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Hiago Milani

IT WAS SUPPOSED TO be a perfect day—the moment I would etch into my memory as the most special of my entire life. The church was stunning, decorated with white flowers and gold accents. Everything was ready. But fate turned cruel and unexpected.

As the guests waited anxiously for the ceremony to begin, I noticed an unusual commotion. The screens set up in the church, meant to show discreet footage of the ceremony, had mistakenly started playing a video. As the first restless murmurs rippled through the space, I turned to the big screen.

And there she was. My fiancée. In another man’s arms.

“Let’s run away,” the lover said, his voice muffled but clear enough for everyone to hear.

“I have to get married,” my fiancée replied, impatient. “Or do you want to live in a shack? My dad’s company is going bankrupt. I’ll squeeze everything I can out of that sucker, and then we’ll get the hell out.”

The man in the video laughed, pulling her closer.

“Stop it, you’re gonna mess up my makeup. Have you ever seen a bride walk in all wrecked on her wedding day?”

“I want to eat your pussy tonight, on our wedding night,” he answered, his tone disgusting and mocking.

I felt the blood drain from my face. A knife was driven into my chest. My breathing turned heavy, and with my eyes fixed on the screen, I walked to the altar. With a violent yank, I pulled the cord connecting the equipment, silencing the images and the shocked murmurs of the crowd.

“Hiago...” My twin brother Higor’s voice came out soft but worried. “Take it easy, man.”

“Leave me the fuck alone,” I snarled, without taking my eyes off the crowd. “Get everyone out of here.”

Higor nodded and, without hesitation, gave orders to the security guards.

“Take everyone’s phones. I want those images erased. Now.”

But I knew. This kind of scandal spread like wildfire.

My parents and my sister Ana, who was with her husband, sat frozen, still in shock, in the front row.

It didn’t take long for the bride’s parents, stunned and desperate, to try to intervene. Her father, a heavyset man with a stern face, stood up hastily.

“Let’s talk, Hiago. This must be some kind of misunderstanding,” he said, his voice trembling, while his wife approached with a forced smile.

“We can fix this,” the bride’s mother added, trying to keep her composure. “You know how these technology things are. Montages...”

Before they could say anything else, the church doors swung open, revealing Amélie, my fiancée. She walked in confidently, with a wide smile and her flawless dress, still having no idea what had happened. Every eye was on her.

“What’s going on, guys?” she asked, frowning at the accusatory stares.

“You whore!” her father shouted, charging down the aisle like a raging bull. He grabbed his daughter’s arm, and the force of his grip made her smile vanish instantly.

I didn’t wait to see how it would end. I turned my back and walked toward the side doors. My vision was blurred, my heart shattered into a thousand pieces.

That wedding wasn’t happening. I would never look at that woman the same way again—just as I would never look at any other woman the same way.

The man who once believed in unconditional love, who had planned a perfect life alongside a woman, died right there, at the altar. In his place rose a man who was cold, determined, and, above all, done with love. She would never see a penny of my money. I was sick of that kind of person.

My mind was boiling as I left the church. Love, affection, and illusions? That was the past. From now on, I would become the man the world feared. And, above all else, I would never be fooled again.
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Valentina Dubois

Months Later

I WAS AT A UNIVERSITY party, sitting in the VIP lounge of a hotel. My ex-boyfriend, Théo, was right in front of me, flashing that smug smile beside the new redhead transfer. He was the only person in that room who knew the chaos my life had become. My father, owner of a small business, had been betrayed by his partner, who ran up massive debts in the company’s name. We were facing the worst stretch of our lives, and that’s exactly why Théo was standing next to her now instead of me.

I should have thanked him for dumping “the new poor girl on campus” without broadcasting my situation to everyone. But honestly, I chose to go with hatred. Hatred for the way he’d said it, with that disgusting coldness, that we weren’t on the same level anymore. Deep, raw hatred.

“You need to kiss someone in this room, Théo!” one of the girls in the group shouted, snapping me out of my thoughts. We were playing truth or dare, and the jabs were flying back and forth.

“I picked truth, remember?” he shot back.

“And you blatantly lied!” She laughed, pointing at the makeshift polygraph that showed a blinking red light.

“Can I kiss you?” he asked the redhead, who smiled instantly, clearly waiting for that moment.

“Sure, I’m in the game, aren’t I?”

I shut my eyes and turned my head, disgusted. How could he be such an asshole? Yesterday, he was begging to take our relationship to the “next level.” Now this? Ridiculous.

The ecstatic shouts around me made me want to get the hell out of there, but before I could stand up, Victoria, all pumped up, spun the bottle, and the tip stopped on me.

“Um... truth or dare?” she asked, a teasing smirk on her face.

“Dare.” I didn’t hesitate. Truths were off the table. There was nothing I wanted to share with this crowd.

“Let’s see...” Victoria rested her hand on her chin, thoughtful, and her gaze drifted over to Théo. My stomach turned, and I silently begged her not to put me in an embarrassing situation. Running off in tears was not in my plan.

“You have to leave the room and kiss the first man you find in the hallway.”

“What?!” I exclaimed, outraged.

“Pick truth, then.”

I bit my lip, weighing my options. Okay, maybe the hallway would be empty.

“Fine, but if there’s no one there, I’m coming back,” I muttered, getting up and adjusting my dress.

When I opened the door, I took a quick look and smiled to myself. Empty.

“See? No one.” I barely finished the sentence when the door to the next room swung open, revealing a tall man, impeccably dressed in a blazer and tie. He had a serious expression. It was like the character from my dreams had stepped right out of a magazine and stopped there, in front of me. He didn’t even seem to notice I was there, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away. He was the kind of man who makes anyone forget how to breathe.

“Now, be quick!” Victoria whispered, laughing behind me.

“Hey!” I said, my voice louder than I intended, catching the stranger’s attention.

He frowned, clearly confused, but didn’t have time to process what was happening. Without thinking, I took two quick steps, wrapped my arms around his neck, and, standing on my tiptoes, pressed my lips to his.

For a moment, he froze. I could feel the tension in his body, his breath held, like his brain was trying to catch up with what was happening. But then his breathing quickened, and the heat radiating from that man seemed to wrap around me. The firm touch, the woody scent, the unexpected closeness—it all made it more intense than I’d ever imagined.

Before he could react, and before I lost what little control I had left, I pulled away, letting him go and stepping back. My heart was pounding, beating so hard it was almost deafening.

I didn’t wait to see his expression. I ran—not back into the room, but out of the hotel. The cold night air hit my face like a slap, snapping me back to reality. What the hell had I just done?

I didn’t look back. I was afraid to find out if he was shocked or furious. If Victoria wanted a show, she had a story to tell now. But what terrified me most was the fact that, in such an insane moment, I’d kissed the most beautiful man I had ever seen.

And here I was, hoping he was following me, hoping he’d finish what I started.
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CHAPTER 2
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Hiago Milani

Hours Earlier

I WAS IN THE OFFICE at the Milani branch in France, where I’m the regional CEO. The room matched my current state: cold, minimalist, and immaculate. Floor-to-ceiling glass windows offered a stunning view of the Eiffel Tower in the distance, but I barely noticed it. My focus was on a pile of contracts on the desk, documents that would secure Milani’s expansion on European soil.

The months since that disastrous day had transformed me completely. I used to be a fun guy, always surrounded by friends, parties, and women. But now? Now I was feared.

“Mr. Milani, you have a meeting with the investors in fifteen minutes,” my assistant Sophie informed me, stepping in with quick strides and an impeccable posture.

I nodded without looking up. Sophie knew I didn’t tolerate delays or mistakes. Excellence was the only option, and I demanded it from everyone around me.

“Prep the presentation. Make sure the numbers are perfect,” I said, trying to sound less harsh—after all, she was competent and knew everything was already to my liking.

She gave me a small smile and left. As soon as the door closed, I got up and walked to the bar in the corner of the room. I poured myself a shot of whiskey and stared at my reflection in the glass. The man staring back at me was a shadow of who I used to be. Traces of the reckless, provocative Hiago still lingered, but I had become ice and indifference.

My phone buzzed on the desk. A message from Higor.

Dude, you need to snap out of this robot mode. Let’s go to Monaco this weekend. Unwind a little.

I set the phone aside without answering. Parties in Monaco didn’t appeal to me anymore. My focus was simple: work—though I still allowed myself the luxury of hitting clubs whenever I needed to blow off steam.

A few minutes later, another message from Higor came through. This time, he sounded more serious:

I need to talk to you about Ester. I think it would be good for her to spend a year with you in Paris. She wants to do an exchange program, and I think it could help with her education.

Ester. My niece. Higor’s daughter, an eighteen-year-old girl who had inherited her father’s intelligence and her mother’s charm. For a moment, a smile nearly crept onto my lips as I remembered her running around the house as a kid, always chatty and curious. But now, she was practically an adult.

I grabbed my phone and typed a short reply:

We can talk about it. Call me when you have a moment.

I put the phone back on the table and took a deep breath, heading to the meeting.

When I walked into the conference room, silence fell immediately. The investors, men accustomed to being in charge, looked intimidated as they met my gaze. With a gesture, I signaled for them to sit.

“Gentlemen, let’s save some time. You’re here because you know Milani never fails. This presentation will prove why,” I said, with an exaggerated confidence bordering on arrogance that always worked.

Later, at home, I waited for the time to go out, a glass of wine in hand. My mind wouldn’t stop. Paris at night was enchanting, but all I could think about was work and... well, the lack of emotion in my life. Then my phone buzzed. Higor’s name appeared on the screen.

“Talk to me, Mr. Fake Businessman,” I answered, a smirk playing on my lips. “What is it this time? Need advice on picking a tie?”

“Don’t start, Hiago.” His voice sounded annoyed, but I knew he was holding back a laugh. “I’m serious. It’s about Ester.”

“Don’t tell me she already got a boyfriend?” I teased, laughing.

“Don’t be an idiot. She wants to do an exchange program, and I thought Paris would be a good fit.”

“She’s going to turn my apartment into a TikTok set.”

“Relax, she won’t bother you that much,” he shot back, laughing.

I took a sip of wine.

“Fine. Send my gorgeous niece over. But fair warning: don’t count on me to be a babysitter. If she starts rolling in at dawn, I’m shipping her straight back to you with a note that says, ‘Good luck!’”

“Typical of you, Hiago,” Higor retorted, that dry tone of his. “Can’t do anything without being dramatic.”

“Dramatic?” I laughed, taking another sip of wine. “The kid is about to invade my sacred space, my refuge in Paris. The least I can do is lay down some survival rules.”

“Rules?” He laughed on the other end. “You can barely follow your own rules. Seriously, just don’t turn her into a mini version of you, for God’s sake.”

“Relax, bro,” I said with a lazy smile. “I’ll just teach her the basics: how to cut in line without getting caught, how to order wine without looking like a tourist, and, of course, how to ghost without raising suspicion.”

He burst out laughing.

“Don’t worry, Higor,” I said, my tone serious this time. “I’ll take good care of her.”

“I trust you, Hiago. You know how much she looks up to you.”

I was quiet for a few seconds, swirling the wine in my glass before answering.

“You got it, bro. She’ll be in good hands here. I have to go—I’ve still got a meeting tonight.”

“I love you,” he said softly before hanging up.

[image: ]

I WAS GETTING IMPATIENT listening to the investment proposals. None of it made sense to me, and there was no way I was putting company money into these baseless ideas.

“Let’s take a break,” I said, getting up.

I left the room, closing the door behind me. The meeting had been a complete waste of time, and I wasn’t in the mood for more irritation. I adjusted my jacket forcefully, trying to shake off the bad mood. That’s when I saw her.

In the middle of the hallway, a girl in a tight dress with a determined look stood there, as if she’d been waiting for me. Her face was young, marked by big eyes and a nervous expression—but not a hesitant one.

“Hey!” Her voice unexpectedly caught my attention, making me turn toward the sound.

Before I could process anything, she was right in front of me. Small, with sparkling eyes, a dangerous mix of innocence and mischief. I didn’t have time to think about what she was about to do. Suddenly, her arms were around my neck, and her lips touched mine. Just like that—no warning, no permission—but with an intensity that completely caught me off guard.

I froze, my fists clenching automatically. Who the hell did she think she was? But for an instant, the warmth of her touch, the soft, sweet scent she gave off, and the way her lips seemed designed to fit against mine held me there, motionless. My mind screamed irritation, but my body—damn body—seemed to have other ideas.

What the fuck was that?!

She pulled back, gave me a nervous smile—like she’d just pulled off some kind of challenge—and ran down the hallway without looking back. Running, of course.

Before I could go after her and demand an explanation, I saw another girl hurrying out of a nearby room. She looked like she’d witnessed the whole thing, since she was laughing as she closed the door behind her.

“Unbelievable...” I muttered, taking a deep breath and straightening my tie in anger.

But my gaze lingered for a moment on the empty hallway. I memorized her face. That nervous, cheeky look. Her skin tone. Her hair. She might run, but I won’t forget she crossed the wrong path today.

I let out a sharp breath and went back into the room. Tonight was going to be a long one, and now my patience was definitely at its limit.
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Valentina Dubois

Days Later

“I DIDN’T KNOW WHERE I was, but I could feel. I could feel everything: the heat of my skin, the pulse of my heart, and then, him.

He was the most beautiful man I had ever seen in my life. Tall, with broad, sexy shoulders. He had dark hair, slightly mussed, like someone had just been running their hands through it. His trimmed beard outlined his strong, masculine face, and his eyes... God, those eyes. They were intense, predatory, as if they could see every part of me, even the parts I tried to hide.

He stood there, just a few steps away, and he seemed made of shadows and light. The black suit molded to his body perfectly, but the first button of his shirt was undone, revealing the skin of his chest.

“Are you afraid?” he asked in a low voice.

My heart raced, but I shook my head, even though my lips couldn’t form an answer. He smiled. It wasn’t a gentle smile; it was something completely irresistible.

He moved slowly, as if savoring every step that separated us. When he stopped in front of me, the height difference between us was overwhelming, but at the same time, electrifying.

“You’re so small...” he murmured, his hand lifting to touch my face. His fingers were firm, warm, and the contact made me hold my breath. “Small, but made to be explored.”

I felt my entire body react. A heat rose up through my legs, spreading until it settled between my thighs, where my pulse seemed to have taken on a life of its own.

“May I?” he asked, leaning in, but without touching me more than he already had.

I didn’t answer with words. My eyes slowly closed, and I leaned toward him, my breath trembling with anticipation.

That’s when he kissed me.

His lips were warm, firm, and every movement felt meticulously calculated. There was no hurry, only intensity. He tasted every inch of my lips, as if he wanted to claim territory. His tongue found mine, and it was like something inside me had burst into flames.

His arms wrapped around my waist, pulling me closer. I felt his erection pressed against me, hard. My knees went weak, but his strong hands held me in place, steady, as if they were made to be there.

“You know I don’t stop until I have everything, don’t you?” he murmured against my mouth, his lips still teasing me. “Do you feel this?” His lips brushed against my ear. “This is what you do to me.”

I had no answer for that, just a low moan that escaped without my permission. My hands, almost shy at first, traveled up his arms, feeling every tense muscle. He was strong, solid, a man built to dominate. My fingers gripped his shirt as I pulled him even closer. His hand slid from my waist down to the curve of my ass, squeezing hard enough to make me gasp.

“You tease me, but can you handle what you’re asking for?” he whispered, his mouth moving down my neck, leaving a trail of hot kisses and light bites that made my body burn.

My body arched against his, pleading for more.

He grabbed my thigh, lifting it slowly until I could feel him even closer, and every part of me was burning with desire.

“Look at me,” he commanded, and my clouded mind obeyed.

Our eyes met, and for a moment, the world disappeared. All that existed was him, the man I didn’t know, but who seemed born to consume me.

My hands moved almost on instinct, sliding down his chest, feeling every line, every muscle. When I reached the button of his pants, he grabbed my wrists, pinning me against the wall.

“Not so fast.” His smile was malicious, his eyes burning over me.

He held my chin, tilting my head back, forcing me to meet his gaze again.

“I’m going to make you beg before this is over,” he promised.

I woke up to the annoying sound of my stepmother rummaging through something in my room.

My body was still trembling. My breathing was fast, the sheets stuck to my hot skin. My heart was pounding like I’d just run a marathon.

And even knowing it was just a dream, a single phrase echoed in my mind: “I want more.”

“Valentina, get up! You’re going to be late for class,” she said, in that irritating voice that already got on my nerves.

I let out a grunt, pulled the pillow over my head, and answered, my voice muffled:

“There’s a lecture today...” I started, dripping with sarcasm. “Some big shot born with a silver spoon is going to teach us how to run a business, use positive thinking to become a millionaire, and of course, how not to procrastinate.”

My stepmother let out an impatient sigh, but I just rolled my eyes. Nothing like starting the day by hearing how I’m living my life “wrong.”

“Your father should have cut this expense already. We can’t afford to invest in such an expensive university.”

I stayed quiet for a few seconds, trying to stay calm. Was that how she saw me? As an unnecessary expense?

“Don’t worry, I’ll figure it out,” I answered, finally coming out from under the pillow.

She raised an eyebrow, as if she doubted it.

“Figure it out? And how do you plan to do that, Valentina? Working part-time? Selling candy at college?”

I felt my blood boil, but I took a deep breath before answering:

“I’ll get an internship, finish my degree, and find a decent job. I’m not going to depend on anyone’s money, especially yours.”

She stared at me for a moment, but then just shrugged.

“Well, I hope you keep your word. Now, hurry up before you’re late.”

I wanted to feel sorry for my father, but I couldn’t. He chose her. He knew exactly who she was, and he still decided to bring her into our lives. Now, on top of putting up with her constant nagging, he did everything to please her, like he was trying to make up for something.

I got out of bed, still stewing over the conversation with my stepmother, and went to get ready. I grabbed a random pair of jeans, a white t-shirt, and put on my comfortable sneakers. My reflection in the mirror showed tired eyes, but I didn’t have time to try and look more cheerful. I tied my hair back in a ponytail and went downstairs to the kitchen.

My father was already there, sitting at the table, a cup of coffee between his hands. He looked small, hunched over, the weight of his problems crushing his shoulders.

“Morning, Dad,” I greeted him with a smile.

He looked up and forced a weak smile.

“Good morning, sweetheart. Did you sleep well?”

“So-so,” I answered, helping myself to a slice of bread. “And you? You look tired.”

“Ah, nothing major. Just... things to sort out at the company.”

His voice sounded distant, and it worried me. I hated seeing him like this, so defeated. I stepped closer and gave him a quick kiss on his forehead.

“Hey, it’s all going to work out. We always figure something out, remember?” I said, trying to project a confidence I didn’t even have.

He nodded, but didn’t say anything, just went back to staring at his coffee like it was the most interesting thing in the world.

After breakfast, I grabbed the car keys and left. The silver sedan, shiny despite being a few years old, was parked in the driveway. It was a comfortable model, a remnant from my more financially stable days, but now I knew any out-of-warranty repair would be a strain on the budget.

I got in, tossed my bag on the passenger seat, and started the engine. It ran smoothly, but as soon as I started driving, a metallic sound from underneath caught my attention.

“Seriously, today of all days?” I muttered, frowning. “I hope it’s just some loose part and not something that’ll cost me a kidney to fix.”

I slapped the dashboard lightly, as if that would help. The car was good, but hearing any abnormal sound made me anxious. I knew I couldn’t call a mechanic right now, so all I could do was hope it wouldn’t leave me stranded.

On the way, traffic was moving slowly, and the sound of the sporadic noise only fueled my irritation.

“It’s this or the bus... Better stop complaining,” I murmured to myself, trying to convince myself everything was fine.

I got to the university and parked in one of the spots near the auditorium. The campus was busy, with students rushing from one place to another. I grabbed my bag, adjusted the strap on my shoulder, and headed straight for the lecture.

The auditorium was already nearly full, and the speaker, a man in an elegant suit, was positioned at the center of the stage, radiating confidence.

“Good morning, everyone! Today we’re going to explore how to turn obstacles into opportunities for success.”

I sighed and sat down in the back, crossing my arms. Another day of listening to someone who’d never had to deal with overdue bills teach me about “overcoming.”

The lecture started exactly as I expected. I even tried to have positive thoughts every now and then, but lately, I seemed like a magnet for disasters. All this bullshit about “overcoming adversity” and “finding opportunities” just made me sleepy. I just wished he would talk about something actually useful, like financial math or practical management, instead of spouting lines straight out of a self-help book.

As he continued his motivational speech, I found myself looking at the clock, hoping it would end soon. That’s when a phrase caught my attention:

“The Milani Group is opening internship positions.”

My head shot up instantly, and the scattered voices in the auditorium began to fade, giving way to an attentive silence.

“Those who are interested can fill out the form available on the official website or submit it in person at the Milani headquarters here in Paris.”

The Milani Group was a corporate giant, and just hearing the name made my thoughts race. An internship there could be the opportunity I needed to turn my situation around.

I looked around and noticed many other students were also frantically noting down the announcement. My chances of being selected were probably minimal, but... why not try?

The man continued the lecture, but my mind was already miles away, imagining what it would be like to work in a place like that. When he finally wrapped up with an “I hope to see some of you at Milani,” the auditorium exploded with murmurs and movement.

I grabbed my bag and was one of the first to leave. Walking across campus, I started planning how I would fill out the form and, mainly, how I would manage to impress at a potential interview.
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Hiago Milani

I WAS AT THE AIRPORT holding a sign with her name on it, not because I thought my niece, Ester, wouldn’t recognize me from a distance. The point wasn’t to make things easy—it was to watch her die of embarrassment. Young people have that thing, they find everything awkward, like the whole world is always staring at them.

“Uncle, uncle, uncle!” Ester spun around in a frenzy, running toward me, her eyes bright with excitement. Before she could say another word, I pulled her into a tight hug and lifted her off the ground, the way I used to when she was smaller.

“All this from missing me?” I asked, laughing.

“Obviously, I’ve missed you so much!” she said, beaming. “And now we’ve got time for everything: movies, the park, the cinema...”

“I hope your dad knows you’re going to find a boyfriend in France,” I teased, raising an eyebrow. “You need someone to tag along for all those outings.”

She slapped my shoulder lightly, laughing.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Uncle! I’m here to study, not to date.”

“Oh, sure,” I shot back, sarcastic. “Because no eighteen-year-old girl has ever gotten distracted by a romance on a study abroad trip.”

She rolled her eyes, but the smile stayed plastered on her face. I grabbed her suitcase, and we started walking toward the airport exit.

“So, ready to live the Parisian life?” I asked.

“Totally! But I should warn you, I’m terrible with directions, so you’re going to have to be my official guide.”

“Guide?” I let out a short laugh. “You’ll learn fast. Or you’ll get lost—that’s also part of the experience.”

As we crossed the terminal, I noticed a few people watching us. With me, that was normal—curious looks, sometimes admiring ones. But Ester seemed to enjoy the attention.

“Hey, you think they think I’m your girlfriend?” she teased, grinning.

“Only if they think I’ve got a thing for trouble.” I winked at her. “Come on, before this makes the news.”

She burst out laughing.

During the drive, Ester was glued to her phone screen, laughing and typing messages excitedly.

“Going to miss your friends?” I asked, glancing over at her.

“A little, but I’ll talk to them every day. And besides, I’ll make new friends here too.” She shrugged.

“That’s great. I want you to enjoy every moment,” I said with a smile.

We reached the mansion, and Ester walked in, taking in everything around her.

“I hope my room is up to par, huh, Uncle?” she joked, giving me a playful look as she tossed her backpack onto the leather sofa.

“I tried to keep up the Milani standard,” I shot back, dry. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

We climbed the marble staircase, and I opened the door to one of the guest rooms. It was spacious, with a king-size bed, velvet curtains, and a balcony overlooking the garden.

“Here you go. Think it’ll do?” I asked.

Ester looked around with an air of approval, flopping onto the bed with the same ease as someone testing a sofa in a showroom.

“It’s acceptable. I’ll survive.”

I rolled my eyes, laughing.

“Alright, now that you’re settled, I need to get to work.”

“Already?” She raised her eyebrows, propping herself up on her elbows. “And here I thought you were going to give me a tour of Paris.”

“Turns out I have a company to run. But I’ll leave the driver at your disposal. He’ll take you anywhere you want.”

“That works,” she said. “Oh, and don’t worry. I can handle myself.”

“That’s what I’m counting on.” I gave a half-smile. “But anything happens, text me. And don’t turn this house into some party hangout, got it?”

“No promises.” She winked, laughing.

I left the mansion as Ester settled in, got in the car, and headed straight for the Milani Group headquarters. As soon as I arrived, the usual happened—inevitable stares followed me from the moment I stepped out of the car.

“Good morning, Mr. Milani,” the receptionist greeted me with a flawless smile.

I nodded briefly, without slowing my pace.

In the elevator, the silence was almost therapeutic—that space was exclusively mine. As soon as the doors closed, I let out a short sigh.

When I reached the executive floor, my assistant was already waiting for me, keeping pace without missing a beat, tablet in hand.

“Good morning, Mr. Milani. The shareholders’ meeting is scheduled for ten. After that, we have the expansion project presentation in the main conference room.”

“Make sure the reports are in order. I want precision, Sophie.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied promptly, already jotting something down on her tablet as she followed me down the hall.

As soon as I entered my office, she came in behind me, holding the tablet and a notepad.

“Mr. Milani, before we start reviewing the report, there’s something you should know.”

“Go ahead.”

“The internship positions the Milani Group opened yesterday are already trending on the major news sites. Many students from prestigious universities are applying. Sorbonne, Sciences Po, HEC Paris... The competition is intense, and the media is watching closely.”

I set my folder down on the desk and turned to her slowly, a smirk curling at the corner of my mouth.

“Excellent. That’s exactly what I wanted. Let’s make these openings a spectacle. I want everyone to know that only the best get a chance to work here.”

Claire nodded, already noting my instructions.

“Our recruitment team is screening the applications, but I think it’s important for you to know that some candidates are already generating buzz.”

“What kind of buzz?”

“Students with innovative projects, participation in international competitions, plus influential social media profiles. The kind of people who don’t go unnoticed.”

“Good,” I replied, adjusting my tie. “The Milani Group doesn’t hire average talent. I want the best, and they need to know that interning here is a privilege.”

“I’ll make sure that’s clear throughout the selection process.”

“See that you do. And Sophie...” I looked at her seriously. “Monitor the fallout. If any of those candidates start making noise, I want to know before they even set foot in the interview.”

“Understood, Mr. Milani.”

She left the room, and I sat down at the desk, opening the folder with the reports.

As I reviewed the documents, my phone buzzed. A message from Ester:

“I’ve decided: we’re going to the Louvre tonight. No use running, Uncle.”

A smirk slipped out before I put the phone away again.
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CHAPTER 5
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Valentina Dubois

I WOKE TO THE SOUND of loud laughter coming from the living room. It was still early, and my head was spinning with a single question: who the hell was laughing that hard at this hour?

I got up, my body still warm and restless from the dream I’d just had. Him. Again. That goddamn man. No matter how hard I tried to push the memory away, the man I’d kissed in the hotel kept invading even my dreams. And to make it worse, this time he felt more real. More intense. More irresistible.

“Fuck,” I muttered to myself, splashing cold water on my face. What was happening to me? It couldn’t be normal to dream so vividly and so repeatedly about someone who, in real life, had only looked at me with irritation and contempt. But he was hot, there was no denying that.

I took a quick shower, trying to ignore the pulsing sensation in my body, and got dressed. It was Saturday, and my father usually went to the office in the morning, so the male voice echoing through the house was intriguing. Who was there?

I walked down the stairs calmly—after all, I was in my own home. As soon as I appeared in the living room, my stepmother turned to me with a forced smile.

“Look who’s here.”

“Yeah, that’s me. And who’s this?” I asked, eyeing the man sitting at the table, completely at ease.

“Valentina, this is Ruan. He’s very interested in investing in our company.”

My sharp gaze fixed on him, analyzing every detail. Ruan looked about thirty-four, tall, broad-shouldered, with an elegant bearing. His tanned skin contrasted perfectly with his neatly trimmed brown hair. His eyes, a deep brown, were watchful and calculating, and the gray suit he wore looked tailor-made, accentuating his impeccable posture. He had that kind of smile that appeared slowly, as if measured, and I didn’t trust people like that.

“You know we’re broke, right, Ruan?” I shot out, my tone mocking.

My stepmother’s expression froze, and I almost laughed out loud at her discomfort.

Ruan, on the other hand, showed no immediate reaction. Just a faint smile at the corner of his lips.

“I’m aware of the situation,” he replied calmly, his voice low and steady. “But I still want to invest.”

“Then this breakfast should be with my father,” I countered.

“Don’t be rude, Valentina!” my stepmother scolded, narrowing her eyes.

Ruan set down his coffee cup with elegance and tilted his head slightly.

“Nothing’s set yet. I’m just a friend of your stepmother’s, dropping by for a visit.”

I let out a short laugh, lifting my own cup.

“You don’t visit married women when the husband isn’t home,” I said, as if casually commenting on the weather, but finished with sarcasm. “Though it’d be great if you took her with you.”

My stepmother turned red with rage, but Ruan didn’t lose his smile.

“You’re direct. I like that,” he replied, unruffled.

“And you’re bold,” I shot back, taking a sip of coffee without breaking eye contact. “Anyway, I’ve got important stuff to take care of.”

I left the room, ignoring my stepmother’s indignant glare, and headed straight to the university. I needed recommendation letters from my professors to attach to my internship application for the Milani Group. The name carried weight, and the competition was brutal. But I wasn’t the type to be intimidated.

After picking up the letters—crammed with formalities that barely sounded like genuine praise—I headed to the company headquarters. I walked in, announced myself, and the receptionist directed me to the fourth floor to drop off the documents.

Everything went smoothly until it was time to leave. I pressed the button for the nearest elevator, distracted, until the doors slid open. I sensed someone inside, but didn’t pay much attention.

“This elevator is private,” he said, his tone irritated.

I raised an eyebrow and replied calmly without turning toward him.

“And what, you own the company?” I fired back, provocative.

I heard a scoffing laugh, but I didn’t care. After a brief silence, he answered with a faintly cynical voice:

“Let’s just say I have exclusive access,” he replied, and I only saw his arm reach over my shoulder as he pressed the button for his floor.

“Good to know. But an elevator’s an elevator, right?” I retorted, casual.

“Do you make a habit of ignoring rules?” he asked.

“Only when the rules are stupid,” I answered without so much as a blink, keeping my gaze fixed ahead.

Suddenly, the elevator gave a slight lurch and stopped. The lights flickered once before stabilizing. I looked at the panel, hoping it would start working on its own, but the numbers were dark.

My heart started racing, and my palms began to sweat.

Not now, Valentina. Stay calm.

“Great,” I muttered, trying to hide the panic rising inside me.

The man beside me pressed a few buttons, but nothing happened. He let out a low sigh and pulled out his phone.

“Looks like we’ll be here a while,” he said, his voice dry.

I swallowed hard, struggling to keep my breathing steady. The space, which had seemed reasonable before, was now shrinking by the second. I felt the warm air and my heart pounding.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“No... I...” I clenched my hands at my sides, fighting the tremor. “Not a big fan of confined spaces.”

I barely looked at him; I only saw his legs moving back and forth in the cramped space. Then, with an impatient sigh, he leaned against the opposite wall.

“You’re claustrophobic?”

“It’s nothing serious,” I shot back quickly, even though my short breaths betrayed me.

He let out a dry laugh, clearly out of patience.

“Sure. Because you look super comfortable.”

I rolled my eyes, even though he was right. The heat was rising, my hands were cold, and there he was, with that look like he’d rather be anywhere else.

“Look, if you’re going to stand there analyzing me, at least do something useful and call someone,” I snapped, trying to sound tougher than I felt.

“I already sent a message,” he replied, his tone harsh. “The technician will be here in a few minutes. Until then, you’ll have to deal with it.”

“Easy for you to say,” I murmured, squeezing my eyes shut as I tried to focus on anything but the tight space.

He let out another sigh, this one more annoyed, and stepped forward as if he was about to sort this out once and for all.

“Listen, if you keep this up, you’re going to pass out, and I don’t know how to handle that kind of thing.” His voice dripped with impatience. “Look at me.”

I lifted my eyes slowly, reluctantly, and met his cold gaze. For a moment, the air seemed to grow even heavier. His eyes narrowed. My breath caught.

It was him.

The man from the hotel hallway. The same one I’d kissed, without permission, before running off like a coward. The same one who, ever since, had invaded my dreams, pressing that hot body against mine, setting me ablaze with every indecent touch.

My heart pounded, and the words that should have come out got stuck in my throat. The way he was looking at me now made the space between my thighs throb, even against my will.

Shit. He was here, for real. Not a dream anymore. And at that moment, all I could think about was what would happen if he decided to turn my fantasies into reality.
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CHAPTER 6
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Hiago Milani

THE MOMENT OUR EYES met, everything clicked into place. It was her. The girl from the hotel. The same one who’d kissed me in the hallway and vanished.

My gaze narrowed on instinct. The irritation I’d felt that day came roaring back. She probably thought she could pull the same little game here, in my own building.

But the problem was, it wasn’t just irritation I felt. Then. Or now. I remembered exactly how my body had reacted to her sudden kiss. The heat that surged through me when her lips touched mine, her body pressed against me.

She looked more nervous by the second, breathing fast, like the space around us was shrinking. On top of being hot, she was a hell of an actress.

“Did you plan this?” I asked, my voice dripping with cynicism.

She sucked in a shaky breath, ignoring my question, while her nervous fingers started unbuttoning her shirt. My eyes dropped to the motion automatically, fixing on her small, firm breasts, now partially exposed. What the fuck was this? A girl, literally in my elevator, half-naked.

Fuck, I was weak for women. The rhythm of her breathing, her skin glistening with sweat, that perfect cleavage on display. She was delicious. My body reacted before I could even think about holding back, and that only made me angrier.

I leaned in slightly, the space between us almost gone.

“Is this what you wanted?” I murmured, sarcastic. “My attention? Congratulations. You got it.”

Her eyes went wide. She pressed back against the wall, her chest rising and falling in a rhythm that was almost hypnotic.

“Wh-what?” she stammered, her voice faint, but I was close enough now to see the blush spreading across her skin.

“Come on, don’t get shy on me now,” I whispered, taunting. “Is this all you know how to do, or is a blowjob your specialty too?”

She opened her mouth to answer, but all she managed was a deep breath. I pulled back slightly, giving her a little space, but I never looked away.

“What’s wrong? Not in control anymore?” I goaded, my voice sharp with sarcasm. “Girls like you always have a plan. But you’re pretty young. I don’t usually go for girls your age.”

Her eyes widened in surprise, but she recovered fast.

“Girls like me?” she shot back, her voice cutting.

I let out a mocking laugh.

“Yeah. The ones who like to act innocent but have pretty well-known methods for getting what they want.” I leaned in slightly, my voice dropping to a hoarse, contemptuous whisper. “Spreading their legs for money, obviously.”

Her expression shifted instantly. The flush on her cheeks deepened.

“You’re an asshole!” she snapped.

“Maybe.” I shrugged, keeping my eyes locked on hers. “But I’m an asshole who’s seen girls like you before. And trust me, I’m immune to that kind of game.”

She tried to open her mouth to fire back, but the ragged breath and the way her eyes flickered showed my words had hit home. With a body like that and that innocent act, she probably wasn’t used to any man turning her down.

For a moment, the only sound was her breathing. Her chest rose and fell fast, and my eyes—against my will—drifted back to that sight. Damn it, Hiago. Don’t feed into this.

“You know what? Go to hell,” she shouted, furious.

Before I could answer, the elevator jolted and started moving again.

When the doors finally opened, she stepped out, then stopped and turned back to face me.

“I’m not what you think. And for your information, I’ve never had to sell myself to get what I want.”

I gave a crooked, cynical smile.

“Is that so?” I shot back, my voice dripping with irony. “I was almost thinking about making you an offer. But like I said, I don’t usually go for inexperienced little girls like you. If I’m going to pay, it’ll be for someone who actually knows what she’s doing.”

She huffed, the blush still burning on her cheeks, and hurried off across the lobby. I stood there for a few seconds, watching her disappear into the crowd.

“Mr. Milani, are you all right?” the employee asked as soon as I stepped out of the elevator.

I shot him a cold look and calmly adjusted my tie.

“I’d be better if the executive elevator didn’t stop in the middle of the ride,” I snapped, my voice icy.
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Valentina Dubois

“MR. MILANI, ARE YOU all right?” The middle-aged man’s voice rang out behind me, stopping me mid-stride. I’d already walked past him, practically breathing fire through my nostrils, but his words made me pause for a second.

“Shit!” I snapped, getting the hell out of that building as fast as I could, my heart still hammering in my chest.

Congratulations, Valentina. You just blew the only chance you had at an internship with a multinational corporation.

Son of a bitch talked to me like I was some random opportunist.

I shoved my hands deep into my jacket pockets as I walked to my car, trying to push away the thoughts that kept clawing their way back. Mr. Milani. Arrogant, insufferable, and ridiculously hot.

I rolled my eyes, remembering the way he looked at me. Who does he think he is? King of the world?

But damn it, no matter how much I wanted to stay angry, I couldn’t get that man out of my head. The way he seemed to invade my thoughts, like he lived there rent-free.

And the dreams? Oh, the dreams were a whole different problem. The best imaginary hookup my mind had ever conjured. That hot, firm kiss, full of control. If he was like that in my dreams, imagine what he could do if he were real?

But no, Valentina. Focus. He’s an insufferable arrogant asshole, nothing more. I repeated that sentence in my head a dozen times. Damn man. Arrogant, insufferable, hot, and the ruler of my nights.

“Great idea, Valentina. Fantastic way to start things off,” I muttered, rubbing my temples.

Okay, I probably shouldn’t have kissed a complete stranger out of nowhere, but I could still turn this around, right? It’s not like he’d remember me forever. I was just another name on an endless list of candidates. And come to think of it, maybe he wasn’t even the one handling the hiring. He definitely didn’t know the names of everyone who worked for him.

I took a deep breath, trying to convince myself. I just needed to be more strategic. After all, nobody makes it in life without facing a few giants along the way, and Hiago Milani would just be the first.

I got in the car, adjusted the seat, and started the engine. I was still processing everything when, out of nowhere, a girl appeared. Shit! I slammed on the brakes, the car stopping just inches from her. My heart raced, and before I could even think, I jumped out, still in shock.

“Oh my God, are you okay?” I asked, the words tumbling out. “Did I hurt you? Please say no, because honestly, I cannot afford a doctor right now.”

The girl looked at me and, instead of looking scared, let out a light laugh, like she found my panic amusing.

“I’m fine, don’t worry. It was just a scare.”

I sighed in relief, my hand flying to my chest.

“Thank God. I could see my life falling apart even more.” I held out my hand. “Valentina. Nice to meet you.”

She shook my hand with a calm smile.

“Ester. Where were you going in such a hurry?”

“Well, to be honest, I’m kind of lost right now.” I let out a short, awkward laugh. “Trying to process the fact that I might have just ruined my only chance at starting a decent career.”

Ester tilted her head, curious but still smiling.

“That sounds dramatic. Want to talk about it?”

“It’s a long story, and you probably have more interesting things to do.”

“Not really.” She shrugged. “If you need someone to listen, I’m here.”

I looked at her for a moment, thinking it over. She had a light, easygoing energy that somehow made me feel like venting to a stranger wasn’t the worst idea in the world.

“You know what? Why not?” I agreed, pointing to the café on the corner. “Let’s go over there. I’ll buy you a coffee as an apology for almost running you over.”

Ester laughed and nodded, walking beside me.

“Seems fair.”

We went into the café and settled at a table by the window. Ester looked perfectly at ease, while I was still feeling my heart slow down from the scare. I ordered two coffees, and she watched me with a curious smile.

“So, Valentina, what happened to leave you ‘lost’ and nearly running me over?” she asked, resting her chin on her hands.

I sighed, fidgeting with the ring I was twisting on my finger.

“You ever get the feeling that everything is falling apart at once?” I asked. “I’m having problems with my dad, my stepmother is at my throat every second, and today I managed to get into a fight with the CEO of the company I wanted to intern at.”

“Wow, that’s a serious combo,” Ester said, raising an eyebrow. “And who’s this CEO?”

I gave a bitter little laugh.

“The CEO of the Milani Group. I bet you’ve heard of him. He has a reputation for being inaccessible, arrogant, and... well, I’ll stop there.”

“I’ve heard of him, yeah. They say he’s pretty straightforward.”

“Straightforward? That’s an understatement. He treated me like I was some gold digger from scammer.com,” I shot back, rolling my eyes.

Ester laughed, but then her tone softened.

“Well, maybe you caught him on a bad day. CEOs have a lot of those, you know?”

“Maybe.” I shrugged, trying to sound casual. “But deep down, all I really wanted was to prove I’m capable. To show I’m not just another face in the crowd. Plus, the internship money would be a huge relief. They pay really well, you know?”

She nodded slowly, like she was absorbing every word. Coming here with her had been a good call. Ester had a rare ability to listen without interrupting, without judging.

“And what would you do if you got a second chance?” she asked, leaning in a little closer.

I paused, thinking for a moment.

“I’d be smarter, that’s for sure. I wouldn’t let him get under my skin so easily. And I’d prove I’m more than what he thinks.”

Ester smiled, like she’d just heard something she already knew.

“I think you’re going to get that chance.”

“Yeah, who knows,” I murmured, without much conviction. “But what about you? What were you doing walking around all distracted like that?”

“Oh, nothing too exciting. Just exploring Paris. I just got here, I’m here on an exchange program.”

“New to the city? Wow, your French is really good.”

“Thanks.” She laughed.

I smiled, feeling like, somehow, that conversation had lifted some of the weight off my day.

“We should hang out sometime,” Ester said, grinning. “By the way, what school do you go to?”

“Sorbonne,” I answered with a hint of pride.

Ester raised her eyebrows, clearly impressed.

“What a coincidence. I’m going to study there too.”

My eyes lit up with surprise.

“Really? The Sorbonne? That’s awesome!”

“Yeah.” She gave a little laugh. “I guess you’re going to have a regular companion now.”

“You have no idea. I’m great at getting into adventures. Hope you’re ready for that.”

We both laughed.

“So it’s a deal?” she asked, raising her cup in a casual gesture. “From now on, we’re academic allies and Paris explorers.”

“Deal.” I clinked my cup against hers.
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Valentina Dubois

I STILL COULDN’T BELIEVE I’d been selected for the internship application process at Grupo Milani. When I answered the phone and got the news, my reaction was a mess of screaming and hysterical laughter. The biggest internship of my life was one step away, and all I had to do was not fuck up the interview.

But of course, life never makes it easy.

“Vivienne! Where are my shoes from the Éclat d’Hiver 2024 collection?!” I yelled, flinging my bedroom door open.

Vivienne, my lovely stepmother, was in the living room, flipping through a fashion magazine like she had zero responsibilities.

“No idea, Valentina. You should keep better track of your things,” she said without even looking up.

“Did you sell my shoes?” I demanded, outraged.

“Who would want them? Those Éclat d’Hiver shoes are already out of style.”

Out of style? My hands went straight to my hips, and I stared at her like she’d committed a crime.

“Vivienne, that’s last year’s winter collection! Literally a modern classic.”

“A classic no one wears anymore,” she said with a shrug, still glued to her magazine.

“I was going to wear them today!” I exclaimed, throwing my hands up. “It’s my interview, and I needed them to complete my look!”

Vivienne snapped the magazine shut with an exaggerated flourish and shot me a sarcastic smile.

“Here’s some advice? Wear something more neutral. You don’t want to look like you’re trying too hard.”

“Vivienne!” I practically screamed. “If I don’t find those shoes, you’re buying me another pair.”

She let out a light laugh and shook her head, clearly amused by my desperation.

“Good luck with that. Shoes like those? They’ve been off the shelves for months.”

I stormed out of the room, stomping hard. Great. Just what I needed to start the day off on the wrong foot.

But you know what? I was still going to kill that interview even without the goddamn Éclat d’Hiver.

I arrived at Grupo Milani with my head held high and total focus. I knew I wasn’t there by accident. My passion for finance, combined with my drive to succeed in life, was exactly what put me ahead of the other candidates. This was my shot at getting into one of the biggest investment firms and holding companies behind prestigious banks all over the world.

The receptionist led me to a large room where about fifteen candidates were gathered. Their expressions ranged from nervousness to way too much self-confidence. I sat in the back, watching each of them. The competition was tough, but I hadn’t come this far to play games.

A moment later, the door opened, and a tall, well-dressed man walked in with a firm, professional stance.

“Good morning,” he began, his voice deep and controlled. “I’m Marc, head of selection. In this stage, you’ll take part in a group exercise. The objective is simple: create an investment strategy for a fictional company with an initial capital of one hundred million euros. The strategy needs to be profitable, innovative, and above all, safe. You’ll have thirty minutes.”

Perfect. This was my chance to show what I was made of.

We split into small groups, and as soon as the discussion started, it was clear my group was thinking too simply. One guy was tossing out generic ideas about equity funds, while someone else suggested something way too risky for the profile Marc had described.

I took a deep breath, staying calm.

“Guys, these ideas are interesting, but what if we focused on a hybrid approach?” I began, grabbing their attention. “We could allocate part of the capital to conservative investments, like government bonds, to guarantee security, and another part to promising fintech startups. That would add innovation without compromising stability.”

Everyone went quiet for a moment, processing.

“That makes sense,” said a girl next to me, clearly relieved someone had taken the reins. “It balances risk and return, which fits the profile of a large company.”

The smug guy of the group, who’d been dominating the discussion up to that point, crossed his arms but ended up nodding in agreement.

“Fine, let’s go that way.”

In no time, we’d built a solid presentation. When it was time to present, I was chosen to lead. I stood up, adjusted my blazer, and started with confidence:

“Our plan is based on strategic diversification. We propose investing sixty percent of the capital in European government bonds to ensure security, and forty percent in fintech startups, especially those working with artificial intelligence for banks. This will allow sustainable growth and technological innovation, both essential for staying competitive in today’s market.”

I noticed Marc jot something down as I spoke, which only boosted my confidence.

When I finished, Marc lifted his head, watched us for a few seconds, gave a slight nod, and moved on to the next group.

I sat back down, trying to keep my expression calm, but inside, I felt like everything was going to work out.

This spot is mine.
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Hiago Milani

ESTER WAS OUT ON THE balcony, talking to someone on the phone who, by the sound of it, was a woman, which came as a relief. Higor would’ve strangled me if she pulled any stupid shit while she was under my supervision.

“Making new friends?” I asked, as she came back inside.

“Yeah, a girl who’s also going to the same university for my exchange program.”

“Perfect,” I shot back with a half-smile. “One less thing for me to worry about. I can cross all those sightseeing trips off my list now.”

Ester rolled her eyes and smiled.

“Oh, come on, Uncle. You’ve gotta admit a little fun isn’t gonna kill you.”

“Fun?” I raised an eyebrow, leaning against the back of the sofa. “Spending my weekends as a teenage tour guide wasn’t exactly on my agenda.”

“Dramatic much!” she shot back, laughing. “You love hanging out with me. Admit it.”

A smirk slipped out. She was right, of course. I was completely crazy about her, and deep down, I loved every second of it.

“Alright, alright.” I shook my head, tossing the pillow back onto the couch. “Just give me a heads-up before you get into some crazy scheme with your new friend, okay?”

“Don’t worry. I promise I’ll behave.”

I sighed, knowing that promise was about as reliable as Monday morning traffic in Paris.

“I’ll hold you to it. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got more important things to do,” I said, adjusting my tie.

“Important things, like grumbling in your office?”

I shot her a quick look, fighting a smile.

“Take care of yourself, Ester.”

I grabbed my keys and left, leaving her with that mischievous grin of hers.
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I ARRIVED AT MILANI Group headquarters in the usual routine, but this time I headed straight up to the selection floor, giving Marc a brief nod before stepping into the observation room. A one-way glass panel let me watch every candidate in the group dynamics room without being seen.

I moved closer to the window, studying the faces full of expectation. Each of these kids wanted a shot, a piece of my world. Some looked way too confident; others could barely hide their nerves.

“Let’s see who really deserves to be here,” I muttered to myself with a faint, cynical smile.

My gaze swept across the candidate room, this time taking my time with each face. And then there she was. The girl from the elevator. The same one who kissed me in that hotel hallway. My jaw locked instantly.

“Who selected that girl?” I asked my assistant, without taking my eyes off her.

Sophie, standing beside me, looked visibly confused.

“Which girl, sir?”

I gave a slight nod, my eyes fixed on her. She was unmistakable. Her features were perfect, like every detail had been carefully sculpted to demand attention. Dark, shiny hair that fell in soft waves over her shoulders, contrasting with flawless, almost porcelain skin. And those eyes—big and expressive. Her perfectly shaped lips, in a naturally rosy shade, always seemed ready to fire off a sharp remark or a disdainful smile. She had a magnetic kind of beauty.

“The one in the black suit.”

“Ah, her?” Sophie let out a small, proud smile. “She’s one of the best candidates. You really know how to pick them, sir.”

“I do?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

“Yes, sir.” She shrugged. “Her résumé had your personal stamp on it.”

Personal stamp? My irritation only grew. I’d never stamped anyone’s résumé, let alone hers.

“Interesting,” I murmured.

“She really stood out in the dynamics. Definitely someone with potential.”

“I’ll interview her myself,” I declared. “Send her to my office. Now.”

Sophie blinked, surprised, but nodded without question. “Whatever you say, sir.”

I turned on my heel and left the observation room. If this girl thought she could waltz into my company and play games with me again, she was dead wrong.

I walked into my office, the door clicking shut behind me with a sharp sound. Valentina was sitting close to my desk, her hands resting in her lap, but I could tell her fingers were a little tense. Her eyes tracked me closely.
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