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Beginning@hater 1Ruin

In the second half of the nineteenth century, in a well-known town in the countryside of
S&o Paulo, Brazil, Lucya, a young woman, lived with her family in the manor house of a
renowned coffee plantation. Her father, the feared and widely known Baron Rodolfo, had
inherited and multiplied the fortune left by his ancestors, managing the coffee enterprise with
a firm hand. Like all planters in the country at the time, the baron exploited the enslaved labor
of men, women, and children of African descent, both in the fields and in service to the family
within the manor house.

Lucya, the baron’s eldest daughter, had fair skin, blond hair, and blue eyes — striking
features that revealed her European ancestry. She had just turned twenty. Although she had
reached the age when marriage was expected, she hadn’t met any young man capable of
awakening her interest. In fact, deep down, Lucya had no desire to marry; she wished instead
to remain single and free, living on the estate alongside her parents and siblings.

The family patriarch, however, had other plans for her. Without arousing his daughter’s
suspicions, the proud baron had purposely kept potential suitors at a distance. After carefully
evaluating each candidate, Rodolfo rejected every marriage proposal presented for Lucya,
convinced that he had not yet found the man worthy of claiming his enchanting and valuable
firstborn’s hand.

Martha, the youngest daughter, despite inheriting her mother’s beauty and possessing
undeniable intelligence, did not share Lucya’s charm and magnetism. Her frail figure and short
stature, combined with the inevitable comparisons to her older sister’s “incomparable beauty”,
kept her in Lucya’s shadow. This harsh reality prevented others from recognizing Martha as a
beautiful woman in her own right.

Gustavo, the middle child, had inherited his mother’s beauty along with his father’s
masculine traits, and was considered by all as handsome as his eldest sister. Unlike Lucya,
however, the charming and seductive young man possessed a weak personality, easily
dominated by his father’s strong and forceful temperament. Vanity, pride, and cowardice
marked his character, making him someone unworthy of trust.

Rodolfo had always maintained a severe posture in both business and family affairs,
adhering strictly to the rigid customs and social expectations of the era. Within both household
and plantation, the feared baron would command, supported unconditionally by the submissive
behavior of his wife, Melena, who obeyed her husband without ever daring to question him.

Lucya was an affectionate young woman, almost always obedient to the commands of her
father and mother, serving as an example to her younger siblings. Yet she possessed a strong
personality, and whenever she disagreed with something, she would not remain silent. Instead,
she sought ways to persuade her parents to change their minds, even if circumstances
sometimes forced her to conceal or disguise her true intentions.

The power of the feared baron’s family was known all throughout the region, but Rodolfo’s
influence across the country surpassed even the achievements of his ancestors. By managing
every stage, from coffee production to sale, with cunning and an iron grip, the ambitious and
proud baron had substantially multiplied the fortune he had inherited from his parents.

In order to achieve his ambitious goals, the unscrupulous baron would never hesitate to use
all his influence and power to emerge victorious from any negotiation. Even if doing so required
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resorting to unorthodox methods to eliminate unwanted competition — anything or anyone
bold enough to stand in his way.

Gustavo, the future heir to the empire his father was building, was Rodolfo’s greatest joy.
Following the example of his ancestors, the baron had begun preparing his only son, from
childhood, to one day take over his legacy. Despite the strong influence he exerted over the
young man, Rodolfo indulged his every wish, allowing him to grow into an authoritarian,
spoiled, and irresponsible young man.

The future baron admired his father’s power and influence, dreaming of the day he would
take his place. Yet, among everything he learned at Rodolfo’s side, the business gatherings with
influential men from the region and across the country, held in luxurious gaming halls, is what
he enjoyed the most. At the end of negotiations, the meetings invariably ended in gambling
tables, surrounded by beautiful women, drinks, and large sums of money. Over the years, this
habit turned into an addiction, transforming both father and son into compulsive gamblers.

Intoxicated by the thrilling atmosphere surrounding the gaming tables, Gustavo and
Rodolfo gradually lost control of their wagers, beginning to lose small fortunes. Without
realizing it, the illusory euphoria produced by their rare victories became an uncontrollable
stimulus feeding their compulsion. Father and son continually raised the stakes, convinced that
the next round would turn the game in their favor and allow them to recover far more than
they had lost.

Thus, excess after excess, Gustavo and Rodolfo squandered the family’s vast fortune. So
much so that not even the profits expected from the production and sale of the next two coffee
harvests would be enough to cover the debts generated by their reckless gambling. Under the
shadow of bankruptcy, the family’s business began to falter, and before long, both production
and sales of the valuable commodity deteriorated, going from bad to worse.

News of the powerful coffee baron’s alleged imminent bankruptcy spread like wildfire
throughout the region and beyond. Despite the rumors, however, Rodolfo and Gustavo
continued behaving as though nothing were happening, keeping their composure, pride, and
authority. Their gambling addiction had completely blinded them from recognizing the abyss
into which they’d fallen, putting the family’s fortune, security, and future at risk.

Over time, however, the consequences of their reckless betting could no longer be avoided,
forcing the proud Baron Rodolfo to confront an uncomfortable reality. In the manor house,
Lucya started to sense that something was wrong when her father started showing signs of
worry and frequently complained about the plantation’s expenses, blaming the high costs
required to maintain the “indolent workers”.

Amid piling debts, the baron decided to cut the slaves’ food rations in half, even though he
knew the savings produced by such an inhumane and risky decision would be insignificant
compared to the size of his debt. After the order was delivered to the plantation overseer, the
slaves’ main meal was served only in the morning, before they went out to the fields. At the
end of the day, upon returning to the slave quarters, each person would receive nothing more
than a piece of bread.

Since childhood, Lucya had always felt a special affection for the plantation’s slaves, unable
to bear seeing them suffer or endure punishment under such inhumane living conditions.
Carefully measuring her words and actions, she frequently intervened on their behalf,
preventing the overseer on countless occasions from punishing or mistreating them — even
though she knew that would get her to be reprimanded by her father later.
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Although displeased by Lucya’s interference in his work, the baron’s trusted overseer, Tido,
obeyed all the young mistress’ orders, knowing there was nothing he could do except report
the incidents to Rodolfo.

At the end of each afternoon, as was customary, Tido would report everything that had
occurred on the plantation and receive new instructions from the baron. More often than not,
before leaving, he would lower his eyes and cautiously conclude his report by mentioning the
young mistress’ intervention in defense of the slaves. After being informed, Rodolfo would
dismiss his trusted man with an impassive expression.

Then, not long afterward, Melena would escort Lucya to her father’s office, where the young
woman would promptly explain what had happened and the reasons that had led her to
interfere in the overseer’s work. After listening, Rodolfo would reprimand her and confine her
to her room as punishment. Yet, he would release her on the following day, aware that her
kindness often prevented Tido from exceeding the acceptable limits of punishment imposed on
the slaves. In that sense, the baron at least avoided losses that might result from the ignorance
and excesses frequently committed by his subordinate — and without the need to reprimand
him directly.

That evening, when Lucya learned of her father’s decision to halve the slaves’ food rations,
a deep pain pierced her heart. Determined to do something, she thought:

I cannot remain silent before this cruel decision of my father, worsening even further the
inhumane conditions endured by these men, women, and children who labor from sunrise to sunrise
on the plantation. But if I am to succeed, I cannot allow myself to be ruled by emotion. For everyone’s
sake, I must find a way to persuade my father without revealing my indignation.

As the family gathered for dinner, a lavish meal was set upon the table. As she observed the
delicious dishes served that evening, Lucya searched for a way to reverse her father’s cruel
decision. Her heart tightening, she pretended to eat, but as her performance continued, a
profound indignation overcame her. Unable to restrain herself any further, she finally said:

“Father, I apologize for interrupting supper, but I just can’t stop thinking about the men,
women, and children who are hungry in the slave quarters. So, I would like to ask your
permission to take tonight’s leftovers to them instead of giving them to the dogs.”

Furious at his daughter’s boldness, Rodolfo fixed Lucya with a piercing look of disapproval
and replied sternly:

“Since when do the women of this house have the right to have opinions?”

Startled by her daughter’s audacity, and knowing her husband’s aggressive temperament,
Melena discreetly reproached Lucya with a glance. Then, said, attempting to ease the
embarrassing situation created by her daughter:

“My dear husband, forgive our daughter’s foolishness. I'm sure she meant no harm. You
know how Lucya, since childhood, has always concerned herself too much with the slaves on
the plantation...”

“It is long past time for her to put an end to this nonsense!”

“You are entirely right, my husband. I have been thinking about our daughter’s future, and
I believe the time has come for her to mature. Perhaps a good marriage is exactly what Lucya
needs to assume new responsibilities and finally stop worrying about matters that do not
concern her...”

After allowing himself a faint smile, Rodolfo added sarcastically:

“At last, my beloved wife has said something reasonable. I’ve been considering this matter
for some time now. So do not worry. I am already selecting a suitable match for our dear
daughter. I believe that very soon Lucya will have a suitor worthy of our family name.”
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The moment she heard that unsettling declaration, Lucya choked on her food, startled by
the direction the conversation had taken. Yet, trying to conceal both her concern for the
servants and the deep aversion she felt toward the possibility of an arranged marriage, she said,

“Father, my suggestion was made simply out of concern for the plantation. You know,
better than anyone, that starving slaves grow weak and fall ill, and therefore cannot work as
they should. I see no reason for you to find me a husband because of this.”

Without hesitation, Gustavo smiled and mockingly imitated their father’s gestures and
mannerisms,

“My dear little sister, we all know your noble intention to protect the slaves, concerned
solely with the plantation’s productivity. But I am quite certain that very soon you will no longer
need to dwell on a matter that need not trouble you.”

Annoyed by her brother’s intrusion, yet determined to discover what he knew, Lucya asked:

“What do you mean by that?”

Before the heated exchange between the siblings could lead Gustavo to reveal anything
about the family’s complicated financial situation, Rodolfo interrupted firmly,

“This conversation is over. Lucya, you will be informed as soon as I find you a suitor. Now
let us finish supper in silence.”

Obeying Rodolfo’s order, everyone resumed eating except for Lucya. Martha, who had
remained silent throughout the discussion, thought to herself bitterly:

Unlike my dear sister,  wish I could marry... Only then could I leave this house and never return.

A few minutes later, when everyone had finished eating, Rodolfo rose from his chair,
signaling the end of dinner. Only with his permission could the family leave the table.

The baron embraced Gustavo and they headed toward the library to play cards.

Soon afterward, the daughters accompanied Melena to the drawing room, as they did every
evening after dinner, to read a novel together. During the reading, Martha performed the
characters’ dialogue and Lucya narrated the events, while Melena simply enjoyed the story and
the company of her daughters.

Several hours later, the silence of the night and the reading were interrupted by the distant
sound of drums rising from the slave quarters. As usual, Lucya became fascinated by the
enveloping, measured rhythm of the atabaques /, silently following the sacred melodies the
servants sang in praise of the orixas ? when, suddenly, she fell into a trance.

Noticing the change in her daughter’s gaze, Melena observed Lucya’s lips as they moved
softly, as though accompanying the slaves’ mysterious songs. At that moment, an uneasy
shiver ran through Melena’s spine. Frightened by what she was witnessing, she began to fear
that her eldest daughter might have fallen under a spell.

! Atabaque “A drum made from animal skin stretched over a hollow wooden body, played with hands and
produced in various sizes. Of African origin, it was brought to Brazil by enslaved Africans.” Source: Dicio -
Diciondrio Online da Lingua Portuguesa. www.dicio.com.br/atabaque/

2

2 Orixd “[Religion] A general term in African-derived religions referring to divine beings, brought to Brazil by
enslaved Africans and incorporated into various religious traditions; orixas are divine ancestors manifested
through forces of nature, mediating relationships between humans and the spiritual world.” Source: Dicio -
Diciondrio Online da Lingua Portuguesa.

www.dicio.com.br/orixa-2/
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Meanwhile, unaware of anything around her, Lucya was overtaken by a pleasant sensation
awakened by the sacred music resonating within her soul. Without realizing it, she began
murmuring the chants sung in an African dialect with astonishing ease... and although she
couldn’t understand the words through reason, she felt what was being spoken deeply in her
heart.

Concerned, Melena interrupted her trance.

“Lucya, could you stop murmuring those strange melodies and continue reading the book?
I tremble to imagine what your father would do to the slaves if he were to witness his daughter
humming those songs...”

Melena’s words broke Lucya’s trance. After a brief sigh, she replied,

“You are right, mother. But I see no harm in appreciating such captivating melodies. They
touch my heart so deeply...”

Terrified by her daughter’s statement, Melena quickly covered Lucya’s mouth to prevent
her from continuing before Rodolfo might overhear such an imprudent remark. Then,
restraining herself, she whispered reproachfully:

“Lucya, if you have any regard for me... should your father hear the madness you have just
spoken, I do not know what he might do to you...”

Unable to contain herself, Martha looked indignantly at her mother, outraged by the fear
Melena always seemed to feel toward her husband.

“Mother, why do you always behave so cowardly and submissively in father’s presence? You
live your life dominated by fear to such an extent that you seem afraid even to think, as if father
could hear your thoughts. No one should submit to such humiliation. Where is your pride?”

The tears in Melena’s eyes, and her silence, were her only answer.

Moved, Lucya hugged her mother and shot Martha an angry glance. But Martha,
unintimidated, continued:

“Lucya pretends not to be bothered by Mother’s submissive behavior toward her husband,
but I can no longer stay silent...”

Seeing the sadness in her mother’s eyes, Lucya scolded her sister with a soft tone,

“Stop it, Martha. Can’t you see how much your words are hurting our mother?”

“I'm sorry, Lucya, but I can no longer bear to witness Mother’s silent obedience. Father
always does whatever he pleases, and she never opposes him! Even when he is wrong, and
especially when he offends her...”

Despite agreeing with Martha, Lucya chose to defend their mother, disturbed by the harsh
way her sister was addressing such a delicate matter.

“That is enough, sister. Mother does not deserve to hear such harsh words from her own
kin.”

Even realizing the pain her words were causing, Martha drew a deep breath and continued:

“One day you will admit I was right, Lucya, when you yourself suffer the consequences of
father’s autocratic behavior. Everything I am saying is not meant to hurt Mother. Quite the
opposite, actually. I'm only trying to make her demand the respect she deserves. For her sake
and for ours. Otherwise, what will become of us if she does not stand by our side when we need
her?”

Lucya was about to respond when Melena took their hands and looked at them through
tearful eyes,

“You are right, Martha. But you must understand that I was raised to be like this,
submissive. First to my father, and then to my husband. And although I did try to change, I've
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not succeeded. My body trembles with fear at the mere sound of your father’s voice. Truth is I
don’t believe I will ever be capable of opposing him. Deep within my soul, I feel ashamed of my
weakness... and that is why I open my heart to you both, without reservation, asking you to
understand and forgive me.”

Martha and Lucya embraced their mother tenderly. She continued, visibly emotional,

“Despite my fragility, my greatest wish as a mother is that you, Lucya, and Gustavo may
one day be truly happy.”

Lucya gently wiped the tears from Melena’s face,

“Well, that’s enough for tonight. Now that everything’s been said, [ believe it is time to end
this conversation and go get some rest.”

They stood up and, after exchanging a knowing glance, Melena pecked her daughters on
the cheek. Arm in arm, they walked together into the corridor until they parted, each retiring
to their own chamber.

Meanwhile, in the library, father and son were gambling at cards. Suddenly, irritated by his
losses, Gustavo ended the game, sweeping the cards off the table. He then looked at his father
and said,

“That damn noise ruins my concentration! Father, I do not understand how you allow such
sacrilege, letting the slaves continue to perform these primitive rituals... Those dreadful chants
are certainly invocations of evil. Most of our friends’ plantations have forbidden such rituals,
since they’re believed to be black magic.”

Unbothered by his son’s complaint, Rodolfo replied with a dismissive gesture:

“Son, while those slaves sing and play their drums, they forget their hunger and suffering,
and strange as it may seem, the next day they work with far greater vigor. I do not know where
they find such energy. But so long as it does not interfere with their work, I will do nothing to
prevent them from worshiping or celebrating whatever it is they worship. That alone is why I
allow this damned singing to continue.”

“I understand your reasons, father... but even so, I believe those songs and drums are
invocations of forces of darkness. The supernatural energy they gain after their rituals must be
nothing other than black magic...”

The baron placed a hand on his son’s shoulder.

“Whether they worship good or evil, I honestly could not care less, so long as they continue
working. And since those rituals have never harmed me — in fact, quite the opposite — I see no
reason to stop them. Besides, | have more important matters to concern myself with. Now we’d
better call it a night, son. Tomorrow will be a long day.”

Gustavo agreed and the two walked arm in arm toward the hallway. Before entering his
room, Rodolfo smiled and said,

“Tomorrow we shall continue the game where we left off. And you will not have the slaves’
singing as an excuse to try and cheat.”

Gustavo replied with a smile:

“Deal. I am certain tomorrow will be my lucky day.”

That night, the slaves’ sacred ritual carried on until the early hours of dawn. In her bedroom,
Lucya tried to fall asleep, but the sound of the atabaque and the African chants enthralled her,
quickening her heartbeat.

Realizing she would not be able to sleep, Lucya stood up and opened the window, not only
to feel the pleasant night breeze but also to hear the music coming from the slave quarters
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more clearly. She was captivated by the magic of the words sung with such emotion by the
slaves when it suddenly fell silent. Before long, it was replaced by the solemn voice of a woman
chanting strange words. It sounded like a name being praised:

“Ora ié ié 8, Iyd mi Oxum 3!”

The invocation was repeated for several minutes, until a mournful cry echoed beneath the
starry sky.

At that very moment, a cold sweat broke out across Lucya’s skin as a shiver ran through
her entire body. Unable to understand what was happening, she sat down on her bed. Suddenly,
her vision blurred, as if she were about to lose consciousness. Dazed, she lay back and took a
deep breath.

“My God, what is happening to me? Could my brother be right? Is it possible that these
songs have some connection to dark forces?”

A few minutes later, silence once again embraced the darkness of the night.

Exhausted, Lucya eventually fell asleep. Yet, strange dreams troubled her, and she spent
what was left of the night tossing restlessly in bed.

Lucya opened her eyes to the first rays of sunlight creeping through the window, her body
still heavy with the fatigue of a restless night.

The silence within the manor house indicated the day had barely begun and that the rest
of the family was still asleep. She took a deep breath and decided to go to the kitchen, hoping
to find her wet nurse “.

Upon entering, Lucya saw her with the other slaves amidst breakfast preparation. They all
startled at the sight of the young mistress — all except Mae Noné °, who upon seeing her
beloved child, smiled warmly and remained seated at the table, finishing her modest breakfast.

The wise Mae Nono was revered and loved by Lucya and by the slaves alike, regarded by all
as a mother, both spiritually and physically. No one knew her exact age, but the long years of
slavery had taken their toll, making her seem nearly in her eighties.

Lucya’s presence in the kitchen made the other women get up instantly from the table, all
looking down while M&e Nond continued eating calmly. Noticing the discomfort she’d caused,
Lucya said gently,

3 Oraiéié 6 “A traditional Yoruba-inspired salutation to the orixa Oxum, meaning Hail the Lady of Kindness.”

Iyd mi Oxum “Means My Mother Oxum.”

Oxum “In Yoruba religion, the orixa who rules fresh waters, love, intimacy, beauty, wealth, and diplomacy.
Also worshiped in Candomblé traditions. Oxum is associated with gold and holds the title Iyalodé among the
orixas.”

Source: FERREIRA, A. B. H., Novo Diciondrio da Lingua Portuguesa (1986).

* Wet nurse “The English term used in this translation for the Brazilian ‘ama de leite’ (Portuguese). During
Brazil’s colonial and imperial periods, wet nurses were frequently enslaved women who breastfed and cared
for the children of plantation owners while often being separated from or unable to nurse their own infants.”

5 Mde Nond (Portuguese): “Literally ‘Mother Noné’. In nineteenth-century Brazil, the title Mae (‘Mother’) was
used as an honorific for respected elder women, particularly within Afro-Brazilian communities, where it
denoted a spiritual leader, counselor, and maternal figure rather than a biological relationship. In this novel,
it reflects the deep reverence and affection with which Non6 was regarded by the plantation’s enslaved
community.”
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“Please, make yourselves comfortable. You may continue your work. I wish not to disturb
you.”

They looked toward Mae Nond, who smiled and waved her hands, signaling that they could
return to their tasks. Though still uncomfortable, they resumed working in silence.

Eager to be helpful, the housekeeper, approached Lucya and asked with a smile:

“Does the young mistress need anything?”

“No, but thank you, Sebastiana.”

Then Lucya turned toward Mae Nond, who struggled to chew a piece of bread, dipping it
into a mug of coffee with milk to soften it up. Her heart filled with a warm and comforting
affection, Lucya approached the elder and asked:

“How are you, Mae Nono6? [ haven’t seen you in quite some time. [ was beginning to worry.”

Welcomed by her wet nurse’s sincere and affectionate smile, Lucya sat beside her while
Noné gazed lovingly at her protégée. Then, in a soft, raspy voice, the elder replied slowly,

“l am well, dear... And it fills me with joy to see the young mistress has grown into a
beautiful young woman, both inside and out.”

Lucya looked at the elder with affection and said:

“Mae Nond, I've missed you so much... Why did you stop working in the manor house?”

“Oh, dear, that’s too long a tale to tell. Let’s just say everything simply followed the blessed
path laid out by Olorum ¢ for me. So, there’s no need to worry. I am well, living beside my
beloved children in the slave quarters. At my age, I no longer have the strength to work on the
coffee fields. So now I help prepare food, care for the sick and the infants, while the younger
ones labor in the plantation.”

“Mae Nond, may I ask you something?”

“Of course, dear.”

“The songs the slaves sang last night... What are they about?”

“They speak of love, courage, our gods, our motherland, Africa, and our faith.”

As Mae Nono spoke, Lucya noticed the deep scars carved across the elder’s body — marks
from Tido’s whip. In that instant, memories of childhood returned: how she’d cried and suffered
whenever she couldn’t stop the overseer’s harsh and inhumane punishments inflicted upon her
beloved Mae Nono6 and the other slaves on the plantation.

Since his youth, Tido had managed and disciplined the slaves with an iron hand, always
carrying out the baron’s orders unquestionably. The power he wielded over their lives
intoxicated him with pleasure, while at the same time he harbored a deadly hatred toward them
all.

Moved by painful memories, tears filled Lucya’s eyes as compassion took over her heart.
Yet, the elder’s gaze radiated wisdom, humility, and kindness, revealing the spiritual elevation
of a soul illuminated by love.

Noticing the tears in her dear mistress’ eyes, Mde Nond seemed to read her thoughts and
sense the pain she carried within. Smiling gently, she wiped Lucya’s tears and said tenderly,

“My child, please do not be sad. You are not to blame for the ignorance of those who have
not yet found the path of love within their hearts. I have faith in Olorum that one day slavery,
and all this suffering, will come to an end.”

8 Olorum (Olérun) “The supreme deity in Yoruba tradition, creator of all things and source of existence, above
the orixas.” Source: Diciondrio Aurélio.
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“I long for that day to come...”

Mae Non stroked Lucya’s face and continued,

“While I wait for that long-awaited moment for all those who suffer from slavery — directly
or indirectly — I continue seeking to learn the great lessons this life allows me to experience.
My little one, be certain that everything that happens in our lives has a reason. In His infinite
goodness and love, Olorum teaches us through both joyful and difficult experiences, to
strengthen our faith and guide our steps along the path of love.”

That wisdom shining from Mae Nond’s eyes and words touched Lucya deeply.

“But Mae Nond,” she asked, “what should we do in a world filled with so much injustice?”

The elder sighed,

“We must play our part, my dear. Choosing each step with wisdom and love. This way, little
by little, we unite ourselves with Olorum’s love and light, and evolve as souls in search of truth,
unveiling the mysteries of life and death while freeing ourselves from the illusions of matter...
until one day we fully reach the splendor of peace and harmony that exists within this blessed
and magnificent universe of the Creator.”

For a few moments, a profound silence settled between them as the elder’s words
resonated deeply within Lucya’s soul.

Soon afterward, Mae Nond smiled and said,

“And as proof of Olorum’s love, [ was blessed to give birth to and raise a son, thanks to the
goodness and justice of Xang6 7.”

“I did not know you had a son... What is his name?”

“His name is Oxalufan.”

Upon hearing that name, Lucya felt a pleasant sensation, almost as if she already knew
him, despite never having seen him before.

“What an interesting name...”

“I chose that name in honor of Oxal4, who manifested as Lufa when He appeared to me in
a dream and placed my son in my arms shortly before I discovered that I would become the
mother of a boy. My son, Oxalufan, is an ancient soul who carries kindness, courage, and dignity
in his heart. He is a king sent by the orixas to help our people...”

Lucya smiled, still overtaken by the strange emotion the name Oxalufan had awakened
within her. At that moment, the sound of footsteps moving along the corridor brought her back
to reality. In no time, the slaves, who had been distracted listening to the conversation between
Lucya and Mé&e Nono, returned to their tasks.

The elderly woman gently took Lucya’s hand and said,

“Your parents are awake. It would be wiser to not have them find the young mistress
speaking with a slave.”

After gazing at Lucya with affection, the old woman stood up with a smile and added,

“I better return to the slave quarters now. May Olorum protect you, my child.”

Touched by Mae Nond’s tenderness, Lucya kindly kissed her hands and then looked at her
with deep affection, silently asking forgiveness for the ignorance and injustices committed by
her family.

7 Xangé “The orixa of justice, lightning, thunder, and fire.” Source: Ferreira, A. B. H., Novo Diciondrio da Lingua
Portuguesa (1986). p. 1 795.
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Mae Nond gently placed her aged hand upon the young woman’s face as a display of
understanding. She took a deep breath, then spoke with emotion, making sure that all the
enslaved women in the kitchen could hear her,

“Your destiny is bound to ours by mysterious and invisible ties that will lead you to face
difficult trials. My good child, may you never lose your faith during your hard journey. Seek
refuge in prayer, asking the Creator to grant you strength to overcome the great challenges
that will cross your path in this life. May our beloved Mother Oxum have mercy on us all.”

Slowly, Mother Nono left the kitchen and headed toward the slave quarters, leaving Lucya
and the enslaved women reflecting on her words.

Throughout the day, life on the estate followed its usual course. Most of the enslaved
workers labored in the coffee fields, while the elderly remained in the quarters caring for the
sick and the infants. A few women worked in the manor house, tending to domestic duties
under Sebastiana’s watchful eye.

Shortly after breakfast, Rodolfo and Gustavo headed to town to attend to business, hoping
to secure yet another loan to finance the planting of the next harvest. However, the baron’s
reputation had become tarnished throughout the region, and no one was willing to entrust their
money to two compulsive gamblers who had squandered a fortune at the gaming tables.

Thus, after meeting with several businessmen from the region, Rodolfo failed to obtain the
loan he so desperately needed. As he left the final meeting, he thought irritably, “My creditors
will soon be coming to the estate to collect what I owe them. But if there is no coffee harvest,
I will have no means to pay them. What must I do now to resolve this situation?”

After reflecting for a few moments, he reached a conclusion: My only alternative is to
mortgage the estate in order to obtain a loan.

For two days, Rodolfo attempted to find among his creditors someone willing to negotiate
a mortgage on his estate in exchange for new financing, but with no success. Every man he
approached, being a shrewd negotiator and fully aware of the baron’s true circumstances, saw
Rodolfo’s fragile position as an excellent opportunity instead. Without exception, they all
preferred to wait for the baron’s bankruptcy so they could purchase the estate and the family’s
businesses for a negligible price. They intended to divide the lands and sources of income
proportionally according to each man’s investment.

Several days passed...

On the final day before the loans were due — loans that would officially declare the baron
bankrupt — a friend of Rodolfo’s introduced him to a wealthy landowner, Frederico, who had
just arrived from the south of the country in search of new business opportunities. Realizing
that this meeting could be the opportunity he needed to save his estate, the shrewd baron’s
eyes gleamed. He would take advantage of the outsider’s ignorance about his financial situation
to strike an excellent bargain.

After long hours of talk, Rodolfo had finally convinced Frederico to grant him the loan, using
the estate as collateral.

Frederico was forty-eight, a widower and the father of a handsome young man named
Diogo. He was a rude and discourteous man, who had an enviable financial situation achieved
through the cattle ranches he owned in the south. His parents, of very humble origin, had never
been able to send him to school. Since childhood Frederico had been forced to work and help to
support the family. Despite his lack of formal education, the shrewd boy had shown from an
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early age, through his keen intelligence, that he would one day become a successful
businessman.

Over the years, in addition to his cattle ranches, Frederico had built part of his fortune at
the gaming tables, skillfully employing the art of cheating at cards that had been taught to him
by his father, a violent, unscrupulous drunk and gambler who died in a fight shortly before his
son had even turned thirteen.

Following his father’s example, Frederico specialized in taking advantage of foolish men
addicted to gambling, ruthlessly stripping them of their money. His reputation as a skilled card
player was known within private clubs frequented by wealthy men in the southern lands.
Throughout the region, he was feared and hated by many compulsive gamblers who had lost
true fortunes to the cunning rancher at the gaming tables.

After signing off the loan, with the estate as collateral for the deal, Rodolfo said with relief,

“Thank you for your trust, Mr. Frederico. You may rest assured that [ must repay my debt
to you very soon.”

“Baron Rodolfo, it is a pleasure to assist you,” Frederico replied. “But I want you to
understand that for me business is business. So, when your debt is due, if you fail to pay what
you owe, I will take your estate with everything in it, including your slaves.”

“Worry not, Mr. Frederico. That is not going to happen. My son and I will repay our debt
within the agreed time. Now, to celebrate our agreement, I would like to invite you to dine at
my home this evening. Will you give us the honor of your presence?”

Frederico smiled, pleased with the invitation.

“Of course. It’ll be my pleasure.”

“Excellent. At seven o’clock my overseer will come to fetch you at the inn.”

“Very well. I shall be waiting in the lobby.”

Rodolfo, Gustavo, and Frederico bid farewell.

Some time later, when father and son returned to the estate, Rodolfo informed his wife and
daughters that they would be receiving an important guest for dinner that evening.

At seven o’clock, the entire family awaited the distinguished visitor in the drawing room
while Rodolfo reflected,

Mr. Frederico may not be of noble blood, but he is a man of considerable fortune. Tonight’s supper
will be the first step toward strengthening friendship ties with him. I must find a way to profit from
this relationship.

The baron took a sip of French cognac with a malicious smile,

That goddamn outsider’s ignorance of my true financial situation was crucial to the success of
the negotiation. Now, with the money I've secured, I will be able to pay a good portion of my debts,
which will pull the rug out from under my creditors and their schemes. I'm certain theyve joined forces
against me in order to drive me into bankruptcy. Scoundrels! Their intention was to force my ruin and
then seize my empire for a pittance. But come to think of it, I cannot really blame them. I would have
done the very same if I were in their shoes.

Rodolfo refilled his glass with cognac with a sigh.

Thank God I am no longer at risk of such a tragedy. I only need to use the considerable sum that
will remain from the loan to finance the next harvest. No doubt I will make a real fortune with the sale
of the coffee crop. Luck is on my side. Coffee is currently at a high market price now and that’ll allow
me to repay the loan, settle the rest of my debts, and still keep a considerable sum for myself. Once this
difficult period is over, everything will return to the way it used to be.
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A moment later, thinking of impressing Frederico, Rodolfo turned to his wife.

“Melena, what will be served for supper tonight?”

Melena smiled confidently.

“Worry not, my dear husband. Tonight’s supper will be worthy of a king.”

“Father, who will be dining with us tonight?” asked Martha, curious about that mysterious
guest whom the baron was so eager to please.

“A wealthy rancher from the south of the country whom a friend introduced to me. I invited
him to our home this evening so that we might become better acquainted, and also to discuss
business, of course.”

Upon learning that the visitor was a wealthy landowner from another region, Martha’s
demeanor changed. The sparkle in her eyes revealed a vivid interest in meeting the outsider.
Since childhood, the beautiful young woman had dreamed of marrying a man who would take
her far away from that place and, above all, far away from her family.

Martha had never truly felt that she belonged in that household. To her, her father was a
distant and cold man whom she felt no affection for. Her mother, despite the kindness within
her painful heart, inspired in her daughter a deep sense of compassion, but no admiration. Her
brother, nothing but a fool with no personality of his own — a trait she could not stand,
especially when he tried so hard to become a younger version of their father. Lucya was the
only member of the family Martha felt genuine affection and admiration for, despite the
jealousy she felt toward her incomparable beauty. Even though she tried to suppress the guilt
and restlessness that troubled her, Martha could not free herself from the dark feelings
weighing on her heart.

Not long afterward, the sound of horses approaching the entrance of the estate announced
the arrival of the honored guest. In no time, the entire family stood up and remained in the
drawing room while Rodolfo went to the front door. As soon as the horses stopped in front of
the manor house, Frederico stepped down from the carriage, followed by a young man. Without
hesitation, the guests approached Rodolfo, who greeted them cordially,

“Good evening, Mr. Frederico. Welcome to our home.”

“Thank you for such a warm reception. I would also like to take this opportunity to
introduce you to my son, Diogo, who has just returned from a journey.”

Rodolfo extended his hand to greet the young man,

“It is a pleasure to meet you, son.”

“The pleasure is entirely mine, Baron Rodolfo.”

“Please, come in,” said the host.

As they climbed the steps leading to the main entrance of the manor house, Frederico said
proudly,

“My beloved and only son Diogo is my right-hand man in both life and business.”

“I see that, like me, you have been blessed with a son who is being prepared to inherit your
legacy one day. What more could a father wish for, am I right?”

“You are absolutely right.”

Shortly afterward, Frederico and Diogo entered the drawing room with Rodolfo, who made
the proper introductions. As soon as Martha laid eyes on the young man, she was captivated.
Diogo was not a handsome man, but the masculine symmetry of his face and the vigorous build
of his body attracted women’s attention, and Martha was no exception.

At that moment, Rodolfo noticed Lucya’s absence and asked irritably,

“Where is Lucya?”
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Sensing the displeasure in her husband’s tone, Melena replied nervously, fearing his
reaction,

“She was right here beside me just a moment ago, dear, but...”

Visibly annoyed by his daughter’s absence, Rodolfo cast an angry glance at his wife.
Understanding the message, Melena excused herself and was about to go in search of Lucya
when the young woman entered the room, saying,

“Father, I must apologize for my brief absence. I decided to go to the kitchen to make sure
everything was in order for receiving your guests.”

Still irritated, Rodolfo replied sharply,

“That is not your responsibility. It’s your mother’s.”

At that moment, Frederico, who had been distracted speaking with Gustavo, turned
around, curious to see who the gentle voice belonged to. When he looked at Lucya, he was left
speechless, struck by the breathtaking beauty of the young woman before him, which far
surpassed even the sweetness of her voice.

Her fair skin, white as a cotton blossom, her blue eyes framed by delicate features, her
softly blushed lips and cheeks, and her long golden hair, all enhanced Lucya’s astonishing
beauty. That young woman’s presence before him, unlike any Frederico had ever known, left
him utterly fascinated.

Having overheard the conversation from the kitchen, and noticing her father’s irritation,
Lucya quickly bowed politely, trying to spare her mother from being reprimanded by her
husband in front of the guests. She then poised herself and said politely,

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Frederico.”

Still shocked by Lucya’s beauty, Frederico failed to return the greeting and continued
staring at her in silent admiration. As soon as Diogo realized the embarrassment his father was
causing the baron’s daughter, he discreetly nudged his arm, hoping to pull him from his trance.

Returning to his senses, Frederico slightly bowed back,

“Please forgive my lack of courtesy, Miss. But I must confess that your beauty left me
speechless. The pleasure is mine.”

Surprised by the unexpected compliment, Lucya blushed, clearly unsettled both by his
words and by the indiscreet intensity of his gaze. Noticing the effect Lucya had on his guests,
Rodolfo allowed himself a brief, malicious smile before inviting everyone to accompany him to
the dining room and take their places at the table so that dinner could be served.

Several hours later, the events of the evening had far exceeded Rodolfo’s expectations.
Throughout the meal, the men talked freely while the women remained silent, answering only
the questions addressed to them. At the end of dinner, the host asked everyone to follow him
back to the drawing room.

Once they had settled comfortably, Frederico said,

“Baron Rodolfo, if I may, I would like to compliment your wife and thank her for the
wonderful supper tonight. It was simply magnificent.”

Pleased with the compliment, Rodolfo took his wife’s hand and said,

“It is our pleasure to offer the very best to our guests.”

Seizing the relaxed atmosphere, Martha offered the men a selection of liqueurs and spirits,
serving them with courtesy and attention.

Despite the younger daughter’s efforts to attract the guests’ attention, throughout the
evening both Frederico and Diogo’s eyes were drawn to Lucya’s beauty.

Rodolfo thought with a smile, as he sipped a little French cognac,
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To whom should I offer my eldest daughter’s hand? The father or the son?

Throughout the evening, Lucya felt deeply uncomfortable under Frederico’s persistent and
indiscreet gaze, which revealed his interest in her without the slightest attempt at
concealment. Diogo, too, could not stop admiring her, though far more discreetly.

Thinking of a way to be alone with Lucya, Frederico said,

“Baron Rodolfo, I could not help noticing the details and the garden in the entrance of your
home. [ am a great admirer of architecture, especially buildings influenced by European styles.”

“Your comment shows what an attentive observer you are. This house was built in the
neoclassical style, reflecting the elegance, tradition, and prestige of my family name.”

“Interesting. If you allow it, I would very much like Miss Lucya to show me the garden, from
where I might better appreciate the details of this true work of art.”

Startled by Frederico’s bold suggestion, Lucya looked anxiously at her father, hoping he
would refuse the request. But to her despair, Rodolfo simply smiled and said,

“My daughter will be delighted to grant your wish.”

With no way out, Lucya tried to hide her discomfort when Frederico approached and offered
his arm for her to take. Noticing Lucya’s unease, Melena remembered the conversation she had
with her daughters. She gathered up her courage and tried to come to Lucya’s aid.

“Gustavo, could you chaperon your sister and our guest on this walk? [ am certain Mr.
Frederico would not object to fulfilling the request of a mother concerned for her daughter’s
reputation.”

Surprised by Melena’s intervention, Rodolfo cast a deadly glance at his wife. Maintaining
appearances, however, he said calmly,

“My dear, your concern for our daughter shows our guests how much our family values
tradition and proper conduct. But Mr. Frederico is an honorable gentleman. For that reason
alone, I have permitted our beloved Lucya to accompany him on this walk through the garden.”

Satisfied with Rodolfo’s response, Frederico said, feigning regret,

“This evening, I felt so comfortable in your home that only now do I realize my request may
not have been appropriate. So, [—”

“Your sincere and spontaneous remark brings me great satisfaction, for I share the very
same feeling,” Rodolfo interrupted him with a smile. “Indeed, I almost forgot all formality, as
though we were old acquaintances. So please do not worry. My daughter will be delighted to
accompany you. In the meantime, Gustavo, Diogo, and [ will remain in the library, chatting and
entertaining ourselves with a game of cards.”

At that moment, a dark gleam appeared in Frederico’s eyes, though he cleverly disguised
his excitement and replied jokingly,

“Be careful with Diogo! Please do not let him drive me to bankruptcy. We are merely casual
players and, to be honest, we have never had much luck at gambling, especially at cards.”

Hearing his father’s cunning remark, Diogo, who knew him better than anyone, cast a
discreet glance at him, clearly displeased. At the same time, Rodolfo and Gustavo grew excited
at the possibility of profiting that evening at the expense of their guests’ alleged inexperience.

“Don’t you worry,” said the baron with a smile. “Enjoy your walk with my beloved daughter.
As good hosts, we have no intention of driving our friends into bankruptcy.”

Perceiving the glint of greed in Rodolfo’s and Gustavo’s eyes, Frederico merely smiled and
headed toward the garden with Lucya.

Without leaving room for further complications, Rodolfo led Diogo to the library with
Gustavo and invited the young man to sit at the gaming table. Unable to refuse, he just smiled
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and complied. During the game, however, Diogo found it difficult to concentrate. He missed
several opportunities throughout the rounds, repeatedly glancing toward the window in search
of Lucya and his father.

Meanwhile in the garden, as Frederico attempted to break Lucya’s silence with
conversation about the architecture of the manor house, the young woman limited herself to
answering his questions politely. She did not feel at ease beside him, especially because of the
dark, indiscrete gleam she noticed in his eyes. The words exchanged between Frederico and her
father, had put Lucya on guard. At that moment, she felt like an object displayed in a shop
window, ready to be sold to this outsider. The situation left her feeling suffocated. Wanting to
free herself from that man’s presence as quickly as possible, she seized a moment of silence,

“Mr. Frederico, the chill of the night is beginning to trouble me. Please, let us return to the
house.”

Despite Lucya’s appeal, Frederico insisted that they remain in the garden a little longer, but
she refused to yield. Naturally, the young woman took the first steps toward the manor house
when she suddenly felt her forearm pulled back roughly.

Startled by Frederico’s action, she turned to him and asked indignantly,

“What do you think you are doing?”

“Nothing at all. I simply do not tolerate anyone turning their back on me while I am
speaking.”

Unintimidated by his rudeness, Lucya tried to free herself but could not. Looking at him
furiously, she hissed through clenched teeth,

“Let go of my arm! You’re hurting me!”

Lucya’s bold defiance only deepened Frederico’s fascination with her. He smiled and said,
with a gleam of desire in his eyes,

“l adore women with strong tempers.”

His remark made Lucya flush, but searching for a way out of the situation, she said irritably,
feigning innocence,

“What exactly do you mean by that?”

“You will understand when the time comes,” Frederico replied with a malicious smile.

His audacity and lack of manners had gone too far. Enraged, Lucya jerked her arm away and
managed to break free. Without looking back, she hurried toward the manor house while
Frederico watched her from afar, completely captivated.

I am hopelessly in love with you, girl. And now you will be mine, no matter the cost.

Upon entering the manor house, Lucya took a deep breath, trying to control her emotions
and thought:

I must find a way to retire to my room without my father forcing me to continue entertaining
that man.

Shortly afterward, disguising the anger that still boiled within her, Lucya entered the
library. Noticing that the men had just finished a round of cards, she approached the table
where Rodolfo, Gustavo, and Diogo were seated.

“Good evening, gentlemen.”

Seeing that his daughter was alone, Rodolfo asked,

“Where is Mr. Frederico?”

“He decided to remain a little longer in the garden to admire—”"

“And why did you not remain there keeping my guest company?” The baron asked irritably.
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“Because I am not feeling well, father. And I believe it would be discourteous of me to spoil
Mr. Frederico’s walk because of my indisposition.”

Believing that his daughter must be suffering from her monthly cycle, Rodolfo decided not
to prolong the discussion.

“Phew, women and their monthly indispositions...”

Realizing that her father had accepted her made-up excuse, Lucya placed her hand on her
forehead and said,

“Father, I came to ask for your permission to retire early to my room. Unfortunately, I am
suffering from a rather unpleasant headache tonight.”

Clearly displeased, Rodolfo took a deep breath,

“In that case, though I regret your indisposition, there is nothing I can do but allow you to
go and rest.”

During the exchange between father and daughter, Diogo sensed that something had
happened and that Lucya was merely offering an excuse to withdraw.

“Good night, gentlemen. Please excuse me,” said Lucya, relieved by her father’s permission.

Diogo stood up politely and, after a slight bow, said respectfully,

“I wish you a speedy recovery, Miss Lucya. It was a great pleasure meeting you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Diogo. The pleasure was mine. Good night.”

Just as Lucya turned to leave the library, she found Frederico standing in the doorway,
watching her, unable to disguise his interest.

Smiling with malice, he said,

“Good night, Miss Lucya. I echo my son’s words and thank you for your pleasant company
during our walk tonight.”

With a carefully measured smile, Lucya replied,

“Good night, Mr. Frederico.”

At that moment, Martha noticed the interested looks exchanged by father and son, both
clearly fascinated by Lucya. Feeling overlooked and wounded in her pride, she thought,
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