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She glanced up surreptitiously, quickly scanning the faces of those present before returning her gaze to the damp grass beneath her feet. Her mother was nowhere to be seen.
"How could I not be here?" he thought, with a lump in his throat.

She struggled to hold back her tears, but the crowd gathered to say goodbye to her father made it difficult. Her eyes blurred in seconds. She rummaged in her bag and, finding a pair of sunglasses, put them on without hesitation. She also pulled a cap over her head, trying to hide.

She breathed in short bursts, struggling to remain calm.

But her mother still hadn't shown up. "Where the hell is she?" she cried silently, clenching her fists in frustration.
Then he realized that he couldn't wait any longer.

He greeted the attendees with just enough courtesy and began to move forward carefully through the puddles. The previous night's rain had left the ground slippery and treacherous.

"Diara!" Melissa exclaimed upon seeing her. "My friend, you know I'm here for you," she said, approaching with a small bouquet of white roses. "Please don't cry," she pleaded tenderly. "Everything will be alright," she added, enveloping her in a warm embrace.

"My mother hasn't shown up," Diara sobbed, careful not to let the others hear her. "I haven't spoken to her in two days," she confessed.

Melissa looked at her with compassion. She couldn't find words that could ease that pain.

"Perhaps... he simply cannot accept what happened," she suggested, in a soft voice.

"But he's her husband!" Diara exclaimed, unable to contain herself, drawing the attention of those nearby. "They were together for thirty years..." she added through gritted teeth, tears welling up. "He should be here."

“And yet, she isn’t,” Melissa said, pointing to the stark reality with sorrow. “You’re alone, Diara. And you’ll have to face it that way... at least until she shows up,” she added, holding Diara’s arm firmly. “She might need time to process it. My aunt always says that some people don’t know how to deal with loss, and your mother might be one of them.”

When the ceremony began, Diara burst into tears, completely devastated. Her body was present, but her mind was consumed by unforgettable memories: unique family moments, shared laughter, words that now existed only in her memory.

She tried to convince herself that her father's death had been a workplace accident... but something didn't add up. He had worked at the same company his entire life, without a single mistake, without a single error. And now, his first mistake cost him his life? The doubt tormented her.

Melissa never left his side.

The father's friends came to say goodbye, but Diara, so lost in her grief, could barely lift her eyes.

Her friend gave her space to say goodbye alone at the graveside. From the shade of a leafy tree, Melissa watched her as she wept inconsolably. The rain returned shortly after, just as the sky began to turn ochre with the approach of dusk.

"It's time to go, Ki," Melissa said softly, as the rain intensified.

The sky had darkened, and the atmosphere became gloomy.

"She didn't come..." Diara whispered bitterly, referring to her mother. She struggled to her feet from the muddy ground.

Melissa held her gently. Together they walked through the cemetery, arm in arm, letting the rain soak their already pale faces.

Diara felt alone. Her older sister was studying abroad, and her brother had built his life far away, without looking back. Now, her only emotional and financial support was gone... and her mother had simply disappeared.

They continued walking in silence, until two funeral home employees stood in their way.

"Miss Cruz, we need to talk to you," one of them said with a serious expression.

Diara stopped. She had no other choice.

"Is something wrong?" she asked, with a bitter feeling, as the man opened a black briefcase in front of her.

He felt his heart race.

"We are very sorry for your loss," the man began in an uneasy tone, "but we have had some coordination problems."

"Coordination?" she repeated, uneasy.

He placed a hand on his chest, trying to calm the irregular rhythm of his heart.

"We have tried to contact his mother, but it has been impossible to locate her," the second man interjected, with a saddened expression.

Diara nodded, her head bowed. Shame covered her face. Not only had her mother missed the funeral, but she hadn't even answered her most urgent calls.

"She mentioned the existence of a fund that would cover funeral and maintenance expenses," the first employee added. "But unfortunately, the account is empty."

"Empty?" she repeated incredulously. "I... I had no idea there was a bottom," she murmured through a dry throat.

And at that moment, she felt that the rain wasn't the only thing soaking her: uncertainty was beginning to sink in, like a premonition that what she had just experienced... was only the beginning.

Diara had always believed that her family lived on the bare minimum. Her parents never spoke to her about savings or possessions, as if money were a nonexistent phantom in their home.

"The fund did exist," one of the men clarified with a serious expression, flipping through a notebook where he jotted something down. "When your mother hired our services, there were still resources available, but now... they've simply vanished. Do you know what might have happened?"

Diara shook her head, visibly nervous. The firm, searching gaze of the two men made her shudder; she couldn't find the words to free herself from the mounting pressure.

"But what's the problem?" Melissa interjected when she noticed her friend wasn't responding.

The two young women exchanged a knowing glance, sharing the same bewilderment.

"The problem is that no one has covered the costs of our services, nor those of the cemetery," the man explained as he handed a thick envelope to Diara, who took it with a frown. "We need to agree on a payment plan by Monday, or we will be forced to file a formal complaint for breach of contract."

"A complaint... against me?" Diara stammered, unable to hide her astonishment.

"You're of legal age, miss. You can either take responsibility for these payments or arrange a way to cover them with us," the man stated, taking his leave with a forced smile that bordered on irony before walking away.

The other man remained for a few more seconds, observing her with a mixture of discouragement and pity.

"See you Monday," he said in a softer voice. "There are always ways to reach an agreement. Believe me, payment plans work," he added before hurrying after his colleague.

Diara stood motionless, stunned by what had happened.

"A legal complaint...?" she repeated, incredulous. "This is unbelievable!" she exclaimed, and tears welled up again.

Melissa approached to comfort her, as she had done throughout those difficult days. Diara, inexperienced in such complicated situations, didn't know where to begin. Only one question lingered in her mind: What would Dad do in my place? Although she knew full well that now it was up to her to resolve what he had left unfinished.

"Do you think your mother took that money?" Melissa asked as they drove off in the taxi.

"I don't know," Diara replied with a sigh, putting a hand to her forehead.

She didn't want to think about it. The grief for her father still weighed too heavily. Even so, she opened the envelope and began to review the documents. The invoices were piled one after another, each with figures impossible to ignore.

"So what are you going to do?" Melissa insisted, worried.

She had also read some of the amounts and it made her stomach churn to imagine the size of the problem.

"I don't know, Mel... Maybe sell something," Diara murmured, though without much conviction.

Melissa pursed her lips as she recalled the few possessions her friend's family owned.

—It can't be the house, and the car...

"The car is in Mom's name, and she took it when she left," Diara lamented, rubbing her brow with her eyes closed. "Besides, selling it wouldn't be quick. Everything's so complicated now..."

Melissa settled down beside her, crossing her legs. Then, with a smile that was both mischievous and resigned, she made a comment that surprised Diara.

"Do you remember my cousin, the shy one?" she asked in a playful tone.

Diara gave a weak smile.

"The one who was a virgin at thirty," Melissa continued in a conspiratorial whisper. "She ended up... making a deal with an older gentleman from southern Italy."

Diara looked at her, confused.

—An agreement? What kind of agreement?

Even the taxi driver seemed more interested in the conversation than in the route.

"Let's just say he offered her something valuable in exchange for money," Melissa explained, laughing unfiltered.

The driver also burst out laughing, caught up in the lighthearted tone of the story, while Diara remained more bewildered than before.

"She offered him her virginity," Melissa finally said, in a low voice. "The man gave her five million for just one night. Five million! And he was so much older than her..."

Diara felt a chill run down her spine. She couldn't imagine herself in such a situation.

—They say that if he had been ten years younger, the man would have paid him triple.

"Triple?" she asked, surprised by the figure.

Melissa nodded, looking out the window.

"Fifteen million?" Diara repeated, doing the math in her head. "With that I could pay for all this... and university!"

The number was overwhelming. Were there really people who paid that much for something like that?

“Yes, Diara,” her friend replied. “As crazy as it sounds, it’s not that uncommon. My cousin says there are men willing to pay up to fifty million for young women like you. They promise them trips to Paris, dream experiences...”

He sighed as if he regretted not having waited longer in his youth.

Diara lowered her gaze, stunned by the idea that was beginning to take root in her mind.

"I'm still a virgin..." she murmured, more to herself than to her friend.

Melissa heard her, and suddenly her face changed. Pale, she realized the impact she had unintentionally caused.

Lately, pacing in circles around the house had become an involuntary routine for Diara. Her anxiety had driven her to tidy every corner of the home with almost obsessive meticulousness. In the last few hours, she had devoted her energy to cleaning the accumulated dust from the bedroom tables, as if by keeping everything spotless she could control the chaos that was slipping through her fingers.

He dialed his mother's number over and over, until the phone battery died. No one answered. No one appeared.

When Saturday morning arrived, Diara had no nails left to bite. She was so nervous that even a slight tremor took hold of her right eye, uncontrollable. She tried to contact her older siblings, who lived abroad and whom she hadn't spoken to for months, but received no answer.

With no one to talk to—not even her boyfriend was available—she tried to distract herself with some reading or work on pending university projects. But the anxiety was so intense that she could barely concentrate on the words in front of her.

"Call, please, call..." she repeated in a low voice, hoping her mother would give some sign of life. "Call now!" she suddenly exclaimed, losing her composure. In a desperate impulse, she threw the telephone against the wall. The device broke in two, rendering it useless.

The shock of her actions left her speechless. She stared at the remains of the device with a mixture of regret and astonishment. She had just severed her only link to the outside world, her only means of contacting her mother or her siblings.

Exhausted, she fell asleep on the sofa. It was the ringing of the landline phone from the kitchen that jolted her awake. She rushed to it, her heart pounding.

"Hello?!" he said in an agitated voice.

"Mom?" they asked from the other side.

"Carla?" She recognized the voice instantly and her face lit up. "Oh my God, what a joy to hear you!"

"Where's Mom?" her sister asked bluntly.

"I don't know," Diara replied sadly. "She disappeared just before the funeral."

—Did you call the police?

—Yes, but they told me they could only take a report if seventy-two hours had passed since the disappearance.

"Don't go to the police again," Carla warned, which made Diara frown, puzzled. "Do you need something?"

"Money," she replied bluntly. "Mom disappeared with the money from a fund that was supposed to be used for the burial, and now I have no way to pay for either the funeral services or the cemetery."

—I'll find a way to help you—Carla said in a tone that was meant to be reassuring.

"Thank you," Diara whispered, relieved.

Then she began to recount how painful everything had been during the funeral, trying to find comfort in her sister. But, after a few seconds of silence, she realized the call had been cut off.

She stayed in the kitchen, waiting for another sign, another call. She used the time to cook what little she had in the cupboard and ate without appetite, as usual.

Sunday was even harder. And Monday... was simply unbearable.

Her mother didn't show up. Her sister never called again. And the promised money never arrived.

She attended university classes, though she failed to pay attention. During the first break, she went to the funeral home hoping to find a solution, willing to sign an agreement that would allow her to cover the burial costs affordably.

But reality hit her hard. The managers were waiting for her and, without hesitation, persuaded her to sign a promissory note for twelve months, with high installments that clearly exceeded her means.

She returned home exhausted, the signed papers in her backpack, the weight of her decisions crushing her chest. She cried in the shower, feeling alone and powerless.

When she came out of the bathroom, she sat on the edge of the bed. Her tears had dried, but the questions kept swirling in her mind: Why hadn't her mother come back? Where was she? What had really happened?

Dawn found her awake, her body numb with cold. She dressed listlessly, prepared for sleep, but the funeral home documents remained on her desk, reminding her of her new obligations.

She thought about how to solve it. Maybe if she worked every day after school as a stocker at a supermarket, she could cover the payments. She took out a pencil, paper, and calculator. She did the math. She recalculated the numbers. But even with two jobs, it wouldn't be enough.

Unless...

She turned on her computer. She remembered the websites Melissa, her college classmate, had once told her about. She was surprised to see how much demand there was and, without thinking too much about it, created an account.

In the title field he wrote:

"19-year-old seeks a serious and well-regarded offer." 

In the description, he wrote:

"No prior experience. Open to new experiences. I don't care about the age or appearance of whoever contacts me, only that they value this important step for me." 

He published the ad.

And he went to sleep, not knowing what the next day would bring.

She woke with a start, startled by the insistent ringing of the telephone in the kitchen. She got up immediately and rushed to answer it, her heart pounding.

"Hello?" Diara said, still breathless.

—Diara, it's me —a familiar voice replied on the other end of the line.

It was Carla, her older sister, with whom she didn't speak often. Her distant tone didn't help.

"You didn't send me the money!" Diara complained, with a burst of anger that instantly erased her accumulated tiredness.

Hunger and worries were a combination that easily overwhelmed her.

—You have a job, Diara, you should...

"I work part-time restocking shelves at a supermarket!" she interrupted desperately. "And it's not enough!"

She was breathing heavily after saying those words. She needed to vent, to get rid of the burden that had been suffocating her for weeks.

"I didn't know..." Carla murmured with a hint of guilt. "Mom only told us that you had a job and that you were doing well."

"Things were fine when our parents were alive, when I didn't have to face all this alone..."

"I'll ask Javier to go to the bank tomorrow," Carla said quickly, referring to her other brother. "Life is complicated here too, but we'll see how we can help you."

"We have to cover the funeral expenses," Diara said, her voice barely a whisper, overcome with sadness.

"I'm sorry... but I won't be able to cover that," Carla replied firmly, as if closing the door to any other request.

-But...

"Have you gone to the police yet?" he interrupted abruptly.

—Not yet, but I was planning to do it tomorrow...

"Don't even think about it," Carla said with a severity that left her breathless.

Diara frowned, puzzled by the warning. She was tired of taking orders from an absent sister who only showed up to set boundaries. Without another word, she hung up.

The phone rang again. This time, filled with fury, Diara unplugged the landline. She wanted nothing more to do with her.

She returned to her room slowly, dragging her feet. Emotional exhaustion mingled with physical fatigue. Upon entering, she saw her computer screen still on. Suddenly, she remembered what she had done during the early hours of the morning, consumed by despair.

She rushed to the desk, distressed, hoping she could correct her mistake before it became irreversible.

But when she opened her inbox, she froze.

Dozens of emails filled his inbox, all from the same place to which, in an act of desperation, he had sent a crazy proposal.

Offer their innocence.

A knot formed in her stomach. Fear suddenly overwhelmed her. But she felt alone, without a single shoulder to lean on, and that emptiness gave her a strange determination. She opened the first message with trembling hands.

From: HungryWolf  To: KityVirgin Message: "I'm a Premium member. We can come to an agreement. Tell me what you need, I can give it to you. 62 years old. Good health."
Diara read quickly, trying not to think too much. She closed her eyes for a second, vaguely remembering her maternal grandfather, and moved on to the next message.

From: Arty69  To: KityVirgin Message: "Premium Member. 48 years old. I offer you ten million. Condition: prior medical check-up."
"How repulsive..." she whispered without thinking, remembering that her father was a similar age.

Continuous.

From: Degen52  To: KityVirgin Message: "Five million in cash, five million by transfer. 52 years old. New member."
"What misery," he muttered disdainfully.

Each new email made her more critical, more hardened. If she was going to cross that line, it wouldn't be for a ridiculous sum. She hadn't even allowed Josué, her ex-boyfriend, to go beyond a kiss. If she was going to give herself to someone, even a stranger, she needed a sum that would justify facing the consequences, including the therapy she would surely need.

Because yes, their debts were still more urgent than their fears.

From: Sado1988  To: KityVirgin Message: "29 years old. New member. I have references. Looking for discretion. Cash payment."
He read many more messages. Some were from Premium members, others from new ones. Some offered such high sums that they made him question everything again.

She was on the verge of a decision she never thought she'd have to face. But in that moment, beyond fear or guilt, all she felt was a heartbreaking loneliness.

And a silent question in her mind: How far are you willing to go to survive?
Diara was checking the messages received on the platform.  She had recently activated her account as a Premium member, under the pseudonym “KityVirgin”. Her profile highlighted: “Experienced woman. 42 years old. Willing to listen to proposals, as long as there is respect and clarity.”
What she never imagined was that other women would start making her offers. It was utterly baffling. How could anyone offer her virginity as if it were a negotiable commodity? To her, that concept was nothing more than a construct imposed by ancient traditions and outdated social norms. She couldn't understand it, and yet she tried to take it all in stride, without judging too much, drifting from message to message with the best possible attitude.

Little by little, however, her spirits began to fade. She seriously considered putting her university studies on hold for a while and dedicating herself solely to work. She began to rethink her entire future, until one particular message caught her attention. It was different.

Sender: NikPopolov30  Recipient: KityVirgin Message: “I would love the opportunity to meet you in person, talk, and see if a genuine connection develops between us. I don't want you to feel any pressure or discomfort. I'm willing to cover the costs of the meeting as a way of valuing your time and company. I have no limits on what I can offer, although I would like to discuss some things privately that I consider important. I'm an Elite member, 33 years old.”
The sender's words had a distinct cadence, a blend of honesty and courtesy that made her stop. She had read dozens of messages, but that was the only one that managed to stir something within her.

Diara decided to answer. Only him. 

She rewrote her message at least five times. Every time she thought it was ready, a new doubt made her hesitate. Finally, when she felt that if she thought about it one more time, she would completely regret it, she took a deep breath and sent it.

There was no turning back. She was prepared to face the consequences of her decision, however reckless it might be.

Upon checking the page, she was surprised to see her ad featured, visible to all site users. A mixture of embarrassment and fear overwhelmed her. She felt exposed to hundreds of strangers with dubious intentions.

She tried to find out the name of the user who had responded to her offer. She searched for him online hoping to find some clue, but she found absolutely nothing to identify him. That only increased her anxiety. She wanted to make sure she wasn't about to meet someone dangerous.

Message sent:  From: KityVirgin To: NikPopov30
"Your offer seems suitable to me, I accept it... for now."  Please let me know when and where we could meet to see if there's chemistry and, if all goes well, move on to the next step."
She waited for a response for hours, but it never came. Uncertainty overwhelmed her, so, summoning her courage, she walked to the nearest police station.

Although her sister had urged her not to report their mother's disappearance, she couldn't stand idly by. She filed a report, gave her testimony, and provided a recent photograph to aid the investigation.

She returned home exhausted. Not physically, but emotionally drained. Her head ached and her chest felt tight with anxiety.

Upon arriving, he stopped dead in his tracks when he noticed the open gate. For a moment, his heart raced with hope. He thought his mother had returned.

"Mom!" she shouted in a trembling voice as she walked around the place.

But it wasn't her mother. It was Joshua, her boyfriend, who was waiting for her in the living room. Diara hadn't expected it, but when she saw him, she broke down. Without saying a word, she threw herself into his arms and burst into tears.

He embraced her tenderly and led her to the sofa, where he cradled her against his chest.

"Mel told me what was happening," she whispered, stroking her hair. "I tried to call you, but she said you didn't have a cell phone."

That was the dilemma: Joshua was sweet, too sweet. There was no desire or mystery about him, no passion that made her tremble. His caresses were comforting, yes, but more like those of a brother than a lover.

"He hasn't shown up, Josu... I don't know what to do," she said between sobs, wiping her face with both hands. "I already filed a report, but I'm still scared. What if he doesn't come back?"

He lowered his gaze sadly, unsure what to say. Instead of answering, he changed the subject.

—I brought you some food—she said, pointing to the kitchen.

"You didn't have to," she murmured, looking down.

Shame enveloped her. Joshua had no idea what she was secretly doing. What he did for her was generous and noble, but what she was plotting... that was another story.

He ignored her words, took her hand, and led her to the kitchen, where he showed her the bags of groceries he had bought. Diara thanked him with a weak smile, but the discomfort lingered throughout the afternoon.

It wasn't Joshua's fault. It was the secret she carried.

Offering her first time to a stranger in exchange for money was an extreme decision, but she felt she had no other choice. Sometimes, she thought, desperate times call for equally desperate measures.

Hours later, Joshua left. He had to cover his shift at the supermarket.

For a moment, Diara managed to forget about “NikPopov30.” She started cleaning the house, prepared some dinner, and resumed her work for the “Character Creation” workshop. When she turned on her computer to do some research, she saw she had a new message.

Message received:  From: NikPopov30 To: KityVirgin
"Miss Kity:  I'm so pleased that you accepted my proposal. Before we continue, I'd like to hear from you. Please send me your phone number and a time that works for you so we can talk. I'll give you the appointment details over the phone.
Diara slammed her fist on the keyboard in frustration. She scolded herself for acting so impulsively with her phone. She had no way to contact him now. She couldn't give him her parents' home number, not if there was a chance her mother might come back. And she wasn't going to involve any of her friends in this either.

The only option was to tell the truth.

Message sent:  From: KityVirgin To: NikPopov30
"I'm sorry to disappoint you, but I don't have a phone available."  For now, I don't have the money to buy a new one—perhaps that will help you understand why I'm in this situation. We could agree on a time convenient for you, and then I could call you from a payphone. Thank you for your understanding.
She sent it with trembling hands, aware that the buyer would likely lose all interest. To calm herself, she stood in front of the mirror and began to practice.

Diara loved acting. Although her parents had refused to let her dedicate an entire summer to that career, considering it unsafe and full of difficulties, she fought with all her might for that dream she so idealized.

Entering the Arts program was the fulfillment of one of her greatest dreams. And although at that moment everything seemed on the verge of failure, she held firm hope in “NikPopov30”.

The reply arrived quickly, and Diara immediately pounced on the computer to read the message.

From: NikPopov30 To: KityVirgin Message: Miss Kity, this can be fixed. Trust me and send me your home address along with a flexible time when I can call you. I'll send a courier tomorrow with a new phone. Don't think I'll be coming in person; I can't travel this week.
The art student stared at the message for minutes that gradually turned into hours, hesitating whether to reply or not. She tried to think logically and weighed her options on an imaginary scale: giving her personal address to a stranger would completely expose her, putting her privacy and security at risk.

She remembered that the man was an Elite member of the website she was visiting and thought that if she risked going further, she could compromise his reputation on that platform.

She carefully reviewed the membership rankings and critically analyzed how that distinction was achieved. Only after that analysis did she dare to submit her address.

He did it, but two minutes later he regretted it and spent almost the entire night unable to sleep, thinking about the possible consequences of his decision.

"How foolish I was!" she reproached herself.

At three in the morning, she turned on the house phone, which she had turned off after her conversation with Carla. She wanted to be prepared, just in case she needed to call the police.

She barely slept that night. She couldn't stop thinking about everything she had done. What if she had made a mistake? She fell asleep with that worry nagging at her, and woke with a start when she heard knocking at the door.

She became so agitated that she ran to the kitchen to grab a knife. She instantly recognized “NikPopov30” and her imagination was filled with fear: was it a dangerous stranger who had come for her?

Cautiously, she looked out the window and saw an elegant man with gray hair holding a package in his hands.

Diara gathered all her courage and, with the knife hidden behind her back, opened the door.

"Are you Miss 'Kity'?" the man asked, emphasizing his fake nickname.

Diara's heart stopped when she heard his pseudonym, but she nodded. He smiled and offered her a large bouquet of red roses. She softened her expression and smiled back, albeit nervously.

"Who sent this?" she asked in a trembling voice, and the man gave her an amused expression.

"You know who sent him," he replied.

—Thank you—she stammered as she received a white box he offered her.

Diara momentarily forgot the knife hidden in her hand and held the box next to the sharp blade, blushing at her clumsiness.

"Don't worry, I understand," he said kindly. "Inside you'll find a card with your new phone number. My client requests that you provide a time when he can reach you."

She listened attentively and nodded, although she was still nervous.

"Oh, right," he murmured, remembering that he had forgotten that detail.

A few seconds of silence passed while Diara remained quiet.

"Well?" the man insisted.

She hesitated, becoming even more tense when a sleek black car pulled up in front of her house.

The curiosity of the neighbors, always attentive to any new development, worried her, but what worried her even more was imagining "Nik" watching her from the shadows behind those dark windows.

She imagined him admiring her from the darkness.

"You can call me in an hour, I'll be free," he finally replied, his heart pounding and a strange knot forming in his stomach.

"Thank you, Miss Kity," said the messenger, bowing respectfully. "Have a wonderful day."

"Likewise," was all he could say.

She clung to the box and the roses, still incredulous of what had just happened.

Would it all be a dream?

The messenger quickly got into the car and disappeared down the street.

She closed the door and retreated into the solitude of her home. It took her a moment to react, but remembering that "Nik" would call her, she examined the white box with trembling fingers.

She turned on her new phone and, while browsing the contacts, found a saved number: her own. She felt a lump in her throat when she also discovered an active messaging app, with a welcome message waiting for her.

“I hope you smile when you see this,” he said.

She was about to answer when suddenly the call from "Nik" rang, completely startling her.

"Hello?" she replied, her voice trembling slightly with nerves.

On the other end, he let out a deep, husky laugh that took her breath away. Her heart was pounding, and so surprised to hear him, she had to bite her index finger to make sure she wasn't dreaming.

Of course he was there, watching her from the shadows.

When Miguel, his trusted man, returned, the car started silently.

"Tell me," Nicolas asked, in a deep voice, from the back seat of the vehicle.

Miguel dared to turn around in his seat and look him straight in the eyes.

To the rest of the world, Nicolas was intimidating, but to Miguel, who had watched him grow up, he was almost like a close relative.

"She was very scared," Popov's employee confessed, thinking hurriedly of "Kity." "She also seemed surprised."

"What does her voice sound like?" Nicolas asked, curious.

He settled into the car's sofa to hear better.

Before calling and meeting the women he contacted for his encounters, he liked to imagine their voices, their faces; he daydreamed before the first meeting.

Miguel pondered what to answer and recalled the few words he had exchanged with the young woman.

—Very soft and... —he began to describe.

"Describe it to me," Nicolas demanded bluntly.

"He has marks on his face, mainly on his forehead and eyebrows, probably from some illness," he explained. "That caught my attention."

Nicolas nodded; he liked real women, with marks, with scars, with curves or without. The list was endless.

“The freckles help disguise them,” Miguel added thoughtfully. Popov opened his eyes with interest; he loved freckles and moles. “Her hair is natural, a very delicate honey tone, just like her voice... and her nose is small,” he described. Nicolas smiled, imagining her beautiful. “She’s about my height, five foot two, maybe five foot three,” he speculated. “I’m sure we woke her up. She wasn’t wearing makeup, she could barely open her eyes, and...”

"But she was dressed," Nicolas interrupted thoughtfully, returning to the shade of the back seat to meditate further.

If the surprise visit had woken her up, why was she dressed?

"Yes, good point," Miguel acknowledged. "She's a very down-to-earth girl, sir. You'll like her when you meet her in person," he assured calmly, looking at him through the dim light of the car. "She had a knife in her hand," he added suddenly.

"A knife?" Nicolas asked, stepping out of the darkness to get a better look, surprised. "What kind of knife?"

"With teeth," Miguel replied. "I don't
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