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        For those who do not run when life turns sharp,

        but stand their ground with trembling hands and stubborn hearts.

        For the ones who face the storm head-on,

        who carry fear with them and step forward anyway,

        who understand that courage is not the absence of doubt,

        but the choice to keep going in spite of it.

        This is for those who embrace the unknown,

        welcome what comes next,

        and trust that even in the hardest moments,

        there is strength waiting to be discovered.

        You are the brave ones.

        And this is for you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Prologue
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        One year ago

      

      

      

      It’s been months since I’ve been in London, but the idea claws at me more and more each day—like a whisper I can’t ignore.

      I never gave much of a thought to expanding. We’re new to the market as a luxury brand but still affordable.

      My world has always been structured: runways, sketches, silk swatches, and silence. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s that friends don’t come easy when you’re rich. Everyone either wants a favor or thinks you’re too much. Or worse, they want you as an accessory to their ambition.

      Sebastian was the exception. The outlier.

      I didn’t know who he was when he walked into one of my boutiques in D.C., a unicorn in a suit, apparently slumming it among mortals. I don’t usually deal with clients directly. That’s not my vibe. I’m the ghost in the sketchpad, the name on the label, the one who shows up on runaways and big events. My sister-in-law, Sienna, handles suppliers and models. My brother deals with contracts and the never-ending parade of NDAs. I’m the one who creates, nothing more.

      But, that day, Sienna told me I needed to go to the boutique downtown. Her tone had that tight edge that said “If you ignore me, I’ll ruin your life.”

      So I listened.

      When I got there, he was waiting—leaning against the edge of the counter while his bodyguard and my staff loaded a sleek black car with suit bags like they were prepping for war. His back was to me. He was on the phone, his voice low and lethal, and I froze.

      There was something about his posture, relaxed, yet so controlled. Like a lion lounging before it struck. The fabric of his suit hugged him like it had been stitched directly onto his skin, and every word that rolled off his tongue sounded like an order.

      I didn’t know why, but my first instinct was: Trouble.

      The kind that either ruin you or remade you.

      Before I could clear my throat, his bodyguard stepped beside me, silent as a damn ghost, and I nearly jumped out of my Italian shoes.

      Then he turned. Eyes cool and unreadable. Voice steady. “I want you to be my personal designer.”

      I blinked. “Excuse me?”

      Sebastian turned to fully face me now, hands in his pockets like he’d got all the time in the world. His gaze didn’t waver. “You heard me.”

      I crossed my arms, my posture instinctively defensive. “I don’t do custom designs.”

      He lifted a brow. “That a policy or a personality trait?”

      “Both,” I deadpanned.

      A slow, smug smirk crept across his face. He didn’t argue. Didn’t even look disappointed. Instead, he gave a subtle nod to the mountain-sized man beside him. The bodyguard reached into his jacket and handed me a business card.

      I accepted it out of reflex, still frowning. “Seriously, I don’t do⁠—”

      But Sebastian was already walking past me, his tone breezy as he threw over his shoulder, “You’ll call.”

      The door opened.

      The door closed.

      They were gone.

      I looked down at the business card in my hand. Matte black, edges like a razor. No phone number. No email. Just a golden embossed phoenix that looked like it was about to rise right off the damn cardstock, and beneath it:

      
        
        Sebastian A. III

      

      

      Nothing else.

      I almost rolled my eyes into next week. Who the hell doesn’t include their contact info? What was this, Hogwarts? A prank? Maybe mafia?

      I tossed the card onto my desk when I got back in my office. I had fittings, fabric emergencies, and a model crying in the bathroom because the sample pants made her “look like a potato.” I moved on. Kind of.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later, I was at one of those black-tie charity events in New York where everyone pretended they cared about saving the world, but they were really just flexing their money and designer gowns. I came for the PR, stayed for the champagne, and mentally sketched designs on the backs of napkins just to survive the small talk.

      I was chatting with some editor from Vogue Scandinavia—Ingrid or something similar—when I heard someone calling out, “Derek freaking Wilson!”

      I turned, and there was Trevor Nylander, grinning ear to ear, tux slightly rumpled in that charming jock way, like he’d just jogged over from a stadium instead of arriving in a town car. My longtime friend, and one of the very few people who had actually liked me before the brand made headlines.

      “T,” I smirked, pulling him in for a quick hug. “Look at you, trying to outshine me in a room full of sequins.”

      “Always.” He laughed. Then he turned to the man beside him and said, “Sebastian, let me properly introduce you. This is Derek Wilson—genius, pain in the ass, and the guy who made my suit for the ESPYs look like it walked off a Milan runway.” Then Trevor added with a grin, “Derek, meet His Highness Sebastian Alexander III, Prince of Greendale.”

      Prince.

      Of course.

      Sebastian nodded politely, and for a second, it was like déjà vu. The same cool gaze, that ridiculously poised stance, and the tailored tux that made half the room look underdressed. His smirk was still the kind that made you want to punch it and sketch it at the same time.

      “A pleasure,” Sebastian said smoothly, offering a hand.

      “Likewise,” I managed, trying not to let my expression betray how off-balance I suddenly felt.

      Trevor looked between us with a knowing grin. “I’ll leave you two to talk. The ambassador of Luxembourg just walked in, and I owe her a drink and a dance.”

      And like that, he vanished into the glittering crowd.

      Silence settled for a beat. I took a sip of my drink. So did Sebastian.

      “Are you for real a prince?” I asked, arching a brow.

      He smiled. “Only on weekdays.”

      “Should’ve known. The smirk give it away.”

      He chuckled. “Still thinking about my offer?”

      “You mean the one you dropped like a royal grenade then left without a single contact detail?”

      “I left a business card,” he said innocently.

      “Right. The one with a phoenix and nothing else. What was I supposed to do—send a raven?”

      His grin widened. “You are here, aren’t you?”

      I sighed. “I don’t do custom work. I’d said that.”

      “Yet you are here talking to me.”

      “I came for the champagne.”

      “And stayed for the royalty?”

      “You’re insufferable,” I muttered, but there was no heat in it.

      He leaned in slightly, voice low. “I want you. Not just any designer. You’ll get a title: Royal Dressmaker. Design for special events. You’ll still run Wilson Creations, still be your own brand. You’ll just also be ours.”

      “Ours?”

      “The royal house,” he clarified. “Greendale. Me.”

      This man had walked into my boutique like he owned the world and now stands here offering me a crown I haven’t asked for—but one part of me wants to reach for.

      “Why me?”

      “You’re brilliant. And you said no.”

      That stopped me.

      “I like people who don’t try to impress me,” he added with a shrug. “They usually do.”

      I exhaled a laugh, unsure whether I wanted to punch him or toast him.

      “Are you serious about this?”

      “As a constitutional monarchy.”

      That earned him a smirk of my own. “You really don’t take no for an answer.”

      “Not when I know the right answer is yes.”

      I glanced around the room, then back at him. “Fine. I’ll consider it.”

      His smile was all satisfaction and subtle triumph. “You’ll say yes.”

      He was not wrong. And the rest, as they say, was stitched into the seams of history.

      

      In the last year alone, Wilson Creations had opened six new boutiques across the States: New York, L.A., Miami, Chicago, Seattle, and Dallas. Each launch had felt like birthing a new child—if that child wore silk, needed permits, and cost a fortune in marketing. But the real dream is Europe. I wanted Wilson Creations to be as global as the chaos in my sketchbooks. Paris, Milan, Berlin… London. Especially London.

      But business in England was a different beast. Between the legal systems, tax nightmares, and import duties that made me want to punch something, I knew I’d need a sharp legal mind to even dream of expanding here.

      “Ask Isabel,” Sebastian had said one night over drinks, as if it had been the easiest thing in the world. “If she doesn’t do that stuff, she’ll know someone who does.”

      Yeah, sure. Who was also probably still wrapped in bedsheets and bliss somewhere on a secluded island, sipping something with a tiny umbrella and not thinking about zoning laws.

      I didn’t want to bother her. Not because she wasn’t the kind to help—she absolutely was. But because she and Nate had just gotten married, and I wasn’t about to interrupt newlywed heaven with my real estate woes.

      Besides, life had a funny way of working itself out.

      Sebastian might have walked into my boutique as a customer, but somewhere between fittings and fittings for his entire family tree, he became more than just a client. He is my boss, yeah, but more than that, he is my best friend. The kind of friend who bulldoze into your life and reorganize your priorities, then pretend it was your idea all along.

      I’d met Isabel and Nathan months ago—right before her last name came with a title.

      Sebastian had dragged them into my D.C. boutique in a whirlwind moment of chaos. I’d been in the back, finishing mockups, when Sienna called me out. “You might want to handle this one personally.”

      Sebastian had stood in the center of my studio like he owned the place—which, given the amount he spent, might not have been far from the truth. Beside him, Nate looked every bit the composed person, but it was Isabel who caught my eye.

      Flushed cheeks, storm in her eyes but an ethereal beauty. She tried three wedding dresses. One almost did it—a silken thing with a plunging back—but it wasn’t her. I could tell by the way she exhaled when she looked in the mirror.

      Then it hit me. I excused myself, went into my private collection room, and pulled out the dress.

      It hadn’t been meant for her. It hadn’t been meant for anyone yet. It had been a centerpiece for the upcoming NY fashion parade—still unnamed, still untouched by anyone but me.

      But when she stepped into it, everything clicked. The way her fingers brushed the sleeves like they were made of stars. It was hers.

      I gave it to her that day and handed her a piece of my art that ended up for months after their wedding on the front page of major magazines. The collection lost its crown jewel. I told myself I’d make something new and yeah, I am still waiting for inspiration to come.

      I should’ve been on vacation. That had been the plan. Travel, recharge, sketch on balconies in Positano or sip overpriced wine in Santorini.

      Then, the week before, I got the call.

      Nate’s voice, smooth as ever, came over the line. “We’re back in London. Why not coming over? We’ve got something you may find interesting.”

      There hadn’t been a pause. No second thoughts. I booked my ticket the moment we hung up.

      Now, I am here, tapping my fingers against the armrest, waiting to board. My phone buzz in my pocket with a message.

      Sebastian: Make sure they feed you well. And for god’s sake, don’t wear all black like a vampire. This is London, not Paris.

      I rolled my eyes and smiled.

      Sebastian lived out of a suitcase; his roots might’ve been in New York, but he was a citizen of the world. Still, it is thanks to him that I am doing this at all. If he hadn’t walked into my D.C. boutique and turned my world upside down, I’d still have been stuck in my office, sketching the same collections for the same stores and ignoring the fact that my dreams were bigger than my comfort zone.

      London wasn’t just a business move. It was a leap.

      I glanced at the boarding line. First class was starting to move.

      

      The plane touched down with a soft thud, but my nerves jolted like I’d just walked into a boardroom half-naked. It wasn’t anxiety, it was something else. Something unspoken. Something tugging at me from the second I agreed to come.

      I pulled my carry-on behind me as I stepped through arrivals, scanning the waiting crowd. I didn’t need to look hard.

      Nate was there. Of course, he was there.

      Impeccably dressed but with the casual edge that always reminded me he was more soldier than suit. Next to him was a wall of a man, arms folded and eyes sharp.

      “Morris,” I greeted with a small nod. The bodyguard barely dipped his chin in return.

      “Derek.” Nate grinned as he stepped forward, pulling me into a quick hug. “Welcome back to the kingdom,” he joked.

      I smirked. “Thought this was London, not Narnia.”

      He laughed. “Both have castles. And questionable politics.”

      We moved toward the waiting sleek black beast parked with the kind of entitlement only dukes and presidents could pull off without tickets. The moment the door shut behind me, Nate turned slightly, his tone dipping into that rare blend of friend and former soldier.

      “So,” he said, “how’s life without Sebastian dragging you out of the studio for steak and whiskey?”

      “Lonely,” I admitted. “And quieter. Sienna said I talk to my mannequins now.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Nate chuckled. “Is Sienna your…?”

      “Sister-in-law,” I nodded, already anticipating the next question.

      “Right.” He sighed, dragging out the word like he was piecing together a puzzle he’d already solved. “You know, I had a bet going that you’d be the next one to get hitched.”

      “Don’t start with that.” I groaned.

      “Oh, come on.” He grinned. “You design wedding dresses for a living and still haven’t caught the love bug? Statistically suspicious.”

      “Not only wedding dresses, but I’d seen enough madness in silk and tulle to last me a lifetime,” I muttered. “Besides, I hadn’t met anyone who made my heart flutter. Let alone actually beat.”

      “Maybe London would surprise you,” he offered with a shrug.

      “Don’t think so,” I echoed.

      “O-kay… changing topics before you start quoting sonnets. How’s business?”

      “Booming,” I said, sitting back. “Which is both a blessing and a curse. I’m running out of reasons not to expand overseas.”

      “Well,” Nate smirked, “lucky for you, this side of the pond has excellent tea, questionable weather, and some damn good locations.”

      “And your charming company,” I added playfully.

      “Exactly.” He grinned. “What more could a man want? We’ll make sure it feels less like a foreign country and more like… extended family.”

      I glanced out the window. “Appreciate that.”

      As we pulled up the long gravel drive to his manor, my breath caught a little. It felt like coming back home.

      Which was ridiculous, really—considering I’d only been here twice. Once for their wedding, a whirlwind of laughter, elegance, and vows that still echo in my head. And the second time… well, the second time was when Nathan came back from Germany after an injury during his last mission. That entire period had been tense as hell. A knot of anxiety sat in my chest for weeks. I might not have shown it much, but the thought of losing a friend had shaken me.

      I remember pacing my studio in D.C., staring at half-done sketches, unable to focus. In the end, I reached out to Isabel. We weren’t close back then, not really, but I needed updates. I needed to know he was okay.

      And she… she answered every time. Patient, calm, steady—probably more for me than herself. I couldn’t imagine what a nightmare it must’ve been for her, watching the man she loved fight through pain and recovery, newly married and already facing the kind of trial that test forever vows.

      But they made it through. Stronger, somehow, and it made me question this love thing.

      

      The front door swung open before we even got out, and there she was. Isabel.

      Her face lit up when she see me, and despite the small baby bump the last time I’d seen her, there was no mistaking it now. Five months pregnant and glowing in the most cliché but absolutely real way.

      “Derek!” she beamed, practically waddling toward me with outstretched arms.

      I laughed and met her halfway, careful as I hugged her. “Duchess, you are radiant.”

      “And you are full of crap,” she said, swatting my arm lightly. “But I’ll take it.”

      “You look like you are hiding beach balls under there.”

      “Twins,” she groaned. “Beach balls would’ve been easier.”

      “She reminds me of Sienna,” I teased Nate as we all headed inside. “But way less grumpy.”

      “I heard that,” Isabel called over her shoulder.

      Inside the manor, it was cozy despite the size. Somehow Isabel’s presence softened the edges and turned aristocratic halls into lived-in comfort.

      “You guys really did the whole honeymoon tour, huh?” I said, eyeing some framed photos by the entry table.

      “Hawaii, Maldives, and a week back in Greendale,” Isabel said, collapsing gently into a nearby chair. “We needed something calm after all the paradise.”

      “Calm?” I arched a brow.

      “She means boring,” Nate translated, setting my carry-on down. “We wanted to remind ourselves what the real world looked like. But it didn’t last long. Duty called.”

      “What are you doing now?” I asked, curious. Not that he needed to work. The guy is packed with money.

      “Private security and training for the army. Nothing really active.” He reached for Isabel’s hand and kissed it. “But before duty takes over again,” Nate added, “we have your room ready.”

      I shook my head. “No way. I’ll get a hotel...”

      “Absolutely not,” Isabel cut in before I could finish. “You aren’t staying anywhere but here. Guest room is already made. Alice even fluffed the pillows.”

      I laughed. “In that case… can’t argue with Alice.”

      “You really can’t,” Nate smirked.

      As we settled into the rhythm of conversation, tea appeared like magic on a tray beside us, and I felt something shift again.

      Because in this strange corner of the world—surrounded by unexpected friends and laughter—I felt something I didn’t even realize I’d been missing.

      Home.

      

      The next morning, London was a crisp postcard of elegance and old-world charm. Mist clung to the rooftops like the city was exhaling a secret, and I was sipping on what might’ve been the strongest cup of coffee I’d ever tasted. Isabel insisted I try her favorite blend—something floral, bold, overpriced—and now I am hooked. Figures.

      By 10 a.m., I was stepping out of the car with Nate and Isabel by my side, heading toward a row of exclusive commercial spaces tucked into one of London’s most refined shopping districts. The kind of place where the air smelled like money and designer leather, and the doormen wore gloves.

      Waiting for us was a sharply dressed man in a beige trench coat and a grin just a little too smooth for his own good.

      “Oh,” I smirked as we approached. “The famous Landlon. The one who shamelessly flirted with my married best friend.” I still remembered how spooked Nate was for those fake pictures.

      Landlon’s smirk faltered for a split second before recovering. “A man must try his luck where he sees beauty.”

      Nate’s eyes narrowed—just enough to send a message without saying a word. Isabel chuckled and looped her arm through his with practiced ease. “Relax. I turned him down politely.”

      “She did,” Landlon said with a gracious nod. “Crushed my ego in the most elegant way possible.”

      “Trust me, better her than me,” Nate muttered under his breath. Oh, hell. I knew he was still holding a quiet grudge. He didn’t even want Landlon handling this tour, but Isabel insisted—said he was the best in the business and could help push the process along faster.

      I shook my head, smirking. “Well, your heartbreak is my gain. Let’s see what you had.”

      He led us through a series of boutique spaces, and damn—each one was better than the last. Polished oak floors, high ceilings, natural light that could make a mannequin cry from joy. I found myself already imagining my collections displayed here—sleek gowns on raised platforms, mirrored walls, and the faint scent of jasmine lingering in the air.

      “I am in trouble,” I whispered to Isabel as we walked into the third space.

      She raised a brow. “That bad?”

      “That perfect,” I muttered. “I want them all. Hell, I want this one for my first international boutique.”

      She grinned. “Then let’s make it happen.”

      After Landlon gave us some privacy, I turned to her more serious. “What did I need to open here? I know British laws aren’t the same as back home.”

      Isabel already had her iPad out. “First, you’ll need a business license, then register your company with HMRC, and I’ll put you in touch with our firm’s commercial advisor. And yes,” she added, catching my stunned look, “before you say it—I technically am on maternity leave, but I am pregnant, not retired.”

      I grinned. “Remind me to send you a lifetime supply of thank-you flowers.”

      “You already gave me a dress that made my in-laws and the world speechless. We’re good.”

      By the time we returned to the manor, I’d already contacted my lawyers to fill out forms. Something in me had shifted.

      It was time to go home. To my studio. To the life I’d built with my bare hands.

      Because now I need a new dress—one to replace the piece I’d given Isabel to wrap up the collection for New York and focus on this new opening.

      I need a new assistant—someone who could run things with Sienna and James there while I prepare this expansion.

      And for the first time in years, I feel it deep in my chest.

      It’s time for Wilson Creations to go global.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Derek

          

        

      

    

    
      Four months away from home has felt like breathing fresh air. Although I decided to take a year off, I couldn't resist returning early after London’s decision, and now I find myself standing in front of Wilson Creations. I'm pretty sure I'll hear some complaints about my return, but I'm not a beach-and-cocktail kind of guy.

      After parking my Maserati Gran Turismo, I walk into the building, greeting the doorman. New York Fashion Week is six months away, and Wilson Creations will be presenting the new collection I've been working hard on and I may open my first international boutique before the parade, or that’s the plan. Not having the final piece drives me insane. That's why I took a few months off – I hoped it would help me find new inspiration, but it never happened. I didn't want to waste more time, so now I'm back to ensure everything is in order, that my lawyers started to secure every document we need for London, even if it's seven p.m. While I do trust my brother and his wife, life has taught me that it's better to handle things myself.

      “Derek? What are you doing here?” my brother James asks as soon as I cross the threshold of my office.

      “I was getting bored, so I came back.” I shrug, taking off my jacket. “And I may have big news.”

      “You finally met someone.” James smirks.

      I roll my eyes. “Hell no. It’s something better.”

      “What do I have to do to get rid of you?”

      “You can't.” I laugh and sit at my desk. “How are things going? Are we ready for New York?”

      “Yes, we're just looking for two more models. Otherwise, everything is fine, and we need to choose the dress for the finale.”

      “Perfect,” I say, glancing at some folders on the desk. “Did you find me a new assistant?”

      “Sienna took care of it; at least I think so.” His cheeky grin says more than he wants to.

      “I'm not sure if I should be more concerned that your wife chose an assistant for me or that you're not certain about it.”

      “Yeah...” He chuckles while rubbing his neck. “Let's just say, with her raging hormones, it's better not to disagree with her.”

      “Could we do that before her pregnancy?” I ask James, who lets out a hearty laugh.

      “Could you do what?” Sienna asks as she enters the office, followed by a stunning girl. “Welcome back, Derek. I knew you'd be back sooner than planned.”

      “What can I say? I’m an open book.” I hug her before peering at her rounded belly. “You look amazing.”

      “And you're such a bad liar!” Sienna rolls her eyes at me. “I feel like an elephant.”

      “Yes, but a sexy one!” James replies, taking a playful slap from Sienna.

      “Anyway, since Ella retired, and I knew you’d be back soon, I've found you a new assistant.” She moves further while turning toward the girl. “Meet Melinda Jackson. I've already shown her everything she needs to know.” Sienna winks at me, knowing how picky I am with my employees and how well-prepared they have to be. “Melinda, this is Derek Wilson.”

      “Nice to meet you, sir.” She extends her hand. I briefly look at her and sharply exhale. She looks like a stunning porcelain doll; fragile and ready to break. Even if her beauty doesn't go unnoticed, I can't afford newbies just for the sake of it.

      “She's not fit for this job. She's too young and definitely not what I'm looking for,” I tell Sienna as I sit back in my chair. “No offense, Miss Jackson, but I don't like wasting time.”

      “You don’t know a damn thing about me,” she snaps in a sharp voice enough to draw blood. “And yet here you are, throwing judgment like you’re handing out candy.”

      I lean back in my chair, twirling the pen between my fingers with the kind of calm that drives people insane. “Cute analogy. Got any more clichés, Melissa?”

      She blinks once.

      “It’s Melinda,” she says.

      “Melissa, Melinda—honestly, I’ve met a dozen with your fire and none of them made it past Wednesday,” I reply, dry as hell. “Tell me,  why should I waste my time on you?”

      Her eyes flash. “Because unlike the dozen you think I’m like, I’m not here to survive. I’m here to dominate.”

      A low laugh escapes me, unexpected and involuntary. “Big words for someone with a résumé that reads like a LinkedIn fever dream.” Shit, I haven’t even seen it.

      She steps forward, not flinching or folding. Her heels click with intention, and when she stops in front of my desk, she plants her hands on the edge, close enough for me to catch the scent of her perfume. Bold. Warm. Like spice wrapped in silk.

      “You want someone safe,” she says. “Predictable. Malleable. That’s not me. But if you’re looking for someone who will drag your brand by the throat into every market that’s ever told you no, then I’m your girl.”

      My gaze narrows. There’s heat rising in my chest, my pulse ticking up just a notch. I hate the way she’s crawling under my skin. Hate it because part of me is already intrigued.

      She smiles, slow and razor-sharp. “And the fact that I’m pissing you off? That’s a bonus.”

      I study her for a long moment. She doesn’t fidget. Doesn’t flinch. She just stares me down like she’s already won.

      Hell.

      My mouth quirks, half in amusement, half in warning. “Alright, Melissa. You’ve got three days. Impress me… or get the hell out of my face.”

      She straightens, eyes gleaming like victory. “Better clear your schedule.”

      Nervously, I flick the pen over my finger, watching her with careful calculation. She stands there like she owns the place already, and I can’t decide if I want to fire her or fold her into my brand. Time will tell.

      “Well,” I say, voice cool, “you’ll start now. Bring me all the sketches for the New York parade. Every last one.”

      “Yes, sir.” She gives me a crisp nod, but I don’t miss the slight smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth as she turns to leave.

      And, God help me, her ass, perfectly wrapped in those sinfully tight jeans, is a whole new level of distraction I didn't sign up for. I grit my teeth and force my eyes back to the papers on my desk. This is exactly why I hate hiring people on the spot.

      “Melanie,” I call, voice laced with a mix of warning and mischief.

      She stops mid-stride and turns just enough to look at me over her shoulder.

      “I don’t want to see you wearing jeans in this office again.”

      Her gaze shutters for a moment. Then her brows lift with the same slow defiance I’m beginning to recognize as her signature. “No problem, sir,” she replies sweetly, then takes a step forward. “And it’s Melinda,” she snaps, crisp and sharp. “Me. Lin. Da.” She punctuates each syllable like a slap to my ego before storming out the door, her ponytail swaying like it’s flipping me off on the way out.

      I lean back in my chair, lips twitching despite myself. She’s fiery     . Raw. Unfiltered.

      As the door slams behind her, the echo still lingering in the room, the tension she left in her wake lingers like smoke in the air.

      James is the first to speak, “Well. She’s got bite.”

      Sienna raises an eyebrow, arms crossed as she sits beside her husband on the couch. “She’s got more than that. She’s got backbone. And a sharp tongue.”

      “She’s trouble,” I mutter, still watching the door as if she might come back for round two. “The good kind or the kind that gets you sued? Jury’s still out.”

      “She held her ground.” Sienna smirks. “That was impressive.”

      James laughs, shaking his head. “You called her Melissa. You were asking for it.”

      “I was testing her.”

      Sienna scoffs. “No, you were provoking her. And she didn’t flinch. I like her.”

      “Of course you do,” I grumble. “You married a Wilson. You thrive on chaos.”

      James lifts a brow. “And what are you gonna do with her?”

      “I don’t know yet. That was… unexpected.”

      Sienna tilts her head. “Unexpected good or bad?”

      I don’t answer right away. I’m still chewing on that. Instead, I reach across the desk, pull out the sleek, navy-blue folder I’d stashed while flying home.

      “Anyway,” I say, “I have news. I viewed three properties in London this week.”

      James straightens. “Wait—what?”

      “I’ve decided to open the next boutique there. I’ve already looped in my team and started filing paperwork.”

      Sienna’s eyes go wide with excitement. “Derek, that’s huge!”

      “I know.” I offer a small smile. “It feels right. I’ve been circling the idea for some time now, and London’s been pulling at me lately. The city’s got an edge that fits the brand. A pulse.”

      Sienna gets to her feet, practically buzzing. “Do you want me to reach out to some people I know in PR there? Could help smooth the runway, so to speak.”

      I shake my head. “Thanks, but my contacts are on it. Isabel Weister’s handling all the legal aspects on site.”

      Sienna pauses. “The Isabel Weister?”

      I nod. “The very one. She and Nate offered to help the moment I mentioned the idea. She’s sharp, ruthless when needed, and has every connection I could hope for.”

      James whistles low. “You don’t waste time, do you?”

      “Not when I’m sure,” I say. “And I am. I want the boutique up and running before New York’ Fashion Week. It’s ambitious, but doable.”

      Sienna leans her hip against my desk. “We’re really doing it.”

      I glance around the office, then out the window, past the skyline I’ve memorized for years. “It’s time.”

      James grins. “Guess that means more jet lag and fewer excuses not to take vacation days.”

      I smirk. “Or more excuses to hide in London.”

      Sienna laughs. “You’ll thrive there. Just promise me you won’t scare all your assistants off before the doors even open.”

      “No promises,” I say dryly. “But this one? She might survive me.”

      James lifts a brow. “Or torch you first.”

      I grin without denying it.

      “I better send you her resume, so you’ll know more about Melinda,” Sienna says, shooting me a look. “That LinkedIn comment was inappropriate, Derek. Even for you.”

      She walks out of the office muttering something about testosterone and inflated egos.

      I exhale through my nose, rubbing my temples.

      James doesn’t wait. He swings into the stool across from me, elbows on the edge of my desk like he’s settling in for a therapy session he didn’t book.

      “Derek,” he says with too much casual gravity. “You need to get laid, man.”

      I freeze, then glare at him. “Fuck you, James.”

      He throws his hands up, laughing. “No, I mean it! What was that back there? You were rude, arrogant, borderline unhinged, and not the cool, controlled version of yourself you like to parade around.”

      I scowl, but I don’t argue. Not yet.

      “I’ve never seen you like this,” he continues, shaking his head. “That poor girl walks in here ready to work, and you look at her like she’s a damn intern auditioning for a soap opera role.”

      “She wore jeans,” I mutter.

      “She wore confidence,” James shoots back. “And she called you out on your bullshit, which, let’s be honest, is long overdue.”

      I sigh and look out the window. The city is painted in shades of fire and gold, the skyline cutting through the last light of day like ambition itself. My kingdom. My fortress. And yet, somehow, she managed to knock on the gates and leave a dent on the walls.

      “She’s young. Inexperienced,” I finally say, serious now. “This place isn’t for everyone. We don’t coddle here. It’s demanding, brutal. It chews people up.”

      “To work here,” I add, “you need more than nice legs and a pretty face. I need competent people who understand the pressure, the pace, the weight of what we’re building.”

      James leans forward, eyebrows raised. “I’m sorry to contradict you, brother dearest, but Melinda Jackson is probably more competent than half the people you’ve handpicked.”

      I glance at him, skeptical.

      “She’s a Jackson, Derek,” he continues. “You know what that means. Her education is impeccable, her training elite, and she interned with some of the best creative houses in Europe before she even turned twenty-two. You’re judging her without knowing a damn thing about her.”

      I go quiet. Of course she’s a Jackson. The name rang a bell but I hadn’t connected the dots in the moment. Too caught up in her attitude, the spark in her tone, the fire in her eyes.

      James stands, claps a hand on my shoulder. “Read the resume, then judge her. Not before. Or better yet, give her a real task and see what she does with it. But if you keep looking at every challenge like a threat, you’ll miss the ones that could become your greatest assets.”

      The Jackson family has a reputation that speaks for itself. They are part of the elite, even after the tragic accident that happened a decade ago. They still are involved in each charity event. I haven't seen her much around, nor have I heard much about their daughter after their death, but everyone knows the Jackson family is like an institution in Washington D.C.

      Melinda knocks on the glass door, and I signal her to come in. “Mr. Wilson, the meeting room is ready.”

      Confused, I peer at her. “Ready for what?”

      I don't miss her rolling eyes, but she sighs as James and I both get up and follow her into the meeting room.

      “You asked me for the sketches for the New York parade, and I set them up here,” she says as she opens the door.

      Not only did she bring me the catalog for each dress, but also the dresses on the dummies. I am speechless. “Thanks,” I mumble as she leaves.

      “Hmm-hmm, I'd say she did a great job for being an inexperienced person.”

      “Yeah…”

      “Well, I'm taking Sienna out for dinner since it's almost dinnertime. See you tomorrow.” He pats my shoulder before leaving me alone.

      Rolling up my sleeves, I approach the dummies and begin checking that everything is done perfectly, noting the minor changes I've asked for have been executed flawlessly. When I’ve finished, I turn off the lights and head back to my office. Melinda is at her desk, typing frantically on her keyboard.

      When she looks up and sees me pass by, she straightens her back and hands me a few neatly stacked sheets. “I’ve transcribed the messages you received today.”

      Her voice is calm, efficient. No sarcasm. No heat. Just pure professionalism.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, taking the papers from her fingers. I walk into my office, already skimming through the messages.

      Each one is handled perfectly—summarized with precision, names spelled correctly, priorities ranked without me even having to ask. I knock out a few responses, clean up the inbox, then start replying to the critical emails waiting in my flagged folder. Minutes blur into an hour. When I finally glance at the clock, it’s well past ten p.m.

      My back aches. My eyes burn. I rub a hand over my face and sigh, dragging my jacket off the back of the chair.

      Time to call it.

      I walk toward the elevator, footsteps echoing down the now-silent hallway, only to nearly collide with a figure rounding the corner. I reach out instinctively, catching her arm just before she stumbles.

      “Easy.” My fingers close around her, anchoring her with a firm grip. “I didn’t think you were still here.”

      Melinda steadies herself, her other hand braced lightly on my chest—too lightly—and then she looks up.

      Her eyes hit me like a shot of scotch—unexpected, warm, and dangerously disarming. A strange mix of green and gold, like autumn leaves lit by firelight. She takes a breath, and I feel the tension pulse between us.

      “I’m sorry,” she pulls her hand back and straightening her blouse. “I’ve cleaned up the meeting room and prepared it for tomorrow’s nine a.m. with the designers.”

      I realize I’m still holding her. My hand drops away too slowly.

      “There was no rush,” I reply. “You could’ve done it tomorrow morning.”

      “Tomorrow at eight, you have a supplier meeting in Room Two,” she counters. “Then the design team at nine. You won’t have time to check the setup.”

      She speaks like she’s memorized my schedule down to the minute. And the worst part is she’s right.

      “Do you need anything else?” she adds, her tone crisp, not cold.

      I shake my head, slower than I intend. “No.”

      But the word feels heavier now.

      She turns to leave, but something holds me back—maybe the stubborn spark still flickering in her gaze, or the fact that even at this hour, after a long day and a less-than-warm welcome, she’s still here. Still working. Still trying to prove herself.

      “Get your stuff,” I say. “Let’s go home. It’s late.”

      She hesitates, brows arching. “Home?”

      “Out of the office,” I clarify, barely suppressing a smirk. “Before the cleaning crew has to kick us both out.”

      A tiny smile tugs at her lips—reluctant, but real. She nods and disappears down the hallway to grab her bag.

      I exhale, watching the space she leaves behind.

      This girl is not just stubborn, she’s sharp, resourceful, and utterly relentless.

      I should be annoyed.

      Instead, I’m intrigued.

      And that… might be the real problem.

      We step into the elevator together, and the silence wraps around us like a thread stretched too tight. Her perfume lingers in the air between us—sweet, floral, but with a whisper of something spicy beneath it. Like her. Polished exterior, simmering underneath.

      I keep my gaze on the doors ahead, jaw clenched as the numbers descend. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her shift her weight from one foot to the other, her arms folded loosely, posture relaxed but alert.

      We reach the lobby, and I hold the door open for her. She offers a polite nod, stepping out ahead of me, her heels tapping softly on the marble.

      “Where’s your car?” I ask, instinct tightening in my chest. It’s late. Too late for a woman to be alone in this part of town.

      “I’ll take a taxi.” She throws the answer over her shoulder, casual, and unaffected. Then she turns, her smile cool and professional. “Good evening, Mr. Wilson.”

      “Miss Jackson.” My voice cuts through the air, halting her steps.

      She turns back, one brow raised in question.

      “I’ll take you home,” I say simply. “I can’t leave you alone at this hour.”

      A flicker of something crosses her face, but she recovers quickly.

      “That’s nice of you, but no thanks.” Her smile is sharp now, defiant. She raises her hand, and a taxi miraculously appears as if the city is on her side tonight. “I’ve handled worse than catching a cab.”

      She slides in before I can argue, the door clicking shut like punctuation at the end of a sentence I didn’t get to finish.

      The taxi pulls away, tail lights melt into the night, and I’m left standing there like an idiot. I stare for a moment longer than I should, hands shoved into my coat pockets and teeth clenched.

      She’s impossible.

      She’s also the only person who’s made me feel something resembling curiosity in months.

      I shake my head, annoyed with myself, and head to the parking lot. The drive home is short, but my thoughts follow me the whole way.

      As soon as I open the door to my loft, Sissi charges toward me, tail wagging like she hasn’t seen me in years.

      “Hey, little demon, I missed you too,” I say, crouching down to ruffle her ears.

      She nuzzles into my chest with a happy sigh, and for a moment, I let her affection ground me. I press a kiss on her head, then grab her leash from the hook by the door.

      “Shall we go for a walk?” I ask softly.

      She lets out a happy bark and hops in place.

      At least one of us knows exactly what they want.
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