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​Prologue
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The man carefully removed the dim bulbs from each lamp illuminating his room, silently pondering Sergei's words. The property was almost deserted: some employees were working in the garden, others were resting in the living room. No one had noticed his arrival, not even his older brother, with whom he had spoken in recent days.

When night fell, he closed the curtains and prepared the place, his face marked by a somber expression. He put on black gloves and sat down in a corner of the narrow sofa, next to a St. Andrew's cross, ready to wait.

In utter darkness, he waited. A cold plan was taking shape in his mind, driven by a deep pain and a resentment that left no room for anything else. He was prepared to sacrifice everything to confront the betrayal that consumed him.

He tensed up when he heard, in the distance, feminine laughter. Not long ago, Barbara Marchetti's giggles had been sweet music to him; now they were a bitter, almost unbearable echo. He remained motionless, holding his breath.

The door burst open. Barbara entered laughing, followed by Alexey. A beam of light from the hallway pierced the room, but it did not dispel the darkness in which he was hiding.

"The lights aren't working," Alexey remarked, testing the switch without success.

"It doesn't matter," Barbara replied lightly, approaching him with affectionate gestures.

The man in hiding felt a tightness in his chest. Ever since he learned of the closeness between his brother and the woman he loved, he hadn't been able to think of anything else. He had been counting down the days to see it with his own eyes, like someone dragged along by an open wound that wouldn't stop pricking.

He looked away from the stage, his gaze fixed on the floor. His heart pounded. It wasn't just anger: it was disappointment, sadness, and a pain so intense it made him tremble.

He stood up slowly, feeling slightly dizzy. The fury coursing through him seemed to lift him off the ground. From the other side of the room, he watched them without them noticing, lost in their moment of closeness. They laughed, oblivious to everything, until suddenly they saw him there, standing in the dim light.

The silence grew heavy. Barbara took a step back, placing a hand on her chest. Alexey sat up awkwardly, surprised. Neither of them had expected her to return so soon.

Nicolas advanced toward them, his breath ragged. Sweat beaded on his forehead beneath the shadow of his gloves and dark clothing. His eyes needed no words to express what he felt: a mixture of pain, disappointment, and something deeper, something only he understood.

No one spoke for several seconds. The tension hung in the air, as if any movement could shatter everything.

—Nicolas... brother... —Alexey whispered, trying to calm him down, his voice trembling between fear and pleading.

The man moved the gun away from Barbara's temple and, without hesitation, placed it against the forehead of his own brother, the one with whom he had shared his entire life. Alexey slowly raised his hands, avoiding eye contact, as if that gaze might shatter what little remained between them.

"I've distrusted everyone..." Nicolas said in a tense voice, "except you."

She withdrew the weapon and, in a fit of rage, shoved him roughly, knocking him to the ground. She pounced on him and struck him repeatedly, as if with each blow she were trying to expel the pain that consumed her. Barbara's desperate voice mingled with the echo of confusion.

"No, Nicolas, please!" she cried as he turned to leave. "It's not what you think... I'd had too much to drink." She crawled to his feet, clinging to his legs, trying to stop him from walking away. "Listen to me... it was a mistake. We went out to celebrate and I lost control."

Nicolas, tired of hearing what he considered excuses, made a brusque gesture towards the ground, causing the sound of the gunshot to resonate as a warning.

She let out a stifled scream, gripped by panic.

"Silence!" he ordered harshly, grabbing her hair to force her to look at him. "You're going to become engaged to Alexey and you're going to marry him." She shook her head, tears streaming down her face. Seeing her resistance, Nicolas clenched his jaw and pressed the gun to his temple. "You're going to tell your father this is the new agreement. If you ever cheat on me again... there won't be any second chances."

The tug on her hair elicited a sob of pain and fear from her.

"No, Nicolás..." she stammered, sitting up with difficulty. "My father won't accept it... he prefers you..."

"You'll do whatever it takes!" he retorted, raising his voice like never before. "It can take as long as it takes, but you'll commit to him and save the deal." He looked at her with a warning smile. "If you don't, Barbara... you'll regret it more than you can imagine."

She lay collapsed on the floor, watching him walk away without looking back.

He was lost in the shadows, not only in the darkness of the night, but in the darkness he carried within himself, a darkness from which, perhaps, he could no longer return.
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Huddled behind one of the bathroom walls, Nicolas remained motionless, holding his breath and straining to hear any sound from outside. The wait was becoming unbearable. Cole wasn't returning, and his impatience was growing, especially at the thought that he might be in danger.

He got up nimbly, moving on tiptoe so as not to make a sound. He grabbed the first clothes he found: loose black trousers and tall boots he rarely wore. He set aside the white robe he had tried to sleep in for barely half an hour and prepared to leave his makeshift shelter, still shirtless.

Sweat beaded on his skin, not from physical exertion, but from the tension coursing through his body. The thought that she was in danger because of him tormented him. He had unwittingly dragged her into a situation from which there might be no return.

"Damn it..." he muttered in frustration, gently tapping his knee with his fist. Then he raised his voice, "Cole!" he said, drawing out the "o," but only received silence in response.

A sudden burst of gunfire echoed outside, making him instinctively flinch. He covered himself with his hands and crawled across the tiled floor to the sink, seeking better cover.

Then she heard soft, almost feline footsteps. The sound of heels filtered from her room, muffled by the carpet. Nicolas advanced slowly, using the open door as cover. He peeked out just enough to see.

A female figure, hidden beneath a black hood, rummaged through her belongings without the slightest care. She didn't seem to notice him, which gave him time to react. In two long strides, he positioned himself behind her and firmly touched her shoulder to get her attention.

The woman jumped up startled, raising her hands in visible fear. "I'm Nina," she said, turning cautiously to look at him.
Nicolas frowned. The woman's features vaguely reminded him of his sister's, which disconcerted him for a moment. He smiled slightly, easing the tension, and she, believing she was safe, also relaxed. However, he remained vigilant, guiding her to the bed so she could sit down, making sure she posed no threat.

"Relax," he said firmly, while turning his gaze towards the door and the balcony, always alert to any movement outside.

After a few seconds, he took the phone she had hidden at the bottom of her hood and put it in his pocket. He looked for any clue that might reveal where it had come from or who had sent it, but he found nothing.

He quickly gathered the documents the woman had been reviewing and carried them to a small safe hidden beneath a drain in the bathroom floor. As he did so, he realized that they weren't actually after him, but her. This revelation prompted him to immediately abandon his hiding place.

He left the room with a determined stride, projecting a mixture of defiance and bravery. Some of the surviving employees rushed to embrace him, relieved. "Where's my mother?" he asked, his voice strained, surveying the damage to the property.
Margarita, one of the longest-serving workers, pointed upwards with tears in her eyes. "They evacuated her by helicopter," Agatha replied, wiping her hands, which were stained with what appeared to be dust and dirt from the collapse.
Nicolas nodded, advancing to where a wounded man was crawling on the ground, unable to stand. He noticed the employees' expressions, filled with resentment toward the intruder, and guessed that they themselves had managed to subdue him.

"Close the property," he ordered firmly, glancing toward the stairs. "Where's Nina?"

"She went with her mother," Cara replied, giving her a smile. "They went to San Luca."

"Close off the property and contact the San Luca estate," he ordered firmly, scanning the place with an urgent look. "Make sure they are safe there."

—Yes, sir—Margarita replied, hurrying to carry out the instruction.

Nicolas advanced slowly, trying to understand what had happened. The sound of gunfire had stopped, and an eerie calm had settled over the area.

He bent down over the man he had just disarmed. He searched him thoroughly, but found nothing to link him to the attack.

He hurried up the main stairs. The second floor remained untouched: the bedroom doors closed, the walls unmarked, everything enveloped in an unsettling silence.

Back on the first floor, a loud bang shook the foundations. The floor and walls vibrated violently.

The employees screamed and ran to hide behind the furniture. A sharp pain struck Nicolas's head, followed by immediate deafness.

"What was that?!" he shouted, rushing down to find out what had happened.

The noise had left him stunned. A persistent buzzing prevented him from clearly hearing what the panicked women were trying to tell him. They were all talking and crying at the same time, hugging each other in a desperate attempt to find comfort.

Access to the kitchen was reduced to rubble. A thick cloud of dust spread through the hallway and bedrooms, covering everything.

Nicolas raised his hands to brush the dust from his face. With one hand he rubbed his eyes, while with the other he held his weapon aloft. He remained alert: he sensed they were not alone.

Amid the wreckage, he found Margarita's body. He understood, with a chilling weight in his chest, that the explosion had been caused by the telephone she was holding. It hadn't been a powerful blast, but it was enough to take the life of one of his most loyal employees.

Through the back kitchen door, he glimpsed the exterior of the property, where the engagement party had been abruptly interrupted. He rushed outside, driven by a mixture of anger and urgency.

His gaze swept over the bodies lying on the ground, recognizing his own. He searched desperately for someone who was still breathing.

From the position of most of them, he deduced that it had been a surprise attack, with intruders entering through the main entrance and with the likely complicity of someone inside. Almost everyone was lying with their back to the attacker... except for his father.

"Father..." she whispered, with a lump in her throat, hurrying to his side.

He knelt down, holding him by the nape of the neck to help him breathe. The old man trembled slightly at his touch, clinging to life with one last effort.

Ivan Popov moved his lips, but Nicolas, still deaf, could not hear a single word.

"I can't hear!" he repeated desperately, hitting his ears in vain.

His father, with a slow but determined gesture, raised one hand over his abdomen, closed his fist and showed two fingers; with the other, he extended his little finger.

Nicolas understood, and a choked sob escaped his throat. He bent over him, weeping, feeling his fear transform into a burning desire for justice.

"Alexey..." he whispered through gritted teeth.

The old man smiled weakly and, with effort, removed the ring from his little finger, offering it to her as if it were a final legacy. He closed his eyes serenely, accepting the end.

Nicolas, with a bitter knot in his chest, fulfilled his father's last wish. He took the ring and carefully put it away before closing the eyes of the man who had given him life.

Footsteps echoed in the distance. Nicolas turned quickly, aiming his weapon... and came face to face with Cole.

Both were breathing heavily. Cole was soaked, dragging his boots and clutching his left arm, which was badly injured. His breath was ragged, and although he looked on the verge of collapse, his eyes showed that he was still willing to keep fighting.

Cole could barely utter a few words before collapsing heavily into a chair.

"He's not here..." she whispered, her voice breaking.

Nicolas observed him with a steady gaze, without uttering a word. In his closed hand rested the ring that had belonged to his father.

"—... —Cole groaned in a whisper, as a harsh cough drew salty water from his throat—... disappeared...

His resistance gave out and, before Nicolas's eyes, he collapsed to the ground, overcome by exhaustion.

The name echoed in Nicolas's mind like a sharp blow. He wasn't sure if he had heard clearly or if he had only read Cole's lips, but the effect was equally devastating: a deep pain pierced his chest. His fingers clenched tightly, and his father's ring dug into his skin, as if to remind him of the legacy of strength he was meant to uphold. His eyes welled with tears, and he felt an unbearable weight on his shoulders.

Among the lifeless bodies that surrounded him, Nicolas Popov slipped the ring onto his finger, silently claiming what was now his. He took a deep breath, feeling the thick, harsh air around him, and, with his eyes closed, he thought of her. Of her strength. Of her laughter. Of her life.

I couldn't lose her. Not now. Not her.
––––––––
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The impact of his body against a pair of sharp rocks was brutal. The blow left a deep gash above his right eyebrow, extending to his hairline. The blood, warm and persistent, soon stained the thick, white fabric he wore.

The man let out a snort when he saw her motionless, half-buried in the sand. He closed his eyes for a few moments, letting the weight of the blazing sun rest on his back. With his blood-covered forearm, he wiped the sweat from his face and, without wasting a moment, bent down to look at the young woman lying dazed at his feet.

He examined her for a few brief seconds and, with the tip of his toe, nudged her carelessly, making sure she didn't react. In the distance, the echoes of explosions still resonated, and although his body dragged the weariness from what he had faced before, he knew he couldn't stop: the plan had to be carried out to the end.

He walked to the tunnel entrance and closed the door behind him, checking that no one had followed them. Then, he carefully erased the footprints the young woman had left in the sand and walked back to her.

He grabbed her ankles and began dragging her across the scorching sand. Her long, dark hair, drenched with sweat, was covered in golden flecks, as were her face and lips. The blood that flowed from the wound on her forehead transformed her features into something unrecognizable, blending with the sand.

Popov, determined, took her to the shore, where his allies had left a modern motorboat ready, part of an escape plan meticulously drawn up since they learned of Nicolas's return.

Without removing his shoes, Popov stepped into the icy water and felt a fleeting relief from the stifling heat. He climbed aboard the boat and searched the interior: barrels of fuel, baskets of provisions, clothing for two days' journey, life jackets. He finally found a bottle of water and drank it greedily, trying to quench his thirst and exhaustion.

He was so focused on regaining his strength that he didn't notice how the young woman, whom he had surprised earlier, was beginning to wake up.

She opened her eyes with a start. A sharp, almost unbearable pain shot through her head. Under the blazing sun she felt weak, but inside her a spark of resistance ignited.

From her position, half-hidden among sand and rocks, she caught a glimpse of Alexey Popov. A knot of betrayal rose in her throat, the same one that, she sensed, was now tightening in Nicolas's heart somewhere else.

She choked back her tears, whispering his name barely an inaudible echo. Then she remembered Cole's words, like a warning that kept returning, and with them the image of the knife he had given her.

Her breathing quickened. Moving cautiously, she reached into her robe pocket, and a sob of relief escaped her lips when she found it. She recognized the polished wooden handle by touch and carefully ensured she was holding the blade firmly.

She concealed her arm under her abdomen, strategically positioning the weapon, determined to use it if necessary.

She heard the footsteps and Popov's faint growl approaching. She quickly closed her eyes, feigning unconsciousness, while her body relaxed to hide the tension that gripped her.

He knelt beside her, trying to figure out how to carry her to the boat. In his clumsiness, he became distracted by looking at her, and she felt her survival instinct kick in.

She gripped the gun Cole had given her with even more determination. She wasn't about to let him subdue her again. The moment came when he lowered his guard: she reacted with a lightning-fast impulse, driven by an unyielding desire to defend her life and her dignity.

She wasn't going to let history repeat itself.

Not without their consent.

Not again.

She lunged at him with uncontrolled force, clinging to his torso with her hands and legs. In one swift motion, she plunged the blade of her knife into his lower back. The pain was so intense that he couldn't suppress a heart-wrenching scream.

For her, that knife had become a lucky charm, and she wasn't about to lose it. She pulled it out with a swift movement, without pausing to think about the consequences. He, in an attempt to break free, shoved her hard by the shoulder, making her stagger.

She let out a shriek as she felt the pain, but, without giving up, she plunged the blade in again, this time under her ribs, causing superficial cuts that were more a reaction to the tension and pain she felt in her arm than a calculated attack.

Alexey, weakened but still standing, tried to repel her and, in a last attempt to end the fight, he headbutted her, leaving her stunned.

The blood she had lost made her collapse onto the burning sand, dizzy and nauseous. She felt disoriented, but her pulse calmed for a moment when she felt the knife handle in her hand. She tried to sit up, but her body betrayed her, and she ended up vomiting what she had drunk during the party.

Alexey, breathing heavily and clutching his ribs, leaned toward her, his gaze determined not to let her escape. At that moment, something metallic fell from his waistband and sank into the sand.

He knelt in front of her, trying to stop her from moving. Realizing the threat, she began to cry out in helplessness. She was weak and barely conscious. She drew her legs up to push him away, but he gripped her thighs tightly, determined to control the situation.

Then, a thunderous roar shook the air. The sand beside them rose in a sudden jet. The sound was so powerful that he thought he would lose his hearing.

Alexey jumped back in surprise at the sight of Alessia. The woman strode confidently across the sand, holding a German carbine. The barrel was pointed directly at him, her hands tense but determined. She, too, was covered in blood and breathing heavily.

In a desperate act, Alexey grabbed her by the waist and lifted her over his shoulder, making his way as best he could towards the boat. Still clutching the knife Cole had given her, she plunged it into his side.

The impact knocked him to his knees, crushing the young woman with his weight. Trapped, she struggled to free herself. Though still confused and fearful of dying at any moment, she vowed to herself that she would do so with dignity.

He dragged himself across the sand, crawling and sobbing.

Alexey, unsteady but determined, stood up. The boat was close, and he knew that if he reached it, he could escape. With one hand on his ribs, he took unsteady steps toward his goal.

Alessia ran over and helped her up.

Alexey reached for his weapon, but when he couldn't find it, he remembered he'd left it in the arena during the first fight. His face tightened with frustration.

"Don't even try it!" Alessia warned, pointing at him without hesitation.

She didn't fully understand her words, as Alessia's accent was different, but she still took refuge behind her, feeling safer.

Alessia took a couple of steps back, watching the boat. She was ready to escape, but something had gone wrong.

"Alessia, listen to me," Alexey said, advancing with difficulty. "Give me the girl."

"Never," she replied firmly, looking towards the rocks surrounding the property. "Sergei!" she shouted with all her might, but received no answer.

Alexey laughed bitterly, holding his ribs.

"Do you really think he'll come?" he murmured, and with a cold look, he approached again.

Alessia aimed at the sand, right at the man's feet, and pulled the trigger. The impact made him lose his balance and fall exhausted, unable to exert any more strength from a body that no longer responded.

Accustomed to tense moments like this, the woman approached with purposeful steps and, without hesitation, struck him with the butt of her rifle. The man lay unconscious.

"Popov...!" he exclaimed with barely contained rage, before running towards where he lay.

The young woman lay on the sand, struggling to stay conscious. Alessia took her by the shoulders and, with effort, helped her up to the speedboat. She resisted, but her strength was too little to put up a real fight against Alessia's determination.

"No... no..." she murmured, trying to pull away, though she could barely move her leg. "Nicolas... I can't leave him..." she repeated in a whisper, her face etched with anguish.

Alessia heard her speak in a language she didn't understand. She stood motionless for a few seconds, hesitant, feeling the weight of the situation cloud her thinking.

Suddenly, a burst of gunfire cut short any doubt. Startled, she shrank to the bottom of the boat and covered her head with both hands, while Alessia started the engine.

"Sergei!" Alessia cried, her voice filled with fear. "Sergei Popov!"

She received no answer. Seeing a group of the Marchetti's allies arriving at the deserted beach, looking for Alexey, Alessia didn't hesitate: she turned the wheel and headed out into the open sea, taking the young woman with her.

Alessia took the controls of the speedboat, somewhat clumsily at first. For the first few minutes, the boat rocked from side to side, causing her to feel seasick twice. However, the Italian woman didn't stop. Adrenaline coursed through her body, urging her to act decisively. Sergei's words echoed clearly in her mind.

A few minutes later, the silhouette of the island of Mykonos faded on the horizon. It was then that Alessia could no longer contain herself: she burst into tears, a mixture of anger and relief welling up from the depths of her being.

When she felt they were out of danger, she turned off the engine and sank to the bottom of the boat. She needed to relieve herself of the weight she was carrying. She didn't know what to do or where to go. Beside her, the injured woman could barely move, and communication between them seemed impossible.

Everything felt gloomy.

The two women eyed each other cautiously, seated at opposite ends of the boat. They shared a similar pain, though words failed to bridge the gap between them. Alessia frowned at the sight of the other woman's face covered in dried blood and sand. She moved carefully, raising her hands to show she posed no threat, and slowly approached a white bag she recognized as a first-aid kit.

Exhausted, she could barely keep her eyes open. The blue sky, dotted with flashes of sunlight, seemed strange to her, and the sand that irritated her eyes only increased her discomfort. The scorching heat and the aftereffects of the blows she had suffered only worsened her condition.

With trembling hands and her face wet with tears, Alessia opened the first-aid kit. She hurriedly searched for something to treat her companion's deep cut. She found a bottle of disinfectant and a package of gauze, and moved slowly forward, trying to keep her balance on the boat rocking in the sea.

She jumped when she saw her approaching. She didn't know her intentions and, confused, instinctively stepped back. She desperately searched for something that might give her reassurance, even though her strength was waning.

To reassure her, Alessia placed her hand on her temple and made a friendly gesture, indicating that she should check her own head. It was then that, imitating the movement, she felt a sharp pain and realized she was hurt. She closed her eyes to suppress the discomfort and, drained of energy, collapsed into her position, exhausted as if the sun had melted her.

The Italian woman was saddened to see her so weak. She sat down beside her and began to clean the wound very carefully, removing the sand and rinsing the area with a little water.

—Alessia —she said then, pointing to her chest.

She looked at him with heavy eyelids, on the verge of fainting. Between the blood loss, the heat, and the exhaustion, she could barely speak.

—A... Alessia —he repeated with a weak smile before adding—:

She pointed to herself with a gentle gesture, but her head fell back, unconscious.

— —the Italian woman whispered, frowning, trying to remember where she had heard that name before.

The silence that followed was unsettling. Alessia remained motionless for a few minutes, until the sun's heat on her skin forced her to react. She covered her with the robe she was wearing and, on top of that, placed a waterproof cloth to protect her from the sun.

She stood motionless, hesitating. She was lost. Insecurities began to assail her, but the image of Sergei returned to her mind, and that gave her the impetus to start the engine and head at full speed out to sea.

Several times, he thought he saw strange flashes on the water: reflections that seemed to play tricks on his eyes. He checked the bags Alexey had left on the boat and found weapons, ammunition, and binoculars. He took them and scanned the horizon. That's how he spotted a nearby island. He recognized its shape: it was Delos.

She silently thanked Artemis for guiding them there.

Praying throughout the journey, she thought of the stranger who now shared her fate. Finally, the boat reached the port, gently bumping against some rocks. The Italian woman felt a profound relief upon setting foot on solid ground.

She wasn't going to leave it behind. After recalling what she knew about it, she packed a backpack and set out to explore the island, hoping to find some other visitors or tourist groups who would allow them to return to Mykonos by another route.

A less obvious presence.

"Open your eyes," Alessia called urgently, gently tapping her cheek, her anguish growing as she received no response.

He took a bottle of water and let a few drops fall onto the young woman's face.

After several attempts, she reacted. She tried to sit up, but Alessia gently held her back. To help her regain her strength, she placed two things in front of her: a bottle of sports drink and a chocolate cereal bar.

He looked at the food anxiously and began to consume it without pause, quickly drinking the sweet and salty juice and eating the oat bar with the same urgency.

"Do you speak English?" Alessia asked, pronouncing the language somewhat awkwardly.

He eyed her suspiciously. Then, he waved his hand from side to side to indicate that he didn't have it under control, accompanying the gesture with an ambiguous grimace.

Alessia sighed, looking her up and down. They couldn't continue on the island in that state, so she offered her a pair of men's trousers, which she quickly accepted and put on, relieved to no longer be exposed.

Then Alessia broke open a grenade, and they both shared it in silence. While Alessia tried to think of how to start a conversation, the tension prevented her from forming any thoughts. Meanwhile, she couldn't get Nicolas's image out of her mind, nor her concern for his safety. She still didn't fully trust her companion.

"Walk," Alessia said in English, accompanying the word with the gesture of two fingers advancing on the palm of her other hand.

She nodded and looked at her bare feet. Alessia searched through the bags Alexey and his allies had left on the boat and found a pair of foldable, flexible fabric shoes.

They were too big for her, but she didn't object. Alessia also took a men's sweatshirt and used it to cover her head, concealing the cut she had there.

Now with some clothes on and renewed energy, they both left the boat at a brisk pace, scrambling up the nearby rocks. The food had given her strength, and she now moved more confidently across the rocky terrain.

After a twenty-minute walk, they reached the top of Mount Cintos. From there, they gazed at the deep blue sea that stretched out below them. However, the calm was short-lived: Alessia spotted boats belonging to the Marchetti family patrolling the area and forced them to duck.

The young woman tensed up immediately. She knew the Marchettis had betrayed their group, but she didn't fully understand what had happened between Alexey and her.

"They're coming for us," Alessia warned, her eyes wide. "Or maybe for you."

He didn't understand and began to tremble, revealing his fear.

"Nicolas," she murmured, trying to move, but Alessia held her wrist to prevent her from exposing herself. "It's Nicolas," she insisted.

Alessia shook her head with a frown.

"Marchetti," he explained, though the young woman didn't grasp the meaning. Then he added, "Wedding," and touched his ring finger. She shook her head. "Marchetti and Popov," she said, joining her fingers, but still didn't understand. "Barbara and Alexey."

Upon hearing those names, she shuddered, and Alessia noticed.

—Barbara Marchetti—he concluded, pointing to the boats surrounding the area.

She covered her face with her hands and burst into tears, overcome by helplessness. She wanted it all to end, to wake up from this nightmare and feel safe in Nicolas's arms. But it was real: the rough earth cutting into her elbows, the relentless sun beating down on her back, and the wound throbbing above her eyebrow.

At that moment, they both thought all was lost. However, fortune smiled upon them: a large group of people appeared in the distance. Alessia smiled, recognizing them as tourists.

"Tourists," he whispered with relief.

She sat up and brushed the dust off her clothes. She imitated her with slow movements, her body still aching.

Alessia asked for silence with a finger to her lips and, taking her hand, led her to the group of visitors who were touring the area, photographing ruins and commenting on their history.

With a barely concealed smile, Alessia addressed the tour guide:

"Take me to Mykonos," she asked without hesitation.

The man looked at her cautiously, but finally nodded, inviting them to join the expedition. Alessia smiled triumphantly and led the exhausted woman on a free tour around the island of Delos.

At the end of the journey, just minutes before departing for Mykonos, he sat down in front of three lion statues. There had once been nine; now only five remained, and two of them were badly deteriorated. As he gazed at them, his thoughts inevitably returned to the Popov brothers and Barbara.

Perhaps it was the scorching heat of that afternoon, or the exhaustion that had settled into every fiber of her being, that kept her dazed. But the truth was, she felt a deep shudder when she recognized something in those figures that touched her very deeply. When Alessia approached, carrying two bottles of cool water, she couldn't contain herself and told her so.

"Alexey and Barbara," he whispered, pointing to the two fallen figures, whom he identified as the traitors.

Alessia shook her head gently, clicked her tongue, and with a gesture, invited her to come closer to the statues so she could see them better.

—Alexey and Bogdan—he corrected, then turned his gaze back to the other three statues that remained standing—. Sergei, Nina, and Nicolas—he enumerated with a broad smile.

"Bodgan?" she repeated, visibly bewildered.

I had never heard that name before. At the party, I had only seen three siblings: Sergei, Nina, and Alexey.

“Popov,” Alessia clarified, clasping her hands in the center with a firm gesture that seemed to her a silent declaration of loyalty. The Italian woman raised her hand and counted off with her fingers: “Sergei,” she said, raising her thumb. “Nina,” she showed her index finger. “Nicolas,” she raised her middle finger, making her smile at the sound of that name. “Bodgan,” she continued, clearly enunciating each syllable and raising her ring finger. “And Alexey,” she finished, raising her pinky.
At that moment, she felt the truth hit her with full force. There weren't one, but two traitors. She was forced to sit down as she realized this.

Hours later, Nicolas set foot on Italian soil. He arrived in San Luca with a determined stride and a gaze so somber it chilled the air. No one dared cross his path or meet his gaze. The recent memory of his father, the Capo's, death was enough to impose a reverent silence.

She had used one of the family's private jets, taking Cole with her and a specialist doctor who had committed to keeping him alive. She left her loyal staff at the Mykonos residence, protected under strict surveillance, ready to make their escape should the situation become dangerous again.

He left behind the blue waters and golden sands to find himself in the open, green fields of Italy. The smile he used to bring to her face at every meeting had vanished, replaced by a dark expression that deeply worried his mother and sister when they saw him arrive.

Both women sat facing the expansive flower garden, sipping tea as if the calm hadn't been broken. But Nicolas walked along, engulfed in an inner turmoil.

"Cole!" Nina exclaimed as she saw him arrive on a stretcher, running towards him.

His momentum stopped abruptly when Nicolas raised his arm and pointed it at him with determination, preventing him from approaching his trusted man. His expression was implacable. His jaw was clenched with rage and restraint, but his hand was steady.
"Nicolas!" his mother's voice burst in, rushing to intervene. "No!"

However, both women fell silent when they noticed that the man, though their son and brother, looked like a different person. The mother burst into tears upon seeing the ring that had belonged to her husband on his hand and fell to her knees at his feet.
"Where is he?" he asked, his voice heavy with menace, his eyes fixed on Nina. She backed away, frightened. "Where is he?!" she repeated, her voice trembling.

"I don't know!" Nina blurted out, on the verge of despair, falling to her knees as well. "I swear to be faithful, and if I ever betray you, may my peace be forever taken from me," she said, her voice breaking, clinging to one of her family vows. "I don't know where he is," she insisted, looking at him frankly. "I never imagined this would happen," she added, embracing her mother, who wept inconsolably at the certainty of her husband's loss.

Nicolas hesitated for a moment, then lowered the weapon and holstered it, without taking his eyes off it. The doctor, who had known the family for years, showed no surprise: he knew very well that the Popovs lived by unbreakable codes.

"Mom," he said, leaning forward to look her in the eye. "You know I'm going to finish him off, right?" He was referring to Alexey.

She closed her eyes, nodding with a lump in her throat.

"I know," she finally replied, getting up with the help of her son's steady hands. "But you'll have to do it with both of them," she added, her tears of sorrow turning into tears of anger.

Cole disappeared behind the balcony and cautiously made his way down the narrow hallway that connected the two rooms. His heart pounded, as if it wanted to burst from his chest, and a feeling of insecurity kept him suspended in a sea of ​​doubt. He didn't know whether he should return to the epicenter of the conflict or stay by Nicolas's side.

Her duty was to protect him no matter the circumstances, but in that moment, her reason failed her. She had seen all her loved ones suffer the consequences of betrayal, and her inner code prevented her from turning back. However, her heart held more weight than any promise or rule.

He groaned silently, feeling stuck, his emotions holding him back. Finally, he gave up the internal struggle and walked back with a determined stride, resolutely traversing the small balcony that connected the rooms from the outside, skirting the rocky area.

He didn't look back and quickened his pace as the gunfire intensified. Unexpectedly, he was caught off guard by an attack from behind.

A rope became entangled around his neck, tightly imprisoning him and immediately cutting off his air supply.

Cole struggled. He searched in vain for the knife he carried in his pocket to defend himself, until he remembered with frustration that he had given it to .

The assailant punched him hard in the calves, making him fall to his knees, and then punched him in the back, making it even harder for him to breathe.

With effort, Cole grabbed the railing to get up, used his legs for defense and, taking advantage of the strength of his back, lifted the attacker by the arms, positioned him on his shoulders and threw him over the railing, where he fell into the sea.

He peered cautiously and saw the man, dressed entirely in black and slumped on the rocks. He couldn't make out his face, hidden behind a mask that covered half of it. A growl escaped his lips, realizing he had underestimated his enemy.

The man carefully managed to remove the plastic rope that was tightening around his neck, feeling the wounds that the force had caused him.

Gently, she touched the injured area and groaned at the sharp pain that throbbed beneath her skin.

In the distance, Nicolas's shouts echoed loudly.

The man called out to Cole insistently. Cole ran towards him, but came face to face with Bogdan. Although Cole hesitated at first, the young Popov didn't hesitate to attack him.

Bogdan pulled one of the knives he carried in his thigh and began moving his arms rapidly, launching lateral attacks that inflicted superficial cuts on Cole's forearms. Cole responded with kicks that knocked Bogdan to the ground, but his opponent grabbed the nearby railing, propelling himself forward to strike Bogdan with his legs, using his full body weight.

Bogdan was thin and light, but also the most skillful, with clean technique and agility in his arms and legs that Cole knew he couldn't match, especially in his weakened state and with difficulty breathing and moving.

He tried to get up, but Bogdan reacted quickly and overpowered him, stepping on his neck and twisting his arm behind his back.

A cry of despair escaped Cole. He felt his arm about to be ripped off and, overwhelmed by the pain, he froze, silent.

Luck was on his side.

Bogdan was surprised by shots coming from a distance and quickly broke free, protecting himself from the bullets that hit near his feet.

Clutching his aching arm to his abdomen, he tried to gather his strength to escape and rejoin Nicolas. However, even though the gunfire was coming from a blind spot for both of them, he attacked Cole again with his knife, inflicting a deep cut on his arm.

With the edge of his wrist, he struck him in the face, knocking him down against the fence, and then threw him over the railing.

Cole fell among the rocks, and in seconds, the sea caught his lifeless body, carrying him away from danger.

The blow made him dizzy, but he didn't lose consciousness. When he was far enough away from the rocks, he began to swim against the current to save his life.

From the small balcony, Bogdan readied his weapon. He watched Cole struggle to stay afloat, exhausted from the fight. Panting, he took precise aim, mentally calculating each movement of Cole's arms, memorizing the weary rhythm of his swimming. He was ready to fire and finish him off.

But then Alessia surprised him, hitting him from behind and knocking him to the ground, thinking that perhaps he was unconscious.

From the roof, Sergei went down the emergency stairs.

Alessia turned to look at him and gave him a calm smile when she saw him safe, until she suddenly screamed in terror when the man grabbed her by the neck and threatened her, bringing the knife close to her throat.

She felt the cold, sharp edge grazing her sensitive skin and closed her eyes, resigned to what seemed like her end.

"You made a bad decision, little brother," Sergei said, slowly advancing toward him. He couldn't afford to make a mistake. "And what will you do after you face me? Will you go after Nicolas?"

"Don't come any closer," the man replied, panting nervously at seeing him so close.

Sergei put the gun back in his pocket and smiled at Alessia. He raised his hands to show his younger brother that he was unarmed, and also to the woman who always accompanied him.

The elder Popov rested his hands on the railing, surveying the party that had descended into chaos. He shook his head in regret; everything had been ruined in a matter of minutes. He had always been against this alliance, but Nicolas had insisted.

—You chose wrong —he repeated, without looking at her—.

Seeing Bogdan's nervousness, Alessia acted without hesitation. Quickly, she grabbed the arm holding the knife near his throat and, with the strength of her small frame, pushed him against the wall separating them from the sea. She gave him a second, stronger push and then threw herself to the ground to escape.

When Bogdan tried to attack again, Sergei already had the barrel of his weapon pressed against the back of his opponent's neck, immobilizing him.

"You attacked my people from behind," Sergei said firmly, a tone that even intimidated Alessia, who knew his passionate and protective side well. "I'll teach you a lesson, traitor."

"Join us," Bogdan exclaimed, trembling. "We can handle all this, just imagine..."

"You dream too much, little brother. He who dreams, does not live," Sergei replied with a mocking laugh.

Alessia grew exasperated upon hearing the cries of despair echoing all around.

"I'll let you live, but only so that Nicolas gets what he deserves," Sergei whispered in Bogdan's ear, grabbing him by the neck and knocking him unconscious.

She denied it with anguish, in despair.

For a moment he lost control.

"Aren't you going to kill him?" she asked hysterically.

"Yes," Sergei replied ironically, which sometimes irritated her. "But I like playing cat and mouse," he added with a satisfied smile.

Alessia took a deep breath and sought refuge in his arms, looking for comfort.

Sergei touched her with his characteristic roughness. He stroked her dark hair for a few seconds, giving it one last caress, and then took her face in his hands to stare at her intently.

"I'll go find my father," he said confidently. She felt a knot in her stomach. "Find a boat or a yacht and wait for me there," he asked gently. "We'll move quickly to the other side of the island," he explained sincerely.

She shook her head, hiding her face.

"Where is your necklace?" Sergei asked.

Alessia trembled and put her hand in her pocket, showing it to him with tears in her eyes.

"Here," she murmured, sobbing.

"Everything will return to calm and you will be my queen," he said, looking into her eyes, but she avoided his gaze. "I will bring your daughter and your cat," he confirmed, and kissed her slowly, pressing her against the railing to make her feel like she belonged to him.

He gripped her hair tightly. She closed her eyes to stifle the pain, surrendering for a few seconds.

Then they separated.

She went down the side stairs to the beach and advanced cautiously, making sure that no one followed her.

Sergei hurried through the property, leaving Alessia behind, disregarding the dangers that surrounded him.

The employees, fearful, hid in the main room and screamed nervously when they saw him leave the safe zone to expose himself in the middle of the chaos where it had all begun.

He couldn't move forward when he saw him. His body froze. His brother, with whom he had shared his entire life, was shooting his father in the abdomen. Once, twice, three times, four times. His father fell instantly.

"No!" he shouted, drawing out the "o," though his voice was lost amid the explosions that echoed around him.

Fury completely consumed him, and he ran to confront him. He was certain he would finish him off, but the man escaped toward the beach. The attackers began to scatter rapidly, fleeing in all directions.

Sergei fired uncontrollably, his face flushed and his legs trembling.

Above them, the family helicopter hovered over the property, confirming that all was lost.

"I'm fine," said his father, holding his abdomen with both hands.

—I'm going to call...

"No," the man interrupted, gripping Sergei's hand tightly to prevent him from pressing the button. "I've been blinded by age. One betrayal is enough," he said bitterly, looking him in the eye. "You and Nicolas will do the right thing," he assured him.

Sergei couldn't hold back his tears.

"Your mother left you something very valuable," the man added before fainting from the pain.

Sergei stayed by her side for several minutes, crying and trembling with rage, his hands stained with blood and his face reddened.

When he regained consciousness, the man was so blinded by the thirst for revenge that consumed him at that moment that, if only for a few minutes, he completely forgot about Alessia. His dark mind compelled him to leave the property, taking a different path than the one he had promised to follow.

In San Luca, Nicolas spent the entire afternoon reflecting and trying to understand what was happening. His late father's advisor stayed by his side, but they remained silent for most of the time, carefully examining the house's structure and analyzing how their attackers had breached security in Mykonos.

—Nicolas... —his mother whispered as she entered the room where he was—. Information has arrived.

The man looked up from the plans to pay attention.

—Some soldiers claim to have seen a young woman with features similar to those of [name missing] at the airport of...

She stopped when she noticed Nicolas suddenly get up and throw the table in front of him, causing a mess that left them both perplexed.

"How did he get to the airport?" he asked, his jaw clenched, breathing heavily, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

His mother closed the door behind her and glanced sideways at the counselor.

—They say she was accompanied by an Italian couple.

She fell silent as she saw Nicolas approach the window, gazing at the open countryside with glassy eyes, trying to hide his fear. Tears welled in his eyes.

He was terrified. Not for himself, but for her, whom he felt he had put in the middle of that whole storm.

He blamed himself beyond help.

"Do you know where they took her?" she asked, her voice trembling, gathering her courage.

—They say Argentina, but...

"No, that's impossible," the advisor interjected, standing up to face him. "Don't even think about it, Nicolas."

"I have to go," he replied, looking at his mother fearfully. "They should arrange a flight..."

"No, you can't," objected the councilor, trying to stop him. "You can't leave the area, or even think about it."

"I won't stand here with my arms crossed, waiting for...!" he exclaimed angrily, imagining her weak and terrified, and grumbled again, consumed by anguish.

The advisor and Salomé exchanged worried glances. They couldn't let her leave at that moment, not for a young woman who perhaps wasn't worth it.

"It could be a trap, Nicolas," his mother warned sincerely. "Alessia and Sergei are also missing."

"Damn it!" Nicolas exclaimed, struggling to control his frustration, though his mind was clouded as he recalled Miguel's warnings, which he had ignored because he was too obsessed with her.

She was a spell from which he had not been able to break free for even a moment.

“Nina will send some associates to the airport and into Argentina to investigate,” his mother informed him, glancing at the counselor before continuing. “It’s a Cruz, Nicolás,” she said, her voice trembling. “Marcos Cruz is... is his father...” She paused, choked with emotion. “His brothers are hiding in...”

"No!" Nicolas shouted so loudly that his mother tensed up. "No!" she repeated, beside herself.

The counselor rubbed his face with one hand and pressed his eyes hard, seeking to relieve the accumulated tension.

Nicolas's body froze and he took a few unsteady steps as he lost his balance.

"Tell me, Nicolas," his mother asked, her tone challenging and her eyes narrowed. "Do you still want to go look for her? Or would you rather walk away forever?"

"Tell me, Nicolas," his mother asked defiantly, narrowing her eyes. "Do you still want to go look for her? Or would you rather hurt her?"

Nicolas stared at her for several long seconds, without blinking or hesitating. His chest rose and fell rapidly, but he remained firm in his decision.

"I'm not going to hurt her," he said, clenching his teeth and fists. "I'll let Nina look for her in Argentina, and I'll track her down in Mykonos."

With determination, he grabbed his cell phone and prepared to escape the oppressive confinement. He felt the pressure of the questions and couldn't bear it for another second; he felt like he couldn't breathe.

He grabbed the door handle and left without saying goodbye or apologizing, leaving his advisor behind.

Her mother and the counselor exchanged worried glances, and she quickly got up to follow Nicolas. She chased him through the beautiful open corridors of the property, where brightly colored vines cascaded overhead and the sun warmed their feet.

"Are you going to protect her?" he asked, stomping on his shadow.

Nicolas stopped in front of the main pillars and turned to face her. His fists were clenched, and he could barely contain himself.

"What do you expect me to do?" he replied, frowning, trying to read her. "Get rid of her like we did with her father?"

His mother nodded coldly.

"They betrayed us and robbed us," he said firmly. "You must do whatever is necessary."

That demand made him feel as if he were falling into an endless abyss.

At that moment, Nicolas couldn't think of anything else. The certainty of his fate consumed him; he could barely think about business or family honor. He felt terrible, especially when he remembered that it was all his fault. He had dragged her into this hell, and perhaps he would never be able to pull her out of this dark and turbulent world.

I just wanted to find her, take her away, and protect her.

"I will," he finally said, giving in to his emotions. His mother smiled triumphantly, but he saw the truth in her eyes. "I will do whatever it takes to protect her."

"Even if I have to take her to the moon," he added.

"Nicolas!" exclaimed his mother, approaching to take his cheeks in her hands. "You can't betray your family."

"My family has already betrayed me!" he replied, with tears in his eyes. "My family has proven to be loyal, my brothers have not."

Salome held back her tears.

"My brothers have failed me, not once, but twice," he said with frustration, letting go of her and turning to continue walking.

His mother took a few firm steps on the chestnut porcelain floor and did not give up; she continued to follow him through the light-filled hallways.

"What are you talking about?" she asked, already annoyed, while carefully arranging her smooth, shiny hair.

"Alexey and Barbara betrayed us three years ago," he confessed, turning to look at her wearily. "Sergei warned me. I discovered them weeks before announcing the engagement, and yet I spared their lives."

Her mother covered her mouth with her hand, horrified, and shook her head, ashamed of her thoughts. Slowly, she withdrew her fingers and took a deep breath, trying to process what had happened.

"Are you going to spare his life?" he asked fearfully, understanding where the conversation was headed.

Nicolas bowed his head, observing her closely. He was disconcerted by her obstinacy and lack of humanity.

He was not to blame for the mistakes of his parents, who had betrayed and robbed them years before, when he was just a young man beginning to discover the power of his decisions.

Many things from Nicolas's past began to make sense to her. Her parents hadn't moved because of her or because of abuse by the priest, but to escape reprisals from the mafia they were involved with.

He regretted having been so blind and naive.

"Her life is not up for discussion," she stated firmly. They looked at each other intensely. "And I don't want to talk about this again."

Her mother nodded, aware that she couldn't break that promise, but she wasn't willing to give in completely either.

"And his mother?" he asked, not letting him go. "His brothers? Are you going to forgive them too?"

Nicolas closed his eyes, avoiding their questions. He didn't feel capable of deciding on the lives of others at that moment. Although, twelve years ago, he had sworn to find them and demand justice, his promises now haunted him and turned against him.

Without saying anything else, he turned around and hurried down the corridors, finally disappearing into the field.

His mother's screams faded into the background, as he longed to escape that tormenting confinement that threatened to consume his sanity.

The conflict that was tearing him apart inside was driving him crazy.

He lay down on the grass behind the house, seeking refuge to think, away from all those eyes that expected something from him. He sat in the same spot where he used to sit when he was just a boy.

Things had changed since then. He no longer felt free, and many people depended on him. He was proud to take his father's place; he had eagerly awaited this moment, endured training and sacrifices; but no one had prepared him for falling in love, nor for losing the woman he was just beginning to know and love, and who was now in the hands of his family.

The betrayal by his own brothers hurt him deeply, weighing heavily on his soul, but the disappearance of [name omitted] took his breath away and caused an inner pain he didn't know how to quell. A pain that was born deep in his chest and spread throughout his body; a pain that burned and suffocated him.

The situation worsened when Nicolas traveled with his mind to the past, remembering at seven years old, that girl he had met thanks to his father and Sergei.

At that moment, Nicolas felt that the future was already written.

That his destiny was linked to .

She belonged to him from the first day he saw her swinging in the garden of her grandparents' house, innocent as always, but lost in her own empty world.

He was twenty-one, had other interests, and many fleeting relationships. A poor, seven-year-old girl with scraped knees was not among his priorities.

He groaned at the memory of her. He groaned at the realization that he could have saved her so many times.

Nina snapped him out of his thoughts when she sat down next to him and briefly rested her head on his arm.

Nicolas glanced at her sideways and remained silent. He still couldn't trust her.

"I'm sorry," she said, daring to look at him. "I trusted her, I didn't know anything about what she was doing to you," Nina whispered, referring to Barbara.

"I trusted her too, Alexey and Bogdan," he replied without looking at her.

"They're already looking for her," Nina informed him. "Oh," she added, and they both looked at each other and offered slight smiles. "How's Cole?" she asked, feigning indifference. "I went to see him, but they wouldn't let me into his room."

Nicolas had reinforced the security on the door to his right-hand room. He knew he would recover and needed him safe so he could give him all the information he possessed.

The man smiled and gently pushed her arm. She became even more nervous. She wasn't very affectionate and sometimes found it difficult to show her true feelings.

"He might wake up tomorrow," Nicolas replied, leaning closer to gauge his emotions. Then he sighed and stood up cheerfully from the grass. "I'll lift the restriction so you can see him," he added. "Now I have to go."

"Where are you going?" she asked, stopping him with a look full of concern.

"I must return to Mykonos," she replied firmly.

"No, Nicolas, it's dangerous," she insisted fearfully.

She wanted to stop him from leaving, but her true essence was full of insecurities and fears; growing up in a world dominated by men had led her to develop a defensive attitude that, when she felt alone and vulnerable, made her fall to reveal the real Nina Popov, the one that few knew.

She clung to him tightly, wishing she could stop him, that he would stay in the safe place where they could be protected in case of an unexpected attack.

"I'll check the area and return tomorrow at noon. I'll speak with some allies and look for Sergei right away," Nicolas explained, assuring her that he wouldn't be long.

Nina inhaled deeply, aware that she couldn't stop him.

Trying to stop Nicolas was like trying to stop an unstoppable storm.

She stood in the center of the field, watching her brother leave. Her mother didn't notice his silent goodbye in time and couldn't stop him from going.

Four hours later, Nicolas set foot on Mykonos again and returned to the property at nightfall.

The employees had cleaned the place meticulously, and the security of the area was backed up by soldiers distributed throughout the island.

He took a moment to review the events and retrieved the documents he had hidden in the drain during the attack. He put them in the backpack he was carrying and walked briskly toward the main room.

He entered the cage with some difficulty. It was cramped, especially for him, with his robust and muscular build. He repeated his movements and noticed the light wasn't working; he knew immediately that something was wrong.

He used his phone's flashlight to navigate the narrow tunnel and carefully explored both paths. The first led him to the second floor of the property, where, as usual, the family helicopter was parked.

That day, the helicopter had been used by her mother, Salomé, and by Nina, her sister.

Nicolas went back into the tunnel and walked quickly to the other end, where it opened onto the beach. It was an escape route they sometimes used to flee to the nearby islands.

Before him, the sea stretched silently. With his phone's flashlight, he illuminated the sand and shells, stirring them with his heavy boots. He knelt beside the highest rocks when he found abundant dried bloodstains. For a moment, fear clouded his mind: he thought that blood might be from...

It wasn't just a guess. I knew it for sure.

Her chest throbbed with suppressed rage, anticipating the suffering the young woman must be enduring. But then, her phone vibrated with a call that broke the silence and gave her back a glimmer of hope.

"Nina, is everything alright?" he asked, his voice filled with anxiety.

"Cole woke up," she replied through tears of joy. "Mom's making him gnocchi," she added, with a smile that Nicolas could imagine on the other end. "He's not talking much yet, he's having trouble breathing, but he mentioned the tracker," she said with restrained emotion.

"Tracker?" he inquired, as he hurried across the sand to return to the house.

"Yes, the one on his razor," Nina confirmed enthusiastically. "It should work."

—Thank you —Nicolas replied, ending the call.

He hurried up the stairs to the house and rushed through the rooms, looking for a laptop to connect to. The staff kindly assisted him.

The sweat wasn't from physical exertion after going through the tunnel and running along the beach, but from the mixture of anxiety and hope that clouded her mind. She needed to know she was alive. She needed to convince herself that she hadn't lost her.

With trembling hands, he plugged in the computer. He was so nervous that he failed to enter the passwords a couple of times, but he finally managed to log in and look for the serial number engraved on the knife.

When the signal appeared, a smile lit up her face. In that instant, she understood two things with absolute clarity:

She was alive, and he was hopelessly, without a doubt, in love with her.
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​Chapter 2
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The women returned to Mykonos safely just before sunset. They blended in easily with the tourists returning to the island, buoyed by the day's excursions and the promise of the nights of revelry the place offered. She sat for two hours in a corner of the boat, dozing intermittently, unable to get the image of Alexey out of her mind. Her body shuddered every time she remembered the touch of his fingers on her thighs, stirring within her a deep sense of revulsion.

Alessia sat down next to them after cautiously surveying the place, carefully observing the others to make sure no one was following them.

—Blanca —he said to her in English, touching her forehead to check if she had a fever.

With her head resting against one of the walls, she looked at her listlessly. Her skin was pale, and her lips, devoid of color, displayed a dull, whitish hue. Her mouth overflowed with saliva, and an intense chill ran through her body from head to toe.

Unable to respond, she put her fingers to her mouth and, with a silent gesture, expressed her urgent need to vomit, wanting to expel the cereal bars she had consumed during the journey.

"Let's go to the bathroom," Alessia insisted kindly, pointing to the doors.

He shook his head and refused to get up from the floor. Although he had difficulty speaking, he made an effort to articulate words.

"Mykonos?" he asked, pointing towards the island that was beginning to emerge under the setting sun.

"Mykonos," Alessia whispered, nodding. "Family. Rest. Food," she said with difficulty. "Protection." She touched her arms, trying to make him understand.

"We must find Nicolas," she sighed in English, her voice weak, blinking with effort.

The wound on his head was infected, and the pain, along with a constant throbbing, intensified in his temple, ear, and eye.

"Wound," Alessia said patiently, pointing to the affected area. "Doctor. Food. Protection," she repeated in a monotone voice.

She felt frustrated by her inability to communicate better, but she obeyed and closed her eyes to rest. She longed to remove the sweatshirt covering her head, but she knew that would mean exposing the wound and part of her face, so she decided to endure the burning sensation and remain as she was.

When they finally reached solid ground, the sunset bathed the streets in an elegant, golden light. They didn't have to walk far to find shelter under a modest roof, where an elderly woman welcomed Alessia with open arms.

The lady rented rooms to tourists with limited budgets, offering a simple but friendly service: clean and fresh rooms, homemade food and cordial conversation.

She remained silent during the initial conversation, absorbed in the beauty of her surroundings. The white walls contrasted perfectly with the fuchsia flowers and the orange sky of the sunset.

The place was ideal, although she couldn't enjoy it as much as she would have liked. Perhaps, if Nicolas had been by her side, those colors would have multiplied a thousandfold.

"She is," Alessia introduced her in another language. She heard her name and offered a weak smile. She was exhausted and sore. "Can you sew her up?" Alessia asked, carefully removing the sweatshirt that covered her head.

Dried blood had stuck to her hair, and any movement caused her pain. Her eyes filled with tears from the discomfort, and she rubbed them hard.

—Yes, I can —the woman replied in a language unknown to him, getting up to examine the wound.

Alessia took her hand and led her down the hallways that connected the rooms. They settled into a small room with two beds and a television. The space was cramped, but Alessia found it perfect and longed to lie down until the pain subsided.

The woman, with rough but careful hands, cleaned and disinfected the wounds, delicately suturing the deep gash on her head, hidden beneath her dark hair. She was brave; she endured the procedure without anesthesia, gritting her teeth each time the needle pierced her skin.

Alessia got her painkillers and antibiotics, and made sure she could take a hot shower.

She watched the door while she finished, and once dressed in loose, comfortable feminine clothing for resting, Alessia also showered and checked all the belongings they had traveled with.

She took a moment to tidy the small bedroom. She pulled some granola bars out of Alessia's backpack and found Cole's pocketknife, the same one that had saved her from Alexey. She showed it to the woman and put it in her pocket.

"Cole," she murmured, and they both laughed at the absurdity of the moment.

Although they came from very different worlds, their problems were the same, and the difficulty in understanding each other led them to communicate almost always through gestures.

The old woman invited them to dinner, and devoured her plate of moussaka with such hunger that she didn't look up even once. She finished every last crumb of the tiropita she found on the table, almost without breathing.

Alessia watched her silently, surprised to see this foreign woman enjoying the meal without complaining once. This gave her the confidence to invite her to explore the streets after dinner.

The woman found a laptop next to the elderly woman and used the technology to communicate with her companion. The digital translator made things much easier, and she felt a great relief at being able to exchange more than just words.

—I have to look for information and transportation on the streets —Alessia wrote.

"What kind of information?" she asked, intrigued.

"Who attacked us, which side are we on, and what is the meeting point?" Alessia replied hurriedly, while analyzing the expression as she read.

"And Nicolas? Why don't we go to his house?" she wrote, and Alessia rolled her eyes.

She wanted to reunite with him, but fate seemed to deny her that.

"Because he might be busy with Alexey. I'll go out. You stay here, safe," Alessia
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