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Chapter 1 : Lilya
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— Three lattes, five espressos, two almond milk coffees and two with oat milk, I recite in one breath, winded.

— As usual, Patti replies, looking bored.

She taps the order on the screen without even glancing up.

— Yes, I confirm, inhaling deeply.

— And tell me, are those idiots ever planning to come get them themselves? she asks, reaching for the cups.

— I'm an intern, I blurt out, as if that explains everything.

— So what? Show some spine, Lilya!

She pauses, stares at me, then searches my eyes for a flicker of rebellion. I lower my gaze, preferring to avoid a pointless argument. She forces a tight smile before turning back to her machines.

A few minutes later, she sets the filled tray down on the counter, along with a stack of napkins.

— Here, good luck, she murmurs with a crooked smile.

I don’t reply, too focused on balancing the order in my arms. The tray is heavy, the coffee scalding. No room for missteps.

I almost reach the door. Victory within arm’s reach. But that’s when everything goes wrong.

My phone vibrates in my back pocket. Bad idea to try and pull it out without setting the tray down. I realize it a second too late.

Crash.

I collide with something. No—someone. A mass as solid as a wall. Like slamming into a human tank. The tray slips from my hands. Cups burst against a dark, outrageously expensive suit, coffee cascading down the fabric.

— Fuck! the man shouts, stepping back, arms raised as if shielding himself from a chemical spill.

— Oh no, shit! I’m so sorry! I cry, panicked.

He doesn’t reply right away. Instead, his icy gaze moves from his drenched suit to me.

— Why the fuck would I care about your apology? he snaps.

His voice is cold, commanding, like the crack of a whip. I grab a napkin in a rush and try to wipe his jacket, hands trembling. Huge mistake!

Before I can react, his tattooed fingers close around my wrist, grip unyielding and firm.

— That’s enough!

I look up, and my breath catches. That face. Those piercing blue eyes, both mesmerizing and terrifying. If beauty had a god, he would be standing right here. Yet this beauty is ice-cold, dangerous.

— Let go of me! I shout, summoning the last shred of courage I possess.

He smirks, as if my reaction... amuses him.

— Do you have any idea how much this fucking suit costs? he asks, slowly, each word weighing a ton.

— And do you have any idea how much these fucking coffees cost?

I don’t know what comes over me. Challenging a man like him, when I’m clearly in the wrong? Maybe it’s the way his fingers are crushing my wrist, or maybe it’s his arrogance going straight to my head.

A laugh bursts out behind him. I glance away and spot another man in a suit, older, clearly his assistant or right-hand man.

— Dimitri! the man barks, without even turning around.

— Yes, sorry boss, but... it was funny, admits the so-called Dimitri, barely suppressing his laughter.

The man finally releases my wrist. I instantly step back, rubbing the reddened skin, but he gives me no room to breathe.

— Give me your number, he orders, his tone sharp as a blade.

— Why? I stammer.

He narrows his eyes, clearly exasperated by my reaction.

— On top of being clumsy, you’re hard of hearing! Your number! I want to be able to contact you and fix this disaster.

A flash of panic. I feel trapped, vulnerable beneath his scrutinizing gaze. But before I can reply, Patti steps in.

— Mr. Podolskaïa, this young woman didn’t mean to... she begins, visibly uncomfortable.

He raises a hand, a calm but commanding gesture.

— Silence, he murmurs, placing a finger on his lips to hush her.

I’m fuming. This guy is a fucking arrogant bastard.

— Listen, I say through clenched teeth. Give me your address, and I’ll take care of the cleaning. Personally.

A mocking smile curls on his lips.

— Personally, huh? Very well, if it’s “personally,” I’ve got no objections.

His tone drips with sarcasm. His eyes lock onto mine, perhaps waiting for a reaction, but I simply blink, feigning utter indifference. I’ve learned to tune out people like him, to stay quiet to avoid trouble. But this man... This man doesn’t seem ready to let it go.

His gaze, burning with condescension, makes my ears flush. My wrist is free now, yet I still feel the invisible mark of his grip.

— Hand me your phone, he says, his tone making it clear he won’t take no for an answer.

I stare at him for a second, unable to respond. His demand throws me off.

— Excuse me?

— Your phone, he repeats, calm as ever, with that same arrogance and icy coldness that’s fraying my nerves.

As I hand over my phone, eager to put an end to this whole ordeal that’s getting more and more under my skin, a thought hits me like lightning: Fuck. This man reminds me of someone. Someone I despise with every fiber of my being.

He takes my phone with unnerving ease, as if everything already belongs to him—even this. His fingers brush the screen as he dials a number. He waits, phone to his ear. A single beep. Then he hangs up and finally hands it back to me.

— Lilya, isn’t it?

I nod, unable to answer right away. Hearing my name spoken in that deep voice hits me like a slap. I feel my cheeks flush uncontrollably.

— Then it’ll be Lilya... the little troublemaker. What do you think, Dimitri? he asks, shooting a conspiratorial glance at his assistant, who watches the scene unfold with a barely restrained smile.

— Lovely nickname, boss, replies the man called Dimitri, throwing me an amused wink.

— Ha ha ha! I scoff, crossing my arms, more irritated than I can put into words. Are you done with your little show? I snap at last, my voice thick with annoyance.

His grin widens—as if my frustration only entertains him more.

— Alright, I’ve had enough of this place. He turns abruptly, ready to leave.

— And the coffee? Dimitri asks, hesitant.

— We’ll see!

— But you always claim it’s the best—

— I say a lot of things, Dimitri. But right now, I’m saying we’re leaving. Now!

He punctuates his words with a cold glare, sharp enough to freeze Dimitri on the spot.

I stay there, unmoving, watching the duo finally disappear through the door. It’s only when the bell above the entrance chimes that I allow myself to breathe again.

I drop into a chair, exhausted, my heart still racing too fast.

— Damn, you had to be the one to run into him, huh, comments Patti as she returns with a cloth to clean up the mess.

I run a hand through my hair, still shaken.

— Sorry, Patti. You didn’t need all this chaos, I say, genuinely apologetic. Do you know him?

Patti lets out a sigh, hands on her hips.

— That guy? Yeah, word is he’s rich. Filthy rich. Some say he owns half the city, maybe more—but no one really knows what he does.

I stare at her, stunned.

— Seriously?

— Yeah. And by the way, this place belongs to him, she adds, motioning to the café.

— Really?

— Mmh-hmm. He swings by now and then when he’s in town. Always orders an espresso and works on his laptop, then disappears for months.

I blink, trying to process the information.

— No offense, but I thought I was your only customer, I say with a teasing smirk. I was starting to wonder if you guys were going out of business.

Patti shrugs with a wry smile.

— Honestly? Me too. For a while, I thought this place was done for. But who knows... Maybe it’s money laundering. The less we know, the better.

— Ain’t that the truth...

My eyes drop to my watch—and my heart skips a beat.

— Oh shit! I’m going to be late. This time, I’m really getting fired.

— Don’t worry, I got everything ready while you were busy playing tough in front of that...

— Asshole, I whisper under my breath.

— Exactly, Patti replies in the same tone, and we both burst out laughing.

I finally make it to the agency, coffee order in hand, though my shirt is wrinkled and marked by a very visible beige stain.

Perfect! I look like hell.

Still, I force my smile to stay in place, even if it’s as fragile as a porcelain cup. In this place, every gesture is observed, every misstep tallied. If I want to keep this internship, I need to keep making a good impression.

As I enter the meeting room, the smell of coffee instantly mixes with the subtler but equally suffocating cloud of expensive perfumes that seem to permanently linger here. The moment I set the box down on the table, the frenzy begins. The associates and consultants—usually so polished and composed—pounce on the cups like a starving pack.

— Lilya, you’re lucky. The VIP client is running late. You’d be out on the street otherwise, says Ava, her towering heels clacking against the floor like a death sentence.

I point to the stain on my shirt in a feeble attempt to justify the mess.

— Sorry...

She rolls her eyes with the kind of contempt that seems as natural to her as breathing. Without replying, she simply adds, in a clipped tone:

— Sit down and be ready to take notes. This meeting is life or death.

— Seriously? I ask, a hint of sarcasm slipping out that I immediately regret.

— Yes, seriously, she snaps, icy, not even bothering to look at me.

I raise an eyebrow, holding back a retort. This is not the time. Not here.

— Finally! exclaims Xavier, grabbing a cup as if his life depended on it.

— Really, Lilya! Haven’t you ever seen people in caffeine withdrawal? jokes a consultant from across the table, throwing me a quick smile before sinking back into his seat.

Ava, of course, doesn’t stoop to joking. She retrieves her latte in silence, her expression as frosty as a jewelry display case.

Once everyone’s seated and served, a relative calm settles over the room. I slip into a corner, praying to be forgotten until the meeting starts.

— What’s life or death again? Xavier asks, taking the seat beside mine.

Xavier and I started at the same time six months ago, and if there’s one thing I like about him, it’s that he seems just as overwhelmed as I am in this money-obsessed firm.

— This man is a walking lottery ticket, Ava explains, her perfectly manicured nails tapping on the table. If we blow this chance, we’re done for.

— Apparently, he’s the second-richest man in San Francisco, adds Maxime in a tone that aims for casual but betrays a faint hint of nerves.

Seated, I try to mentally distance myself from this conversation drenched in pressure and greed. Always money. Nothing but money. In this damn consulting firm, everything revolves around it.

I pull out my notebook, more out of habit than necessity. But I’m not here to take notes. My fingers begin to sketch on the page, almost involuntarily. Lines cross, contours sharpen. A face takes shape. That dark, arrogant gaze. That too-perfect jawline. And that condescending smirk.

Mr. Pretentious from the café.

Why am I drawing his face? Maybe just to channel the anger and frustration he so graciously left me with.

— He’s here! He’s in the building! screams Natacha, the receptionist, bursting into the room with a face as red as a fire alarm.

A wave of panic sweeps through the room. Colleagues rush to the door—it’s as if royalty itself were about to make an entrance. Chairs scrape against the floor, coffee cups are abandoned mid-sip, and whispers break out like sparks.

I stay frozen in my seat. My mind is a blur, like a screen overloaded with too many open windows. A knot of dread twists in my stomach, heavy and unpredictable.

Minutes later, the hallway fills with the sounds of formal greetings and nervous laughter. Then he walks in.

I recognize him before I even lift my eyes.

Sacha Podolskaïa.

This morning, he was the arrogant man from the café—the one with the rumpled suit and the disdainful pout that already had me rolling my eyes. In that moment, his face had struck me with its sculpted features, almost annoyingly perfect.

But now, he’s different.

He stands tall, commanding, dressed in a midnight blue three-piece suit so finely tailored it seems to absorb the light around him. Not a single strand of his chestnut hair—slightly wavy at the ends—is out of place. His features, already striking this morning, now look as if carved from marble: a sharp jawline, high cheekbones, and that subtle crease at the corner of his lips, as if he’s always on the verge of smiling... or mocking.

Then his eyes hit me. A deep, piercing blue, shining like a shard of ocean caught under winter light. Cold, sharp, almost inhuman. They sweep across the room with deliberate slowness, and the intensity makes it feel like he sees everything, knows everything. Those eyes don’t just look—they judge, they dissect.

Everything about him radiates power—and a cutting chill.

The director walks beside him, flanked by a small group of colleagues who laugh at his every word, though none of it seems funny. Sacha himself doesn’t smile. Not even a twitch of the lips.

He stops in the doorway. With a calculated movement, he scans the room, and I feel my insides twist into a knot.

Then his eyes land on me.

I try to look away, but it’s too late: my fingers slip against the edge of the chair and I nearly topple forward. Shit. I sit up straight, my face burning—but the damage is done.

My notebook slips from my hands and crashes to the floor, wide open. I lean down to pick it up in a hurry, but my trembling fingers only manage to grab a folded page. The page.

I hide it with a clumsy gesture, and at once I feel his gaze settle, heavier, locking onto me. His face remains neutral, impassive, yet a slight frown betrays a sharpened curiosity. He stares at the notebook as if it had just personally insulted him.

— Please, take a seat, Mr. Podolskaïa, the director hurries to say, his tone syrupy, almost servile. He gestures to the most comfortable chair in the room, the one no one dares touch without prior authorization.

Yet he doesn’t move. That man stands there, dominating the room with his presence, the silence stretching around him, heavy and almost crushing.

Then his gaze returns. Slowly. Toward me.

— Aren’t you going to introduce me to the young lady? he asks. His voice, deep and calm, resonates through the room like distant thunder.

Total silence. Even the ticking of the clock seems to have stopped. All eyes turn toward me.

— Uh... of course, the director stammers. This is Miss Lilya Durand. She’s an intern with us.

The word intern drops like a blade. I immediately feel my cheeks flush with heat.

— Lilya Durand, he repeats softly, as if savoring my name.

His eyes trail over me from head to toe, scanning me.

I don’t know what irritates me more: his condescending tone or the ease with which he seems to read me.

— A pleasure, Miss Durand, he says finally, extending his hand toward me.

I hesitate for a second. Too long, maybe. But under the weight of everyone’s gaze, I have no choice. I extend my hand, which he grips with controlled firmness.

— Likewise, I murmur, praying this exchange is over.

But something in his smile — subtle, mocking — tells me he’s far from finished with me.

— Shall we begin? he says, in a tone that snaps like an order.

Without waiting for a reply, he takes the boss’s chair, settling in as though he already owns the place.

— Yes, of course, the director responds, giving Ava a look to signal her to start.

The lights dim, and the presentation begins. Slides follow one after the other. Charts, numbers, promises of in-depth data analysis all feel about as riveting as a lecture on tax inventory.

I take notes automatically, scribbling words without meaning. Despite all my efforts to focus on the projection screen, the weight of his gaze on me is deeply unsettling.

He isn’t watching the slides. Not even Ava, who’s speaking with forced enthusiasm.

He’s watching me.

I feel the heat rising to my face, my hands growing clammy. Every breath, every movement feels observed. He says nothing, yet the tension he radiates presses on me like an invisible anvil.

When the lights come back on, I quickly shut my notebook and stare at the whiteboard in front of me, avoiding his gaze at all costs.

— What do you think, Mr. Podolskaïa? asks the director, his voice nervous, breaking the silence.

Sacha stands slowly, adjusting the collar of his suit before replying.

— I’m hiring you.

A silence falls over the room. You could hear a pin drop.

— Really? stammers the director, as if he doesn’t believe it himself.

— Yes, but be warned: at the first mistake, I won’t hesitate to fire you.

His voice growls through the room — sharp, commanding. He doesn’t raise his tone, yet the weight of his words imposes a heavy silence.

— Yes, of course. We’ll do our best to meet expectations, says the director, almost bowing.

— Meet them. Don’t just try, Sacha corrects, his eyes sweeping the room as if to make sure everyone has understood.

Then, after a pause:

— Now, all of you, leave.

The team members glance at each other, a little confused, before beginning to file out of the room.

— I have an important call to make, he adds, without so much as a glance in their direction.

— Yes, of course, sir—everyone out! urges the director, as if fearing an imminent explosion.

As always, I hang back to avoid being caught in the crowd. But just as I’m about to step through the door, a firm hand grabs my wrist.

I turn around, startled, and find him there, still, towering over me.

— You stay, he orders in a low voice, almost a whisper, yet authoritative enough to freeze me in place.

— Me?

My gaze flicks between him and the director, searching for a way out. But the director, too eager to escape, doesn’t seem to notice my distress.

— She’s just an intern, I don’t see why... begins the director, hesitating.

— I know. I’d like to see her notes — I’m interested, says Sacha, with relentless seriousness.

— Yes, of course, she’s at your disposal. Lilya, be professional, says the director before disappearing, closing the door behind him.

Professional? I stifle a bitter laugh. I’m not sure what bothers me more: being treated like an object or the fact that no one seems to care.

— Let go of me! I snap, tugging my wrist away.

He obeys, releasing me without a word. Then he returns to his seat, legs crossed, watching me with a disturbing calm.

— Sit down, he orders.

I stay standing, arms crossed, staring him straight in the eyes.

— What do you want? I ask sharply.

— The drawing.

I blink, surprised.

— Excuse me?

— The one you made. It’s me. I want it.

— It’s mine.

He leans forward slightly, shrinking the space between us. His icy blue eyes lock onto mine as if trying to trap me in an invisible snare.

— It’s missing a few details, but I still think it’s well done, he says calmly, his voice laced with muted amusement — as if that explained everything.

I grit my teeth, trying to stay composed.

— Why do you want the drawing? I ask, wary, my voice more shaky than I’d like.

His smile widens, barely, and a glint of amusement flickers in his gaze.

— Why did you draw it? he shoots back, his tone laced with a challenge I don’t yet understand.

His question throws me off. My thoughts blur, and I feel my cheeks flush under his piercing gaze.

— I... uh...

I stammer like an idiot, unable to reply.

— Let’s just say that with that drawing, you’ve repaid part of what you owe me, he says at last, his tone too casual not to be calculated. He pauses, his eyes scanning my face as if trying to gauge my reaction.

— The suit — already forgotten? he adds, irony lacing his voice as he sees my brows furrow.

I freeze as he stands with smooth, precise movements, like someone used to owning every space he steps into. Without taking his eyes off me, he grabs the sheet from my notebook and, with exasperating slowness, folds it carefully before slipping it into the inside pocket of his jacket.

— We’ll meet again, he murmurs, his voice almost gentle — yet strangely threatening.

— I was quite fond of that suit. It was a rare piece, from a famous designer.

He doesn’t wait for a reply. Without another word, he turns on his heel and leaves the room, closing the door behind him with a sharp click.

A strange sensation lingers — subtle, annoying, and intriguing all at once.

A flicker of curiosity.
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Chapter 2 : Lilya
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— What was that? asks Natacha, her eyes wide as if she’d just watched a thriller.

— What do you mean? I reply, feigning innocence.

— Don’t play dumb, Lilya. You know exactly what I’m talking about, she snaps, a hint of impatience in her voice.

I stay silent. I hate this kind of situation — when people keep pressing for a juicy story to pass around to other departments. I hate feeling cornered, under pressure.

— That man! she goes on, in a low voice but with a level of intensity that betrays her excitement. He asked to stay alone with you in that room. Everyone’s talking about it, you know.

I sigh, annoyed, and shrug.

— He just wanted to see my notes, that’s all, I say, hoping it will put an end to the conversation.

Natacha studies me, skeptical.

— Seriously?

— Yes, seriously, I repeat, my tone growing sharper.

— Professional, then? Purely professional? she insists, as if she’s probing for holes in my explanation.

I let out a small, humorless laugh and turn to face her.

— Come on, Natacha! Have you seen me? And have you seen him?

My sarcasm is obvious — a clear attempt to defuse the situation.

— Fair point, says Ava, passing behind me with a smirk.

I swivel slightly to shoot her a glare, but before I can answer, Natacha jumps in with enthusiasm, crossing her arms as if ready to defend me.

— Lilya is a beautiful young woman — she totally has a chance! declares Natacha with a confidence that nearly makes me blush.

I hate when she does that. But at the same time... if I’m still here, it’s probably thanks to her. Natacha’s always been the first to jump to my defense — whether it’s to calm Ava down or cover for my slip-ups.

— Hurry up and finish the report. We’re in a rush to get it signed, Ava orders coldly before walking off in her heels, her perfume lingering in the air.

The moment she’s out of sight, Natacha grimaces and mimics her voice:

— We’re in a rush to get it signed, blah blah blah...

She rolls her eyes dramatically, then adds with a mocking tone:

— What a witch.

A laugh escapes me despite myself, and I shake my head.

— Shhh, or she’ll hear you, I whisper, though for once, I’m almost tempted to let her keep going.

— Come on, back to work, I say, shaking my head, hoping to steer the conversation away.

— She’s jealous of you, you know, says Natacha with a smirk. Ava would’ve given anything to be in your place in that room.

— But nothing happened! It was strictly professional! I throw my hands in the air, clearly exasperated.

— Doesn’t matter, she replies, crossing her arms, clearly amused by my naivety. You don’t seem to realize how sought-after this guy is. He’s very rich and very single.

— He’s all yours, I say with a forced smile before turning my attention back to my computer screen.

Honestly, even if he is hot — and he is, I won’t lie — I’m just not in the mood for this right now. I just want people to leave me alone. To back off. To give me some peace. If I could stay home all day drawing, drinking coffee, and taking naps, I’d be the happiest person in the world.

But no — I have to earn a living.

Fucking life.

— You. My office. Now, suddenly orders the director, standing right in front of my desk.

— Me? I ask, surprised, pointing at myself.

— Yes, you.

— Shit!

Natacha watches me with wide eyes as I get up, hesitant.

She follows me with her gaze as I walk toward the director, and I can practically feel the tension rising behind me as we head to the elevator.

Once inside his massive office, he gestures sharply to a chair.

— Sit, he says in a tone that brooks no argument.

He slowly walks around his desk and settles into his leather chair, folding his hands in front of him.

— Lilya, he begins, I only agreed to this internship because my wife asked me to.

Did I hear that right?

Shit. He’s going to fire me. I knew it.

— Your resume, he continues, doesn’t fit the role at all. And to be honest, I’ve had several complaints about you. You’re slow, distracted, and often late.

My heart starts pounding like crazy, ready to burst out of my chest.

Each word hits like a blade driven deeper and deeper.

No, no, no. I need this internship. Without it, I’m screwed!

— I know, I’ll do better... I rush to say, my voice shaky.

He watches me silently, then leans back in his chair, crossing his arms.

— Yes. That’s why you’re here. And we’re going to do our best to help you.

I look up, caught off guard by the sudden change in his tone.

What the hell is this now?

My eyebrow arches instinctively, but I stay quiet.

— You’re the same age as my daughter, he adds after a pause. And at least you’re trying to build a life for yourself. You work. You’re not relying on your stepfather’s money to move forward.

I force a smile — the kind that never reaches your eyes.

— Yeah. I don’t want to rely on my family, I say simply, avoiding going any deeper.

The truth is much darker than that, but that’s my business alone.

My stepfather is a sweetheart — he’s always disapproved of my decision to leave — but his eldest son... that’s a whole other story. A really ugly one.

The director sighs and straightens slightly.

— As you’ve surely noticed, Mr. Podolskaïa is a very important client for our agency.

His eyes lock onto mine, heavy with implication.

Oh, I’ve noticed. Believe me.

Here we go! I knew there was a catch.

— He asked that you personally deliver the contract to his home for signing, the director announces, almost offhandedly. Seems he likes you.

Likes me? I have my doubts.

I force a polite smile, hoping it’ll be enough to end the conversation.

But of course, he doesn’t stop there.

— Do you two know each other from before today? he asks, a note of curiosity in his voice.

— No, no, it was the first time, I reply quickly — maybe too quickly.

I hold back from adding well, the coffee accident doesn’t count, but something in my expression must give me away, because he squints, like he’s trying to read my mind.

Eventually, he nods, seemingly satisfied.

— Tonight, at 8 p.m., Ava and you will go to his place with the documents, he continues firmly. You need to be accompanied by another employee who can answer Mr. Podolskaïa’s questions. That’s standard procedure.

— Yes, of course, standard, I echo like a robot, unable to hide my nerves.

Fucking hell! My thoughts are racing.

I really don’t want to go to Mr. Arrogant’s place. He’ll stare at me again with that piercing gaze, and I’ll end up blushing like a tomato in front of him.

Why the fuck is it always ME?

While everyone else is getting ready to leave the office, I’m still here, staring at my screen, typing up a contract worth I-don’t-even-know-how-many millions.

Every clause, every sentence feels endless.

Ava walks past me, already with her bag slung over her shoulder.

— I’m stopping by my place first. We’ll meet directly at the client’s address, she says.

— Okay, I mumble without looking up.

— Take a cab so you’re on time, she adds.

— I can’t afford one, I reply, eyes still glued to the screen.

She sighs, clearly annoyed.

— The firm will cover it. Just be at least five minutes early.

I nod, almost mechanically, before she disappears into the elevator.

I finally finish drafting the document, and just to be safe, I double-check everything:

Every clause, every signature, every initial.

Once the documents are printed and neatly filed in a leather folder, I glance at the digital clock.

7:45 PM.

Shit.

Panic hits me immediately. I didn’t even bother calling a cab.

— Fuck’s sake, I mutter out loud, alone in the silent office. Why am I such a freaking idiot?

I rush to gather my stuff — folder under my arm, bag on my shoulder — ready to sprint outside.

Worst case, I’ll just blame it on the taxi.

A stupid thought, because I’m a terrible liar. It’d be obvious in seconds.

My stomach knots tighter with every passing second.

— Breathe, Lilya. Breathe. It’s just a file. Nothing more. Nothing less.

But deep down, I know it’s not that simple.

Just as I reach for my phone to call a cab, it starts ringing.

Unknown number. I frown and pick up.

— Hello?

— Miss Lilya?

— Yes?

— I’m downstairs, says a male voice — calm, but with a hint of amusement.

— Who is this?

— Dimitri, he replies lightly, almost casually.

— Who?

— Mr. Sacha didn’t tell you?

— No.

— Let your colleague know I’m your driver for the evening.

— We were supposed to meet at the client’s place, I say, hesitating.

— Then I’ll wait, he concludes, and hangs up without waiting for a reply.

I stare at the phone, puzzled, then shrug.

Well, at least I won’t have to pay for a cab. I try to focus on the practical side of the situation, even though the idea of being under Mr. Arrogant’s indirect watch — via his chauffeur — is not exactly comforting.

As I step outside the building, I spot a black Mercedes parked right in front.

Dimitri is leaning casually against it — tall, broad-shouldered, and clearly confident.

He opens the back door for me with a warm smile.

— Thanks, I say, feeling a bit awkward.

— At your service, he replies, his eyes gleaming with unmistakable mischief.

I slide into the backseat while he walks around to get behind the wheel.

— Are you the jack-of-all-trades kind? I ask, trying to break the ice.

— Exactly, he says, glancing at me through the rearview mirror. I do everything, he adds, with a faint hint of irony.

I can’t help but notice the tattoos winding along his hands and up to his neck. He’s got a bit of a rough edge, but his smile is disarming.

— Want to listen to some music? he offers.

— No, I’m good, thanks, I reply — and instantly regret it.

The silence that follows is heavy, awkward. I stare out the window, watching the city lights blur past, but I can feel Dimitri stealing quick glances at me in the mirror.

— Have you worked at the firm long? he finally asks, breaking the silence.

— No, just six months, I answer without much enthusiasm. I'm an intern.

— Gotta start somewhere, he replies with a smile that seems genuine.

— That’s true, I say, trying to match his tone, but my heart’s not in it.

We finally enter an ultra-exclusive neighborhood — one I know well. The car rolls up to a massive wrought iron gate that opens automatically as we approach.

The estate is breathtaking. The night wraps around the manor, but discreet, perfectly placed lights reveal meticulously maintained gardens, tree-lined paths, and grand yet elegant architecture. The lanterns cast just enough glow to give the place a mystical kind of charm.

Dimitri parks the Mercedes in front of the main entrance. He quickly steps out and opens the door for me, nodding for me to follow.

— Thanks.

He escorts me inside, where I’m greeted by a living room that’s both grand and surprisingly warm.

To my surprise, Ava’s already there.

She looks stunning in an elegant red dress that fits her tall figure perfectly.

My eyes instinctively drop to my own outfit — plain jeans and a shirt I didn’t even bother ironing.

Clearly, she did go home to change.

— Good evening, I say softly as I walk in.

— Good evening, miss... says Mr. Podolskaïa, his voice slow, like he’s pretending to have forgotten my name.

— Lilya, I mumble, blushing, unable to hide my discomfort.

Why am I already blushing?

I should be angry, but instead I catch myself noticing how... gorgeous he looks.

He’s swapped his suit for a soft grey cashmere sweater that fits snugly over his shoulders and arms, and jeans that somehow manage to look just as luxurious.

Ava strides over to me, her smile polite but ice cold.

— Do you have the file? Ava whispers near my ear.

— Yeah, I reply, handing her the envelope.

She grabs it with surgical precision, then leans in slightly and murmurs:

— Leave. Please.

I freeze for a second, stunned by her bluntness.

My heart is pounding — not just because of her attitude, but also because of the strange tension hanging in the air.

A mix of nervousness, attraction, and something like disgust that’s making my thoughts spiral.

— Well, I...

— What can I get you to drink? Mr. Podolskaïa suddenly asks, his gaze landing on me.

— Do you have a beer? I blurt out impulsively, without thinking.

He raises an eyebrow, clearly amused.

— A beer? he repeats, slightly surprised.

— Yes, I confirm with an innocent smile, not seeing what’s so odd about the request.

He heads over to a small built-in fridge, nearly invisible among the luxurious decor, and pulls out a bottle.

— With pleasure, he says, handing it to me.

— Thank you, I say with a satisfied smile, opening it with a quick flick of the wrist.

I catch Ava’s glare — she’s literally shooting daggers at me with her eyes.

I stifle a laugh, savoring my small silent victory.

— Miss Ava told me you've been interning for six months already, Mr. Podolskaïa says suddenly, locking his eyes on me.

— Uh, yes, I reply, nearly choking on my beer.

I cough a little, suddenly feeling like a spotlight’s been switched on.

That snake. She obviously set the stage just right — to shine, as always.

Ava is the undisputed star of the firm. Everyone worships her.

They fawn over her for two reasons: first, that dominating, commanding presence that forces respect, and second, her undeniable talent.

She’s brilliant — rumor has it she racked up years of law school plus a master’s in economics.

How am I supposed to compete with that? I sigh inwardly, forcing a smile.

— I suggest we move on to the signing, Ava says with a triumphant smile.

She’s clearly dying to report back her “victory” to the whole team tomorrow morning.

— We’re going to eat first. You’re my guests, Mr. Podolskaïa replies, cool and calculated as ever, ignoring her suggestion completely.

I hope you’re hungry.

He looks straight at me, waiting for an answer.

— Uh... yes, I’m starving, I stammer, my voice giving away how embarrassed I feel.

I can feel my cheeks burning again.

Why am I always blushing?

Dinner, I have to admit, is absolutely delicious.

Each course is worthy of a five-star restaurant. The red wine? Pure heaven.

— This red wine is divine! Ava exclaims, raising her glass with elegance.

— It arrived from France just this morning, on a private jet, he replies offhandedly, like it’s the most ordinary thing in the world.

I can’t help but smile. A private jet for wine? Seriously?

— What’s making you smile, Miss Lilya? His tone sharpens instantly.

I tense up, catching the edge of annoyance in his voice.

So much for the harmless smile — clearly, it struck a nerve.

— Just... the idea of flying a case of wine on a private plane. I find it kind of absurd, I admit honestly.

— Have you ever been to France, Mr. Podolskaïa? Ava jumps in, clearly trying to steer the attention back to herself.

God, this dinner is starting to wear me down...

— Yes, several times, he answers, but his eyes are still locked on me.

You see, I have so much money, I can afford it, he adds, his tone sharp, clearly still stung by my comment.

— Excuse me? I blink, slightly confused.

— A wine of this caliber must travel in proper conditions. The key word is excellence, he snaps, his voice as cold and cutting as a knife.

“Excellence, blah blah blah.”

His arrogance is really getting under my skin, but I bite my tongue and just offer a polite smile.

— Actually, I think Lilya’s mom is French, Ava suddenly adds, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

“Oh God, not this... please no.”

— Really? He leans back slightly in his chair, lifting his glass to his lips as he studies me.

— She speaks French, Ava insists. Come on, say something.

— No, I wave my hand. I have a terrible accent, I don’t want to torture your ears, I say, embarrassed.

But they both keep looking at me expectantly.

Sighing, I give in and search for words. I lift my glass and say in French:

— Ce vin est excellent, mais cette pétasse me tape sur les nerfs.

(This wine is excellent, but this bitch is getting on my nerves.)

I throw Ava a defiant glance, hoping she doesn’t understand a word.

A soft chuckle breaks the tension. Mr. Podolskaïa calmly sets down his glass and replies, also in French:

— Vous voulez que je la vire ?

(Do you want me to fire her?)

My heart skips a beat.

My cheeks go up in flames.

— What did you say? Ava asks, eyes narrowing suspiciously.

— I... I need to use the bathroom, I say quickly, desperate to escape this mess.

— I’ll show you the way, he says, standing up immediately, his voice low and smooth.

— Just point me there, I insist.

All I want is to get away from his gaze — away from this.

— This mansion is a real labyrinth, he says with a faint smile.

He doesn’t let me argue and waits for me to follow.

As I stand, I feel a slight wobble in my legs — probably the wine. I lose my balance for a second, and before I can fall, his arm wraps around my waist, steadying me firmly.

— Seems like you don’t handle alcohol well, he murmurs close to my ear.

You’re the reason I feel like this... I quickly lower my eyes, hoping he doesn’t catch on.

— Thanks, I’m fine, I say, stepping away quickly, blushing yet again.

He watches me for a moment with those piercing eyes that make me feel completely exposed, then gestures for me to follow him down the hallway.
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Chapter 3 : Sacha
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— Here, I say, stopping her.

I stand just behind her. Her scent — peach, sweet and heady — wraps around me.

— Thank you, she murmurs softly.

Damn... my heart races. She disappears behind the door before I can react. I freeze for a second, then take a few steps down the hallway to catch my breath. My hand slips into my pocket, and I send a message to Dimitri.

— Get rid of the girl in the dining room.

— Khorosho! (Alright.)

His amused tone bleeds through the screen.

Not a second later, the sound of retching reaches me. Lilya is throwing up her guts.

— I’m coming in, I say, pushing the door open.

— No! she protests.

I ignore her and step inside.

— You really can't handle your liquor, huh?

I hold her hair back as she continues vomiting.

— No shit... she grumbles.

When she finally straightens up, I help steady her. She leans against the wall, breathless, wiping her mouth quickly.

— Would you please sign the documents? I’d like to go home.

She looks so fragile, so soft...

An unfamiliar urge overtakes me: to protect her.

From what, from whom? I have no idea.

— Then let’s go to my office.

— I need to tell Ava.

— Lead the way.

Back in the dining room, I see Dimitri has — as always — handled things perfectly.

— Where did she go? Lilya asks, scanning the room before turning to me.

Dimitri, standing by the door, replies in his usual calm tone:

— She wasn’t feeling well. I asked one of the security guys to take her home.

Lilya frowns.

— That’s odd... she didn’t seem sick. I’ll call her.

She digs through her handbag, looking for her phone.

I rest my hand on my own phone, catching her attention.

— These things happen. Let’s head to the office — we’ve got papers to sign.

— I... The director said she needed to be here for you to sign.

I chuckle.

— What, was she supposed to hold my hand? I say sarcastically.

— Those are the rules.

I lock eyes with her.

— Do you like following rules, Lilya? I ask. I only follow my own.

— I have no desire to get fired! she snaps. I need this damn internship!

She's furious — it’s written all over her face.

— But you hate this job...

I lean in slightly, just to see if it throws her off balance.

— I need it. Are you deaf or just thick?

She folds her arms, clearly exasperated.

— Let’s go to my office.

She rolls her eyes but follows me anyway.

Once inside, I watch her as she scans the room.

— What do you think?

— Nice office, she says flatly.

— That’s not what I asked. Look closely.

Her eyes sweep the room again... and then stop on a frame.

— You framed my drawing?

— You managed to capture my charm. I’m impressed.

I smile, amused by her stunned expression.

— This is ridiculous.

She looks away, still with her arms crossed.

— You have real art on the walls... Why keep that sketch here?

She walks slowly around the room, her eyes trailing over the artwork on the walls.

— Do you always underestimate yourself? I ask.

I sink into my chair, casually propping one leg on the desk, watching her from head to toe.

She stays silent.

— Are you done now? Can I go home? she finally snaps, irritated.

— Dimitri will drive you.

— And the documents?

— I don’t sign anything unless the family lawyer gives the green light.

Her brows knit together.

— So we came here for nothing?

I stand and approach her slowly.

— To get to know each other, I murmur near her cheek, hands buried in my pockets.

The sweet scent of her perfume grazes me, clings to me. It'll haunt me tonight—I’m sure of it.

I grab my phone and call Dimitri. He shows up almost immediately.

— Take the lady home.

My voice is calm, though every word tastes like rust on my tongue.

— Okay.

His look says everything. He sees right through me. That’s exactly what I hate about him—his damn ability to read me, dissect me, strip me bare.

Dimitri returns an hour later, a smug smile plastered across his face. Infuriating.

— Shut up, Dimitri.

— What? I didn’t say anything.

His expression alone is enough to make me want to punch him.

— I know exactly what’s going on in your twisted mind.

— Come on. Enlighten me.

— No. Get out. Go to bed. You're giving me a migraine.

He leans against the wall, arms crossed, pretending to be innocent.

— You're into that girl. It's obvious. But if I were you, I’d be careful. She’s nothing like the women you usually chase.

I get up, run a hand over my neck. A shiver runs down my spine—and not the kind you shrug off.

— She’s hiding something. A secret. A riddle. And I want to solve it.

Dimitri shakes his head, half amused, half annoyed.

— You’re insane, man. Always have to complicate things. So, what do you want me to do?

— Keep watching her. And dig up everything—her and her family. I want details. Every corner of her life.

— Same old story, huh.

— No, not like usual. This time, I want you to dig deeper. Got it?

I slide my glasses back on and return to the file in front of me.

Dimitri gets it. He’ll do his job, and I know I can count on him. The people I trust can be counted on one hand, and he’s probably at the top of the list. He doesn’t use formal speech with me because I asked him to—but because he chose to. Before becoming my bodyguard, he was close to my father. When a man saves your life, he becomes a brother. Over time, our bond grew beyond any professional dynamic.

This girl... she intrigues me. First, she pissed me off spilling that damn coffee on my suit. And yet... just thinking about it makes me smile. Then our eyes met—and it hit me like a bolt of lightning. I want to hold her close, press my lips to her neck, feel her tremble under my touch, make her mine.

Fucking hopeless romantic...

I lean back in my chair and stare up at the ceiling, lost in thought.
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Chapter 4 : Lilya
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The next day, just as I’m picking up my coffee order, a presence behind me makes me jump.

— Good morning.

— Good morning.

I turn around, unsettled to see him here again.

— I’m here to sign the documents.

— Oh... alright.

I reply without pressing the conversation, preferring to avoid another awkward moment. After all, if anyone deserves the title of Queen of the Clumsy, it’s me.

— I’ll give you a ride.

— No, it’s just around the corner.

— I insist.

He turns to Patty.

— Two espressos.

Then, without waiting for a reply, he gestures toward a table.

— Let’s sit for a moment.

— I...

— Do you always do this?

He gestures toward the order.

— Yeah, I’m still in charge of that. I’m the intern.

— Do you like it?

His finger points at the tray again, in that same irritating way.

— What exactly are you trying to do? Who would seriously want to take care of stuff like this?

— Always on the defensive.

— So are you!

I stand up, but his hand lands on my forearm, stopping me cold.

Our eyes lock, and neither of us wants to back down.

— Your coffees, sir, Patty announces.

Without a word, he straightens up, grabs his cardboard cup, and heads for the exit.

— Aren’t you coming?

I roll my eyes as I get ready to follow him.

We walk side by side, silence settling between us. Behind us, Dimitri trails along, holding the tray of orders in his arms. We cross the lobby and stop in front of the elevator. The agency’s offices are on the eighth floor.

— Take the next one, Mister Arrogant orders in a sharp, almost cutting tone.

Dimitri raises an eyebrow.

— There’s room for everyone.

— I need space.

His gaze locks with mine, a smirk playing on his lips — far too self-assured.

I clench my jaw and look away.

The elevator doors slide open. Sacha lets me in first, then steps beside me and presses the button.

The air feels like it’s shrinking around us.

At one point, I glance up at him. His hands are buried in his pockets, his posture straight.

Heat rises in me as my eyes linger on him. A tattoo peeks out from under his shirt. But another, more discreet one, is just barely visible beneath his ear. I squint to see it better — but Sacha notices, and my face bursts into flames.

— You like what you see, Lilya?

He turns and catches my gaze.

My heart slams in my chest, like I’m trapped with a predator and no way out.

In one fluid motion, he slides his hand under my chin and forces me to look at him, while the other blocks the elevator door.

— What are you...

— We need a moment.

— They’re going to wonder...

— The world doesn’t exist anymore. It’s just you, me, and this elevator.

His voice brushes against my ear and my body reacts instantly. My head tilts back.

His arm wraps around my waist and pulls me against him. His lips crash into mine, and I grab onto his arms in response. Urgency overtakes me, my tongue searches for his.

He smirks — clearly amused by my boldness.

Troubled, I step back — but he tightens his grip and presses me against the wall. His body molds to mine, his leg sliding between mine, and I feel the searing pressure of his desire.

— Sacha...My voice trembles as I fight to catch my breath.

— I love the way you say my name, beautiful.

— There are cameras.

I barely manage to get the words out as his hand slides under my shirt.

— Who cares.

A crackling sound echoes, followed by a male voice from the speaker.

— Everything okay in there?

— Shit... Sacha mutters.

I quickly fix my clothes, my heart still pounding far too fast.

— Yes, everything’s fine, I say hoarsely as Sacha steps back, clearly reluctant.

— I’ll reactivate the system.

— Do that and shut the hell up!

— Whoa, take it easy, sir.

— Fuck... he’s asking to get fired.

I place my hand on his, hoping to calm him down. But his gaze hardens instantly — I’ve clearly crossed a line.

Finally, the doors open. I walk out without looking back, hurry down the hallway, and slip into the bathroom. I lock the door and lean against the wall.

I need to breathe. Get a grip.

That man is pure temptation. Since yesterday, he’s been toying with me — and it’s working. What exactly is he after? I don’t understand a thing.

If he’s just looking for a fling, then I’m out. That’s not something I can do.

A few seconds ago, his tongue was still in my mouth. Now, his eyes could freeze blood in my veins.

— Okay, time to go back.

I fix my hair, reapply some lipstick, and return to reception.

— Where were you? Natacha asks, looking worried.

— Bathroom. Sudden urge.

She narrows her eyes.

— Were you in the elevator with that guy?

— Yeah, we ran into each other at the café nearby.

My stomach tightens. Crap — the coffees!

— Some buff guy came in with the cups and handed them out.

— Where are they now?

— With the director.

— Okay.

— By the way, Ava wants to see you.

— Me?

— Yes, you, dummy.

— Great...

— Did something happen yesterday? She’s in a foul mood.

— No. Well... He didn’t sign, she must be pissed.

— I figured, she hates losing. So, he’s not planning to work with us anymore?

— No, he wants to talk to his family lawyer first.

— I see...

— Alright, I’m going. Wish me luck.

I knock on the door and step inside. Ava’s on the phone but motions for me to sit. I take a seat and wait, my eyes drifting from one object to another. Her office is minimalist, yet refined, dominated by dark tones.

— You weren’t feeling well yesterday? she asks, finally putting down her phone.

— No, it’s you...

I instantly realize what happened and change the subject.

— Yeah, I had to go home. My stomach was killing me. I haven’t had a drop of alcohol in months.

— Ah...

— And you, when did you leave?

— Well, Mr. Sacha had an emergency to deal with, so they kindly drove me home.

— I see. I hope the client signs today. Apparently, he’s in the director’s office.

— Really?

She straightens abruptly, then thinks twice and sits back down, clearly embarrassed.

— So that’s all you wanted to know?

— Yes, you can go.

I return to my desk and open my computer. Through the screen, I catch movement. Sacha and Dimitri are coming out of the director’s office. The men shake hands, and the director walks them to the elevators.

Sacha steps into the lift and stands tall. I watch him, hoping he’ll turn his head toward me. But he ignores me.

The doors close. Two seconds later, my phone vibrates.

A message. His number.

“I’m not done with you.”

My heart skips a beat.

What does that mean? What exactly does he want from me? If he thinks I’ll just fall into his bed, he can dream. I’m not the type to give in so easily.

No, that elevator moment won’t happen again.

Still, just thinking about it brings a flush to my cheeks.

The director comes back with a big smile.

— Mr. Podolskaïa signed. He’s inviting us to his estate this Saturday to celebrate the collaboration.

— I want everyone there — including the interns.

His gaze briefly lands on me before moving on.

— I’ll send an email to everyone! Natacha exclaims, as enthusiastic as he is.

The next day, just as I’m about to leave my apartment, a delivery man arrives with a package under his arm.

— Miss Lilya?

— Yes, that’s me.

— This is for you. Please sign here.

I frown.

— I didn’t order anything...

— Still, your name’s on the label.

I scribble my signature and go back inside with the two boxes.

The larger one catches my attention. I open it and find a black satin dress with thin straps. The fabric hugs the figure and drapes delicately over the right thigh.

In a silk pouch, a lace lingerie set. Delicate. Provocative. Matching the dress.

The other box contains a pair of black high heels with a sleek ankle strap.
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