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Chapter 1




ALYONA




They say people come to New York for two reasons — to follow their hearts or chase their dreams. The first time I ever came to New York, I wasn't even born yet. I was curled up in my mother’s womb, just a tiny peanut.

My parents’ love story was short but intense — enough to bring two children into the world, one of them being me. But their love didn’t last. As expected, it ended because of another woman.

Even so, something about this city never let my mom go. And I understand why. New York isn’t just a city — it’s a world of its own.


It was one of the worst winters we’d had. A deadly storm swept through the city — a mix of biting winds and heavy snow.
Keeping calm felt impossible as the weather clawed at my spirit. As I walked home, fingers frozen deep in my coat pockets, all I could think about was a hot cup of coffee.


There was something comforting about coffee shops in New York. The smell of fresh brews wrapped around you like a warm hug. It was no surprise people came there to make big decisions — over a latte, a quiet sigh, or to feel less alone, surrounded by strangers chasing their own dreams.

This place, with its white cups and black coffee, tiny jugs of cream, and soft background chatter, had that cozy vibe that made you want to stay a little longer.

As I stood in the queue, I found myself watching the people around me — how their expressions shifted in an instant. A smile, a frown, a tired blink — all saying more than words ever could.

“What can I get for you?” a cheerful girl asked from behind the counter, her voice light and sweet.

“I’ll have a small latte, please,” I said with a polite smile.

“Anything else?” she asked, already scribbling on a white cup.

“No, that’s all.”

“Name?”

“Alyona. That’s A-L-Y-O-N-A,” I said, watching her write it out.

A few minutes later, she handed me my cup — an eight-ounce latte, warm and smooth to the touch. The milky aroma rose in soft curls, comforting and familiar.  I took my first sip and closed my eyes, letting the taste settle on my tongue. My eyes fluttered shut, not in exaggeration but in pure bliss — like heaven had briefly touched my lips.

With the cup cradled in my hands and steam curling into the cold air, I started walking toward home. I live in a small apartment just outside the heart of Manhattan — close enough to feel the beat of New York’s nightlife even through my windows. The thumping music, the distant honking, and the laughter from nearby streets — it’s all part of the rhythm of this place. My building is old, with cracked paint on the stairwell walls and a buzzer that barely works, but it’s home.

As I reached my front door, I pulled out my jingling keys. Just then, I heard a worship song playing from inside.

Balancing my coffee in one hand, I unlocked the door and stepped inside.

The music washed over me the moment I entered, and something in my chest shifted. The melody filled the space so completely, it seemed to soften everything inside me.

I walked into the living room and found my mom dancing — completely lost in the joy of her faith — while stirring a pot on the stove. She was making her favorite dinner, singing and smiling like the world outside didn’t exist.

It wasn’t anything new — my mom had always been madly in love with her God.

I paused and smiled, watching her make up new dance moves on the spot, just to express how happy she felt.

Dropping my keys into the bowl by the door, I watched as she twirled over to me, still dancing, and caught my hand.

“For the fullness of His grace, we’ve received one more blessing!” she sang joyfully, spinning me around in a circle.

“What blessing, Mom?” I asked, smiling. I always loved it when she danced like that.

She reached over and turned the speaker volume down.

“I got a promotion,” she said, her eyes lighting up with joy.

“Wow, congratulations!” I rushed over and hugged her tightly.

“Yup,” she said with a tearful smile, nodding. “He always amazes me with His unexpected blessings. He knew I needed this — and He gave it to me.”

“Okay, tell me everything!”

She twirled again, her voice full of pride. “I’ve been promoted to head nurse — and there’s a salary increase too!”

“That’s amazing news, Mom!” I squealed, unable to hide my excitement.

“Did you tell Cassie yet?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“Then let’s call her and give her the good news!” I said, already pulling out my phone.

Cassandra is my older sister. She fell in love with a kind, honest man named Lucas. They both landed jobs in California and moved there last year. Sometimes I miss her. But if I’m being honest — I enjoy having the room to myself. Especially the window-side bed. After she got married, I claimed it without a second thought. No more sharing with my bossy sister!

I tapped her name and hit the video call button, setting the phone upright on the dining table.

“Hello, Cassie! How are you?” I shouted excitedly.

“I’m good. Did you give water to my Sammy?” Cassie asked the moment her face appeared on screen.

I rolled my eyes. Even after a whole year, she hadn’t forgotten her beloved potted plant.

She named it Sammy like it was her own child. She’s always been obsessed with plants.

“Yes, I did,” I sighed and handed the phone to Mom.

“Hey baby, how are you?” Mom beamed, her face glowing with joy.

I noticed Mom’s voice softened, as it always did when she spoke with Cassie.

“I’m good, Mom. You sound happy. What’s the good news?” Cassie asked, her smile bright even through the screen.

“Did Aly get a job?” she asked right away.

“No, she didn’t,” Mom answered quickly, like she was trying to shield me from Cassie’s questions.

“Mom got promoted to Head Nurse at the hospital,” I interrupted, cutting Cassie off before the questions about me began.

“Congratulations, Mom!” Cassie shouted joyfully.

Then her eyes shifted back to me, as expected. “Aly, how’s the job search going?” Ugh. I should’ve seen that coming.

“I’m searching,” I muttered, already annoyed.

Mom noticed my face and jumped in. “She just finished college, don’t worry — she’ll get something soon.”

“Hey Mom, congratulations!” Lucas’s cheerful voice chimed in.

The “rude” Cassie’s sweet husband. I adored him — always had my back, especially when Cassie got bossy.

“Hey, Lucas!” I said, leaning toward the phone again.

“Hey, Aly. So… did you get a boyfriend yet?” he teased with a playful grin.

“Nope. Not as lucky as Cassie,” I smirked at her.

“Don’t worry. I have a feeling you’re going to meet your man in the next five days.” He winked at the camera.

I laughed. “I trust your word, Lord Lucas.”

We hung up after a while and sat down to eat. It was a warm, peaceful dinner — just the two of us, filled with laughter and comfort. This is my small, happy family. We’re held together by love and faith.

We finished our supper while watching the evening news. But Lucas’s words stayed in my mind.

Your man is close… you’ll meet him in five days.

I bit my lower lip and looked out the window, quietly whispering a prayer in my heart. I want to meet you too... whoever you are.


Chapter 2




ALEXANDER




In the middle of the night, a private Boeing helicopter descended onto the rooftop of New York’s tallest residential tower. The blades sliced through the silence, stirring the cold air into sharp gusts that swept across the glass skyline.

As the door slid open, I stepped out.

The wind tugged at my coat, but I didn’t pause. My suit, tailored by a designer, fit like a second skin. I adjusted the cuffs and looked around—calm and in control. From this height, the city didn’t just look small; it looked like it belonged to me. Cars were scattered toys, and people flickered like tiny sparks. This building is mine.

I live on the top floor, where no one else dares to dream. The penthouse is called The Statement—not just for its name, but because that’s what it is. It tells the world who I am without me saying a word.

Inside, the lights flickered on as I walked in. Glass walls wrapped the space, offering an endless view of the sleepless city. I stood for a moment, silent, watching the lights below.

I’m Alexander Knight.

Owner of Enamore, the city’s most sought-after fashion brand. The youngest name to dominate the industry. People talk about my success, my discipline, my control. But what they don’t see is what it takes to stay on top. I don’t rest. I don’t slow down. I don’t let anyone else take the lead.

This city might glitter for others. But for me? It listens.

They call me the most eligible bachelor in the country.

Every socialite, every model, every rising star wants a piece of my attention. Some just want to be seen with me. Most are desperate to end up in my bed. I don’t care either way.

As I stepped off the helicopter, my manager was already waiting near the rooftop entrance.

“Hello, Sir,” he greeted, his tone smooth—almost too practiced.

“Is everything arranged for the party?” I asked, my voice cold and sharp.

“Yes. I sent invitations to all major business competitors,” he replied.

“Change the theme,” I said flatly. “Make it a masquerade ball.”

He blinked, caught off guard. “Sir, the party is tomorrow. Everything’s already finalized. Changing it now would be—”

I turned just enough for him to see the look in my eyes.

“Who am I?” I asked.

“You’re Alexander Hunt,” he said quietly.

“And?”

“You never take no for an answer.” I didn’t need to say anything more.

“I’ll handle it,” he added quickly, lowering his head. “The theme will be changed as you wish.”

I walked past him and into the penthouse, the heavy door shutting behind me with a soft thud.

Outside, he stood for a second, unfazed. He didn’t expect kindness. No one who worked closely with me did. With a sigh, he turned and pulled out his phone, already typing an urgent email to the event teams.

He headed back to the elevator, taking it down from the 132nd floor to the ground — the message sent before the doors even closed.

Inside, I loosened my tie and stepped into the quiet calm of my home.

I smiled, liking how I shaped everything around me — how even one word from me could flip everything overnight. I never needed anyone to open doors for me. I built this empire without my father’s name, without his shadow looming over my success.

And I chose to live alone.

Or maybe… I never really had a choice.

My mother died when I was five. I don’t remember her voice clearly anymore — just fragments. A soft laugh, the smell of lavender, the way her hand felt in mine. And then… nothing.

When the emptiness she left behind began to grow inside me, my father filled it in the only way he knew — he brought home another woman.

She became his wife. But never my mother.

I learned early that titles mean nothing. A woman may wear a ring, live in your house, and still be a stranger. She didn’t hate me. She just didn’t care. She loved my father. She adored her own son — my stepbrother. But me? I was just a reminder of someone who had left too soon.

Still, I loved my little stepbrother. He was innocent. Maybe in trying to love him, I was chasing a piece of the love I lost.

But that’s the thing with love — it never stayed.

As I grew older, I searched for it in faces, voices, soft smiles, and whispered promises. I dated, slept around, and fell for illusions. Until reality reminded me — love is a myth. A pretty word people use to feel less alone. A bird with broken wings.

My family taught me everything I needed to know about survival. No softness, no space to fall. Only expectations and cold lessons.

That’s what made me the man I am today — sharp, ruthless, unshakable.

Women? I use them. I don’t love them. I never will.

Thousands have tried to touch my heart. Thousands have failed.

I have only one aim — to rise higher. To crush every obstacle. To take over everything that once made me feel small.

I kicked off my shoes and stripped off my clothes as I walked into the bathroom.

After a long, steaming shower, I stepped into my walk-in closet — a room so large it could pass for a boutique. Rows of designer suits, handmade shoes, luxury coats, and every accessory imaginable lined the walls. Each piece was a masterpiece, custom-made, collected over years of building a life no one else could even dream of.

From the corner shelf, I pulled out a pair of exclusive boxers and slipped them on. Even kings strip down to basics when night falls.

Whether rich or poor, in the end, all a man really needs is a warm meal and a place to rest his head.

I headed to the kitchen, where my chef had already prepared dinner. The aroma was perfect — rich and comforting. I wasn’t in the mood for a full meal. I took a few bites and poured myself a glass of red wine, letting it swirl before taking a sip.

Then I moved to the living area, where my television lit up the wall like a personal theater. I flipped through channels aimlessly.

I sat at the edge of my bed. My phone buzzed a second later.

I glanced at it — and for the first time today, I smiled.

It was from Esrael, asking about the trip.

Esrael — my business partner, and the only man who truly knew me.

He was the only one who ever looked past the surface. The only one who saw through the arrogance, the control, the silence. He knew that beneath it all… there was still a heart, no matter how deeply I had buried it.

While the world either feared me or envied me, Esrael never bowed. He didn’t flatter me or pretend. He treated me like a man — not a title, not a brand.

“Hey man, how was your trip?” Esrael asked over the video call.

“You know me,” I replied with a smirk, leaning back in my chair.

“I know you got the contract,” he said, raising a brow. “I’m asking about the trip.”

He gave me a knowing look and winked — he wasn’t talking about business anymore.

“Ahh… yeah,” I answered casually, hiding the grin tugging at the corner of my mouth.

“No way. Don’t tell me — you actually got his daughter?” Esrael practically shouted, eyes wide with amusement.

“I didn’t do anything,” I said with a shrug. “She came to my hotel room on her own.”

“Damn, man! You’re a real hunter,” he said, half-jealous, half in awe. “I want every detail tomorrow.”

“There’s nothing to tell,” I laughed, shaking my head.

We ended the call, and I walked toward my bedroom.

In the mirror, I caught my reflection — calm, sharp, untouched. The man who never lost.

I stared into my own eyes and spoke the truth only I could say.

“A winner.” Then I climbed into bed and slipped under the blanket, letting the silence of the night wrap around me.


Chapter 3




ALYONA




“Will you be my girlfriend?” Shawn’s words hung in the air, his eyes shining with hope. My heart pounded, and my stomach twisted.

“Shawn, I’ve never seen this side of you. I don’t love you,” I said, stepping back.

“Please, just give me a chance,” he pleaded.

I turned to run, but my legs wouldn’t move. It felt like they were glued to the ground. Panic surged through me as his face got closer—way too close. He was puckering his lips like he was about to kiss me.

My eyes searched desperately for something—anything—to stop him. That’s when I saw a stick lying near my feet. I bent to grab it, ready to swing, but the moment my fingers touched it, it melted into an ice cream cone.

What the hell?

“Kiss me, Alyona,” he whispered. None of it made sense. I was trapped in some weird, twisted moment. Then I heard it—clear and sharp.

“Alyona Marshall!” I turned in every direction, trying to find the voice shouting my name.

“Alyona! Don’t make me come up there!” my mother’s voice echoed from far below. My eyes shot open. I sat up in bed, the blanket tangled around my legs, heart racing, breath shaky. I was back in my room.

From downstairs, Mom called again, “Alyona, breakfast’s ready!”

I rubbed my face, still shaken. The dream felt too real.

But why had I been dreaming about Shawn?

I hadn’t seen or thought about him in months. Back in school, he used to follow me around like a lost puppy—always trying to get close, always hoping I’d say yes. My clingy senior. The one I could never stand.

So why now? Why was he suddenly showing up in my dreams?

I let out a long sigh. This morning was already off—and I hadn’t even gotten out of bed yet.

“Alyona, if I have to call your name again—”

“Ahh… coming, Mom!” I shouted back, dragging myself out of bed.

I tossed the blanket aside, still stuck on that ridiculous dream—and the face of my clingy ex-senior. Ugh. Shawn. Of all people.

I caught my reflection in the mirror and squinted. “Am I seriously this desperate to meet Mr. Right?”

Leaning in, I frowned at the tiny whiteheads on my nose. Fantastic. Just what I needed this morning—an identity crisis and bad skin.

I shook my head, trying to snap out of it. If I didn’t hurry, Mom would start comparing me to my elder sister again—her golden child who always woke up early, always did everything perfectly. I was not in the mood for that speech. Not again.

I rushed into the bathroom and jumped into the shower, hoping the warm water would wash away the last traces of Shawn.

Mr. Right and Shawn should never be mentioned in the same sentence.

Once I’d scrubbed, cleansed, and practically drowned myself in body wash, I stepped out in my oversized, goofy towel.

I paused in front of the mirror, giving my nose one last check.

Clean, pointy, and acceptable.

The chilly weather was no joke today. I pulled on my jeans and slipped into a tank top, already hearing my mom’s irritated voice float up the stairs. Panicking a little, I slapped on some quick makeup—just enough to not look like a zombie—and rushed downstairs.

Mom stood in the kitchen, purse in hand, coat already on, tapping her foot. One look at her and I knew—she was mad, really mad.

In our house, there was one unbreakable rule: no one leaves without having breakfast together. I walked up behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist. “Mom, I love you,” I said, leaning into my usual charm.

She turned her head slightly, still glaring. “Al, you know we eat together. You’re always the one running late.”

“I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t sleep well last night,” I murmured.

That softened her. She turned fully to face me, concerned replacing the frustration. “What happened? Are you okay, baby?”

I nodded. “Yeah. It’s just the cold. I think the room heater’s acting weird.”

Her brows drew together. “Then why didn’t you come to my room?”

I shrugged. “Didn’t want to disturb you.”

Without another word, Mom picked up the phone.

“I’ll call the society office. They’ll send someone—”

“Wait, Mom! I’ll do it.” I quickly took the phone from her hand. “You’re already running late. Let’s eat first.” I walked over to the table and began setting it. She sighed, shaking her head, but I caught a faint smile tugging at her lips. Small wins count—especially when your morning starts with clingy admirers.

We were mid-conversation and halfway through breakfast when a knock sounded at the door.

“Go. Your gang is here,” Mom muttered, rolling her eyes, though the smile still lingered. I hurried over and opened the door to find Olivia and Ivy bursting in with their usual energy. They hugged Mom like they owned the place.

“Let’s sit. We’ll have breakfast together,” Mom offered warmly, handing them a plate. But they both plopped down on the living room couch.

“Thank you, Aunty. We’ll wait for you guys to finish,” Olivia replied sweetly.

Something was definitely up. These two never showed up this early unless there was a plan brewing. I stuffed the rest of my toast into my mouth and hurried through the last few bites of cereal, barely chewing, just to speed things along.

From the way Olivia kept fidgeting and Ivy kept glancing between her and Mom, I knew they were about to pitch something that needed permission.

And the moment Mom finished her last bite, they jumped up to help her clear the table. Suspicious, very suspicious.

Within minutes, everything was cleaned up, and we stood there, tension hanging thick in the air. I raised an eyebrow as Olivia stepped forward, hiding something behind her back.

“We need your permission to take Alyona to the masquerade ball,” she announced, dramatically whipping out a pair of shiny black and gold passes like they were golden tickets to Willy Wonka’s factory.

“Masquerade ball?” Mom repeated, clearly surprised.

“Yeah! And before you say no, hear me out!” Olivia rushed out in one breath. “It’s free entry, I have three passes, and my company is organizing it to celebrate their fifth anniversary.”

She looked breathless like she’d rehearsed that sentence a hundred times. Mom glanced at me and gave a soft smile. She probably caught the sparkle in my eyes—no matter how casual I tried to act. She knew me too well.

“Dress? I’m not paying for anything,” she said, still trying to sound serious.

“Don’t worry. We’ll manage everything!” Ivy jumped in, clearly waiting for that exact moment.

Mom looked between the three of us for a second, then gave a small nod. “Okay. Go have fun.” That was it—we got the green light.

I wanted to squeal but held it in. Mom didn’t say much, but I knew she liked seeing me happy—especially with Olivia and Ivy around. She trusted them. Sometimes, it’s not the grand gestures that stay with us forever—it’s small, silly moments like this. The kind you don’t even realize are becoming your favorite memories.

Olivia and Ivy grabbed my hands and dragged me straight into my room, all giggles and excitement.

“I’m leaving now, Al!” Mom called from the hallway.

I rushed downstairs and threw my arms around her. “Thank you, Mom... for everything you’ve done for Cassie and me.”

She didn’t answer right away. A mother always knows what’s going on—even when you don’t say a word.

“And thank you for letting me go with my friends,” I added, holding her tighter. She gave a soft laugh and patted my back. “Okay, okay… There’s an envelope under my bed. You can use it for shopping.”

I pulled back and shook my head. “No, Mom. I don’t want money. I can manage on my own.” She touched my cheek, her eyes full of love. “I know you can. You’ve grown up so fast... but for me, you’ll always be that little girl who wanted everything done by her mom.”

She kissed my cheek and grabbed her coat from the hanger.

“Mom,” I said gently as she turned to leave.

She paused, smiling. “Go pick a beautiful dress for yourself. Who knows? Maybe you’ll find your Mr. Right at that masquerade ball.”

With a playful wink, she walked out the door.

I stood there for a moment, heart full, then ran upstairs—only to stop cold in the doorway. My bed looked like a fashion battlefield. Clothes were flying everywhere. Tops, skirts, scarves, even my lucky boots were tossed aside like casualties.

“Guys! What are you doing?” I gasped.

“We’re trying to find something decent to wear!” Olivia groaned, poking her head out from under a pile of clothes.

I raised an eyebrow, half-laughing at the chaos. “So... how are we doing this?” But the energy shifted. The room quieted. The excitement dimmed as the truth crept in: we didn’t have the kind of outfits—or money—for something as fancy as a masquerade ball.

“I think... we should just forget it,” Ivy said softly, her frown tugging at something inside me.

Then Olivia suddenly jumped up, eyes wide, glowing like she’d discovered fire. “Guys!” she shouted, voice shaking with excitement. “I have an idea!”


Chapter 4




ALYONA




We headed downtown, bundled in our jackets, with a strange sense of purpose in our steps. Olivia walked a few steps ahead, already on the phone. The way she spoke—with so much confidence, switching between laughter and serious tone—it felt like she was talking to someone important. Maybe a stylist? Or a designer?

Ivy and I exchanged looks but didn’t ask. When Olivia was in her zone, we just followed. She always had a way of making things happen.

“But before anything,” Olivia said, slipping her phone into her pocket, “We need to buy a bottle of expensive wine.”

Ivy blinked and I raised a brow. We’d come this far, and something about Olivia’s excitement made it impossible not to trust her.

As we walked, Olivia turned to us with a sparkle in her eyes. “Okay, girls, here are the rules we need to follow.”

“Rules?” Ivy asked cautiously.

“Yeah. First question—best country?”

“America—my home,” Ivy answered proudly.

“Nope. Wrong.” Olivia grinned. “It’s Italy. Always say Italy.”

She didn’t give us time to argue. “Next—best designer?”

“Ralph Lauren,” I mumbled.

“For us? Yes. But for where we’re going, it’s Donatella Francesca,” Olivia said with a smirk. “Repeat after me: Donatella Francesca.”

“Donatella Francesca,” we echoed in confused unison.

“Best dish?” Ivy asked, hoping to redeem herself.

“Forget it,” Olivia waved her hand. “No food talk unless it’s truffle pasta or tiramisu.”

Ivy and I giggled, following her down a narrow street. Olivia stopped us near a small boutique that looked plain on the outside—no flashy signs, no mannequins. Just a clean glass door and some golden letters we couldn’t quite read.

“This is it,” Olivia whispered like she was letting us into a secret.

We stepped inside, and immediately, everything changed. The store was gorgeous—marble floors, soft golden lighting, rich velvet curtains, and racks of the most stunning gowns I had ever seen in real life.

A stunning girl with sleek dark hair and flawless skin greeted us. “Hello, how may I help you?”

Before I could even think of what to say, Olivia stepped forward with all the grace of someone who belonged there. She kissed the girl’s cheeks the way they do in movies and spoke in perfect Italian.

“Ciao, sei bellissima.”

“What was that?” I whispered from behind her.

“She said hello and told her she looks beautiful,” Ivy replied, just as stunned. I blinked. “How do you know Italian?”

“We don’t,” Olivia answered for both of us without looking back. “I took a few lessons last year. Now shut up and smile.”

We obeyed like clueless tourists. The elegant girl smiled warmly and nodded, then turned, motioning for us to follow.

“She's taking us to Mario,” Olivia whispered with a wink.

The man standing before us looked like he had stepped out of a fashion magazine from a parallel universe. He appeared to be in his mid-forties, wearing bright red suspenders clipped onto equally loud pants. His shirt was a parrot green mandala print, the kind you couldn’t ignore even if you wanted to. His face was clean-shaven, and his piercing green eyes studied us with quiet intensity.

He turned toward us slowly, giving us a strange, unreadable look.

Olivia stepped forward confidently. “Hello, Mario. These are my friends—Ivy and Alyona.”

Mario’s eyes lingered on me as he leaned in and kissed both my cheeks, Italian style.

“She is a beautiful one. Beautiful eyes, I must say,” he murmured.

I shifted awkwardly as his gaze swept over my face, then down to the rest of me. It felt more like he was studying me than complimenting me. Like I was being examined under a spotlight.

“You are a rare beauty. Are you Italian?” he asked, his voice low and slightly curious. I didn’t respond. I just stood there frozen, offering him a polite smile while trying to hide my discomfort.

Thankfully, Olivia stepped in and handed him the expensive wine bottle. His eyes sparkled the moment he saw it, and just like that, his attention shifted from me to the gift.

“Ahh, Bellissimo!” he said, clearly impressed. “Please, sit,”

He guided us to a plush white couch that sat in the middle of a beautiful waiting area. Everything around us gleamed—gold frames, velvet cushions, and the softest lighting that made the room look like a dream.

“Would you ladies like some coffee or tea?” he asked, already reaching for the intercom. “Coffee,” Olivia and Ivy chimed in.

He relayed the order through the intercom with practiced elegance, then turned back toward us with a gleam in his eye.

I leaned over and gave Olivia a little punch on the thigh. “This man makes me uncomfortable,” I whispered.

She shot me a sharp glare. “Shhh. Be quiet. He’s our only shot.”

“I assume you’re here to see my masquerade ball collection?” Mario asked, standing tall with pride.

“Yes!” we answered in perfect unison. His eyes rested on me again. I tried not to swallow, but the lump in my throat wouldn’t go away.

“Perfect.” Mario stood and waved us to follow him. “Come, my darlings.”

We stepped into a large fitting room—no, a showroom. It was stunning. A soft, velvety carpet cushioned our steps. A massive mirror stretched across one wall, surrounded by smaller ones at perfect angles so you could see yourself from every direction.

We barely had time to admire it when Mario returned, wheeling in a large rack full of dresses. Silk, sequins, lace—every dress looked like it belonged in a movie. Mario stood tall in front of us, arms crossed like he was about to announce something life-changing. His expression was serious, but there was a hint of excitement in his eyes.

“All of my collection,” he began, “is far more expensive than what you girls can afford.”

Ouch. That stung a little. We froze, unsure of what he was getting at. Olivia’s face dropped slightly at the word expensive, and I saw her confidence flicker.

“But,” he continued, “Before I show you anything, I want to make a deal.”

We all looked at Olivia, waiting for her to say something—anything. But even she seemed stunned.

“What kind of deal?” Ivy asked, her voice small.

Mario’s eyes locked onto mine, and I instantly felt my stomach tighten.

“I want your friend Alyona to wear my showstopper dress,” he said plainly. “In return, I will give you all the dresses you want—free of charge.”

“What?” I blurted out, stepping back.

Before we could even process what he meant, Mario walked over to the covered rack beside him. With one dramatic tug, he pulled off the black velvet veil.

Gasps escaped our mouths.

There it was, the dress. A breathtaking midnight blue masquerade gown shimmered under the boutique lights. The bodice was delicately embroidered with silver thread that caught the light like stars. The skirt flowed like a dream—layers of tulle and satin, soft as a whisper, edged with tiny crystal beads. A matching ornate mask hung beside it, glinting like moonlight.

My heart skipped a beat.

We stared at it, speechless.

It wasn’t just a dress—it was the dress.

“I designed it for someone unforgettable,” Mario said, his gaze never leaving mine. “And I think I’ve found her.”

I looked at Olivia and Ivy. They were as stunned as I was.

Everything inside me screamed don’t say yes yet—but the way that dress sparkled... it felt like it was waiting for me.

Still, I whispered, “Why me?”

Mario simply smiled. “Because when you walk into that ball, everyone will look at you... and they won’t be able to look away.”
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Excited and nervous, the three of us climbed into the taxi. I could feel the rush of thoughts swirling in my head, my stomach fluttering with anticipation. Olivia, Ivy, and I had waited for so long, and now that it was finally here, none of us could sit still. We kept stealing glances at each other, sharing smiles and half-squeals of excitement.

As the taxi screeched to a halt in front of the massive building, my heart thudded hard in my chest. The place was huge—its glass walls shining under the sunlight, and a crowd of well-dressed people streaming through the grand entrance. I swallowed nervously. Something about this moment told me that whatever was waiting inside was going to change things forever. Just as we were about to step out, Olivia held out her hand and stopped us.

“Guys, follow me,” she said quickly, glancing around.

“But why aren’t we going through the main entrance?” Ivy asked, raising an eyebrow.

Olivia smirked. “That’s for VIP guests. Employees and guests like us go in through the back.”

Ivy rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. We all followed Olivia around the side of the building, where she led us to a smaller door. She was busy greeting someone on her phone—her boss, I assumed—when we stepped inside.

Even though we were entering from the back, our excitement didn’t fade one bit. In fact, I think we felt like we were sneaking into something important as if we had our own little secret.

We had spent hours getting ready for this. Even Ivy, who normally refused to dress up, had made an exception tonight. She wore a dark green gown that had a structured, edgy design—sleek with a slit on one side and paired with combat-style heels to stay true to her tomboy spirit. She looked bold and striking in her own way, standing out without even trying.

I had gone with a soft, dreamy look, what Mario thought would make me look out of the world—a flowing blue gown with delicate silver embroidery along the bodice. I’d curled my hair and pinned one side with a jeweled clip, letting the rest fall over my shoulder. My emerald-green eyes peeked through the mask, and I noticed more than a few glances coming my way as we walked in.

“I swear, Alyona, if one more guy stares at you, I’ll start charging them,” Ivy teased, nudging me with her elbow.

“Oh please,” I laughed, nudging her back. “You look like you walked straight out of an action movie. I’d stare at you.”

“Aw, stop flirting,” she said with a grin.

We giggled like little kids, the nervous energy bouncing between us. Olivia turned back and waved for us to hurry up.

“Come on, you two, save the rom-com act for later!”

Ivy and I exchanged a look and burst into laughter again, but we picked up our pace. As we stepped into the main hall, we were instantly hit by the magic of the masquerade. A gigantic chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling, scattering colorful light like stardust across the room. It shimmered on every surface and every person present, making the entire hall look like something out of a dream.

Beautiful people filled the space—some had their masks on, hiding their expressions, while others held them delicately in their hands, revealing playful or mysterious smiles. The sight reminded us of the one thing we had almost forgotten.

“Mask,” I whispered to Ivy, and we both quickly reached into our clutches and put them on. My mask was silver, laced with tiny rhinestones that sparkled under the lights. The hall buzzed with excitement. The booming music, mixed with the vibrant lighting, made it impossible not to feel the rhythm in our bones. A live orchestra played on one side of the room, their instruments weaving together a melody that tugged at our feet, making them move on their own.

We glanced around in awe. An extensive bar stretched across one end of the hall, decorated elegantly and filled with rows of drinks in every color imaginable. Bartenders in matching vests served cocktails with flair, and in the middle of it all stood a towering glass pyramid—champagne flutes stacked high, glinting under the lights. It was breathtaking.

Olivia finally joined us, her cheeks flushed with excitement as she adjusted her elegant golden mask. “Isn’t this amazing?” she said, her eyes sparkling.

“I don’t even have words,” I breathed, my voice catching slightly from all the emotion bubbling inside me.

At some point, we found ourselves on the dance floor, laughing and twirling, losing track of time. We didn’t know when we had started dancing, but by the time we stopped, we were out of breath and in desperate need of a drink.

“That was great,” I muttered with a smile, brushing a strand of hair off my forehead. Just then, something—or rather, someone—caught my eye.

In the lounge area near the edge of the dance floor, a group of men stood talking. They looked sharp, all in tuxedos.

I couldn’t explain why, but my eyes landed on one figure, in particular, sitting on a large leather couch near the edge of the lounge. His posture relaxed, yet commanding as if he belonged there.

The trance broke when someone suddenly walked toward me. I blinked, confused for a second.

“Hello, Alyona,” he said. His voice was familiar—so familiar that my heart skipped a beat—but I couldn’t place it right away. It echoed somewhere from my past.

I turned to face him, my breath catching slightly. Slowly, he reached up and removed his mask. My jaw dropped. “You…” The word got stuck in my throat. Before I could take a step back, he leaned in, gave me a quick peck on the cheek, and pulled me into a hug. I froze, standing stiff in shock, not knowing how to react.

Ivy's expression turned into a glare, her eyes narrowing at him as she leaned toward Olivia, clearly confused.

“He’s Shawn,” Olivia whispered in Ivy’s ear. Both of them tried to hold back their giggles, but their faces said it all.

Shawn stepped back, grinning as he had just reunited with an old friend instead of someone who had worked hard to avoid him.

“Can I get you a drink?” he asked eagerly, clearly trying to hold my attention.

“No thanks. I’m with my friends,” I replied quickly, turning to Olivia with pleading eyes. She caught my look but ignored it with a cheerful smile. “Hey, Shawn. I’m Olivia, and this is Ivy,” she said, introducing them both casually. I stared at her, silently asking why she was encouraging this.

Shawn tilted his head and smiled. “How come you know my name?”

“Alyona told us,” Olivia answered smoothly.

His smile widened. “Oh, really? I never knew she talked about me. All I remember is that she ignored me and my feelings.”

I cringed internally. My face must have gone pale. The last thing I wanted tonight was to deal with an old admirer who never knew when to stop. I came here to enjoy a beautiful evening with my girls—and maybe, just maybe, spot someone worth dreaming about. However, fate had other plans.

I sighed and turned to the bartender. “One drink, please.”

The bartender handed me a glass. I took a small sip, hoping it would help me swallow down my growing frustration.

And then, out of nowhere, Olivia's voice cut through the air like a blade.

“Did she tell you she has a boyfriend?” she said casually.

I choked. The drink burst out of my mouth like a sprinkler, and I coughed uncontrollably. Ivy quickly patted my back, trying not to laugh.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

I grabbed a napkin and wiped my mouth and chin, then shot Olivia a sharp look. “What is she saying?” I whispered to Ivy.

“I don’t know what she’s doing,” she whispered back, her lips pressed tightly together to hide a grin.

I couldn’t figure out what kind of chaos was unfolding. Why was Shawn here? And why did he always show up just when I thought I was finally free of him? He stepped closer, ignoring the awkwardness.

“Do you have a boyfriend?” he asked, staring at me like I owed him the truth. I hesitated, then gave a small nod and forced a smile.

“Oh…” His face fell, his earlier excitement draining like water from a cracked glass. “Where is he?” he asked, tilting his head.

I blinked.  Another question?

I could almost hear my inner voice saying, You started this lie, now survive it. I glared at Olivia, silently ordering her to answer his question.

“He’s here somewhere. He’ll join us soon. Would you please get us a drink?”Ivy added unexpectedly, batting her lashes at Shawn.

Shawn nodded and walked toward the bar to get drinks for Olivia and Ivy.

The moment he turned his back, I grabbed their arms and yanked them closer.

“What the hell was that?” I hissed through clenched teeth, keeping my voice low but sharp.

“You wanted to get rid of him. What was I supposed to say?” Olivia whispered back, rubbing her arm dramatically like I’d bruised her.

“Now would you please tell me,” I snapped, “Where exactly is this imaginary boyfriend of mine?” Ivy looked around the hall, her eyes scanning the crowd. “There,” she finally said, pointing toward a man sitting on a large leather couch near the edge of the lounge.

I followed her finger—and my stomach dropped. Of course, it had to be him. The same man I had noticed earlier. The one who caught my eye without even trying. He still sat with his back to us, glass in hand, posture effortless yet commanding. There was something about the way he held himself—quietly confident, completely unbothered by the noise and glamor around him—that made him hard to ignore.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered. “Out of everyone here, you picked him?”

“He fits the role perfectly,” Ivy said with a sly grin. “Mysterious, hot, and hopefully silent.”

I glanced at Olivia, who was clearly confused. “This is a terrible idea,” I said.

“Too late,” Ivy whispered as Shawn walked back with drinks.

“Do I know him?” I asked.

“No. Just say he’s your boyfriend,” Olivia said.

“What if he wants to meet him?” Ivy added.

I froze. Olivia looked around. “Then go ask him to dance.”

“No.”

“If you want to save your ass, do it.”

Before I could reply, Shawn reached us.

“What are you girls talking about?” he asked, handing out drinks.

“Nothing. Just girl talk,” Ivy said with a laugh.

“So,” Shawn turned to me, “Where’s your boyfriend, Alyona?”

I hesitated. “He’s not—”

“There he is!” Ivy pointed quickly.

Shawn followed her gaze, then turned to me with a grin. “Great. Let’s go meet him.” My heart sank. Perfect. Just perfect.
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We breathed out together, but the relief was short-lived. Now came the part none of us were ready for. I turned and shot Olivia and Ivy a deadly glare. One lie will lead to a thousand more. My mom’s voice echoed in my head like a warning bell. And here I was—living proof of that wisdom. Shawn, completely unaware of the inner chaos, smiled and extended his hand toward me. “Shall we?”


With legs that felt like jelly, I nodded and let him lead the way. My eyes darted toward the man Ivy had randomly pointed at—the same man who had already caught my attention once. From a distance, everything looked beautiful—the glimmering chandelier, the soft golden lighting, the music, the laughter echoing across the room. But inside me, it was storming.

What if he got angry? What if he had come with someone else? What if this whole thing went horribly wrong?

He was still sitting there, facing away, talking to another man beside him. I glanced back once—Olivia and Ivy stood behind a tall vase, chewing their nails like anxious children caught in trouble. Their eyes screamed sorry, but it was too late now.

Shawn stopped a few steps behind, waiting politely as I walked ahead, closer to the man. My heartbeat pounded against my chest. My palms were clammy, and my fingers tremble slightly. My throat felt dry, but I swallowed my fear and kept going.

To my relief, he wasn’t wearing a mask. His sharp jawline was visible under the warm lights, and as I got closer, I noticed how effortlessly handsome he was. He turned slightly while talking, his voice deep and steady, commanding yet calm.

I stepped closer and opened my mouth, my voice barely finding its way out. “Hello,” I said, softer than intended.

He paused, then stood up slowly. And when his eyes met mine—calm, unreadable, but intense—my breath caught.

“Hello,” he replied, his voice smooth.

His presence was powerful. Not arrogant or loud, but quiet and self-assured. Like he didn’t need to prove anything to anyone.

My hand trembled slightly, cold as ice, and I hid it behind my back. I had no idea what I was about to do next… or how he would respond.

But I had just walked into the lie… now I had to live it.

He turned slightly to place his champagne glass on the low table beside him. The movement was slow, and deliberate, like everything he did had meaning. And then… he looked at me.

Hazel eyes.

Not just any shade, but the kind that held warmth and mystery at the same time. They blinked once, slowly, and I swear I forgot how to breathe. My heart slammed against my ribs, my pulse roaring in my ears.

Thick, perfect black curls framed his forehead, tousled in just the right way—messy, but somehow refined. My eyes dropped lower, following the sharp cut of his jaw to his chest, and I froze.

If Roman gods were real, they would have taken notes from this man. The fitted suit he wore did little to hide the hard lines of his body—broad chest, tapered waist, posture straight like he ruled the room without needing to speak a word.

I didn’t want to blink.

This wasn’t the kind of attraction you felt when scrolling through Instagram or watching your favorite movie star on-screen. This was real. Right in front of me. Breathing, alive, and terrifyingly beautiful.

I stood there silent, wide-eyed, frozen, feeling like a schoolgirl seeing her crush for the first time. And then, as if sensing my spiraling thoughts, he waved his hand gently in front of my face, breaking my trance.

“Oh—” I gasped, flinching slightly.

He didn’t laugh or mock. He just looked at me, waiting.

My whole body was trembling from the inside out. I could feel the flutter of nerves in my chest, the chill on my fingers, the dryness in my throat. Everything around me blurred for a moment—Olivia, Ivy, Shawn—all of it faded into the background.

I remembered why I was here, why I had walked up to him. The lie. The fake boyfriend. The plan. I forced myself to breathe and took a step closer, swallowing hard.

“I-I’m sorry to bother you,” I began, my voice barely stable. “But… would you mind dancing with me?”

The words left my lips like a whisper, shaky and unsure. I braced myself for rejection, for laughter, for anything that would crush whatever sliver of confidence I had left.

But he didn’t say anything right away.

Instead, he studied me. Not in a creepy way, but in a slow, curious way, as if he was trying to read through me. My eyes, my nerves, my fear. Maybe he was wondering why a trembling girl with a mask too fancy for her courage had approached him, maybe he thought I was insane.

And then… he smiled. He gave the tiniest nod.

“Yes,” he said simply.

Yes? Did he just agree?

My lips parted, stunned. My brain was screaming, You’re dreaming. This cannot be real, but it was. He stood, towering over me, and extended his hand. His palm was warm, his fingers strong. As they wrapped gently around mine, a bolt of electricity rushed up my arm.

I glanced toward Shawn. He stood frozen, mouth slightly open, watching the man beside me like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. His gaze pointed with something I hadn’t seen in him before—jealousy. His eyes followed the stranger's every move as if trying to figure out how someone like him had just stepped into my story.

I turned to look at Olivia. Just moments ago, I was silently cursing her for dragging me into this ridiculous plan. But now, standing beside this man—this striking, mysterious stranger. I expected to see her grinning or winking in triumph. But instead, she looked… stressed.

Her brows were furrowed. Her lips pressed tightly. And when our eyes met, she shook her head subtly, signaling me not to go with him.

What?

I raised my brows and shrugged at her, mouthing, What now?

She didn’t answer. She just looked more tense than before, like something had suddenly shifted, and she regretted everything.

But this wasn’t the time to play dumb charades. I had walked this far into the lie, and there was no turning back.

With a deep breath and whatever confidence I had left, I took the stranger’s hand and let him lead me onto the dance floor.

Whatever storm was brewing behind me—I’d deal with it later.

Right now, I was dancing with danger… and strangely, I didn’t want to stop.
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I walked onto the floor with this unknown, devastatingly handsome man, and suddenly, the whole world took notice. Every head turned, conversations hushed, and glasses froze mid-air.

All eyes followed us like a spotlight had been switched on. I could feel their stares trailing over us. With whispers from girls who couldn’t believe their eyes, sharp glances from boys trying to figure out who he was, and envy radiating from every corner of the room, the air shifted.

He placed his hand gently on my waist. Not possessive or forced, just enough to make me feel like I belonged right there at that moment with him. A slow, delicious shiver ran down my spine.

His other hand caught mine, and I looked up. Our eyes met—his hazel ones deep and unreadable, and mine, probably wide with shock. We held that gaze for just a few seconds, but it felt longer than a lifetime.

And then… he smiled.

God help me. His smile wasn’t rehearsed or flashy. It was genuine and soft, and when it appeared, it brought out a small dimple on his right cheek. A dimple. That dimple could break hearts and ruin self-control. I could feel mine cracking already.

Oh, Lord, I’d gladly die for that dimple. Right here, right now, on the dance floor. I tried to focus. I really did. But the combination of his cologne, his hand at my waist, and the warmth of his skin through mine was too much.

I forced myself to look away, pretending to study the crowd, but most of them were gawking at us. Like we were the scene in some grand romance film and I was the girl no one expected to be in it.

Then, like the clumsy mess I often was, my heel caught on the hem of my gown. I gasped slightly, about to trip. But his hand tightened around mine instantly, pulling me back into him with ease.

“Are you okay?” he asked, smooth, masculine with just a hint of amusement. And just like that, every other sound in the room faded. His voice brushed against my ears like velvet, and all I could think was—say my name like that and I might melt into this floor.

I blinked rapidly, grounding myself. No, Alyona, this isn’t a dream. This is real. This is happening.

He touched my arm again, a steadying gesture, and repeated, “Are you okay?” “Yes,” I breathed, though it came out more like a squeak. I cleared my throat. “Yes,” I said again, this time a little deeper—but still shaky.

At that moment, I could’ve collapsed into his arms out of sheer happiness. How is this real? I steadied myself, standing properly on my feet, and gave him a soft, elegant smile—pretending I wasn’t completely falling apart on the inside.

We reached the center of the dance floor, and he turned to me, offering his hand once more.

“Shall we, Miss?” he asked with a teasing smile—that dimple flashing again like a silent weapon. My heart pounded wildly in my chest, each beat screaming that it couldn't handle this level of charm.

I nodded, but my nerves got the best of me. “I’m not sure I know how to dance,” I confessed, a nervous laugh slipping out. Brilliant, Alyona. Invite him to dance, then admit you can’t. Smooth.

He would have laughed or rolled his eyes, or maybe walked away, but instead, he leaned in slightly, and with a quiet confidence that made me feel safe and reckless all at once, he said nothing. He simply placed one hand on my waist and took my hand in his. We fell into a formal dance posture, and just like that I was his partner.

And even though I still had no idea how this kind of dance was supposed to work, my body seemed to learn on its own. His lead was effortless, his rhythm steady, and somehow, I followed like I’d done it all my life. I kept my eyes on him, and with each step, each gentle turn, everything around us faded again.

The colored lights overhead shifted, casting soft hues across his features. His face, perfectly symmetrical, was bathed in gold and violet. And now that I was so close, I noticed every detail.

Eyes that were no longer just curious… they were searching.

He was trying to read me. He didn’t wear a mask, but he looked at me like he was trying to take off mine.

I didn’t want to look away. I couldn’t. I was caught in a moment I never saw coming. Then, as if on cue, the music shifted. A slow, romantic melody took over the room.

Without a word, he gently spread his fingers from mine and lifted my arm, guiding it softly to rest on his shoulder. At the same time, he pulled me a little closer, and surprisingly I didn’t resist.

I smiled up at him, acknowledging the silent change between us. Something had shifted. And this time… it wasn’t just me who was lost in the moment. His gaze deepened.

He didn’t blink, didn’t speak. He just looked at me—like he was memorizing every inch of my face, every movement of my lips, every breath I took. And I could feel it, his eyes slowly tracing over me, quietly taking in all of me.

“You look perfect in this dress,” he murmured, his smoky voice wrapping around me like silk. My heart flipped, and I bit my lower lip.

“Thank you,” I managed. He moved closer, his pointy nose brushing the back of my hand as if he wanted to memorize its warmth. The air between us crackled.

“Do I know you?” he whispered into my ear, each word a tantalizing breath against my skin.

My stomach dropped. That question was a splash of cold water, yanking me out of the dreamlike haze. I swallowed hard, my voice trembling as I answered, “Does it matter?”

His lips curved into a slow, knowing smile, leaving me to wrestle with my own mysteries. He parted his mouth, as if to ask another question, one I had no answer for.

Before he could speak, I lifted my hand and pressed my index finger gently against his lips.

“Shhh…” I breathed, surprised by the softness of my own voice, by the boldness of my action. For a moment, the world paused. The music softened around us; the lights dimmed; everything existed to spotlight this intimate silence. In that breathless instant, I discovered a side of myself I never knew—seductive, confident, and utterly captivated by the stranger who’d swept me onto the dance floor.

But then, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Olivia and Ivy near the edge of the dance floor, frantically trying to get my attention.

Olivia waved her hand, signaling something urgently. Her eyes darted to Shawn. I followed her gaze. There he was, still watching me. His head tilted slightly, eyes narrowed in quiet suspicion.

Panic started bubbling beneath my skin. What do I do now? How do I end this once and for all? I glanced back at Olivia. She flinched, clearly worried. Ivy stood beside her, waving and mouthing something I couldn’t hear.

Then she kissed Olivia. Right there on the arm, her lips dramatic and exaggerated. My eyes widened in shock. What the hell was that supposed to mean? Ivy pointed at me with both hands and pouted, mimicking the motion again.

No. No way... was she saying I should kiss him?

Why would she suggest that? My mind raced.

And then it clicked—Shawn. He was still watching us from the corner, unconvinced, doubtful. This entire act, the lie we’d wrapped ourselves in, was starting to fall apart. Maybe Ivy thought a kiss would seal it, give him something undeniable, something real enough to believe.

Something solid.

My heart pounded. Was that what I needed to do? Take this one step further to keep the lie alive.

My lips parted in disbelief. I stood frozen in place, caught between reason and chaos. I turned my head slowly and looked at him.

Those hazel eyes were still on me, unreadable, calm, but quietly intense.

His lips were so close, dangerously inviting.

My heart pounded. I licked my lips without thinking. Twice. My whole body trembled with indecision.

“I… I’m sorry for this,” I murmured, unsure whether I was warning him—or myself. “I didn’t want to but…”

My voice trailed off. I meant to ask for permission. I meant to be rational.

But instead, my hands moved on their own. I raised my chin and cupped his face. And then without thinking, without breathing,

I kissed him.
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The world dropped away, and the music faded. The floor beneath my feet vanished like mist. All I could feel were his lips against mine—warm, soft, yet unmistakably certain. The subtle taste of champagne lingered between us. My fingers slipped into his curls without thought, threading through them like I’d done it a hundred times before.

He didn’t pull away.

In fact… he kissed me back, not out of shock or politeness, but with fire.

The same fire that had taken root in my chest from the moment our eyes met. A heat that built between us with every second. At first, the kiss was soft—uncertain, even. But within moments, it deepened into something else… something rich and plum-sweet, something I’d only ever read about in books but never felt.

His hand slid around my waist, fingers tightening like he didn’t want to let go. His lips moved against mine—not gently, but with purpose. He wanted to burn this moment into his memory like he already had.

It wasn’t innocent, safe, but teasing, fiery, consuming… demanding.

A low, breathless moan slipped from his throat, deep and smoky, and the sound did something to me, but it also snapped me back.

My eyes flew open. We were still in the middle of the dance floor. Still surrounded by strangers. And every single one of them… was staring.

And just like that, the reality I had escaped from came rushing back in.

Olivia slapped her forehead so hard, I thought she might knock herself out. Ivy, on the other hand, bounced on her toes like a child who’d just witnessed fireworks light up the sky.

And me? I just stood there frozen, lips tingling, heart racing like a drum gone wild. My eyes flicked to Shawn.

He looked sad, wide-eyed, lips parted, mouth tugging down like someone had just told him his puppy had run away. It might’ve been funny if my brain wasn’t melting inside my skull.

Then I turned to him, the stranger.

His face wasn’t angry. It wasn’t mocking. It was… unreadable at first—like even he didn’t know what to make of what had just happened. His brows furrowed slightly. His lips still parted. Those hazel eyes locked on mine, as if searching for some hidden answer in my gaze.

There was confusion, and something else.

What have I done? “I… I’m so sorry,” I whispered, my throat still burning from the aftermath of that impulsive kiss.

He just stood there, staring, breathing, processing.

My chest tightened, the urge to run bubbled inside me like lava.

I grabbed the sides of my gown, lifted the flowing fabric to keep from tripping, and turned to flee.

But before I could take two steps, his hand caught my wrist.

“Wait,” he said. I stopped breathing.

“Just tell me your name,” he added, voice quieter now… His words held me in place more than his grip. I turned, slowly, to face him.

His brows were drawn, and for the first time, he didn’t look unreadable.

He looked... genuinely curious.

Like he needed to know me.

I opened my mouth, wanted to tell him, but I couldn’t.

If I said my name there was a real chance Olivia’s secret would unravel. If this man were anyone powerful, or worse… if he was her boss, and he found out we had dragged me into a private, invite-only party as part of a fake boyfriend act just to shake off some clingy admirer, it could ruin everything for her.

I looked up at him one last time. His eyes still waited, filled with a strange mix of interest and restraint.

I gently pulled my hand away from his.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered again.

And I ran. Outside, the cold night air slapped my face. Olivia and Ivy caught up behind me, breathless. Olivia’s fingers trembled as she called a taxi. It arrived almost instantly, as if the universe was just as eager to get us out of there.

We climbed in—three messes in gowns.

The second the door slammed shut, Olivia exploded.

“Al, what the hell was that?” she snapped, trying to keep her voice low but failing miserably.

Ivy, on the other hand, looked like she might cry from excitement.

“Girl, you are my superstar! Do you even know who you just kissed?!”

I blinked at her, still dazed. “No,” I croaked. “Should I?”

I turned to Olivia. She looked like she was about to pass out.

“You kissed…” she started, her voice shaking with horror, “You kissed my boss.”

My jaw dropped. “Wait, what?!” She buried her face in her hands. “Not just any boss, Alyona.”

Ivy gasped and leaned forward, gripping my hand tightly. “You kissed The Alexander Hunt.” The name hit like thunder.

And suddenly… breathing became a whole lot harder.

“I’m sorry,” I said. But the truth was—I wasn’t. Not even a little.

I felt amazing. His dimples, those hazel eyes… they were still playing on a loop in my mind. I could still feel the way he held me, the way his lips moved with mine. It was wild, reckless—and the best moment of my life.

“Sorry?!” Ivy scoffed, then patted my back proudly. “Girl, you kissed the most handsome man in this town. I should be the one apologizing for not thinking of it first!”

“Shut up, Ivy,” Olivia groaned, rolling her eyes. “I tried to stop you, but you were too busy falling into my boss’s arms.”

“I didn’t know he was your boss,” I muttered, guilt lacing my voice. “I swear.” She turned toward me and paused when she saw my face—sad, flushed, and on the verge of tears. Her tone softened.

“I know,” she sighed. “I’m sorry too. It’s just… complicated.”

I nodded. Words were too tangled in my throat anyway.

“Let’s just go home. We’ll figure this out tomorrow,” Olivia said, gently leading the way toward the building entrance.

As she walked ahead, Ivy winked at me and gave me a dramatic thumbs-up. That finally made me smile. Even though I should’ve been spiraling with anxiety, all I could think about was him.

What a fantastic evening.

And maybe… just maybe, it wasn’t over yet.


Chapter 9




ALYONA




We headed straight to my place. It was the only place we could talk freely. The moment we entered, we kicked off our heels and dashed toward my room, tearing off the gowns as if we were criminals hiding evidence. If my mom had seen us in those designer dresses, she’d interrogate us for hours.

After quickly changing into oversized pajamas, Olivia immediately called Mario who had arranged the outfits, and sent him a thank-you note, along with confirmation that the dresses had been returned.

Olivia was pacing the room, visibly stressed. “He saw me. I’m sure he saw me with you,” she muttered. “He’s going to ask questions.”

We didn’t argue. We knew she meant her boss—the Alexander Hunt. And we all knew why she was freaking out.

Ivy and I lay there, staring at the ceiling in silence.

And me? I was completely lost in my thoughts. The way he looked at me. The way he kissed me. My mind kept replaying it, again and again—his warm lips, the faint taste of champagne, the way his hand clenched my waist like he didn’t want to let go. My chest fluttered at the memory. A smile crept onto my face without permission.

Ivy noticed. She nudged Olivia and pointed at me with a grin.

“Someone’s smiling,” she whispered, leaning closer to me like she had a secret. I blinked and turned my head toward her, still dazed.

“Do you want to meet him again?” she asked softly.

My lips parted before my brain could stop them.

“Yes,” I breathed. She burst out laughing, I blinked, snapped back into the room, cheeks burning.

“That man you kissed,” Olivia said, rubbing her temples, “Is Alexander Hunt. The most ruthless man I’ve ever worked for. He changes women more often than his clothes.” Her voice was firm, like she needed me to hear the raw truth, whether I was ready for it or not.

I swallowed hard. “What if he finds out the girl who kissed him is my friend?” she added, now biting her nails, eyes darting around the room in panic. “What if he saw the three of us together?”

Ivy furrowed her brow. “And what? You think he’s gonna hunt Alyona down and… what, use her?”

“I don’t know!” Olivia snapped. “What if he figures it out? What if he calls me tomorrow and just... fires me?” There was silence for a beat.

“Okay, but what if he doesn’t know?” I said, trying to calm her. “You can always say you don’t know us.” Olivia paused. The idea gave her a tiny sliver of hope. “Maybe… maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m overthinking. God, why am I stressing so much?”

I scooted closer and wrapped my arms around her. “Then let’s wait till morning.” Olivia hugged me back tightly. “I’m sorry, Al. I didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s not you, it’s him. You don’t know what he’s like. Everyone at the office is scared of him. He’s like a ticking bomb, ready to go off at any second.”

“And our sweet Alyona just kissed that ticking bomb,” Ivy added with a wink.

“I’m pretty sure he’s either impressed or about to nuke the city.”

Olivia groaned, “Please, Ivy, don't give me another anxiety attack.”

I rolled my eyes. “Ivy, can you just be quiet for five minutes?”

She raised her hands in mock surrender. “What? I’m just saying what we’re all thinking.” That was Ivy—no filter. She said whatever came to her mind, and honestly… She wasn’t wrong.

But still, I couldn’t shake the feeling in my chest—the flutter, the rush, the kiss. No matter how dangerous Alexander Hunt might be…I wanted to see him again.

ALEXANDER

She ran. She ran right after kissing me like she meant it—like something inside her had caught fire—and then she disappeared into the crowd without a trace. And there I was, standing still, frozen, staring, still tasting her on my lips. Who the hell was she?

I’m Alexander Hunt. Women don’t just walk away from me. They don’t kiss me like this and then vanish like some dream you don’t want to wake from. My jaw tightened as I scanned the dance floor, searching every corner, but she was gone, just like that.

Damn it. My eyes caught Esrael across the room. He raised his glass at me with that smug, 'I know something you don’t' kind of smirk.

I didn’t move. I just licked my lips almost without thinking, still feeling the sweetness of her kiss, the nervous energy she carried, the boldness that had made her stand out from everyone else.

She wasn’t just beautiful. She was rare, different. And now, I needed to find her. Esrael walked over a moment later, flashing that devilish grin. “So... who was she?”

“I don’t care,” I said, my voice cold and low.

“Right,” he laughed, clearly not buying it. “Then why have you been staring at the spot where she disappeared for the last two minutes?”

I shot him a hard glare and said nothing.

He threw his hands up, still grinning. “Alright, Romeo. Just saying.”

Before I could say anything back, the crowd of paparazzi swarmed me, flashing cameras in my face and shouting questions.

“Mr. Hunt! How does it feel to win Entrepreneur of the Year for the fifth time?”

“Is it true your company is going global next month?”

“And who was the mystery woman you were dancing with?”

I gave them a cool, practiced smile and didn’t answer a word. Security stepped in to push them back. I slipped away with Esrael. Together, we headed back to the VIP lounge we had been sitting in earlier.

As soon as we stepped in, my eyes instinctively drifted to the same spot where I had first seen her. The empty space felt louder than the music still pulsing through the club.

Esrael stood beside me, his eyes scanning the crowd, searching. I didn’t have to ask—I already knew who or what he was looking for.

“Did you find someone?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow, catching him in the act. He smirked, not even trying to hide it. “Not as lucky as you. Some stranger dragged me to the dance floor, kissed me, and left me hanging. Can you believe that?”

I let out a dry chuckle, shaking my head. “I don’t think Olivia would pull something that bold. Not at her company’s party, with her boss, Esrael,"

The second I said her name, he choked on his drink and started coughing like I’d smacked him in the back of the throat.

“Shut up,” he muttered, clearing his throat and glaring at me.

But I was already grinning. “What? I’m just saying. Come on, admit it.

You’ve got a thing for her. She’s always around you—laughing at your terrible jokes, bringing you coffee with those little notes... I’ve seen it.”

“She probably just left early,” he mumbled, trying to change the subject.

“Yeah, sure,” I said, nodding mockingly. “Left early because her charming boss couldn’t gather the courage to ask her for one damn dance. She waited all night, probably even dressed up for you, and you blew it.”

Esrael groaned. “I swear, if you don’t shut up…”

“Face it,” I kept going. “You had one shot to be the hero of her little office romance fantasy, and you just stood there adjusting your tie.”

“When the time is right, I’ll ask her,” he grumbled. “Not like you. Got kissed and left standing like a statue.”

“Touché,” I muttered, raising my glass in surrender.

Esrael looked around, scanning the lounge, then leaned back against the armrest. “Why don’t you look around and find someone else to dance with? I’m sure girls are dying to dance with you. Maybe you’ll find the same beauty in one of them.” Esrael said with a lazy grin, nudging me like it was no big deal.

I gave a humorless laugh. “Not interested.”

He raised a brow. “Come on. One kiss, and now you’re out of the game?”

I didn’t answer right away. I looked out at the dance floor again, where the music pulsed and the lights painted everyone in gold.

“She wasn’t like the others,” I said quietly. “All these women—” I gestured vaguely toward the crowd, “—they’re all polished to perfection. Makeup thick enough to hide who they are. Smile like they’re posing for a magazine cover. Beautiful, sure. But it’s all... plastic.”

Esrael raised an eyebrow but said nothing. I paused, the memory flickering again in my head. Her eyes behind the mask. That nervous confidence. The way she kissed me—like she didn’t belong here but dared to come anyway. “She looked real. Like she just walked in from another world.”

Esrael smirked. “You’re getting poetic now?”

I shot him a look, sharp and amused. “Mock me, and I’ll remind Olivia about that time you called her your lucky charm in the quarterly report meeting.”

His face twitched. “You wouldn’t.”

“Try me.” He held up both hands, laughing. “Alright, alright. Fair enough.”

I stood up and straightened my jacket. “I’m heading out.”

“Where to? Gonna stare at your window again and sigh dramatically?”

I ignored the jab. “She didn’t belong here, Esrael. And I want to know how she got in.” Esrael gave me a long look, then finally nodded. “Let me know when you figure it out.”

“I will,” I said, already turning toward the exit. “And when I do… she won’t get the chance to disappear again.”

Back home, I poured myself a drink and stood by the tall glass window of my penthouse suite. The city glittered below me, alive and loud, but my mind was somewhere else entirely.

Five years of success. My phone was flooded with messages—congratulations, invitations, media requests. My office would probably be stacked with bouquets by morning. But none of it mattered.

Because in the span of five minutes, some stranger in a mask had turned everything upside down.

Who the hell are you?

I walked over to the bar, poured another drink, and sat down with my laptop. I pulled up the guest list from the masquerade ball. Scrolled. Scanned. Line after line of names—none of them hers.

Until something clicked.

A quick flash in my memory—her walking toward me… and behind her, two women. One of them was Olivia.

Olivia. My employee.

I leaned back, the glass resting against my lips, eyes narrowing.

I opened my phone and typed out a message to my assistant:

First thing in the morning—call Olivia in for a meeting.

Whoever that girl was… she must have known her.

And I was going to find out how she got in.


Chapter 10




ALEXANDER




The morning meeting was sharp and on time. Just the way I liked it.

Everyone sat in silence around the long glass conference table—department heads, investors, and assistants. All eyes on me, phones down, backs straight. I remained seated at the head of the table, legs crossed, a glass of black coffee untouched beside me. My presence was enough to keep the room in check. The screen behind me flickered as my manager clicked through the slides. I didn’t look at it. I didn’t need to. I already knew the numbers, the graphs, and the milestones.

"Five years ago, this company was just a name on paper. Now we're the face of modern luxury." A few proud smiles spread across the table. I didn’t return them.

"You’ve worked hard. I see it. But let me make one thing clear—this is not the time to relax. We haven’t arrived—we’re only getting started." Silence deepened, and the room stiffened.

“If you came here for perks, for comfort, for a lifestyle that lets you coast, you’re in the wrong place.” My voice dropped, sharp and cold.

“Comfort builds nothing. It breeds laziness and kills ambition.”

I leaned back, steepling my fingers. “We’re going global. That means no more parties, no more breaks, no room for distractions. We need people who want to work so hard that they make history. Anything less isn’t just useless—it’s a liability.” I nodded once at my manager. The screen switched to a slideshow of our current models—faces we’ve hired to represent our brand on the world stage.

I watched silently as their images slid past, then said flatly, “Stop.”

The screen froze on a model with a smug expression. I flipped open the folder in front of me—heavy with reports: missed shoots, demands, delays, complaints, rumors. I’d been over these reports, and this was the time to bring them up.

My gaze lifted slowly, scanning the room. Esrael caught my eye and gave a subtle nod—he knew exactly what I was thinking.

“I want to fire them all,” I said, voice low but absolute. A ripple of whispers spread around the table, uneasy and cautious.

One of the investors cleared his throat, stepping carefully. “These are influencers, drama follows them. If we cut ties now, we risk lawsuits... bad press.”

I held his gaze, cold and steady. “I know the risks.”

“But I’d rather face lawsuits than let a bunch of self-obsessed amateurs destroy everything I built.” Silence fell again.

The folder snapped shut with finality.

“Love. Drama. Feelings. None of it belongs here. Not in this company.”

I locked eyes with everyone at the table.

“I’m firing them all.” Not a single person dared to argue.

I stood, voice low but unwavering.

“This company demands one thing—work. Relentless work, no excuses,  no distractions.” The investors exchanged looks. They knew how I ran things, always pushing, never letting anyone off easy. It kept everyone on edge, sure, but it also got results.

After a moment, they nodded, though I could tell some weren’t thrilled. But they trusted me, they had to.

“We’ll bring in new models and work harder than ever,” I said, squaring my shoulders and scanning every face around the table.

They all knew me, I wasn’t just talking. When I set my mind to something, I made sure it happened. Finally, the decision was unanimous.

Fire the old faces, and find new ones.

“Mr. Hunt, we trust you,” one investor said, voice steady. “Do whatever you need to. In the end, it’s the profit that counts.”

The others murmured their agreement, accepting the risk with cautious faith. I nodded once, no more wasting time.

“Schedule every interview for tomorrow,” I said without looking back.

“We have only five days to pick these new models. I’ll take the interviews myself—no risks.” I pushed open the door, stepping out of the boardroom with Esrael right behind me. My steps were fast, driven. I didn’t slow down.

“Alex, it’s a bigger risk than you're admitting,” Esrael said, trying to keep his voice calm, but I could hear the edge in it, the frustration. “You just fired the entire face of our campaign. A campaign launching globally in just four weeks.”

I didn’t stop. “I don’t care.” He exhaled sharply, walking beside me.

“I took every damn thing those women threw at us—missed shoots, tantrums, fake press, blackmail over dumb headlines. But this?” I looked over at him, “This is Enamore. I’d eat them alive before I let anyone taint what we’ve built.” Esrael stared at me, silent for a moment.

He’d seen it before. The shift in me, from the man I used to be to the one standing here now, colder, sharper, harder.

People call me ruthless, maybe I am, but they don’t know where it started. I was eight when I lost the only person who ever showed me love, my mother. A week after her funeral, my father brought home another woman. My 'New mom.' She never looked at me the way my real mother did, not once. She had her own child soon after, and suddenly, I was nothing more than background noise in my own home.

My father? Too busy growing his empire to notice.

So, I did what no one else ever did for me, I looked out for myself. I learned early that love is temporary, but money? Power? That stays. That makes people listen. I stopped looking for approval and quit asking to be seen. Then I met Esrael, back in high school. He didn’t try to fix me. He just… got it. Understood the silence, the anger, the drive. He didn’t judge it, he matched it.

That’s where it all began, two kids with nothing but grit and fury, building a brand with their bare hands. We bled for Enamore. We never took shortcuts, we worked when everyone else partied. And it paid off.

The youngest entrepreneurs in the country. The ones who weren’t supposed to win, and now that we’re global? I’ll protect what we built at any cost.

“We start interviews tomorrow,” I said as we stepped into my office room. “Back-to-back.”

“You’re really going to sit through all of them?” Esrael asked.

“I want to look in their eyes myself this time,” I said. “No more masks, no more risks.” He didn’t argue. He knew me well enough by now.

I pushed open the door and walked in, tossing my words toward my assistant without looking.

“Sheena, send me two coffees.”

“On it,” she called back from her desk. Esrael dropped into the chair across from mine while I sat down behind my desk and loosened the top button of my shirt. The weight of the morning hadn’t left my shoulders yet.

“Alright,” he said, exhaling, “We’ll begin the hiring process tomorrow morning.” Moments later, Sheena walked in, balancing two coffees. She placed them on the table between us and smiled politely before turning to leave.

“How are you, Sheena? Any word on when you’ll start maternity leave?”

The question hit me like a delayed punch.

Shit. I looked at her and rolled my eyes—not at her, but at myself. I had completely forgotten. She mentioned it last week. I’d buried it under meetings and deadlines.

Sheena raised an eyebrow. “I was going to bring it up again, but you’ve been a little... tied up.”

“Just take your leave and go,” I said, waving a hand dismissively. I didn’t mean it harshly, but I wasn’t exactly sugar-coating it either.

She gave me a tight nod and walked out.

I groaned as I picked up the coffee. “Great. Now I need a new assistant on top of everything else.” Esrael chuckled, stirring his drink like he had all the time in the world. “At least I’ve got Olivia. She actually keeps things sane.”  He said it with that honeyed tone again, the kind he used whenever her name came up.

I smirked. “What?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

“Don’t even think about it,” he added, already reading my mind.

“Yes,” I said, grinning as I leaned back in my chair. “Starting tomorrow, Olivia’s assisting me.” “You’ve got to be kidding.” His chair creaked as he sat upright. “You know I like her.”

I lifted a shoulder. “When did I say I wanted her? She’s coming to help. That’s all.”

“You? Needing help? And from her?” he scoffed. “Yeah, sure.”

“Relax. I’m not stealing her. It’s just one week until you find a new assistant before I turn your Olivia into mine."

“Don’t you dare,” He shook his head, still sulking. “ Besides, one week is enough for you to ruin everything.”

I chuckled. “Don’t worry. She’s all yours.” He didn’t look convinced.

He leaned back, arms crossed. “One day, I hope you fall for someone. And she turns your world upside down.”

I grinned. “Now that would be a real PR disaster.”

“You’re the devil,” he muttered.

“And still the one running this empire,” I said, raising my mug.

A knock sounded on the door.

“Come in,” I said. Olivia stepped in, dressed neatly, her posture perfect. “Good morning, Mr. Hunt. Mr. Esrael,” she greeted politely, eyes flicking between us.

“Morning,” I said shortly. “Close the door.”

She obeyed, shutting it softly behind her, then stood at a respectful distance, waiting. I didn’t motion for her to sit.

I studied her face for a second before speaking. “Tell me about the girl in the sky-blue gown… the one standing beside you last night.”


Chapter 11
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Olivia blinked, visibly thrown. “The one that kissed you?” she blurted, her voice a notch higher than usual. Her eyes widened at her own words. Her cheeks flushed pink, and she glanced down, clearly wishing she hadn’t said that.

From the corner of the room, I heard Esrael stifle a laugh poorly.

I turned my head just slightly and leveled him with a stare sharp enough to shut him up mid-breath. His amusement vanished.

I brought my attention back to Olivia.

“She was different,” I said, tone cool but steady. “That sky-blue gown… masked, elegant. Not one of those attention-seekers. Do you know her by any chance?”

Olivia’s lips parted, but she hesitated, unsure of how to answer.

“I… No, sir,” she said finally. “She was standing beside me, but I don’t know who she was. I only spoke to my friend, Ivy.”

I narrowed my eyes, leaning forward just slightly.

“You’re sure?” I asked. “Because before we went to the dance floor, I saw the three of you talking.”

She tensed under my gaze. Her fingers twitched, then tightened around the file in her hand. “I only complimented her gown,” she said quietly. “That was it. I don’t even know her name.”

My gut told me she wasn’t lying… but I also knew when someone wasn’t telling the whole truth.

Still, I pressed. “Then who did you invite to the event?”

She quickly pulled out her phone and brought up a photo. “Just one friend. Ivy. We arrived together and stayed close all night.”

I looked at the photo, a brunette in a silver mask, mid-laugh, arm linked with Olivia’s. I nodded once, but my suspicion didn’t leave me.

“Well.... This isn’t over.” Olivia nodded, a quiet tension in her shoulders.

Alexander leaned back slightly, his tone cool. “I’ve assigned some work to your boss. He’ll let you know the details soon.”

Olivia gave a quick nod. “Yes, sir.”

With that, she turned and quietly let herself out, pulling the door shut behind her.

ALYONA

The morning was beautiful, but my mind was anything but calm.

Even with the sunlight pouring through the curtains and birds chirping like it was a movie scene, all I could do was sit on the edge of the bed, legs crossed, fingers tapping against my knee.

Ivy was still half-asleep beside me, scrolling through her phone, but even she kept glancing at me every few seconds.

We were both waiting. Olivia had messaged us saying her boss the Alexander Hunt called her the moment she reached work. She didn’t say much, just that she was nervous as hell.

And knowing Olivia, when she says nervous, it usually means borderline fainting. Suddenly, my phone buzzed. Her name lit up on the screen.

I snatched it off the nightstand and answered immediately. “Tell me everything.”

“I survived,” Olivia said on the other end, letting out a breathy laugh. “Barely.”

“What happened? Was he furious?”

“I mean, he’s always furious. It’s just his resting state,” she mumbled. “But yes, he asked me about the girl in the blue dress. You.”

My stomach twisted slightly. “And?”

“And I said exactly what we discussed. I told him I didn’t know you. That you were standing next to me, and I just complimented your gown. Nothing more.” I exhaled, finally leaning back against the headboard. “Thank God.”

“He kept pressing, though, said he saw us talking before the dance floor. I stuck to the story.”

“You’re the best,” I said, half laughing, half relieved.

“Well, don’t thank me yet,” she muttered. “Now I have a problem.”

“What kind?”

“I have to assist him for the whole week. But there’s something else—my boss, Esrael, told me there’s a new assistant position opening up. I think it’s for another department,”

“Oh no.”

“Oh yes,” she groaned. “But here’s where it gets interesting.”

I sat up straighter. “I’m listening.”

“He told me I need to help find someone for that role. And… I want to recommend you.”

There was a pause. I blinked. “Wait, me?”

“Yes, you,” Olivia replied, voice firm but kind.

“Wouldn’t that be a problem?” I asked, heart thudding. “What if he recognizes me?”

She scoffed lightly. “Alyona, I really don’t think he has time for some midnight fantasy recap. He’s too busy firing half the modeling industry and trying not to implode before the global launch. Trust me, he’s got bigger problems.”

Her words made sense. But my heart didn’t agree.

Just like that… he’d forget? That kiss—our kiss—felt too real to be just a moment. Wouldn’t it matter to him? Would he really push it aside like it meant nothing? Was I just a girl in a mask to him now, easily forgotten under stacks of files and press releases?

Or… was he thinking about me, even if he didn’t know who I was?

I bit my lip. “Still… it’s risky.”

“I know,” she said. “But it’s a calculated risk. Besides, this assistant job is for another department—so you’ll barely have to come face to face with Alexander.”

“It’s just a job, keep it professional. Answer confidently. You can do this.”

I nodded slowly, chewing over the idea. “Okay… but you have to help me prep for the interview. I don’t want to blow this.”

She smiled through the line. I could hear it.

“Of course. I’ll walk you through everything once I get home tonight.”

“Deal.”

A nervous buzz stirred in my stomach—but beneath it, excitement. This could be the opportunity I didn’t even know I was waiting for.


Chapter 12
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My heart wouldn’t stop racing. I found myself rushing around my room, half-dressed, half-ready, checking my reflection for the third time in five minutes. My palms were clammy, and no matter how many times I fixed my hair, it still didn’t look perfect, but I didn’t have time to stress over perfection.

This was it. I stepped into my heels, grabbed my folder, and gave myself one last look in the mirror. “You’ve got this,” I whispered under my breath. “You have to.” Then I ran downstairs.

Mom was standing in the kitchen, making tea. Her eyes widened when she saw me all dressed up.

“Interview?” she asked, setting the spoon down.

I nodded quickly and wrapped my arms around her. “Yes. It’s important, really important.” She kissed my forehead and placed her hand gently over my head, whispering a quiet prayer.

“Go, Alyona. God will guide you. Just do your best.” I nodded, gave her one last squeeze, and dashed out the door. The cab was waiting at the end of the lane. I climbed in, gave the address Olivia sent me, and leaned back, trying to calm my nerves. I had waited up for her last night, hoping she’d come over to help me prep. But around midnight, she messaged:

'Still stuck at the office. Hunt’s schedule is insane. Use the list of questions I sent earlier. Be sharp. Be confident. Show how hard you work. And don’t forget—you deserve this.'

I've reread that message at least ten times since.

The list she gave me included everything: what to expect, how to present myself, how to carry confidence even when I felt like I was falling apart inside. So that’s what I did. I stayed up late, going over each point, practicing my tone, my walk, even my smile.

Because today wasn’t just about pretending to be the right fit.

It was about proving I was. My heart felt like it was trying to leap out of my chest when my phone buzzed again. Olivia’s name flashed on the screen. “Hey,” I whispered into the phone.

“Listen,” her voice came fast and low. “You really don’t need to worry about Mr. Ruthless. He’s swamped with his upcoming projects and won’t be coming face to face with you much, if at all. Besides, it’s such a big company—he probably won’t even know you work here. You’ll be in a different department. Just focus on doing your best. You’ve prepared well, and you’ve got this. Sometimes the biggest opportunities come when we least expect them.”

I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “I get it.”

“Sorry, I have to—” Olivia’s voice suddenly turned sharp and rushed. “It’s Tower 3, Floor 2. Glass doors, turn left. Got it? Now go!”

Before I could double-check, the line went dead.

The taxi came to a slow stop in front of the entrance. I leaned forward, eyes scanning the twin towers rising high, both covered in glass panels that reflected the city’s morning light. They looked nearly identical, sharp, sleek, shiny, and intimidating.

My heart pounded. The address Olivia gave me had scrambled in my brain, numbers flipping around like they were mocking me. Floor 3, Tower 2? I chewed the inside of my cheek, trying to replay her voice in my head, but the panic made everything blur together.

I pointed to the tower on the right—slightly more modern in design, with edges that caught the sunlight. “Here?” I asked the driver.

He nodded without much thought. “That’s the one.”

I stepped out onto the pavement, my shoes clicking softly as I took in the building. The city noise dimmed behind me. A breeze tugged at my skirt and lifted a few strands of hair. My fingers trembled slightly as I pushed them behind my ear.

Above the tall glass entrance, the name “ENAMORE” was spelled out in sleek, silver letters. I had searched its meaning the night before: To be filled with love. It sounded like something from a dream. Whoever chose that name believed in feeling things deeply, love & beauty. Maybe even fate. Everything about this place felt intentional—from the soft glow of recessed lights above the entrance to the tall potted ferns flanking the doors. The building wasn’t just modern. It was elegant, sophisticated & powerful. And now, somehow, it was part of my story.

I smoothed down the front of my skirt, squared my shoulders, and walked toward the door—still unsure if I had the right tower, but completely certain I had to try.

The revolving glass spun quietly as I stepped forward, heart racing.

Inside, the lobby was even grander than I’d imagined—polished marble floors gleamed under soft yellow lighting, and the scent of something clean and expensive floated in the air. I spotted the front desk at the far end. Behind it, two young women were working in a blur of movement—one was flipping through a file while balancing the phone between her shoulder and ear, and the other was typing rapidly, answering back-to-back calls without looking up.

I hovered for a second, unsure if I should interrupt. The noise, the movement, the energy—it all felt like I had just walked into the middle of something much bigger than me.

Just when I started to turn away, one of the women glanced up. “Interview?” she asked briskly. I nodded, clutching my file tighter.

“Take the lift to Level 8. Sheena will guide you from there.”

I murmured a quick thank-you and made my way toward the elevator, nerves dancing in my stomach.

The moment the doors opened to Level 8, my eyes widened in shock.

The hallway was packed. Girls, at least a hundred of them stood or walked around, their heels tapping sharply against the floor. Some were fixing their makeup using tiny mirrors, blotting their lipstick, or touching up their eyeliner like it was a runway audition. Others had their heads bent over their resumes, flipping through documents or whispering to each other in low, nervous voices.

What struck me most wasn’t the number of people—it was how they looked. Every outfit screamed fashion. Silky blouses, body-hugging skirts, carefully curated accessories. Some looked like they’d stepped out of a magazine, with glossy hair and designer handbags. It didn’t feel like an interview for an assistant. It felt… bigger. Like a casting call for a campaign or a fashion show.

For a moment, a sharp doubt tugged at me.

Was I underdressed? Was I in the wrong place?

But I pushed the thought away. This is a fashion brand, I reminded myself. Of course they’d all dress up. That doesn’t mean the role is anything more than what I applied for. I took a deep breath and walked toward the small reception counter tucked near the corner.

Two girls standing beside it turned slightly and smiled. One of them gestured toward a woman seated behind the desk, her swollen belly clear beneath her flowy dress.

“Sheena?” I asked softly, offering a polite smile as I extended my resume.

She looked up, her eyes kind behind a pair of round glasses. A warm smile spread across her face, and she reached out to take the document.

“Yes, I’m Sheena,” she said gently, scanning the paper. Her movements were calm, unbothered by the noise and activity around her. The curve of her belly was noticeable beneath her loose-fitting dress, and yet she seemed completely at ease in the chaos.

“Alright, Alyona. Just have a seat. We’re calling names in batches. Your turn will come soon.”

“Thank you,” I said with a nod before stepping aside.

I scanned the room again, searching for a quiet corner, and finally spotted an empty chair near the wall. I made my way over and sat down, adjusting the strap of my bag on my lap.

I thought of calling Olivia, just to let her know I was here, to double-check the details again, but then I paused. If she was already inside, I didn’t want to disturb her. Besides, I’d made it this far. All I could do now was wait. I sank back in the chair and folded my hands in my lap, trying to calm the nerves fluttering in my stomach.


Chapter 13




ALYONA




I knocked gently on the door, heart thudding in my chest.


“Come in,” a voice called from inside. I let out a shaky breath and straightened my spine. You’ve got this, Alyona. Go in there and prove you belong.


With one last deep breath, I turned the handle and stepped inside.

The room was wide and modern, lined with tall windows that poured soft sunlight across the polished floors. The air smelled faintly of citrus and paper—clean, professional. Three people sat at a long table facing me, their expressions unreadable as they glanced up.

But my eyes drifted past them, pulled toward the tall figure standing by the window. He had his back to me, dressed in black, his presence somehow commanding even in silence.

“Please, have a seat,” one of the interviewers said.

I nodded and moved toward the chair, smoothing the back of my skirt before sitting down. My grip tightened on the folder in my lap.

“What’s your name again?” the man on the left asked.

I opened my mouth to answer—but then the figure at the window turned.

He walked toward the table slowly, each step echoing softly in the stillness of the room. And when he came into the light, the breath caught in my throat. No, it couldn’t be.

The sunlight cleared the glare from his glasses—and in an instant, I saw him. The stranger from the masquerade. The man I had kissed with wild, unexpected passion. The face I had dreamt of since that night, not knowing his name, never expecting to see him here, not in this room.

And now—here he was.

My eyes widened as my heart skipped a beat, then another, then raced so fast I could barely hear anything else.

“Shit,” I whispered before I could stop myself. He didn’t say a word. Just walked calmly to the end of the table and sat with the others.

I stared at him, stunned, unable to look away. A dozen thoughts rushed through my head, none of them making sense.

“Excuse me?” the interviewer repeated, his voice cutting into the silence like a sharp edge. “Are you listening?”

I blinked and quickly turned toward him.

“Yes. I’m sorry,” I said, forcing my voice to stay steady.

I lowered my gaze for a moment, trying to gather myself, trying to breathe. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. I had prepared for everything—every question, every possibility, except this.

But I was here now. And I had no choice but to keep going.

I lifted my head again, but all my focus was still pulled toward the man seated quietly at the end of the panel. He hadn’t said a word, hadn’t even looked at me once. He just sat there, calm, eyes fixed on the resume in front of him.

His hazel eyes, those same eyes I had stared into the evening I kissed him. Eyes that now skimmed over the pages of my file like they were reading something far less significant than the truth I carried.

He looked… perfect, just as I remembered.

Sharp suit, clean lines, controlled expression, and a presence that filled the room even in silence.

I wanted him to say my name.

I wanted him to look at me and remember.

But before I could get lost in the weight of that thought, a voice broke through.

“Alyona Marshall,” the woman beside him said. She looked like an ex-model—flawless skin, perfectly tied hair, her tone crisp. “You don’t have any experience. We’re hiring only experienced candidates.”

I blinked and forced myself to turn toward her. I had to focus.

I’m not here to fall for him again. I’m here to get this job.

I opened my eyes and looked her straight in the face.

“Yes,” I said, my voice soft but honest. “I’m applying for the first time after finishing my studies.” The man next to her barely glanced up as he added, “We’re looking for experienced models. None of your work shows even a single attempt.” My throat tightened.

I looked at him, searching his face for any trace of empathy, any small window of opportunity. Still, I couldn’t back down.

“How will I ever get experience,” I said, my voice rising just enough to carry weight, “If no one gives me the chance to prove myself?”

That made something shift. It was subtle, but I felt it.

A moment of silence stretched between us, as if the room itself were holding its breath. From the corner of my eye, I saw him—Alexander—carefully turn the last page of my resume. His hand paused on the edge of the paper.

“Stand up,” he said, his voice calm but unmistakably commanding. “Take three steps back.” My stomach knotted, but I obeyed, stepping away and facing him. My heart pounded in my ears.

“Turn around,” he continued. “You have an excellent figure.”

I blinked, stunned. “Show me your ramp walk,” he added, rising from his seat and moving a few paces forward, giving me space.

My mind reeled. Ramp walk? Figure? This was an office for a personal assistant position, not a fashion show. Were they serious?

“Okay,” I murmured, forcing myself to try.

I recalled the models I’d seen on television: heels in a straight line, chin up, shoulders back, each step confident. I tried to mimic it, but instead of gliding, I wobbled—and then went down in a graceless heap.

Laughter bubbled up around the room, soft at first, then louder. I lay there, cheeks burning, as Alexander watched without a flicker of sympathy. Slowly, I pushed myself to my feet. Alexander folded his arms, his eyes cold.

“You’re new, I can see that,” he said, his tone dismissive. “What’s your size? You have no sense of dress or presentation.”

I swallowed hard. “Size? What do you mean?”

He sneered. “Your figure. Your measurements. Never mind. You can assist yourself out of here.”

As I turned to leave, his voice followed me, low and cutting: “Everyone thinks they could be a model these days. They see a pretty face or a sexy body and assume it’s easy. It’s not just looks—it’s craft. It’s hard work, attention to every detail. But people like you forget that.”

His words hit me like ice, sharp and cold, slicing straight through the little confidence I had left. I stood there frozen, hoping someone else would speak, that maybe this was all just a twisted test and I had passed it somehow, but no one said a word.

Alexander’s voice was the final verdict. I bent down and quietly picked up my folder. My hands trembled as I clutched it to my chest. This wasn’t just rejection—it was humiliation. And it was so far from what I expected, I almost couldn’t believe it had really happened.

He said something again, almost to himself this time, like a second punch just to make sure the first one landed.

“Pretty girls come in every week thinking a good smile or a short skirt will open doors for them. They walk in with glitter in their eyes, no clue what it takes.” That did it.

I straightened, turned around slowly, and said clearly, “Who asks someone’s size in a job interview?”
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