts, he felt hands grab his arms and haul him up from the floor. The beating had served a purpose: to break him to his attackers' will. Fabian no longer had the strength to fight back.

	Panic seized him when hands started to unbutton his pants.

	“No!” he yelled, thrashing in a desperate attempt to resist.

	Another blow hit his face and he fell to the floor again.

	“Did she scream too when you raped her? Do you want to know how it feels?”

	“I did not rape her! I did not kill her!” he roared in desperation.

	“They all say that,” mocked the man who leaned over him to continue stripping off his clothes.

	Fabian would not give up without a fight. He would rather die trying. From the depths of his being, from the desperation and the fury, he kept twisting, fighting with everything he had left to stop what they had planned.

	“Hold still!” the same man ordered, hitting him in the head.

	The impact was strong enough to daze him, but Fabian kept resisting. It was not him, it was his instinct, his rage, his fear.

	“What do we do? If we keep hitting him, we might accidentally kill him. Besides, he needs to be conscious when it happens,” murmured the aggressor trying to undress him, speaking to his leader.

	El Navaja, as he was called, watched Fabian. It was astonishing that he still had the strength to fight. In twelve years behind bars, he had never seen anyone like him. He pulled a blade from his pocket and crouched next to the young man.

	“Are you going to act brave against this too?” he asked mockingly, grabbing his hair with one hand while showing him the sharp blade with the other.

	Fabian thought his life had come to an end. He told himself it was not fair. He did not deserve to die like this: in jail, his name vilified, in the middle of the cruelest act a human being can suffer.

	“Kill me!” he demanded fiercely.

	“No, that would be too easy,” El Navaja replied. “Besides, you deserve to suffer the same thing you did to that poor girl.”

	It was inconceivable that he was about to go through this while being innocent. No, he would not allow it. He could not bear another injustice.

	“I prefer death,” said Fabian.

	“But you will not get it,” El Navaja sneered. “Pantera, continue what you were doing. I think you will be the first to have the honor of initiating the gentleman into prison love.”

	Fabian felt hands tugging at his pants again.

	He would not endure it.

	He would not allow it.

	He would not allow it.

	His rage acted for him. Without really knowing how, one of his hands shot swiftly and directly to El Navaja's face, pressing his thumb into one of the man's eyes. Caught off guard, the man only reacted when the pain shot through him. Fabian seized the moment and took the knife without difficulty. The element of surprise was on his side, but he had to act fast, without thinking: he who hesitates is lost. So, without another thought, he plunged the dagger into his aggressor's throat.

	He had never imagined stabbing someone would feel like that. He felt the warm blood splatter his skin as the blade sank with difficulty into the flesh. El Navaja's eyes opened impossibly wide, and Fabian looked into them just before he noticed blood bubbling from the man's mouth in a choked gurgle.

	“What did you do?” asked Pantera, backing away. He was not just surprised; he was afraid.

	He could have asked himself that very same question. What had he done?

	He had not murdered Lucy. But now he had killed a man. Now he was a murderer.

	He struggled to his feet, trembling, not just from the blows, but from what he had just done. The other two backed away. Now he had the knife, still stained with El Navaja's blood.

	“Come on, we have to tell the guard,” the other man stammered to Pantera.

	Both of them ran away. They were vermin. Very brave in a group, when their victim was defenseless, beaten down by sorrow and despair… but cowards when the advantage was no longer theirs.

	And now?

	They were going to come for him. Where would they take him? To another cell? He was already in prison.

	He had been locked up for a crime he did not commit. They had condemned him to fifty years for another man's sin. Now, his punishment would surely increase. But this time, he was guilty.

	Life was not fair. The real killer, the one who coldly planned Lucy's death, was still free, perhaps stalking another victim. And he, who had killed to defend himself, was behind bars and might never get out again.

	It was their fault. The Iturbes. Lucy's family, who did not hesitate to accuse him of what happened. The powerful Anibal Iturbe had moved heaven and earth to destroy him, not caring if he was responsible or not. The great lady Silvia de Iturbe had cried in the courtroom, claiming that Fabian had harassed her daughter… a great lie. And the sweet Valeria Iturbe, Lucy's younger sister… Valeria knew the truth and yet she remained silent.

	The sound of approaching footsteps warned him the guards were coming. Two of them burst into the area with their weapons drawn.

	“Drop the knife!” one ordered, aiming at him.

	Fabian realized he was still holding the blade. He looked at it with horror for a few seconds before throwing it to the floor. Immediately, the guards rushed him, pinned him down, and put him in handcuffs. A third man approached to confirm the obvious: El Navaja was dead.

	“What did you do, kid?” the guard asked.

	“Defended my dignity,” Fabian replied.

	“There is no dignity in prison.”

	“I will take mine to the grave.”

	The officer gestured for his colleagues to take him away. He knew what awaited him: solitary confinement… and an even longer sentence.

	As he crossed the yard, under the curious stares of the other inmates, Fabian thought that none of this should have happened. It was all the fault of the Iturbes. Because of them, he was here. Because of all of them, including Lucy, who had hidden and denied their relationship. She was already dead, but the others were not.

	They were still alive.

	And for the sake of the dignity he had just defended, he had to get revenge. They had turned him into a murderer. They had to pay for his suffering.

	Yes. From this moment on, his life would have a single purpose: revenge against the Iturbes. It did not matter if he had to do it from prison or from hell.

	Every single Iturbe had to pay.

	Every last one.

	 

	 

	 

	


Part One

	 

	 

	The Reason

	 

	


Chapter 1

	July 2000

	 

	“He is a poor fool, but I love him,” said Lucy, rummaging through her dresser drawers.

	“He is not on your level,” chided Tanya, her best friend, who was sitting on the bed. “He is just a common waiter.”

	Lucy turned and looked at her with a self-assured expression.

	“You think I do not know that? But he is absolutely attractive and exciting,” she said, clutching a fuchsia t-shirt to her chest. “You cannot imagine the passion with which he makes love.”

	Then, looking up, she noticed they were not alone. Through the slightly open door, she saw the silhouette of her younger sister, Valeria, just outside the room.

	“What are you doing there, you idiot?” Lucy shouted, marching toward the door. Even though Valeria tried to get away, she caught her and, grabbing her by the wrist, dragged her into the bedroom. “Were you spying on us?”

	“No, of course not,” the frightened young woman stammered. “I just… wanted… wanted to see if you… would lend me some makeup. I am going to the mall with Kimberly.”

	Lucy watched her for a moment and then exchanged a knowing look with Tanya before letting out a loud, raucous laugh.

	“Makeup? Who said bats wear makeup?” she said with disdain, releasing her wrist.

	Valeria lowered her head. Lucy never missed a chance to humiliate her, reminding her how insignificant and ugly she was.

	“I… just wanted…” she began to apologize.

	“You wanted to spy, that is what you wanted.”

	“No, of course not. I was going to knock when you saw me,” she lied.

	“Whatever the case, I do not want you in my room. And I am not lending you any makeup. You are so ugly, not even a bunch of surgeries could make you look like me. Now, get out.”

	Valeria knew contradicting her would only make things worse, so she left immediately.

	Lucy had looked down on her again, she told herself as she walked, head bowed, toward her own room, rubbing her sore wrist. But I deserve it. If I already know she always says those horrible things to me, why do I go back to her room?

	The fourteen-year-old girl entered her bedroom and locked the door. Whenever she was going to cry, she made sure she was completely alone. She walked slowly toward her bed, as if the weight of her sadness exhausted her, and fell face down onto the mattress.

	Her crying was not loud or desperate. No. It was more of a silent, routine, resigned cry. Once again, she asked herself why Lucy humiliated her and treated her with such cruelty. Did she hate her?

	Was she as ugly as Lucy said? Was that the reason for her constant disdain?

	She got up and walked to the mirror on her dresser. Her hair was not blonde and silky like Lucy's, but dark, long, and somewhat unruly. Her eyes were not blue like her sister's, but brown, too large for her small face. Her lips were thin, nothing like Lucy's full, attractive mouth. Her nose was not ugly, but it contrasted with her sister's upturned one. The shape of her face was too simple… how could she describe a face as plain as hers? Besides, she was short. But that could change, she told herself: she was only fourteen and Lucy was already eighteen.

	She was an average teenager. That was it. Not a shadow of her older sister's beauty.

	She had always known it, people always said it. When there were visitors at the house, everyone talked about how sweet Valeria was and how incredibly pretty Lucy was. But she did not want to be sweet. No. She wanted to be pretty, like her sister.

	That was why the most handsome boy she had ever met in her life had noticed Lucy. It was obvious Fabian was crazy about her. He did not care that she was the daughter of one of the richest businessmen in the city, nor that Lucy insisted no one should find out about their affair, nor that she was just playing with him… nor that Valeria was in love with him.

	Of course, he did not know that last part.

	It was ironic how things had turned out. Fabian was one of the waiters at Lucy's graduation party. That night, Valeria fell in love with him… and he fell for her sister.

	How could he not notice her, dazzling in her expensive, elegant purple dress that accentuated her curves? Even while doing his job, he took every opportunity to look at her, hypnotized.

	Lucy had noticed and must have approached him to talk without anyone seeing, because a few days later, Valeria saw them together. They were in her car, just a few blocks from the house. That same night, her sister confronted her and threatened her to keep quiet about what she had seen.

	No one else knew about the romance. Lucy was ashamed to be seen with a mere waiter. The truth was she did not love him. She was just playing with him, like she did with other boys. He was her entertainment, just another story to tell her friends.

	Even though she had suspected it, now she had confirmation. Her sister did not value him, did not respect him.

	Why was life so unfair? Why did Lucy have beauty if she was so cruel?

	If she had the chance to receive that boy's love, she would return it with equal devotion.

	But she was a dreamer.

	That magnificent boy would never notice someone like her.

	Valeria stepped away from the mirror. Why keep looking at herself? Was she going to magically turn into a pretty girl just by staring? No. It was absurd.

	The phone rang, pulling her from her thoughts. She told herself answering it was better than tormenting herself over her appearance.

	“Hello,” she said softly when she finally brought the receiver to her ear.

	“Hello, Valeria. Are we meeting at the mall?” asked Kimberly.

	“No, Kim,” she replied dejectedly. “I do not feel like going anymore.”

	“Why? Did your mom not give you permission?”

	“It is not that… it is just… I do not want to.”

	“Hmm… it is not that awful sister of yours bothering you again, is it?”

	“Of course not,” Valeria lied. Her best friend knew about Lucy’s cruel remarks, but even with her, Valeria preferred to hide how much they hurt.

	“I think you do,” Kim said. “Come on, Valeria. I will pick you up in fifteen minutes, and I will not take no for an answer. Going out will help you clear your head and forget all the awful things that fool Lucy probably said to you.”

	Valeria told herself she was right. Why stay in her room suffering over something she could not change?

	“You are right. How about you come around the back of my house, the one that leads to the woods? From there, it is a shorter walk to the mall.”

	“All right, I will be there in fifteen minutes,” Kimberly replied.

	As soon as she hung up, Valeria ran to her closet. What should she wear? It did not matter; after all, she was not a pretty girl.

	Ten minutes later, wearing jeans, a pink T-shirt, her hair pulled back into a simple ponytail, and a school bag as her only accessory, Valeria slipped out the back door, only to freeze. He was there, sitting on his motorcycle.

	“Hi,” he said, getting off and walking toward her with an easy smile.

	Valeria went speechless. No one had prepared her to run into him like this, face to face, and even less to have him greet her. She felt shy, wishing she had dressed better, fixed her hair better… but it was too late.

	He, on the other hand, looked perfect. His simple plaid shirt and worn jeans fit him just right. His smile was dazzling, and his voice was both strong and gentle. His dark eyes held a kind of patient indulgence, as if he were speaking to a child.

	“Do you know if Lucy is home?” he asked when she did not answer his greeting.

	“A few… a few minutes ago she was with her friend Tanya. I am not sure if she is still here,” Valeria replied timidly.

	“I see,” he murmured. “And… could you help me? Could you go inside and tell her I am here?”

	Valeria looked at her watch. Kimberly had not arrived yet. Did she have time to do it? Did she even want to? No. After hearing the awful things her sister had said, the last thing she wanted was to help her mock Fabian. In fact, what she wanted most was to tell him to stay away from Lucy, to tell him she was only playing with him. But she would not. He would never believe her.

	Still, if being with Lucy made him happy… why not?

	Noticing her hesitation, Fabian spoke again.

	“Are you heading out? Oh, yes, I can see that. I am sorry. Never mind, I do not want to make you late. I will wait a bit longer… Maybe your sister forgot about our date.”

	She has not forgotten. This is part of her little game with you.

	“My friend is picking me up. We are going to the mall. I will go get my sister only if you promise that when Kimberly arrives, you will tell her to wait for me,” Valeria said.

	Fabian smiled. That smile was worth any sacrifice.

	“Yes, I promise.”

	Valeria turned to go back inside and call her sister, but she did not have to, Lucy appeared right then.

	“What are you doing here, pest?” Lucy snapped at Valeria. Then she noticed Fabian and rushed toward him with open arms. “Baby, you are here!”

	Lucy hugged him and kissed him on the lips. His arms went around her too.

	Valeria felt a wave of sadness. Lucy was only playing with him, yet she kissed him and made him believe she cared. And he, poor thing, was happy in his ignorance. It was so unfair.

	“I have been waiting for you for more than half an hour,” Fabian said once she released him.

	“Half an hour? What time were we supposed to meet?” she asked, pretending not to remember. But Valeria knew Lucy was perfectly aware, it was no accident.

	“That does not matter anymore,” he said. “What matters is that you are here now.”

	They kissed again, and Valeria felt her throat tighten. She wanted to run. Go inside, hide in her room, and throw herself on her bed to cry again, just as she had done minutes earlier. Why did he love her?

	“And what are you doing there, bat girl?” Lucy said, stepping slightly away from Fabian and moving closer to her sister. “Are you spying so you can spread gossip later?”

	“Of course not,” Valeria defended herself. “I am waiting for Kimberly because we are going to the mall together.”

	Lucy laughed.

	“Oh, really? And is she picking you up in her motorcycle or her limousine?” she asked mockingly.

	Valeria did not answer. Being humiliated always hurt, but doing it in front of Fabian was unbearable.

	“Valeria!” Kimberly called as she approached.

	“I am leaving,” Valeria said, walking away from the couple toward her friend.

	“Goodbye, bat girl. And do not buy clothes like mine.”

	Valeria turned to look at her sister. Lucy was smiling, her arms wrapped around Fabian. After a moment, Valeria looked away and kept walking until she reached Kimberly.

	“Let us go, Kim,” she said, pretending to be stronger than she felt.

	Fabian watched the girl walk away and felt a pang of compassion at seeing how hurt she looked after Lucy’s words.

	“Why do you treat her like that?” he asked.

	Lucy burst out laughing and hugged him again.

	“Baby, that is just how we are with each other. It is a joke. Valeria knows I love her; she is my little sister, how could I not love her?” Lucy lied, stroking his hair and pouting. “Do not think badly of me, darling.”

	Fabian wanted to believe her. A woman so beautiful could not possibly be cruel.

	“I saw her looking really upset when she left,” he said.

	Lucy let go of him and laughed again.

	“But that is not because of what I said. It is because she saw us together.”

	Fabian frowned.

	“What do you mean?”

	“I cannot believe you have not noticed,” she said, stepping away and turning her back to him. “Valeria is in love with you.”

	Fabian froze. That could not be true. Valeria was just a child; she could not be in love.

	“Of course not.”

	“Yes, she is,” Lucy insisted, walking back toward him. “Poor thing. Have you not noticed how she stares at you every time she sees you?”

	Fabian fell silent, thinking for a moment. Yes, he had caught little Valeria staring at him more than once. In fact, every time he saw her. It had not been often, but still. In love? No, it was surely just a teenager’s curiosity about her sister’s boyfriend.

	“Stop talking nonsense,” Fabian said, walking over to his motorcycle and picking up one of the helmets to hand to Lucy.

	“It is not nonsense, darling,” she replied sweetly as she took the helmet. “She likes you, that is why it bothers her to see us together. Poor fool if she thinks you would ever notice someone like her.”

	Fabian was already seated on his motorcycle, waiting for her to climb on. He did not like Lucy’s comment.

	“What do you mean by ‘someone like her’?”

	“You know, plain, dull, a little ugly,” Lucy answered, settling behind him.

	“You are not being fair. Valeria is not plain or dull, and she is certainly not ugly. I think she is a sweet, gentle girl.”

	“Are you telling me you like her?” Lucy asked, sounding offended.

	“No, of course not. I am twenty-two and she is fourteen. I would never look at a little girl that way; I am not a pervert.”

	“Come on, baby, do not get upset,” she said in a syrupy tone. “See? That silly Valeria is making us argue.”

	“Then stop talking about her and saying those ridiculous things. She is not in love with me, and I would never be interested in her. I only have eyes for you.”

	Lucy smiled wickedly, but since she was sitting behind him, he did not notice. She had managed to turn him against his sister. That way, if the little one ever told him what she had overheard earlier, he would not believe her, thinking her words were just the result of some childish crush.

	“All right, let us not talk about her anymore,” Lucy said. “Tell me where you are taking me.”

	“Wherever you want. The movies? A restaurant?”

	“How about your place?” she suggested, pressing her chest against his back and rocking slightly to make her intentions clear.

	Fabian smiled.

	“As you wish, darling.”

	Moments later, the motorcycle sped down the road with its passengers, passing right by the two girls walking on foot. Lucy did not miss the chance to make a rude gesture with her hand.

	“I do not know how you can stand her,” Kim said. “The worst thing that ever happened to you is having that sister.”

	Valeria thought the same thing, but what could she do?

	“Do not pay attention to her. I have gotten used to it over time,” Valeria said with resignation.

	“Poor you. Why do you not tell your parents?”

	Her parents? God, they saw everything through Lucy’s eyes. She was their spoiled little girl, their favorite.

	Lucy, being the spitting image of their mother, was the pride and joy of both. Silvia lived to please her and barely noticed her younger daughter’s presence, rarely spending time with her and never paying attention to her emotional needs, as if she preferred to ignore her. Anibal was no better. He always praised his eldest, indulged her every whim, and showered her with affection and compliments, while with Valeria there were only demands and reprimands, about school, her behavior, and not doing anything inappropriate. Since she resembled no one, her parents simply did not care what happened to her.

	If she ever told them about her sister’s mistreatment, only two things could happen: at best, they would ignore her; at worst, they would scold her for speaking badly about their favorite daughter.

	In truth, she felt she had been born into the wrong family. Nothing she did or said pleased her parents, and Lucy, in a way, took advantage of that to treat her however she wanted.

	Valeria felt alone. She could not deny that she studied at one of the best schools, that she could buy whatever she wanted, and that her parents had never hit her, but that was not enough. She needed to be loved the way they loved her sister, to be admired, to be told how special she was to them, something she never had and probably never would.

	“My parents do not care about me. They only care about my sister.”

	“You cannot be serious,” Kim said.

	“Completely serious,” Valeria replied. “It feels like I do not even exist in that house. It is as if they want to ignore me, as if they wish they could forget I am there.”

	“Do not be ridiculous, Valeria,” Kim scolded. “You are just upset with your sister and trying to see the worst in everything.”

	Valeria sighed. No one believed her, and no one ever would. No one would believe that her parents did not love her the way they loved Lucy. So it was better not to talk about it or even think about it anymore. She was used to it, just like she was used to her sister’s cruelty.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	 

	She felt especially sad.

	Maybe it was because of what had happened the afternoon before, or perhaps because of the satisfied expression on Lucy’s face when she came home that night. Whatever the reason, she did not feel well at all.

	The driver parked behind the house so Valeria could go straight to her room. She had just come back from school and had already eaten something, so she was not hungry.

	But she did not feel like going inside. She did not want to see her sister’s triumphant face or endure more humiliation. She was emotionally drained, and she doubted she could handle another one of Lucy’s insolent remarks.

	As soon as she stepped out of the car, she headed to the only place where she could find peace without being disturbed: the small lake at the edge of the woods.

	Her house, located on the outskirts of the city, was surrounded by vast green fields. The forest behind it had been planted by her ancestors, and for her, it was a sanctuary whenever she needed to escape, like now. There, she could be alone, think, and find some comfort for her soul. She knew no one would bother her, not only because they had no interest in going that far, but also because no one knew about her hiding place.

	Still wearing her school uniform and carrying her backpack, she walked slowly through the woods. The occasional song of a bird and the crunch of dry branches beneath her shoes were the only sounds breaking the silence. When she reached the lake, she sat down on a fallen log, set her backpack aside, and stared at the water, promising herself not to think about anything unpleasant and to let the serenity of the place wash over her.

	The air was cool, and the clouds above looked threatening, but she did not care. She closed her eyes and let the breeze brush against her face and hair. A faint smile appeared on her lips.

	“Valeria.”

	The deep male voice that broke the silence startled her so much that she jumped to her feet and turned around toward whoever had interrupted her peace.

	“I am sorry,” Fabian said with a guilty look when he saw how badly he had frightened her. “I did not mean to scare you. I thought you had heard me coming.”

	Valeria’s nervousness grew. Part of her was shaken because her refuge had been suddenly invaded, but the other part… the other part trembled because it was Fabian, the boy she was trying so hard not to think about. He was standing there, just a few feet away, tall and handsome as ever, in his simple shirt and worn jeans, and yet somehow, he still looked striking.

	“No, I did not hear anything,” she said. “I was thinking.”

	Fabian walked over to where she stood, though his eyes were not on her. His beautiful gaze was fixed on the scenery, the calm lake surrounded by trees.

	“This is a lovely place,” he said.

	Valeria sat back down on the log. She still wondered if the boy beside her was real or just another fantasy from her imagination, like all those times she had pictured him confessing that he did not love Lucy, that he had only gotten close to her sister to meet her, because she was the one he truly loved.

	“I did not know this place existed,” he said, moving closer and sitting on the same log, about half a meter away.

	“Lucy never comes here. She does not like it,” Valeria replied.

	Fabian studied her for a moment. He could not say he really knew Valeria. He did not remember seeing her at the party where he had met Lucy, though she must have been there. That night, he had eyes only for the dazzling blonde. When he started dating Lucy, he began to notice the younger sister, the quiet girl who always looked at him with those big brown eyes.

	He could not deny that what Lucy had told him the day before had stayed in his mind. Looking at Valeria now, it was easy to see why his girlfriend might think she was right. She was a pretty girl, different from Lucy, her eyes larger, her skin darker, her hair longer and chestnut brown, and her face soft and angelic. Someday, she would certainly grow into a beautiful woman. Not with Lucy’s kind of striking beauty, but with one far gentler and sweeter.

	“I think this is a very peaceful place,” Fabian said, returning to the conversation as he watched the water.

	“Yes, I like coming here when I need to think quietly,” Valeria said.

	“Is there something on your mind now?” he asked.

	She wanted to tell him yes, that it hurt to see how her sister mocked him, that Lucy did not love him, that she only loved herself, and that it pained her to watch that cruel game unfold. But all she did was shrug, keeping her eyes fixed on the lake. What good would it do to tell him anything? He would not believe her, and it would only bring more humiliation from Lucy.

	“Sometimes it helps to share our worries with friends,” he said. “They can give us advice and make us feel better.”

	Again, she shrugged. Why was he saying that? Did he really want to be her friend?

	“Is it because of how Lucy treats you?” Fabian asked. “Is that why you are sad?”

	Valeria turned to look at him. He was watching her closely, and it made her a little uneasy. She lowered her gaze before looking back at the lake.

	“Yesterday I told her it was not right for her to treat you that way, but she said that is just how you two are, that it is a sisterly game. Is that true?”

	The girl hesitated for a moment before nodding. What good would it do to deny it?

	“Why do I feel like you are not telling me the truth?” he asked, sensing the lack of sincerity in her expression.

	“You can believe whatever you want,” she said, meeting his gaze again. “It is the truth. I do not know what you are doing here. This is supposed to be my secret place.”

	Fabian smiled at her, and she felt herself melt a little inside before turning her eyes back to the water.

	“I was outside your house, waiting for Lucy, but I saw you walking toward the woods and wanted to know where you were going.”

	“Why?” Valeria asked, astonished. The dreamier part of her wanted to believe that Fabian had finally realized the truth and was ready to return her feelings, but the more sensible, realistic part warned her not to get her hopes up.

	“Because… yesterday… Lucy told me something else about you.”

	Fabian had not planned that encounter, but now that he was there, he could not pass up the chance to talk to the girl. Lucy was supposed to meet him outside her house, but, as usual, she had not shown up. When he saw little Valeria, and even more, when he noticed that she did not go inside but headed somewhere else, an odd curiosity stirred in him. He wanted to know where she was going, so he followed her. The girl had sat down by the lake to enjoy the view, and the temptation to approach her had been stronger than his common sense. Now that he was standing there, he was intrigued to learn more about her, and about whether his girlfriend’s words were true.

	Valeria, on the other hand, had no intention of asking what her sister had said. It was probably some lie or nonsense meant to make her look foolish.

	“If you were supposed to meet my sister, you should not keep her waiting. She gets furious when people do,” the girl said.

	“First of all, she is the one keeping me waiting. We were supposed to meet almost an hour ago, and she still has not shown up. And second… I… want to ask you if what Lucy told me yesterday is true.”

	Valeria did not move or answer. She had no idea what her sister might have said, but she knew she was capable of anything.

	“Valeria, your sister told me… she told me… that you… have feelings for me,” Fabian finally said, staring straight at her.

	A deep blush spread across the girl’s face. She lowered her gaze, trying to hide it. Shame and anger flooded her, and tears filled her eyes as she realized her secret was no longer hers. She did not answer; she did not need to. Her expression said it all.

	“Valeria…” Fabian began, resting a hand on her shoulder.

	She stood up then and took a few steps back, turning away and letting the tears flow freely down her cheeks.

	“Valeria, please, do not be upset,” he said, stepping closer.

	“She had no right to tell you,” the girl whispered between broken sobs. “Why? Why did she tell you?”

	Fabian felt a painful knot form in his chest for that confused, tender-hearted girl. He instantly regretted asking her that question. Maybe he had expected her to laugh and deny what Lucy had said. He had never imagined she would react this way. How could a fourteen-year-old girl fall for a twenty-two-year-old man? Shouldn’t she be interested in boys her own age? Then again, maybe Valeria was different, more mature than other girls. He had not thought about that before, and now, his foolish question was only causing her pain.

	“I am sorry, please forgive me. I did not mean to hurt you,” he said, stepping closer and placing his hands on her shoulders.

	“Please, go away and leave me alone,” she pleaded, pulling slightly to free herself from his grasp as she tried to control her crying. It was bad enough that he now knew her secret; she would not humiliate herself even more in front of him.

	“Valeria, what you feel is not wrong. You are a girl who…” Fabian began, letting her go.

	“I am not a girl,” she interrupted.

	“You are a young woman who is leaving childhood behind,” he continued, deliberately ignoring her protest, “and who is beginning to feel curious about boys. Perhaps, since you do not have many friends, you grew fond of the man closest to you, and that happened to be me. Maybe what you feel for me is not as real as you think.”

	Valeria felt a sharper pain pierce her chest. What he was saying was not true. She had fallen in love with Fabian the very first time she saw him, but he could not possibly understand that. No one could. No one was inside her to know how it felt. Still, she would not tell him. In that strange world, people always believed they were right, even when they were not. It was not worth trying to explain.

	“Please, go,” she said in a steadier voice, wiping her tears with her hands.

	Fabian reminded himself how pointless it was to argue with a teenager, no matter how kind or sweet she was. He took a few steps back.

	“You cannot stay here alone,” he said. “It is dangerous. Come on, I will walk you home.”

	“No, I am not leaving. I want to be alone,” she replied, calmer now. She forced herself not to cry in front of him, unwilling to feel even more humiliated.

	“I am not leaving you here. It is reckless to come to such a secluded place by yourself. Someone could find you and hurt you. I will talk to Lucy so she can tell your parents that you come here.”

	Valeria turned and looked at him, her eyes still glistening.

	“There has never been any danger, so it is fine. Please, just go.”

	“I already told you I will not leave,” he said, watching her sorrowful face. “I am not going to argue with you anymore. I will stay here until you decide to go, then.”

	Fabian sat down at the foot of a tree, staring at her with a defiant look.

	Valeria had no desire to go home now. After what had happened, she had even less strength to face her sister. She was sure that once Fabian told Lucy about their encounter, her sister would find new reasons to tease and mock her. She decided she would not leave just yet; if he wanted to stay, he could.

	The girl walked over to her backpack, picked it up, and moved about ten meters along the edge of the lake. She lay down on the grass, using her bag as an improvised pillow. Closing her eyes, she told herself she had to forget that he was nearby, that they had talked, that he knew her secret. She needed to convince herself that she could find peace, as always. She had to relax and try to push him out of her mind. Only then could that place remain her refuge.

	“Valeria, Valeria, wake up,” Fabian whispered, gently shaking her shoulder.

	“What is it?” she asked, still half asleep.

	“You fell asleep. We need to go; it is starting to rain.”

	Valeria sat up and realized he was right. Strangely, despite all the tension she had felt, she had managed to fall asleep there, lying on the grass.

	“Come on, you need to go home,” Fabian said, helping her to her feet.

	Valeria let him help her. He was right; she could feel the first drops of rain on her face. Nothing like this had ever happened to her before.

	“What time is it?” she asked.

	“Almost three in the afternoon. It has been more than an hour.”

	“More than an hour?” she repeated, alarmed, grabbing her backpack.

	“That is right. Now, more than ever, I am going to talk to Lucy about this. You cannot fall asleep in a forest anyone can walk into. Something very bad could happen to you.”

	Valeria began walking toward her house, with Fabian following closely behind. A strange sense of unreality took hold of her. This could not be happening.

	“And you were there the whole time?” she asked.

	“I was.”

	They did not speak again, as the rain grew heavier and they had to run. Valeria reached the back of the house and slipped inside quickly without even glancing at Fabian. What for? After what they had talked about that day, things would never be the same. The only thing she needed to do was stop thinking about him, erase him from her heart, and ask God never to let her see him again for as long as she lived.

	Yes, that was what she had to do. And may God help her never remember him again.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	 

	The next morning, Valeria woke up with a slight headache. It was normal. After her visit to the lake, she had locked herself in her room and had not come out, not even for dinner, pretending to have a stomachache. She had let herself cry, mourning the pain of knowing her secret had been discovered and that it would most likely be used to torment her even more.

	She was a fool. Only a fool could fall in love with her sister’s boyfriend and not deny it the moment she was asked. But there was nothing she could do now. She had not been ready for that question, and she had allowed her feelings to betray her, instead of denying it, instead of smiling and saying something like, “My sister says the silliest things.” She had to face whatever came next, and hiding in her room was not an option, especially since she still had to go to school.

	She got up and got ready for the day. As she came down the stairs, she noticed a strange commotion in the house. When she reached the living room, she saw her parents. Anibal was on the phone, and her mother sat on one of the sofas, crying. Two of the maids were there with worried faces, and near the door stood two men Valeria had never seen before.

	“Mom, what is going on?”

	“You are not going to school today, Valeria,” her father said, hanging up the phone and walking toward her. “Go back to your room.”

	“What is happening?” the girl insisted.

	“Your sister… she is nowhere to be found,” Silvia said through her sobs.

	“What? What do you mean she is nowhere to be found?”

	“Valeria, this is a matter for adults. Go back to your room,” Anibal ordered impatiently. “Carlota, take the girl upstairs.”

	The maid went up with Valeria.

	Once they were in her room, the girl could not help but ask,

	“What happened, Carlota? What do they mean Lucy is missing?”

	“Miss Valeria, something very bad is going on. Yesterday morning, Miss Lucy went out, to the gym as usual, but she never came back. Her cell phone goes straight to voicemail, and no one has seen her since she left the gym around noon.”

	“But that cannot be,” Valeria said, frightened. “Did they already call her friends?”

	“Of course, miss. They asked everyone they know, called the places she usually goes to, even the hospitals… Well, they already did everything they could. Now the police will take over, because your parents believe she might have been kidnapped.”

	A chill ran through Valeria. She dropped her backpack on the floor and sat on the bed.

	“Kidnapped? But why?” she asked, while Carlota placed the bag on a chair.

	“Miss, your parents have a lot of money. Your father owns Shipments, a very important transportation company. It could make him a target for people looking for easy money.”

	“Oh my God,” Valeria whispered, pressing a hand to her lips.

	“Miss, please do not mind what I said,” the woman replied quickly, realizing she had frightened her. “It is best if you stay here and do not go out. Take off your school uniform while I prepare your breakfast and bring it up, all right?”

	Valeria nodded.

	Once she was alone in the room, she began changing her clothes. She would not go to school. Maybe her parents were afraid that whoever took Lucy might come for her too.

	What was happening?

	She could not believe it. Lucy was missing. She had never stayed out without telling anyone. No one knew where she was. What about Fabian? Did he already know? What if she called him to ask?

	No. What if she was actually with him? Maybe that was it. They had gone away together, and no one knew because they had kept their relationship a secret. What if they had run off on a romantic whim and would return in a few hours? She had never done anything like that before, but perhaps this time she had given in to temptation. Yes, that had to be it. Nothing bad could have happened to her sister.

	Carlota came back soon with a breakfast tray, just as Valeria was finishing getting dressed. She was not hungry, but she had to eat. So when the woman left the room, the girl ate slowly, her mind spinning around all the strange things that had been happening since the day before. Everything felt unreal. She wished it were just a bad dream, that she would soon wake up to find out that nothing had happened, that she had never talked to Fabian, that her sister had not disappeared.

	After finishing her breakfast, Valeria picked up one of her books, sat on the sofa by the window, and tried to read. She told herself that if she kept her mind occupied, time would pass faster, and before she knew it, her sister would be back home.

	A few moments later, there was a knock at the door. It was her father, accompanied by another man.

	“Valeria, this is Detective Pérez. He would like to ask you a few questions.”

	The girl stood up and saw a young man smiling at her kindly.

	“Good morning,” she greeted.

	“Hello, Valeria. May I sit with you?”

	She nodded and sat back down, leaving room for him to join her.

	“Please, leave us alone,” the detective said.

	Anibal hesitated but agreed.

	“I will be outside,” he said before leaving.

	“How are you?” the man asked.

	“Fine… thank you.”

	The detective was silent for a moment, as if thinking of the best way to bring up the subject without scaring her.

	“I want you to tell me about your sister.”

	“She is a good girl,” Valeria replied.

	“I know that,” he said with a small smile. “I imagine you two get along well, that you share everything with each other.”

	Valeria looked down. She loved her sister, but the truth was that Lucy could hardly stand her.

	“Yes… more or less,” she said, shrugging, unwilling to lie but not wanting to tell the whole truth either.

	“Does she have many friends? And what about boys?”

	Valeria thought for a moment.

	“A few. Mostly the sons and daughters of my parents’ friends,” she answered.

	“And does your sister have a boyfriend?”

	Valeria froze. No one was supposed to know the truth, because Fabian and Lucy saw each other in secret. Her sister had warned her that no one could ever find out.

	“Uh... I do not know,” said Valeria, shrugging her shoulders.

	“You do not know, or you do not want to tell me?”

	“I do not know. She says I am too young for her to tell me those things,” she lied. “I think she tells that kind of stuff to her friends, the ones her age. Tanya is her best friend.”

	The detective looked thoughtful.

	“And have you seen a boy named Fabian around here?”

	The girl grew nervous. So the man already knew who Fabian was. How foolish, why was he asking something he already knew?

	“I do not know,” she answered evasively.

	“Come on, Valeria, tell me the truth. There is nothing to be afraid of.”

	Lucy had strictly forbidden her to speak about her relationship with Fabian. If she found out that the detective or their parents had learned about it from her, she would be in terrible trouble. She had to deny it. She could not admit that Fabian was Lucy’s boyfriend.

	“It is the truth, I do not know. There are many boys who go after her; my sister is very pretty.”

	The man studied her for a moment.

	“So you insist that Lucy does not have a boyfriend, and that you do not know Fabian either.”

	Valeria nodded without looking at him too much. She did not want him to see the lie written all over her face.

	“Would you swear that you are telling me the truth?”

	The girl was torn between her honesty and her sister’s warning. What should she do? Anyway, what did it matter what he was asking? What could Fabian possibly have to do with Lucy’s disappearance? Nothing. Those questions had nothing to do with her sister being gone, so it did not matter if she did not tell the truth.

	“Yes, I am,” the young girl lied.

	“Thank you, Valeria. You are a good girl.”

	“You are welcome. I just want my sister to come back safe and sound. She will be fine, right?”

	“Of course she will, sweetheart,” said the man, standing up. “As soon as I know something about your sister, I will tell you.”

	The detective left the room. Valeria thought those questions made no sense. Yet she could not shake the feeling that something was wrong. Why were they asking about Fabian? Did they think that...? No, they could not. Fabian was good; he would never hurt the woman he loved. If they were together, it was because she had chosen to go with him.

	She only wished her sister would show up soon, so everything could go back to normal, even if that meant enduring more teasing. Especially now that Fabian knew how she felt about him.

	Valeria tried to continue reading. She managed to get through a few chapters when a heart-wrenching scream came from the living room.

	“No! No, not my girl, not my girl!”

	She immediately recognized her mother’s voice. Without thinking, she ran out of her room and down the stairs. The scene she found was horrifying.

	Her mother was on her knees on the floor, crying and repeating the same words over and over. Two of the maids were trying to hold her by the arms to help her stand. Her father was sitting on a sofa, his face buried in his hands, his chest heaving as if he too were crying. There were several men in the house. They looked like police officers, although they were dressed in plain clothes.

	“What happened?” Valeria asked desperately as she reached her parents.

	No one answered. It was as if she did not exist, as if no one could see her.

	“No, my girl cannot be dead,” sobbed Silvia.

	A shiver ran through Valeria’s whole body. Her legs felt so weak that she thought they would not hold her, and she collapsed onto a chair. No, that could not

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

