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PROLOGUE
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There are scars that no one can see.
They hide beneath the skin, in the folds of the soul, in those dark corners where we keep the truths that terrify us. They are the marks left by love when it turns into poison, when sweet words become invisible chains, and when beauty reveals itself as a perfectly crafted mask designed to hide the abyss.
This is not a book about love. Or perhaps it is—but it is the kind of love that destroys, that consumes, that makes you forget who you were before someone convinced you that you were not enough. It is a book about the most dangerous seduction of all: the one that makes you believe your own destruction is a form of growth.

Have you ever met someone who seemed to see right through you? Someone whose gaze made you feel naked, vulnerable, yet astonishingly alive. Someone who knew exactly what to say to make you feel special and unique, as if you had finally found the person who truly understood you.

Now ask yourself: what price would you be willing to pay for that feeling?

Psychological manipulation does not come with warnings. It does not knock on your door, announcing itself as the monster it is. It arrives dressed in elegance, in culture, in beautiful words that sound like poetry. It comes with flowers and promises, with intense looks and conversations that make you feel smarter, deeper, and more interesting than you have ever felt.

And when you finally realize that you have been bleeding all this time, the wounds are already so deep that you don’t know if you can survive them.

Valeria didn’t know that night at the art gallery would change her life forever. She didn’t know that the man with dark eyes and an enigmatic smile who approached her to speak about beauty and pain would be the one to teach her the true meaning of both words. She didn’t know that love can be the most sophisticated form of violence and that the deepest scars are the ones no one else can see.

This is her story. But it could also be yours—or someone you know. Because emotional abuse does not discriminate; it does not choose weak or naive victims. It chooses anyone with a heart open enough to trust, brave enough to love, and human enough to believe they deserve to be loved.

The scars of truth are the hardest to heal. But they are also the ones that teach us who we really are when everything else has been stripped away.

Welcome to this story. I hope you never have to live it.
But if you already have, I hope you find here the reflection of your own strength and the promise that healing—though slow and painful—is always possible.
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CHAPTER 1: THE ENCOUNTER
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The art gallery was bathed in a soft light that made the pieces on display shimmer like jewels in a velvet chest. She walked among the paintings at a slow pace, letting her eyes wander over the strokes of color that seemed to tell silent stories. It was a Friday night, and the city outside pulsed with its frenetic rhythm, but within these walls, everything was calm, contemplative, and beautiful.

Her name was Valeria, though few truly knew who she was behind that name. At twenty-eight, she worked as an editor for a small independent publishing house—a job she loved, though it barely allowed her to live comfortably. Her life was simple, almost monastic: books, coffee, long walks in the park, and occasional visits to galleries where she could dream of worlds that seemed out of reach.

That evening she wore a simple black dress she had bought at a secondhand shop, yet it fit her as if it had been made for her. Her chestnut hair fell in soft waves over her shoulders, and her green eyes reflected the lamplight with a particular sparkle. She wasn’t conventionally beautiful, but there was something about her that drew attention: a mix of fragility and strength, innocence and depth.

She was studying an abstract painting, trying to decipher its meaning, when she felt a presence beside her. It wasn’t physical—it was a sensation, as if the very air had changed temperature. She turned slowly and saw him.

He was the most impeccably handsome man she had ever seen.

Tall and athletic yet elegant, he wore a dark gray three-piece suit that looked tailored by a master craftsman. His white shirt was immaculate, and the navy silk tie was knotted with near-geometric precision. His shoes gleamed like black mirrors. But it wasn’t just his clothing that made him stand out.

His face was disturbingly beautiful. Chiseled features, a strong jaw, high cheekbones, and a mouth seemingly designed to utter words capable of both comforting and destroying. His black hair was slicked back, projecting complete control, and his eyes... his eyes were an indefinable color, somewhere between gray and green, flecked with gold that seemed to shift with the light. They were eyes that looked at you as if they could read every thought, every secret, every fear hidden deep in your soul.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” he said, his voice deep and velvety, vibrating in Valeria’s chest. “The way the artist uses red to express passion but blends it with black to show that every passion carries a seed of destruction.”

Valeria blinked, surprised not only by the interruption but also by the precision of his observation. It was exactly what she had been thinking, though she hadn’t been able to put it into words.

“Yes,” she replied softly. “It’s as if he’s telling us we can’t live without risking suffering.”

The man smiled, and that smile was like sunlight piercing dark clouds. There was something magnetic about it, something that made looking away impossible.

“What a profound observation,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m Damián Cortés. Art collector, occasional investor in emerging talent.”

Valeria took his hand and felt an electric current run through her arm. His hand was warm and firm, lingering a second longer than necessary before releasing hers.

“Valeria Morales,” she said. “I’m an editor. I don’t know much about art, but I like coming here... to think.”

“To think?” Damián tilted his head with genuine curiosity. “And what does an editor think about while staring at abstract art on a Friday night?”

Valeria felt her cheeks flush slightly. There was something in the way he looked at her that made her feel naked and vulnerable, yet also seen in a way no one had ever seen her before.

“I think in stories,” she admitted. “Each painting tells a different story. This one, for instance, speaks to me of someone who loved too much and paid the price for it.”

Damián watched her silently for a few seconds that felt like an eternity. Then he nodded slowly, as if she had passed an invisible test.

“You have the soul of a poet, Valeria Morales,” he said. “It’s rare to find someone who sees beyond the surface. Most people here are just looking for something that matches their living room sofa.”

Valeria laughed softly, a sound that seemed to please Damián in a way she didn’t fully understand.

“And you?” she asked, feeling an unusual boldness. “What do you seek when you come to a gallery?”

Damián’s smile widened, though there was something in it she couldn’t quite read.

“I seek beauty,” he replied. “Not the superficial beauty everyone can see. I seek the beauty hidden in cracks, in imperfections, in scars. Because that is where truth resides.”

Valeria felt a shiver run down her spine. There was something in those words that sounded both like a warning and a promise.

For the next hour, they walked through the gallery together. Damián spoke about art with impressive erudition, citing artists, movements, and aesthetic theories with the ease of someone who had devoted years to study. But he also asked questions—questions that went beyond social courtesy. He wanted to know what books Valeria edited, why she had chosen her profession, her dreams, her fears, and her disappointments.

And Valeria, normally reserved with strangers, found herself speaking with a surprising openness. There was something about Damián that invited confession, as if he were a secular priest before whom one could deposit all sins without fear of judgment.

“Do you live alone?” he asked at one point, as they observed a bronze sculpture of two entwined figures.

“Yes,” Valeria replied. “For three years. I had a relationship that... didn’t work out.”

“He didn’t value you?” The question was direct, unflinching.

Valeria was taken aback by the accuracy of his assumption.

“Not exactly,” she said. “I think he loved me in his own way, but I... I always felt like I gave more than I received. In the end, I realized I was losing parts of myself trying to be what he needed me to be.”

Damián nodded with understanding.

“Love can be a form of self-destruction when given without reciprocity,” he said. “But it can also be the most transformative experience in a human life. The problem is, we never know which it will be until it’s too late.”

Valeria looked at him, intrigued by the melancholy she sensed in his voice.

“You speak as if you’ve experienced both,” she observed.

Damián smiled, though this time the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“I’ve experienced many things, Valeria,” he said. “Some beautiful, some terrible. But all have taught me something valuable about human nature.”

When the gallery announced it would close in fifteen minutes, Valeria felt a pang of disappointment. The evening had flown by, and she didn’t want it to end. Damián seemed to sense her feelings.

“Would you like to continue this conversation somewhere else?” he asked. “I know a small café just a few blocks away. They make the best espresso in the city, and they stay open late.”

Valeria knew she should decline. She didn’t know this man, and every warning she had ever heard about strangers rang in her mind. But there
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