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About the Author

Disclaimer:

This is a work of fiction.

The characters, institutions, companies, situations, and events described in this novel are imaginary creations of the author. Any resemblance to real persons, living or deceased, or to existing organizations, national or international, is purely coincidental.

Although the plot addresses themes such as corporate corruption, questionable medical practices, and ethical conflicts in the pharmaceutical industry, all references are products of imagination and should not be interpreted as assertions, accusations, or insinuations about real events or entities.

The purpose of this work is narrative and literary. It is not intended to reflect, denounce, or replicate real investigations, reports, or litigation. Nor is it intended to replace medical, legal, or journalistic advice.

Any medical procedures mentioned have been adapted for narrative purposes and should not be taken as professional or scientific guidance.

The themes discussed—including ethical dilemmas, personal struggles, and risks derived from exposing uncomfortable truths—seek to invite reflection on universal values such as integrity, courage, and human resilience.

Names of companies, pharmaceutical products, treatments, regulatory authorities, or public figures that may appear similar to those mentioned in the novel are merely coincidental or used fictitiously, with no intention of representing real cases or persons.

This story is dedicated to all those who, in anonymity or under the pressure of powerful forces, choose every day to speak the truth.
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Chapter 1   
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The aroma of hot coffee, with just a few drops of milk, wraps around the kitchen like an embrace. Silvina Stern leans against the counter, watching the steaming liquid in her enormous mug, adorned with the blue and yellow colors of her favorite soccer team, Boca Juniors. She has a habit of circling it with both hands before the first sip, as if she can absorb its warmth and calm. Outside, the day is just waking up.

She turns on the computer and, with a few clicks, enters the Italian gaming site. The interface is as familiar as drafting an urgent news report. Every morning, after washing her face and brushing her teeth, like an acquired ritual, she settles into her chair, slides her fingers across the mouse, and searches for a game of buracco. Each morning begins her day with her substitute for meditation, which serves the same function: it grounds her in the here and now and calms her spirit, a gradual and relaxed pathway into reality.

She performs this same ritual in the middle of the afternoon to calm her frantic activity and recenter herself. The card game soothes her and allows her to carry on. Each time she logs in, she searches among the players for a special username: Pepperoni. She has learned that Pepperoni usually only appears during the afternoon, and when she sees him, she sends him an invitation to play.

Silvina knows his playing style. She knows his meticulousness and speed, how with surgical patience he builds impossible combinations. Their understanding is almost telepathic, and they only use the chat's pre-set messages to encourage or congratulate each other. They have been playing together for years, whenever they find each other on the platform, although in reality, they know nothing about each other. Only that she is Moka and he is Pepperoni, an avatar with a golden retriever smiling with its tongue out.

Today, however, Silvina dares to change that.

The cursor blinks in the message box. She forces herself to concentrate on the game. Her mind calculates moves, discards, possibilities. Pepperoni plays with his usual sharpness. But in her head, the most important move isn’t on the table.

She takes a deep breath.

Between one play and another, she types in the chat: “Good hand. We’re doing well.” He replies almost immediately: “Yes, we’re making a comeback.”

Seated opposite their opponents, the page's format and the general circumspection do not allow for greater exchanges. Of course, anonymity is one of the most strictly observed rules.

Silvina is 35 years old, lives alone in an apartment in the Villa Crespo neighborhood of Buenos Aires, and works as an investigative journalist specializing in public health, pharmaceuticals, and global medical issues for one of the country's most important newspapers. She is also a highly sought-after digital analyst on social media due to her extensive knowledge in her field, and she has a channel where she presents a weekly podcast with guests.

Her parents live in the interior of the country, in the town of Rivera, 

almost bordering the province of La Pampa. They don't see each other very often, but she tries to ensure their meetings don't go beyond three months, although it is difficult due to her parents' age and her own busy schedule.

A month ago, she decided to ask for a leave of absence from the newspaper because she felt overwhelmed by the absorbing nature of the topics she handles and a sense of suffocation and tension. For years, getting up and playing one or two games of buracco has become a mental massage for her stress, an activity integrated into her daily schedule with no possibility of change. After much back and forth and with the decision to take a year off or resign from her daily job, her bosses agreed to grant her a one-year leave.

This morning, Silvina feels free, quite relaxed, and able to look at her surroundings without rush, without anguish, without needing to run off. To transition from oppression to ease, one also has to prepare, so as not to abandon oneself to the sweet pleasure of wanting to do nothing, and simply enjoy partial inactivity.

Silvina has entered a state of training that helps her reorder her life without the pressure the newspaper imposed daily. And in this new stage, she has allowed herself time to dream and escape from reality, to create and imagine beyond the objectivity of her daily routine.

She stands up and walks to the mirror that adorns one of her study walls. She observes herself carefully, seeking to find a new image in her more rested figure. She contemplates herself with a serenity she hadn't found in a long time. Her large, expressive brown eyes reflect a new clarity under the artificial light of a morning still dawning, free from the accumulated fatigue of so many sleepless nights spent writing against the clock. Her skin, once dull and tense, now shows a fresh softness, with a subtle natural glow on her cheeks.

She runs her fingers through her dark brown, straight hair with some rebellious waves that frame her face. Before, she used to pull it back in a hurried bun; today, she lets it fall freely over her shoulders. She perceives that the fine lines around her lips and eyes have softened, not so much due to the passage of time, but because of the change in her expression.

She inclines her head and smiles faintly. Her naturally full lips no longer press together as they used to, when anxiety dictated her gesture. Her neck feels more flexible, her shoulders, relaxed. Her body, which used to live in a state of constant alert, has found a new rhythm. Today, she recognizes herself in the mirror: more rested, more present, and, above all, more in control of herself.
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Alessandro De Luca wakes very early, before the sun fully illuminates Rome. His apartment in the city center is elegant and functional, without too many ornaments, but with a view that reminds him why he loves the city. His first routine is to prepare a double espresso in his moka pot, the aluminum coffeemaker that in other places is called a Greca, the same one Bialetti popularized decades ago. This is a ritual he never omits before taking Pepperoni, his golden retriever, for a walk through the streets around Via Giulia and bordering the Tiber River. A walk of nearly an hour that serves them both to connect with their needs and the peace of a city awakening.

Upon returning, he checks messages from the hospital on his mobile: a couple of programmed surgeries, patient reports, and some urgency from the night before. Pepperoni, his golden retriever, follows him with curiosity while he dresses with precision, always opting for well-ironed shirts and a light jacket.

Located in an elegant 17th-century historic building, Alessandro’s apartment combines classical architecture with a modern, minimalist interior design. It features large windows overlooking the Tiber and balconies with wrought-iron railings.

The living room, with high ceilings and exposed wooden beams, is decorated with simple-lined furniture in neutral tones. Two of its walls connecting to the balcony are made of ancient stone combined with modern art, reflecting the balance between tradition and modernity. Without divisions or obstacles, the living room connects to the open and functional kitchen. Alessandro doesn't cook much and likes order and aesthetics.

The bedroom, spacious and sober, is flooded with natural light and is decorated with colors that transmit calm and peace.

His private study houses an enormous library filled with books on medicine, politics, and philosophy.

The desk is a solid piece of dark walnut wood, with hand-carved details and an aged finish from years of use. It is one of those pieces that could have belonged to an old Roman aristocrat’s study or a doctor from generations past.

Its heavy drawers with bronze pulls hold documents, handwritten notes, and some leather-bound medical books he never stops consulting.

On its surface, however, the past meets the present: a high-end computer with two ultra-thin screens, one of them always dedicated to showing medical studies or cardiovascular diagnostic graphs. Alessandro dedicates hours of study to perfecting minimally invasive cardiovascular surgery.

The minimalist keyboard and an ergonomic mouse are essential tools for reviewing digital medical reports, navigating the most advanced studies, and accessing the platform that immerses him in a state of calm and relaxation almost immediately. A connected smartwatch and a pair of noise-canceling headphones reflect his need to always be 

connected, but also the capacity to enjoy moments of calm.

There are dimmable LED lights, and a bronze desk lamp with a fabric shade, permanently lit. And beside it, a leather notebook with handwritten annotations. Although technology dominates his space, Alessandro still uses traditional writing to capture his thoughts and complement his digital activities.

The contrast between the antique desk and the modernity of his devices impacts those who enter his study.

Alessandro arrives at the university hospital in Rome, Umberto I, first thing in the morning. He crosses paths with nurses and medical residents who greet him with respect, some with admiration, others with the inevitable pressure of working with someone of his level. Alessandro prefers to maintain professional distance, although he always tries to keep a certain rapport with his peers and subordinates.

He spends the morning in the operating room, performing highly complex cardiovascular surgeries. Time inside the operating room is his only true disconnection from the outside world: there, everything is technique, precision, life or death. There is no politics, no doubts, only the pulse of a heart that must beat strongly again.

Upon finishing his workday, Alessandro returns to his apartment. To calm the day’s activities and be able to separate his agitated world, he takes his golden retriever, Pepperoni, for a walk. Together they stroll through the cobbled streets of Rome, enjoying the evening breeze and the tranquil atmosphere the city offers at sunset.

Back home, Alessandro prepares a light dinner and pours himself a 

glass of red wine. Then, he sits in front of his desk, where the combination of the ancient and the modern gives him a sense of equilibrium. He turns on his computer and connects to the online buracco platform, seeking to relax with one or two games. He hopes to find his playing partner, "Moka," whose real identity he doesn't know, but with whom he has developed a special connection through innumerable shared games.

While he waits, he reflects on the strange familiarity he feels with "Moka" and how this game has become an essential escape valve in his life, allowing him to disconnect from the tensions of his profession.
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Silvina observes through the airplane window the mattress of clouds that separates her from New York. Beside her, a man dozes with his head tilted, and the murmur of the night flight envelops her in a sense of transit, of that suspended state between two worlds that long journeys always provoke in her.

One year. That is the time the newspaper has granted her leave, with a single condition: to accept some international missions. Silvina loves these missions and considers it ideal to be able to fulfill them without having to go to the newsroom daily for a year.

Now, the first one takes her directly to the heart of Manhattan: the United Nations. Her editor has assigned her to cover the international conference on diverse policies, an event where countries present strategies to reduce inequality and protect the most vulnerable classes. An important task, and also a challenge.

With a mix of anxiety and enthusiasm, Silvina tightens her seatbelt when the pilot announces the descent. Soon, the city of skyscrapers will welcome her with its inexhaustible energy, and although her mind is focused on the conference, she knows that, between speeches and interviews, destiny always has surprises in store for her.

The bustling lobby of the United Nations headquarters is a microcosm of the world, with delegates and professionals from all corners of the globe. Silvina navigates on her high heels, elegant among the crowd, dressed in a pantsuit and a printed T-shirt that softens the formality of the outfit. With her press accreditation gently swaying on her chest, she holds her notebook and voice recorder, which she uses regularly, although most journalists have already discarded them in favor of smartphones for these tasks. Silvina is always ready and attentive to capture the perspectives of world leaders in health.

Needing a brief respite, she heads to the delegates' lounge, a serene space that offers a panoramic view of the East River. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee is irresistible. She approaches the counter, orders a cappuccino, and, while waiting, scans the room, stopping at a man absorbed in a medical journal at a nearby table.

Alessandro has arrived early for his presentation, seeking solace in the familiarity of medical literature amidst the hustle and bustle of the conference. His thoughts are a whirlwind of last-minute preparations and the anticipation of presenting his talk to a distinguished audience.

With cappuccino in hand, Silvina looks for a place to sit. Noticing the scarcity of seats, she approaches Alessandro's table.

“Excuse me, do you mind if I sit here?” she asks with a polite smile.

Alessandro looks up, momentarily surprised by the interruption, but then points to the empty chair. “Please, go ahead.”

As she settles in, Silvina can't help but notice the magazine cover. “Cardiovascular Innovations... Are you presenting at the conference?”

He nods, closing the magazine. “Yes, I’m speaking about new techniques in minimally invasive heart surgery.”

Her eyes light up with interest. “Fascinating. I’m covering the conference for Global Health Today. Perhaps I could interview you later?”

Alessandro smiles. “It would be an honor.”

They continue conversing, discovering a shared passion for gastronomy and a mutual interest in strategic games, though neither specifically mentions buraco.

The conversation flows effortlessly, a surprising ease between two strangers.

As the afternoon sun casts long shadows over the city, Alessandro checks his watch. “I have some free time tonight. Would you like to have dinner with me?”

Silvina hesitates briefly, then nods. “I’d love to. Tell me what time and where, and I’ll meet you there.”

She then accompanies Alessandro to the venue where he speaks about minimally invasive surgery techniques. She takes notes attentively as she listens to how these procedures make medical care more accessible in countries with limited resources, improving public health and the well-being of their citizens. Her eyes follow Alessandro's every gesture, practically mesmerized by the depth of his ideas and the relevance of his theories to the world she comes from. She is fascinated by his elegance, the confidence with which he expresses himself... and that alluring accent when he speaks English.

When they are already in the Q&A segment, Silvina gets up and quickly leaves the venue. Her heart beats strongly, overflowing with the intensity of the moment.

The depth of Alessandro’s words, the conviction with which he speaks, his natural elegance, and that irresistible accent have awakened something in her she didn’t expect. She feels abashed, vulnerable, as if he has touched too sensitive nerves within her. She needs to compose herself, take a deep breath, regain her balance before facing him again.

Later, they meet at a picturesque Italian restaurant in Greenwich Village. Over plates of pasta and glasses of Chianti, they share stories of their careers, travels, and interests. The topic of online games comes up, but neither reveals their alter egos.

In the cozy Italian restaurant in Greenwich Village, the dim light creates an intimate atmosphere. She observes the menu, gently running her fingers along the edge of the card.

“New York always surprises me. Every visit is a different experience.”

He nods, putting his menu aside, and looks at her with a smile.

“It’s true. The city has a unique energy. Is this your first time here?”

She looks up, meeting his blue eyes.

“No, I’ve come several times for work. As an international journalist, I usually cover all kinds of conferences. And you?”

He leans slightly forward, resting his forearms on the table.

“I’ve been here on several occasions to present research and attend medical congresses. This time, the Italian government sent me; they want to include me in their political force, and I’m very undecided. Public service doesn’t entirely convince me, but the possibilities for dissemination attract me.”

She arches an eyebrow, showing interest.

“That sounds fascinating. Medicine advancing by leaps and bounds allows us to be surprised by new, more accessible procedures for a public with limited resources.”     He nods slowly, with a thoughtful expression.

“Yes, it’s a constantly evolving field. Although many interests try to take advantage for their own benefit. And from what angle are you covering this conference?”

She takes a sip of wine before answering, savoring the moment.

“I’m covering the conference to analyze the health policies under discussion. It’s interesting to see how different countries face their health challenges, but there’s a theme that always pulsates in the background: the influence of pharmaceutical companies and their incessant race to turn every medical advance into a business opportunity.”

He smiles, showing approval.

“Definitely. International collaboration is key to addressing global problems. But we can’t ignore that, in many cases, commercial interests outweigh the needs of patients. The question is: to what extent should pharmaceutical companies influence public health decisions?”

She nods, fiddling with the rim of her glass.

“Changing the subject, what’s your life like, besides mending broken hearts?” He leans back in his chair, crossing his arms with a nostalgic smile.

“Well, I’d like to say I’m a tireless adventurer, but the truth is I spend more time in operating rooms than anywhere else. Although, when I’m not mending hearts, I enjoy a good wine, dinner in good company, and, if I’m lucky, an intriguing conversation like this. Since I was born and raised in Rome, the culture, the food, the art... everything is part of me.”

She rests her chin on her hand, looking at him with curiosity.

“It must be wonderful to live in a city with so much history.”

He nods, his eyes shining with pride.

“It is. But I also like to explore other cultures. For example, I love Latin American literature.”

She straightens up, surprised.

“What a coincidence! I’m from Buenos Aires.”

He smiles widely, leaning towards her.

“I knew it the moment you asked permission to sit at the table. A Spanish accent in English with an Italian hint only comes from Buenos Aires.”

Silvina lets out a burst of laughter.

“We don’t go unnoticed!”

“No, at least I always recognize them. I suppose you must have excellent literary recommendations.”

She laughs softly, nodding.

“Of course, we could exchange titles.”

He raises his glass in a toasting gesture.

“I’d love to.”

The conversation flows naturally, revealing shared interests and a growing connection between them.

Upon parting, exchanging contact information, both feel an inexplicable connection, unaware that their paths have already crossed many times in the virtual realm.

Back in her hotel room, Silvina connects to the buracco platform, 

noticing that "Pepperoni" is online. She smiles, sending an invitation to play, unaware of the coincidence of the day's encounter. Alessandro, in his suite, sees "Moka's" invitation and accepts it, thinking how remarkable it is to find such companionship in the digital world, without realizing that destiny has already intertwined their lives in more ways than one.
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Early in the morning, Silvina’s phone buzzes with a message from Alessandro. He thanks her for the pleasant evening they shared and tells her that his day will be full of meetings and interviews, but even so, he doesn’t want to miss the opportunity to see her again. He suggests she accompany him that night to a cocktail party organized by the Italian embassy.

Silvina smiles as she reads it, feeling an unexpected warmth in her chest and lower down. Her fingers glide quickly over the screen as she replies:

"My schedule is also full, but I’m sure we’ll cross paths in the UN hallways. And, of course, I gladly accept your invitation. Tell me the time and dress code, so I’m ready for the occasion."

As she sends the message, her heart beats faster. She can't help it. The idea of seeing him again, of sharing another evening together, excites her more than she wants to admit. Her imagination immediately transports her to the night before, to the fascination she felt in his company... and the longing to repeat it today.

The day unfolds in a whirlwind of meetings, speeches, and hallways filled with familiar and unfamiliar faces. Silvina takes notes, listens attentively to the panelists, and participates in debates on global health, but deep down, her mind wanders in another direction. With every passing moment, she surprises herself imagining the night that 

awaits her.

When the sun begins to tint the UN windows golden, Silvina hurries back to her hotel. She takes a quick shower, trying to dissipate the growing anxiety in her chest. In front of the mirror, she critically examines her reflection. When she packed her suitcase, she prioritized pantsuits, though, of course, she didn't forget to include two formal outfits.

For this occasion, Silvina opts for a black silk dress that falls elegantly over her figure, with a subtle but bold enough neckline for an evening that promises to be more than diplomatic. She gathers her hair into a loose bun and lets a couple of strands fall naturally, framing her face. Pearl earrings, heels that enhance her posture, and a touch of perfume on her collarbone are the final details before she leaves.

Meanwhile, Alessandro finishes his last meeting of the day. It has been an exhausting day, but inside him, a different anticipation keeps him alert. He checks his phone and finds Silvina's message. He smiles as he reads it, imagining her with the same contained excitement he feels. After bidding farewell to his colleagues, he returns to his hotel and prepares with the meticulous precision he applies to everything.

His black suit is impeccable; the white shirt contrasts with his lightly tanned skin, and the gray tie adds a sober touch. In front of the mirror, he loosens the knot slightly, seeking that balance between formality and naturalness.

Due to activities extending beyond what was planned, Alessandro has sent Silvina the invitation to the cocktail party via message and asked her to wait for him at the embassy. At eight o'clock sharp, an official car takes him to the embassy. As he steps out, his gaze sweeps across the entrance, decorated with soft lights and elegant floral arrangements. A group of diplomats converses on the steps, while wine glasses clink in the fresh night air.

Then he sees her.

Silvina approaches with firm steps, her dress swaying with every movement. Her demeanor radiates confidence, but Alessandro catches a sparkle in her eyes that goes beyond professional assurance. When she reaches him, he smiles gently.

“You’re just in time,” he says, offering her his arm.

Silvina accepts the gesture naturally, feeling a slight shiver as their skin brushes.

“I wasn’t going to miss this,” she replies with a knowing smile.

They enter the cocktail together, surrounded by conversations in Italian, English, and French, the diplomatic murmur floating in the air. Alessandro introduces her to some key figures of the event, but in each exchange, both find subtle ways to seek each other out with their gaze, as if every other conversation is merely a pause until their next encounter.

At one point, Alessandro leans slightly toward her, a glass of wine in his hand.

“I’m glad you came,” he whispers, his voice more intimate amidst the bustle.

Silvina holds his gaze for an instant before responding.

“Me too.”

The golden lights of the hall reflect glints in the wine glasses, on the 

impeccable suits, on the glances that cross with studied courtesy. But Silvina no longer pays attention to the conversations around her. Her mind is focused on Alessandro's proximity; on the way his voice seems to envelop her in a barely audible whisper amidst the diplomatic murmur.

“Let me show you something,” he says suddenly, leaning in a little closer. His masculine perfume envelops and intoxicates her.

Silvina nods without hesitation, intrigued. Alessandro guides her through the room with a naturalness that does not go unnoticed. Some glances follow them discreetly, but neither of them seems to care.

They step out onto a terrace adorned with soft lights and potted jasmine, the fresh night air embracing them. From there, the city stretches out in a sea of twinkling lights. Silvina rests her hands on the railing and breathes deeply.

“Sometimes diplomatic events feel like an endless play,” she comments, with a wry smile.

Alessandro leans beside her, his glass of wine in hand.

“They are,” he replies, turning his head slightly to look at her. “But sometimes, between scenes, there are moments that are real.”

Silvina feels a slight shiver run through her skin. The distance between them is minimal. His proximity envelops her, not only physically, but in the way Alessandro seems to see beyond the inquisitive journalist, beyond the self-assured professional. “And this moment?” she asks in a low voice.

Alessandro smiles, his gaze fixed on hers.

“You tell me.”

The silence between them becomes charged with possibilities. The night is young, the cocktail continues on the other side of the terrace, but in this small corner, away from the lights and rehearsed speeches, something else is brewing. Something neither of them can continue to ignore.

The silence that forms between them is dense, charged, but not uncomfortable. It is a pause filled with meanings, with expectations. Silvina plays with the rim of her glass, as if in the reflection of the wine she could find an answer to what she feels.

For an instant, the world seems to shrink to the minimal distance between them, to the warm air they exchange with each contained breath. It is Alessandro who breaks the tension, brushing with his fingers one of Silvina’s loose strands, adjusting it with an almost distracted gesture.

“There’s something about you, Silvina,” he whispers. “Something I don’t want to understand too quickly.”

The confession leaves her speechless. And, for the first time in a long time, Silvina allows herself not to have all the answers.

“Dr. De Luca, we are looking for you for the toast and for a few words.”

With surprise, both turn towards the voice that has cut their special moment. The intruder smiles, beckoning them with his hands.

They leave the moment orphaned, regretfully separate from the railing, and return together to the grand hall.
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The car glides smoothly through the city’s illuminated streets, weaving through the night traffic with the same contained calm that floats between them. Inside the vehicle, the distant murmur of New York filters through the windows, but all that’s audible is the discreet hum of the engine and the quiet conversation they’ve resumed.

Silvina leans back slightly against the seat, her gaze lost in the reflections of the traffic lights on the glass. Alessandro, seated beside her, leans in just slightly when he speaks, his tone relaxed, yet with a natural intensity that never seems to leave him.

“Tomorrow, I have to go to the Milstein Hospital Building,” he comments. “I’m participating in a conference, and I also have a surgery scheduled where I’ll present my technique.”

Silvina turns her face toward him, interested. “A live surgery?”

Alessandro nods with a faint smile. “Yes. It’s part of the training program for surgeons who want to implement minimally invasive procedures in hospitals with fewer resources.”

She observes him. She has interviewed dozens of doctors and scientists throughout her career, but there’s something about Alessandro that intrigues her beyond his technical knowledge. His passion is genuine, and that, in a way, disarms her.

“Sounds fascinating,” she says, crossing her legs. “I’ll be at the UN 

headquarters all day: some conferences, meetings... I also have to see some sources for an investigation.”

Alessandro tilts his head, interested. “What are you writing about this time?”

Silvina smiles, without revealing too much. “I’m still in the information-gathering phase. But let’s just say it has to do with the delicate balance between public health and private interests.”

“A dangerous topic.”

“The best ones always are.”

Their gazes hold for an instant, a silent game of complicity. Then, Alessandro rests an arm on the back of the seat and observes her with the same naturalness with which he would make a diagnosis.

“We should see each other tomorrow,” he says, with that self-assurance that characterizes him. “Shall we have dinner together?”

Silvina smiles with a mischievous glint in her eyes. “I can’t. Tomorrow I have to record my weekly podcast.”

Alessandro doesn’t seem discouraged. “Then record it with me.”

She looks at him with feigned seriousness. “You, on my podcast?”

“Why not?”

Silvina rests her elbow on the armrest and watches him with amusement. “It would have to be in the hotel’s business center: I need silence, good acoustics...”

Alessandro interrupts her with a wry smile. “We can do it in my suite. I have all the silence and privacy you need.”

Silvina lets out a short laugh and shakes her head. “Oh, no. I know 

exactly what you’re doing, De Luca.”

“And what am I doing?” he asks, with feigned innocence.

“Trying to negotiate more than an interview.”

Alessandro lets out a low laugh, not bothering to deny it. “I tried.”

“Yes, and you failed.”

The car stops softly in front of
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