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  Introduction

Opposites Attract, Secrets Divide


My billionaire boss drives me crazy. 
Arrogant, overbearing, and way too confident.
The bodyguard he assigned to me?
Silent, protective, and impossible to resist.
Max always shows up when I need him most.
With him, I feel safe—maybe even something more.
But Castell Velasquez?
He’s everything I promised I’d stay far away from.
What I didn’t see coming?
They’re the same man.
And when the truth explodes, so does my trust.
Now, I have to choose:
Can I forgive the man who broke my heart?
Or walk away from the only love I’ve ever wanted?
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  Chapter one
Emma

 New Beginnings


Ican’t believe I’m here at Velasquez Corp. 
It's my new job and my new beginning but I am hoping that it’s not my new disaster. 
I tug at my blazer for the third time because seriously, why do corporate clothes always feel like a straitjacket? 
Velasquez Corp. Everyone knows the name. It’s practically engraved in gold in this city. 
And, Castell Velasquez, Mr. ‘I’m-a-billionaire-so-deal-with-it,’ owns this empire, and he is the one person I’m hoping to avoid. 
How likely is that, you ask, considering his name is on the building? 
Well, here is to praying he’s too busy swimming in piles of money to remember the girl he dated in high school. 
Yes. That’s right. I dated him. 
Once upon a time, I was Emma Thompson, a girl-next-door, regular teen who against all common sense fell for the rich boy. The rich, arrogant boy. Castell Velasquez. 
Ugh, even saying his name makes my teeth hurt. 
Back then, he wasn’t a billionaire yet, but he was well on his way. His family was already loaded, and we all knew Castell was the chosen one. 
Chosen for what? Ruining lives? Breaking hearts? Becoming a professional? Take your pick. 
Why am I here, then? Why did I crawl back into the lion’s den? 
Simple. Bills. 
They’re stacked up on my kitchen counter like some kind of leaning tower of doom. Rent, utilities, my car payment… it’s all due, and I was fired from my last job when the company downsized. Even then got to love corporate America. 
So, when Velasquez Corp. offered me a position, I had two choices, swallow my pride or eat ramen for the rest of my life. 
And here we are. 
Day one at the shiny, glass tower known as Velasquez Corp, where dreams are built, and souls are crushed.
I step into the lobby, which has marble floors and high ceilings, with a pretentious fountain in the middle that looks like it belongs in the art museum. 
Do people really work here? It feels more like a place you’d film an episode of ‘Rich People Problems.’ 
“Can I help you?” a perky receptionist with perfect hair asks. 
Of course, she’s perfect. Everyone here probably rolls out of bed with zero effort and looks like a million bucks. 
“Yes, I’m Emma Thompson. I’m starting today. Marketing department?” I try to sound confident, but honestly, I’m just hoping no one can smell the nervousness radiating off me.
“Ah, yes, Ms. Thompson. You’re on the fifteenth floor. Take the elevators straight ahead.” She smiles, and it’s so blindingly white I squint. I wonder if they have a dental plan that good. 
Maybe this job won’t be so bad.
I thank her and make my way to the elevators, heels clacking against the shiny marble. 
My reflection in the elevator doors stares back at me. My hair is in a low ponytail because it’s too hot to deal with it today, and my lipstick is… well, fading. 
Great. 
The elevator dings, and I step in, pressing the button for the fifteenth floor. 
Here we go. 
First day, new job, new life. Please, universe, don’t let me bump into Castell. Please let him be too busy signing contracts or buying islands or whatever it is billionaires do. 
I just need to make it through this day, impress my boss, and maybe start clawing my way out of this financial hole. 
The doors open with a soft ding, and I’m hit with that overly professional vibe. Everything’s sleek, minimalistic, and cold. 
Welcome to the corporate world, where fun goes to die.
I step out and find my way to the marketing department, where a middle-aged woman with glasses perched on her nose greets me. 
“You must be Emma Thompson, right? I’m Janice, head of marketing.” She offers her hand, and I shake it, doing my best not to look like the nervous wreck I am. “We’re excited to have you on board. Let me show you to your desk.”
My desk is tucked in a corner, which I’m grateful for. I can hide here, blend in, and not draw any attention… especially not from him.
“So, we’ll get you settled with an orientation in a bit, but feel free to get comfortable. If you need anything, just ask,” Janice says before heading off. 
I sit down, place my bag under the desk, and exhale. 
Okay, this isn’t so bad. Just a desk job. No biggie. 
Then, as if the universe lives to mess with me, I hear it. 
That voice. 
Deep. Smooth. Familiar. 
“Janice, have you reviewed the Q3 numbers? We need to finalize them for the board meeting next week.”
Oh, no. No, no, no. 
I freeze, my heart dropping into my stomach like a lead weight. I’d know that voice anywhere. It’s older, and a bit more refined, but it’s him.
I keep my head down, not daring to look up, because of course Castell Velasquez is here on my first day. 
Of course, he’d show up to remind me why this whole situation was a bad idea.
I can hear his footsteps moving closer, his voice low as he talks to Janice. 
He’s in charge. He’s running this show. The boy I once knew is now the man at the top of this skyscraper, and I’m just trying to keep my head above water.
I breathe out slowly. 
Please don’t let him recognize me. Please don’t let him know I exist. I need this job. And Castell Velasquez is the last thing I need in my life right now.
I keep my head down, pretending to be deeply fascinated by the folder in front of me, though the words are swimming in a blur of nerves. But curiosity gnaws at me. I glance up, and there he is.
Castell Velasquez.
He’s standing across the room, talking to Janice, completely oblivious to my existence, just like I wanted. But, of course, the universe has a sick sense of humor because I can’t stop staring at him. 
He’s even taller than I remember and he has the same hazel eyes I remember. He’s wearing this perfectly tailored charcoal suit that probably costs more than three months of my rent. And that face. 
Ugh. 
It’s not fair. 
His jawline could cut glass, all sharp and chiseled, with a bit of scruff like he’s too busy running an empire to bother with a full shave. His hair is dark brown and swept back, with a touch of gray at the temples, like the universe thought, ‘Let’s make him look even more distinguished just to mess with Emma today.’ 
He's talking to Janice, with no warmth, no charm, and just pure, cold focus. 
He barely cracks a smile, just nodding like he’s a king and she’s one of his loyal subjects. He doesn’t even look at anyone else like the rest of us are just background noise to his grand life.
But then he moves. Everything about him screams control. 
Power. 
Like he could snap his fingers and have the world bend to his will.
I hate it.
I hate him.
And yet... there’s something magnetic about it. Like you know you shouldn’t be drawn in, but you can’t help it. 
It’s infuriating.
Finally, Castell finishes with Janice and turns to leave, his eyes never once drifting my way. Not a glance, not a flicker of recognition.
Just like I asked for. 
And somehow, I hate him even more for it.

      ***The day passed by and it was nothing but getting the hang of this elite place. 
There were emails and meetings, and I was trying not to get lost in this maze of a building. 
By lunch, I’ve managed to spill coffee on my new shirt, send an email to the wrong person, and survive an awkward team introduction where I forgot my own name for a second. 
Stellar first impression, Emma.
I glance at the clock. 
It’s 5:30 p.m. 
I’m exhausted, mentally drained, and craving a pizza the size of my desk. 
Just as I’m packing up to leave, Janice appears out of nowhere. She has that tight expression on her face that makes me instantly nervous. 
What now?
“Emma, before you go, I need to talk to you,” she says as if it’s some kind of top-secret thing. 
Okay, sure, this sounds serious.
“Uh, yeah. What’s up?” I smile, though inside I’m hoping this isn’t the part where she fires me for being a disaster on day one. 
“Look, I know you’re still getting settled, but there’s something we didn’t mention during the hiring process,” she starts, and I already don’t like where this is heading. 
“What… exactly didn’t you mention?” I ask slowly. 
Janice clears her throat. “As the new head of marketing, you're a key figure in the company. And, well, Velasquez Corp has a lot of competitors. And, some of them don’t exactly play fair.”
Okay, hold up. 
What is she getting at? Competitors? I’m in the marketing department. 
“Uh-huh… and?” I prompt, eyebrow raised.
“And the boss insists on providing certain employees with extra security,” she says as if that’s a normal thing. Like it’s no big deal, everyone’s walking around with a bodyguard. “You’ll be assigned a bodyguard. Effective immediately.”
I blink. 
I stare at her. 
Then I laugh because obviously, this is some kind of joke. Except… Janice isn’t laughing.
“A bodyguard? For me?” I repeat as if she has lost her mind. 
“Janice, no offense, but I’m just here to design ad campaigns and maybe tweak some slogans. Not dodge bullets or fend off corporate espionage.”
She shakes her head. 
“It’s not up for debate. It’s protocol. Especially after… well, we have had incidents in the past.” She pauses, her lips tightening. 
“We don’t want to take any chances with you, Emma. You’ll be assigned one of our best.”
I’m about to argue, to tell her that the only thing I need protection from is my own awkwardness, but then I realize… wait. This is Castell’s doing, isn’t it? And, I just nod, because in no way I am ready to argue this with Castell Velasquez.
“I’ll introduce him to you now. He’s been waiting.”
Of course, he has. My first day, and I already had a babysitter.
I’m still processing all this when Janice steps aside and in walks Max… the bodyguard.
And oh… 
I was expecting some grizzled ex-military type, but Max? 
He has dark black hair, a little curly and tousled like he couldn’t care less about looking perfect but still does. His sharp jawline is softened by the shadow of stubble, and his eyes are this piercing shade of blue that catches me off guard. 
He is tall, with broad shoulders, the kind of guy you’d imagine in a leather jacket on a motorcycle. The dark suit he’s wearing fits him too well. 
“Emma Thompson?” he says, his voice low and smooth. 
There’s something vaguely familiar about it, but I brush it off because right now, my brain is too busy registering this. 
“Uh, yeah,” I manage, my voice a little higher than I want it to be.
“I’m Max,” he says, holding out a hand. “I’ll be your security from now on.”
I shake his hand, trying not to notice how firm and warm it feels, and how his eyes seem to be studying me like I’m some kind of puzzle he’s already halfway solved. 
“Right, Max. Security. Cool, cool.”
He smirks like he can see right through me. “I’ll do my best to stay out of your way, but you can’t exactly get rid of me.”
Oh man… this is ridiculous. 
But as I look at him, something about Max is oddly comforting, like this isn’t just about him doing his job. There is a weird kind of safety in his presence that I didn’t expect. 
It doesn’t hurt that he’s easy on the eyes, but still, something about him feels… safe.
“Listen, Max,” I say, crossing my arms. “I don’t know how much they’re paying you, but I’m not planning on needing a bodyguard. I can take care of myself.”
His eyes flash with something. “I’m sure you can. But it’s not up to me. Or you, apparently.”
I roll my eyes, half smiling despite myself. “Of course, it’s not. It’s never up to me.”
Janice interrupts our little moment. “Well, now that introductions are out of the way, I’ll leave you two to it. Max, you’ll be handling her transportation and overseeing her safety.”
Max gives her a nod, and I realize, with some annoyance, that he’s taking this whole thing way more seriously than I am.
Janice heads out, leaving me alone with him. 
I glance at Max again, feeling odd… okay with this, even though I should be freaking out about the whole bodyguard situation.
“So,” I say, throwing my bag over my shoulder, “I guess we’re stuck together now?”
He smiles with the corner of his mouth lifting just enough to be infuriating. 
“Looks like it.”
And for the first time all day, I don’t feel like running for the nearest exit.






  
  Chapter two
Castell

Hidden in Plain Sight


She thinks I didn’t see her. She was head down at that desk, trying to act like I was not standing a few feet away from her like I was invisible. 
She thinks I walked in, barked a few orders, and walked out without even a glance.
But I did see her.
Of course, I saw her. How could I not?
Emma’s exactly the same. 
She has the same long, brown hair pulled back into that messy ponytail she always did when she was trying to focus. She has that same determined expression on her face like she’s about to conquer the world. And, those green eyes of hers were sharp, but with that softness underneath. 
The same eyes I used to get lost in when we were young.
And, oh, she’s still beautiful.
Not in that over-the-top, polished way that the women around me usually go for. 
No, Emma’s real. Effortless. 
She doesn’t need designer clothes or perfect makeup to turn heads. She’s got that natural beauty that just is, and she doesn’t even realize it. 
She never did.
The moment I walked into that office, my eyes landed on her, and I had to shove down every instinct to walk right up to her, say something… anything… but I didn’t. 
I couldn’t. 
Because Emma’s smart. She is fierce. And she’s still got the capability to make me fall all over again. 
That much hasn’t changed.
I’m not the same guy she used to date, though. 
I’ve built an empire, a whole kingdom, with my name on the top of every skyscraper in the city. I am the CEO who makes decisions that shake the stock market. I am the man who’s always got a camera in his face, who’s always one headline away from a scandal. 
That’s the public version of me. The one everyone sees.
But they don’t see me. Not the real me, at least.
Ah… I don’t even know if Emma would recognize the real me anymore. 
Does she even care who I am beneath all this billionaire nonsense? Or am I just another suit to her now, just another guy with too much money and not enough time to actually live?
I wonder if she knows how exhausting it is. How tiring it is to be this person all the time. Every second of my day is planned, and every move I make is watched, analyzed, and dissected. 
There is no room to breathe and no space to just be… me. Not Castell Velasquez, the untouchable CEO, but Castell Velasquez, the guy who used to spend afternoons skipping rocks by the lake, laughing with a girl who made him feel like the world didn’t need to be so complicated.
The girl who still has the power to knock the wind out of me by just sitting at a desk.
I wonder what she thinks of me now. 
She’s probably still pissed… justifiably so. 
I was a total mess back then. Arrogant, reckless, thinking I had all the answers when I didn’t even know the questions. I pushed her away because I thought that’s what I had to do, that I needed to prove something to the world, to myself. 
But in the process, I lost her.
I look at my reflection in the glass windows of my office. 
I am wearing a sharp suit, polished shoes, the whole billionaire package… and all I feel is tired.
When did this version of me take over? When did I become more business than man? 
It’s frustrating. People see the money, the power, the persona, and that’s all they want from me.
No one bothers to ask what I think about when I’m alone, or what keeps me up at night. They don’t care about my regrets, or the fact that sometimes I just want to disappear for a while, leave it all behind and be someone else. Just for a day.
No one sees the real Castell.
Except maybe Emma. 
She’s always been able to see through me, even when we were teenagers. That was part of her charm and beauty and part of what terrified me about her. 
She wasn’t impressed by my last name or my family’s money. She didn’t care about any of that. She cared about me. And when you’re raised in a world where people care more about your net worth than your worth as a person, that kind of genuine connection is rare.
And it’s dangerous. 
It’s dangerous because it makes you vulnerable. It makes you want things you’re not supposed to want… like the girl from your past who you’ve never quite gotten over.
I shake my head and lean back in my chair, trying to push the thought of her out of my mind. But it’s no use. 
She’s there, like a ghost from another life, haunting me with what could’ve been.
I know she’s going to hate me even more when she finds out that her bodyguard is actually me.
Max… that’s who I am now. A version of myself she won’t recognize. I had to disguise myself and change my appearance enough to stay under the radar because there was no way she’d accept me back into her life if she knew who I really was. 
It was risky, to put myself in this position. But I needed to be close to her again. I needed to see if she was still the same Emma. 
And she is. 
Maybe a little more guarded, a little more wary of the world, but still the same underneath it all.
Still, the girl I fell in love with.
And still, the girl who has the power to bring me to my knees.
I’m not sure how long I can keep up this Max drama. 
It’s only a matter of time before she figures it out, before the whole thing blows up in my face. But for now, I’ll take what I can get. 
I’ll take the moments where I’m just a guy in a suit, watching over her, making sure she’s safe. I’ll take brief glimpses of her smile, even if it’s not meant for me anymore.
And maybe, I can find a way to show her that there’s more to me than the billionaire she thinks she knows. That I’m still the guy who fell for her all those years ago, and I’ve never really stopped.
But for now, I have to play the part. Max, the bodyguard. Just another piece of the puzzle in this ridiculous game I’ve gotten myself into.

      ***I’m sitting in my office, flipping through the latest marketing proposals, and my patience is wearing thin. 
Emma’s ideas are bold, sure. Creative. But they’re also… wrong. Not just a little wrong but completely off the mark for what I want Velasquez Corp to project right now. 
The girl has guts, I’ll give her that, but she seems to have this remarkable talent for ignoring what’s expected of her. 
I’ve gone over this proposal twice already, and each time, it’s like she’s daring me to reject it.
Which, of course, I’m about to do.
My finger hovers over the intercom button. I’m irritated, but there’s something more. I hit the button, harder than necessary.
“Send Emma Thompson to my office,” I tell my assistant. 
My voice is calm, but inside, I’m already gearing up for another round of our increasingly frustrating exchanges.
Within minutes, she’s standing in the doorway, completely unbothered, as usual. She walks in with her head held high, confidence rolling off her in waves like she has nothing to fear from me. 
No deference, no hesitation. Just Emma being Emma.
I lean back in my chair, fingers steeple, watching her. 
She’s still beautiful. Too beautiful for my peace of mind. But this isn’t about that. This is about her work… or lack thereof, depending on how you look at it.
She takes a seat across from me, not waiting for an invitation, of course. 
That’s classic Emma. 
It’s both infuriating and… refreshing. I hate that I can’t decide which.
“You wanted to see me?” she asks, her tone casual, almost bored. 
She’s got this half-smile like she already knows what I’m about to say and couldn’t care less.
“I reviewed your latest proposal,” I start, my voice cool. “And I have to say, it’s not going to work.”
Her eyebrow arches, just slightly. “Not going to work? Or not what you wanted?”
There it is. 
The challenge. 
She’s not backing down, not even a
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