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Prologue
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― IT'S NOW OR NEVER, Alicia.

I hesitated. Even though I knew Caroline might be right. Still, she didn’t understand my limits, even though she was my best friend. But the thought of doing it... it made me nervous, even though it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

I left my old life behind and vowed to never be weak again. To never be in a position where I would be the oppressed again. One where I would never feel so powerless that I had to give up my entire life and walk away. Without looking back.

Again...

As she waited for a reaction from me, my heart pounded against my ribcage. A painful, violent reminder of the prison I had placed myself in since I escaped.

Taking a deep breath, I tried to contain my raging thoughts. As well as the survival instincts I had kept hidden ever since.

These instincts took me to New York, to hide amid the blinding lights, where I hoped the crowd would dissolve me into anonymity.

But sometimes I still found myself looking over my shoulder, hoping to see a familiar shadow... All the while secretly trying to unravel the trap of misfortune I had unwittingly been drawn into.

I was safe.

That's what I used to repeat to myself day after day.

I was fine. There was no one chasing me anymore...

One more breath and the fear disappeared along with the air that escaped me.

“I can do it,” he said to no one in particular.

― Of course you can. ― Caroline repeated, as she continued to work her magic with the brushes she held.

I frowned.

— What, exactly, occasion am I going to?

My friend finished putting on my makeup and with a smile on her face, she studied me for a few more seconds before deigning to answer me.

“It’s the Masquerade Ball.” The words escaped her slowly, as if she thought I might run. “One of the biggest events of the year. Everyone important in town will be there.”​

And he, of course.

My mouth went dry between one breath and the next. I had obviously heard about the event. It was like the Met Gala, only more exclusive. Fewer celebrities, more billionaires, powerful men and politicians. The invitations were kept highly confidential. And from what they said, what went on behind closed doors and behind the masks was a complete mystery.

Maybe it was some kind of swingers' party for wealthy New Yorkers. Or a really naughty version of Fifty Shades of Grey for high society.

And I definitely hadn't been invited to any of that. But apparently I was going anyway.

My friend pulled away to look at me, a worried expression on her face at my silence.

— Are you well?

“I... don’t know,” I answered honestly, clearing my throat afterwards. “Are you sure this will work?”

“Of course!” His voice was almost high-pitched as he said it, as he looked up from his phone at me. “Besides, you have nothing to lose.”

She looked uncertain for the first time since she had come up with that crazy idea, but quickly regained her determined demeanor.

The more I thought about the decision to go through with the plan, the less sense I could make of it. The whole thing... just wasn't for me.

— Just don't think about it. Pretend you're going to have fun and nothing more. — Caroline snapped her fingers in my face to get my attention.

I shook my head, denying it. But the moment she stepped away from me and I looked in the mirror, I seemed like a different person. My eyes were bigger, somehow. My lips were glossy, full, my skin finely retouched.

My blonde hair fell in soft waves to the center of my back.

Shit! I looked so damn pretty!

And after helping me into the dress, my eyes widened as I noticed the reflection staring back at me.

The woman in front of me was no longer Alicia, the invisible girl from New York. She was someone who could ruin everything with a look, a misstep... or a golden dress.

— That's... obscene.

The strapless top had a deep neckline, leaving my breasts almost exposed. And as if that wasn't enough, the cutout dipped between them almost to my belly button.

The shiny fabric hugged my waist and hips, flaring out a bit at the legs. But there was obviously a slit on the right thigh, which came close to the strap of my panties. If I was wearing any, that is. Since Caroline had suggested I not wear any, as it might show.

“At least we know you’ll get his attention one way or another,” he said, pointing to my breasts. “If it doesn’t fall into my cleavage, I’ll pay for dinner.”

I just laughed, then looked at myself in the mirror again, shaking my head afterwards.

I opened my mouth to say that this was too much, but her phone rang before she could say anything. She looked at the screen.

— The car is here.

— You don't understand, this isn't a good idea, friend. ― My tone sounded almost desperate.

— Of course it isn’t. But you’re going anyway, because it’s the best idea we have. ― She quickly added, with a huge smile.

— No, I...

— Time's up. There's no more time to give up. You need to go now.

I took one last look at myself in the mirror. A small thrill went through my stomach as I looked at myself and the way the dress hugged my curves, so perfectly as if it had been custom made.

Maybe it wasn't something I would buy if I had the chance, but I still felt pretty.

Also sexy. And, of course, beautiful.

Beautiful like I've never felt before.

My determination and instinct prevented me from protesting further.

Maybe it was just the no-nonsense look on Caroline's face that made me follow her out the door, accepting the matching bag she gave me, before stuffing my keys, wallet, and phone inside.

Heart pounding, a slight chill in the air that sent goosebumps down my arms and shoulders, I moved forward. The driver, dressed in a black uniform complete with matching hat, gave me a small bow as he held the back door of the car open and I climbed in. With a quick goodbye, Caroline wished me luck.

Maybe it wasn't right, but I was going to go along with the crazy plan.

I really hoped I wouldn't regret it...

The car door closed with a snap, like a sentence, muffling the sound of my rapid breathing. Through the window, the city continued its indifferent pace, its lights blurred as if they knew something I didn't.

Once she entered that ball, there would be no turning back. Alicia, the invisible one, would be left behind—and the woman who left might never be the same again.
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Romman

— DADDY!

Luna’s voice reverberated through the hallway, a high-pitched, unmistakable sound that always demanded my immediate attention. She was small, but she had the power to stop anything I was doing. Even when what I was doing was trying to save a very complicated case from complete ruin.

I looked up from the notepad I’d been scribbling on and turned toward the office door. There she was, with messy braids and rosy cheeks, holding a doll with a broken arm.

— The doorman called. Someone is looking for you — he announced, as if delivering a sentence.

It took me a second to understand what he was saying. And then I remembered.

Damn! The interview!

“Thanks for letting me know, honey,” I said, closing my eyes for a moment as I fought the frustration of seeing myself disorganized once again. “How about we go upstairs and take a shower before dinner?”

Luna raised an eyebrow, clearly suspicious.

— Can we order pizza? — she asked, her eyes shining with excitement.

I laughed. Of course she wanted pizza. That was her reward for any unusual day, and this one had been exceptionally chaotic.

— Sure. I just need to sort this out and we can choose the flavor together.

The answer was enough. Without further questions, she ran down the hall, leaving a trail of hurried footsteps and her voice calling for the nanny.

I stretched out in my chair, feeling my tense muscles protest. My body felt trapped in an endless loop of endless days and sleepless nights.

It was almost comical: I, Romman De Luca, a methodical and respected judge, unable to maintain a decent schedule since my last assistant had left without warning.

I had completely forgotten that I had scheduled the interview with the new assistant for that time.

Of course, I had to change the location because Luna had had an allergic reaction earlier, and although I hated bringing work home, I was not at all prepared to move away from my daughter or change my already busy schedule even further.

Nor could I afford to waste another day without an assistant. I had been falling behind on some important things, precisely because I didn't have someone managing my schedule as I needed. Dividing my life perfectly as I should.

I was an extremely methodical and organized guy. I hated delays or pending issues. Even more so being the cause of them. Just one of the many reasons why I was desperate to find someone so quickly.

Ever since my last assistant quit on me, my life has been turned upside down. For weeks, I had been looking for a good replacement to take care of everything. But being a judge and a widowed father meant that the pool of hires was slim. After all, I couldn’t trust just anyone to take care of my schedule.

I stood up, straightening my shirt collar. I hated to admit it even to myself, but the chaos of my life lately was almost... humiliating. Between being a judge, a father, and a man, my routine had become a tightrope. A never-ending juggling act that often ended with me tripping over my own feet.

The doorbell rang, pulling me out of my thoughts. I walked to the door, my mind already occupied with the questions I wanted to ask. But when I opened it, they all disappeared.

She was there...

Tall enough to command attention, but not intimidating. Her pale blond hair fell in soft waves, like a ray of sunshine on a cloudy day. Her eyes were a translucent blue, almost ethereal, but they shone with something so human. Nervousness or anticipation, perhaps. And a soft pink mouth that begged to be kissed.

The first thing that came to mind was that she didn't belong in this scenario. Not in my home, not in the reality I knew. There was also nothing on her resume that mentioned she would be a hurricane.

— Mr. De Luca?

His voice was firm, but it held a hint of hesitation, as if he wasn’t sure I was real. The irony of it almost made me smile.

The mother's daughter was so beautiful and hot that it took me a moment to try to recognize her. Which obviously didn't happen, since a beauty like that was hard not to remember.

“You must be... Alicia Donovan,” I blurted out, still feeling a little dazed.

She nodded, her lips curving into a hesitant smile that honestly should have been registered as a lethal weapon.

— Please come in.

I stepped aside to let her in, and her perfume hit me like a warm wave. It wasn't overpowering, but subtle and elegant, the kind of scent that stays in your memory like a song you can't stop humming.

As she walked in, I made a monumental effort not to stare at her blatantly. My brain, however, had already registered details that I knew I should forget: her slender legs, the contour of her waist, her round ass, her eyes that seemed loaded with secrets.​

She was nervous, it was obvious. But she also had composure, which made her even more intriguing.

I wasn't sure if I should continue the interview, since she was obviously getting to me. Because, yes, she was. And in more ways than one. But something kept me from sending her away. Something completely beyond my comprehension.

I kicked myself for not looking at a picture of her, because if I had, I wouldn't have even called her. And letting details slip was just par for the course for me these days.

Between juggling the duties of a judge and trying to raise a daughter on my own, my life was beyond chaotic. Even with the help of a nanny and other staff who helped keep my household and courtroom running smoothly, I was barely getting any sleep. The sleep deprivation was messing with my brain. Which made the need to hire an assistant all the more urgent.

“Thank you for seeing me, sir,” she said, adjusting the strap of her bag on her shoulder.

Alicia blushed even more, which somehow made her look even sexier as she tucked a blonde curl behind her ear with her index finger and smiled.

— It's my pleasure. Sorry about the change in location of the interview. My daughter had a minor medical emergency today.

— It was me!

Luna's explosion between us shattered any pretense of professionalism I was trying to maintain. She appeared like a blonde hurricane, carrying her pride with the same enthusiasm as a movie hero.

— I ate chocolate with peanuts and had an allergic reaction!

Alicia's eyes widened immediately.

— Dad had to leave a hearing to take me to the hospital, but I had already given myself my injection when he arrived and I was better.

— Are you sure? — Alicia continued with a perplexed expression as she listened to my daughter tell her about her heroic act.

— Yes! I didn't even need to be hospitalized this time. The doctor said I was brave and released me after doing the tests. Today we'll even have pizza — Luna danced around us excitedly.

I rolled my eyes, though I was relieved after the little scare. I was extremely careful about what my daughter ate, banning anything she was allergic to from the house, but every now and then something like this would happen.

Even though she knew her restrictions, she also carried her own adrenaline injection in her bag so she could inject herself in case of an emergency. As was the case today.

—I see you are a big, brave young lady. I'm sure you're proud of yourself.

Luna raised her chin in satisfaction.

— I am. Dad says I'm very clever. — Her voice sounded excited as she said it, and the smile she wore only confirmed it.

— I'm sure you are. I can see that you are a very clever girl indeed.

Listening to Alicia's tone with my daughter made me realize that she had a natural instinct for communicating with children. The softness with which she spoke to her and the way she tilted her head slightly, as if she was truly fascinated by Luna's story.

Which also showed how incredibly young she was. According to her resume, only twenty-one.

Much younger than my forties...

— And you're smart for noticing. Maybe you should eat pizza with us. — Luna proposed excitedly, making the woman blush, while she contained her own smile.

Maybe I should have intervened, but I didn't say anything. To tell the truth, I was impressed by how quickly Alicia won her over while at the same time a war was brewing inside me, once again putting her hiring in doubt.

Just the thought of having that hot body so close every day made my cock throb in my jeans.

Damn! That would be tough...

— Luna, take a shower. Now — I cut her off, before she could recount the entire episode at the hospital. — Let the adults have a moment to talk in private. It's almost dinner time, I already ordered your pizza.

She hesitated for a second, but eventually complied, disappearing up the stairs with hurried steps. I could hear Luna grumbling as she climbed the steps, but instead of scolding her, I found myself once again distracted by the woman's curves.​

Finally, I turned my attention back to Alicia, clearing my throat to speak again.

— I'm sorry for the interruption. Let's sit down and start this interview — I said as a distraction and she nodded, the slight hesitation in her gesture making me realize that I wasn't the only one trying to maintain composure.

I stood back for a second to adjust my groin as the blonde headed toward the living room, where she had already left a stack of documents waiting.

Alicia sat in the opposite chair, crossing her legs with a grace that seemed deliberate but wasn't.

Sitting on the couch, I picked up her resume and a pen, feeling a bit awkward as I tried to look professional. Which was ridiculous considering my age and position. As a judge, I had to deal with people all the time, but interviewing a lowly assistant suddenly made me feel completely out of place.

I took a deep breath and controlled my tone as I moved forward.

— Miss Donovan, I see you have experience in the corporate world, but no history as a direct assistant. Is that correct?

She licked her lips before answering and I had to look away to the notepad.

— That’s right. I worked as an assistant to a CEO until he retired and sold the company. I don’t have any direct experience, but I can assure you that I’m organized and a quick learner.

I made a monumental effort to focus on her words, but my mind seemed determined to fixate on irrelevant details: the way her hair caught the light, the subtle sound of the fabric of her clothes as she moved.

Or the way she licked her lips, crossing and uncrossing her legs in a sexy as hell way. All I could think about was what I would like to do to her if we were alone. However, I had to remind myself that she was just a candidate and much younger.

Damn, she was almost a teenager!

I was being ridiculous. I needed to end this interview before I lost whatever bit of sanity I had left.

—Madson Enterprise? — I wanted to confirm what I was reading, kind of trying to put a face to the name. It seemed like everyone knew everyone else in New York. Especially the elite.

— Yes. Mr. Madson was the one who gave me the opportunity even without much experience and who recommended the vacancy to me when he learned that His Honor needed a new assistant.

Alicia's eyes lit up as she talked about the gentleman I remembered meeting a few times over the years.

Hearing that intrigued me, because the grumpy old man wasn’t exactly known for being an easygoing or kind-hearted guy. Quite the opposite. That’s why I spent a little more time watching as Alicia patiently answered each of my many subsequent questions, rather than calling it a day.​

“It’s okay, Alicia,” he said gently to silence her as she continued to discuss her duties in her old position.

I kept my eyes on Alicia Donovan, trying to decide if she would make a good assistant or not. I just couldn’t be sure. She was so young, but something about her throughout that entire meeting had impressed me. Even the way she treated my daughter.

Most of my hesitation was because of how attractive she was. As well as how she made me feel. The thought of taking her to bed and tasting her was a huge distraction.

Shit! I couldn't do that, for God's sake! And I didn't even hire her and I still couldn't take my eyes off her!

— Didn’t the new owner of the company offer you a position to continue? — I had to ask.

“Yes,” Alicia said, lifting her chin slightly. Her challenge only made me want her more. “But I didn’t accept,” she simply replied, without elaborating further, but I sensed there was something more there.

— Fair enough.

I shook my head, hiding a smile. After all, I noticed a hint of stubbornness, which made her even sexier.

I asked a few more questions about her experience and she handed me a list of references.

— If you decide to hire her, can you start immediately?

— Yes, Your Honor. I am at your disposal.

His eyes met mine with an intensity that made me swallow hard. The response made me think of so many other ways I wished he were at my mercy.

Damn!

I walked her to the door and squeezed her hand, wanting to end that torment once and for all.

“Okay.” I cleared my throat, forcing myself to finish as soon as possible. “Thank you for coming. I’ll let you know my decision soon.”

She hesitated, as if she wanted to say something, but ended up just smiling before turning and walking to the elevator.

I stood in the doorway, watching her leave, and for the first time in a long time, real doubt crossed my mind.

Hiring her would be a monumental mistake. Of that I was certain. But as the elevator door closed behind her, I realized that my biggest concern wasn’t hiring her.

It was figuring out how to survive it...
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Alicia

NEW YORK HAD A RHYTHM of its own, it never slept. It was a city of constant voices, hurried footsteps and roaring machines, like a mechanical heart that pumped energy without rest.

A pulse that didn't care if you were late, confused, or on the verge of an existential breakdown. It was made for those frenetic jazz songs: chaotic, yet somehow perfectly synchronized.

But sometimes, even this frenetic chaos seemed to bow down to certain people.

Romman De Luca was one of them...

The judge was not the highest authority in the city, but it seemed that nothing happened without his approval. In court, his word was as final as the gavel he wielded with implacable authority.

He was not only respected, feared, admired. He was also a kind of modern king with a toga instead of a crown.

And me? Well, I was just someone trying to find my place on this chessboard without being crushed by a rook. An intruder trying to find my footing in a territory that wasn't mine, while pretending not to notice how much it destabilized me.

I rested my head against the side of the uncomfortable plastic subway seat as the car shook and creaked as if it were on the verge of collapse. The muffled sound of announcements and the jumble of voices around me served as a soundtrack to my thoughts, which were anything but organized.

The flickering light from the tunnel made my face look even more tired. But the problem wasn’t physical fatigue—it was mental. From the moment I stepped out of his penthouse, my mind couldn’t stop.

Something inside me felt like it was on fire. It wasn’t just the size of the place, though his apartment was more of an art gallery than a home. It wasn’t just his adorable, chaotic interactions with Luna, who had clearly inherited her father’s charm.

It was him.

Romman De Luca.

The name rang in my head like a repetitive melody, impossible to ignore. He was everything I shouldn't want, and also everything my body insisted on wanting.​

The man I was supposed to treat as a boss and nothing more. And the problem was that he messed with me in a way that no one else ever had.

As it happened at the ball...

And that was scary.

I sighed, closing my eyes for a moment as the memory of him flooded my mind.

There was something about him that was impossible to categorize. He was beautiful in an almost cruel way, as if nature had spent an indecent amount of time sculpting every line of his face, every contour of his body. But physical beauty was only the beginning. What truly made Romman dangerous was his presence.

He was the kind of man who could walk into a room and make everyone else disappear. Every gesture and word carried a gravity that placed him in an orbit of his own, while the rest of the world gravitated around him.

And I, of course, was not immune.

I tried in vain to stifle the memories of the ball that were coming back. The music, the masks, the brief but electric touch... It seemed surreal that this man was the same one who now held my professional and personal life in the palm of his hands.

I opened my eyes, trying to dispel the heat that rose in my chest just thinking about him. But it was useless. The details of that interview were etched in my memory. The intense gaze, the hands that seemed powerful even when they were simply holding a piece of paper, the husky, authoritative voice that made my mind reel.

I should have been thinking about practical things. About the salary, the hours, the work environment. My plan... But instead, my mind kept going back to the way he looked at me.

It was like he knew... Like he recognized me...

He knew I was trying to hide something and that was even scarier than the physical impact he was having on me.

—Next stop: East 14th Street.

The electronic voice of the subway interrupted my train of thought and I opened my eyes, staring at my distorted reflection in the dirty glass of the window. It wasn't exactly the kind of introspection I needed at that moment.

My hand clutched the bag in my lap as if it contained something more important than my documents and an old-fashioned cell phone. But in truth, the real weight wasn’t in the bag. It was in the promise I made to my parents.

I promised myself that I would do whatever it took to clear our family’s name. That I wouldn’t let someone else’s mistake—and a cruel trap—destroy everything they’d worked for. And part of that plan involved being exactly where I was now: on the way to my tiny apartment, while trying not to panic about the future.

There was just one problem: the more time I spent around Romman De Luca, the more I began to doubt my ability to follow through on my original plan. He wasn’t just imposing; he was magnetic. The kind of man who made you question your sanity and your priorities with a single look.

That look...

I rolled my eyes at myself.

“Congratulations, Alicia!” I murmured, my voice muffled by the noise of the train. “You’re falling in love with the most powerful judge in New York. What a brilliant idea!”

— Excuse me? — An elderly lady beside me looked at me with an arched eyebrow.

— Nothing. I was just... thinking out loud.

She shook her head disapprovingly and went back to fiddling with her phone.

I closed my eyes again, trying to push away the memory of how he had analyzed me during the interview. That intensity that seemed to pierce my soul. It was like he saw something else in me, something I was trying to hide.

However, the worst part was the way my body reacted. Every time he spoke, it was like my skin was on fire. When he watched me walk away, I felt his gaze like a touch.

— Great. Now you're acting like you're the heroine of a cheap romance novel! — I blurted out another sentence out loud, then snorted.

I should be thinking about practical things. About my salary... About my work environment... About how I would balance everything without losing control...

But instead, I was imagining things I definitely shouldn't have.

The subway slowed down and the sound of the doors opening brought me back to reality. I hurriedly stood up, adjusting my bag on my shoulder as the car stopped with an annoying creak.

Walking through the station was an automatic exercise, my steps blending in with those of hundreds of strangers on their own journeys. All of them so determined, so focused, so desperate to get somewhere.​

And me? I was immersed in a sea of ​​uncertainty, trying to pretend that I knew where I was going.

When I finally reached my apartment, I felt a brief sense of relief as I locked the door behind me. However, the relief was quickly replaced by that overwhelming feeling that had been haunting me ever since I left his penthouse.

Normally, arriving home was like reaching a sanctuary, but mine was a temple too small for any glamour. A tiny studio that barely fit my cheap furniture, yet it was all I could afford.

I set my bag on the sofa bed and flopped down next to it, staring at the stained ceiling as if it might offer some answers. But the answers weren’t there. They were inside me, and that was exactly what terrified me.

The silence around me was comforting, but not enough to silence my thoughts.

And there were many of them.

My mind went back to Luna’s smile. To the way she’d talked about her allergy with the pride of someone who’d won a battle. It was obvious that she adored her father, and that only made everything more complicated.

I should focus on what was important: my promise. The reason I applied for the job.

But what if...

I shook my head, dismissing any possibilities before they could take shape.

— No, Alicia! You're not going to ruin everything because you have a boss who looks like a magazine model!

Not long after, I heard a familiar sound: three quick knocks followed by a long one.

— Alicia! Open that door now before I starve to death!

Caroline.

My best friend and honestly the only person who didn't seem to care about the chaos I carried inside of me. I opened the door and there she was, balancing a pizza box and two cups of coffee.

“I knew you’d forget to eat dinner.” She barged in without asking, as she always did, dumping the food on the makeshift table next to my tiny kitchen.

— I had dinner — I lied, following her.

— That's a lie. You only eat dinner when I force you to. Now sit down and tell me how it went.

— Carol... — I murmured, exhausted, as I sat down on the stool.

— Don’t give me “Carol”! I want details. — She sat down next to me, holding a slice of pizza that seemed to be the only warm thing in the apartment.

— Details of what? — I pretended not to understand, but I knew it was useless.

— From the interview, of course! How was it? Did he recognize you? Did he look like an ordinary man, or... — she paused theatrically, her eyes shining. — Did he look like one of those models who sell expensive cologne in television commercials?

— Caroline, please...

— Oh, please, nothing! — She took a sip of her iced coffee and smiled. — Don't try to convince me that Mr. Robe didn't affect you or how shaken up you've been since the ball. I bet he looked at you in that way that only the rich and powerful know how to do and you melted like butter in a hot pan.

— It wasn't like that. — I tried to cut the conversation short, which obviously wasn't successful.

— No? Then tell me. Come on, Alicia, what was he like? Say, “He’s just a normal guy, not at all disturbing.” Because if you’re lying, I’ll know.

I sighed and took a slice of pizza, trying to look nonchalant.

— He's... intense.

— Intense? — Caroline repeated, with some enthusiasm. — Does that mean beautiful, irresistible, and dangerous to the heart, or do you want me to look up another synonym in the dictionary?

—Intense in the “can’t ignore” kind of way — I admitted, a little embarrassed, without even being able to look at her.

She let out a low whistle, which only made my embarrassment worse.

— Okay, I'm going to take that as "he's incredibly hot and my life is officially ruined."

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn't help but laugh nervously.

— Carol, he might be my boss.

— So what? How many romance novels have you read that start like that? — She made an exaggerated gesture, as if holding an imaginary book. — “She was a shy assistant. He was the powerful judge who ruled courtrooms... and hearts.”

— Caroline! — I threw the pizza crust at her, which she dodged laughing.

— Okay, okay! But tell me. How was the interview? Did he ask you those basic job questions, or did he go straight to “Why do you think you can handle me”?

“He was...” I hesitated, trying to find the right words. “He was direct, but in a way that made it seem like he was testing me. Like he wanted to see how much longer I could take it.”

— And do you think you passed the test? — Caroline asked, with a mischievous smile.

— I think so. But it wasn't exactly easy.

Caroline clicked her tongue, nodding in approval.

—Nothing worth having is easy, my friend.

— Oh please, you're just trying to turn this into a romantic drama in your head.

— Who said it isn't? I can see it clearly: you, fighting the forbidden attraction. Him, trying to focus on work, but unable to get you out of his head...

— Carol, I'm trying to fulfill a promise I made to my family. This isn't a cheap romance novel! — I reminded her, but she shrugged.

— It seems like life isn't full of clichés. Besides, do you think he already knows?

— You know what?

— That you are completely enchanted by him?

My face instantly felt hot, and Caroline laughed, completely satisfied with the reaction she got.

— It's not true...

— Yes, of course it is.

“He has a daughter,” I said, trying to change the subject.

Caroline blinked, clearly intrigued.

— A daughter? Now you've got me. He's a single father, then?

— Yes... Widower, remember? And she's lovely, smart and... — I stopped, realizing how excited I was getting talking about the beautiful little girl.

— And you're already thinking about what it would be like to play house with the two of them.

— You are impossible.

She laughed again, but her tone softened soon after.

— Look, friend, I'm just saying you have to be careful. These powerful guys... they have a way of getting you involved before you know it.

— I know that, Carol. I'm not planning anything other than doing my job.

Caroline watched me for a moment, as if trying to decide whether to believe me or not.

— Okay... But if he ever takes off his robe in the middle of work, you send me a message, okay?

— Caroline!

She laughed, throwing her head back as I shook my head, torn between laughing and screaming.
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When Caroline left later, my thoughts inevitably turned to Romman again. Feeling a little annoyed with myself, I reached into my bag for my phone. Maybe I needed a distraction. Something to pull me out of my whirlwind of thoughts.

However, as soon as I unlocked the screen, a notification flashed and my heart started racing before I could help it.

Message from: Romman De Luca

My breath caught in my throat. I opened it with almost trembling fingers and the words came out like a blow straight to the stomach and somehow it was as if I already knew what was coming.

Congratulations, Miss Donovan. You're officially hired. Start immediately. See you tomorrow at my place.

The message was direct, without frills, yet its impact was devastating.

For a moment, I just stood there, staring at the screen as if the words would change. As if someone would magically appear and tell me that this wasn't real, that I had more time to prepare.

But there was no more time.

I was in...

That was it.

The first step of my plan.

Maybe I should have felt relieved. I should have been celebrating the fact that I was one step closer to fulfilling the promise I made to my parents. But all I felt was a knot in my stomach.

Because as much as the message meant that I was entering Romman De Luca's world to achieve my goals, it also meant that I would be closer to him. And that was a problem.

I closed my eyes, but his image was etched there. It wasn't just his physical beauty, although that was impossible to ignore. It was the way he looked at me, as if he could see beyond words...

In addition to the masks...

It was a look that made my skin tingle and my mind stumble.

I stood up abruptly and went to the kitchen, where I got a glass of water and stared out the small window that looked out onto the alley and a stretch of street. The city shimmered in the distance, indifferent to my dilemmas.

The silence in the apartment became oppressive, but at the same time, it gave me the chance to organize my thoughts.

“You promised,” I murmured, as if the words were an anchor to keep me steady.

I promised my parents that I would clear their names. That I would do whatever it took to right the wrongs that had destroyed our family. That I would take revenge on those who were to blame for it all.

However, nothing in the promise included falling in love with the man who was supposed to be just a tool in my plan.

I shook my head, trying to push the thought away before it could grow.

— No. You're going to stick to the plan, Alicia. You're going to make it work, even if you have to ignore your feelings.

However, for the first time, I wasn't so sure I could do it.

The phone was still in my hand and the message was still there, a constant reminder of what was to come.

But there was no more time for uncertainty.

I was in...

The next day, I would officially enter the world of Romman De Luca.

And, also for the first time, I wasn't sure if this was a victory or the beginning of my end.

Maybe both...
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Chapter 3
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Alicia

THE SKY WAS GRAY THAT morning, the kind of color that seemed to cling to your skin like a layer of dust. New York was moving slower, or maybe that was just me, trying to delay the inevitable. But only for a moment.

The walk to Romman De Luca's penthouse was accompanied by the sound of my heels echoing on the asphalt, each step a mix of determination and nervousness.

As I turned the corner, the sight of the imposing façade of his penthouse reminded me that no matter the weather outside, his world was always sunny and unreachable.

It was as if a silent warning sounded inside me, after all I was entering dangerous territory.

When the doorman let me in, I took a deep breath and rang the bell, trying to sound confident.

It didn’t take more than a few seconds before the door opened. I expected to see the nanny or someone from the household staff. Instead, I was greeted by a pair of blue-gray eyes that almost made me forget how to breathe, as well as any mental preparation I had made, as everything fell apart instantly.

It was him...

In dark jeans and a black shirt that looked tailored, Romman De Luca was a sight that could easily stop traffic. The kind of casual outfit that, on anyone else, would be simple. But on him, it looked like an ad for a men’s magazine.

The man had that kind of beauty that was almost aggressive, as if you had no choice but to notice him.

He still had a sculpted body, making the shirt hug his broad chest in a way that should be illegal. And the contrast between his dark hair and light eyes was almost mesmerizing.

“Punctual.” His voice was deep, firm, but it held a subtle note of approval that made my breath hitch. “I like that.” The almost playful tone made me uncomfortably aware of how my heart felt like it had traded its beat for a drum solo.

—I've always been good with schedules. — My answer came out faster than I expected, but at least my tone sounded controlled.

I shrugged, trying to sound casual, as he watched me with an intensity that seemed to decipher everything I wanted to hide.

— Come in.

I took a hesitant step inside and his scent hit me, woody, with a hint of citrus that seemed to match his personality perfectly. Strong, fresh and above all, striking.

The coverage was different from the day before in the interview. Sure, it was just as impressive as before, but now it felt less like a museum and more... alive.

There were more signs that he actually inhabited the place: papers scattered on the table, an open laptop displaying a half-finished email, the faint smell of coffee filling the space.

Romman closed the door behind me, and the sound echoed through the room as a reminder that I was trapped. Not literally, of course, but the feeling of being on his turf was undeniable.

— Have a seat. — He pointed to a chair near the table.

I obeyed, trying not to think about the fact that he was so close that I could feel the warmth of his presence.

As I settled in, he sat in the chair opposite, resting his forearms on the table and watching me with an intensity that made my skin tingle.

— Here’s what I expect from you, Alicia. — The way he said my name made my stomach knot.

Romman picked up a notebook and began listing the tasks, each word laden with authority.

Organizing appointments, reviewing confidential files, handling important client calls...It was a list so extensive that it was surely designed to overwhelm me. And it read more like a survival manual than a job description.

— Any questions? — he asked, his eyes fixed on mine in a way that made me forget how to breathe for a moment.

I should have had doubts. After all, he was testing me, pushing boundaries, gauging every reaction. But instead, all I could think about was the tone of his voice and how it seemed to resonate within me.

— No. It's all clear. — I managed to say, keeping my tone firm.

He smiled, but it wasn't an ordinary smile. It was the kind of smile that said, "We'll see." His eyebrow was raised in a challenging way.

“Great.” He slid a laptop toward me, along with a stack of documents. “Start here. This needs to be organized and sent to three different contacts by noon. This includes drafting an email, adding the details that are highlighted on these papers, and making sure the attachments match the specifications.”

— Now? — My voice came out a little louder than I intended.

“Unless you’d rather start after lunch.” The corner of his mouth curved into a slight, almost mocking smile.

I rolled my eyes internally.

— Okay. — I nodded, trying to ignore the way he was watching me, as if he was waiting for me to fail.

I picked up the laptop, ignoring the heat of his eyes boring into me as I began to work.

I began what he asked, my fingers dancing familiarly across the keyboard, but the weight of the task and his proximity made it difficult to concentrate, even though I tried to ignore Romman’s presence. Which was practically impossible.

Every time he moved, or spoke on the phone, or took a sip of coffee or adjusted his posture, my concentration vanished like smoke in the wind. I felt like I was competing in a game with no set rules.

He was so close that I could hear his breathing, as well as the weight of his occasional gaze. It was as if he was testing not only my skills, but also my endurance.

—That's wrong. — His sharp voice cut through the air.

I looked up quickly, confused.

“The attachment.” He leaned over my shoulder, pointing at the screen. “It’s the wrong file.”

I turned my attention back to the screen, realizing my mistake and feeling the heat rise to my face.

“Damn. I’m sorry, Your Honor,” I muttered, quickly correcting my mistake, and he crossed his arms, a wry smile playing on his lips.

“Focus, Alicia.” There was a hint of teasing in his tone, but also something deeper.

I lifted my chin, refusing to be intimidated.

— I'm focused.

— I hope so.

He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms as he watched me with that look that seemed capable of stripping my soul bare.

— Because in my world, a mistake like that could mean the loss of a million-dollar deal and even an unprecedented injustice.

“Then it’s a good thing I’m not in court,” I retorted, letting out a challenge in the air.

For a moment, Romman was silent, but his eyes seemed to study every detail of my face.

“You’ve got some nerve. That could come in handy,” he finally said, but there was something in the way he said it that made me feel like he was talking about more than work.

I tried to ignore it, but it was obviously impossible. As I continued on with my tasks, something small and blond came into my field of vision.

— Alicia!

I looked up and saw Luna running towards me, holding a set of cards like a trophy.

“Luna, what did we say about interrupting adults while they’re working?” Romman asked, his voice carrying the timbre of a father accustomed to disciplining without actually scaring.

He sounded more like a tired father figure than an imposing judge.

— That I should only do this when it’s important. And this is important! — She turned to me with shining eyes. — Do you know how to play Uno?

I smiled, unable to resist her enthusiasm.

— Yes, I know.

— Then let's play later!

Before I could respond, Romman took the letters from her hand and pointed her toward the stairs, where his room on the upper floor was probably located.

— First, Alicia has work to do. Second, you have schoolwork.

She made an exaggerated face.

— I'm a busy kid. Everyone wants something from me.

Romman snorted a short laugh and pointed toward the stairs again.

— Go.

Luna huffed in annoyance but complied, throwing one last hopeful smile at me before disappearing.

“She likes you,” Romman commented, leaning back in his chair.

— She's lovely.

— Whenever you want. — He smiled and the warmth of that gesture disarmed something inside me.

The tension in the air seemed to ease for a moment, but then returned with a vengeance as he leaned in again, assessing my work. I tried to focus again, but with him so close, the task seemed more impossible than organizing a fashion show in the chaos of Times Square.​

When I finished my tasks before the pre-determined time, he reviewed everything with the precision of someone accustomed to dealing with important details.

—It’s not perfect, but it’ll do for today. — He finally said, handing me a critique that felt more like a taunt.
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