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Prologue

	 

	«Come here, girls!»

	«We are coming!» exclaimed two crystal-clear, smiling little voices.

	In a flash, two beautiful little girls burst into the opulent room of their grandmother, who was waiting for them sitting on the bed, covered in fantastic glittering jewellery, as was the tradition for that festive day.

	«There you are! As you already know, today is a special day and I would like you to choose one of my jewels as a present for your twelfth birthday. Go ahead, take whichever you prefer,» proffered the elegant lady, wrapped in a magnificent ivory silk shawl, fiddling with the long pearl necklace hanging from her neck.

	Many years had now passed, but that ritual of sprinkling her grandmother's bed with all her jewellery and being able to choose one's gift in total freedom, was always eagerly awaited by all three.

	Yvette and Gisèle, the two adored granddaughters, did not let it be repeated twice and threw themselves headlong into choosing the most conspicuous and shining jewel.

	Since they had lost their parents, some eight years earlier, the twins had been in the care of their maternal grandmother, Louise Chenal, an extremely wealthy woman, thanks to the inheritance she had received from her three deceased husbands, but also very frivolous and spendthrift. For her, a beautiful expensive dress, a gorgeous and precious necklace with matching bracelet and earrings, and due care for the body were the right foundations for a classy woman. Then one had to learn the art of seduction and smiling... and that was it!

	Gisèle always took literally all the advice her grandmother gave her and never missed an opportunity to mock the simplicity and ugliness of her sister who, despite being the twin, was completely different from the other.

	Gisèle had blond hair, always shiny and with soft ringlets surrounding her face, and chocolate-coloured eyes, while Yvette had ordinary brown hair, neither straight nor curly, but unruly at every brush stroke, and brown eyes with faint highlights that gave off a green hue.

	Moreover, adolescence with the hormonal revolution had certainly not been kind to her and had already started to dot her face with annoying pimples, which her sister always looked at in horror and relief that she had not been hit by the same misfortune.

	Despite this, Grandma Louise loved them both, although she could not help noticing how Gisèle's beauty grew hand in hand with the haughtiness and arrogance that was totally lacking in the other twin, always humble and submissive in the face of her sister's bullying.

	«I chose this!» burst out Gisèle, handing her grandmother a beautiful yellow gold bracelet set with brown onyx stones.

	«Very good. Excellent choice! It goes perfectly with your eyes and you can easily match it with the necklace you chose last year. What about you, Yvette?»

	The little girl was still looking at the jewellery. She didn't want to disappoint the old woman, but she really didn't know what to choose. 

	She had never had a predilection for gold or precious stones, but she was very touched by her grandmother's gesture, knowing how much those jewels meant to her.

	At one point, she noticed a strange pendant of ancient workmanship, in the shape of a snake with a curled tail. She took it in her hand, fascinated by the object and handed it to her grandmother.

	«Yvette, this is an amber and silver pendant. It doesn't suit you at all. Put it back where you found it and look for something more interesting and flashy,» blurted out the old woman immediately, suddenly unnerved.

	«But I like this one,» whispered the hurt little girl.

	«Are you sure this is what you want?» asked the grandmother more softly.

	«Yes.»

	The grandmother sighed deeply.

	«This is a very special jewel, you know? The curl of the tail indicates a promise made... A promise I could not keep,» she concluded sadly.

	«What promise?» asked Yvette curiously.

	«The promise of love I had made to the man who gave me this pendant.»

	«Why did you not keep your promise?»

	The lady smiled at her granddaughter's naivety.

	«I was young at the time, I had a life ahead of me and I did not feel ready to retire from worldly life and leave with him for his country and marry him.»

	«Then why did you promise to marry him?»

	The grandmother looked at her intently and realised for the first time that her granddaughter would never become like her.

	«Yvette, are you sure you really want this pendant?» she demanded ignoring her question, knowing that the truth might cause her granddaughter to lose her esteem. She was not proud of what she had done, but it was now too late to put it right. She preferred to enjoy the memories of her youth, when her beauty could make even the coldest, stiffest man's heart tremble.

	«Yes.» 

	«Alright. I just hope you never have to pay for this choice of yours.»  
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	Twelve years later...

	 

	«Gisèle, are you ready?»

	«Almost.»

	«Look it's already eight o'clock and in an hour we have to be at the other end of town. We'll never make it if you don't get a move on,» blurted out Yvette, on edge over her sister's rather lengthy delays.

	«Instead of worrying about me... You're not thinking of going out looking like that?» exclaimed Gisèle, coming out of the bathroom still wearing her bathrobe.

	«What's wrong with that?» 

	«That apple-green dress is awful, whereas I would look great in it... too bad it's a couple of sizes too big... When are you going to decide to go on a diet?» 

	«I'm not fat... it's you who are anorexic! It's better to have a few extra kilos and be able to enjoy all the food than to stay on a diet with a yoghurt and an apple a day,» Yvette justified herself, by now accustomed to her twin sister's obnoxious jokes.

	«Maybe you're not fat, but you certainly don't need just a smear of foundation and some mascara to hide those ugly dark circles under your eyes.»

	«Maybe if I was a part-time beautician too, instead of grinding out eight hours on the computer every day in a hideous office, swamped by deadlines, I'd have a more relaxed face.»

	«I've quit that job now. Anyway, it's your fault... you should have asked Guy to fund you, instead of always wanting to do everything on your own.»

	Yvette had to make a considerable effort not to explode and remind her sister with what dirty seduction manoeuvres she had been helped by her grandmother's fourth and last husband, shortly after her grandmother's death.

	«I am fine the way I am. I like earning a living and being independent. I don't see why I should change... apart from that lousy job!» defended Yvette satisfied with the voile dress and snake pendant that hung on her soft, white chest.

	That very pendant...

	Yeah. It was too important to her. It had been the last real gift Grandma Louise had given her, since just a few months after their 12th birthday she remarried for the fourth time to Monsieur Guy Soullien, an old millionaire from Orléans, with whom she lived until the end of her days, travelling the world.

	After that last marriage, there was no more room for Yvette and Gisèle in Louise's life, who entrusted them to the strict governess Henriette until they came of age.

	They switched from the motto ‘elegance first’ to ‘study and discipline first’, according to the new precepts of General Henriette, as Gisèle had nicknamed her.

	 

	 

	Apart from her sister, Yvette had no living relatives left and that amber pendant was the last thing she had left that bound her to her grandmother, since all the other jewellery, Gisèle had sold without her knowledge to get a nose job at a famous plastic surgeon in Paris, having lost the small fortune she had inherited from her grandmother in expensive whims and bad investments. Unlike her sister, who had instead spent everything to buy herself that small flat in the city centre and the car.

	«I'm ready! Did you call the taxi?» exclaimed Gisèle, coming out of the room wearing a very skimpy little dress, covered in gold sequins, that left her back totally exposed, not to mention the deep cleavage at the front.

	«Look, that it's October. Won't you be cold dressed like that?»

	«Don't talk nonsense! Rather think about the taxi.»

	«There's no need! I filled up today.»

	«You're not thinking of taking me to the party in that old wreck? You know, what an image...»

	«Meanwhile, I have a licence and a car, while you split your time between taxi and Florent, who instead of a boyfriend looks like your personal driver.»

	«Are we going to stay here and argue or go to that blessed party? It's Saturday night and I want to have fun!»

	«Let's go.»
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	«I don't even know why I decided to come» Yvette shouted, entering the club, which was swarming with people in the throws of euphoria and alcohol fumes.

	She had always thought that this was not her scene, but Gisèle had insisted, promising to help pay for yet another car repair, that she had finally given in.

	It had been years since she had turned up at a party, definitely tired of being the unseen and unattractive twin of the beautiful and glittering Gisèle, who only used her as a porter.

	«Gisèle, darling! You've finally arrived!» exclaimed a male voice behind them.

	They turned around and in an instant Gisèle was surrounded by the embrace of a beautiful young man with perfectly styled blond hair and blue eyes. He looked like a Nordic prince.

	«Florent! I am very angry with you! You should have picked me up! Don't expect me to forgive you so easily,» grumbled Gisèle offended.

	«But... love, you know I have my car at the mechanic's.»

	«I don't care! And don't call me love in front of others! I've already told you a thousand times!»

	«Sorry, Gisèle.»

	«Good, now go and get me a drink. A mojito. I'll look for a free table in the meantime,» snorted the irritated girl.

	After a short hunt, the twins finally found a free seat not far from the dance hall.

	Only a few minutes had passed and Gisèle had already gone through all the people in the room. She was quite pleased to find that she knew several people among those present, especially certain men who whetted her appetite. It was clear that this was going to be a rather eventful evening.

	She was still anticipating what was to come in the next few hours, when....

	«Oh, my God! Did you see that guy over there by the bar? What a hottie! I really think I've found the man to take me home tonight and maybe spend... an unforgettable night of sex with!» whispered Gisèle excitedly, licking her lips.

	«What about Florent?» asked Yvette shyly, who felt sympathy and pity for this beautiful boy, who was always trying to pander to his girlfriend's desires, who in return was constantly cheating on him.

	«But who cares about that idiot! I have had enough of him by now. It's time for a change of air and I think I've found my next prey,» Gisèle confessed, giggling, not at all sorry.

	Yvette, meanwhile, was trying to figure out which was the magnificent Adonis that had been eyeing her sister, but the smoke and the crowd did not allow her to see clearly, until suddenly, she was enraptured by two splendid emeralds staring at her with intensity.

	 

	 

	Although embarrassed, she couldn't take her eyes off those beautiful green eyes that seemed to glitter in the darkness, even though they were partly hidden by a few raven wisps escaped from the elastic band that tied his slightly long hair back.

	He was the most handsome and charming man Yvette had ever seen.

	He could have been in his thirties and his elegant, composed posture gave him an aura of pride and power.

	Her heart sank when she noticed that he was also looking at her with the same interest and only with an immense effort did she manage to look away.

	It was as if there was a magical, magnetic force drawing her towards him. It was something indefinable but powerful, capable of bewitching and confusing.
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