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To my father,

thank you for teaching me

that the sky is not the limit






CONTENT NOTE

This novel contains themes that may be sensitive for some readers, including kidnapping, violence, and power imbalance. Reader discretion is advised.






PROLOGUE SEBASTIAN

If someone had asked me what the hell I was doing there, I could’ve given eighty thousand different answers, and none of them would’ve been totally true.

The work demanded so much of me that I sometimes asked myself why I continued to do it, why I didn’t just quit, leave that world for good. But when I thought about what it would mean to throw it all away, I simply silenced my conscience and got on with it.

The other men there would’ve killed me without thinking twice if they even suspected my doubts. But for years my mind had been my stronghold, and I knew how to control my thoughts so that no one could so much as glimpse the reservations I sometimes felt.

In the world I run in… doubts can mean death.

From a distance, I checked that my aim was lined up. No one was covering me; I was on my own… although more than fifteen men surrounded me.

As soon as shots began firing, I knew everything had gone to hell. But one single shot would change absolutely everything.






CHAPTER 1 MARFIL

TWO WEEKS LATER

I looked at the Colombian peso coin I held between my fingers. As I waited for Liam, I had only one thought: The two sides of that coin made up a whole, but they would never see each other face-to-face. It seems silly, a coin is just a coin, but I couldn’t help but identify with it. Did I have two completely opposing sides that would never merge into one? Sometimes I struggled to understand myself. If I could view my life from the outside, I’m sure the only thing I would think in most situations is… What the hell are you doing?

My sister, Gabriella, insisted that spending our entire childhood and adolescence at a boarding school four thousand miles from home had scarred us. Thankfully, I had already left that period of my life behind. My sister, on the other hand, still had two long years of strict rules and cloudy skies. She would be sixteen in just a few months, and her biggest concern was that she had never kissed a boy. She said that if she continued living with all girls for much longer, she was going to end up dating one. Imagining my father’s face at the mere suggestion made me smile.

Scars… a subject I could talk about for hours. The deepest one still caused me to wake up in the middle of the night with my heart racing and tears streaming down my cheeks like I was four years old, not twenty. It was incredible how some memories remained forever engraved on our minds and others disappeared without leaving a trace. According to Pixar—yes, the animation studio that made the movie Inside Out—our brain erases the memories that no longer serve us and retains those that it considers important. But I have to ask myself: Does it serve me to remember my mother being killed right in front of me? Clearly, no matter what Pixar says, the brain does whatever it wants.

As my thoughts wandered aimlessly, I became aware that the group of guys at the bar to my right were staring at me. Without hesitating, I lifted my head and looked at them, refusing to avert my eyes. It had been my intention to intimidate them, or at least make them stop staring so shamelessly, but two of them started laughing, and the third, tall with light brown hair, held my gaze unwaveringly.

I hated being the first to look away, no matter who it was. Only one person on the entire planet could make me lower my head on demand: my father. But he was far away, and I didn’t have to think about him. So began the most epic staring contest in all of human history. Well, maybe it wasn’t that dramatic, I tend to exaggerate, but it felt intense. The more he looked at me, the more curious I became, and the more I looked at him, the more I could imagine what was going through his mind. Maybe I could have some fun with this guy.

“Hey, Marfil,” came a deep voice behind me, although it was the feel of his hand on my back that caused me to jump and look away.

Shit! I’d just lost.

My frustration vanished as I turned to see my best friend. Liam Michaelson was almost six feet two, with hair black as night and bright blue eyes. His smile was famous for its ability to break hearts, and the worst part was that he knew it. His eyelashes, long and dark, the envy of every woman, and the hours he spent in the gym working out created the perfect storm. Women lost their heads over Liam. A real heartthrob. No, he wasn’t gay, and yes, he truly was my best friend. Stranger things have happened.

“Did I keep you waiting long?” he asked, looking over my head to the guys at the end of the bar.

“Long enough for you to have to buy me a drink.” Legally, I couldn’t drink alcohol, much less buy it, but fake IDs were so readily available that the law seemed ridiculous.

Liam smiled sweetly and called the waitress over. He ordered our usual drinks, which she brought over a few minutes later.

“And to what do I owe the half-hour wait?” I asked, twirling the olives in my martini.

Liam raised his beer to his lips and rolled his eyes. “You don’t want to know.”

“Virginia? Oh, no, wait… Rose?”

“Tessi,” he said.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Tessi? Do you call her that for any reason in particular?”

“That’s what she wants me to call her. Shit, she’s unbearable.”

Liam was a guy that, well… he was a guy. The end. Guys, as a general rule, just want to have a good time, and generally speaking, we women also want the same, plus a whole lot more, although I don’t include myself in that statement. But I understood why Virginia, Rose, and… Tessi wanted something more from my best friend. He was a great catch, if he could stop hitting on everything that moved, of course.

Liam and I met during my first year of college. I’d just moved to New York after eight years at boarding school abroad, surrounded by all girls and nuns; I only spent a couple of months a year at home in Louisiana. Liam and I had both been studying economics at Columbia University. He was three years older than me, which meant he’d been in his senior year.

It took a lot of effort, but I managed to convince my father to let me move to New York City on my own two years ago. You could say I went a little wild when I first found myself with so much freedom. All that repression during my teenage years had been very unhealthy, and I lost my head a bit, but I liked to think that that period was behind me now, for the most part.

Liam was my first kiss. I had just turned eighteen and discovered what I was capable of when it came to seducing men. My father had always kept me hidden away from the world as if I were untouchable, although Liam touched me… everywhere.

We didn’t sleep together, but we did other things, until we ultimately realized that we were better off as friends, even as perfect as I might be for him, and as perfect as he might be for me.

After Liam, I had a brief, more serious relationship with a guy named Regan. But then I learned that he and his friends had bet ten thousand dollars to see which of them could sleep with me first. That’s right, ten thousand dollars. Pathetic. The fact that my father had been right all those times he told me to never trust men made me more furious than anything. After that, something changed inside me; I became unrecognizable. I decided that I would take exactly the type of physical pleasure I wanted from men and give them nothing in return, cut and dry.

“The dude from the bar is coming over,” said Liam, half an hour and three martinis later. “Should I pretend to be your boyfriend?”

“That might be fun, but no,” I said, curious to see what the guy had to say. I sensed someone behind me, but I played it cool.

Liam, on the other hand, turned around to look at him. “Can I help you, man?”

“Actually, I wanted a quick word with your friend here.”

I turned around with a smile. He was very handsome, more handsome than he’d looked from across the bar. He was tall, with dark blond hair, and he exuded that same confidence that almost all the men I knew carried, a confidence obtained from simply having been born with silver spoons in their mouths.

He blinked a few times. “Fuck… you’re even hotter up close.”

I didn’t have to look at Liam to know he was rolling his eyes.

“Yes?” I asked calmly. Compliments meant nothing to me.

The guy stuttered, then took a business card from his shirt pocket and handed it to me. “I’d love to buy you dinner sometime,” he said, his voice now a bit steadier.

I looked at his card. His name was Harry, and he was an architect. He probably had no idea I was only twenty years old. That’s what I got for going out on Wall Street.

“I’ll think about it,” I answered.

Harry smiled, and I noticed a dimple in his left cheek. I smiled back, and he waved goodbye. He hadn’t even asked for my name. I put the card in my purse and turned back to my friend, who was looking at me with a mixture of amusement and annoyance.

“Sometimes I’m horrified by how similar you are to me.”

I shook my head. “We are nothing alike and you know it.”

Liam sighed. “The guy who finally gets to sleep with you will be one lucky dude.”

I glared at him. “Shh, don’t tell anyone my deep, dark secret.”

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Do you care that dudes lie about having slept with you?”

Yes, it bothered me.

“If they have to lie to make themselves feel more like men, let them. If anyone wants to know the truth, they can ask me.”

“You’re like a praying mantis. You know that, right?”

“I’ve never eaten anyone; I simply take what I want and discard the rest.”

Liam laughed. “You’re so naive. One day some dude’s going to make you lose your mind, and you’ll have to swallow all those feminist ideas of yours.”

“It has nothing to do with feminism. Men have used women since the beginning of time; they take what they want and move on. What’s wrong with me doing the same thing? I’m not going to let someone else enjoy my body; I want to be the one doing the enjoying.”

Liam looked at me like I was clueless. “Any man on earth would enjoy just looking at you, Marfil. Touching you would be like winning the lottery for them, believe me.”

It’s not like anyone had ever taken me to the point of ecstasy, ever. But Liam didn’t need to know that. No one did.

I fell silent for a couple of minutes, then finally said, “You’re the only person I’d be willing to go further with, because we’re friends.”

Liam choked on his beer. “And that, right there, tells me that you’re drunk. Come on, let’s go; I’ll take you home.”

I wasn’t lying about Liam being the only man I’d consider offering myself up to completely. Out of all the guys on the planet, he was the only one I trusted. I had thought about it many times, because even though I had plenty of experience in everything that came before sex, I was afraid of taking it all the way. From a young age, my father had instilled in me the notion that a woman’s virtue was the most important thing she had. And the nuns at boarding school had spared no details about every awful thing that could happen to us if we gave in to the sin of lust. For some reason, that was the only thing from boarding school I took to heart. Everyone around me seemed so obsessed with virginity, and losing said virginity, and even though I desperately wanted to rebel, and did in some ways, I was still incapable of taking that last step.

Liam drove me home in his gray Audi. He’d just recently bought it, and the seats still had that new-car smell. Unlike a lot of students, I didn’t live on campus. My father allowed me to move to New York for college on the condition that he would decide where I lived. My apartment was located on the Upper East Side, one of the most expensive parts of town, and was only a train ride from campus. I might sound spoiled, but I couldn’t have cared less about living in one of the most exclusive buildings in Manhattan. I’d been surrounded by luxury all my life, and even though many people thought I was an idiot for even going to college when it was clear I’d inherit a fortune, I had always known I would try to forge my own path.

I was great with numbers, so economics made sense. But for pretty much the entirety of my teenage years, I’d begged my father to let me join the New York City Ballet. His answer was always a resounding no, and when I tried to stand up to him, I ended up regretting it. I’d been forced to give up my dreams of being a professional dancer, but if having an entire apartment to myself was good for anything, it was being able to dance as much as I wanted at home.

I gave Liam a kiss on the cheek, and we promised to hang out before the weekend. I waved to Norman, the doorman, as I crossed the lobby of my building to the elevator. Living alone in New York City might seem brave for a young woman, but my neighborhood was very safe, mostly families of bankers who had made obscene amounts of money on Wall Street. My father was one of them.

My apartment was minimalistic, with almost no decorations except for a few bright pink throw pillows. My motto was: The less you have, the less you have to clean, and I followed it religiously. I was lucky to have such a large apartment, at least by New York City standards: two bedrooms (not including the staff’s room), two bathrooms, and an open-concept living-dining-kitchen. Since I lived alone, I’d set up a dance studio in the second bedroom, where I spent most of my time at home. I had even installed a ballet barre and large mirrors that returned my gaze as I relaxed to the rhythm of the music.

On one of the living room walls, my other best friend, Tamara, had begun painting a mural I could stare at endlessly. It was a conglomeration of quotes from our favorite books, pictures of us, song lyrics, flowers, and most of all eyes, of all sizes, showing all types of expressions… Tami studied people’s gazes, and I was amazed by her ability to transpose them almost perfectly onto any flat surface, as long as she had something to paint with. She once drew a Minion for me on a Starbucks napkin using only a stirring stick and the foam from my Frappuccino.

I set my purse on the island and went directly to the fridge, although I’m not really sure why. I was a disaster in the kitchen. I once tried to make myself a shepherd’s pie using my former stepmother’s recipe, but I forgot about it in the oven and almost burned down the entire apartment. It was safer to order takeout.

I had a microeconomics exam coming up, so I decided to sit down and study. I put on some classical music, and before I knew it, the hours had flown by. When I opened my eyes, I realized that I’d fallen asleep in a very uncomfortable position. I sat up, wishing someone could carry me to bed like a little girl.

I was not so lucky.

I set my textbook on the coffee table and dragged myself to the bedroom. As soon as I was all curled up under my white down comforter, a feeling of loneliness came over me. It wasn’t that I was sad, exactly, but I had always lived with lots of people around me. At home, Lupita, the housekeeper, had been like a mother to me. There was also Peter, the driver; Frank, the gardener; and even Logan, my father’s bodyguard, whenever he was home. At boarding school I’d shared a room with four other girls, including Tami, so we were almost never alone. Being on my own in that apartment sometimes triggered irrational fears; the slightest sound could project a horror movie onto my mind. I hated days like that.

I closed my eyes, burrowed under the blankets, and began to silently count: One, two, three… eighteen… forty-four, forty-five… two hundred six. At some point around 543, I finally fell asleep.



Friday came before I knew it. I’d been invited to a single’s Valentine’s party at a club, but I declined the offer. Not because I don’t like going out—I love it—but I decided I’d rather stay home and dance or watch a movie, solo.

After spending more than two and a half hours at the ballet barre doing pliés, I put an oversized white shirt on over my leotard and took out Harry’s business card.

I could call and ask if he wanted to do dinner. That would save me from having to order another pizza from the place around the corner. But then I remembered that he hadn’t even asked for my name. What was I going to do, text and say: Hey, I’m the random girl from the bar. Want to have dinner on Valentine’s Day? No fucking way.

It was still light out, so I pulled on some leggings, threw on a sweater, put on a pair of gloves and my favorite sneakers, and headed out for a run. I normally ran for over an hour every day, but never in the mornings, because I hated waking up earlier than strictly necessary. Also, I loved seeing the sunset over the Central Park Lake.

I waved to Norman with a smile and went out into the early evening. Central Park was always bustling with people—families taking their kids to the playground, others walking their dogs, feeding the ducks, or enjoying some time under the shade on warmer days. When the sun started to sink low on the horizon, the park began to clear out, except for the runners. I recognized a few other regulars, and we nodded as we passed each other. I had made the mistake once of going out with one of them, and I vowed never to do it again. I hated having to change my jogging route so as not to run into past flings.

After an intense, longer-than-normal run, I slowed to a walk to begin cooling down. The day had given way to a gorgeous clear night, with the lights of the skyscrapers glimmering on the water. I loved this city. A lot of people complained that it was too busy, that people never stopped moving, so on and so forth. I had lived my entire life in the countryside, and being there, in the big city, made me feel like I was part of something exciting.

I was leaning over the stream of a water fountain’s cool water, pulling my long ponytail out of the way to keep my hair from getting wet… when it happened.

I didn’t even have time to scream.

A hand grabbed me around the waist and pulled me backward while another hand covered my mouth with a damp cloth that smelled repulsive. I tried to resist with all my might, panic flooding me, body and mind. I struggled as hard as I could to break free, but the person holding the damp cloth over my face acted swiftly. My eyes began to feel heavy; my limbs lost all their strength. I felt myself falling backward, collapsing against someone tall and muscular.

“Put her in the van.”

That was the last thing I heard before losing consciousness.





CHAPTER 2 MARFIL

I opened my eyes in a hospital room. There was no one around, just the beeping of a machine to keep me company. Looking down at my body, I saw that I was wearing a green hospital gown with an IV tube sticking out of my left hand and a bandage on my right one. My heart began to race, but since I wasn’t connected to a monitor, I was the only one aware of the incessant pounding.

What happened?

The door opened, and a nurse approached my bed. “Miss Cortés? How are you feeling?”

I blinked several times, stunned. “Where am I? What happened?” I tried to sit up. I don’t know where I thought I was going to go, but my instincts were telling me to get up and run for it, to flee, to keep myself safe… From who, though?

“It’s okay, you’re fine,” she assured me.

I felt my eyes fill with tears, and my mind whirled as I conjured the last images I could recall. Jogging in the park, stopping for a drink of water, someone covering my mouth, darkness, and then…

Before I could ask what had happened, the door opened again, and to my relief, my father entered the room.

“Marfil…” he said, walking over and putting his arms around me. I buried my head in his chest and breathed in his scent: Eau Sauvage by Dior combined with the tobacco he’d likely been smoking nonstop. “Thank God you’re awake,” my father said, smoothing my hair.

My father and I weren’t very close, and not just because I’d lived most of my life abroad, but I’d never been happier to feel his arms around me as I did in that moment.

Once I’d calmed down, he explained what had happened.

“You were kidnapped, Marfil,” my father said grimly, his mouth a thin line.

I’d been found unconscious outside a hospital in New Orleans, an hour and a half from my family’s home near Baton Rouge. Luckily, I still had my wallet, which allowed the doctors to identify me and contact my father.

“They didn’t leave anything, not even a note; they didn’t ask for ransom, either. I realized something was wrong when I called you Sunday and it went to voicemail five times.”

Sunday! God! That means I must’ve been out for almost three days at least.

“When I found out you weren’t in your apartment and that no one had seen you come back from your run Friday evening, I knew something terrible had happened.”

I shook my head, unable to wrap my mind around it.

“The police would like to speak with you. There are two officers outside. They’ve been waiting for you to wake up.”

My father left the room and came back with the two officers. I sat up, nervous, as they started asking me questions. My father kept his eyes on me the entire time. I had never seen him so worried in my life.

“I don’t remember anything,” I said, feeling my mouth go dry and my palms begin to sweat. “All I remember is the moment they grabbed me…”

“You didn’t regain consciousness at any point?” one of the officers asked.

I shook my head, racking my brain, but nothing.

“Anything you might be able to tell us would be a big help, Miss Cortés.”

I looked nervously to my father, and then at the nurse. “I’m sorry…” I said in a trembling voice.

My father took a step toward me, staring straight into my eyes. “Is there any possibility that they did anything to you?”

My lip began to quiver, and I bit it, trying to control the terror coursing through my body. I didn’t want to think about that possibility, horrified at knowing I’d lost all sense of what was going on around me, that I could’ve been in the hands of murderers or rapists… Anything could’ve happened.

“Answer.”

I looked up from the bed and met my father’s gaze, frightened. “I don’t remember anything…” I said again, hating the fact that I had no idea what might’ve happened to me.

“I want you to give her a complete examination right now. Whatever you’ve done before, I want it done again.”

The police looked at my father, and then at me. They seemed uncomfortable, as if the notion that someone might’ve sexually assaulted me scared them as much as it did me.

“I’ll leave my card—anything you remember, as insignificant as it might seem, don’t hesitate to call and notify us down at the station,” one of the officers asked.

I nodded without speaking, fearing that my voice might break if I tried.

Once the officers left, the nurse asked me if I thought I could walk, clearly taking my father’s request seriously. Standing without any pain, I felt somewhat relieved. If I had been sexually assaulted, I would surely feel something, as minimal as it might be, but that wasn’t the case. I followed the nurse to a gynecological examination table, where she asked me to put my feet in the stirrups. I made an effort not to cry, wishing this nightmare would end.

“We need to check for traces of… any bodily fluid. There were no exterior signs that would indicate sexual assault, but before we proceed, we need to make sure you’re okay with this. Even if your father insists, you’re over the legal age, so the consent must come from you.…” the doctor explained kindly as she examined me.

I understood that my father would want to double-check. It was important for me, as well, to rule out the things I imagined could have happened to me.

“The examination did not reveal any visible physical injuries or foreign DNA,” she assured me. “We got your bloodwork back and the results of the HIV test.”

AIDS? I opened my eyes wide in terror, but the doctor smiled reassuringly.

“Not AIDS, HIV. But don’t worry, we just had to check, it’s standard procedure. I know this was a scary, horrible experience, but you’re perfectly fine. You can rest easy now.”

I nodded, and after a while, a nurse brought me clothes so that I could change out of the hospital gown. I wanted to go home and forget any of this had ever happened.

Once discharged, Peter Vertes, my father’s driver, was waiting for us outside the hospital to take us home. My father rode up front in the passenger’s seat, talking on the phone the whole way as I tried to process the fact that, just three days ago, my biggest concern had been a microeconomics exam.

I couldn’t help but glance around nervously when I stepped out of the car and walked up the stairs to the huge white mansion where I’d grown up. Lupita, who had practically raised me from the time I was a baby, came out to greet me with tears in her eyes. She hugged me tightly, and I returned the embrace, holding back my own tears.

“Miss Marfil!” she said, wiping her face with her apron. “You have no idea how worried about you we all were.”

“I’m fine, Lupita; I’m home now,” I said, trying to put her mind at ease but equally happy to find myself safe inside those walls.

“I’ll make you something warm for dinner, okay? You go take a shower, baby.”

My father had disappeared down the hallway, cell phone glued to his ear, wearing a face that said he wasn’t to be interrupted. I was grateful that he was trying so hard to find out why the hell someone had kidnapped me without asking for anything in exchange.

As I stood under the shower, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this wasn’t over yet. Something told me that the kidnapping had merely been a warning to my father. But to warn him of what? It was no secret that my father had a lot of money, which was why it made no sense that they hadn’t asked for ransom. Why else would someone kidnap the daughter of Alejandro Cortés?

After I showered, Lupita brought me a cup of steaming-hot soup and a plate of roast beef with potatoes. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until the smell flooded my senses. I had dinner in bed with the TV on in the background as a million thoughts raced through my mind. Liam had sent me a thousand messages, so I called him so he could stop worrying.

“When your father called me, I almost had a heart attack, fuck!” he exclaimed. “He grilled me, like I had something to do with your disappearance. My God, Marfil, I was so worried!”

“Don’t pay any attention to him. Apart from Tami, you’re one of the few friends I’ve mentioned to him, and he didn’t know who else to contact.”

Liam wanted to know everything, asking me to describe what happened, what I remembered and what I didn’t, but that was the last thing I wanted to do. I needed to rest. My eyes felt heavy, and despite the fact that I was now safe at home, my fear had not diminished.

“We’ll talk when you get back to New York,” Liam said.

Why the hell had someone moved me from New York to New Orleans, and better yet, how had they done it?

I played these thoughts over and over in my mind as my eyes closed of their own accord and I fell into a deep, restless sleep.



I woke up to a stormy day, as if the weather were a reflection of my mood. I looked out the window at the extension of green lawn that surrounded my father’s mansion. I always enjoyed being here; knowing that my mother had been the one to turn this large and imposing estate into a cozy home made me feel warm and fuzzy inside. The hardwood floors throughout the entirety of the house, the furniture, the fixtures. But out of every room, my favorite was the huge kitchen, where my sister and I spent most of our time as little girls, making cookies with Lupe and stealing lumps of sugar to give to the horses. It had also been designed by my mother, who believed that the kitchen was the heart of the home. Now that we were no longer at school together, the living room, with its large fireplace, had become our favorite spot to hang out during the holidays, when Gabi and I would sit around scorching marshmallows and catching up on each other’s lives.

I got dressed, quickly pulling on leggings and a sweatshirt, and went down to breakfast as I searched for the next possible flight back to New York on my phone. I had already missed a few classes, and I was going to have to talk to my microeconomics professor and pray that he’d let me retake the exam I’d missed. I should’ve been more concerned over what had happened to me, but I was still unable to remember anything. I was scared, but since I couldn’t even visualize it, it felt unreal.

I entered the kitchen to find Lupita peeling potatoes. The smell of coffee filled the space, which meant that my father must still be home. I had never met anyone as addicted to caffeine as he was. I, on the other hand, had not inherited his passion for the dark, bitter drink; I preferred a glass of warm milk with honey for breakfast.

Lupita smiled when she saw me, and before I could count to ten, she had breakfast in front of me. “Your father wants you to go see him in his office when you’re done eating, sweetie.”

I nodded, bringing one spoonful of cereal after another to my mouth, finishing my breakfast quickly and thanking Lupita. I crossed the living room, furnished with dark brown leather sofas, a thick Persian rug, a sixty-inch TV, and a long dining table where we ate on special occasions: Christmas, Thanksgiving, my birthday or Gabriella’s, if she wasn’t with her mother.

I walked the long hallway that led to my father’s office, hating every step of the way, as the walls were lined with the mounted heads of dead animals. My father was a big-game hunter who spent a fortune traveling to the most remote corners of the world in search of unique trophies to hang on his wall. I still remember the time he insisted on taking me with him. Not only did he force me to kill a deer, but he then “baptized” me by drenching me in blood from head to toe. He and his friends laughed as I stood there sobbing; I still had nightmares about it. My sister and I were both fervent animal lovers, and we were disgusted by the fact that our father spent his free time hunting them for his own enjoyment.

I knocked on the door before entering. My father was sitting at his huge desk, and in front of him stood Logan Price. Logan had been in charge of my father’s security team for as long as I could remember. Anytime my father went anywhere, Logan went with him. It was something so normal that I’d never stopped to ask what dangers he needed protection from. My father, Colombian by birth, had emigrated from Colombia to the United States at just twenty years old. He was a brilliant man, who had made a multimillion-dollar fortune out of nothing. He’d purchased land in Colombia when prices were so low they were practically giving it away, and he planted vineyards that now supplied fine wines to a large part of the southern region. He also had a very close relationship with the Colombian president, with whom he had long talks over cigars.

Yes, Alejandro Cortés was a successful man, but he was highly reserved with us; he hardly ever talked to my sister and me about his work or his endless travels. He’d met my mother in Russia, and they’d married a month later. A year and a half after that, I was born. Hanging over the mantel, right there in his office, was a framed photo of her. Paulina Kozlova had been a dazzling beauty, a gorgeous woman with high cheekbones, full, seductive lips, golden-blond locks, and large emerald-green eyes. I looked like her, though I’d inherited my father’s dark hair. My heart twisted in my chest every time I saw that picture. I hated the fact that I had only one memory of my mother: her lifeless eyes staring back at me as blood pooled on the ground all around her.

Logan turned as I closed the door behind me, greeting me with a dry “Good morning, Miss Cortés” as he pulled out a chair for me.

My father rested his elbows on the desk and looked at me. “We’ve been talking about what happened, Marfil, and the only conclusion we can come to is that someone kidnapped you and brought you here without asking for anything in return simply to send a message. To show me how easy it is to get to you and to let me know that they could do it again anytime they want.”

No How are you feeling, honey? My father went directly to the point, as always.

I clenched my fists, trying not to show how much it scared me to think that something like this could happen again. “But why? What’s the reason behind it?”

My father leaned back, shrugging. “Plenty of people resent my success, hate me, even, Marfil. I guess they were trying to get to me through you.”

Logan had been staring out the window, and he now turned to us with a serious expression. “Until we can figure out who it was and what they were trying to achieve by kidnapping you, you’ll need protection, to make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

No…

My father knew what was coming before I even opened my mouth. “You begged me not to hire security for you, Marfil, and I was a fool to agree. I didn’t listen to my security team’s warnings, and now look what’s happened. You could’ve been raped… or killed!”

I swallowed, feeling the blood course through my body. “But…”

My father stood up and went to the bar beside his desk. “No buts, Mar,” he said, opening a bottle of scotch and pouring himself a glass. “I’m not going to take any more chances. I never should’ve given in to you in the first place.”

I looked to Logan and then to my father. They both seemed very serious, decided.

“I can’t live a normal, everyday life if I have a bodyguard with me all the time, Dad.”

“Would you prefer to let this happen again?”

I had no good argument, and I hated having to just sit there in silence.

“Until we’ve cleared up what happened, you need to be guarded twenty-four hours a day. I’m reinforcing my security as well, and Gabriella will have a guard, too, when she comes home. She’s safe at school for the time being, but I don’t plan to let anyone take one of my daughters ever again.”

“So you plan to have someone watching me day and night?!”

Logan stepped forward and answered for my father. “Only until we can clear up what’s happened, Miss Cortés,” he said. “We already have the best private investigators looking into who could’ve kidnapped you.”

“Private investigators? Wouldn’t it be better to leave it to the police?”

“The police are slow, honey; they’re overworked and underpaid. I prefer to pay for services instead of sitting and waiting for them to be carried out incompetently,” her father said.

I closed my mouth. I didn’t want something like this to happen again. Still, I felt defeated. I had fought so hard to convince my father that I didn’t need security, and it had all been for nothing.

“We got you the best bodyguard we could find. He served in the US military and was decorated with honors. We were lucky he’s agreed to accept the job.”

I sighed, knowing the battle was lost. “I don’t want anyone at school to know I have a bodyguard, Dad.”

“We’ve already thought of that. He’ll be undercover; no one will know why he’s there unless you tell them. We have informed the university, and he’ll be able to pass as a student and escort you everywhere. You won’t have to worry about a thing; it’ll be like he’s not even there. I promise.”

This was somewhat of a consolation, although I doubted that some soldier could pass unnoticed in a crowd of mostly young students.

“Your apartment has two bedrooms and a separate room for staff. I’ve already sent someone to make space for Mr. Moore.”

Shit, my dance studio. I couldn’t help feeling frustrated and angry. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate what my father was doing for me, but it annoyed me that I would have someone hovering around me all the time. Yes, I was still scared, but I didn’t want to live in fear. I didn’t want a constant reminder of the fact that someone could hurt me again, or at least try to. But I knew that, given the circumstances, there was nothing I could do.

“How long do you think it will take to figure out who’s behind this?”

My father sat back down. “I don’t know, but I can assure you it’s my top priority.”

I nodded, ready to leave. “Can I go?”

My father agreed and looked back at his computer.

I hadn’t even met this Mr. Moore, whoever he was, and I already disliked him.





CHAPTER 3 MARFIL

My father made arrangements for Logan to fly with me back to New York the next day, where Mr. Moore would be waiting to meet me. We weren’t able to take the private plane because my father would be leaving for Puerto Rico very early. Not that I cared.

I couldn’t help but feel safe with Logan seated beside me in first class. I wasn’t a huge fan of flying, so I always preferred to travel with someone else. But beyond my fear of flying, I was also still shaken by what had happened, which was at the forefront of my mind. I just wanted everything to go back to normal, but I’d been kidnapped so close to home that the city I loved so much now felt like an enemy.

As I got off the plane and switched my iPhone out of airplane mode, I received a message from Liam saying he would bring dinner over and not to worry about anything because he would take care of me as if I were his girl. That made me smile. Sometimes I wondered why we weren’t a couple, but then I thought about our friendship, and any ideas of taking it further vanished from my mind.

I was not at all excited about sharing my apartment with a stranger, and if this Moore character had to be around, I’d feel more comfortable with Liam there, at least until I got used to him. Bodyguards made me nervous; they were a constant reminder that something bad could happen.

When my mother was killed, my father tightened up his security to an extreme. He never went anywhere without Logan, even if he was just stopping to buy a bottle of water. Gabriella and I had never had our own bodyguards, but only because we were locked up at boarding school where there was no need. Also, unlike our father, a well-known figure, we had always been hidden from the public eye.

Things changed when I moved to New York. It wasn’t like back in England, when my father was more permissive than I had expected. But now that I had been kidnapped, there wasn’t a person on earth who could convince him not to assign me a security detail. This annoyed and relieved me in equal measures. I’m not going to lie, the whole thing scared me, and it was even scarier knowing that the reasons for my kidnapping were still a mystery. And I still couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that the worst was yet to come.

I tried to push those thoughts aside as I followed Logan down the long airport corridor. So much had happened in such a short time, and all I wanted to do was take a steaming hot bath and crawl into bed, then wake up and discover it had all been a bad dream.

“Miss Cortés, I won’t be seeing you back to the apartment—my flight leaves in two hours. Mr. Moore will take care of you from here on out, all right?”

He’ll take care of me? I suddenly felt like I was three years old.

I nodded and remained silent until we reached the automatic doors that opened onto the arrivals hall, full of travelers and men in suits holding signs with names on them.

As I walked toward the very handsome person who would now be my bodyguard, holding a sign with my name on it, my heart began to pound. Logan stepped forward and clapped the man on the back as if they already knew each other, while I stood there unable to breathe, all the air suddenly sucked out of my lungs. Never before had a man’s physical looks caused my body to react in such a way. Ever. I could try to describe it, but words wouldn’t do it justice.

“Miss Cortés,” he said, holding out a hand, “I’m Sebastian Moore. I’ll be in charge of your security from here on out.”

Sebastian… Fuck. Did his name have to be so incredibly sexy, too?

It took me a few seconds to snap out of it and lift my hand to shake his. My stomach did a flip as our skin made contact. Was this the feeling Liam had told me about?

I felt clumsy, small, and insignificant… a sensation that was totally foreign to me. Sebastian, on the other hand, stared blankly at me, like someone looking at a freaking park bench, utterly indifferent.

I hurried to put on my sunglasses. I needed to organize my thoughts and keep from showing how much meeting this man had affected me.

“I’m leaving you in good hands, don’t worry,” Logan said to me before shaking Sebastian’s hand.

I looked on as Logan said something that I couldn’t hear and didn’t care to. I was drinking in the sight of Sebastian Moore. He was tall, a few inches taller than Liam—whom I had to stand on my tiptoes to kiss—and looked strong enough to pick me up with one arm… just the way I liked them. He had light brown hair, a hint of stubble on his chin, which I imagined was prickly to the touch, a square jawline, and an athletic build, with large biceps visible even through his nice suit jacket. He honestly could’ve passed for one of the millionaire New Yorkers who lived in my neighborhood, although he seemed incredibly young.

How old was he? Twenty-five? Twenty-six? Suddenly, I was dying to know everything about him… What was happening to me?

Surprisingly, I was able to be coherent enough to say goodbye to Logan. But as soon as he left, I was hit with the realization that I was now alone with my new bodyguard. I began fidgeting with my hair, unsure of what to do or say. Fortunately, I didn’t have to stress for long.

“I didn’t park too far. Come on, I’ll grab your bags.”

Whenever I was with my father, we always had a driver pick us up and drop us off, but in New York, I’d always gotten around just fine by taxi, Uber, or even the subway. This time, however, Sebastian had a black Audi waiting for us in the airport parking lot. He walked to the driver’s side as I waited for him to open the passenger door.

“You sit in the back,” he said over the hood of the car.

I blinked several times. It had sounded like an order, which was a bit strange, and he hadn’t opened the door for me either. It’s not that I was some princess, far from it, but I was so accustomed to my father’s strict protocol for his employees when they were around me, that this guy’s mannerisms took me by surprise. Lupe was the only one who would drop the formalities from time to time, and only when we were alone.

I rode in the back seat, glancing constantly at his reflection in the rearview mirror. He didn’t seem to have any trouble orienting himself, and in just three minutes, we were heading into Manhattan. We still had to cross all of Queens, which would take us over half an hour. Did he ever plan on speaking to me?

“I’d like to know what orders, exactly, my father gave you…” I said after fifteen minutes passed, silent as the grave.

Sebastian took his eyes off the road and rested them on my sunglasses for a fleeting instant. “Orders?” he asked.

Suddenly, the word sounded insulting.

“Well, instructions, directions, guidelines, whatever you want to call them.”

“It’s my job to protect you and keep your father informed on anything that might come up unexpectedly while you’re with me.”

While I’m with him. Of course, not the other way around.

I didn’t want to talk anymore. His cold, clipped tone was starting to irritate me, and at the same time, his deep, baritone voice was giving me goose bumps.

We reached my street in record time. It was clear that speed did not figure among the safety risks he was concerned with protecting me from. We parked the car in the garage and, as he followed me into the elevator, I remembered that I was going to have to share my apartment with him.

Fuck.

The silence inside the small space of the elevator was deafening. Never in my life had I been quiet for so long in another person’s company. Liam would’ve been proud.

Eventually, what felt like twenty minutes later, the ding of the elevator indicated we had reached my floor. Sebastian led the way, stopping in front of my apartment and taking a key from his pocket. Opening the door, he motioned for me to go in first.

So, chivalry wasn’t dead, but…

He had a copy of my key?!

Hold on.

Had he already been here?

“Not now,” he said, as if reading my thoughts. “Come inside.”

I did as he said, and took in my apartment. It looked like it always did, but it didn’t feel the same, and I wasn’t sure if and when it ever would again. The last time I’d left the house, my only concern had been whether or not I should call that guy from the bar whose name I’d already forgotten.

I set my bag on the kitchen island and, feeling restless and uncomfortable, turned to look at my new roommate. “This is strange,” I said.

Sebastian took off his suit jacket and hung it on the coat rack beside the door. It was then I noticed he had a gun in a holster, like a cop.

“Just act like I’m not here.”

Piece of cake! Except he practically took up the entire room.

“Look, I don’t know anything about you, but if you’re going to live here, hovering around me twenty-four hours a day, there are some things I need to know.”

“You can ask me anything that has to do with you and your safety.”

“How old are you?”

Seriously, Marfil?

Sebastian frowned, looking confused. “That has nothing to do with your safety.”

“You’re not going to answer?”

“No.”

I pursed my lips, annoyed. “I don’t like having a bodyguard. I should warn you that it’s going to be hard for me to get used to you.”

“You will.”

I took off my sunglasses, realizing I still had them on. I looked into his brown eyes, bordered by thick black lashes. I had the urge to look away, intimidated, but I remained firm. “So I should just pretend like you’re not here?”

“Exactly. Just let me know if you’re going to go out.”

Great.

“I don’t know if you saw the guest room, or…”

“I didn’t touch your dance studio, don’t worry.”

“I spend a lot of time in there. I know the other bedroom is a lot smaller, but I’d like to keep practicing in my studio, as I’ve been doing.”

“It’s your room. I don’t care how you use it.”

That was a relief. I’d been afraid my father had sent someone to clean out my dance studio and that Sebastian would’ve already set up his bedroom in there. I was aware that he was doing me a favor, since the other room was much smaller and less comfortable, but I didn’t want to give up my favorite part of the house. It was my apartment, after all.

“Well… I’m going to my room,” I said, and then turned around and walked away without waiting for him to respond. He made me too nervous.

My bedroom was a mess, just as I’d left it. For some inexplicable reason, I decided to clean up, entering into an almost manic fit of organizing. I don’t know if I did it because I felt so anxious or because I couldn’t just go out into the living room and lie on the couch like I usually would. I felt like I was losing my mind, but I kept cleaning until the room was spotless.

Satisfied over what I had accomplished, I finally allowed myself to take a look at my phone. I had a text from Liam, letting me know he would be here in an hour. At least that would give me an excuse to take back the living room.

After my shower, I changed into my favorite blue jeans and a white comfy shirt, then stood in front of the mirror examining myself carefully. What did Sebastian see when he looked at me?

For as long as I could remember, everyone around me had always complimented me on my looks. The other girls at boarding school either hated me or envied me. It took me a long time to gain the acceptance of my classmates and the nuns, who had once been brutal, always saying I was a walking sin. I didn’t fully understand what they’d meant until I met Liam and he finally explained it to me.

“Do you have any idea what a babe you are?” he’d asked me once, lying in my bed—me in nothing but a long-sleeve T-shirt and underwear, and him in sweatpants, shirtless—the night we did more than just kissing for the first time.

“I know that whatever it is you see has nothing to do with what I am,” I’d answered, without feeling flattered.

Sure, I was pretty, but when being pretty meant that people never looked beyond your appearance, beauty could become your worst enemy, especially with a rebellious personality like mine. It wasn’t until later that I discovered the power I had over others and learned how to take advantage of it. If men were going to treat me like an object, not like a sentient being with a brain, I would treat them no differently.

I walked out of my bedroom feeling like an intruder in my own home. I had stayed in there for longer than my restless personality could bear.

The living room was empty, but when I looked down the long hallway, I saw a dim light under his bedroom door. I imagined he’d spend most of his time in there.

I sighed and made my way over to the fridge. I should’ve gone grocery shopping days ago. There was absolutely nothing in the apartment—even the toilet paper had run out.

As I put on my sneakers, I began to make a mental note of everything I needed from the store. It wasn’t cold enough for my big jacket, so I left it on the hook and grabbed my bag. Once at the door, I paused for a few seconds. Did I have to tell him I was going to the store? It was only a block away…

My instincts told me I should let him know.

I walked down the hall and timidly knocked on his door.

This was so strange.

He opened it a few seconds later, casually leaning on the wall with one arm and slightly holding the door ajar with his other, as if intentionally keeping me from peeking inside. I couldn’t help but take him all in, from his rolled-up sleeves to his right arm covered in tattoos to the thick, black-framed glasses, which made him look intellectual and caused my brain to temporarily short-circuit.

I was painfully aware that by staring like this, I was becoming the same kind of objectifier I despised, but he had me completely spellbound. Besides, it wasn’t like I knew much else about him.

Clearing my head, I forced myself to focus. “I need to go to the store to pick up a few things.”

Sebastian nodded. “Give me just a second, please.”

He turned around, and I took the opportunity to glance into the room. It looked nothing like the storage dump it had been a week ago. Granted, all I could see from the doorway was a black leather chair and a pretty white rug, but still. I watched as Sebastian sat down in front of an open laptop, typed something quickly, and then closed it with a frown.

Had I interrupted something important?

“Right behind you,” he said, snapping me out of my trance.

Outside, on the street, it felt very strange to have him walking beside me. My father’s security guards had always either walked behind him or out in front of him. But Sebastian did so right next to me, as if he were my friend.

“Is it always going to be like this?” I asked as we entered the small supermarket.

“Is what going to be like this, Marfil?”

Hearing him pronounce my name sparked too many emotions to ignore, although I did everything possible to go on talking as if the guy next to me in the shampoo, makeup, and tampon aisle was just some regular guy. Tampons… shit, I needed those, too.

Was I going to have to buy tampons in front of him?

“Like, you always with me even when I just need to go to the deli.”

“Yes,” he answered curtly.

I looked at him, annoyed by his response.

I grabbed shampoo and toilet paper but left the tampons behind, then pushed the cart over to the wine section. I picked up a bottle of white and put it in the cart. Sebastian didn’t say a word, so I continued shopping, picking up a pack of Heineken and then stopping in the fruit section. As I carefully selected some strawberries and apples, it dawned on me that Sebastian would have to eat, too.

I was about to say his name when I noticed his eyes were fixed on the shop entrance. I looked in that direction. Two guys, more or less his age, had just entered.

“Do you need anything?” I asked him.

“What?” he replied, now facing me, distracted.

“Food. There’s nothing in the apartment unless you get it delivered.”

Sebastian shook his head. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll take care of my own meals.”

I shrugged and continued filling my cart with potato chips, olives, milk, sugar, and a pie from the bakery section. As I waited in line to pay, I noticed that Sebastian had not stopped scanning the place the entire time; his eyes had never been still. His presence was more imposing than any bodyguard my father had ever had, and as the cashier eyed him suspiciously, it dawned on me that with his body like a Greek god, he probably made other people wary.

I looked at his black suit pants and white shirt. How the hell was I going to take him to school with me looking like that?

After I paid for the groceries using my father’s Centurion card—or rather, my extension of it—Sebastian picked up my bags and carried them in his right hand, leaving his left free. I hadn’t bought that much, but there were some bottles and other heavy items. I offered to help him, but he refused with a simple shake of the head.

My mind raced as we headed back. There were so many things I wanted to know about him. That was why I’d never liked bodyguards; it was impossible for me to be around another person without talking to them. As a little girl, before being sent away to school, my nannies would have to change shifts hourly because I was so exhausting. Or so my father told me when listing his reasons for sending me to boarding school abroad.

“Sometimes, Marfil, you don’t realize how annoying you can be. You’re just a girl—it’s understandable—but keep quiet in my presence,” he’d said to me more than once.

Eventually, I’d learned to stay silent, but only for short periods of time.

“Are you left-handed?” I asked Sebastian as we walked side by side.

He looked at me with furrowed brows.

“You’re carrying all the weight in your right hand. Not because you’re right-handed, but because you want to have your left hand free to grab your gun if you need to, right?”

He tilted his head slightly, and I noticed a hitch in his lips that almost looked like a smile, almost. “I’m ambidextrous, but yes, I’m a bit more comfortable with my left hand.”

Ambidextrous… I looked at his hands, the left hanging loose at his side, the other carrying the bags as if they were filled with feathers instead of full bottles.

Without warning, I imagined those hands gripping me tightly, moving down my back, up my legs…

I put my sunglasses back on and ignored him for the rest of the walk home.



Fortunately for my mental well-being, Sebastian went straight to his part of the apartment and left me to put away the groceries. He offered to give me a hand, but I wanted to be alone. I assured him that it wasn’t necessary, and he didn’t insist on helping.

The doorbell rang just as I was finishing putting everything away in the fridge. I knew it was Liam, so I rushed to the door, excited to see my best friend. But as I crossed the hallway, I crashed straight into a human wall, much harder than I thought possible. Large hands wrapped around my forearms, halting my rush to open the door.

“Are you expecting someone?”

His touch caused me to feel chills all throughout my body. Sebastian, however, quickly pulled his hands away, as if my skin burned him.

“It’s a friend of mine,” I said, stepping forward.

He placed a hand on the door above my head, stopping me from opening it.

I turned toward him, frowning.

“Who is it? They didn’t even use the buzzer.”

“He has keys.”

Sebastian shook his head and pressed his lips together. “You give out keys to just anyone?”

“I give keys to my best friend.”

“Hey, Mar! Open up, fuck, I’m gonna go crazy if I don’t see you.”

I put my hands on my hips.

“What’s his name?”

I rolled my eyes, exasperated. “Liam.”

“Your father made it clear to me that there would be no men in the apartment.”

I laughed. “Yeah, sure! And I’m Bluey.”

Sebastian seemed lost.

“From Bluey the TV show…” I said, but still no response.

He probably didn’t have any younger siblings.

I shook my head and pulled the door open, ignoring the presence of the gorilla behind me.

Liam barely gave me a chance to get a look at him, his arms instantly lifting me off the floor, squeezing me tightly against him. I inhaled his scent, which smelled like home. “Fuck… you scared me to death.”

I felt my eyes well up with tears. I’d been holding it all in. Ever since I’d gotten back, it had felt like my life was no longer mine, my home was no longer my home. Now, with Liam here, everything seemed to fall back into place, and I finally felt relaxed, comfortable.

“I still can’t believe what happened…” I said into his neck, not wanting to let him go.

Liam nuzzled his face in my hair, then tensed a few seconds later. In a single movement, he put me down and fixed his gaze on Sebastian. “Who is that?”

I huffed, hating the fact that his arms were no longer around me. “My new bodyguard.”

Sebastian looked Liam up and down. I closed the door behind me, and the temperature in the room seemed to drop by several degrees.

“I need to see your ID,” Sebastian demanded.

Liam looked at him in disbelief. “Isn’t it enough that she says she knows me?”

Sebastian barely blinked. “Your ID, please.”

Liam rummaged in his pocket and pulled out his black leather wallet. He removed his driver’s license and handed it over.

Sebastian studied it for a few seconds, then gave it back. “I’m going to have to ask you to return the keys to this apartment. For security reasons, we can’t have them circulating. There’s a chance someone could steal them from you and try to get in.”

What? No! Why would anyone try to get in? I hadn’t even been kidnapped at home.

Liam looked shocked and offended.
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