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1. The Shadow of Power
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Valentina crossed the marble vestibule with her head held high. The gilded columns reflected the light from the crystal chandeliers, creating an opulent atmosphere that made her feel small. She wore the black silk dress he had sent her, a garment that clung to her body like a second skin. Each step echoed through the heavy silence of the mansion.

“Valentina?” Alejandro’s voice stopped her halfway across the room.

She turned slowly. He was leaning against the frame of his study door, dressed in a dark suit that seemed to absorb the light. His dark eyes travelled over her from head to toe, as though assessing every inch of her skin.

“Alejandro,” she replied steadily, though her hands trembled slightly behind her back.

He approached with slow, deliberate steps. The scent of his cologne filled the space between them, a blend of wood and spice that always unsettled her. He lifted a hand and traced the line of her collarbone with his finger, leaving a trail of warmth along her skin.

“You look perfect,” he murmured. “You always look perfect for me.”

Valentina held her breath. Her body responded to his closeness, a mixture of fear and desire that confused her. Alejandro had had that effect on her since the first day they met, at that charity gala where he had looked at her as though she were another trophy for his collection.

“Why did you ask me to come?” she asked, trying to maintain control of the situation.

He smiled, a subtle curve that did not reach his eyes. “I need you to accompany me tonight. There’s a business dinner. I want everyone to see that you’re mine.”

Valentina pressed her lips together. You’re mine. Those words had tormented her for months. Alejandro had rescued her from her mediocre life, had given her luxuries and experiences she had never imagined, but in return he demanded total submission.

“I’m not property,” she said, more firmly than she felt.

Alejandro laughed, a low sound that vibrated in her chest. “Do you really believe that?” he said, bringing his face closer to hers. “Everything in this world is property. And you... you are the most valuable of all.”

Before she could respond, the front door opened. A man in a suit entered, his severe expression immediately tightening the atmosphere. Alejandro turned, his own expression changing at once.

“What is it, Mateo?” he asked in an authoritative tone.

Mateo approached and whispered something in Alejandro’s ear. Valentina could not hear the words, but she saw Alejandro’s jaw tighten. For a moment, a shadow of concern crossed his face, something she rarely saw in him.

“We’ll have to postpone dinner,” Alejandro said, turning back to Valentina. “A problem has arisen.”

Valentina nodded, feeling a strange mixture of relief and disappointment. “Is there anything I can do?”

Alejandro looked at her intently, as though weighing her question. “Yes,” he said at last. “Stay here. Do not leave this house until I return.”

It was an order, not a request. Valentina felt the familiar knot in her stomach, that sensation of being trapped between desire and fear. But something in Alejandro’s eyes was different this time. There was urgency there, a vulnerability she had never seen before.

“Are you all right?” she asked, this time with genuine concern.

He hesitated for a second, a fleeting doubt that Valentina caught before it vanished. “Just business, darling. It’s always just business.”

With those words, he left, leaving her alone in the marble vestibule. She stood motionless, listening to his footsteps fade until silence once again ruled the mansion. But this time, the silence felt different, heavy with secrets and dangers she was only beginning to understand.

She walked to the window and looked out at the moonlit garden. For a moment, she considered the possibility of escape, of leaving behind that life of luxury and chains. But something held her back. It was not only fear of what Alejandro might do if he found her. It was something more complicated, deeper.

A part of her, the part she hated to admit, enjoyed the intensity of their relationship. She enjoyed the way Alejandro looked at her, the way her body responded to his presence, even when her mind screamed at her to run. It was a contradiction that consumed her day and night.

“You’re mad,” she whispered to herself. “Absolutely mad.”

But she knew she would not leave. Not that night. Perhaps never. With a sigh, she turned and headed for the staircase, determined to explore that house which was her prison and, paradoxically, her only refuge.

The upper rooms were decorated with the same opulent taste as the vestibule, yet there was a coldness to them, as though no one truly lived there. She opened doors and looked into empty spaces, feeling increasingly like an intruder in a world that did not belong to her.

Until she found Alejandro’s study.

The half-open door invited her in. The study was different from the rest of the house. Here, books lay in disarray, papers were scattered across the desk, and a worn leather chair seemed to be the only place truly used in the entire mansion.

She approached the desk with curiosity. On the dark wood sat a framed photograph she had never seen before. It showed Alejandro with a woman who looked alarmingly like her. The woman was smiling, a genuine smile that lit up her face, and Alejandro was looking at her with a tenderness Valentina had never received from him.

With trembling hands, she picked up the frame. Who was that woman? And why did Alejandro keep that photograph hidden in his study?

As she examined the image, she noticed something on the back. A date had been written by hand: five years ago. Five years before she had met Alejandro.

Her heart pounded in her chest. She needed answers, needed to understand what that photograph meant and who that woman was who seemed to be her perfect double.

She replaced the photograph and searched the desk more carefully. Among the papers, she found a sealed envelope with her name written in Alejandro’s distinctive handwriting. Her heart in her throat, she opened it.

Inside was a single sheet of paper with an address she did not recognise and a brief note: “If I ever disappear, go here.”

A chill ran down her spine. What did that mean? Was Alejandro in danger? Or was he the danger himself?

She slipped the envelope into the pocket of her dress, determined to investigate the address the following day. But first, she needed to remain calm and act as though she knew nothing when Alejandro returned.

When she heard footsteps in the vestibule, she hurried out of the study and closed the door softly. She descended the stairs with the composure Alejandro expected of her, though inside she was trembling.

He was waiting in the vestibule, his expression unreadable. “Everything all right?” he asked.

Valentina nodded, forcing a smile. “Perfect. I was exploring a little.”

Alejandro stepped closer, his eyes scrutinising her as though searching for any sign that something was wrong. “You shouldn’t pry into my things,” he said softly, though his voice carried a warning.

“I wasn’t prying,” Valentina replied, holding his gaze. “Just being curious.”

He watched her for a moment longer before smiling. “Tomorrow we’ll have a date. Just you and me. No interruptions.”

Valentina nodded, though her mind was elsewhere. She needed time alone to investigate that address, to discover what secrets Alejandro was hiding.
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2. The Awakening of Secrets 
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The light of dawn filtered through the heavy curtains, sketching golden rays across the wall opposite the bed. Valentina awoke before Alejandro, as she usually did. She slipped carefully from beneath the sheets, her bare feet meeting the chill of the marble without making a sound. The envelope with the address seemed to burn on the bedside table, a constant reminder of the decision she had to make.

She dressed in jeans and a simple blouse, clothes she had kept at the back of the wardrobe, garments Alejandro preferred not to see her wearing. Before leaving the room, she looked once more at the sleeping man. His face, relaxed in slumber, appeared less threatening, almost vulnerable. Valentina felt a tug in her chest, a mixture of affection and resentment she could not untangle.

“Don’t think about that now,” she whispered to herself as she softly closed the door.

She went downstairs, the mansion silent at that early hour. The staff had not yet arrived, which gave her a window of opportunity. She took the keys to a sports car from the hook in the kitchen, an act of rebellion that quickened her pulse. The engine roared when she started it, a powerful sound that contrasted with her nervousness.

Driving through the city streets felt like liberation. The wind tangled her hair, the sun warmed her skin. For a few minutes, she felt like an ordinary person, not the property of a powerful man. The address led her to an old neighbourhood, with stone buildings and cobbled streets that seemed frozen in time.

She parked a block away and walked to the indicated number. It was a small second-hand bookshop, with a worn wooden sign that read “The Refuge of Words.” Valentina hesitated for a moment before entering, the bell above the door announcing her arrival.

The interior smelled of old paper and leather. Shelves stretching to the ceiling were crammed with books, creating a labyrinth that invited exploration. Behind the counter, an elderly woman with reading glasses looked up.

“Can I help you?” she asked in a gentle voice.

Valentina approached, feeling her heart pound. “I’m looking for someone. I was told I might find him here.”

The woman studied her over her glasses. “That depends on whom you’re looking for. Many people come here seeking different things.”

“I’m looking for a man named Rafael,” Valentina said, recalling the name she had seen on one of the papers in Alejandro’s study. “Rafael Morales.”

The woman’s expression changed almost imperceptibly. “I don’t know anyone by that name.”

A wave of frustration washed over Valentina. “Please, it’s important. I have this address.”

She took out the envelope, but the woman raised a hand. “I don’t need to see it. If you were given this address, it was for a reason. Come back tomorrow at the same time.”

“Tomorrow?” Panic began to rise within her. “I can’t wait until tomorrow.”

The woman sighed
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