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Preface

Welcome back to more of Alexander's adventure! And thank you all for the support thus far! And for your patience on this one!







Please note that reading Volumes 1 to 6 is necessary to gain an understanding of the world, characters, and events up to this point. (Especially as 7 picks right off where 6 ended.)




 So make sure you give those previous volumes a peek! (All are available on Amazon/Kindle Unlimited.)




See you in the afterword!
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Chapter 1: Charlotte Langford calls.

A new day!

July 23, 2024, 7:00 AM.

Alexander woke up precisely on time, smiling at the ceiling before glancing at the still-sleeping Jasmine. He closed his eyes again for a little more rest.

When Alexander woke again, it was past 8:00 AM.

Jasmine had already risen and freshened up, now sitting at the dressing table in the corner of their bedroom in her skimpy pajamas, applying makeup.

She had woken half an hour earlier but didn't disturb Alexander, getting up quietly as she had important matters today - unlike Alexander. Today was the launch of her company's newest product.

"What time is the press conference?" Alexander asked, sitting up slightly to look at Jasmine.

"Noon," Jasmine replied while filling in her eyebrows.

"Should I come?" Alexander inquired.

"No need, you handle your own business."

There really was no need for Alexander to attend today. The press conference proceedings were predetermined, would be live-streamed, and involved many media reporters. Even if he went, Alexander would just be watching, with no responsibilities.

Moreover, Jasmine knew Alexander always had matters to attend to.

After orchestrating two major incidents yesterday and creating so much trouble for James Sutherland, he would undoubtedly be busy today!

They chatted for a while.

After finishing her makeup and getting dressed, Jasmine kissed Alexander's cheek once more before hurrying out.

She skipped breakfast and went straight to the company.

Alexander got up, washed up, and dressed. By the time he went downstairs, it was already 9:00 AM.

Downstairs in the living room, when Alexander came down, Nathaniel Ashford, Cecilia Guo, and Ashley Carter were all present. There were several bags on the coffee table containing takeout breakfast.

They had all woken up early today, and it was unclear who had ordered the takeout.

"Big bro, you're up! I just saw Miss Doran head out earlier... Want some sandwiches, big bro?" Nathaniel greeted Alexander.

"They are a bit cold. I'll heat them up in the microwave." Before Alexander could respond, Ashley spoke up first, picking up two bags from the table and heading to the kitchen.

"You're recovering well. The swelling on your face has mostly gone down."

"Of course! I told you, big bro, I've got a strong body!"

Alexander sat down on the living room sofa and chatted casually with Nathaniel.

Soon, Ashley returned with steaming hot toasts and sandwiches.

They ate while continuing their conversation.

Nathaniel also asked about the fire at Dante's club and James Sutherland's injury. He had learned about these incidents because his uncle, Lucien Ashford, had called him around 8 AM that morning and mentioned both events.

The Club fire had already made the morning news, which Nathaniel had seen.

"...The cause of the fire is still under investigation. Dan hasn't called to update me either..." Alexander gave vague responses to Nathaniel, naturally not revealing the truth.

Ring ring...

A phone rang.

It was Alexander's!

Everyone stopped talking as Alexander pulled out his phone and glanced at it. His eyebrows lifted slightly—the caller ID showed an unfamiliar number, but Alexander knew exactly who it belonged to!

He answered.

"Hello?" Alexander said.

"Hello! May I ask if this is Mr. Alec Nota?" A magnetic female voice came through.

"Um... yes, that's me. And you are...?"

"Sorry for the abrupt call. This is Charlotte Langford."

It was the rising queen of pop music, the one dubbed "The Diva"—Charlotte Langford! She was calling him!

"Oh... Miss Langford. What can I do for you?" Alexander replied, his tone calm and unaffected, showing no surprise at receiving a call from such a superstar.

Alexander knew she would call him eventually, though he wasn't sure exactly when. 

A few days ago, Celeste Lark had received a call from her idol Charlotte... She had given Charlotte Alexander's phone number, but only with his prior consent. 

"So, Mr. Nota..." Charlotte began. 

"My last name is Ciotta," Alexander interrupted to correct her. 

"Hello, Mr. Ciotta," Charlotte said, pausing briefly before asking, "I've spoken with Miss Celeste before—are you aware of that?" 

"I know. She told me about it that day," Alexander replied. 

"Well... Mr. Ciotta, I truly admire your talent. I've listened to both of the songs you wrote, and I really, really like them," Charlotte praised generously. 

"Thank you," Alexander said with a light smile, his tone remaining casual and polite, as if exchanging pleasantries with an ordinary acquaintance. 

This kind of reaction was a first for Charlotte. 

Since she had semi-retired from the spotlight to focus on managing her company and scouting new talent, she had personally made many calls like this one. And every amateur singer who received her call had reacted in one way—without exception! 

They were all thrilled! Whether male or female singers, the response was identical. 

Amateur singers all dreamed of becoming stars; they longed to be signed by a company and achieve fame. Especially when someone of Charlotte's stature—a superstar and business owner—called them personally. Excitement was the only reasonable reaction! 

But Alexander's response to Charlotte was... no different from how he'd treat any random person. 

Although Charlotte found it strange, she could still rationalize it. 

She hadn't looked into Alexander's background—she didn't know what he did for a living or what his family circumstances were. Perhaps he came from a wealthy family, and writing and releasing songs were just hobbies for him. Maybe he wasn't interested in the celebrity culture. 

If it were just his personality, his lack of excitement would be understandable. 

However, for Charlotte, Alexander's reaction made things quite tricky. This meant that signing him would likely be a challenge. 

"Mr. Ciotta, if I may ask, did you study music? Or is it just a personal interest?" Charlotte inquired further. 

"Just a hobby. I studied computer science," Alexander replied. 

"Are you still in school, Mr. Ciotta?" 

"Not anymore." 

"Then, do you have any interest in pursuing a career in the entertainment industry? With your talent, I believe you would quickly become a rising star," Charlotte said, though even she found her own words somewhat awkward. 

In the past, whenever she made calls like this, the other party would usually bring up questions like "Are you planning to sign me?" without her having to ask so many leading questions. 

"Not for now," Alexander declined straightforwardly. 

There was a brief silence on the other end of the line. 

Charlotte was momentarily at a loss for words. This was the first time she had encountered such a situation—she had actually been rejected! 

"Mr. Ciotta, you truly are very talented. " I have great confidence in your musical abilities," Charlotte began, praising him once more, then continued, "How about this, Mr. Ciotta—are you free recently?" Are you currently in New York?" 

"I have some free time... Yes, I'm in New York," Alexander replied.

"I'll be visiting New York in the next couple of days. Would it be possible to meet with you then?" Charlotte formally extended the invitation to Alexander, then added after a pause, "We could also meet with Miss Celeste at that time to discuss matters. What do you think?"

Alexander remained silent for a moment, seemingly considering the proposal.

"Mr. Ciotta, even if you're not considering a debut, I believe we might find opportunities for collaboration in other areas, don't you agree? A meeting would be beneficial and wouldn't take up too much of your time," Charlotte continued.

She genuinely wanted to meet Alexander. Someone who could produce two massively popular songs within just a few days - and songs that reached such extraordinary levels of popularity - was someone Charlotte had never even heard of before.

Besides "musical genius," Charlotte couldn't think of any other term to describe Alexander.

For such a brilliantly talented musical genius, Charlotte felt it would be worthwhile to make the trip herself to discuss signing or collaboration opportunities.

And once she met Alexander, her primary goal would be to persuade him to debut. If that proved impossible, then they could discuss collaboration - even just signing him as a "songwriter" would be worthwhile!

"Well... alright then," Alexander reluctantly agreed.

"Then it's settled. We'll contact each other by phone when the time comes," Charlotte said, a note of pleasure evident in her voice.

"Okay."

"I won't disturb you further then. Goodbye."

"Goodbye."

The call ended.

After hanging up, Alexander held his phone in his hand, lost in thought for a moment, his face wearing its habitual smile.

Throughout the entire conversation, Charlotte's voice had remained warm and magnetic. She carried none of the airs one might expect from either a prominent business executive or a superstar, which spoke volumes about her family background and upbringing.

Strictly speaking, Charlotte belonged to the fourth generation of wealth in her family! Her upbringing naturally needed no explanation, and the halo of stardom hadn't inflated her ego in the slightest. Compared to her family background, her status as a superstar could be considered only a "bonus"!

She had initially entered the music industry simply to fulfill her musical dreams.

And now, one could say she had achieved that!

But her love for music remained unchanged, her passion still burning brightly. Therefore, any young person with musical talent would capture her attention!

Alexander understood Charlotte very well indeed! The distance from New York to where she resided could be covered easily.

During his ten thousand years in the time loop, Alexander had interacted with Charlotte numerous times... one could say he understood her inside and out!

After hanging up, Alexander sat on the sofa thinking about all the various experiences he had shared with Charlotte throughout their encounters.

"Big brother," Nathaniel called out, waiting for Alexander to look his way before asking, "Is something going on?"

"Nothing," Alexander replied with a smile, then added, "When your uncle called earlier, did he mention when he might come over?"

"He said he'd probably come around noon," Nathaniel answered.

The two resumed their conversation.


Chapter 2: I’m being framed.

Meanwhile.

In a VIP room on the third floor of New York's finest hospital.

James Sutherland, dressed in a hospital gown, sat propped against the headboard of his bed, his right hand wrapped in bandages.

Against the wall to the right of the bed, Cassian Rothmere and Lucien Ashford sat in armchairs on either side of a small tea table, all three engaged in conversation.

Cassian had come to the hospital last night, then stayed at a hotel nearby, returning early this morning to visit James.

Lucien had just arrived.

Although Lucien Ashford and James Sutherland weren't particularly close, Lucien had been present at yesterday's dinner, where James had been drinking. Shortly after returning home, James had encountered some trouble.

Given James's status, it was only appropriate for Lucien to pay him a visit.

"...Will this lead to permanent disability? What did the doctors say?" Lucien asked, glancing between James and Cassian.

"Still hard to say," Cassian replied. "The doctors say it depends on the recovery. All his fingers were saved. If the healing goes exceptionally well, it might not affect his finger mobility. But since it's a bone-and-tendon injury, scarring is inevitable... Ah!" He finished with a sigh.

Lucien understood - there was an eighty percent chance of lasting impairment. While not severely disabling, it would likely result in limited finger mobility, possibly even affecting his ability to make a fist.

The injury was to his right hand, his dominant hand, which would undoubtedly impact his daily life going forward.

"Well, at least it's nothing life-threatening," Lucien said, turning to James. "For a man, a few scars on the hand aren't such a big deal." He was clearly trying to comfort James.

James sat leaning back, his face pale and his mood deeply depressed. Hearing Lucien's words, he looked over and managed to force a faint smile, mindful of Lucien's status.

"Mr. Ashford is right. It's really not that serious anyway - I still have my hand..." James's words carried a tone of self-consolation.

Ring ring...

A phone suddenly rang - it was James's.

James turned his head, reached over with his left hand, picked up the phone, and glanced at the screen, frowning slightly.

It was Dante Doran calling.

James knew Dante was probably calling to mock him.

After hesitating for a few seconds, James still answered the call.

"Yes?" James's voice was cold.

"Fuck you, James Sutherland! How dare you set me up! Why didn't the gun explosion kill you? Goddamn you fucking cunt! Just wait - this isn't over between us!" Dante launched into a furious tirade the moment James answered.

James was utterly stunned by the outburst, and his temper immediately flared up.

James Sutherland, who had been leaning against the headboard, abruptly sat up straight and gritted his teeth as he spoke into the phone, "Dante! Doran! What the hell got up your ass?!"

James knew Dante would mock him, and since he had chosen to answer the call, he had already prepared his retort.

He was aware of the fire at Dante's club—Cassian Rothmere had informed him about it yesterday.

This was something James could throw back in Dante's face.

But he never expected Dante to start the conversation by furiously cursing him out.

"What do I mean? Don't play dumb with me!" Dante roared, his anger escalating. "You think I wouldn't find out you set my club on fire? If you don't give me a damn good explanation today, I'll end you!"

James was stunned for a moment before retorting, "What does your club out have to do with me? What the hell does any of this have to do with me?"

"Still acting? Still fucking acting? Go to hell, James Sutherland!" Dante's rage was boiling over, nearing the point of losing control.

James was utterly baffled. He could tell Dante was dead serious, and he finally understood—Dante was so enraged because he believed James was the one who set the club on fire.

"Dante Doran, don't you dare falsely accuse me! I'm telling you that fire has nothing to do with me. Didn't you know I'm in the hospital? Don't you try to pin this on me!"

"Pin it on you?! So you're saying I burned down my own club just to frame you? Are you out of your mind, or am I?"

"Did I say that? You're forcing this on me when it has absolutely nothing to do with me!" James was furious, too, but he didn't dare suggest that Dante had set the fire himself to frame him.

No matter how James thought about it, he would never suspect Dante of setting his own club ablaze. Monarch Vault was the result of years of Dante's hard work in New York. Only a madman would burn it down just to frame someone.

Impossible!

It's worth noting that the Sutherland family was unaware of the legal crisis Dante was currently facing.

Initially, they should have known, as the Doran family needed to leverage connections to resolve the ensuing troubles.

But!

When Morris Doran came to New York personally to handle Dante's troubles and reached an agreement with Alexander, deciding to take down the Sutherland family, Morris naturally kept Dante's predicament from the Sutherlands upon his return.

This was why the Sutherland family remained entirely in the dark about Dante's troubles. James had no context to even begin connecting the dots.

He would suspect anyone but Dante himself.

Nearby, Cassian Rothmere had risen to his feet.

He heard James utter Dante's name and realized James was arguing with his nephew, Dante.

"James, you two…" Cassian took two steps toward the bed, his expression shifting repeatedly.

From James's statement—"the fire has nothing to do with me"—Cassian deduced what the argument was about.

Both Cassian and Lucien Ashford were utterly bewildered.

What? Was James responsible for the fire at the club?

How could that be?

"James… give me the phone, hand it over!" Cassian extended his hand, gesturing for James to pass him the device.

James glanced at Cassian and handed him the phone.

He was furious, but in truth couldn't be bothered to argue with Dante - the way Dante was slinging mud was just too clumsy!

"Dan... what's going on? What does the fire have to do with James?" Cassian spoke while walking several steps toward the window.

"Uncle, I..." Dante struggled to articulate his words in his agitated state as he explained the situation to Cassian.

The fire at Monarch Vault had been extinguished by the early hours of yesterday morning. Thanks to timely discovery and the fire department's prompt response, the entire building hadn't burned down.

The ninth, tenth, and eleventh floors were wholly burned, with partial damage to the eighth floor.

Even so, the most valuable parts of the club were precisely those top three floors. Compared with the total investment, the construction cost of the building itself accounted for only a minuscule portion.

First, the land was valuable!

Second was the interior decoration!

Decoration costs could be limitless - spending dozens of millions at auction for a painting to hang on the wall counted as part of the decoration.

Though the club didn't have paintings worth tens of millions, the top three floors featured top-tier luxury decor, with decoration costs alone reaching 80+ million.

Forget about all three floors - just Dante Doran's suite on the eleventh floor, including various furnishings, antique vases, piano worth millions, and other items, totaled tens of millions in decoration costs!

And these were just the calculable losses on paper. There were also incalculable losses - once the club suspended operations for repairs, the impact would be impossible to measure.

Dante hadn't slept all night.

After the fire was put out, he supervised the cleanup.

Took inventory of the losses.

By morning, he participated in investigating the fire's cause.

Police arrived at the scene and conducted a professional inspection, identifying the initial ignition point.

Based on burn patterns, it appeared to be a socket in the bedroom corner near the window of suite 1029...

The cause of the fire was likely an electrical short circuit!

Small flames ignited the curtains, turning them into a major fire, as flammable decorative materials allowed the blaze to spread rapidly...

As for why the short circuit occurred, that was harder to determine.

It could have been rats chewing through wires, or related wiring and sockets being accidentally damaged by previous guests, or possibly someone tampering with the socket beforehand... too many possibilities!

They could only speculate about the cause, unable to confirm it.

Since Suite 1029 hadn't had any guests staying there, investigators had also retrieved surveillance footage from before the fire.

Worth mentioning, the club had two surveillance systems - one covert and one overt.

The former monitoring room was on the top floor. Because they were planning to burn down the club and couldn't risk discovery, Dante had already had this covert system dismantled in advance.

Only the "obvious" system remained!

This was the club's standard surveillance system, with cameras in various corridors and the monitoring room on the first floor.

The first floor hadn't burned, so they could retrieve all corridor surveillance footage from before the tenth-floor fire.

They checked!

But found nothing unusual before the fire, nor anyone entering or leaving suite 1029. With no guests staying there, the suite was clean, and naturally, housekeeping hadn't visited either.

They extended the investigation further "backward" in time!

Dante saw it clearly. According to footage from the tenth-floor corridor surveillance, at around 4:45 PM and 6:18 PM yesterday, one of James Sutherland's bodyguards sneaked into Room 1029 twice, lingering inside for several minutes each time.

This was undoubtedly highly suspicious!

Upon further investigation and reviewing other surveillance footage, they also captured images of this bodyguard loitering in the ninth-floor corridor and striking up conversations with a cleaning staff member.

"...Who else could it be? Wasn't I just angry with him? Didn't I just speak up for my brother-in-law during dinner? Is that reason enough for him to send someone to set my club on fire?" Dante poured out everything—the extent of the losses, the evidence they'd uncovered—ending in near hysterics.

Cassian was utterly stunned.

He knew about Dante's troubles, but he had no idea Dante intended to burn down the club. That plan had been Alexander's idea, known only to a select few.

Cassian turned to look at James, holding the phone, momentarily speechless.

"Uncle Cassian, is James still at the hospital?" Dante asked.

"Yes... he is," Cassian replied.

"I'm on my way...." Dante hung up immediately after speaking.

Cassian set down the phone, walked back, and returned it to James.

"Uncle Cassian?" James noticed Cassian's troubled expression.

"Dante is coming right over. You two can talk when he arrives. There might be some misunderstanding," Cassian said as he returned to sit on the sofa, his face still uneasy, though he said nothing more.

A little over half an hour later.

Suddenly, a noisy commotion erupted outside the hospital room door, accompanied by shouts.

"Stay the hell down! You want to die?"

"On your knees!"

Dante had arrived—and he'd brought dozens of men with him. James's bodyguards in the corridor were caught off guard and swiftly subdued.

BAM!

Dante kicked the hospital room door open.

"James Sutherland, I'm going to blow your damn head off!"

Dante roared angrily as he raised his gun and aimed it at James Sutherland, striding rapidly toward the hospital bed. His face was terrifyingly pale, and he seemed to be in a state of furious madness!

"Dan! Stop!" Cassian Rothmere exclaimed in alarm, abruptly rising to his feet.

Dante jolted, his gaze instinctively shifting toward Cassian. In that brief moment, Cassian rushed over and seized Dante's hand!

Cassian's reaction was completely genuine!

He truly believed Dante was about to kill James. Startled and losing his composure, he lunged to grab the gun. Though in his forties, Cassian was far from old—still in his prime, with quick reflexes!

"Uncle, stay out of this!"

"Dan! Calm down! Explain first!"

"I'm going to shoot him right now!"

"Dan!!"

After a brief struggle, Cassian used all his strength to wrest the gun from Dante's hand.

He was genuinely terrified! Afraid that Dante would actually shoot James!

James leaned against the hospital bed, inwardly panicked. Though his face remained grimly unchanged, his eyes betrayed his fear.

Dante's furious, uncontrolled emotions showed no signs of being feigned!

James couldn't possibly remain unafraid!

Even though James knew the fire had nothing to do with him, Dante was convinced he was responsible. With years of hard work destroyed overnight, Dante was truly in a state where he'd kill anyone, without hesitation.

When consumed by rage, a person can indeed do anything!

"Dan!! Calm down right now!!" Cassian shouted angrily, his own temper flaring.

Dante was momentarily stunned by the outburst and grew somewhat calmer.

"What are you doing? What do you think you're doing? Have you lost your mind? Can't we talk things through instead of resorting to violence? Huh?!" Cassian glared at Dante, his voice filled with anger.

He was furious!

Genuinely frightened! Cassian was drenched in cold sweat! The situation had been far too dangerous!

"Uncle! He set my club on fire! How can you expect me to stay calm? Why are you yelling at me? Is this my fault?" Dante shouted back at Cassian, pointing accusingly at James.

He was channeling all of the genuine rage he held against James!

"Evidence? Do you have any proof it was James?" Cassian retorted.

"I have evidence!" Dante yelled.

"Then show it! Let's see it and discuss whether there's been some misunderstanding!" Cassian spoke in a tone that implied, "Isn't that how it should be done?", glaring at Dante. "Since when do you pull out a gun without hearing the full story? Couldn't you have explained first?"

Cassian was venting his anger at Dante.

Dante fell silent, his face dark. He glanced at his uncle, then glared at James on the hospital bed before abruptly turning to leave the room.

At the doorway, Dante gestured to someone outside.

"Bring the laptop, quickly!"

Soon, one of Dante's bodyguards entered the room with a laptop. He opened it, accessed the club's stored surveillance footage, and, after some adjustments, handed the laptop to Dante.

Dante took it and immediately showed it to Cassian.

"Uncle, look—this is yesterday afternoon's surveillance... This person is James Sutherland's bodyguard, right? It's him, see..."

The surveillance footage had not been edited and involved multiple camera angles, requiring manual time adjustments and switching between videos after viewing each segment.

A few minutes later.

Cassian, having roughly reviewed the key moments in the surveillance footage, wore an expression of shifting unease.

He suddenly glanced up at James, his face visibly troubled.

"James, take a look—is this man your bodyguard?" Cassian said, taking the laptop and walking toward James.

The premium hospital bed had a sliding tray table at its foot. Cassian pulled it out and placed the laptop on it.

"Watch carefully! Damn it! If you don't give me a clear explanation today, I'll make you pay! You won't leave New York!" Dante had also approached the tray table, pointing angrily at James and cursing before starting to operate the computer.

Only he could handle the controls efficiently. Cassian hadn't memorized the specific timestamps of the key moments in the footage, so having him adjust the timeline would have been much slower.

James remained silent, his face dark. He didn't retaliate against Dante's insults, unwilling to provoke him further before seeing the so-called evidence.

"Watch this part…" Dante had already started playing the video when he suddenly looked up and addressed Lucien, who was sitting on the sofa with a distraught expression. "Mr. Ashford, please come take a look as well. Be our witness—see if I'm wrongly accusing James here!"

Lucien didn't respond but stood up immediately, saying, "There must be some misunderstanding…"

With that, he moved behind Dante.

He genuinely wanted to see the evidence. Earlier, he had wondered what proof Dante could possibly have to so firmly believe James was responsible for setting the club on fire.

The room fell silent.

The surveillance video had no audio.

Everyone watched the footage without speaking; only the occasional click of a mouse broke the quiet.

James never took his eyes off the screen.

He immediately recognized Eddie Rowan in the video!

Yesterday afternoon, around 4 p.m., Eddie had gone to the tenth floor, returned to the ninth, wandered around, spoken to a cleaning lady, then headed back to the tenth floor and swiped a card to enter Room 1029!

Later, around 6 p.m., Eddie took the elevator from the fifth floor to the tenth and went straight into Room 1029 again.

Both times, he stayed inside for a few minutes before leaving.

It was all recorded!

The process was detailed!

There were many specifics—like Eddie stealing the cleaning staff's access card, or how he checked his phone in the hallway outside the fifth-floor restaurant before leaving, as if reading a text message.

These details could be directly inferred from the surveillance.

Once the playback ended,

Dante paused the video and coldly demanded of James, "Well? Explain! I'm listening! Who is this guy? Is he one of yours? Sneaking around—he was the only one who entered Room 1029 before the fire broke out. If you don't believe me, check the later footage. Why did he go to 1029? What were you having him do? Damn it, explain yourself!"

James glared darkly at Dante, remaining silent for a few seconds before saying, "He's missing! Someone is setting me up!"

James was aware that Eddie had suddenly vanished last night—his bodyguard had reported it to him this morning while he was having breakfast after waking up.

However, James found it difficult to determine precisely what had happened.

Eddie was just one of his many bodyguards—not a prominent figure like Cole Donovan, nor anyone particularly special.

James couldn't jump to deeper conclusions directly. Coupled with the fact that he was injured and in a somber mood, he didn't press further, merely instructing the other bodyguards to locate the man.

But now.

James had finally understood!

Someone was setting him up!

With his intelligence, he could easily piece together the logic behind it all!

"He's missing?" Dante was taken aback, then erupted in even greater fury, cursing, "Are you fucking kidding me? Taking me for a retard? Are you trying to make this a 'dead man tells no tales' situation? He's your man, you goddamn—"

"Dante Doran!" James cut off his tirade. "Rest assured, someone is definitely trying to frame me! I want to get to the bottom of this even more than you do! I'll give you an explanation!"

With that, James picked up his phone. His left hand felt awkward as he operated it, taking a while to find the number and make the call.

"Hey, it's me… Check Eddie Rowan's recent financial status and call logs—focus on the past month, especially yesterday afternoon. Find out who he was in contact with…"

A little over an hour later.

It was already noon.

New York, Bellara Heights, Villa No. 36.

In the dining room, Alexander, Ashley, Nathaniel, and Cecilia had already started their meal. Alexander hadn't gone out that morning.

Aside from chatting idly with Nathaniel, he had also gone to the kitchen before the meal and personally prepared two dishes.

Many things needed time to unfold, and for now, Alexander had nothing urgent to attend to. Since he had free time, he might as well put it to use.

"Mmm… Bro, this is delicious, really tasty… Your cooking skills are amazing…" Nathaniel praised after taking a bite of the pork ribs.

Ring ring…

The phone rang—it was Alexander's.

Alexander pulled out his phone and glanced at the screen. It was Morris Doran calling.

"Hello, Uncle," Alexander answered.

"What's going on?" Morris asked directly, his tone serious.

"What do you mean?" Alexander countered.

"The clubhouse fire!" Morris said, having already been informed.

It was no surprise that Morris knew about the club fire. Not just him, even the general public had learned that the New York Monarch Vault club had caught fire last night—it had already made the news.

However, Alexander understood that Morris's sudden call, ostensibly about the "club fire," was actually inquiring about the incident of "James Sutherland setting the club on fire"!

Alexander inferred that Morris must have just found out, likely from someone who had called him.

Clearly, Dante had already started making a scene!

Alexander could even deduce who had called Morris—it had to be Cassian Rothmere!

It couldn't have been Dante, because if it were, Morris wouldn't have needed to call and ask; Dante would have naturally disclosed the inside story.

Since Morris knew that his son Dante had plans to burn down the club but hadn't decided when to act, the sudden fire, turning out to be arson—with James Sutherland taking the blame—naturally led Morris to suspect a "conspiracy" behind it all!

By asking Alexander, Morris also indicated that he deduced the "mastermind" behind this incident must be Alexander!

The arson would certainly require Dante's cooperation, so it must have been a joint effort between the two. As for framing James, that had to be Alexander's doing!

It wasn't that Morris looked down on his own son, but… he honestly didn't believe Dante could orchestrate such a grand and meticulous plan!

It could easily backfire!

Moreover, the entire incident had many astonishing aspects, and because of that, Morris naturally thought of Alexander.

Alexander rose from the dining table and walked out of the dining room.

"Uncle, you found out?" Alexander said as he turned and headed upstairs.

"How could I not know?" Morris's tone was less than pleasant. "Such a big matter… it was your doing, wasn't it?" Morris asked directly.

"Yes, it was," Alexander replied frankly, admitting it without hesitation. Whether he said it or not, Dante would eventually reveal it, so there was no point in hiding it.

"Alexander… why didn't you give me a heads-up? This is huge," Morris complained, his tone carrying evident annoyance.

His displeasure stemmed from this very issue—there was genuine "bitterness.": Directly framing James meant the Doran family now had to play their part, applying intense pressure on the Sutherland family, demanding explanations and compensation.

If the Sutherland family uncovered the truth, all their plans would be completely ruined!

"Uncle," Alexander had already entered the study, speaking as he walked, "if I had really informed you in advance, Uncle… you wouldn't have agreed, would you?"

Morris fell silent, tacitly acknowledging it.

Of course, he wouldn't have agreed to such a risky plan. He preferred stability—before launching major actions, it was best not to provoke the Sutherland family. The steadier, the better!

While Alexander sought revenge against James, Morris himself held no grudge against James.

"Nothing will go wrong, will it?" Morris asked after a few seconds of silence.

"Of course not!" Alexander laughed.

"Ah!" Morris sighed. "Alexander, Alexander, it's not that I'm criticizing you, but don't you think this matter… is far too risky? If the Sutherland family detects anything amiss, won't all our previous plans be completely destroyed?"

Morris Doran's tone wasn't that of a superior speaking to a subordinate, but rather that of an elder… almost pleadingly earnest!

He couldn't control Alexander anyway, so he could only vent his frustrations afterward.

"Uncle, since I dared to do this, I won't fail," Alexander said, standing on the balcony of the study, gazing outward as he spoke into the phone.

"Yes, you're impressive, you're capable…" Morris couldn't help but sound somewhat exasperated. The two had been in contact so often and discussed so much that their conversations had become casual, and Morris no longer felt the need to maintain a formal demeanor.

"But then…" Morris's tone shifted again, "James's pistol misfiring—was that you…"

"An accident, ha." Alexander called it an "accident," but he let out a light laugh at the end.

That laugh made Morris understand—Alexander was admitting it. He was the one behind it!

There was no need to hide it from Morris anyway. Morris knew that James had secretly arrived in New York a day earlier and that Alexander had even given him stolen documents. Morris could easily guess the truth; denying it would be pointless.

"You… screwed him over twice in one day. Feeling satisfied?" Morris asked.

"Not bad," Alexander chuckled.

Morris didn't press further about the pistol misfiring because, relatively speaking, it was "simple." As long as no one could prove the pistol had been tampered with, there was nothing else to investigate.

It wasn't like framing James, which was far more complicated, involved many people, and left ample room for investigation, making it prone to loopholes.

After exchanging a few more words with Alexander, Morris steered the conversation back to the arson incident.

He asked a few questions.

Alexander gave brief answers.

A few minutes later, Morris was in high spirits, praising Alexander.

"Brilliant! Truly brilliant! It seems my worries were unnecessary, hahaha! You're something else, Alex!" Morris laughed heartily.

His exuberance stemmed from hearing Alexander explain that the most critical piece of evidence would trace back to Cole Donovan, who was currently in New York and under Alexander's control.

In other words, no matter how the Sutherland family investigated, the trail would ultimately lead to one of their own.

And… Morris was well aware of Cole Donovan's value!

This guy hadn't just worked for James Sutherland—he had previously served James's father!

Meanwhile.

Nearly an hour and a half had passed since James made the call to have someone investigate.

During this time, aside from waiting for updates, James hadn't been idle.

He called each of his bodyguards into the ward, one by one, and questioned them about Eddie Rowan.

Those bodyguards who were particularly close to Eddie were interrogated more intensively.

According to their accounts, Eddie hadn't shown any noteworthy unusual behavior recently. All the suspicious activity had occurred the day before.

"...You heard it just now. Yesterday afternoon, Eddie left twice, both times after checking a text message—he must have received some kind of instruction. The first time I was playing cards with you, and the second time I was having a meal with you. I didn't send those messages…" James said, his expression blank as he looked at Dante.

"Is this your way of clearing suspicion? Eddie Rowan is your man; you just needed to arrange things in advance. Who specifically notified him to handle matters... it could be anyone, right?" Dante Doran sat in a chair in the corner, sneering coldly at James.

"Why are you so convinced it's me? Would I use such a foolish method? Leaving such obvious evidence?" James narrowed his eyes at Dante Doran.

"This is your pre-prepared excuse, isn't it? Trying to make it a dead end with no evidence?" Dante immediately retorted.

The two were about to argue again.

Just then.

Ring ring...

James Sutherland's phone rang.

He picked up the phone and answered directly: "Speak!"

"Young master, I've had people investigate everything. Eddie Rowan's recent... financial records do have some issues, but the amount isn't large, just tens of thousands... not sure where the money came from. As for calls, there don't seem to be any problems. I'll send you the call log on your phone shortly. It's just..." The voice on the phone belonged to a middle-aged man.

"Just what?" James asked.

"It's just... Eddie Rowan had two calls yesterday afternoon, around 4 PM, and again after 6 PM. The phone number he communicated with only had these two calls with him, none before."

The middle-aged man's voice continued: "So I had someone check this number. There's a problem with this number - it's an unregistered number, and we can't trace the actual user information. Moreover, since activation, it has made only three calls. The latter two were yesterday, and the first one was a few days ago..."

At this point, the middle-aged man's voice became hesitant.

"What's wrong?" James asked again, sensing something off in the other's tone.

"It's just... the only call this number made before yesterday was to Master C... Cole! It was Cole Donovan's previous frequently used phone number."

James was stunned upon hearing this, his eyes widening considerably. After a moment of recovery, he asked in a disbelieving tone: "Cole Donovan?!"

How could this possibly be connected to Cole Donovan?

"It's Cole Donovan," the other party confirmed. "Young master, I've verified that on the day Cole Donovan disappeared, before leaving the company, he received a call from an unknown number - this exact number!"

James's expression shifted repeatedly.

Before Cole vanished, he had been contacted by this "suspicious number," and now Eddie Rowan had also contacted the same number before his disappearance. Both men had disappeared, both connected to this number!

Was this a coincidence?

Of course, it couldn't be a coincidence!

James vaguely sensed that there must be an invisible hand behind all this, secretly manipulating everything, sending chills down his spine!

But this wasn't even the key point!

At least not now!

The crucial issue now was... the trail had gone cold!

Investigating Eddie Rowan led nowhere, as he had already disappeared, his fate unknown. Without finding the person, there was no solution.

The investigation through Eddie suggested a possible connection to Cole Donovan, but Cole had already disappeared some time ago!

How could they continue investigating?

All related suspects were members of the Sutherland family! And they had all disappeared!

"Keep investigating! Follow up on any suspicious leads!" James finally said into the phone...

"Yes, young master," the other party replied.

After hanging up, James still wore a wide-eyed expression, his face shifting between emotions.

Cassian Rothmere and Lucien Ashford sat on the sofa against the wall, while Dante Doran sat on a chair in the corner.

All three were watching James.

Seeing that James had hung up but wasn't speaking, Dante sprang to his feet, pointing and shouting, "James Sutherland! Speak! Give me an explanation right now!"

James looked expressionlessly at Dante.

"James, have you found any clues?" Cassian interjected, trying to ease the tension.

"Not yet..." James spoke, shaking his head.

"Don't play dumb with me! Damn you!" Dante directly pointed at James's nose and started cursing. "Just now you were shouting about Cole Donovan - do you think we're blind or deaf?"

Dante had been in a state of volcanic eruption. Though he was cursing, he made a valid point!

Cassian and Lucien both looked at James with displeased expressions. They had clearly seen James's emotional changes during the phone call, yet now he claimed to have found nothing - this was obviously a lie.

He was trying to hide something!

"James, this Cole Donovan... is he related to this?" Cassian couldn't help but ask.

Since Cassian had asked.

James had no choice but to explain. Not speaking would only raise more suspicion.

"Eddie Rowan made two phone calls yesterday afternoon before entering room 1029. This number is an unregistered line with no valid identity information. However, this number has only made three calls in total. Besides the two yesterday, there was one more some days ago - made to Cole Donovan!"

James spoke with a troubled expression, then paused before adding, "It's still uncertain what relationship the user of this unregistered number has with Cole Donovan. More investigation is needed..."

"Cole Donovan." Cassian frowned slightly upon hearing this. "Wasn't he the one who arranged things last time when Jaz was nearly injured?"

"He didn't make proper arrangements," James nodded.

"Heh! James Sutherland, you're really something, acting so well!" Dante let out a cold laugh at this moment. "What more do you need to investigate? Since it's related to Cole Donovan, why don't you just summon him to New York?"

James stared expressionlessly at Dante, falling into a sudden silence.

"What the hell are you looking at? Make the damn call, motherfucker!" Dante cursed again.

"Dante!" Cassian Rothmere couldn't help interrupting, then added, "Can you calm down until we've investigated this properly?"

"Uncle, how can you expect me to calm down?!" Dante retorted emotionally.

He looked frightening - eyes bloodshot, face haggard with an extreme intensity. This wasn't just an act; he genuinely hadn't slept all night.

"Why are you always taking his side, Uncle? What's so special about the Sutherland family? Am I supposed to tolerate him burning down my club?" Dante pointed at James while shouting at Cassian.

Cassian was struggling to control Dante's burning rage. His face darkened, yet he understood his nephew's feelings.

Instead of saying anything that might further provoke Dante, he turned to James.

"James, since Cole Donovan might be involved in this, call him now and ask what's going on..." Cassian spoke from a position of trusting James.

James looked at Cassian, remaining silent for a moment before speaking: "Cole, he..." he hesitated.

"What about him?" Cassian asked.

"He went missing a few days ago," James finally revealed.

Both Cassian and Lucien froze at this news, their expressions changing immediately.

But Dante exploded with rage!

"Bullshit! Are you fucking kidding me? Are you? Eddie Rowan disappears, and now Cole fucking Donovan disappears too? Are you playing games? You think this will just go away with no witnesses? Goddammit!"

This was precisely why James had wanted to keep it secret - it was too coincidental. He knew that revealing Cole's disappearance would only infuriate Dante further. It seemed too fabricated!

While cursing James, Dante subconsciously reached for his waist. In his agitated state, he seemed to have forgotten that his uncle had taken his gun. When he couldn't find it, he remembered and immediately scanned the room. Turning around, he spotted a vase on the cabinet and grabbed it.

"Fuck you!" Dante hurled the vase at James!

Smash!

It missed!

James dodged instinctively, and the vase shattered against the wall above his head, fragments spraying across his face.

"I'm going to fucking kill you today!" Dante grabbed a chair, swinging it single-handedly toward the hospital bed.

Dante had completely lost control!

"Dante! Dante, calm down! Dante, don't! Listen to your uncle, stop!" Seeing the situation escalating, Cassian rushed forward and wrapped his arms around Dante, forcibly pulling him backward.


Chapter 3: Negotiations.

Half an hour later.

Alexander and the rest had finished their meal. Without even clearing the table, all four sat lined up on the living room sofa, watching television!

They were watching the live broadcast of Magical Glamour's new product launch!

The entire launch was being live-streamed online, with related media simultaneously hyping the event.

Thanks to Vivienne Blake's endorsement, generating buzz was easy - Vivienne herself was the buzz.

Major online media platforms were happy to provide live coverage.

"Vivienne is so beautiful, so elegant - ethereal and stunning," Cecilia Guo commented while watching the television.

"Indeed." Nathaniel Ashford chimed in.

"Babe, tell me..." Cecilia turned to Nathaniel, leaning closer to him as she posed the ultimate question: "Is Vivienne Blake prettier, or am I prettier?"

"O-of course you are!" Nathaniel replied.

"Why are you stammering?"

"Was I stammering? No, I wasn't."

"Hmph! Humph!"

When it came to matters concerning his girlfriend, Nathaniel was no different from ordinary young men. Though he came from a prominent family, Cecilia was equally distinguished.

Ashley, standing nearby, suppressed a smile while unconsciously glancing at Alexander beside her.

Noticing Ashley's gaze, Alexander glanced at her and responded with a gentle smile, raising his hand in a subtle gesture.

Ashley then tilted her body and nestled into Alexander's embrace. He held her with one arm, giving her shoulder a tender squeeze.

The four of them chatted idly while watching the live stream, and before they knew it, an hour had passed.

Ring ring...

Alexander's phone rang. Picking it up, he saw it was Dante calling.

"Hello," Alexander answered.

"Brother-in-law, we're heading over to your place now. My uncle and Mr Lucien are coming along. Is that convenient?" Dante asked.

"Of course, come on over," Alexander replied.

"Alright then, we'll talk when we get there," Dante said before hanging up.

He hadn't elaborated to Alexander, likely because people around him made it inconvenient to speak freely.

"Dante and your uncle will be here shortly," Alexander turned to inform Nathaniel.

Half an hour later.

The sound of a motorcade echoed outside the villa—they had arrived!

This villa originally belonged to Dante, who knew every inch of the property well. He must have led the convoy directly into the villa compound, right up to the entrance!

The fact that everyone was gathering at Alexander's place could only mean one thing: they were here to discuss Nathaniel's situation!

It was time to settle this matter once and for all!

Soon, noisy chatter could be heard from outside the door.

Alexander stood up.

Having just heard Alexander mention his uncle would be arriving, both Nathaniel and Cecilia also rose. Nathaniel moved faster, reaching the entrance first to open the door.

Dante entered first, followed by Lucien Ashford and Cassian Rothmere.

"Mr. Doran..."

"Mr. Ashford..."

"Uncle, you're here."

Nathaniel greeted Dante and Lucien, while Alexander walked to the doorway to exchange pleasantries with everyone. During the introductions, Lucien presented Cassian to Nathaniel and Cecilia.

"This is the third master of the Rothmere family, Cassian Rothmere. You should both address him as Uncle..." Lucien told Nathaniel and Cecilia.

It was common for prominent families to establish generational hierarchies, much like how Dante always referred to Lucien as Uncle Ashford, and James addressed Lucien as Second Uncle Ashford while calling Cassian Uncle Rothmere.

"Uncle Rothmere."

"Hello, Uncle Rothmere!"

The two shook hands with Cassian in turn. Cassian chuckled warmly before immediately expressing concern about Nathaniel's physical condition.

After all, Nathaniel had been injured by Dante's men, so Cassian needed to demonstrate proper concern.

"What an unfortunate incident. How is your recovery progressing? Have you experienced any lingering discomfort these past few days?"

"None at all, I'm perfectly healthy. Thank you for your concern, Uncle Rothmere. I've completely recovered." As Nathaniel spoke these words, Lucien's expression shifted slightly.

The reason Lucien had prevented Nathaniel from visiting the club yesterday was precisely because he feared Nathaniel would react this way.

And now, at their first meeting!

Exactly as expected!

Nathaniel was indeed pretending nothing was wrong, which would make negotiations between Lucien and Cassian more difficult!

With everyone present, Lucien couldn't properly signal his nephew.

However, what Lucien didn't know was that Nathaniel's claim of full recovery was influenced by Alexander.

Nathaniel was particularly eager to "apprentice himself" to Alexander, and they had discussed this matter numerous times over the past two days.

Alexander had repeatedly stated he would wait until Nathaniel fully recovered, prompting Nathaniel to repeatedly demonstrate his healing progress, his strong constitution, and his quick recovery.

He remained in this mindset now.

With Alexander present, he didn't dare claim his recovery wasn't progressing well!

After exchanging more pleasantries at the entrance, the group moved into the living room and settled around the coffee table. Following further small talk, Dante suddenly erupted in anger!

"Damn James Sutherland! Fuck! Brother-in-law, you probably don't know yet? It was fucking James Sutherland who set my club on fire!" Dante exclaimed to Alexander.

"Ah?" Alexander stared blankly at Dante.

They were still performing - this act was primarily for Lucien, the outsider!

"What happened?" Alexander asked again.

"Brother-in-law, wait a moment, just a moment. I'll be right back..." Dante rose as he spoke, apparently intending to retrieve something, naturally going to fetch his laptop.

After Dante hurried out.

"Mr. Rothmere, what is this about?" Alexander turned to Cassian, though he currently couldn't determine whether Cassian already knew the truth. Had Dante informed him? Had Morris Doran?

However, whether Cassian knew or not was irrelevant - even if he did know, he would still play along with Alexander's performance!

"Sigh! This matter... It's actually hard to say for sure, but it's likely the work of the Sutherland family. There might even be internal issues within the Sutherland family..." Cassian began with a sigh, his words carrying strong speculative undertones.

"Then specifically..." Alexander asked further.

Nathaniel and Cecilia also looked at Cassian with curiosity. Both knew about the fire incident, but never imagined it was connected to James Sutherland. Was it him who set the fire?

"It was one of James Sutherland's bodyguards..." Cassian then explained.

Halfway through his account, Dante hurriedly returned, placed a laptop on the coffee table, and played the surveillance videos for everyone to watch!

He narrated while they watched.

Primarily, he was explaining the situation to Alexander.

Dante alternated between agitation and anger. Not only was he speaking, but Cassian also chimed in—partly to supplement the details and partly with a slight tendency to defend James.

He wasn't actually defending James.

Instead, he was trying to calm Dante down.

Cassian's stance remained consistent: he hoped to investigate thoroughly and wanted Dante to stay calm and avoid acting impulsively!

Lucien observed everything quietly, once again experiencing the same feeling he had yesterday, but this time with an even greater sense of "shock"!

This shock stemmed entirely from the attitudes of Dante and Cassian toward Alexander!

Both explained the matter to Alexander in great detail. Dante repeatedly called him "brother-in-law," with a tone that seemed to imply, "Brother-in-law, please stand up for me." Meanwhile, Cassian's demeanor suggested he regarded Alexander as one of their own, without any air of seniority!

They even seemed to be waiting for Alexander to make a decision!

This was truly astonishing!

What status did these two holds? And Alexander was merely Jasmine Doran's boyfriend! The contrast made it all the more shocking!

Lucien also recalled the events of the previous day...

"Brother-in-law, just tell me—how the hell could this not be James's doing?" Dante finally asked Alexander.

Alexander gazed at the laptop screen, appearing deep in thought.

"Alexander, what do you think the likelihood is that James did this?" Cassian followed up, emphasizing "likelihood." He asked this way to leave room in Alexander's response, preventing his nephew from being provoked.

Truth be told, the reason Cassian gave off the impression of "leaving it to Alexander to decide" was influenced by Morris. Morris had spoken so highly of Alexander that Cassian understood Alexander was exceptionally capable!

He simply wanted to hear Alexander's opinion.

But from Lucie's perspective, it seemed as though they were letting Alexander make the decision.

"James Sutherland, Eddie Rowan, Cole Donovan—the latter two have gone missing. This can't be a coincidence..." Alexander mused aloud, smiling faintly before his expression turned serious again as he glanced at Dante and Cassian. "Even if James didn't do it, someone within the Sutherland family is definitely stirring up trouble—likely internal strife. In fact, chances of James's being personally involved might not be that high! The evidence left behind is too obvious!"

"Hmm." Cassian nodded in agreement. After careful consideration, he had reached the same conclusion.

"Brother-in-law..." Dante was stunned. Wasn't this meant to frame James? Wouldn't saying this exonerate him?

"However..." Alexander spoke again, his tone shifting. "When we all think this way, could this be part of James's plan? He anticipated we would think like this! So he deliberately left obvious evidence to clear himself instead?"

This time, it was Cassian's turn to be stunned as he carefully pondered Alexander's meaning.

Meanwhile, Dante's expression changed abruptly, his eyes flickering as his mind reeled with shock.

Alexander's logic... was absolutely vicious!

Bang!

A loud crash echoed through the room!

Dante had slammed the table and stood up, roaring angrily: "Damn it, I knew it! James, today I'll—"

"Dan!" Alexander called out, raising his hand to signal Dante to sit down.

Suppressing his rage, Dante sat back down and said, "Brother-in-law, you speak."

"This matter still needs investigation. The Sutherland family must provide an explanation, and we can discuss it afterward," Alexander said, then glanced at Nathaniel before adding: "Since everyone is here today, let's settle the matter regarding Young Master Ashford today..."

The living room fell silent for a couple of seconds.

"Mr. Ashford," Alexander then turned to Lucien with a smile, "Shall we go upstairs to the study to chat?"

He wanted to talk privately upstairs!

Before Lucien could respond, Alexander glanced at Cassian. "Mr. Rothmere, shall we join together?"

It wasn't a private discussion after all, but a three-person conversation!

"Hmm, alright!" Cassian nodded promptly. His quick agreement was prearranged—Alexander's supposed private talk with Lucien was actually meant for Cassian to overhear.

Cassian understood that the real focus of this "private" discussion wasn't Nathaniel's matter at all, but rather to draw the Ashford family into the game of taking down the Sutherlands!

This was a perilous move! Cassian knew he couldn't stop it either—his brother-in-law Morris Doran had already agreed—so he could only comply and keep a close watch.

Yet Cassian's decisive agreement created an extreme shift in the atmosphere and dynamics.

It was as if... Alexander was the one in charge!

When he said Go upstairs, they went upstairs.

When he said how to discuss, that's how they discussed!

"Very well," Lucien also nodded, rising to his feet while giving Alexander a deeply profound look before bursting into laughter: "Hahahaha, the sooner we settle this, the better. We can't let this matter damage the relationship between our families."

The three men went upstairs.

Entered the study.

Closed the door!

In the second-floor study.

"Mr. Ashford, please have a seat..." Alexander greeted, settling onto the sofa alongside Lucien and Cassian.

"Mr. Ashford, you've witnessed young master Ashford's condition yourself. His recovery these past few days has been quite remarkable. Frankly speaking, since this was a misunderstanding, I believe it would be best for both the Ashford and Doran families if we don't escalate this matter further!"

Alexander began speaking directly, yet his approach carried subtle nuances.

"Hmm." Lucien nodded initially, but then shifted his tone: "Nathaniel has always been physically robust, which is why he survived the beating. Our Ashford family truly doesn't wish to escalate this matter either, but... we must have some form of resolution!"

"A resolution will certainly be provided." Alexander smiled at Lucien. "Actually, we could directly seek young master Ashford's opinion on this matter. As the involved party, whatever compensation he desires shall be granted!"

Alexander's statement carried immense weight!

Whatever he wants, he shall receive!

Yet Lucien's expression shifted slightly, for he had considered his nephew Nathaniel's attitude toward this incident and had confirmed it today - Nathaniel simply didn't regard the matter as particularly serious! He considered himself unharmed!

But this wasn't the crucial point. The essential point was Alexander's completely transformed status!

This was Lucien's second day in New York!

He had conversed with Alexander yesterday as well.

But yesterday, Alexander hadn't engaged in substantive discussions with Lucien!

Alexander had deliberately controlled the situation, postponing it until today! All to complete his transformation of status!

Yesterday! Lucien still didn't truly understand Alexander, only knowing him as Jasmine Doran's boyfriend who presumably hadn't gained the Doran family's acceptance.

Although Alexander was also Nathaniel's savior, that counted for little - repaying the debt of gratitude would suffice. If Alexander attempted to mediate this matter, he couldn't overstep his boundaries!

Given Alexander's status yesterday, had he spoken excessively, Lucien would never have spared him any face. In Lucien's view, no matter how grand Alexander's claims, he remained merely a junior with some connection to the Doran family!

That was yesterday's Alexander!

Today proved completely different!

Lucien's entire perception of Alexander had been overturned and reshaped! He now understood that Cassian and Alexander had collaborated in deceiving James Sutherland, that Morris Doran's acknowledged son-in-law would be Alexander, not James!

The Doran and Sutherland families had likely already developed conflicts!

Moreover, Cassian and Dante's attitudes toward Alexander, along with various circumstances, further convinced Lucien that Alexander's relationship with the Doran family extended far beyond simply being Jasmine Doran's boyfriend.

His authority within the Doran family was probably substantial!

Therefore, when Alexander negotiated with Lucien today, his status had completely transformed!

Alexander wasn't negotiating as Nathaniel's savior - he had already accepted the monetary gratitude!

Nor was Alexander acting as a "third party" mediating this matter!

He now represented the Doran family!

This didn't feel abrupt or strange to Lucien, who had naturally come to perceive Alexander as qualified to represent the Doran family in these negotiations!

The Doran family's "influence" rested entirely upon Alexander, combined with his undeniable status as Nathaniel's savior. These two factors merging created an extremely subtle transformation!

How the hell was one supposed to negotiate under these circumstances?

Nathaniel had been injured by Doran family underlings, yet saved by a Doran family heavyweight. How could they possibly pressure the Doran family now?

And Alexander had even suggested consulting Nathaniel's opinion.

If Alexander truly went to ask Nathaniel what compensation he wanted, Nathaniel would definitely not make any excessive demands!

This matter was already heading toward a resolution in which the Doran family would pay a sum of money and address a few minor subordinates as a form of accountability...

Lucien fell silent for a moment, glanced at Alexander, then shot a look at Cassian, appearing to be deep in thought.

"How about this?" Alexander spoke again, smiling as he looked at Lucien. "Mr. Ashford, in the matter concerning your nephew, we are ultimately at fault. Young Master Ashford suffered an undeserved misfortune, both physically and emotionally. We acknowledge our mistake..."

Alexander's words left Lucien momentarily stunned, and Cassian's expression shifted noticeably.

Why was he suddenly speaking in favor of the Ashford family?

"Compensation is certainly necessary!" Alexander continued. "But beyond that, how about I offer you, Mr. Ashford—or rather, your Ashford family—a grand gift?"

"A grand gift?" Lucien stared at Alexander in confusion.

"I've long heard that the Ashford family and the northern Hawkridge family seem to..." Alexander looked at Lucien, deliberately drawing out his words before smiling. "...have a rather strained relationship!"

Lucien's expression darkened instantly, his face involuntarily hardening.

The Ashford and Hawkridge families were more than just strained—they were outright enemies!

Where there are interests and allies, there will inevitably be adversaries. In business, it's rivalry among peers. Among major families, conflicts arise over resource competition, profit distribution, positional rivalries, and alignment during critical periods—leading to major disputes or even lasting feuds!

Every prominent family has allies, and every one has enemies!

The Sutherland family is no exception, and neither is the Doran family!

The Ashford family is certainly no different!

The northern Hawkridge family is one of the Ashfords' rival families.

The Ashfords are a military family with a specific circle, and most of their key allies and enemies come from this sphere. The Hawkridge family is also an army lineage!

The two sides are competitors!

Years ago, the foremost figure of the Ashfords' second generation—Lucien's elder brother, Nathaniel's father—finally had an opportunity to be transferred to the capital. This was the Ashford family's chance to ascend further. Had Lucian established himself in the capital and climbed higher, within a decade or two, the Ashfords would undoubtedly have reached new heights!

The family had poured all its resources into making this happen.

Yet, the Hawkridge family obstructed this move because they also wanted that position... The two major families mobilized nearly all their connections, engaging in a covert struggle. In the end, the Hawkridge family emerged victorious, albeit at a high cost.

The most outstanding member of the Hawkridge family's second generation was transferred to the capital and promoted.

Though the Ashfords didn't suffer significant losses, they had lost!

Unable to go to the capital, the Ashfords had no choice but to accept a transfer to the northwest. While they also received a promotion, it was undoubtedly inferior to the capital!

This remains the most significant point of contention between the Ashford and Hawkridge families!

As for minor conflicts and friction, there have been far too many to count. Both families have numerous descendants, along with various in-laws and old acquaintances serving in different regions. Encounters were inevitable, leading to constant clashes!

Hearing Alexander mention the Hawkridge family immediately put Lucien in a foul mood.

That incident years ago fundamentally altered the trajectory of the Ashford family's development. To this day, the family patriarch often brings it up, cursing the Hawkridge family whenever they're mentioned!

"The Hawkridge family? What about them? What are you trying to say?" Lucien asked Alexander, his tone turning somewhat cold and rigid. It wasn't actually directed at Alexander—it was just that whenever the Hawkridge family was mentioned, Lucien would react this way.

"Actually, it's nothing major." Alexander maintained his smile. "It's just... I happen to have some... evidence of the Hawkridge family's shady dealings! Quite damning, I'd say. But the Hawkridge family is powerful and well-established. Evidence alone won't be enough—it would take a family like yours to make it effective! I wonder if you'd be interested, Mr. Ashford?"

Lucien's expression stiffened, and he stared at Alexander in stunned silence.

Though Alexander's words sounded tactful, the underlying message was clear: I have fatal blackmail material on the Hawkridge family!

"If you're interested, Mr. Ashford, I can hand over this evidence to the Ashford family," Alexander added with a smile.

"Uh..." Lucien began to speak.

But before he could finish, Alexander cut in, "In fact, if you think it's feasible and the evidence can be used to strike at the Hawkridge family, the Doran family could also assist your family in... taking action against them!"

Lucien's dazed expression shifted abruptly, and his face paled dramatically.

Cassian, who had been listening all along, also turned ashen.

Nothing Alexander had said earlier had struck Cassian as particularly alarming. Blackmail material? Without knowing the specifics or how damaging it truly was, it was hard to judge its potential impact.

What made Cassian's face change drastically was Alexander's final statement. If the Ashford family moved against the Hawkridge family, the Doran family would help?!

How dare Alexander make such a claim without authorization?!

Lucien was thinking the same thing.

How could Alexander boldly promise that the Doran family would assist the Ashfords? What status did he hold to make such decisions on behalf of the Doran family? How could he dare to make such a commitment?

Even Morris Doran wouldn't dare say such a thing, would he?

A matter of this magnitude would absolutely require the personal approval of the Doran family patriarch!

Moreover, Lucien knew the Hawkridge family well. He was aware that the Doran family had no ties to the Hawkridge family—no conflicts, no shared interests, not even indirect connections. So... why would they help the Ashford family attack the Hawkridge family for no reason?

The study fell into silence.

"So, what do you think of this generous offer, Mr. Ashford?" Alexander asked again with a smile.

Alexander had yet to reveal the most crucial information—what exactly the compromising materials contained.

But in reality, the "gift" he had "presented" was far more shocking than the materials themselves. The key point of this grand offering was the Doran family's willingness to assist the Ashford family in dealing with the Hawkridge family!

The Doran family's strength went without saying!

Moreover, the Doran and Ashford families belonged to different social circles, with little overlap in their networks. The less overlap there was, the greater the assistance the Doran family could provide!

When major families went to war, it was never just about the families themselves. It was a collision of social networks, a contest between different power blocs!

If the Doran family helped the Ashford family, they would naturally bring their entire network of connections to the table!

If you strike at a snake but fail to kill it, you risk being bitten in return...

So once you take action, you must go all in. Otherwise, if you offend the Hawkridge family but fail to accomplish anything, the consequences would be endless and disastrous!

What do you think?!

What could Lucien possibly think? In terms of the matter itself, he naturally thought it was excellent! It was like an ally descending from the heavens!

But... Lucien still couldn't understand it, nor did he dare believe it!

Had the Doran family gone mad? To smooth over Nathaniel Ashford's issue, were they willing to go to war with the Hawkridge family? Compared to a battle between major families, Nathaniel's problem... was as trivial as a speck of dust!

First, he offered compromising materials!

Then he claimed the Doran family would assist!

His mind reeling, Lucien felt dazed, wondering if Alexander was bluffing him.

Major families never went back on their word in such matters, but it wasn't the Doran family patriarch or Morris Doran who promised to help—it was Alexander!

Although Lucien now believed Alexander was representing the Doran family.

The Doran family had never publicly stated what their relationship with Alexander was, nor had they said he could represent them. Logically speaking, Alexander was merely the boyfriend of the Doran family's eldest granddaughter.

This was just...

Lucien remained silent for a long time. He stared at Alexander, pondering how such an exaggerated and unfathomable claim could even be uttered.

Nearby.

Cassian was already growing restless. Weren't they supposed to draw the Ashford family into the scheme against the Sutherland family? What was Alexander doing? Why was he dragging the Hawkridge family—who had no connection to the Doran family—into this?

He wanted to immediately speak up and stop Alexander, even considering stepping away briefly to call Morris Doran.

But he refrained from acting rashly.

He realized that if Lucien noticed any disagreement or inconsistency between him and Alexander, the negotiations would fall apart!

In truth, Cassian should have been able to guess why Alexander was saying such things, but it was understandable that he hadn't—Alexander's train of thought had taken a somewhat distant detour this time!

"Is what you're saying true?" Lucien finally spoke, asking Alexander with utmost seriousness.

"Of course it's true!" Alexander replied, looking just as earnest.

"Alexander!" Cassian couldn't hold back any longer. He raised a hand to signal, attempting to stop Alexander. "This matter, you should first not..." Cassian truly had no other choice—he could no longer contain himself!

He felt that if he didn't intervene, something disastrous was bound to happen!

Lucien abruptly turned his head to look at Cassian, paused for a moment, then swiftly turned back to Alexander, his gaze sharpening!

Earlier, his mind had been in turmoil, and since Cassian hadn't spoken, he hadn't paid him any attention.

But now that Cassian was trying to stop Alexander, he naturally took notice!

He could tell at a glance and understood—Cassian didn't know about this, or rather, the two of them had never discussed it! It was Alexander's own initiative to bring it up, not something they had agreed upon in advance!

What the hell was this?!

Wasn't this just pure deception?

Alexander also glanced at Cassian but merely gave him a faint smile before ignoring him and turning back to Lucien. "Mr. Ashford, what do you think?"

"Alexander, are you serious about what you're saying?" Lucien couldn't hold back either, addressing Alexander directly with a sharp tone.

Suspecting that Alexander was bluffing, Lucien was naturally furious that Alexander would dare to make such a bold claim about something so significant.

"I—" Alexander began to speak.

"Do you really have evidence of the Hawkridge family's affairs?" Lucien interrupted him again, staring intently at Alexander. "Can you decide on the Doran family assisting my family?"

The blunt questioning made it clear that Lucien's skepticism was written all over his face.

And this was precisely the reaction Alexander wanted!

Cassian's attempts to intervene and Lucien's doubts were both part of Alexander's plan!

"It seems Mr. Ashford doesn't quite trust me," Alexander remained composed, his tone calm and faintly smiling. "But that's understandable, as you don't know me well yet."

Lucien's expression darkened.

Such an unreasonable situation was inherently suspicious, and Cassian's current attitude only highlighted how absurd the whole thing sounded!

"Alright then," Alexander thought for a moment and smiled again. "Let me make a call… We should clarify things first to avoid misunderstandings that could hinder our discussion and harm our rapport."

As he spoke, Alexander took out his phone.

He scrolled through his contacts and made a call.

To whom?

Morris Doran, of course!

After dialing, Alexander placed the phone directly on the coffee table and put it on speakerphone.

*Beep… beep…*

Everyone could hear the phone ringing. Both Lucien and Cassian saw that Alexander was calling "Uncle." Cassian could guess who this "Uncle" was in Alexander's contacts, but Lucien couldn't be entirely sure.

"Hey, Alex," the call connected, and Morris Doran's voice came through, sounding natural and familiar. Background footsteps could also be heard.

Morris was likely walking while taking the call, perhaps in a hallway.

Lucien's expression shifted slightly. He recognized Morris's voice immediately. Could it be that Morris had approved this? But if Morris had agreed, how could Cassian not know about it?

"Here's the situation, Uncle. I'll keep it brief," Alexander said with a smile, getting straight to the point. "I'm currently discussing with Mr. Lucien Ashford about the cooperation between the Doran and Ashford families. Mr. Ashford is right here, and we just want to confirm the matter of jointly taking action against the northern Hawkridge family."

The footsteps abruptly stopped.

Morris was, of course, taken aback for a moment. Bringing the Hawkridge family into this was something he had only just learned about. But he recovered quickly.

He immediately grasped the underlying logic!

"Wasn't this already agreed upon? You represent the Doran family in the discussion with Mr. Ashford. Is there some concern on his end?" Morris paused only briefly before responding.

These words dramatically changed both Lucien's and Cassian's expressions!

So this matter had indeed been arranged between Alexander and Morris, and Cassian had been kept in the dark! What kind of status did Alexander hold, exactly?!

And Morris actually directly stated that Alexander would represent the Doran family! Confirming Alexander's identity when discussing this matter!

Personally! Completely! Confirmed!

This was equivalent to saying that if Alexander claimed the Doran family would assist the Ashford family, then the Doran family would indeed do so. If the Doran family went back on their word, it wouldn't be Alexander spouting nonsense on his own, but the Doran family breaking their trust with others!

What they didn't know was this:

Morris's words were deliberately spoken directly to Lucien.

Alexander had reminded him, mentioning that Lucien was nearby. The statement seemed slightly abrupt, so Morris understood… Lucien might hear the voice from the phone!

That was why he phrased it this way!

In truth, Morris had no choice but to speak this way. He had no idea what exactly Alexander had said to Lucien, so he couldn't speak carelessly to avoid contradicting Alexander and arousing suspicion.

Morris also understood that Alexander had maneuvered him into this situation, leveraging his influence. But since Alexander was acting on behalf of the Doran family, Morris was willing to let his authority be used!

And the core of it all… assisting the Ashford family against the Hawkridge family! The Doran family declaring war on the Hawkridge family!

Although this had just been brought up, Morris Doran quickly grasped the situation… The Hawkridge family was indeed enemies of the Doran family!

Because the Hawkridge family was related by marriage to the Dou family!

Alliances through marriage among major families are pretty standard.

Nine years ago, the second daughter of the Hawkridge family's third generation married a direct descendant of the Dou family's third generation, formally cementing an alliance between the two prominent clans.

In truth, even before this union, the two families had already engaged in extensive economic collaborations and maintained deep ties. The marriage was simply the natural culmination of their longstanding relationship!

The Dou family was the very one whose direct descendants proved somewhat disappointing, leading them to fully support their son-in-law, "Rei Dou"!

Rei Dou, in turn, was the mortal rival and competitor of Darren Yorke—Grayson Yorke's father! And Grayson was the one whom James had killed.

Consequently, due to the alliance between the Hawkridge and Dou families, the Hawkridge family was inherently an opponent—or even an enemy—of the Yorke family!

The Doran family's objective was to ally with the Yorke family, using the truth behind Grayson Yorke's death to ignite a significant incident. The Doran family would also provide damaging information on Rei to establish a trusted alliance with the Yorke family.

The Sutherland family must be confronted!

The Dou family must also be dealt with!

Alliances naturally entail mutual assistance. The Doran family would undoubtedly help the Yorke family take on the Dou family. In contrast, the Hawkridge family would inevitably support the Dou family. When that time came… the Hawkridge family would naturally become the Doran family's enemy!

Alexander's current endeavor to facilitate an alliance between the Ashford and Doran families involved an "entry point" that was somewhat indirect and convoluted!

It wasn't that Alexander didn't want a more direct approach—it was simply unavailable! Or rather, while there were minor conflicts, they weren't substantial enough to guarantee the Ashford family's "absolute commitment"!

The Ashford family had no feuds or significant entanglements with either the Sutherland family or its primary allies.

The same held true for the Devonte family!

Thus, Alexander chose the Hawkridge family as the entry point!

Using the Hawkridge family as the starting point would also yield a particularly intriguing effect: for the time being, the Ashford family would never suspect any connection or conflict between the Doran and Hawkridge families.

From the Ashford family's perspective, this matter would appear to be a grand gift!

In reality, it wasn't a gift.

Instead, it was a mutually beneficial alliance. Once the Doran family assisted the Ashford family in confronting the Hawkridge family, the Ashford family would naturally reciprocate. If the Doran family then took action against the Sutherland or Devonte families, the Ashford family would undoubtedly lend their support!

"Doubts? There aren't really any doubts. Mr. Ashford just wants to confirm…" Alexander spoke into the phone with a smile, then shifted his tone. "How about this, Uncle? Why don't you have a word with Mr. Ashford? After that, we can proceed with our discussion."

"Alright," Morris responded succinctly.

Alexander picked up the phone from the coffee table, turned off the speakerphone, and handed the device to Lucien.

Lucien accepted the phone.

"It's me… Hahaha, regarding this matter… I don't really have any doubts; it's just a bit sudden. Please don't take offense, Elder Brother." Lucien's tone immediately conveyed a fear of being misunderstood by Morris, while also showing a degree of deference toward him.

Deference was only natural!

Lucien Ashford could interact as an equal with Cassian Rothmere, but he couldn't compare to Morris! Morris Doran was the foremost figure of the Doran family's second generation, the future patriarch—a position already decided within the family and known to outsiders.

Moreover, Morris Doran, only in his early fifties, already held a high-ranking position. He had every potential to advance further.

To interact with Morris as an equal, one would need to be Lucien Ashford's elder brother! When speaking with Morris, Lucien inherently occupied a lower standing.

"I understand. After all, this concerns both families. Being cautious benefits everyone involved," Morris began with a laugh, his tone familiar and warm.

The two hadn't spoken in years, so they naturally exchanged a few pleasantries first.

Meanwhile.

Cassian Rothmere was still processing the situation.

Watching Lucien converse with Morris, he glanced sideways at Alexander.

He couldn't understand—if this major matter had been settled between his brother-in-law and Alexander, why hadn't Morris mentioned it to him beforehand?

Lack of trust?

That was impossible!

Then why was he kept in the dark?

Alexander observed Lucien on the phone before turning to meet Cassian's gaze. Their eyes locked briefly, and from Cassian's expression, Alexander could tell... he still hadn't figured it out.

Which was understandable.

It wasn't that Cassian lacked intelligence, but his position differed from Morris's.

Morris was the one coordinating the overall situation. He had to consider everything—being both the most informed and the most contemplative person. Regarding the Hawkridge family matter, he'd naturally pondered it long ago, though he hadn't yet formulated specific plans.

Whereas Cassian... served under Morris as an executor, he only handled part of the overall plan. His focus remained largely confined to that portion.

This was the difference between overseeing the big picture and managing segmented responsibilities!

Consequently, Cassian's perspective couldn't be as comprehensive. He might grasp the full implications immediately, or he might not.

"...Hahaha, so regarding the Hawkridge family matter..." Lucien laughed heartily after two minutes of conversation with Morris before circling back to the topic.

"You can discuss this directly with Alexander. He has full authority to represent us. His stance is the Doran family's stance. As for specifics... You two work it out. If an agreement can be reached, we'll discuss follow-up matters later!" Morris once again delegated everything to Alexander!

The trust in Alexander regarding the major plan was genuine!

But the necessity of speaking this way was equally absolute!

Morris genuinely knew none of the details, nor what Alexander had previously discussed with Lucien. He'd have to ask Alexander afterward. For now... he could only let Alexander continue negotiating! He honestly couldn't risk saying more, afraid of misspeaking.

"Very well, hahaha, we'll continue discussing then... Would you like to say a few more words to Alexander, Mr Morris?" Lucien inquired.

"No need, you two proceed. I have matters to attend to here."

"Understood, we won't keep you then."

"Good!"

The call ended!

Lucien hung up, stood, and handed the phone back to Alexander. Simultaneously, his gaze toward the young man shifted once more!

He was reevaluating this twenty-two-year-old named Alexander Ciotta all over again!

Though it seemed incredible! Lucien had to admit that Alexander was at least his equal in standing. What extraordinary capabilities or hidden qualities did he possess to earn Morris Doran's reliance?

For Morris to declare that Alexander represented the Doran family's position!

Though Lucien couldn't comprehend how this came to be... understanding no longer mattered!

Alexander accepted the phone.

"Hahahaha, ah! Alexander! Actually, that wasn't what I meant earlier." Lucien laughed boisterously after sitting back down. "Look at this situation, having to call Brother Morris and all. I never said I didn't trust you, Alexander..."

What might be awkward coming from others sounded perfectly natural when spoken by Lucien.

"I understand." Alexander smiled and said just that, then glanced at Cassian before turning back to Lucien. "Mr. Ashford, shall we discuss the Hawkridge family matter now?"

"Of course, of course, please go ahead." Lucien appeared very enthusiastic. "I'm all ears."

"You're too kind, Mr. Ashford." Alexander smiled, then with a slightly more serious expression, continued: "Actually, regarding the Hawkridge family's issues, from what I know..."

The real discussion had begun!

The Hawkridge family's dirty secrets!

This wasn't particularly unusual or complicated - essentially just some "money-taking" issues. No major family is completely clean; the differences lie in whether evidence can be found, whether crucial proof can be obtained, and whether rival powers can exploit these weaknesses!

This was precisely the kind of situation that was causing trouble for Dante Doran.

Just as Alexander was explaining the Hawkridge family's dirty secrets to Lucien Ashford…


Chapter 4: Apologize to her.

Meanwhile, in the first-floor living room of the villa.

Dante was chatting with Nathaniel and Cecilia. Nathaniel had met Dante on the night of the incident and hadn't blamed him for what happened, so... they were getting along quite well.

Ashley Carter was also naturally present, sitting in an armchair on the other side. She hadn't spoken much and seemed rather restless.

She was somewhat frightened.

There was no other reason - it was because Dante... kept glancing at her from time to time.

Many times already.

And they were rather unfriendly glances.

Ashley certainly knew that Dante was Jasmine Doran's younger brother, so... she could guess why he kept looking at her this way.

Very unsettling!

Ashley even considered going upstairs temporarily to avoid him, but she restrained herself and stayed put.

Ding!

A notification sound suddenly came from the elevator area - it was coming up from the basement level, and immediately after, the doors opened.

Jasmine Doran stepped out of the elevator, wearing high heels and carrying her bag. She had returned!

Everyone in the living room turned to look. The moment Ashley saw Jasmine, it was like seeing a savior. She quickly stood up and went to greet her: "Miss Doran, you're back."

Jasmine's makeup remained subtle today, but she wore vibrant lipstick and decorative frameless glasses, giving her an overall aura and look of a female CEO!

"Miss Doran." Ashley approached Jasmine and greeted her softly.

"Have they all arrived?" Jasmine asked casually.

Jasmine knew Dante, Cassian, and Lucien had come. Her brother had called her on his way here.

"They're here," Ashley replied. "They're upstairs discussing matters with Mr. Alexander..." Ashley trailed off, looking as if she wanted to say more but hesitated.

Jasmine noticed Ashley's unusual expression.

"What's wrong?" Jasmine asked offhandedly.

"Nothing, nothing at all." Ashley appeared somewhat uncomfortable, unconsciously reaching up to smooth her blonde locks of hair.

Ashley had been frightened earlier... When Dante explained the fire incident to Alexander, he had been furious throughout the entire conversation.

Dante, in his irritable state, was quite intimidating, and Ashley had witnessed it all.

Before coming here, Cassian had returned the gun to Dante, and it had remained at Dante's waist since. During his angry outburst earlier, Dante would stand up and gesture excitedly, occasionally revealing the weapon beneath his clothes.

Ashley had seen that Dante was carrying a gun.

And earlier, he had kept glancing at Ashley.

Ashley could sense Dante's attitude toward her and understood why, which made her feel... truly terrified!

Being someone who often overthought situations, Ashley's mind began conjuring up various dramatic scenarios, growing more frightened with each thought! She even began to wonder whether Dante might eliminate her for his sister's sake.

Yet Ashley also believed Jasmine could protect her.

Jasmine had always treated her quite well.

But since Jasmine and Dante were siblings, Ashley felt... she couldn't really say anything to Jasmine about this.

Jasmine's sudden return had already given her a great sense of security.

As they conversed, the two entered the living room.

"Sis."

"Miss Doran."

"Miss Doran."

Dante, Nathaniel, and Cecilia all greeted Jasmine. Then Dante looked at his sister and asked, "Sis, why are you back? Is everything alright at the company?"

"Nothing urgent for now, though there's an event tonight." Jasmine sat down as she spoke, then glanced at her brother and asked, "Have you figured out what happened with the fire?"

"It's definitely the Sutherlands' doing, most likely James Sutherland!" Dante stated firmly, with absolute certainty.

"Have you confirmed it? Can you be sure?" Jasmine questioned Dante, her tone carrying a hint of accusation.

Both of them knew the inside story. Jasmine's current attitude was somewhat provocative, actually meant to convey to Dante—your big sister is very displeased!

Displeased about what?

Naturally, about Dante and Alexander working together while keeping her in the dark!

Sensing his sister's mood, Dante felt a momentary panic before quickly saying, "Sis! Although we haven't confirmed it yet, Alexander said it's the Sutherlands, it's James Sutherland. What brother-in-law says must be right!"

He was being clever, shifting responsibility to Alexander!

"Is that so..." Jasmine murmured, then gave Dante Doran a "figure it out yourself" look before relaxing and saying, "Never mind that. Oh, by the way? Did any of you watch the livestream of the press conference?"

"Uh..." Dante couldn't respond. Of course, he hadn't watched it - he'd been causing a scene at the hospital that afternoon.

"I did, I did," Cecilia spoke up with a smile, tugging at Nathaniel's sleeve. "We watched it together, along with Alexander and Ashley. We all watched it... Vivienne Blake is really beautiful." Cecilia sighed with admiration at the end.

The conversation instantly shifted to Jasmine's company.

Jasmine truly had a commanding presence. The moment she returned, she immediately became the focus of conversation, naturally transitioning from the press conference to cosmetics.

Ashley mentioned the "Abbot color" eyeshadow, while Cecilia Guo chimed in about the "Straight Guy Killer" lipstick...

These were all from the newly released high-end makeup series by her company.

This was such a feminine topic!

Yet Nathaniel could still contribute a few words, mentioning things like "deadly Barbie pink" - he seemed to know a bit about it, probably influenced by Cecilia.

Only Dante remained silent for a long time, completely out of his depth.

But he wasn't idle either, constantly listening and observing, especially when Ashley spoke. His gaze would frequently shift between Ashley and Jasmine.

This gradually made Ashley speak less and less again.

She was starting to overthink things again!

Unconsciously, half an hour passed in casual conversation.

Actually, Jasmine's sudden return wasn't just about having time. At the press conference venue, the main events and media livestreams had ended, but the media session was still ongoing. Various high-traffic beauty bloggers were present, conducting live trials and promotional broadcasts.

This was the current trend, and it really helped boost sales!

For now, Jasmine didn't have much to do there.

Earlier that afternoon, Cassian had called Jasmine. At that time, Cassian was having trouble controlling Dante and had seized the opportunity to call both Morris and Jasmine.

He wanted Jasmine to rush to the hospital to restrain Dante and stop him from acting impulsively.

But Jasmine knew the inside story - she knew nothing would go wrong - and besides, she genuinely didn't have time, so she didn't agree.

Still, she had to come back to check on the situation. Even if it was just for show!

There was also the final negotiation about Nathaniel's matter that she could participate in.

And one more thing... Jasmine was taking Alexander to an event that evening, so she came back to find him and prepare together.

"Ashley, come here for a moment." Jasmine suddenly stood up, called out to Ashley, and walked out, turning toward the kitchen.

Ashley paused in surprise, then stood up and followed Jasmine.

Everyone found this very sudden.

Jasmine and Ashley entered the kitchen one after the other, then Jasmine turned around and closed the sliding kitchen door.

"Wh-what's wrong?" Ashley grew nervous, unsure what this was about.

"What's wrong with you?" Instead, Jasmine questioned Ashley, crossing her arms, the movement pushing her bust up. After a pause, she frowned slightly and asked, "Did Dante say something to you?"

She'd noticed!

Upon her return, she immediately sensed something was off about Ashley. Though Ashley seemed better for a while, she soon grew withdrawn again, falling silent. It was then that Jasmine noticed her younger brother occasionally casting peculiar glances toward Ashley.

With Jasmine's sharp perception, she quickly surmised that something might have happened.

"N-no, nothing…" Ashley stammered, her expression growing even more uneasy as she denied it. "We haven't spoken."

In that moment, Jasmine clearly felt Ashley's discomfort.

Her face stern, Jasmine pressed her lips together, then pushed open the kitchen door and called out, "Dante, come here!"

"Huh? Sis… coming," Dante replied from the living room.

Footsteps hurried closer.

"Sis, what's up?" Dante asked as he entered the kitchen.

Jasmine closed the door behind him, then pointed at Dante and gestured toward Ashley. "Apologize!"

"Huh?" Dante was taken aback.

"I said Apologize to Miss Carter!" Jasmine's voice sharpened.

"Uh…" Dante was utterly bewildered. He glanced at Ashley, then back at Jasmine. "Wh-what for?"

Dante was genuinely confused. What had he done? Why was he being blamed? He had no idea!

"I told you to apologize! How dare you ask why? Don't you know what you did?" Jasmine gritted her teeth and smacked the back of his head.

Dante dodged, leaning against the door with a "don't hit me" expression.

"No… Sis, what's this about? What did I do?" he protested, feeling somewhat wronged.

At that moment, he didn't resemble a figure of authority at all—just a younger brother being unfairly scolded by his older sister.

"Playing dumb, are you? Why do you keep glaring at Miss Carter? You've scared her into silence! Are you out of your mind? Haven't I told you not to cause trouble?" Jasmine's anger only grew.

"No, I… I didn't glare at her. I was just looking… just glancing… I…”

"Do you think I'm blind? I saw you sneaking glances at her with my own eyes! Are you asking for trouble every single day? If your brother-in-law finds out, just see if he doesn't whip you… Hurry up! Apologize! Now!" As she finished, Jasmine even gave Dante a light kick.

"Sis, I really didn't glare at her... I was just looking, really just looking. Can't I even look? Should I gouge my own eyes out?" Dante continued to explain.

He genuinely believed he was innocent. From his perspective, while he certainly held no fondness for Ashley, he couldn't say he bore any malicious intent either.

What mattered to him was his older sister's feelings. Since his sister didn't mind, he knew it wasn't his place to say anything.

However, the fact that his own sister could accept such a situation was something Dante had never fully understood. Though he didn't comprehend it, he had no intention of getting involved. But was even looking... not allowed?!

It was just because he lacked fondness that his gaze might have been somewhat unfriendly. Dante hadn't intentionally glared at anyone.

"I told you to apologize!" Jasmine delivered another kick, her high heels connecting with Dante's shin. It wasn't too hard, but it definitely stung.

"Alright, alright, I'll apologize. Sis, don't be angry, I'll apologize!" Dante surrendered.

Seeing that Jasmine was furious, even though he didn't think he was wrong, he decided to admit fault.

"Well then... Miss Carter!" Dante turned to Ashley, standing at attention and speaking seriously: "Please accept my sincere apology! I'm sorry!" After saying this, he gave a slight bow.

"No... It's fine, I wasn't really... you don't need to... really, it's nothing..." Ashley became flustered, waving her hands repeatedly. When Dante bowed to her, she sidestepped slightly.

"See, sis? It's nothing, really nothing. You still made me..." Dante glanced at Jasmine with a helpless tone.

"Get lost!" Jasmine crossed her arms and shot Dante a sharp look.

"Right away!" Dante turned and left, opening the kitchen door and stepping out. Jasmine then closed the door behind him from inside the kitchen.

Dante returned to the living room and sat down.

"Mr. Doran, what was that just..." Nathaniel couldn't help but ask, gesturing toward the kitchen direction. He and Cecilia had vaguely heard some noises but couldn't make out the words, and they felt there might have been an argument.

"Nothing, my sister was upset that I didn't tell her about some things... sigh!" Dante said with a genuine sigh.

The words were false, but the sigh was real!

Only because it was his biological sister would he tolerate this. With anyone else, Dante definitely wouldn't be so accommodating. What can you do when your own sister bullies you? Endure it!

Inside the kitchen.

"Miss Doran... actually, there wasn't... Mr. Doran didn't... I just..." Ashley tried to explain to Jasmine, essentially speaking up for Dante.

"I understand." Jasmine interrupted Ashley's words, even smiling as she placed a hand on Ashley's shoulder and said softly: "You don't need to be afraid either. If that brat Dante ever dares to say any nonsense to you in the future, just tell me, and I'll deal with him!"

Ashley opened her mouth as if to say something else, wanting to speak but ultimately not voicing it, only nodding in the end: "Mhmm! Thank you!"

"How long have Alexander and the others been upstairs?" Jasmine asked, changing the subject directly.

"Almost an hour," Ashley replied.

"That long?" Jasmine slightly furrowed her brows.

Regarding Nathaniel's matter, all the preliminary discussions had been covered earlier. Shouldn't they have reached the results by now? Why would it take so long?

Could the negotiations have fallen through? Had they reached an impasse?

Jasmine didn't ask Ashley any further questions, understanding that Ashley couldn't possibly know the specific details either.

They exchanged a few casual words, easing the tension from the previous topic, before stepping out of the kitchen one by one.

Back in the living room, Jasmine steered the conversation toward casual chatter again, this time about clothes—still a topic typically favored by women.

During the small talk, Dante didn't dare to look at Ashley at all, while Jasmine paid close attention to Ashley's expression. Seeing that Ashley was speaking more freely and growing increasingly relaxed as they chatted, Jasmine felt reassured.

She had been genuinely worried earlier!

Making her brother apologize wasn't about giving him a hard time—it was about calming Ashley's nerves.

What Jasmine feared most was that Ashley would remain unsettled, dwelling on it afterward… and Alexander wasn't blind; he'd notice sooner or later!

If Alexander found out that Dante had frightened Ashley, even if Dante hadn't actually done anything, Alexander would undoubtedly be very displeased!

And when Alexander was displeased, the consequences were usually severe!

Simply put, Jasmine was worried that a conflict might arise between Alexander and Dante. If they clashed… it was certain that Dante would be the one crushed in the end!

So, Jasmine had to nip this issue in the bud right from the start!

It was already a little past three in the afternoon.

In the study on the second floor.


Chapter 5: Just what happened.

"…The owners of these two phone numbers—you'll see as soon as you investigate—currently have bank accounts containing… If they haven't moved large sums recently, one should have over 40 million, the other over 70 million, totaling more than a hundred…"

"That's just part of it. There are also the properties and commercial spaces under their names. Your Ashford family just needs to conduct a reverse investigation—gathering evidence shouldn't be too difficult…"

Alexander had nearly finished disclosing the damaging information about the Hawkridge family. He had given Lucien two phone numbers, sent directly via text message to Lucien's phone.

One of these numbers was linked to the Hawkridge family, while the other was connected to the Dou family.

The damaging information Alexander revealed pertained to the Hawkridge family but also implicated the Dou family—the Hawkridge family had orchestrated the scheme to obtain funds, and the Dou family had contributed effort, taking a share of the money as well.

The study fell into silence.

Lucien stared at his phone, at the two numbers Alexander had sent in the text message interface, utterly stunned beyond words!

Alexander had recounted an incredibly complex and convoluted "story" to Lucien! He had explained every step of the operation in detail, ultimately providing these two crucial phone numbers.

Lucien couldn't fathom how Alexander had uncovered all this.

How could anyone investigate with such precision? It was as if he had been right there when it happened!

Even if the Doran family had thrown all their resources into it, spending years on the investigation without anyone interfering, they still couldn't have uncovered details to this extent, could they?

His confusion was understandable.

Alexander had indeed been excessively detailed in his account.

Yet, there was no way Lucien could have guessed Alexander's method of investigating such matters!

All of this was information Alexander had uncovered during his time stuck in the loop. And his usual approach to investigations in those cycles was extreme—kidnapping and interrogation!

No matter who it was!

Just kidnap them and question! No need to worry about anything, no need to overthink.

Even if the kidnapping was exposed, triggering a city-wide manhunt, it didn't matter.

Dragged to a secluded spot, or doing it right in the car, then fleeing.

If caught, it didn't matter. Playing rough didn't matter either—everything would just reset anyway.

Even investigating a highly complex matter becomes remarkably simple—just abduct a few more people. After seizing several key individuals one after another, anything can be extracted through interrogation. Moreover, their "confessions" can be cross-referenced to determine what is true and what is false!

"Excellent! Brilliant! Splendid! Hahahahahaha!" Lucien's roaring laughter suddenly erupted in the study. He was practically slapping the armrest of the sofa while exclaiming his approval!

He was quite exhilarated!

Although he couldn't comprehend how Alexander had uncovered this information, that wasn't the main point. What truly mattered was that if all this were true, the Ashford family could crush the Hawkridge family!

The enmity between the Ashford and Hawkridge families ran too deep—the Ashfords would undoubtedly strike to kill!

Moreover! If they could bring down the Hawkridge family's influential figure in the capital, Lucien's elder brother could be reassigned to the capital!

Vengeance achievable! Immense benefits! Naturally, the more Lucien contemplated it, the more excited he became, unable to contain his laughter!

"Alexander, damn it, why didn't I meet you sooner! Mr Doran is truly blessed to have a son-in-law like you! Hahahahaha!" Lucien was euphoric.

Although he didn't know how this information had been uncovered—whether by Alexander or the Doran family—he now felt compelled to praise Alexander! It was absolutely necessary!

Alexander maintained his smile as he observed Lucien. After a brief pause, he said, "Then this matter is settled between us!"

"Settled! Settled! I'll return to Boston today to report to the patriarch!" Lucien responded immediately.

"Very well," Alexander replied with a smile before shifting the topic. "Mr. Ashford, regarding your cousin's matter, what do you think…"

He had circled back to Nathaniel Ashford's situation.

"Forget it! It was all a misunderstanding! Nathaniel isn't seriously harmed anyway, let it go!" Lucien immediately waved his hand, completely reversing his earlier stance as he outright declared, "Let it be!"

Lucien had thought it through clearly. Compared to the feud between the Ashford and Hawkridge families, Nathaniel's incident was truly a minor matter! After all, nothing serious had happened!

Alexander had given him such a "grand gift." If the Ashford family were to pursue the matter further, it would be utterly foolish and downright atrocious!

Since the two families were about to collaborate, such matters must be resolved by downplaying the significant and dismissing the trivial.

"How can we just let it go?" Alexander, however, responded.

"Why can't we let it go?" Lucien retorted, gesturing animatedly with a laugh. "It's a minor matter! It was a misunderstanding from the start. As long as we agree, that's enough. We can't let this incident ruin the harmony between the Ashford and Doran families!"

It was as if their roles had reversed. Lucien was now insisting on letting it go, using the very argument Alexander had made earlier.

"That won't do," Alexander shook his head. "After all, Young Master Ashford suffered such immense physical and emotional harm. If we…"

"Hey! Alexander!" Lucien abruptly cut him off, seeming somewhat "displeased" and speaking in a reproachful tone. "Don't say that! You've helped our Ashford family so much. If we were to demand compensation from you, would we even be human? Would we have any shame left? Wouldn't that be a slap in our faces? Alexander, just do me this favor and let it go!"

Cassian was once again left bewildered by the scene.

Alexander didn't want to "let it go," while Lucien Ashford was adamant about "letting it go"!

Wasn't this the opposite of how things should be?

Lucien's attitude was understandable, but what was Alexander's reason? Why was he so insistent on compensating the Ashford family?

"Mr. Ashford," Alexander raised a hand slightly and smiled. "That's not what I meant. This matter… no matter what, the Doran family must offer something, even if it's just a token!"

"No, Alexander, you…" Lucien tried to interject.

"Let me finish," Alexander interrupted with a smile and continued, "This incident will inevitably spread. The public will hear that Young Master Ashford faced danger in New York, nearly beaten to death by Dan's men, and that you, Mr. Ashford, personally traveled to New York for this matter…"

Alexander paused briefly before adding, "Under such circumstances, if the Doran family offers no compensation and the Ashford family doesn't pursue it, the outside world will perceive it in two ways. First, they'll think the Ashford family fears the Doran family, which would harm your reputation. Second, it would raise suspicions that something is going on between the Ashford and Doran families… This would jeopardize the confidentiality of our collaboration!"

After listening to Alexander's explanation, Lucien suddenly understood.

"Ah!" Lucien slapped his forehead and grinned. "I overlooked that. Alexander, you've thought it through thoroughly. That makes perfect sense! You're truly remarkable, Alexander! Hahahaha…”

Lucien was practically "forcing praise" onto Alexander!

In truth, Lucien wasn't incapable of understanding the stakes. It was just that he had been caught up in the excitement, his mind fully occupied with the collaboration between the families, causing him to overlook other aspects momentarily.

"Hahahaha…" Lucien laughed, glanced at Cassian, and turned back to Alexander. "Then let's… leave it to the Doran family to decide. As for the money, just a symbolic amount will suffice…"

"Then this matter is settled," Alexander said.

"Settled, settled!" Lucien nodded eagerly.

Everything was agreed upon!

Lucien suddenly raised his hand to check his watch, then looked up and said, "Alright, I'll head back soon. I should be home by seven or eight in the evening. I'll go see my father first—this matter needs to be discussed in person. As for my elder brother, if necessary, I'll fly over to his place and speak with him directly. But I suspect... in this case, the old man will likely summon him back home..."

After some more casual remarks, everyone stood up and left the study, preparing to head downstairs.

Alexander walked alongside Lucien as they conversed, while Cassian intentionally lagged a step behind. As the two descended the stairs, Cassian halted.

He pulled out his phone, turned back, and walked further down the second-floor corridor, entering the restroom.

Naturally, he wasn't there to use the facilities but to make a phone call.

He felt it was absolutely necessary to call Morris Doran immediately and report the matter!

Inside the restroom.

The call connected quickly.

"Hello, Cass," Morris Doran's voice came through the phone.

"Brother-in-law," Cassian began, "We've just finished discussing, and it's settled. Lucien Ashford has agreed to cooperate. I doubt there will be any issues within the Ashford family either—this should work out!"

One thing worth mentioning is that Cassian had already figured out why the Doran family had targeted the Hawkridge family!

It was because Alexander had mentioned the Dou family while explaining the situation to Lucien, which suddenly made everything clear to Cassian!

"What was discussed?" Morris asked.

"Mainly matters related to the Hawkridge family. Alexander shared some details about them with Lucien and even provided leads for further investigation..." Cassian summarized briefly.

"Specifically?" Morris pressed further.

The moment Morris asked this, Cassian's mind reeled with shock!

He had previously wondered how it was possible that Alexander and his brother-in-law Morris had coordinated this without his knowledge—it didn't make sense! But if Alexander had acted on his own, that seemed even more implausible!

Now he had the answer!

Morris truly hadn't known!

"Specifically... Brother-in-law! Did Alexander not discuss this with you beforehand?" Cassian couldn't help but ask.

"No," Morris replied bluntly.

"Then... was the Hawkridge family matter investigated by our family? Or..." Cassian pressed again.

"Alexander!" Morris remained just as direct.

Cassian fell silent, utterly stunned.

It really was all Alexander! The decision was his, and the info came from him alone! Alexander had acted on his own initiative, yet everything he did aligned with the Doran family's interests, earning him Morris's direct cooperation!

He had even received Morris's "highest authorization," granting him full authority to represent the Doran family!

The most unreasonable and unbelievable possibility had become reality!

"Cass..." Morris, hearing Cassian's sudden silence, understood precisely what was going through his mind. He sighed and said, "To be honest, I felt the same way you do now—perhaps even more strongly—when I first met Alexander. He... is no ordinary young man!"

Morris's remark about Alexander being "no ordinary young man" carried profound implications, though he didn't elaborate on what exactly he meant.

"I understand, Brother-in-law," Cassian replied.

He had finally grasped, completely and thoroughly, why Morris held Alexander in such high regard—why his evaluation of him was so extraordinarily high, to an almost unbelievable degree! Now it all made sense!

Today, Cassian had witnessed firsthand just how "miraculous" Alexander truly was!

Meanwhile.

After Lucien and Alexander came down to the first-floor living room and saw Jasmine had returned, Lucien warmly greeted her with "Miss Doran" and shook her hand before sitting down.

Everyone exchanged some trivial pleasantries again.

However, neither Lucien nor Alexander mentioned what had been discussed upstairs or the outcome regarding Nathaniel's matter.

Moreover, after speaking briefly, Lucien rechecked his watch, then stood up to take his leave, saying he needed to return to Boston immediately.

He also asked Nathaniel and Cecilia to leave with him, suggesting they could all return to Boston together.

Nathaniel, however, didn't want to leave and said he would stay in New York for a few more days. Lucien didn't press the matter.

Jasmine observed all this and subconsciously furrowed her brow slightly.

From the moment Lucien came downstairs until he decided to leave, he had been full of energy and in high spirits, while Alexander merely maintained his habitual smile, revealing nothing.

Just from Lucien's demeanor, Jasmine sensed that... in the negotiations over Nathaniel's matter, Lucien had come out on top!

How much compensation had he managed to secure from the Doran family to be this pleased?

Had Alexander lost the negotiation?

That couldn't be!

But for now, Jasmine could only speculate.

As Lucien was genuinely leaving, everyone stood up to shake his hand and see him out, but he waved them off repeatedly.

"No need, no need, hahahaha! Just let Nat see me out. Everyone else, please stay, hahahaha! You're too kind…" Lucien stopped the others, and it was clear to all that he wanted to speak with his nephew alone before leaving.

So, no one else followed to see him off. Only Nathaniel and Cecilia accompanied Lucien out of the villa gate.

After the three had left.

Standing beside Alexander, Jasmine tilted her head slightly and asked, "How did the discussion go?"

"Money will suffice." Alexander glanced at Jasmine Doran with a faint smile.

"Money will suffice?" Jasmine's brows furrowed slightly. This matter couldn't be resolved with money alone—someone needed to be punished. Simply put, they had to protect Paul Santino's faction without undermining Dante's foundation in New York.

But now money alone would suffice?

And Lucien was pleased about it?

Just how much money were we talking about?!

It must be an astronomical sum for Lucien to let others off the hook.

"How much? Over 200?" Jasmine asked Alexander. Before he could respond, her eyes suddenly flashed with realization, and she lowered her voice. "Don't tell me you're planning to have the Sutherland family compensate Dante, who'll then pass the money to the Ashfords? That way Dante suffers no loss, and the Sutherlands foot the bill... Am I right?"

Alexander's smile turned genuinely surprised. Jasmine's idea was actually quite intriguing!

What an imaginative mind!

And the logic behind it was flawless! Since Alexander had burned down the clubhouse as planned, Dante was already prepared to cover that loss. Framing James to extract money from the Sutherlands would be pure profit, which could then be used to settle Nathaniel's matter...

Truth be told, this kind of scheme perfectly matched Alexander's style!

"Wrong!" Alexander declared.

"Wrong?" Jasmine retorted.

If that wasn't the plan, then why was Lucien in such high spirits... Had Alexander failed this time?

"Brother-in-law, just tell us the amount," Dante interjected, having been eavesdropping on their conversation.

"Whatever's reasonable will do." Alexander smiled at Dante. "Around 10 mil should be sufficient compensation..."

"So little?" Dante was stunned.

"What did you expect?" Alexander chuckled. "How much did you want to pay?"

"No one will be held accountable?" Dante pressed.

"Mmhmm." Alexander nodded.

Dante could hardly believe it, staring at Alexander with a mix of confusion and excitement. "So... it's all settled?"

"All settled." Alexander maintained his smile.

"Brother-in-law, you're incredible!" Dante exclaimed, thoroughly impressed once again.

"What exactly did you discuss?" Jasmine suddenly asked in a subdued tone, already prepared for Alexander's refusal to disclose details.

"It's complicated." Alexander gave her a sidelong glance and a smile.

He really wasn't going to tell her!

Just then, footsteps echoed from the staircase as Cassian descended. Dante glanced over and immediately went to meet him, naturally intending to question Cassian.

Meanwhile.

Outside the villa, in a car parked by the roadside.

Lucien, Nathaniel, and Cecilia sat in the backseat as Lucien briefed them.

"...Nat, don't pursue the matter of your injuries. The Dorans will provide compensation—I've already settled it with them. Specifically... follow Alexander's lead. Accept whatever amount he offers—don't ask for more, but don't refuse it either..."

"I understand, Uncle. Truthfully, I didn't plan to make a big deal out of it anyway, especially since Brother Alexander saved me."

"Good! Also, since you won't be returning today, stay here for now. Build good relationships with Alexander and Jasmine. Alexander is an extraordinary man. Forming ties with him will greatly benefit both our Ashford family and the Guo family..."

Lucien's words were exceptionally blunt, to the point of being somewhat "alarming"!

More than ten minutes later.

Nathaniel and Cecilia got out of the car, watching Lucien's two SUVs drive away before returning to the villa.

In the villa's living room, everyone was chatting casually, but Jasmine and Dante both wore slightly peculiar expressions.

This was because after Cassian came downstairs, he didn't specify what had been discussed upstairs. Neither he nor Alexander would reveal the details of their private conversation in the study.

Just as Nathaniel and Cecilia entered the door.

"Back already? Has Mr Ashford left?" Cassian Rothmere turned his head to ask.

"He's gone, Uncle Cassian," Nathaniel replied.

"Then I'll be leaving too," Cassian said as he stood up. "There's nothing more for me here. I'm heading to the airport now..."

Cassian needed to return to report the details of the private study conversation to Morris in person. The matter was too complex to explain clearly over the phone with just a few words.

Actually, Cassian shouldn't have been leaving.

Following the club fire, James was the prime suspect.

However, Cassian now knew that everything was part of Alexander's scheme - Morris had informed him of this over the phone. So Cassian was reassured that Dante's anger was merely an act; he certainly wouldn't actually impulsively kill James!

"Well, if there's nothing more for me here, I'll... I'll see Uncle Cassian to the airport," Dante spoke up, following Cassian's lead.

With everything settled, there was no reason for Dante to stay, either.

Soon.

Dante and Cassian left together.

The villa now contained only Alexander, Jasmine, Ashley, Nathaniel, and Cecilia. After chatting in the living room for a while longer, Jasmine checked her watch and looked at Alexander. "Let's go, my dear Mr. Ciotta."

"What for?" Alexander asked with a smile.

"The company has an evening event. You're coming with me," Jasmine said.

"Alright," Alexander nodded in agreement.

Jasmine went upstairs first to change clothes.

More than ten minutes later, the two went out together.

Over an hour later, the time was approaching 5 PM.

In central New York City, Harmon Shopping Center was a commercial complex in the core of the central business district, one of New York's largest commercial centers.

The mall's third floor was bustling with people.

Jasmine, wearing a long, form-fitting dress and high heels adorned with diamond jewelry, walked arm-in-arm with Alexander in his suit, having just emerged from a luxury store...

The couple made a strikingly handsome pair and appeared extremely wealthy, particularly Jasmine, who turned heads everywhere she went, drawing sidelong glances from passersby.

Following behind them were two bodyguards carrying numerous shopping bags.

They had been shopping here for quite some time, purchasing many items - all bought by Jasmine for Alexander, with nothing for herself!

Though they were supposedly attending an event, it was actually a business dinner scheduled for 7:30 PM.

Jasmine had brought Alexander out early, specifically to shop for him - to buy him a complete outfit for the evening banquet!

Alexander could sense that Jasmine's attitude had been influenced by Seraphine Arden. The watch Seraphine had bought for Alexander was currently on his wrist.


Chapter 6: One man. Worth more than a family.

As the couple walked forward with their bodyguards, preparing to go to the fourth floor...

Ring ring ring...

Jasmine's phone suddenly rang. She pulled it out and glanced at the screen, her previously cheerful smile from shopping with Alexander instantly vanishing as her face fell and her expression turned icy cold.

Extremely cold!

Ring... The phone kept ringing, yet Jasmine neither answered nor declined the call.

She just kept staring at the screen.

Alexander glanced at her phone display.

Caller ID: Old Bastard!

The label clearly carried a hint of resentment. Alexander knew who it was—Jasmine's grandfather, Morris Doran's father, the patriarch of the Doran family—Richard Doran!

The Doran family patriarch had suddenly called Jasmine!

From what Alexander knew, ever since Jasmine had openly cursed her grandfather four years ago, the two had never had any direct contact!

The Doran patriarch was an extremely stubborn man! Under normal circumstances, unless Jasmine were to marry James Sutherland, the old man wouldn't speak to his granddaughter again!

So why was he calling now?

Alexander could guess the reason! Though it seemed like the call was for Jasmine, he felt it was eighty percent likely aimed at him!

Ring... The phone continued to ring.

Over ten seconds passed.

Jasmine finally answered, tapping the screen and quickly putting it to her ear, her tone frigid as she said, "Spit it out! I'm busy!"

"Jasmine." A hoarse voice came through the phone. "All these years, you never came back to visit your grandfather, not even a phone call. What? Still holding a grudge against me?"

The tone was completely different from before, even incompatible with the stubborn old man in Jasmine Doran's memory. It was too calm, even carrying a hint of nostalgia and lament.

"Come back to see you? Hah!" Jasmine was infuriated to the point of laughter, then coldly retorted, "Don't worry, old man. On the day you die, I will definitely return to attend your funeral!"

Jasmine's fiery temper was completely unrestrained. Besides her, no one would dare speak to the Doran family patriarch like that.

She truly hated him! Hated her own biological grandfather!

This hatred even surpassed what she felt for James Sutherland!

Whether it was James Sutherland or her father, Morris Doran, neither could control Jasmine Doran's life—they simply couldn't force her!

Jasmine had pursued independence since childhood. She was outstanding in both character and academics—a top student, the kind other parents praised. She had her own dreams, chose to study abroad, and had already planned to build her career overseas to fulfill them.

She didn't need to rely on the family, nor did she find the glory brought by her domestic family particularly honorable.

Initially, everything was fine.

Everything was progressing smoothly until four years ago, when Jasmine, upon learning her mother was critically ill, rushed back home.

Upon arriving home, she discovered it was all a deception—a trick by her father to lure her back, to force her to return and marry James!

And the mastermind behind it all was her grandfather, Richard Doran!

Jasmine instinctively resisted, instinctively wanted to leave immediately, to hell with everything!

But her mother wept bitterly and begged, even threatening suicide. Initially, her mother had always sided with her—her maternal family, her uncles, and grandfather—all doted on her and never pressured her!

It was all because of her grandfather, Richard Doran. He convinced everyone, silenced all opposition, including the Rothmere family!

Unprecedented pressure surged forth like a mountain collapsing and tidal waves crashing!

Jasmine could disregard others, but she couldn't disregard her beloved mother! Thus, the bet was made.

Her life underwent a dramatic transformation from that moment!

Winning the bet?

Jasmine had no idea if she could win. In recent years, she even believed her chances of winning were less than ten percent.

It wasn't that she thought herself incapable, but instead... James Sutherland cheated. He used his family's influence, while the Doran family turned a blind eye. Even the Doran family was helping him!

Before meeting Alexander, Jasmine had even thought her life was utterly ruined, that she would most likely lose and end up married to a scumbag of a man!

No matter how hard she worked, no matter how many overtime hours she put in, no matter how tirelessly she labored, she couldn't change this pathetic destiny!

All because of her grandfather!

How could she not hate him?

"Jasmine, I know you're hoping for my death. With my health, I won't last much longer..." The Doran family patriarch still spoke in a lamenting tone. He didn't get angry, even though Jasmine was cursing him to die!

Since he made this call, he had naturally anticipated what his granddaughter Jasmine would say. He was mentally prepared.

"You've truly grown up!" the old man continued with emotion. "I still remember when you were little, learning with your grandfather. Unlike other children, you could calm your heart and focus. Dan wasn't as good as you - he was always causing trouble, ruining my collected paintings. Yet you'd cover for him and take the blame yourself..."

"Did you call just to reminisce about my childhood?" Jasmine interrupted impatiently, her tone sharp. "If you have something to say, say it! Otherwise, I'm hanging up! I'm busy!"

"I know you're busy, and I've heard about some of your recent affairs." Old Master Doran's voice remained unhurried. "So? That young man named Alexander - do you truly like him?"

"What's it to you?" Jasmine retorted.

"I'm your grandfather, of course it concerns me," the old man replied.

"Hah!" Jasmine scoffed coldly. "Old man, spare me your useless talk. If you have any shame left, stop harassing me with calls. I can't be bothered to curse at you!"

"Jas! How dare you speak to your grandfather like that?!" Morris Doran's scolding voice suddenly erupted from the phone!

Morris was currently by his father's side.

The scolding voice sounded distant.

Clearly, Morris had overheard Jasmine's words and finally couldn't contain himself.

The old master, being hard of hearing in his advanced age, used a phone with extra loud volume. It seemed Morris had heard every word of their conversation.

"Now, now, the girl's upset, don't interfere..." the old man's voice followed, sounding more distant this time.

He was telling Morris to be quiet.

Morris immediately fell silent, not even attempting to rebut - he didn't dare!

"Jas," the old man's voice came through the phone again, closer this time. "Family shares blood thicker than water. How can grievances last overnight? Grandfather knows my decision back then hurt you, but it was for the family's sake. You're educated and reasonable, you should understand..."

"Stop lecturing me!" Jasmine interrupted again, unable to bear it.

She detested it when elders preached at her! In her view, using righteousness, morality, and blind filial piety to manipulate others was utterly despicable!

Everything should follow reason! Yet those lectures never did!

"This isn't a lecture," the old man said calmly. "Jas, Grandfather called today, not to argue with you. Calm your anger - what irreconcilable differences could we possibly have between grandfather and granddaughter? Let bygones be bygones. My decision back then was truly..."

"Let bygones be bygones? Old man, you make it sound so easy! Do you know what these past years..." Jasmine interrupted again, her temper flaring.

"Jas!" The old man cut her off, his voice firm, but then softening. "Let me finish! Actually, Grandfather called today to praise you. You've done very well, especially your judgment in men... quite excellent!"

Jasmine's expression immediately eased and softened considerably!

She understood the implication in her grandfather's words, but hardly dared believe it.

"What do you mean?" Jasmine asked, wanting confirmation.

"Grandfather was foolish back then. That Sutherland family boy was indeed worthless. Jas, you were right!" Old Master Doran declared.

Jasmine was utterly shocked!

Grandpa... actually admitted he was wrong back then?!

Jasmine instinctively glanced at Alexander beside her.

Though she didn't know the exact details of what had transpired, she wasn't foolish - she could naturally deduce that Alexander had been having numerous private conversations with both her father and uncle recently!

But was this enough to make the old man change his mind?!

If the old man were to alter his stance, it would mean the entire Doran family would undergo fundamental changes in their future strategic direction!

"Jas, are you on the street? It sounds quite noisy on your end."

"Uh... yes, at the shopping mall." Due to the old man's unexpected change, Jasmine didn't know how to react for a moment.

"Shopping? With whom?" He inquired further.

"Alexander," Jasmine replied.

"Oh? Perfect timing. I was planning to call him after speaking with you. In that case, pass him the phone - I'd like to have a few words with him..."

"Okay... just a moment." Jasmine turned to Alexander, handing him the phone as she said, "The old master wants to speak with you..."

Alexander maintained his composure, a slight smile playing on his lips as he took the phone and placed it to his ear. "Old Sir, you were looking for me?"

There was no excessive caution, no obsequious deference - just a natural, familiar tone that carried the appropriate respect due to an elder.

"It's Alexander?" The moment Old Master Doran spoke to Alexander, his tone carried the warmth of a kindly elder.

"Yes, it's me. What would you like to say, sir?" Alexander replied with a smile.

Alexander held considerable respect for the Doran family patriarch. At over seventy, nearing eighty, no one could say how many years he had left.

Constantly preoccupied with legacy matters, the old master's insistence on marrying his granddaughter off to James Sutherland stemmed from considerations of family interests.

Alexander understood his motivations, though he couldn't agree with his methods.

Nevertheless, any conflict that could be resolved wasn't truly a problem! It was only when resolution failed and turned into enmity that it became an issue.

In the old man's case, it was clearly the former!

Alexander understood perfectly well that, from the moment Jasmine received her grandfather's call, there would be no further conflict between him and this elder, who holds wealth and political influence like very few.

"Alexander, this is our first conversation. I've been hearing Morris mention you frequently lately—he keeps praising how exceptional you are. As the ancients said, heroes emerge from among the young. You far surpass all my grandsons, hahaha..." The old master's voice maintained its unhurried cadence, yet he immediately began showering Alexander with praise!

Alexander, however, knew that this old man had profound depths to his thinking. Though he might be speaking sincerely, such direct flattery undoubtedly had underlying motives.

It seemed Morris had just completed his report to him.

Naturally, the old master was fully aware of all the matters Alexander had previously discussed with Morris. But those had merely been a process of escalating stakes, insufficient for the old master to engage in substantive discussions with Alexander.

Until today!

Alexander was no longer merely providing Morris with intelligence or offering suggestions—he was now negotiating directly, successfully securing cooperation between the Doran and Ashford families!

This was likely the reason the old master had suddenly called his granddaughter seeking "reconciliation."

The root cause was Alexander. He wanted to negotiate with Alexander, but Jasmine was an unavoidable key figure! Alexander himself had no direct relationship with the Doran family, despite having already conspired extensively with Morris.

Yet both Morris and the old master clearly understood that someone like Alexander—who could use damaging information against other families—could just as easily target the Doran family!

Moreover, since Alexander had no background of his own...

Thus, the optimal choice for the Doran family wasn't to make Alexander disappear, but to make him an absolute ally. This required not only marrying Jasmine to Alexander but also reconciling with Jasmine herself!

Otherwise, if Jasmine were to oppose her family, Alexander might very well help her confront the Doran family... after all, he was the man willing to crush the Sutherland family for Jasmine's sake!

"You flatter me too much, sir." Alexander smiled, unconsciously moving to lean against the third-floor railing, one hand in his pocket as he watched the crowds moving between floors throughout the mall.

"Alexander, you're truly modest." The old master's aged voice also carried laughter.

Jasmine followed Alexander to the railing, still holding his arm, tilting her head slightly to hear what her grandfather was saying to Alexander.

Actually, nothing of substance was being said—just typical first-conversation pleasantries. Alexander habitually referred to such talk as "empty words!"

Though empty, they weren't entirely without purpose.

Building relationships between people inevitably involves this process. The exchange of trivial talk is a way to express mutual attitudes and gradually lower each other's guard.

"...How long have you been dating our girl, Alexander?" the old master asked Alexander.

"Over four months..." Alexander replied with a slight smile. This was a lie.

Although when they actually met wasn't important, Alexander didn't want to waste breath explaining further. If he said they'd only been dating for just over half a month, it would surely invite unnecessary speculation.

"Over four months, that's not easy. With Jasmine's temper, you'll have to be patient with her, Alexander. This girl has been like this since she was young..." The old master sounded somewhat sentimental.

Jasmine, who was listening with her head tilted to the side, couldn't help rolling her eyes.

"Jasmine and I get along quite well, don't worry," Alexander said with a smile.

For the next few minutes, they continued exchanging pleasantries. Apart from topics centered around Jasmine, they also discussed Alexander's family, much like a "first meeting with the parents." The old master Doran asked about Alexander's parents' health and whether any elderly relatives were still in the family.

Regarding these matters, Alexander told the truth. He could sense that the old man was testing him, checking whether he would be honest. After all, given Alexander's capabilities, coming from an ordinary family background was highly suspicious!

And what Alexander said was indeed the truth!

"Dad, it's time for your medicine." Morris's voice suddenly came through the phone's background.

"Alright, you go ahead..." Old man Doran's voice faded slightly before returning closer, "Alexander, let's leave it at that for now. Come visit when you have time, and we'll have a proper chat."

"Sure, I'll definitely visit when I have the chance," Alexander replied.

That concluded their conversation, which lasted only about six or seven minutes.

Old man Doran clearly had no intention of discussing any substantive matters over the phone. Too many things couldn't be clarified adequately over the phone.

And regarding James Sutherland - the old master didn't mention a single word about him!

Though unspoken, his attitude was clear. By inviting Alexander to visit when he had time, this invitation essentially equated to the old master changing his future plans for Jasmine and acknowledging Alexander's relationship with her.

However.

Alexander wouldn't easily visit the Doran residence.

Though said this way, Old Man Doran likely understood that Alexander couldn't just drop by. If word got out and the Sutherland family found out, they would inevitably speculate and investigate - that would be disastrous!

Hence, he said, "When you have time," without setting a specific date.

Alexander would need a special opportunity to visit the Doran HQ!

After hanging up, Alexander returned the phone to Jasmine.

Normally, Jasmine should be happy at this moment. After all, all the pressure from her family over the years had crumbled with this phone call.

Yet Jasmine remained expressionless, taking the phone and giving Alexander a sidelong glance.

"Why the long face? Not happy?" Alexander asked with a smile.

"How many things are you still hiding from me?" Jasmine narrowed her eyes. "The old man is so stubborn, yet he suddenly called me, admitted his mistake, and said I have good judgment..."

"You do have good judgment, what's there to question?" Alexander chuckled.

"Stop playing dumb! Aren't you going to give me an explanation?" Jasmine raised an eyebrow at him.

Jasmine was utterly shocked. In truth, this matter felt extremely sudden to her. She only knew a tiny fraction of what Alexander had done—specifically, the part involving Grayson Yorke.

She understood that the Grayson incident might, at most, lead her family to change their attitude and strategy toward the Sutherland family.

Even if her family abandoned the Sutherland's, it didn't mean they would accept Alexander!

Nor did it mean her grandfather would call seeking reconciliation, much less invite Alexander to their home!

Jasmine knew just how deeply ingrained her grandfather's authoritarian mindset was! He wanted to control everything! It was a trait common among the older generation, especially those in high positions—bone-deep and unchangeable!

Even if he stopped pressuring her to marry James Sutherland, he might still force her into a marriage with another scion of a powerful family… Matrimonial alliances were meant to forge bonds, expand the family's influence, and solidify their status—something her grandfather had been dedicated to since stepping down.

Ultimately, her grandfather wanted to ensure the family remained strong and prosperous even after his passing, growing even more powerful rather than being replaced by "new money."

So, in Jasmine's view, her grandfather's acceptance of Alexander essentially meant he believed Alexander's value—or the benefits Alexander could bring to the Doran family—surpassed even an alliance with a major family!

A man with no background, equaling an entire powerful family?!

Just what had Alexander done to make her grandfather change his stance to such an extent?

"We…" Alexander started to say something.

"Miss Jasmine!!" A girl's excited cry suddenly rang out from afar.

Alexander and Jasmine turned their heads simultaneously to see four bodyguards carrying numerous bags escorting two women about ten meters away in the southern corridor.

It was Mia Murphy and Aileen Arison!

Mia, with her crimson locks framing her face, was full of energy, dressed in a white shirt, hot pants, and knee-high boots, with a particularly girly cartoon bag slung over her shoulder, waving enthusiastically.

Beside her, Aileen was as ethereal as ever, wearing a light blue dress with high heels and sunglasses large enough to cover half her face. The sunglasses somewhat disrupted her goddess-like aura, but there was no other choice—Aileen was New York's most beautiful woman. Without them, she would attract a crowd!

This was the "trouble of being a goddess"!

Jasmine watched, slightly surprised, and raised her hand in acknowledgment.

The two women approached with their bodyguards.

Only when they were closer did Mia speak to Alexander, lowering her voice and grumbling, "You big jerk, you didn't invite us to go shopping. Are you attending the banquet tonight?"

Alexander flicked Mia's forehead lightly.

Mia let out an "Ouch!" and then pretended to look "fierce," giving him a mock glare.

Beside her, Aileen stifled a laugh while glancing at Alexander with meaningful eyes. She instinctively scanned the surroundings but didn't dare say anything to him.

In a different setting, things would have been entirely different!

The main reason was the crowd—people were everywhere. If Aileen were to call Alexander "darling" or show any intimacy with him here, it would cause a scene.

This was also why Mia had greeted Jasmine from afar instead of Alexander! Everyone was acting as if they had coincidentally run into Jasmine and her boyfriend, Alexander, while shopping.

In reality, Alexander was the central link connecting all four of them!

"It's been three days! You haven't called Aileen or me in three days!" Mia waved her small hand at Alexander, pouting and whispering dramatically.

Her tone was exaggerated, as if Alexander hadn't contacted her in ages.

"If I didn't call you, why didn't you call me?" Alexander asked with a smile.

"You're busy! Jasmine said you've been swamped from morning till night," Mia replied.

"If you know that, why ask? Did you miss me?" Alexander teased.

"Hmph, not at all!" Mia lifted her chin in denial.

"Mia! This isn't the place to talk," Aileen chided her softly, glancing around again instinctively.

"Aileen, how long have you been shopping?" Jasmine asked her.

"Almost an hour. We've bought most of what we need. Mia insisted on coming—she said she had nothing to wear…" Aileen explained.

"There's a café downstairs. Shall we go sit down for a bit?" Jasmine pointed downward.

Aileen nodded and glanced at Alexander again.

Soon, the four of them, accompanied by their bodyguards, went downstairs. The second floor of the mall was the "dining level," filled with various high-end restaurants. They entered a café called "Moon River," where the bodyguards took a table near the entrance, while Alexander and the three women headed to the very back.

In the corner was a four-person booth with high-backed sofas on both sides, offering excellent privacy.

Alexander and Jasmine sat on one side, while Mia and Aileen sat on the other.

After ordering coffee, they began to chat.

They had just come to rest for a while. Alexander and Jasmine had been strolling for over half an hour, and with more than two hours left before the banquet began, there was no rush.

"...Honey, what happened with Nathaniel Ashford? Jasmine told me he and Cecilia Guo are staying at your place now. Is that true?" Aileen leaned forward slightly, raising her hand to cover her mouth as she whispered very quietly to Alexander.

She seemed somewhat furtive, as if afraid someone might overhear.

She knew about Nathaniel's situation and had even heard that James Sutherland had come to New York—all of it relayed to her by Jasmine.

Although Alexander hadn't been in touch with Aileen or Mia these past few days, they had been in frequent contact with Jasmine.

This all stemmed from the big gathering on the evening of the 20th, the day Alexander returned from Boston!

At that gathering, Aileen and Jasmine had finalized their collaboration. It wasn't just talk—they were serious and had already taken action!

Alexander had indeed been extremely busy these past few days, dealing with William Wycliffe, James, Lucien, and Cassian one after another. Though he hadn't contacted Aileen, she was fully aware of his movements.

Knowing how busy Alexander was, and being swamped with work herself, Aileen had wisely refrained from disturbing him. Mia, who followed Aileen around every day, was naturally in the know as well.

The relationship between Jasmine and Aileen was now both strong and delicate.

Strong because of their collaboration.

Delicate because of Alexander.

"The matter has been resolved, no issues," Alexander replied briefly.

After chatting with Alexander for a bit, Aileen turned back to Jasmine, and soon the conversation shifted to the evening banquet. Mia chimed in from time to time, turning it into a discussion among the three women.

They talked about what to wear, which high heels to choose, avoiding matching outfits, and announcing their collaboration at the banquet, among other things.

Although running into Aileen and Mia here today was a coincidence, it wasn't entirely surprising.

That's because both of them were also attending the Company's evening banquet!

Aileen would be attending as the Executive Vice President of Gold Fortune Jewelry Group, accompanied by her assistant, Mia!

Initially, this banquet had nothing to do with Gold Fortune Group—it was Jasmine's event to celebrate the success of her new product launch and thank her partner companies and the media.

However, since Jasmine and Aileen had previously agreed to announce the collaboration between Magical Glamour and Gold Fortune during the banquet, taking advantage of the high media attention, Aileen needed to attend.

Aileen wasn't short on evening gowns.

The idea to go shopping came from Mia. Like many young girls, she felt she had "nothing to wear" and needed to buy something new!

The more the three women chatted, the more they had to say.

Meanwhile, Alexander was left on the sidelines.

He quietly sipped his coffee without saying a word, though his expression occasionally turned peculiar.

There was no particular reason—it was just that... they were getting along so harmoniously, which Alexander found quite amusing!

The four of them sat in the café for half an hour.

Afterward, they went out together and continued shopping, buying, buying!

Night.

7:30 PM.

Century Star Hotel, South District, New York. The banquet hall on the second floor was filled with guests!

Magical Glamour had booked an entire floor and spent heavily on decorations, refreshments, and catering. As the concluding segment of the new product launch event, no expense was spared!

Alexander and Jasmine, both dressed in formal attire, accompanied each other to the evening banquet.

It's worth noting that Vivienne Blake also attended the banquet. However, she was not the sole center of attention. Despite being a superstar, her presence couldn't overshadow Jasmine, let alone Aileen—the daughter of New York's wealthiest family, renowned as the city's top beauty—who was also present.

The evening proceeded smoothly.

At exactly 9:00 PM, Jasmine tapped her glass and, together with Aileen, announced that the two companies would collaborate to launch a luxury cosmetics line.

By 10:00 PM, the banquet concluded, and all the guests had departed.

This was Alexander's first time accompanying Jasmine to a business banquet. There were no notable incidents; everything went smoothly (aside from the many jealous glances cast his way), and both hosts and guests enjoyed themselves thoroughly.


Chapter 7: Charlotte arrived

July 24, 2024,

7:00 AM sharp.

Alexander woke up briefly on time, then turned over and fell back into a deep sleep.

They had returned home late the previous night, not until midnight, and Alexander and Jasmine Doran hadn't actually fallen asleep until 3:00 AM. By 7:00 AM, they were far from well-rested!

It wasn't until 8:30 AM when Alexander woke up again that he found Jasmine already in her pajamas, applying makeup.

Meanwhile.

At New York Airport.

A private jet had landed in the northern section of New York Airport after a flight of just over an hour.

A casually dressed woman with orange locks styled into a bun hairstyle, wearing a mask and sunglasses, disembarked with her assistant and bodyguards.

Soon, the trio exited the terminal via the VIP passage.

Outside the terminal.

A black Toyota Alphard van and two Cadillac Escalade SUVs were parked by the roadside, having waited for some time.

Celeste Lark, also masked, paced near the Alphard, peering toward the terminal entrance. As the three emerged, she immediately recognized the mysteriously dressed woman leading the group.

"Ms. Charlotte!" Celeste waved excitedly at Charlotte and promptly signaled the bodyguards to get out and collect the luggage.

It was Charlotte Langford! She had arrived in New York!

Celeste was accustomed to going out alone without bodyguards, maintaining a low profile.

However, this time she had arranged it in advance with Charlotte Langford. They had spoken on the phone again last night, confirming that Charlotte would fly to New York this morning. Celeste proactively offered to pick her up at the airport!

Shortly after, the luggage was loaded into two SUVs, while Charlotte and Celeste got into the Alphard business van in the middle.

The motorcade set off.

In the back seat of the Alphard business van.

Both women, who had been wearing masks, took them off. Charlotte wore a mask because she was a celebrity, while Celeste wore one because she was too beautiful.

"Wow, Miss Lark, you're gorgeous," Charlotte couldn't help but praise Celeste.

"You're the one who's beautiful," Celeste replied, looking at Charlotte with excitement in her eyes.

Meeting her idol face to face and being in such close contact with her, Celeste's excitement was hard to contain.

And her words weren't just flattery! In this era where looks matter, it's not difficult to gain some fame with average looks, but to become a superstar, it's absolutely impossible without good looks!

Especially for female singers!

So, as the queen of the music industry, Charlotte Langford not only had a vocal range and singing skills that ordinary singers could hardly match, but she was also truly beautiful!

Charlotte was a vision of quiet allure and confident femininity. Her long, flowing orange locks cascades around her shoulders in soft, fiery waves, framing her face like silk warmed by sunlight.

Her green hues were bright and carried the light of a free spirit. A gentle knowing in her gaze—calm, inviting, and just a little mischievous—enhanced by the delicate tilt of her lips, as if she’s aware of the effect she has and relishes it.

"Thank you for the trouble, coming to wait for me so early in the morning," Charlotte said with a smile.

"No trouble at all! It's the least I could do," Celeste quickly responded.

The motorcade headed straight for the city center.

Celeste and Charlotte chatted about various things in the car. Being so close to Charlotte and talking to her, Celeste remained excited and thrilled, her gaze frequently lingering on Charlotte's face.

"Miss Lark... is there something on my face?" Charlotte suddenly asked Celeste during their conversation, instinctively reaching for her bag to look for a small mirror.

Because Celeste had been staring at her face, which was somewhat impolite.

"No, no, Miss Langford, you're just too beautiful, even more so than on TV. I just..." Celeste quickly waved her hands to explain, feeling a bit embarrassed.

"Miss Lark, you're too nervous. Just relax," Charlotte said with a laugh, gently patting the back of Celeste's hand.

Although they had spoken on the phone a few times before and talked about many things, the two were still somewhat unfamiliar with each other.

But as time passed, Celeste gradually relaxed.

She even took out several collector's edition albums of Charlotte from her bag and asked Charlotte to sign them, still behaving like a star-struck fan.

Over half an hour later, the motorcade entered the city center.

After another twenty minutes or so, the motorcade finally arrived at the accommodation Celeste had prepared for Charlotte—the New York J Hotel!

This hotel was one of the most high-end five-star hotels in New York, with standard rooms starting at $1,000 per night and the presidential suite costing over $10,000 per night.

After the motorcade arrived, bodyguards arranged by Celeste came to assist, moving the luggage upstairs. Celeste also had someone hand a Rolls-Royce car key to Charlotte's bodyguard.

The vehicle Celeste prepared for Charlotte's use in New York was a Rolls-Royce!

It was quite a grand display!

To welcome Charlotte, Celeste had made extensive preparations. However, for her personally, she hadn't been particularly busy. Such arrangements were something she could handle with just a phone call!

Around 10 a.m.

In the presidential suite on the 15th floor of the J International Hotel.

In the expansive living room spanning over seventy square meters, exquisite decorations were meticulously arranged and spotlessly clean. Celeste and Charlotte sat alone on the sofa, still engaged in casual conversation.

They had been talking throughout the journey and continued without pause.

It seemed as though they had endless things to say!

The reality was precisely that—Celeste, meeting her idol for the first time, had so much to express, so many questions to ask, and she was eager to showcase her understanding of music and her singing voice to Charlotte.

The two were essentially "kindred spirits," sharing a deep faith in music, which allowed them to connect effortlessly.

By this point in their conversation, Charlotte had already realized that signing Celeste would pose no difficulty. The only potential hurdle might be Celeste's mother, Seraphine Arden, but even that didn't seem like a real problem—Charlotte was confident she could negotiate it successfully.

From the information Celeste had shared so far, her mother, Seraphine, wasn't strongly opposed to her singing; she simply didn't want her to fully debut and pursue a career as a singer.

This issue of career focus was something that could be reconciled!

"...By the way, Miss Langford, take a look at these songs I wrote before..." Celeste said, pulling a stack of printed documents from her bag and handing them to Charlotte.

Charlotte was very interested and took them, carefully flipping through the pages. She even hummed along softly to the musical scores printed on them.

"These are quite good. You're very talented," Charlotte remarked after reviewing them.

"Really? But then why haven't they gained any popularity? I've released all these songs, but none of them made even a ripple. The top one did a bit better, but... still not much," Celeste responded, looking somewhat troubled.

She wondered if Charlotte was just being polite and encouraging, not wanting to discourage her, when she called her talented.

"Miss Lark, the truth is, a song being enjoyable to listen to doesn't automatically make it a hit. There are plenty of good songs out there, but only a select few become popular."

"Music is an abstract art that expresses the creator's thoughts, emotions, or reflections on real life... but that's personal—it may not necessarily resonate with the general public!"

Charlotte looked at Celeste with a smile as she explained, "It all comes down to public taste and audience appeal. For a song to become popular, it either needs to be straightforward or strike a chord with listeners."

"It's like... some shallow, catchy tunes become hits and go viral. They might not be considered good music, but the public loves them precisely because they're accessible and have simple melodies that are easier for everyone to accept..."

"As for your songs, you're trying to convey a lot of meaning. You've written them well—they are good music, not simplistic—but they lack that universal resonance..."

"From a purely artistic perspective, creating a song that has both artistic value and meaningful content while still being accepted by the general public is an incredibly challenging task..."

"I'm just simplifying the issue here," Charlotte concluded. "In reality, for a song to become popular, it's a complex matter—timing, circumstances, public reception, star power, unique melodies that pique curiosity, or even a cool singing style can all contribute to a song's success..."

Celeste nodded, seeming to grasp it partially but not entirely. After a moment of thought, she sighed in admiration, "My Senpai is still the best!" She’d called her that first as a joke, but now, somehow, it stuck with her.

"He's a genius!" Charlotte smiled, paused for a moment, and spoke again: "Let's talk about him—Mr Alexander. I had a phone call with him before, and I felt... he seems very reluctant to debut. I don't know why. Miss Lark, do you know about his family background? Is it convenient to share?"

"Of course. His family... is quite ordinary. They run a food shop in a small town near us."

"Then why does he seem... not very concerned about music? Why doesn't he want to debut? Does Miss Lark know the reason?" Charlotte asked again. She wanted to sign Celeste, but she wanted to sign Alexander even more!

Yet the current situation was that signing Celeste would be easy, but signing Alexander... seemed to pose a significant problem!

"Well..." Celeste started but then stopped, hesitating as if she wanted to say something but held back.

Charlotte could tell that Celeste must know something, but found it difficult to speak about.

"Miss Lark, it's just the two of us here," Charlotte said with a reassuring smile. "You wouldn't want his talent to go to waste, would you? Does he have some... unspeakable difficulties? Or... something else..."

Celeste still seemed reluctant to speak, her expression slightly conflicted. She wasn't the type to gossip behind someone's back, but she also wanted to help Alexander "escape his predicament"!

"If it's really inconvenient to say, that's alright..." Charlotte added gently.

"No, it's not that... It's just..." Celeste quickly interrupted, stammering and leaning in conspiratorially toward Charlotte.

Charlotte tilted her head closer in response.

"Miss Langford, I'll tell you, but you mustn't spread it or mention it in front of him," Celeste whispered into Charlotte's ear.

Charlotte nodded, though inwardly surprised. Did it need to be this secretive?

"It's just... he seems to be... kept by a wealthy older woman! A sugar Mommy......" Celeste finally blurted out, as if overcoming a mental hurdle. Her words flowed more smoothly now. "That older woman has him under her control. The reason he can't debut is probably because of her!"

Charlotte's eyes widened in shock.

There's such a thing?!

A remarkably talented, even extraordinary amateur male singer was actually being kept as a toy by a wealthy older woman?

Charlotte could hardly believe what Celeste was saying, because such a situation was incredibly rare—so rare that it was difficult to even hear about—yet she had actually encountered it herself!

If it were the other way around, with a wealthy woman sponsoring him, pouring money into promoting him, and hoping he would become famous, Charlotte wouldn't have been surprised at all.

Wealthy female patrons supporting young male talents was quite common in the entertainment industry!

But according to Celeste, Alexander was being controlled by an older woman, who even restricted his entry into the entertainment industry.

Considering the talent Alexander had already displayed and the explosive popularity of his first single online, it was clear that if he debuted, he would inevitably become a massive star with a bright future ahead!

Not allowing him to debut?!

Was she afraid Alexander would run away after achieving success and fame?

"Miss Lark, are you certain about what you're saying? Have you seen that... older woman Alexander is with?" Charlotte asked carefully.

"I haven't seen her, but I've spoken to her on the phone. That time I called him, she answered. She sounded really fierce, cold, and stern. Although her voice didn't sound old, her tone was just like a school principal's—she might even be older than my mother!"

Celeste went on, having started the topic and revealed the most crucial parts, she naturally had to explain everything clearly: "...She even suspected there was something between Alex and me. I tried to explain to her that he was selling me songs, but she didn't know anything about it. He had been keeping it from her. She questioned me in extreme detail, as if she were conducting a census... If they were in a normal boyfriend-girlfriend relationship, how could she not know about it?"

"But if you haven't even seen her, how can you be sure? Maybe she really is just his girlfriend!" Charlotte pondered and asked.

"Alexander comes from a very ordinary family background. I even asked some classmates at school—some knew him. When he was in school, he was always just an ordinary student, nothing special before graduation either."

Celeste looked at Charlotte and continued: "But when I met with him before, he was driving a Lamborghini. He said it was a friend's car, not his own. But the clothes he was wearing cost tens of thousands... How could he suddenly become so wealthy for no reason? It hasn't been long since graduation."

"So, you're saying Alexander being kept by a wealthy woman—this is just your speculation?" Charlotte thought for a moment and asked again.

"Yes... But I brought it up with him. I asked him if he was being kept by an older woman, and I even said I wanted to help him. He denied it, said it wasn't true. I asked if the older woman had some leverage over him, and he said no, too. Then he changed the subject, didn't want to talk about it with me, didn't explain anything, and even said he would definitely never debut or anything..."

Charlotte raised an eyebrow as she listened. Initially, she hadn't quite believed it, and even after hearing Celeste's account, she was only half-convinced. But now, hearing Celeste say, "Alexander denied it and changed the subject," she began to feel... that there was an 80% chance it was true!

Although Alexander had denied it, he didn't want to discuss it further and immediately changed the subject.

But only denying without explaining, and not wanting to talk about it—this kind of behavior perfectly matched the psychology of someone avoiding discussion when confronted with something shameful!

If it were really a misunderstanding, how could he not explain it clearly?! Everyone has their self-respect!

What man wouldn't clarify such a misunderstanding if he were wrongly accused?

Especially when being questioned by his own junior from Uni

Charlotte could even analyze Alexander's state of mind at the time—his denial stemmed from male pride. At the same time, his evasion of the topic proved Celeste had hit the mark, leaving him unable to explain and forced to avoid it entirely.

"Is Alexander very handsome?" Charlotte asked thoughtfully.

"Mhmm," Celeste nodded. "Extremely handsome." She admitted without hesitation, only to blush at her words. Thankfully, Charlotte seemed to not notice.

Charlotte was now thoroughly convinced! Everything aligned perfectly!

She had even mentally reconstructed the predicament Alexander currently faced: secretly writing songs to sell to a wealthy junior, trying to break free from an older matroness, unable to debut because she had discovered his side business...

"Senpai seems to really need money," Celeste suddenly added. "When he sold me the song, he asked for an absurd amount. My first thought was that he'd gone mad demanding such a high price. Later, we signed an agreement giving him fifty percent of the song's profits..."

Charlotte listened with a thoughtful nod.

Another match!

Alexander wanted to earn money through songwriting—daring to demand astronomical prices—yet refused to debut and earn even more. For a man from an ordinary background, this defied all logic!

This was a chance to become a superstar! An opportunity to leap social classes and rise above the ordinary!

It wasn't that he couldn't sing—the song he performed was still wildly popular online! The entire music industry was buzzing about him!

Why stubbornly refuse to debut?

Only Celeste's explanation made logical sense, resolving all the inconsistencies into a coherent narrative.

"Why don't you help him then?" Charlotte asked Celeste with a gentle smile. "Given your mother's status in New York, it should be easy, no?"

"I want to rescue him from his misery!" Celeste responded immediately, then hesitated with a troubled expression. "But he refuses to discuss it with me... I don't know what to do. Someone with his talent shouldn't be living like this!"

"Indeed, with his talent, he shouldn't," Charlotte echoed with genuine regret.

As someone who cherished talent, her disappointment ran particularly deep.

"Miss Langford... do you think he might have some weakness that older hag is exploiting?" Celeste ventured.

Once someone becomes fixated on an idea, they crave validation—Celeste was currently in precisely such a state, firmly convinced that Alexander was being kept and controlled by an old, cold woman.

"Perhaps..." Charlotte sighed.

She wasn't contradicting Celeste—instead, she understood that for people with substantial wealth and influence, controlling someone often required no leverage at all...

A single contract full of traps would suffice!

Though Celeste came from money, she was still a student unfamiliar with her family's business dealings, making her less aware of such possibilities than Charlotte.

Unnoticed, their conversation had continued until half past ten in the morning.

Ring ring...

Celeste's phone chimed.

Checking the screen, she answered sweetly: "Mom."

"Have you picked up Miss Langford?" Seraphine Arden asked.

"Yes, we're already at the hotel chatting," Celeste replied.

"Good! Let me see... I'll arrive at noon. The restaurant downstairs..." Seraphine said.

"Understood, Mom. I'll make the arrangements," Celeste responded.

They were discussing the prearranged lunch meeting where Seraphine planned to speak with Charlotte in person about her daughter's contract with the company.

The call ended.

"Miss Charlotte, my mother is coming over at noon. Let's have lunch together." Celeste turned her head to look at Charlotte.

Charlotte nodded, thought for a moment, then asked Celeste: "Miss Celeste, have you told your mother about Alexander's situation?"

"Tell her? That might not be appropriate... This kind of matter..." Celeste appeared somewhat hesitant to speak.

She could discuss it with Charlotte because she hoped Charlotte could help Alexander debut, given their existing relationship. But telling her own mother... Even just considering Alexander's reputation, Celeste didn't dare mention it lightly.

There was an even more important point!

"...My mother doesn't allow me to date before graduating from university." Celeste looked at Charlotte, "If she misunderstands and thinks there's something between Alexander and me, then helping him would actually make the situation worse!"

Charlotte nodded, showing understanding.

Before coming to New York, since she knew in advance that Celeste's mother was Seraphine Arden, she had specifically asked someone to investigate some information about Seraphine.

Therefore, she understood that Seraphine's methods... were quite intimidating!

Seraphine could be considered the most powerful woman in New York. In the male-dominated New York business world, she held an extraordinarily unique and transcendent position.

Although Charlotte came from an extremely prominent family background, she still maintained a cautious attitude toward Seraphine!

She could also understand Celeste's feelings and thoughts about her mother.

"Miss Charlotte, let's work together to help Alexander escape his predicament, okay? I'll try my best to persuade him to agree to debut. Some troubles will require your help to resolve..." Celeste spoke while looking at Charlotte with pleading eyes.

Charlotte looked at Celeste, paused for a moment, then smiled and nodded: "Alright!"

"Then I'll call Alexander now to schedule a time..." Celeste appeared impatient, already picking up her phone again as she spoke.


Chapter 8: Meeting Charlotte.

New York, Bellara Heights.

Ring ring ring...

Alexander had just driven his blue Lamborghini out of the residential complex when his phone rang. Steering with one hand, he picked up his phone, glanced at it, and answered.

"Hello, Celeste," Alexander said with a smile.

"Hi Senpai, do you have time? Miss Langford has come to New York and would like to meet with you." Celeste's voice was sweet.

"I'm not free at noon, but I am in the afternoon," Alexander replied.

"Then let's make it this afternoon," Celeste said immediately. She wasn't free at noon either, and had initially intended to schedule the meeting for the afternoon.

After agreeing on the time and place, they ended the call.

About ten minutes later.

North District, G Villa Community.

Jasmine owned an unused villa here. After Sophie Hale brought Isabelle Hale to New York, they were arranged to stay at this location. Before heading out, Alexander had called Sophie to let her know he would be coming for lunch.

Alexander had a key to the place. He drove directly into the underground garage, then went upstairs via the basement staircase.

In the villa's first-floor living room.

After coming upstairs, Alexander didn't see anyone, but he could hear sounds coming from the kitchen. He walked almost silently to the kitchen doorway, one hand in his suit pocket, smiling as he watched Sophie busy at work.

Sophie was wearing an apron, stir-frying dishes. The long counter was lined with many prepared ingredients—it looked like she was planning to make at least eight dishes!

She had put on makeup!

While it wasn't usual to wear makeup for casual home cooking, Sophie had done so, with vibrant lipstick.

"Ah!" Sophie suddenly exclaimed, noticing Alexander at the doorway as she turned around. She was genuinely startled, then patted her chest and laughed, "Mr. Alexander, you scared me! Why didn't you make a sound..."

Alexander chuckled, then said, "You don't need to make so much. We won't be able to finish it all."

"It's fine. I don't have much else to do anyway. Since you're here, Mr. Alexander, of course, I should treat you well," Sophie gave him a smile. She seemed a bit changed—who knows what she had been thinking about these past few days in New York.

"Where's Isabelle?" Alexander asked.

"Upstairs, I think. Let me call her... Isa—" Sophie started, taking a few steps out of the kitchen to shout.

But Alexander waved his hand, stopping her.

"No rush, don't call her yet," Alexander said with a smile, then asked, "How have things been these past few days? Getting used to it?"

Though they hadn't seen each other for a few days, they weren't exactly distant, but a bit of small talk was inevitable.

They hadn't been chatting for long when Alexander suddenly mentioned, "James Sutherland has arrived in New York. He's in the hospital now."

Sophie's expression changed abruptly, her eyes widening as she looked at Alexander. After a moment, she asked, "Is he crippled?" Her thoughts were quite malicious—since Alexander hadn't said James was dead, she hoped for the worst: was he severely injured and hospitalized with disabilities?

"Pretty much," Alexander smiled. "I doubt his hand will be as functional as before."

Sophie pressed her lips together, then laughed—a laugh as radiant as a spring day!

She felt a sense of relief and satisfaction!

Sophie walked up to Alexander, smiling, and said, "Mr. Alexander, thank you!" After speaking, she kissed him on the cheek, then instinctively glanced outside the kitchen, as if afraid Isabelle might suddenly come downstairs and see.

"Oh dear, no, sorry, I got some on you..." Sophie Hale turned back and noticed the lipstick mark she had left on Alexander's cheek. She quickly apologized and wiped it off for him.

"It's fine." Alexander smiled.

After wiping off the lipstick mark, Sophie stayed close to Alexander and asked in a low voice, "Mr. Alexander, since that bastard is in New York... is there anything you need me to do?"

No one wanted James Sutherland dead more than Sophie Hale!

Alexander chatted with Sophie in the kitchen doorway for over ten minutes before she returned to cooking and he went upstairs.

Soon, a young girl's surprised exclamation came from upstairs.

"Ah! Teacher! You scared me! When did you get here, teacher?"

Isabelle Hale had been practicing sketching in her second-floor bedroom with the door open when Alexander suddenly appeared behind her, startling her.

"Isabelle is so diligent and well-behaved." Alexander praised with a smile.

"Of course!" Isabelle snorted proudly, lifting her chin.

"Here... you can't draw it like this. Give me the pencil..." Alexander pointed at the drawing board, immediately slipping into "teacher" mode.

There were many things Isabelle couldn't know about - when he brought her to New York, he had used the excuse that it would be convenient for him to teach her painting.

So Alexander's visit today also included giving Isabelle some instructions.

Over an hour later, it was already noon.

"Lunch is ready!" Sophie's call came from downstairs.

They went down to eat.

After having lunch at Sophie's place, Alexander chatted with both of them for a while longer and gave Isabelle some more teachings before driving away.

Exactly 2:00 PM.

Peninsula Cafe, central New York City, the innermost private room on the second floor.

Alexander pushed the door open and entered.

Two women were already waiting for him in the room - Celeste Lark and Charlotte Langford! They had agreed to meet here at 2:00 PM, and the two had arrived early.

"Senpai!" Seeing Alexander enter in his suit, Celeste called out and waved.

"Miss Celeste." Alexander greeted her with a smile before turning his attention to Charlotte.

Charlotte was also sizing up Alexander.

Her first impression of Alexander was, first, his calm demeanor, then his handsome appearance, and then... his outfit and accessories that must cost at least millions! This was even more "wealthy" than Celeste had described!

It's worth noting that everything Alexander was wearing today, including his watch, was bought by Jasmine yesterday. The watch Seraphine had bought for him had been set aside, and the one he was wearing now was slightly more expensive than what Seraphine had purchased - also a Patek Philippe, priced at over a million!

"Mr. Alexander, hello!"

"Miss Charlotte, hello!"

They shook hands and exchanged pleasantries before taking their seats.

The casually dressed Charlotte sat with Celeste on one side, while Alexander sat opposite them.

"When did you arrive in New York, Miss Charlotte?" Alexander asked with a smile.

"This morning," Charlotte replied.

They exchanged some initial small talk - the kind of polite conversation typical of first meetings. During these few minutes of casual chat, Charlotte developed a rather subtle feeling about Alexander!

This feeling came from the contrast!

Alexander was truly too composed. It had been so many years since Charlotte had met someone who could remain so calm during their first encounter with her. It was as if he were meeting an ordinary person for the first time - speaking normally, always maintaining a smile, his eyes not wandering over her because she was a celebrity.

It was very comfortable!

Recalling Celeste Lark's demeanor when she first saw him this morning, Charlotte Langford even felt a sense of astonishment toward Alexander!

"...Mr. Ciotta, let's discuss your song. Have you been paying attention to online discussions lately? The conversations about you have never ceased..." Charlotte proactively steered the topic toward music.

"I occasionally check..." Alexander smiled.

They began discussing music.

This was their "common ground," so they talked extensively and pleasantly!

Over half an hour later.

"...Mr. Ciotta, are you truly not planning to debut? I genuinely believe you..." Charlotte brought up the matter again.

"My ambitions lie elsewhere!" Alexander interrupted her with a smile.

"Then what... makes you unwilling to debut? I'm certain that if you're willing, you could achieve remarkable success in music! Do you have other career pursuits? Or is it... Your girlfriend who doesn't allow you to debut?" Charlotte hit the key point!

She spoke subtly, using "girlfriend" to refer to the "older hag" she currently imagined.

"Not really. No one can forbid me from debuting—I simply don't want to." Alexander's tone was somewhat nuanced as he said this, glancing at Celeste Lark.

He had already realized that Charlotte might have misunderstood something.

And this misunderstanding, tracing back to its roots, was actually something he had deliberately fostered! When Celeste initially misunderstood him, it was because Alexander had intentionally led her to think that way!

"I... must admit I don't quite understand your perspective, Mr. Ciotta..." Charlotte replied. Unsure whether Alexander was being truthful, she pondered briefly before proactively suggesting, "How about this, Mr. Ciotta—if it's convenient for you, may I treat you and your... girlfriend to a meal? Would that work?"

Charlotte was going all out!

No more beating around the bush!

She would meet the "older woman" directly! Regardless of who she was, Charlotte felt confident she could handle the situation!

"A meal... Sure, when?" Alexander agreed and asked in return.

"How about tonight?" Charlotte proposed.

"Tonight works." Alexander nodded.

"Then the restaurant... I'll make the arrangements." Seeing Alexander agree, Celeste immediately chimed in.

"Sure." Alexander still smiled and nodded.

"Ummm, actually, I think with your talent, if you were to debut, you'd definitely become hugely successful, far better than me. If you really have any concerns, you can tell me. I can help you, and Ms. Charlotte will help you, too!"

Celeste brought up the idea of persuading Alexander to debut again. She spoke slowly, clearly hinting at something she couldn't state directly, hence her tactful approach.

"I really don't have any concerns." Alexander smiled, then turned to Charlotte. "Ms. Charlotte, as I've said before, I won't debut. However, in terms of music composition, I believe we still have great potential for collaboration. It's just that my fees are quite high, so I hope you're prepared."

"Money isn't an issue, and I'm very willing to collaborate with you, Mr. Alexander," Charlotte responded without hesitation, then changed her tone. "But I also think that your musical perspective and your singing voice—if you don't step into the spotlight, it would be such a tremendous waste..."

"Yes, yes!" Celeste immediately chimed in supportively.

Celeste was very kind-hearted. She genuinely hoped that Alexander could achieve something in music, rather than being limited by someone else and wasting his talent without living his own life!

She meant well and wasn't trying to cause trouble—it was just a misunderstanding.

For the next ten-plus minutes, Charlotte and Alexander discussed mainly the topic of Alexander's debut.

She even laid all her cards on the table, strongly inviting Alexander to join her company! She promised him many benefits that even the star singers under her management didn't have.

Celeste kept persuading him from the side as well.

But Alexander simply wouldn't budge.

Debuting was out of the question. According to Alexander's thinking, since Charlotte had taken the initiative to approach him, he would definitely engage in deep collaboration with her—but that didn't include debuting himself!

Ring ring ring...

A phone ringtone interrupted the conversation among the three.

It was Alexander's!

Alexander took out his phone and glanced at it—it was Dante Doran calling. He answered, "Hey, Dan."

"Brother-in-law, do you have time?" Dante asked.

"Time... what's up?" Alexander said, glancing at Charlotte before responding with a question instead of an answer.

"It's like this, Paul Santino is with me now..."

Celeste and Charlotte watched Alexander on the phone, noticing that he listened for a while before finally hanging up.

"Maybe we should wrap up for now. I have something to attend to, so let's continue our conversation over dinner tonight." Alexander put down the phone and smiled at the two women.

"Alright! Then we won't keep you, Mr. Alexander." Charlotte was straightforward, standing up as she spoke.

Alexander also stood up, and the two shook hands.

"I'll book the restaurant and send you the address." Celeste stood up too, speaking sweetly to Alexander.

Alexander gave Celeste an "OK" hand gesture!

Time to go!

After Alexander left, Celeste and Charlotte stayed behind, continuing to drink coffee and chat.

"Ms. Charlotte, what do you think of my Senpai...?" Celeste asked Charlotte. Since it was their first meeting, she naturally hoped Charlotte would have a good impression of Alexander.

"He's a fascinating person." Charlotte Langford thought for a moment, gazing at the door of the private room Alexander had just left, and smiled. Then she turned to look at Celeste Lark and said, "He's really different!"

"Yes, he is indeed very different." Celeste nodded in agreement.

"Has he always been like this?" Charlotte asked proactively, "What I mean is, has he always treated people this way—naturally, accustomed to smiling, neither arrogant nor impatient..."

Alexander's attitude toward others was indeed unusual, and Charlotte was doing her best to describe it.

Before she could finish, Celeste was already nodding again.

"That's right, he has always been like this. Although I wasn't very familiar with him before and only got to know him recently, he truly is this way—very comfortable to be around." Celeste gave Alexander high praise!

Her words were sincere! Due to her looks, family background, and her mother's reputation, Celeste rarely encountered male peers who could speak to her normally—there were always various "issues."

For example, some wouldn't even dare to look her in the eye when talking to her!

"He does make people feel very comfortable." Charlotte nodded and echoed the sentiment, fully agreeing!

"He's a very unique person, suitable to be a friend." After a moment's thought, she added. Unaware how soon those thoughts would change.

Charlotte meant it sincerely!

Alexander hadn't done anything particularly special, yet he had left her with a highly favorable impression!

This was related to Charlotte's life experiences.

Charlotte had been a "princess" since birth. Aside from her family, everyone who met her either flattered her or acted overly cautious around her.

Even her father's business partners or elders would praise her effusively and laugh heartily in her presence!

After becoming a celebrity, it was even more so!

In truth, Charlotte didn't particularly enjoy the feeling of being the center of attention. It wasn't that she was being pretentious—she genuinely felt it was all too fake!

No one could speak to her with a normal attitude!

At times, Charlotte even felt she had no real friends, at least not among her peers. Everyone would become insincere because of her status!

Aside from her family, Charlotte could hardly find anyone she could confide in. And even with her family, there were many things she couldn't speak about freely!

All of this made Charlotte's first impression of Alexander exceptionally positive!

They shared common musical interests, and he was incredibly talented!

Moreover, he treated her like an ordinary person, speaking freely and openly. This kind of friend... was exactly what Charlotte had always dreamed of!

"Miss Langford, do you think... we can get him to debut?" Celeste asked Charlotte again.

"Absolutely!" Charlotte looked at Celeste with great certainty!

Alexander! She was determined to have him!

No matter what background that older woman had, she had to secure him tonight!


Chapter 9: Mind games. Date night.

A little over half an hour later.

In a private room on the second floor of Monarch Vault Club, Dante Doran held a cigarette in his mouth and was giving Paul Santino quiet instructions.

The Club was currently closed for renovations. The eighth, ninth, tenth, and eleventh floors all needed to be redecorated, but the lower floors, having suffered no fire damage, remained largely intact and could still be used normally.

"My brother-in-law should be arriving soon." Dante rechecked his watch and shot Paul a stern glance. "Do I still need to teach you how to behave later?"

"Don't worry! I understand! I understand!" Paul hastily assured him, nodding repeatedly.

"Mr. Alexander."

"Please come in, Mr. Alexander."

The respectful voices of bodyguards suddenly sounded outside the door, followed by the opening of the private room door. Alexander entered with one hand in his pocket.

"Brother-in-law, you're here." Dante immediately extinguished his cigarette and stood up.

"Mr. Alexander." Paul also quickly rose to his feet. Due to his bad leg, he staggered slightly from standing too fast.

"You wanted to see me?" Alexander turned to look at Paul and asked directly.

"Mr. Alexander, thank you, thank you so much. If it weren't for you, this old life of mine would have been over. You're like my second parent..." Paul Santino started speaking with great emotion, growing increasingly agitated as he went along, wholly immersed in his performance!

"Mr. Doran told me everything. It's all thanks to you. I just wanted to thank you in person. You saved my entire family's lives and livelihoods, Mr. Alexander... Let me kneel before you, let me kowtow to you!"

Even Dante was shocked. He hadn't expected Paul Santino to go this far. The audacity of this old man shamelessly trying to curry favor with his brother-in-law right in front of him was truly calculated!

Paul Santino was genuinely about to kneel, but Alexander reached out and supported his elbow.

"You're Dan's man, which makes you one of us. No need for such formalities." After speaking, Alexander released his hand, adjusted his suit, and turned to sit on the sofa.

"Yes, yes, we're all family." Paul remained standing by the side and quickly agreed, then took a bank card from his pocket, placed it on the table, and pushed it toward Alexander.

"Mr. Alexander, though we're all family, this matter has caused you trouble. Just a small token of my appreciation!" Paul added with a beaming smile.

Straight-up offering money!

Alexander glanced sideways at Paul Santino.

"It's not much, just a small gesture. You must accept it!" Paul quickly added, fearing Alexander might refuse.

Such words had to be interpreted in reverse - the more he called it a "small gesture," the larger the amount on that card likely was!

Alexander understood that since Paul had dared to produce the bank card in front of Dante, the two must have discussed everything before his arrival.

Dante definitely knew how much money was in the card!

Alexander glanced at the bank card on the table, then looked at Paul. Seeing Alexander's attitude, Paul immediately put on an ingratiating smile and said, "The PIN is six nines. Please take it. You've been running around for this matter with the Ashfords, and I, Paul Santino, have no way to repay you. You must accept it!"

After speaking, Paul glanced at Dante.

"Brother-in-law, it's Paul's sincere gesture," Dante chimed in, then picked up the card and slipped it into the outer pocket of Alexander's suit.

"Alright, Paul, my brother-in-law has accepted it!" After putting the card away, Dante looked up and said to Paul.

"Great, great! Mr. Alexander, let me propose another toast to you!" Paul said repeatedly. There was an open bottle of Hennessy champagne on the table, with glasses already prepared.

Though Paul had trouble with his legs, his hands were nimble. He quickly poured a glass for Alexander, then for Dante and himself.

He immediately picked up his own glass, lowering the rim to clink against Alexander's glass at an angle, smiling obsequiously: "Mr. Alexander, please!"

He then gestured to clink glasses with Dante as well.

Dante also picked up his glass, clinked with Paul, then gestured toward Alexander: "Come on, brother-in-law, let's have a drink!"

The entire process from Dante putting the card in Alexander's pocket to now had been executed seamlessly.

These two were truly performing a perfect duet!

However, Alexander didn't immediately clink glasses. Maintaining his smile, he glanced sideways at Dante, causing the atmosphere to instantly cool and become slightly awkward.

"Brother-in-law..." Dante gestured with his glass again, his voice much lower this time.

Alexander looked at him, said nothing, but finally picked up his glass!

"Come on, bottoms up!" Dante grinned broadly.

"I'll finish mine, Mr. Alexander, please drink as you wish!" Paul added.

The atmosphere immediately warmed up again.

The three clinked glasses and all drank!

Afterward, they engaged in some small talk. Paul expressed endless gratitude to Alexander, apologized for not visiting him a few days earlier as a breach of etiquette, and punished himself by drinking three additional drinks.

About ten minutes later.

"...Paul, don't you have other matters to attend to? You can go ahead," Dante said, looking up at Paul.

"Yes, yes! I do have things to do. Please continue your conversation..." Paul agreed and stood up.

He obviously didn't really have urgent business - it was simply time for him to leave!

His role here was done!

Holding his wine glass, Alexander took a sip while watching Paul's retreating back. Only after Paul had left the room did he put down his glass and turn to look at Dante.

"Dan, are you enjoying this?" Alexander asked with a sidelong glance.

"What? Enjoying what?" Dante played dumb at first, then hurriedly explained: "No, brother-in-law... It was Paul. He insisted on thanking you and begged me, worried you wouldn't accept the money. I was just cooperating with him..."

"Playing mind games with me, huh?" Alexander smiled at Dante.

The smile made Dante's hair stand on end.

"That's not it, brother-in-law, I really didn't mean anything else..." Dante forced out another explanation.

"How much is on the card?" Alexander asked Dante directly.

"It's... about... 25 million." Dante was almost too afraid to say it, sensing that he had once again upset his brother-in-law!

Alexander had saved Nathaniel Ashford's life, and even Lucien Ashford, who had prepared extra, had only deposited twenty million into the card. That was already an enormous amount. Compensation for offending someone and repaying a favor are not the same—they can't be equated!

Yet Paul Santino, whose personal wealth was far less than the Ashford family's, directly offered such an amount!

This was clearly abnormal!

So much, and in cash at that! Paul Santino's net worth was substantial, but it's not the same as cash... There was no way Paul Santino could come up with millions in cash all at once!

He must have borrowed money to manage the liquidity. With assets to mortgage, borrowing wasn't an issue for him!

The act of accepting money involves great nuance!

It's about social etiquette and relationships! When the Ashford family gave Alexander millions, he accepted it because it was reasonable. If they had given him hundreds, Alexander would absolutely not have taken it!

A gift that's too large! Accepting it would mean owing them in return!

The same principle applied here!

Paul Santino offering Alexander so much right off the bat, even more generous than Lucien Ashford, might be called a thank-you gift, but in reality, if Alexander accepted the money, the excess portion would essentially mean he was accepting a favor from Paul Santino.

If anything happened to Paul later, Alexander would have to protect him!

If Paul had bypassed Dante and "gifted" Alexander alone, it would indicate ulterior motives, but this time, Dante had genuinely helped him.

So...

Alexander quickly ran through the possibilities in his mind, then glanced at Dante  and asked, "When are you leaving?"

"In the next few days..." Dante, feeling nervous, answered instinctively, then widened his eyes. "Wh... brother-in-law, how did you know...? Brother-in-law, you're truly brilliant! Nothing escapes you. You're amazing!"

By the end, he was giving Alexander an outright thumbs-up and praising him! He understood that all his little thoughts had been seen through by Alexander.

In truth, the matter wasn't complicated. Dante was temporarily leaving New York! He needed to lie low! Only after his critical situation had completely settled would he return to New York!

And once he left, it was hard to say what would happen in New York's underworld. Would chaos erupt again? Would there be those with ulterior motives? Or would other influential figures take advantage of the situation?

It was all uncertain!

Therefore! Dante needed someone to temporarily take his place! To manage the affairs of the New York underworld on his behalf. This person had to be absolutely trustworthy and capable enough to keep the underworld figures in check!

Alexander was clearly the ideal candidate!

"Why not just say it outright?" Alexander asked Dante, giving him a sidelong glance.

"Speaking directly... well, I was afraid my sister might not agree..." Dante gestured as he spoke.

His primary concern was his older sister's opposition.

Jasmine had never approved of Dante's deep involvement with the underworld. When she arrived in New York, Dante's arrangements for the underworld were already largely in place, a fait accompli.

Changing things then would only cause more chaos, so she had no choice but to let him handle it!

Back then, Jasmine hadn't been able to intervene in time regarding Dante's underworld arrangements.

But now she could persuade Alexander! The power of pillow talk would surely be more effective than anything her "little brother" could say!

This is the fundamental reason Dante was playing his hand this way.

By doing so, Alexander would inevitably get involved in New York's underworld affairs and manage them without taking the initiative, making it difficult for Jasmine to object.

Additionally, there was another aspect... Dante couldn't openly explain to the underworld why he was leaving. If word got out, the Devonte family would realize Dante was lying low to avoid trouble!

In other words, he couldn't explicitly tell the four central figures of New York's underworld, including Paul Santino, that he was entrusting his "position" to Alexander!

Making the person in charge of New York shift from Young Master Doran of New York to Mr. Ciotta of New York!

Both aspects made it difficult for Dante to speak plainly, so he could only set up this situation to push things along—having Alexander accept money from New York's underworld, ensuring Paul would approach Alexander with matters, and having Alexander step into a management role passively!

"You..." Alexander sighed as he looked at Dante.

"Brother-in-law, please don't tell my sister about this. If she finds out I asked you to handle New York's affairs, she'll kill me..." Dante immediately pleaded with Alexander.

"It's not that serious," Alexander said with a laugh.

Reading Alexander's expression and seeing that he didn't seem angry, Dante picked up his glass and said, "Brother-in-law, let's have a drink. This one's on me..."

Alexander raised his glass.

….

Around 4:30 in the afternoon.

Alexander had been talking with Dante for over an hour. They had covered everything that needed to be said, including discussions about James and Nathaniel.

The conversation was finished.

Alexander checked his watch.

"Got plans, brother-in-law? How about having dinner together tonight?" Dante noticed and asked.

"I have plans already. Alright, let's call it a day here."

"Sounds good. You go ahead with your business. Let me see you out!"

Seeing Alexander stand up, Dante rose as well.

They went downstairs!

Got in the car!

Drove away!

While driving, Alexander dialed Jasmine's number.

The call connected quickly.

"Hey, darling."

"Jasmine, let's have dinner together tonight."

"Huh? Going out?"

"Yes, with two friends. They're treating!"

"Friends? Who? Women, I assume?"

"Celeste Lark and Charlotte Langford!"

"Celeste Lark, you're still playing around? Does Seraphine know about... Wait! Who did you say after that?!"

When Jasmine heard Alexander mention Celeste, she initially thought he was up to some scheme again—after all, his previous initiative to connect with Celeste had ultimately been a ploy targeting Seraphine Arden...

She couldn't help but wonder if Celeste had ever given Alexander a massage by now.

Celeste, being Seraphine's daughter, naturally drew Jasmine's keen attention. This focus caused her to pause briefly before registering the other name Alexander mentioned.

Charlotte Langford!

Jasmine didn't personally know Charlotte, but it was impossible for her not to know of Charlotte!

In the entire country, those unaware of Charlotte were an extreme minority! Describing Charlotte as a "household name" was no exaggeration.

To Jasmine, Charlotte's status as a pop music superstar was insignificant; what truly mattered was Charlotte's background. She was the treasured daughter of a billionaire family, renowned in high society as a prize many hoped for, but none could get.

Another point that caught Jasmine's attention—Charlotte was single! In fact, as far as she knew, she had never dated.

"Charlotte Langford—you must know her," Alexander said with a smile.

"What are you scheming now?" Jasmine fired back with a pointed question.

"Nothing, really. Charlotte took the initiative. She just arrived in New York today and wants to treat us to dinner..." Alexander replied casually.

"Celeste? Charlotte? Dinner? What does this have to do with you? Or with me?" Jasmine was completely baffled, unable to connect the dots.

"It's a bit complicated. I'm on my way to your company now—we'll talk when I get there," Alexander said after a moment's thought.

Half an hour later.

The hallway outside the CEO's office was still lined with bodyguards.

"Mr. Alexander."

"Please go in, Mr. Alexander."

The bodyguards greeted Alexander as he approached, with one even opening the CEO's office door for him.

The office was empty and quiet, with no one in sight.

It was already 5:00 PM, the end of the workday, and since it was Friday, Alexander knew Jasmine wouldn't be working overtime.

In fact, she'd have a normal weekend off tomorrow and the day after.

With the product launch over and the most critical work completed, Jasmine could finally take a break and wouldn't be as busy.

This was precisely why Alexander felt comfortable agreeing to have dinner with Charlotte that evening.

Alexander walked to the space between the desk and the facing sofa and coffee table, one hand in his pocket, glancing around. Then, he faintly heard movement from the small restroom.

The restroom door was closed.

Alexander went over, opened the door directly, and stepped inside.

Inside the restroom, Jasmine's professional CEO attire was tossed on the bed. She had already changed into a deep blue dress and was sitting in front of the mirror, applying makeup.

"When was this arranged? You should've told me earlier," Jasmine remarked while shaping her eyebrows, her back to the door. She confirmed it was Alexander through the mirror's reflection.

Only Alexander would dare enter this room unannounced; no one else would.

Jasmine felt slightly annoyed with Alexander. She had planned to leave work as usual without needing to change or put on makeup—just head straight home.

But Alexander had only informed her about the dinner plans half an hour ago, leaving her somewhat rushed.

She was approaching this dinner with serious intent.

Because the other party was a woman—a famous woman, a wealthy socialite with an astonishing background! And one who was young and beautiful!

God knows what scheme Alexander is trying to pull this time!

It wouldn't even be surprising if he suddenly produced another harem member out of thin air!

"We made the arrangement this afternoon," Alexander said with a smile as he walked to the inner side of the small lounge and sat on the changing bench behind Jasmine.

"No need to rush, take your time with the makeup. Just be ready by six," Alexander added, smiling at Jasmine.

"Where are we eating?" Jasmine asked.

"House of Lai," Alexander replied.

About an hour earlier, while Alexander was still discussing matters with Dante, he had received a text from Celeste Lark with the dinner time and location already finalized.

"House of Lai,"

Jasmine repeated meaningfully. "Quite the place you picked!"

Alexander tilted his head slightly, watching Jasmine's reflection in the mirror.

Jasmine glanced at Alexander through the mirror and spoke again: "Explain, my dear Alexander. What's going on? Why is she treating you to dinner? And why am I invited too?"

This was what puzzled Jasmine most. No matter how Alexander flirted outside, that was his business. But daring to invite her, Jasmine Doran, to dinner directly... Was this some kind of challenge?

Given Alexander's past behavior, Jasmine held certain "prejudices" against him. Whenever a wealthy and beautiful woman was involved, Jasmine would suspect that she was having an affair with Alexander.

Though, to be fair, it wasn't exactly prejudice...

"You know I wrote a song for Celeste and recorded one myself, right?" Alexander began.

"I know," Jasmine responded.

Then Alexander explained everything.

There was no point hiding these things from Jasmine. Most importantly, once she went to the dinner and they started talking, she would find out anyway. So keeping secrets was meaningless since she would learn everything today.

Better to let Jasmine mentally prepare herself.

"...Celeste misunderstood our relationship. She doesn't know who you are - you're only spoken on the phone once. She doesn't know my situation either. Suddenly, I have money. Add in the way you treated her last time, so she suspects..."

"Charlotte Langford was probably influenced by Celeste. She wants to sign me, have me debut..."

"When we talked this afternoon, she even hinted that I shouldn't waste my talent, and that if I had any difficulties, I could tell her..."

"They seem to think I'm being controlled by some rich old hag of a woman... Probably want to negotiate with you!" Alexander couldn't help laughing at this point.

How amusing!

Jasmine shot Alexander a glare. She could tell he was deliberately teasing her from his tone.

"You're still laughing? Does it feel good to be seen as a kept man?" Jasmine snorted.

"Not really, I did deny it," Alexander chuckled.

"Whether you really denied it or not, only you know. Who knows if you did it on purpose, or what scheme you're plotting..." Jasmine's words nearly hit the mark.

"Don't speculate about me with such ill intentions," Alexander said as he stood up.

Jasmine had just picked up her diamond necklace. Seeing Alexander rise, she handed it back to him.

Alexander stood behind Jasmine and fastened the necklace for her, so it rested perfectly on the swell of her generous bust.

Everything felt completely natural.

After putting on the jewelry, Jasmine stood up to check her reflection in the mirror, then turned back with a smile to ask Alexander, "Beautiful?"

"Mhm!" Alexander smiled.

"So cold." Jasmine Doran retorted to Alexander, yet she raised her hand and began straightening his collar and tie.

Around 5:30 PM, Jasmine left the company with Alexander's arm linked in hers.

Over twenty minutes later.

In the busiest section of W Road in Midtown, a grand restaurant with classically elegant exterior decor stood at the street corner.

House of Lai Grand Restaurant! One of New York's finest establishments!

Alexander arrived in Jasmine's Maybach.

The couple stepped out of the car together and entered with their bodyguards. Alexander gave "Miss Celeste's" name to the hostess, who confirmed "Mr. Alexander" before respectfully leading them upstairs.

They took the elevator to the fifth floor.

Upon exiting into the corridor, the hostess stopped and turned to announce respectfully: "Sir, Madam, the room at the very end, please!"

With that, she returned to the elevator.

This was highly unusual - usually, she would escort guests directly to their private room door!

But Alexander and Jasmine, having reached the fifth floor, understood exactly why this was happening. Because... Celeste had booked the entire floor of the restaurant!

The corridor had even been newly laid with red carpet, and on both sides stood bodyguards at regular intervals - the entire hallway likely contained twenty to thirty men in black suits!

This scene!

This display!

It resembled a red wedding! A trap!

Deliberately so!

Jasmine immediately recognized that Celeste and Charlotte Langford intended to intimidate her, this "older hag," right from the start!

"Shall we, my dear Alexander?" Jasmine arched an eyebrow and glanced at him with an amused smile before proceeding down the corridor with his arm in hers.

Several steps behind Jasmine Doran, her bodyguard had already slipped one hand inside his jacket.

He didn't know what was happening here, nor did he care - if anyone made a suspicious move, he wouldn't hesitate to draw his weapon!


Chapter 10: She is his girlfriend?

Jasmine walked forward with Alexander's arm linked in hers, her gaze completely ignoring these seemingly "ferocious" bodyguards.

Although she had only brought two bodyguards upstairs, leaving the rest downstairs, her presence was no less imposing! Her main bodyguard, Sebastian, remained highly vigilant, his hand tucked inside his jacket, ready to draw his gun at any moment—this was his professional instinct, something he did proactively without needing specific instructions.

The twenty to thirty bodyguards arranged by Celeste Lark were all "glaring menacingly"!

The atmosphere was tense!

The mood and feeling in the corridor made it seem as though something big was about to happen!

But... in reality, these bodyguards brought by Celeste for show were all bewildered, utterly confused!

Because the situation wasn't right!

Strictly speaking, they were all part of the Arden family, working under Seraphine Arden. Celeste had mobilized so many people only after informing Seraphine, but she had used the pretext of ensuring Charlotte Langford's schedule went smoothly.

They had arrived at the Restaurant an hour earlier and then followed Celeste's instructions. She had told them that her senior would later bring an old woman, and that they should intimidate her!

They didn't need to do much—just glare maliciously!

It was all about creating the right scene and impression!

They had grasped Celeste's intention perfectly and acted accordingly. When Alexander and Jasmine came upstairs, they immediately glared at Jasmine... and then things went awry!

Why was it a young woman in her twenties? And an exceptionally beautiful one at that! Where was the old hag?!

Actually, that wasn't even the main issue!

The key point was that some of these bodyguards recognized Jasmine Doran! Jasmine had been in New York for four years. Among these bodyguards working under Seraphine Arden, some had inevitably seen Jasmine before!

Those who recognized Jasmine all felt that something big was about to happen!

The young lady's elaborate setup today was clearly meant to provoke trouble, and it seemed she was teaming up with Charlotte Langford to target Jasmine?!

End of the corridor.

Alexander and Jasmine Doran arrived.

"Mr. Alexander, please!" the bodyguards on both sides of the door said simultaneously, then pulled open the double doors to the private room, revealing a vast and spacious interior!

The decor was extremely luxurious, with a classical style that exuded a golden, resplendent ambiance!

In the center of the room stood a large round table, large enough to seat twenty people. Celeste Lark and Charlotte Langford sat close together on the inner side, having been whispering to each other. When the door opened, they both looked up simultaneously.

"Senpai, you're here!" Celeste stood up immediately, waving at Alexander with a sweet smile, but then she froze.

Charlotte was also stunned.

Both were staring at the elegant, imposing, and ravishingly beautiful Jasmine Doran, particularly focusing on how she was holding Alexander's arm.

Entering arm-in-arm with Alexander naturally meant she was his girlfriend.

Where was the promised old hag?!

Charlotte blinked her dazzling eyes, turning to glance at Celeste with a questioning look.

Celeste had been the one to tell Charlotte everything, and now Charlotte had no idea what was going on—she could only "ask" Celeste with her eyes!

But Celeste didn't notice Charlotte's gaze; she was still in a daze.

The door was closed from the outside by the bodyguards.

Even as Alexander and Jasmine reached the table, Celeste hadn't snapped out of her stupor yet.

"Sorry to keep you both waiting," Alexander said with a smile, breaking Celeste's dazed state.

"Ah... Ah... No..... actually not really, Miss Charlotte and I just arrived too." Celeste was clearly not telling the truth, but that didn't matter. She immediately resumed her natural demeanor, gestured toward Jasmine, and asked Alexander, "Senior, who is this...?"

"Aren't you the ones inviting her to dinner? Why ask?" Alexander said half-jokingly, then turned slightly, placing a hand on Jasmine's back while gesturing with the other. "Jasmine, let me introduce you. This is... Celeste Lark, my junior from Uni... And this, you must know her - Miss Charlotte Langford!"

The introduction was merely a formality. Jasmine certainly knew who they were.

Alexander then introduced her to the two women.

"This is my girlfriend, Jasmine Doran." Alexander gestured toward them as he spoke.

"Jasmine Doran?"

"Jasmine Doran?"

Celeste and Charlotte repeated the name almost simultaneously, their expressions immediately shifting. Celeste was from New York - she hadn't met Jasmine before nor paid much attention to her, but she had naturally heard the name Jasmine Doran!

As for Charlotte... she had some impression of this name!

Comparatively speaking, the Langford and Doran families were on similar social levels - even if not exactly equal, they were close. Though the Langford family wasn't a political elite, they were initially a financial conglomerate, which gave them a particular distinction!

Charlotte had heard Jasmine's name long ago.

Recently, she'd been thinking about it more frequently because she was coming to New York. Everyone knew New York was Dante Doran's territory - the news about Dante's club fire had made headlines. Thinking of Dante naturally led to thoughts of Jasmine...

So... was this Jasmine Doran the same Jasmine Doran?

Or just someone with the same name?

"Miss Charlotte, pleased to meet you!" Jasmine had already stepped forward to shake Charlotte's hand.

Charlotte quickly collected herself and smiled, "Miss Doran, hello!"

"Miss Celeste, you should remember me, right? We spoke on the phone last time." Jasmine then shook Celeste's hand, giving her a meaningful look.

"Ah, yes, yes..." Celeste had become somewhat stammering.

Confirmed!

She remembered the "older woman's" voice! It actually matched Jasmine's speaking voice now! The tone was different, but the vocal quality remained the same.

The private room suddenly fell silent.

After Celeste said "yes," she simply didn't know what to say next, her face completely flushed.

This misunderstanding was too big!

"Miss Doran, may I ask presumptuously..." Charlotte suddenly spoke from the side.

"Hmm? What is it?" Jasmine turned to Charlotte.

"I'm not entirely certain, but are you the Miss Doran I know..." Charlotte, being relatively straightforward, asked directly, "That is... Miss Doran, do you have a younger brother named Dante Doran?"

"Yes!" Jasmine nodded.

"So it really is you! I've heard about Miss Doran for a long time," Charlotte said with a smile. "Miss Doran is currently in the cosmetics industry, right?"

"Yes, that's correct." Jasmine nodded again.

Everything matched!

Not just the same name - this was indeed THE Jasmine Doran, eldest granddaughter of the main branch of the Doran family!

After the exchange of pleasantries, Alexander and Jasmine took their seats.

Celeste hadn't spoken for quite some time, sitting there with her face completely red.

She was the one who had told Charlotte that Alexander's girlfriend was an "older hag." She didn't dare look at Charlotte now, feeling incredibly embarrassed.

"Have you ordered yet?" Alexander asked after sitting down.

"Not yet, we were waiting for Mr. Alexander and... Miss Jasmine," Charlotte Langford said with a smile.

"Let's order first. What would Miss Jasmine like to eat?" With the menu already at her table, Charlotte placed it on the glass turntable, rotating it to "deliver" the menu right in front of Jasmine Doran.

Since it was agreed that she would treat Alexander's girlfriend to dinner, it was only natural for Jasmine to order.

Jasmine didn't stand on ceremony at all. Without any polite refusals, she picked up the menu directly, flipped through it, and started ordering!

"Darling, what would you like?" Jasmine even called out to Alexander, signaling for him to join in ordering.

Charlotte watched the two of them, observing intently, her gaze practically glued to them.

The incredibly talented amateur male singer she had discovered online—his girlfriend turned out to be Jasmine Doran!!!

This was astonishing!

The menu, when opened, was quite large, blocking Alexander and Jasmine's faces.

"How about this... and this..." Jasmine spoke in a tone as if consulting Alexander, but she was selecting dishes so quickly that it felt like she was planning to order an enormous amount!

"Can we finish all that?" Alexander glanced at her with a smile and asked.

"Isn't someone else treating us?" Jasmine shot him a sidelong glance and replied softly.

Alexander's eyebrows twitched!

Jasmine wasn't the type to take advantage of someone else treating her—she wasn't short on money! Her behavior now clearly indicated she was up to something!

This meal... was obviously not going to be peaceful!

Meanwhile.

Outside the private room, in the hallway near the staircase corner.

A bodyguard was whispering into a phone, calling Seraphine Arden!

He had no choice but to make this call—the young lady had set up a tense situation, and yet Jasmine had shown up!

If a conflict broke out, things would escalate badly!

"...It was the young lady who instructed us to prepare this way, and just now, Mr. Ciotta and Miss Doran arrived. Miss Jasmine brought bodyguards too, and it seems they're armed—Their hands have been tucked under their clothes the whole time..."

Greenwater Villa Complex, South District, Villa No. 6.

In the first-floor living room, Seraphine Arden, who had just returned home, showered and changed into pajamas, curled up on the sofa.

Her expression shifted as she listened to her bodyguard's report over the phone.

"They were armed? Are you sure?" Seraphine frowned and asked for confirmation.

"It appears so. Miss Doran's bodyguard kept his hand tucked in his jacket, very alert... As per the young lady's instructions, we... After the older woman arrived, we... We didn't know earlier that it was Miss Doran..." The bodyguard elaborated on the situation again.

Seraphine's frown deepened. She pondered briefly but couldn't make sense of it!

She knew why her daughter and Charlotte Langford had approached Alexander. When Charlotte first contacted Celeste, it was on the day Celeste signed the profit-sharing contract with Alexander, and Seraphine had been present.

There was nothing unusual about it initially.

Seraphine never thought Alexander would debut as an entertainer or anything of the sort! A simple discussion and refusal should have sufficed—she hadn't given it much thought.

But now, the situation had escalated... Was her daughter setting up a trap for Jasmine Doran?!

Even using the malicious term "older hag" to refer to Jasmine?

And Jasmine's bodyguard was armed.

So... Seraphine still couldn't understand. Her daughter wasn't the type to stir up trouble! Why confront Jasmine? What did it have to do with her?

"I understand. Keep a close watch on the situation and ensure nothing goes wrong. I'll be there shortly," Seraphine finally said.

"Understood, boss," the bodyguard replied.

...

House of Lai Restaurant.

Inside the spacious private room, after nearly ten minutes of discussion, Jasmine and Alexander finally finished ordering... Jasmine had selected 18 dishes and several bottles of red wine, priced at tens of thousands each!

Celeste had a menu as well, but seeing Jasmine's extensive order, neither she nor Charlotte added anything else.

There was certainly enough food—more than enough for ten people!

Once the ordering was done, the group began casual conversation, primarily between Jasmine and Charlotte.

"...Is Miss Doran's company nearing its IPO?" Charlotte asked Jasmine with a smile.

"Still in preparation, but soon," Jasmine replied with a smile.

The red wine arrived first. During the first toast, Charlotte raised her glass to Jasmine and said warmly, "It seems I can offer my early congratulations! May your company's listing go smoothly and your business prosper!"

"Thank you," Jasmine responded with a smile, lifting her glass in return.

Alexander and Celeste naturally raised their glasses as well.

Everyone drank up!

The atmosphere remained utterly pleasant. Jasmine then inquired about Charlotte's company, keeping the conversation light and friendly.

Celeste gradually relaxed and began joining in more actively, even bringing up the recent launch event for Magical Glamour and complimenting Jasmine.

"Miss Doran, your skin is so flawless—I'm truly envious! Are you twenty-three this year?" Celeste asked Jasmine with a soft, sweet smile.

"Twenty-seven," Jasmine replied with a subtle smile.

"Wow! Miss Doran, you take such excellent care of yourself," Celeste exclaimed softly, unconsciously glancing at Alexander.

Her comment was actually meant for Alexander—a way to retract her earlier remarks about his girlfriend.

The restaurant served the dishes remarkably quickly. Shortly after the wine was poured, the courses began arriving one after another.

The three women continued their casual chat.

Alexander remained silent the entire time, smiling as he observed everything.

Both Charlotte and Celeste would occasionally glance at Alexander while conversing with Jasmine.

Charlotte had heard about Jasmine's temperament—exceptionally strong-willed, unyielding! A truly domineering woman!

This was something Charlotte had already sensed!

Precisely because Alexander remained silent!

It gave her the impression that in Jasmine's presence, Alexander spoke even less—a clear case of the woman being strong and the man powerless, too obvious!

She even thought that, although Celeste's description of "old hag" wasn't accurate, the idea that Alexander couldn't debut because Jasmine wouldn't allow it might very well be true!

A talented, handsome man from an ordinary background dating an extremely wealthy heiress! Naturally, he'd have to... obey, right?

This also aligned with the rumors of Jasmine's bossy demeanor—everything had to be done her way!

"Miss Doran, Mr. Ciotta previously released a song online. Have you heard it?" Charlotte proactively brought up the topic, steering the conversation toward "business."

"I have," Jasmine nodded.

"What did you think?" Charlotte asked further.

"It's terrific," Jasmine replied with a smile, pausing briefly before adding, "I'm not a professional in this area, so... I can't really elaborate. You're the expert, Miss Langford; you should understand it better than I do."

Charlotte smiled and said, "I must say, I was blown away by that song. Mr.Ciotta is truly talented—calling him a prodigy wouldn't be an exaggeration. If he were to officially debut as a singer, he would definitely become a massive star!"

"Is that so?" Jasmine showed a surprised smile, even turning to glance at Alexander. "Congratulations, then, my dear Mr. Alexander!"

Her tone carried a hint of teasing mockery toward Alexander. As she spoke, Jasmine picked up her wine glass.

Alexander knew Jasmine was up to something. He smiled without saying a word, then raised his wine glass.

They clinked glasses, and both took a sip of red wine.

"Well... It's like this, Miss Doran," Charlotte carefully weighed her words, looking at Jasmine as she continued, "The reason I invited you to dinner today was actually to discuss Mr. Ciotta's debut. If he joins my company, I can offer him the best resources..."

"Why discuss it with me?" Jasmine interrupted Charlotte, her tone somewhat puzzled. "If you want to sign him, ask him. There doesn't seem to be much for us to talk about regarding this matter..."

As she spoke, Jasmine glanced briefly at Alexander.

Charlotte also looked at Alexander.

"I've said it before—I won't be debuting," Alexander interjected at this moment, smiling as he spoke.

"Hmm..." Charlotte pondered, wanting to say something to Alexander, but held back, turning directly back to Jasmine instead. "It's like this, Miss Doran. I'm not sure if Mr.Ciotta has any concerns because of you, so I feel it's necessary for us to..."

"Not at all," Jasmine interrupted Charlotte again. "How could he have concerns because of me? We've talked about this a bit before—he himself doesn't want to debut and has no plans to enter the entertainment industry."

Charlotte disbelieved everything Jasmine said!

"Then, if I may ask—I forgot to ask earlier—what is Mr. Ciotta currently doing for work?" Charlotte inquired, glancing briefly between Alexander and Jasmine.

"I'm working as an assistant at Jasmine's company," Alexander replied with a smile.

"...Jasmine's assistant?" Charlotte asked again.

Alexander nodded.

Charlotte immediately showed an understanding expression - everything matched up again!

Alexander would rather work under his girlfriend than debut in the industry - how could this possibly be voluntary?

Alexander suddenly raised his hand to check his watch. More than twenty minutes had passed since they entered.

'She should be arriving....' He thought to himself.

"I need to use the restroom," Alexander said with a smile as he stood up and walked out.


Chapter 11: Bet.

After Alexander left, the smile on Jasmine's face noticeably faded.

When Alexander was present, she maintained appearances for his sake. But with him gone, she really didn't want to keep "acting" with Charlotte! No more pretending!

"Miss Doran," Charlotte began carefully, looking at Jasmine, "I truly believe that given the talent Mr. Ciotta has demonstrated, it would be a loss if he doesn't choose to enter the music industry..."

"Why do you keep saying this to me? Alexander was just here - you should have said this to him, tried to persuade him," Jasmine interrupted.

After a moment's thought, Charlotte continued, "I just feel that Mr. Ciotta might... listen to you more, Miss Doran. If you could persuade him..."

"He listens to me?" Jasmine suddenly laughed, as if genuinely amused. She looked at Charlotte, "If I could control Alexander, I wouldn't be sitting here having dinner with you today... It seems you still don't understand him, Miss Langford!"

Charlotte's expression changed. Though she didn't completely grasp the meaning behind Jasmine's words, she could sense the shift in Jasmine's tone.

It didn't seem very friendly anymore.

"Miss Langford, you seem to... really like my Alexander," Jasmine said with a smile.

Charlotte's expression shifted again as she suddenly understood why Jasmine was being unfriendly.

"Miss Doran, you might be misunderstanding. I greatly admire Mr. Ciotta's talent," Charlotte explained.

"So? When are you planning to sleep with him?" Jasmine asked directly.

The private room fell into sudden silence.

Charlotte was utterly shocked!

So was Celeste! Her eyes widened as she stared at Jasmine in extreme astonishment.

The atmosphere in the private room instantly dropped to freezing point!

Just moments ago, Charlotte had thought Jasmine was merely overly possessive and controlling, worried that Alexander might be taken by another woman, and had misunderstood her relationship with Alexander...

She had even explained herself.

Charlotte never could have dreamed that Jasmine would be so direct, daring to say such outrageous things outright!

Jasmine was truly done pretending!

Being called an old hag and intimidated with a staged scene—given her personality, she naturally wouldn't tolerate it.

Even if it was a misunderstanding, she might have let it slide if the other party had apologized or explained.

But there was no explanation, and on top of that, she was accused of controlling Alexander, with the other party relentlessly lecturing her.

Jasmine wasn't an impatient person, but it depended on who she was dealing with!

From the moment she arrived, she had already felt some hostility toward Charlotte. This hostility was the same as what she felt toward Seraphine Arden... Charlotte's status was no less than Jasmine's own! That made her a potential "threat"!

Although there was no special relationship between Charlotte and Alexander at the moment... Jasmine knew Alexander's tactics better than anyone!

She felt it was necessary to take preemptive action!

If she couldn't control Alexander, could she not handle a wannabe "soon-to-be harem member"?

The room remained silent for a good ten seconds.

"Ms. Doran." Charlotte pursed her lips, her smile fading considerably as she looked Jasmine in the eye. "I don't know why you would ask such a question, but don't you think saying that is very rude?"

"Really?" Jasmine gave Charlotte a faint smile, then straightened her expression and gestured toward the door. "So, staging this scene today and inviting me here—was that polite? What were you trying to do? Scare me?"

Charlotte's expression immediately turned uncomfortable. The staged scene was something she and Celeste had discussed, and no matter how you looked at it, she was in the wrong.

"Ms. Doran." Celeste suddenly stood up, looking somewhat flustered. She sensed the two were about to argue and tried to mediate.

"This was my fault, Ms. Doran. I'm sorry, I apologize!" Celeste said, bowing to Jasmine.

Then she picked up her wine glass and addressed Jasmine in a soft, apologetic tone, "Ms. Doran, let me propose a toast to you as an apology, alright?"

Celeste, who hadn't yet graduated from Uni, wasn't really suited for such "formal" social occasions. She couldn't remain as composed as Charlotte.

However, if it was her mistake, she would apologize—that was just her nature.

Jasmine looked at Celeste holding her glass and smiled slightly, raising her own glass in acknowledgment.

The apology was accepted.

Jasmine had no interest in holding a grudge against the likes of Celeste. A CEO vs. a College student... the difference was too much.

She also wouldn't hold anything against Celeste just because she was Seraphine's daughter—she wouldn't "take her anger out on her." In Jasmine's eyes, Celeste posed no threat at all!

After Jasmine and Celeste drank, the atmosphere in the room eased considerably.

Charlotte watched Jasmine set down her glass, but didn't feel she owed an apology.

Usually, she should have apologized.

But Jasmine had said such harsh things to her! She had her pride, too!

"Miss Charlotte, aren't you going to answer me?" Jasmine set down her wine glass and turned her gaze back to Charlotte. "Since you think so highly of my Alexander, when are you two fucki..."

"Miss Doran!" Charlotte interrupted Jasmine, then slightly furrowed her brows. "Don't you find this utterly absurd? Mr. Ciotta and I just met today. What exactly are you suspecting between us?"

"You're the one who came to New York to find him, aren't you?" Jasmine countered.

"Yes!" Charlotte admitted, then added, "But I came to discuss signing him for his debut, not to pursue anything romantic with him. As you said earlier, I don't even know him well. You can't just assume something would happen between us just because I... praised him."

"Since you don't know him well, then why do you assume that I'm the one preventing him from debuting? Do you think I'm controlling him? Rather than it being his own choice not to debut? Miss Charlotte, could you tell me what you think of me, Jasmine Doran? That I'm domineering? That I'm unreasonable?" Jasmine looked directly into Charlotte's eyes, firing off a series of questions.

Charlotte found herself momentarily speechless.

It wasn't that she didn't have answers - they were just difficult to voice aloud! She did indeed hold prejudices against Jasmine, or rather, "stereotypes" formed based on rumors!

"You think I'm obstructing Alexander's entry into the entertainment industry, and you're hostile toward me because of that, aren't you?" Jasmine pressed further.

Charlotte remained silent again, because that was precisely what she thought!

The private room fell into silence once more!

Jasmine's presence was quite intimidating, and Charlotte's eloquence couldn't match hers.

It could be said that Jasmine completely "overpowered" both Charlotte and Celeste.

"My Alexander... is quite popular with women." Jasmine rested her hand on her wine glass, unconsciously picking it up and giving it a light swirl. After speaking, she instinctively glanced at Celeste.

She wouldn't mention Seraphine to Celeste - that would be too despicable, something she wouldn't stoop to.

Charlotte, however, sensed an underlying meaning in Jasmine's words, though she couldn't quite grasp what exactly Jasmine was implying.

"Miss Charlotte." Jasmine paused briefly before speaking again while looking at Charlotte. "Why don't we be frank with each other? Just tell me - when! Are you going to climb into bed with Alexander..."

"This is utterly ridiculous!" Charlotte interrupted again, laughing in frustration. "Miss Doran, let me reiterate! I came to find Mr. Ciotta to sign him to my company for his official debut as a musician. I greatly admire his talent, but that's all there is to it. What you're suggesting will never happen!"

"Never?" Jasmine questioned.

"Never!" Charlotte stated with particular certainty.

"Are you sure?" Jasmine pressed again.

"I'm sure, absolutely sure!" Charlotte emphasized.

Jasmine paused for a moment, then, looking directly into Charlotte's eyes, said: "I don't believe you!"

At that moment, Charlotte felt like she was about to lose her mind. She even wondered if Jasmine might be mentally unstable?!

Charlotte wanted to lash out, but she restrained herself.

Because when you traced this matter back to its origin, she was somewhat in the wrong! She was the one who had initially created this unfriendly atmosphere!

More importantly, if this matter were to spread, it would be very damaging to her reputation. Being in the entertainment industry, Charlotte understood all too well the power of rumors!

"Miss Doran, whether you believe it or not, Alexander and I have a completely platonic relationship." Charlotte spoke again, "I admire Alexander's talent. His decision not to debut is a loss for the entire music industry. Since you're not in the music business, Miss Doran, you might not fully understand what kind of miracle Alexander has created..."

Even now, Charlotte hadn't given up on persuading Alexander to debut. She had nothing to feel guilty about - innocence would prove itself. The real issue was Jasmine's suspicion!

She still wanted to convince Jasmine!

"Let's make a bet." Jasmine, who had been listening, suddenly interrupted.

Charlotte was momentarily stunned before asking, "What bet? About what?"

"A bet on whether you'll fall in love....and in bed with Alexander." Jasmine said, while looking directly into Charlotte's eyes, her expression was subtle.

She had "learned to be bad"!

From Alexander!

People change, and Jasmine had, too. Having been tricked by Alexander many times before, she had naturally picked up some tricks herself!

…….


Meanwhile. 

Out in the hallway, there was a junction in the middle of the corridor. On either side of the smaller branching hallway were the men's and women's restrooms.

Alexander had already emerged from the men's room but hadn't left the hallway. Instead, he stood at the end of the smaller corridor, one hand in his pocket, gazing out the window.

As if waiting for someone.

Naturally, he was waiting for someone!

Ding! The elevator doors opened at the far end of the long corridor.

"Boss!"

"Boss!"

The bodyguards in the hallway greeted the newcomer.

Seraphine had arrived!

Hearing the commotion, Alexander turned and walked out.

"How's the situation?" In the long corridor, Seraphine asked hurriedly as she walked.

"Nothing serious for now, they're having dinner inside," a bodyguard replied.

The sound of footsteps grew closer to the junction. Soon, Seraphine was about to pass by the intersection when Alexander emerged from the smaller corridor. They came face to face.

Seeing Alexander, Seraphine was momentarily surprised, then immediately stepped forward, took his arm, and walked with him back into the smaller corridor. As they walked, Seraphine asked in a low voice.

"What's going on? Why is Jasmine having... conflicts with my daughter?" The moment Seraphine spoke, her tone unconsciously became much softer and sweeter.

When Seraphine asked, Alexander turned to look at her.

It was evident that Seraphine had come in a hurry, as she wasn't wearing any makeup—completely bare-faced.

Seraphine was a woman who pursued perfection and refinement in her life; she rarely appeared without makeup, at the very least wearing a light layer. She only allowed others to see her at her best!

Today, however, was an exception!

Naturally, it was for her daughter, Celeste Lark. Alexander could even imagine how the bodyguard had reported the situation to her…

He had precisely calculated that the bodyguard would inform Seraphine, and that she would come, so he timed his exit to wait for her!

That said, even without makeup, Seraphine still possessed a beauty that could topple cities! Her skin was as flawless as a young girl's!

"It's not a conflict, just a misunderstanding," Alexander explained.

"A misunderstanding? What kind of misunderstanding?" Seraphine took Alexander's arm and led him to the window at the end of the small corridor before stopping. "It's not because of you, is it?"

Seraphine gave Alexander a playful, teasing look.

"Why else?" Alexander smiled. "If it weren't for me, how would she have even met Jasmine?"

Hearing this, Seraphine felt a wave of relief. She had previously suspected that Jasmine might be causing trouble for her daughter because of her.

But now, from Alexander's words, it seemed that wasn't the case!

"So, what is the misunderstanding?" Seraphine asked again, her voice soft and sweet.

"Your daughter suspects I'm being kept by a wealthy woman," Alexander said with a laugh.

Seraphine's expression shifted dramatically. Her first instinct was to think her daughter had suspected her, but she quickly realized it couldn't be her—it must be Jasmine!

"She knows my family runs a small shop, an ordinary background. So, the car I drive and the watch I wear made her think…"

"Then, she had a phone call with Jasmine. Your daughter called me, but I was in the shower, so Jasmine answered. You know how Jasmine usually talks…"

"As for debuting, I'm not going to debut. I told her so, and she suspected I was being controlled by an 'old hag'…"

In just a minute or two, Alexander briefly outlined the situation and finally mentioned what was happening inside the private room.

"Now the misunderstanding is cleared up, but Charlotte Langford still thinks that, given Jasmine's strong personality, it must be Jasmine who's stopping me from debuting…"

The more Seraphine listened, the more relieved she felt. She was no longer worried about her daughter. According to Alexander, from the moment Jasmine entered the room, her daughter's misunderstanding of Jasmine had been resolved.

That meant her daughter wouldn't go looking for trouble anymore!

However…

While feeling relieved, Seraphine's expression grew increasingly playful. By the time Alexander finished speaking, the corners of her lips were slightly upturned, her demeanor very subtle.

"So?" Seraphine asked Alexander.

"So what?" Alexander smiled.

"So what kind of trick are you playing?" Seraphine leaned closer to Alexander, placing a hand on his shoulder and lowering her voice even further.

As she did this, she pressed her soft bust against his chest, rubbing her breasts against him. Her flowery scent flooded his senses: "You could have explained this clearly much earlier, couldn't you?"

Seraphine had directly pinpointed the "key issue"! Today's incident didn't have to happen! Alexander wasn't the type to let a situation spiral out of control! So… he had done it on purpose!

"I did deny it," Alexander said with a smile.

"Just a denial? Why not explain? Are you doing this on purpose?" Seraphine gently poked Alexander's chest with her finger, whispering softly with a smile, "Do you have your eyes on Charlotte Langford? Want something to happen with her?"

After speaking, Seraphine slightly raised an eyebrow at Alexander.

"Don't say things carelessly. Miss Langford and I only met today," Alexander responded, neither admitting nor denying anything.

"Hmph." Seraphine let out a delicate snort, giving Alexander a "keep pretending" look before chiding him with a coquettish tone, "You bad boy!"

Seraphine saw right through everything!

In this regard, her judgment aligned perfectly with Jasmine Doran's—both suspected Alexander might have something going on with Charlotte Langford!

The difference was that Seraphine didn't mind Alexander having other women. After all, she herself could be considered "the other woman." Their positions differed, and so did their mindsets. Seraphine even had the mood to tease Alexander about it!

Seraphine suddenly took Alexander's hand and looked at his wrist.

A new watch, but not the one she had bought for him!

"Did Jasmine buy it?" Seraphine asked softly.

"Yes." Alexander smiled and nodded.

Seraphine said nothing, her expression shifting slightly before she gestured and said, "I'm going to touch up my makeup. I'll join you all shortly."

"Alright." Alexander smiled.

Seraphine glanced toward the corridor intersection—only the female bodyguard Saryn stood there. None of the other bodyguards or restaurant staff were in that area.

Turning back to Alexander, Seraphine stretched out her arms, hooked them around his neck, stood on her toes, and gave him a quick kiss.

Or so she intended. But as their lips locked together, she leaned more into it, their tongues meeting out in the open. Lewdly intertwining around one another.

Pulling back, cheeks beautifully flushed, she pursed her lips and said sweetly, "I'm off."

"Then I'll head back first," Alexander replied.

Seraphine nodded, then entered the women's restroom nearby with her purse.

Alexander left.

Returning to the private room.

The moment Alexander stepped inside, he sensed the atmosphere had shifted. Compared to the harmony when he had left, the room now felt noticeably colder. Though not exactly tense, everyone seemed somewhat off.

Celeste Lark appeared uneasy.

Charlotte Langford's gaze toward Alexander had become somewhat unnatural.

"What were you all discussing?" Alexander asked casually as he sat down beside Jasmine, smiling.

"About you," Jasmine replied, swirling her red wine glass and glancing at him. "Miss Langford particularly admires you and hopes you'll debut."

"As I've said before, that's not where my ambitions lie," Alexander responded with a smile, then turned to Charlotte. "Miss Langford, some things can't be forced."

"I understand," Charlotte said, looking at Alexander before glancing at Jasmine. After a pause, she smiled toward Alexander again, "However... Mr. Ciotta, even if you have no intention of debuting as a singer, we could still find opportunities to collaborate, right?"

"Such as?" Alexander asked in return.

"For example..." Charlotte continued, "Mr. Ciotta could sign with my company as a songwriter—I'd welcome that very much! Or we could collaborate with you as a freelance songwriter! I wonder if you'd consider..."

"That might be worth considering. Shouldn't be a problem," Alexander smiled.

"Then let's collaborate happily in the future!" Charlotte raised her red wine glass toward Alexander while casting another glance at Jasmine.

Alexander actually sensed a hint of provocation in Charlotte's expression!

"Pleasure working together!" Alexander raised his glass as well, simultaneously keeping an eye on Jasmine nearby.

Alexander knew Jasmine was planning to stir up trouble today!

And now, during his brief absence, she had already made her move!

He just didn't know the specifics.

Alexander was deeply intrigued!

What could possibly make the usually composed Charlotte Langford feel provoked by Jasmine? How much had Jasmine managed to agitate her?

"Let's all drink together," Alexander suggested again.

Jasmine raised her glass, and Celeste followed suit.

They clinked glasses and drank up!

After setting down his glass, Alexander tilted his head and quietly asked Jasmine, "What did you just do?"

Jasmine leaned closer to Alexander, assuming a conspiratorial posture.

"I made a bet with Charlotte," Jasmine murmured with a sidelong glance, the corners of her lips curling slightly.

"A bet?" Alexander's eyebrows rose.

He immediately understood - Jasmine was mimicking his tactics! Though he wondered how well she'd mastered them.

"What was the bet about?" Alexander pressed softly.

"Guess," Jasmine whispered before suddenly laughing.

She wasn't going to tell him!

Truly "giving someone a taste of their own medicine"!

Alexander had always told Jasmine to "guess" before - and now she'd learned to use it against him!

"Are you sure you won't tell me?" Alexander asked with a smile.

"Not telling. Nope! What are you going to do about it?" Jasmine laughed back, clearly trying to provoke him.

"In that case..." Alexander abruptly raised his head and asked Charlotte in a normal volume with a smile, "Miss Langford, you just made a bet with Jasmine, didn't you? What was it about?"

After asking, he glanced at Celeste, too.

All three women in the private room simultaneously changed expressions, momentarily stunned.

How dare Alexander ask directly like this! Wasn't he afraid of causing a scene?!

Jasmine felt... so infuriated again!

The room fell silent. For a moment, no one spoke. Charlotte didn't know how to respond to Alexander - she truly couldn't bring herself to say it.

"No one wants to tell me?" Alexander asked with a smile again, then turned to Celeste. "Miss Lark, perhaps you could tell me?"

"Um, this..." Celeste appeared deeply uncomfortable, truly embarrassed—she couldn't bring herself to say it!

"Miss Doran bet with me..." Charlotte began, figuring Alexander would find out eventually anyway. Now was as good a time as any to speak up—they couldn't let the atmosphere remain this tense.

"What?" Alexander smiled as he turned to Charlotte.

"Miss Doran claimed I would fall in love with you, Mr. Ciotta, and even asked when I'd sleep with you," Charlotte replied with a magnetic smile.

She had calmed down since! The more Jasmine doubted her, the more composed she became—her conscience was clear! Given her status and life experience, there was nothing she dared not say.

The private room fell silent once more.

"Is that so..." Alexander paused briefly before smiling again. "And what did you wager?"

"We bet on whether I'd fall in love with you! I said no, while Miss Doran insisted yes!" Charlotte explained calmly. "If I lose, I'll kneel and apologize to Miss Doran!"

Alexander's eyebrows lifted slightly.

Jasmine was copying his methods! Knowing Charlotte's temperament, Alexander had to admit Jasmine was shrewd—she'd actually managed to provoke Charlotte into accepting such a bet!

"And if Jasmine loses?" Alexander inquired further.

"The stakes are the same," Charlotte answered, then shifted her gaze to Jasmine. "But Miss Doran seems to harbor deep misunderstandings about me. She even added her own terms—if I don't fall in love with Mr. Ciotta, she must not only kneel in apology to me but do so publicly!"

Jasmine was watching Charlotte.

Charlotte was watching Jasmine.

Their eyes met.

Sparks seemed to fly!

Yet Charlotte maintained her slight smile. That she could say all this directly in Alexander's presence without feeling awkward demonstrated remarkable composure!

"Oh, and one more thing!" Charlotte suddenly added. "Miss Doran set a time limit for the bet—one month!" Her smile widened as she finished speaking.

Utterly absurd!

Charlotte had always found it ridiculous, but saying it out loud made the absurdity even more palpable—it was truly, utterly, completely absurd!

She merely appreciated Alexander's talent. After all these years, she'd never fallen for anyone—why would Jasmine think she'd fall for Alexander?

Making the bet was one thing, but adding such an unbelievably short timeframe?!

Her, falling for Alexander, within a month?!

Either Jasmine had gone mad, or the world had!

Jasmine observed Charlotte, watching the subtle changes in her expression after speaking, and slowly curved her own lips upward.

She could deduce exactly what Charlotte was thinking!

As Charlotte had said earlier—absurd? That was because she didn't know what Alexander had done.

She didn't know what Alexander had done to Aileen Arison, or to Seraphine Arden!

"You two really have too much time on your hands!" Alexander laughed.

"Too much time?" Jasmine finally spoke, glancing at Alexander before turning back to Charlotte. "Miss Langford, I feel I should warn you—my Alexander is particularly popular with women, exceptionally charming. If you want to win, you'd best avoid seeing him for the next month..."

Her words amounted to giving "assistance"! This was clearly meant to provoke Charlotte's rebellious side! She was doing it intentionally—she wanted to win!

And indeed, it worked!

"Miss Jasmine, I really think you're overthinking this!" Charlotte replied. "Mr. Alexander and I will be collaborating in the future, so how could we avoid meeting? I believe we'll work together very well! But that's all there is to it. Isn't that right, Mr. Alexander?"

Charlotte ended with a smile and a question directed at Alexander.

She hadn't developed any negative feelings toward Alexander because of this matter. Jasmine's exaggerated claims actually made Charlotte feel that Jasmine was the one being unreasonable, rather than there being any issue with Alexander.

"Looking forward to our collaboration!" Alexander smiled, without elaborating further.

"Well... shall we eat? The food is getting cold..." Celeste spoke up at this moment, trying to ease the awkward situation and atmosphere.

Just then.

Creak!

The private room door suddenly opened.


Chapter 12: Mistress?! Curiosity.

Seraphine Arden, with her carefully drawn eyebrows and lipstick, entered the room and immediately spoke in her gentle, sweet voice: "How lively! Miss Jasmine, having dinner with my daughter - why didn't you tell me?"

"Mom, what are you doing here..." Celeste instinctively asked as she stood up, feeling somewhat nervous, like a child caught doing something wrong by her mother.

"Can't I come?" Seraphine glanced at her daughter but offered no explanation before turning to Alexander. "Little Alex is here too..."

"Ms. Arden." Alexander greeted with a smile.

Jasmine completely ignored Seraphine. She could guess that some bodyguard had probably taken the initiative to call Seraphine, which was why she had come.

"Miss Charlotte, we meet again." Seraphine then greeted Charlotte.

"Ms. Arden." Charlotte stood up in surprise, smiling as she greeted Seraphine and even shook her hand.

Charlotte held great respect for Seraphine, New York's top female entrepreneur and a nationally renowned businesswoman. Especially after having lunch with Seraphine earlier, her respect had grown even more.

Seraphine was the kind of woman who made people feel exceptionally comfortable!

There were spare utensils on the sideboard against the northern wall of the private room.

Celeste went over to get utensils for Seraphine, quickly returned to the table, set them properly, and even pulled out a chair for her mother... all with the demeanor of someone who had done something guilty!

After Seraphine's appearance, the atmosphere in the private room became much more harmonious. Seraphine didn't question her daughter about anything, just conversed normally with Charlotte. When she learned that Alexander and Charlotte would be collaborating in the future, she showed some surprise and asked a few more questions.

Dinner proceeded in a pleasant, conversational atmosphere.

But gradually, Seraphine noticed something was wrong!

She could sense that something significant had happened between Jasmine and Charlotte! Their tones when speaking to each other were off, their words carried hidden meanings, and the way they looked at each other seemed somewhat confrontational.

What had she missed?

About ten minutes later.

"Excuse me, I need to use the restroom," Seraphine said as she stood up, giving her daughter Celeste a meaningful look.

Celeste knew she couldn't escape - her mother would definitely question her.

Though feeling somewhat flustered inside, she still stood up and said, "Mom, I'll come with you."

The two left the private room one after another.

A few minutes later, they returned to the private room and took their seats. By now, Seraphine's expression had taken on some very interesting changes.

She knew!

After stepping out earlier, she didn't scold her daughter, only asked what had happened. Feeling somewhat guilty, Celeste didn't dare hide anything from her mother and confessed everything, including the bet!

Seraphine never expected Jasmine to be so direct!

She could guess what Jasmine was thinking, though.

"Come, let's have a drink to wish Miss Charlotte and Alexander a smooth collaboration!" Seraphine raised her glass in a toast.

Jasmine didn't want to speak with Seraphine, but she wasn't going to refuse a drink either, especially with Alexander present. She raised her glass as well.

Everyone clinked glasses.

The casual conversation continued.

The topic still revolved around Alexander and Charlotte's collaboration—lyrics, composition, and such. Seraphine had plenty to say about this, being a graduate who had studied music!

Unnoticed, it was already 7:30 in the evening.

Celeste had drunk too much, her little face flushed red. She sat there without speaking, even starting to doze off.

She usually didn't drink much and had a lower alcohol tolerance than Seraphine. Moreover, her emotions were complicated today, and after her mother arrived, she hardly dared to speak. She just raised her glass whenever anyone else did, and before she knew it, she was drunk.

"Cel, why don't you go back and rest first? I'll handle things here," Seraphine leaned in and whispered to her daughter with concern.

"Mmm... then... alright..." The drunken Celeste looked up and nodded without much thought, already muddled.

Having drunk too much, she was genuinely feeling unwell and wanted to sleep.

Seeing her daughter agree, Seraphine looked up and called out, "Saryn!"

Seraphine summoned her female bodyguard, Saryn, and asked her to escort Celeste home.

She followed them to the private room's entrance, quietly instructing Saryn, who was supporting Celeste, before turning back to the room.

Celeste left first.

The private room door closed.

Seraphine returned to her seat but didn't sit down. Instead, she picked up her utensils, moved around the table, and said in a natural, gentle, and sweet tone, "Changing seats."

Jasmine was sitting to Alexander's right, but Seraphine placed her utensils on the table to Alexander's left, pulled out the chair, and, as she turned to sit down, leaned in and kissed Alexander directly on the cheek!

Mwah!

It was very sudden!

Only after kissing Alexander did Seraphine smoothly take her seat.

Charlotte had already been watching Seraphine's seat change closely, and now she was utterly stunned! Her eyes widened, the word "shocked" written all over her face. She even dropped her fork and knife, which clattered onto the table.

Alexander felt a bit helpless and amused at the same time.

Seems it wasn't just Jasmune. For Seraphine was stirring up trouble too!!!

Seraphine Arden would usually never let outsiders know about her relationship with Alexander, as it would severely damage her reputation if it got out—it would cause a sensation throughout the nation's wealthy circles!

But!

Seraphine wasn't afraid of letting Charlotte Langford know... because they might very well become "comrades" in the future!

Charlotte stared wide-eyed, her entire body frozen as if she couldn't move. She even felt like she was dreaming or hallucinating from drinking too much. Otherwise... had the world gone mad?!

Her worldview was shattered!

Seraphine Arden, once hailed as the most beautiful woman in New York and still possessing looks that could captivate the city today—this respectable businesswoman, this female entrepreneur, Celeste Lark's mother—she... she had actually kissed her daughter's friend!

It was utterly abrupt! Yet Seraphine acted completely natural!

The implications were staggering!

It wasn't just Seraphine—there was also Jasmine Doran's reaction. Her boyfriend had been kissed by another woman, yet Jasmine's expression didn't change at all. She merely glanced at Seraphine.

What kind of reaction was that?!

How could that be her reaction?!

Charlotte scanned the scene with wide eyes, her thoughts in complete disarray, sinking into chaos. The shock was so profound that for a moment, she wondered if she was the one who had gone insane!

"Sera, what are you doing?" Alexander spoke up, glancing at Seraphine as he asked.

"What's wrong? Can't I kiss you, Darling?" Seraphine replied sweetly, her gaze filled with adoration as she looked at Alexander.

Even their forms of address had changed directly!

Before it was Madam Arden and Little Alex!

Now it was Sera and Darling!

Charlotte was already convinced she was hallucinating. Could there be something wrong with the alcohol?

"Since Cele has left, it's fine. She won't find out," Seraphine added in her sweet voice, conveying two meanings: first, she was hiding her relationship with Alexander from her daughter, and second... she had no intention of hiding it from Charlotte, who was still present!

She wanted Charlotte to know that Alexander had other women!

Jasmine suddenly realized—Seraphine was causing trouble, specifically targeting her! Trying to make her lose the bet!

"Seraphine Arden, you're doing this on purpose, aren't you?" Jasmine spoke up, glaring at Seraphine from across Alexander, her tone somewhat cold.

With her temper, she couldn't tolerate Seraphine deliberately stirring up trouble.

"What do you mean, on purpose?" Seraphine retorted, looking back at Jasmine.

"Stop playing dumb. You think I don't know what's on your mind? Causing trouble, right?" Jasmine stared directly into Seraphine's eyes.

"How am I causing trouble? Please explain, Miss Doran," Seraphine maintained her gentle, sweet tone, but her eyes showed no concession.

"Alright..." Alexander interjected at this point, making a gesture with his hand, "Shh! No arguing!"

The two stopped bickering.

Jasmine turned her head away, resting her hand on the glass as she muttered "psycho," then picked up her wine glass and took a sip by herself.

She genuinely thought Seraphine was crazy, ever since the day Seraphine had kissed her.

Seraphine also acted as if she couldn't be bothered with Jasmine. Though she stopped arguing, she picked up her wine glass and gestured toward Alexander, saying sweetly, "Darling, we didn't get to properly share a drink earlier while Celeste was here. Let me propose a toast to you..."

Alexander smiled and raised his glass.

But at that moment, Seraphine extended her arm forward, looping it through Alexander's elbow!

An interlocked arms toast!

This way of drinking... one can only say, Seraphine certainly knows how to have fun!

Since things had reached this point, Alexander naturally wouldn't refuse Seraphine.

The two drank a crossed-arm toast!

Jasmine glanced at them, her expression still unchanged. Apart from thinking Seraphine was crazy, she had no other thoughts.

She wasn't in the mood to compete with Seraphine for attention, lacking the energy, and couldn't be bothered to deal with her!

Charlotte was "stunned"! It seemed she had suffered a "mental attack"!

Her mind couldn't process complex speculations anymore, only reaching one conclusion—Seraphine and Alexander were in that kind of relationship, and Jasmine knew about it!

Moreover, she wholly sensed that Alexander wasn't the least bit submissive in front of Jasmine—not only was he not feeble, but his words carried significant weight!

When Alexander said stop arguing!

The two stopped arguing!

What the hell is going on?!

Charlotte felt like she was rediscovering the world today!

"Miss Langford... Miss Langford..." Jasmine called Charlotte twice before she snapped out of it, looking dazedly at Jasmine.

After a moment, she instinctively apologized, "Sorry, I was distracted..."

It was a reflexive apology, a matter of upbringing.

"What's wrong? Do you find it strange?" Jasmine asked in a subtle tone, glancing at Alexander and Seraphine before looking back at Charlotte. "Didn't I tell you? My Alexander is quite popular with women!"

Charlotte couldn't process what Jasmine was saying at all, because this was beyond what "popular with women" could explain!

What status does Jasmine hold? And what status does Seraphine hold?

"So... is Ms. Arden also Mr. Ciotta's... girlfriend?" Charlotte asked in a strange tone, feeling she needed to confirm this!

"No!" Jasmine denied directly!

"Not a girlfriend," Seraphine chimed in. She glanced at Jasmine but didn't contradict her, instead telling Charlotte, "We're lovers. His woman."

How could Seraphine say such things so openly and without any psychological barriers?! Willingly being the woman of a young man who already has a girlfriend?!

Charlotte's mind was reeling again!

Wait, that's not right!

Both Jasmine and Seraphine are exceptionally accomplished women. If only one of them had psychological issues, that might be understandable, but for both to have problems and end up together—that couldn't be a coincidence!

So...

The problem wasn't with Jasmine from the beginning, nor was it with Seraphine!

It was with the man between them—Alexander!

Charlotte's gaze swept around before finally settling on Alexander. She began reevaluating him! Seraphine had achieved her goal—this was precisely the effect she wanted!

She was increasing the difficulty for Alexander but not causing him any trouble. Instead, she was causing trouble for Jasmine! Alerting Charlotte to delay Alexander's conquest of her!

Just as Jasmine had guessed, Seraphine wanted Jasmine to lose the bet and kneel in apology to Charlotte.

After all, Jasmine had once attempted to make Seraphine kneel—women hold grudges!

Dinner had reached this point and was practically over, having lasted over an hour. For the remainder of the time, Charlotte remained in a daze, barely remembering how she finished the meal.

Charlotte had an exceptional alcohol tolerance! She was a very free-spirited person with a habit of creative work after drinking.

What made her dizzy wasn't the alcohol, but everything she had witnessed today! All that had happened felt like a dream!

7:50 PM, dinner concluded.

Everyone went their separate ways.

….

A new day,

July 25, 2024.

Presidential Suite, 15th floor, New York J International Hotel!

Charlotte Langford had returned to the hotel around 8 PM last night. Though her thoughts were chaotic from drinking, she went to bed early and consequently woke up early—around 6 AM this morning.

Her female assistant prepared a nutritious breakfast for Charlotte.

After eating, Charlotte, still in her pajamas, sat at the desk in the presidential suite. With her laptop open to a blank document, she wanted to write something about love but couldn't put down a single word.

She kept typing a few words, then deleting them immediately.

This went on until after 8 AM.

After a night's sleep, the intensity should have faded, but Charlotte kept recalling the events of last night's dinner. The more she thought about it, the more tangled her thoughts became—everything seemed so bizarre and unbelievable to her!

What kind of magic does this Alexander possess?!

Charlotte lifted her hands from the keyboard, picked up the now-cold coffee, took a sip, and set it down. She glanced at the time on her computer—it was already 8:30 AM.

After a moment's thought, Charlotte picked up her phone.

Then she paused!

She wanted to call Alexander. Regarding their collaboration, she definitely needed to speak with him alone; the specific details still required discussion between them.

But at this moment, Charlotte was no longer sure whether she should contact Alexander.

Jasmine Doran's hostility and Seraphine Arden's relationship with Alexander made her fully realize that this young man was anything but ordinary!

What he possessed was far more than just musical talent!

She had even made a bet with Jasmine.

It seemed that Alexander might truly be... dangerous!

So, should she abandon the collaboration?

After pondering for a while, Charlotte made her decision!

No!

Why should she give up?!

She had a clear conscience! What did she have to fear? If Alexander's private life was messy, that was his own business—it had nothing to do with her. She only wanted to collaborate musically with him!

What kind of magic this man possessed... what did it have to do with her?!

Charlotte had successfully convinced herself! She didn't dare admit in her heart that she had already developed an intense curiosity about Alexander.

Unlocking her phone, she opened her contacts.

Charlotte dialed Alexander's number!

She would ask him out!

North District, No. 36 Villa, Bellara Heights.

Second-floor master bedroom.

Ring ring...

The phone on the nightstand suddenly rang, the screen lighting up to show the caller ID: Charlotte Langford!

It was Alexander's phone, but Alexander wasn't in the bedroom, nor was Jasmine Doran.

The blankets remained messy, as if the occupants had just gotten up and hadn't yet tidied them. The sound of running water came from the bathroom, though it wasn't just water making noise...

It was mixed with the sounds of a woman's sensual moans, and a man's rough possessive grunts.....accompanied by the sound of flesh on flesh.

Ring ring... The phone kept ringing for dozens of seconds before automatically disconnecting, unanswered.

One minute later, the phone rang again, yet still no one answered.

One hour later.

Around 9:30 AM.

The bathroom door opened, and Jasmine emerged wrapped in a towel, her face flushed and her expression more alluring than usual, radiating a vibrant glow.

Alexander came out of the bathroom slightly later, holding a towel as he dried his hair while walking.

"Darling, it's Saturday today. I made plans with Aileen to go shopping. Want to join us?" Jasmine sat at the vanity, opening her foundation as she asked.

"You two go ahead." Alexander walked to the wardrobe, opened it, removed his towel, and began selecting clothes.

"So what are you doing today then?" Jasmine glanced at Alexander, unconsciously scanning his figure up and down, taking in his toned muscles. Women notice these things, too, depending on who it is.

As she watched, her cheeks flushed, remembering just how a while back, that body had her pressed against the bathroom's wall.

"Got some business to attend to." Alexander smiled.

"What business? With whom?" Jasmine pressed.

"Charlotte Langford!" Alexander replied directly.

"Charlotte Langford?" Jasmine raised an eyebrow, her smile turning peculiar as she added, "You're that confident? She'd still contact you? After Seraphine caused that scene yesterday, she was terrified!"

"She will." Alexander smiled without elaborating.

"You seem to know her quite well." Jasmine looked at Alexander, maintaining her smile.

"I'm an information broker, after all." Alexander smiled.

"Liar!" Jasmine chided playfully. She had long since stopped believing Alexander's claims to be an information broker! The things Alexander did went far beyond what any so-called information broker could accomplish!

Several minutes later, Alexander was fully dressed.

Walking to the nightstand, he picked up his phone, then paused as the screen lit up, revealing two missed call notifications.

Both from Charlotte Langford!

"I'm heading out first." Alexander turned to tell Jasmine.

"Hmm?" Jasmine, who was filling in her eyebrows, looked back at Alexander with a questioning sound. "Leaving already? What for?"

"She called me while we were showering earlier." Alexander waved his phone at Jasmine.

Jasmine narrowed her eyes, then pursed her lips into a smile, making a cheering gesture at Alexander, the motion of which sent her breasts sensually bouncing up and down. "Go get her!"

Alexander was somewhat amazed by Jasmine's reaction. She could actually say "go get her" – was she being overly rational or just remarkably broad-minded?

Several minutes later.

Alexander drove the Lamborghini that Jasmine's bodyguards had returned to the complex last night, exiting through the south gate. Once the Lamborghini merged onto the main road, Alexander pulled out his phone.

Calling Charlotte Langford back!

The call connected immediately!

"Hello, Mr. Alexander?" Charlotte said.

"Miss Charlotte, I didn't have my phone with me earlier. You called?" Alexander replied.

"Ah... yes, I wanted to discuss the collaboration details with you, Mr. Alexander. Do you have time? When would be convenient for us to meet again..." Charlotte Langford said.

"I'm free right now, just left home. Miss Langford, you can choose whatever time works for you..." Alexander replied.

"Hmm... then... let's decide on a place..." Charlotte deliberated.


Chapter 13: Musical genius.

Half an hour later.

Second floor of J Hotel.

Grand J Restaurant.

Though part of the hotel, this restaurant was open to the public! Anyone could dine here.

Since Alexander had already gone out, Charlotte didn't want to keep him waiting long, so she suggested meeting downstairs to save time.

Around 10 AM, Alexander appeared in the Restaurant.

He found a random seat, ordered a coffee first, and told the waiter he was waiting for someone. The service quality here was exceptional, so the waiter didn't disturb Alexander unnecessarily.

Unconsciously, another twenty minutes passed.

Charlotte appeared at the restaurant corridor entrance wearing a mask and sunglasses. The restaurant had almost no customers at this hour, making the vast hall appear particularly empty.

After glancing around, Charlotte noticed Alexander by the window.

Click-clack of high heels!

The sound approached.

Alexander turned his head, smiled, and raised his hand in greeting. Charlotte reached the table, removed her mask, and said: "Sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. Alexander."

"Just arrived," Alexander smiled.

Charlotte's delay was understandable - probably due to changing clothes and applying makeup.

After Charlotte sat down, Alexander signaled to a nearby waiter.

When the waiter approached, he was visibly surprised to see superstar Charlotte Langford! But he only showed momentary astonishment - the waitstaff here underwent strict training and weren't allowed to disturb guests. Even celebrity guests couldn't be asked for photos or autographs, as clearly stipulated in the rules!

Charlotte also ordered a coffee.

Then the two immediately began discussing collaboration matters!

She wanted to focus solely on professional collaboration with Alexander! No mention of last night!

"...Mr. Alexander, actually, I think if you could directly sign with my company as a contracted lyricist/composer, this would be more beneficial for our collaboration..." Charlotte smiled, extending the invitation to Alexander again.

"That's not impossible," Alexander smiled thoughtfully, then changed his tone, "But... Miss Langford, we still don't know each other well. If I were to propose an unbelievable price, you definitely wouldn't accept it, right?"

Their conversation had strong business-negotiation vibes!

"Unbelievable... meaning?" Charlotte asked with interest after thinking.

"For example, if I establish a studio," Alexander looked at Charlotte, "and ask you to use 50% equity from your company to acquire my studio... equity swap! Would you agree?"

Charlotte was stunned!

Her eyes widened slightly!

Alexander's audacious demand could genuinely be described as unbelievable! Directly asking for 50% equity - this was indeed an incredible price!

Although Charlotte's independent music company couldn't compare with industry giants, let alone the entertainment empire controlled by her family, it still had a valuation of nearly a billion!

It's important to note that Charlotte Langford herself is an artist signed to her own company!

Just her alone! She has to carry a valuation of over half a billion! And this is despite her being semi-retired—otherwise it would be even higher!

Although Charlotte is now semi-retired and has transitioned to behind-the-scenes work, primarily focusing on nurturing newcomers and discovering musical talent, her company still has several top-tier male and female singers! They're all at the peak of their popularity! And there are even more who are still on the rise!

Given this situation, how could Alexander, joining the company as a songwriter, dare to ask for 50% of the shares?! Directly taking half of the fruits of her years of hard work?!

Charlotte once again felt that "this is insane"!

Previously, Charlotte had heard from Celeste how much Alexander charged for a song's lyrics and composition, plus the 50% revenue share!

Although it was particularly outrageous, Alexander was someone capable of creating miracles!

If he could maintain his creative level, there might even be singers willing to forgo all their earnings, giving everything to Alexander, or even paying an astronomical sum to commission a song from him... After all, a song written by Alexander could catapult a singer to instant fame and success!

So, Charlotte could understand Alexander's pricing for his songs! He was a genius, after all!

But now, she simply couldn't comprehend Alexander's demand for 50% of the company's shares! This was just madness!

"...Mr. Alexander..." Charlotte took a moment to collect herself before speaking, maintaining a smile, "If you want to reject me, please say it directly, okay? Don't joke like this..." She felt a little annoyed inside, thinking Alexander wasn't taking the collaboration seriously and was just playing around.

"I'm not joking," Alexander also kept his smile, "I'm serious! That's why I said you definitely wouldn't accept it!"

Charlotte was momentarily at a loss for words! She even began to suspect that Alexander's previous outrageous demands to Celeste and now to her... had no other reason. He wasn't short on money—he was just too greedy!

A lover of wealth!

"So..." Alexander took the initiative to speak again with a smile, "Let's first try collaborating with me as a freelance songwriter. I'll write a song for you, and we'll settle the payment accordingly. What kind of song do you like, Miss Charlotte? I can write one for you right now..."

Charlotte looked up at Alexander.

At that moment, she clearly sensed that Alexander was trying to manipulate her!

"Mr. Alexander, you wouldn't have already prepared a few songs, waiting for me to pick one, and then pretend to have composed it on the spot, would you?" Feeling somewhat displeased, Charlotte spoke more bluntly. Though her tone was lighthearted to avoid awkwardness, she had clearly expressed her suspicion!

The atmosphere suddenly turned rather awkward!

Charlotte had called out Alexander's "scheme" directly! This was simply her nature, and she didn't believe Alexander should employ such tactics on her. He was already talented enough—no one would deny his genius, so why resort to this?!

Truth be told, Charlotte immediately assumed it was Alexander's scheme rather than entertaining other suspicions because she had already pondered this matter before!

This wasn't the first time Alexander had played this trick!

He had used it on Celeste Lark before!

After meeting with Charlotte, Celeste had spent most of yesterday with her, and they had talked extensively about Alexander.

When it came to Alexander's musical talent, Celeste had praised him to the skies!

Celeste had mentioned to Charlotte how Alexander composed on the spot! Those two songs that went viral immediately upon release were both created right then and there during his meeting with Celeste!

For Alexander to consecutively create two songs that directly took the internet by storm was nothing short of a miracle in itself!

And composed on the spot? Written exceptionally fast? Without deliberation or refinement?!

This! Is! Impossible!

This was Charlotte's conclusion after careful consideration! It made no sense—even if he were the most outstanding musical master of all time, he might be able to create good music effortlessly, but that doesn't mean whatever he casually writes would be widely acclaimed!

These are two entirely different matters!

Composing casually on the spot, releasing it, and having it go viral! Two consecutive hits with a 100% success rate! That's something only a god could achieve!

It's simply impossible!

Charlotte herself is among the top-tier musicians in the music industry—she's a singer, songwriter, and producer!

The more she understands, the more Charlotte realizes how difficult it is to create music that is both artistic and wildly popular with the masses!

Creation requires inspiration!

Even a once-in-a-millennium musical prodigy needs inspiration!

Charlotte doesn't deny Alexander's talent! From beginning to end, she has believed that Alexander is a musical genius! But she refuses to believe that those two songs were casually written on the spot!

They must have been prepared in advance!

Definitely refined over a long period beforehand!

This is a scheme!

Alexander must have researched Celeste's current musical preferences and creative tendencies beforehand! Then made preparations in advance!

As for why Alexander proactively approached Celeste and took such initiative, Charlotte hadn't figured it out before, but after yesterday's events, she understood! It became clear!

Seraphine Arden is Alexander's lover!

So, it's likely that Seraphine, wanting to help her daughter fulfill her musical dreams, asked the talented Alexander to step in. Alexander then pretended to spontaneously seek out Celeste to give her a pleasant surprise...

Whether this is the truth or not, Charlotte doesn't know, but it's the only reasonable explanation she can come up with!

"Mr. Alexander, I think... since we're going to collaborate, we should be sincere with each other, don't you agree?" Charlotte spoke to Alexander again, smiling, with words both appropriate and gracious. "I don't think you need to... package yourself for me! I believe in your musical talent! But pretending to compose on the spot really isn't necessary, is it?"

The way Charlotte phrased this would have made someone less secure in themselves fly into a shameful rage!

Of course, Alexander wouldn't.

And Charlotte was right! Alexander had indeed prepared the songs in advance, pretending to create them on the spot—it was truly a calculated move.

But!

Charlotte had been mistaken about one thing earlier!

Alexander hadn't just prepared a few songs in advance—he had over three thousand!

Although the vast majority of these three thousand songs wouldn't become hits, 67 of them were absolutely guaranteed to go viral within a single day!

He had already used two, leaving 65 songs remaining!

Additionally! Among the over three thousand songs Alexander composed during his Endless Sundays, while they might not explode in popularity in a day, there were still two to three hundred that could gain moderate traction within 24 hours!

If a song gains some traction in a day, won't it blow up after fermenting for a few more days?

It's bound to become popular!

During his creative period, Alexander experienced moments of sustained inspiration, especially in the later stages, when the quality of the songs he wrote was exceptionally high!

He had grasped the musical preferences of the masses in this era! He understood the pulse of the times in music!

In other words, if the standard was simply "going viral" rather than "going viral in a day," Alexander had at least three hundred such songs in his mind!

Covering all genres and styles!

And this was even with amateur singers performing them!

If sung by superstar singers with star power, they would undoubtedly take the internet by storm, sweep through streets and alleys, and become timeless classics!

Therefore!

Although, everything Charlotte said was correct! Alexander would not admit it! Never!

If the identity of a musical genius was exposed as a fraud after only a short time, that would make him a con artist!

But if he could maintain it for a lifetime! Then—he would be the God of Music!

"Miss Langford, I've always been a very sincere person," Alexander spoke, maintaining a smile as he looked at Charlotte. "If I weren't sincere, I wouldn't have offered you 50% of the equity! I speak my mind—since we're collaborating, and I can write the songs right now, why shouldn't I?"

Alexander didn't clarify whether he had prepared them in advance; he simply stated he could write them now!

Charlotte pursed her lips, looking somewhat annoyed, and remained silent.

She honestly didn't know what to say anymore!

Her impression of Alexander had shifted again; she felt that he was determined to deceive her and wouldn't admit it even when caught!

"Mr. Ciotta, why must you do this?" Charlotte finally spoke after a moment. "I genuinely want to collaborate with you. Your music... is excellent! But there's no need for you to act like this..."

"Miss Langford," Alexander interrupted her, still smiling. "You may doubt me, but... there's no need for us to continue discussing this matter, is there? It's pointless! Of course, you're free to reconsider whether to collaborate with me or not..."

Charlotte fell silent again, sitting up straighter, leaning back slightly, and even glancing out the window with a wistful expression.

Alexander simply refused to admit it!

There was nothing she could do!

Now, she not only felt that Alexander was deceiving her but also saw him as "arrogant due to his talent" and "extremely conceited"!

So exaggerated?!

Is this how all geniuses are?

"Miss Langford, have you made a decision? Will we continue collaborating?" Alexander asked with a smile.

"Of course, we'll collaborate!" Charlotte turned her gaze from the window back to Alexander and stated directly. She certainly wouldn't abandon the collaboration over such a "minor issue" with Alexander!

Geniuses all have their quirks!

No matter what, Alexander was a man capable of creating musical miracles!

"What kind of song would you like for our collaboration?" After asking Charlotte, Alexander turned and signaled to a nearby waiter. "Excuse me, do you have paper and a pen? A4 paper is fine... Yes..."

The waiter asked for specifics before hurrying off to fetch the writing materials.

The look in Charlotte's eyes as she watched Alexander shifted again!

Here we go again?!

Was he really going to write it right here on the spot?!

Was this some kind of act, or was he trying to fool her?!

Charlotte was starting to get a headache!

"Miss Langford..." Alexander turned back to Charlotte with a smile. "Have you decided? The theme? Musical style?"

Charlotte gazed at Alexander with profound intensity, taking a moment to collect herself. She had already decided the collaboration must continue. Still, before that, she wanted to challenge Alexander, expose his tricks, and take him down a peg!

She just couldn't stand it!

Alexander insisted on putting on this act with her!

"... Alright then..." Charlotte finally spoke, smiling at Alexander as well. "Mr. Ciotta, for our first collaborative song, I'd like it to be... anti-war, calling for peace as the theme. Reflective, with an expressionist musical style... You can incorporate some soaring melodies, but... no need for strained high notes... nothing too extreme..."

Charlotte laughed at her own request!

Everything she mentioned was an area she rarely explored - she had never sung anti-war songs before. While her high notes were famously powerful (being her specialty), she deliberately prevented Alexander from writing high-pitched melodies...

With such a specific "assignment," any pre-prepared material Alexander had would certainly miss the mark!

"Hmm..." Alexander pondered for a moment.

"Is there a problem, Mr. Ciotta?" Charlotte asked with a smile.

"Not at all!" Alexander smiled back.

The waiter soon returned with writing materials - several sheets of A4 paper and a ballpoint pen.

"Anything else to add?" Alexander asked Charlotte as he removed the pen cap.

"No," Charlotte smiled.

Alexander began writing!

He first drew quotation marks at the top of the blank paper, then wrote one word between them - "Knocking"!

Charlotte couldn't help leaning forward to look, but she raised her eyebrows slightly, unable to immediately grasp how "Knocking" related to anti-war themes.

Alexander's handwriting was elegant, though that wasn't the main point. Charlotte had been intently watching what he was writing. Sitting across from him, she found it quite challenging to read upside down.

After quite some time,

Alexander was still writing.

Charlotte couldn't contain her curiosity any longer. She stood up, walked around the table, and settled into the chair beside Alexander, leaning in close to read.

Typically, young, attractive women wouldn't casually sit so close to men they weren't intimately familiar with. Even among long-time friends, maintaining some distance was common to avoid misunderstandings.

But Charlotte didn't overthink it.

Her mind was wholly absorbed in Alexander's lyrics.

Moreover, this was simply her nature - straightforward and unrestrained! Since there was nothing inappropriate about it, why should she worry about appearances?

About ten minutes later,

Alexander finished writing the lyrics - entirely handwritten, totaling approximately four hundred words!

Then he began composing the music!

Various annotations filled the pages!

He even marked where vocal transitions between chest voice and falsetto should occur, determining the overall feeling each line should convey when sung!

So detailed!

The entire process took about half an hour. Alexander had filled three A4 pages with various circles, lines, and instructional notes, giving them a distinctly "draft-like" appearance!

Finished!

Alexander put away his pen, capped it, then turned to Charlotte with a smile. "All done!" he said, sliding all the pages in front of her.

Charlotte picked them up and immediately began reading carefully from the beginning, murmuring quietly to herself, though barely audibly.

Alexander took a sip of coffee and turned to look out the window.

After some time,

Charlotte was already on the second page, unconsciously humming as she sought to capture the feeling, her foot tapping subtly on the floor as she found the chorus's rhythm.

"...The knock came...sleeves hanging empty...the sunshine that once was...no longer on his face, his weathered look...despair...hope..."

Charlotte suddenly felt a pang of sadness.

As a highly professional musician, she easily immersed herself in music's emotions.

And now, she understood what Alexander's song was about!

It told the story of a wife, or perhaps a mother, waiting daily for her husband or son to return from military service, waiting for that knock on the door.

When the war finally ended, the person returned - but covered in wounds and disabilities.

The man who once radiated sunshine from his face had become a battle-weary soldier!

He had experienced despair, yet also found hope!

Alexander's "Knocking" didn't employ flowery language - the lyrics were plain and straightforward. But, combined with the melody, it genuinely touched Charlotte's heart when sung!

This was a "story" that expressed the cruelty of war! Essentially an anti-war song advocating for peace!

She didn't know how much time had passed.

"When the door..." Charlotte suddenly sang out slightly louder, then immediately stopped herself - an instinctive reaction born of proper upbringing, knowing one shouldn't sing in a restaurant.

Charlotte had been so absorbed that she only now "woke up." She looked up at Alexander and said, "My apologies, Mr. Ciotta..." then glanced around.

Only then did she notice! The restaurant was becoming increasingly crowded.

Since it was already past eleven in the morning, lunchtime had arrived, and customers began streaming in. Many had already noticed the superstar Charlotte Langford, their eyes drifting toward her.

They all saw Charlotte sitting with a young man.

"So? Satisfied?" Alexander asked, turning his head with a smile.

"Mmm... It's very well written," Charlotte replied, though she seemed somewhat distracted, glancing around uneasily.

It was because of the growing crowd.

The troubles of a celebrity!

Although the patrons dining here were all respectable people, and no one had approached them yet to disturb them, as more people gathered, it was likely someone would come asking for a photo or an autograph.

Moreover, the risk of being secretly photographed and having the pictures posted online was very real—that could easily spark rumors! Charlotte disliked such unnecessary troubles!

Lowering her head to glance at the manuscript in her hands once more, she looked up at Alexander and said, "Mr. Alexander, would you mind coming upstairs with me? There's a piano in the room, and I'd like to try this song right now..."

Charlotte was inviting Alexander to her room!

She hadn't overthought it; she simply needed to change locations.

Staying here would only draw more attention, and she genuinely wanted to test out "Knocking" right away. She could already tell it was a good song, but to gauge just how good, she needed to actually sing it.

"Alright!" Alexander nodded in agreement, then smiled at Charlotte. "Wait for me by the elevator."

It took Charlotte a moment to grasp his meaning.

They couldn't leave together—that would attract notice!

"Okay, thank you, Mr. Alexander," Charlotte replied with a smile of her own before pulling out a face mask to put on, picking up the manuscript, and rising to her feet.

Charlotte left the restaurant first.

Alexander signaled to a nearby waiter, paid for his coffee, and then stood to leave.

Exiting the restaurant.

He traversed the long, opulent corridor, arriving at the elevator leading to the guest room area.

Charlotte was already standing there. Since she had worn her mask upon leaving, no one she encountered along the way recognized her.

The two entered the elevator.

Charlotte swiped her VIP card, and they ascended!

Fifteenth floor, the presidential suite!

The presidential suite had its reasons for being so expensive. For instance, the presidential suites at the J all came equipped with a piano room!

The room had been arranged for Charlotte by Celeste Lark. As a pop music superstar, it was a thoughtful gesture to offer her a presidential suite with a piano room.

Charlotte led Alexander into the presidential suite.

Alexander paused just past the entrance, slipping one hand into his pocket as he surveyed the lavish and beautiful living room of the suite.

Meanwhile, Charlotte, her high heels clicking briskly, hurried to the sofa, promptly removed her heels, slipped into slippers, took off her mask, and then turned to gesture to Alexander. "Mr. Alexander, this way."

She guided him toward the piano room.

Truthfully, she didn't need to point it out—Alexander could already see the piano placed in an open room, with a sunlit balcony on the other side, clearly visible.

Charlotte walked over, pulled out the chair, and sat down at the piano.

The reason she had changed her shoes was to play the piano. Wearing high heels while pressing the pedals was uncomfortable—not impossible, just unpleasant!

Flat shoes were best, but slippers would do!

Charlotte was a professional! She was skilled in both piano and violin!

"Ahem!" Charlotte straightened the score, opened the piano keyboard cover, placed her hands on the keys, cleared her throat again, and took two deep breaths... She adjusted her state quickly!

She was going to start directly! This song made her impatient!

Dong...

A clear and crisp piano melody began!

After the prelude, Charlotte started singing with her highly recognizable, magnetic voice, performing the song "Knocking"!

Playing and singing simultaneously!

Although it was her first time singing this song, Alexander's score was very clear. From a performance perspective, Charlotte wouldn't have any problems - whatever Alexander wrote, she could sing it!

Alexander stood to the side, listening to Charlotte's singing.

About a minute later.

Alexander suddenly reached out, took the first page of the score standing on the piano, and placed it aside... It was time to turn the page. Charlotte had forgotten to spread out all three pages earlier!

Although she sang very well and played excellently, she had just received the lyrics and music for this song, so she couldn't memorize it perfectly without mistakes!

She needed to play, sing, and watch the score at the same time.

Another two minutes or so passed.

The song finished.

But Charlotte slightly furrowed her brows because she felt something was off.

"Let me do it again," Charlotte said.

She was in the zone, very focused, and had dispensed with much unnecessary politeness toward Alexander.

The clear and crisp piano prelude sounded again!

Charlotte sang it once more!

Immediately followed by a third time!

Fourth time!

She remained slightly frowning, just not satisfied - not with the song itself, but with her own performance. She felt... she wasn't conveying the feeling that should be there!

"Why do you play wrong notes every time?" Alexander suddenly asked.

"Huh?" Charlotte, who was about to start the fifth time, suddenly stopped and turned to look at Alexander. After a moment to collect herself, she asked, "Mr. Alexander can tell?"

"You make a few wrong notes every time - how could I not tell?" Alexander smiled, then added, "How about I do it? You sing, and I'll play. You might need to stand up to have enough breath..."

Charlotte took another moment to process this before asking Alexander in surprise, "Mr. Alexander can play piano too?"

A familiar question.

Jasmine had asked Alexander the same thing before.

"It's a hobby. I studied it for a while," Alexander replied to Charlotte with a smile.

"Then I'll trouble you," Charlotte responded before standing up and moving aside to give him space.

Charlotte hadn't known beforehand that Alexander could play the piano.

Celeste hadn't mentioned it either!

And Alexander was a "STEM major"—a computer science graduate!

Composition relied on talent! One could only say Alexander was a genius!

But playing the piano required more than just talent; it demanded years of practice. One had to study and train diligently—practice was crucial!

Without practice, skills deteriorate rapidly!

As the saying goes, "Miss one day of practice, and you notice. Miss two days, and your peers notice. Miss three days, and the audience notices." Even world-class pianists faced this reality, let alone others!

During Charlotte's four previous self-accompanied performances, she had made mistakes in every one—a few wrong notes here and there... It was because she hadn't practiced the piano in a while, coupled with her unfamiliarity with the lyrics and melody, and the added distraction of singing, that led to her errors!

Still, it wasn't a significant issue!

Alexander sat down at the piano, clasped his hands together, stretched his fingers, then gathered the three spread-out sheets of manuscript into his hand and passed them back to Charlotte.

Charlotte obviously hadn't memorized the lyrics yet, so he gave them to her! She could hold them and sing along!

"Hmm?" Charlotte was momentarily taken aback, pausing briefly before accepting the papers. "Mr. Ciotta, don't you need the score?"

She had initially planned to stand behind Alexander and look at the manuscript together—he would follow the score while she read the lyrics!

"I wrote it. Why would I need to look?" Alexander turned his head with a smile.

"You... remember all of it?" Charlotte frowned slightly, finding it somewhat hard to believe.

After all, Alexander had just written this—created on the spot! Who could claim to have perfectly memorized hundreds of lyrics right after composing them?

Not to mention, the musical score was even more complex than the lyrics!

It was worth noting that Charlotte no longer believed Alexander had prepared this song in advance, as her "challenge" had been too specific. Unless he could predict the future, it would have been impossible to prepare beforehand!

It must have been an impromptu composition, though... whether it was good, or truly exceptional, still required further evaluation and judgment!

"I wrote it. How could I not remember?" Alexander chuckled.

"...Alright then..." Charlotte's expression turned slightly peculiar, but she didn't press further. After all, even if Alexander missed a few notes, it wouldn't be a big deal—as long as it was generally correct!

This wasn't a formal recording session!

Right now, the priority was to adjust her own state and sing it out!

Charlotte looked down at the papers in her hand, instinctively taking a couple of steps to the side. Leaning one hand against the piano, she positioned herself sideways to Alexander. After taking a deep breath, she glanced at the manuscript and said, "Ready when you are!"

Dong—

A precise and chilling prelude began!

Alexander instantly entered a state of intense focus. The mournful, austere piano tones began to narrate the battlefield's desolation. The melody swelled, evoking countless warhorses charging forth—heroic and passionate—then gradually softened, flowing melodiously with a mix of hope and sorrow...

Charlotte tilted her head slightly, staring wide-eyed at Alexander.

She was frozen in place.

As a top-tier musician, Charlotte's musical sense was naturally exceptional! Even if ten keys were pressed simultaneously on the piano, she could identify them with her eyes closed.

Charlotte's music appreciation skills far surpassed Jasmine Doran's!

Therefore, she could immediately discern how vastly different the notes Alexander played from the very first touch differed from what she had just performed!

It was like heaven and earth!

The notes were the same, but the rhythm and feeling were completely different! This distinction was so clear that even an ordinary person present could perceive it!

It was the difference between an average piano player and a master pianist!

Charlotte was stunned! She attended concerts every year and knew the gap between herself and the masters, but at this moment, she felt that Alexander was the master!

With this level of skill, he could undoubtedly hold piano recitals and even compete with world-class pianists!

It was unbelievable!

But that was the reality!

The piano music suddenly stopped, and the room fell silent for a moment.

"Miss Langford? Is there a problem?" Alexander turned to look at Charlotte and asked, his expression slightly odd because Charlotte hadn't started singing!

Alexander had finished playing the prelude, and Charlotte was supposed to begin singing! But she hadn't!

"Uh... I'm sorry,... Sorry, sorry... I was distracted..." Charlotte, who had been staring wide-eyed at Alexander, snapped back to reality and apologized repeatedly, though the shock in her heart hadn't subsided.

"Um... Mr. Ciotta, I have a question..." Charlotte hesitated before speaking again, asking, "When did you learn to play the piano, Mr. Ciotta? And who taught you?"

"A long time ago, I taught myself. Why?" Alexander replied with a smile.

"A long time ago... as a hobby?" Charlotte couldn't help but ask again, recalling Alexander's earlier mention of it being a "hobby"! How could this possibly be just a hobby?

A hobby couldn't produce this level of skill! Moreover, maintaining such a top-tier state required daily practice!

"Yes, a hobby," Alexander confirmed.

"Then... do you practice every day?" Charlotte pressed further.

"No, I don't have the time," Alexander laughed.

"When was the last time you played the piano?" Charlotte asked again.

"About half a month ago," Alexander thought for a moment and replied. The last time he played was in the penthouse suite of Dante's club, performing for Jasmine!

Charlotte pursed her lips and fell silent.

She felt once again that Alexander was lying to her! Even world-class piano masters would experience a temporary decline in skill if they didn't touch the piano for half a month!

However, this time, Alexander wasn't lying to Charlotte at all!

He hadn't even mentioned the more terrifying part... The time before last he played the piano was during the time loop, which was "decades ago"!

Alexander's performance level wouldn't decline over time! This was due to his mental attributes, which were over a thousand times greater than those of an ordinary person!

He didn't even need muscle memory anymore—his mental strength was so powerful that he could absolutely control his body!

Charlotte was somewhat distracted. Though she felt Alexander was deceiving her, she couldn't deny that, for a 22-year-old to possess such performance skills, it could only mean his piano talent was among the best in the world!

"Miss Langford?" Alexander called out, and when Charlotte snapped back to attention and looked at him, he smiled again and asked, "Shall we begin?"

"Oh... alright, yes!" Charlotte responded immediately. Turning her attention back to the sheet music in her hands, she temporarily pushed aside her chaotic thoughts and focused once again!

Thump—

The piano melody resurfaced!

After the prelude! Charlotte began singing along with the piano!

A tragic and desolate war! A woman waiting for her man's return! The vocals started gently before soaring to powerful heights... Charlotte's vocal skills ranked among the finest in pop music history! Alexander's performance could only be described as flawless!

It felt like a "match made in heaven"!

A skilled singer often pours their emotions into their performance, and Charlotte was precisely that kind of artist! She immersed herself completely, her own feelings fluctuating intensely with every note she sang...

Two minutes in, Charlotte reached the most climactic part of the chorus. This section felt deeply familiar—she'd practiced it several times before and had it memorized.

She even closed her eyes!

Diving deeper into the emotion!

Finally!

At approximately three minutes and forty seconds!

Charlotte's singing concluded, while Alexander continued playing an outro for about ten more seconds before the piece reached its full completion!

Alexander lifted his hands from the keyboard, turning with a smile toward Charlotte. He was about to ask "How was it?" but paused mid-thought, raising an eyebrow in surprise.

He noticed Charlotte hadn't yet emerged from the song's emotional grip. Her cheeks were flushed from the intensity of her feelings, and she was lifting a hand to gently touch her face with her fingertips!

Then she examined her fingers.

Moisture.

Charlotte's eyes were red-rimmed—she had been crying! She'd actually moved herself to tears!

She could hardly believe it herself! Only after finishing the song did she notice the unusual wetness on her face, prompting her to check with her fingers. Seeing actual tears, Charlotte stood utterly stunned!

"Miss Langford, are you satisfied?" Alexander inquired with a gentle smile.

Satisfied?

Charlotte, who had been staring dazedly at her fingertips, suddenly whipped her head around to look at Alexander!

Then she froze again!

Now that she had collected herself and was reviewing the song from the beginning, she couldn't believe how a piece Alexander composed on the spot could possibly be this good?!?

This was music that struck straight into the depths of one's soul!

How could this man be so incredibly talented?!?

"Mr. Alexander, sorry, please wait a moment..." Charlotte said before turning and hurriedly leaving the piano room. She went to get tissues to wipe her tears and compose herself.

Alexander didn't follow her out, simply remaining seated on the chair, waiting for Charlotte to return.

Several full minutes passed.

Charlotte still hadn't returned.

This was rather strange.

Alexander stood up and walked out of the piano room, scanning the suite's living room, where he spotted Charlotte sitting on the sofa with her back to the piano room, head bowed as she looked at something.

"Miss Langford?" Alexander approached while calling out with a smile.

"Ah?" Charlotte seemed startled, jerking her head up to stare blankly at Alexander before collecting herself and offering an apologetic smile. "Sorry, Mr. Alexander, I was a bit distracted..."

She still held the manuscript in her hands.

Earlier, when she came out, she had first wiped her tears, then sat on the sofa to calm her emotions while examining the manuscript.

The more she thought about it, the more impossible it seemed - this song was too perfect! So absorbed was she in these thoughts that she had forgotten entirely about Alexander!

Charlotte had suffered another "mental shock," leaving her entire demeanor somewhat unsettled!

Alexander could understand Charlotte's current emotional state. He smiled as he walked over and sat down in an armchair nearby, then asked Charlotte: "Miss Langford, are you satisfied with this song?"

Asking again!

"Very satisfied!" Charlotte nodded directly. The song had deeply moved her, and she felt that once released, it would definitely become popular! It would create a tremendous impact!

But...

Charlotte then changed her tone: "However, Mr. Alexander... was this song really composed on the spot?"

After careful consideration, Charlotte felt it was more plausible that Alexander had composed this song earlier and just happened to luck out by matching her "prompt"! This seemed more reasonable than believing it was created spontaneously!

Actually, both scenarios were unreasonable and incredible! But comparatively speaking... Charlotte preferred to believe that Alexander had simply gotten lucky with matching her prompt!

"Miss Langford, why do you keep dwelling on this question? Isn't it unimportant?" Alexander smiled.

He really didn't want to discuss this further with Charlotte - it was utterly unnecessary!

Yet Charlotte felt that Alexander was simply refusing to admit the truth!

"Well... Mr. Alexander, here's the thing..." Charlotte paused thoughtfully before addressing Alexander, "This song is exceptionally good! I'll take it! We'll follow your previous terms - 30,000 cash plus 50% royalties! Is that acceptable?"

"Of course!" Alexander nodded with a smile.

"However," Charlotte continued, "This is an anti-war song. Releasing such music requires the right timing, so I don't plan to record and release it immediately... I think we can proceed with our second song collaboration right away. What do you think, Mr. Alexander?"

"That works." Alexander agreed readily, maintaining his smile.

"Then, can we start now?" Charlotte asked. Seeing Alexander nod, she continued, "Mr.Ciotta, you should be aware of my situation. I haven't released any new songs for about a year or two now, so for this new album's title track...what genre or style would you suggest?"

"Just release whatever you want to sing," Alexander said with a laugh. "You tell me, and I'll write it!"

"Right now?" Charlotte asked, her gaze shifting slightly as she looked at him.

"Yes! Right now!" Alexander nodded.

This was exactly what Charlotte had been waiting for him to say!

Truth be told, her eagerness to collaborate with Alexander on a second song was actually a way to "test" him! She wanted to see if he could create a second song on the spot!

Geniuses are proud by nature!

Charlotte had long been hailed as the most celebrated musical prodigy in the US music scene in recent years! Given her deep understanding of music, she simply couldn't accept that someone as extraordinarily talented as Alexander could exist in this world!

Writing songs of such caliber so effortlessly? Impossible! Charlotte couldn't wrap her head around it!

She bore no ill will toward Alexander; in fact, she admired his talent even more. But at this moment, she found herself stubbornly fixated on this point!

"Well... throughout my career, I've sung songs in most genres—about youth, dreams, and love. If I release another album, it will likely be my last one, so I was thinking..." Charlotte spoke thoughtfully, weighing her words as she went, "For the title track of my final album, it should be something... different!"

"This song, 'Knocking,' has a very unique theme and doesn't fit well in the album. I plan to release it separately later. So... Mr. Alexander, could you create something special, something unlike my previous style?"

Once again, Charlotte was challenging Alexander!

However, she was speaking the truth. She had already been thinking along these lines—her final album needed to stand out!

"No problem!" Alexander replied with a confident smile and a nod.

"Shall we start now?" Charlotte asked.

"Sure," Alexander said with a smile.

"Then I'll get you some paper and a pen..." Charlotte began, then paused before adding, "Let's use a computer instead. My laptop..."

She had used her laptop that very morning, and it was still on the living room table.

Charlotte brought the laptop over, then leaned sideways toward the screen, gesturing as she explained, "You know how to use these software programs, right? And these..."

Her laptop was equipped with professional software for composing lyrics, melodies, and arrangements, making the process incredibly convenient!

"I know how to use them all," Alexander assured her.

Charlotte straightened up and walked over to sit on the long sofa nearby. She picked up the handwritten manuscript she had set aside earlier and began reading it over...

The first time Alexander had written a song in front of her, she had watched him intently. This time, however, she didn't.

Partly because it was inconvenient—Alexander was seated in an armchair with no place to sit beside him. But more importantly, there was no need!

Staring at him would only be tiring. After all, she would review the song once he finished writing it. Besides, her thoughts were still partly occupied by "Knocking" so she wasn't as curious or impatient this time around.

Soon, the sound of rapid keyboard typing filled the living room.

Alexander was typing away.

Charlotte remained focused on the manuscript, flipping through the pages repeatedly, reading it over and over.

Both of them were deeply engrossed in their tasks.

A few minutes later, Charlotte suddenly stood up, turned, and left the living room. She went back to the piano room, and soon, the prelude of "Knocking" echoed from within!

Charlotte was once again trying to familiarize herself with the song, playing and singing along, though not at full volume. She was keeping her voice low, focusing on feeling the music!

It was also a good time to practice the piano. With Alexander engrossed in his creative work, she needed something to do—she couldn't just wait idly!

*Clang—*

The piano music abruptly stopped!

"Mr. Ciotta, am I disturbing you?" Charlotte's voice called out from the piano room. She was worried she might be interrupting Alexander's creative process.

"Not at all," Alexander replied without looking up, his fingers flying across the keyboard.

"There are headphones on the table if you need them," Charlotte added.

"Got it!" Alexander responded.

He didn't bother fetching the headphones and continued typing rapidly.

Soon, the prelude of "Knocking" began again from the piano room.

Before long, an hour and a half had passed!

Alexander still hadn't finished his work.

He could usually complete a song in half an hour by hand, but using the computer had slowed him down, which seemed unreasonable. With his typing speed, he could easily manage over two hundred words per minute...

Charlotte, however, didn't find this odd at all. In fact, she thought it was perfectly normal. Creativity wasn't something that came easily!

"Knocking" must have been a song Alexander had composed earlier.

Now, he was truly creating on the spot, which explained the delay.

By the time it was 1:00 PM, neither of them had eaten lunch. Both were so absorbed in their music that they hadn't even thought about it.

"All done, Miss Langford," Alexander said, clicking his mouse and finally looking up as he called out to her.

"Finished? I'm coming," Charlotte replied from the piano room. The sound of footsteps followed as she hurried out in her slippers, her expression eager as she approached the coffee table. "Let me see..."

"Seven songs in total, Miss Langford. You can choose which one you think is best suited as the title track," Alexander said with a slight smile, turning his head toward her.

Charlotte's steps suddenly slowed.

A bombshell!

Alexander didn't want Charlotte to keep questioning whether he was composing on the spot, so he had written seven songs at once—that was why it had taken him over an hour and a half to finish.

He hadn't just written her a song; he had produced an entire album!

A true bombshell!

"Seven songs?!" Charlotte exclaimed, her steps faltering as she stared at him in stunned disbelief.

"Yes! Seven songs, pick one." Alexander nodded.

Charlotte's expression was visibly off. By any calculation, the time Alexander had spent writing these seven songs amounted to roughly an hour and a half.

Seven songs composed on the spot?

Was he lying?

Charlotte walked over to the coffee table.

Alexander slid the laptop toward her.

Charlotte picked up the laptop, settled herself on the longer sofa nearby, and placed the computer on her lap. The lyrics and scores were all displayed in professional software, allowing her to browse through them continuously!

The first song—"Single Blade"!

This was a Japanese-style song, also categorized as rhythm and blues, blending jazz, gospel, and electronic blues elements.

The lyrical theme… was hard to define with a single word, incorporating elements of "chivalry" and "heroic women."

The second song—"Three Lifetimes of Fireworks"!

This was an old-style music piece! Love-themed! The chorus featured extensive operatic vocal techniques. Love had always been the most prominent theme in pop music, and most of Charlotte's songs were related to love, but she had never sung in this style before!

The next five songs were respectively "Queen," "Castle," "Please Don't Look Back," "Galaxy," and "The Final Chapter."

Their musical styles included jazz, blues, country, punk rock, rap elements, and folk!

Not a single repeated style!

Charlotte skimmed through them roughly at first and was utterly stunned. There really were seven songs! Not only did each of these seven songs differ in musical style, but they also avoided the genres Charlotte was skilled in! Compared to the songs she had previously released… they were entirely different!

Charlotte had mentioned earlier that she wanted a song that was "rather special"!

Alexander had given her seven songs at once, each of which could be considered "special" to her!

Charlotte couldn't help but look up at Alexander, her gaze very peculiar. Clearly, these couldn't have been prepared in advance by Alexander, since all seven songs were special, but… if they were all composed on the spot, written in one go, that was just terrifying?!

Were they just hastily written to fool her?!

Without saying anything, she just glanced at Alexander before lowering her head to look at the computer again, starting from the beginning to scrutinize each song!

The lyrics!

Excellent! All of them were excellent! Extremely good!

The scores… felt promising too, but she couldn't immediately judge how they truly were. Her mind was somewhat unsettled! She couldn't focus solely on appreciating one song.

Unconsciously, over an hour passed.

Charlotte had spent more than an hour meticulously reviewing each song, humming along to get a feel for them. She hadn't noticed the passage of time, or rather, time had slipped by without her realizing it.

Alexander sat in the armchair, scrolling through his phone the entire time. His phone was on silent as he was texting Jasmine, who had already had lunch with Aileen Arison and Mia Murphy and was still shopping!

He couldn't help but smile. The girls were starting to get along and develop their own dynamic.

Around 2:30 in the afternoon.

Charlotte finally looked up, instinctively rubbing her neck. Noticing that Alexander was looking at his phone and hadn't paid attention to her, she suddenly realized that a long time had passed and quickly checked her watch.

"It's been so long," Charlotte murmured.

"Hmm?" Alexander looked up at Charlotte and smiled. "Miss Langford, have you finished looking?"

"Alright." Charlotte nodded, then immediately added, "I'm sorry, Alexander. I was so absorbed that I forgot you were here. It's already this late..."

"No problem." Alexander smiled and gestured toward the laptop. "Pick one?"

"Well..." Charlotte hesitated briefly before saying somewhat apologetically, "Alexander, could we... perhaps try them out? I'm having trouble deciding right now." She gestured toward the piano room.

She genuinely felt bad about taking so much time. While she didn't mind skipping lunch herself, Alexander had been waiting with her without eating either.

"Of course." Alexander smiled.

They both stood up and returned to the piano room.

Charlotte placed the laptop on a small platform in the corner of the piano, positioned perfectly at collarbone height for comfortable viewing of the screen.

Alexander went straight to sit at the piano.

"Which one first?" he asked after settling in.

"The first song, 'Single Blade'!" Charlotte responded without hesitation.

No hypocritical pleasantries - just straight to business! At this moment, Charlotte felt an urgent anticipation. She desperately wanted to know - how would these seven songs Alexander wrote actually sound when sung? What would the feeling be? Would they be good?

She was getting excited!

Although she had been questioning Alexander's on-site creative ability, deep down! There was also a thread of anticipation running through her subconscious! Just... what if Alexander truly was that once-in-a-generation musical genius?!

"Starting now!" Alexander announced before striking the piano keys.

The crisp sound, like spring water tinkling, began. The intro to "Single Blade" was light and lively with a powerful rhythm... Actually, the original score for this song didn't include piano.

They were using a piano simply because it was the only instrument available for now!

When officially recording the song and arranging the music later, they would need to add many instruments along with harmony parts.

The intro passed!

Charlotte began singing!

It started with a recitative-style singing method, then transitioned into pure Japanese style! The tempo kept accelerating until it reached the chorus, where it erupted into a full-blown explosion!

Though this was Charlotte's first time singing it, her musical sense and sight-reading ability were truly remarkable! She wouldn't make mistakes in the notes! The question was whether she captured the right feeling, which would need adjustment later.

Four minutes later.

The song ended!

Charlotte pressed her lips together, glanced at the computer, then looked at Alexander. While her face showed little emotion, internally she was experiencing tidal waves of astonishment!

"Ahem! 'Three Lifetimes of Fireworks'!" Charlotte cleared her throat and directly named the second song.

"Beginning!" Alexander responded.

The ancient and elegant sound flowed from Alexander's fingertips...

This was a truly authentic ancient-style song! And particularly suitable for female vocals!

From Charlotte's first note, it felt stunning!

When she reached the opera singing part in the chorus, after just one line, Alexander slightly frowned because Charlotte wasn't quite getting it right. Clearly, she hadn't practiced this style before, though her foundation was excellent and her vocal range was astonishingly wide. So the notes were delicate - it was just the "flavor" that was off!

When Charlotte reached the third line of the opera singing style, Alexander spoke up. Joining her in singing.

Stunning!

This was truly stunning!

Charlotte had instinctively fallen silent, watching Alexander. He was singing in a pure role opera style, not the pop-adapted version.

Though Alexander hadn't practiced opera singing extensively during his time loops and hadn't reached master level yet, he was far beyond amateur standard – definitely professional grade!

Startling Charlotte was no challenge at all!

Charlotte stared at Alexander, slightly dazed.

While playing the piano, Alexander sang and signaled with his eyes for Charlotte to join him!

He was simply correcting the improper flavor in Charlotte's singing!

Understanding Alexander's gaze, Charlotte opened her mouth again, following his melody!

They sang the chorus together once, and when the second chorus came... Alexander stopped singing. Charlotte had already found the right feel – whether she could achieve a professional standard wasn't something to be strict about!

Different specialties require different expertise!

Charlotte wasn't an opera major! She was a pop singer!

There was no need to be too particular about opera singing!

The song concluded!

Charlotte took deep breaths, her emotions hard to calm. There was something more in her gaze when she looked at Alexander, though she still didn't say anything extra. After collecting herself, Charlotte turned back to the computer and selected the next song!

"Queen..." Charlotte began, then immediately added: "I brought my violin, Mr. Ciotta, please wait a moment!"

According to Alexander's annotations in the software, "Queen" featured a blues violin solo in its prelude!

Actually, playing it on piano would work too – piano is also suitable for blues music – but since she had the violin, naturally using the violin would be better!

Charlotte was proficient on many instruments, with piano and violin as her specialties!

Of course, she couldn't carry a piano around, but she could bring her violin – Charlotte had the habit of always carrying her personal violin with her!

Charlotte hurriedly left the piano room.

Returning to the bedroom suite, she took the violin case from the wardrobe, opened it, retrieved the violin, and then rushed back to the piano room, stopping beside the piano.

Looking at the musical score displayed on the computer screen, Charlotte positioned the violin on her shoulder, left hand holding the fingerboard, right hand gripping the bow!

With the bow resting on the strings, Charlotte took her customary deep breath to steady her emotions, ready to begin!

"Won't this make singing inconvenient for you?" Alexander suddenly spoke up.

"Hmm?" Charlotte paused, turning to look at Alexander.

"Shall I do it? You sing..." Alexander said as he stood up, smiling as he gestured to Charlotte.

Charlotte seemed frozen in place, not moving.

She blinked at Alexander, processing for a few seconds before slowly asking: "You... you can play violin too?!"

Charlotte stared at Alexander with a dazed expression—he could play the violin too?!

"It's a hobby, I've studied it." Alexander smiled.

That explanation again!

Charlotte kept staring at Alexander. Given his previous performances, she wondered what exactly his "hobby" and "studied" meant in this context? Surely it couldn't be... no! Impossible!

Human energy is limited!

If Alexander were 40 years old and played both piano and violin at a master level, it would still be miraculous but somewhat understandable—after all, genius exists!

But at 22? Absolutely impossible! Having just graduated from university, he'd already devoted his limited free time to mastering the piano. There was no way he could have perfected the violin as well!

So... he probably just knows the basics, right?

"With your head tilted like that, it must be hard to sing, no?" Alexander smiled at Charlotte again.

Playing the violin requires resting it on the left shoulder and clamping it with the chin, which requires a tilted head!

"Well... sorry to trouble you." Charlotte's expression relaxed considerably as she handed both the violin and bow to Alexander.

Alexander took Charlotte's violin and examined it. It was an "antique instrument" crafted by a renowned 19th-century master, with nearly two centuries of history. Such violins were naturally extremely valuable, and Alexander knew this particular one had been bought by Charlotte's mother as her eighteenth birthday gift—acquired from a collector for half a million!

Charlotte cherished this violin deeply! It was especially precious to her!

Compared with her piano abilities, Charlotte's violin skills far surpassed them, mainly because the violin was portable. She often traveled and could bring it anywhere, practicing whenever she had spare moments!

"Ready to begin." Alexander positioned the violin and spoke to Charlotte.

"Okay!" Charlotte nodded.

Alexander drew the bow!

A cheerful blues rhythm flowed forth, brimming with pastoral idyll, gradually shifting to a more soothing tempo before abruptly transforming into grand epic grandeur after a key change!

Charlotte was stunned!

She was utterly shocked! Beyond all measure of astonishment!

The intro passed—

Charlotte forgot to sing again!

Alexander stopped and smiled at her. "Miss Langford, you've spaced out again. Are you too tired? Do you need a break?"

"Ah... sorry, my apologies... um... let's... try again..." Charlotte apologized repeatedly, awkwardly smoothing her hair while avoiding eye contact with Alexander.

Her heart was racing wildly!

She felt the emotion of having discovered something "inconceivable"—transcending common sense, beyond human comprehension! Charlotte had already sensed the "magic" about Alexander! She lived for music, and the musical talent Alexander displayed shouldn't belong to any "human" being!

Her thoughts were in complete disarray!

Her heartbeat thundered uncontrollably!

Charlotte looked at the computer screen, forcing herself to focus. After taking two deep breaths, she said, "Ready to begin!"

Alexander drew the bow again!

The same melody! From pastoral to epic, from gentle to soaring!

Charlotte Langford began to sing, her voice immediately soaring with an almost operatic intensity! Yet it wasn't actually classical technique—still pop singing with falsetto requirements, demanding an exceptionally wide vocal range!

This song was extremely challenging!

But purely in terms of performance, Charlotte was nearly flawless! The perfect accompaniment successfully stirred her emotions!

She transitioned from ordinary to magnificent! Gradually radiating regal authority!

Titled "Queen," the song wasn't about romantic love between men and women, but about brutal power struggles in ancient palaces—the story of an extraordinary soul who'd fallen into mundanity, returning to their destined greatness! Good music often makes listeners feel the story behind it!

And Alexander's "Queen" achieved exactly that!

This song wasn't just suitable for female singers—it was particularly perfect for Charlotte Langford! As the reigning queen of the music scene, she possessed enough confidence and commanding presence to fully convey the song's essence!

Five minutes later.

The song concluded!

Charlotte stopped singing, breathing heavily with flushed cheeks, clearly still emotionally charged! The song's difficulty, especially the consecutive high notes in the chorus, left her feeling exhausted after the performance!

Exhausted, she was—

But also—euphoric!

Completely exhilarating!

"This song... I think it should be the lead single!" Charlotte said to Alexander while still catching her breath.

She'd decided this without even trying the other songs!

Because this song gave her an overwhelmingly positive feeling!

"Don't rush, at least try them all first," Alexander responded with a gentle smile. He knew this song would greatly appeal to Charlotte, but he also knew... one particular song among the others was truly meant for her!

During his ten thousand years of Sundays, it was through that song that Alexander had shared many bedtime moments with Charlotte, all within a single day!

"Alright..." Charlotte nodded without objection.

Next—"Castle"!

Alexander set down his violin and returned to the piano to play the introduction.

"Castle" featured a country music style, themed around "childlike wonder" and "memories"—essentially telling the story of a little girl playing on the beach. Every girl is a princess, each with her own castle in her heart!

The entire song had a light, simple rhythm, a straightforward melody, and unpretentious lyrics!

Such songs usually spread easily because they're simple to learn, somewhat like "earworm pop," but Alexander's lyrics were so well-crafted that it never felt cheap!

"Please Don't Look Back," a punk rock piece that made girls sound incredibly cool when singing it!

"Galaxy" had sci-fi themes with rap elements—the chorus featured pure female rapping, though male vocals could also be used for a duet version. Both approaches worked!

"The Final Chapter"!

Folk style! With an exceptionally gentle rhythm requiring soft female vocals, the lyrics centered on dreams and nostalgia! While the theme was common—Charlotte had sung similar topics before—this was her first time attempting folk style!

This was the one!

Charlotte delivered a perfect first rendition with her magnetic voice and soothing delivery! Then she immediately signaled Alexander to play it again! So they did another take!

Then a third!

Fourth time!

Charlotte's eyes reddened! As she sang, tears began streaming down her cheeks!

Fully immersed, she once again sang herself to tears! The first time she sang "Knocking," she cried for the story within the song, for the people in that story. But this time, she cried for herself!

When chasing dreams, one must always face setbacks and endure misunderstandings!

Charlotte Langford wanted to sing for a lifetime. Achieving her musical dreams didn't mean she had to retire! The reason Charlotte had to step back was, naturally, because of her family, her lineage! She couldn't just be a singer!

Her family supported her, treating her performing career as a hobby, but they didn't support her singing indefinitely. After all, with such a vast family enterprise, she would eventually have to inherit part of it!

After singing four times, an emotionally overwhelmed Charlotte said "sorry" once more and hurriedly left the piano room.

She went to wipe her tears!

Charlotte returned quickly this time.

Her tears were dried, but her eyes were still slightly red. Having composed herself, she entered the piano room. She offered Alexander an apologetic smile: "I'm sorry, Mr. Alexander, I'm a bit..."

"I understand," Alexander interrupted with a smile, then asked: "Have you decided? Which song will you buy?"

"I've decided!" Charlotte nodded, her expression turning serious as she said, "I want them all! I plan to make these seven songs into an album!"

This came as no surprise to Alexander at all!

All seven songs were capable of becoming "overnight sensations"—there was no way Charlotte would pass on any of them!

"Then..." Alexander smiled, "What about the title track?"

"The Final Chapter!" Charlotte replied without hesitation!

She truly adored the song "Queen," but "The Final Chapter" resonated with her more deeply!

"I plan to name the album The Final Chapter!" Charlotte added.

"That's quite fitting," Alexander chuckled.

"And..." Charlotte spoke again, hesitating.

"What is it?" Alexander asked.

"Mr. Ciotta, I must apologize to you!" Charlotte said with utmost sincerity.

Alexander raised an eyebrow.

"Apologize? For what?" Alexander smiled with slight surprise.

"I feel I shouldn't have doubted your abilities. You're the most extraordinary musician master I've ever met." Charlotte had now directly used the term "master" to address Alexander.

When someone demonstrates mythical talent, their age becomes irrelevant!

"I said some very disrespectful things to you earlier, Mr. Ciotta. I apologize." Charlotte took a step back and bowed to Alexander. "Mr.Ciotta, I'm sorry!"

At this moment, what Charlotte respected wasn't just Alexander, but music itself!

Charlotte's personality was truly natural and unrestrained - whatever she did, she carried it out with grace and without embarrassment.

"I accept." Alexander didn't bother with polite refusals either, smiling as he spoke.

This would make things easier for both of them!

"Well... there's something else." After straightening up, Charlotte seemed hesitant again, but this time she paused briefly before speaking directly. "Could I take a look at your neck? And your left cheek, too."

"Hmm?" Alexander looked surprised for a moment. "Look at what? Sure." Actually, Alexander knew exactly what Charlotte wanted to see.

"Just a quick look." Charlotte didn't specify either.

Alexander stood up from the piano, took two steps forward, touched his neck, and tilted his head. "Is there something here?"

Charlotte circled around to Alexander's left side and examined carefully.

Nothing!

No marks at all!

Although this confirmed her suspicions, Charlotte still felt utterly astonished - so shocked she was nearly numb! She had actually been looking for "violin hickey"!

The so-called "violin hickey" - this was actually quite a poetic term referring to the calluses or deeper skin marks left on a violinist's neck and cheek where the instrument rests!

To become a violinist, one must practice diligently. And wherever there's diligent practice, marks are inevitably left - it's just a matter of how dark and numerous they are! Some violinists who have been practicing since childhood even have facial structures affected, with the left side smaller - though this is an extreme case. Usually, having a "violin hickey" is the standard!

Yet Alexander's cheek and neck showed no marks at all, and his skin condition was excellent - just like any young person's skin!

This indicated that Alexander had never practiced violin diligently!

Charlotte herself had never practiced violin diligently - she wasn't a professional violinist anyway, being a singer rather than a violinist. That's why she had no marks on her neck either! Her level was just average!

But Alexander, who showed no "signs of diligent practice," had master-level skills!

His piano skills were also at a master's level!

This... she was afraid even describing him as a heaven-sent prodigy wouldn't be enough to capture his talent and brilliance!

Charlotte had even begun to feel that if Alexander debuted - whether as a pianist, violinist, or singer - he could leave his name in music history, standing alongside those master musicians from textbooks!

And he's only twenty-two!

"What's wrong?" Alexander turned his head and asked, smiling.

"Nothing, Mr. Ciotta. You have really good skin." Charlotte also smiled, half-jokingly complimenting Alexander before glancing at her watch. It was already past three in the afternoon.

"Mr. Ciotta, shall we get something to eat?" Charlotte looked up with a slight smile. "My treat."

"Sounds good." Alexander agreed directly.

"We need to get ready," Charlotte said again.

A few minutes later.

In the presidential suite's living room, Alexander sat on the sofa chair scrolling through his phone.

On the other side of the coffee table.

Charlotte had already summoned her bodyguard and assistant.

Her bodyguard was named Ali, a thirty-five-year-old who had served her family for over a decade. He was a seasoned veteran—the quiet, dependable type who got things done without fuss!

Charlotte's assistant was a woman around thirty years old.

She wore glasses, was slightly plump, and was named Neema Lee. She appeared to be a very sharp and astute woman!

Both were Charlotte's most trusted confidants!

Charlotte first instructed Ali about reserving a private dining room for dinner.

After Ali hurried out, she turned to Neema to discuss the contract.

"...Print all of these out... 30,000 per song, totaling 210,000, plus a 50% revenue share..." After giving detailed instructions, Charlotte finally pointed at the laptop screen and three pages of handwritten notes, directing Neema.

Neema was stunned! The more she heard, the more shocked she became!

30,000 per song was understandable, but a 50% pure share—was that insane?!

Charlotte hadn't released a new album in a long time, and fans were eagerly waiting. Given Charlotte's status as a superstar, she was both a "traffic magnet" and a "diva of talent." Any new album she released, regardless of song quality, would cause a sensation! Just looking at next year, conservative estimates put revenue at several hundred million!

Giving away half?!

Neema couldn't help but glance up at Alexander, who was on his phone, then turned and whispered to Charlotte in French, "Boss, are you sure? 50%? Or 5%? This way..."

She spoke in French, assuming Alexander wouldn't understand.

"It's 50%! Just do as I say. Have the contract ready before I return," Charlotte confirmed firmly, also in French.

"But this... we've never done a contract like this. Boss, maybe you should reconsider?" Neema couldn't resist advising.

"Neema! You talk too much," Charlotte said with a reproachful yet amused look.

Their close personal relationship allowed for such candid exchanges.

"That's final," Charlotte added, then stood up and turned to Alexander with a smile. "Mr. Alexander, we're ready. Let's head downstairs..."

"Hmm? Sure!" Alexander looked up at Charlotte and smiled in agreement.

A few minutes later.

Second-floor restaurant—private room!

The J Restaurant did have private rooms, but they were all quite large, with long tables seating at least ten people on both sides. Thus, most diners at J didn't book private rooms!

Charlotte, however, wanted to avoid causing a scene in the main dining area, so they had to eat in a private room!


Chapter 14: Drunk together. A night with Charlotte.

The two arrived at the room.

They ordered food and wine.

Then they began chatting casually.

The conversation consistently revolved around music, but the look in Charlotte's eyes when she regarded Alexander had changed dramatically from the day before—it now held a unique nuance.

She finally understood why Jasmine had doubted her and said all she did; it wasn't that she had a problem, but that Alexander... he truly had a magical quality!

A musical talent unparalleled in history!

And this... might only be the tip of the iceberg of his extraordinary nature!

Charlotte reasoned this way; otherwise, there was no explaining why both Jasmine Doran and Seraphine Arden were with him.

Just like Seraphine before her, Charlotte now perceived Alexander with a touch of mystique, speculating that he might be some kind of "extraordinary figure"!

They hadn't been chatting for long when the food and red wine were served.

Charlotte loved drinking—alcohol sparked her inspiration, and she had an impressive tolerance!

Glasses were filled.

"Mr. Alexander, a toast to you! I'll finish mine, but please drink at your own pace!" Charlotte initiated the toast. It was hard to imagine words like "I'll finish mine, you drink as you like" coming from a woman of her status.

As the saying goes, when you meet a kindred spirit, a thousand cups are too few!

Charlotte already regarded Alexander as a kindred spirit, or perhaps she wished to become one with him!

Cheers!

Charlotte threw her head back and downed the glass in one go!

Alexander also drank his in one go!

More wine was poured!

Casual conversation ensued!

It seemed they had endless topics to discuss, especially about music—there was truly no shortage of content!

Charlotte grew increasingly curious about Alexander, constantly asking questions like, "When did you learn to play the piano?" and "Have you ever participated in competitions before?"

She also inquired about lyric composition and the violin!

Alexander, of course, responded somewhat evasively—after all, he couldn't very well say how he'd lived through a time loop that lasted ten thousand years.

Unconsciously, the meal had already lasted an hour.

"Mr. Alexander, may I be so bold as to ask..." Charlotte, now slightly intoxicated and with a rosy blush on her cheeks, asked softly with a tipsy smile, "How... how did you and Miss Doran, and Ms. Arden... end up... together?"

She actually brought this up!

Without a bit of alcohol in her system, she would never have dared to ask such a question!

Given her free-spirited nature, when she was in high spirits and enjoying the conversation, she felt bold enough to ask anything!

"It's a rather complicated story," Alexander replied with a smile.

Charlotte sensed that Alexander didn't want to elaborate. She smiled and didn't press further, pursing her lips before asking in her drunken state, "Then... Alexander, do you have any plans for tonight? Could you... not go back?"

Charlotte's words were clearly a bit ambiguous. A subtle expression crossed Alexander's face as he smiled and said, "Tonight... I don't have any plans for now. It's fine if I don't go back."

"Won't Miss Doran be looking for you?" Charlotte asked again in a soft voice, subconsciously swirling the red wine in her glass. Tinged with intoxication, her voice carried a certain charm.

Under the lights of the private room, her flushed cheeks were cast in a soft, beautiful halo. It was a sight that would make one sigh with emotion—now this is what you call a woman!

"She probably will, but I can just let her know," Alexander said with a smile.

"It seems I really misunderstood before," Charlotte also smiled, her magnetic, feminine voice continuing, "Miss Doran seems very... accommodating toward you, Mr. Ciotta."

"I wouldn't say accommodating," Alexander chuckled.

Charlotte smiled and didn't press the issue further. Although her curiosity about Alexander was growing, she didn't want to pry into his romantic life. She subconsciously wanted to keep a little distance!

Even if her conscience was clear!

But she could no longer deny that Alexander had begun to attract her!

His astounding musical talent!

And not just that!

Charlotte found it hard to find someone as in sync with her as Alexander!

They had a common language in music, with endless things to talk about!

And he didn't "go easy" on her because of her status! He treated her as an equal! This was what made Charlotte most comfortable!

"Do you have any plans for the evening, Miss Langford?" Alexander asked in return.

"I don't think so," Charlotte smiled. "I just want to discuss more about music with you. If you don't find it a bother, I was hoping... You could accompany me in getting familiar with those songs. If I make any mistakes in my singing, please correct me, Mr. Ciotta!"

When it came to music, Charlotte could already humble herself before Alexander!

She had come to realize that there was no comparing herself to a rare genius like him!

"It's not really about correcting," Alexander smiled. "It's just that for the songs I've written, I believe they need to be performed as I envisioned to achieve the best effect!"

Charlotte smiled. After a brief pause, she raised her glass in a toast to Alexander.

Alexander raised his in return.

They clinked their glasses lightly, and each took another sip of red wine.

After setting her glass down, Charlotte picked up the nearby wine bottle to pour herself another glass, asking Alexander with a smile, "Mr. Ciotta, you seem to know everything... I mean, when it comes to music."

"I do alright," Alexander smiled.

"Then... may I ask how many instruments you can play,?" Charlotte asked.

"I've never counted," Alexander replied.

"Never counted?" Charlotte's eyebrows rose, her smile tinged with surprise. "So, that means a lot?"

"Quite a few," Alexander nodded.

Drinking.

Idle chat!

Before they knew it.

Alexander and Charlotte's meal, which had started a little after three in the afternoon, lasted until well past five.

They had been there for over two hours, though they hadn't eaten much. It was mostly just chatting and drinking!

Charlotte's alcohol tolerance was truly impressive!

The two of them had finished six bottles of red wine in total! Three bottles each.

Charlotte was drunk!

Alexander was a little drunk too!

However! Both were only half-drunk!

They hadn't reached the point of stumbling. When Charlotte drank too much, it tended to "show on her face," meaning she would flush, but it wasn't a significant issue!

Around five-thirty, the meal finally came to an end.

It was time to go upstairs!

The two stood up. Charlotte grabbed her bag and, while talking to Alexander, started to walk out.

"Miss Langford, your glasses," Alexander reminded her.

Only then did Charlotte realize. She picked up the sunglasses she had casually placed on the table and put them on. As she was about to head straight out again, Alexander had to remind her once more, "And your mask!"

She had drunk a bit too much and was subconsciously overlooking the small details.

"Thank you, Mr. Ciotta," Charlotte laughed, looking tipsy. She then took a mask out of her pocket and put it on.

People who have had too much to drink often have some issues with verbal logic and become overly excited... but Charlotte was doing alright.

She was just acting a little strange.

A few minutes later.

Alexander and Charlotte took the elevator back to the fifteenth floor and entered Charlotte's presidential suite again!

The first thing Charlotte did upon entering was kick off her high heels. She walked inside barefoot, took off her sunglasses and mask, and casually dropped them on the coffee table. Then she plopped down on the sofa, leaned back, and pulled out her phone.

She called her assistant. She hadn't forgotten about business!

A few minutes later, Neema arrived at the presidential suite, holding two thick copies of a contract. The contract had clearly not been typed up by her. Instead, she had contacted the company's legal department in Chicago.

They had a template, which they filled out with the information Neema provided, sent her the electronic file, and she then printed it!

Two hours had been more than enough time for her to prepare everything!

Alexander and Charlotte signed the contract!

After the contract was signed, Charlotte waved her hand, signaling that Neema could leave and rest in the room next door!

Afterward, Charlotte opened another bottle of red wine.

The presidential suite had its own temperature-controlled wine cabinet, stocked with various vintages and types of red wine, whiskey, brandy, and more.

Guests were, of course, free to drink them, but they had to pay for them upon checkout.

Charlotte was truly happy today!

Night gradually fell.

A little past seven in the evening, in the piano room.

An open bottle of red wine sat on a corner of the piano, along with Alexander's glass, which was half-full. Charlotte stood nearby, holding her own wine glass, singing her heart out!

Alexander was at the piano, playing the melody of "Knocking"!

The night deepened!

The presidential suite was constantly filled with the sound of singing!

Alexander had first written "Knocking" for Charlotte, followed by seven more songs for an album! Eight songs in total! Going through all eight songs once took over half an hour.

Charlotte sang continuously, practicing nonstop!

Alexander's playing allowed her to immerse herself in the emotions almost perfectly, and under the influence of alcohol, Charlotte's performance was even more transcendent!

Of the eight songs, Charlotte's favorites were "Knocking," "Queen," and "The Final Chapter," so she sang these three the most!

However, by a little past nine in the evening, both of them were tired and gradually adopted a more "playful" mood!

Singing for so long was also taking a toll on Charlotte's voice.

So, they started playing a duet!

Alexander on the piano, Charlotte on the violin, they played "Queen" together!

In terms of melody, this song was the most stunning! Moreover, both the violin and the piano were well-suited instruments for blues!

But after playing the duet several times in a row, a tipsy Charlotte revealed a dissatisfied expression.

"I'm so bad," Charlotte said, then looked at Alexander. "You're still the better player!"

"You're not bad at all," Alexander smiled.

"You're always so modest," Charlotte said with a drunken smile.

She put down her violin, walked over to Alexander, and sat down right next to him... The piano bench was long enough to accommodate both of them.

But for Charlotte to sit down without a word, one could only say...

"A four-hand duet?" Charlotte, now sitting beside Alexander, turned her head and asked.

"Alright!" Alexander nodded, shifting over a little.

They began the four-hand duet!

It was "Queen" again!

But Charlotte only managed to play the beginning with Alexander before she had to stop. In her drunken state, she couldn't play well without the sheet music. She hadn't fully memorized it, and Alexander played so well that she had trouble keeping up!

Alexander played a section by himself!

Charlotte turned her head, a drunken smile on her face, and watched this handsome and brilliant man with admiration!

This man of overflowing talent!

This man of divine skill!

This man, who could always leave one breathless with wonder!

Charlotte just turned her head and watched, and watched.

Alexander stopped playing after a section because Charlotte hadn't kept up.

He stopped his hands, turned to look at Charlotte, and smiled. "Charlotte?"

"Alexander," Charlotte also said his name.

Their eyes met.

"Hm?" Alexander smiled, letting out a questioning hum.

Charlotte suddenly leaned in, cupped Alexander's face with her hands, and kissed him!

So sudden

No one knew just what emotional journey Charlotte Langford had undergone—not even she herself fully understood, because she was drunk.

Alcohol makes people bold in speech and action, even... losing self-control!

Charlotte had always lived with a free spirit!

She wanted to kiss Alexander, so she did!

Perhaps she was drawn to Alexander's talent, or maybe he gave her a different feeling. Or perhaps Charlotte already felt that Alexander was the soulmate she had been searching for all along...

Truthfully, Charlotte wasn't even sure what she was thinking!

The impulse simply took over!

In her intoxicated state, she didn't dwell on complicated matters. Though she still remembered her bet with Jasmine Doran and knew that what she was doing was wrong... in the end, emotion overpowered reason!

Charlotte turned, cupped Alexander's face, and kissed him. Then she suddenly shifted, rising slightly before turning over and settling directly into his lap. Throughout this, she never broke contact with him!

Her hands were soft, and her lips even more so. Her bubbly butt fit perfectly on his lap, and she even wiggled a bit to get comfortable.

Her tongue shyly began to lick at his lips, before it was welcomed inside.

A drunken woman!

And a drunken man!

In reality, Alexander was much more sober than Charlotte, but he chose not to reject her. Alexander admitted he wasn't a monogamous man, but he had never promised any woman that he would be!

Even so, he didn’t kiss her back, simply letting her lead it.

Charlotte wasn't very skilled at kissing! As their lips met, she bit down on his lips and tongue more than once. Yet even so, the two lost themselves in it.

She had never been in a relationship!

Not meeting the right person was only part of the reason. The factors behind Charlotte's lack of romantic experience were actually quite complex. Her family background made it difficult to find someone worthy of her, and she had debuted too early!

She began her singing career at 18—exploding into fame right from her debut!

And Charlotte was only twenty-six this year! Yet it was already her tenth year in the industry!

For young celebrities, romance is a sensitive matter, especially for a female singer like Charlotte who possesses both popularity and talent!

But beyond these reasons, the most significant factor keeping Charlotte from relationships wasn't external—it was internal, rooted in herself!

She had devoted her best years entirely to music!

Love wasn't a necessity during her prime—music was!

What she needed was a soulmate! Someone she could discuss music with freely! Someone she could connect with heart-to-heart!

Not necessarily a lover!

Of course, a soulmate could become a lover!

Charlotte was fully immersed.

Drunk people have a blurred sense of time, and she had no idea how long she had been kissing when she suddenly... jerked her head up! Pushing with her hands on his chest, she pulled away.

Her face was flushed!

Her breathing was heavy!

But her expression seemed troubled!

"S-sorry, I might... I'm drunk, I..." Charlotte suddenly realized she had gone too far. Speaking in a slightly panicked tone, she stood up and moved aside.

She noticed the lipstick marks she had left on the corner of Alexander's mouth and on his cheek.

And she wondered—had she gone mad?!

Facing this man she had only known for two days, why had she acted like this?!

"Mr.—Mr. Ciotta, wait a moment..." Charlotte seemed to be looking for something, glancing around before hurriedly leaving the piano room.

She left quickly and returned just as fast.

Charlotte had brought a tissue box, holding it in one hand while pulling out a tissue with the other.

"Please wipe... There are marks..." Charlotte gestured, offering to clean the lipstick stains from Alexander's face.

"Thank you." Alexander smiled as he said this, taking the tissue and wiping the corner of his mouth. He then added, "Miss Charlotte, would you like to go wash your face? You don't seem to be in the best state..."

Alexander's tone showed no hint of strangeness!

He knew that this was the moment when Charlotte's heart was most unsettled, so... he had to stay calm!

If Alexander had acted as though their kiss obligated them to something, Charlotte would undoubtedly have chosen to retreat!

She knew she was being immoral! It might have been different if she hadn't known Alexander had a girlfriend, but she did know—and Jasmine had even warned her!

"Oh, alright... I'll go for a moment." Charlotte agreed, feeling that she indeed needed to step away briefly! She wasn't quite sure how to face Alexander anymore!

Charlotte left the piano room once again and returned to the bedroom.

She needed to wash her face... but since she was wearing makeup, she had to remove it properly! Removing makeup wasn't as simple as just washing it off—many high-quality cosmetics were waterproof, and washing directly wouldn't clean thoroughly and could harm the skin!

Alexander also went to the restroom, wiping his face in front of the mirror.

A few minutes later.

Alexander returned to the piano room.

He sat down!

Raised his hands!

And began to play!

Alexander performed a brand-new piece—not an accompaniment for a song, but a piano composition he had created many centuries ago!

A pure instrumental! The style was very soothing, evoking a feeling of "a quiet night, ocean waves, and sea breeze."

Another ten minutes passed.

Charlotte finally returned to the piano room. With her makeup removed, she had also let down her usual bun, allowing her wavy, long hair to cascade over her shoulders. Her flushed cheeks and weary eyes gave her an exceptionally languid appearance.

She had adjusted her mindset.

Alexander did not stop playing when Charlotte returned.

Charlotte pulled up a chair, sat beside the piano, and habitually picked up her glass of red wine. Tilting her head, she watched Alexander, then closed her eyes to listen to the captivating melody. Gradually, she began to sway gently with the music, left and right, in small, subtle movements...

Alexander's piece was very long, taking a full half-hour to play completely.

Charlotte remained quietly listening throughout.

From time to time, she would take a sip of wine!

Her gaze toward Alexander, without her realizing it, grew hazy once more.

If everything Charlotte had previously witnessed in Alexander could be described as divine skill, awe, and dazzling talent—that was merely the prelude!

Until this moment!

The tranquil night.

The intoxicating wine.

The enchanting music.

A man playing, a woman listening.

A scene so romantic, with its own theme.

Everything was elevated to a higher plane!

Watching the man who always wore a slight smile as he played earnestly, Charlotte felt utterly at ease. In her heart, she even felt as though life could freeze in this moment—so comfortable, so captivating!

This night would be one to remember for a lifetime!

Alexander finished playing the entire piano piece.

It was over.

The piano room fell into profound silence.

Alexander turned to look at Charlotte, only to find that she had actually fallen asleep!

She was sitting right beside the piano, leaning against the stand next to it, where a half-empty bottle of red wine and an empty wine glass rested. One of Charlotte's hands rested on the bottle, her head tilted slightly as she pillowed it on her arm, breathing evenly.

While Alexander's piano piece did have some sleep-inducing qualities, it couldn't possibly be that potent.

The main reason was that Charlotte was drunk and genuinely exhausted.

Alexander turned his head... From his angle, he could just see Charlotte's profile as she slept.

Compared to others, Charlotte's feminine charm truly couldn't be matched.

Whether it was Aileen Arison or Seraphine Arden, they were both too refined! Aileen possessed an ethereal quality, while Seraphine's femininity was expressed through her demeanor and tone of voice.

Both women gave off a feeling of being "admired only from afar"!

Charlotte was different - her beauty and temperament could captivate people across all age groups! That kind of womanly feeling was indescribable!

Alexander admired her for a moment, then stood up.

He walked over a couple of steps and gently took Charlotte's hand. Charlotte didn't wake up - once a drunk person falls asleep, they're tough to rouse.

Alexander pulled Charlotte's arm over his shoulder, then, with a swift motion, scooped her up in a princess carry.

He walked out of the piano room.

Circled around the living room.

Alexander gently pushed open the slightly ajar bedroom door with his foot and carried Charlotte inside.

The bedroom of the presidential suite could be described as enormous, with every detail of its decor and furnishings showcasing refinement and luxury.

On the back of the chair in front of the dressing table lay Charlotte's pajamas. Since she had stayed here yesterday, traces of use were still visible.

Alexander carried Charlotte horizontally to the bedside and gently laid the drunken, soundly asleep woman on it. She still hadn't woken up...

At this point, even if Alexander were to slap her, she likely wouldn't stir. The effects of alcohol were potent, and she wouldn't rouse until the intoxication wore off.

Raising his wrist, Alexander glanced at his watch again.

It was already past 10 p.m.

Alexander leaned over again, shifted Charlotte further inward, and pulled the blanket over her.

But then he paused, thought for a moment, straightened up, and took out his phone. He paused once more, pondering again!

Of course, he wasn't considering doing anything to Charlotte!

Alexander was no scumbag—such matters required mutual consent! He would never take advantage of a woman who was drunk and unconscious!

Moreover!

Even if we set that aside.

The truth was, Alexander hadn't intended for anything to happen with Charlotte today.

If he had wanted to, the day wouldn't have unfolded this way. He could have chosen a different approach to make Charlotte take the initiative!

But if he had, there would have been no future for the two of them!

Charlotte's character was different from that of his other women. Jasmine had even ordered someone killed, but such a thing was unimaginable for Charlotte!

She had her own moral boundaries!

And she knew Alexander had a girlfriend!

So, if the two of them had truly crossed that line today, she would likely choose to retreat afterward. Knowing she had done wrong, the guilt in her heart would drive her to distance herself from Alexander as much as possible!

Therefore, what Alexander was actually thinking about was... Charlotte would surely be uncomfortable sleeping in her clothes, and they would get wrinkled from being pressed against her.

Alexander also considered calling Charlotte's assistant, Neema Lee, but decided against it.

He shouldn't "know" Neema's phone number right now, even though he did.

Alexander turned and left the bedroom.

Then he exited the presidential suite.

The corridor was brightly lit and opulently decorated, but no one was around. At this hour, it was only natural!

Alexander walked directly to the opposite door... The room across from the presidential suite wasn't another presidential suite but a relatively lower-end executive suite.

This was due to the living room's orientation. On the 15th floor of this hotel, only the south-facing rooms were presidential suites, as they were the ones that received sunlight.

Arriving at the door of the executive suite, he knocked.

Knock, knock!

Soon, someone came to answer the door—it was the bodyguard, Ali!

"Mr. Alexander?" Ali looked at him in surprise, unsure why Alexander was knocking.

"I'm looking for Assistant Neema," Alexander said with a smile.

"Mr. Ciotta?" Neema's voice immediately came from inside. She was in the living room of the executive suite and had heard Alexander.

The bodyguards and assistants all stayed in this room.

Of course, they "usually" slept separately, as the executive suite had two bedrooms.

"Mr. Alexander, what's wrong?" Neema walked to the door. While the bodyguard Ali was still dressed in a crisp suit, Neema had already changed into her pajamas—a conservative, long cotton nightgown.

"Could you come over for a moment? It's about Miss Charlotte..." Alexander said with a smile, gesturing toward the suite behind him.

One minute later.

Alexander returned to Charlotte's bedroom, followed by Neema, who was wearing pajamas and slippers. Alexander stopped at the doorway, gestured toward Charlotte, and said to Neema, "She's had too much to drink, I'm not really..." He didn't finish the sentence but conveyed the meaning clearly, then added, "Sorry to trouble you, Miss Lee."

"Ah..." Neema was surprised, then grinned, "No trouble at all, she's my boss. Thank you, Mr. Alexander..."

"I'll go rest then, I'll leave her to you." Alexander smiled.

"Good night, Mr. Alexander." Neema smiled back.

Alexander turned and left, crossing the living room to enter the bedroom opposite.

Naturally, this presidential suite had more than one bedroom. Since it was so late and Alexander had drunk a considerable amount of alcohol, there was no need for him to go back!

Neema watched Alexander leave, her expression shifting slightly.

Truth be told, she hadn't had a favorable impression of Alexander before, because she couldn't understand what kind of spell he had cast on her boss to make her sign such an unbelievable profit-sharing contract!

But now, her opinion of Alexander had improved quite a bit!

Quite the gentleman!

And very considerate!

After a moment's thought, hearing the door across the way close, Neema collected her thoughts.

She first closed the bedroom door, then approached Charlotte.

She began by undressing Charlotte, knowing her boss had the habit of sleeping without clothes, so she left nothing on that ravishing, luscious body and its curves.

Then she adjusted the pillow and blankets multiple times, making sure Charlotte would sleep comfortably without risking a stiff neck... Charlotte never woke up, not even showing the slightest sign of stirring.

Neema knew that although her boss loved to drink, she had an exceptional alcohol tolerance and rarely got drunk!

No one could force her to drink, either!

So... how happy must she have been today to drink this much?

After finally tucking Charlotte in properly, Neema turned on the air conditioning and adjusted the temperature. Then she tossed all the removed clothes into the laundry basket. Only after everything was done did she leave.

Meanwhile.

In the slightly smaller bedroom of the presidential suite.

Alexander was already washing up. Every room in this suite had its own bathroom, which, of course, was stocked with toiletries, making it very convenient.

After showering, Alexander also went to bed.


Chapter 15: What happened list night?!

July 26, 2024.

A new day!

7:00 a.m. sharp.

Alexander opened his eyes on time, smiling at the hotel ceiling. Time was still progressing normally.

For Alexander, who had been trapped in the same day for ten thousand years, a non-repeating life was the most beautiful thing!

He hadn't slept too late yesterday, either. Although he had drunk a lot, after a night's rest, Alexander had recovered well!

There was no need for a second round of sleep.

He got up, washed, and dressed.

Around 7:15 a.m., Alexander walked out of his bedroom. The living room was empty, and the door to the opposite bedroom was still closed. Charlotte naturally hadn't gotten up yet. Although she had a good alcohol tolerance, it couldn't compare to Alexander's.

Alexander walked to the living room sofa and sat down. He took out his phone and scrolled through it, then picked up the landline phone on the side table. Using speed dial, he called room service!

"Bring breakfast, the Wellington set, steak medium well," Alexander said directly after the call connected.

"Sir, how many portions would you like?" A charming woman's voice answered the phone.

"Hmm... two portions." Alexander thought for a moment and replied.

"The Wellington steak takes a while to prepare, sir. Would you mind? If so, we can change it to something else..." the person across asked again.

"No problem," Alexander replied with a smile.

Alexander was genuinely quite hungry.

He had drunk a lot yesterday but hadn't eaten much.

He planned to have breakfast, and if Charlotte still hadn't woken up with nothing else going on, he would leave first!

After ordering, Alexander picked up the remote and turned on the living room TV.

Time for the morning news!

Unconsciously, it was already 8 a.m.

Inside the master bedroom of the suite.

Ring, ring, ring...

A phone rang from the bag on the cabinet, waking Charlotte from her sleep. She turned over, reached out groggily, grabbed the bag, skillfully opened it, took out the phone, and glanced at the screen.

It was Celeste Lark calling.

Charlotte answered the call.

"Hello, Miss Lark, ahem," Charlotte said, clearing her throat.

"Miss Langford, are you at the hotel?" Celeste asked sweetly.

"Yes, I was just about to get up," Charlotte replied, glancing at the clock on the small cabinet.

"Can I come see you?" Celeste asked again.

"Mm, sure," Charlotte said.

"Alright then, I'll talk to you when I get there. Bye," Celeste said.

"Bye," Charlotte replied.

After hanging up, Charlotte tossed the phone aside, sat up, still feeling a bit dazed, and raised her hand to scratch her head.

She felt like she had forgotten something.

After thinking for a moment, she remembered: last night, she had been drinking and singing with Alexander, and then... much of it was a blur.

She couldn't remember how she had gotten back to the bedroom or when she had fallen asleep.

As she thought about it, her expression changed.

As if struck by a sudden thought, she looked down at herself, then lifted the covers and peered inside, her face paling drastically.

Where are my clothes?

Where are my clothes?

Who undressed me?

Charlotte's face stiffened as she tried harder to recall the details of what had happened last night.

She remembered having dinner with Alexander yesterday afternoon. They had drunk quite a lot, but she was only half-drunk at that time, so she remembered everything clearly.

Afterwards, they returned to the presidential suite and signed the contract.

Then they drank again!

They drank together, one playing music and the other singing, until around eight or nine in the evening... It was from this point that Charlotte began experiencing memory gaps. Many details were completely lost to her, but the significant, special moments naturally remained vivid!

The memory of kissing Alexander quickly became clearer in Charlotte's mind!

This part she could recall completely.

And then... Charlotte vaguely remembered standing up, and it seemed... she even washed her face?

And after that?!

There was no after that!

She couldn't remember anything else!

So, where were her clothes? Who took them off? And why were they taken off so thoroughly?!

She had blacked out from drinking!

Charlotte's face kept changing colors as she thought. She turned to look at the door, her gaze somewhat dazed. She could faintly hear the sound of a TV news broadcast from the living room—someone must be watching TV.

Alexander was still here. He had already gotten up and was watching TV!

Charlotte guessed it was him because it couldn't be anyone else. Her assistants and bodyguards wouldn't enter her room without her permission, let alone come in to watch TV.

"Ah! What happened... Why did I drink so much..." Charlotte muttered in frustration, frowning slightly as she pulled the covers up to look underneath.

Having no experience in that area, Charlotte wasn't sure whether anything had happened between her and Alexander last night.

But she suspected it had!

Otherwise, why were her clothes gone?

What she wasn't sure about was whether she had been the one to initiate things last night! Or whether Alexander had taken advantage of her drunken state to do something!

Although she didn't want to think badly of Alexander... after all, she couldn't have taken her own clothes off, could she?

And because she remembered initiating things last night! She even remembered actively sitting in Alexander's lap and kissing him... so who knows? Maybe she couldn't resist and made advances toward Alexander again!

Just thinking about it made Charlotte blush.

She was also furious with herself!

Why couldn't she resist this man's charm?

Jasmine had warned her just the night before last, and it seemed she had already "crashed and burned" yesterday! How could she have... ended up like this?

One thing worth mentioning was that because Charlotte remembered initiating things, no matter what ultimately happened between her and Alexander—whether she was the one who took the final step or Alexander was—she wouldn't blame him!

She only blamed herself!

After all! When a woman has already taken the initiative to that extent with a man, whatever happens afterward can't be blamed on the other party!

Ding dong! Ding dong! Ding dong!

The doorbell suddenly rang from the living room outside.

Charlotte, in the bedroom, could faintly hear it, followed by phrases like "room service, delivering food"!

In the living room of the presidential suite.

The breakfast Alexander had ordered had arrived.

It had been nearly 50 minutes since he placed the order, mainly because Wellington steak takes a long time to cook, which caused the delay.

Alexander did it on purpose. He wasn't sure when Charlotte would wake up, so he ordered breakfast dishes that would take longer to cook. This way, even if the food arrived later, Charlotte might still catch it.

One exquisite dish after another was arranged on the coffee table.

Wellington steak, potato soup, along with some vegetable and fruit salads—two portions in total.

After the room service attendant finished setting up the breakfast, they pushed the trolley away and left.

Alexander dug right in!

There was no real need to wake Charlotte up for breakfast. If she made it, she made it; if not, it was no big deal. Someone who had drunk too much could easily sleep straight through until noon.

A few minutes later.

Alexander was cutting into his steak while watching TV.

Ring ring…

His phone rang!

Alexander set down his knife and fork, picked up his phone for a glance, then answered, "Dan."

"Brother-in-law, James left. He just boarded the plane," Dante said right off the bat.

"Hmm..." Alexander hummed in response, then asked, "How did the negotiations go?"

After James got injured on the evening of the 23rd, he had been staying in the hospital.

Cassian left New York on the 24th, and after that... with Cassian no longer there to keep things in check, Dante had been going to the hospital whenever he felt like it, pointing fingers and cursing at James!

Naturally, James had been having people investigate the Club fire, but aside from tracing it back to Cole, they couldn't find anything else!

Last night, the Sutherland family sent someone to New York—James's uncle.

Over the past few days, James had essentially been detained in New York by Dante. Even though James had a large group of bodyguards, leaving New York without Dante's permission was impossible—he couldn't even get to the airport!

The Sutherland family sent someone to take James back.

The priority was to get him out first. As for investigating the truth, giving an explanation, and whether compensation was needed—those matters could be discussed later between the Sutherland and Doran families.

The Sutherland's certainly wouldn't try to weasel out of it; they wouldn't ruin their partnership with the Doran over something like this!

If they couldn't provide a clear explanation, they'd have to pay up!

And the afternoon before last, when Alexander went to the Club to see Dante and Paul, Alexander had a private talk with Dante about this matter.

Following Alexander's instructions, Dante demanded compensation from the Sutherland family, setting the starting figure at 150 million!

After chatting for two minutes, Alexander hung up.

Dante had just called to update Alexander.

Alexander continued with his breakfast.

About ten more minutes passed.

Buzz ding…

Alexander's phone vibrated—a message had come in.

He picked up his phone again and saw it was a message from Jasmine: Good morning! My dear Alexander!

Alexander typed back: It's rare for you to have time off. Still up so early on the weekend?

Jasmine replied quickly: Well, no one's here to keep me company. Early to bed, early to rise keeps you healthy, you know! Honey, where did you stay last night?

Alexander replied with two words: "A hotel."

After waiting a minute with no further reply from Jasmine, Alexander didn't send another message either. He set his phone down and went back to his breakfast!

Click!

The door to the master bedroom of the suite opened.


Chapter 16: Pictures taken.

Alexander turned to look—it was Charlotte coming out. She hadn't washed up or gotten dressed, just wearing her lacey underwear under a conservative nightgown and slippers.

Her hair was a bit messy, and she looked somewhat haggard.

The haggard look was from drinking too much yesterday; even though she was awake now, she hadn't fully recovered and still had a bit of a headache.

As for not washing up or dressing... well, she just didn't have the energy!

At this moment, Charlotte Langford's mind was still filled with questions about what exactly had happened between her and Alexander last night.

She felt somewhat panicked!

She had made a bet with Jasmine Doran—if it really was that kind of situation, then she had lost far too quickly!

"Good morning, Miss Charlotte." Alexander turned his head and greeted her with a smile, then gestured and said, "Perfect timing, would you like some breakfast? It was just delivered not long ago."

Charlotte's expression seemed off as she walked over to the sofa.

She glanced at the breakfast on the coffee table, her expression somewhat dazed.

She then looked at Alexander, sat down on the sofa chair without a word, and subconsciously reached out to adjust the knife and fork beside the plate before turning to look at him again.

Her entire demeanor was very unusual!

"Miss Charlotte, are you alright?" Alexander asked with a curious smile.

"Alexander… we… did you yesterday… I…" Charlotte started to ask something, but hesitated, unable to finish her sentence.

"What is it?" Alexander asked again.

Just then.

Ding-dong! Ding-dong!

The doorbell! It abruptly interrupted Charlotte's train of thought.

Charlotte turned her head to look toward the door and called out, "Who is it?"

"Room service! Please open the door," came the reply from outside.

"Coming," Charlotte responded, getting up and walking toward the main door.

Alexander watched her go, but soon furrowed his brow slightly.

He sensed something was wrong!

Room service… hotel staff had universal key cards and could swipe to open the door with permission; they didn't need guests to open it for them.

Even if they were carrying something and found it inconvenient, Alexander hadn't called for any other room service!

So at this moment…

As Alexander was pondering, Charlotte had already reached the door and opened it.

The moment the door swung open, a cannon-like object was nearly shoved right into her face.

Click!

Click!

Flashbulbs! Rapid-fire photos!

Several lenses were aimed at Charlotte, while others pointed into the room, snapping pictures of Alexander!

They were paparazzi reporters!

Outside the presidential suite stood three men: a balding middle-aged man in his forties, and two relatively younger ones—one tall, one short—both approximately thirty years old.

The moment Charlotte opened the door, the three immediately aimed their "long and short lenses" into the room, snapping photos wildly!

Though Charlotte was wearing pajamas with slightly messy hair and looked rather haggard, this wasn't really an issue—she didn't mind being photographed by paparazzi in this state.

Her nightgown was conservative enough to be presentable!

As for her appearance... Charlotte's natural face was remarkably striking! She exuded a strong feminine charm!

The key issue wasn't Charlotte's current appearance, but the presence of a man in her room!

It wasn't that Charlotte didn't have male friends—being photographed with them usually wouldn't be a problem. The real issue was the timing and the setting!

It was just past 8 a.m.—it couldn't possibly be a male friend casually dropping by for breakfast with Charlotte, could it? And she was in her nightgown, which certainly wasn't appropriate attire for receiving guests!

Actually!

The truth didn't really matter to the paparazzi!

What mattered was capturing images that would invite speculation! That was enough!

Later, they could pair the photos with whatever narrative they wanted—the paparazzi would have the final say!

Clearly, these paparazzi had come to dig up scandalous rumors about Charlotte!

Bang!

Charlotte reacted swiftly. Blinded by the camera flashes, she instinctively raised a hand to shield her eyes while slamming the door shut with the other!

After steadying herself for a moment, she hurried back through the living room into the bedroom.

She grabbed her phone! To call her bodyguard!

"Ali, there are reporters outside," Charlotte said immediately when the call connected.

Meanwhile.

Out in the hallway, the three paparazzi moved quickly toward the elevator bank, checking their cameras as they went, glancing at the small screens to confirm they'd captured the shots.

Time to retreat!

They had to flee immediately!

Upon reaching the elevators, they called for them and quickly exchanged hushed words.

One chose to take the adjacent stairwell down—fifteen floors, he'd run down!

The other two waited for the elevators to arrive, planning to descend that way.

The hotel had high-speed elevators!

Soon, both elevators arrived, doors opening. The remaining two entered different elevators and headed down simultaneously.

They split up partly to occupy both elevators and partly to avoid being caught together!

If separated, even if some were caught, not all would be—someone would likely escape!

The "explosive scoop" on Charlotte was priceless. If converted to money, it would be an astronomical sum that the three could never earn in their lifetimes!

These paparazzi were professionals, going all out!

As the elevator doors closed.

The door to the executive suite opposite the presidential suite opened, and bodyguard Ali rushed out. After a quick glance around, he sprinted toward the elevator bank.

Reaching the elevators, he saw both descending. Without hesitation, he headed for the stairwell!

He too chose to run down!

Back in the presidential suite.

Charlotte had returned to the living room with her phone, her expression clearly troubled.

Especially when she looked at Alexander, her gaze was even more uneasy than before—a kind of... guilty conscience!

Truly guilty!

Ordinarily, if such photos were taken, Charlotte would have a clear conscience. Given her personality, she would have someone handle the matter and wouldn't feel panicked!

In fact, even if Charlotte were truly in a relationship one day and paparazzi quickly snapped photos and exposed it, she still wouldn't panic!

Being in a relationship is just that—being exposed is being exposed. She genuinely wouldn't care!

This time, however, was different.

Charlotte felt a sense of guilt, as if she had done something wrong. No matter how she thought about it, she was convinced that something must have happened between her and Alexander last night—after all, her clothes were gone.

The only question was who had taken the initiative.

It would have been fine if Alexander were single!

But he wasn't.

He had a girlfriend!

So… Charlotte was truthfully flustered inside. She wasn't just worried about the scandal, but also about Jasmine Doran!

If this matter reached Jasmine's ears, then…

"Ali is handling it," Charlotte said to Alexander before sitting back down on the sofa chair. She pursed her lips, looking as though she didn't know what else to say.

"Paparazzi, huh," Alexander remarked with a slight smile.

"Mm," Charlotte nodded.

Silence fell again.

The living room grew quiet.

"Let's have breakfast first. Don't worry, it'll be handled," Alexander said with another reassuring smile, gesturing toward the food. "It'll get cold if we wait any longer."

"Mm," Charlotte nodded again.

Her attitude wasn't cold—it was more a case of being too unsettled to speak.

Knock, knock!

There was a rap at the door.

"Boss," followed by the voice of her assistant, Neema Lee, from outside.

Charlotte stood up and went to open the door.

"Boss, are you okay?" Neema asked as soon as she stepped inside.

"I'm fine. It's just that some photos were taken," Charlotte replied.

Neema immediately understood the situation. She was familiar with these matters—photos of Charlotte alone weren't a problem, but photos of Alexander and Charlotte together were the real issue!

"Those damn paparazzi," Neema cursed, her anger flaring up.

Charlotte said nothing more and walked back to sit by the coffee table.

Neema followed and took a seat on another sofa, greeting Alexander as she did: "Good morning, Mr. Alexander."

"Good morning, Miss Neema," Alexander replied, nodding and smiling.

Ring, ring…

Charlotte's phone rang.

She answered immediately!

"Boss, they got away in a car…" Ali's panting voice came through the phone.

"Where are you?" Charlotte asked urgently.

"In the underground parking lot," Ali replied.

"Did you see what kind of car? What's the license plate number?" Charlotte pressed.

"A black commercial vehicle with Chicago plates. The license number is…" Ali accurately relayed the information about the paparazzi's vehicle. He had nearly caught up with them.

By the time he reached the parking lot, he could only watch helplessly as the paparazzi jumped into their car and sped away.

"Come back upstairs first. We'll talk when you're here," Charlotte said finally before hanging up.

"They got away?" Alexander turned and asked Charlotte.

"Mm," Charlotte nodded, then glanced at her phone and added, "They were driving a black commercial vehicle with Chicago plates. We have the license number."

"Can we ask Miss Celeste for help then? Her family is quite influential in New York, right…" Neema chimed in from the other side.

"Yes, we can. We'll have to trouble Miss Celeste," Charlotte nodded. She understood better than Neema just how much influence Celeste's mother, Seraphine Arden, wielded in New York.

It's just... telling Celeste about this would be really strange!

After all, the paparazzi had photographed her with Alexander.

"What's the license plate number?" Alexander asked Charlotte, noticing her expression.

"The license plate..." Charlotte turned her head and recited the license plate number to Alexander.

"I'll make a call," Alexander said with a smile, then took out his phone, scrolled through it briefly, and quickly dialed a number.

The call connected almost immediately.

"Hey, brother-in-law," Dante's voice came through the phone.

"Black commercial vehicle, license plate number is..." Alexander first described the vehicle, then continued, "The car just left Grand J Hotel. Find this vehicle immediately, along with everyone inside. Detain them all!"

"Got it, brother-in-law! I'll arrange it right away!" Dante didn't ask any questions for the moment, prioritizing getting the job done first.

After hanging up, Alexander turned to Charlotte with a smile. "Don't worry, they won't be able to leave New York."

Though still visibly uneasy, Charlotte nodded to Alexander and said, "Thank you, Mr. Alexander."

"No need to thank me. This isn't just your problem. I don't want to make headlines either," Alexander chuckled.

A few minutes later, Ali returned, and Charlotte questioned him in detail about the situation.

About twenty minutes later.

Ring ring...

Alexander's phone rang—it was Dante calling back!

"Hey, Dan," Alexander answered.

"Brother-in-law, we've caught them. Four people total, in an alley near the Grand J Hotel. They didn't get far," Dante reported, then paused before adding, "It's just..."

"Just what?" Alexander asked.

"Well... a team from Zach Mitchell caught them. They reported that when they apprehended the group, their car was parked in the alley. They were using a laptop to send something—whether it was an email or something else, it had already been sent..." Dante sounded uncertain, as he hadn't been there personally to witness the detention.

"I understand," Alexander replied, his expression unchanged.

Alexander knew how paparazzi operated. So the current situation likely meant that, although the paparazzi reporters had been caught, the photos they had taken had probably already been sent to their "superiors"!

And Alexander knew exactly who those superiors were.

Those three paparazzi were not nobodies. Though the door had only been open for a few seconds, Alexander had sensed something wrong and looked toward the entrance, clearly seeing all three faces.

The leader among them was a balding, middle-aged Eastern man named Yang Pinghe, a core member of Chicago's Wave Studio! Skilled in tracking and covert photography, he had investigative abilities no weaker than those of some famous private detectives.

Wave Studio, founded thirteen years ago, wasn't the earliest paparazzi investigation team in the country, but it had gained the most fame in recent years!

And even more renowned than the "Wave" name was the studio's boss, Tommy Calder!

Tommy was hailed as the top paparazzo in the USA, having broken numerous major stories in recent years. He'd even triggered incidents in which celebrities smashed cars in protest, sparking major media scandals.

Within paparazzi circles, Tommy Calder was called "Lord Tommy"!

Tommy and his Wave Studio were highly prominent figures, and Tommy himself had significant connections! He knew exactly who could be crossed and who couldn't, and he maintained extensive networks within the entertainment industry.

During his time loop and involvement with Charlotte, Alexander had naturally investigated such a figure.

He was familiar with all of Wave Studio's core members, too!

Alexander even knew that over the past year, Wave Studio had been digging for dirt on Charlotte Langford—and not just Wave Studio. Many other paparazzi teams were also targeting Charlotte!

Seeing Alexander hang up the phone, everyone in the living room turned to look at him.

"They've been caught in a nearby alley. They didn't get far," Alexander said to Charlotte with a slight smile. She visibly relaxed at this, but then he added, "However... they'd likely already transmitted the photos using a laptop..."

Charlotte's face paled dramatically.

She shouldn't have panicked.

But this time, she truly felt guilty!

Now she even felt that this would blow up into a major scandal.

With the photos already sent, there'd be no catching the culprits. Probably within days, she and Alexander would be splashed across headlines together!

"Ms. Langford, do you recognize those paparazzi?" Alexander asked her, though he already knew the answer.

"Well..." Charlotte hesitated.

She hadn't gotten a clear look at their faces at all—the moment she opened the door, camera flashes blinded her from close range, and then she'd shut the door.

"They're probably from Wave Studio," Ali, the bodyguard, suddenly spoke up.

"Huh?"

"Wave Studio?"

Both Charlotte and Neema turned to look at Ali standing nearby, their expressions shifting uneasily.

"Most likely," Ali nodded. "When I chased them downstairs, and they got in their car... I saw the person in the passenger seat. It was Yang from Wave Studio."

Charlotte and Neema's faces changed color upon hearing this.

Both of them knew Yang Pinghe!

This guy had been tailing Charlotte for a year, getting spotted by her bodyguards once or twice every month on average. Such things were practically inevitable—what celebrity didn't get followed?

None! They all faced it!

As long as you were a star, this kind of annoyance came with the territory.

Charlotte had always conducted herself with integrity, fearing no false accusations. Moreover, while in her home base, she was surrounded by numerous bodyguards, making it nearly impossible for paparazzi to get close enough to capture anything compromising.

It was utterly unexpected that during her low-key visit to New York with a minimal entourage, she'd been caught by the paparazzi!

Caught, so be it!

That in itself wasn't a big deal!

Even if issues arose, she could rely on connections to settle them!

But this time… it was Wave Studio! That made things extremely difficult to handle!

"Oh no, oh no, Wave Studio—how did they follow us to New York?" Neema spoke up, unconsciously slapping the arm of the sofa in her agitation. She was clearly panicked!

Charlotte also looked deeply troubled.

Alexander observed their reactions and understood exactly why they were so distressed.

Because Charlotte couldn't handle Wave Studio! Not even her family could!

There were two reasons for this.

First, although Charlotte came from an intimidatingly powerful background, the Langfords were a financial conglomerate based in Chicago, not a politically influential family. Thus, their network and influence in other cities and areas paled in comparison to others.

If this had happened to Jasmine Doran, the Doran family could have resolved everything with a single word!

Second, Wave Studio, as the nation's top paparazzi agency, also had astonishing backing.

Charlotte's family… Aurora Entertainment, a media company wholly owned by the Langfords' Aurora Group, ranked among the top three entertainment giants in the country and wielded tremendous power in the industry!

Yet, Wave Studio maintained extremely close ties with Zenith Media Group, another entertainment behemoth!

Competitors are natural enemies.

Zenith Media and Aurora Entertainment were already rivals! Hiring internet trolls to smear each other's artists was commonplace!

Therefore, now that Wave Studio had obtained damaging material on Charlotte, it would be incredibly challenging for her to use connections to suppress the story.

Protected by Zenith Media, Wave Studio had no fear of the Langfords' Aurora Entertainment Group!

Of course, the situation wasn't entirely hopeless, but it would undoubtedly come at a cost!

For example, money!

It wouldn't be a small sum. The public had heard rumors about certain celebrities paying tens of millions to buy back compromising photos from paparazzi to prevent scandals!

Such rumors were based on truth!

There were also cases where "resources" were exchanged for photos. For instance, when two actresses competed for the same leading role, one might leverage dirt on the other during negotiations, forcing their rival to withdraw from the competition in exchange for the photos.

If the material was damaging enough, one could even extract more resources from the other's agency, such as endorsements.

Ultimately, it all boiled down to money!

Paparazzi studios invested immense effort into stalking celebrities, chasing scandals, and exposés—all for financial gain! A major scandal capable of destroying an A-list star's career was worth at least dozens and dozens of millions!

It was common for paparazzi to shadow a celebrity for a year, or even several years, just to capture such damaging material!

Charlotte's expression grew increasingly grim as she spiraled into anxiety.

If Alexander were single, she wouldn't fear exposure—headlines be damned! But he wasn't single!

She had already started considering using connections and money to resolve the matter. Yet, she understood that even if she were willing to pay… the other party had to be willing to accept it!

There are many ways to monetize scandalous materials, such as Wave Studio selling photos to Zenith Media, which then exchanges them for resources with Aurora Entertainment, owned by her family...

What made Charlotte feel most troubled was that no matter how this matter was handled, her affair with Alexander would become known to many people, and might even reach her family.

Although the photos might not ultimately be exposed, within the circles of prominent families, she would likely be branded a "homewrecker"!

The stigma of "stealing the boyfriend of the Doran family's eldest granddaughter" was not something easy to bear!

The living room fell silent for a while.

The chubby Neema Lee shook her head and fidgeted, sometimes tugging at her hair, sometimes adjusting her glasses, appearing very agitated as she tried to come up with a solution.

Charlotte sat there pursing her lips without saying a word, occasionally glancing at Alexander with a complex expression in her eyes.

"I'm going to make a call," Alexander suddenly said with a slight smile.

He then took out his phone.

Everyone looked at Alexander.

Watching him dial, no one knew who he was calling.

It was an unsaved number. Alexander manually entered the digits, made the call, and put the phone to his ear.

After about five or six seconds, the call connected.

"Hello, who is this?" a man's voice came through the phone.

"You just saw my photograph, and you're asking who I am?" Alexander spoke with a faint smile, his tone casual.

"Huh?" The other party was clearly taken aback.

It was Tommy Calder!

Alexander had called Tommy Calder, the owner of Wave Studio, directly!

"You... are you the man in the photo?" Tommy hesitated for a moment before asking uncertainly.

"That's me," Alexander confirmed, then added with a light laugh, "Mr.Calder, don't say I didn't warn you. If you delete the photos, I can pretend nothing happened."

"Oh? Are you threatening me?" Tommy's tone shifted, followed by a chuckle. "Hah! Miss Langford really is a big shot—her way of handling problems is certainly different from others."

Tommy was so angry that he laughed.

In all his years in this business, he had encountered people who threatened him right off the bat.

But those individuals were either suddenly popular young stars who lacked experience and didn't know how to handle things—already too arrogant and inflated, offending people recklessly—or they had terrible tempers and poor reputations to begin with, so they weren't afraid of having their secrets exposed!

Charlotte Langford clearly didn't fall into either category!

There was a consensus in the entertainment industry: no matter how big a star you were, you should never offend the media, especially the paparazzi reporters!

Unless your background was truly untouchable, and no one dared to leak any information about you without permission!

And Charlotte obviously didn't fall into that category either!

The Langford family was influential in Chicago, but their power in the whole of the USA was much weaker!

So Tommy was a bit confused. Where did this reckless fool come from? Where did Charlotte find him? What did she see in this man?

He didn't even know how to handle things properly, threatening him right from the start.

Matters that could have been negotiated would now become impossible to discuss. Wasn't he just asking for trouble?

"Mr. Calder, I don't want my photos to appear in the media. I hope you understand," Alexander said with a faint smile.

"I can't guarantee that," Tommy replied, also adopting a light, mocking tone. Then he changed the subject and asked, "May I ask, sir, what is your surname?"

"Ciotta! Alexander Ciotta!" Alexander answered directly.

"Ah, Mr. Ciotta! Hah!" Tommy laughed deliberately and added, "Looking at the photos, you seem quite young."

"I didn't call to chat with you," Alexander said calmly. "I've said what I needed to say. It's up to you to decide what to do! Beep, beep, beep..."

Alexander hung up immediately after speaking.

Chicago, South Meeting District, Green Business Tower.

In an office on the twenty-second floor, Tommy stood by the floor-to-ceiling window, listening to the dial tone on his phone, momentarily stunned...

Alexander had hung up. After just a few words and a warning, he ended the call!

He wasn't even willing to negotiate! It was just a warning! He hung up and left it to Tommy to decide what to do!

This was the first time Tommy had encountered someone who handled things this way!

How arrogant!

Every time his studio captured scandalous material about a big star, the other party would reach out politely, always proactively offering to pay to buy back the photos...

But this time, this "reckless" way of handling things was truly a first! It left Tommy completely baffled.

Tommy stood by the window for a long while, lost in thought, then walked back to his desk and sat down. He clicked the mouse and looked again at the photos he had just received on his computer.

He focused mainly on the man in the photos!

Although the shots were taken from a distance, the photos could be enlarged, and Tommy could clearly see the man's face!

A handsome young man in a tailored suit, but Tommy had no recollection of him.

He was certain that this young man named "Alexander Ciotta" was not a star or any kind of public figure!

Tommy was very cautious. He knew there were some people he couldn't afford to offend. But the more he thought about it, the more he felt that this Alexander was not one of those untouchable individuals!

He had never even heard of this person!

At that age!

With the surname Ciotta!

From New York?

He couldn't figure it out! The people Tommy couldn't afford to offend were a tiny group, all from exceptionally prominent families with well-known reputations. So...

"Acting all high and mighty, trying to scare me?" Tommy curled his lip and muttered, then picked up his phone again to dial a number.

New York.

J Grand Hotel, fifteenth-floor presidential suite!

"Mr. Alexander, did you just call Tommy Calder from Wave Studio?" Charlotte asked Alexander somewhat uncertainly. From what she had overheard, it was clear he had called someone from the Studio, and since Alexander had referred to him as "Mr Calder," Charlotte could guess who it was.

She just wasn't entirely sure, because... how did Alexander know Tommy's phone number?

But if she really thought about it, it wasn't completely inexplicable. There were plenty of possibilities! Tommy's number wasn't some top-secret information—lots of people knew it!

"Yes, it was Tommy!" Alexander turned to Charlotte with a smile and nodded.

"This..." Charlotte's expression shifted uncomfortably.

Her assistant, Neema, and bodyguard, Ali, who were also in the living room, both looked at Alexander with uneasy expressions.

They could all sense that Alexander's way of handling this seemed... highly inappropriate!

In situations like this, if one wanted to negotiate with Wave Studio to buy back the photos, the standard procedure would be for Charlotte to avoid direct contact with Tommy and go through an intermediary instead!

Payment and photo retrieval would be handled by the intermediary!

Threatening them was out of the question!

Offending paparazzi reporters was a major taboo in the entertainment industry!

"Mr. Alexander... what... are you planning to do?" Charlotte seemed to want to say more, but held back. She couldn't blame Alexander—after all, he wasn't part of the entertainment industry, so it was understandable that he didn't know these unwritten rules.

But since he had already threatened them, what could be done now?

"Let's leave it at that for now. No rush." Alexander smiled, appearing completely unruffled.

"This..." Charlotte hesitated again, exchanging a glance with her assistant. Both of them sensed that Alexander truly had no understanding of how things worked in this sphere.

Still, Alexander was also involved in the matter, and he had the right to decide how to handle it. It wasn't really their place to criticize him.

"Mr. Alexander, you might not be very familiar with Wave Studio... and also..." Charlotte trailed off, then skipped ahead and said directly, "I think it might be better if I handle this. I'll have someone contact them..."

"Do you have a sure way of getting the photos back?" Alexander asked with a smile, turning the question back to her.

Charlotte looked at him and fell silent, then exchanged another glance with Neema.

It was clear!

She wasn't confident!

If it were some smaller paparazzi studio or one with ordinary connections, Charlotte would naturally be absolutely certain she could resolve it easily through her network.

But this was Wave Studio—the top studio in the country!

"Miss Langford, you're not confident, are you?" Alexander smiled. Charlotte's silence was an admission in itself. He continued, "I am confident. I don't want to be in the headlines, so I'll handle this matter myself."

Charlotte was truly at a loss for words.

If this matter had nothing to do with Alexander and he was merely trying to help, she could have spoken up.

But as things stood, Alexander wasn't acting out of a desire to assist Charlotte—he was handling his own affairs! Charlotte had no grounds to stop him.

Knock, knock!

A sudden rapping at the door.

Then a girl's voice sounded from outside: "Miss Langford, I'm here."

A gentle, sweet tone—it was Celeste Lark!

Charlotte, who had been drunk last night, was woken by Celeste's phone call. Celeste had mentioned she would come over to see Charlotte, and now she had finally arrived!

Before Charlotte could say anything, the bodyguard Ali went directly to open the door.

Celeste entered and removed her mask. Today, she looked ethereally beautiful—wearing exquisite makeup, jewelry, and a diamond-studded handbag. Meeting her idol again, she had clearly put great care into her appearance!

"Alexander, you're here too?" Celeste exclaimed in surprise after taking just a few steps inside, having spotted Alexander.

Alexander smiled and raised his hand in a casual greeting to Celeste.

Celeste walked over and sat on the other end of the long sofa.

Noticing neither Charlotte nor Alexander initiated conversation with her, she glanced around, naturally taking in the finished breakfast on the coffee table and Charlotte's disheveled state—still in her nightgown, not having washed up or dressed...

Very strange!

The atmosphere felt off, too!

Even the assistant and the bodyguard seemed somewhat unusual!

"What's going on?" Celeste blinked her large eyes, scanning the room before turning to Charlotte. "Miss Langford, you look so pale... Has something happened?"

Charlotte looked at Celeste, pressed her lips together, then hesitated, as if wanting to speak but holding back.

How to explain?

Any explanation would inevitably mention that Alexander had stayed overnight.

Since Celeste had attended the dinner the night before last and knew about the bet, this made it even more difficult for Charlotte to speak up.


Chapter 17: Threats.

Ring-ring...

Alexander's phone suddenly rang.

Everyone looked at Alexander, including Celeste, who instinctively turned toward him.

Alexander picked up his phone and glanced at the screen.

It was Tommy Calder!

He was calling back!

"Hello, Mr.Calder," Alexander answered with a light chuckle.

"Where are my men? Where are they?" Tommy demanded immediately, his tone aggressive.

"Who?"Alexander raised an eyebrow in response."

"Who do you think? Don't play dumb! Their phones are all unreachable now—they've gone missing!" Tommy's voice deepened as he continued, "Mr. Alexander! I'm warning you! This is kidnapping! This is a crime!"

"Mr. Calder, you can eat carelessly, but you can't speak carelessly," Alexander said calmly. "Who? Who are you saying I kidnapped? If you're accusing me of a crime, you'd better have evidence!"

"Utter lawlessness!" Tommy roared angrily, having completely lost control of his emotions.

Though he had no concrete evidence, he firmly believed that his people had been captured by this young man, Alexander, or by someone sent by Charlotte Langford.

This was the only logical explanation!

Just moments ago!

After his call with Alexander, Tommy had pondered it over and decided Alexander was bluffing. He then called Yang Pinghe to ask when the three of them would return from New York and if everything had gone smoothly.

But the call couldn't get through!

Not only was Yang Pinghe's phone unreachable, but the phones of the other two were completely dead too!

Tommy had tried calling repeatedly.

At first, no one answered. Then the calls were directly declined. Finally... all three phones were turned off!

This was clearly extremely abnormal!

Combined with the fact that Alexander had known his number and called him directly!

Tommy could think of no other possibility - there was only one explanation: the three had been captured! Illegally imprisoned!

How audacious!

"Mr. Calder, I truly don't know what you're talking about, heh!" Alexander said with a light laugh. While his words were meant as a denial, that final chuckle almost amounted to an admission to Tommy - That's right! I'm the one who apprehended them!

"I'm warning you! This is a crime! I'll call the police!" Tommy immediately gritted his teeth in anger.

"Suit yourself," Alexander replied indifferently before hanging up.

He had hung up on Tommy again, couldn't be bothered to say more!

Everyone had been watching Alexander during the call. Seeing him put down his phone, Charlotte immediately asked: "Mr. Ciotta, was that... Tommy? What kidnapping? Does he already know..."

"Tommy figured out that I captured his people and threatened to call the police," Alexander said to Charlotte with a smile.

"But... then..." Charlotte suddenly grew anxious.

If Tommy were an ordinary person, this wouldn't be an issue - Charlotte could resolve it with one phone call.

But Tommy wasn't ordinary!

This guy already had considerable influence and connections!

And Charlotte was a public figure!

If Tommy really called the police, this would become huge!

Not only would it shock the nation! It might even make international news!

Because of Charlotte's family background and personal influence, this matter could become too big for anyone to contain!

Kidnapping, illegal detention! Someone would definitely be arrested! Even if they could be released through subsequent maneuvering, they'd have to be arrested first!

Charlotte would be ruined by this, too!

Compared to this, the scandalous revelations were trivial!

Charlotte had heard everything Alexander just said, and she honestly couldn't understand why Alexander was being so "confrontational."

His way of handling this matter could only be described as unbelievable! It felt like he was pushing the situation toward worse outcomes!

"Don't worry, Miss Langford," Alexander said with a smile. "I said I would handle this, so leave it all to me. There won't be any problems."

"But what if he calls the police? Shouldn't we... release the people first..." Charlotte said immediately, unable to feel at ease.

She knew that Tommy wouldn't hold back just because she was Charlotte Langford!

Since Wave Studio dared to dig up Charlotte's dirt, they naturally weren't afraid of offending her!

Now that Tommy was convinced it was a kidnapping, this "scoop" was even bigger and more explosive! Tommy naturally had even less reason to hold back!

Given Tommy's current online influence, all he needed to do was post a single post, a single Tweet, claiming his people had been kidnapped, and the entire internet would explode!

It would cause an unprecedented sensation!

Instant headlines!

The news would generate extreme buzz, so intense that... even Dante Doran might not be able to withstand it! Trying to suppress the news would be extremely difficult!

Because people would spontaneously discuss the matter! Though Tommy's capabilities couldn't harm a single hair on Dante Doran's head, someone would still have to take the fall, and it would create extremely negative repercussions! Even at the level of major families, it would stir up some waves!

"He won't report it to the police." Alexander maintained his smile, his tone utterly confident.

Charlotte was momentarily stunned. She didn't know why Alexander was so self-assured, nor could she figure out how he ultimately planned to handle this situation.

If this had happened two days ago, Charlotte would have dismissed Alexander's confidence entirely—a young, ordinary singer with no background getting involved in such matters would be begging for jail time.

But now things were different...

Charlotte believed Alexander's abilities extended far beyond music.

Though Seraphine Arden was also a music enthusiast.

Jasmine Doran certainly wasn't!

Alexander must possess other remarkable qualities to make Jasmine love him, even tolerate him having other women!

While Charlotte was lost in these thoughts and suspicions.

"Um..." Celeste couldn't help speaking up. She had been confused throughout, but could tell something serious had happened. "What kidnapping? And reporting to the police? That Tommy Calder... is he that paparazzi reporter?"

Celeste followed entertainment news closely, so she knew about Tommy's existence.

Charlotte looked at Celeste. She wasn't particularly eager to explain, but since Celeste had overheard and asked, there was no point in hiding it.

"Well... when Mr. Ciotta and I were having breakfast earlier, someone knocked on the door, and then..." Charlotte briefly explained the situation to Celeste.

She focused on the key points!

Avoiding the question of why Alexander was having breakfast there so early in the morning!

Meanwhile.

Chicago, South Meeting District, Green Business Tower.

Tommy Calder paced back and forth before the floor-to-ceiling window. The cityscape outside was beautiful, but Tommy had no mind to appreciate it.

Clutching his phone, his face dark with anger, he was consumed by furious emotions.

He was practically going mad with rage!

This was the first time he'd encountered such a lawless, utterly arrogant young man!

When threatened with police involvement, he actually dared to say "be my guest"?!!

Tommy paced repeatedly, picking up his phone several times only to set it down again.

The more he thought about it, the more he felt that perhaps... he should calm down.

He wasn't afraid of Charlotte Langford— in the entertainment industry, he belonged to the Zenith Media faction, which was aligned against the Langford family's Aurora Entertainment!

But!

Tommy's current concern wasn't Charlotte, but this young man named "Alexander Ciotta"!

For someone to be so audacious, so completely unconstrained... he must have some backing, right?!

A man who could appear by Charlotte's side, so early in the morning, couldn't be just anybody!

The more arrogant Alexander acted, the more Tommy felt that Alexander wasn't simple!

Though Tommy couldn't recall any such figure in New York... that didn't prevent him from conducting some investigations first!

Tommy had been in the entertainment industry for over a decade, working in the despised and offensive trade of a Paparazzi reporter.

Not only had he never gotten into trouble all these years, but he had even thrived. Besides his strong professional skills and talent for building connections, this was naturally also related to his caution!

Offending someone who shouldn't be offended without knowing the whole story—this was something Tommy Calder would never allow to happen!

Investigate first!

Tommy made his decision, then lifted his phone and quickly scrolled through his contacts, finally settling on a number labeled "President Keeth of New York G Group."

New York G Performing Arts Company was an entertainment agency in New York.

As far as entertainment companies go, it couldn't rank nationally, but in New York, it could still make the top few, with a valuation of several million.

The owner was named "Keeth Z," a figure of some standing in New York. Because he frequently collaborated with television stations, he had strong local connections in New York!

Tommy Calder dialed Keeth's number, leveraging his connections to investigate Alexander!

New York.

Presidential Suite, 15th Floor, J Grand Hotel.

Charlotte had finished explaining the general situation to Celeste.

Celeste frowned slightly and said, "These Paparazzi are so despicable! Knocking on doors and taking photos—how does this hotel protect guests' privacy? I'll have a word with them later!" Celeste was a bit angry as she spoke, then she turned to look at Alexander. "Senpai, what do you plan to... do about it?"

"Just like this," Alexander said with a smile. "It's already taken care of."

"Huh?"

"Huh?"

Everyone else in the room voiced their confusion, looking at Alexander, none of them understanding what he meant.

Hadn't this matter just blown up? How could it already be resolved?

Suddenly, there was some commotion outside the door, as if many people had arrived.

This was followed by knocking.

Knock, knock, knock!

"Miss Langford! Is my Mr. Alexander with you?" A woman's voice sounded from outside the door!

It was Jasmine Doran!

Charlotte spun around, her expression instantly changing! Her heart suddenly raced with panic!

A feeling... of being caught in the act!

"Miss Jasmine is here," Celeste announced, her expression turning peculiar.

She hadn't given it much thought yet, but given what happened during dinner the day before yesterday, she couldn't help worrying about what might occur now that Jasmine Doran and Charlotte Langford were meeting again.

Who knew what could happen?

Charlotte signaled to her bodyguard, instructing him to open the door.

Though she felt incredibly anxious, she had to let Jasmine in—not opening the door would only make her appear guilty!

Ali went over and opened the door.

Outside, besides Jasmine, there were several bodyguards in black suits. Seeing the door open, Jasmine raised her hand to signal the bodyguards not to follow her inside, then entered the suite alone.

Today, Jasmine was wearing a water-blue body-con miniskirt with accessories, the fabric clinging to every curve perfectly while offering a tastefully sensual glimpse of her pale, luscious thighs.

Her makeup was very light. Apart from the striking lipstick, her overall appearance gave off a "fresh" vibe!

It was a relatively casual outfit!

Yet it somehow conveyed the impression of a queen arriving! Her strong aura was one aspect, and her high beauty was just another! Jasmine's skin condition was excellent.

Although Celeste scored a 9.5 in looks and was much younger than Jasmine, when it came to skin condition, Jasmine still came out on top!

"Oh, everyone's here," Jasmine said as she approached the sofa, even smiling slightly.

Her smile sent chills down Charlotte's spine.

"When did you arrive, Miss Celeste?" Jasmine proactively asked Celeste.

"I've been here for a little while," Celeste replied sweetly and gently.

Although Celeste was somewhat intimidated by Jasmine's dominance, she felt a bit guilty due to her previous misunderstanding of Jasmine as an "old hag," so her attitude toward Jasmine was particularly warm!

As they spoke, Jasmine had already walked over to Alexander and sat down beside him on the sofa.

Meanwhile.

Charlotte glanced at Neema, giving her assistant a meaningful look.

Neema understood—she was being asked to leave—so she stood up and said, "Boss, if there's nothing else for me, I'll step out now."

"Go ahead," Charlotte nodded.

Neema walked out and, passing through the entryway, tugged at bodyguard Ali!

Everyone had to leave!

Charlotte felt that, with Jasmine here, some of the topics to be discussed later shouldn't be overheard by others! It wasn't just about losing face!

Regardless of whether an argument might break out, everyone else needed to leave first!

The assistant and bodyguard both exited.

"My dear Alexander, did you sleep well here last night?" Jasmine, sitting beside Alexander, turned to ask, placing a hand on his shoulder while wearing a smile. As she did so, she naturally leaned closer, her breasts sandwiching his arm in a soft embrace.

"Pretty well," Alexander replied with a slight smile.

"Was the bed soft?" Jasmine pressed further.

"Just right!" Alexander nodded again.

It was a simple exchange, but Celeste, listening nearby, was stunned. She had clearly caught the key point—Alexander had stayed overnight here!

Celeste instinctively glanced at Charlotte and noticed her looking very uncomfortable.

She was shocked once more!

No way?! Could it be...?

"And you, Miss Charlotte?" Jasmine turned her gaze to Charlotte, still smiling as she asked, "Did you sleep well last night?"

"I... I drank too much last night, and I'm still a bit dizzy..." Charlotte replied. She desperately wanted to calm herself down, but couldn't manage it, even avoiding eye contact with Jasmine.

"So..." Jasmine glanced at Alexander, then looked back at Charlotte and asked, "Did you two sleep together?"

A very direct question!

Regardless of whether anything happened last night, Jasmine Doran wouldn't be at a disadvantage. With her personality, there was no reason for her not to be direct!

"Well... I was drunk yesterday," Charlotte spoke up again about her drinking, but didn't immediately deny anything!

She wasn't very good at lying.

And in reality, she had no idea whether anything had happened last night.

"I slept in another room," Alexander said at that moment, raising his hand slightly and glancing at Jasmine with a smile. "Jasmine, you didn't come looking for me just to ask such a boring question, did you?"

"Boring?" Jasmine also glanced at Alexander as she retorted.

"Are you jealous?" Alexander laughed.

"How dare I be jealous, darling?" Jasmine replied with a deliberately affected tone and a slight smile, then turned to look at Charlotte. "It's the weekend, nothing is going on at the company, so I happened to have time to come see... whether I've won the bet with Miss Langford!"

Jasmine truly didn't hold anything back at all!

"Miss Langford, have I won?" Jasmine asked Charlotte again, staring directly at her.

"No, you... Not yet, you haven't won," Charlotte forced herself to say. Unaware of the subconscious way she phrased it.

She was someone with very high moral standards, so when she felt she had crossed her own ethical boundaries, she became extremely flustered inside!

Although Alexander had said he slept in another room last night, that didn't mean nothing had happened between him and her before he went to sleep! Moreover, Charlotte had no way of knowing whether Alexander was lying to cover for her!

More importantly, Charlotte remembered kissing Alexander yesterday!

That alone was already "fatal" enough!

Jasmine's expression became very subtle upon hearing Charlotte's response.

Celeste was already so nervous on the side that she was unconsciously picking at her fingers.

Everyone could sense Charlotte's guilt! She might as well have written "I'm lying" across her face!

Jasmine already had a good idea of the situation.

She knew something must have happened last night—even if Charlotte hadn't slept with Alexander, there must have been some inappropriate behavior!

Otherwise, someone like Charlotte, who came from a wealthy family and had been in the entertainment industry for so many years, wouldn't be this flustered!

However, Jasmine had no intention of exposing her.

Although the bet was important, for Jasmine, the ultimate goal wasn't to make Charlotte admit fault, apologize, and stay away from Alexander (The latter of which, she knew would be impossible), but to "suppress" Charlotte Langford!

She needed to make Charlotte understand that if she wanted to be "the other woman," she needed to have the awareness and mindset of "the other woman"!

One Seraphine Arden was enough!

Jasmine particularly enjoyed Charlotte's current attitude toward her—even when she said something inappropriate, Charlotte didn't dare get angry; instead, she avoided confrontation and answered questions with apparent guilt! This was perfect!

"Haven't won yet," Jasmine spoke again, looking at Charlotte. "Then the bet continues!"

She seemed to believe that nothing had happened between Alexander and Charlotte yesterday.

This made Charlotte breathe a sigh of relief internally.

"By the way, Miss Doran, you came at just the right time. There's something..." Charlotte thought to take the initiative to speak, wanting to change the subject! To skip past all topics related to last night!

"What?" Jasmine asked in return.

"Well, while I was having breakfast with Mr. Ciotta..." Charlotte then recounted the incident of the paparazzi knocking on the door to take photos, and how Alexander later contacted Tommy, describing everything in great detail, going on and on!

After explaining the entire situation, Charlotte added, "Miss Doran, although Mr. Alexander and I are completely innocent, those paparazzi reporters are particularly skilled at twisting facts. If those photos are exposed, it will greatly damage both my reputation and Mr. Alexander's. And as for Tommy Calder... he said he would call the police!"

The reason Charlotte kept elaborating was that she suddenly felt that if Jasmine Doran got involved in handling this matter, the resolution would become much easier!

The Doran family was an influential clan! Paparazzi would never dare offend them!

After listening, Jasmine raised an eyebrow slightly, then glanced at Alexander and asked, "What do you plan to do, darling?"

"I'll handle it," Alexander replied.

"Alright then, I won't interfere," Jasmine stated.

That settled it!

Jasmine decided not to get involved!

She even gave Charlotte the impression that she intended to "watch the show"!

It felt very strange! Alexander was her boyfriend - if her boyfriend was going to be exposed with another woman, it would affect Jasmine Doran's reputation, too. How could she just not care?

What Charlotte didn't know was that Jasmine wasn't intervening because she trusted Alexander. For such a minor matter, since Alexander said he would handle it, he would naturally resolve it easily.

If she took any initiative herself, she might just create complications!

Therefore, doing nothing was best!

The person who understood Alexander best was always Jasmine Doran!

BANG BANG BANG BANG!!!

Suddenly, extremely violent knocking sounded at the door!

"Boss! Boss!" followed by the anxious shouts of her assistant, Neema.

"Hmm?" Charlotte turned to look, quickly stood up, and went to the door while asking, "What's happened? Why so urgent?"

"Boss, look - Tommy Calder posted online on Twitter!" Neema shoved the tablet into Charlotte's hands.

Tommy Calder had Tweeted!

The content was brief—just one line of text and one accompanying image.

—August 2nd, Headline of the Year!

The image was a spoof depicting a horned demon wearing a small red flower crown, holding hands with a warrior. In the upper left corner of the picture was a microphone, and in the lower right corner was a red heart.

The image looked very rough, as if it had been hastily Photoshopped!

The text message was direct and straightforward: there would be explosive news on August 2nd! The kind that could make it to the annual headlines!

The accompanying image, however, was more complex! It didn't explicitly reveal whose scandal would be exposed!

Tommy was always like this, and it wasn't just to be mysterious!

It was to leave room for maneuver.

Paparazzi reporters capture scandals and blackmail for money! For the general populace, Tommy's post was a "gossip preview," but for Charlotte Langford, it was a threat!

Naturally, Tommy hoped someone would pay to buy the "explosive news"!

That's why the preview couldn't be too clear. If he explicitly stated that he would expose Charlotte Langford's scandal on August 2nd, and later Charlotte or someone else bought the information back, what would he do?

Still expose it? He'd lose credibility in the industry!

Not expose it? He'd break his promise to people, dealing a devastating blow to the reputation he'd built over the years!

Hence, the vague announcement! Once the explosive news was bought off, he could replace it with scandals about other celebrities on August 2nd!

Charlotte stared at her tablet.

Tommy's post had only been up for a few minutes, but it was already gaining significant traction. The comments had surpassed 1,000, and judging by the momentum, the post was bound to trend on the hot topics section and hot searches today!

Others might not immediately understand the meaning behind the post's image, but Charlotte grasped it instantly!

And she wasn't the only one.

After opening the comments section, Charlotte noticed that some "enthusiastic folks" had figured it out too! They directly analyzed the meaning of the image:

The demon referred to the "Demon Queen"!

The microphone represented a singer!

The red heart symbolized love or a scandal.

Since the warrior was male, the demon must be female.

The small red flower on the demon's head further supported this.

Putting all the information together, it pointed to an explosive scandal about a Demon Queen-level female singer!

In today's USA music scene, there was only one female singer hailed as the "Demon Queen," and that was the great Charlotte Langford!

—The Demon Queen, female singer in love? Charlotte Langford?! 

—Charlotte Langford?! 

—Tommy Calder is just riding on the hype again. It's definitely not our Goddess. 

—Trolls, get lost.

Charlotte saw her name in the comments section. Some had already guessed it!

Staring at the tablet, Charlotte paced back to the sofa and sat down, but she kept her head lowered, still reading.

"What did Tommy post?" Alexander's voice came through.

Charlotte looked up at Alexander and handed him the tablet.

Alexander took the tablet, glanced at it, and raised an eyebrow slightly.

Beside him, Jasmine leaned in, resting one hand on Alexander's shoulder, and also looked at the post on the screen.

At the same time, Celeste Lark took out her phone, opened the app, searched for Tommy Calder's account, and started reading.

"August 2nd, still a week away," Charlotte spoke with a hint of worry in her tone. She understood perfectly well that Tommy's announcement of a revelation in one week was essentially giving them a week for negotiations.

"One week." Jasmine curled her lips as she repeated the words, then glanced at Alexander with playful sarcasm. "It seems my Alexander is going to make headlines."

One thing Jasmine was sure of: Alexander would never allow himself to become headline news!

With everything he currently had on his plate—the Sutherland and Doran families, numerous plans and relationships—such exposure would clearly be detrimental to him!

Therefore, Tommy Calder stood no chance of actually releasing the story!

Jasmine wasn't worried in the slightest.

Charlotte, however, remained deeply concerned.

"Alexander, how exactly do you plan to handle this matter?" Charlotte asked him again, genuinely anxious. What Tommy might see as mere gossip, Charlotte viewed as a scandal!

All because Alexander had a girlfriend!

"Tommy will call me, and we'll discuss it in detail then," Alexander reassured Charlotte with a smile. "Charlotte, I know what you're worried about. Truthfully, I want this exposed even less than you do. The fewer people who know about this, the better. So... if I can't resolve it, I'll let you know in advance."

Charlotte pressed her lips together and nodded.

Since Alexander had put it that way, there was nothing else to do but wait.

Seven days was actually quite ample time for her. If worse came to worst, she could always throw money at the problem—even if Tommy demanded an exorbitant amount, she'd buy back those photos!

"Let's focus on our collaboration instead. Relax, don't dwell on the paparazzi," Alexander suggested with another smile.

"Alright!" Charlotte agreed with a nod.

"I'll leave you to it then," Jasmine suddenly stood up, grabbing her bag. "I'm heading out."

"Going to the office?" Alexander looked up and asked.

"To Golden Fortune Group. I made plans with Aileen yesterday," Jasmine replied.

She had no interest in sitting around listening to Alexander and Charlotte discuss music. Besides, she had indeed arranged with Aileen Arison yesterday—the collaboration between Magical Glamour and Golden Fortune was already underway.

Even though it was the weekend, that didn't stop Jasmine from taking initiative with work.

"Dinner together tonight," Jasmine told Alexander before leaning down to kiss his cheek.

Then she turned and left!

After Jasmine's departure, Alexander and Charlotte's conversation focused entirely on their collaboration and music.

Celeste was also present, and she expressed amazement upon hearing that Alexander had written eight songs for Charlotte just yesterday.

Before they knew it, it was 10:00 in the morning.

When Charlotte mentioned wanting to record "song demos," Celeste immediately offered her home!

She meant her personal residence—the villa where she lived alone.

Her house contained a recording studio equipped with everything a professional studio would have, built at a cost of millions. However, recording wasn't a solitary activity, so Celeste preferred using friends' studios and rarely used her home setup.

Given their recent encounter with paparazzi and privacy concerns, going to Celeste's house seemed like an excellent choice.

They decided to act immediately—none of them was the type to procrastinate.

The group left the hotel together and headed to Celeste's home.


Chapter 18: Just apologize.

Noon.

Chicago, South Meeting District, Green Business Tower.

In the office, Tommy Calder was shutting down his computer and planning to go to lunch.

Ring ring...

His phone rang.

Picking it up, he saw the caller ID displayed "President Keeth of New York G Group." Tommy immediately answered with a laugh, "Mr Keeth, any news?"

"Yes, we've already found out." Keeth's voice was hoarse, his tone somewhat odd.

"So fast." Tommy's smile carried a hint of surprise.

He had only contacted Keeth three hours ago, without revealing too much information. Since their relationship wasn't particularly close, Tommy had first exchanged pleasantries before asking for a favor and giving him Alexander's phone number.

Tommy knew that with Keeth's influence in New York, having a phone number made it easy to trace the account holder and various details under that name.

But he hadn't expected it to be this quick!

This changed his impression of Keeth, thinking he was pretty reliable and efficient.

In the future, if there were good opportunities, he could bring Keeth along, helping him make connections and bridge deals.

With Tommy's connections in the entertainment industry, it was easy for him to facilitate collaborations for a medium-sized entertainment company.

This was also why entertainment company CEOs considered paparazzi reporters like Tommy as friends.

"Background information was quite easy to check. I asked a friend to look into his registration details..." Keeth's tone remained strange, then he shifted the conversation, asking Tommy, "Mr.Tommy, are you... Having some conflict with this Alexander?"

"This guy is too arrogant!" Tommy said just that, without further explanation, then added, "Mr Keeth, what did you find out? Does this guy have any background? What does his family do?"

"Background... not really. His family is just an ordinary one..." Keeth seemed hesitant.

"What's wrong? Why so hesitant? Between friends, what can't be said? If you found something, just tell me directly." Tommy said in a familiar tone.

"It's not that I can't say." Keeth replied, pausing briefly before continuing, this time instinctively lowering his voice, "Here's the thing, Mr.Tommy. If you have any misunderstanding with Mr. Ciotta, it's best to clear it up. It's better not to... clash with him!"

Keeth's tone unconsciously became very cautious, even carrying a hint of fear and respect.

Tommy was taken aback. He collected himself but still couldn't process it.

This Keeth—from what standpoint was he referring to Alexander as... Mr. Ciotta?

Do they know each other?!

Tommy felt somewhat alarmed and suspicious.

He couldn't quite figure it out. Given Keeth's attitude, usually Tommy would assume Alexander was some young master from a prominent family—someone he couldn't afford to offend.

But Keeth had clearly stated earlier: His family background was average!

This created a contradiction!

For Tommy, the people he couldn't afford to offend were extremely rare!

Forget ordinary families—even those from illustrious backgrounds rarely fell into that category.

Take Charlotte Langford's family—prestigious enough, right? Still not someone he couldn't handle!

To put it bluntly, only genuine scions of power and influence were those Tommy wouldn't dare provoke!

"Boss Keeth, hahaha, what are you talking about? It's just a small misunderstanding between Alexander and me. I'm just afraid of offending someone, so I'm checking things out first..." Tommy laughed heartily. Quick-witted, he knew how to fish for information.

"A small misunderstanding, that's good then. Just apologize, and it'll be over." Keeth quickly responded, his tone noticeably relieved. "Mr. Ciotta isn't someone who holds grudges either. I heard he's quite reasonable."

Keeth was genuinely relieved. What he feared most was that Tommy intended to confront Alexander. At the same time, he himself, though not taking sides, had still assisted by investigating Alexander for Tommy.

This could easily implicate him. If word got out, how could he continue living in New York?

The more Tommy listened, the more something felt off.

Was Keeth suggesting he should simply apologize directly?

Just who was this Alexander?

"Hahaha, right, right. I was thinking of finding an opportunity to explain things to him, too." Tommy played along with Keeth's words, then asked in a hearty tone: "Mr Keeth, give me the real story here. This... Alexander, what's his family...? Don't give me that 'ordinary family' talk again. Between us, no need to hide anything..."

"His family really is ordinary, I'm not lying to you." Keeth insisted urgently. "His family situation might be slightly better than working class—his parents run a small restaurant in a county town, and he has a younger sister still in high school... He just graduated from the University this year!"

Tommy was surprised again.

What astonished him was how detailed Keeth's investigation had been within just a few hours!

He even knew about Alexander's sister being in high school!

"Then this... he's just an ordinary guy!" Tommy said, yet he himself sensed something was wrong!

With such a background, how could he possibly know Charlotte Langford?! And sharing a room with her early in the morning? Having breakfast?! Charlotte was wearing her sleep clothes, clearly just having woken up!

They must have an extraordinary relationship for her to receive someone in her pajamas!

It was even possible he had spent the night at Charlotte's place!

"His family background might be ordinary, but the man himself... isn't ordinary." Keeth paused mid-sentence, wondering if he should tell Tommy everything.

What if this conflict ended up implicating him?

"Mr Tommy, you're really okay, right? It's just some minor misunderstandings, correct..." Keeth asked uneasily again.

"Yes, just some misunderstandings that can be cleared up with a few words." Tommy immediately responded, sensing Keeth's concerns. He added, "Please, don't worry. You helped me out—I'd never sell you out. This stays between us, just you and me knowing!"

"Ah!" Keeth sighed, hesitated for a moment, then said: "Alright then! Actually, this Mr. Ciotta..., do you know Jasmine Doran?"

"Jasmine Doran?" Tommy paused for a moment before responding, "I know of her. Isn't she the eldest granddaughter of the Doran family? And her younger brother Dante Doran, they're both in New York..."

To Tommy, Dante Doran was actually more famous than Jasmine Doran, and this was true for most people as well.

Young Master Doran of New York - anyone with any social awareness had heard of him!

"Why? Is this Alexander connected to the Doran..." Tommy asked again.

"Mr. Ciotta's girlfriend is Miss Jasmine Doran," Keeth explained.

Tommy was momentarily stunned.

Truth be told, his knowledge of people outside the entertainment industry was limited.

However, he was familiar with all the scions of prominent families! Being a paparazzi reporter himself, he specialized in gathering information.

His knowledge of Jasmine Doran was merely superficial.

"Jasmine Doran's boyfriend?" Tommy muttered to himself.

Subconsciously, Tommy had overlooked Keeth's phrasing. He had said Alexander's girlfriend was Jasmine Doran, not that Alexander was Jasmine's boyfriend.

Although the meaning was similar, the emphasis was different!

"Exactly!" Having already revealed this much, Keeth saw no point in hiding anything else. He continued rapidly, "Even Young Master Doran calls him brother-in-law. Since you're not in New York, Boss Calder, you might not know. But here in New York nowadays, anyone who doesn't know of Mr. Alexander simply isn't important enough..."

"Many rumors are circulating about Mr. Alexander in New York. I've even heard that Young Master Doran is somewhat afraid of him. Many prominent figures in New York treat him like a brother. Frank Delaney, you know him, has even publicly stated that offending Mr. Ciotta is equivalent to offending him..."

Keeth was rambling somewhat, his anxiety about getting involved getting the better of him.

Even so, he hadn't revealed everything he knew.

Actually!

When Tommy had first called him to investigate "Alexander," Keeth felt the name sounded familiar but couldn't immediately place it.

After having someone look into it, they hadn't found much information.

There was no need to investigate further!

He immediately confirmed that the Alexander Tommy was investigating was the same "Mr. Ciotta" who was currently the talk of New York!

Since it was him, there was no need for further investigation!

Because long before Tommy's inquiry, countless people in New York had already investigated Alexander!

Everyone wanted to know his background, so Alexander's personal information was no secret - it had already spread everywhere!

Keeth knew how untouchable Alexander was.

Some of the current rumors about Alexander circulating in New York were enough to make one's hair stand on end! It was impossible to distinguish which were exaggerated speculations and which were true!

In any case, it was best not to provoke him!

There were some things Keeth found difficult to tell Tommy!

For example, Keeth had some connections with New York's underground circles.

Recently, it was widely rumored in these circles that Paul Santino had offended the Ashford family of Boston and nearly beat the young master of said family to death!

Because of this incident, Paul Santino almost got killed himself! He had to mortgage many assets and liquidate to smooth out relationships!

And just in the past couple of days, Keeth had heard that "Mr. Alexander" was the one who resolved this matter!

There was also the recent incident of James Sutherland coming to New York. His pursuit of Jasmine Doran was no secret.

He came to New York... only to leave in disgrace! Rumor had it he was even injured!

As for the specific details, Keeth didn't know them either.

But he understood that even James Sutherland, the notoriously fierce young master of the Sutherland family, couldn't do anything to Alexander!

Keeth didn't mention any of this to Tommy.

Because he felt it was unnecessary!

It was enough for Tommy to know Alexander was formidable!

The fact that Alexander's girlfriend was Jasmine Doran alone should be enough to make Tommy apologize!

No matter how powerful Tommy's backer was, they wouldn't risk offending a prestigious and influential family like the Dorans for his sake!

Tommy listened to Keeth with a peculiar expression on his face.

When Keeth finished speaking, Tommy said, "Alright! Thank you. I understand! Hahaha, I really appreciate your help!"

"No trouble at all, Boss Tommy. A real man knows when to admit his mistakes and when to bend or stand firm. It's no big deal!" Keeth replied, still showing loyalty by considering Tommy's situation.

"I understand, I understand," Tommy quickly responded.

After exchanging a few more meaningless words, they ended the call.

Tommy's expression remained peculiar. After hanging up, he looked out the window, his lips curling into a wider smirk.

Apologize?!

Impossible!

If the conflict with Alexander had been over something else, Tommy might have chosen to apologize, as he couldn't afford to offend the Doran family!

But!

This situation was special!

Tommy had caught Alexander and Charlotte Langford alone together early in the morning, sharing breakfast!

And he had photographic evidence!

Alexander's connection to the Doran family was through Jasmine—his influence came from being her boyfriend!

So…what would happen if he showed the photos to Jasmine?

Jasmine's tyrannical temper was well-known! If she found out her boyfriend was cheating, Alexander would be…

Who should really be afraid here?

From Alexander's earlier phone call, in which he said he didn't want to make headlines, it seemed he was afraid Jasmine would find out!

Tommy felt he had found Alexander's Achilles' heel!

Thinking this over, Tommy turned around, picked up the landline on his desk, and dialed a speed-dial number.

The call connected quickly.

"Get transportation ready. We're going to New York!" Tommy said.

Tommy was heading to New York immediately!

Actually, Tommy hadn't decided what to do next either. He had many ideas, but most importantly, he felt he should go find Jasmine Doran! He needed to show her the photos of Alexander and Charlotte Langford!

Over twenty minutes later.

Tommy Calder went downstairs.

During those twenty-plus minutes, he had called and gathered five of his key subordinates. Those who had ongoing tasks were told to set them aside temporarily!

They assembled in the underground parking lot!

Three cars, six people!

They set off!

Straight off to New York!


Chapter 19: Musical dictator.

Meanwhile, in Midtown New York, the T Manor Villa Community.

Celeste Lark's home was here, at Villa No. 31.

In the basement recording studio.

A massive open space had been divided into several sections. The inner room was a glass enclosure, completely soundproof. Outside the inner room, facing the glass window, was the control station with various mixing equipment, computers, and more.

1:00 PM.

Charlotte stood inside the glass room, singing into the microphone with her eyes closed. The outer room was quiet. Alexander, Celeste, and Neema all wore headphones, through which they could hear only the music and Charlotte's singing.

Since they were recording a demo, all the instrumental sounds were simulated by equipment, though the quality was still quite good.

The purpose of recording the demo was mainly to find the right feel, identify issues, and make adjustments! They aimed to discover the best style and the most suitable singing technique!

After finishing the song.

Alexander took off his headphones, picked up a thick stack of documents, and entered the inner room.

Charlotte temporarily turned off her microphone.

The two began discussing again.

The documents in Alexander's hands contained the lyrics and scores for the seven songs, excluding "Knocking."

Since it hadn't been decided when that song would be released, there was no rush to study it yet.

Celeste Lark stood in the outer room, removing her headphones as well. Through the glass, she saw Alexander and Charlotte seemingly arguing again.

The glass was soundproof, so she couldn't hear what they were saying.

But from their body language and expressions, Celeste could tell they were having some kind of "disagreement."

It was indeed a disagreement!

Over "how to sing"!

Charlotte greatly admired Alexander's songwriting talent! However! Songwriting was songwriting, and singing was singing!

They weren't the same thing!

Many world-renowned music producers had exceptional creative abilities but couldn't sing at all! That didn't hinder them in any way.

Charlotte never thought Alexander could surpass her in singing! This was her only advantage over him—specifically in music!

They had been here for several hours now.

At first, Alexander only offered suggestions about Charlotte's singing. Charlotte accepted some humbly and discussed others with him, and the atmosphere was quite good!

But gradually, things changed!

Charlotte discovered that Alexander had an incredibly arrogant and stubborn side when it came to music! His way of showing this arrogance and stubbornness was straightforward—everything had to be done his way!

She had to sing exactly as Alexander said! What style, what vocal technique, when to switch between head and chest voice, and so on!

Alexander was like a "studio tyrant"!

This made Charlotte very uncomfortable.

When it came to music, she had her own understanding, too! And she knew what styles suited her better. Yet Alexander never accepted what she considered "better ways of singing"!

They argued over every little detail!

The two of them ended up arguing over almost every song!

"...This part, this part you shouldn't get too excited. I know you're very good at high notes, Miss Charlotte, but... You need to hold back a little here, do you understand what I mean?" Alexander pointed at the manuscript in his hand as he spoke to Charlotte.

"The song 'Queen' itself requires calmness where it should be calm and intensity where it should be intense. This part is about to lead into the chorus..." Charlotte argued with conviction.

"The interlude before the chorus will build up the song's emotion. Before that, you don't need to do any special treatment. It's a process of restraint before release." Alexander looked directly into Charlotte's eyes.

Charlotte pursed her lips. Since Alexander was the songwriter, she was at a natural disadvantage and couldn't really win the argument.

"Mr. Alexander, although you wrote this song, when it comes to the performance... I insist on my own perspective." Charlotte also maintained eye contact with him.

Snap!

Alexander flicked the manuscript in his hand, producing a crisp sound.

"Sing it as I say, alright?" Alexander maintained his firm stance. "Miss Charlotte, I know you have a deep understanding of music, but no one understands my songs better than I do!"

Charlotte pressed her lips together and fell silent, her gaze drifting away as she looked quite annoyed.

Throughout her years in the industry, no one had ever dared to speak to her like this.

Of course, she didn't mind Alexander's attitude - being serious and rigorous when discussing music was perfectly fine! It was just that Alexander's arrogance and stubbornness really frustrated her.

And she couldn't even win the argument...

"OK, how about this - let's sing both versions!" Alexander looked at Charlotte and spoke again. "We'll record both demo versions, then we can evaluate them."

"Fine, no problem." Charlotte agreed readily.

Alexander left the inner room, went outside the glass window, put on his headphones again, adjusted the equipment, then gave Charlotte the signal to begin.

Charlotte returned the gesture, confirming she was ready.

Starting again!

Buzz buzz buzz...

A faint vibration came from Celeste Lark's body. With headphones on, no one could hear it, but Celeste could feel it.

She pulled out her phone and saw the caller ID: Mom!

It was Seraphine Arden calling.

Celeste removed her headphones and quickly left the recording studio to take the call.

A few minutes later, Celeste returned to the recording studio.

It was nothing important - Seraphine had called to ask about having dinner together that evening.

Since it was the weekend, Celeste usually had dinner with her mother.

More than half an hour later.

The recording studio door suddenly opened - it was bodyguard Ali entering. Neema noticed and glanced back, with Ali nodding to her.

After another two minutes, Charlotte finished singing the song once more.

Alexander removed his headphones and was about to go inside.

Neema spoke up: "Mr. Alexander, the takeout has arrived. No one has had lunch yet, let's eat first."

Indeed, nobody had eaten lunch. Earlier, Neema had asked Ali to order food.

Alexander glanced back at Neema and nodded, then leaned over to speak into the microphone: "Let's eat first."

It really was time to eat - mainly because Charlotte needed to rest, otherwise continuing to sing would strain her voice.

Charlotte emerged from the inner room.

Everyone temporarily left the recording studio and went upstairs.

In the first-floor living room, the coffee table was covered with packaged takeout. Though it was takeout, it was quite lavish - Charlotte's usual dining standards were very high, and Ali naturally understood this.

Everyone began their meal.

More than ten minutes later.

Before everyone had finished their meal.

The villa door suddenly opened.

A bodyguard had opened the door, and Seraphine Arden, wearing a form-fitting summer dress with a silk shawl draped over her shoulders, entered the villa! Her arrival was somewhat unexpected.

"Mom, why are you here? Isn't the company busy?" Celeste immediately stood up to greet her.

"It's the weekend, what's there to be busy about?" Seraphine smiled gently. "I came to see you all. I heard from Celeste that Miss Charlotte is here recording songs..." Seraphine said, turning her gaze toward Charlotte.

She really had just come to visit. Earlier, when she had spoken with Celeste on the phone, Celeste mentioned what they were doing at home. Seraphine truly had nothing much to do today. Although she had been working overtime at the company, leaving early wasn't an issue.

Seraphine had been thinking about the bet between Charlotte Langford and Jasmine Doran.

Both Charlotte and Alexander, who needed to pretend to be "Lil Alex," also stood up and exchanged greetings with Seraphine.

After a few casual words, everyone sat down again.

"Miss Charlotte, have you gotten used to New York since arriving a few days ago?"

"Is it convenient for you to record here? If not, I can arrange for you to use the best recording studio in New York..."

After Seraphine arrived, she mostly spoke with Charlotte.

Because Charlotte was a guest—an esteemed guest!

As for Alexander... Seraphine couldn't afford too much unnecessary interaction with him in front of her daughter, fearing her daughter might notice something.

After the two exchanged a few words, Charlotte suddenly said, "By the way, Ms. Arden, you came at just the right time. There's something I'd like to ask of you..."

"Oh? What is it?" Seraphine's sweet smile carried a hint of surprise.

"It's like this. Mr. Ciotta and I... have some differing opinions on music." Charlotte glanced at Alexander before turning back to Seraphine. "We currently have two versions of a song. Since you studied music back in the day... if you have time, could you listen to them? Judge for us and let us know... which version you think is better."

Charlotte truly refused to concede, which was why she was asking Seraphine to be the judge!

Seraphine maintained a surprised smile on her face, glancing between Alexander and Charlotte.

She hadn't expected Charlotte to make such a request.

After all, Charlotte knew exactly what kind of private relationship she shared with Alexander - wasn't she worried about bias favoring her lover?

"Hmm..." Seraphine murmured sweetly, her eyes sparkling as if finding the situation quite amusing. "That's fine, but... musical taste is quite subjective. I can only choose what I think is better, and that's just my personal opinion..."

"No problem, that's perfectly fine." Charlotte smiled at Seraphine. "You just need to voice your choice, Ms. Arden."

"There's no need for this," Alexander spoke up while holding his takeout container, smiling as he took another bite of rice.

He was completely casual about it.

This wasn't his first meeting with Charlotte, and he didn't need to put on airs in front of Celeste either.

"Why not?" Charlotte turned to Alexander, speaking very seriously. "Mr. Ciotta, since we have disagreements and neither can convince the other, we need some resolution. Ms. Arden understands music and has formal training - I think she's quite suitable as a judge!"

Charlotte's tone clearly indicated her frustration.

Typically, she was open to discussion and not particularly stubborn, but Alexander was completely inflexible, making proper debate impossible.

This was the only way!

She wanted Alexander to understand that while she might not excel at music composition, when it came to singing, Alexander was the one who didn't know what he was doing!

"So..." Alexander smiled back at Charlotte, "After Ms. Arden makes her choice? Whichever version she says is better, we'll go with that one?"

"Yes, exactly!" Charlotte nodded.

"Then that's fine." Alexander chuckled. "Why don't we make it more decisive? For this song with two versions, let Ms. Arden choose. If she thinks you're right, then we'll always listen to you from now on. But if she thinks I'm right, then everything follows my direction! For all songs, how about that?"

Alexander even raised an eyebrow at Charlotte as he finished.

There was a hint of challenge in it.

"Fine! Absolutely fine!" Charlotte raised her eyebrow back at Alexander.

"Then it's settled." Alexander smiled.

"Wait! You're not allowed to give Ms. Arden any hints or have her cheat for you! Win or lose, we do this fairly." Charlotte added another condition.

No one could deduce any special relationship between Alexander and Seraphine from this statement - Charlotte was quite skillful with her words and wouldn't reveal anything.

"No problem. I won't even go to the recording studio then. You and Ms. Arden can go first and play the song for her. If you don't tell her, she won't even know which version is yours and which is mine... Let's make it a blind review!" Alexander maintained his smile.

"Good!" Charlotte appeared very decisive. After speaking, she turned to Seraphine with a smile. "Ms. Arden, I'm really sorry to trouble you."

As she spoke, Charlotte stood up.

"No trouble at all", Seraphine replied with a sweet smile, also rising.

Nothing complicated about it - they could just go directly to the basement recording studio to listen to the song.

Seraphine and Charlotte went downstairs together.

Everyone else remained in the first-floor living room, continuing their meal since they hadn't finished eating yet.

Alexander appeared completely unflustered, even indifferent, as if the lavish takeout held more appeal to him.

"Senpai..." Celeste suddenly shifted closer to Alexander, holding her lunchbox.

"Hmm?" Alexander responded with a muffled sound while eating.

"Confident?" Celeste asked in a low voice.

"Of course." Alexander smiled.

"So confident?" Celeste pressed.

"Why not?" Alexander countered with a smile, "Don't you have faith in me?"

"It's not that." Celeste quickly denied in her gentle, sweet tone, though with some hesitation. "It's just... my mother has her own preferred music style, so it might not necessarily..."

Celeste was clearly showing some bias toward Alexander in his presence.

Had she been with Charlotte, she would have undoubtedly sided with her instead.

She was caught between a rock and a hard place - on one side her extraordinarily talented senior who seemed almost superhuman, and on the other her idol...

"Don't overthink it. We'll know the results soon," Alexander said with a smile.

Ten minutes later.

The sound of high heels echoed from the staircase.

Charlotte and Seraphine came upstairs.

Returning to the living room, everyone turned to look at them. Seraphine wore her usual sweet smile, while Charlotte seemed somewhat off, with a hint of unwilling acceptance.

Alexander watched as they returned and took their seats.

Having finished his meal, he wiped his mouth with a tissue and took a sip of cola. His gaze swept over both women before settling on Charlotte. "Miss Langford, what's the result? Which version did Mrs. Arden choose?"

"The second one," Charlotte replied, looking at Alexander.

"The second one - whose was it?" Alexander asked again, glancing at Seraphine.

"I don't know. I just felt the version I heard second was better," Seraphine said in her gentle, sweet voice. "Miss Langford didn't say whose it was."

"Whose was it?" Alexander directed the question back to Charlotte.

"Yours," Charlotte answered, meeting his gaze directly and frankly!

Charlotte had lost!

Moreover, she could be absolutely sure there was no possibility of Alexander cheating!

Because Seraphine had conducted a blind evaluation - she didn't know whose song she heard first or second, making it impossible for her to help Alexander even if she wanted to!

Seraphine had made a subjective yet fair judgment!

This didn't surprise Alexander, because the songs he had given Charlotte were all "instant hits" from his hell of a time loop.

The style Alexander had perfected over those thousands of attempts was the best style possible!

It had been tested and proven by countless online listeners...

Charlotte's loss was justified.

However, Charlotte had no way of knowing what Alexander had experienced.

She still felt somewhat unconvinced, after all, it was just one person's blind test - a very subjective matter where the outcome could have gone either way.

"A deal's a deal, Miss Langford," Alexander smiled at Charlotte.

"I'll honor our agreement," Charlotte replied.

Though unconvinced internally, Charlotte would never go back on her word in such matters! Accepting defeat and feeling unconvinced weren't mutually exclusive.

The group chatted for a while longer.

Taking a break.

Half an hour later, everyone went down to the underground recording studio to continue working on the song demos!

Things went much more smoothly this time. Charlotte stopped arguing with Alexander and simply followed whatever suggestions he made!

Seraphine stayed behind. Having nothing else to do, she joined the recording session, mainly to observe the proceedings.

To see... what tactics Alexander would use on Charlotte!

Seraphine truly experienced Alexander's "studio dictator" persona—everyone had to follow his directions exactly as he commanded!

Not only that, but everyone could sense that Alexander seemed to know everything! He was like a music producer with decades of experience! There was nothing in the studio he couldn't handle!

Time flew by unnoticed.

A little past six in the evening.

The demo recordings for seven songs were finally completed!

Each song had been sung multiple times. Whenever Charlotte Langford made a mistake or didn't meet Alexander's expectations, he would make her redo it, which was why the recording had taken so long.

At last, it was done.

Everyone went upstairs to the living room, feeling somewhat tired. As they took a break, Seraphine suggested going out for dinner together, but Alexander said he already had plans—he had promised Jasmine Doran they would have dinner together.

Unless necessary, Seraphine had little interest in joining any gathering where Jasmine was present, so she didn't press further.

Compared to dining with Jasmine, Seraphine was far more interested in having a meal with Charlotte and chatting more.


Chapter 20: Stalked. More pictures.

Around 6:30 p.m.

Alexander left first, driving away from the Villa complex.

Once his Lamborghini merged onto the main road,

Alexander steered with one hand and dialed Jasmine's number.

She answered immediately.

"I'm done. Where are we eating?" Alexander asked directly.

"House of Lai. I've already made a reservation. Are you on your way? Let's head over now..." Jasmine replied.

"I'm out."

"Alright, we'll talk when you get there."

He hung up.

A few minutes later,

Approaching a red light, Alexander gently pressed the brake, slowly bringing the Lamborghini to a stop before the crosswalk.

With both hands on the steering wheel, Alexander suddenly tilted his head slightly, glanced in the rearview mirror, and slowly curled the corner of his mouth.

Someone was tailing him!

He had noticed it two minutes earlier!

The trailing vehicle, a black Volkswagen Touareg SUV with Chicago license plates, was right behind his Lamborghini.

It was Tommy Calder!

Tommy truly lived up to his reputation!

Based on the timeline, Alexander could deduce that even at the fastest possible speed after consolidating the info, Tommy wouldn't arrive in New York until around 3 or 4 PM. Calculating from 4 PM, he'd only been in the city for slightly over two hours.

To pinpoint Alexander's location within just over two hours in a bustling metropolis of millions—this was no ordinary paparazzi's capability!

Alexander wasn't amazed by this.

He understood Tommy's cautious nature and working style, so none of this fell outside his expectations.

Alexander's latest blue Lamborghini was one of the rarest models in all of New York, and the vehicles he regularly drove around the city were hardly secret information.

For someone like Tommy with extensive connections everywhere, simply asking a friend, or a friend's friend in the traffic police department, to track the last known location of Alexander's car wouldn't be difficult at all!

After a few glances in the rearview mirror, Alexander turned his attention forward.

The traffic light ahead turned from red to green.

Alexander stepped on the accelerator... though not particularly hard. He didn't consider being followed by Tommy as particularly troublesome—letting Tommy track him was precisely how he could track Tommy in return...

Half an hour later.

As the Lamborghini slowed, approaching the House of Lai Restaurant, and came to a gradual stop by the curb, Alexander noticed a stunningly beautiful woman with an eye-catching figure standing gracefully on the sidewalk near the restaurant entrance.

Dressed in a water-pink gown paired with sparkling high heels, she looked like a celestial being descended to earth. An air of innocence from her face, contrasted with the sensual seduction oozing from her luscious curves.

Heads turned everywhere she went!

Fortunately, the House of Lai catered to an upscale clientele where patrons valued decorum, so no one actually approached her to strike up a conversation.

It was Ashley Carter.

She had arrived first.

Rather than going inside, she waited outside.

As the Lamborghini came to a complete stop, Ashley noticed it immediately and hurried over in her clicking high heels.

Alexander opened the door and stepped out.

"Mr. Ciotta," Ashley greeted with a sweet, charming smile.

"When did you arrive? Why didn't you go inside?" Alexander asked with a smile.

"Miss Jasmine asked me to wait for you and bring you in together," Ashley explained while naturally linking arms with him.

"Then let's wait a bit longer. They should be here soon," Alexander said.

He had called Jasmine before arriving, and she mentioned they were still on the road, delayed by traffic, and would arrive later.

Indeed, the evening rush hour hadn't completely subsided.

While Alexander could navigate congested areas, Jasmine's group couldn't.

The two chatted briefly beside the car.

"New purchase?" Alexander noticed Ashley wearing diamond earrings that appeared to be worth tens of thousands—something she couldn't have afforded before.

Of course, she was quite wealthy now, as Alexander had given her the card from the Ashford family! A card with millions in it.

"Miss Cecilia gave them to me," Ashley quickly clarified. "I gave her a gift too."

Alexander raised an eyebrow slightly, smiling. "Well done." Before leaning down, adding in a whisper. "Good girl."

Ashley remained quite perceptive. She understood that Alexander wanted her to build good relationships with Nathaniel Ashford and Cecilia Guo, ideally becoming close friends with Cecilia—this would greatly benefit her future career development in Boston!

And that was precisely what she was doing.

Alexander didn't need to instruct Ashley step by step - she was professionally trained!

Hearing Alexander's praise, Ashley felt a sweet warmth in her heart, not just because of the compliment, but also... because Alexander had noticed the subtle changes in her appearance today.

"Mr. Alexander, did you notice anything else... different about me today?" Ashley pressed her lips together slightly and asked with a soft laugh.

"Your hair," Alexander smiled.

This couldn't possibly stump Alexander, who possessed an almost photographic memory.

Ashley's smile grew even sweeter. She glanced around quickly before planting a quick kiss on Alexander's cheek.

The two stood by the car whispering intimately, behaving much like any ordinary couple.

"Are Nathaniel and the others at home?" Alexander asked Ashley.

"No, we had just finished shopping when Jasmine called..." Ashley explained.

Nathaniel's injuries had mainly healed. Though some bruises were still visible on his face, he could go out without problems.

For the past couple of days, Ashley, Nathaniel, and Cecilia had been going out together - shopping, eating, and having fun!

Yesterday, Ashley had even gone with Cecilia for beauty treatments.

This afternoon had also been spent shopping.

The reason Ashley arrived faster than Alexander was that she was already out and about when Jasmine contacted her and happened to be nearby, so she simply took a taxi over.

About several meters away at the intersection.

A Touareg SUV was parked by the roadside, its window rolled down with a dark "cannon-like" lens protruding, aimed directly at Alexander's position.

Many photos had already been taken.

At this distance, Tommy Calder's expensive equipment had no problem capturing crystal-clear images!

Since Alexander and Ashley remained standing by the car without taking any particularly noteworthy action, Tommy temporarily withdrew the camera from inside the vehicle. He looked down at the small screen, scrolling through the photos he had taken.

Everything was captured!

Thanks to the camera's continuous shooting function, he had even captured the exact moment when Ashley kissed Alexander.

Tommy examined the photos, zooming in, but then frowned slightly.

The girl in the photos... was this Jasmine Doran?!

Tommy didn't actually know what Jasmine looked like! While taking the photos, he had assumed it was her, but now looking closely at the enlarged images, he felt... this girl seemed too different! The hair color was different and..... No matter how well-maintained, Jasmine shouldn't have this kind of youthful vibe!

The blonde looked to be in her early twenties, while Jasmine, as far as he knew, was in her late twenties.

Something wasn't right!

Tommy tilted his head to glance outside again, then pulled out his phone while keeping an eye on the situation outside the restaurant's entrance.

He opened his mobile browser and quickly searched for "Magical Glamour Fashion Company!"

He had done some research about the company Jasmine ran.

He didn't need to ask anyone for photos of Jasmine - since she ran a company, and a large one at that, there had to be information about her online, including pictures at the very least!

And indeed he found them!

Immediately!

Since Magical Glamour's new product launch had concluded just days ago, searching yielded numerous related news articles.

As the company's president, Jasmine naturally appeared in the news coverage.

Tommy clicked on a random news article and saw Jasmine's photo!

The Jasmine in the news matched the rumors describing her - straight black hair, wearing glasses, dressed in tailored executive suits, with a somewhat calm demeanor, radiating that full-on domineering female CEO aura!

She looked starkly different from the woman in his photos!

Tommy's expression turned subtle, somewhere between a smile and a smirk.

He felt that he had just arrived in New York and had already stumbled upon something extraordinary! This Alexander really dared to play with fire! This was literally playing with his life!

"Tommy, there's movement!" the driver in the front seat suddenly spoke up.

Tommy, in the passenger seat, immediately looked up, focusing his attention on Alexander's direction.

He saw that the blonde had released Alexander's hand, quickly stepping aside to maintain distance from him. In the direction they were both looking, a motorcade had arrived—five vehicles in total.

The cars parked.

Bodyguards emerged from the front and rear vehicles.

The middle vehicle was a Mercedes-Maybach, from which three women emerged from the passenger seat and the back row.

Jasmine Doran was among them!

Besides Jasmine, Tommy also "recognized" the woman who stepped out from the back seat with her—New York's top beauty, Aileen Arison!

The girl from the passenger seat appeared younger, probably around 19, with crimson locks that stood out.

It was Mia Murphy!

The two groups converged, exchanging a few words. The distance was too far for Tommy to hear what was said. Then, he saw Jasmine link arms with Alexander.

The group, accompanied by several bodyguards, headed into the restaurant.

Most of the other bodyguards remained outside.

Tommy understood.

They had actually arranged to have a meal together!

Jasmine must definitely know the first woman!

When Jasmine arrived, the first woman had proactively distanced herself from Alexander, as if afraid Jasmine would notice something.

This Alexander... dared to sneak around with someone right under Jasmine's nose!

He was truly gambling with his life!

Tommy felt a surge of excitement. Although Alexander wasn't a celebrity, Tommy had the sensation of uncovering a superstar's explosive scandal!

Tommy pushed the car door open, got out, and looked up at the buildings on both sides of the street.

He was surveying which building and which room across the street would allow him to capture the scene inside the private room through the window!

On his way to New York, Tommy had carefully considered that rashly approaching Jasmine Doran directly and showing her the photos of Alexander with Charlotte Langford would definitely not work!

The photos not being "conclusive evidence" was only one aspect; another consideration is that if they sparked conflict between the Doran and Langford families, that would be disastrous!

With the families going to war, they'd put all their resources into it.

To put it seriously, if revealing that Jasmine's boyfriend, Alexander, was cheating with Charlotte caused resentment between the two women and conflict between their families, the first to die would undoubtedly be Tommy Calder himself!

He knew he might be able to handle a slumbering Langford Family. Still, if they were backed into a corner and honestly threw caution to the wind, he wouldn't be long for the world.

So...

Tommy had many ideas!

He had plenty of things to do in New York!

Perhaps he could first investigate, find out exactly what was going on, what entanglements existed, and thus... maximize his benefits!

There was no need to rush!

Tommy remained cautious throughout!

However, what he never expected was that within just a few hours of arriving in New York, he had obtained crucial explosive material...

He didn't even need to use Charlotte's photos anymore; he could solve the problem directly with Alexander's and that girl at the restaurant's entrance!

Tommy wanted more photos!

Ideally, photos of certain actions between Alexander and the girl when Jasmine was away during the meal, such as when she went to the restroom.

Standing beside the SUV, Tommy looked up and observed.

It seemed unlikely. The building opposite the restaurant wasn't commercial property but a seven-story residential building. Being unfamiliar with the area, it would be difficult to bribe a resident to use their room quickly.

If he pushed too hard and offered money, he might succeed, but it was more likely to make the other party suspicious of him being some kind of criminal! They might even call the police!

Tommy was very experienced in this area!

He had been through situations where the other party called the police, and he had to explain things to the officers.

Being a paparazzi reporter wasn't a glorious profession; there were always many awkward situations.

After observing for a while, Tommy returned to the vehicle and turned to the middle-aged man in the driver's seat: "Old D, go inside the restaurant and take a look. Find out which room their bodyguards are stationed outside, confirm it..."

"Okay!" Old D agreed readily, putting on his baseball cap as he spoke, then pushed the door open and walked toward the House of Lai.

They were all professionals, familiar with this kind of task.

Tommy watched as he entered.

Seven or eight minutes later, Old D came out again and walked back to the SUV.

He opened the door and got in.

"How did it go?" Tommy asked.

"Second floor, southernmost end." Old D didn't report the room number but gave the location, as they needed to determine which window to film through from outside.

Tommy pushed the door open and got out again, standing to observe for a moment.

After a while, he returned to the vehicle and closed the door.

"Forget it, let's wait for them to come out," Tommy said.

He gave up; there simply wasn't enough time. A meal could last two to three hours at most, or as short as one hour. By the time they secured access to the opposite building, they might have already finished eating and left. It wasn't worth the trouble.

Shooting through windows at target activities was generally only suitable for long-term surveillance and secret photography of targets' homes.

Boring waiting.

Old D got out again to buy food.

Tommy lowered his head to look at the photos in his camera again. He understood in his heart that this was actually enough!

This was almost a crucial knockout piece of evidence, one that didn't require other photos for corroboration...

Meanwhile.

Inside the private room on the second floor.

One handsome man and four beautiful women were talking and laughing together!

This dinner was organized by Jasmine, who had invited all of Alexander's other women except Seraphine Arden!

Alexander was fully aware of Jasmine's intentions!

It couldn't exactly be called exclusion—more like the distinction between those who were closer and those who were more distant.

There was no serious business to discuss during this meal!

It was simply a gathering, filled with the atmosphere of a "family together." Jasmine dominated the mood of the dinner, and Aileen Arison didn't compete with her.

She couldn't be bothered.

Aileen and Alexander weren't in a typical romantic relationship; theirs was something more unique! She was his toy, and he was her Master. She obeyed Alexander more than anyone else!

The food was served!

The wine was poured!

Ring ring...

Jasmine's phone suddenly rang.

She set down her red wine glass, picked up her phone, glanced at it, and then frowned slightly before answering, "What is it?" There was a hint of tension in her voice!

Because the caller was one of her bodyguards!

But not the ones currently by her side—it was the bodyguard she had sent to secretly protect Alexander's parents and younger sister!

"Boss, we caught two..." The bodyguard's tone sounded somewhat strange.

Jasmine listened for a while, her expression shifting repeatedly, until it settled into one that wasn't tense but rather peculiar.

"They said... their boss is Tommy Calder," the bodyguard finally revealed.

"Alright, I understand," Jasmine said before hanging up.

"Darling," Jasmine turned to Alexander, and seeing him looking at her, she leaned in close to his ear and whispered, "Tommy sent people to your family's place. My men caught them—two of them..."

"Did they kill them?" Alexander asked with a smile, showing no surprise at all.

This was Tommy's style!

When investigating someone, he went all out—even checking their hometown!

"Probably not. They know better than to kill easily..." Jasmine replied, though her expression suggested otherwise.

It was true they wouldn't kill easily!

But the bodyguards Jasmine had sent to protect Alexander's parents were initially meant to guard against James Sutherland! If they caught anyone suspicious nearby, they would definitely beat them half to death to find out who was behind it!

Tommy's men naturally wouldn't confess easily, so... it was safe to assume they had already been beaten within an inch of their lives!

"Bring them back to New York and hand them over to Dan," Alexander whispered to Jasmine.

"Okay," Jasmine agreed, then frowned slightly with a smile. "Tommy is so annoying. Should I..."

"The guy is very useful. Let's give him a surprise," Alexander said with a laugh.

"What are you two talking about? Whispering again... ignoring the rest of us!" A pair of arms suddenly wrapped around Alexander's neck from behind—it was Mia Murphy, who had stood up and come behind him to hug him.

As she hugged him, her impossibly large breasts squished around Alexander's neck.

Just as Alexander turned his head to say something, Mia leaned in from behind and planted two kisses right on his lips.

In such a setting, anyone else doing this might have seemed like a challenge to Jasmine, but Mia was the exception—because she was the youngest, she was the only one who could get away with being playful!

"Oh, she misses her man," Aileen said with a slight teasing smile, though her gaze at Alexander was somewhat intense.

She missed him, too.

"Hmph, not at all," Mia retorted with a light sniff, then released Alexander and returned to her seat.

The conversation and laughter continued.

Another ten minutes passed.

Ring ring...

This time, it was Alexander's phone that rang.

He picked it up, glanced at the screen, and answered, "Dan."

"Brother-in-law, we caught them. Just one car, two people," Dante Doran reported.

"Alright, you can detain them," Alexander said.

"Brother-in-law, is something going on? Do you need me to..."

"Nothing's wrong. I'm having dinner with your sister."

"Then... then it's fine. I'll hang up."

Call ended!

"Dan?" Jasmine asked from the side.

"The other two people under Tommy Calder's command. I had him detain them," Alexander tilted his head and said softly.

Jasmine's smile turned slightly strange before she asked, "How did you know how many people Tommy sent to New York?"

"License plates," Alexander chuckled.

On the way to the restaurant, shortly after Alexander noticed Tommy following them, he called Dante Doran and gave him several license plate numbers.

Alexander couldn't be sure exactly how many people or vehicles Tommy had brought to New York, but Wave Studio only had so many regularly used vehicles, so Alexander just listed them all.

For Dante Doran, finding one vehicle versus finding several made no difference in difficulty! The traffic system could automatically recognize license plate numbers!

Alexander intentionally didn't mention the license plate of Tommy's own vehicle.

He didn't want him detained!

Exactly as Alexander had previously told Jasmine - he'd give him a surprise! Or rather, a shock! Alexander was waiting for Tommy to come find him!

One hour later.

The atmosphere in the private room grew increasingly boisterous. Everyone had been drinking, and they were all more talkative.

Outside the Restaurant.

Inside the SUV parked at the intersection.

Tommy held his phone, looking thoroughly anxious because he discovered... the calls weren't going through!

He had come to New York with three vehicles and a total of six people, two per vehicle. Tommy's team was personally following Alexander, while the other two teams - one went to a town dozens of kilometers outside New York to investigate Alexander's hometown.

The final team was tracking down the missing Yang Pinghe and others, looking for evidence of kidnapping.

Just now!

Tommy had called both teams to check on their progress.

But none of the calls connected!

He tried calling all four people's phones again, with the same result: all were powered off!

The probability of all four phones running out of battery simultaneously was basically zero!

There was only one possibility - something had happened to them!

Tommy grew extremely anxious, even feeling chills running through his body!

How long had they been in New York?! Hours!

And now they were... gone?!!

Tommy stared darkly at his phone, having already pulled up Alexander's number. He kept looking at it, wanting to call Alexander!

Tommy pressed the call button and put the phone to his ear.

"Beep... beep..." Listening to the dial tone from his phone, Tommy's gloomy expression couldn't hide his accelerating heartbeat.

As a paparazzi reporter with over a decade in the industry, having taken the profession to its extreme, earning the title of number one in the country,

Tommy naturally possessed strong nerves. Remaining calm under pressure was fundamental professional competence for every paparazzi reporter!

But this time, even this seasoned veteran found it difficult to maintain composure.

This matter was truly bizarre!

Tommy had never encountered such a situation before.

No matter how powerful or well-connected someone might be, everyone feared that situations could escalate out of control!

In today's internet era, once some issues trigger widespread attention, even official attempts to suppress them would prove futile.

And Tommy was precisely that "star-level" paparazzi reporter who could create sensational effects with just a single post! His personal influence and reach were comparable to those of fresh-faced celebrity influencers.

In the few seconds after dialing the number, Tommy contemplated many things—whether to report it to the police or expose it online.

But reason told him this wasn't the optimal choice for him!

Mutual destruction might take down the other party, but he himself would hardly emerge unscathed!

"Hello..." The call connected, Alexander's voice coming through the phone.

"Alexander! What remarkable capabilities you have!" Tommy's opening words carried intense anger.

"Do you need something?" Alexander directly countered, his tone indifferent.

"I believe we need to have a face-to-face discussion. Now! Immediately!" Tommy declared with grave seriousness, his words weighted with urgency.

"Not available. Having dinner. We'll talk tomorrow." Alexander replied with the same detached tone.

After speaking.

Alexander hung up!

Beep beep beep...

Listening to the busy signal from his phone, Tommy was so furious he nearly smashed his device! Too arrogant! Alexander was truly too insolent.

Kidnapping!

Illegal imprisonment!

Given the opportunity to negotiate, he wouldn't even engage!

Tommy's breathing grew heavy with rage. For so many years, since he had "expanded and strengthened" his operations, he had never suffered such humiliation, such frustration!

No one dared treat him like this!

Even well-connected A-list celebrities, once targeted and photographed by him, would have their intermediaries politely contact him! Speaking respectfully, proactively offering money!

Tommy understood clearly that some celebrities weren't incapable of dealing with him, nor unable to take action against him.

They simply didn't dare!

They all feared his influence, dreaded his exposure capabilities!

Having sailed smoothly through recent years, Tommy now felt truly enraged to the breaking point!

He considered calling the police again! Reporting to authorities while posting online! A dual approach to fully expose and escalate this matter!

Even with the Doran family's background, they couldn't suppress a public opinion storm of this magnitude—the internet would surely erupt for days!

But!

Tommy also understood very clearly!

Everything originated from photographing Charlotte Langford with Alexander!

Therefore, the consequences of this move would include not only destroying Charlotte's career but also infuriating both the Langform and Doran families!

Family scandals shouldn't be publicized, and once matters become complicated, for major families, quelling public opinion often becomes the top priority!

He, Tommy Calder, would be finished!

Sitting motionless in the passenger seat with a dark expression for a long time, Tommy weighed back and forth until ultimately reason prevailed—he lacked the courage for mutual destruction!

Moreover, he still believed he had better options available!

That's the shots he took today!

Alexander's most significant source of arrogance is nothing more than his relationship with Jasmine Doran.

Otherwise, with his ordinary family background, how could he have such influence? Becoming buddies with some wealthy bosses?

Aren't they all just showing respect to Jasmine Doran, or rather, to the Doran family?

To put it bluntly, in his mind, Alexander is just a pretty boy relying on a woman!

And that photo could destroy Alexander's relationship with Jasmine Doran, ruin everything Alexander has—it would be the biggest bargaining chip to negotiate with Alexander and stop his rampant behavior!

—That's what Tommy Calder believed!

He thought it over and came up with a new plan.


Chapter 21: A warning crash.

Over an hour later.

Around 9:30 PM.

Alexander, Ashley, Jasmine, Aileen, and Mia finally emerged from the Restaurant. The meal had lasted over two hours, and they had all drunk quite a bit.

Tommy sat in the car, holding his camera, tilting his head to observe the situation.

He saw them chatting and laughing by the cars, discussing something, after which Jasmine Doran and the girl who had kissed Alexander earlier got into the back seat of the Mercedes-Maybach together.

But Alexander didn't get into the car with Jasmine Doran.

Instead, he went to another car—the Maserati Quattroporte behind the Maybach! Aileen Arison and the youngest girl also got into the Maserati Quattroporte, one in the back seat and one in the passenger seat.

Tommy Calder was somewhat confused. Why wouldn't Alexander ride with Jasmine Doran? What was going on with him going to another car?

Were they all going somewhere together and just randomly choosing seats?

Before Tommy could form a reliable guess, he saw all the bodyguards getting into cars as well. One bodyguard even got into the Lamborghini that Alexander had driven over.

The motorcade set off.

"Old D." Tommy quickly called out without turning his head.

"Got it!" Old D started the Touareg SUV.

The motorcade departed!

The SUV quietly followed.

After passing two intersections, the six-car motorcade suddenly split up. The Mercedes-Maybach carrying Jasmine Doran, along with two Mercedes-Benz G-Classes, turned at the intersection and headed toward the southern district.

The Maserati Quattroporte carrying Alexander, the Lamborghini, and the Mercedes-Benz van full of bodyguards—these three cars continued straight ahead.

They were heading toward the western district.

In the Touareg SUV following behind.

"Where?" Old D immediately called out.

"Go straight." Tommy Calder replied without hesitation.

Of course, they needed to follow Alexander, who was continuing straight.

Following Jasmine was meaningless and very dangerous—Tommy could imagine what level of bodyguards Jasmine had around her.

Over ten minutes later.

The Maserati Quattroporte and the other two cars had already left the central district and entered the western district. The Volkswagen Touareg SUV carrying Tommy Calder continued following behind them.

Ahead was an especially wide crossroads.

Red light!

The three cars stopped at the red light.

This road section already had little traffic, and by almost 10 PM, there were even fewer cars on it. The Touareg SUV didn't dare follow too closely, afraid of being discovered, so it temporarily stopped by the roadside several dozen meters behind.

The red light turned green.

But the three cars didn't move; they were still stopped before the crosswalk. Since there were no cars behind them either, there was no honking to urge them forward.

The Maserati Quattroporte wasn't moving, so the Touareg SUV didn't dare move either, completely afraid to get too close. Otherwise, they wouldn't be able to continue following—they would be exposed!

Following closely during the day is acceptable because the heavy traffic makes it harder to be noticed.

But at night, it's absolutely not allowed! With fewer cars on the road at night, even someone without counter-surveillance skills can easily spot a tail!

That's all experience.

About twenty seconds passed.

The Maserati and two other cars waiting at the intersection finally moved, crossing the junction and continuing straight ahead!

Tommy immediately signaled his driver to follow!

Old D stepped on the accelerator, but within seconds, both he and Tommy noticed a problem—the light had turned red!

Because the Maserati had delayed at the intersection, by the time the Touareg approached to cross, the light was red!

What to do?

Two choices.

Either stop and wait for the red light, or run it. If they stopped, the red light would last a full thirty seconds before changing, and they would lose their target directly.

If they ran the red light... as long as no accident occurred, it would only mean a fine.

"Follow them, follow them!" Tommy didn't hesitate much, thinking briefly before urging.

The Touareg SUV ran the red light through the intersection!

Suddenly!

Beep—

A sharp honk sounded from the side!

Immediately after!

Boom!!

Tommy had no time to react, only feeling the vehicle shake violently and spin out, the airbag slamming directly into his face! His mind buzzed with noise!

Car crash!

A car crash!

Just as the Touareg SUV was passing through the intersection, a Toyota Land Cruiser suddenly darted out from the right side of the junction. Upon realizing a potential collision, the Toyota SUV immediately reacted!

Honking the horn!

Swerving the steering wheel!

But it was too late!

The Toyota SUV crashed into the right rear side of the Touareg. The right-rear taillight shattered instantly, and, with a deafening impact, the Touareg, forced by the blow to its right rear, went into a tailspin toward the opposite side.

Old D, who was driving the Touareg, slammed on the brakes. The SUV, after skidding sideways for half a meter, slid forward a few more meters before coming to an abrupt halt.

The Toyota SUV, after the collision, also swerved and skidded forward over ten meters before screeching to a stop.

The airbags in both vehicles deployed.

The hazard lights flickered under the night sky.

In the Toyota SUV, the driver was a young man in his mid-twenties, wearing a black short-sleeved shirt and a baseball cap. He had a dark complexion and a lean build.

The dark, lean young man gripped the steering wheel tightly. He shook his head to clear his senses, then pushed the airbag aside and glanced through the rearview mirror to observe the damaged Touareg.

He kept watching.

Until Tommy Calder and Old D stepped out of the vehicle one after another, shaking their heads unsteadily. They had to hold onto the car door to steady themselves as they got out, their bodies swaying slightly.

They seemed dazed.

But they were unharmed.

The young man averted his gaze, pulled out his phone, and quickly dialed a number.

The call connected immediately.

"Boss, it's done!"

"Well done."

After this brief exchange, the call ended.

The young man then unbuckled his seatbelt, opened the door, and stepped out. He didn't bother confronting Tommy Calder about who was at fault or who couldn't drive properly.

Leaning against the car door, he lit a cigarette, took a drag, and picked up his phone again to make another call—this time to report the accident.

He called the traffic police!

Then he called the insurance company!

...

A convoy consisting of a Maserati Quattroporte, a Mercedes-Benz van, and a Lamborghini sped along H Road in the West District.

The lead car was the Maserati.

In the back seat.

Aileen Arison frowned slightly and turned to look behind her. She had heard it—a loud crash from behind moments earlier, sounding like a collision somewhere.

But it had nothing to do with her. She was just casually observing, paying a little extra attention to what was happening behind them.

Ring, ring, ring...

A phone suddenly rang.

It was Alexander's.

Aileen had been holding Alexander's arm. Seeing him reach for his phone, she let go. Alexander pulled out his phone and answered the call, holding it to his ear.

"Mr. Alexander, it's done," Paul Santino said.

"Good job," Alexander replied.

The crash was definitely not an accident! While dining, Alexander had seized the opportunity during a restroom break to call Paul Santino.

He had given Paul Santino the details of the intersection.

And the exact time they would pass through it!

There were two scenarios: if Tommy Calder hadn't run the red light, the crash wouldn't have happened, and the person Paul had arranged would simply leave. But if Tommy didn't run the red light, he would lose track of them directly!

Based on Alexander's understanding of Tommy, he believed Tommy would definitely run the red light, so... he was bound to crash!

This arrangement wasn't just to interrupt Tommy's pursuit.

It was more of a warning!

Alexander was provoking Tommy Calder, waiting for his final reaction!

"I won't disturb you further then, Mr. Alexander. Have a good rest," Paul said tactfully, not elaborating further.

After hanging up the phone.

"Master, is something going on?" Aileen asked, wrapping her arm around Alexander's again.

"Not at all," Alexander replied, turning his head to smile at Aileen.

"You're not going to be busy again, are you?" Aileen pressed, her cheeks flushed from the alcohol.

"Of course not," Alexander chuckled.

"Hmph! So mysterious... You jerk..." came Mia's drunken muttering from the front seat.

Both she and Aileen could tell - Alexander was hiding something!

Just earlier, when they were crossing that intersection, Alexander had suddenly asked the driver to wait longer. The light was clearly green, yet he said to wait...

It was strange!

They didn't know why.

But the reason didn't matter much to Aileen. Feeling dizzy from drinking, she just wanted to go back with Alexander...

The night was long, and Aileen didn't want Alexander to get busy again.

As long as Alexander didn't suddenly become occupied, nothing else really mattered.

Twenty minutes later.

West District, Lilac International Villa Community.

Aileen had bought a house here just a few days ago - Villa No.

At twenty-seven, Aileen had always lived with her parents until now.

This was quite unusual! It wasn't like she couldn't afford her own place!

It was all because her mother was too strict with her, forbidding her from living on her own! Most families wouldn't control their children like this at twenty-seven, but Mrs. Arison would!

Of course, the situation had changed now!

Aileen had moved out! No one could control her anymore!

The guards were sent away, and Alexander, Aileen, and Mia stepped into the villa.

Before he could even take in the decor of the place, Alexander found the two women had already started to undress and kneel.

"Eager things." Raising an eyebrow, he chuckled, taking a seat on the luxurious couch in the living room.

Legs spread, watching as the naked figure of two of the most desired women crawled over to him.

He leaned back, relaxed, and soon savored the pleasure of having two eager mouths on his manhood. The lips and tongues worshiping him just enough to rile his desires, but keep him off the edge.

Clearly, these two planned for a long night, the bent-up desire apparent in their smoldering, needy gaze.

Before long, the three had begun moving towards the bedroom. Aileen had a collar around her neck, crawling after Alexander as he held her leash, all while Mia had her legs and arms wrapped around him, her insides stretched around his length.


Chapter 22: Paparazzi face-off.

A new day!

July 27th, 2024.

Lilac International Villa Community, Villa No. 9.

In the master bedroom on the second floor, Alexander opened his eyes precisely at 7:00 AM. He glanced at the ceiling, a smile curling at the corners of his mouth, then naturally closed his eyes again.

Rolling over, Alexander didn't even know who he was holding as he buried his head and continued sleeping.

The two women had put in their A+ effort to tire him out.

One licking at every inch of his body, while the other rode him-

Both using their generous bust to worship and rub along his manhood-

The two kissing across the tip of his rod, all clearly a show for him-

And that was just the beginning. In the end, even with two of them, they were still exhausted and begging Alexander for mercy.

Today called for sleeping in.

Time passed quietly.

Alexander actually slept until noon, only waking when his phone rang.

Ring ring...

Alexander opened his eyes, reached up to grab his phone, and glanced at the caller ID. His expression shifted slightly before he answered, "Hello?"

"Mr. Ciotta! Do you have time today? Can we meet and talk?" Tommy Calder's tone was somber, with an unsettling edge, as if he was suppressing something.

"Sure, this afternoon works," Alexander replied calmly.

"One o'clock at Qo Teahouse," Tommy stated directly, naming the time and place.

"Alright," Alexander agreed.

After hanging up, Alexander turned to look around the bedroom - he was alone. And the mess that had been made of the bedroom was cleaned up. Mostly. The sheets were still a mess.

He got up, went to the bathroom to wash up, and then got dressed.

About ten minutes later, as Alexander stepped out of the bedroom, he noticed... movement downstairs!

He could even smell the aroma of food.

Going downstairs.

Alexander heard noises from the kitchen and saw Mia Murphy lying back on the sofa in a scandalously skimpy nightgown, watching TV while munching on potato chips, looking completely relaxed.

"You ahole, you're finally up," Mia greeted Alexander with a smile as he came downstairs.

"What did you call me?" Alexander raised an eyebrow, teasing her.

"Hubby~Sir~ Master~Darling~" Mia immediately corrected herself.

Last night she had "gotten in trouble" for calling Alexander an ahole, so she'd learned her lesson.

Alexander smiled. As he entered the living room, he asked, "Why aren't you at work? Isn't today Monday?"

When he first woke up, Alexander thought Aileen and Mia had already left for work.

"Aileen said she's going in the afternoon, said she wants to... cook for her hubby darling." Mia deliberately imitated Aileen's tone for the latter part, then immediately pretended to shiver, making a face like she'd gotten goosebumps.

"Naughty!" Alexander reached the sofa and lightly pinched one of Mia's pink nubs through the fabric of the nightgown.

Just passing by.

Alexander didn't stop, heading straight to the kitchen.

"Honey, you're awake!" Aileen, in the kitchen, smiled when she saw Alexander enter.

She was holding a spatula in one hand.

Still wearing an apron.

The little Goddess was cooking again!

Alexander walked behind Aileen, wrapped his arms around her waist, tilted his head to look, and softly asked, laughing, "What delicious food are you making?"

"Pork ribs, to nourish my man," Aileen said while turning her head, and because they were so close, she gave Alexander a kiss after speaking.

It was completely natural - she kissed him whenever she felt like it.

After chatting with Aileen in the kitchen for a while, Alexander wanted to help, but Aileen wouldn't let him, saying her cooking skills had improved again and she didn't need her honey's help.

So Alexander returned to the living room.

He had just sat down on the sofa when Mia moved over, resting her head on Alexander's lap, continuing to watch TV and eat potato chips, crunching away, looking completely relaxed and carefree.

Alexander pinched Mia's little cheek before his hand wandered down, casually cupping and groping one of her breasts, just an unconscious small gesture, watched TV with her for a while, and chatted about various things.

11:50 AM - time to eat!

The three of them happily ate this lunch together.

12:30 PM, lunch ended.

Time for everyone to leave.

Aileen and Mia needed to go to work, and Alexander had business to attend to.

However, since Aileen needed to wait for Mia to go upstairs and change clothes, Alexander left first.

Before Alexander went downstairs to the underground parking garage, Aileen and Mia each kissed one of his cheeks - one on the left, one on the right.

Five minutes later.

A blue Lamborghini drove out of Lilac International Community, the accelerator pressed to the floor, heading eastward, straight for Central District!

Time to meet Tommy Calder!

Tommy wasn't exactly a small player, but he wasn't someone worth Alexander going to great lengths to deal with, either - He'd just handle him!

No matter how he reacted, Alexander would handle him today!

Midtown, C Avenue.

At one o'clock in the afternoon, a Lamborghini roared down the street, slowing to a stop near the entrance of Qo Teahouse.

Alexander turned off the engine and stepped out of the car, but didn't enter immediately. Leaning against the vehicle, he looked up at the teahouse's signboard before pulling out his phone to dial Tommy Calder's number.

The call connected instantly.

"I'm here. Where are you?" Alexander asked directly.

"Third floor, private room number 7," Tommy replied with the private room's number.

Alexander hung up, habitually straightened his suit, and entered. A hostess immediately approached, and after Alexander mentioned his appointment and surname, she escorted him upstairs.

Meanwhile.

Across the street from Qo Teahouse stood a three-star hotel named Yijia. In room 322 on the third floor, behind curtains drawn with only a narrow gap...

Tommy stood by the window facing the street, camera in hand. He had just finished taking dozens of consecutive shots - capturing Alexander's arrival, phone call, entry into the teahouse, and his interaction with the hostess at the entrance. The entire sequence was documented!

He was gathering evidence to prove Alexander had met him today.

Two minutes later.

Tommy raised his camera again, aiming at a third-floor window of the teahouse across the street - precisely the window of the seventh private room!

Adjusting the zoom lens...

Bringing the view closer!

Through the lens, he could see that Alexander had entered the room and taken a seat at the table. Tommy captured several more shots.

Inside the room.

Alexander noticed Tommy's absence immediately upon entering.

This came as no surprise - he didn't believe Tommy had simply stepped out to the restroom. The fact that Tommy dared to meet him today suggested that he was already in a "risking his life" frame of mind.

His caution... Alexander understood perfectly.

The hostess hadn't mentioned where the reserved guest in the room had gone - perhaps she didn't know herself. After escorting Alexander, she departed without further comment.

Several minutes later.

A knock came at the door!

It was a tea service - premium oolong tea Tommy had ordered earlier... After the server left, Alexander poured himself a cup and began drinking alone.

Unnoticed, another ten-plus minutes slipped by.

It was already 1:20 PM.

Tommy still hadn't appeared!

In reality, Tommy had been observing from the hotel room across the street the entire time - not just watching Alexander, but also scanning the surroundings and monitoring people entering and exiting the teahouse.

He was checking for ambushes! Verifying whether Alexander had brought backup!

Before Alexander's arrival, Tommy arrived early to set up everything, continuously checking whether Alexander had sent people in advance or if any suspicious individuals were present.

Tommy was genuinely terrified!

Actually, since yesterday's car accident, Tommy had considered fleeing New York immediately.

He knew the crash wasn't accidental - the driver of the Toyota SUV that hit him had behaved extremely strangely after the collision!

Showing no anger, continuously smoking, with peculiar eyes, even examining Tommy up and down with provocative interest.

This was completely abnormal!

Tommy could only suspect it was all arranged by Alexander!

The most terrifying aspect of this arrangement wasn't the staged accident itself, but that the fault for the collision didn't lie with the Toyota SUV!

The Touareg SUV ran a red light and took full responsibility!

No room for dispute whatsoever!

Even if the Toyota SUV had killed everyone in the Touareg at the time! They wouldn't have to bear any criminal responsibility!

This terrified Tommy Calder!

How many people and vehicles had Alexander stationed at the intersection to seize the opportunity when his side ran the red light and crash into them?!

If Alexander had wanted to kill him yesterday, he would already be dead! And it would have been for nothing!

The more he thought about it, the more terrifying it became!

Tommy had genuinely considered fleeing New York, escaping back to Chicago, and figuring out how to resolve these matters later!

Whether to leave or not was a question he pondered until this morning!

In the end, Tommy chose to stay! He was going to meet Alexander!

He had no other choice!

Because the more he thought about it, the more he felt that he couldn't leave!

If he returned to Chicago like this, what would he do afterward? He had eight key members under him, and all of them had vanished without a trace! How could he just ignore it?

He could pretend nothing had happened, but the families and loved ones of these people wouldn't just let it go!

It wouldn't be long before they came looking, asking where they were? Why couldn't they be reached?

Tommy couldn't even offer an explanation!

Of course, he could also expose everything online after returning home! And report it to the police!

But that would bring him back to the very reason he didn't dare take such a step in the first place—a fight to the death?

Alexander had the backing of the Doran family, and the Dorans would never allow scandals like infidelity or kidnapping to make headlines!

Anyone who let such things hit the headlines, anyone who stirred up trouble, the Dorans would make them disappear first!

Tommy didn't want to die!

So, after weighing his options, Tommy decided to "take a risky gamble"! He didn't make the "safest choice," which would have been to go directly to Jasmine Doran and show her the photos of Alexander with Ashley Carter!

Instead, he made the choice that maximized his gains! The one he believed was the "optimal solution"!

Confront Alexander!

Threaten Alexander!

Tommy believed that Alexander didn't yet know he'd been photographed in such compromising situations, which was why he could act so arrogantly.

So, he had to make him aware! He had to make Alexander understand his predicament!

Only then could he turn the tables!

As long as Alexander didn't want to be crushed by the Doran family himself, then...

He'd have to pay to get back the photos of him with Charlotte Langford!

He'd also have to pay to get back the pictures of him with blonde!

He could even force Alexander to become an informant, occasionally feeding him information about Charlotte Langford.

Tommy had prepared for the worst but envisioned the best outcome! He was fueled by anger—not only did he want revenge, but he also wanted money!

His current caution was all in preparation for a smooth negotiation with Alexander!

His greatest fear was that things wouldn't even be discussed appropriately before he got ambushed!

Inside the private room.

1:25 PM.

Ring ring...

The sound of a phone.

Alexander set down his teacup, picked up his phone, glanced at it, and answered, "Where are you?"

"Mr. Alexander, I think we should change locations for our discussion," Tommy said, getting straight to the point.

He wanted to change locations because he still felt unsafe meeting at this teahouse. The main issue was that he'd told Alexander about the teahouse too early, giving him plenty of time to calmly arrange ambushes.

Alexander's influence in New York truly frightened him.

He could make people just vanish without a trace.

"Have you been watching too many movies?" Alexander raised an eyebrow and smiled. "I don't have time to waste with you! I'll give you five minutes. If you're not here within five minutes, I'm leaving, and there'll be no need for us to meet again."

He hung up right after saying that.

That's how audacious he was!

Four minutes later.

Alexander heard footsteps approaching outside the private room. The footsteps paused right outside the door for about two seconds before the door was pushed open.

Tommy Calder—he had actually come!

The psychological pressure he was bearing was entirely disproportionate to what Alexander faced!

Since they were going to talk anyway, he felt there was no need for him to back down any further!

Holding his teacup, Alexander glanced sideways at Tommy as he entered.

Tommy was quite tall, about 185 cm, with ordinary looks, a somewhat flat nose, and black-framed glasses. He carried the air of a university professor, or perhaps a newspaper editor.

He was indeed exceptionally skilled in written work, particularly adept at stirring up people's emotions and drawing attention!

"Why bother?" Alexander gave a faint smile, withdrew his gaze, and took another sip of tea.

Expressionless, Tommy walked over to the opposite side of Alexander, pulled out a chair, and sat down.

The two faced each other across the table.

"What did you want to talk to me about?" Alexander asked with a smile. Even though it was he who wanted to resolve the issues Tommy had stirred up, he was now asking Tommy what he wanted to discuss.

That was perfectly fine!

Alexander had already taken the initiative! And this time, it was indeed Tommy who had reached out to him.

"Mr. Alexander, before we formally begin, I think it's necessary to warn you," Tommy said expressionlessly, staring at Alexander. "I've already informed someone—if I go missing today, they will immediately report it to the police! And expose everything I know about you, Miss Jasmine Doran, and Charlotte Langford online!"

Showing fear!

Tommy's words clearly revealed his fear, starting off like this right away.

He had no choice—he had to ensure his own personal safety!

Upon hearing Tommy's words, Alexander burst out laughing.

"You know what I admire most about you?" Alexander smiled at Tommy. "Even when you clearly recognize the danger, you still dare to meet with me. You're meticulous in your work, yet remarkably bold..."

Facing Alexander's smile, Tommy's expression remained utterly unreadable, his face a mask of impassivity!

In truth, Alexander's words were quite peculiar. Though they were clearly here to negotiate, he spoke as if appreciating Tommy's strengths!

"Where are my people?" Tommy stared directly at Alexander as he asked.

"What people?" Alexander smiled slightly, furrowing his brow. "What are you talking about? What happened to your people?"

"Mr. Ciotta! At this point! Is there any need for you to play dumb with me?" Tommy's tone was heavy, his expression darkening considerably.

"So... you want to have a serious talk with me?" Alexander smiled.

"What else? I didn't come here for tea!" Tommy retorted.

"Where's your sincerity?" Alexander frowned again, though his smile remained, carrying an air of relaxed nonchalance. "Is this how you intend to negotiate?"

"What more sincerity do you want?!" Tommy snapped, completely baffled by Alexander's posturing and what he was trying to achieve!

"Mr Calder, you don't look too well. Didn't sleep properly yesterday?" Alexander maintained his smile.

Tommy's eyelid twitched! He knew Alexander was testing him.

"You..." Tommy started to say something else.

But before he could continue, Alexander suddenly stood up, walked to the window, pulled the cord of the blinds, and closed them.

Tommy's expression shifted slightly.

If others had been present, they might have found Alexander's action inexplicable, but Tommy didn't see it that way.

He instantly suspected... that Alexander knew he had been watching him through the window before!

And it wasn't just Tommy himself.

Now that Tommy was here, Old D was still in the hotel room across the street, observing their conversation and taking photos!

Did Alexander know?

Tommy stared intently at Alexander, watching as he closed the blinds, walked back, adjusted his clothes, and sat down.

"You just accused me of playing dumb." Alexander smiled at Tommy again. "But actually, I think you're the one who's best at feigning ignorance. For example, that scandal about Natalie Brooks's affair with Viktor Reed—you were the one who took the photos, right? Even though you've never admitted it, and played dumb when Logan Mercer asked you, I know it was you. Am I right?"

Tommy's gaze sharpened, his expression shifting slightly.

Natalie Brooks, 38, married, a top-tier actress signed with Zenith Media.

Viktor Reed, 26, unmarried with a girlfriend, a rising actor and singer, also signed with Zenith Media.

Logan Mercer, Senior Vice President of Zenith Media and President of the Film and Television Division, the second-in-command at Zenith Media.

In April two years ago, the well-known paparazzi group "New Vision Studio" suddenly broke the news online about Viktor Reed and Natalie Brooks vacationing together abroad.

Natalie had always been Zenith Media's heavily promoted actress.

After the scandal broke, her career plummeted, and her stardom was utterly destroyed!

Viktor, who had just risen to fame, was directly driven out of the entertainment industry because of this incident!

On the surface, this incident appeared to be New Vision Studio capturing compromising material on Natalie.

Since New Vision Studio and Zenith Media had never been allies, they only needed to contact Zenith Media's competitor, secure payment, and release the damaging information directly to "take down" Natalie!

But Alexander knew.

This was actually orchestrated by Tommy Calder!

Tommy and Zenith Media were as thick as thieves. Normally, he wouldn't expose any scandals involving Zenith Media, nor would he investigate them; he'd even protect Zenith Media's artists from other paparazzi studios.

With Logan Mercer as his backer, he naturally had to work for Zenith Media.

There was a reason Tommy acted against his "own side" that time!

Natalie Brooks was arrogant. After years of fame, she had a big ego and a short temper.

Many incidents of her diva behavior had been smoothed over by Tommy mobilizing his online army to guide public opinion!

The two had clashed before!

At an internal Zenith Media banquet, which Tommy also attended, Natalie—constantly harassed by paparazzi over minor scandals—made veiled and direct remarks criticizing Tommy, looking down on the paparazzi and feeling he didn't deserve to be there, even saying so publicly.

It wasn't that Natalie had shockingly low emotional intelligence—she was just too full of herself!

Her new TV Show was a massive hit at the time, making her incredibly popular! During that period, her popularity even surpassed some fresh-faced idol actors.

Tommy had already found her annoying—a constant troublemaker. After that incident, he basically stopped covering up for her. Eventually, Tommy discovered her affair...

Then, they had further disputes at various events.

Tommy advised her to tone it down.

She snapped back at him.

So, Tommy had her followed for three months, successfully obtaining concrete photos of her affair.

Then, through an intermediary, he sold the photos to New Vision Studio, which then negotiated with Zenith Media's competitor to price and release the images!

New Vision Studio didn't even know Tommy had taken the photos! They didn't care where the material originally came from—as long as it was explosive enough, they'd buy it! Then resell it for a profit!

The paparazzi industry domestically had become quite mature, operating on a purely commercial model!

Tommy had managed to keep it entirely under wraps!

Aside from key trusted members of his studio, no outsiders knew he was behind Natalie Brooks's downfall!

Logan Mercer had even asked Tommy if he'd heard any rumors beforehand, and Tommy played dumb.

"Mr. Ciotta, I don't understand what you're talking about." Though internally shocked that Alexander could possibly know it was him—since there weren't even external rumors pointing his way—Tommy didn't show it and continued feigning ignorance.

"Don't understand?" Alexander smiled. "Then let me say something you will understand. It happened this year, right after the Festival in March. You went to the capital... March 6th, 10 a.m., you met a man surnamed Wally. Remember?"

This time, Alexander spoke vaguely, intentionally omitting more critical details, but it made Tommy's face drastically change.

He immediately reached into his jacket, pulled out his phone, and ended the call!

The phone had been on a call the entire time.

Since before he entered!

The person on the other end was his key subordinate, Old D!

Tommy had Old D listening in real-time to their conversation to ensure his safety!

But what Alexander just mentioned—Tommy didn't want anyone to hear it!

Even trusted associates wouldn't do!

All core members of Wave Studio knew about Natalie Brooks's matter, and Old D was aware too—it was fine for him to hear.

But the second matter Alexander was about to bring up was something Tommy had been secretly scheming on his own!

Since Tommy had deliberately kept others in the dark, no one else could find out! That incident alone was enough to shatter his studio and ruin his career!

Truthfully, Tommy wasn't sure how much Alexander knew or how detailed his information was.

But!

The first matter—Alexander had gotten it right!

So for the second matter, Tommy didn't dare gamble!

"Wouldn't it have been easier to bring it out earlier? Didn't I say negotiations require sincerity?" Alexander smiled, watching Tommy.

He lifted his teacup again, took a sip, then set it down and picked up the teapot to refill his cup.

Throughout this, Tommy clutched his phone, glowering darkly at Alexander.

After pouring his tea and setting the pot aside, Alexander turned to Tommy and said, "The recorder? Aren't you going to take it out?" He chuckled as he spoke.

That laugh sent a chill down Tommy's spine.

It was as if Alexander saw right through him, knew all his secrets.

Tommy hated this feeling intensely.

But since Alexander had called him out, Tommy knew pretending was pointless.

He reached into his jacket, produced the recorder, and turned it off in front of Alexander.

"Now that's more like it! That's what I call sincerity!" Alexander laughed.

Tommy had reached his limit.

He knew he'd entirely fallen into Alexander's rhythm—continuing like this was untenable.

With that thought, Tommy reached into his jacket again, fumbled briefly, and pulled out a thick stack of photos, slapping them directly onto the table.

The photos scattered across the surface—images of Ashley Carter and Alexander outside the restaurant last night. Among them, the shot of Ashley leaning over, arms wrapped around Alexander's neck, and kissing his cheek stood out starkly.

"Mr. Alexander! I know you've investigated me, and you're good, I admit it!" Tommy stared expressionlessly at Alexander. "But let's be honest—compared to my issues, yours are far more serious, aren't they? What do you think would happen if Miss Jasmine Doran saw these photos?"

A smirk curled at the corner of Tommy's lips.

He was going to turn the tables—

A desperate counterattack!

Tommy had played his trump card.

He had initially intended to talk with Alexander first, testing the waters and hoping to provoke Alexander into admitting to kidnapping and unlawful imprisonment—all while recording the conversation.

When the timing was right, he would reveal his hand!

But shortly after starting the conversation with Alexander, his secret recording was exposed. His phone was forced to hang up, and he completely lost his composure!

However!

It didn't matter!

Tommy felt it was no big deal—the outcome wouldn't change anyway! He decided he couldn't remain passive any longer; he had to seize the initiative.

A dozen or so photos were scattered across the table.

Tommy instinctively crossed his arms, a faint, almost imperceptible smirk playing on his lips.

His entire demeanor suddenly radiated confidence and superiority, as if he held all the cards.

Alexander glanced at the photos on the table—all taken from the same angle. They showed Ashley holding his arm, whispering in his ear, kissing his cheek, her smile as radiant and captivating as a blooming flower.

"Not bad photography!" Alexander looked at Tommy and remarked with a smile.

It had to be said, Tommy's photography skills were truly impressive—extremely professional.

The scenes in the photos were beautifully composed, almost cinematic in quality.

Because the shots were zoomed in, it was hard to tell they were taken from a hidden perspective; they nearly resembled artistic portraits.

"Mr. Alexander, there's no need to pretend you don't care." Tommy slightly raised his chin and adjusted his glasses. "Let me be frank with you—I've been tailing you since you left for dinner yesterday. I've seen every move you've made!"

As he spoke, Tommy gestured with his hand, pointing two fingers back and forth between his own eyes and Alexander's.

His body language fully conveyed the shift in his mindset.

"Although I don't know exactly what relationship this girl has with you and Miss Jasmine Doran," Tommy indicated toward the photos, his eyes fixed on Alexander, "I'm certain the nature of your connection is something you'd want to keep hidden."

"You can't fool me, Mr. Alexander! Last night, I saw with my own eyes that when Miss Doran appeared, this girl deliberately distanced herself from you, keeping her space..."

"She left in the same car as Miss Doran last night. I assume they're quite close—best friends? Or something else?"

"Even a rabbit doesn't eat the grass by its own burrow! Mr. Alexander, you've crossed a line!"

"Honestly, I don't know what you were thinking. Miss Jasmine Doran is exceptional in both looks and talent, and as for her temper... I believe you know it better than I do!"

"Would killing someone even be a big deal for the eldest granddaughter of the Doran family?"

Tommy was articulate and growing more confident by the minute, his smile widening.

He was trying to provoke Alexander's emotions while preemptively shutting down any excuses Alexander might offer. He wasn't about to give Alexander another chance to posture and manipulate him.

"I know—I can guess—that your ability to wield such influence in New York must rely heavily on the help of the Doran siblings. Capturing my men was Dante Doran's doing, wasn't it?"

"I've heard that Mr. Dante is extremely protective of his sister, Jasmine. He's willing to work for you because of her, but he could just as easily make you disappear for her sake. Don't you think?"

He was rambling now.

Tommy was in a state of mind where he felt he was finally getting things off his chest.

He had been too repressed before, all because of Alexander, so since he had started speaking, he decided to lay everything out! He made no attempt to conceal his aggression!

From the way he referred to Jasmine Doran and Dante Doran, it was clear he viewed Alexander separately from the Doran siblings.

Subconsciously, he didn't dare to speak ill of Jasmine Doran or Dante Doran!

Even his manner of addressing them carried a tone of respect!

Clap! Clap! Clap!

Applause!

Alexander raised his hand with a smile, applauding Tommy.

"Brilliant!" Alexander said.

Tommy's expression darkened further.

Alexander's demeanor irritated him—it was infuriating!

Tommy wasn't usually one to lose his temper easily, but Alexander always gave off the impression that he didn't take Tommy seriously at all!

That fake smile made Tommy want to see Alexander's composure break, to tear down his pretentious facade!

"Mr. Ciotta, I must remind you again!" Tommy spoke up once more. "If I go missing today, you'll be on the front page of tomorrow's news! Besides, I have many backups of these photos. I've already sent them to my company..."

Though Tommy appeared to be growing more confident, deep down, he was still worried that Alexander might resort to extreme measures!

"So?" Alexander smiled as he looked at Tommy, pausing briefly before gesturing toward the photos on the table. "Are you threatening me?"

"You can interpret it that way." Tommy made no attempt to hide it!

He had no reservations, not even fearing that Alexander might be recording him.

From a legal standpoint, he wasn't doing anything wrong—he wasn't demanding money or anything of the sort. Even if it were illegal, he wouldn't care.

He held Alexander's deadly black material in his hands!

Moreover, Alexander had previously mentioned his own affairs.

Tommy also understood that Alexander knew plenty of his own unsavory secrets.

The current situation was one where both sides held damaging information about the other.

It all came down to whose secrets were more damaging and who had more to lose!

Tommy believed that Alexander should be the one afraid.

"How about this"? Alexander spoke again, gesturing toward the photos. "Send these photos to Jasmine and Dan right now. Send them over, let them see—"

The smile vanished from Tommy's face, and his expression shifted slightly.

"Mr. Ciotta, do you think I wouldn't dare?" Tommy narrowed his eyes.

"This isn't about daring or not. Just send them." Alexander smiled.

But Tommy stared at Alexander, unmoving.

The private room fell silent for a moment.

Tommy felt threatened.

He thought Alexander wasn't actually asking him to send the photos but was provoking him—a stubborn, immature refusal to back down, typical of young people!

But! If he were to send the photos right in front of Alexander... Tommy estimated that Alexander would pull out a gun or attack him directly!

The most frightening thing about young people was their immaturity and impulsiveness!

Regardless of whether he felt threatened, Tommy actually had no intention of sending the photos. That wasn't the outcome he wanted. He didn't want the negotiations to break down; what he wanted was for Alexander to yield to the threat!

The private room remained silent.

The two men locked eyes.


Chapter 23: Scared out of his wits.

Suddenly, Alexander reached into his jacket. Tommy's face paled instantly, and he shot to his feet, only to stop abruptly. The chair screeched as his legs bumped against it, the sound jarring in the quiet room.

Tommy had thought Alexander was going to pull out a gun or something, but Alexander merely took out his phone.

"Why are you so jumpy?" Alexander asked with a strange laugh, then picked up his phone in one hand and the photo of Ashley Carter kissing him from the table with the other, moving it closer before setting it down again.

He opened the camera function on his phone, leveling it to capture the photo on the table.

Click!

Alexander snapped a picture of the photo.

"Aren't you going to send it?" Alexander said, looking up at Tommy Calder. "Then I will!"

Opening his messages, Alexander sent the photo to Jasmine.

Tommy was utterly stunned. Standing as he was, he could clearly see Alexander's every move—including the recipient's profile picture, which was indeed Jasmine Doran's.

But he suspected it was fake!

Otherwise, was Alexander insane?

"Sent it." After sending the photo, Alexander even showed Tommy his phone screen as proof.

Tommy sat back down and spoke again: "Mr. Alexander, I don't think you need to put on an act for me. I know you didn't send it to Miss Jasmine. You can't fool—"

Ring ring ring…

Before Tommy could finish, Alexander's phone rang.

Alexander, already holding the device, answered immediately and put it on speakerphone before tossing it onto the table.

"Hey, Jasmine," Alexander said.

"Darling? Did you send that photo?" Jasmine Doran's voice came through the phone.

"Yeah, it's a pretty good shot, isn't it?" Alexander replied.

"It's not bad. Why send it to me... to piss me off?" Jasmine retorted, sounding annoyed.

"No, why would I want to upset you?" Alexander chuckled. "Tommy took the photo. The guy actually has some talent as a photographer, right? Maybe we can have him take our pictures too."

"Tommy......Calder?" Jasmine clearly paused, her tone turning noticeably colder. "That guy is so annoying! Did he approach you? Should I handle it? I can make him shut up."

"No need. Just... going through the motions with you. It's fine now," Alexander said with a smile.

The words were a bit odd, but given Jasmine's understanding of Alexander, she grasped what he was doing.

"Alright then, I'll let you get back to your business," Jasmine said.

The call ended.

Alexander placed his phone back on the table and looked up at Tommy again, smiling!

Silence filled the private room.

Beads of cold sweat had already formed on Tommy's forehead.

Tommy was utterly bewildered!

He recognized Jasmine's voice. Last night, when he couldn't sleep, he had specifically researched online about Jasmine Doran, Dante Doran, and other prominent business figures close to Alexander, such as Frank Delaney!

Alexander's personal information wasn't available online.

But those related individuals were all publicly documented figures! Especially Jasmine Doran!

While it was challenging to find details about her background online, information about her business dealings, news articles, and video materials were readily accessible!

Why was Jasmine Doran reacting this way? Shouldn't she be furious about those photos? Instead, she even asked Alexander if he was deliberately trying to provoke her, as if she had known about them before?

Moreover, did Jasmine Doran know about him?

And she said she was annoyed and wanted to "handle" it? To make him shut up?

Tommy understood perfectly well that Jasmine Doran's words "handle" and "shut up" couldn't be taken literally! Most likely, it didn't mean just making him stop talking—it meant making him unable to speak forever!

For powerful families like the Dorans, someone like Tommy Calder, who operated in the gray areas of the entertainment industry—no matter how strong his connections or how special his status—was nothing but a small fry! Making him disappear or framing him for a crime would be simple!

Tommy was acutely aware of this.

So when Jasmine Doran mentioned "handling" the situation, he broke out in a cold sweat! If Alexander had agreed at that moment, he would have been finished!

And now, even though Alexander hadn't agreed...

It felt like just a different way to die!

Why was Jasmine Doran like that? Tommy couldn't figure it out, nor did he have the mental energy to analyze what was really going on, because it no longer mattered!

The important thing was that the "lethal weapon" he had considered—the damaging information that could deal a fatal blow to Alexander—had lost its effectiveness at this moment!

It was useless now!

The confidence Tommy had felt earlier was now replaced by sheer terror!

Alexander's habitual smile, which Tommy had previously seen as arrogance and posturing, now appeared terrifying and unfathomable in his eyes!

It was only at this moment that Tommy suddenly realized: Alexander never changed his expression!

He always maintained that smile!

Tommy couldn't analyze anything useful from Alexander's expression or eyes! He couldn't do it, and neither could anyone else! This kind of consistent emotional control only appeared in people with extremely deep cunning!

Any subtle change in a person's expression, even a smile, conveys different feelings—whether reserved, stiff, or awkward! They all reflect a person's psychological state!

But Tommy... he now had no idea what Alexander was thinking!

When one person finds another frightening, the former often subconsciously elevates the latter's every action and demeanor, analyzing whether there's a deeper meaning behind them!

In reality, Alexander was just smiling out of habit.

The private room was so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

Alexander maintained his smile as he looked at Tommy, making Tommy's hair stand on end and sending chills down his spine!

He no longer knew how to negotiate with Alexander! The situation had reversed entirely—he was now at Alexander's mercy, to be exploited however Alexander pleased!

Alexander was the butcher with the knife, and he was the fish on the chopping block! There was no possibility of turning the tables!

Alexander looked at Tommy, then suddenly picked up his teacup and took a sip.

"You know," Alexander spoke with a smile, "I'm not particularly fond of being threatened. Those who threaten me usually don't end up well."

As he finished speaking, Alexander set down his teacup.

"Al- Mr Ciotta! I believe this may be a misunderstanding!" Tommy spoke up, his demeanor drastically different from before.

What was dignity?

What was pride?

Were they more important than life itself?

As he spoke, Tommy hurriedly stood up, picked up the teapot from the table, pressed the lid with his other hand, and leaned forward with a bowed back to pour tea into Alexander's cup.

The sound of pouring tea filled the air...

"Mr. Ciotta, please have some tea, have some tea." After pouring the tea, Tommy sat back down, his entire being radiating an unnatural tension.

He was highly strung.

"A misunderstanding?" Alexander steadied his teacup with one hand and smiled at Tommy. "As I recall, right after you took photos of Miss Charlotte, I called you immediately and warned you, didn't I? What did you do? You posted a preview online and even came to New York to film me! Why do you think this is a misunderstanding?"

Alexander came across as somewhat aggressive!

This aligned perfectly with Tommy's perception of Alexander.

Looking back now, Tommy felt deep regret!

He had actually had many options at the time!

For instance, he could have called Alexander to reconcile, promised not to publish the photos, and begged Alexander to release his people.

Or he could have called Charlotte to apologize and smooth things over.

It could have been resolved so easily, without any of the subsequent conflicts and troubles!

But Tommy himself had made what now seemed like the worst and most disastrous choice!

"Mr. Ciotta, I... I know I've caused you and Miss Charlotte some psychological and emotional distress. I admit it's my fault, and I can compensate you..." Tommy, his nerves stretched to the limit, gestured unconsciously with his hands as he spoke. He was trying hard to control his emotions, striving to appear as sincere as possible.

Tommy had strong mental fortitude; at least he wasn't letting his panic show on his face.

He was also a straightforward person—no beating around the bush, just admitting fault and offering compensation!

"Compensation? How do you plan to compensate?" Alexander's smile took on a strange twist. "With money?"

Alexander's mention of money, coupled with the shift in his expression, led Tommy to believe that Alexander wanted money!

Money could resolve the vast majority of conflicts!

Whether it was disputes among ordinary people or feuds between powerful families, money was often at the heart of it!

"Mr. Ciotta, name your price! I'll pay you for emotional damages!" Tommy was direct.

He would be more than happy to settle this with money!

That would be the most straightforward, cleanest way!

A clean break!

"Do you have a lot of money?" Alexander countered with a smile. "You say it so easily!"

His tone didn't sound like doubt, but more like a prelude to making an exorbitant demand!

"I certainly can't compare to you, Mr. Ciotta, but... I'll do everything in my power." Tommy quickly responded, his posture growing increasingly submissive. "Just name a figure, and I'll make sure, absolutely make sure, to meet it!"

"Do you think I'm extorting you?" Alexander asked again.

"No, no, no! It's not extortion; it's compensation for your emotional distress!" Tommy emphasized. "It's emotional compensation!"

Alexander fell silent for a moment, as if pondering, then picked up his teacup and took a sip.

Tommy's heart was in his throat. He had already decided that even if it cost him five or ten million, he would settle this matter. ‘Even fifteen…….I can manage that.’

"I've heard..." Alexander began again as he set down his teacup, his tone unhurried, "that you, Mr. Tommy, personally earn over twenty million a year now. Is that true?" After speaking, Alexander raised an eyebrow at Tommy.

Tommy's face changed color.

From the sound of it, this wasn't just a hefty demand—

Tommy Calder's annual income indeed exceeds twenty million now! Comparable to those red-hot top celebrities.

But the money he manages to save each year isn't that astronomical.

Tommy has enormous expenses! Some expenditures don't even appear on the company's financial records, and he still has to pay taxes.

Moreover, Tommy didn't start earning this much from the beginning. His income grew in stages as his studio business expanded.

Currently, Tommy's total net worth is only around 158 million.

And most of that... Tommy can't possibly keep that much cash on hand - most of it has been invested, leaving only a few million readily available!

"Yes... yes, roughly twenty..." Tommy spoke, not daring to lie. He knew Alexander could easily verify his annual income, so lying would be pointless.

"Paparazzi make this much money, huh?" Alexander smiled, crossing his arms and resting his elbows on the table. Tilting his head while maintaining his smile, he added, "So do you have 158 million?"

Tommy's mind went blank with a thunderous shock.

He was utterly stunned!

Alexander actually wanted his entire net worth?!

Tommy stared at Alexander with a rigid expression, his eyes slightly glazed. Alexander actually wanted his entire fortune? What kind of grudge was this?!

This was pushing someone to their absolute limit!

For a fleeting moment, anger surged in Tommy's heart, but it vanished almost instantly, replaced by a profound sense of helplessness!

He had no way to break this deadlock—he couldn't fight back against Alexander!

Even Jasmine Doran had "declared" she would deal with him! So there was no need to overthink this: if he couldn't resist, he just couldn't!

If they said they'd destroy him, they could destroy him!

So...

Money or life?

If money was gone, he could earn it back. But if his life was gone, everything would be over!

"Mr. Alexander... I... don't have that much cash on hand." Tommy finally spoke after a long pause, hoping to negotiate the price with Alexander.

And by saying this, he was essentially admitting he'd chosen to pay up!

"I never asked how much cash you have." Alexander smiled at Tommy. "I'm talking about your assets. 158 million, do you have that?"

"I... I do." Beads of sweat the size of peas had already formed on Tommy's forehead. He quickly added, "But most of it is tied up in real estate, stocks, and some investments that can't be liquidated in the short term..."

The pressure was overwhelming.

Tommy was so tense he felt almost delirious.

It had been years since he'd experienced this kind of psychological stress—even stronger than the nerves he felt during his first time stalking and secretly photographing a celebrity!

Alexander picked up his teacup and took another sip.

Setting it down, he smiled and asked, "You've been in this industry for almost fifteen years, right?"

"Yes, almost..." Tommy replied, unsure why Alexander had suddenly brought this up but feeling compelled to answer.

"Fifteen years, 158 million," Alexander repeated with a smile, his gaze fixed intently on Tommy.

Tommy felt every hair on his body stand on end.

He even got the impression that Alexander had a twisted sense of humor—was he trying to take away everything he'd worked for over fifteen years in one fell swoop?

Tommy felt as if he'd reached a crossroads in his life!

"Your line of work is quite profitable." Alexander smiled at Tommy again, but Tommy couldn't muster even a hint of a smile. The pressure was driving him to the brink of insanity.

Then Alexander continued, "But it's not as lucrative as I imagined. Being the top in your industry for over a decade, and just a hundred million to show for it..."

Tommy's mind buzzed with confusion.

Was Alexander still not satisfied?! Did he think it was too little?!

But then Alexander's tone shifted. "Well, Mr. Calder, I've been thinking about getting into some business in the entertainment industry lately. We could collaborate. I wonder if you'd be interested, Mr. Calder?"

Tommy was stunned.

Dumbfounded.

Completely bewildered!

He seemed to have lost his senses again, utterly unable to process what was happening.

He even wondered if he'd misheard! Was this a hallucination from the overwhelming pressure? A delusion born of extreme fear?

What was Alexander saying?!

"Yes, yes! Interested! I'm extremely interested, Mr. Alexander! So interested!" Tommy suddenly burst out excitedly, like a frenzied patient.

He leaped to his feet, shouting with exhilaration, his hands trembling as he picked up the teapot to refill Alexander's cup!

The immense pressure he'd felt moments ago was now replaced by sheer euphoria!

From hell to heaven!

Alexander wasn't taking his money! He was proposing a cooperation!

Even though the money was his, Tommy felt as if he'd just stumbled upon a hundred million for free!

However, in reality, Alexander had never once mentioned wanting money to Tommy from start to finish—he hadn't uttered a single word along those lines!

It was Tommy who brought up the idea of payment; Alexander had only asked him how much money he had!

From beginning to end, Alexander never intended to do anything to Tommy. If he had wanted to cause trouble, Tommy would have been finished yesterday!

To be honest, Alexander genuinely admired Tommy as a person!

What he valued even more was the intelligence-gathering capability Tommy currently possessed!

That was the most crucial aspect!

During the Endless Sundays in the time loop, when Alexander investigated Tommy, he was astonished to discover that Tommy's intelligence-gathering skills, his patience, his caution, and his boldness far exceeded the rumors about him—beyond imagination!

Tommy had a habit: cultivating informants!

His network within the entertainment industry could be traced back over a decade, all serving his work as a paparazzi reporter.

The entire entertainment world was filled with his informants!

The affair involving Natalie was extremely well-hidden, having only begun a few months prior.

Even Zenith Media's internal circles were unaware. Although Natalie had offended Tommy before, since she was considered "one of their own," Tommy initially had no intention of investigating her.

After all, with no rumors circulating, it seemed likely nothing was amiss, and investigating would just be a waste of time!

Yet, Tommy still "passively" learned about Natalie's affair! It was only after repeated disputes that he formally dispatched someone to investigate based on that initial clue!

The reason he was able to obtain the lead and uncover her infidelity was precisely because of… an informant!

Tommy was exceptionally generous when it came to paying for informants' tips.

Even if the intelligence was useless or he had no intention of using it, he would still pay!

This made the informants he had scattered throughout the entertainment industry very willing to proactively share information with him!

From personal assistants to secretaries, from employees in various departments of entertainment companies, countless individuals had provided Tommy with intelligence over the years!

These informants were essentially "cultivated" by Tommy through repeated payments!

In truth, any well-known paparazzi studio has informants, but the sheer number of informants under Tommy's control could only be described as staggering!

His work phone alone stored thousands of contact numbers!

To put it bluntly: Tommy commanded an informal intelligence organization!

Alexander wouldn't go so far as to claim that Tommy's intelligence network was the strongest non-governmental organization in the country, but… he had yet to find anyone on a non-official level with greater intelligence-gathering capabilities than Tommy!

Of course, this exclusion of non-governmental entities didn't include Alexander himself!

Although Tommy's intelligence was focused on the entertainment industry, the industry itself is vast. Virtually any commercial activity intersects with it…

Products require celebrity endorsements!

Advertising requires sponsorships for variety shows and film/TV dramas!

In a way, Tommy was quite similar to Alexander.

Alexander had once falsely presented himself to Jasmine as an "information broker," whereas Tommy was an actual information broker in every sense!

Like Alexander, he knew many secrets others would prefer to keep hidden!

The difference was: Alexander dared to play the game—and he could play it! He knew how to leverage situations, form alliances, and operate on a grand scale!

Tommy, however, couldn't play that game. He didn't dare. He lacked the background and the ability to create one for himself! If he overplayed his hand, it would mean his downfall!

Thus, he dared to expose scandals only, earning his living in the entertainment industry as a paparazzi reporter!

This wasn't necessarily wrong, because that's precisely what he was—a paparazzi reporter!

However, in Alexander's view, Tommy Calder hadn't utilized his intelligence capabilities effectively—far from it!

Of course, this wasn't entirely Tommy's fault.

After all, he lacked Alexander's ten millennia of experience, and the fragmentation of intelligence made it difficult for him to conceive a complete "grand play" in advance and execute it step by step!

"Mr. Ciotta, have some tea, have some tea!" Tommy's hand trembled as he poured tea for Alexander, spilling some in the process, but no one paid attention to such details at the moment.

He then poured tea for himself.

After setting down the teapot and sitting, he picked up his cup and took a large gulp. His emotions had been fluctuating wildly, and he felt he'd had a tough time—he needed to calm down!

After downing the tea in one go, Tommy wiped his mouth, set the cup down, and said, "Cooperation! Cooperation is great! Hahahaha, Mr. Ciotta, I guess we can say we started as foes but ended as friends, hahaha..."

Alexander had given him an opening.

So he straightforwardly... tried to cozy up to Alexander!

"I plan to establish a company... Before that, I need you to do two things!" Having laid enough groundwork, Alexander officially began discussing matters with Tommy.

"Mr. Ciotta, please go ahead! Don't say two things—even if it were twenty, I'd get them done for you!" Tommy eagerly agreed.

As long as Alexander didn't demand his entire fortune or push him to the brink, he was willing to agree to anything Alexander said right now!

"Just two things!" Alexander raised two fingers and continued, "First, you need to apologize to Miss Charlotte. How you compensate her is up to you!"

"No problem, no problem! I will apologize to Miss Langford!" Tommy agreed without hesitation.

"Second thing." Alexander looked at Tommy. "I'll give you the scoop on Miles Corbett's affair with Lena Blackwood. You expose it."

"Ah?" Tommy was stunned again.

Miles Corbett having an affair with Lena Blackwood? When did that happen? How come he didn't know about it?

But that wasn't the main point!

The key issue was that Miles was an extremely influential superstar actor in the entertainment industry, the top male star of Zenith Media!

Moreover, he was also a minor shareholder in Zenith Media.

Exposing his scandal would mean turning against Zenith Media—a complete and irreparable break!

Tommy instinctively hesitated briefly. "Taking out" Zenith Media's top male star and breaking with Zenith Media entirely was something Tommy had never dared to consider.

Since Zenith Media was his backer, they were naturally more powerful than him and an entity he couldn't afford to provoke.

Although Tommy wasn't a Zenith Media employee—their relationship was merely mutually beneficial with no debts owed between them—still!

They had collaborated for too many years! A sudden betrayal would inevitably lead to retaliation!

Tommy understood that Alexander was demanding that he present a "proof of allegiance"!

"Alright! Mr. Alexander! I agree! No problem!" After hesitating for only three seconds, Tommy plastered on an excited smile and readily agreed!

Something he had never dared to imagine before, he now decided upon easily!

He even felt a sense of eagerness!

Because he had reasoned through the logic! He felt this was an opportunity for him to turn misfortune into a blessing!

Severing ties with Zenith Media, losing this backer, and facing retaliation from them would indeed be difficult!

But!

Thinking about it conversely!

Cooperating with Alexander meant gaining two powerful forces behind him! The Doran Family! And the Langford Family!

Although it wasn't clear exactly what relationship Charlotte Langford had with Alexander, the fact that Charlotte could have breakfast with Alexander in her nightgown early in the morning indicated their relationship was very close!

The influence behind Charlotte alone was enough to rival Zenith Media!

And the Doran Family! Was an existence Zenith Media wouldn't dare provoke!

In other words, while losing Zenith Media as a major backer, he would gain even greater support!

Naturally, Tommy felt eager! He even thought he should work hard to curry favor with Alexander!

The two negotiated very smoothly.

Alexander had psychologically backed Tommy into a corner, then opened an escape route, offering him a bright path forward. Tommy appeared to have made the optimal choice—one that could lead to even greater success!

But in reality, this was the only choice Alexander had left him!

With trust between them lacking, Alexander needed to quickly secure an agreement; this was the only arrangement possible!

Next, the two discussed Miles Corbett's affair with Lena Blackwood.

Mainly, Alexander spoke while Tommy listened.

Alexander even had Tommy turn on a recorder to document the detailed information he recounted... because Alexander had so much to say, with extremely precise details that Tommy couldn't possibly memorize on the spot!

Miles Corbett, forty-three years old this year, had been in the industry for nearly two decades. Though a veteran, he was considered a mid-generation powerhouse actor. In his early years, the TV dramas he starred in successively won annual ratings championships, cementing his status as a film and television superstar!

Lena Blackwood, twenty-nine years old this year, was a popular actress signed under G Media. Three years ago, Zenith and G Media co-produced the epic love drama "Love in Those Years," with Miles Corbett and Lena playing the male and female leads, respectively.

That was their first and only collaboration!

But it was during this sole collaboration that they became involved.

At the time, Lena had a boyfriend—they had been together for several years—who was also an actor, while Miles had been married for over a decade and had a ten-year-old son!

Both were cheating on their partners!

Alexander provided Tommy with exceptionally detailed information—so thorough that Tommy found it hard to believe!

However, much of what Alexander said could be verified!

For example, Alexander told Tommy that Lena had a "secondary account" online where she anonymously recorded some daily interactions with Miles.

He also disclosed their backup phone numbers, frequent meeting spots, and the dates and locations of several overseas vacations.

Alexander revealed everything—all verifiable!

"The two meet weekly, often spending the night together either at Apartment 601, D Building, 19 H Road, G District, California, or at Villa B-4, Dim International Villa Community, D District, Boston..."

"In the past two months, Miles has been filming at H Studios. Lena just wrapped up her new project and isn't too busy. Since they're pretty close, location-wise, I personally suspect they've been meeting there—with Lena being likely the one visiting..."

Alexander had laid out nearly all the details.

"That's enough!" Alexander signaled to Tommy.

Tommy promptly switched off the voice recorder.

"Can we get photos this week?" Alexander asked Tommy.

"Absolutely! With this many leads, it's guaranteed!" Tommy assured him without hesitation.

Alexander had provided an overwhelming amount of critical information—any single piece alone would have been a viable lead to pursue. Now, with everything combined, if Tommy couldn't capture photographic evidence soon, he wouldn't deserve his reputation as the top paparazzo!

"Um... Mr. Alexander, I have a question," Tommy ventured cautiously. "How... how did you come by all this?"

"We're in the same line of work—intelligence gathering," Alexander replied with a faint smile.

"Ah..." Tommy feigned understanding.

In truth, he didn't believe it at all but sensed Alexander's reluctance to elaborate, so he played along and dropped the subject.

The two continued their private discussion for another half hour.

Unnoticed, the clock approached 3 p.m.

Their conversation concluded.

They exited the Teahouse one by one. At the entrance, Tommy proactively shook Alexander's hand and watched him get into his car and drive away.

Only after the Lamborghini had disappeared into the distance did Tommy withdraw his gaze. Standing by the roadside, he pulled out the voice recorder again, examined it, and clenched it tightly in his hand.

Even now, Tommy felt a surge of exhilaration.

He nearly sighed aloud at the whimsy of life—coming to New York had been the right move!


Chapter 24: Why are you giving ME money?

Meanwhile.

In the West District, Villa C-9, Lilac International Villa Community.

Charlotte Langford had moved out of the hotel and officially relocated to Celeste's home the previous night.

Celeste had extended the invitation out of guilt—the paparazzi incident at the hotel she'd arranged had left her eager to make amends.

Staying at Celeste's was indeed safer than the hotel, so Charlotte agreed.

In the basement level.

Inside the home gym.

It was a spacious private fitness room—Celeste had spared no expense during the villa's renovation, equipping it with a home theater, gym, and recording studio.

Only Charlotte was in the gym.

Dressed in yoga attire, the pants hugged her slender waist and wide hips, and displayed the full softness and firmness of her butt, while her shirt was stretched by her impressive bust. So much so, her toned tummy was left bare and exposed.

She balanced on one foot atop a yoga mat, her body extended in a highly challenging pose...

She was practicing yoga.

Charlotte had developed a passion for yoga in recent years. As a celebrity, maintaining her figure was essential, and yoga helped her focus and quiet her mind.

She greatly enjoyed this type of exercise that appeared gentle but was actually quite strenuous.

Celeste's home gym was fully equipped, and Charlotte happened to have yoga clothes in her luggage, so she decided to get some exercise.

Working out several times a week was part of Charlotte's regular routine.

Tap, tap, tap!

Suddenly, rapid footsteps echoed from outside the door, growing closer - the distinct sound of high heels.

Bang!

The gym door was abruptly pushed open.

It was her assistant, Neema Lee.

"Boss, Tommy Calder is on the phone," Neema said breathlessly, having rushed over in haste.

"Hmm?" Charlotte turned her head to look at Neema, then slowly brought her extended body back to a neutral position, placing her other foot on the ground.

"What did he say?" Charlotte asked.

"He wants to meet with you and asked where you are. He wants to come find you," Neema reported.

Charlotte immediately frowned. "Tommy Calder is in New York?"

"From what he said, it seems so," Neema replied.

"That guy..." Charlotte's expression darkened.

She didn't even need to ask Neema why Tommy Calder wanted to see her.

What else could it be?

The paparazzi had taken photos and already issued advance notice. Him coming to meet in person at this time could only mean one thing - he wanted money.

Charlotte thought carefully.

Although this matter had already been assigned to Alexander...

But!

Since Tommy had come looking for her and made contact first, meeting with him might actually be a good idea!

It would be best to negotiate directly and settle this matter once and for all! To avoid any further trouble!

"What did you tell him?" Charlotte asked Neema after a moment's thought.

"I said I'd call him back shortly," Neema said, gesturing with the phone clutched in her hand.

"Hmm..." Charlotte pondered for a moment, then looked at Neema and asked, "Generally speaking, for this kind of situation where paparazzi have taken photos... how much money exactly would be needed to buy them back?"

Charlotte only knew the general range, but she had never personally experienced this kind of situation, so she didn't know the specifics.

"Probably... possibly... at least 10 million," Neema said in an uncertain tone.

Charlotte pressed her lips together, paused briefly, then declared: "Prepare 15 million! Use the company account. Call Tommy Calder back, but don't let him come to Miss Celeste's home. Arrange to meet him somewhere else..."

Charlotte had already decided in her heart that if Tommy Calder agreed, she would spend money to buy back the photos!

Neema went to make preparations.

She contacted the company's finance department to arrange cash and called Tommy to arrange a meeting location!

Charlotte also left the gym. She was still wearing yoga clothes and needed to go upstairs to change.

The master bedroom and secondary bedroom on the second floor faced each other across the hallway. When Charlotte returned to her room, the door to the master bedroom was open.

Celeste was lying in bed, hugging a pillow, watching a popular drama on her tablet, her posture relaxed, yet just as much, her curves were on display for any to admire.

Alas, only Charlotte was around, and she didn't lean that way.

Since Charlotte was practicing yoga, Celeste had nothing to do and decided to catch up on the TV series she'd been following that had updated last night.

Celeste heard footsteps.

When she got up and stepped out of the bedroom, she saw the door across the hallway closing. She approached and knocked, asking, "Ms. Langford? Are you done with your practice?"

She felt somewhat puzzled—Charlotte had said she would practice for an hour, but barely any time had passed. Why was she back already?

"The door isn't locked," Charlotte replied.

Celeste pushed the door open and entered.

Charlotte had already started changing clothes, with the top peeled away to reveal her firm breasts, and the yoga pants halfway down.

Since they were both women, there was nothing to be shy about—Charlotte wasn't that fussy.

"I'm stopping for now. I need to go out soon," Charlotte said to Celeste at the door, offering a slight smile.

"Is something urgent? Do you need my help?" Celeste asked, always eager to assist her idol.

"No... It's fine," Charlotte hesitated before adding, "I'm just meeting an old friend."

Charlotte didn't tell Celeste the truth.

Mainly, she didn't want Celeste to get too involved in this matter, and she wanted to keep it from Alexander, worried that Celeste might tip him off.

On her way upstairs, Charlotte had considered whether to inform Alexander before meeting Tommy Calder.

She quickly decided against it for now!

Charlotte felt that Alexander's approach to handling this situation was really quite inappropriate!

Alexander simply didn't understand the entertainment industry!

It felt like he was messing around recklessly! Using threats and even kidnapping—it was too overbearing!

What she feared most was that if she notified Alexander and he found out she was meeting Tommy, he might drive over to join the discussion... which would definitely cause the negotiation to break down!

So, it was safer to talk with Tommy alone.

Whether it succeeded or not, she could tell Alexander afterward.

After changing clothes and chatting briefly with Celeste, Charlotte left!

Celeste didn't press for details about who Charlotte was meeting—since she'd said it was an old friend, there was no need to interrogate her.

The Rolls-Royce hit the road.

Naturally, Charlotte's bodyguard, Ali, was driving.

Assistant Neema Lee sat in the passenger seat.

Charlotte sat in the back.

"Boss, we're meeting at Qo Teahouse in the Central District. Tommy Calder said he's nearby and can go directly there..." Neema turned around to speak to Charlotte in the back seat.

She was holding her phone, which displayed map navigation information.

"Okay, good!" Charlotte nodded without saying much.

There was no need to ask further—Neema had worked for her for years and always handled things reliably.

About half an hour later.

Central District.

Qo Teahouse.

The Rolls-Royce appeared on the street, gradually slowing down before parking by the roadside outside the teahouse. Ali parked the car and got out along with Charlotte and Neema.

The three entered the building.

Neema gave the private room number to the hostess, who then escorted them upstairs.

Third floor, 7th room.

The hostess led the three to the door, pushed it open, said "please," and then left.

Without needing instructions, her bodyguard and assistant remained outside the door. Charlotte entered the room alone.

Inside the private room.

Tommy Calder had already stood up.

Seeing Charlotte enter, he stepped forward to greet her, beaming. "Hahaha, Miss Langford, it's my honor that you've graced us with your presence, hahaha..."

He laughed heartily and extended his hand toward Charlotte.

Charlotte had just removed her mask and raised her hand.

The two shook hands.

"Mr. Calder, I've long heard of your reputation," Charlotte said with a magnetic voice and a slight smile.

The atmosphere was very agreeable!

Paparazzi follow celebrities for money, while celebrities want to pay to avoid trouble.

Though naturally opposing parties, both sides had something to gain from the other, so... it was bound to be harmonious!

"Hahaha, I dare not claim such fame. When it comes to reputation, how could I compare to you, Miss Langford? Haha... Please, please, have a seat! I'm truly sorry to trouble you to come all this way. I had intended to visit you instead..."

Tommy laughed heartily as he invited Charlotte to sit, exchanging pleasantries.

Charlotte wasn't at all surprised by Tommy's excessive politeness because... it was always like this!

In such negotiation settings, paparazzi reporters always adopted an extremely humble posture.

All for the money!

And!

More importantly!

It was also to prevent being recorded!

Paparazzi reporters are always very skilled negotiators. They never use harsh words, only speak with hidden meanings or implications...

They would never utter any threatening statements! Not a single one! Because that could be classified as extortion! And with the amounts involved, it could land them in prison for life!

On the way here, Charlotte had carefully asked Neema about negotiating with paparazzi.

This was Charlotte's first time dealing with such a situation, while Neema had heard much more about it and understood it better than she did!

Neema had told Charlotte a lot and specifically warned her not to be fooled by the paparazzi reporter's fake demeanor!

15 million—not a cent more! Absolutely no further concessions!

"Miss Langford, first of all, I must apologize to you!" Tommy said to Charlotte, who was still wearing sunglasses, after they had sat down. He was getting straight to the point.

"My people have disturbed you! I'm truly sorry! Actually... I hope you can understand that in our line of work, making a living this way, we inevitably end up doing such things... I can assure you, there absolutely won't be a next time! I'm really very sorry!"

Starting with an apology!

So fake indeed!

So deceptive indeed!

However, Charlotte felt somewhat pleased because Tommy said "no next time," meaning this negotiation could be settled!

Tommy was here to make a deal!

"Mr. Calder, I don't think you need to apologize. We're both here with sincerity, right?" Charlotte said with a smile.

"Yes, yes, absolutely, with sincerity!" Tommy nodded hurriedly, simultaneously standing up to pick up the teapot and pour tea for Charlotte.

The sound of pouring tea filled the room...

"Since we both have sincerity..." Charlotte removed her sunglasses, folded them, and held them in her hand. After Tommy finished pouring tea and sat down, she looked directly at him with a smile and said, "I'm someone who prefers to be direct, so let's keep it straightforward and avoid unnecessary words. What do you think?"

"Uh..." Tommy was slightly taken aback.

He hadn't expected Charlotte to be so direct.

This... was precisely what he had hoped for!

Because he was in a hurry to leave!

Shortly after Alexander left, Tommy received a call from his missing subordinates—they had all been released by Dante Doran's side.

Tommy arranged a meeting point with them.

He wanted to return to Chicago immediately to begin preparations for capturing Miles Corbett's evidence. Since Charlotte Langford was in New York, Tommy was eager to reach her.

Of the two tasks Alexander had assigned him, he wanted to complete the first one quickly—the sooner, the better!

"Alright! Let's be direct, then!" Tommy said bluntly after a moment of surprise.

Charlotte gestured for Tommy to speak.

"Hmm..." Tommy hesitated briefly, observing Charlotte's expression, paused for about two seconds, and then said, "15 million!"

Charlotte was taken aback.

She hadn't expected Tommy to bring up money so directly. She hadn't mentioned it herself earlier because she knew that if she did, Tommy wouldn't respond.

As an experienced player in the game, Tommy would absolutely avoid anything that could be construed as extortion or blackmail.

Yet, to her surprise, Tommy quoted a price outright!

This was just as well!

"Fine! 15 million it is!" Charlotte nodded.

"Miss Langford is indeed straightforward, hahaha." Tommy laughed. "Then, Miss Langford... could you provide your bank account number?"

"Huh?" Charlotte was momentarily stunned, processing his words before asking, "Why are you asking for my account?"

She felt Tommy had stolen her line—it should have been her asking for his account!

Tommy was also taken aback by Charlotte's question.

"Your account... to transfer the money to you," Tommy said, blinking.

"Transfer money... to me? Why would you transfer money to me?" Charlotte remained confused. "Shouldn't I be the one transferring money... to you?"

Tommy was equally bewildered.

The two stared at each other, wide-eyed.

Both were utterly perplexed.

What was going on?! Where had things gone wrong?!

The room fell into silence.

Charlotte couldn't make sense of the situation at all.

Tommy Calder had demanded 15 million, and she was prepared to pay!

How did it become the opposite? Was Tommy actually offering her 15 million? What kind of ploy was this?!

The private room remained silent for a full ten seconds.

"Miss Langford... I'm giving you 15 million as compensation for your emotional grief..." Tommy spoke slowly with a hesitant tone and a speculative expression.

He was also observing Charlotte's reaction. Seeing her expression shift, he continued: "Did... you not communicate with Mr. Ciotta? Didn't you discuss this beforehand?"

Tommy had figured out where the misunderstanding might lie!

Only he could have guessed - from Charlotte's perspective, it was impossible to make such an assumption!

Charlotte's face underwent several changes as she listened to Tommy's words.

She understood the subtext of his statement, but still felt somewhat bewildered.

"Ahahahaha... So that's how it is!" Tommy burst out laughing, confirming his suspicion from Charlotte's expression.

"This is the situation, Miss Langford." Tommy began explaining directly. "I've already spoken with Mr. Alexander earlier. We've reached a reconciliation. Rest assured, I will never release those photos of you and Mr. Alexander - I'll destroy them all!"

"I didn't ask to meet you today to negotiate. I came to apologize to you!"

"Let me reiterate! I'm truly, deeply sorry! For disturbing you... And Mr. Alexander! I know I may have caused you significant psychological harm, so... this money is your compensation!"

15 million meant nothing to Charlotte, but for Tommy, it was certainly no small amount!

However!

Tommy's purpose wasn't just to apologize!

When Alexander told him to handle it appropriately, he decided to generously offer tens of millions of dollars!

The apology was secondary!

What mattered was building relationships! Turning enemies into friends! Making Charlotte part of his network, becoming his backing!

Spending just 15 million to gain such powerful connections? It was absolutely worth it!

"We might have had some misunderstanding earlier." Tommy looked at Charlotte and continued speaking. "I didn't expect that you and Mr. Alexander... hadn't communicated beforehand. I assumed you knew about my intention to visit you and understood the situation..."

Tommy clarified the misunderstanding and explained the general circumstances!

Charlotte, who was already confused, became even more bewildered after hearing everything!

Alexander had already settled things with Tommy?

The matter was already resolved?

They had reached a reconciliation?

When did this happen?

What could they have discussed that would make Tommy undergo such a transformation?!

From demanding money to voluntarily offering it!

It was like going from one extreme to the other!

After Tommy finished speaking, Charlotte remained frozen, her wooden expression frozen, staring straight at him, her eyes slightly widened.

She thought for a moment, collected herself, then finally spoke.

"Mr. Calder, when did you... discuss this with Alexander?" Charlotte asked with a tone of surprise and doubt.

She was utterly shocked! How did... things turn out like this?!

Although this was good news, Charlotte couldn't comprehend it at all!

"Just a few hours ago, right here in this teahouse, this very room, where I met with Mr. Alexander!" Tommy said with a smile. "Mr. Alexander and I can be said to have started as opponents but ended as friends! We talked about many things - he only left about an hour ago."

Charlotte took another moment to compose herself before asking, "So... what did you talk about?" After a brief pause, she pressed further, "Was it just you and Alexander? No one else?"

The thought had suddenly struck her!

Could Jasmine have intervened? Or perhaps Seraphine had pulled some strings to pressure Tommy?

"No one else, just Mr. Alexander and me," Tommy replied with a smile. He hesitated briefly before adding, "As for the specifics of our conversation... Miss Langford, you should really ask Mr. Alexander about that. I'm not really at liberty to disclose..."

Tommy was being tight-lipped!

He didn't understand why Alexander hadn't communicated with Charlotte, or why he was keeping things from her.

Was there something Charlotte shouldn't know?

Or was there another reason?

Tommy had never quite figured out the exact relationship between Alexander and Charlotte!

Because he didn't know or understand their dynamic, and out of professional habit, Tommy decided not to reveal a single word about their conversation!

Being in the intelligence business, Tommy understood these situations all too well - when you can't determine whether certain information should be disclosed, saying nothing is always the safest choice!

Remaining silent ensures you never make a mistake!

Charlotte seemed to space out.

Though her gaze was on Tommy, her eyes quickly lost focus and drifted away as she sank into thought!

She frankly couldn't make sense of it - the logic just didn't add up, and Tommy was being so mysterious about everything!

Tommy picked up his teacup and sipped his tea.

The private room remained silent for a full half minute.

Tommy could clearly see that Charlotte genuinely knew nothing!

Otherwise, she wouldn't be so lost in thought like this! Her expression kept shifting and changing.

Clink!

Tommy set down his teacup and spoke with a smile, "Miss Langford, I must sincerely apologize to you once again. I hope you can accept my apology, and also... could you provide me with your bank account number? Alternatively, I could transfer the money directly to your company's account, though that might create some accounting complications. I think your personal account would be better..."

This sounded like closing remarks.

Tommy was ready to leave.

He was genuinely eager to return home! That major scoop was waiting for him!

Speaking of Miles Corbett - due to his seniority in the industry, he and Charlotte were both superstars. Though one was an actor and the other a singer, their status in the entertainment industry was quite comparable!

But while Charlotte's situation involved mere rumors, Miles Corbett's case involved confirmed adultery!

Therefore! The value of the Miles scoop and the sensational impact it could generate would definitely surpass Charlotte's story!

The thought of capturing such explosive material... Tommy felt a little thrill of excitement just thinking about it!

Charlotte snapped out of her thoughts, her focus returning to Tommy's face.

"Mr. Calder, I accept your apology," Charlotte said with a smile. "But forget about the money. As long as you don't bother me again, we're square!"

With that, Charlotte stood up.

She was ready to leave, too!

She definitely wouldn't take the money! Accepting such payment just felt wrong!

After all, she hadn't suffered any actual losses, and taking the money would make her feel like she was extorting the paparazzi instead.

Who knows what troubles might follow if she accepted such payment!

Charlotte honestly didn't care!

She wasn't just a superstar - she was also a billionaire's daughter!

"Miss Langford, this is just a token of my sincerity. I'm genuinely apologizing to you, and I hope..." Tommy also stood up, insisting on giving her the money.

"Enough, I won't accept it. Let's leave it at that, Mr. Calder." Charlotte interrupted, extending her hand toward Tommy.

Seeing Charlotte's firm stance and her proactive handshake, Tommy didn't press further.

"In that case, so be it! Hahaha, Ms. Langford is truly straightforward. I, Tommy, deeply admire that!" Tommy shook Charlotte's hand with a laugh.

After exchanging a few pleasantries, they bid farewell!

Charlotte departed!

Tommy escorted Charlotte out, accompanying her all the way to the teahouse entrance. He watched as she put her sunglasses and mask back on, got into the car, waved, and gazed as the Rolls-Royce drove away.

Truthfully, Tommy felt somewhat disappointed.

Because the money hadn't been given! He had no intention of saving this money—the apology was just a pretext; his real goal was to build connections!

Since Charlotte hadn't accepted it, Tommy decided... to give it to Alexander!

Truth be told, in Tommy's mind, Alexander was more important than Charlotte, because Alexander was the key link in establishing his new backing!

Without Alexander, even if Charlotte had taken the money, it would have been useless!

The Rolls-Royce sped along the road.

In the back seat.

After getting in the car, Charlotte habitually removed her mask and fell into deep thought for a long while!

She considered various possibilities, but all seemed far-fetched, because Tommy's actions were too extreme—it wasn't just about not releasing the photos; he even wanted to proactively offer money as an apology!

It was utterly bizarre!

As if Alexander had brainwashed him, turning him into a different person!

She couldn't make sense of it at all.

Alexander... what kind of person was he?!

Her assistant had been observing Charlotte through the rearview mirror. She wanted to ask about the outcome, but since Charlotte seemed lost in thought, she didn't dare disturb her.

A good while later.

Charlotte snapped out of her reverie and directly pulled out her phone.

She glanced at the screen, swiped and tapped a few times, then held the phone to her ear.

Making a call!

Calling Alexander!

A full ten seconds passed before the call connected.

"Hello, Mr. Alexander, do you have a moment?" Charlotte asked with a smile.


Chapter 25: Burning curiosity.

The time was nearly 4:30 PM.

New York, Bellara Heights, Villa No. 36.

Basement Gym.

This house was initially prepared by Dante Doran for himself, so the facilities were naturally very comprehensive. The underground gym featured a variety of fitness equipment, including combat gear like punching bags.

In the open space against the gym's north wall, mats were spread on the floor.

Both Alexander and Nathaniel wore loose sportswear, were barefoot, and wore combat gloves.

Nathaniel also wore a helmet, while Alexander didn't... Nathaniel simply had no chance of hitting Alexander's head—not even the slightest possibility!

There was a gap of several levels between their reaction speed and awareness!

They were practicing combat!

The real kind!

Nathaniel had been recuperating at Alexander's house for a week!

Actually, he had already recovered, since there were no broken bones—just some soft tissue contusions and a very mild concussion.

Although some bluish-purple marks could still be seen on Nathaniel's face that hadn't completely faded, they no longer affected anything. The swelling had all gone down; only the marks remained.

Alexander hadn't been home for two days.

An hour ago, right after Alexander returned home, Nathaniel immediately pestered him, saying his injuries had healed and bringing up the matter of training again.

This was precisely why he had been "lingering" at Alexander's house!

For a super third-generation like him, at twenty-one years old and still in college, nothing was more important than pursuing his passions!

"Huff... huff..." Nathaniel gasped heavily, his steps already somewhat unsteady.

Exhausted!

The physical exertion from combat training was terrifying—the more intense the fight, the faster the drain!

It had been over half an hour since they started, and Nathaniel had lost count of how many times he'd been taken down.

In the corner of the gym was a temporary rest area with a small coffee table and a sofa.

Ashley Carter and Cecilia Guo were snacking on sunflower seeds while sharing a tablet to watch a TV series, only occasionally glancing at Alexander and Nathaniel's sparring... or rather, Nathaniel getting beaten!

Originally, they had been closely watching.

Cecilia had been quite worried about Nathaniel, afraid Alexander might seriously hurt him.

But after a few minutes, they lost interest because the outcome was completely one-sided. It was obvious Alexander was going easy on Nathaniel, not using heavy strikes but repeatedly throwing him onto the mats.

It became boring to watch.

Watching the TV series was much more interesting.

Thud!

Nathaniel was taken down again, but he was tenacious. Despite being utterly exhausted, he still rolled over and got back up.

"Big brother, again!" Nathaniel gestured with his fists, raising them in front of him.

Alexander didn't respond.

He didn't mind—idle time was idle time anyway! And having Nathaniel as a "sparring partner" was quite good!

For Alexander, who had experienced millennia of cycles, physical training was actually necessary! Because his body still wasn't strong enough.

They started again.

Ring ring...

From the corner, a phone rang.

The phone was placed on the small tea table, but it didn't belong to Ashley or Cecilia—it belonged to Alexander.

Ashley picked up Alexander's phone and glanced at it, then looked up and said, "Mr. Alexander, your phone..."

Alexander had been going easy, maintaining a rhythm of taking Nathaniel down every two minutes. Hearing Ashley's call, he suddenly accelerated, tilting his head to dodge Nathaniel's hook punch, sidestepping to grab his arm, then pivoting for a shoulder throw!

Nathaniel was down!

"Let's call it here for now, no more fighting. Time to rest," Alexander said to Nathaniel before stepping off the mat. Barefoot, he walked to the small tea table and took the phone Ashley handed him.

Glancing at the screen, Alexander sat down, answered the call, and held the phone to his ear.

"Hello! Mr. Alexander, do you have a moment?" Charlotte Langford's voice came through the phone.

"Of course," Alexander replied with a smile, taking a deep breath afterward.

He was still slightly winded, with faint beads of sweat on his forehead.

After all, it had been over half an hour. For Alexander, holding back was more exhausting than going all out—full force would have ended things quickly, but... he couldn't exactly kill Nathaniel!

"Mr. Alexander, I just met with Tommy Calder," Charlotte said.

"Oh? Really? That was fast!" Alexander chuckled.

"Yes, we met at Qo Teahouse and just finished talking," Charlotte replied, emphasizing "Qo Teahouse" pointedly.

She was hinting at Alexander indirectly—Tommy had mentioned meeting him there earlier.

"Did it go smoothly?" Alexander asked with a laugh.

"Very smoothly!" Charlotte answered.

"Good to hear!" Alexander said.

There was a brief pause, but Alexander didn't continue.

"Don't you have anything you want to say to me, Mr. Ciotta?" Charlotte prompted, her tone playful yet slightly chiding, her magnetic voice carrying a hint of reproach.

"Say what?" Alexander countered with a smile. "Didn't you already settle everything with Tommy? He apologized, and... that's the end of it, right?"

"Yes, it's over!" Charlotte agreed, then added, "But Tommy only came to apologize. Besides that... he didn't tell me anything else!"

"What else does he need to tell you?" Alexander laughed.

"Mr. Alexander," Charlotte's voice rose again with that chiding tone. "Can you stop being so cryptic? You're doing this on purpose, aren't you? You know what I want to know."

"Hah," Alexander chuckled.

"Let's set a time. I'll treat you to dinner," Charlotte said directly. "I think we need to talk face-to-face."

"Hmm... sure!" Alexander agreed.

After settling on a time and place and exchanging a few more trivial remarks, Alexander hung up.

Setting the phone down, he looked up and saw Ashley sitting obediently nearby, her eyes darting toward the standing tablet. Noticing his gaze, she immediately turned her attention to him.

Cecilia had already gone over to the mat, sitting cross-legged beside Nathaniel.

Nathaniel was still lying down. After Alexander called off the fight, Nathaniel relaxed, and the stubborn determination that had kept him going vanished—he couldn't get up!

He was utterly exhausted!

Lying there, panting heavily, he felt completely drained.

He needed to recover.

"I won't be home for dinner tonight," Alexander informed Ashley.

"Mhm," Ashley nodded, pressing her lips together.

"I'm going to shower," Alexander said as he stood up. He'd worked up a sweat and needed to wash and change before heading out.

Ashley stood up along with him.

"You okay there, little buddy?" Alexander called out to Nathaniel.

"Nothing, nothing, big bro." Nathaniel immediately responded, having caught his breath more or less, though he was still exhausted.

"Let's call it a day for now. We'll continue another time," Alexander said.

Lying on the floor, Nathaniel tilted his head to watch as Alexander began walking away, then suddenly sat up as if remembering something.

"Wait, big bro! Did I pass?!" Nathaniel shouted.

His heart was practically pounding out of his chest. All his persistence earlier had been in hopes of passing Alexander's "test," but then Alexander had beaten him so thoroughly... he felt utterly useless!

"You passed," Alexander replied without even turning back.

"Then! Big bro! Can I become your disciple? Are you taking me as your student?" Nathaniel immediately followed up.

"Accepted," Alexander answered.

With that, he walked out of the gym, and Ashley followed him out.

"Yes!" Nathaniel exclaimed excitedly, pumping his fist.

The way this master-disciple relationship was established felt so casual!

Alexander preferred to keep things simple—it had all been planned in advance, and when the time came, he just accepted!

Nathaniel, on the other hand, didn't care about formalities at all; as long as Alexander agreed, that was all that mattered! Being taken as a disciple by a peerless master—he was genuinely thrilled!

Alexander went upstairs to take a shower.

Ashley followed him into the bathroom, her hands helping him undress, then shower......before helping him vent some stress.

Over half an hour later, Alexander came downstairs fully dressed.

Time to head out!

Another ten-plus minutes passed.

Alexander was already on his way to meet Charlotte, driving.

Ring ring!

His phone rang!

Holding the steering wheel with one hand, Alexander picked up his phone and glanced at it, his eyebrows lifting slightly.

Caller ID: Frank Delaney!

They hadn't been in touch for several days, both being busy. Frank suddenly calling now—Alexander was somewhat surprised.

He wondered if it was something urgent.

Alexander answered the call.

"Hey, Frank," Alexander said.

"Brother, hahaha..." Frank's voice came through the phone, bursting into hearty laughter right from the start.

It wasn't just a habit—Alexander could detect a note of genuine joy in his laughter.

There was happy news!

Frank had suddenly called Alexander not for any particular reason, nor to ask for a favor, but to invite him to his wedding!

With Alexander's help, Frank had reunited with his first love, Melissa Hart, and, in the process, gained a happy, complete family—a son, a daughter-in-law, and a granddaughter!

To make up for his past mistakes and the years of neglect, Frank had been spending most of his time lately with his family.

He had already started preparing for the wedding!

Frank had been married before!

But Melissa had not!

He wanted to give his first love a grand and spectacular wedding!

The wedding was scheduled for August 2nd, which was this weekend. He called to inform Alexander personally.

According to Frank, he would definitely send the wedding invitation to Alexander's home, but given their relationship, merely sending an invitation wasn't enough. At the very least, he had to call and let him know.

"Congratulations, Frank," Alexander said with a smile.

After chatting with Frank for a few minutes about the wedding, Frank also mentioned Dante Doran.

He and Dante were close friends!

Dante had told him about his upcoming departure from New York, and Frank was aware of some of the details behind it.

Over ten minutes later.

Around 5:30 PM.

Midtown commercial district, Unicorn Steakhouse.

This was a high-end restaurant in New York with costly prices.

However, from what Alexander knew, the restaurant's business had always been mediocre, mainly because it had been open for only a short time and hadn't yet built a reputation.

Alexander and Charlotte Langford had agreed to meet here.

The restaurant was chosen by Charlotte!

Alexander guessed it was probably booked by her assistant! Since neither of them was familiar with New York, they likely looked up restaurants online, picked one that was especially expensive, and went with it!

The Lamborghini pulled up and parked outside the restaurant.

As Alexander got out of the car, he noticed the Rolls-Royce parked in the adjacent spot—a business vehicle registered under Senlan Group, which Celeste Lark had lent to Charlotte.

She had already arrived!

Two minutes later.

Second floor of Unicorn Steakhouse, private room 203.

"Mr. Ciotta." The bodyguard Ali, standing by the door, greeted Alexander as he approached and, turning around, pushed the door to the private room open.

Alexander nodded to him, straightened his suit jacket, and walked into the room.

Inside the private room.

Charlotte was holding the menu, looking it over.

As he walked in, Alexander raised an eyebrow while taking in Charlotte.

Today, she wore a dress that hugged her figure as if it had been tailored solely for her, the fabric clinging with a deliberate intimacy that traced every curve.

It had been buttoned down at the front, though not all the way—just enough left undone to part the neckline into a soft V that exposed her cleavage.

The opening didn’t feel careless; it felt intentional, as though an invitation for his eye to linger there.

Beneath the smooth, dark fabric, there was a noticeable absence of rigid structure. The way the material rested against her chest suggested an apparent lack of a bra, allowing a natural softness and gentle movement that added to the dress’s sensuality.

The fabric followed her shape without resistance, rising and falling with her body in a way that felt effortless and unrestrained.

The waist had cinched her in cleanly before flowing over her hips, emphasizing the fullness of her figure while maintaining an elegant line.

Long sleeves balanced the boldness of the open front. Altogether, the dress didn’t just reveal her figure—it celebrated it, holding her close while allowing her femininity to breathe through every subtle detail.

Alexander simply chuckled, realizing what must be on her mind, and what she had intended.

Her assistant stood beside her, leaning over and whispering something to her.

When they saw Alexander enter, both looked up at him, their expressions subtly complex.

"Mr. Ciotta, you're here," Charlotte said with a smile.

"Mr. Ciotta." Neema greeted Alexander, then turned back to Charlotte and said, "Boss, I'll head out now..."

"Mm." Charlotte nodded.

Neema hurried out and left the room.

Ali pulled the door closed from the outside.

"When did you arrive, Miss Langford?" Alexander asked Charlotte with a smile, walking over to the table, pulling out a chair, and sitting down.

"Just arrived as well," Charlotte replied, then gestured to the other menu on the table. "I wasn't sure what you'd like to eat, so I haven't ordered yet. Let's order first..."

Alexander picked up the menu with a smile.

The two of them began to order their meals.

"Mr. Alexander, aren't you really going to explain it to me?" Charlotte flipped through the menu, but lifted her gaze to glance at Alexander as she spoke, then looked back at the menu after asking.

"Explain what? You should ask properly." Alexander replied with a smile.

"What did you do to Tommy Calder?" Charlotte then asked.

"That question of yours sounds rather strange." Alexander chuckled.

The two exchanged a few casual words first, ordered their meals and wine! The wine arrived quickly, two bottles were opened - one to drink directly, the other placed in a decanter.

"Mr. Alexander, I'd like to propose a toast to you!" Charlotte raised her red wine glass toward Alexander.

"Cheers." Alexander clinked glasses with Charlotte.

For this first glass, Charlotte downed it in one go!

She honestly could hold her liquor and loved drinking. After tilting her head back to finish the glass, Charlotte slowly exhaled, put down her glass, and looked completely refreshed and comfortable.

"Tommy Calder is quite strange. He actually wanted to give me money, saying he wanted to apologize. If it's just an apology, why give me money?" Charlotte said, with implied meaning in her words.

"He wants to curry favor with you." Alexander smiled.

"Why would he want to curry favor with me? I'm a singer, he's a paparazzo - we're on opposite sides." Charlotte's tone was subtle, pausing slightly before asking: "Did Mr. Alexander say something to him?"

"I told him to apologize to you," Alexander replied.

"You... made him apologize to me?" Charlotte's smiling expression changed slightly, then she asked with great interest: "Why would he listen to you, Mr. Alexander?"

"Because we reached an agreement, reconciled, so of course he had to apologize," Alexander said matter-of-factly.

There was nothing wrong with this statement.

But something felt off somewhere, rather forced!

"How did you negotiate? What exactly was said? Could you describe it, Mr. Alexander?" Charlotte asked in a consultative tone.

Actually, she was just curious!

Explosively curious!

To her, Alexander was already an enigmatic man, possessing talent that shone like the sun, and now he had done something equally mysterious.

Charlotte had many speculations about this in her heart!

This made her think - why would Jasmine Doran fall for this man? Why would Seraphine Arden be his mistress?

It seemed like she was close to getting answers!

"I captured his people..." Alexander said.

He actually said it!

He mentioned capturing people, arranging negotiations, Tommy Calder photographing him with other women, Tommy threatening him, etc., including the two things he finally made Tommy do - he even mentioned making Tommy go photograph Miles!

Basically, he told her everything!

So Charlotte came to understand roughly what Alexander had done, but... she couldn't piece together the logic!

Just like that?

How was it possible?

Although Charlotte didn't know who Ashley Carter was, she could imagine... what happened when Tommy took such photos and threatened Alexander, only to discover they were useless?

Weren't these photos just additional leverage?

Tommy hadn't been intimidated initially, with or without these photos!

How did they reconcile?

Tommy actually agreed with Alexander to break with Zenith Media? And instead cooperate with Alexander?!

Charlotte wasn't Tommy - she hadn't experienced Tommy's emotional journey, nor borne the pressure Tommy had endured. Without being in his shoes, she naturally couldn't understand!

And Alexander had omitted some details!

Alexander and Charlotte's meal lasted a full three hours...

It's pretty standard for a full-course French dinner to take this long to complete!

Over the course of more than three hours...

Initially, the two were still discussing Tommy's situation. Alexander had explained the circumstances, and although Charlotte still couldn't quite make sense of it—feeling something was off—she didn't dwell on it excessively.

Afterward, their conversation returned to music and Alexander's personal romantic life.

Charlotte had come to realize that Alexander had more women in his life than just Jasmine Doran and Seraphine Arden.

Strangely enough, Charlotte didn't develop any dislike for Alexander because of his playboy tendencies!

Instead, she felt somewhat relieved inside!

It was as if, being discovered by Jasmine, that she had kissed Alexander wouldn't be such a big deal!

And she didn't even realize a particular growing attraction. Steeming from being faced with a man so impressive, he could handle so many high-class women.

Before they knew it, it was already past nine in the evening.

Charlotte had drunk a bit too much again, her face flushed rosy.

"Mr. Ciotta, we've eaten enough. Why don't we... continue our conversation back at the hotel? I asked Neema to book a room..." Charlotte smiled tipsily, her words slightly slurred as she extended the invitation to Alexander.

"Sure." Alexander didn't refuse.

It was time to leave.

They both stood up, with Charlotte swaying unsteadily. She took a couple of steps to the side, picked up her sunglasses and put them on, but suddenly stumbled...

"Miss Langford, be careful." Alexander reacted swiftly, stepping forward in an instant to steady Charlotte.

One hand supporting her elbow, the other wrapped around her waist. A waist so slender, his arm could surround it from one side to the other.

As he held her, her soft curves and soft scent filled his senses. And in return, his toned muscles and masculine scent flooded her senses.

Charlotte could barely stand, leaning against Alexander as she raised a hand to her forehead and apologized with an embarrassed smile, her cheeks flushing further: "S-sorry, I've had too much to drink..."

However, Alexander's eyebrows lifted slightly at this.

He glanced sideways at the wine bottles on the table.

Something wasn't right!

Given Charlotte's alcohol tolerance, while the amount she drank today would undoubtedly make her drunk, it shouldn't have made her this intoxicated! It was impossible for her to be unable to even stand steadily!

So...

Alexander cast a sidelong glance at Charlotte.

Was she pretending to be drunk?!

Alexander supported Charlotte with a slightly complicated expression.

With Alexander's assistance, Charlotte put on her sunglasses and face mask.

Time to leave!

Alexander helped Charlotte out of the private room. Bodyguard Ali was waiting outside the door.

Seeing them emerge with Charlotte heavily intoxicated and supported by Alexander, he didn't offer additional assistance.

As they walked, Charlotte continued whispering to Alexander.

Though she spoke through her mask, her murmurs were still barely audible.

"Mr. Ciotta, if paparazzi were to capture you supporting me like this today... what would be the consequences?" Charlotte asked.

"There wouldn't be any consequences," Alexander replied.

"Really?"

"Of course!"

"Alexander is so capable, seemingly fearless of anything," Charlotte added, her steps slightly unsteady as she tilted her head.

Her tone carried a strange nuance, almost teasing Alexander.

"It seems Miss Langford is truly drunk today," Alexander remarked, glancing at her with a slight smile.

"I'm alright, just had a bit too much, but... I'm fine!" Charlotte insisted.

In reality, they were just having a casual conversation.

Yet Alexander could clearly sense that Charlotte's condition was far from typical!

They went downstairs.

Got into the car.

After waiting briefly, assistant Neema emerged from settling the bill and joined them in the vehicle.

Off they went!

In the car, Charlotte removed her mask, her drunken appearance evident as she chatted with Alexander about various trivial matters.

While her speech remained logically coherent, her tone and demeanor were thick with intoxication.

After just eight or nine minutes.

They arrived at the hotel.

The New York Noble Hotel was naturally positioned as a luxurious five-star establishment.

While Alexander and Charlotte were dining, Neema had already handled all arrangements. The room was booked under Neema's identification card, allowing direct access via key card.

Usually, Charlotte would have returned to Celeste Lark's home, where she had moved her belongings.

However!

As Charlotte put it, it was too late - returning to Celeste's place after 10 PM while drunk might disturb Celeste's rest.

Additionally.

She hadn't finished her enjoyable conversation with Alexander yet, and returning would be inconvenient.

Charlotte's reasons seemed quite reasonable, and such statements aligned with her carefree personality. There also didn't seem to be any need for her and Alexander to maintain appearances anymore, since they had previously stayed in the same presidential suite.

After the first time, the second time no longer carried the same taboo.

After all, they were just going to "chat!"

Thirty-third floor.

Presidential suite.

After Alexander and Charlotte arrived, Charlotte opened more wine! Her mental state appeared much better than when they left the restaurant, and she seemed considerably more sober, walking much more steadily.

The presidential suite was spacious, featuring not just two bedrooms but also a piano room!

Neema had specifically chosen a presidential suite with a piano room!

This was per Charlotte's previous specific instructions!

Unconsciously, it had passed 10 PM.

The presidential suite was filled with melodious, soothing piano music.

In the open piano room, Alexander played the keyboard, performing an original composition Charlotte had never heard before - a pure piano piece created by Alexander.

Charlotte sat on a high stool beside the piano, holding a wine glass, her face wearing a drunken smile as she closed her eyes and gently swayed to the piano music.

She seemed to be thoroughly enjoying this moment.

As a woman who loved both music and alcohol, her current intoxication was something ordinary people couldn't comprehend.

Finally.

The music came to an end!

"Wow!" Charlotte opened her eyes, nodding and shaking her head at Alexander with an admiring expression. "Mr. Ciotta, you're truly a remarkable musician! To be able to improvise such moving melodies so effortlessly... Why didn't we meet sooner?"

As she spoke, Charlotte stood up, holding her wine glass, and picked up another glass from the table.

It was Alexander's, half-filled with wine.

Charlotte walked over to Alexander, handed him the glass, and raised hers in a toast.

They clinked glasses.

Drank!

Alexander only took a sip, while Charlotte threw her head back and drained her entire glass!

"If you drink like that, you'll end up completely drunk," Alexander said with a smile.

"Will I?" Charlotte pursed her lips in a tipsy smile, then walked back to her seat. Leaning back slightly, she elegantly rested her chin on her hand, gazing at Alexander with another smile. "By the way, Mr. Ciotta, I've been meaning to ask you something..."

"What is it?" Alexander asked in return.

"Well, about the night before last," Charlotte said with a smile, a subtle emotion showing on her flushed cheeks. "I... I don't really remember how I got back to my room. I drank quite a lot that night, and I can't recall whether we... that is... when I woke up, I wasn't wearing any clothes..."

"I took you back to your room, and then I called Miss Neema to help you..." Alexander replied with a gentle smile.

"I see..." Charlotte feigned surprise.

In truth, she wasn't surprised at all!

She had already known beforehand! It was Neema who had undressed her that night!

Earlier today, before Alexander arrived at the restaurant, Charlotte had been discussing him with Neema. They had been talking about the outcome of the negotiations with Tommy, and Charlotte was speculating about how Alexander had managed it.

During their conversation, Neema had brought up what had happened the night before last!

Neema had mentioned how Alexander was such a gentleman and all!

She had formed a very favorable impression of him!

After hearing this, Charlotte's feelings became incredibly complicated! First came relief, followed by a strange, indescribable sensation!

She knew nothing had happened between her and Alexander that night, though she had kissed him—a secret she couldn't share. The "worst-case scenario" she had imagined hadn't occurred!

But thinking about it from another perspective, Charlotte felt... empty!

It was that peculiar feeling of having mentally prepared herself for something, having planned how to handle the potential consequences, only for nothing to happen at all... leaving her feeling hollow!

Charlotte didn't quite understand what she was truly feeling.

She thought that since she had initiated the kiss with Alexander, even if something had happened that night, it wouldn't have been his fault.

After all, she had made the first move, and Alexander wasn't exactly known for being a one-woman man.

Yet Alexander had... it felt like she had given him an opportunity, and he hadn't taken it! And that... left her with an ache and thoughts of 'Am I not pretty enough?'

Charlotte couldn't fathom why her thoughts were so tangled. She could only attribute it all to Alexander's captivating musical talent!

Therefore!

Charlotte had decided to have a proper conversation with Alexander tonight!

That was why they had come to the hotel again—to discuss music and share drinks!

It had been Charlotte's initiative!

However, Charlotte hadn't intended for anything to happen with Alexander today.

Alexander was such a "gentleman"!

So nothing would happen, right?

Charlotte didn't want to admit that she felt somewhat unconvinced deep down—she wanted... to test whether Alexander was truly that much of a gentleman!

"Mr. Ciotta, you're quite the gentleman," Charlotte remarked with tipsy surprise.

"I suppose so," Alexander smiled.

"Play another one, please! I want to be your little fangirl," Charlotte said, putting down her wine glass and clasping her hands together as if ready to applaud him.

Drunk Charlotte had quite an amusing side to her.

Mainly because the two had grown closer, having talked about so much. Though they'd only known each other for a few days, it felt like they'd been acquainted for ages!

Charlotte even felt comfortable joking with Alexander, especially in her intoxicated state.

Soon!

The presidential suite was once again filled with moving melodies.

Charlotte poured herself another drink, stood up holding her glass, and positioned herself slightly behind Alexander. Closing her eyes, she swayed gently to the music, occasionally raising her hand to gesture along with the rhythm, completely immersed.

Yet another melody she'd never heard before.

Yet equally captivating!

About eight or nine minutes later.

The piece came to an end.

Charlotte closed her eyes and took a deep breath. That inexplicable feeling welled up inside her again—such talent, and it always came back to that same question... Why hadn't she met Alexander sooner?

"Alexander, a toast to you!" Charlotte opened her eyes and raised her glass toward Alexander.

Alexander picked up his glass and clinked it with hers.

Charlotte downed her drink in one go.

Then she moved toward the side of the piano to take a seat.

But after just two steps, she stumbled— With his quick reflexes, Alexander reached out to steady her. Having genuinely lost her balance, Charlotte ended up leaning back and sitting right in Alexander's lap.

"Be careful," Alexander reminded softly.

Intending to push herself up, Charlotte turned to look at Alexander and found his face right there before her. She paused, her gaze fixed.

Then!

Clatter!

Her red wine glass fell onto the carpet, though it didn't break.

She had let go, dropping the glass, and instead cupped Alexander's face with both hands before leaning in—for a kiss!

Charlotte was fully engaged.

One hand gradually hooked around Alexander's neck while the other wrapped around his back.

Charlotte had lost her restraint.

She was at it again!

But this time, unlike last time, she didn't push Alexander away.

And Alexander—wouldn't let the same disappointment happen twice!

People tend to act more boldly after drinking than they usually would.

Truth be told, Charlotte hadn't even figured out her own feelings.

She even felt that if Jasmine hadn't said those things to her back then, she might not have paid such close attention to Alexander's every move!

The more she observed, the more she cared; the more she cared, the more she understood!

Charlotte often found herself thinking about Jasmine's warnings, their bet, and what Jasmine had said about Alexander's charm.

She also kept wondering whether something would actually happen between her and Alexander.

Some things shouldn't be overthought! The more she dwelt on them, the more accepting she became!

Of course, for someone like Charlotte, the man had to be genuinely exceptional!

At twenty-six and still single, Charlotte was right in the prime of her hormonal years.

The alcohol only amplified her emotions.

Things quickly spiraled out of control!

Her tongue met Alexander’s, this time, for a deeper kiss. Eagerly following his lead as she began to moan and whimper into his mouth.


Chapter 26: A proper night with Charlotte.

Charlotte's dress, a sleek number with a high collar and delicate cuffs that framed her exposed cleavage, clung to her voluptuous form like a second skin.

Her breasts swelled invitingly at the neckline, the soft fabric straining just enough to hint at the fullness beneath, while the curve of her hips and thighs molded against Alexander's legs as she straddled him.

She looked far more tempting than she ever did on stage—her skin flushed from the wine, a natural rosiness blooming on her cheeks that made her feminine features even more alluring.

Her bright orange hair framed her face like a fiery halo, and as she leaned in closer, the subtle scent of her perfume— a heady blend of vanilla and jasmine—wafted toward him, wrapping around Alexander like an invisible embrace.

It was intoxicating, drawing him in deeper, but what truly ensnared him was the way she seemed to melt into his own scent, a masculine mix of cologne and the faint musk of his skin.

She buried her face in the crook of his neck for a moment, inhaling deeply, her body trembling slightly as the alcohol amplified her senses. "Oh, you smell... so good," she murmured, the intoxication lowering her usual shyness, her green eyes fluttering shut as if she were surrendering to it completely.

The scent of him made her feel lightheaded, pulling her further into the moment, her inhibitions dissolving like sugar in wine.

Their lips met again in a heated kiss, tongues tangling with an intensity that the red wine had only heightened.

The taste of it lingered on their breath, a sweet undertone that made every brush of their mouths feel more electric.

Alexander took the lead, his hands sliding up her sides with a firm yet gentle grip, guiding her movements as he deepened the kiss. Their tongues danced together, swirling and exploring in a push and pull, the wine's rich, fruity essence blending with the warmth of their saliva to create a sensation that was both sweet and sinfully addictive.

Charlotte let out a soft, involuntary moan—"Mmmh..."—as their tongues twisted, her lips parting wider to invite him in, the kiss growing more urgent, more consuming. Far more intense than the kiss the other night.

She breathed against his mouth, her words slurred just a touch from the drink, her voice trembling with a mix of nervousness and desire; the novelty of it all made her heart race.

As Alexander asserted his control, his hands roamed with purpose, one settling at the small of her back to pull her closer, while the other traced the curve of her waist, feeling the softness of her dress and the warmth of her skin beneath.

He broke the kiss for a brief moment, his breath hot against her lips, and whispered, "Let me show you how this goes," his tone low and commanding.

Charlotte, emboldened by the wine and the thrill of his touch, responded by letting her hands wander across his chest, her fingers tracing the lines of his suit jacket before slipping underneath to feel the firm muscles of his torso.

He was toned and strong... she sighed, her voice a husky murmur as she explored him, her nails lightly grazing his skin, sending a shiver through them both.

She pressed herself harder against him, her curves molding to his form, the exposed cleavage of her dress brushing against his chest in a tantalizing tease.

As the kiss deepened, the remnants of red wine on their tongues fueled a growing haze, making Alexander and Charlotte even more intoxicated with each passing second.

The alcohol, already buzzing through their veins, seemed to intensify as their mouths met, the wine's sweetness turning the act into a dizzying blend that further blurred their senses.

Charlotte's head spun delightfully, her drunken state amplifying every sensation as if the kiss itself were pouring more liquor into her bloodstream, leaving her limbs heavy and her thoughts delightfully fuzzy.

Alexander, too, felt the effects mounting, his movements becoming more languid and uninhibited, the room's opulent surroundings fading into a distant backdrop as their shared intoxication took hold.

Their kiss grew sloppier, tongues twisting with reckless abandon, the initial rhythm devolving into a wet, fervent mess that neither could control.

Ropes of saliva stretched and broke between their lips, glistening strands trailing down from the corners of their mouths and dripping onto Charlotte's exposed cleavage.

The clear, sticky fluid stained the soft fabric of her dress, seeping into the valley between her breasts and making the skin there glisten under the chandelier's light, a lewd mark of their passion.

For Charlotte, the wetness was intoxicating; it made the kiss feel gloriously slick and alive, every slide of his tongue against hers sending waves of pleasure through her body.

"Ahh... It's so... wet," she gasped between breaths, her voice a slurred, breathy exhale, her green eyes half-lidded as she surrendered to the sensation.

The sounds filled the air—a series of soft, squelching smacks and slurping noises, like "Schlick... mmmh... slurp"—echoing in the quiet suite, making the moment feel raw and unfiltered.

Alexander reveled in it too, the wetness heightening his own arousal, the taste and texture of her mouth driving his lust, his breath coming in ragged huffs as he thought, kissing the country's top star, was truly addicting.

Breaking the kiss just enough to catch his breath, Alexander's hands moved, sliding up from her waist to the upper half of her dress.

His fingers deftly worked the few remaining buttons, the fabric parting under his touch to reveal more of her braless, big tits—full and heavy, their curves begging for attention.

The air in the suite felt charged as he freed them altogether, the weight of her breasts spilling out into his palms, their soft, warm flesh yielding to his grip.

Charlotte's bright orange hair fell around her face like a wild frame, her piercing green eyes widening in a mix of surprise and delight, her haze making every touch feel magnified, as if his hands were electric.

"Ohh... yes, ohhh....so good..," she whimpered, her voice trembling with a high-pitched lilt, her body arching instinctively toward him.

In her elevated state, the sensations were overwhelming, everything sharper and more vivid than she could have imagined.

His hands felt so different from her own—where hers were gentle and tentative, almost hesitant in their self-explorations, his were strong and commanding, fingers firm yet teasing, igniting sparks across her skin that left her breathless.

She had touched herself before, in quiet moments of curiosity, but this was worlds apart; his palms enveloped her with a masculine authority, the calluses on his fingers adding a delicious friction that made her nipples pebble almost instantly.

"Your hands... they're so strong," she murmured, her words spilling out in a drunken haze, her voice laced with awe as she compared the way his touch dominated her flesh, making her feel desired and alive in a way she'd never known.

The contrast sent a shiver down her spine, her curvy body pressing harder against his lap, the alcohol blurring the lines between nervousness and ecstasy.

Alexander wasted no time; his hands now fully groping her exposed tits, kneading the soft mounds with a rhythmic intensity that drew soft, involuntary sounds from both of them.

He teased her nipples expertly, rolling the hardening peaks between his thumb and forefinger, pinching them just enough to elicit a sharp gasp from her lips.

"Feel that... just like this," he groaned lowly, his voice a deep rumble as he twisted one nipple gently, then pulled it taut, watching as it stiffened further under his touch.

Charlotte squirmed on his lap, her hips grinding involuntarily against him, the pressure building in her core as waves of pleasure coursed through her. "Nngh... ohh, it's too much," she cried out, her breath hitching with each pinch and pull, her body writhing in a delicious agony, the sounds of her moans filling the air like a symphony alongside the faint wet noises of his fingers working her sensitive flesh.

Her green eyes locked onto his, wide with a mix of surprise and longing, as she felt herself losing control, the luxurious piano bench beneath them creaking softly under their shared weight.

Charlotte barely registered the shift as Alexander's strong hands guided her from his lap. Before she could fully comprehend the transition, he had maneuvered her with a firm yet effortless grip, bending her over the grand piano that dominated the room.

Her curvy body arched forward, her bright orange hair spilling across the polished ebony surface as her dress rode up her thighs, the fabric bunching haphazardly around her hips.

The floor beneath her feet contrasted sharply with the warmth of her skin, a sudden rush of vulnerability washing over her in her drunken state, making her feel both exposed and thrillingly alive.

Alexander's fingers hooked into the waistband of her delicate panties, yanking them down and off in one swift motion, the thin lace sailing through the air before landing discarded on the ornate rug.

There, revealed in the golden glow of the chandeliers, was her pussy—cute and soft, a pristine virgin hole that spoke of untouched chastity.

It was framed by a neatly trimmed bush of fine, ginger hairs that matched the fiery hue of her hair, adding a touch of playful allure.

Her tight-looking lips were delicate perfection, puffy and sealed in a way that hinted at their unyielding snugness, the soft folds glistening faintly with a mix of her natural arousal and the lingering effects of their sloppy kisses, their pink hue flushed and inviting under the room's ambient light.

Kneeling behind her, Alexander positioned himself with a low, appreciative hum, his hands gripping her thighs to spread them slightly, granting him full access.

He leaned in, his breath hot against her sensitive skin, and began to explore her with his tongue, starting with slow, deliberate licks that traced the outer edges of her folds. The taste of her was intoxicating—a sweet essence that mingled with the faint saltiness of her excitement, like ripe fruit, making him groan in approval as he delved deeper.

His tongue moved with expert precision, flattening against her tight lips to part them gently, then flicking upward in strokes that targeted her most sensitive spots.

He varied his motions, swirling around her entrance before delving inside, the tip of his tongue probing the virgin tightness with a teasing pressure that sent shockwaves through her body.

Charlotte's response was immediate and unrestrained, her body tensing then melting into the piano as waves of pleasure crashed over her.

"Ohh... that feels... incredible," she moaned, her voice a high, breathy whine that echoed through the suite, her words slurring slightly from the wine as she gripped the edge of the piano for support.

Her hips bucked involuntarily against his face, the sensations overwhelming in her inebriated haze, every flick and lap of his tongue feeling like liquid fire.

"Don't stop... It's so good, like nothing I've ever felt," she gasped, her tone laced with wonder and need, her green eyes squeezed shut as she lost herself in the moment, the alcohol heightening every nerve.

As Alexander continued his movements, his tongue now circling and sucking with increasing fervor, Charlotte's moans grew louder and more desperate, filling the room with a symphony of sounds.

Her body trembled, her curvy frame pressing harder against the piano keys, causing random notes to chime out in discordant bursts—soft pings and plinks that mixed with the wet, slurping noises of his mouth working her pussy.

The vibrations from the keys added an unexpected layer to her pleasure, her big, braless tits swinging freely and slapping against the cool surface with each shudder, producing muffled thuds and jingles that underscored her cries.

It was oddly fitting for her first touch by a man to be against a musical instrument.

"It's building... ohh, I'm... I'm there," she whimpered, her voice breaking into a series of escalating moans—"Nngh... ahh!"—as the tension coiled tighter within her.

Soon, the relentless tease of his tongue pushed her over the edge, her first orgasm with a man ripping through her like a storm.

Her body convulsed, her tight virgin hole clenching around nothing as waves of ecstasy flooded her senses, her moans reaching a fevered pitch—"Ohh god, yes... mmmh!"—blending seamlessly with the erratic notes from the piano keys being struck by her bouncing tits.

She collapsed forward slightly, breathless and trembling, the aftershocks leaving her in a blissful haze, her mind reeling from the intensity of it all.

As Charlotte lay draped over the grand piano, her body still trembling from the aftershocks of her intense orgasm, her breath coming in shallow, ragged gasps, Alexander pulled back slightly, his own arousal evident in the way his tailored suit strained against his form.

The suite's ambient light caught the sheen of her juices on his lips as he rose to his feet, his eyes locked on her curvy, flushed figure with a hunger unlike any.

Without a word, he began to strip off his clothes, the movements deliberate and fluid, shedding the layers that had confined him.

First, he shrugged off his jacket, letting it fall to the floor in a heap, followed by his shirt, buttons popping open to reveal his fit, athletic build, a light sheen of sweat highlighting the definition of his abs, and the trail of hair leading downward.

His pants came next, slid down his legs with a swift tug, pooling at his ankles before he kicked them away, leaving him fully nude. His cock stood erect, thick and throbbing, the veins pulsing along its length as it bobbed free in the cool air of the suite.

With a possessive grip, Alexander reached for Charlotte, his hands sliding up her sides to grasp the edges of her dress, peeling it off her body in one smooth motion. The fabric whispered against her skin as it was lifted over her head and discarded, leaving her completely bare and exposed.

Her body was a lewd masterpiece, every curve screaming femininity—her bright orange hair disheveled and framing her flushed face, her piercing green eyes glazed with post-orgasmic bliss and the lingering effects of the wine.

Her soft, pillowy tits hung full and heavy, their pink nipples still hardened from his earlier teasing, jiggling slightly with her uneven breaths, the smooth flesh marked with faint red imprints from the piano keys.

Her waist dipped in a tantalizing hourglass shape, leading to broad, curvaceous hips and thick thighs that begged to be touched, her neatly trimmed bush still glistening with wetness from his tongue.

It was a body built for indulgence, hot and inviting, every inch radiating a feminine allure that made her look like a living fantasy—soft, supple skin flushed with arousal, the faint scent of her musk and the wine's sweetness clinging to her.

Alexander's hands moved to her legs, hooking under her thighs with a firm hold that lifted her effortlessly off the piano bench.

She let out a soft, surprised moan—"Ahh..."—as he hoisted her up, her body pressing against his nude form, the heat of their skin creating an electric friction.

Instinctively, in her drunken haze, Charlotte reached back, wrapping her arms around his neck, her back arching against his chest, the curve of her spine molding to his muscular frame. Her big tits pressed into his arms, the soft mounds squishing slightly as she held on, her legs dangling and spreading open in his grasp, the vulnerability of the position heightening the intimacy.

Carrying her with ease, Alexander walked them across the suite to the full-body mirror in the living room, the massive gilded frame reflecting the room's luxury and their entwined forms.

The mirror, framed by ornate carvings and standing tall against the far wall, captured every detail as he positioned them before it, her toes barely brushing the plush carpet. He raised her higher, his strong arms supporting her weight, and aligned her with his cockhead, the tip pressing teasingly against her still-sensitive entrance.

Charlotte's eyes widened in the reflection, a shock rippling through her as she took in his size—thick and imposing, far larger than she had anticipated in her naive experience, the sheer girth making her breath catch in her throat.

A flicker of nervousness crossed her features, the thought of it entering her stirring a brief wave of apprehension that knotted in her stomach, but the wine's warm buzz dulled the edge, wrapping her in a comforting fog that made the fear feel distant and manageable, like a fleeting dream.

Her drunkenness transformed it into a curiosity rather than dread, her body relaxing into his hold as she stared at their reflection.

Through the mirror, Alexander met her gaze, his eyes locking onto hers with no words.

He held her suspended for a heartbeat, then slowly released his grip just enough to let gravity take over, her body sinking downward inch by inch. Her tight, virgin lips parted around his cockhead, the sensation drawing a low grunt from him—"Nngh..."—as he watched her expression shift to one of wide-eyed wonder, the mirror capturing the lewd sight of their joining.

Charlotte's full breasts were heaving with nervous anticipation, her wide hips and thick thighs trembling slightly in his firm grip. Her pussy was impossibly tight, a velvety vise that gripped his fat cock head the moment it breached her entrance, squeezing him with an intensity that made his breath catch.

It felt like warm, silken walls clenching around him in rhythmic pulses, every inch of her inner heat resisting yet yielding in a way that sent electric shocks of pleasure up his spine.

The sensation was overwhelming—an exquisite blend of resistance and surrender, her body's natural lubrication making the invasion both torturously slow and intoxicatingly slick.

As gravity pulled her down further, his cock pierced through her hymen with a sudden, sharp resistance that gave way in an instant, breaking the barrier and driving deeper into her depths.

Charlotte's eyes widened in the mirror, her mouth falling open as a guttural moan escaped her lips—"Ohhh, ahh!"—the sound raw and unrestrained, mixing with a sharp gasp that choked in her throat.

She felt the air being forced out of her lungs, as if his intrusion was pushing every breath from her body, leaving her lightheaded and overwhelmed by the burning stretch and fullness radiating from her core.

Alexander's hands tightened on her thighs, steadying her as he felt her body tense. He cooed softly, his voice a soothing murmur against her ear, "Shh, breathe with me... in and out, just like that."

Under his gentle guidance, Charlotte forced herself to inhale deeply, her chest rising and falling in a shaky rhythm, the panic in her eyes fading slightly as she leaned into his strength.

"That's it, pretty, feel how perfectly we fit," he added, his tone laced with tender lust, encouraging her to relax into the moment.

In the mirror, Charlotte's gaze dropped to her reflection, mesmerized by the sight of her own tummy bulging slightly from the depth of his penetration, a visible ripple under her smooth skin that made her whimper softly—"Mmmph, ohh..."—a mix of awe and vulnerability washing over her face.

The realization of how deeply he filled her sent a flush of heat across her cheeks, her green eyes glistening with a cocktail of pain and emerging pleasure.

Sensing her growing pliancy, Alexander shifted his hold, his hands sliding up to lewdly spread her legs wider into a full split, exploiting her surprising flexibility with a knowing grin. He knew VERY well just how flexible she could be.

"Look at how good you open for me," he purred, his voice dripping with appreciative desire as he adjusted her position.

Charlotte let out a breathy gasp—"Ahh, yes..."—her body arching in response, the new angle allowing him to sink even deeper, her inner walls clenching around him in fresh waves of tight, pulsating heat.

Alexander maintained his commanding hold on Charlotte's voluptuous form, his strong arms flexing as he manipulated her flexible body with deliberate, teasing precision.

He reveled in the way her body yielded to him, inch by inch, as he adjusted his grip and began to thrust upward with slow, grinding motions, opening her virgin pussy further with each deliberate push.

"Feel how deeply it is......remember it," He murmured huskily, his eyes locked on hers in the mirror to watch the expressions play across her naturally feminine face.

Her pussy clung to him like a silken glove, its tightness unyielding yet gradually parting to accommodate his invading length, the wet heat of her inner walls pulsing around him in waves that made him groan low in his throat as he put her flexibility to the test.

He twisted her body slightly, bending her at the waist while keeping her legs splayed wide, the motion forcing her back to arch and her full, curvy ass to press firmly against his hips.

Every inch he claimed sent ripples through her plush figure, her breasts jiggling with the subtle shifts, quivering as if alive with the sensation of being stretched and filled.

"Your body is made for this, isn't it?" he cooed, his tone dripping with lewd admiration, encouraging her to yield completely.

He kept pushing, relentless and deep, until he was buried to the hilt, his cock pressing against the very core of her womb, as if claiming the innermost of her being.

The sudden intensity overwhelmed Charlotte, her body convulsing in a rush of pleasure that bordered on agony, sending her into an intense orgasm that made her cry out.

"Ohhh, gods, yes... It's too much!" Her voice broke into a breathless whimper. She felt utterly full, as though he had reshaped her from the inside, her pussy stretched to its limits and throbbing with a deep, pulsating ache that made her feel taken, possessed in the most primal way.

It was a sensation of complete invasion—her curves swelling with the pressure, her hot, slick folds clenching around him in spasms, leaving her mind hazy and her body trembling as waves of ecstasy crashed over her.

For a while, Alexander began bouncing her on his cock with steady, upward lifts, his muscles straining as he lifted and dropped her in a hypnotic rhythm, the wet sounds of their union filling the suite.

"Slap... schlick... slap..."—each impact driving him deeper into her yielding heat.

Charlotte's moans grew louder, gasps and soft cries as her body adapted, her curvy frame bouncing in his grasp like a living sculpture of desire.

But soon, he shifted tactics, folding her legs upward with effortless strength, bending her into a lewd, dominating standing full nelson.

Her thighs pressed against her sides, her knees hooking over his arms as he hoisted her higher, her back arching against his chest and exposing her fully to the mirror's gaze, her pussy impaled on his length in a position that left her utterly vulnerable.

In this new hold, Charlotte felt totally subjugated, her insides railed by his relentless thrusts, each one stirring her depths and making her core tighten with overwhelming need.

He growled softly as he pumped into her with increasing fervor, his hips snapping forward to meet her descent.

Her tits bounced wildly in the mirror's lewd reflection—full, heavy orbs jiggling with each powerful thrust, their pink tips hardened and swaying like pendulums, the soft flesh rippling under the chandelier's light, contrasting with the flush on her cheeks and the way her orange hair framed her ecstatic face.

She watched it all, transfixed, her green eyes wide with a mix of shock and bliss, as the sight only fueled her arousal—"Mmm, look at us... so wicked," she breathed out, her voice a trembling plea. In the moment, forgotten was the fact that the man impaling her had more than one woman.

He fucked her through one squirting orgasm after another, his pace unyielding as he drove her to the edge and beyond.

The first hit like a storm, her body shuddering as a gush of warm fluid escaped around his cock, soaking their thighs with a messy, intimate release that made her scream. "Ahhh, I'm breaking... ohh!" Her pussy contracting in violent pulses.

He didn't stop, continuing his assault, pushing her into the next with a few more deep, grinding strokes, her curvy body writhing in his grip as another wave built and burst, her fluids spilling anew in a fountain of ecstasy.

Each orgasm left her feeling more claimed, her hot, full figure quaking with aftershocks, but Alexander's steady rhythm promised there was still more to endure, his own breath coming in ragged grunts.

Alexander's relentless rhythm showed no signs of waning, his powerful thrusts driving Charlotte's curvy, sweat-slicked body to the brink of overload.

Her full breasts heaved with each impact, their soft, jiggling flesh catching the mirror's light in a hypnotic display, while her thick thighs trembled uncontrollably, the heat radiating from her core like a blazing fire that threatened to consume them both.

As the orgasms rippled through her one after another, leaving her pussy soaked and hypersensitive, Charlotte's voice broke into a desperate plea, her green eyes pleading in the reflection.

"Please... ohh, slow down a little, it's too intense," she whimpered, her words laced with a breathless contradiction, "but don't stop... I need more, just like this." Her body arched in his grip, the overwhelming sensations making her feel drained yet craving, her mind a whirlwind of exhaustion and desire.

With a knowing smirk, Alexander eased his pace slightly, his hands sliding down her sides to steady her quivering form. "As you wish, my Miss Charlotte," he murmured soothingly, his voice a low, teasing rumble that promised relief and torment in equal measure.

He gently lowered her to the floor, pulling out with a wet, slick pop that left her entrance gaping and glistening with their shared fluids.

Charlotte sank to her knees, her orange hair falling in disheveled waves around her flushed face, her curvy figure kneeling submissively before him.

In her daze, she gazed up at his throbbing cock, still coated with her own essence, and leaned forward instinctively, her lips parting to take him in.

She began to suck and worship him with tentative yet eager motions, her soft mouth enveloping his length in a warm, velvety embrace.

The taste of her own arousal mingled with his musky scent, a heady combination that sent shivers through her—salty and sweet, an intimate flavor that made her moan softly around him.

Her tongue swirled lazily along his shaft, tracing the veins and ridges as if in a trance, her full lips stretching to accommodate his girth.

Alexander's hand threaded through her hair, guiding her with gentle pressure, his breath coming in appreciative grunts—"Ahh, that's it... savor every inch." As he himself savored the rush of conquest, of having this woman, sought after by so many, on her knees for him.

Charlotte's eyes fluttered shut, lost in the novelty of her first cock, the act making her feel deliciously submissive as she bobbed her head, her cheeks hollowing with each suck, the wet sounds of her lips and tongue filling the room until she felt a wave of rest wash over her, her body recovering from the earlier onslaught.

Once she had caught her breath, Alexander rose, his eyes gleaming with renewed hunger as he guided her toward the wall of the presidential suite.

He positioned her with firm hands, making her stand on one leg in a standing split—her right foot planted firmly on the ground for balance. In contrast, her left leg extended upward, straight as an arrow, reaching toward the ceiling in a display of her incredible yoga-honed flexibility.

Her body was bent into a lewd, exposed arch, her curvy hips tilted forward, and her dripping pussy was on full view, the position forcing her to lean against the cool wall for support.

Her orange hair cascaded down one side, framing her piercing green eyes that widened at the strain, her full breasts pressed flat against the surface, and her thick thighs spread wide, showcasing the glossy folds of her entrance quivering in anticipation.

"Hold this for me, my flexible superstar," He whispered huskily, his voice laced with admiration as he pushed her body to its limit, the stretch making her muscles burn in a mix of pain and erotic thrill, her curves accentuated even more in this vulnerable pose. A pose that made her feel all the years she spent keeping her body fit and flexible, were all for this one moment.

Without warning, Alexander stepped forward and slammed into her once more, his cock plunging deep into her still-sensitive depths with a forceful thrust that made her gasp sharply.

"Ohh, ahh!" The impact echoing through the room as he began fucking her anew. Each powerful stroke railed her insides, his hands gripping her lifted leg to keep her steady, the angle allowing him to hit spots that made her toes curl and her body jolt.

Charlotte's moans grew louder, a chorus of breathless cries as the initial sensitivity gave way to building pleasure, her curvy form bouncing slightly with every thrust, her breasts pressing and rubbing against the wall in a rhythmic grind.

The more he took her, the more excited she became, her earlier exhaustion transforming into a fierce, mounting hunger.

Her green eyes, locked on his, sparkled with a wild gleam, her lips parting in a mix of surprise and delight as the sensations reignited her desire.

"I can't get enough... keep pushing me," she breathed out, her voice trembling with newfound energy, her body arching further into the position as if inviting more of his dominance.

Alexander responded with a low growl, his pace steady and unrelenting.

Soon, their passion escalated into a frenzied whirlwind, her curvy, sweat-drenched body now actively fucking back against his with a newfound ferocity that matched his dominance.

Her full breasts bounced wildly as she wrapped her legs around him in one moment, only to spin and push him onto the lavish suite's velvet couch in the next, straddling his hips and grinding down with desperate rolls of her wide, plush ass.

They changed positions all over the place, leaving no surface untouched—her back arched over the marble coffee table as he thrust into her from behind, their bodies sliding across the polished wood and sending crystal vases crashing to the floor in a shower of shattered glass and scattered flowers.

The room quickly devolved into chaos; ornate decorations were knocked askew, a gilded lamp toppled with a heavy thud, its shade dented and rolling away, while champagne flutes shattered underfoot, mixing with the slick mess of their fluids that dripped and pooled on the carpets, staining the expensive fabrics with glossy, intimate streaks.

Charlotte's orange hair whipped around her face as they moved, her piercing green eyes glazed with lust, her thick thighs quivering as she moved with him, in every position he wanted. Her body receiving a stretching, a workout like never before.

She leaned forward, her heavy breasts pressing into his chest as she rode him with urgent bounces, the wet slaps of their bodies echoing off the walls, while she let out a string of breathless moans.

Her curvy form glistened under the dim lights, every curve highlighted in the disarray, as they ravaged each other on the dining table next, her legs hooked over his shoulders, knocking over silverware and leaving deep scratches on the wood from their frantic movements.

The air grew thick with the scent of their exertion, a tangled mess of overturned pillows, spilled drinks, and tangled curtains that they pulled down in their haste, the suite transforming from luxury into a battlefield.

As the intensity peaked, Alexander finally scooped her up in his strong arms, her voluptuous body molding to his as he carried her through the wreckage toward the bedroom, her legs dangling limply yet wrapping around his waist for one last teasing grind.

"You're insatiable," he teased softly, his voice husky with pleasure, as they crossed the threshold, the door swinging shut behind them.

Charlotte clung to him, her breaths coming in ragged gasps, her green eyes locking onto his with a plea that hung in the air.

Their moans continued deep into the night from the bedroom.

Her soft, pleading cries of "Ahh, ohh... please, fill me up" escalating to desperate squeals of "Please cum inside me," each word trembling with need, while his grunts responded in kind.

The sounds muffled by the suite's walls and soundproofing, fading only as the first hints of dawn crept in.


Chapter 27: Aftermath.

A new day!

July 28, 2024.

7:00 AM. Alexander woke briefly, but soon fell back into a deep sleep.

Time slipped away unnoticed.

A little past 8:00 AM.

Charlotte turned over in her sleep and felt something "blocking" her, preventing her from rolling further. She wasn't in the habit of hugging stuffed animals while sleeping.

She opened her eyes.

Blinking drowsily at the ceiling, she slowly turned her head—then her eyes widened in shock. There lay Alexander, fast asleep beside her, facing her. His left arm was tucked under her neck.

Charlotte's face was a mask of utter astonishment!

She seemed frozen in place as memories from the previous day flooded back.

Her mind was filled with vivid images!

Especially with Alexander lying right beside her, she could recall even more details.

Collecting herself, Charlotte slowly turned her head back, then very gradually pulled up the covers to peek underneath. The soreness, the memories, the feeling of that warm liquid deep within her, and the happiness in her heart already confirmed it... Yet she still wanted to check.

After about ten seconds, she gently lowered the blanket again.

Sure enough, what was meant to happen had happened.

Her expression shifted through a spectrum of emotions as she remained motionless for a long while before finally stirring. She tugged at the covers, rising slowly and inching her way out.

Soon, she successfully slipped away without waking Alexander.

Swiveling to sit on the edge of the bed, she carefully slid her feet into slippers.

Charlotte padded silently toward the bathroom.

After just two steps, she frowned slightly, instinctively reaching out to steady herself on a nearby chair.

She paused for a moment.

Gritting her teeth, Charlotte continued toward the bathroom, moving slowly and soundlessly. Occasionally wincing, all while thanking her yoga training. She knew that if it weren't for that... she'd be doing a lot worse.

She entered the ensuite bathroom and gently closed the door.

Facing the mirror.

Charlotte saw her reflection—her body marked with numerous hickeys. Kiss marks and bite marks.

Staring into the mirror, even more memories came rushing back. Most vivid the memories of when he made her face that full-length mirror....

Her face flushed crimson!

She couldn't believe how obedient she became with Alexander, assuming any and all positions he wanted! Had she been even more proactive than he?

And they hadn't used any protection.

Could she be pregnant?

She stood before the mirror for a full five minutes.

Finally, Charlotte moved.

She freshened up first, then slipped into the hotel's white bathrobe.

After tying the robe's belt, she tiptoed to the bathroom door, cracked it open to peer outside, confirmed Alexander was still asleep, and then slowly pushed the door open to step out.

The bedroom door was ajar.

Charlotte left the bedroom directly.

Living room!

The living room of the presidential suite was not only spacious but also exceptionally luxurious, adorned with exquisite decorations everywhere. Yet now, some of these decorations were in disarray!

It was unclear how they had been knocked over.

Charlotte walked while observing and recalling—she had found her dress in the piano room...

A few minutes later, after circling around, Charlotte returned to the sofa in the living room and sat down, beginning to "reflect" on herself!

How could she have done such a thing?

She could swear!

She had only intended to test Alexander.

She hadn't even planned to kiss him again last night!

She wasn't afraid of things going wrong after drinking too much because she knew that as long as she didn't take the initiative, Alexander wouldn't do anything to her!

But yesterday, she had taken the initiative!

Charlotte even began to doubt herself—was she an evil woman who actively seduced other women's boyfriends?

"Charlotte Langford, have you no shame..." she muttered, sitting on the sofa with her face buried in her hands and her head tilted back.

Little did she know, a woman sixteen years her senior had once uttered those very same words! Because of the very same man.

Charlotte's thoughts were in turmoil.

Yet, at this moment, her mind wasn't on Alexander!

But on Jasmine Doran!

If it weren't for Jasmine, Charlotte felt that she and Alexander would have naturally ended up together by now!

But as things stood... Charlotte didn't know how to face Alexander, nor how she would face Jasmine if she found out about this.

The pressure all came from Jasmine!

However!

In truth, Charlotte had felt this kind of pressure before—when she woke up the morning before last and mistakenly thought something had happened between her and Alexander...

In other words, this was the second time she was experiencing the same pressure!

Her ability to cope with it had greatly improved.

Unbeknownst to her, it was already past nine o'clock.

Charlotte finally reached a resolution, or instead, decided what to do. She composed herself, picked up the phone she had found earlier in the piano room, and made a call.

One minute later.

The moment a knock sounded at the door, Charlotte, who was already standing by the entrance, immediately opened it.

Outside was Neema Lee, whom Charlotte had called to come over.

Charlotte pulled Neema into the room, quickly closed the door, and gestured for her to be quiet—acting somewhat furtive and urging her to keep her voice down.

Neema blinked in confusion, looking at Charlotte.

Charlotte didn't let Neema venture further inside; they remained in the entranceway.

"Neema, could you... Buy something for me," Charlotte said, pursing her lips, her expression visibly uncomfortable as she spoke.

"Buy what?" Neema asked, her tone tinged with curiosity.

She found Charlotte's behavior odd—if it was just about buying something, why couldn't she have said it over the phone instead of insisting on saying it in person?

"Just... some things women use," Charlotte said evasively, struggling to get the words out.

"Ah... sanitary pads," Neema immediately assumed, then added with confusion, "But that's not right, boss. Isn't your period around the middle of the month?"

"It's not that," Charlotte replied, pursing her lips again.

"Then what is it?" Neema blinked, waiting for an answer.

"It's..." Charlotte hesitated, then mustered her courage, quickly leaning close to Neema's ear and whispering something!

She immediately straightened up, brushed her hair back, and tried to act as natural as possible—though she was anything but.

Neema's eyes were wide open!

She was utterly stunned!

At first, she thought she had misheard, but Charlotte's unnatural expression made it clear—she had heard correctly!

Charlotte was asking her to buy emergency contraception!

"Boss, boss, you… you… You and Mr. Alexander yesterday?" Neema stammered in extreme shock, pointing vaguely toward the presidential suite.

"Oh, stop asking! Just go and do it!" Charlotte whispered, cutting her off, her cheeks flushing slightly.

Neema's expression remained one of disbelief.

It was worth noting that Neema was unaware of the bet, but she knew Alexander had a girlfriend.

Charlotte trusted Neema implicitly.

As Charlotte's personal assistant, Neema was arguably the person most familiar with Charlotte's daily life.

This was precisely why Charlotte entrusted such a "critical task" to her.

There was no way Charlotte could buy it herself—embarrassment was one reason, but more importantly, given her status, even if she bundled up completely, purchasing the medication posed risks!

Her figure, her voice, her other distinctive traits, such as the color of her hair… even if she wrapped herself up like a mummy, a fervent fan would still recognize her!

Moreover, Charlotte wasn't sure if Jasmine had someone keeping an eye on her.

With the Doran siblings' influence in New York, monitoring her would be all too easy.

"Wear a mask, go somewhere farther away to buy it, and while you're at it, get me a change of clothes. Remember…” Charlotte gave Neema further instructions.

A few minutes later.

Neema left to run the errands.

Charlotte returned to the bedroom.

Moving quietly, she went to the window, untied her bathrobe, and tossed it onto a nearby chair, then pulled back the covers and slipped into bed. She carefully shifted inward, wanting to restore everything to how it was "before."

But just then, Alexander stirred.

He was waking up!

Without hesitation, Charlotte nestled into the crook of his arm.

Alexander held her, shifted slightly, turning from his side to lie flat on his back. Then his eyelashes fluttered, and he opened his eyes.

He was awake.

Charlotte leaned against his chest, tilting her head slightly to look up at him.

After waking, Alexander blinked at the ceiling, then lowered his gaze to meet Charlotte's.

Their eyes locked.

"Good morning, Charlotte," Alexander said with a smile as he looked at Charlotte in his arms.

"Good morning, Alexander," Charlotte replied with an equally sweet smile. For some reason, the tone and the first words Alexander spoke to her after waking up made her feel instantly more relaxed.

She had mustered all her courage to face Alexander upon waking, deeply worried about potential awkwardness and how to navigate their conversation.

What attitude would Alexander take? What would he say? How should she respond? She had even considered what she would do if Alexander tried to kiss her after waking up.

Should she refuse?

Or go along with it?

They had already slept together—everything that was supposed to happen had happened. A kiss wouldn't be a big deal.

But given Charlotte's current situation, even this seemingly "small decision" felt incredibly difficult!

Refusing would be terribly awkward. After all, she had been the one to initiate things yesterday—it would feel like she was playing with his feelings! That would be hard to explain!

Going along with it would mean letting things develop naturally.

Would that mean, starting today, she'd be involved in Alexander's romantic life? Becoming the other woman? No! Not just the other woman—more like fifth or sixth in line. She wouldn't even rank as third.

No matter how she looked at it, the situation was complicated.

Charlotte had struggled greatly to reach a decision in her heart! She had considered every possible scenario and how to handle each one.

Yet, none of the situations she imagined came to pass.

The awakened Alexander posed no difficult problems for her.

Even being addressed as just Charlotte made her feel comfortable and relaxed! She had been so worried Alexander would call her "babe"—that would have presented yet another dilemma for her.

"When did you wake up?" Alexander asked Charlotte.

"Not long ago," Charlotte replied. Maintaining eye contact with Alexander felt somewhat forced, especially since she was lying naked in his arms—naturally, she felt a bit shy.

"What time is it?" Alexander asked as he turned to pick up the alarm clock from the nightstand.

He glanced at the time before putting it back.

9:17 a.m.

"Time to get up," Alexander said, turning back to look at Charlotte. "Would you like to sleep a bit longer?"

"No, that won't be necessary," Charlotte replied, her eyes suddenly flashing with panic.

Because Alexander had completely disrupted her plans!

Don't first-time couples always... do more together after waking up in the morning?

That's how it always happens in TV shows!

How could Alexander just... get up directly?

Without even any subtle touch?

Not only did this render all the countermeasures Charlotte had prepared useless, but it also threw her "plan" into disarray!

She could have chosen not to come back to bed, but she had returned precisely because she was prepared to let something more happen with Alexander!

She didn't feel like she was at a disadvantage in this kind of situation.

On the contrary, she felt that since she had been drunk last night when things happened with Alexander and couldn't truly remember how it felt, losing her first experience like that was actually a great loss!

Therefore, she had decided she wanted to experience something with Alexander while completely sober.

Moreover, this was the first step of her plan!

Without this step, her entire plan would fall apart!

Charlotte shifted to lie on her side. Seeing that Alexander was genuinely about to get up, she went through about "one second" of consideration before sitting up as well.

"Hey!" Charlotte called out after sitting up.

"Hmm?" Alexander turned to look at Charlotte.

Charlotte leaned in directly and kissed Alexander, becoming increasingly immersed in the moment. This was the first time Charlotte had ever kissed a man while completely sober!

It felt even more wonderful than she had imagined.

Of course, this was mainly because, aside from the headache of Alexander having a girlfriend, every other aspect of him satisfied Charlotte. His musical talent had deeply captivated her!

Charlotte had thought she would feel nervous after kissing Alexander.

But the opposite happened.

Not only was she not nervous, she felt relaxed—both physically and mentally! Utterly delighted!

Soon, she was on her back, limbs wrapped tightly around this enigmatic man, feeling her insides being stretched........carving into her heart the feeling of fullness, of being taken....

Half an hour later.

Alexander princess carried Charlotte into the bathroom.

They took a shower and brushed their teeth.

There was a bathtub in the bathroom, but filling it would have taken too much time, so the two showered under the showerhead.

Soon after.

The water rushed down noisily.

Charlotte and Alexander stood facing each other, their bodies covered in foam.

One tall, toned male. The other, a curvaceous woman. Both, a treat for the eyes of the other.

Charlotte's palm circled over Alexander's chest as she spread the foam.

"Alexander," Charlotte said, her gaze sweeping over his body before lifting to meet his eyes.

She had already adjusted, able to look at him calmly and confidently.

"What is it?" Alexander asked, smiling back at her.

"About us..." Charlotte paused slightly, pursed her lips into a smile, and said, "Let's not tell Miss Jasmine, okay?"

Charlotte hadn't come up with a better way to handle the situation!

She could only hope Alexander wouldn't say anything!

Then, she would simply deny everything!

It was truly a last resort!

The reason Charlotte had chosen to get into bed with Alexander while sober wasn't just to make her first time feel complete—it was also to... win him over!

In such an intimate atmosphere, Alexander would be more likely to agree to her request or, at the very least, show some bias in her favor by not telling Jasmine!

Charlotte even felt a little "bad," as if she were being shrewd! But... it was the only way!

For someone like Charlotte, who held herself to high moral standards, making this decision had required enormous resolve!

Alexander's smile turned subtle. Although he didn't know what Charlotte had done before he woke up, he could easily gauge her current state of mind.

"Jasmine won't ask," Alexander said with a smile.

"She won't ask? Why?" Charlotte's hand, resting on his chest, stilled as she met his gaze.

"She can't be bothered to ask. However, she might come to you directly," Alexander replied.

"Come to me directly?" Charlotte's expression shifted slightly.

Well, that made things simpler!

She would just deny it!

Though it felt shameless, Charlotte was genuinely afraid of Jasmine! It was a guilty conscience at work!

Charlotte smiled, her gaze lingering subtly on Alexander's face. Then, she stretched out her arms, hooked them around his neck, leaned in, and kissed him again.

Just a light kiss.

A little after 10 a.m., Charlotte walked out of the bedroom wrapped in a towel. She noticed two sets of new clothes placed on the coffee table in the living room—delivered by Neema.

She wasn't sure when Neema had come, probably while they were showering. Charlotte had given Neema the room key earlier when she asked her to run some errands.

Charlotte walked over to the coffee table, glanced briefly at the items, and then picked up a small paper bag.

Inside the bag was a box of medicine—precisely the kind Charlotte had asked for.

Charlotte put the medicine away, then called Neema to have her book a private room for lunch.

Alexander soon came to the living room as well, also in a towel. His clothes weren't in the bedroom—

They both got dressed.

Charlotte put on a face mask and sunglasses.

Then they went downstairs together.

Charlotte did not take Alexander's arm. In public, she absolutely could not show any closeness to him!

They went down to eat.

Neema had reserved a private room at the hotel's five-star restaurant.

It was located on the third floor, on the north side.

They entered the private room.

Ordered food!

Started chatting!

Ate!

It was past ten in the morning, and they finished around eleven—this meal could be considered an early lunch.

After just a few words, the conversation turned to music.

It was as if nothing had changed between them, which put Charlotte at ease because Alexander wasn't putting any pressure on her!

Halfway through the meal…

"Um… I plan to return to Chicago tonight." After saying this, Charlotte felt a little strange, as if wondering—what exactly was her relationship with Alexander? A one-night stand?

"So soon? Would you like to rest for a day before leaving?" Alexander looked at Charlotte.

"No, it's fine." Charlotte knew why he suggested resting for a day.

Her body was a bit uncomfortable, but returning home wouldn't require much walking—just a car to the airport and then boarding the plane.

"When do you plan to come over?" Charlotte asked, then paused and added, "I mean, for our collaboration—the album recording might still need your input. And… didn't you agree with Tommy Calder to set up a company there?"

She wasn't sure why she felt the need to explain.

"In a few days, I suppose…" Alexander was saying when—

Ring ring…

His phone rang.

Alexander paused, glanced at his phone, and for a moment seemed slightly dazed.

Then he smiled, answered the call, and said, "Mom!"

His mother was calling out of the blue!

This was Alexander's first phone call with his family since his new life began. Even after escaping the ten thousand-year time loop, he had never proactively called home—there was simply no need.

Although Alexander had been trapped on July 7th, 2024, for 3,650,000 days—a whole ten millennia!—he had only been repeating the same day. That didn't mean he couldn't go home.

During those years of repetition, Alexander had returned home countless times, especially during the initial "years" when he endured unimaginable suffering and torment. He would frequently seek solace in his family's company.

Later, as Alexander came to terms with his situation, he began to occupy himself with various activities—studying and investigating—and his visits home gradually became less frequent, though still occasional.

Thus, his parents and younger sister never felt like strangers to him, despite the many many years of confinement.

He couldn't claim to miss them terribly either, since from his perspective, he saw them frequently!

The same applied to the neighbors around his family home.

Whenever he returned, he would inevitably encounter them.

Alexander could now precisely recount how many customers visited his family's shop from morning till night on July 7th, including each person's height, build, appearance, and their exact arrival time down to the second!

He could even recall which foot they stepped in with first, what they said afterward, and how many words they spoke...

Everything was deeply familiar!

Of course!

Now speaking of it, Alexander's parents had no memory of his July 7th visits because those had been reset.

On the final July 7th he experienced, Alexander hadn't returned home, staying in downtown New York instead and visiting a bar that evening...

But his parents' memories of him weren't that distant.

They dated back to July 2nd!

"Ten thousand years" earlier, Alexander had graduated from university in mid-June, returned home for half a month to help at the family shop while job hunting online, then left home to begin various interviews...

He had departed on July 2nd!

Meaning, for his parents and younger sister, it had been only about 20 days since they last saw Alexander.

"Son, are you busy right now?" Susan Ciotta, his mother's voice came through the phone.

"Not busy, just having a meal with a friend," Alexander replied.

"What are you eating?"

"Steak."

"This early?"

"Early lunch."

"You always had an appetite... Oh, right, Alexander, have you found a job yet?"

"Yes, I have. It's actually company... lunchtime now, so I came out to eat."

"On your lunch break then?"

"Right!"

"What company? How's the pay?"

"Working as an assistant, the pay is quite good."

"An assistant? But didn't you study computers? Why become an assistant? Carrying the boss's briefcase?"

"Well... something like that."

"How's the boss? Easy to talk to? I've heard being an assistant is really tough—they haven't been giving you a hard time, have they?"

"No, the boss is excellent."

It was just a casual conversation. Susan asked about her son's recent situation, and Alexander naturally... couldn't tell the truth!

Many things didn't require explanation to others; in fact, they could be brushed off, but if his mother noticed anything off, he'd definitely have to account for it.

So he couldn't act unusual.

Actually, Alexander wasn't lying—his current official job was indeed being Jasmine Doran's assistant.

"Mom, where's Dad?" Alexander proactively asked his mother.

"He's in the back kitchen, busy cooking for customers."

"Is the shop busy today?"

"Not too bad... Alexander, when are you coming back? Do you have weekends off?"

"I have weekends off, and I can take leave too. Probably by the end of the month..."

"Hey! Don't take leave. You just started this job - you don't want to give your boss a bad impression."

"It's fine..."

"Don't say it's fine. You're new to the working world..." The mother continued nagging her son with typical motherly advice, such as "work hard" and "listen more, speak less."

Alexander didn't argue, simply listening quietly.

"Oh... customers are here again. Alright, alright, I can't talk anymore. I need to get back to work..." She suddenly changed her tone.

"Okay, Mom..."

"Oh! I almost forgot, I meant to ask you... Has Mari called you?"

"Her? No, why?" Alexander was slightly taken aback.

Mari referred to his younger sister, Maria Ciotta!

"She headed to the city with her classmates. She's been helping at the shop during her break and even asked me to pay her wages. I gave her a 100$ this morning..." Susan said with a mix of amusement and exasperation.

Alexander could easily picture the scene of his sister coaxing money from their mother.

"Really? When did she come over?" Alexander asked.

"She left around eight this morning. Said she wanted to buy clothes and mentioned she'd visit you. She plans to stay at your place tonight instead of coming home. She said she'd call you - that girl... She hasn't contacted you?"

"No." Alexander replied, then paused before adding, "I'll call her later. Don't worry, Mom, she's grown up now. She won't get lost..."

"Alright, I just wanted to let you know. I need to get back to work. Enjoy your meal."

"Okay, Mom."

Charlotte had been cutting her steak while listening to Alexander's phone conversation.

She could tell it was his mother calling since he'd addressed her as "Mom" and mentioned something about "working as an assistant."

Though she couldn't hear his mother's exact words, Charlotte knew Alexander wasn't being entirely truthful!

Seeing Alexander end the call, Charlotte set down her knife and fork and picked up her wine glass instead.

"Mr. Alexander Ciotta, it seems you've kept certain things from your mother," Charlotte remarked with a smile. A teasing one, with a glint of light in her eyes. This was a different side to Alexander. One she'd never seen before.

"Some changes take time before they can be shared with family," Alexander responded with a smile of his own, raising his wine glass.

They clinked glasses, and both took a sip.

Lunch continued!

Charlotte didn't press further about Alexander's family matters - she knew her boundaries well. After all, in her mind, she wasn't anyone special to Alexander, nor was it her place to interfere.

About ten minutes later.

Ring ring...

Alexander's phone chimed again.

Glancing at the screen, he saw it was Jasmine calling this time.

"Hello, Jasmine," he answered.

"Darling, did you rest well last night?" Jasmine asked immediately, her tone playful.

"Very well," Alexander chuckled, understanding exactly what she meant.

Jasmine didn't question him further - it was just a joke. Three days ago, in the presidential suite, she'd already witnessed Charlotte's flustered expression, which had spoken volumes.

She'd been certain then that something was going on between Alexander and Charlotte!

So now, there was no need for further questions.

Jasmine intended to keep Charlotte in check, but she wasn't in any particular hurry.

After all, their bet had a one-month deadline! In her view, the longer things continued between Alexander and Charlotte, the more it worked to her advantage.

"I'm almost off work, want to grab lunch together?" Jasmine said.

"Already eating," Alexander replied with a smile.

"With Charlotte Langford?"

"Yeah, want to join us?"

"Forget it, I wouldn't want to interrupt your date with your new flame..." Jasmine teased with slight annoyance.

"I might bring someone to your company this afternoon," Alexander chuckled.

"Oh?" Jasmine paused briefly before asking, "Who?"

"My sister. She's in New York, shopping with her classmates right now. I'll go meet her after lunch..." Alexander explained. There were some things he would temporarily keep from his parents, but there was no need to hide everything from his sister.

Many things, many changes - if his parents knew, they might be pleasantly surprised, but they could also worry, or even be shocked!

They might suspect their son was involved in something illegal!

Otherwise, how could he become so wealthy so quickly?

Elders always think that way!

But his sister was different!

"Your sister?" Jasmine repeated, then fell silent as if considering something.

"Yeah, my sister. You know about her," Alexander said.

"Well... how about this - what's her number? Give me her phone number..." Jasmine suggested, seeming to have made up her mind about something.

"Why?" Alexander raised an eyebrow.

"I'll go meet her. Might as well take her to lunch... We're going to meet eventually anyway, sooner or later makes no difference... You can enjoy your meal with your new flame, I'll take care of your sister..." Jasmine said with a laugh.

Alexander knew what Jasmine was thinking, but didn't call her out on it.

"That works too. Write down her number..." Alexander recited a string of digits to Jasmine, then added, "Jasmine, you... Try to be a bit low-key, don't scare her...."

"Don't worry, she's your sister. I wouldn't do that," Jasmine replied with an affected tone and a laugh.

Alexander could only smile before hanging up. As he placed the phone down, he found himself lost in thought.

The past few days had been even more hectic. Frank's wedding…He was sure the women would all attend, along with their families. He could already foresee how it might not be a smooth sailing.

‘Maria in New York.....Charlotte's worries.....Fallout from James’s injury…… Lot still to handle.'

At that thought, he met the soft hues of Charlotte, before shrugging inside. He knew he'd handle it all like always. For now, he decided to focus on the food in front of him.
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