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Author's Note

Throughout this story, I delved into a territory that blended suspense, mystery, and complex human interactions. The Villeneuve Mansion, with its secrets and multifaceted characters, was the stage where profound questions about revenge, redemption, and difficult choices were addressed. Each character, with their flaws and hidden intentions, plays a crucial role in the development of the plot, becoming an integral part of a game that transcends the simple act of survival.

The story, therefore, seeks not only to tell a mystery tale, but also to challenge the reader to reflect on what lies behind human actions, the choices we make, the lies we tell, and the consequences that follow. The truth is often darker than we'd like to admit, and perhaps, just perhaps, true "death" isn't the end, but the transformation that occurs when we face what we fear most.

Thank you for embarking on this dark journey with these characters. Like any good thriller, this story leaves more questions than answers, and that's how I'd like it to be remembered.




— Sylvesther


Preface

At the Villeneuve mansion, a deadly game of secrets and lies unfolds. Between characters full of shadows and hidden agendas, tension builds like a storm about to break. When Isabelle Villeneuve, an enigmatic and vengeful woman, is presumed dead after a mysterious fall, the guests gathered at her home find themselves caught in a web of mistrust and mystery.

Young Ross, initially considered innocent, becomes the center of a truth more complex than anyone could have imagined. With secrets hidden in envelopes and revelations emerging, the lines between good and evil become blurred.

The relentless rain and the whispers of an old house amplify the sense that something much deeper is at stake than a simple tragedy. On a night that could have been like any other, everyone's lives will be forever changed by choices that aren't always clear.

This is a tale of intrigue, revenge and revelations, where the real danger is not what is visible, but what remains hidden in the shadows.
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Chapter 1 - The Invitation

On a crisp autumn afternoon, as fog crept through the city's winding streets, eight invitations sealed with red wax and bearing the illustrious Madame Villeneuve's coat of arms were delivered by a mysterious messenger. Each recipient received the same elegant and disturbing notice:

"Madam,

I have the pleasure and urgency to invite you to a special dinner at my mansion, tomorrow at 6 pm.

I apologize for the last-minute invitation, but a revelation of utmost importance needs to be shared, something that could shape the future of each of you.

I look forward to your presence.


Best regards,
Mrs. Isabelle Villeneuve"


The invitations, written in black ink on heavyweight paper, quickly sparked curiosity, fear, and speculation among the guests, each with their own story and unique connection to the hostess.

On the same afternoon she wrote and sent out the invitations, Madame Villeneuve made an unusual decision. She donned her best coat and summoned her nephew, a ten-year-old boy who lived in her care. Although she had taken him in out of obligation rather than genuine affection, she made a point of caring for his education and appearance, keeping him impeccable as a reflection of his name.

Before leaving, Madame Villeneuve gave clear instructions to her housekeeper: that the silverware be polished to a shine and that the guest dishes be washed and inspected for the following day's dinner. She ordered the butler to select seven bottles of the finest wine from her vast cellar, ensuring that each was worthy of such a special occasion.

With her orders given, she walked to the garage, where her black Mercedes gleamed, an impeccably maintained car that had never been driven before. It was a vehicle kept as a status symbol, but now, for reasons no one could fathom, Madame Villeneuve had decided to take the wheel herself.

As she left the mansion, the Mercedes' engine echoed through the property, and the madam's attentive gaze reflected a restless mind, full of thoughts. That day was different. She was aware that everything she did, every decision, every detail, was part of something larger, something no one yet understood.


Chapter 2 - The Arrival

On the ancient, collector's-grade grandfather clock in the mansion's imposing foyer, it was just before six o'clock. The hands ticked slowly, producing a deep, rhythmic sound that filled the room with an aura of solemnity. The polished marble reflected the golden light of dusk, and the silence was almost absolute, broken only by the occasional crackle of the fireplace in the adjoining room.

It was then that the butler, a man of indeterminate age but impeccable posture, heard the distinct sound of tires on gravel. Immediately afterward, a beam of light cut through the growing darkness, casting wavering shadows on the tall columns of the main entrance. The engine cut, and for a brief moment, silence reigned again. But not for long. Car doors opened, footsteps echoed down the marble staircase, and the butler knew that the previously peaceful night was about to change.

With the precision of someone accustomed to anticipating events, he adjusted his white gloves and walked to the front door. "Who was the first to arrive?" the butler wondered.

The butler adjusted his gloves precisely before turning the golden handle of the main door. As he opened it, his experienced eyes quickly spotted both cars parked in the gravel courtyard. A gleaming blue import, with aerodynamic curves and impeccable finish, exuded sophistication. However, beside it, the Brazilian car displayed a discreet grandeur, with classic lines and a refinement that surpassed even the shine of the foreign car.

It took him no more than a few seconds to recognize the occupants. Madame Villeneuve's doctor and lawyer were there, standing in front of their luxurious vehicles, exchanging a formal handshake. Both wore impeccable suits, and their faces bore expressions of solemnity. The butler showed no surprise, but he felt the air shift.

With the precision of someone who had witnessed decisive moments in that mansion, he stepped aside, leaving room for the newcomers to enter. Whatever they had to discuss would surely change the course of the evening. And, perhaps, the history of that house itself.

The two men soon entered. The doctor, always with his austere expression, and the lawyer, with his impeccably tailored suit, exchanged a simple greeting with the butler, polite but distant, as was typical between the wealthy and their servants. The butler inclined his head slightly in response, displaying nothing more than his usual professional neutrality.

But as he closed the door behind them, his mind was already racing. He cast a discreet glance at the vehicles parked side by side and wondered: why had these two arrived together? Was it just a coincidence, or had they arranged to arrive at the same time? Something about the scene seemed meticulously calculated, and the butler, with years of experience observing unnoticed, knew that chance rarely ruled such encounters.

Taking a deep breath, he adjusted his gloves and headed inside, preparing himself for another night at Madame Villeneuve's mansion, a night that, he felt, would bring more questions than answers.

Before he'd even taken three or four steps inside, the butler heard another sound coming from outside. The distinct screech of tires rolling over gravel interrupted his thoughts. Another car.

He paused for a moment, feeling the weight of this new development. So many visitors were unusual, and the successive arrival of important people indicated that the planned dinner would be a success.

With the same precision as before, he turned and returned to the entrance. The folds of his robe adjusted perfectly to the movement, and his white gloves slid over the golden doorknob as he pulled, once more, on the mansion's heavy, long door.

The night had barely begun, but the butler already knew: it would be a long one.

The butler opened the door again, and the beam of headlights hit him full on, forcing him to squint briefly. As his vision adjusted, he could see the vehicle parked in front of the mansion. A yellow car, somewhat older, stood there in stark contrast to the impeccable models that had arrived earlier. This car had seen better years, and its presence was at odds with the usual pomp of visitors to the Villeneuve house.

Still inside the car, in no apparent hurry to get out, was Mrs. Isabelle Villeneuve's heir. The butler recognized him immediately, as did the figure beside him, his wife. Even without needing to see her up close, I already knew what to expect. She rarely came to the mansion, but when she did, she always repeated the same exasperating gestures, running her fingers over the furniture, inspecting every surface as if expecting to find dust, even when everything was spotless.

He kept his expression neutral, but something stirred within him. The couple's unexpected arrival, coupled with the doctor and lawyer's meeting, reinforced the feeling that the evening would be anything but ordinary. He knew about the dinner, but he didn't know who the guests would be.

Silently, he stepped back, allowing the newcomers to enter. And as he did so, he realized that, for the first time in years, he felt a strange tingle on the back of his neck.

The heir got out of the car unhurriedly, closing the door with a sharp thud. He walked to the entrance and, as he crossed the threshold of the mansion, glanced briefly at the butler.

" Goodnight.”

The tone was dry, without warmth or interest, merely a formality uttered out of obligation. The butler, experienced in the art of reading intentions behind words, responded with the same impeccable politeness as always:

" Good evening, sir.”

Behind him, his wife lingered for a few seconds before exiting the car. When she finally stepped onto the front steps, she kept her chin high and walked through the door without even looking at the butler. No greeting, no words. Just the coldness of his presence, marked by an almost rehearsed contempt.

Her arrogance was something the butler had noticed many times before. A long-standing trait, as if she had been born with this unshakable superiority. Yet it was a mystery. Unlike the nobility she tried to belong to, she came from humble beginnings, with no justification for such haughtiness. She wasn't an heiress, nor was she an aristocrat. But she acted as if she were.

The butler watched her cross the hall, already casting his critical eye over the tapestries and furniture, as if searching for imperfections. He maintained his posture, impassive as ever, but something inside him told him that this night would yet bring unexpected revelations.

The mansion's clock began to chime its imposing chimes, announcing the precise hour of six o'clock. Six deep reverberations echoed through the hallways, reaching even the most distant rooms, as if the house itself were awakening from a long silence.

The butler, about to close the door, heard a call in the distance, muffled by the echo of the chimes.

" Edgar! Edgar, wait!”

He narrowed his eyes, immediately recognizing the disturbing voice of his curious neighbor. That man was a persistent shadow around the estate, always meddling where he shouldn't be. With his telescope, he disturbed Madame Villeneuve, snooping around the mansion with an enthusiasm bordering on delirium.

The butler stood in the doorway, watching his neighbor approach, wondering if, by some quirk of fate, that man had also been invited to dinner. If so, the evening promised to be even stranger than it already seemed.

Before he could draw any conclusions, a headlight cut through the darkness of the driveway with a sudden flash. A car appeared out of nowhere around the curve near the gate, moving too fast for the butler's liking. The neighbor, distracted and anxious, took two instinctive steps back, only to lose his balance and fall to his feet in the grass with a dull thud.

The butler remained impassive, simply watching. The door remained ajar, and now only one question remained: who else was yet to arrive?

Edgar stood in the doorway, watching intently as the door of the newly arrived car hurriedly opened. A young adult woman leaped out, her eyes wide with concern.

"I'm sorry, sir! I didn't see you!" she said, approaching the man lying on the grass.

His voice was pained, genuinely sorry for the scare he had caused.

The man, however, seemed oblivious to what had happened. He stood up quickly, brushing the dust off his jacket with a few carefree pats. His enthusiasm for the evening was so great that he didn't even register the incident as significant.

"It's all right, young lady, it was just an innocent mishap!" he replied, smiling condescendingly.

The woman, still embarrassed, hesitated for a second before returning to her car. With a final apology, she closed the door and accelerated deftly, trying to maneuver the vehicle between the others already poorly parked in the yard.

Edgar watched everything with the same impassive expression as always, but his mind was racing. Who was that woman? Was she also a guest? If so, what brought her here, at this hour, in such a hurry?

The night was definitely becoming more intriguing by the minute.

The curious neighbor, still adjusting his jacket after his awkward fall, approached the door with a glint of satisfaction in his eyes.

"I've been invited to Madame Villeneuve's dinner," he announced, with a tone of evident pride.

To prove it, he pulled a carefully folded letter from his pocket and showed it to the butler. The elegant handwriting and the Villeneuve family crest confirmed its authenticity. The butler, maintaining his usual composure, simply nodded.

" Very well, sir. Allow me to receive you.”

Before letting him pass, however, he made a point of asking:

" Are you sure you weren't hurt in the fall?”

The neighbor smiled broadly, as if he didn't even remember the incident.

" It's all right! Just a stumble, nothing more.”

With a discreet gesture, the butler indicated the entrance, allowing the man to proceed into the mansion. But before he could close the door again, he noticed the young woman in the silver car approaching with firm steps.

She stopped before him, her eyes full of conviction and a slight smile on her lips.

" Good evening, sir. My name is Catarine Oster. Isabelle's cousin through my mother, Elisabeth Oster.”

For a moment, the butler remained silent, absorbing the information. His trained gaze discreetly scanned the young woman's features, searching for similarities with the house's lineage. The name Elisabeth Oster made an almost automatic connection in his mind. But what was this young woman doing there, of all places, on this particular night? Especially surrounded by guests who, until that moment, seemed unrelated?

Maintaining his impeccable posture, the butler took a deep breath before answering.

" Welcome, Miss Villeneuve. Can I help you with anything?”

He knew the night was just beginning. And that soon, the pieces of this strange puzzle would begin to fall into place, or become even more indecipherable.

Closing the door behind him, Edgar took a determined step toward the living room, where the atmosphere was warming with the chatter of guests. His ever-attentive wife circulated with a tray laden with appetizers and drinks, serving the guests with a grace that made them feel at home. The soft glow of the candles and the murmur of conversation created a welcoming atmosphere, yet Edgar still felt something was off.

It was then, as he approached the door to the room, that the sound of a familiar voice cut through the air. The lawyer, with a somewhat impatient tone, asked Edgar to open the door for him, as his new car couldn't be left exposed to the impending rain. He needed to ensure it was protected in the garage.

Without saying a word, Edgar gave a simple nod, as if granting long-awaited permission, and the butler immediately moved to comply. He opened the door, directing the lawyer to the parking spot. The rain seemed to be approaching, and the sound of drops beginning to hit the windows was a clear reminder that the weather was becoming increasingly stormy.

Before leaving the room, the butler had paused for a moment. The living room was filled with animated conversation, guests introducing themselves to one another, their voices overlapping in a mixture of cordiality and curiosity. The faces, some familiar, some new, were lit with smiles that reflected a certain nervousness mixed with the excitement of being in the company of important people. But, as much as everyone was engaged in this social game, there was a notable absence, something the butler couldn't help but notice.

Isabelle Villeneuve, the evening's most enigmatic hostess, had yet to appear. From her quarters, there were no footsteps, nor the sound of her voice. The butler's watchful gaze wandered the room for a few moments, hoping to find some sign of her, but nothing. The evening wore on, and the tension in the air seemed to grow with Madame Villeneuve's absence.

As Edgar watched intently as the lawyer maneuvered the new car, his gaze wandered amid the carefully arranged vehicles in the garage. It was a spectacle of luxury, including domestic and imported cars and an impressive collection of rare and precious items belonging to Madame Villeneuve. The new car, which the lawyer parked with such care, seemed like a mere showpiece among the parade of automobiles. A simple, unremarkable model, almost anonymous amid the sophistication of the others.

It was then that a presence surprised him from behind. The soft sound of discreet footsteps made him turn his head slightly. Before he could fully turn around, a light hand touched his shoulder, and the shock he felt was instantaneous. However, Edgar, with his impeccable posture, didn't give in to his panic. He straightened and, in a polite but calm tone, said:

" Hello, Clarisse. Were you also invited to dinner, or are you just visiting us again?”

Clarisse's voice, with a touch of humor and a certain irony, responded almost immediately:

"Well, Edgar, yes, I was invited to dinner. Although, since I'm always around, it would be strange if I wasn't invited, wouldn't it? Something Isabelle hasn't done in years, right?"

Edgar, without losing his composure, inclined his head slightly and replied in the same formal tone:

"Of course, Ms. Clarisse. As soon as Madame Villeneuve's lawyer parks his car, I'll direct you inside."

Clarisse, smiling to herself at the scene, observed Edgar's precision and impeccable manners as the lawyer finished parking the car. Everything there, in Madame Villeneuve's house, was always in perfect order, like a piece of clockwork. She wondered, however, if her presence at that dinner would cause the hostess any discomfort, or if Isabelle's absence spoke volumes.

Inside the mansion, the atmosphere was charged with a subtle but perceptible tension. After greetings and formal introductions, groups began to form, as was customary at high-society events. The lawyer and the doctor positioned themselves in a corner of the room, chatting amicably, while the heir and his wife stood a little further away, as if creating an invisible barrier between themselves and the others. Clarisse, ever perceptive, noticed that this couple was in a constant state of alert, suspicious of everyone around them, always ready to protect their inheritance.

In the heir's mind, anyone there, even those closest to him, could pose a threat to what he believed was his divine right to his family fortune. He felt safe only with his wife at his side, but even she seemed to play a defensive role, her eyes alert to every movement around her. His wife, for her part, seemed always on the lookout for a slip-up, a mistake from anyone, ready to argue about the rightful ownership of what was to come.

Clarisse, on the other hand, knew the heirs and their wife well, but what she felt for her was a visceral contempt. The woman, with her superior posture, hadn't won even a shred of sympathy from Clarisse, who regarded her with a mixture of aversion and coldness. And as for the lawyer, the situation was no different. Clarisse blamed him for everything that had happened to Isabelle, for his calculating actions that, in her opinion, had deeply harmed her friend. Her anger toward him drove her to avoid him at all costs.

So, unwilling to get involved with those unwanted figures, Clarisse chose to join the more distant group, the one without the people she preferred to keep her distance from. She found more comfortable company there, with Catarine and the curious neighbor, who seemed more interested in the conversations and the peculiarities of the mansion than in the power relations unfolding around him. Despite the intrigues hovering in the room, Clarisse felt more at ease with that group, even though the atmosphere in the room was far from relaxing.

Meanwhile, glances and conversations flowed, each trying to position themselves strategically, without revealing their true feelings or intentions. The evening promised more than simple socializing; it was a game of self-interest, disguised by smiles and small pleasantries.

The atmosphere, which until then had been filled with murmurs and suppressed laughter, was suddenly interrupted by the sound of the lawyer's voice. With a dismissive gesture and a glance at the expensive watch on his wrist, he cut through the intermittent conversations like a ray of light piercing the darkness of the room.

"Where is my friend Villeneuve? Why are you taking so long to welcome us?" Her voice, thick with impatience, rang with the authority of someone who had expected more from a hostess of her standing.

For a moment, silence fell over the room. All eyes turned to the lawyer, as if he were the only one brave enough to question Isabelle's absence. The butler, who was standing by the door, was unfazed by the question, responding with his usual calm and politeness.

"Madame Villeneuve will come down when she's ready. Until then, can I be of service to you in any way?" His voice was calm, unyielding to the tension in the air.

Despite the butler's impeccable posture, the response didn't make the lawyer feel any less uncomfortable. He glanced around, as if expecting some kind of reaction from the others present, but soon returned to his watch, signaling that his patience was at its limit.

The atmosphere in the room grew denser, as if the mere mention of Isabelle had the power to alter the mood of the entire event. Clarisse, on the other side, watched the scene with a restrained smile, knowing that Isabelle's presence, or absence, was a power play in itself. She wondered how much this would affect the evening's dynamics and how the hostess would handle the growing discomfort.

Meanwhile, the butler waited, impassive, ready to carry on with his role, regardless of the tensions that seemed to grow with time.

The silence that had settled over the room was almost unbearable, heavy as the air before a storm. Everyone present was attentive, as if waiting for something that would completely change the course of the evening. Then, the sound of delicate footsteps echoed down the central staircase, the rhythmic click of stiletto heels on Italian marble.

Edgar, who already knew that sound better than anyone, knew immediately who it was. Madame Villeneuve. The rhythmic clicking of heels intensified as the figure approached, and then another set of footsteps, distinct from the first. Someone was coming from the library to meet Madame Villeneuve.

With the precision of someone who mastered every gesture, Edgar subtly repositioned himself, moving sideways to the doorway, ready to announce the hostess's arrival. The sound of footsteps now filled the room, closer, clearer. A second before the appearance, he took a large step back, clearing the way, discreetly moving out of the room, like a conductor leading his orchestra to the exact moment of its grand entrance.

And then, finally, Madame Isabelle Villeneuve appeared in the doorway.

With a wide, radiant smile, she lifted her chin slightly, observing her guests with a twinkle in her eye. Her presence was magnetic, and time seemed to slow down around her.

" Good evening, my sublime guests” - her voice sounded sweet, but firm, cutting through the tension like a blade of silk.

" I apologize for the delay. I couldn't decide what to wear. I haven't hosted a dinner party in so many years that I almost forgot how to dress for such an important occasion... and with guests who are so important to me.”

Her eyes roamed the room, analyzing every face, every expression. The smile remained intact, but there was something else behind it, something only the most attentive could perceive. And behind her, still in the dim light of the entrance, the silhouette of someone else slowly revealed itself. Madame Villeneuve maintained her smile, radiating a confidence that seemed to envelop everyone present. With an elegant gesture of her hand, she indicated the figure beside her, who now emerged from the shadows and revealed himself fully.

"Dear guests, I would like to introduce my friend, the great thriller writer Leandro Tunes. He decided to give up, for just one occasion, his enigmatic stories to write my biography.”

A subtle murmur ran through the room. Some exchanged intrigued glances, while others simply nodded, processing the information. The heir, always suspicious and attentive to every detail, frowned slightly before asking skeptically:

" Where was he, that we didn't see him arrive? And the butler didn't leave the door, as if he was watching us the whole time.”

Isabelle laughed softly, as if she had already expected that reaction.

"He was where a writer should be... in the library. He arrived a few hours ago, and after a pleasant conversation, I went upstairs to get ready while he remained in our beloved library. Isn't that right, Clarisse?"

Clarisse, who until then had been watching everything attentively, smiled knowingly and replied:

" Yes, Isabelle. I love your library, and with your permission, I make extensive use of it.”

The curious neighbor, who was already showing great enthusiasm for the event, took the opportunity to get a little closer to the hostess.

"Madame Villeneuve, it's an honor to meet you in person! I've been trying for years to find a good reason to be here, before you, and finally, that moment has arrived."

With delicacy and a certain old-fashioned charm, he took Isabelle's hand and placed a soft kiss on the back of it. Madame Villeneuve returned the gesture with a friendly smile, but her eyes retained an unreadable glint. Then, regaining control of the situation, she straightened her shoulders and announced:

" Now, I ask that everyone pay attention, because I will introduce each one of you, even if, with the time you've been here, you've already met each other...”

The guests shifted subtly, some hiding expressions of distrust, others visibly excited. The air was thick with anticipation, for if there was one thing everyone knew about Isabelle Villeneuve, it was that her every gesture had a purpose. And that night was definitely just beginning.


Chapter 3 - Madame Villeneuve

The hall fell silent again, and all eyes turned to Madame Villeneuve. With an imposing yet welcoming air, she stood in the center of the room, allowing her voice to fill every corner of that room laden with history.

A 54-year-old woman whose presence dominated any room. Tall and slender, she moved with the elegance of someone who knew her worth and position. Her face was marked by aristocratic features, with well-defined cheekbones and a slightly pointed chin, giving her an air of unshakable determination. Her eyes were a deep green, almost hypnotic, as if they held stories no one had ever dared to tell. They shone with cunning and insight, always attentive to the smallest details, making it impossible to deceive her. Her arched eyebrows further accentuated her imposing expression, and her smile was calculated, revealing a mix of charm and mystery. Her hair, still predominantly brown, was long and well-groomed, with subtle silver strands that she never bothered to hide. She usually wore it tied back in a low bun, revealing her fair skin and long neck, adorned with discreet yet refined jewelry.

"Guys, many of you here don't know me, so I'll introduce myself. Or maybe you've known me for years... Right, Clarisse, my dear?” - Isabelle continued

She gave Clarisse a fond look, and she smiled softly, as if they were sharing memories that only the two of them would understand.

" My name is Isabelle Catherine Villeneuve. I've lived in this house for over 47 years. I arrived here when I was only seven, when my mother married Gustav Villeneuve after my father's death. My parents were merchants, but after marrying Gustav, my mother insisted on changing my last name to Villeneuve, ensuring I was part of this family. Since I was just a child, I no longer remember my birth name… All documents with my old surname were destroyed, and my mother never told me why.”

The guests listened to her attentively, absorbing every detail of her story.

" After my mother's death, and soon after, my stepfather's, I was left alone, in charge of this house and everything that belonged to him, as he was an only child. My days here were boring after that, for a long time… until the arrival of my dear friend and lawyer.”

She paused briefly and smiled at the man in question, who, despite looking pleased at the mention, maintained his serious and observant posture.

"With his help, I embarked on the world of investing. He taught me the ropes, and with his support, I found an excellent doctor, something my stepfather always said: having a good lawyer and a good doctor makes all the difference."

She then turned slightly to Clarisse, her tone taking on a touch of genuine affection.

" And, of course, the best friend anyone could have… Clarisse.”

Clarisse held Isabelle's gaze and nodded with a smile, at a loss for words to confirm what they both already knew.

“But my work is never done now,” Madame Villeneuve continued, now letting her expression soften a little.

" Besides business, I take care of Ross, my nephew. He came to live with me after his mother's sudden death…”

The room grew even quieter with that last statement. It was a detail few there discussed openly, but many knew carried significant weight.

Isabelle took a deep breath and regained her impeccable posture.

"But we're not here to talk about sadness, but to celebrate this dinner. I hope everyone enjoys it, because this evening promises to be unforgettable."

Her gaze swept the room, analyzing everyone's reactions. For some, her words were merely a formality. For others, there was something more, something hidden beneath the surface. And, as if she had just established the rules of a silent game, Isabelle smiled again. Isabelle, with her impeccable posture and enigmatic smile, looked around the room, allowing her words to settle into the hearts and minds of the guests. Every word seemed carefully chosen, every gesture measured to leave a lasting impression.

“This dinner will be memorable,” she began, her voice soft but full of meaning.

" I want to share with you some secrets, some pomps… things that put me in the position I find myself in today.”

The guests watched her, many unsure whether to take her words literally or if there was something more to her statement. The tension seemed to rise with each sentence she uttered.

"Each of you, without even realizing it, gave me something precious. Something that got me to where I am now. And now, openly, I want to make it up to each of you here. Dinner will be served at 7:00 PM sharp and can last as long as you wish. When my limit is reached, I will be absent for a while to prepare."

She paused, and everyone in the room waited eagerly for her to continue. Their eyes gleamed with subtle anticipation.

"When it hits midnight, I'll be back, and I'll give you an envelope in the main hall. And then, I want to have a drink like everyone else… I think that's what they call it around here," she smiled briefly, as if the idea amused her.

Those present were attentive, exchanging curious glances,

others realized that the game was just beginning.

"After the envelopes are opened, everyone can leave or stay, as they see fit. I apologize for not letting you know sooner, but I hope everyone is here for the delivery of the envelopes, because if anyone leaves early, they will never know what's inside. Each envelope is unique and individual, and the contents are completely confidential and intended exclusively for the bearer."

The murmurs ceased. The room was completely silent, absorbing the weight of those words. What was hidden inside each envelope? And why did Isabelle seem to place such importance on everyone's presence? At that moment, Isabelle glanced quickly at her gold watch, her expression changing slightly, a touch of impatience. It was as if something was missing, something not yet in place to begin what seemed to be a crucial moment that evening.

“By my watch, dinner is almost here,” she said, her tone slightly frustrated.

" Now, I will make the necessary introductions.”

Her voice became firm again, and she positioned herself so everyone knew the next part of the evening was about to begin. This wasn't just a dinner, not just a simple gathering of important people. There was something bigger at play, something she seemed to control with precision, and everyone there needed to be alert, because nothing would happen by chance.


Chapter 4 - The Boy

Isabelle, her gaze attentive and full of care, turned to Edgar, who was standing nearby, awaiting her instructions.

" Edgar, please get the boy.”

He didn't hesitate, and in a few steps, he set off in search of Ross. It wasn't long before the butler returned, accompanied by the boy, who was sitting on the central staircase, his expression dejected, as if lost in his own thoughts. His face was marked by a certain dejection, something that caught the attention of everyone in the room.

Edgar, with his silent yet firm presence, approached Ross, extended his hand, and gently guided him to the living room, where Isabelle was waiting. When they arrived, the butler placed Ross's hand in Isabelle's with a gesture that, though discreet, revealed the importance of the moment.

Isabelle looked at her nephew, her smile showing genuine affection, but there was a visible concern in her eyes, something she could not hide.

“This is Ross, my dear nephew,” Isabelle began, her voice full of tenderness, but also a certain resignation.

" He's been with me for less than a year, the source of my headaches, but I definitely want him very much.”

She paused briefly, as if remembering something with a touch of humor mixed with mild frustration.

Ross is a boy with delicate yet expressive features. His face is slightly rounded, with cheeks that still bear traces of childhood, but his deep brown eyes carry an intensity unusual for his age. His hair is light brown, slightly wavy and somewhat unruly, falling carelessly over his forehead.

Isabelle continued:

"With his endless energy, he drives me gray, always hiding in the rooms of the house. He's only 10 years old, but he's so intelligent that he often sounds like an adult. He doesn't have many friends because he's homeschooled, but sometimes I let Edgar take him to the park or for a few horseback rides nearby."

The entire room watched, some more curious than others about the boy's behavior. Isabelle then looked at Ross, who still had his head down, showing no desire to interact.

"Come on, Ross, say hello or good evening to our guests. Don't be shy. What happened to you today? You're always so talkative, what made you like this?"

But Ross didn't even look up. He was lost in his own thoughts, oblivious to everything around him.

Isabelle sighed, her smile still present, but now more resigned.

“Well, guys, I’m not going to force him to talk to you,” she continued, her voice now softer, as if she were explaining something she already expected.

" But you will see that, in time, he will loosen up. And then he will speak to all of you.”

The mood in the room was one of restrained curiosity. Some eyes turned to the boy, trying to understand more about him and what made him act this way. But Isabelle seemed calm, as if she knew that Ross would, in time, find his place among the guests and perhaps reveal more about himself.

Isabelle looked at Ross with affection, as if trying to comfort him without forcing anything. She knew the boy needed time, and her patience was clear to everyone there.

“Ross is homeschooled,” she continued, her voice taking on a tone of pride.

"He's learning three languages: Italian and French with me, and English with Edgar. He's doing very well, and can already speak dozens of complete sentences. He's an excellent student."

She paused briefly, as if sharing a personal realization.

" He also likes to play Formula 1 in the garage - she smiled slightly.”

"And he loves playing hide-and-seek with Isadora, our housekeeper. Sure, he's always breaking one thing or another... but it happens, right, Ross?”

Ross remained silent, his gaze still distant. Isabelle looked at him with a soft smile, understanding that he wasn't yet ready to interact the way she wanted, but hoping that, in time, things would change.

“Just a kid with a lot of energy,” she added lightly, trying to ease the tension in the air.

The room was attentive to the way Isabelle treated her nephew. Many could see that she treated him with a combination of affection and discipline, and this contrast aroused a certain curiosity in those present.

“Now, I will properly introduce my new friend,” she said, turning her attention to the other guests, a mysterious glint in her eyes, as if the next revelation would be even more intriguing.

The entire room fell silent, eagerly awaiting what Isabelle had to say about this special person. Who would be introduced next? And what role would he play in this night full of mystery and promise?


Chapter 5 - Mystery Writer

"Now I will introduce...” - Isabelle paused dramatically, looking around the room, gauging everyone's expressions before continuing.

Ross, still silent beside Isabelle, seemed distant from it all. Clarisse, for her part, looked appraisingly at Leandro, as if trying to understand why Isabelle had chosen that particular man to write her biography. But Isabelle didn't dwell on those glances. She knew that night still held many surprises.

"Before I continue, I'd like to remind everyone that this dinner isn't just a celebration, it's a night of revelations. A night to share what's never been said before.”
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