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Chapter 1: The 88th Orphanage Anniversary
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The sun had begun its descent, casting a warm, golden glow over the grandiose mansion. Inside, the buzz of polite chatter filled the air, a soft hum of clinking glasses, and the gentle rustling of expensive suits and dresses. It was the 88th anniversary of the St. Helena Orphanage, and a dozen high-profile donors had gathered for the celebration — none more influential than Zayden Blackwood, the reclusive billionaire.

Ayla stood at the edge of the room, her heart racing. She felt out of place amidst the polished, well-to-do crowd. She tugged at the hem of her dress, a simple cream-colored piece that seemed too plain for such an event. At 24, she was young, quiet, and invisible to most — an orphan who had never been loved, never truly seen. But tonight, something about her felt different. Maybe it was the air of change she could almost taste. Or maybe it was the stranger who had been watching her from across the room for the past hour.

His dark eyes had followed her every step since she walked in, observing her with a careful, calculating gaze that felt like it reached deeper than her skin.

He was tall, impossibly handsome, his perfectly tailored suit making him look every bit the businessman he was. Zayden Blackwood. The name was a whisper amongst the elite — his reputation spoke louder than any voice in the room. He was the man who could buy anything. The man who gave more than any of them could fathom. And yet, tonight, his attention was fixed solely on Ayla.

She glanced at him once, then quickly turned away, embarrassed by the weight of his gaze. But something about the way he looked at her made her stomach flutter. It was as if he could see right through her — as if, for once, she wasn’t invisible.

A few minutes passed. He crossed the room with ease, his stride confident, like he owned the space around him. Before she could even take a step back, he was standing right in front of her, a warm smile playing at the corner of his lips.

“Miss Ayla, isn’t it?” His voice was deep, smooth, and commanding. The way he said her name sent a shiver down her spine.

Ayla’s breath caught in her throat. “Yes, sir,” she stammered, feeling small in his presence. “I’m Ayla.”

Zayden extended his hand, his grip firm but gentle when she placed hers in his. His touch lingered just a fraction longer than necessary. “I must admit,” he said, his gaze not leaving hers, “I’ve been watching you all evening.”

Her cheeks flushed with a mixture of surprise and embarrassment. “I—I didn’t notice.” She laughed nervously, looking down at her feet, unsure of what to say.

“I noticed you,” he said softly, the hint of a smirk tugging at his lips. “I see something in you that I don’t often see at these events. You’re... different.”

Ayla blinked, confused. “Different?”

“Yes. Genuine. You’re not here for the charity or the prestige, are you?”

Ayla hesitated. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate the work they were doing for the orphanage, but she wasn’t exactly comfortable in this world of wealth and influence. “No,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m just here because... well, I was invited.”

Zayden’s eyes softened, a glimmer of something deeper in them. “I like that,” he said, his tone sincere. “Most people here are only interested in the image. You seem... honest.”

Ayla blinked, stunned by his words. She had always been told she didn’t belong, that she wasn’t enough. But here was this powerful, untouchable man, telling her she was worth something.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her heart racing. “That means more than you know.”

Zayden’s gaze flickered to her lips for a moment, before returning to her eyes. There was something magnetic about him, something that made her feel like she was the only person in the room. “May I have the honour of your company for the rest of the evening?” he asked, his voice low and inviting.

Ayla couldn’t help but smile, a warm flush spreading across her cheeks. “Of course.”

The evening passed in a blur of conversation, laughter, and clinking glasses. The rest of the world seemed to fade away whenever Zayden was near. He spoke to her with a gentleness she hadn’t expected, as though he was truly interested in getting to know her, not just the orphan she had been. It was the first time in her life that someone had treated her as if she mattered — and she found herself wanting more of it.

When the evening came to an end, Zayden escorted her outside, where the cool night air brushed her face. The crowd had long since dissipated, leaving only the two of them standing beneath the vast, starlit sky.

“I’ll see you again, Ayla,” Zayden said softly, his hand lingering at her elbow as he helped her into the car. His eyes were intense, as if he were memorizing every detail of her.

Ayla nodded, a smile tugging at her lips. “I’d like that.”

As the car pulled away, she glanced out the window, her thoughts swirling. She had met men before, but none like him. Zayden Blackwood had a power, a presence that was impossible to ignore. And for the first time in her life, Ayla felt like she might just be enough — like she might have a place in this world after all.
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Chapter 2: His Sudden Attention
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The days after the anniversary gala blurred together, each one feeling like a soft echo of the last. But Ayla couldn’t shake the memory of Zayden’s presence. His deep voice, his steady gaze, the way he had made her feel seen in a world that often overlooked her.

For the first time, she found herself looking forward to things — like waking up to check her phone, hoping there might be a message from him.

The first text arrived just two days after the gala:

“I’m thinking about you, Ayla. Would love to see you again.”

It wasn’t much, but it was enough. She read it over and over, the words bouncing inside her chest. She had never thought of herself as the kind of woman who would catch the attention of someone like Zayden Blackwood. He had everything — power, wealth, influence. What could he possibly want with a girl like her?

But still, his words lingered. They clung to her like the soft scent of perfume, inviting her in. She hesitated for only a moment before typing back.

“I’d like that too.”

The next week was filled with surprise. He called her, asked her out to dinner, and, for the first time, Ayla experienced what it was like to be treated as if she mattered. Not like an orphan who had to beg for scraps of attention but as someone worth something. They dined at an upscale restaurant, with candles flickering and soft music playing in the background.

Zayden’s attention was unwavering, like he was focused on her and only her. Every word he spoke, every gesture, was designed to make her feel important. She noticed how he would lean in slightly when she spoke, as though her thoughts were the most valuable thing in the room.

“You know,” he said one evening, his fingers gently brushing the rim of his glass, “I’ve met countless people in my life, Ayla. But there’s something about you that I can’t quite get out of my mind.”

She stared at him, unsure how to respond. The whole situation felt so surreal. He was so different from the men she had known. Where others had treated her like an object or a charity case, Zayden seemed genuinely captivated by her. But why?

Her voice faltered as she tried to put her thoughts into words. “I—I don’t know what to say. I’ve never... been the one people focus on.”

Zayden smiled, his eyes softening as he watched her. “Then I’m glad I’m the one who’s noticing you.”

His words were sweet, but Ayla felt a pang of discomfort. The attention was new, and though part of her basked in it, the other part felt unworthy, unsure if she could really belong in his world. But Zayden made it hard to believe she wasn’t worthy. When he was around, everything else seemed to fade.

As their dinners turned into daily calls, Ayla found herself spending more time with him. She laughed at his jokes, listened to his stories, and was even surprised by how much they had in common — their childhoods, their dreams.

But with every shared moment, Ayla felt a new weight growing inside her. Was this real? Was Zayden’s attention something she could trust?

She wasn’t the naive girl she used to be. She had seen how easily people could be manipulated. But Zayden... something about him felt different. His confidence, his calm, the way he made her feel like she mattered — like he genuinely cared. He didn’t just talk about his wealth, like so many others did. He listened.
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