
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Edge of Us

        

        
        
          Katheryn Rosseau

        

        
          Published by Katheryn Rosseau, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE EDGE OF US

    

    
      First edition. March 22, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Katheryn Rosseau.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224846375

    

    
    
      Written by Katheryn Rosseau.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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Rafaela Albuquerque

I TOOK A DEEP BREATH as I stepped out of the elevator on the twenty-fifth floor of Blackwood Tech.

The view of the ocean in Rio de Janeiro through the glass wall of the hallway was stunning—the sun reflecting off the water, the mountains in the distance like silent guardians watching over the city.

For a moment, I thought about stopping to take it all in, but the sound of hurried footsteps and phones ringing somewhere in the distance pulled me back to reality.

Nervousness and excitement churned inside me like a quiet storm. I gripped my bag tightly, as if it might give me some stability as I walked across the impeccably polished floor toward the reception desk.

The elegant woman waiting for me wore a fitted blazer and a professional smile, though there was something slightly distant about it.

“Good morning. You must be Rafaela Albuquerque, our new junior developer,” she said, her voice firm but warm. “I’m Rebecca. I’ll show you to your workspace.”

“Good morning. Yes, that’s me—Rafaela,” I answered with a nervous smile, adjusting my glasses, which insisted on sliding down my nose.

She started walking, and I followed, trying to stay calm while my brain registered every detail of the place.

The office was a spectacle of modern, minimalist design—glass walls letting in an abundance of natural light. Spacious, well-organized workstations lined up in perfectly planned rows. Ergonomic chairs and large screens gave the whole space a futuristic feel.

There was a café at the far end, with light wood furniture and a coffee bar that looked like it had been ripped from an architecture magazine. The faint aroma of freshly brewed coffee hung in the air, blending with the murmur of conversations and the rapid clicking of keyboards.

Rebecca turned to me as we crossed a wide area of workstations.

“As you can see, our office is quite dynamic. We have several teams working on different projects. I’m going to introduce you to the development team.”

I just nodded, trying to absorb everything around me without looking starstruck.

Impossible.

Everything here screamed efficiency and modernity—a world away from the tiny office where I used to work.

Rebecca stopped next to a desk where two men and a woman were focused on their computers.

“Everyone, this is Rafaela Albuquerque, our new developer. She’ll be working with you on the systems integration project.”

All three of them looked up at the same time, and I felt my face flush.

“Welcome, Rafaela!” the woman said—a brunette with short hair and a friendly smile. “I’m Bianca, and these two are Gustavo and Rodrigo.”

“Hey, Rafaela!” the two men said in unison, waving quickly before turning back to their screens, as if coding couldn’t wait.

“Nice to meet you all,” I said, trying to sound confident as I adjusted the strap of my bag on my shoulder.

Bianca smiled, like she could see right through my nervousness.

“Relax, you’ll get used to it fast. It’s chill around here—as long as the boss isn’t around.”

She winked, and I let out a quiet laugh, not really sure what to say.

Rebecca turned back to me.

“I’ll show you to your desk.”

I followed her to a workstation near the window. My computer was perfectly set up, and there was a small plant next to the monitor—a succulent that looked like it had been placed there just for me.

“This is your desk. I hope you’ll be comfortable. If you need anything, you can talk to me or anyone on the team.”

“Thank you.”

She walked away, and I sat down, letting out a sigh of relief. The grandeur of the place still had me in awe, but the kindness of the people and the vibrant atmosphere were starting to put me at ease.

It’s only the beginning. I just need to find my rhythm.
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Rafaela Albuquerque

I WOKE UP THE NEXT morning with a knot of anxiety and excitement tangled in my chest.

My first day at Blackwood Tech had been intense, and I knew the second one wouldn’t be any different. I wanted to be ready for whatever came my way.

When I got to the office, I went straight to my desk and started reviewing the code I’d written the day before. I wanted to make sure everything was perfect before Sarah, the team lead, arrived.

I got lost in the work and almost didn’t notice her coming up behind me.

“Good morning, Rafaela. How are you today?” she asked with a smile.

“Good morning, Sarah. I’m fine.”

“Great. You have a new-hire welcome meeting in an hour. The owner of the company, Damien Blackwood, will be there, and attendance is mandatory for all new employees.”

My heart slammed against my ribs at the sound of his name.

Who hadn’t heard of this man?

The news about the CEO of Blackwood Tech was constant, especially on business sites and gossip columns. I’d read plenty of articles about his success in the tech world myself, and of course, I’d seen some photos—all strategically captured to show the imposing figure he was.

“Famous” wasn’t nearly enough to describe Damien. He was thirty-nine years old, and besides being one of the most influential businessmen in the country, he was a permanent target for paparazzi and magazines that loved to wax poetic about his impeccable style and his personal life... or the lack of one.

A specific photo came to mind: him in a black suit, standing in front of a luxury car, his hair perfectly slicked back, his expression serious, his eyes fixed on the camera as if he knew exactly what kind of impact he had.

Dark-haired, tall, with broad shoulders that seemed to fill whatever space he was in. His eyes—I remembered them well—were dark and intense, as if they were analyzing every detail of whatever was in front of him.

I looked away quickly, realizing Sarah was still standing there.

“Right,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t sound as strange as it felt in my head.

She smiled before walking away, leaving me alone again with my thoughts and that growing knot of nerves.

It’s just a welcome meeting, Rafaela. He won’t even notice you.

But still, the idea of being in the same room as him made my skin prickle. I’d never seen Damien Blackwood in person, but it was like his image—that imposing, almost untouchable figure—already lived in the minds of everyone who worked here.

Time passed faster than I expected, and soon the meeting was upon me.

I walked down the hall toward the conference room, clutching my laptop bag against my chest like an invisible shield. My shoes echoed on the polished floor, and the chatter of the employees around me sounded distant, muffled by the frantic beat of my heart.

The room was almost full when I got there.

Some people were already seated, others were chatting quietly while they waited. I picked a spot in the corner, trying to blend in with everyone else and pretend I wasn’t completely out of my depth.

I waited.

Minutes felt like hours as I watched the movement around me. It was impossible not to notice how everyone was waiting for something—or someone.

And then, he walked in.

The door opened, and the air seemed to shift instantly, like the room itself recognized him.

Damien Blackwood didn’t need an introduction. His presence was magnetic, impossible to ignore. He walked to the center of the room with steady steps, his dark suit falling perfectly over his tall, athletic frame.

Every detail seemed calculated to project power and control—from the subtle gleam of the expensive watch on his wrist to the way his eyes swept the room, pausing for a brief second on each face in front of him.

I sat frozen, completely stunned.

The photos online didn’t do him justice. In person, Damien was even more imposing—a man who radiated authority without needing to say a single word. His dark gaze seemed cold and analytical, and his serious expression suggested he was used to being listened to and obeyed.

“Good morning, everyone,” he began, his deep, steady voice echoing through the room.

I about jumped out of my chair. Even the way he talked seemed rehearsed to command attention.

“First, I want to welcome the new employees. You are now part of Blackwood Tech, a company that demands excellence in everything it does. Here, effort and competence are recognized, and I expect everyone to be ready to give their best.”

The murmuring stopped completely. It was like every person in that room was hypnotized.

Especially the women, I noticed. One of them, sitting two rows ahead, fixed her hair three times while staring at him with wide eyes.

I didn’t blame them.

“Blackwood Tech was built on hard work, and we continue to grow thanks to the commitment of everyone here. Welcome, and make your time here count.”

He made a brief gesture to one of the directors beside him, signaling the end of his speech. I blinked, realizing I hadn’t taken a proper breath the whole time he was talking.

The whole thing lasted less than five minutes, but it felt like a spectacle.

When he turned and walked out of the room, people started murmuring again, like they’d just come back to life. I let myself exhale a long, shaky breath, feeling my hands sweaty on top of my bag.

“He’s no joke, is he?” I heard a voice beside me.

“Yeah... no, he really isn’t,” I muttered, more to myself than to her.

As people stood up to leave, all I could think about was how that man—that arrogant, unreachable CEO—seemed to command the world with a single look.
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Damien Blackwood

“NOT NOW, LÍVIA.”

My voice came out firm—a clear warning that I wasn’t in the mood to hear about another pending issue. But, as always, Lívia wasn’t the type to back down.

“Your schedule is packed today, Mr. Blackwood,” she said, her heels echoing across the marble floor as she tried to keep up with my brisk pace down the hall.

I didn’t slow down. I kept my eyes fixed on the path ahead.

The glass doors gleamed under the natural light flooding the space. Blackwood Tech ran like a flawless machine, every employee moving with efficiency and precision.

Exactly how I demanded it.

“You have a video conference with American investors at eleven, lunch with the board chair at two, and the meeting for the new systems integration project at four. Plus—” Lívia hesitated.

I stopped dead, spinning on my heels. She nearly crashed into me, her eyes going wide for a split second before she regained her composure.

Lívia was young, no older than thirty, but she carried herself with a firm professionalism I respected. She was tall, her blond hair always pulled back in an immaculate bun, and she wore the finest suits money could buy.

I rarely paid attention to the people working around me, but Lívia was an exception. She reminded me of myself at that age: determined, efficient, completely consumed by the job.

“What else?” I asked, patience draining through my fingers like water.

“You need to review the contracts for the Elio Group acquisition. They require your signature by end of day,” she finished quickly, extending her clipboard toward me as if that might temper my mood.

“Talk to legal. I’ll sign when it’s necessary,” I said, turning back toward the door to my office. “And Lívia?”

“Yes, sir?”

“I don’t want to be interrupted for the next few hours.”

She nodded.

I pushed open the double doors of my office and stepped inside, determined to finally grab a moment of peace. That’s when I found my friend and business partner, Miguel Santoro, casually lounging in the leather armchair with a glass of whiskey in his hand—the bottle I kept there strictly for guests.

He grinned like he owned the place, which only soured my mood further.

“This office has an owner, you know?” I growled, slamming the door shut. “I hate it when you do that.”

“Good morning to you too, Damien,” Miguel replied without moving a muscle. He tilted the glass in my direction, a sarcastic smirk hanging on his lips. “This whiskey’s great, by the way. You should try some. Might even help you relax.”

“What do you want, Miguel? I don’t have time for your bullshit today.”

I walked to my desk, tossing the clipboard Lívia had handed me onto the corner, while Miguel crossed his legs with the calm of a man who had absolutely nothing better to do.

“We need to talk about the acquisition of the new development,” he started, finally dropping the playful tone. “The downtown building. The contract’s almost closed, but there’s a clause we need to discuss.”

“Later,” I said without even looking at him.

I already had a dozen things to worry about. I didn’t need another problem.

“Later?” Miguel repeated with a nasal laugh. “Oh, right. I forgot you’re the busiest man in Rio de Janeiro.”

I slowly lifted my eyes, shooting him a warning look.

“Don’t you have anything better to do than hang around here bothering me?”

Miguel just shrugged, like he always did when he knew he was pushing my buttons. It was practically a talent of his: challenging my sharp mood with sarcasm, without ever crossing the line.

“I could leave right now, but that wouldn’t get rid of me. We’ll have to talk about this sooner or later, whether you like it or not,” he warned, getting up with the glass still in his hand. “And speaking of which, you should pay more attention to what’s happening in the rest of the company. A packed schedule doesn’t mean you control everything, you know?”

My jaw tightened for a moment, but I didn’t answer.

Miguel had an irritating way of reminding me that no matter how iron-fisted I was with the company, there were aspects beyond my control—and I fucking hated that.

As he headed for the door, my hands instinctively reached for the documents on my desk, trying to shake off the irritation.

“See you later, Damien. No use running,” he added from outside, then closed the door.

I took a deep breath, leaning back in my chair and rubbing my eyes for a moment.

The truth was, Miguel was right about one thing: my company had grown beyond anything most people could imagine.

Blackwood Tech was an empire, a giant dominating the tech market in Brazil and expanding its operations globally. From Rio de Janeiro, I controlled not just a conglomerate of companies, but the rhythm of a market that depended on every innovation my team produced.

And that was all that mattered.

My gaze drifted across the wide window, where the Rio de Janeiro skyline blended with building lights and the sun’s reflection on the sea. My family had built this with hard work, sweat, and the absolute certainty that emotions and feelings were obstacles on the road to success.

But sometimes, even the most solid castle has its cracks.

I didn’t have time to think about that now. I grabbed the contracts Lívia had mentioned and forced myself back to work, blocking out Miguel’s persistent voice still echoing in my head.

My world was made of quick decisions, numbers, and results. And nothing—and no one—was going to get in the way of that.
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Rafaela Albuquerque

“I KNEW YOU’D GET IT, girl!”

My best friend Débora Tavares’s unmistakable voice rang down the hallway the second I stepped out of the conference room. My shoulders—knotted after the formal presentation and Damien Blackwood’s intimidating presence—relaxed a little.

“Hey!” I smiled, adjusting the strap of my bag on my shoulder, my heart still racing. “You scared me.”

She laughed out loud, that carefree, infectious laugh I’d known since college. Débora always laughed like the world couldn’t touch her—loud, confident, almost mocking.

She had thick, wavy hair dyed a golden blonde that matched her eccentric style perfectly: a red blazer, orange tailored trousers, and leopard-print shoes.

People did double takes when she walked by, but Débora never gave a shit.

She was the definition of “unbothered.”

“You crushed that interview, didn’t you?” She stopped in front of me, crossing her arms and giving me that proud look. “I told you the job was yours.”

“Thanks.” My voice came out shy, almost quiet. The gratitude was real, but as always, I felt too small next to her strength. “If it weren’t for your recommendation—”

“Don’t start with that, Rafa!” She raised a hand, cutting me off. “I just gave you a little push. The rest was all you. Those nights you spent studying code while I tried to drag you out for drinks? They’re paying off now.”

I rolled my eyes, but I smiled, remembering our college nights. Débora and I were complete opposites back then, and we still were.

She was always outgoing, never afraid to speak her mind and laugh in the face of any problem. Me, on the other hand—I spent hours lost in books and code, preferring the silence of the library to the noise of parties.

“So you’ve been in systems development for what—two years?” I asked, more to keep the conversation going than because I didn’t know.

“Two years, two months, and seventeen days, but who’s counting?” she answered, winking and smiling. “And it’s the best department in this whole company. The team’s amazing. The bosses... not so much.”

“I wonder why,” I said dryly, thinking of Damien Blackwood.

She laughed again, grabbing my arm and pulling me along the hallway.

“Come on, I’ll show you where the cafeteria is. It’s the only salvation on rough days.” She paused and glanced at me sideways, her smile softening a little. “For real, Rafa, I’m so happy for you. I know how much you deserved this, after everything that happened...”

The lump in my throat appeared out of nowhere.

I knew she wasn’t just talking about the job. She meant everything that had happened over the last few years.

“Thanks,” I murmured, keeping the smile on my face, even though a pang of sadness cut through me. “I just hope I can handle it.”

“You will, girl. I know you will.”

The certainty in her voice made me want to believe it too. But then, like a bolt of lightning on a clear day, the memory hit me.

My ex-boyfriend’s face. The lies. The months of desperation when I realized he’d run off with the money we’d saved together.

Debts. Relentless collection calls. The feeling that I’d been the most naïve person on earth.

My pace slowed, and Débora noticed.

“Hey, don’t make that face.” Her voice lost its lightness, turning serious. “You’re going to get past this, Rafa. I promise. You’re one of the most determined people I know.”

“Sometimes I don’t know...” I admitted quietly, gripping one hand with the other.

Débora stopped and held me by the shoulders, forcing me to look at her.

“Listen to me. He didn’t win. What he did was unforgivable, but you’re here now. Working at the biggest tech company in the country, earning your own money, turning things around. He didn’t steal who you are.”

I swallowed hard, feeling my eyes sting.

“Thanks. Really.”

She hugged me fast—tight and comforting, the kind only the best friends can give.

When we pulled apart, she was smiling again.

“Now let’s go get coffee, because seriously, I need caffeine to put up with my department head.”

We walked down the hallway, and for a moment, the weight of my worries felt a little lighter.

Débora was right: I’d earned this opportunity. Even with all the stumbles, I was still standing. And this time, I wasn’t going to let anyone knock me down.

I just had to remember that every single day from now on.
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Damien Blackwood

“THIS IS A JOKE, AND you know it, Enrico.”

My voice came out sharper than usual, cutting through the silent room.

I leaned back in my chair, my fingers drumming an impatient rhythm on the desk. Enrico, for his part, stood before me, steady and unshakable, as if he hadn’t just heard the most obvious statement of the day.

“It’s not a joke, Mr. Blackwood,” he replied, with that almost cynical calm that made me want to send him as far away as possible. “It’s a tradition. And as you yourself say, traditions aren’t broken.”

I closed my eyes for a second, searching for patience.

Enrico had the annoying talent of reminding me of the things I myself said, especially when he knew I couldn’t argue back.

“A tradition,” I repeated with disgust, meeting his gaze again. “And what exactly does this tradition bring me? Besides wasting an hour of my life?”

He didn’t flinch. That was one of the qualities I both admired and hated about Enrico.

Thirty-five years old, organized to the bone, immaculate in that damned bespoke suit he wore like armor. His dark hair was always perfectly combed, and his eyes had a calculating glint that reminded me of... well, myself.

“You know perfectly well what this tradition brings,” he continued, deliberately ignoring my sarcasm. “The dinner is a way to show closeness. It brings new employees closer to leadership, humanizes your image, and makes teams feel valued. It improves the organizational climate and—”

“Humanizes?!” I interrupted, letting out a dry laugh. “Enrico, I’m not paid to seem human. I’m paid to make this company work, and that’s what I do.”

“Even so, it’s necessary,” he insisted, as if he hadn’t just heard my perfect argument.

My patience, which was never abundant, began to run out. I stood up from my chair and walked to the window.

The view outside was the same as always: Rio de Janeiro, vibrant and chaotic, stretching before my eyes. Down there, the world turned because I made it turn.

There was no room for distractions. But here I was, forced to waste my time on a useless dinner.

“Hold the lottery tomorrow,” I said finally, spinning on my heel to face him. “I want to get this over with this week and get this damned obligation off my plate.”

“Perfectly, sir. I’ll take care of it tomorrow.”

“Good. Now get out. I have better things to do.”

He hesitated for a second, as if he had more to say, but held himself back.

“As you wish,” he agreed, giving me that annoying half-smile as he walked toward the door.

The door clicked shut softly, and finally the silence returned.

I hated being contradicted.

Even more, I hated it when I knew that, deep down, the other person was right. It wasn’t about the dinner itself—it was about the image I needed to maintain.

Damien Blackwood wasn’t just a CEO; I was the face of Blackwood Tech. My name alone carried enough weight to open doors and close deals.

The company hadn’t gotten where it was with smiles and backslaps. It got there with hard work, tough decisions, and a leadership that didn’t bow to sentimentality.

And yet, here I was: a hostage to a tradition that seemed too small for a man who commanded everything.

“One hour,” I muttered to myself, rubbing my face. “One hour and it’s over.”

I went back to my desk and sat down, letting my eyes scan the contracts piled up there. Numbers, reports, pending decisions...

That, right there, was what mattered. Work, results, and absolute control.

Nothing else.

[image: ]

“SON, YOU CAME.” MY father’s voice echoed as soon as I crossed the door to the spacious living room.

“Did something happen?” I asked, direct, no beating around the bush, as I walked over to where he was sitting.

It was rare for my father, James Blackwood, to call me at the last minute, and even rarer when it wasn’t for something really important.

The room still carried that traditional Blackwood family air: dark wood furniture, enormous paintings on the walls, an old fireplace that was never lit despite the occasional Rio winter chill.

This place always gave me the same feeling—a mix of childhood memories and the weight of expectations that had been placed on me from a very young age.

And to complete the scene, there was my grandfather.

Charles Blackwood, at eighty-five, sat in his favorite armchair like a king on his personal throne. His hair, now almost completely white, was perfectly styled, and his severe eyes hadn’t lost their intensity, even with age. Beside him, my father looked almost young, despite his sixty-one well-lived years and the wrinkles that betrayed his age.

“Damien, punctual as always.” My grandfather’s deep voice sounded as I approached.

He didn’t smile. Charles Blackwood wasn’t a man of smiles, and I’d inherited that from him.

“What’s the reason for this meeting?” I crossed my arms, not bothering to hide my irritation. “I have things to do.”

“Sit down, boy,” my grandfather ordered, ignoring my curt tone. “What I have to say won’t be settled standing up.”

I suppressed a sigh, but I obeyed. I sank into the leather sofa, feeling like this wasn’t going to end well.

“I’m waiting,” I said, glaring at my grandfather.

He leaned forward, supporting himself on the wooden cane he always carried, as if possessing that object made him even more authoritarian.

“It’s time for you to get married, Damien.”

Those words cut through the air like a sharp blade.

For a second, I thought I’d misheard. But my grandfather’s gaze confirmed it wasn’t a bad joke.

“What?” I frowned, staring at him.

“You heard me perfectly. To take over the rest of the family empire, you need to get married,” he continued with the same calm he’d use to comment on the weather.

An ironic laugh escaped my mouth before I could stop myself.

“The family empire is already under my control. I don’t need a marriage to manage what I built myself.”

“It’s not enough,” my grandfather shot back, his gaze as cold as ever. “I don’t just want you to manage what you have today. I want you to have everything, Damien. The international companies, the private contracts, the assets still under my name. I only pass those to you when you have a wife.”

I leaned forward, incredulous.

“This is ridiculous. My focus is work. My life is work. Children, a wife... none of that is in my plans, and you know it.”

“That’s the problem.” My father’s voice spoke up for the first time. He was watching me with an almost complacent look, as if he saw something beyond what I was saying. “I thought the same way, son. And it was the worst thing I could have done until I met your mother.”

“Katherine was the best thing that ever happened to him,” my grandfather added, looking at my father with something bordering on rare approval.

And I hated sentimentality.

As if the mere mention of her had summoned her presence, my mother entered the room at that moment, balancing a tray with a soft, welcoming expression.

“Did someone say my name?” She smiled, setting the tray on the coffee table.

Her delicate perfume spread through the room as she walked over to me.

“Hi, Mom,” I murmured, feeling the weight of her arms wrap around me from the side.

My mother, Katherine Blackwood, was the opposite of the men in that house. While we seemed made of concrete and steel, she was the heart that had kept everything running for so long.

“I’m glad you came, son,” she said with clear affection in her eyes.

“It was an impossible invitation to refuse, apparently,” I grumbled, shooting a look at my grandfather.

She didn’t comment, just squeezed my shoulder before stepping back.

“They’re right, son,” my father resumed, as if my mother had calmed the atmosphere enough for him to feel comfortable. “We spent so much time focused on what we thought was important that we forgot the rest. A family doesn’t take your focus away. It gives you something to come home to at the end of the day.”

I scoffed, running my hand through my hair. This conversation was getting completely out of hand.

“That might have worked for you, but it’s different with me,” I countered, trying to keep my cool. “Blackwood Tech is my top priority. It always has been. I don’t need anyone but myself.”

“You’ll think it over. I know you’re ambitious and you want total control of everything, including my assets,” my grandfather said, his voice ringing firmer than anything else.

I looked up to face him, about to argue, but that relentless stare silenced me.

“Thinking doesn’t mean accepting,” I shot back, coldly.

“You’ve always been smart, my grandson. You’ll know what to do,” he stated, leaning back in his chair again, as if the conversation was over.

A silence fell over the room, but my grandfather’s voice echoed in my mind like a constant bell.

Marriage. Family.

It was like they were speaking another language. My life had always been work, and nothing and no one had the right to get in the way of that.

“I’ll think about it,” I murmured finally, just to end that torture.

My grandfather nodded, satisfied, while my father just watched me with a look that was almost too understanding for my taste.

I got up, adjusted my jacket, and headed for the door.

“Anything else?” I asked, flatly.

“No, not for now.”

As I left, my mother whispered something to me:

“Sometimes, the things we resist the most are the ones we need the most, son.”

I pretended I didn’t hear.

I didn’t need advice or lessons. I just needed a solution for this. And if it were up to me, old Charles Blackwood would have to give in.

Marriage? That wasn’t part of my plan.

Not now. Not ever.
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Rafaela Albuquerque

“WHY ALL THE BUZZ IN the office?”

I lifted my face from the monitor for the first time in hours, frowning as the voices around me seemed to take on a life of their own.

The development department, usually a quiet sanctuary of keyboard clicks and hushed murmurs, now felt more like a school playground.

Bianca, my desk mate, stopped what she was doing and spun her chair to face me with a mischievous grin. Her short, sharply cut hair bounced with the movement.

“Are you serious? You haven’t heard about the dinner raffle with Damien Blackwood?”

My stomach gave a slight lurch at the sound of that name.

“Dinner with who?” I asked, pushing my glasses up and staring at her with a furrowed brow.

“Oh, Rafa, you live on another planet,” she said, amused, crossing her arms on the desk. “It’s a tradition here. Every new employee gets a shot at a dinner with our illustrious CEO, Damien Blackwood.”

“A dinner? With him?” My voice came out louder than I meant, and I felt heat creep up my cheeks. I tried to play it off by adjusting my glasses. “But... why?”

“They say it’s a welcome gesture, you know? A way to show he values new talent. It sounds nice when you put it that way, but personally, I think it’s just a PR move. Pure marketing.”

“And people actually like it?” I asked, glancing around at the animated faces and excited smiles.

“Oh, Rafa, you have no idea.” Bianca shook her head, chuckling softly. “The man is a spectacle, even with that arrogant attitude of his. Seriously, he barely talks, but everyone here drools over him.”

“Drools?” I repeated, incredulous.

“Exactly that. Drools,” she emphasized. “Haven’t you seen his pictures online? Damien Blackwood in the flesh is a whole experience. Tall, dark, that look that just cuts right through you, you know? He’s the kind of man everyone wants to admire, but no one has the guts to get close to.”

I swallowed hard, remembering exactly what he was like.

I didn’t need to have seen many photos to know: Damien Blackwood was the kind of person who took over any room just by existing in it.

“Anyway, in a little while they’ll draw the name of the ‘lucky guy’ or ‘lucky girl’,” Bianca said, making air quotes with her fingers as she spun back toward her monitor. “It’s on the big screen right here in the department, by the way.”

I gave a weak smile and went back to work, or at least I tried to.

The buzz didn’t die down one bit. People whispered, checked their phones, and traded guesses about who the winner might be.

Not my business—I repeated to myself, clicking on the line of code open on my screen. But as the minutes passed, my concentration slipped away along with the department’s calm.

The sound of keyboards was gradually replaced by footsteps, excited voices, and a flurry of movement that seemed to converge at the center of the room.

I looked over my monitor and froze. The big screen, which usually displayed progress charts and internal announcements, now showed a well-dressed, smiling woman standing in front of a transparent ballot box full of folded papers.

My heart beat faster, though I didn’t understand why.

“All right, everyone!” the woman on the screen said, her voice bubbly in a way that reminded me of a bingo draw. “As you all know, today we’re drawing the winner of the traditional dinner with Mr. Damien Blackwood—an opportunity for our CEO to welcome the new talent joining the company.”

Bianca, who was now standing, leaned over my desk.

“Here we go! It’s happening!” She seemed more excited than most people.

“Is this for real?” I murmured, feeling my face heat up.

“Shh! They’re about to draw.”

My mouth went dry, and I crossed my arms, trying to look indifferent. After all, the odds were tiny.

“Here we go!” the woman on the screen continued, plunging her hand into the box and stirring the papers with theatrical flair.

The entire room held its breath.

“The lucky winner is...” She unfolded the paper and read it with a look of surprise: “Rafaela Albuquerque!”

I felt the world stop for a moment.

The sounds around me went muffled, as if someone had thrown a blanket over everything. My mind took a few seconds to process what had just happened.

“No way...” I murmured, my voice barely audible.

“Rafa! That’s you!” Bianca nearly shouted, clapping beside me as if I’d just won the lottery. “I don’t believe it!”

Other colleagues shot me excited, maybe a little envious, looks. A few fake smiles popped up here and there, but I couldn’t react. My hands were sweating, and a wave of shock made me sink into my chair.

“This has to be a mistake,” I said, more to myself than to Bianca.

“It’s no mistake!” She laughed, clearly enjoying my stunned expression. “You got picked! You’re having dinner with the big boss!”

Why me, of all people?—I thought, a chill running down my spine.

I wasn’t the kind of person who drew attention, let alone someone who knew how to handle arrogant, domineering CEOs.

My heart beat harder. This couldn’t be happening.

“Congratulations, Rafa!” I heard a distant voice.

Still in shock, my only reaction was to murmur:

“I’m so screwed.”

And for the first time that day, Bianca couldn’t hold back her laughter.

​
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Damien Blackwood

“THE DRAWING’S ALREADY been done, and the winner’s name is Rafaela Albuquerque. She’s a programmer, twenty-six years old, and—”

“I don’t give a shit who she is or how old she is,” I cut him off again, adjusting the watch on my wrist. The last thing I needed was to waste time on irrelevant details about some stranger the system had picked. “Schedule it for Friday at nine p.m.”

“Sir, wouldn’t it be better to confirm her availability first?” Enrico tried to argue, his voice low but still audible.

I dropped my pen onto the papers with a dry thud, letting my gaze settle on him.

“Are you seriously asking me that?” I cut Enrico off, narrowing my eyes at him. My voice came out cold and sharp, like the crack of a whip in the silence of the room. “You confirm it yourself. But Friday, nine p.m., at Bravura,” I ordered, referring to the most exclusive and expensive restaurant in Rio de Janeiro—a place where the atmosphere was quiet, the service impeccable, and people paid to be left alone. “That’s not a suggestion, Enrico.”

He froze, the leather folder clutched between his hands, as if he’d just made a grave mistake.

Enrico was competent—flawless, actually—but sometimes he forgot there was no room for objections or questions when it came to my orders.

“Understood,” he replied, resigned, jotting something down on his tablet with agile fingers.

“And arrange a car to pick her up. I want them at her house half an hour before. I don’t tolerate lateness,” I added, leaning back in my chair and running a hand over my jaw. “If she’s late, you’re fired.”

Enrico looked at me for a second, incredulous, before refocusing on his notes. He knew I wasn’t joking. I never joked.

“Sir...?”

“Are you done?” I cut in, irritation dripping from my words. “If you have something else to say, save it for later. I have work to do.”

“I’ll take care of it right now.”

“Good. Get out.”

He obeyed without further argument, closing the door behind him. The usual silence returned to my office, and I let out a short, annoyed sigh.

A dinner.

As if I had time to waste on that. It was a stupid tradition, but tradition, as my old grandfather liked to repeat, wasn’t meant to be broken.

I scanned the stack of contracts on my desk, but the words seemed to blur together. For a second, I caught myself picturing the face of this Rafaela Albuquerque.

The name was common, nothing remarkable, and she was probably just like the other employees I saw every day: discreet, focused, forgettable.
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