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Chapter One: The Engagement
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The champagne glass shimmered under the chandelier’s light as Alissa Reyes lifted it with a graceful flick of her wrist. She stood at the edge of the elegant ballroom, her presence quiet, deliberate—intended not to draw attention. The gentle murmur of conversations, the clink of glass against glass, and the occasional burst of laughter blended into a hum around her. All eyes were on Lucas Hamilton and his stunning new fiancée, Charlotte Chapman, as they stood near the grand staircase, smiling at the crowd that had gathered to celebrate their engagement.

Alissa took a slow sip from her glass, her honey-brown eyes flicking toward her half-brother. Lucas’s expression was warm, confident, effortlessly charming as always. Charlotte, tall and graceful, glowed beside him. The two made an impressive pair, perfect for the society pages.

Alissa kept to the shadows near the French doors that led to the garden, a spot she’d chosen carefully. The Hamilton mansion had never felt like home—its halls filled with cold stares and unspoken resentment. But for Lucas, she had come. Always for Lucas.

In just a few years, she had gone from a hopeful junior actress to a household name. Her performances in two critically acclaimed films, alongside A-list co-stars, had pushed her into the spotlight. The fame had been fast and overwhelming, but she’d earned every inch of it through determination and sacrifice. Five years of relentless auditions, sleepless nights, and whispered doubts—all of it had paid off.

Lucas had offered to help her career more than once. With his vast network of industry connections, he could’ve easily opened doors she still had to knock on. But she’d refused each time. She needed to do this on her own. No shortcuts, no favors—not even from him. And perhaps most importantly, no one could ever know the truth about their relationship. The secret of their blood tie was known only to a few. It had to stay that way.

Her father, Edgar Hamilton, was a prominent British businessman—respected, feared, and entirely absent from her life. Her mother, Isabella Reyes, had been his mistress—a fiery Latina woman who once graced magazine covers and red carpets. But when Alissa was born, Isabella gave up the spotlight for good. The world had moved on, forgetting the once-celebrated actress, and Alissa was raised far from the scrutiny of the British elite.

Alissa bore none of her father’s British elegance. She carried her mother’s heritage proudly—in her dark eyes, olive-toned skin, and graceful posture. But none of that mattered to Theresa Hamilton, Edgar’s wife. To Theresa, Alissa was a living stain on the family’s name—a symbol of betrayal she could never erase.

The clinking of champagne glasses snapped her out of her thoughts. Guests swarmed the couple now, offering congratulations and posing for photos. Alissa waited until the rush had passed before approaching them. Her presence went unnoticed by most, thanks to the honey-blonde wig and the minimal makeup—just a touch of mascara and lipstick. She looked nothing like the woman on billboards and magazine covers.

Lucas spotted her immediately and smiled. His embrace was genuine, firm.

“Lis, so glad you could make it,” he murmured in her ear.

“Congratulations,” she said softly, pulling back just enough to glance at Charlotte.

Charlotte extended her arms, embracing Alissa with the grace expected of a woman about to marry into the Hamilton legacy. “Thank you so much for coming.”

“I wanted to congratulate you both,” Alissa said with a small smile. “I’ll see you later.”

With that, she turned and disappeared into the crowd, her mission complete. She’d shown up, kept her head down, and said what needed to be said. Now it was time to go. But fate, as usual, had other plans.

“Alissa, is that you?”

She stopped in her tracks. The familiar voice made her spine straighten. She turned to find Arthur Chapman, Charlotte’s older brother, weaving through the crowd toward her.

Arthur had the boyish charm of a man who’d always been adored. With neatly styled blonde hair and an easy smile, he was the kind of man who turned heads without even trying. He was tall—easily over six feet—and had a reputation that followed him, whispers of flirtations and fleeting relationships.

“I almost didn’t recognize you. You look... different. In a good way,” he said, flashing a grin. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Alissa returned a polite smile. “It was a last-minute decision.”

That was a lie. She hadn’t wanted Arthur to know she was coming. His interest in her had been obvious for months, and while flattering, it was a complication she couldn’t afford. Arthur was nice enough, but dating him would be a disaster. Not only would it disrupt her fragile relationship with Charlotte and the rest of the Chapman family, but Arthur was a known heartbreaker. She didn’t need the added drama—especially now.

“If I’d known, I would’ve picked you up myself,” he offered.

“That’s kind of you, but I drove myself.” She took a step back, subtly trying to distance herself.

Arthur didn’t take the hint. “You can’t leave yet. The party’s just getting started.”

“I’m not feeling well,” she said quickly, reaching for the most polite excuse she could muster. “I should head back.”

“Let me escort you at least.”

“No, thank you. I really appreciate it, though.” She offered a soft smile. “I’ll be fine.”

Arthur looked disappointed, but not offended. “Can’t say no to a beautiful woman’s wishes,” he said, leaning in to kiss her hand.

As he melted back into the crowd, Alissa slipped outside into the cool night air. The garden was quiet, the scent of roses drifting in the breeze. She felt the tension begin to melt from her shoulders—until she heard the venom-laced voice behind her.

“You twat. You should’ve stayed away.”

Alissa’s body went rigid. She turned to see Theresa Hamilton, standing rigid in the shadows with her arms crossed and eyes narrowed.

“I’m here for Lucas,” Alissa said, standing tall.

“He doesn’t need you. Especially not now,” Theresa snapped. “You're getting more famous—dragging your scandals into our lives. How long until the tabloids start sniffing around your past?”

Alissa’s jaw clenched. “I will never be what you want me to be. Hate me all you want, but I’m not going anywhere.”

Without waiting for a response, she turned and walked away, forcing her breathing to remain calm until she reached the car. The silver BMW unlocked with a soft click, and she slid into the driver’s seat, gripping the wheel. Her hands trembled for a moment. Then, she started the engine and drove.

Back at the apartment, silence greeted her. One of Lucas’s many luxury properties in London, it was sleek, modern, and empty—perfect. She kicked off her heels, the exhaustion finally catching up. The trip from Los Angeles had been long, and she’d barely had time to catch her breath before being thrown into the spotlight again.

She showered quickly, pulled on a pair of comfortable pajamas, and padded barefoot into the kitchen. Her stomach growled. The fridge, unsurprisingly, held only milk and juice. She rummaged through the cabinets until she found a box of cereal. It wasn’t much, but it would do.

As she sat at the kitchen island, the glow of the overhead lights soft and calming, her phone buzzed. Lucas.

“Hi Lucas.”

“Lis, why did you leave so early?” His voice was quiet, careful. “Did Mother say something again?”

“No,” she lied smoothly. “Don’t worry. I’m fine.”

“Let’s do breakfast tomorrow at the Oakly Hotel restaurant,” he said. “You’re staying a few days, right?”

“Okay. I’ll meet you there.” She hesitated. “I fly back to LA on Saturday.”

“Alright. Get some rest. I love you, Lis.”

“I love you too. See you tomorrow.”

She hung up and sent a quick text to Mila, attaching a few pictures of the party. The plan worked. No one recognized me. You’re a genius. She smiled, imagining Mila’s smug response. Tomorrow, she’d call her—after the time difference made it humane.

Yawning, she turned off the lights, brushed her teeth, and collapsed into the plush guest bed. Her mind buzzed, but her body had no strength left to keep it going. As her eyes fluttered shut, one thought echoed in her head.

She would never belong to their world. But for Lucas, she would always show up.
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Chapter Two: A Glimpse of Truth
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He stepped back inside the mansion, his jaw tight and thoughts tangled. That overheard conversation outside hadn’t sat well with him—hadn’t been meant for him—but it now lived in his mind like a bitter aftertaste.

Something about it had pulled him in too deeply, too quickly.

The air indoors felt heavier somehow, perfumed with expensive colognes, aged wood, and rose-scented candles. Voices bounced off the high ceilings as champagne flutes clinked in celebration. Blake crossed the room, nodding politely at a passing couple, and approached a nearby waiter.

He plucked a glass of champagne from the silver tray without breaking stride, the bubbles rising almost mockingly inside the crystal. His eyes flicked across the room, catching sight of Lady Eleanor in her usual grandeur, deep in conversation with Arthur Chapman. Their laughter seemed rehearsed, almost theatrical.

Blake turned on instinct, choosing to disappear into the less crowded part of the room. It wasn’t that he was avoiding them—well, maybe a little. The last thing he needed tonight was a long-winded conversation with Arthur about politics or Lady Eleanor commenting on his love life.
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