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Chapter 1

Misread




I didn’t notice him at first. Too busy pretending to rearrange a display of silk robes, even though I’d already folded them twice. The boutique was dead quiet, the way it always was on a Wednesday afternoon—too expensive for anyone under forty, too pretentious for anyone without a black card. I was half-asleep on my feet, counting down the hours till I could clock out and go home to ramen and Netflix.


Then the air shifted. Not like some dramatic movie breeze—just a presence. Strong, commanding. I felt it before I saw him. Like gravity had reoriented in the room and suddenly everything, including me, was pulled in his direction.


He was already halfway inside when I looked up. Tall. Immaculate. Midnight-black suit cut within an inch of his life. He had that look—the kind women dropped their panties for and men envied without knowing why. Confident without saying a word. A jaw you could slice paper on. Hair just messy enough to look effortless, like he’d been fucking someone in the car and hadn’t bothered fixing it before walking in.

I straightened up, instantly awkward, brushing nonexistent lint off my shirt.

He didn’t look at the robes. Didn’t look at the lingerie. He walked past all of it—straight to me.


“Ah,” he said, voice like velvet over steel, “there you are.”


I blinked. “Can I help you with something?”


He smiled like we were old friends. Or lovers. Or something worse. “That’s what I was about to ask you, sweetheart.”


I felt my face go hot. “Uh… I’m just a clerk. You probably want my manager.”


“No.” His eyes didn’t leave my face. “I want you.”


Something in my stomach turned over. Not butterflies. Something heavier. More dangerous.

He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a slim, black business card, holding it out like a dare.

VALENTINE MARCHAND

CEO – MARQUE NOIR

I stared at it. “Okay… cool?” I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say. I tucked it into my apron pocket like I’d pretend to follow up later.

His smile deepened, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You’re even prettier up close. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

I paused, wary. “Jesse.”

“Hm.” He rolled the name on his tongue like it was the wrong flavor. “No. That won’t do at all.”

“What?”


“You don’t look like a Jesse.”



That pissed me off more than it should have. “Well, that is my name.”


“And I’m sure it served you well,” he said smoothly, “but it’s time to let it go.”

I blinked again, trying to figure out if this was some weird marketing tactic or if I was being hit on in the most bizarre, high-dollar way imaginable. “Listen, I think you’ve got the wrong idea. I’m not… like that.”

He arched a perfect brow. “Like what, darling?”

I cleared my throat, suddenly wishing I’d worn a baggier shirt, something less fitted, less… anything. “I’m not gay.”


That smile again. Slow. Wolfish. “Good. Neither am I.”


That shut me up.

I stared at him. My heart thudded like it had missed a cue.


He leaned forward, resting his hand casually on the counter. “You’re gorgeous,” he said, like it was a fact, not a compliment. “And I always know what I want. Sooner or later, I always have it.”


I swallowed. My mouth was dry.

Was this a joke?

Was I being messed with?

I should’ve shut it down. I should’ve told him off, walked away, called for backup.

But I just stood there, confused and annoyed and weirdly… warm. Like I’d just stepped into a spotlight I didn’t know I was under.

He didn’t ask for my number. Didn’t ask anything at all.

He just looked me over, slow and thorough, then turned away—like he’d already seen what he needed.

As he walked toward the door, he called back without looking:

“I’ll see you again soon, pretty girl.”

Then he was gone.

And I was left there, jaw slack, chest tight, replaying those words over and over like I hadn’t just hallucinated them.


Pretty what?



Chapter 2

Gifts




The morning light filtered through the floor-to-ceiling windows like golden gauze, casting soft shadows across the boutique’s pristine floors. Everything smelled faintly of vanilla and fabric softener, the ghost of yesterday’s perfume still clinging to the air. It was quiet—just the gentle hum of the steamer in the back, the occasional clink of hangers, and Clara humming off-key to some synth-pop playlist she’d forced onto the speakers.

I liked mornings here. Before the customers. Before the looks. Before I had to pretend I wasn’t bored out of my skull watching rich women spend three grand on lingerie they’d probably wear once. For now, it was just me and Clara, sipping burnt coffee behind the register and talking shit like always.

“Tell me you at least left the apartment last night,” she said, propped up against the counter with her elbow tucked under her chin. “You’ve been looking pale and malnourished lately. Like a Victorian orphan.”

“I did,” I said, flipping a panty tag back into place. “Went out on the town. Danced on tables. Got into a knife fight. Classic Tuesday.”

Clara rolled her eyes. “You just went home and lounged, didn’t you?”

“Lounged,” I repeated, nodding solemnly. “Ate cereal. Folded laundry. Very masculine evening.”


“You are such a typical man.” She flicked a scrunchie at my head. “When are you going to get yourself an honest woman? Settle down, have a dog, stop dressing like a Hot Topic mannequin.”


“I’m working on it,” I said, grinning.

That was when the door chimed.

We both turned, expecting another bored housewife or bridal party disaster. Instead, two delivery guys stepped in—one with a bouquet so enormous it looked like it needed a seatbelt, the other cradling a velvet box like it might shatter if touched wrong.

I blinked. “Is someone dead?”

Clara’s jaw dropped. “If that’s a funeral arrangement, I want to know who died fabulously.”

The taller guy came to the desk, barely able to see over the flowers. “Delivery for… Jesse?”

I raised my hand, confused. “That’s me.”

“Signature, please.”

I scribbled something halfway legible and took the flowers. They smelled expensive—like ten different gardens had exploded into each other and landed in my arms. The other guy handed me the box. Smaller. Heavier.


Clara was already at my side like a bloodhound. “Who’s sending you flowers? Wait. Who’s sending you jewelry?”


I hesitated, then pulled the ribbon.

Inside, nestled in black velvet, was a necklace so delicate it barely looked real. Gold chain. Diamond-studded charm. Shimmery. Feminine. Definitely not from my mom.

At the bottom of the box, a card.

I opened it with a knot in my stomach.

Dear Jess,

Yesterday was a pleasure. I haven’t stopped thinking about you.

I hope this finds you well.

Love,

Valentine


Clara yanked it from my hands before I could even blink. “Jess?! Wait. Jess??”


“I guess that’s… me now?”


Her jaw dropped. “Valentine Marchand?! ” She grabbed my arm. “Jesse. This is the Valentine Marchand. Like, billionaire, jet-black AmEx, has his own brand of champagne Valentine Marchand. He sent you diamonds, Jesse. Diamonds! You’re being courted by a billionaire.”


“He’s not courting me.”

She waved the card at my face. “This says otherwise.”

“He probably meant to send it to someone else.”


“You’re telling me he walked into this store, flirted with you, and then accidentally sent a bouquet and diamonds with your exact name on it the next day?”


I folded my arms. “Look, I don’t know what this is. But I’m not gay.”

She looked at me slowly. “Then this is, like… the ultimate sugar daddy glitch in the Matrix.”

“I’m serious.”


“So is he,” she said, holding up the necklace. “And I hate to break it to you, but most gay guys don’t send heart-shaped diamond charms to someone named Jess unless they mean it.”


I stared at the necklace.

It sparkled like a secret I hadn’t figured out yet.


Chapter 3

The Upgrade




I walked home with the necklace still in my bag, the box too delicate to leave behind and too unsettling to look at again. I’d stuffed it between my wallet and a crushed protein bar wrapper like that would cancel out the diamonds. The flowers were Clara’s now—she practically threatened to bite me if I tried to take them with me. “You don’t deserve that many orchids,” she’d said. “Leave them with someone who’ll at least water them.”
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