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Long before Marbella burned, before the temple crumbled into fire and ash, before the world learned the name of Father Mauricio Gómez, there was a whisper in the corridors of the unseen. A quiet tremor. A warning.

It began the night a boy stood shivering beside a river that was older than memory. The moonlight slid across the black water like a blade, and the wind carried a voice no child should ever hear. Tito thought he was alone — just three footsteps from the Sun Koshi River. But shadows were watching him. Waiting. Claiming him.

No one would believe him years later when he said the rivers spoke. No one would believe what it demanded.

Across the ocean, under a different sky, a priest woke with a start in a humbler room in Lima. His heart hammered as though struck by an invisible hand. A chill, sharp as steel, swept down his spine. In the darkness, a single truth pressed upon his spirit:

Something is coming for your children.

He did not know why the message felt like a command. He had no children—not in the way the world counts blood.

And yet, three orphans slept in the building he oversaw.
Three souls he had raised from diapers to adulthood.
Three lives he had loved more fiercely than his own.
Three futures already marked.

In that moment — before dawn, before disaster, before destiny, sharpen its teeth — Father Mauricio whispered a prayer he did not understand:

“Lord... keep them from the river.”

But rivers do not listen to priests. And destiny does not spare those born in the shadow of an ancient altar.

This story begins where innocence ends — with a ritual in Kathmandu, a cult hidden in plain sight, and a priest who will learn too late that the children he raised... were never meant to survive.

Years passed, but the night at the river never left Tito.
It clung to him like a scent — faint, metallic, impossible to wash away.
By the time he reached adulthood, the memory had burrowed so deeply into him that it reshaped his fears. He laughed loudly in public, spoke bravely with friends, but in these secret chambers the river still murmured. Still waited.
And faraway, the world that had quietly shaped him — the world of hidden bishops, genetic experiments, and whispered names — stirred from its sleep.

Because darkness has patience. It waits for its children to ripen.

Tito was twenty-eight when the call came from Helen, the elegant woman with the easy smile and the eyes that never blinked during a lie. 

She offered him an opportunity. Money. Status. Escape from the dull trap of mediocrity.

He took the bait.

Every destiny begins with a small yes. But the first actual crack in the story appeared the day he boarded a plane with two women he barely knew, flying toward Nepal in the sultry haze of summer. Camila laughed beside him; Helen slept like a queen, her gold bracelets chiming with every breath.

Tito stared out the window as the clouds parted beneath the aircraft, and a cold tremor licked his spine — the same tremor he felt as a boy at the Sun Koshi River.

Something was waiting for him in Kathmandu.
He didn’t know what.
He didn’t know why.
But he knew he should have run.

Meanwhile, in a quiet corner of Lima, Father Mauricio stood at the orphanage window, watching the grey morning sun. He held a cracked ceramic mug between his hands, his breath uneven. Something pressed on him again — heavy, suffocating, prophetic.

Three names flashed across his mind:
Tito. Antonio. Cintia.
His children.
His burdens.
Hissecrets.
A strange, suffocating certainty filled his chest — that all three were standing on the brink of something ancient. Something hungry.

Mauricio did not know this feeling had a name.

He would learn it later.

And by the time he understood the price of bloodlines and altars, it would already be too late.

For evil had begun to gather its priests.
And destiny had begun to gather its sacrifices.

Prologue — The Altar

Kathmandu. 1:03 a.m.

Fog twisted along the Sun Koshi River like pale fingers beckoning the living toward the dead. The night was a black-soaked cloth draped over the mountains, hiding everything except the roaring water and the trembling figure standing by its edge.

Tito.

Barefoot.
Cold.
Breath steaming in the light of a dying moon.
Behind him, torches flickered in a loose circle. Hooded figures moved like shadows that had learned to walk. One stood closer than the rest — a tall man draped in saffron robes, his face veiled in darkness. He raised a carved horn and slowly blew into it.

A deep, haunting note crawled across the river.

Tito’s heart pounded so loudly he felt it in his teeth.
The lamb he carried trembled in his arms.
Except it was not a lamb.

When he opened the trunk earlier that night, he had frozen, staring into the wide, sleepy eyes of a boy no older than seven. Tied. Drugged. Offered like a mockery of innocence.

“Tito,” Helen whispered behind him, her voice steady as a dagger. “Do it. Now.”

The boy’s lips quivered.

“P... please...”

Tito shut his eyes.
He remembered Father Mauricio teaching him the Lord's Prayer at age eight.
He remembered the orphanage gates.
The smell of bread.
The sound of laughter.
The hope that someday he might live a simple life, untouched by shadows.
Then he remembered the river.
And how it once whispered his name.
He stepped forward.

The cult leader’s booming behind him:
“Place the sacrifice in the water.”
Tito couldn’t breathe.
He couldn’t think.
He lifted the child.
The river roared.

And the moment he lowered the boy into the blackwater, destiny changed forever — for Tito, for the child who vanished beneath the ripples, for the Brotherhood swelling in power...and for Father Mauricio, who would soon learn the greatest horror of all:

The boy sacrificed that night was not chosen at random. He was selected for his bloodline.
For his lineage.
For the altar of the Heart.

The river swallowed the child, and blood flowed.
The hooded man chanted.
The torches blazed.

And Tito — altar boy, orphan, dreamer — became a marked man.

A man hunted by demons, cults, and fate itself.
A man who would burn a city and bow to darkness.
And this is where his story begins.
At the river that claimed him.
At the altar that cursed him.
At the moment, innocence drowned.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: Contracts Without Clauses
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Everything happened in a blur, as if Antonio had hijacked the rhythm of our lives. First, an all-expenses-paid flight from Lima to Madrid. After three nights in a four-star hotel, I'm now on another surprise trip—this time to Marbella. Antonio himself was waiting at the airport, arms wide open, like a VIP chauffeur for royalty, Cintia thought as she gazed at her husband.

"He's an old friend. We met in the orphanage, and studied together before he moved to Marbella," Tito explained to Cintia. She believed him without hesitation. She trusted her husband with blind devotion, and if a shadow of doubt had ever crept in, it vanished the moment they stepped into a mansion that looked as if it had leaped from the pages of a futuristic fantasy.

The house rose proudly on the beachfront. Its lower floor was a cathedral of glass, opening onto the sea; upstairs, a sprawling bedroom reigned—dominated by an imperial water bed, a golden chandelier that dripped light like honey, and a white leather love-couch that seemed stolen from a designer's fever dream. The curtains and blinds, also blindingly white, promised enough privacy to satisfy even the nosiest neighbors, Cintia thought.

Antonio tapped a few numbers on a remote. Soft rock spilled through hidden speakers, lyrics dripping romance into the air like perfume. They drifted into another sitting room where gold-chrome speakers gleamed, surrounding quadraphonic stereo equipment so rich it could seduce even the coldest heart into believing in love.

"You'll stay here for now—until I make other arrangements," Antonio announced, pacing the room like an estate agent rehearsing a pitch. "The house belongs to one of the directors of the agency where you'll be employed... if everything works out."

It was exquisite, the kind of place Cintia had only seen in glossy magazines. She sighed. If only Tito owned something like this.

"I've always dreamed of living in a house like this," she murmured, almost to herself.

Antonio's sharp eyes lingered on her as though reading the subtext. Meanwhile, he was already taking stock of her beauty. Despite her innocent air, Cintia could have competed for Miss Universe. At just twenty-six, with starry blue eyes and high cheekbones, she looked carved from porcelain. Her lineage traced back to Germany; her grandparents, Mr. and Mrs.Herbert Biberman, had migrated to Peru in 1961 after the gold rush. Her father, Edward Biberman, married a beauty pageant winner, a Spanish woman named Valeria, when he was 30. Cintia was their only child. Tragedy struck three years later when armed robbers stormed their house in a bungled heist, leaving her an orphan. She was raised in an orphanage, where she first met Tito.

She was the living image of the photos Antonio had shown his boss—the very reason the agency had dangled such lavish travel perks. Tito had promised his wife's compliance, and he never doubted she would play along.

Yet the truth was that Tito knew next to nothing about Antonio's boss or his mysterious work. At twenty-eight, tall and broad-shouldered, with brown eyes and dark hair, Tito looked every inch a matinee idol. Though raised in an orphanage, he dreamed of wealth and fame. He strutted like a movie star and, more than once, had compared himself to Antonio Banderas.

Antonio had whispered dreams into his ear: "Men with your looks make a fortune in Europe." Tito had deliberated with Cintia and finally traveled to Marbella, dazzled by the promise. They hadn't done a single day of work, yet they were already living large.

"I hope this isn't about drug peddling. I don't want to end up in jail," Tito had asked cautiously.
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Antonio had chuckled. "Relax. It's about traveling with wealthy individuals, carrying their bags, and assisting with their groceries. Simple work, easy money."

In one of those conversations, Tito had proudly shown Cintia's picture on his phone screen. Antonio's eyes had glittered as he forwarded it to his boss. Her youth and beauty were spellbinding.

Now, standing in that mansion that smelled of salt air and secrets, Cintia turned to Tito and Antonio, her voice lilting, almost musical:

"I like it here," she said, in the tone of someone waiting to be adopted by the house itself.

Tito and Cintia spent the night whispering about the glittering prospects ahead of them. Tito was restless with excitement, already rehearsing for the job interview scheduled on Monday. At dawn, they threw on something casual and strolled to a nearby fast-food joint for hamburgers. Tito walked as though he already had the job in his pocket, basking in Cintia's admiration like a rooster strutting in borrowed feathers.

By morning, Antonio arrived. Tito dropped to the floor, knocking out a hundred pushups and a hundred flexions, as if physical stamina could clinch contracts. Soon after, the paperwork appeared. He signed it with trembling hands, though the contract was suspiciously vague. His duty was to accompany the agency's clients wherever they wished to go. His pay: three thousand euros a month, with bonuses if he managed to "satisfy" the clients.

"What exactly do you mean by satisfy?" Tito asked, curiosity cutting through his euphoria.

The question was met with Julia's stern stare. 
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She was forty-one, a blonde apparition who looked like she had stepped out of a glossy magazine. Heavy makeup framed her flawless face, her red Gucci gown clung to her like a lover, and her black stiletto heels clicked on the marble floor like a metronome of power. Tito guessed she spent at least two hours a day in the gym; her physique was sculpted like a Greek statue, though her stare was sharper than a hawk's. She examined Tito as though she were appraising merchandise at auction.

"Go with Antonio," Julia said briskly. "The ladies will arrive in Marbella in three days. But first, you need new clothes. That suit of yours looks like something Evo Morales forgot in his closet. You can't satisfy our clients dressed like that. Get designer suits—proper ones."

Her words struck Tito like a slap. He had paid thirty euros for that suit at a second-hand boutique, and Cintia had assured him it looked handsome. Antonio, less merciful, once said it looked as though Tito had been folded into a carton and shaken out.

Still, Tito swallowed the insult. Within the hour, they were gliding through the streets in a sleek sedan. After a half-hour ride, they stopped at the Boss Store. Assistants fluttered around him like tailors in a royal court, measuring every inch of his frame. For two hours, he paraded in front of mirrors, changing from one suit to another, until three immaculate outfits were chosen. Shoes, shirts, suits, neckties—every detail fine-tuned.

When the cashier rang up the total, Tito nearly staggered. More than five thousand euros had been spent on his transformation. He forced a smile, but inside, questions gnawed at him. What kind of agency throws away this kind of money? And what did they really expect him to do in return?

Tito stepped out of Julia’s office with a mixture of relief and dread swirling in his chest. 
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The sun outside was merciless, as if conspiring with fate to grill him for every poor decision he’d ever made. His pockets were as light as his confidence, and the city looked suddenly expensive—every car, every smile, every breeze seemed to have an invoice attached. Julia’s offer had sounded simple enough: escort duty, three weeks, play nice, look sharp. But the way he’d said play nice still echoed in Tito’s ears like a threat wrapped in perfume.

He had promised himself it was just a job—no risks, no foolishness, no late-night drama. Yet as they strolled toward the parking lot, the air began to smell suspiciously like temptation. He could already picture the type of women waiting for him: rich, reckless, and bored enough to turn any man into a hobby. The answers to his doubts were as hazy as smoke, but the temptation was undeniable—and Tito, dazzled by the glimmer of wealth, let himself be swept along.

"How old are the ladies?" Tito asked, lowering his voice as if sharing a secret. "I mean... these outfits cost a fortune just for playing nice and cruising around town with a few old broads."

Antonio's lips twitched, but his eyes didn't smile. "It's not our business. We handle our clients well. Their ages are of no concern to you." His tone was clipped, final. "You've signed the contract. Questions like that are immaterial now."

Tito frowned. "Immaterial? I'm the one wearing the suits. If I'm expected to satisfy the clients, I should at least know if they're thirty... or eighty."

Antonio leaned back in his chair, smirking. "Think less about numbers and more about performance. The agency takes care of details. You... deliver."

Tito chuckled nervously. "Fine, fine. But—just to be clear—can I keep the clothes afterward? Or do I hand them back like borrowed costumes?"

"The agency will keep buying you what you need according to our clients' preferences," Antonio said, as though reading from a script.

"That sounds fantastic," Tito admitted, his boyish grin returning. "We'll go places with a job like this."

Antonio's smirk deepened, but the silence that followed was heavier than the words themselves.

"Come on," Antonio said finally. "Let's grab lunch at a fancy restaurant before I drop you."

It was a tempting idea, but Tito hesitated. He had noticed the way the ladies at the Hugo Boss store looked at Antonio—half curious, half wary—and something in Antonio's gait screamed that he wasn't just a smooth-talking friend from Peru anymore. There was an edge to him now, a swagger sharpened by secrets.

"I'd rather go home first," Tito said cautiously. "Pick up Cintia and eat together. That would appeal more to me."

Antonio's eyes narrowed. He shifted on his feet. "We'll pick her up. But listen carefully—this is not how things work. You must learn to keep love aside and focus on your job. Understand?"

Tito nodded, though uneasily.

"Tomorrow morning," Antonio continued, "we meet at the clinic. Blood analysis. Mental fitness test. Standard procedure." He paused just long enough to make the words feel heavier. "You can't bring Cintia. Do you get that?"

Tito swallowed. "Why not? She's my wife. I don't hide things from her."
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Antonio's smile was thin, almost brittle. "Because, my friend, the agency values discretion. Too many eyes, too many mouths—things get complicated. You don't want complications, do you?"

The words should have reassured him, but they didn't. Tito felt a chill crawl down his spine. Antonio was no longer the old buddy from Lima; here in Spain, he had changed. And the way he spoke about Cintia—about keeping her aside—made Tito wonder just how far those changes had gone.

"Seriously, how old are the ladies?" Tito asked again, half-grinning. "Because spending five grand on suits just to stroll with a few old broads sounds like the world's most expensive joke."

Antonio's smirk barely moved. "I have said this before. Their ages don't matter. You're not hired to count wrinkles. You're hired to act nice and please. That's all."

"Please?" Tito tilted his head, feigning innocence. "Sounds like there's more behind that word than carrying shopping bags. You're sure this isn't one of those shady deals where you end up holding the wrong suitcase at the airport?"

Antonio's eyes flickered—amusement or warning, it was hard to tell. "A bag stuffed with cocaine, perhaps. You overthink. The agency manages the details. You smile, look sharp, and follow instructions."

Tito chuckled nervously. "I hope those instructions don't involve running from the local police and Interpol. I'm not built for prison food."

Antonio leaned closer, his voice dropping. "Relax. Nobody's running from anything. We provide companionship, not contraband. Trust me."
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"Trust you?" Tito said, raising his eyebrows. "That’s what people say right before you find out you’re standing in quicksand. I want to know if this job is clean. I married Cintia to live a happy life; I can't engage in anything dangerous.”

Antonio’s smile thinned. “Danger comes to men who hesitate. You signed the contract. Now stop asking stupid questions you don’t want answered.”

Tito laughed awkwardly, trying to shake off the chill that ran through him. “All right, all right. I’ll play the obedient movie star.”

“You won’t,” Antonio said flatly. “Unless you make yourself a problem.”

The words lingered between them, colder than the sea breeze outside. Tito swallowed hard. The job was starting to sound less like a dream and more like a deal with shadows.

..  ..  ..  ..

The resort glittered like a promise—one of those sunlit places where trouble wears perfume, and money smells like coconut oil. Tito stood by the balcony, watching some women through the glass, pretending not to eavesdrop while pretending not to exist. They moved with the careless grace of people who never had to check price tags. Every sound from their laughter seemed dipped in champagne.

He told himself he was only here for the job—three weeks of escort duty, a bit of charm, no strings attached. Yet, each hour around them felt like walking into a maze of silk and seduction. Julia spoke in riddles, smiled like a queen, and stared at him like a beautifully carved chair—useful, silent, and replaceable. Still, the air was heavy with the scent of opportunity, and Tito could almost taste it.
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He didn’t fully understand what he’d signed up for—only that saying no had felt like closing a door to fortune.

Back to the House of Luxury

From across the room, Cintia watched him, puzzled. Tito’s smile looked tight, his laugh hollow, but she mistook it for nerves. He’s just overwhelmed, she thought. Any man would be stepping into a world of fancy restaurants and designer suits. She reached for his hand, reassuring herself more than him. Poor Tito. Always afraid of falling short. He doesn’t see what I see—that this is the opportunity of a lifetime.

If only she had known the truth: Tito wasn’t afraid of falling short. He was scared of getting too deeply involved.

The House of Glass and Shadows

Cintia wandered through the garden that wrapped around the mansion like a private Eden. The glasshouse was her favorite corner, drenched in light, its silence broken only by the hum of her own thoughts. No place could have been better for reflection—or escape. She was still astonished that their poor life in Peru had given way to this surreal luxury. It felt less like a blessing and more like waking inside a dream spun by someone else’s hand.

Softly, almost shyly, she hummed God Will Make a Way by Don Moen, her voice blending with the sea breeze. The marble floors already sparkled, tended thrice a week by a cleaner, yet she stooped down and wiped them again, as though polishing the surface of her fortune.

Through the window, life unfolded in fragments. Two birds pecked near the glass. Beyond the trees, a couple strolled hand in hand, laughing like children. Dogs darted in the sand, kicking up joy with every leap. For a moment, the world looked honest. She sighed, turned away, and drifted back into the sitting room.
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Chapter Two: A Visit to the Clinic
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That was when Antonio’s voice echoed with casual precision.
“It would be best if you don’t tell the doctors you’re married. Some of them don’t like dealing with married men. It’s... a principle.”
“I’ll try not to,” Tito replied, uncertainly. This is strange, he thought.

At the hospital, they walked long corridors washed in sterile white. Tito moved quickly, Antonio trailing behind with that strange, practiced sway of his hips. It hadn’t been there in Peru. Tito noticed it, wanted to comment, but swallowed the thought. Why bite the hand that’s dressing me in Hugo Boss suits?

The medical examination—blood, urine, endless questions—dragged on until evening. As they exited, Antonio bumped into two young women, gorgeous, their perfume announcing them before their voices did. They were Cintia’s age, perhaps younger; their skirts barely clung to decency, their gold watches flashed like tiny suns.

“What are you doing here?” one of them asked, planting the customary kisses on Antonio’s cheeks. Their eyes, however, lingered on Tito with an almost startled recognition.

“Routine check,” Antonio grinned. “You know how the boss insists on reports.” He stepped aside for another woman to pass, then clasped palms with them.
“We’ll see you tomorrow at the club.”
As quickly as they appeared, they vanished into the clinic. Tito felt their perfume trail after them like a whisper.

On the drive back, Antonio filled the car with chatter—football, politics, scandals in Marbella. Tito laughed where necessary, but his thoughts were elsewhere, wandering toward Cintia.
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She was waiting at the driveway when they pulled up, smiling as if she were the guardian angel of their fortune. Antonio slipped a crocodile-skin wallet from his pocket, peeled out four crisp fifties, and pressed them into Tito’s palm.
“Take your wife out. Have some fun. On Monday, I’ll collect you at nine. The ladies arrive at ten, and you’ll help them check into the resort. Wear the black suit with the blue tie—you look... interesting.”
Tito nodded, hiding his excitement beneath a worried mask. “I’ll be ready.”

He glanced at the trimmed garden, the manicured lawn, the perfection of wealth that wasn’t his. Behind him, Cintia beamed with radiant pride, and for a fleeting second, he wished the mansion really was their beach house.

But Cintia’s mind was not as cloudless as her smile. She suspected Antonio wasn’t telling the whole truth. The stupid smile on his face was suspicious. Too many pieces didn’t fit: why the lavish suits for a job described as carrying grocery bags? Why the obscene generosity? Why forbid her from following Tito when Antonio had once hinted she would join the agency too? It smelled of secrets, yet the house was too seductive, the temptation too golden to resist.

She let her suspicion simmer quietly, convincing herself that Tito was being cautious, not excluded. And when she recalled how perfectly the suits clung to his frame, a smile tugged at her lips. Soon we’ll be rich, she thought. We’ll buy a Mercedes-Benz with milk-colored leather seats. In five years, maybe less, we’ll be at the top.

She stood before the mirror, studying her reflection. Her skin was fairer than many Spanish girls; her long blond hair shimmered like silk in the light. Nothing in the glass resembled South America. I’m a misplaced European, she thought. Born in Peru, yes, but destiny has roots elsewhere. Once we’re settled, I’ll trace my family line, somewhere in Berlin.
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She leaned closer, brushing a strand behind her ear. For now, the only line that mattered was the one leading straight to fortune.

Stepping away from the mirror, she prowled nervously through the house, her footsteps echoing against marble that felt too polished to belong to her. Beyond the glass, Tito stood on the terraza, gazing into the horizon as though the sea itself held answers.

Cintia slipped her arms around him from behind, pressing her cheek between his shoulder blades.
“I love you so much,” she whispered. “I wish we could live here the rest of our lives.”
Tito’s eyes stayed on the distance, as if he could already glimpse a future rising there. He covered her hands with his own.
“We’ll have a house better than this,” he said with boyish conviction. “Just wait until I hit the jackpot.”
The words were brave, but his smile carried a shadow, as though even he wasn’t sure whether he was betting on fortune—or walking into a trap dressed in Hugo Boss.
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Chapter Three: Dreams on the Terrace
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Cintia rested her chin against Tito’s shoulder, letting the salty breeze tangle her hair. In that moment, the world shrank to the sound of the sea and the warmth of his body. She clung to him as though the marble beneath their feet and the glass walls around them were already theirs.

This is how life was meant to be, she thought. Not in cramped Lima streets where neighbors fought over bread, but here, with the ocean as their witness, their future written in gold.

She imagined a life woven with silk curtains, weekend drives in a Mercedes-Benz with milk-colored leather seats, and evenings where laughter poured like wine. Tito’s promise of a “better house than this” blossomed inside her like prophecy. She saw him conquering the world one handshake at a time, his charm opening doors faster than any key.

Her smile deepened. Fortune isn’t luck, she told herself. It’s timing—and ours has finally come.

She closed her eyes and pictured herself in Madrid’s boutiques, slipping into gowns that smelled of new fabric and ambition. One day, she would no longer be the orphaned girl from Peru, misplaced between continents. She would be Señora Cintia, wife of a man too dazzling to be ignored.

She tightened her hold on Tito, her heart swelling with both love and anticipation. Whatever Antonio’s secrets were, whatever shadows lingered at the edges, she was sure of one thing: the future looked brighter than the Marbella sun.

Illusions in the Sunlight

They strolled around the house. Cintia loosened her embrace but stayed close, drinking in the sight of Tito framed against the vast horizon. His silhouette, straight-backed and strong, looked to her like the outline of a man destined for greatness. She felt as if she had been plucked from the mud of Peru and set upon a pedestal of marble and glass.

Her thoughts bloomed like wildflowers. She pictured herself strolling into luxury boutiques, shop attendants bowing as they carried bags heavy with silk and velvet. In her mind, she dined at candlelit restaurants where violins played, and servers poured champagne with reverence. She saw herself gliding into soirées, every eye tilting toward her, murmuring, Who is she? And she would smile, because the answer would be obvious—she belonged to fortune now, and the world was in her pocket.

A secret thrill ran through her. No one would ever call her an unfortunate orphan again. No whispers of Lima’s poverty would cling to her heels. She would reinvent herself entirely: not Cintia the abandoned child, but Cintia the radiant lady of Marbella, whose husband would one day shake hands with kings and dine with big-time people in business.

She pictured the Mercedes-Benz convertible car with milk-colored leather seats, its windows down, her blond hair sweeping in the wind as Tito laughed beside her. They would drive along the coast, sunlight catching on the hood like a crown of fire. Five years, perhaps less—that was all it would take for their lives to blossom into the perfection she now rehearsed in her imagination.

The mansion around her, borrowed though it was, already felt like a rehearsal for permanence. She touched the white curtains, traced her hand along the marble, and whispered to herself: One day, all this will be mine.

She clung to the dream with a devotion as fierce as prayer, never daring to wonder what price fortune might demand when it finally came calling.

Yet, beneath her bright imaginings, the house seemed to whisper differently. The glass walls reflected more than sunlight; they bent reality, throwing back shadows that didn’t quite belong. Every polished surface glimmered, but in their depths lurked a distortion—like a warning dressed in luxury.

Cintia told herself she was rehearsing for wealth, but sometimes the silence of the mansion felt too rehearsed, too perfect—like a stage waiting for a play she did not yet know the script for. The generous gifts, the endless suits, the open wallet—what kind of work justified such extravagance? She brushed the thought aside, but it returned like a moth circling a flame.

Still, her hope was stronger than her doubt. She clung to Tito’s promises, to the dream of a Mercedes gliding down the coast, to the notion of five short years until they reached the top. Yet somewhere in the background—hidden in Antonio’s smirk, in Julia’s measuring eyes, in the perfume of those girls at the clinic—danger was already threading its way into the fabric of her fortune.
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Chapter Four: The Price of the Jackpot
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Tito lay awake, staring at the ceiling, his chest heavy with unease. The suits, the money, the mansion—all of it glittered like treasure, but he couldn’t shake the thought that jackpots were never free. Fortune, he knew, always demanded a price, and he feared he had already signed the receipt without reading the fine print.

Cintia had pressed him earlier, her voice sharp despite the softness of her embrace. “What exactly do you have to do with those two ladies, Tito? Antonio makes it sound like you’re chained to them day and night. Three whole weeks? Twenty-one days without you coming home? That’s not a job, that’s... something else.”

Tito tried to laugh it off, though the sound rang hollow. “It’s temporary, mi amor. They’re clients. I’m supposed to escort them, ensure their comfort, and carry their bags if needed. That’s all.”

Cintia wasn’t convinced. Her arms crossed, her eyes glittered with both worry and something darker—jealousy. “So while I stay here, watching the sea alone, you’ll be parading around Marbella with two strange women, dressed in designer suits, eating at their tables, laughing at their jokes? And I should be happy with that?”

He reached for her hand, but she pulled away. “Cintia, listen to me. I don’t make the rules. Antonio insists I stay with them throughout their holiday. It’s part of the contract. If I argue, I lose the job before it even begins.”

“Then lose it!” she snapped, her voice breaking. “What kind of husband spends twenty-one nights away from his wife for the sake of strangers?”

The air between them turned heavy, their words slicing through the fragile bubble of luxury that had carried them this far. The mansion felt colder, less like a dream and more like a cage made of glass.

For the first time, Tito wondered if Antonio’s generosity wasn’t an opportunity at all—but a trap, one that demanded not only his loyalty, but perhaps even his marriage.

Love on Trial
Cintia’s voice rose like a storm breaking through the night. “Where will you sleep? Tell me, Tito. Are you going to share a bed with two women? I hope this isn’t polished prostitution in disguise!”

Her words struck him like a slap. Tito sat up straight, eyes flashing. “¡Por Dios, Cintia! Do you even hear yourself? I would never betray you.”

“Then why does it sound like betrayal already?” she shot back, pacing the room like a caged lioness. “Three weeks away, dressed up like a trophy husband for strangers, waiting on them hand and foot—what else am I supposed to think?”

“It’s not like that,” Tito said, his voice tight. “Antonio explained it. I stay with them because that’s the contract. I don’t sleep with them. I don’t touch them. Being around is the job.”

“—just what?” she cut in, her laughter brittle. “Just smile at them? Just listen to their secrets? Just be the pretty boy they flaunt at dinner while their hands creep closer under the table? Worldly women are mean. Please don’t insult me, Tito. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

Tito stood, running his hands through his hair, frustration boiling. “Do you think this is easy for me? You think I like the idea of being away from you for twenty-one nights? But this is the price of the jackpot! If we want to climb out of poverty, we can’t spit on the first ladder that’s given to us.”
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Cintia’s eyes burned. “A ladder built on lies and secrets. What kind of jackpot makes a man abandon his wife at night to sleep God-knows-where? If fortune costs my marriage, Tito, then it isn’t fortune—it’s slavery in silk suits!”

He flinched, her words cutting deeper than she realized. “Don’t call it that. Don’t you dare. Everything I’m doing, I’m doing for us. For you.”

Her voice trembled now, fury and fear colliding. “If this is for me, then stay with me. Refuse Antonio. Prove to me that I come before his agency.”

Tito’s silence stretched between them, heavier than any answer. His jaw tightened, but no words came.

In that silence, Cintia felt something shift—a shadow sliding between them, dimming the glow of her dreams. The mansion’s marble no longer gleamed, the sea no longer sang. Only doubt filled the air, sharp as glass.

Cintia’s voice cracked, high with emotion. “Don’t you see? You’re already changing! Antonio snaps his fingers, and you follow like a puppet. What happens when those women snap theirs? Will you jump for them, too?”

Tito’s fists clenched at his sides. “You’re beginning to sound like a jealous wife, Cintia. This isn’t about women—it’s about opportunity. Can’t you see that?”

“Jealous?” She laughed bitterly. “You think I’m jealous of two painted dolls in designer dresses? No, Tito—I’m terrified. Terrified that you’re blind to what’s happening. You think this is a golden ticket. I think it’s a leash. Back out now before it's too late.”
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Her words rang in his ears, but instead of softening him, they only stoked the fire. He had thought she would jump at the chance—him rubbing shoulders with glamorous women of the highest class, earning money, bringing home the bacon like a champion. Instead, here she was, tearing his dream to shreds before it even started.

Tito felt restless, hemmed in by her doubts. Nothing comes easy, he told himself. If a man wants to rise to the top, he must sweat, sacrifice, and sometimes swallow his pride. Why couldn’t she understand that?

He exhaled sharply, breaking away from her piercing gaze. Without another word, Tito waddled into the sitting room, his steps heavy with frustration. He yanked open the cabinet, pulled out a bottle, and poured himself a drink with hands that trembled more than he cared to admit. He gulped a considerable quantity before letting out the gas. The liquid burned down his throat, but it wasn’t enough to burn away the unease gnawing at him.

Behind him, Cintia stood frozen in the doorway, her arms folded across her chest, her silence louder than any accusation. The gulf between them widened, invisible but undeniable.

For the first time since arriving in Marbella, the house felt less like a dream—and more like a trap disguised as paradise.

Shadows in Her Heart
Cintia lingered in the doorway, arms folded tight across her chest, watching Tito drown his frustration in the burn of liquor. His back was to her, broad and tense, shoulders hunched as though carrying a weight she couldn’t see. A part of her wanted to reach for him, to soften the edge of their quarrel—but another part recoiled, wounded.

Maybe I am just a jealous wife, she thought bitterly. But jealousy was only the surface. Beneath it stirred something sharper—fear.

What if Antonio’s promises were poison wrapped in velvet? What if this “agency” wasn’t business at all, but a masquerade leading Tito into ruin?

The suits, the money, the mansion—at first, they dazzled her. Now they glimmered like bait glinting on a hook. She remembered Antonio’s words: Don’t tell the clients you’re married. Why? What kind of work demanded secrecy about the most innocent truth?

Her gaze slid to Tito’s hand gripping the glass, his knuckles white. She felt a pang of sorrow, almost a sense of guilt. He’s doing this for us, she told herself, though the words felt brittle. But at what cost?

The sea murmured beyond the glass walls, the waves restless, as if echoing her thoughts. Cintia pressed her lips together, a knot forming in her stomach. The life she had dreamed of—silk gowns, leather seats in a Mercedes, glittering soirées—suddenly looked fragile, shadowed by something she could not yet name.

She turned away, retreating into the quiet of the bedroom. Alone, she stared at her reflection in the mirror again, but this time the girl who looked back at her wasn’t radiant or hopeful. She looked trapped—an orphan once more, clinging to a promise that might never be kept.

Tito tossed back the last of his drink, the glass clinking hard against the table as though staking a claim. The alcohol did little to steady him; instead, it fueled the restless energy coiled inside his chest. He paced the sitting room, tugging at his collar, glancing at the suits folded neatly in their boxes as if they were trophies already won.

This is it, he told himself, jaw tightening. The breakthrough. The jackpot. Men don’t climb out of poverty without bleeding a little. Cintia will understand one day—when we’re rich, when we own a house bigger than this, when the world bows before us.
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He smiled faintly at the thought, but it was a smile built on nerves, not certainty. His reflection in the glass doors looked taller, sharper, like a man in the making. He didn’t notice how the reflection also flickered—distorted by shadows he refused to see.
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Chapter Five: The Arrival of Diamonds
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Above him, the house settled into silence. Cintia was somewhere upstairs, retreating into her private fears. Tito, oblivious, carried his restless dreams like a torch. He could not yet see how fragile the flame was, or how easily it might burn them both.

The next morning brought a revelation Tito hadn’t braced for. Helen Walt and Camila Jones—Antonio’s “ladies”—were not what he had expected.

Helen Walt, sixty-one and standing 1.76 meters tall, radiated wealth with every measured breath. She wasn’t old enough to be forgotten, nor young enough to be underestimated. Life, for her, hadn’t slowed—it had simply changed tempo. A woman who seemed to know that sixty was the new thirty, she carried herself like a queen still hungry for the crown and attention.

Her blond hair tumbled in a girlish frizz, the kind of imperfection carefully designed by an expensive stylist. A surgeon had clearly performed wonders; the wrinkles had retreated, though not entirely—her face looked fifty from across the room, and thirty from too close, depending on the angle of light and makeup. Amber eyeshadow softened the lie, and her figure was proof of years in the gym, honed like a weapon against time.

She wore a black polka-dot Dolce & Gabbana gown, paired almost rebelliously with Berluti Playoff calf-leather sneakers. Across her chest glittered a thick gold necklace, heavy enough to anchor a ship, matched by a bracelet and diamond rings so massive they could feed a burglar’s family for a year. Tito knew he was strong, but not trained in martial arts; if thieves stormed the villa, the jewels would be gone in a heartbeat, and he would be little more than decoration in their way.
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Camila Jones, at fifty-nine, was her mirror in spirit if not in detail. Slightly taller, lighter-skinned, with short streaked hair dyed green, she seemed to mock the idea of aging. Her lips curved in a heart shape, her suntan glowed with effort and expense, and any trace of wrinkles had been hidden—or scraped away entirely. She wore a black Gucci gown that clung as if it had been tailored in secret, her ankles adorned with two delicate gold chains. Her Indian jewellery clinked faintly as she moved, and on her finger sat an almond-shaped diamond that rivaled Helen’s in size and arrogance.

Together, the two women shimmered like walking treasure chests, their presence filling the air with the perfume of power and raw cash. They were not merely clients. They were storms in silk gowns, carrying the weight of empires on their fingers.

Tito swallowed hard. Glamour, yes. Wealth beyond measure, yes. But beneath the sparkle, he felt something else—an unspoken rule, a silent danger. These women weren’t here to be protected; they were here to be obeyed. And if fortune demanded a price, Tito suddenly feared it might not be his alone to pay.

They stood before the newly acquired holiday resort, a mansion carved out of indulgence. The house gleamed in the morning light, its gardens and lawns cut so precisely they looked painted onto the earth.

The introduction was mercifully brief. Helen and Camila stared at Tito as though he were an object on display rather than a man. Their silence stretched until Antonio cleared his throat.

“Meet your acquaintances,” he said smoothly. “For the next twenty-one days, you will glue yourself to them—accompany them wherever they go, and do whatsoever they ask you to do.”

“Happy to meet you,” Tito offered with a nervous smile, stretching out his hand.

––––––––
[image: ]


Neither woman moved. The gesture hung awkwardly in the air until Antonio, with a subtle shake of the head, pressed his hand down.

Camila’s lips curved in a smile that was more feline than friendly. She reached up and patted his shoulder lightly, her green eyes glittering with amusement.
“You’re young and handsome,” she said.
“Sounds good to hear that,” Tito replied, forcing a grin that barely disguised the churn in his gut. “That’s a good start.”

Helen tilted her head, studying him the way one might study an expensive piece of art—valuable, but only if it served its purpose.

“You must give them a nice conversation, make them laugh,” Antonio added, as though Tito were a hired jester rather than an escort.

Tito swallowed. What kind of job is this? he thought. What have I gotten myself into? Am I their toy, their pet, their entertainment?

Chatting up women had never been his strong suit. He could play the charming husband for Cintia, yes, but small talk with strangers—wealthy, intimidating strangers—was a burden. Especially when it was forced, when silence was a risk and laughter a requirement.

This isn’t a job, Tito reasoned. This is a performance. And one wrong line might cost more than applause.

The Interview Without Questions

Helen finally broke the silence, her voice silky but edged with authority.
“So, Tito... do you dance?”
Tito blinked. “Dance? Uh—yes. Well... sometimes. The Bachata dance... At weddings. And birthdays. Mostly after three cups of brandy on ice.”

Camila’s laugh tinkled like ice cubes in a glass. “That’s honest. Good. We like honesty. But three cups of brandy? Darling, you’ll need champagne in Marbella.”

Helen leaned closer, her perfume clouding the air. “And tell us—can you cook?”

“Cook? I can fry eggs and make a Spanish omelette. With practice, I can even make paella without burning the pot.”

The two women exchanged a glance and then burst into laughter. Diamonds winked on their fingers as they clapped like amused spectators. Tito’s ears burned crimson.

“Don’t worry,” Camila said, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. “You’re not here to cook. But you are here to entertain. Can you tell stories? Something funny? Something... juicy?”

Tito shifted his weight. His throat felt dry. “Well... once in Peru, I tried to impress a girl by riding a bicycle downhill with my hands raised above my head. I ended up in a ditch, chased along the bush by a puma.”

For a beat, silence reigned. Then Helen threw her head back and laughed, the sound booming across the polished terrace. Camila laughed too, though hers was more of a purr than a roar.

“Perfect,” Helen said, wiping her eyes. “You’re clumsy but charming. That will do. Women our age don’t want perfection—we want amusement. We want... distraction.”

Tito forced a grin, though his heart thudded. Distraction? From what? And for how long?

Antonio, standing nearby, smirked as if he’d just won a bet. “You see? You’ll do fine.”

But Tito wasn’t so sure. To him, the laughter felt like applause at a comedy he hadn’t auditioned for, and the stage lights were far too bright.

Terms and Conditions Apply
Helen tapped a manicured finger against her necklace, the diamonds flashing like a warning light. “Let’s be clear, Tito. You are young, handsome, and amusing—but you are also ours for the next three weeks. No excuses, no disappearing acts. When we go out, you go out. When we stay in, you stay in. Always by our side.”

Camila nodded, her smile curling like smoke. “And if we get bored, we expect you to fix it. Quickly. Laughter, stories, conversation, even silence if we demand it. You are here to match our moods.”

Tito shifted on his feet, uneasy. “I understand... I’ll do my best. Everything will be alright.”

Helen’s eyes narrowed, catching the hesitation. “Your best? Darling, your best isn’t good enough unless we say it is. You will not look bored. You will not complain. And you will never—ever mention any girl's name here.”

That last word landed like a stone. Tito’s mouth went dry.

Camila stepped closer, her green eyes bright with amusement, though her tone was a blade wrapped in velvet. “You see, Tito, women like us don’t enjoy sharing attention. We expect you to behave as though we are the only two people in your world. If you can’t manage that illusion, we’ll find someone who can.”

Helen’s hand brushed his arm, lingering too long. “And one more thing: discretion. Whatever you see, hear, or do in our company—stays with us. If we learn otherwise...” She let the threat dangle like a jewel in the air.

Antonio chuckled, breaking the silence. “Simple rules, Tito. Even a goat-chaser from Peru can follow them.”

The women laughed again, their diamonds shimmering like a mockery of sunlight. Tito forced a grin, but inside his stomach twisted. The job no longer felt like work—it felt like captivity with a gilded collar.

Tito kept the smile plastered on his face until the women turned their attention back to Antonio. Only then did he let his lips slacken, the weight of their words pressing on him like chains hidden beneath silk.

Rules, he thought bitterly. Not a job description—rules. It feels like I’ve been shoehorned into a role I didn’t audition for.

He shifted his shoulders, still feeling the ghost of Helen’s touch on his arm. Camila’s words echoed sharper than he wanted to admit: Behave as though we are the only two people in your world.

His stomach knotted. Was he still Tito, the ambitious orphan from Peru trying to climb out of poverty? Or had he just been recast as a toy—polished, suited, and set out to amuse two women dripping with diamonds?
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The suits, the mansion, the money—all of it suddenly looked like props. Tito wasn’t rising to the top; he was being groomed for display, paraded like a well-fed dog that could fetch, smile, and keep its mouth shut.

What am I supposed to talk about? he asked himself. How long can I fake laughter before it dries up? How long before I stumble, say the wrong thing, and watch this glittering illusion collapse on my head?

From the corner of his eye, he saw Antonio smirking, arms folded, satisfied like a man who had just sold a fine horse at auction. Tito swallowed hard. His torch of restless dreams still burned—but for the first time, he saw how easily it could become a flame that consumed him.
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Chapter Six: The Price of Laughter
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“I read an article in the newspaper about how hungry people are in Peru,” Camila said breathlessly, her voice brimming with excitement. “Young folks are desperate to reach the West. Girls get deceived into Europe, promised greener pastures, and many end up in prostitution. It’s always the same trick—bad folks selling dreams that turn into chains. One of those popular pieces, but still chilling.”

Helen raised a languid hand, her long manicured nails glittering like scarlet daggers. She waved them as though batting away an annoying memory. “I hate to remember Havana,” she sighed. “Oh, just don’t—don’t remind me of that nightmare.”

Tito caught the intimate undertone in the exchange, the secret rhythm between the two women, like a song only they knew.

“People will try anything to wriggle free from poverty,” Camila continued, her eyes narrowing mischievously as she glanced at Antonio, then slid her gaze back to Tito. 

“What she wants to know, Tito, is... do you agree?”

Helen grinned, lips curving like a cat about to play with a mouse. “What she’s really asking, Tito, is how far you’d go to climb out of poverty.”

“No, no,” Camila interrupted, her voice lilting like a blade wrapped in silk. “I hate to be rushed. What I’m asking is whether you would... well, you know what I mean. You don’t really want me to spell it out, do you?”

“You just did, girlfriend,” Helen chuckled, her laughter as sharp as broken glass yet oddly musical.
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“That’s how deep I could go.” Camila shifted in her seat, her body undulating with the slippery grace of a fish trying to leap out of water.

The women burst into warm laughter—two different fires burning from the same spark. Tito, however, stood there looking like the odd man out, a fool caught in their current.

“These ladies,” he thought grimly, “with their piles of cash and airs, acting like they own the world.” He wanted to laugh at their arrogance, but the joke felt too sharp for his lips.

Still, he wasn’t entirely unlucky. He had been set up merely to escort two women who already found entertainment in each other. That meant his body—his greatest fear—was safe from their games, at least for now. Let them rant about Peru, let them spit their judgments across the table. He would nod and play along. After all, survival was its own kind of laughter.
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Chapter Seven: Calls and Caution
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Mrs. Helen and Camila wanted to make some “business and family calls.” Or maybe they didn’t wish to Tito eavesdropping on whatever scheming melody they were composing. In any case, they asked him—politely but firmly—to take a walk down the long lawn and stay there until further notice.

Tito nodded obediently, already thinking of Cintia. The request felt like a small blessing. Instead of going to the kitchen for water, he veered toward the garden, wandering until he found a giant tree shading a quiet patch of grass. He sat down, well out of sight from the ladies, and pulled out his phone. The one instruction he was determined to break was the “no-calls-to-your-wife” rule.

He looked around cautiously, then dialed. The phone rang twice before Cintia’s voice came through, sharp and cold enough to chill the afternoon air.

“You said you weren’t allowed to make phone calls.”

“Yes,” Tito said softly, “but I wanted to hear your voice. I miss you.”

Her sigh came through the line like a door creaking open. “How are you doing?”

“Sitting with two old ladies dripping in cash and diamonds,” he said dryly, “listening to their never-ending comedy show.”

“Have you gone shopping with them yet?”

“Not really. The ladies mostly sit around and talk... endlessly.”

“They talk about what exactly?”
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“Oh, the sacred scriptures of womanhood,” Tito replied with mock solemnity. “Clothes, money, fashion, men, and every other mystery known to womankind.”

Cintia chuckled despite herself. “Have you at least gone to the beach?”

“No,” he said quickly. “You know my Christian faith doesn’t support body exhibition in beaches or pools.”

She laughed. “Still the same pious Tito. How far are you from me?”

“I don’t know exactly,” he said. 

“If you send me the address, I could sneak over.”

“That’d be risky. I could get caught.”

“The idea of staying in this mansion alone is frightening,” she confessed.

“Watch movies. Play games. Call your friends in Lima,” Tito advised gently. “You’ll have to adjust. It’s only the first day—you’ve got twenty more to go.”

“Can’t you come over? Even for ten minutes?”

“I would,” Tito sighed, “but the ladies are watching me like hawks. I have to play nice—that’s the job. Be available, always smiling.”

A sound broke the stillness. Footsteps—too close. Tito’s instincts snapped to attention. He hung up quickly and turned around.

Antonio stood behind him like an uninvited ghost.

“You scared me,” Tito exhaled.

“You’re not allowed to make calls to your wife,” Antonio said, his tone half whisper, half warning. “The ladies could show up anytime.”

“I know,” Tito muttered. “But I needed to talk to her.”

They both turned toward the sound of laughter drifting from the poolside. From where they stood, they could see sunlit figures—people bronzed by indulgence, dripping with gold chains and good living. The women sparkled with diamond studs, their smiles rehearsed and radiant. It was a paradise of privilege, a tableau of everything Tito did not have.

He watched silently, thinking that even in heaven, someone like him would probably be hired to serve drinks.

The Proposal

The crowd’s laughter by the pool rippled through the air like the hum of a distant carnival. Tito leaned lazily against the fence, watching the parade of dazzling bodies with detached amusement. The women in bikinis shimmered like bright fish in a glass tank—beautiful, oblivious, and out of reach. For a fleeting second, he felt almost human again, not a paid companion lost in luxury.

But the moment was shattered when Helen and Camila appeared from behind the trees like twin conspirators in a soap opera.

“Well, what next, ladies?” Tito asked, trying to mask his surprise with charm.

“A nice hot shower, good food, and some cold drinks,” Helen replied, her voice sultry and commanding. She walked toward the fence, brushed her manicured fingers along the vines, and added with a smirk, “This would be a perfect location for CSI: Miami. All that sun, all that sin.”

Camila followed her gaze, then turned to Tito, one brow arched. “You seem to enjoy watching women in bikinis.”

Tito grinned, caught off guard but unwilling to surrender the verbal battlefield. “Not really. But seeing happy people waddling around in swimsuits is quite... educational, don’t you think?”

Helen laughed lightly; Camila rolled her eyes. Together, they strolled back toward the porch, their heels clicking like synchronized metronomes. Antonio, ever the quiet chauffeur, paused by his car for a brief word with Helen before driving off, leaving Tito standing between the two women like a dessert they hadn’t decided how to eat.

They entered the sitting room, the scent of expensive perfume hanging in the air like a soft threat. Helen and Camila sank into the velvet couch while Tito stood awkwardly, waiting for instructions.

“How much are you paid for this job?” Camila asked suddenly, her blonde hair catching the fluorescent light like spun gold.

“Three thousand euros monthly,” Tito answered plainly. “This is my first assignment—fresh out of training.”

Helen tilted her head, her lips curving. “There’s always a first day in every job,” she said, her sarcasm sharp enough to slice fruit.

Camila smiled, lazy and dangerous. “You could make two thousand more—if you give us what we want.”

Tito blinked. “Come again?”

Helen leaned forward, eyes glittering. “She’s talking about a renumeration increase—provided we approve of your... performance.”
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The words hit him like a slap and an invitation at once. Whatever fog had lingered before now cleared with brutal precision. The implication was clear: not just escort duty—entertainment duty. The cozy, weird kind. His heart began to hammer in his chest like a demolition drill.

He thought of Cintia—his faithful wife, probably saying her evening prayers while he stood there being propositioned like a cabaret act. Two extra thousand euros for keeping company with wealthy women? No, two extra thousand for rolling around in silk sheets with women old enough to be his mother. The thought made his stomach twist.

“If you’re lucky,” Helen purred, “and I know you will be, we’ll all be... compatible. Julia assured us of your maximum cooperation.” She turned to Camila, who licked her crimson lips and nodded approvingly. “So, are we on the same page?”

The question hung in the air, sweet and venomous. Tito’s mind raced—calculations, excuses, his Christian discipline, and moral warnings—all colliding in the same breath. He could almost see the euros stacking in his head like poker chips, glowing with possibility. Poverty had a way of baptizing men in bad decisions.

He’d grown up in a Catholic orphanage where desire was a sin, and temptation wore a nun’s frown. Sex before marriage was forbidden. Ironically, it was that very doctrine that had pushed him to marry Cintia early, to silence his restless body. Now here he was—offered redemption in euros and ruin in lipstick.

“I’m not... experienced in things like this,” Tito stammered finally. “You might find me boring.”

He had meant it as a deterrent. Instead, it worked like gasoline on an open flame.

Helen’s lips parted in delight. “You get another thousand for your first time.”

And that was the last straw. The moral scaffolding collapsed like a house of cards. Tito exhaled, nodded, and smiled faintly—the weary smile of a man who just sold his conscience on discount.

“All right,” he said quietly. “I’m... on the same page.”

Helen clapped once, triumphant. Camila laughed softly. And somewhere in the distance, Tito swore he could still hear the poolside music—the carefree laughter of strangers who, unlike him, didn’t have to sell their souls by the hour.

The Thunder of Remorse

The next morning arrived like a bad joke told by a hangover. Tito woke up staring at a ceiling so white it mocked him. The air smelled faintly of jasmine and regret. Somewhere, a blender whirred in the kitchen, turning innocent fruits into cocktails of sin.

He turned on the bed, saw the scattered silk sheets, and froze. A red heel lay on the floor like evidence. A single earring gleamed on the pillow beside him, daring him to pretend it had all been a dream. But no—his aching body and the faint trace of perfume on his skin said otherwise. He had done it. Saint Tito, the orphan boy who once led rosary prayers, had officially fallen from grace.

He shut his eyes, and there she was—Cintia. Not the laughing, patient woman he married, but the version that appeared only in his guilt: her face pale, eyes glistening with betrayal. She wasn’t screaming or breaking plates. No—she was crying silently, which hurt worse. Her tears fell like stones, and each drop echoed in his chest like thunder.

“You fool,” he told himself. 
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