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	For the ones who loved with open hands,
even when the world taught them to close their fists.

	May you always find the courage to choose love that honors your heart,
and the strength to walk away from anything that does not.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"Power wears many faces.
Some rule with fear.
Some rule with silence.
But the most dangerous power of all
is the one willingly surrendered to love."

	 


Content Note

	 

	The Black Veil is a work of fiction intended for adult readers (18+).

	This novel explores morally complex characters, unequal power dynamics, and emotionally intense relationships within the context of organized crime. While all intimate encounters between the central romantic characters are portrayed as consensual between adults, readers should be aware that this story contains themes and situations that some may find distressing.

	This book includes:

	
		Organized crime and mafia-related violence

		Power imbalance within an adult romantic relationship

		Consensual dominance and submission (D/s) themes

		Explicit sexual content

		Strong language

		Emotional manipulation and deception

		Kidnapping and unlawful confinement

		Threats, coercion, and intimidation by antagonists

		Physical violence and injuries

		Firearms and criminal activity

		Political corruption and financial crimes

		References to family secrets and generational trauma

		Psychological tension and emotional distress

		Death and grief



	This story does not seek to portray its characters as moral ideals. Their actions, beliefs, and choices exist within a fictional narrative and should not be interpreted as endorsements of harmful or abusive behavior in real life.

	Thank you for trusting me with your time and your imagination. I hope you enjoy the journey through The Black Veil.

	 


Author's Note

	 

	Dear Reader,

	Welcome to The Black Veil.

	This novel was written as a work of fiction exploring power, vulnerability, obsession, trust, and the choices people make when love collides with ambition and fear. Its characters live in a world shaped by organized crime, hidden loyalties, moral ambiguity, and dangerous decisions. They are imperfect by design, and many of their actions should be understood within the context of the fictional world they inhabit.

	Dark romance often asks readers to step into places where the boundaries between right and wrong are intentionally blurred. It explores flawed people, complicated emotions, and relationships that are meant to challenge, intrigue, and provoke thought—not to serve as models for real life.

	While this story contains intense themes, the relationship at its heart is ultimately one of choice. As the novel unfolds, both Dominic and Alessa are forced to confront the difference between control and trust, between possession and partnership, and between the lives they have built and the lives they truly want.

	Thank you for choosing to spend your time with these characters and this story. Whether you came for the suspense, the romance, the intrigue, or the emotional journey, I hope you found yourself completely immersed in their world.

	Thank you for reading, for supporting my work, and for allowing my stories a place on your bookshelf and in your imagination.

	With gratitude,

	Nancy Lauren
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	MAIN CHARACTERS

	Alessa Romano

	Age: 21

	A journalism intern from Brooklyn with a sharp mind and an instinct for uncovering the truth. Independent, observant, and quietly courageous, Alessa's pursuit of one exclusive interview draws her into a world where every answer comes with a price.

	Dominic Moretti

	Age: Late 30s–Early 40s

	A billionaire philanthropist admired by New York's elite. Behind his carefully cultivated public image lies a man who commands a powerful criminal empire with absolute discipline. Brilliant, controlled, and intensely private, Dominic is accustomed to ruling every room he enters—until Alessa challenges him.

	

	

	KEY SUPPORTING CHARACTERS

	Evelyn Carter

	Age: Early 40s

	Dominic's trusted attorney, strategist, and fixer. Intelligent, composed, and fiercely loyal, Evelyn protects the syndicate through legal precision and unwavering professionalism.

	Marco DeLuca

	Age: Mid-30s

	Head of Dominic's security detail and former military officer. Calm under pressure and devoted to his duty, Marco believes emotion is a weakness that can destroy even the strongest leader.

	Lena Romano

	Age: Late 40s

	Alessa's protective mother. Reserved and quietly resilient, Lena has spent years guarding painful family secrets that refuse to remain buried.

	Professor Harold Whitman

	Age: 60s

	A respected journalism professor and Alessa's mentor. His encouragement launches her career, though he unknowingly opens the door to a world far darker than either of them imagined.

	

	

	SUPPORTING CHARACTERS

	Sienna Blake

	Age: 22

	Alessa's best friend and roommate. Warm, witty, and fiercely protective, Sienna provides a reminder of the ordinary life Alessa risks leaving behind.

	Nathan Cole

	Age: Early 30s

	An ambitious investigative journalist following his own trail into New York's criminal underworld. His pursuit of the truth frequently intersects with Alessa's.

	Victor Moretti

	Age: 50s

	Dominic's estranged uncle and a powerful figure from the syndicate's old guard. Ruthless and deeply traditional, Victor believes that compassion has no place in leadership.
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	The Moretti Syndicate

	A powerful European-rooted criminal organization operating behind the polished façade of legitimate business, philanthropy, and political influence. Its reach extends through finance, real estate, lobbying, and international commerce.

	Moretti Foundation

	Dominic's highly respected charitable organization, publicly dedicated to education, medical research, and community development. Behind its prestigious reputation lies one of the syndicate's most valuable fronts.

	

	

	IMPORTANT LOCATIONS

	Manhattan, New York
The center of Dominic's corporate empire, luxury penthouse, charity galas, and high-society influence.

	Brooklyn, New York
Alessa's home, family roots, and the life she struggles to hold onto.

	Upper East Side
Home to New York's political elite, influential donors, exclusive clubs, and carefully guarded secrets.

	Washington, D.C.
A landscape of lobbyists, private meetings, and political alliances that quietly strengthen Dominic's influence.

	Los Angeles, California
The syndicate's West Coast operations, hidden behind entertainment investments and legitimate business ventures.

	Upstate New York Estate
A secluded private estate used for confidential meetings, strategic planning, and sanctuary during the syndicate war.
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Official Playlist

	The Black Veil

	"Every secret has a soundtrack."

	These songs capture the mood, tension, passion, and emotional journey of The Black Veil. Whether you listen while reading or afterward, I hope they immerse you even deeper into Dominic and Alessa's world.

	

	

	ACT I — The Interview

	
		"Earned It" — The Weeknd

		"Take Me to Church" — Hozier

		"Control" — Halsey

		"Believer" — Imagine Dragons

		"Castle" — Halsey



	

	

	ACT II — The Contract

	
		"Love Me Like You Do" — Ellie Goulding

		"I Wanna Be Yours" — Arctic Monkeys

		"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys

		"Animals" — Maroon 5

		"Wicked Game" — Chris Isaak

		"Unholy" — Sam Smith & Kim Petras



	

	

	ACT III — The Veil Lifts

	
		"Skyfall" — Adele

		"Demons" — Imagine Dragons

		"Elastic Heart" — Sia

		"Young and Beautiful" — Lana Del Rey

		"I Found" — Amber Run

		"Until I Found You" — Stephen Sanchez



	

	

	End Credits

	
		"Turning Page" — Sleeping At Last

		"Say You Won't Let Go" — James Arthur

		"Experience" — Ludovico Einaudi

		"Run to You" — Pentatonix



	

	

	"Some stories are remembered for their endings.

	This one is remembered for the silence between heartbeats..."
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1

	 

	ALESSA

	 

	The air in Professor Whitman’s office tasted like old paper and instant coffee. I sat on the edge of a worn leather chair, my thrift-store blazer scratching at my neck, trying not to fidget. Books sagged on the shelves around us, their spines cracked and faded, a graveyard of other people’s ambitions.

	Whitman leaned forward, his elbows resting on a desk littered with marked-up manuscripts. “I’ve got an opportunity for you, Alessa. A big one.”

	“I’m listening.” My voice came out steadier than I felt.

	“Dominic Moretti.” He let the name hang in the stuffy air.

	I blinked. “The Dominic Moretti? The billionaire?”

	“The very same. His foundation is doing a series of profiles on young innovators. He’s agreed to one interview. He wants a student. An intern.” Whitman’s gaze was steady, assessing. “He specifically asked for someone from my investigative journalism seminar. He asked for you.”

	A cold knot tightened in my stomach. “Me? Why?”

	“His office said they wanted a fresh perspective. Someone not jaded by the press circuit.” He shrugged, but the gesture seemed careful. “They liked your piece on the waterfront zoning corruption. Said it showed… tenacity.”

	Tenacity. A polite word for a nuisance. I’d spent three months digging through municipal records, getting doors slammed in my face. “He doesn’t give interviews. Ever. I checked.”

	“He’s giving one now.” Whitman slid a crisp, cream-colored envelope across the desk. “Details are in here. Tomorrow afternoon. Four PM. His private offices at the Moretti Tower.”

	My fingers trembled slightly as I picked it up. The paper was thick, expensive. “What’s the catch?”

	“There’s no catch, Alessa. It’s an interview.”

	“With a man who owns half of Manhattan. Who doesn’t talk to the press. Who somehow knows about a zoning story in a student paper.” I looked up, meeting his eyes. “It doesn’t add up.”

	A flicker of something—unease, maybe—passed over his face. “Maybe he’s trying to change his image. Maybe he’s genuinely interested in supporting young journalists. I don’t pretend to know the minds of billionaires.” He leaned back, the chair creaking. “But this is the kind of break that defines careers. Don’t overthink it into oblivion.”

	Easy for him to say. He wasn’t the one walking into a dragon’s den with a notebook and a cheap recorder.

	*

	Back in my Brooklyn apartment, the scent of Sienna’s jasmine incense did nothing to calm the static in my head. I’d spread the contents of the envelope on my narrow bed: a security pass, a nondisclosure agreement standard for corporate visitors, and a single line with an address that screamed money.

	“Holy shit, Less.” Sienna flopped down beside me, her blonde ponytail bouncing. “You’re going to interview Dominic Moretti. Do you know what this means?”

	“A byline?”

	“It means you’re about to be in a room with one of the richest, most powerful men in the country. Who is, by the way, stupid hot. Have you seen the pictures?” She grabbed my laptop, her fingers flying over the keys before I could stop her.

	Glorious, high-definition images filled the screen. Dominic Moretti at a black-tie gala, his tuxedo fitting him like a second skin, a crystal tumbler in his hand. Dominic Moretti cutting the ribbon at a new hospital wing, his smile polished and utterly remote. Dominic Moretti standing on a yacht, the wind tangling his dark hair, his gaze fixed on some distant point on the horizon. He was all sharp angles and controlled grace, late-thirties maybe, with an intensity that seemed to vibrate through the pixels.

	“See?” Sienna whispered, as if we were looking at something illicit. “He’s not just rich. He’s a specimen. You’re gonna bag a billionaire.”

	“I’m going to ask him questions about his philanthropic model,” I said, shutting the laptop with a firm click. My cheeks felt warm. “Not climb him like a tree.”

	“Philanthropic model, my ass. That man doesn’t have a model. He has an empire. And he wants to talk to you.” She nudged me with her shoulder. “Just promise you’ll get his number. For professional reasons, of course.”

	“Sienna.”

	“What? A girl can dream for her best friend.” She got up, heading toward our tiny kitchen. “You want tea? You look like you need to calm the hell down.”

	I didn’t answer. I was staring at the closed laptop, seeing that face imprinted on the back of my eyelids. Stupid hot. That wasn’t the point. The point was the curated perfection of it all. Every photo, every public appearance, was a masterpiece of calculated exposure. What was he hiding behind that flawless façade?

	The apartment door opened, and my mom came in, her arms full of grocery bags. She worked double shifts as a nurse, and it showed in the permanent tiredness around her eyes. Those eyes immediately landed on the security pass on my bed.

	“What’s that, cara?”

	“A work thing,” I said, quickly gathering the papers. “An interview for the internship.”

	She set the bags down slowly. “With who?”

	I hesitated. “Dominic Moretti.”

	The color drained from her face. It was so immediate, so complete, it was like watching a switch flip. “No.”

	“Mom—”

	“No, Alessa.” She crossed the small room, her hands gripping my shoulders. Her fingers were strong from work, and they dug in. “You cancel it. You call them right now and you say you’re sick.”

	I pulled back, startled. “What? Why? This is huge for me.”

	“He is not a good man.” Her voice was low, fierce. “Men like that… they don’t see people. They see assets. Or liabilities. You are not going anywhere near him.”

	“You don’t even know him.”

	“I know the type!” The force of her outburst surprised us both. She took a sharp breath, her grip loosening. “Powerful men, they always want something in return. Always. And the price is never one you want to pay.” She looked at me, her dark eyes swimming with a fear I couldn’t place. “Please. Trust me on this.”

	It was the please that got me. She never begged. “It’s just an interview, Mom. It’s in his office, in the middle of the day. What could possibly happen?”

	She didn’t answer. She just shook her head, turning away to unpack the groceries with a kind of stiff finality. The conversation was over. But the chill she’d brought into the room lingered.

	*

	Later, alone in my room, I practiced my questions in the dark, my voice a soft murmur against the hum of the city outside.

	“Mr. Moretti, your foundation’s focus on educational inequity is well-documented, but critics argue it’s a band-aid on a systemic wound. How do you respond?”

	Too aggressive.

	“What motivates a man who has everything to give so much away?”

	Too fawning.

	I tossed my notebook aside, running my hands through my hair. My friend, Sienna thought this was a fairy tale. My mother acted like it was a death sentence. Whitman saw a career milestone.

	And me? I felt a low, thrilling pull of curiosity, sharp as a hook. He’d asked for me. Specifically. A man who could have anyone, who had the world on a string, had reached into my mundane life and plucked me out.

	Why?

	There had to be a reason. And I was going to find it. Not because I wanted his number, or his money, or anything else Sienna was dreaming up. But because the inconsistency itched at me. The hidden thing beneath the shine.

	I picked up the security pass, the plastic cool and smooth in my hand. My name was printed in bold letters: ALESSA ROMANO. GUEST.

	Tomorrow, I’d walk into his tower. Tomorrow, I’d look him in the eye and ask my questions. I’d be professional. I’d be sharp. I’d be in control.

	The alternative—that he was the one in control, that he’d already set things in motion I couldn’t see—sent a strange, unwelcome shiver straight down my spine, settling deep in my belly. It wasn’t fear, exactly.

	It was a kind of terrible, electrifying anticipation.

	 

	***

	 

	DOMINIC

	 

	The city sprawled beneath me, a glittering grid of ambition and decay, all of it mine to survey from this glass cage. I took a slow sip of scotch, the burn a familiar, grounding heat. The office was silent, a monument to control. Every surface gleamed, every line was sharp. It was a stage, and I was the only actor who knew the script.

	“Your two o’clock is here.”

	Evelyn Carter’s voice was as polished as the marble floor. She entered without waiting for a reply, a manila folder held in her perfectly manicured hands. She placed it on the desk, the sound a soft thud in the quiet.

	“Alessa Romano,” she said, her tone flat. “As requested.”

	I didn’t look at her. My gaze stayed on the skyline. “And?”

	“And it’s thin. Journalism student at Columbia. Intern at the Metro Chronicle. Raised in a rent-controlled walk-up in Brooklyn by a single mother, Lena Romano, who works as a nurse. No father listed. No significant debts. No connections. Her academic record is… fine. A few awards for investigative pieces. The one on the waterfront got some local attention.” I could hear the faint disapproval in her pause. “She’s a child, Dominic. With a child’s idealism.”

	“That’s the point.” I finally turned, picking up the folder. It was light. Insubstantial. I flipped it open. A standard student ID photo stared back at me. Dark hair, dark eyes that looked straight into the camera lens without a hint of a smile. Her face was all sharp, intelligent angles, a stubborn set to her jaw. Alessa Romano.

	My thumb traced the edge of the photo. Romano. The name was a key turning in a lock I’d thought rusted shut.

	“Why her?” Evelyn asked. She stood with her arms crossed, a statue of skepticism in a tailored suit. “We have a dozen professional journalists on retainer who would kill for this access. They understand discretion. They understand the… arrangement.”

	“Professional journalists come with expectations,” I said, my voice low. I skimmed the attached writing samples. A critique of university endowment investments. The waterfront piece. Her prose was clean, forceful. She didn’t flatter. She dissected. “They have agendas. Leverage. They think they’re partners in a dance.” I looked up, meeting Evelyn’s gaze. “An intern has nothing. She’s grateful for the opportunity. She’s malleable.”

	“Or she’s a liability. An unknown variable.” The voice came from the doorway. Marco DeLuca stood there, a shadow against the brighter hall. He moved with a quiet, efficient grace that never left him. “Bringing an outsider this close to the operational core… it’s an unnecessary risk. Sir.”

	I closed the folder, but kept my finger on it. “Noted.”

	“It’s more than a risk,” Evelyn pressed. “It’s a pattern break. You don’t do interviews. You don’t invite students into the penthouse. This draws attention where we cultivate shadows.”

	“I’m aware of what I do and do not do.” The edge in my voice was subtle, but it was enough. Evelyn’s lips pressed into a thin line. Marco’s expression didn’t change, but his stillness deepened. “This is a minor deviation. A philanthropic profile. It’s good for the foundation’s image. Whitman’s department gets a prestige boost. She gets a career-making clip. Everyone wins.”

	“And what do you get?” Evelyn asked. The question hung there, sharp as a blade.

	I didn’t answer immediately. I opened the folder again, to the photo. Those eyes. They weren’t just direct. They were clean. Unclouded by the cynicism that coated everyone in my orbit. She looked like she still believed questions had answers, that truth was something you could dig up with enough effort.

	“Romano,” I said, more to myself than to them. “Her mother is Lena Romano.”

	A beat of silence. Evelyn’s posture shifted almost imperceptibly. “The name is common.”

	“Is it?” I let the implication settle. I saw the calculation flash in Evelyn’s eyes, the quick reassessment. Marco’s jaw tightened.

	“That’s a connection we buried a long time ago,” Marco said, his voice a low rumble. “Digging it up now…”

	“I’m not digging anything up. I’m conducting an interview.” I cut him off. “The past is irrelevant. She doesn’t know. Her mother clearly hasn’t told her.” I thought of the background check’s note on Lena Romano: guarded, no criminal record, a life of quiet toil. A woman who’d spent twenty years looking over her shoulder. “This is a coincidence. A useful one.”

	“Useful how?” Evelyn’s skepticism was back, laced with a new wariness.

	“Curiosity,” I said simply. I couldn’t explain the pull. The file said she was smart, hungry, principled. It also said she was naive. A dangerous combination. The kind that either broke or… transformed. “I’m curious to see what she’s made of. If the name is just a name, or if there’s something else there.”

	“Curiosity is a luxury,” Marco stated. “One we can’t afford.”

	“I afford what I want.” The finality in my tone ended the discussion. I looked back down at her photo. Alessa. I imagined her in this room. The thrift-store blazer she’d likely wear. The way she’d try to hide her awe at the view. The way her mind would be working, picking apart everything she saw, everything I said. She wouldn’t be sycophantic. She’d challenge me. I was sure of it.

	A strange, almost foreign sensation uncoiled in my chest. It wasn’t desire. Not yet. It was the anticipation of a challenge. Of seeing that clean, sharp intelligence aimed directly at me. Of watching her try to unravel a mystery she didn’t even know she was part of.

	“Set it up,” I said to Evelyn, not looking away from the picture. “The interview suite. Four PM. Standard protocols. I want her brought straight up, no tour, no contact with other staff.”

	“And after?” Evelyn asked, her pen poised over her tablet.

	“After, we’ll see.” I placed the folder squarely in the center of my empty desk. A single point of focus in the vast, ordered space. “Dismissed.”

	They left without another word, the silence swallowing their exit. I remained standing, my scotch forgotten. The afternoon sun glinted off the skyscrapers, painting the world in gold and shadow.

	My fingers drummed once, softly, on the manila cover. Romano.

	It wasn’t just a name. It was a ghost. And tomorrow, I was inviting it in for tea. Not to make amends. Not to settle a score.

	But to see if the ghost could be made into something real. Something I could hold. Something I could, perhaps, break.

	Or something that might, for the first time in a very long time, be able to break me.

	The thought should have alarmed me. It didn’t.

	It felt like the beginning of a long-awaited game.

	 

	 

	 


2

	 

	ALESSA

	 

	The private elevator was a gilded cage, all brushed steel and soft, ambient light. It smelled of ozone and something else, something clean and expensive, like money had a scent and this was it. I watched the floor numbers blaze past on the discreet digital panel. 50… 60… 70… My stomach did a slow, sickening roll with each one. The security pass, clipped to the lapel of my thrift-store blazer, felt like a target.

	What the hell are you doing, Alessa?

	The doors slid open without a sound, and the world fell away.

	It wasn’t an office. It was an observation deck suspended over Manhattan. A vast expanse of pale, matte stone floor stretched to walls of flawless glass. The sky was a bruised, late-afternoon grey outside, making the city lights below wink on like a field of orange and white stars. There was no clutter. No art on the walls. Just a few severe-looking chairs and a low sofa in a charcoal fabric. The air was cool, still, and so quiet I could hear the faint, frantic beat of my own heart.

	“Ms. Romano.” The voice was a woman’s, crisp and without warmth. She appeared from a shadowed corridor I hadn’t noticed, her heels making no noise on the stone. She was all sharp angles and a tailored navy suit, her blonde hair pulled into a knot so tight it looked painful. “Mr. Moretti will see you shortly. This way.”

	I followed her, my own cheap flats sounding obnoxiously loud. She led me to a set of double doors, heavier than they looked, and pushed one open. “Please wait inside.”

	The room she left me in was smaller, but no less intimidating. A long, dark wood table dominated the space. A single chair was pulled out on one side. On the other, a high-backed leather throne. The view here was even more punishing—a straight shot down the island, the rivers on either side like strips of tarnished silver. I stood frozen for a moment, just breathing. Don’t touch anything.

	I set my battered leather satchel on the floor by my chair, taking out my notebook and the small digital recorder. My hands were steady. That was something. I unbuttoned my blazer, then thought better of it and fastened it again. The silence pressed in, thick and expectant. He’s making you wait. On purpose. It was a power play. Simple, obvious, and utterly effective. Every second stretched, making me more aware of the worn cuffs of my blouse, the faint scuff on the toe of my right shoe.

	Then, the door behind me opened.

	I didn’t hear it. I felt it—a shift in the air pressure, a subtle vibration through the floor. I turned.

	And there he was.

	Dominic Moretti filled the doorway, and then he filled the room. The photos hadn’t done him justice. They’d captured the sharp cheekbones, the tousled dark hair, the fit body in impeccable suits. They hadn’t captured the stillness. He didn’t move with the hurried energy of most powerful men. He was a contained force. His eyes—a cool, assessing grey—found mine immediately and held. He was taller than I’d imagined, his shoulders broad under a charcoal suit that looked like it had been woven onto him.

	“Ms. Romano.” His voice was a low baritone, smooth but with a texture to it, like gravel under velvet. It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of fact. He closed the door with a soft, final click.

	“Mr. Moretti.” My voice didn’t waver. Thank God. “Thank you for your time.”

	He moved to the other side of the table, his movements fluid and unhurried. He didn’t sit. He placed his palms flat on the polished wood, leaning forward just slightly. It wasn’t an aggressive stance. It was… proprietary. As if the table, the room, the very air belonged to him. Which, I supposed, it did.

	“Professor Whitman speaks highly of your tenacity,” he said. His gaze travelled over me, a slow, comprehensive sweep that missed nothing. I felt it like a physical touch—over my face, down my neck, across the front of my blazer. It wasn’t leering. It was analytical. I might as well have been a spreadsheet. “He said you were unafraid to ask difficult questions.”

	“That’s the job,” I said, my chin lifting a fraction. I clutched the back of my chair, the wood smooth under my fingers.

	“Is it?” One dark brow arched. “In my experience, most journalists ask the questions they’re paid to ask. Or the ones they think will get them the most clicks.” He finally sat, settling into the large chair as if it were a throne. He gestured to mine. “Please.”

	I sat, arranging my notebook, clicking my recorder on. The little red light seemed absurdly small in the vast, quiet space. “This is recording, for accuracy.”

	“I expected nothing less.” He steepled his fingers, watching me. The intensity of his focus was unnerving. It felt like being studied under a microscope. “You may begin.”

	 

	***

	 

	DOMINIC

	 

	The air in my penthouse was always cool, calibrated to a perfect sixty-eight degrees. I stood in the shadows of the glass-walled corridor, watching her.

	Evelyn had deposited her in the interview suite five minutes ago. Standard procedure. But I’d diverted my path. I wanted to see her alone first. To see the shape of her before she put on her professional mask.

	Alessa Romano stood in the center of the room, her back to me. She didn’t pace. She didn’t fidget with her clothes. She just… stood. Her posture was straight, but not rigid. Her head was tilted slightly as she took in the panoramic view of the city laid out like a ransom below. The late afternoon sun caught the edges of her dark hair, glinting blue-black. She was wearing that blazer, the one from the thrift store. I could see where the shoulders were just a fraction too wide, how the fabric puckered ever so slightly at the waist. It was a uniform. Armor. And on her, it looked defiant.

	She turned slowly, a full three-hundred and sixty degrees, her eyes cataloging the minimalist furniture, the empty sideboard, the severe lines of the architecture. Her gaze passed right over the reflective glass where I stood, unseen. There was no awe in her expression. No gawking. Just a sharp, quiet assessment. She was mapping the exits, measuring the power dynamics in the empty space.

	Most people, I thought, touch something. They run a finger along the table’s edge. They adjust a painting that isn’t crooked. They fill the silence with nervous motion.

	She did none of that. She just absorbed. And waited.

	Her stillness was more impressive than any prepared speech could have been. It wasn’t passivity. It was a choice. A containment of energy. I could see the pulse beating in the delicate hollow of her throat, a rapid, steady rhythm betraying the calm of her limbs. She was afraid. Of course she was. But she wasn’t letting it rule her. She was using it, sharpening her senses with it.

	I decided to let the silence stretch. To see if she’d break it for herself.

	A minute passed. Then another. She walked to the table, finally, and pulled out the chair meant for her. But she didn’t sit. She placed her bag on the floor beside it, her movements economical. She took out a notebook—spiral-bound, cheap—and a small digital recorder. She set them on the table with deliberate care, lining them up parallel to the edge. Then she straightened, clasped her hands in front of her, and resumed her silent vigil of the skyline.

	No fidgeting. No deep breaths. Just that unnerving, watchful calm.

	A current of something hot and unfamiliar sparked in my veins. It was not yet desire, but the thrill of recognition. I knew that kind of control. The kind you forge in a fire of necessity, where showing weakness isn’t an option. She had it. Beneath the student blazer and the wide, dark eyes, there was a core of tempered steel.

	I pushed away from the wall and moved.

	I entered the room without a sound, the thick carpet swallowing my steps. She didn’t hear me. Her focus was outside, her profile clean against the glass. I allowed myself three seconds to observe her up close. The fine line of her jaw, set. The full curve of her lips, pressed together lightly. The way her blouse tightened across her back when she breathed.

	I stopped a few feet behind her.

	“It’s a different city from up here, isn’t it?” I said, my voice low in the quiet.

	She didn’t jump. Her shoulders stiffened, just a fraction, before she controlled the reaction. She turned, and her eyes met mine.

	There.

	That was the moment. The first real look. In the photos, her eyes were just dark. In person, they were a deep, rich brown, with flecks of amber near the pupils. And they held no apology. No practiced flattery. Just a direct, intelligent curiosity that cut through the space between us like a laser.

	“It looks smaller,” she said. Her voice was clear. Steady. “Manageable.”

	A perfect answer. Not what I expected. “Is that how you see power? As a tool for management?”

	She didn’t flinch from the question. “Isn’t it?”

	I smiled, just a little. I couldn’t help it. “Most people in your position would comment on the view. They’d tell me how impressive it is.”

	“I assume you already know it’s impressive.” She glanced past me, toward the empty chair at the head of the table. “Shall we?”

	She was dismissing my small talk. Redirecting us to her script. God, she’s good.

	I walked to the chair but didn’t sit. I rested my hands on the high back, watching her as she finally took her seat. She opened her notebook, clicked the recorder. The little red light glowed.

	 “For accuracy,” she stated, meeting my gaze again.

	“I’d expect nothing less.” I remained standing. Let her look up at me. Let her feel the difference in our positions. “Ask your first question, Ms. Romano.”
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	ALESSA

	 

	The little red light on the recorder was the only color in the room. My anchor. I pressed my palm flat on the cover of my notebook. Don’t let him see you shake.

	“You may begin,” he said, a king granting an audience.

	I clicked the recorder on with a soft snap. “Alessa Romano for the Metro Chronicle. Interview with Dominic Moretti. November 14th.” I met his eyes, a grey so pale they were almost silver. “Let’s start with the Moretti Foundation. You’ve funded literacy programs in fifteen cities, but the administrative costs reported are… notably low. How do you ensure efficiency without compromising impact?”

	Safe. Professional. The kind of question he’d expect from an intern.

	He leaned back, fingers steepled under his chin. The leather of his chair gave a faint sigh. “Efficiency is a function of control,” he said, his voice a smooth, even baritone. “We vet every partner personally. We don’t write checks and hope. We build systems, and measure results. Philanthropy, at its core, is resource management. I apply the same principles I use in my other ventures.”

	“Which are?” I asked, tilting my head. Just a follow-up. Stay curious.

	A faint, almost imperceptible smile touched his lips. “You have my foundation’s prospectus, Ms. Romano. The portfolio is diverse. Real estate. Tech. Private equity. The principle is universal: understand the asset, predict its behavior, and direct its growth.”

	The word asset hung in the air. Cold. Detached.

	“And people?” The question left my mouth before I could cage it. “Are they assets to be managed?”

	His gaze sharpened. The ambient hum of the building’s climate control seemed to grow louder. “Everything of value requires management. Including potential.”

	Including you, the silence seemed to whisper.

	I looked down at my notes, my own handwriting a jittery scrawl. I took a slow breath. The air was so clean it felt sterile. “Your foundation donated heavily to several political action committees during the last election cycle. Do you see a line between philanthropic influence and political influence?”

	This time, his smile didn’t reach his eyes. They stayed cool, assessing. “Transparency is important to you.”

	“It’s important to the public you serve.”

	“The public,” he repeated, as if tasting the word. “A faceless, shifting crowd. Do you really believe they want transparency, Ms. Romano? Or do they just want the story to feel simple? The good billionaire, the bad billionaire.” He shifted forward, resting his forearms on the table. The movement brought him closer. I could see the precise cut of his suit, the shadow of stubble along his jaw. “I influence outcomes. That’s what capital does. Whether it’s building a community center or… shaping policy. The intent is what matters.”

	“And your intent is?”

	“Growth. Stability. Order.” He said it like a catechism. “Chaos is the enemy of progress.”

	My heart was thrumming against my ribs. This was the scripted dance, the polished answers. But I could feel the shape of something else beneath them, something hard and unyielding. I decided to poke it.

	I turned a page in my notebook, the sound loud in the quiet. “Order requires a certain amount of control. Your personal life is famously private. No social media. Rare public appearances. Is that part of the management? Controlling the narrative of Dominic Moretti?”

	He went very still. Not a tense stillness, but a deeper, more focused one. Like a predator adjusting its sight on a target. The temperature in the room seemed to drop a degree.

	“The narrative,” he said slowly, “is irrelevant. The work is what remains.”

	“But the mystery is part of the power, isn’t it?” I held my pen tight, my knuckles white. “If no one knows what you want, no one knows how to manipulate you. If no one knows your weaknesses, you appear invulnerable.”

	For a long moment, he said nothing. His eyes traveled over my face, down to the pulse I knew was fluttering in my throat, then back to my eyes. The scrutiny was so intense it felt physical. A flush of heat crept up my neck, but I didn’t look away.

	“You’re very perceptive,” he finally said. His voice was softer now, almost intimate. It wrapped around me in the cool air. “And you seem to have a theory about my weaknesses.”

	“I’m a journalist,” I said, my own voice surprisingly steady. “I deal in questions, not theories.”

	“Then ask a real question.”

	The challenge was there, hanging between us like a live wire. My mouth went dry. I could hear Professor Whitman’s voice: Don’t be afraid to press, Alessa. The truth is never given, it’s taken.

	I took a breath. “You built an empire from nothing, by most accounts. That kind of rise… it leaves marks. It requires compromises. What’s the one compromise that stays with you? The one that, in your ordered world, still feels like a fracture?”

	The silence that followed was absolute. It swallowed the faint mechanical hum, the distant whisper of the city below. His expression didn’t change, but something in the atmosphere did. The air grew heavier, charged. I saw his fingers, resting on the table, curl inward just slightly.

	He didn’t look away from me. Not for a second. “That’s not a question about my foundation.”

	“No,” I whispered. “It’s not.”

	We stared at each other across the expanse of polished dark wood. The space felt suddenly small, the air too thin. I was aware of everything—the cheap wool of my blazer scratching my wrists, the clean, masculine scent of him that cut through the sterile room, the sheer, terrifying audacity of what I’d just done. I’d stepped off the map. I’d asked about the man, not the monument.

	And he was… interested. Not angry. I could see it in the focused intensity of his gaze, the slight tilt of his head. I had surprised him. And for a man like him, surprise was a rare currency.

	He leaned back again, breaking the tension, but his eyes never released mine. “You’re not what I expected, Alessa Romano.”

	Hearing my name in that voice, in this room, did something strange to my stomach. A slow, warm curl of something that was not entirely fear.

	“What did you expect, Sir?” I asked.

	“Gratitude. Deference. Softball questions I’ve answered a hundred times.” A ghost of that earlier smile returned. “Not a surgical strike.”

	“I told you. I’m here to do the job.”

	“And what is the job, exactly?” He spread his hands, a gesture that encompassed the room, the tower, the city. “To get a quote for your campus paper? To build your clip file? Or…” he paused, his gaze dropping to my lips for a heartbeat before returning to my eyes, “…to see if the myth can bleed?”

	My breathing faltered. He’s turning it back on you. He’s good at this. “I’m just trying to understand.”

	“Understanding is a dangerous pursuit.” He stood up, fluid and silent. He walked to the window, his back to me, a silhouette against the bruised sky. “It requires getting close. And some things, Ms. Romano, aren’t safe to get close to.”

	I watched him. The broad line of his shoulders, the perfect drape of his suit. Power radiated from him in quiet waves. This is it. He’s ending it. You pushed too far.

	But then he spoke again, his voice floating back to me, thoughtful. “You have ten more minutes on my schedule. Ask your next question.”

	He wasn’t ending it. He was continuing the game. The realization sent a sharp, electric jolt through me. I looked down at my list of prepared, safe questions. They seemed childish now. Insulting.

	I closed the notebook with a soft thud. I reached over and clicked the recorder off. The red light died.

	The sound made him turn.

	I stood up, my legs steady beneath me. “Off the record,” I said, my voice clear in the new, deeper quiet. “You said chaos is the enemy. But nothing grows in a vacuum. Not empires. Not people. What’s the chaos you tolerate, Mr. Moretti? What’s the one variable in your perfect system you haven’t been able to control?”

	 

	***

	 

	DOMINIC

	 

	Her question hung in the air like smoke after a gunshot. Off the record. She’d turned the recorder off. The red light was dead. The cheap notebook was closed. She’d stripped away every pretense, every shield we’d both been holding.

	And she was standing. Challenging me.

	I turned from the window, the city lights blurring into streaks of gold behind me. I let my eyes travel over her, slower this time. The defiant set of her shoulders in that ill-fitting blazer. The way her chest rose and fell just a little too fast. The dark, unwavering focus in her eyes
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