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About this book




To old readers: Welcome back to another chapter of Alexander’s adventure!




To new readers: This is NOT a standalone book. For a full understanding of the story, reading volumes one through seven is required.




And as always, the smutty adult chapters are marked for your reading pleasure or skipping.




See you in the afterword!
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Afterword


Chapter 1: Meeting the girlfriend.

New York Midtown, New York Mall.

This was New York's earliest shopping center—the very first.

Though by today's standards it couldn't be considered upscale, it was wholly overshadowed by several newly built malls in recent years; its prime location kept it an iconic landmark in downtown New York.

Longtime New York residents and people from surrounding towns still preferred shopping here.

Moderately priced, affordable, with great food and entertainment.

Though it wasn't a weekend, New York Mall was bustling with crowds, particularly young people, as schools were on summer break.

Second floor of the mall.

Two stunning girls, carrying cute-style handbags, were strolling and browsing. The girl on the left was slightly taller, nearly five-foot-seven, wearing a white shirt and jeans.

The girl on the right was a bit shorter, though not by much, and noticeably slimmer, also in jeans and a short-sleeved hoodie.

Both wore canvas shoes and no makeup, instantly recognizable as students.

Their close friendship was evident. Their bags and shoes matched in style. They were Maria Ciotta and her best friend, Lauren Davis.

"Lauren, I'm so tired, my feet are killing me..." Maria suddenly slumped her shoulders, exaggerating her exhaustion as she walked a few steps before adding, "Let's go grab something to eat."

"You're hungry?" Lauren turned to ask, "Didn't we just eat?"

They hadn't just eaten—they'd been roaming the mall for hours without buying anything, always saying they'd browse more while consuming countless snacks like hand-pulled pancakes, boiled tripe, ice cream... Nearly every floor and corner of the mall had food stalls.

Though Maria and Lauren claimed to be shopping, their enthusiasm for eating far surpassed their interest in retail therapy.

Besides, the essence of shopping lies in browsing, not buying.

With limited budgets, they needed to explore thoroughly to find satisfying purchases.

This mentality applied to women of all ages.

"Come on, let's find somewhere to sit for a while. I'm exhausted. We can shop more later..." Maria linked arms with Lauren.

"There's that fast food place on the third floor..." Lauren pointed upward.

Having visited numerous times, they knew all the mall's best food and entertainment spots.

Arm in arm, they ascended the escalator.

Ring ring ring...

A phone chimed.

"Hold on, phone call." Maria paused, retrieving her rabbit-eared phone case from her bag. The screen showed an unknown number.

She had no idea who it could be.

But just like her brother, she always answers regardless.

"Hello?" Maria answered.

"Are you..." A cold, stern voice came through before pausing briefly, then softening considerably.

"Are you Maria Ciotta?"

"That's me... Who is this?"

"My name is Jasmine Doran. I'm...your brother's girlfriend." Jasmine said.

"My... brother's... girlfriend?!" Maria's speech became fragmented, her tone exaggerated as she instinctively glanced at her friend.

Her blockheaded brother was dating?

Her nerdy engineering brother, who went four years in college without a single hint of romance, was dating?!

Since when?

How come I didn't know about this?

"That's how it is. I just got off the phone with your brother. He mentioned you're in New York and wanted to come find you, but... he's busy with something. Since I happen to have time, I'll go meet you instead." Jasmine briefly explained the situation before asking, "Where are you right now?"

"Uh..." Maria was momentarily speechless.

She simply didn't know how to respond.

It was too sudden!

A woman suddenly called her, claiming to be her older brother's girlfriend, asking to meet up and for her location.

It felt somewhat suspicious.

Maria even instinctively wondered if some scammer was targeting her?

But then she realized there was nothing about her worth scamming!

"Uh... My friend and I are at the New York Mall right now, planning to grab something to eat..." Maria eventually replied.

"Wait for me, I'm heading over now."

"Uh..."

"Beep beep beep..."

Maria wanted to say something more, but Jasmine had already hung up after finishing her sentence, leaving only the dial tone in her phone.

Jasmine's decisiveness and habitual commanding tone were things Maria couldn't quite get used to.

Maria blankly lowered her phone.

"MariMari, who was that? What's wrong?" Lauren noticed Maria's dazed expression and waved her hand in front of her face as she asked.

"My brother's girlfriend said she's coming over." Maria looked at her best friend.

"Your brother has a girlfriend?" Lauren was also surprised. Of course, she knew Alexander Ciotta—they'd known each other since childhood.

"I'm confused too. I had no idea." Maria said, then immediately raised her phone again. "Let me call and ask him..."

Maria scrolled through her contacts, found the number saved as "Big Bro," and dialed.

The call connected quickly.

"So you finally decided to call? Mom said you came into the city this morning." Alexander started with a stern tone.

"Hehe." Maria chuckled. "I was just shopping with Lauren, thought I'd come find you in the afternoon... By the way, bro, I need to ask you something, and you better be honest!"

"Did Jasmine call you?" Alexander said directly.

"Is she your girlfriend?"

"Yes."

"That's good then. I thought I might have encountered a scammer... When did you get a girlfriend, bro! How come I didn't know?"

"Do I need to report to you when I get a girlfriend?"

"That's not what I meant! Whatever! If you don't want to tell me, forget it... I'm hanging up. Lauren and I are going to eat." Maria hung up immediately.

Hanging up on her older brother—she was always this direct and casual.

After putting down her phone, Maria eagerly told Lauren, "She really is my brother's girlfriend. Hmph, pretty impressive, huh? Didn't date anyone all through college but found a girlfriend right after starting work!"

"When did they start dating? Did Alexander say?"

"He didn't tell me, being all mysterious about it..."

"What does she look like? How old is she?"

"How would I know... We'll find out soon. She said she's coming to meet me..."

The two young women chatted somewhat gossipily as they walked upstairs.

They were just making casual conversation.

Half an hour later.

Third floor of the mall, Golden Gate Restaurant.

Maria and Lauren sat in a corner, both looking rather bored. After arriving, they'd ordered egg tarts, fries, and Coke—no burgers or proper meals, just "snacks."

They'd been eating while waiting, but even after all this time, she still hadn't arrived.

"Why hasn't she come yet?" Maria mumbled around her straw.

"Should be soon. Want to call and check?" Lauren suggested.

"Sigh..." Maria sighed, picking up the phone that was face down on the table. She glanced at it, considering whether to call and hurry them along, but it seemed relatively impolite.

Just then.

Ring ring...

Maria looked at the phone screen and immediately perked up.

"She's here, she's here," Maria said, quickly answering, "Hello?"

"I'm on the first floor. Where are you?"

"Third floor, at G Gate Fast Food."

"Okay, wait for me."

After just a couple of sentences, the call ended again.

"So arrogant," Maria muttered as she put down the phone. So far, her impression of Jasmine Doran wasn't great, though it wasn't awful either.

Two minutes later.

Jasmine Doran, wearing a blue dress and carrying a bag, pushed open the door of G Gate Fast Food. She paused near the entrance, looking around.

Meanwhile.

"Hey, hey, Maria, look....that girl is so beautiful..." In the corner, Lauren suddenly poked Maria and whispered, gesturing toward the entrance.

"Hmm?" Maria turned to look, and her eyes lit up as well.

"She looks like a celebrity."

"Even prettier than celebrities, look at her dress; it's so beautiful..."

"Her skin is so fair; she's gorgeous."

While people say men love looking at beautiful women, women actually love it more. There's a mentality of appreciation, comparison, and checking out outfits.

The two girls whispered, staring at Jasmine with starry eyes.

"Hey? She seems to be looking for someone? No, she couldn't be your brother's girlfriend, could she? She should be coming over..." Lauren suddenly said.

"Impossible," Maria responded, "My brother is such a blockhead, always glued to his computers. He doesn't know how to chase girls - he'd be lucky to have any girlfriend at all. How could it be a beauty like her?"

"Wow, talking about your brother like that," Lauren looked at Maria.

"I'm just telling the truth. Who doesn't date in college these days? My brother never dated - someone even wrote him a love letter once, and he still managed to screw it up somehow..." Maria said with a serious face.

Squeak!

The sound of a chair being pulled out suddenly came from opposite them.

"Someone wrote Alexander a love letter? When was this? I never heard him mention it." Jasmine sat down opposite the two girls, asking with a smile.

Maria and Lauren simultaneously turned their heads toward Jasmine, then seemed to freeze in place, both staring wide-eyed at Jasmine's face.

"Maria Ciotta, right?" Jasmine asked, smiling, while looking at Maria.

It's worth mentioning that when Jasmine came to meet Maria this time, during their previous phone call, Maria hadn't mentioned what she was wearing or where she was sitting. Since they had never met before, such details should have been shared to help identify each other.

Yet Jasmine had directly recognized Maria.

This certainly wasn't because Maria resembled Alexander. While they did share some facial similarity as biological siblings from the same parents, they weren't twins and had different genders.

Their "resemblance" was quite limited.

The reason Jasmine could recognize Maria was simple... she had already seen Maria's photo.

Not just Maria's - Jasmine had seen photos of Alexander's entire family. During the first few days after meeting Alexander, Jasmine repeatedly investigated his background, gathering more comprehensive information each time.

She had even researched Alexander's family relationships.

Jasmine didn't just recognize Maria - she also knew about Lauren Davis, having seen her photo, too... because Lauren was Maria's best friend, childhood companions who had grown up together, representing the most important relationship in Alexander's sister's life.

Both girls were somewhat stunned.

Naturally, they were bewildered! Shocked!

Could this fairy-like beauty be that... girlfriend?!

"Aren't you going to introduce us?" Jasmine gestured toward Lauren while asking Maria.

"Ah... well... she's my best friend, Lauren Davis..." Maria finally snapped out of her daze and hurriedly made the introduction.

"First time meeting, I'm Jasmine Doran," Jasmine said with an upturned corner of her mouth, extending her hand toward Maria.

Maria hesitated for a moment before reaching out to shake Jasmine's hand.

Jasmine also extended her hand toward Lauren, who hastily raised her hand to reciprocate the handshake.

Although Jasmine had toned down her icy demeanor and made herself much more approachable, her aura and the habitual mannerisms of a female CEO still made both girls feel somewhat uncomfortable.

Maria and Lauren exchanged glances.

Their eyes communicated volumes - they had so much they wanted to discuss with each other, their burning curiosity already ignited, but with Jasmine present, they couldn't whisper privately.

"Sis, you're really beautiful, so gorgeous," Maria said sweetly, immediately offering praise that came from genuine admiration.

She almost wondered if she was dreaming - how could her blockhead brother possibly land such a supreme, rich, beautiful girl?!

"You're lovely too," Jasmine replied to Maria with a smile. This was also sincere.

Alexander wasn't bad-looking himself - while not devastatingly handsome, he was pretty striking. He could be described as attractive, and Maria certainly qualified as beautiful!

According to Alexander's rating standards for women, anyone above 6 points could be considered exceptionally attractive, and Maria would score around 7.5.

While not top-tier stunning, she was definitely far from ordinary-looking.

"Is this all you ate?" Jasmine glanced at the leftover paper containers on the table, easily discerning what the two girls had consumed at this fast food restaurant, and slightly frowned. "Was this enough to fill you up?"

"It's just a casual meal, I'm not very hungry," Maria said with a slight smile.

"You look so much like your brother when you smile," Jasmine remarked.

"Really?" Maria looked at Jasmine. "Then, Miss, you and my brother..." She hesitated, her words trailing off awkwardly.

She had a head full of gossip to ask Jasmine about. Still, Jasmine's aura made her hesitant to overstep, even though Jasmine seemed friendly.

"Let's go, I'll treat you to something to eat. We can talk on the way..." Jasmine said decisively, standing up.

"Well, alright then," Maria replied, though she had wanted to refuse. She didn't voice her reluctance out of politeness—they weren't close, and it felt inappropriate to let someone treat her to a meal, especially with her brother not around.

But she couldn't bring herself to say no.

Part of her wanted to interact and ask questions, but Jasmine's unconsciously commanding tone also made it hard to refuse.

The three of them left the fast-food restaurant.

Jasmine walked slightly ahead, pulling out her phone as soon as they stepped outside to call Alexander.

The two girls walked arm-in-arm a little behind, already huddled together, whispering and speculating.

"Is it for real?"

"If she's acknowledging him, how could it be fake?"

"A rich, beautiful woman—is my brother really that impressive?"

"Who are you asking? He's your brother. Oh, look at her bag... It's a Hermès!"

"Hermès? That must cost a few thousand, right?"

"A few thousand? The cheapest ones are tens of thousands. That style of hers... at least tens of thousands!"

"Wow! That expensive? Really?"

"Why would I lie to you? Of course, it's true."

Lauren spoke with certainty. Her family background was slightly better than Maria's—in their small town, she could be considered a rich second-generation. Though she didn't have extravagant spending habits and her consumption level was similar to Maria's, she was well-versed in luxury goods and cosmetics.

She just loved looking at them. After all, Lauren was a bit more mature than Maria. Maria had never worn makeup, while Lauren occasionally did.

Up ahead.

"Hey, darling... yeah... I've picked them up... taking them to eat now... alright, see you this afternoon..." Jasmine spoke briefly with Alexander before hanging up.

Behind them. The two girls chattered quietly again.

"She called your brother 'darling'," Lauren whispered.

"That's so cringey. Something feels off, like it's all a dream..." Maria whispered back.

They took the elevator down to the mall's underground parking lot.

Not far from the elevator, a Mercedes G-Class and an Audi A8 were parked side by side.

"Get in," Jasmine gestured to the two girls as she walked around the front of the car, indicating they should enter from the other side.

The three got into the car.

They all sat in the back.

Since they were all women, with two slender girls, there was no need to squeeze.

Once Maria and Lauren were inside, they noticed someone else in the car—a man in his thirties, dressed in a black suit and wearing sunglasses, sitting in the driver's seat.

"To Nana Restaurant," Jasmine said after closing the door.

The man in the front didn't respond; he simply started the car.

Maria and Lauren immediately understood: Jasmine traveled in an Audi A8 with a dedicated driver... she was no ordinary rich, beautiful woman.

What they didn't know was that Jasmine had intentionally kept a low profile today. Alexander had asked her to, so as not to overwhelm his sister all at once.

So Jasmine didn't take the Maybach, opting instead for what she considered the more low-key Audi.

Neither Maria nor Lauren noticed that, just as the Audi A8 pulled out of the parking space, the Mercedes G-Class beside it also began moving, following the Audi A8.

"Sis, when did you and my brother... first meet?" Maria, sitting in the middle seat, turned her head, smiling, to ask Jasmine.

"It was in March, when I went to your brother's university for company recruitment..." Jasmine replied while looking at Maria.

"Recruitment? Are you already working, sis? May I ask... how old you are?"

"Twenty-seven."

"Twenty-seven? That means you're nine years older than me and five years older than my brother?"

"Yes, why? Do you think I'm very old?"

"No, no, no, not at all. It's just that you're so beautiful and look particularly young with such great skin. I thought you were around the same age as my brother..."

The casual conversation continued.

Maria asked all sorts of questions, and the atmosphere remained harmonious.

Jasmine answered all of Maria's many questions, though part of her response was a lie. Specifically, the timeline of how she met Alexander. Regarding this point, Jasmine had long since aligned her story with Alexander's.

If they said they met at a campus recruitment fair, then they did.

About ten minutes later.

"So sis, between you and my brother, who pursued whom?" Maria kept asking, feeling that something wasn't right. How could her brother possibly win over such a wealthy, beautiful woman? Even if he suddenly became smooth-talking, it wouldn't happen this way—and being pursued by her was even more impossible.

"Between him and me... You can't really say who pursued whom. These things depend on fate," Jasmine said with a smile.

Suddenly.

"Mari, Mari." Lauren, sitting by the window on the other side of the back seat, suddenly poked Maria and called her by her nickname in a low voice.

She had been scrolling through her phone since getting in the car, seemingly looking something up.

"Hmm?" Maria turned her head to look at her best friend.

Lauren hooked her arm through Maria's, pulling her close, and whispered in her ear, "Fourteen thousand." Her tone was somewhat excited.

"What fourteen thousand?" Maria whispered back, not understanding.

"Her bag—fourteen thousand. That bag of hers costs that much..." Lauren spoke extremely quietly, afraid Jasmine might hear.

Maria's eyes instantly widened in shock.

A bag costing fourteen thousand?!

Fourteen thousand itself isn't shocking. It's not exaggerated. Maria's family has some money - they own a storefront in the county and property in the city...

What's exaggerated is the idea that a single bag costs so much!

How rich must someone be to spend that amount on a bag?! A rich second generation? Super-rich second generation?! Then their family... must have at least several tens of millions, right?!

"Lauren, are you sure you didn't check wrong? How could... a bag be that expensive..."

"If you don't believe me, look, look, I found it... the price on the official website."

The two girls huddled close together, whispering, with Lauren showing Maria her phone, acting somewhat stealthily as if afraid Jasmine would notice the screen.

Maria shielded her view and looked at Lauren's phone, scrolling slightly.

Price: 13,999 $!

Maria cautiously glanced at Jasmine again, looking at the bag Jasmine had casually placed between them, checking twice - the style was indeed identical.

Fourteen thousand! That could rent an apartment in a small county town for a whole year. Carrying "an apartment" in your hand - that's terrifying!

This is way too rich!

Not only did my brother find a girlfriend, but an ultra-super-rich one?! The probability of this happening must be lower than winning the lottery jackpot, right?

It's not that Maria looks down on her brother, it's just that she knows him too well, knows all about him... so how could this be possible?

"What are you two talking about?" Jasmine's voice suddenly came through.

Maria and Lauren turned their heads simultaneously, then shook their heads in unison.

"No, nothing."

Jasmine smiled with a slight frown but didn't press further, because she didn't think she could understand young girls' topics - best friends could talk about anything, and Jasmine understood there was a generation gap between them.

Even without accounting for background differences, there was a 10-year age gap.

"Sister, your bag is stunning," Maria proactively said to Jasmine.

"Is it?" Jasmine picked up her bag to look at it, then smiled at Maria. "I bought it quite a while ago, the style... is alright."

"Is this Hermès?" Maria asked again.

"Yes," Jasmine nodded.

"Then this bag... must be costly?" Maria then asked.

She brought up the bag intentionally to steer the conversation toward the price. Perfect opportunity to ask.

"It's not cheap," Jasmine smiled.

"Then, how much exactly does it cost?" Maria asked again.

Jasmine frowned slightly, feeling strange - why does Maria keep asking about the bag? Is she hinting that I should buy her one? But Maria didn't strike her as the type of girl who would ask for things upon first meeting.

She, in fact, seemed quite innocent.

Judging from Maria's clothing, she didn't seem like a vain girl either - her clothes and bag were ordinary, nothing high-end.

So why ask about the bag?

Jasmine couldn't figure it out, even thinking she might be overanalyzing.

She looked at her bag again, thought for a moment, then turned her head and said: "I don't remember. This bag was probably bought last year, I just grabbed it casually when going out..."

"Ah..." Maria was suddenly speechless, not knowing what to say.

Grabbed it casually?! You don't even remember the price of such an expensive bag?! Could this get any more exaggerated?!

Actually, Jasmine wasn't lying.

Not only was she not lying, but she had also even changed bags before going out, specifically to be more low-key.

Because of Alexander's remark about keeping a low profile and not being intimidating, Jasmine not only changed her car and reduced her entourage when going out, but she also removed all her jewelry, changed her clothes, and switched her bag... Her recent go-to bag was diamond-encrusted and particularly flashy.

That's why she switched to this seemingly "very plain" bag.

In the lounge of Jasmine Doran's CEO office, many of her clothes, shoes, bags, cosmetics, and jewelry were stored. As for the exact prices, Jasmine remembered some but genuinely couldn't recall others.

They were all extremely expensive, though.

So, "checking the prices" was pointless. Jasmine just picked things at random, relying solely on their appearance—choosing the "plain" ones.

It was impossible for Jasmine to deliberately buy cheap items just to appear low-key, especially given the lack of time.

A few minutes later. Q Second Street, Midtown, Nana Restaurant.

An Audi A8 pulled up and parked by the roadside.

In New York, Nana Restaurant wasn't top-tier, but it was still considered upscale. Top-tier restaurants were too extravagant and expensive, lacking the understated vibe Jasmine wanted. She felt this restaurant was low-key enough. Not all its patrons were wealthy; some moderately affluent young professionals occasionally came here for a "special meal."

Jasmine didn't take the two girls to a "more low-key" restaurant because she didn't know any.

In her four years in New York, she had never been to a dining establishment lower-tier than Nana Restaurant. She also had no interest in checking websites for budget-friendly options. It wasn't necessary, after all... when treating someone to a meal, it should be something nice.

"Miss Doran, you're here. This way, please..."

As soon as Jasmine entered with the two girls, a middle-aged man in a suit with a "Floor Manager" badge approached. Both Maria and Lauren could tell Jasmine was a regular here—everyone knew her.

The floor manager was very enthusiastic and directly escorted Jasmine and her companions to a window-side table.

In the middle of the day, the restaurant was bustling, nearly full.

Yet, that prime window-side spot was empty.

Because it was reserved for Jasmine. As a diamond member, she didn't need to notify them in advance—the table was kept for her year-round.

The three of them sat down at the window table, with Maria and Lauren sitting side by side across from Jasmine.

"You two aren't vegetarians?" Jasmine asked with a smile.

Both girls shook their heads.

"Let's order first, then we can chat," Jasmine said.

As she spoke, a waiter approached. There were already two menus on the table, but since there were three people, the waiter placed a third menu.

Jasmine opened her menu, skimmed through it, then turned to the waiter and said, "Sirloin steak with red wine reduction, Caesar salad, tomato bisque, tiramisu... bring over the bottle of sparkling wine I have stored here. I'd like the steak medium-rare."

The waiter nodded in acknowledgment.

Maria and Lauren had already picked up their menus, holding them upright and pressed together to hide their faces. They leaned in close, whispering to each other.

"Wow, one steak costs 200 dollars."

"These two scallops... almost 50 dollars."

"Look, look at the back—this bottle of wine is three thousand."

"This place looks so expensive, Lauren. Has your dad ever brought you to a place like this?"

"No, a meal here costs too much."

"Several thousand per person, I bet."

The two spoke in hushed tones while glancing around. They had been eyeing the place since they entered and were still at it. It had to be said that this type of upscale restaurant truly excelled at creating an atmosphere of luxury and refinement.

"Since it's your first time here, you should try their signature dishes: the black truffle lamb chops confit, bouillabaisse..." Jasmine's voice chimed in.

Maria and Lauren lowered their menus to glance at Jasmine before quickly looking down again to flip through the pages.

Black truffle lamb chops—found it. Over two hundred per portion, and a tiny one at that. Judging by the picture, it was just a tiny piece. Would it even be enough for two bites?

They soon found the bouillabaisse too. The picture showed it wasn't a small portion but a large one, yet it was even more expensive than the main-course steak. Over 250$ for one serving.

Jasmine finished ordering in half a minute.

It took Maria and Lauren five minutes to decide, and even then, they only managed with Jasmine's suggestions.

It was too expensive—they felt somewhat embarrassed to order.

But they also understood: if Jasmine could carry a fourteen-thousand-dollar bag, treating them to a restaurant like this seemed perfectly normal.

Was this the daily life of the wealthy?! After ordering, they waited for the food.

"Jasmine, what company do you work for now, and what do you do?" Maria began questioning Jasmine again.

"A cosmetics company." Jasmine looked at Maria, her smile suddenly turning subtle as she added, "I'm actually colleagues with your brother now."

"Really... so you're an executive, right?" Maria pondered before asking further, "The pay must be great?"

"An executive? You could say that." Jasmine nodded with a smile. "The income is indeed very high."

After some small talk, Maria kept asking this and that, still brimming with questions.

Suddenly!

"Boss Doran? Oh my! It really is you, Boss Doran..." A middle-aged man's voice called out from not far away.

Jasmine turned her head to see a tall, thin, balding middle-aged man in his forties, dressed in a suit. Beside him was an exquisitely dressed woman of about the same age.

They looked like a very wealthy middle-aged couple. Of course, Jasmine Doran recognized them.

The middle-aged man was named Dan Fen, the owner of New York's Aofen Color Printing & Packaging Group and one of Magical Glamour's partners. Currently, his group supplies the paper packaging for about two-thirds of Magical Glamour's entire cosmetics line.

"What a coincidence, Boss Doran! Hahaha, I was just thinking of paying you a visit recently. I didn't expect to run into you here..." Dan strode over, his manner extremely enthusiastic.

Jasmine also stood up.

"Mr Dan, what a coincidence... Mrs. Fen..." Jasmine shook hands with Dan and then with his wife, and they nodded to each other.

They were all acquaintances who had known each other for several years.

After a few pleasantries and empty formalities, Dan steered the conversation toward business. He seemed a little desperate.

"...Boss Doran, about your collaboration with Golden Group, you see... we've been partners for so many years... Why put it off? Since we've run into each other today, why don't we talk about it? You know the quality of Aofen's products, Boss Doran..." The moment Dan opened his mouth, Jasmine knew what he was after.

It was about the paper packaging supply for the collaborative project between her company and Aileen Arison's. He wanted in on the deal.

Every product needs external paper packaging, and cosmetics are no exception. The collaboration between Magical Glamour and Golden Group had been settled in a hurry.

Jasmine and Aileen Arison had discussed it over dinner on the 20th, the day Alexander returned from Boston, and the partnership was later announced at the banquet on the 23rd.

Strictly speaking, the collaboration between the two parties was still in the project proposal stage. They were still in talks. Many details had yet to be finalized.

As a partner of Magical Glamour, Dan had naturally attended the banquet on the evening of the 23rd. Ever since that day, he had been itching to talk to Jasmine, but he hadn't found a suitable opportunity.

Jasmine knew that Dan wanted to secure the packaging order for the new luxury series that Magical Glamour and Golden Group had just initiated.

This particular order wouldn't be very profitable on its own.

Compared to the current business volume between Magical Glamour and AoFen Group, the revenue from providing packaging for the luxury series would be a mere fraction.

After all, it was a luxury series, destined not for mass sales. One couldn't expect high sales volume. For Magical Glamour and Golden Group, this collaboration was more about elevating their brand positioning and broadening their brand identity.

There wasn't much money to be made. Yet Dan was still incredibly enthusiastic. Jasmine understood that his eagerness stemmed from Golden Group.

The paper packaging for the luxury series, from its overall design to its printed patterns, had to be unified with the product's inner packaging.

In other words, if Dan could land this deal, he wouldn't just be collaborating with Magical Glamour, but would also have to work closely with Golden Group.

That was the key. One deal could lead to another.

As long as he could secure this first collaboration with Golden Group, the future would be promising.

If Golden Fortune Group took a liking to them after this initial collaboration and they subsequently landed a major packaging order from Golden Group, it would be enough to elevate AoFen Group to a whole new level.

"Mr Dan, it's not very convenient for me right now. I'm treating someone to lunch, so it's not a good time to discuss business..." Jasmine cut him off, a professional smile on her face. "How about another day? We can set a time to talk in detail then."

"Well... alright, alright. Another day, then," Dan said quickly. He didn't dare to press the issue; annoying her would mean losing his chance completely.

As he spoke, Dan glanced across the table at the two girls who were strangers to him. They looked like students.

Dan hadn't intended to pay them any mind, but Jasmine had just said... she was treating someone? Anyone treated to a meal by Jasmine was surely not ordinary.

"Boss Doran, if I may ask, who are these two young ladies...?" Dan asked with a broad smile, gesturing toward the two as if it were a casual question.

"Alexander's younger sister, Maria Ciotta," Jasmine introduced them simply. "And this is her classmate, Lauren Davis."

Dan's eyes instantly lit up.

Of course, he knew who Alexander was; there wasn't a soul in New York's business circle who didn't. He had even met and spoken with Alexander at the banquet following Magical Glamour's new product launch on the 23rd.

"Mr. Ciotta's sister? So you're Miss Ciotta! Hahahaha... Miss Ciotta, a pleasure, a true pleasure to meet you!" Dan took a step forward, laughing heartily as he extended a hand to Maria.

Maria shot to her feet. It was like a reflex.

She was a little flustered. This feeling, this formal social etiquette, and phrasing. It was all beyond what she was used to.

"He-hello," Maria said, mimicking the gesture and shaking Dan's hand. Dan immediately reached into his jacket and pulled out a gold-foil business card.

"Miss Ciotta, my humble self is Dan Fen. It's our first meeting. I hope you'll look after me in the future..." Dan held the card with both hands, about to present it to Maria.

Maria's whole body stiffened. She felt like she was in a scene from a TV drama.

A rich man about her father's age was politely handing her a business card and saying things like "look after me in the future." What kind of bizarre plot was this?

The card itself looked expensive, all shiny and golden. Maria was at a loss. Should she take it? How should she take it? What was she supposed to say after taking it?

Jasmine noticed Maria's discomfort and knew she was panicking. "Mr Dan, Maria is still quite young. Don't scare her," She said, giving Dan a pointed look.

This man was too good at currying favor—and too eager to do so.

"Ahahaha..." Dan smoothly retracted the card, dissolving the slight awkwardness with a loud laugh. He then added, "Miss Ciotta looks so much like Mr. Ciotta. So beautiful! Oh? Boss Doran, why don't I see Mr. Ciotta?"

"He's busy," Jasmine replied.

They exchanged a few more pleasantries. During the exchange, Mrs. Fen, who had been standing to the side, also spoke up, smiling as she praised Maria's good looks until Maria started to blush.

Anyone could feel the sense of being "flattered." Dan didn't dare to stay too long, lest he truly become a nuisance.

"Well then, Boss Doran, we'll be on our way..."

"Take care, Mr Dan."

After another handshake, he left. Jasmine watched them walk away before turning her gaze back and sitting down.

Across from her, Maria also sat down, but she looked as if she'd been bewitched, unable to snap out of her daze. She was still completely bewildered.

When Dan had first come over, she'd heard him address Jasmine as "Boss Doran" and was still trying to figure out just how high-ranking her brother's girlfriend was. Could she be the company's owner?

Before she could even figure that out, Dan had turned his attention to her.

The handshake, the business card, the compliments... the whole sequence had left Maria utterly baffled.

Mr. Ciotta?! Miss Ciotta?!

There was nothing wrong with the titles themselves; they were just overly formal. But Dan's tone... it felt like he was saying more than just a formal form of address.

Why was he so polite?!

"What's wrong?" Jasmine asked, noticing that something was very off with Maria.

"No-nothing..." Though she said it was nothing, Maria immediately asked, "Jasmine, who was that man just now...?"

"Oh, he has a partnership with our company. He's the owner and CEO of AoFen Color Printing, a business that does product packaging," Jasmine said with a gentle smile.

"So he's wealthy, right?" Maria asked.

"Yes, he's rich," Jasmine nodded.

"How rich?" Maria asked curiously.

"Maybe... a few dozen million in assets," Jasmine said after a moment's thought, unable to give an exact number.

"A few dozen millions? That rich?" Maria was stunned.

"Wow!" Lauren, beside her, also covered her mouth, turning to exchange a look with Maria. "A multi-millionaire."

Maria was bewildered again, unable to make sense of it.

Being rich wasn't scary in itself, but why would someone that rich offer her his business card? And ask her to "look after him in the future"? Who was supposed to be looking after whom?!

"Jasmine, are you... Also a CEO? That cosmetics company you mentioned, is it yours?" Maria asked again.

"Yes, it is," Jasmine nodded.

"Are you my brother's boss?" Maria followed up with one question after another.

Jasmine's smile bloomed, finding the question amusing.

"You could say that," Jasmine laughed.

"Then... how much money do you have?" Maria asked, getting straight to the ultimate question.

Jasmine hadn't expected Maria to ask her directly how much money she had.

If she told the truth, there would be no going back to being low-key.

Jasmine fell silent for a moment, then thought about it and said to Maria, "Personally.....Three hundred million, I guess."

"T-three hundred?" Maria stammered.

"Yeah, about that," Jasmine nodded.

She had told the truth. The reason she was honest was that she had thought about what Alexander had said earlier.

Besides telling her to be low-key, he had also mentioned taking Maria to the company in the afternoon.

In other words, they weren't going to hide the company from Maria.

Therefore, Jasmine's understanding was that when Alexander said to be low-key, he was referring to their lifestyle, extravagance, and family background. As for money itself, there was no need to be too deliberate about feigning poverty.

She couldn't really pretend to be poor. It was just something Alexander had mentioned offhandedly; it wasn't that serious.

And as long as one was rich, whether it was thirty million or three hundred, it made no difference to Maria. Both were astronomical figures she could hardly imagine.

So there! If Maria knew, she knew. Maria was stunned, and so was Lauren.

The two looked at each other. Neither spoke; they didn't know what to say.

"Uhh..." Maria looked at Jasmine again, still muttering subconsciously. Her perception of Jasmine was elevated to a new height.

A female CEO who, at only twenty-seven, had an astonishing net worth. And she was so beautiful.

Maria had only ever seen such people on TV!

She... was her brother's girlfriend?! And was treating her to a meal right now?!

The drama of a poor boy falling in love with a female CEO was actually happening right beside her, to her own brother.

Unreal. It was too unreal!

"So, Big Sister, what do you see in my brother? My brother... he just graduated from university. How did you... fall for him... You're so amazing, Big Sister..." Maria was so shocked that she was starting to have trouble speaking properly.

The meaning behind her words was, naturally, that she felt her brother wasn't good enough for the exceptionally outstanding Jasmine Doran.

"Love is irrational," Jasmine said, looking at Maria with a slight smile. "You're still a little young, so you might not understand. It's hard to explain in just a few words. Besides... your brother is very outstanding too. Don't you think we're a good match?"

Jasmine firmly believed that she and Alexander were a perfect match. Far better than vixens like Seraphine Arden or Charlotte Langford!

But Maria shook her head like a rattling drum.

"You don't think we're a good match?" Jasmine raised an eyebrow and asked in return.

"Yes, no, well, not exactly," Maria was at a loss for words again, feeling like any answer would be wrong.

After a moment, Maria continued, "My brother is actually okay. He's considered outstanding among his peers, his grades have always been good, and he graduated from a top university, but... compared to you, Big Sister, he's just too ordinary! I just feel... he's not worthy of you."

Maria was straightforward. She still hadn't recovered from the shock.

What kind of family was this? Finding a girlfriend with a net worth in the hundreds of millions? And that was just her personal wealth.

She wasn't thinking about it from an outsider's perspective, but from a family member's. It was a thought born from "knowing one's own place"!

"Not worthy of me? You'd say that about your own brother?" Jasmine chuckled. "Aren't you afraid he'll get angry if he finds out?"

"He won't. He dotes on me," Maria said.

"I might just tell him," Jasmine replied.

"Don't!" Maria exclaimed, then added, "Please don't, Big Sister. Don't let him know."

She was still a little worried she'd get "scolded" by her brother.

"Excuse me," a waiter's voice suddenly cut in from the side.

The dishes had started to arrive. After the waiter left.

"Actually... your brother is more outstanding than you think," Jasmine said with a smile. "Let's talk about him. He hasn't told me much about his past. By the way, didn't I hear you say before that he's received love letters before?"

"Yeah, when he was a sophomore in college..."

They started talking about Alexander.

Jasmine was, one might say, quite interested in Alexander's past. The information coming directly from Maria was much more detailed than the written reports Jasmine could have someone investigate.

Besides, many things couldn't be found out through investigation. Mainly trivial little things, the everyday stuff.

Jasmine wanted to know these things not for any particular reason, but purely out of a desire to know and understand.

Maria was very innocent and answered almost every question Jasmine asked.

Of course, she couldn't help but embellish things occasionally, calling Alexander a blockhead, going on about what STEM guys were like, and saying he was an incredibly unromantic guy.

"Has your brother ever learned to play an instrument? Like guitar or piano?" Jasmine asked when they were halfway through the meal.

"No, how could he..." Maria replied.

"Besides gaming, Alex doesn't seem to have any other hobbies," Lauren added from the side.

A negative answer.

Jasmine wasn't surprised at all. She was just confirming a suspicion she had.

Before they knew it, it was almost one in the afternoon. They had more or less finished eating.

Maria and Lauren were especially full, even burping a little. But there was still some food left on the table; they had ordered a bit too much and couldn't finish it.

Jasmine wiped her mouth and glanced at her watch.

"Do you two have any plans? Want to come to the company for a bit? Alexander will be there this afternoon," Jasmine asked.

"We..." Maria glanced at Lauren, then said to Jasmine, "We were planning to go shopping for clothes today, but we haven't bought anything yet..."

"Shopping... Let's go together, then. I'll take you," Jasmine said.

"No, no, we don't want to trouble you. You've already treated us to a meal, Big Sister. We can just take a taxi. Besides... don't you have to go to work?" Maria quickly waved her hands.

"It's fine. I can go to the office a little later. I happen to want to buy a few things myself," Jasmine smiled.

Half an hour later. Midtown, second floor of the Harman Shopping Center, Chanel boutique.

Jasmine held up a pink Chanel Classic Flap Bag with a grained calfskin finish to look at it. Maria and Lauren stood by her side, looking around but not daring to touch or examine anything randomly, because they knew everything was costly and they couldn't afford it.

They had come with Jasmine, who had said she wanted to buy something too.

"What do you think of this one? Is it pretty?" Jasmine looked at the pink bag in her hand, then turned to ask Maria.

"Mhm, it's super pretty!" Maria nodded. She loved these kinds of pink, very girly bags.

Although she didn't understand why Jasmine would want to buy such a bag, as it didn't quite match Jasmine's aura. But if she had to give her opinion, it was pretty.

"Try it on." Jasmine reached out and hung the bag's strap directly on Maria's shoulder, then turned to the sales associate. "This one. Card."

"This way, miss," the sales associate said, her face beaming with enthusiasm.

Maria froze. She was buying it for her?!

Jasmine was already walking toward the counter with the sales associate before the stunned Maria finally reacted.

"She's buying it for you," Lauren whispered in Maria's ear.

Maria immediately grabbed the price tag on the bag and looked at it.

The bag cost twelve thousand!

"Hey, Big Sister... Big sis, I can't accept this." Maria caught up to Jasmine, trying to stuff the bag into her hands.

Jasmine had already reached the counter with the sales associate. While taking her card out of her purse, she turned her head and said, "What's wrong? Didn't you think it was pretty? You don't like it anymore?"

"It's pretty, but it's too expensive. I... I can't accept it," Maria said, holding the bag out with both hands.

She really didn't dare to accept it.

She might have been highly tempted to accept a bag worth a few hundred, or even a few thousand, but one worth tens of thousands was just too terrifying!

"Just take it. Consider it a first-meeting gift from me," Jasmine said.

"But this is too expensive," Maria said immediately.

"Expensive? It's alright."

"This... I..."

"Take it."

Jasmine couldn't help but give Maria a look of feigned annoyance. Although she was still smiling, the look was suddenly a little intimidating to Maria. It gave her the feeling that if she didn't accept it, Jasmine would get very angry and lose her temper!

"Well, then..." Maria looked at the bag, then at Jasmine, then back at the bag. Her hand subconsciously stroked the leather. The bag was stunning, and she genuinely liked it.

"Alright then, thank you, Big Sister," Maria said, extremely embarrassed.

Jasmine handed the card to the sales associate, then turned back to ask Maria, "What did you call me?"

"Big Sister," Maria said.

"What?" Jasmine asked again.

She was now truly making Maria nervous. She had been calling her Big Sister since they met. What did she say wrong?

She paused for a moment to process, and an uncertain idea suddenly popped into her head. In an unsure tone, she cautiously said to Jasmine, "...Sister-in-law?"

That felt good!

Maria had understood perfectly. Jasmine just wanted to hear her say "sister-in-law"!

Previously, Maria had always called her "big sister." At first, it was fine, and Jasmine didn't think anything was wrong with it. After all, they didn't know each other well, and calling her "sister-in-law" right away would have been strange and overly familiar.

After a while, however, Jasmine started to dislike the title "big sister." It felt odd.

Jasmine wasn't here to be Maria's big sister. She was here to be Maria's sister-in-law, or rather... the only person Maria could call sister-in-law!

So she had been practically hinting for Maria to call her that.

And just as Jasmine would have Dante Doran call Alexander "brother-in-law," whether they were married or not, in Jasmine's view, didn't affect the form of address.

But that wasn't all.

Jasmine was also making a statement. She had to make Maria feel that she and her brother were truly in love. There were many things she couldn't tell Maria or Alexander's parents for the time being, and Alexander's apparent circumstances highlighted a massive gap between him and Jasmine. It was a disparity that spanned several levels.

Jasmine could imagine that such a vast difference would make Alexander's family nervous, or even let their imaginations run wild.

It might even cause Alexander's family great unease. Therefore, Jasmine understood that her own attitude was crucial.

Furthermore, bluntly, Jasmine was here today to "win over" her future sister-in-law, Maria.

"Good girl," Jasmine whispered with a smile, her delight written all over her face.

Maria was astonished. Was she really this happy just from being called "sister-in-law"?

Just how much did she like Alexander?! This was getting more and more surreal.

She swiped the card, and they left.

Since Maria's own bag was full of things and a hassle to rummage through, she hugged the new Chanel bag for now while Jasmine carried the shopping bag.

The three of them walked out of the Chanel boutique.

"That section over there is all clothing... By the way, Mari, have you ever worn high heels? You're already grown-up, you can start wearing them..." Jasmine, knowing Maria had never been to a mall of this caliber, explained before asking.

"High heels? No, I haven't..." Maria replied.

"Then let's go, over there..." Jasmine said.

From her determined manner, Maria could tell that Jasmine was about to take her on a shopping spree. She knew Jasmine didn't care about the money; she was so wealthy that even spending hundreds of thousands on a super-expensive outfit for her wouldn't make her bat an eye.

But this put a lot of pressure on Maria. It was twofold.

On one hand, she was embarrassed, or rather, she didn't dare accept things that were too expensive. She had accepted the handbag with great reluctance.

On the other hand, how was she going to explain this at home?

Even if her parents knew her brother's girlfriend had bought it, they would probably scold her for it being so incredibly expensive. Accepting so many pricey gifts was just too improper.

Accepting one handbag was enough. Although it was stressful, it wasn't overwhelming.

"No, let's not. It's okay, sis... sister-in-law. One bag is enough. I don't wear high heels anyway. If I want to buy something later, Lauren and I will go shopping..." Maria said.

Jasmine looked at Maria, then at Lauren. She found herself liking Alexander's sister more and more. She was just so sensible!

From Maria's behavior, it was clear that although Alexander's family background was ordinary, his parents had succeeded in raising their children well. Maria's character was truly impeccable.

"How about this?" Jasmine took out her card again and tried to hand it to Maria, gesturing toward Lauren. "You hold on to the card. There's no PIN. You and your best friend can go shopping together. Whatever you buy today, just put it on this card... I happen to need to buy something for your brother, so we can split up and meet again when we're done..."

Jasmine was very generous.

Not caring about this small amount of money was one thing, but she also suspected that Maria's reluctance to accept gifts might have something to do with Lauren. The two were best friends, and their bags and shoes were even the same style; they were just short of wearing matching bestie outfits.

It was clear their bond was exceptionally strong.

Under these circumstances, if Maria's style suddenly became inconsistent with Lauren's, leading to a significant gap in their attire, it could genuinely affect their friendship.

Having a close friend with whom you can share anything is a rare thing. Jasmine had no desire to ruin their friendship.

Maria didn't dare to take Jasmine's black credit card. She was already hesitant to accept any more gifts, let alone a credit card.

"No, no, we're not buying anything else..." Maria waved her hands dismissively.

"Right, right, we're not," Lauren chimed in, also waving her hands.

Birds of a feather flock together. Maria and Lauren had very similar temperaments. In truth, Lauren's family was much, much wealthier than Maria's, and she could easily afford a higher level of consumption. But for the sake of consistency, when shopping with her best friend, she never bought clothes or shoes that Maria couldn't afford.

And when it came to receiving gifts, both were equally hesitant. Lauren, in particular, felt that Maria had a reason to accept—it was a gift from her "sister-in-law"—but if she received something, what would that make her?

In that moment, Jasmine finally understood what Alexander had meant when he'd told her to "be low-key, don't scare them."

Two good kids.

Alexander naturally understood his sister's personality, and one could surmise that he also understood Lauren's, as she was the little neighborhood girl he had watched grow up.

The financial disparity meant they had completely different perceptions of money.

What Jasmine saw as a normal act of buying small gifts for a first meeting had become difficult for Maria to accept simply because of the price. She didn't even dare to take them.

Was a bag worth tens of thousands expensive?

Jasmine knew that tens of thousands wasn't cheap, but this was already her "low-key" choice. She couldn't go any lower, or it would be a common brand, unsuitable for a gift.

But to Maria, tens of thousands was already terrifyingly expensive.

Jasmine now realized that she had already "scared" Maria. She wondered if Alexander would "blame" her when they got back.

"How about this, sister-in-law? Let's go back. Didn't you say we were going to your company?" Seeing Jasmine looking at her, Maria quickly added, "Let's go now. Let's go see your company, sister-in-law. Can we take a tour...?"

Maria was genuinely scared and wanted to leave the mall immediately. Moreover, she wanted to see her brother as soon as possible. She had a bellyful of questions for him!

"Alright then, to the company..." Jasmine nodded, not pressing the issue any further.


Chapter 2: Reunion with the little sister.

An hour later.

2:30 in the afternoon.

South District, New York, Halston Tower, CEO's office of Magical Glamour.

It had been half an hour since Jasmine brought Maria and Lauren to the company. Upon her return, Jasmine had started processing documents, while Maria and Lauren sat on the sofa, whispering to each other and occasionally looking up at Jasmine.

On their way in, they had already witnessed the bodyguards outside the CEO's office.

Then they saw Jasmine in her work mode. Serious. Cold.

It was as if she had become a different person. Her imposing, unapproachable aura made the two girls afraid to make any loud noises.

Is this what a female CEO is like when she works?

What they didn't know was that this was actually Jasmine's usual demeanor. The friendly, smiling attitude she had shown them was the exception, not the rule.

Behind her desk, Jasmine was signing documents with swift strokes. Her assistant stood to the side, head slightly bowed, waiting in silence.

"...Why isn't the acquisition plan for the west-suburb factory ready yet?" Jasmine asked coldly, her eyes still scanning the pages as she signed.

"Um... Vice President said it might be ready tomorrow afternoon."

"What is he paid for? It's been so long. Tell him to get his ass over here, now!" Jasmine commanded.

"Yes, Bo—" The assistant was about to agree.

But Jasmine seemed to remember something. She glanced up at the two young girls on the sofa, then turned her head and added, "Never mind... We'll discuss it at the meeting."

She remembered Maria was there. If she started yelling at someone in front of Maria, it would definitely scare her. Jasmine knew what she was like when she lost her temper.

After signing the documents, she handed them to the assistant to take them away. "Postpone the three o'clock meeting to four," she added.

"Yes, Boss." The assistant agreed and hurried away with the files.

Just a minute after he left, the sound of footsteps and a bodyguard's voice came from outside the door.

"Mr. Ciotta."

The next moment, the door opened. Alexander walked into the CEO's office, one hand tucked into his suit trouser pocket.

Maria and Lauren didn't notice someone had entered the office. It wasn't that they didn't hear the door open, but they had subconsciously started ignoring the sound. It happened too often.

In the half-hour they had been there, ever since Jasmine sat down in her office, a constant stream of people had come and gone—delivering documents, asking for signatures, being summoned by Jasmine for instructions...

At first, Maria and Lauren would look up whenever someone came in, but eventually they stopped. It was all the same, and there was nothing interesting to see.

Jasmine turned her head, saw Alexander enter, and rose with a smile. Just as she was about to speak, Alexander raised a hand, made a "shushing" gesture, and glanced toward Maria.

It was obvious Alexander wanted to tease his sister. Jasmine's smile turned mischievous, and she remained silent.

On the sofa, which faced the desk from a short distance, Maria and Lauren were huddled together, heads down, whispering as they admired the Chanel bag on Maria's lap.

They clearly adored it. They couldn't put it down.

"...This bag is genuine leather, right? Do you think it'll get scuffed? Right here..." Maria whispered to Lauren.

"It'll definitely show some wear with daily use, but bags this expensive can always be repaired," Lauren whispered back.

"Hmm..." Maria pouted in thought, then whispered again, "It's so expensive. Do you think I'll be a target?"

"Are you afraid of thieves?" Lauren asked with a teasing giggle.

"Not really... It's just that I feel like even a tiny scratch would break my heart. And... if I carry this bag, our bags won't match anymore..."

"It's okay. I have an expensive one at home. The one my aunt gave me for my birthday this year. It's pink too. It's not as expensive as yours, but it's still over ten thousand... From now on, when we go shopping, we'll both carry our pink bags..."

"Oh, right, I remember that one."

"Where'd you get the bag?" a man's amused voice suddenly asked, very close by.

Maria and Lauren jumped in fright before looking up at the same time.

"Brother!"

"Alex."

They greeted him instinctively. Maria then shot to her feet. "Brother, when did you get here?"

"Just now." Alexander smiled, then gestured with his chin. "I'm asking you, where'd the bag come from?"

The question immediately made Maria nervous.

Maria was already worried she'd be scolded for accepting such an expensive bag, and now Alexander was asking about it like this.

Her hand holding the bag tightened unconsciously, and she looked a little timid. The siblings had a great relationship and would often joke around, but because Alexander was five years older, a gap that meant if he got genuinely angry, Maria would be scared.

"I gave her the bag." Jasmine's voice came from behind them. She walked out from behind her desk, the clicks of her high heels echoing on the floor. "Is there a problem?"

"Nope, no problem." Alexander looked at Jasmine and smiled. "Just asking."

Jasmine walked over and shot Alexander a playful glare. She knew he was just teasing his sister.

"Hmph!" Maria suddenly snorted softly.

From the tone Jasmine used with Alexander, she sensed that Jasmine would back her up.

"What are you huffing about?" Alexander turned back to his sister.

"Hmph! Hmph! Hmph! I'll humph if I want to! Sister-in-law bought it for me, so don't you dare say anything!" Maria's courage returned, and she was just short of making a face at him.

"You're getting bold." Alexander raised a hand... and pressed it down on Maria's head.

And ruffled.

"Agh! Bro, don't... you... You're doing it again... you've messed it all up!"

This was Alexander's ultimate move in dealing with his sister from "ten thousand years ago." Ruffling her hair. Managing hair was a troublesome affair for girls; long hair required meticulous combing, and messing it up meant starting all over.

Although Alexander had matured through ten millennia of reliving the same day, he had no intention of changing how he dealt with his sister.

There was no need.

Alexander could feign any persona with anyone else, but with his sister, it was completely unnecessary. He didn't want his sister to feel like he was a stranger to her.

"Are you sorry?" Alexander asked.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry! Brother, I'm sorry," Maria surrendered.

Only then did Alexander let go.

Forgetting the sofa was behind her, Maria took a step back and plopped down. She didn't fall, but she quickly rummaged through her bag for her small mirror. She opened it, checked her reflection, confirmed her carefully done hair had been all messed up, and then looked up at Alexander, infuriated.

She looked like she was about to die from anger.

"You dare glare at me again," Alexander said, giving Maria a look that told her to think twice.

Maria backed down. She stopped glaring at Alexander but still pouted, fuming.

At home, she would dare to argue with Alexander. Even though she couldn't "win" against him, she could call their mom over to take her side. But outside, she didn't dare. She couldn't count on her sister-in-law to back her up every time.

"I'm so mad. He always ruffles my hair," Maria muttered, taking a small wooden comb from her bag to fix her hair.

"Ha!" Jasmine couldn't hold it in anymore and burst out laughing. "Are you two always this interesting?" She truly found it hilarious, mainly because of the contrast.

If she hadn't seen it with her own eyes today, Jasmine would never have imagined that the ever-composed Alexander, the guy she'd seen crush everyone, would have such a playful side and even "bully" his own sister.

"Sister-in-law, my brother is bullying me!" Maria looked up, tentatively tattling to Jasmine.

"I'll teach him a lesson for you," Jasmine replied with a smile. She then turned to face Alexander and reached out, grabbing his tie.

She pulled him over. And leaned in for a kiss, pressing their lips together.

Maria froze for a second, then nearly rolled her eyes. You call that a lesson?! Are you sure you're not just showing off your relationship?!

And wasn't that a bit too direct? There were other people here!

Seeing their kiss stirred up those thoughts again about how they got together?

How did a young, beautiful, wealthy CEO fall for her brother, who had no money or power? And they were this lovey-dovey?

Jasmine kissed Alexander twice, then pulled back slightly, still very close. She looked into his eyes and asked in a low voice, "Where's Charlotte Langford?"

"She went to the airport," Alexander replied softly, smiling.

"She left?" Jasmine was surprised.

"Yeah, back to her place," Alexander replied.

"You could bear to let her go?" Jasmine teased, still holding his tie.

"My sister's here, let's not talk about this."

Jasmine gave him a look, then let it go. She released him and turned to look at Maria, who was combing her hair in front of the mirror while Lauren helped hold a section of it.

One had to admit, Alexander's technique was masterful. Maria's hair was a complete and utter mess, almost tangled into knots.

"Mari," Jasmine called out. When Maria looked up, she gestured with her hand. "My lounge is over there. There's a bathroom inside where you can wash your hair, and there's a hairdryer..."

Maria glanced over, then stood up and said to Jasmine, "Thank you, sister-in-law."

She started to head over.

She wouldn't wash her hair, but with a hairdryer, it would be much easier to manage. She had washed it this morning, so it wasn't oily; a quick blow-dry would make it easy to comb.

Just then, ring ring ring...A phone rang. It was Maria's.

Maria stopped, turned back to her bag, and took out her phone. She glanced at the screen, then answered and put it to her ear. "Hello, Mom."

"You rascal, did you call your brother?" Her mother's voice came through the phone.

"I did," Maria said.

"When did you call? I called your brother at noon, and he said you hadn't... Where are you now?"

"I'm here with my brother at his company."

"Oh, you've already met? Why did you go to his company? So irresponsible! Don't disturb your brother at work. He just started. What if his boss gets a bad impression..."

"It's fine, Mom." As Maria spoke, she turned to look at Alexander and Jasmine. Her eyes lit up, and she shot Alexander a "you're gonna get it" look.

"By the way, Mom! My brother's in a relationship! Did he tell you?" Maria said into the phone, her words tumbling out.

"A relationship? Your brother has a girlfriend? He didn't say anything. How do you know? Did your brother tell you?" Their mother asked eagerly. Parents were always concerned about such matters.

"He more than told me, I've met her! Mom, did you know? My brother's girlfriend isn't just incredibly, incredibly beautiful, prettier than a celebrity, she's also super..." Maria was about to drop a massive bombshell on her mother.

Her brother hadn't even told the family he was dating, and he was dating such an unbelievably perfect CEO. If her mom found out, she would definitely give her brother a thorough grilling.

Alas, Maria didn't get the chance to finish her sentence.

The phone was suddenly snatched from her hand. Maria looked up and saw, of course, that it was Alexander who had taken it. Just as he put the phone to his ear, Maria tried to grab it back, saying, "Give it back..."

Alexander raised his other hand, feigning a move to ruffle her hair again, and Maria instinctively dodged.

"Hello, Mom," Alexander said into the phone.

"Eh? Alex... Was what your sister just said true? You have a girlfriend?" His mom's voice was filled with concern and excitement.

"Yeah," Alexander said.

"When did you start dating? Why didn't you tell me? How old is she? Is she a local? How did you two meet? You, you never tell the family anything, and something as big as getting a girlfriend..." Her words came out much faster than usual as she fired off a series of questions, a hint of complaint in her tone.

She was a little excited.

Her son, Alexander, was handsome and a good student. He hadn't dated in high school, which she had once considered a point of pride, since studying was more important then. But he didn't date in college either, and it seemed he didn't know how... Maria had mentioned this at home before, using it to tease Alexander during their arguments.

This had made her, as a mother, a bit worried.

Although her son had just graduated and there was no rush to get married, the idea that "my son doesn't know how to interact with girls" had stuck in her mind.

That's why she was a little excited now.

"...Prettier than a celebrity? Actually, you don't need to find someone who is too pretty. Overly beautiful women aren't always reliable. The most important thing is her personality... Alex, are you listening?" She had finally finished her rambling.

"I'm listening to you, Mom," Alexander said with a smile.

"Listen to me for what? You talk!"

"It's hard to explain in just a few words, and I'm busy here, Mom," Alexander said amicably. "How about this, Mom? I'll come back at the end of the month and bring her to meet you..."

"Bring... bring her back? So soon?" She was suddenly a little taken aback. That was way too fast for meeting the parents.

Alexander hadn't even been in the workforce for a month!

"How long have you been dating that you're already bringing her home? Let me tell you, Alex, you have to be serious about this. Don't be too rash, or you'll end up hurting the girl, and I'll deal with you... I know you're not that kind of kid, but dating is a serious matter. Have you discussed it with the girl? And you just..."

"Mom, don't worry... I'm at work. It's fine. I have to go. You'll meet her in a few days."

"Alright, then get back to work. Be diligent... That's all for now." After a pause, she asked again, "Are you sure you're bringing her back?"

"I'm sure," Alexander said.

"Okay then. I'll discuss it with your father. We'll prepare... how to host her... You get back to your work."

The call ended. They had talked for a while, but in reality, Alexander hadn't revealed any information.

After hanging up, Alexander turned to look at Jasmine. Jasmine pursed her lips and asked softly, "You're taking me home?"

"Mm," Alexander said with a smiling nod.

Jasmine pursed her lips again. Though she was smiling, her expression had changed subtly.

The two of them had never specifically discussed this before. Jasmine didn't know if this was something Alexander had planned all along or a spur-of-the-moment decision.

As for her own feelings… she naturally had no objections, but she did feel a little nervous.

Although Jasmine was unconventional and had a strained relationship with her family for years, she cared deeply about Alexander. Because of that, she would care about his parents.

"Give me back my phone…" Maria, taking advantage of the moment Alexander was talking to Jasmine, suddenly lunged for it.

Alexander was still looking at Jasmine, but with a simple lift of his hand, Maria's attempt failed.

"What were you just trying to do? Get Mom to chew me out?" Alexander asked, turning to his sister.

"No… Just give me my phone back," Maria said, her tone softening now that her intentions had been exposed. She was still afraid of being scolded by her big brother.

"Wasn't it?" Alexander retorted.

"It really wasn't, Bro! Brother! Dearest brother, please give it back. I was wrong, okay?" Maria relented, admitting her fault and coaxing in a single, well-practiced, seamless motion.

Alexander returned the phone to her.

Once she had it back, Maria scrunched up her nose and shot Alexander a "fierce" look before quickly putting some distance between them. She turned back to grab her bag and headed for the lounge Jasmine had indicated earlier.

"Lauren, come help me," Maria called out, not forgetting Lauren.

Lauren, who had been smiling with pursed lips the whole time, followed after her.

As they walked, they muttered to each other. Just before Maria entered the lounge, Alexander could faintly hear words like "Bro is the worst."

The lounge door closed.

"Your sister's quite mischievous, isn't she?" Jasmine asked, turning her head to look at Alexander.

"She only dares to act like that with me. She wouldn't and doesn't with outsiders," Alexander said with a smile, taking two steps forward and turning to sit on the sofa.

Jasmine also walked over to the sofa and sat down next to him, leaning against him and draping an arm over his shoulder, while directly pressing her soft bust against his chest.

"Your attitude toward your sister…" Jasmine began again, looking at Alexander's profile.

"What about it?" Alexander asked, smiling at her.

"Nothing, really. It's just… quite different. Very much like a big brother…" Jasmine said thoughtfully, her words carrying a hidden meaning.

"What do you mean, 'like'? I am her big brother," Alexander laughed.

"Uh-huh," Jasmine nodded, saying no more.

What she really wanted to say was that Alexander's attitude toward his sister, Maria, was utterly different from how he treated everyone else. It felt more genuine. Not that Alexander was fake before, but just… There was an inscrutable quality about him.

"What did you two talk about? And you bought her such an expensive bag…" Alexander took the initiative to ask Jasmine.

Just some casual chitchat. A few minutes later.

Ring, ring, ring…

Alexander's phone rang. He took it out, glanced at the screen, and answered, "Dan."

"Brother-in-law, are you busy?"

"No. Go ahead."

"This morning, James Sutherland's old man met with my dad…"

Jasmine had been leaning against Alexander, her head tilted close to listen to the voice on the phone. But when she heard them mention the two families meeting, her interest instantly vanished. The mere name "James Sutherland" was enough to make her sick.

"I'll go take a look," Jasmine whispered before getting up and walking toward the lounge. She was going to see if Maria's hair was done.

With Jasmine gone, Alexander also stood up. He stuck one hand in his pocket and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window, gazing at the scenery outside as he listened to the call.

"… They've basically settled it. The Sutherland family will take responsibility for the clubhouse fire. For the clubhouse itself and all associated losses, the Sutherlands are willing to pay 300 million in compensation…" Dante's voice was tinged with excitement as he said this.

The clubhouse was meant to be burned down anyway, so this money was essentially a windfall!

Alexander had told him before to ask the Sutherlands for at least 300, and he never thought they'd actually get it!

Alexander, however, was not surprised at all.

The Sutherlands were desperate to form an alliance with the Dorans. As for the clubhouse fire, although the truth hadn't yet been uncovered, no matter how it was investigated, the Sutherlands couldn't escape involvement. In this situation, it made no difference whether they paid sooner or later—they were going to have to pay.

"I understand," Alexander said after listening.

"Brother-in-law," Dante called out again.

"What is it?" Alexander asked.

"Um… regarding the compensation from the Sutherlands, my dad and I discussed it. We see this as money 'we' earned. My dad's idea is that you and I split it fifty-fifty. 150 million each. How does that sound?"

Alexander's eyebrows shot up.

He had to admit, Morris Doran really knew how to handle people! Men who accomplished great things were always generous!

"No problem," Alexander said.

Alexander would take the money! It wasn't coming from the Doran family's pocket anyway, but from the Sutherlands. A little maneuvering to swindle the Sutherlands felt pretty damn good to Alexander.

"Alright then. It might take a few days to transfer it to you… Oh, right, brother-in-law, are you free tonight? You're at my sister's place, right? I think I just heard her voice. I'm leaving New York tomorrow morning, so let's get together for dinner tonight…"

"Hmm…" Alexander paused to think.

He originally wasn't free. His sister was here, and he had to have dinner with her. But Dante was leaving. It wouldn't look good if he had dinner with his own sister instead of letting Jasmine see her brother off.

"I'm free," Alexander said after a moment. "But I have to give you a heads-up."

"Huh?" Dante was suddenly flustered. Why the sudden warning? He hadn't done anything!

"My sister is visiting me. We'll all have to eat together tonight. You need to be mindful, drink less, and keep a low profile. Don't scare her…" Alexander said.

"Ah… so it's your sister who's here, brother-in-law. I was wondering what it was, hahaha." Dante instantly relaxed and laughed heartily. "Don't worry, brother-in-law. I get it, I get it…"

Dante readily agreed. He was, of course, aware that Alexander had a sister. He even knew her age, her name, where she went to school, how her grades were, and so on… The Doran family had used their full resources to run a comprehensive background check on Alexander.

The file Dante had on the Ciotta family was even more complete than Jasmine's.

"Then it's settled, brother-in-law. We'll have dinner together tonight. I'll arrange the restaurant…" Dante said with a smile.

"Sure," Alexander replied, then paused and added, "No need for a restaurant. We'll eat at home, at your sister's place… Just come over then."

"Okay, okay, okay."

"Alright, if there's nothing else, let's hang up."

After ending the call, Alexander turned and glanced toward the lounge. He didn't go over, instead walking back to the sofa and sitting down to scroll through his phone.

He exchanged a few messages with Charlotte Langford.

Charlotte had already arrived at the airport, and her private jet was waiting for clearance to take off.

It was worth noting that Alexander hadn't taken Charlotte to the airport; Celeste Lark had… After Alexander and Charlotte finished lunch today, they went to Celeste's home together.

Celeste was also planning to sign with Charlotte's company, so they had gone to her place to discuss the matter, as well as Celeste's new single after signing.

Alexander had wanted to see Charlotte off, but she wouldn't let him, saying she knew he was busy and should get to his own affairs. In reality, Alexander knew that Charlotte wanted to "avoid suspicion" in front of Celeste, so he didn't insist.

And he really was busy. He had to come here to see his sister.

A few minutes later.

A knock sounded at the door.

Alexander looked up at the office door and said, "Come in."

A woman with above-average looks, dressed in professional attire, walked into the office, her high heels clacking on the floor. She was holding a thick folder… one of Jasmine's assistants.

Usually, a CEO didn't need many assistants; one or two were enough.

But Jasmine had more than just one or two.

She was a woman who could be extremely serious and incredibly hardworking in her job. And because the purpose of establishing Magical Glamour was to beat James Sutherland, Jasmine didn't want to lose and was working exceptionally hard.

Magical Glamour was by no means a small company. It wasn't just the headquarters that was staffed; the two factories had even more people! Yet, there was no issue of bloated departments or overstaffing. This was because Jasmine had been managing the entire operation. Having more assistants also meant she was much more tired than the average CEO.

The female assistant stopped after taking a few steps into the room.

"Mr. Ciotta," she first greeted Alexander with a nod, then glanced at the empty CEO's desk.

She was obviously here to report to Jasmine.

"Wait a moment," Alexander said, then got up and walked toward the lounge.

As he got closer, he could faintly hear the sound of a hairdryer from inside. Alexander pushed the door open and went in.

Inside the lounge.

Maria was sitting in a chair while Jasmine stood to one side, running one hand through Maria's hair and holding a hairdryer with the other, helping her dry it.

Lauren stood on Maria's other side, holding a wooden comb.

Maria was also holding a wooden comb.

The three of them were chatting as they worked on the hair.

When Alexander came in, the hairdryer paused. Jasmine turned to look at him. Alexander walked over, gestured with his head, and said, "Your assistant is waiting for you."

Jasmine handed the hairdryer to Alexander and hurried out.

She went out to attend to business. The door closed again.

The sound of the hairdryer started up once more.

Alexander was drying his sister's hair.

Maria had already started giving Alexander little side glances. She kept glancing at him, but Alexander remained unfazed. Unable to hold back any longer, Maria finally spoke, subconsciously lowering her voice. "Bro! Aren't you going to come clean? What's really going on with you and sister-in-law? How did you two get together?"

"You're already calling her 'sister-in-law' so smoothly. Do you still need to ask? Is it important?" Alexander laughed, waving the hairdryer.

"Bro, stop playing dumb. I know you. Don't lie to me. If you lie to me, I'll go back and tell Mom…"

"Go ahead and tell her, then. But I should remind you, Maria, if you dare to run your mouth when you get back, I won't help you when your sister-in-law gets mad at you in the future…" Alexander said with a gentle smile.

Every bully has their master.

Alexander didn't plan on using any schemes on his own sister, but he felt that getting Jasmine to make his sister behave was an excellent, hassle-free option.

"Bro, I'm your real sister!" Maria was, as expected, a little scared.

She hadn't even truly witnessed Jasmine's "ferocity" yet. But with Jasmine's aura and demeanor, just a tiny display was more than enough to intimidate Maria.

"You know you're my real sister, yet you're still threatening me?" Alexander chuckled.

"I—I wasn't threatening you, I wasn't, Bro… Dearest brother… just tell me, please? You two really…" Maria's expression changed in a flash, and she started wheedling again.

"We got together in March. It was love at first sight," Alexander said.

"And then?" Maria pressed.

"What 'and then'? That's it," Alexander smiled.

"You…" Maria puffed up her cheeks again, narrowing her eyes to glare at Alexander.

The drama of a poor boy falling in love with a female CEO was happening to her own brother. Maria had already imagined numerous scenarios, such as a hero saving a damsel in distress or a misunderstanding between enemies. She was dying to know what had really happened between them, her heart itching as if it had been scratched by a cat.

But Alexander had just brushed her off with "love at first sight". It was so infuriating!

Maria fell silent. She looked away from Alexander and started to sulk.

But she didn't refuse to let him continue drying her hair.

Lauren stood to the side, pursing her lips, looking like she wanted to laugh but didn't dare. She was holding it in so hard it hurt. She had witnessed the banter between the siblings many times and found it incredibly amusing each time.

After just two short minutes, Maria couldn't hold it in any longer.

She glanced at her brother again, seemingly no longer angry. She tilted her head slightly, looking Alexander's outfit up and down. Suddenly, her gaze fixed on something, and she looked up at his face. "Bro, your watch, who bought it for you?"

"Your sister-in-law," Alexander replied.

"It's pretty expensive, right? How much was it?" Maria asked again, her tone now sickeningly sweet.

"You guess," Alexander laughed.

"Hmm…" Maria pondered for a moment, then bit her lip and guessed a large number. "Ten thousand dollars?"

"You're kinda right," Alexander said.

"Twenty thousand?" Maria's eyes went wide.

Although she knew Jasmine carried an expensive bag, a woman who would buy her boyfriend such a costly watch must be genuinely in love, right? Only true love would be willing to spend that kind of money!

Alexander didn't say anything.

As they were talking, because Maria had mentioned the watch, Lauren also noticed it on Alexander's wrist.

Alexander's hand was raised, so she could see it clearly.

She recognized the brand. She recognized the model, too.

"How have Mom and Dad been lately? Has business been good this month?" Alexander took the initiative to ask, mainly to distract Maria.

"Business is okay, I guess…" Maria replied.

They chatted about family.

A few minutes later.

"Honey!" Jasmine's voice suddenly called from outside, sounding urgent.

"Coming," Alexander called back. He let go of Maria's hair, put down the hairdryer, and said to her, "It's mostly straight. You can finish it yourself."

With that, Alexander turned and went out.

Just after Alexander left and closed the door, Maria picked up a wooden comb to brush through her hair one last time. Lauren, who had been looking at her phone while Alexander and Maria were talking, suddenly nudged her.

"Hm? What's wrong?" Maria asked, turning to look at her.

"Maria, look," Lauren said, looking a little nervous and excited, as if she were about to drop a huge bombshell. She held her phone up in front of Maria's eyes.

The phone screen displayed the sales page for a watch. It was the exact model Alexander was wearing.

"It's 20,000, my brother already said so. What's wrong?" Maria glanced at the screen, then looked at Lauren, confused.

"Maria, count the zeros," Lauren said.

Puzzled, Maria looked at the screen again. It seemed to be a string of zeros. She counted them one by one, muttering, "Ones, tens, hundreds, thousands, ten thousands… hundred thousands… millions?!"

"Over two million?!" Maria nearly jumped out of her skin, her eyes wide again.

Her brother's watch cost over two million?!

After the shock wore off, Maria narrowed her eyes and muttered angrily, "He lied to me!" With that, she stood up, spun around, and marched out to settle the score with her brother.

In the office.

"Honey, I have to go to the sales department, and then…" Jasmine glanced at her watch, then looked up and added, "And then I'm going straight into a meeting, an executive meeting. I won't be back. The meeting will probably end around five-thirty…"

"Got it!" Alexander nodded and made a gesture with his hand. "Perfect. I'll take Maria shopping… Oh, right, I just talked to Dan. He's leaving tomorrow. We're all eating at home tonight."

"Okay, I have to go…" It seemed something urgent had come up in the sales department. Jasmine agreed, then quickly pecked Alexander on the corner of his mouth before hurrying out with her assistant.

Just as Jasmine had left. "Bro!" Maria's angry voice rang out.

She and Lauren had already come out of the lounge while Alexander was talking to Jasmine, but Maria had kept quiet because Jasmine was there. She was sensible enough to know not to have a big fight with her brother in front of her sister-in-law.

Besides, she felt some things were better not said in front of her sister-in-law.

"Is your hair combed?" Alexander replied without even turning his head, walking directly to Jasmine's desk.

Maria strode quickly toward Alexander. He sat down behind the desk just as she reached his side.

"Bro! You lied to me!" Maria pouted slightly, looking very, very angry.

"What did I lie to you about?" Alexander asked with a gentle smile, simultaneously pulling open the top right drawer of Jasmine's desk. It was filled with various items, including seals, fountain pens, and a pile of car keys.

"Your watch is clearly over two million, and you lied and told me it was twenty thousand!"

"You were the one who said twenty thousand, not me."

"I said ten thousand, and you said I was kinda right?"

"Actually, what I meant at the time was…you said twenty thousand dollars…and the watch is two million dollars.... so kinda right..both end in dollar".

"You—you're being shameless…"

As they spoke, Alexander never once looked at his sister. His fingers sifted through the car keys in the drawer before picking out the key to the Bentley.

The Lamborghini couldn't fit three people, so he had to switch cars.

Alexander took the Lamborghini key out of his pocket and tossed it onto the desk before closing the drawer.

He stood up and saw his sister still standing there, glaring at him angrily. He smiled and lightly patted the back of her head.

"Alright, alright. Let's go. I'll take you two shopping," Alexander said with a smile, then called out to Lauren, "Let's go, Lauren. Don't leave anything behind…"

"Oh, okay…" Lauren replied.

Although Maria still looked very angry, she went to get her bag. They went downstairs. Soon, they arrived at the underground parking garage.

They got in the car.

Although the Bentley Continental was a coupe, it was a two-door, four-seater. The rear space was limited, but for a very slim young girl, it was still quite spacious.

After getting in the car, Maria began looking left and right.

"A Bentley," Lauren, sitting in the back, marveled.

"Bro, is this sister-in-law's car?" Maria asked, turning her head to look at Alexander.

"Yes," Alexander said as he fastened his seatbelt. He then reminded his sister and Lauren, "Seatbelts."

They all buckled up. Ignition! They set off.

Maria started asking about the watch again. There wasn't much to say, really—it was a gift from Jasmine. Maria also asked how much Alexander's suit cost, and this time, Alexander told her the truth.

Given the watch's price, the suit seemed cheap by comparison and wasn't as shocking.

About ten minutes later.

They arrived at Vision Mall in the South District, a large shopping center that had opened last year. The place wasn't low-end, but it wasn't overly high-end either. It had both affordable and luxury brands.

The shopping spree began.

Once they started shopping, Maria finally stopped asking questions, her attention completely shifting to buying things. She had no qualms about her big brother swiping his card to pay.

Maria had been hesitant to accept gifts from Jasmine because, ultimately, Jasmine wasn't family. They had just met and were still strangers, so she felt truly embarrassed.

But with her own brother! He was her real brother! Her closest relative! Maria even had a mind to vent some of her frustration by spending his money.

However, Alexander didn't buy her anything too expensive. Even though he had hundreds of millions in cash in his bank account and not many places to spend it, money was "earned" to be spent, after all. He wouldn't feel bad spending any amount on his family.

But! He knew his sister's personality. If he bought things that were too expensive, she wouldn't dare to accept them.

Now wasn't the time for that. For now, buying things that were just right would suffice.

A pair of shoes for a few thousand, jeans for a few thousand, a dress and a coat for over ten thousand, and several sets of nice shirts and t-shirts…

Alexander didn't just buy things for his sister, Maria; he also bought the same items for Lauren.

He understood the bond between his sister and her best friend, and their habit of keeping in step with each other. Lauren's family was relatively wealthy, making her a rich second-generation kid, but she had always "accommodated" Maria's spending level.

So this time, Alexander wanted them to match as well.

Lauren had initially been adamant about not accepting anything Alexander bought for her, but Maria persuaded her, even saying, "Are we best friends or not?" Only then did Lauren accept.

They shopped until past five in the afternoon.

The three of them were laden with bags, big and small. They had pretty much finished their shopping when Maria finally sensed that something was off.

It seemed… they had spent a lot of money!

The first thing Alexander bought her was a $200 belt, which wasn't particularly expensive… but after this whole shopping trip, Maria did a quick mental calculation and realized Alexander had bought her nearly $25,000 worth of things!

And Lauren had the same!

That was fifty thousand in total!

Where did her brother get so much money?!

Although Alexander's own attire was frighteningly expensive, it was all gifted by his girlfriend, not bought with his own money. But this shopping spree involved swiping a card and spending real money!

Yet, her brother hadn't shown any sign of stress from beginning to end. This meant his funds were likely far in excess of $50,000.

Maria's expression soured again. Their shopping trip came to an end.

The three of them took the elevator down to the mall's underground parking garage. After reaching the back of the Bentley Continental, they opened the trunk and began loading their belongings.

"Brother, answer me honestly," Maria said suddenly.

"Hm? What is it?" Alexander, who was in the middle of loading the trunk, paused and turned to look at his sister.

"Are you spending Sister-in-law's money?" Maria asked very seriously.

"Do you think your brother has what it takes to be a pretty boy?" Alexander laughed and retorted.

"No!" Maria immediately shook her head.

Maria honestly didn't think Alexander could be a pretty boy—not because of his looks, but because of his personality. She also didn't believe her brother would become a kept man for money; she had at least that much confidence in him.

"Well, there you have it. So why are you asking?" Alexander said.

"Then... how do you have so much money? You haven't even been working for a month," Maria pouted. As she spoke, she felt a pang of regret. She had spent so much of her brother's money, and she didn't know whether he was genuinely wealthy or just doting on his little sister and had spent all his savings.

Did he max out his credit cards?

"I earned it," Alexander replied.

"How did you earn it?" Maria pressed.

"Your brother is overflowing with talent. Is earning money that hard?" Alexander said in a half-joking tone, though he was actually telling the truth.

"Brother, you didn't..." Maria was already starting to guess that Alexander had done something illegal.

Before she could finish her sentence. Suddenly!

"Mr. Ciotta?" A middle-aged man's voice called out from not far away.

The three of them turned their heads to see a middle-aged man in a white shirt hurrying toward them from two lanes over in the parking garage. Following him were more than a dozen men in their twenties. Despite the summer heat, some wore short sleeves, and the tattoos on their arms were visible.

"Mr. Ciotta, it really is you." Seeing Alexander look over, the middle-aged man quickened his pace. As he drew near, his posture was practically a bow.

Alexander recognized him at a glance. It was one of Zach Mitchell's top men.

Back when Alexander was trying to get in with William Wycliffe, he had looked for people to play games with. Zach Mitchell had arranged for over a hundred men, and this guy had been among them. He had met Alexander before... but even if he hadn't, a member of his rank would be expected to recognize Alexander by now.

"What is it?" Alexander asked.

"No, nothing. Boss Zach sent us here to take care of something, and we just happened to see you as soon as we got out of the car. We just came over to say hello..." The man's face was wreathed in smiles. He quickly turned around and gestured with his hand, saying, "Say hello! Are you all stupid?"

"Good day, Mr. Ciotta!!"

The vast underground parking garage, not being particularly full on a non-holiday, seemed empty and cavernous.

More than a dozen men who looked like trouble all bowed ninety degrees in unison toward Alexander, their loud greeting almost deafening as it echoed through the space.

Maria jumped in fright, instinctively hiding behind Alexander. Immediately after, she stared at the back of Alexander's head with a profoundly suspicious look.

What was going on?

Why were these men, who looked like anything but good people, bowing and greeting her brother? This wasn't the first time Maria had heard the title "Mr. Ciotta."

In truth, such a formal address felt a bit strange when applied to a twenty-two-year-old recent college graduate.

Even back then, Maria had felt that something was off. Now, it felt even more off!

Maria's mind was already racing, conjuring up scenes from all the gangster and mafia movies she had ever seen. Their family was originally from Italy. Was her brother becoming a Godfather of sorts?!

Could it be that her brother had joined the underworld?

Maria immediately dismissed the thought. Alexander had only been out working for less than a month. Who could become a big shot in under a month? Not even movies dared to portray something so outrageous!

While Maria's thoughts were running wild...

"Alright, if there's nothing else, scram," Alexander said.

"Yes, yes, of course. Please, carry on, Mr. Ciotta." The man, still all smiles, nodded and bowed before waving his men away.

Seeing Alexander with two girls, he had no idea what was going on. Although he had made many "inappropriate" guesses, he wouldn't dare say a word about such matters.

He would just pretend he hadn't seen anything.

Alexander turned back around and bent over to continue packing things into the trunk. They had bought quite a lot, and the boxes, in particular, took up a lot of space, so everything had to be arranged carefully to fit.

"Bro.....Brother, who are they?" Maria asked, snapping back to her senses.

Brother?

The group had only walked about ten meters away, and their leader's sharp ears caught the word. He subconsciously slowed his pace, turning his head slightly to listen more carefully.

"Friends," Alexander replied while arranging the items.

"Friends? Since when do you have friends like that?" Maria asked again.

"Met them recently," Alexander replied.

The group's leader didn't dare to listen any longer, afraid that Alexander would notice he had stopped. He waved his hand again, signaling his men to walk faster.

Only after they were fifty or sixty meters away did he gesture to the men beside him and speak. "Those two young ladies just now, especially the one on the left, did you all see them? Did you get a good look at their faces?"

"We did."

"A very pretty girl."

"Boss, you're not thinking of..."

"Thinking of my ass! What are you thinking!" The boss flared up, hissing in a low voice as he smacked the back of two of their heads. "Show some damn respect! That's Mr. Ciotta's sister, you all better remember that... Mr. Ciotta's sister is in New York. Don't you dare run into her and not recognize her, or cause trouble for her. I'll have your heads!"

He was warning his underlings. Recognizing people and knowing who not to provoke was a basic survival skill in their line of work.

Although having your entire family wiped out for offending a major figure was an extremely rare event—since big shots were usually well-known and well-connected, making them hard not to recognize—one still had to be on guard!

Especially recently. There was a palpable sense of tension on the streets of New York!

It was all because of the Nathaniel Ashford incident. Many of Paul Santino's men had died, and rumor had it that Paul Santino was on the verge of bankruptcy just to settle the matter. And it was Mr. Ciotta who had helped smooth things over!

Right now, everyone and everything on the streets of New York was being more restrained. "Failing to recognize an important outsider" was a mistake no one wanted to make.

His nervousness and special reminder were precisely because everyone was being extra cautious these days...

As the group walked on, they fell silent after the scolding.

"B-Boss, are you sure that was Mr. Ciotta's sister?" someone asked in a low voice.

"Nonsense!" The boss retorted. "You think I've got nothing better to do than lie to you!"

He was one hundred percent certain.

It wasn't just because of the word "brother" or the way Alexander and Maria spoke to each other. More importantly... He recalled that Alexander and Maria looked alike! That was the most compelling evidence.

They were definitely blood siblings! He led his men toward the stairwell. They were taking the stairs into the mall instead of the elevator. Just as he was about to enter the stairwell, a thought struck him, and he pulled out his phone.

He dialed a number. Someone picked up quickly.

"What's up, Y? Have you guys arrived?" Zach Mitchell's voice came through the phone.

"Boss Zach, we just got here and were about to head up... We just ran into Mr. Ciotta in the parking garage. Looks like he was here shopping,"

"Mr. Ciotta..." Zach Mitchell's voice paused for a moment before he asked, "Did you greet him?"

"We did, we did. When we spoke to Mr. Ciotta, he wasn't alone. He was with two girls, and one of them seems to be Mr. Ciotta's sister..."

As he spoke, he led his men up the stairs.


Chapter 3: Charlotte calls.

Alexander had finished loading the trunk, and the three of them got into the car.

Maria sat in the passenger seat. As she fastened her seatbelt, she shot sidelong glances at Alexander. His earlier answers to her questions had been extremely perfunctory, and she hadn't gotten anything out of him.

Now she was suspicious of him, and she let it show on her face, not bothering to hide it, as if to "tell" her brother that she was onto him.

The Bentley Continental started up.

Alexander drove out of the parking garage, quickly heading up the ramp to ground level and merging onto the main road.

"Brother, did you do something bad?" Maria finally asked again. This time, her tone was no longer angry but soft and tinged with worry for Alexander.

"Nope," Alexander replied with a smile as he drove.

"You're not telling the truth!" Maria muttered with a pout. She could already tell that her brother was hiding a lot from her, and she wouldn't be able to get it out of him.

If he hadn't done anything wrong, why wouldn't he just say so? Maria's suspicion deepened.

Since she couldn't get any answers, Maria decided. She would keep an eye on her brother. If he wouldn't talk, she would just watch him. She would definitely uncover her brother's "secret".

A few minutes later...

Alexander glanced at his watch. It was 5:30 PM. He took out his phone and dialed a number.

As Alexander was dialing, Maria leaned over to see who her brother was calling.

The contact name read: Jasmine. He was calling his girlfriend. Maria sat up straight again.

The call connected quickly.

"Is your meeting over?" Alexander asked directly.

"Just finished," Jasmine replied.

"Then I'll bring the two girls straight to your place," Alexander said.

"Okay, I'm heading back now," Jasmine said.

After a few brief sentences, they hung up.

"Brother, are you living with Sister-in-law now?" Maria asked.

Alexander glanced at his sister, then back at the road, and nodded. "Yeah."

"At her place? You're living together?" Maria pressed.

"Little girl, why are you prying? Are you even an adult? Always asking about this stuff..." Alexander said with a laugh, reaching out to pat his sister's hair.

"I'm just asking..." Maria huffed.

After a bit of idle chatter...

Ring, ring, ring...

Alexander's phone rang. He picked it up to look, and Maria immediately leaned over to see as well.

The caller ID read: Charlotte Langford!

"Huh?" Maria froze for a second. The name was identical to her favorite superstar singer.

"Hello, Miss Langford. Are you home?" Alexander answered.

"I got back a little while ago. I was just about to go get dinner," Charlotte's magnetic voice came through the phone.

Maria tilted her head, trying to get as close as possible to listen, but the seatbelt prevented her from leaning too far. Getting too close would interfere with Alexander's driving, so she didn't dare to be too obvious.

"...Are you with Miss Doran?"

"Not yet, but soon."

"You won't go back on your promise to me, will you, Mr. Ciotta?"

"I already told you, she won't ask."

It wasn't anything important. Charlotte didn't even know what she was thinking. On her way back home, her mind was filled with the "strange encounters" of the past few days in New York, and thoughts of Alexander were everywhere.

In just a few days, she had met such a fantastic man. And knowing he had a girlfriend AND other women, she still gave her virginity to him........it all felt surreal thinking over it.

She had called him partly to let him know she had arrived safely, but also out of a sense of unease, afraid that Alexander would tell Jasmine about what had happened between them, so she wanted to give him a reminder.

They chatted for a few more sentences before hanging up.

"Brother, you also know someone named Charlotte Langford?" The moment Alexander put his phone down, Maria's voice piped up beside him.

"Yeah, what about it?" Alexander replied.

"Nothing, it's just... what a coincidence that she has the same name as the superstar Charlotte Langford," Maria said.

Alexander smiled. He thought for a moment, a solution to easing his sister's worries materializing in his mind as he looked back at the road and said with a smile, "It's not a coincidence. It's THE Charlotte Langford you're thinking of."

"Huh? Huh?!!" Maria let out two sounds of "huh," her emotions shifting from confusion to shock.

Maria turned her head and stared intently at her brother. She was already wondering if she had misheard, but Alexander had spoken a complete sentence, not just a few words. How could she have misheard?

In the back seat, Lauren's eyes were also wide as she looked askance at Alexander's profile.

They were both stunned.

"Brother, you're saying... the person you were just talking to... was THE Charlotte Langford?" Maria asked, her words coming out slowly at first, then speeding up. "The one on TV? The singer, Charlotte Langford? The one who sang 'Metropolis'?!"

"Metropolis" was one of Charlotte Langford's signature songs and a showcase of her technical skill. Its popularity was such that it could be described as a household name.

"That's right. It's her," Alexander glanced at his sister and confirmed with a smile.

Maria continued to stare blankly at her brother. Seeing his relaxed, casual, and indifferent expression, and the fact that he was even smiling... was actually abnormal. When most people knew a big celebrity, they would usually take the initiative to say a lot, with a hint of showing off.

But Alexander didn't. He spoke as if he were talking about knowing Joe Shmoe, so casually and plainly.

Maria's expression suddenly relaxed, and she pouted, looking a little annoyed.

"Brother, you're tricking me again! Stop teasing me all the time, I'm not a little kid anymore," Maria said huffily.

Because Alexander was five years older than Maria, they weren't peers, so he had always treated his sister like a "kid." At home, he would usually let her have her way, but he would also scold her when she made mistakes and often teased her for fun.

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to describe their relationship with the saying, "An older brother is like a father."

"I'm not fooling you," Alexander laughed.

"You still say you're not deceiving me?" Maria's voice rose. "How is that possible? A huge star like Charlotte Langford, how could an ordinary person like us ever meet her? And she called you on her own initiative? People online say that not only is she a singer, but her family is super rich, worth over a hundred billion..."

"See?" Alexander interrupted, glancing at her with a smile. "Just now you were asking all sorts of questions, saying I was lying to you, that I wasn't being honest, that I wouldn't tell you anything, and you even suspected me of doing bad things... Now that I'm telling you the truth, you don't believe me!"

"How am I supposed to believe you?" Maria twisted in her seat to face Alexander, gesturing with her hands. "Fine! Brother! You say this Charlotte Langford is that Charlotte Langford. Prove it to me. Do you... Do you have a photo with her?"

"Can't I just call her? Why do you need a photo?" Alexander retorted.

"A call, a call... I can't tell from the voice. What if it just sounds similar?" Maria said, tilting her chin up.

"Quite the skeptic, aren't you?" Alexander laughed.

"Of course." Hearing Alexander's praise, Maria felt a little proud.

"Hold on a second," Alexander said. He picked up his phone, tapped it a few times, and dialed Charlotte Langford's number.

He put the phone to his ear. It connected almost immediately.

"Hello, Mr. Ciotta, what's wrong?" Charlotte asked directly. Since they had just spoken, another call so soon must mean something was up.

"Here's the thing," Alexander said with a smile. "Miss Langford, my sister saw your call just now, saw the name on my phone, and started asking... I told her it was you, but she doesn't believe me. Now she's making a fuss and wants me to prove it..."

"Ah... ha!" Charlotte understood and laughed. She could imagine the situation Alexander was in.

"Where are you now? Is it convenient to video call?" Alexander asked.

"I'm in the car, on the way to a restaurant. It's convenient," Charlotte replied with a smile.

"Then I'll start a video call."

"Okay."

After saying that, Alexander hung up. He opened the app, found Charlotte Langford's contact, and tapped on video call.

Charlotte accepted immediately. Her face, with its defined features and exotic orange hair, appeared on the screen. She was sitting alone in the back seat of a car.

"You two talk, I'm driving," Alexander said to Charlotte, then handed the phone back to his sister in the passenger seat.

Maria took the phone, held it up to her face, then pulled it back a little. Then, she froze as if she'd been petrified.

Her eyes went wide! Her face quickly flushed red. With excitement!

"Hi, Miss Ciotta." On the screen, Charlotte smiled and gave a small wave to greet Maria.

"M-Miss Langford, h-hello..." Maria stammered, nervous. Then, she suddenly couldn't hold it in anymore.

"Ahhh!!" Maria let out an excited shriek, immediately turning to show Lauren the phone screen, shouting ecstatically, "Lauren, look! Quick, look! It's really Charlotte! My brother knows Charlotte Langford! Ahhh!!!"

"Ahhh!!" Lauren Davis saw it and shrieked, too.

Charlotte's fanbase was enormous. Someone like Celeste Lark was a die-hard fan, while Maria and Lauren Davis were in the next tier down. Charlotte Langford was, without a doubt, one of their favorite female singers.

Young girls get excited easily. While driving, Alexander stuck his pinky finger in his ear to clean it out. In the enclosed space of a car, a girl's shriek was truly piercing.

"Is this your friend?" Charlotte naturally saw Lauren and also greeted her with a smile. "Hello!"

"Hello, hello, Miss Langford, hello," Lauren replied, her face flushed with excitement.

Both girls were red-faced, as thrilled as if they had won the lottery jackpot, and were even bouncing in their seats. Charlotte maintained her smile, showing no other emotional fluctuation.

She had seen this too many times. Maria and Lauren's reactions were normal in her eyes. Someone like Alexander, who had been so calm when he first met her, was the abnormal one.

"This is my best friend, Lauren Davis. We're best friends," Maria said to the phone.

"Is that so? That's wonderful," Charlotte replied with a smile.

"Miss Langford, you're so beautiful! Wow! Charlotte Langford! Charlotte Langford is video-calling me!" Maria looked incredibly excited and blissful, her ears turning red.

"Miss Ciotta, you and your brother look so much alike," Charlotte said with a smile, proactively starting a new topic when she saw Maria was too excited to calm down.

"Of course, we're siblings," Maria laughed, glancing at Alexander before quickly asking the phone, "Miss Langford, how did you and my brother meet? How do you two know each other?"

"You don't know?" Charlotte asked in return.

"Know? Know what?" Maria asked again, slightly stunned.

"Your brother, he..." Charlotte's tone softened as she spoke. She thought for a moment... It seems Alexander hadn't told his sister about it. He had released his songs online anonymously, leaving no information behind, which meant he didn't want people to know the real identity of "Alec Nota."

But. Alexander had made the video call and even given the phone to his sister. That meant he definitely didn't intend to hide it from his sister; he just hadn't had the chance to tell her before.

"...Your brother is incredibly talented," Charlotte paused for a few seconds before continuing with a smile. "Right now, your brother and I are collaborating on my new album. He's writing songs for me..."

Maria was stunned again. "My brother? Writing songs? My brother knows how to write songs?" She asked in a daze, a rapid-fire triplet of questions that were really just one.

"Yes, you really don't know?" Charlotte laughed. "That recent hit song, 'Your Soul. My Cure,' was written by your brother. He sang it too. He handled the lyrics, composition, and vocals all by himself."

"'Your Soul. My Cure'? My brother? He's Alec Nota?!!" Maria fired off another three questions, completely dumbfounded.

Of course, she knew the song. It was the song she had been listening to the most recently.

By now, it had exploded in popularity online, crushing all other songs. Its reach was astronomical. As for the singer's identity, numerous speculations and rumors were circulating on the internet.

Maria, her face a mask of shock, turned to look at Lauren. Lauren, also with a shocked expression, met Maria's gaze.

Then, they both turned their heads in unison to look at Alexander, who was driving silently.

"Alex Ciotta, Alec Nota... Just a play on the name!" Maria muttered rapidly, understanding the origin of the name, but she still couldn't believe it.

This... she just couldn't imagine that the mysterious singer the entire internet was talking about was actually her own brother?!!

"Brother, is it you?" Maria asked, her eyes wide as she stared at Alexander.

"Yeah," Alexander smiled. "I told you, your big brother is overflowing with talent!"

Maria Ciotta stared intently at Alexander.

Her brother had admitted it. If Alexander had claimed it on his own, Maria wouldn't have believed him. But this hadn't come from him; it had come from the mouth of Charlotte Langford herself. As outrageous as it was, that made it incredibly believable.

Maria thought back. The voice, his timbre... it really did sound like her brother. Although the song used a lot of falsetto and operatic-style singing, there were parts in his authentic voice, too.

Lauren had already taken out her phone and opened her music player. The last song she'd been listening to was Your Soul. My Cure, which she had on a single-track loop.

She hit play. She started listening. Lauren's phone still had the earbuds plugged in from before.

She leaned forward and, reaching out, stuck one of the earbuds into Maria's ear. They listened together. And they looked at Alexander together.

If, when listening blindly before, she thought the singer's voice merely sounded LIKE her brother's, now, Maria was confident! It WAS her brother's voice.

In truth, Maria had believed it the moment Charlotte said it—Charlotte had no reason to lie to her. It was just so hard to accept that she needed to confirm it again and again!

"Your brother's musical talent is the greatest I've ever seen. It's like he was born for music..." Charlotte's voice sounded from the phone.

Charlotte had been watching Maria's reaction through the video call the whole time, and she felt it was the right moment to speak.

Maria snapped back to her senses and looked at the phone screen.

"I-Is that so..." Maria stammered at the screen.

"It is," Charlotte smiled. "That's why I asked your brother to write songs for me. Oh, by the way... Miss Ciotta, you don't live in New York?"

"Huh?" Maria didn't know why Charlotte was suddenly asking this, but she answered anyway. "No, I live with my parents in a county town nearby. My brother works in New York. I just came to visit him today..."

"No wonder," Charlotte said, looking as if she'd had a realization. She smiled again. "I was still in New York this afternoon, having lunch with your brother. I only came back in the afternoon... Maybe your brother didn't have a chance to tell you. If you had come to New York two days earlier, we might have even had a chance to meet."

Charlotte's words also explained why Alexander hadn't told his family about such a significant matter.

"Miss Langford was in New York this afternoon? Having lunch with my brother?" Maria asked two questions in a row.

"That's right," Charlotte laughed.

For the next few minutes, Maria, having recovered slightly, peppered Charlotte with questions, mostly revolving around Alexander. Charlotte gave her a simple rundown, explaining that she had been in New York for a few days and that Alexander had written eight songs for her, and so on.

"...Miss Ciotta, the matter of my new album is still confidential, so it's best if you don't spread it around," Charlotte didn't forget to remind Maria.

"Of course, of course," Maria nodded like a chick pecking at grain.

Five minutes later.

"...Miss Langford, when are you coming to New York next?" Maria was still asking, hoping to meet her idol.

"Hmm..." Charlotte pondered for a moment, then smiled. "It's hard to say. I don't have any plans yet."

"That's about enough. Miss Langford still needs to eat," Alexander suddenly cut in, giving Maria a look.

"Well..." Maria looked at Alexander, then at the phone screen. "Let's leave it at that for now, Miss Langford. It was a pleasure talking to you, really, a great pleasure. Thank you... Sorry for taking up so much of your time," Maria said to Charlotte, her face turning red again. She was still very considerate.

"It's no bother, not at all," Charlotte smiled.

"Then... do you want to say a few more words to my brother..." As Maria spoke, she handed the phone directly to Alexander.

Driving with one hand, Alexander took the phone, immediately switched it to "voice mode," then held it to his ear and smiled. "Miss Langford, thank you for your trouble."

"You're still saying that to me?" Charlotte said in a low voice, a hint of playful reproach in her tone, chiding Alexander for being too polite.

They had just slept together yesterday, riding each other in every position imaginable, and today he was being this formal. Although Charlotte knew Alexander was putting on an act for his sister, she couldn't help but say something.

"Ha," Alexander chuckled.

"Your sister is charming and quite cute," Charlotte praised.

"Her? You haven't seen her when she's being a brat with me," Alexander laughed.

The two chatted casually for a few more moments before hanging up.

Seeing Alexander put the phone down, Maria, who had been staring at him the whole time, opened her mouth. She wanted to ask something, but couldn't get the words out, because there were just too many things to ask.

After a few seconds of recovery.

"Bro! You and Charlotte Langford... You... you earned your money by writing songs? Is that why you're rich now?" Maria asked the most crucial question directly.

This was precisely what Alexander had been waiting for. He could have completely avoided the topic of Charlotte Langford earlier. He could have let Maria assume it was just someone with the same name, and none of this would have happened. But he had proactively confirmed that it was indeed her.

He did it so his sister would know how he had gotten his money. Something this incredible wouldn't be very believable if it came from him.

But with Charlotte herself confirming their collaboration, all questions were answered.

There were too many things about Alexander's life that he couldn't tell his family. James Sutherland, the Doran family, the assassination attempt, receiving tens of millions, hundreds of millions... If his family knew, they would be worried sick.

But the collaboration with Charlotte Langford was the perfect thing to let his family know. The source of the money was clean!

"That's right. I wrote eight songs for Miss Langford, and from it I earned around 210,000$," Alexander said with a smile. "And that's just the money I've received so far. There will be more from our future collaborations..."

"Bro, when did you learn to write songs? How come I never knew?" Maria asked again.

"I only discovered it this year myself. Your big bro is a natural-born genius; I just hadn't realized it before," Alexander half-jokingly praised himself.

To this, Maria found that she couldn't refute it at all!

To be able to collaborate with a top superstar like Charlotte right after starting to write songs—what else could it be but a natural-born genius?

Besides, talent didn't require years of accumulation. If Alexander said he was a genius, there was no way for Maria to question it.

Three minutes later. South District, Manor villa complex.

Alexander was driving Jasmine Doran's Bentley, so when they reached the main gate, the barrier lifted automatically. Alexander drove in, went down to the underground garage, and parked in the space belonging to Villa 26.

There were three adjacent underground parking spaces belonging to Villa 26. Walking inward from behind the parking spaces, one would reach the security door to the basement of Villa 26, which led directly into the house.

Alexander didn't have a key to Jasmine's house. However, he knew the code for the fingerprint lock.

They got out of the car.

Carrying all the bags, Alexander led Maria and Lauren into the villa. As they walked, Maria was still asking Alexander questions like, "What's Charlotte's personality like in private?" and "What's it like to have dinner with Charlotte Langford?"

Alexander gave the two girls a tour of the villa and let them pick a room.

There were many guest rooms, but the two girls wanted to stay in the same one. They had grown up together and often stayed over at each other's houses.

Second floor, the guest bedroom at the end of the hallway.

"This one's fine. You two can stay here tonight," Alexander said, standing at the door and gesturing inside.

The two girls had already gone in, tossing their bags onto the bed. They looked around here and there. This guest bedroom was twice the size of the master bedrooms in their own homes. It was huge, with an en-suite bathroom and a small walk-in closet. Although the decor was in a cool color palette, it still looked particularly luxurious and exquisite.

And it was spotless! Jasmine's villa was cleaned regularly by a housekeeping service.

"Bro, shouldn't you tell Sister-in-law first? Is it okay for us to stay here without asking?" Maria asked, suddenly turning around. She was being considerate, afraid that Jasmine might not like it.

"It's fine. She'd be upset if you didn't stay," Alexander laughed.

Since he put it that way, Maria felt relieved.

"Maria, come look! There's a walk-in closet here..." Lauren's voice suddenly called out.

Maria started to walk over. She had only taken a few steps.

A phone was ringing from inside Maria's bag.

Maria, who was carrying her shoulder bag, stopped and fished out her phone. Seeing the caller ID, she immediately answered, "Mom!"

"You brat, what time is it? You're still not back? Are you having too much fun?" Susan Ciotta's voice was full of irritation right from the start. It was almost six o'clock, and Maria wasn't home, nor had she called to say anything.

"Mom, I'm not coming back tonight."

"Not coming back? Are you staying at your brother's? You could have at least called to let me know! You silly girl..."

"I forgot, okay? Oh, Mom, let me tell you something." Maria's tone suddenly became super excited. "Mom, guess what my brother..." She was about to drop the big news about her brother on her mom!

As Maria spoke into the phone, she turned to look at Alexander, only to see him make a "shush" gesture! Maria subconsciously paused, blinking blankly at Alexander.

What does he mean? He doesn't want me to say it?

"Hmm?" Susan's voice came through the phone quickly. "Maria? What about your brother? What do you want me to guess?"

"Hehe," Maria took a second to react, then giggled into the phone and asked, "Mom, guess what my brother bought me today?" She had initially wanted to talk about Charlotte Langford, but had changed the subject.

Last time, Alexander had to snatch Maria's phone to stop her from spilling the beans. This time, it wasn't necessary. She wasn't throwing a tantrum now; she was just excited. When she wasn't angry, she was quite obedient to Alexander.

"What did he buy?" Susan's voice rose. "You brat, didn't I give you money? You're wasting your brother's money again. He just started working and hasn't even gotten his first paycheck. Hasn't your brother spent money on you every time he worked a summer job? You're so old now, and still..."

She began to lecture her daughter. It wasn't that Susan favored her son. In fact, it was the opposite; Maria had always been the more doted-on child at home because she was the daughter and five years younger than Alexander.

But Alexander had always joined his parents in spoiling his little sister. In the past, he would spend half of the money he painstakingly earned from his summer jobs on Maria.

And their mother had disapproved of this for a long time. Spoiling her like that would ruin her!

"Mom! Mom! It really wasn't that much, and you're yelling at me again..." Maria pouted.

"Don't you play the victim with me. You go to the city, you meet up, you have a meal, and that's it. Didn't I give you money? Where would your brother get money right now..." As Susan scolded her, her tone suddenly shifted. "Where's your brother? Is he there? Put him on the phone!"

"Okay!" Maria's agreement was exceptionally cheerful. She scurried to the doorway, handed the phone to Alexander, and said, "Bro! Mom wants to talk to you."

She had a slight grin on her face because she knew her brother was about to get an earful.

"Hello, Mom," Alexander said, taking the phone.

"Alex! It's not that I want to criticize you, but you can't spoil her like that. You just started working. How much money do you have? Have you even been paid yet? I gave Maria money before she left. Why are you still buying her things? Your sister is an adult now. If she develops a habit of wasting money, what will happen in the future..." Susan lectured, having always placed great importance on her children's upbringing.

His mom was lecturing him, and all he could do was listen.

Alexander listened with a smile, saying nothing. Maria even came over to listen in, winking at him.

"...Alex! What did you buy for Maria? How much did you spend?" After lecturing Alexander for a bit, Susan asked again.

"Not much, just a few pieces of clothing," Alexander replied.

"Not much? Don't you lie to me. If it wasn't much, why would Maria ask me to guess just now?" Susan said. Her lecture was mainly because of that. The way Maria had spoken clearly implied that a lot of money had been spent.

"It really wasn't much," Alexander laughed. "Mom, Jasmine is about to get back, so I'll talk to you later."

"Jasmine?"

"Your daughter-in-law," Alexander said.

"Oh... your girlfriend. Alright then, give the phone back to Maria."

She knew that lecturing her son in front of his new girlfriend wasn't a good look, but she still wanted to have a few more words with Maria.

Alexander was about to hand the phone to Maria. But Maria took two steps back, waving her hands frantically at Alexander. Then, as if struck by a brilliant idea, she pointed toward the bathroom.

She didn't want to take the call, afraid of getting scolded.

"Mom, Maria's in the bathroom," Alexander said, bringing the phone back to his ear.

"In the bathroom? Or does she just not want to take my call? You two! You're ganging up to make me angry, aren't you..." Susan saw right through her children's little trick and said irritably, "Forget it, I'm busy here anyway. I'm hanging up."

"Okay, Mom."

"Oh, right, have you two eaten dinner yet?"

"Not yet, we're about to cook."

"Cooking, huh? That's good. Remember to eat on time."

"I know, Mom."

"Alright, I'm hanging up."

The call ended.

"Thanks, bro!" Seeing Alexander put the phone down, Maria immediately ran over and hugged his arm, grinning. "You're the best brother ever!"

"You," Alexander poked Maria's forehead.

"Wait a minute, bro!" Maria suddenly seemed to remember something. She narrowed her eyes at Alexander, thought for a moment, and said, "You... why didn't you let me tell Mom? You stopped me before, and you stopped me again this time?"

"I'm afraid of scaring Mom and Dad," Alexander said. "Think about it. What if Mom and Dad found out I'm dating such a rich girlfriend... Also, our family works hard all year to earn one or two hundred thousand, not counting the restaurant's expenses, but I earned that in less than a month. Don't you think they'd let their imaginations run wild? Just like you did, suspecting I was doing something illegal."

"You're young, so you can easily understand making money from writing songs. But Mom and Dad are different. At their age, having lived through hard times, they'd definitely feel uneasy seeing me make money so quickly. They might even suspect I'm lying to them. How could writing a few thousand words possibly earn so much? These aren't things their generation can easily comprehend..."

Listening, Maria thought about it and nodded repeatedly. Her brother had a point!

"But we can't hide it from Mom and Dad forever, right?" Maria asked.

"We don't have to," Alexander smiled. "You're not the best messenger, and you wouldn't be able to explain it clearly. Then they'd just call and ask me, which would be a hassle. I'll be back home in a few days anyway. I'll tell them in person..."

"Mhm! My brother is so thoughtful! You've gotten smarter, bro," Maria smiled at Alexander, subtly teasing him for being dumb before.

Click! Thump! Sounds suddenly came from downstairs, followed by the sound of a door closing.

Alexander, standing at the doorway, glanced back and said, "That must be your sister-in-law. I'll go down and see..."

In the first-floor living room, Jasmine had just entered with two bodyguards. She should have actually gotten back here earlier than Alexander. Both her company and this villa were in the South District. She had initially decided to live here precisely because it was so close.

The reason Jasmine was a bit late was that she had gone grocery shopping. The two bodyguards and Jasmine were all carrying bags of various sizes as they walked toward the kitchen.

"Where's Maria?" Jasmine asked as she saw Alexander coming down the stairs.

"In the guest room," Alexander replied.

"Just have them stay here tonight. Don't let them leave," Jasmine said.

"I've already told them,"

Jasmine and the two bodyguards entered the kitchen. After the bodyguards put down the bags, they quickly left. Alexander also went into the kitchen and saw Jasmine rummaging through the bags, seemingly deciding what to wash and cook first, as if she were preparing a feast.

Alexander took off his suit jacket, tossed it on the sofa outside, then rolled up his sleeves and went back into the kitchen to grab an apron from the wall.

Time to cook! Jasmine was planning to make eight dishes and a soup. There were quite a few people eating today. Besides the four people currently in the villa, Dante Doran would also be coming over later.


Chapter 4: Expensive gifts.

For the next half hour, Alexander and Jasmine were busy in the kitchen, chatting, washing and preparing vegetables, and putting the stew on to simmer.

Maria and Lauren never came downstairs.

The two were in the bedroom, excitedly trying on one outfit after another. When girls buy several new, rather expensive outfits, they definitely have to try them on multiple times, mixing and matching.

Before they knew it. It was past six-thirty in the evening.

"Bro! Bro!" Maria finally ran downstairs, calling for Alexander a few times before finding her way to the kitchen entrance.

"Bro, Sister-in-law! Do I look good?" Maria asked excitedly, even spinning around on the spot.

"Eh!" Alexander glanced at her and smiled.

"Very beautiful," Jasmine also said with a smile.

Satisfied, Maria jogged away, her footsteps pattering as she went back upstairs.

"It's great to be young, so full of energy," Jasmine remarked with a laugh.

"That's because you haven't seen her when she's being annoying," Alexander chuckled.

Over the next half hour, Maria ran down twice more, each time in a different outfit to show Alexander and Jasmine... Around seven o'clock, Maria came down for the fourth time, this time with Lauren.

They had both changed back into their original clothes and were coming down to chat and wait for dinner.

About ten minutes later. The two girls were sitting on the living room sofa, watching TV.

Beep-beep, click!

The front door of the villa opened directly; someone had unlocked it from the outside using a fingerprint.

Maria and Lauren turned their heads at the same time. They saw a young man in his twenties, wearing a suit and looking somewhat familiar, walk into the villa. He was carrying a leather case and a bag, the large luxury brand logo on the bag catching their eyes.

It was Dante Doran! He had arrived and brought gifts.

The reason Maria and Lauren found Dante familiar was that he resembled Jasmine. They were, after all, biological siblings.

Dante was momentarily stunned when he saw the two girls on the sofa, but then he broke into a wide grin. "You must be Maria, right? And Lauren..."

He called them by their names. Dante had Alexander's complete file. He not only had a photo of Maria but also one of her best friend.

"You are..." Maria was a bit confused. The other person clearly knew her, but she didn't know him.

"Dan's here," Alexander said, walking out of the kitchen while taking off his apron.

"Brother-in-law," Dante greeted Alexander.

Maria and Lauren both turned to look at Alexander.

"Let me introduce you. This is Dante Doran! Jasmine's younger brother..." Alexander gestured with his hand. "My little sister, Maria, and her best friend, Lauren... Say hello," Alexander's last two words were directed at Maria.

After a moment, Maria responded to Dante, "Hello, Brother Dan."

"Hello, Brother Dan," Lauren followed suit.

"Yeah, hello!" Dante grinned. Because Alexander had told him to keep a low profile, he acted very ordinary and unassuming. He didn't step forward to shake hands or anything. He just nodded and complimented Maria, "Maria, you're so pretty. Brother-in-law is handsome, so it makes sense you're pretty. You two look so much alike."

He was also blatantly flattering Alexander.

"Not really," Maria said, a little embarrassed. She still wasn't used to being praised so directly by people she had just met. The couple at noon had also praised her, making her feel a bit shy.

After a few words of small talk. Alexander tossed the apron he was holding to Maria and said, "Go help."

Maria caught the apron and, without a word, headed for the kitchen.

If her brother had ordered her around like this at home, she definitely would have put up a fuss. Arguing, playing dumb, or pretending to be dead on the sofa. But at her "sister-in-law's house," she wouldn't. She couldn't embarrass her brother. She had to be on her best behavior.

Lauren followed Maria. With Maria going to the kitchen to help, it would just be her, Alexander, and the very unfamiliar Dante Doran left in the living room. If she didn't go, it would be too awkward.

"Sister-in-law, let me help you," Maria said as she entered the kitchen.

"Maria, you know how to cook?" Jasmine asked casually.

Of course, Maria knew how to cook. Her family owned a restaurant, after all, and her father was a chef.

In the living room.

Dante casually placed the case and the bag by the sofa. Alexander gestured for Dante to sit, and Dante took a seat on the couch at an angle to him.

"What time is your flight?" Alexander asked in a low voice.

"Takes off at eight tomorrow morning. I'll head home first…" Dante leaned forward slightly, his voice dropping to a whisper.

With Maria and Lauren around, there were many things that couldn't be said in their presence. The two men chatted for a while.

"...Frank Delaney is getting married on the second. Are you coming back for it?" Alexander asked Dante.

"I'll see. I have to go back and talk to the old man first. If it works out, I'll fly back on the second. Arrive and leave on the same day," Dante said.

"Oh, right, brother-in-law." As he spoke, Dante reached back, grabbed the case he had placed by the sofa earlier, and set it on the coffee table, sliding it toward Alexander.

Alexander glanced at Dante, then pressed his hands on the latches. With a click, he unlocked the case.

Opening it just a crack, Alexander peered inside.

"It's all in here. Old Lei's things, and…" Dante explained briefly. Everything he had been keeping for Alexander was inside, including the gun and the phone.

In addition, there was a large, jangling ring of keys and a thick stack of a dozen or so magnetic key cards, all of them labeled. They were for the Club.

Dante was entrusting everything to Alexander for the time being. He had even left some men at the Club, whom Alexander could call upon as he pleased.

"I'll be leaving New York in a while. When I do, you…" Alexander said to Dante.

About half an hour later.

"Dinner's ready! Dinner's ready!" Maria called out as she emerged from the study carrying a platter of food and headed for the dining room.

Time to eat. Eight dishes and a soup were served. Everyone washed their hands and sat down for dinner.

The meal could be described as a feast. Although there were no expensive ingredients or complex dishes—Jasmine Doran didn't know how to make anything complicated anyway—it was rich in familial atmosphere.

Dante took a bottle of red wine from the liquor cabinet, opened it, and poured a glass for Alexander and himself first.

They drank. They chatted. It was a delightful meal.

At first, the conversation revolved around Dante's departure. Jasmine asked her brother about when he was leaving, where he was planning to go, and other such questions.

After that, the conversation drifted freely.

Dante was an exceptionally sociable person and a great talker. Even though Maria and Lauren had just met him, he made them feel comfortable with him very quickly.

They actually found common ground to chat about.

Dante even brought up the young heartthrob celebrities currently popular among girls. This… was something he shouldn't have known. The fact that he could talk about it now led Alexander to conclude that Dante had done his homework before coming.

Jasmine was paying special attention to Maria, hoping to leave a "good impression" on her sister-in-law, and that was all.

Dante, on the other hand, was being almost deliberate. Without a doubt, he was doing it for Alexander. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say he was trying to suck up to him.

Halfway through the meal.

"Brother Dan, what do you do for work?" Maria asked Dante during a lull in the conversation.

"I… I'm in investment," Dante said after a brief pause.

He didn't dare say he ran an entertainment club. Anyone who heard he was in that line of business would let their imagination run wild, and in Dante's case… their guesses would be right. Just imagining the worst-case scenario would be correct.

"Huh? Oh! I almost forgot…" Dante said, as if suddenly remembering something, and stood up. He went to the living room and quickly returned with the luxury shopping bag he had been carrying when he arrived.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Maria. A little gift…" Dante said, handing the bag to Maria as he sat back down.

"Oh, I couldn't possibly. I…”

"Don't be shy. Go on, take a look. It's all in there."

Maria glanced at Alexander. Seeing that he said nothing, she placed the bag on her lap and started looking through its contents.

A smile spread across her face, a hint of pleasant surprise in her eyes.

Girls always get that look when they're unwrapping presents. Maria first pulled out a relatively large, flat box. Inside was a silk scarf.

Next, she took out a small square box. Opening it revealed a nail-motif bracelet.

The scarf was Chanel, the bracelet was Cartier, and the bag itself was from Chanel, which meant Dante had put all the gifts he'd bought into a single bag.

There was more.

Finally, Maria pulled out a square box slightly larger than her palm. She opened it… and inside was a rose gold watch set with diamonds.

Then, Maria found the receipts in the bag.

The scarf was over 4,000, the bracelet over 10,000… still manageable. Maria had previously accepted a bag worth more from Jasmine Doran, so she could accept gifts in this price range.

But! When she saw the receipt for the watch, she was utterly stunned.

A Patek Philippe ladies' automatic mechanical sports watch in rose gold with original factory-set diamonds. The price on the receipt—1,269,500!

Unbelievable! Maria even counted the digits twice. It really was seven figures.

A watch worth over 1.2 million!

Seeing Maria's "surprised" expression, Dante revealed a satisfied smile. He had carefully selected these gifts.

He had considered giving a ring or a necklace, but felt it wasn't appropriate. Those were gifts for lovers, and it would be strange for someone in his position to give them. Besides, his brother-in-law would probably kill him.

That's why he had chosen these three items. The scarf and bracelet were just extras; the main event was the watch. To buy it, he had even consulted several of his own women, asking them what kind of watches young girls liked.

Rustle! Maria couldn't bear to look anymore. She stuffed all the gifts back into the bag and thrust it back toward Dante.

"This is… this is way too expensive. I can't accept it!" Maria stammered.

"Hey! Don't be like that. I bought it for you." Dante waved his hand magnanimously. "It's fine, just take it."

"No, I can't. It's too expensive! The watch is too expensive!" Maria said immediately.

"What's so expensive about it? It's only a little over a million. Your brother, my brother-in-law, helped me so much…" Dante's words trailed off, his voice stopping abruptly.

He had felt a killing intent from across the table.

A bone-chilling sensation washed over Dante.

His voice abruptly cut off, and Dante turned his head stiffly. He saw Alexander and Jasmine both glaring at him. They just kept staring, their gazes making his skin crawl.

Both of them radiated a murderous aura.

Dante was momentarily stunned. What had he done wrong this time? Did he do something wrong or say something wrong? But then, it seemed to dawn on him. Everything! Everything he had done and said was incorrect.

Alexander had warned him to be low-key, not to scare people. Alexander had previously given Jasmine a casual reminder, and she had gotten the message. But for Dante, Alexander had even made a point of adding a few extra words.

And the result. Dante had understood, but not completely.

He had been on his best behavior since arriving today, perfectly concealing all his "dark sides." He hadn't even dared to mention that he owned a club.

But he hadn't hidden the fact that he was rich. He had shown no restraint in his lavish spending. On the contrary, he had flaunted his wealth by giving an extremely expensive gift.

He thought he was doing the right thing, that it was making Alexander look good. He was giving Maria a gift in honor of Alexander, so wouldn't a more expensive gift bring greater honor to his brother-in-law?

The logic wasn't wrong.

However, he had overlooked Alexander's family background. Or rather… he simply didn't understand an ordinary family's concept of money.

A pricey gift might bring you face, but there was a limit. Too expensive, and it just became frightening. It would make people overthink things.

His attempt to curry favor had backfired entirely.

"Th-that…" Dante stiffly turned his head again, avoiding the emotionless gaze of Alexander and the look from his sister that screamed she wanted to throttle him. Steeling himself, he looked back at Maria.

"I can't accept this, Dan. Please take it back," Maria said, pursing her lips. She held the bag with both hands, still in the motion of handing it back to Dante.

She was genuinely a little scared. It felt like she was accepting a monumental favor. It was debatable whether her family even had a million in their lifetime.

"Uh…" Dante looked at Maria, suddenly at a loss for words.

Take it back? That would be like throwing his pride on the ground and stomping on it. Who takes back a gift they've already given?

But he didn't dare insist that she take it now. It was a stalemate. Dante and Maria stared at each other, wide-eyed.

They couldn't just stay frozen like this.

Dante steeled himself and looked at Alexander. Maria also looked at Alexander with a pleading expression. Jasmine glanced at Alexander, and so did Lauren.

Everyone was looking at Alexander.

"Brother…" Maria called out, turning to her older brother for help in her predicament. She was hoping he would say something so she could return the item.

"Keep it," Alexander said instead.

"K-keep it?" Maria was still a little flustered.

"Mhm," Alexander nodded. "It's a small token from Dan. Since he gave it to you, just accept it. It's fine."

Alexander's "it's fine" instantly put Maria at much greater ease. She wouldn't have dared to accept such a huge favor on her own, but since Alexander had spoken, and Dante was her brother's friend…

"Hahaha, right, just take it. It's just a small gift." Dante immediately chimed in, following Alexander's lead.

"Then… thank you, Brother Dan!" Maria had no choice but to accept it, albeit very reluctantly.

She had already made up her mind. There was no way she could wear this watch. She would die of a broken heart if it got even a little scratched, and she couldn't afford to repair it… She would have to discuss it with her brother later.

"Let's eat, let's eat. Don't just stand there, the food's getting cold," Alexander called out, easing the suddenly strange atmosphere at the dinner table.

"Right, eat… Um, Brother-in-law, Sis, I'd like to propose a toast to you both…" Dante followed Alexander's lead, raising his glass.

The three of them drank their wine. Maria and Lauren drank orange juice.

Jasmine had been glaring at her brother the whole time. After clinking glasses with him and downing her wine in one go, she set her glass down and said, "Dan, follow me for a second. I have something to say to you…"

With that, Jasmine stood up. Dante instantly panicked.

His sister calling him out to talk at a time like this clearly meant she was going to tear him a new one. The fact that she wasn't kicking him in front of Maria and Lauren was already a show of mercy.

Dante pretended to get up, but his movements were slow, his eyes darting around, pleading for help from Alexander.

"Let it go. Whatever you have to say can wait until after dinner. Dan is leaving tomorrow anyway…" Alexander said, turning to Jasmine.

What was done was done. Alexander didn't even have the energy to scold Dante. Although it was a hassle for him, as long as he could handle his sister and keep his family from finding out about the expensive gift, it wouldn't be a significant problem.

The real trouble was that his sister would start speculating wildly, but for Alexander, placating his sister was still relatively easy.

Since Alexander had spoken, Jasmine sat back down. Dante immediately sat down too, breathing a sigh of relief in his heart. He then tried to make conversation again, "Eat, eat."

Maria and Lauren had noticed the trio's behavior. They both got the same feeling.

It seemed like in this "family," Alexander called the shots.

The latter half of the dinner remained pleasant. Dante, being thick-skinned, saw that his sister and brother-in-law weren't holding it against him and acted as if nothing had happened, eating and talking as usual.

In reality, he just wanted to move past the incident as quickly as possible, so he proactively steered the conversation in all sorts of directions.

He had messed up giving a gift and caused more trouble for his brother-in-law. Dante felt like his IQ had dropped ever since he met Alexander… or maybe it wasn't that his IQ had dropped, but that sometimes, he just couldn't keep up with the pace of high-IQ people like his brother-in-law and sister.

Before they knew it, it was almost nine in the evening. The meal was about finished.

"Um… Brother-in-law, Sis, I'm full. I'll head back first. You guys continue chatting…" Dante wiped his mouth, grabbed his coat, and prepared to leave.

"What's the rush? Sit a while longer," Jasmine said, glancing at her brother with a particular tone.

"No, no, I need to go back and get ready. I have an early flight tomorrow," Dante said, waving his hands frantically.

Dinner was over, and he was afraid his sister would want to have another private talk with him, so he tried to run.

"Maria, Lauren, I'm heading off then," Dante said to the two young women, not waiting for Jasmine to say anything more.

"Goodbye, Brother Dan!"

"Goodbye, Brother Dan!"

"Alright, see ya, see ya."

Dante made his escape.

Clearing the table. Washing the dishes. Then, chatting in the living room.

The four of them sat in a row in the living room, making small talk. Maria kept wanting to talk to Alexander alone, but couldn't find an opportunity because Jasmine was there. She didn't feel comfortable expressing her thoughts about Dante's gift in front of Jasmine.

It was past ten o'clock.

Everyone was getting tired. After saying their goodnights, they all went upstairs to their respective rooms.

A short while later. In the master bedroom's bathroom.

Alexander and Jasmine had just finished showering when Jasmine suddenly remembered that the two girls probably didn't have any toiletries.

She had spare sets for women, so she took one from the cabinet to give to the girls.

Alexander walked out of the bathroom with only a towel around his lower half. Discarding said towel aside, he pulled back the bed covers, and lay down, leaning against the headboard and scrolling through his phone for a bit.


Chapter 5: Musical troubles.

Ring, ring, ring…

Alexander's phone suddenly rang.

The caller ID showed: Charlotte Langford!

It was already 10:30 PM. Given Charlotte's upbringing, she wouldn't rashly disturb someone unless it was an emergency.

Alexander answered.

"Hello, Ms. Langford," Alexander said into the phone.

"Mr. Ciotta, something… something's happened!" Charlotte's voice was slightly rushed and a little panicked. Alexander could even detect a hint of self-blame in her tone.

"What's wrong?" Alexander asked.

"It's my fault. It's all my fault. I'm so sorry, Mr. Ciotta!" Charlotte couldn't hold it in; her self-reproach was undisguised as she even apologized to Alexander.

This made Alexander pause for a moment. What had Charlotte done?

"You… What happened? Just say it." Alexander said.

"The new song's audio source has been leaked!" Charlotte said, then repeated in a self-recriminating mumble, "It's my fault, it's all my fault."

"Hmm? Audio source? Leaked?" Alexander blinked. He certainly understood what an "audio source" leak meant. What he didn't understand was how Charlotte could make such a rookie mistake.

This could be called a "major blunder."

A leak of the audio source before a new album's release could have an extremely negative impact.

Before a new album is released, it goes through a promotional warm-up period to increase attention and build fan anticipation to a peak. After its release, a comprehensive, all-out promotional campaign is launched to further boost its popularity.

This is all done to build momentum, top the charts, and drive sales.

For any song, no matter how good it is or how much the fans love it, there will come a time when the novelty wears off.

Therefore, if the audio source is leaked in advance, allowing fans or the general public to hear the song before its official release, many fans will lose their anticipation and sense of novelty, paying less attention to the album when it is officially released.

Thus, whether it's for charting or for sales, it would be impossible to achieve the best results. The difference would be huge.

Ultimately, this would affect the album's revenue. The impact would be massive.

The more popular the artist, the greater the impact. And the longer the time between the leak and the official release date, the greater the negative impact.

If the audio source leaked now and Charlotte released her new album six months later, it would be a complete wash. Fans would have already listened to all her new songs thousands of times and would be tired of them.

Charting would be impossible, and sales would be a lost cause.

There's also the issue of song licensing. Because the hype would have already passed by the time of the official release due to the early leak, you could forget about earning any significant copyright or licensing fees from the new album.

And typically, when a superstar like Charlotte Langford releases a new album, major music platforms will offer exorbitant prices for exclusive distribution rights…

With an early leak, exclusive distribution rights become meaningless, and this portion of income would be significantly reduced.

"Mr. Ciotta, I'm truly sorry!" Charlotte apologized again.

Frankly, for her personally, this wasn't a huge deal. Losing some money was a small problem. But now, this wasn't just her own business.

Alexander was the lyricist and composer; those were his songs.

More importantly, the two of them had signed a contract for a 50% split of the net profits. If the new album's revenue plummeted, it didn't matter much to Charlotte if she earned less, but she had caused Alexander to earn less, preventing him from getting the money he deserved.

She felt like she had screwed Alexander over.

This was the root cause of her self-blame and apologies. Although she knew that with their current "unspoken" relationship, Alexander wouldn't hold it against her or ask her to compensate him.

But! That didn't stop her from blaming herself. She was already considering how to proactively compensate Alexander.

"Where was it leaked?" Alexander asked after a moment of thought.

"It suddenly appeared online, and now it's spread everywhere. Neema just told me. It's all over the internet tonight. I've already had people try to copyright strike the audio sources online as much as possible, but there are too many…"

"Let me see…" Alexander said.

He held the phone in front of him, minimized the call screen, and opened social media… He saw it at a glance. The tag "Charlotte Langford's New Song Leaked" had already shot to third on the hot search list.

It was heading for number one. It had already captured the entire internet's attention.

He randomly found a post sharing the audio source. Since he was still on the call, Alexander couldn't listen to the song. Instead, he looked at the comments…

Some said it was good. Some were cursing the person who leaked the audio. There were also comments cursing the blogger who shared it, telling them to delete it.

Charlotte Langford's fans were still very protective of her.

However, judging by the current online buzz, the number of plays for the leaked audio was staggering. The people defending Charlotte and the people listening to the song were essentially the same group.

They were all Charlotte's fans. Everyone in the fan community understood the negative impact a leak can have on an artist. But as fans, they couldn't help but listen.

Alexander briefly scanned the information online, then brought the phone back to his ear and said, "I've seen it…"

"I'm sorry, Mr. Ciotta," Charlotte apologized again.

Alexander could understand Charlotte's state of mind. She had purely made a mistake and felt she had let him down. Alexander didn't comfort her because he knew that the more he comforted her and acted like it was no big deal, the more she would feel guilty.

This matter really wasn't a big deal to Alexander. Losing a few tens of millions from Charlotte was nothing.

But! This matter definitely needed to be investigated.

Not to investigate Charlotte. But to investigate the person who deliberately leaked the audio source.

"How did it get leaked? Who did you send the demo to?" Alexander asked Charlotte directly. It had to be the demo that was leaked. Charlotte had only returned home today, so she couldn't have recorded the official version.

"I, I sent it to… a lot of people… a lot…" Charlotte's voice quickly dropped, as if she were too ashamed to tell Alexander.

"A lot of people?" Alexander raised an eyebrow again. This was very wrong. There was no need to send a demo to many people. "Why did you… Send it to a lot of people?"

"Mr. Ciotta, I was wrong."

"Don't keep apologizing. Tell me what happened."

"I, I just… still felt that my version was better…" Charlotte finally said the words, which were difficult to get out. The more she spoke, the more ashamed she felt. She knew she was the one primarily responsible for this.

While Charlotte was explaining the situation to Alexander.

The bedroom door opened.

Jasmine, who had gone to give the two young women toiletries, had returned. As soon as she entered, she saw Alexander on the phone. Not knowing who it was, she didn't make a sound to disturb him.

She walked around the bedroom to the other side of the bed and, without hesitation, untied her bathrobe, giving Alexander a full view of her naked curves. Her milky pale skin still bore marks of their quick fun in the bathroom.

Charlotte's emotions were volatile. It took Alexander a while to finally understand what had happened.

This matter was related to the dispute Alexander and Charlotte had over singing styles.

Although the matter had ended with Seraphine Arden acting as the judge and Alexander winning, and Charlotte had conceded defeat, saying she would listen to Alexander on everything, she was truly not convinced in her heart.

People who love music are usually serious and earnest about it. Charlotte was just like that.

She trusted her instincts and also wanted to win back some face. So… on the morning of the day after the demo was recorded, Charlotte, at Celeste Lark's house, re-recorded another version of the album demo.

She re-recorded all seven songs in her own style, all in one go. She even specifically told Celeste not to tell Alexander.

So when Charlotte flew back this afternoon, she was actually carrying two versions of the demo.

After returning to her company, she had people do a blind evaluation of the two album versions.

Charlotte couldn't even remember exactly who she had asked, because there were dozens of people. They were all employees of her company, including music teachers who coached trainees, songwriters, managers, artists, and trainees under her label.

Whoever was at the company and had time was asked to listen. She hadn't called explicitly on anyone.

She really, really hadn't expected it. Only a few hours after the blind evaluation of the two album versions, the audio source was leaked.

It was certain that an internal company member had leaked it. But as for who, Charlotte had no clue.

She trusted every single person in her company. If she didn't trust them, she wouldn't have let them stay in the company.

"…Mr. Ciotta, I'm really, truly sorry!" Charlotte said at the end, starting to apologize again.

"Were both versions of the audio source leaked?" Alexander interrupted to ask.

"No, my version was the one that was leaked," Charlotte immediately replied.

"Hmm… the situation isn't that bad then," Alexander said after a moment of contemplation, a smile appearing on his face. "You don't need to blame yourself too much… How about this, I'll come to Chicago tomorrow, visit your company, and we can talk in detail then."

"Okay, okay, Mr. Ciotta, I'll be waiting for you."

"Let's leave it at that for now. It's late, get some rest."

"Okay… Goodnight."

He hung up.

In the end, Alexander didn't say much more, nor did he offer Charlotte much comfort. He knew how upset and confused she was at this moment. Saying too much would be lost on her and would only make her feel worse.

Saying nothing was the best choice.

"You're going to Chicago tomorrow?" On the other side of the bed, Jasmine, who had been applying her night cream while leaning against the headboard, had stopped her movements and turned to ask Alexander.

She hadn't been paying much attention to who Alexander was on the phone with until he said those words.

It was very sudden.

Alexander hadn't mentioned it before, so this was clearly a last-minute decision.

"Yes, something came up with Charlotte," Alexander replied.

"Charlotte Langford?!" Jasmine's expression instantly changed. She stared at Alexander with a dark look in her eyes. Her reaction was a little bit strong, but it wasn't because Charlotte had called Alexander. Alexander going to Chicago, on its own, was nothing.

The main thing was that Charlotte had just left today!

And tomorrow, Alexander was going to Chicago, saying something had come up with Charlotte. It was apparent he was going to help Charlotte sort things out. This… Jasmine was a little angry.

"I sold her eight songs, seven of which are for an album," Alexander said, looking at Jasmine. "The demo was recorded two days ago, and just now… the audio source was leaked."

Jasmine was stunned for a moment, her expression changing. The audio source was leaked?!

Jasmine knew what a leak meant for an artist. It was something that the vast majority of fans online understood, so there was no way Jasmine wouldn't.

For an artist, this was a huge deal.

"How was it leaked? Did Charlotte say?" Jasmine asked, her brow slightly furrowed as she looked at Alexander.

"She…" Alexander suddenly smiled, very calmly and briefly explaining the situation to Jasmine. He told her everything from their dispute over singing styles to Charlotte going back and having people in her company do a blind evaluation.

Actually, this matter couldn't be said to be a huge mistake on Charlotte's part.

Typically, from the official start of production to the release of an album, it is handled by many people at the music company. A well-produced song, with all the instrument sounds played by real people rather than simulated by programs… the band alone would consist of at least a dozen people, sometimes dozens.

This was the highest standard of production, and Charlotte had been using this standard since her debut.

You needed people for harmonies, people for tuning and mixing… and even more people for post-production.

So, before a new album was released, the so-called secrecy was only external. Internally, it was impossible to keep it a secret. The number of people needed to produce a top-tier album was simply too large.

Therefore, having company employees do a blind test was not a problem in itself. But no one had expected that the company, which had never had an audio leak before, would have one now.

"…She feels very guilty now, repeatedly apologizing to me. Because I signed a 50% net profit-sharing contract with her, the leak will affect the album's final revenue. She feels like she's screwed me over…" Alexander finished with a smile.

Jasmine was still frowning slightly after hearing everything. Her anger dissipated in an instant.

Because this was truly no small matter. And it wasn't just Charlotte's problem; it was Alexander's problem too.

"So… what do you plan to do? After you get there…" Jasmine asked, looking at Alexander.

"Find the leaker and release the album early, of course," Alexander said with a smile.

Jasmine looked at Alexander and suddenly narrowed her eyes. Because she sensed something was wrong.

It was Alexander's attitude that was wrong. He wasn't angry at all. He was smiling, not the least bit annoyed. How could he be so calm? Why was he smiling when there was trouble?

"You… you couldn't be… you…" Jasmine said, her eyes suddenly widening as she thought of a very terrifying possibility.

Could it be that this wasn't an accident for Alexander?

"You leaked the audio file on purpose? You... you deliberately argued with Charlotte, provoked her, made her defiant... all so that after this happened, you could help her and make her owe you a favor?!" Jasmine connected all the dots, voicing the most impossible possibility.

After saying it, as outlandish as the scheme sounded, Jasmine was sure she had guessed correctly. That had to be it!

Because Alexander was just that outlandish. The schemes he could come up with were beyond the imagination of ordinary people.

"You have a wild imagination." Alexander laughed.

"Am I wrong?" Jasmine asked, taken aback.

"Of course you are. This was a sudden incident, a genuine accident," Alexander said.

Jasmine couldn't spot any cracks in Alexander's expression, but she still chose to believe him. She knew that on matters like this, Alexander wouldn't lie to her.

"It was really an accident?" Jasmine asked again, then frowned. "Then why... why don't you seem angry or annoyed at all? You're even... smiling?"

"Because it's fun," Alexander grinned.

Jasmine's brow twitched. She instantly knew that Alexander's words were meant to "brush her off," just like his frequent "take a guess" retorts.

He was planning something! But he didn't want to tell her beforehand.

"You... are you going to scheme against Charlotte Langford?" Jasmine asked directly.

"Don't make it sound so unpleasant," Alexander smiled, then added, "Besides, you're wrong...and you can... guess bigger!"

"Bigger?" It took Jasmine a moment to realize what Alexander might mean. She looked at him, her tone softening slightly as she said, "The Langford family?!"

"Even bigger," Alexander replied with just two words.

Jasmine narrowed her eyes at him again. She was wondering how Alexander could possibly leverage this incident to "move" the Langford family. And even more than just the Langford family?!

This was a massive deal for a singer, but for the Langford family, it was a trivial matter. At the end of the day, the worst that could happen was Charlotte earning a little less money, which was nothing to them.

So, how could Alexander do what he claimed? Jasmine couldn't fathom Alexander's thoughts!

It was impossible for her to guess. Because she had missed a crucial point from the very beginning: for Alexander, this sudden incident was a heaven-sent! Golden! Opportunity!

Truth be told, if Alexander wanted to fix a simple audio leak, he had countless options, including the most direct: resetting the day via his time control ability.

But he had no intention of doing so; he had never even considered it.

The moment Charlotte explained the situation to him, Alexander immediately realized it was an opportunity, one where the downsides were negligible and easily overcome, but the benefits were immeasurably huge.

Jasmine had been right about one thing: making Charlotte owe him!

Alexander disliked owing others, but he had always especially loved it when others owed him. He achieved this by solving problems for people who were already in trouble, thereby creating this kind of relationship.

It was true for Jasmine, for Dante, for Aileen Arison, for Frank Delaney, and for William Wycliffe as well.

And for some people who didn't have significant problems, Alexander could also guide them, first establishing a relationship, then shaping it into one in which they owed him, as with Seraphine Arden now.

Such a relationship couldn't be established with just anyone, nor could it be done by just anyone.

Charlotte Langford, among them.

Alexander understood Charlotte. He knew she was nearly unassailable!

A formidable family background, an accomplished and famous status, her musical dreams already fulfilled, no substantial opposition to inheriting part of the family business in the future, and parents who weren't pressuring her into marriage... She lacked nothing, and no one dared to cross her. She wouldn't run into problems she couldn't solve.

Even with the paparazzi incident, if Alexander hadn't stepped in, Charlotte could have resolved it by throwing money at it.

So...

That was why Alexander had never used any complex schemes on her.

He knew that unless he actively created a massive problem for her, the two of them would never establish that kind of relationship where one owed the other.

Even though she'd given him her virginity, with him being involved with Jasmine and others, he knew she'd keep her distance.

When Alexander wrote songs for her, she paid him, even agreeing to the absurd demand of a 50% share of the net profits. That was a transaction, not a debt.

Initially, Alexander's plans for Charlotte were on the back burner, and getting involved with the Langford family was not a priority.

He never expected that this time, without him doing anything, fate would drop an opportunity right in his lap.

If Alexander didn't take advantage of it, he'd be a fool.

"The Langford family... the Langford family..." Jasmine muttered to herself, then looked at Alexander. She didn't press him on what he was going to do, but simply teased, "My dear Mr. Ciotta, you'd better take care of yourself on this trip..."

"Were you just jealous?" Alexander asked with a smile.

"I was!" Jasmine leaned right against Alexander, shifting closer and hooking her arm around his neck, her tone turning coquettish. "My jealousy was overflowing."

"A bet's a bet. You're not allowed to be jealous."

"Well, I am. What are you going to do about it, my dear? Are you going to punish me?" Her lips brushed his ear, whispering to him while she straddled his lap, her soft bust pressing against his toned chest.

"Alright, but don't you cry..." With those words, he pulled her firmly into his grip, one hand holding her by the waist, the other rising into the other before bringing it down with a firm smack on her behind.


Chapter 5: X-‘Punishing’ Jasmine.-X

The tingle of the spank made Jasmine furrow her brows. Glaring at Alexander, her lips curling into this cold smirk. “You dare spank me?”

Her threat was met with another spank and Alexander’s own grin. “This isn’t the first or last. Besides….this is punishment.”

Jasmine's bright, piercing eyes and cascade of dark, black hair exuded a cold, commanding aura that made her all the more intoxicating. Her curvy figure was a masterpiece—wide hips flaring out from a slender, willowy waist, and her massive, soft tits hanging like ripe, pendulous fruits, their weight shifting with every breath.

Despite her glare and aura, Alexander raised both hands, his fingers splayed wide, and began to deliver gentle swats to the creamy curves of her backside.

Each strike was light, almost teasing, but they landed with rhythmic precision—one on the left cheek, then the right, his palms connecting with a soft, echoing smack that reverberated through her body.

Jasmine endured it with a steely glare, her bright eyes locking onto his as if challenging, yet deep down, she reveled in the strength of her man.

"Oh, you think these little taps are a punishment?" She murmured, her voice a whisper laced with a thrill she couldn't quite hide, her lips curling into a smile. Her body betrayed her words, a shiver running down her spine as the gentle impacts sent ripples through her flesh, making her perky ass jiggle ever so slightly.

As the swats continued, each one drawing a faint smack from his hands against her skin, Jasmine began to moan and whimper softly, the sounds escaping her lips like fragile pleas.

First, a low "Mmmh..." that built into a breathy "Ahh..." Her hips instinctively rocked forward, her slick, warm pussylips rubbing against the hard length of his cock, coating it with the growing wetness of her arousal. The friction was electric, a slow burn that made her grind harder, her body responding to the mix of pain and pleasure.

For Alexander, the sensation was intoxicating. He could feel the heat of her folds sliding along his shaft, her juices spreading like warm silk over his sensitive skin, each movement sending jolts of pleasure up his core.

It was as if her body was a velvet vice, teasing and tempting, making his cock throb with need. And her massive soft tits—those glorious, heavy mounds of flesh—pressed firmly against his chest, their weight a delicious burden that shifted with every sway of her body.

Her nipples hardened into firm peaks that dragged across his skin, leaving trails of tingling fire in their wake. He could feel the way they yielded to his muscles, their softness molding to his contours.

"Already dripping," he groaned, his voice rough, his hands pausing mid-swat to grip her hips, guiding her rhythm.

Jasmine's whimpers grew a touch louder as the grinding intensified, her pussy lips parting slightly to envelop his cock in a slippery embrace.

After a few more swats—perhaps five or six, each one gentler than the last, leaving her ass with a warm, rosy glow—Jasmine leaned down, her dark hair cascading around them like a veil of midnight.

She captured Alexander's lips in a deep, sloppy kiss, her tongue darting forward to explore his mouth with hunger. As she did, she began actively grinding on him, her hips rolling in deliberate circles, drenching his cock in the abundant flow of her juices.

It was as if a dam had broken, her arousal spilling out in waves, making his length glisten, the slickness heightening every sensation.

Their kiss was a battle, sloppy and unrestrained, with tongues twisting and lips smashing together in a dance of dominance.

Jasmine pressed harder, her mouth devouring his with fierce intent, but Alexander, with his experience, quickly turned the tide.

He gripped the back of her neck, guiding the kiss to his rhythm, his tongue delving deeper, exploring her with confident strokes.

She let out a surprised "Mmmph..." as he asserted control, their mouths melding in a wet, tangled mess.

Alexander's hands shifted from the gentle swats, his fingers digging into the soft, plump curves of Jasmine's asscheeks, kneading them with deliberate pressure.

Her flesh yielded under his touch like warm dough, incredibly soft and pliable yet firm beneath the surface, a testament to her toned physique hidden under.

Each squeeze drew out the fullness of her cheeks, his thumbs pressing into the supple mounds, feeling them jiggling slightly with every motion, the pale skin warming under his palms as if absorbing his heat.

The sensation was intoxicating for him—a mix of silky smoothness and resilient give, making his grip tighten and release in rhythmic waves, pulling her body closer against his own.

As their makeout continued, their lips locked in a sloppy, urgent press, tongues twisting and exploring with raw hunger, Jasmine's hips began to rise slowly.

She arched her back, lifting herself just enough to create a brief, teasing separation, her slick entrance hovering above the tip of his rigid cock.

Then, with a deliberate descent, she lowered her hips, impaling herself only on his tip, the initial penetration stretching her tight entrance around him. The tightness was overwhelming for both. A vice-like grip that enveloped him in her scorching heat, her inner walls clenching instinctively as if reluctant to let go.

For Alexander, it felt like being squeezed by a velvet fist, every pulse of her body sending shivers up his spine, while Jasmine savored the intense fullness, her core throbbing with a deep, pleasurable ache that made her toes curl and her breath hitch.

His hands, still craving more of her, slid upward from her ass, tracing the curve of her waist before reaching her massive, soft tits.

He groped them firmly, his fingers sinking into the plush, heavy flesh, marking the skin with faint red impressions from his possessive hold.

Her breasts spilled over his palms as he squeezed and molded them, feeling the way they shifted and bounced with her movements. He focused on her nipples next, pinching and rolling the hardened peaks between his thumbs and forefingers, the sensitive buds responding immediately by stiffening further, drawing out soft, involuntary moans from Jasmine.

As the stimulation made her insides clench and leak more, her juices flowing freely around the tip of his cock, coating him in a warm, slippery sheen that heightened the friction.

Slowly, almost torturously, Jasmine's lubed-up walls began to slide down, taking more of his length inside her.

The penetration was a slow descent, inch by inch, filled with mounting pleasure that built like a simmering heat.

Alexander felt every detail—the way her wetness eased the glide, turning the act into a slick, enveloping embrace, while the slow pace amplified the intensity, making his cock throb with each gradual advance.

Her massive soft tits pressed harder against his chest as she moved, their plush curves rubbing and flattening against his skin, the friction adding to the overall euphoria for them both.

Their lower halves melded together in a perfect fit, as if her insides had been molded exclusively for him, her tight, velvety walls stretching and yielding inch by inch to accommodate his thick, throbbing cock.

Each slow descent drew him deeper, her slick, warm passage gripping him like a custom sheath, the lubrication from her earlier arousal easing the way while her muscles pulsed around him in rhythmic contractions.

The sensation was intoxicating for both—Alexander feeling the enveloping heat and unyielding pressure that seemed to pull him in, while Jasmine's body trembled with the overwhelming fullness, her hips involuntarily rocking to take more of him.

Gradually, as he pressed further, his cockhead slipped past the resistant barrier of her cervix, breaching into the depths of her womb with a sudden, intense surge that left them both shuddering.

He went balls deep, his entire length buried inside her, his hips flush against her wide, curvy ass, the impact sending a jolt of raw pleasure through his core and making her inner walls clench desperately around him.

In that exact moment of full penetration, Jasmine moaned into the kiss, her lips still pressed against his in a messy, breathless lock, the sound escaping as a long, drawn-out "Mmmh... ahh... ohhh..." that vibrated through their connected mouths.

Her insides spasmed violently, a powerful squirting orgasm ripping through her body, her juices gushing out in waves to coat his cock and soak the sheets beneath them.

The release left her weak and utterly spent, her limbs going limp as she collapsed forward onto his chest, her massive soft tits flattening against his toned muscles, their weight heaving with each ragged breath as aftershocks made her pussy pulse and contract around him.

Alexander didn't give her a moment to recover, his hands sliding down to grab her plump asscheeks once more, fingers digging into the soft, firm flesh with possessive force.

He slammed upward into her, his hips thrusting with powerful, unrelenting strokes into her still-orgasming pussy, each thrust driving deep into her quivering depths. The motion was brutal and rhythmic, his cock plunging in and out, stretching her sensitive walls and amplifying the echoes of her climax.

He continued fucking her through orgasm after orgasm, his pace building into a relentless battery that kept her body on the edge of ecstasy.

Each thrust sent fresh waves of pleasure crashing over her, her insides clenching and releasing in rapid succession, triggering another squirting release that mingled with the wet, lewd noises of their joining.

The sounds filled the room. Sloppy, squelching schlick-schlick as his cock slid through her drenched folds, followed by the meaty slaps of his balls against her ass, and the occasional gushy splash of her fluids spilling out.

These lewd echoes grew louder with every movement, the air thick with the musky scent of their arousal, as Jasmine's body writhed and shuddered against him, her moans escalating into frantic cries that muffled into his chest, while Alexander's grunts came out as deep, guttural sounds with each powerful drive.

The intensity showed no signs of waning, her orgasms blending into one another, leaving her a quivering mess on top of him, her curvy form slick with sweat and fluids as he dominated her thoroughly.

Alexander reveled in the sheer exhilaration of fucking this strong-willed woman, her aura crumbling under the force of his thrusts, amplifying a profound rush of masculine conquest that surged through him.

Her body now yielded to him, her tight, spasming pussy gripping his cock with every stroke, the sensation of breaking through her defenses igniting a primal thrill.

It felt like claiming a prize—her inner walls, slick and searing, clenching around him in waves that sent electric pulses up his shaft, the rhythmic sounds of their bodies colliding heightening his sense of triumph, making his muscles tense and his breath come in deeper, more possessive grunts.

He kept going, maintaining his relentless pace, as Jasmine's insides slowly relaxed from the onslaught of her orgasms, her once-tight channel loosening just enough to allow smoother, deeper penetration while still pulsing with aftershocks.

Her hips began to thrust back against him, tentatively at first, the movements instinctive and driven by the lingering ecstasy, her wide curves grinding down to meet his upward drives, creating a harmonious rhythm that made the wet sounds even more pronounced.

Her body, slick with sweat and fluids, moved with increasing urgency, her massive soft tits bouncing heavily against his chest, their plush weight leaving faint red marks on his skin from the friction.

Before long, she was actively fucking back against him with gusto, her strong-willed nature reasserting itself as she rode him with fierce determination.

Her hips rolled and slammed down onto his cock, taking him balls deep with each descent, her pussy swallowing him greedily, the motion causing her ass to jiggle and her juices to squirt out in fresh bursts, soaking their thighs.

The energy between them built, her body arching and writhing, her moans escalating into louder, unrestrained cries that synced with his deeper grunts. Neither of them realized that not even the soundproofing would be enough to muffle the noises.

Alexander let her take the pace, relinquishing some control to watch her unravel, his hands shifting upward to focus on toying with her tits.

He groped the massive, pendulous mounds firmly, his fingers sinking into their soft, yielding flesh, kneading and pinching the sensitive skin to leave blooming red impressions that marked his territory.

Leaning forward, he captured one nipple between his lips, sucking hard and swirling his tongue around the hardened peak, then switching to the other, licking broad strokes across the swollen bud before biting down gently, drawing out sharper moans from her as her arousal intensified.

The taste of her sweat-salted skin drove him, his mouth working relentlessly, teasing and tormenting her tits while his hips bucked upward to meet her descents, the dual sensations making her pussy leak even more, coating his cock in a fresh layer of slippery heat.

His cock grew harder inside her, swelling to an almost painful rigidity that signaled he was close to an orgasm, the veins pulsing against her inner walls as her tight channel massaged him with every frantic thrust.

Jasmine picked up the pace immediately, sensing the change in his body, her hips slamming down faster and harder, riding him with renewed vigor, the increased rhythm amplifying the wet splash-splash of her fluids and the meaty impacts of their bodies, pushing them both toward the brink without pause.

Alexander didn't hold back, his hips surging upward with a final, powerful thrust that drove his cock far up inside her, breaching deep into her womb with unyielding force.

The penetration hit a new level of intensity, his thick shaft pulsing and stretching her inner walls to their limit, the tip slamming against the sensitive barrier before erupting in a torrent of hot, dense cum.

The release was an explosive rush of ecstasy. His body tensed as waves of pleasure coursed through his veins.

Each spurt feeling like a surge from his balls, emptying rope after rope of sticky seed directly into her fertile depths, the overwhelming sensation making his muscles lock, and his grunts escape as deep, guttural sounds.

Sensing that flood of fullness and heat, Jasmine felt her pussy clenching around him in rhythmic spasms as his cum filled her womb, the warmth spreading through her core like molten lava, triggering another squirting orgasm that made her insides quiver.

Her juices mixed with his release, her body shuddering uncontrollably with moans as the sheer volume left her feeling stuffed and utterly conquered.

The two caught their breath, the sound of their labored, deep pants filling the room.

Their bodies slick with sweat and fluids, chests heaving in sync as the afterglow settled over them like a heavy fog.

Without a word, they shifted positions, Alexander pulling out briefly before maneuvering her onto the bed, positioning her face down and ass up.

Her slender, sensual waist swayed enticingly, the curve of her hips and the plump firmness of her asscheeks presented perfectly as she arched her back.

He mounted her from behind, his hands gripping her waist for leverage, his cock sliding back into her soaked entrance with a wet schlick, immediately pounding into her with renewed vigor, each thrust making her ass jiggle and her body rock forward.

The two kept going at it, their coupling stretching late into the night, switching positions with every one of his orgasms.

Each time he felt the build-up, they'd shift, each time ensuring his cock was buried deep enough to deposit his cum directly into her womb.


Chapter 6: Leaving New York.

A new day, July 29, 2024

At seven in the morning, Alexander woke up. He hadn't had enough sleep, but he didn't plan on going back to sleep. He first looked at Jasmine sleeping soundly in his arms, a content smile on her full lips, then turned his head to glance at the alarm clock on the table before carefully shifting his position.

Without waking Jasmine, Alexander got out of bed and put on a bathrobe. He grabbed his phone, went out to the balcony, and slid the door shut.

Standing on the balcony, Alexander dialed a number. It connected quickly.

"Hello, Mr. Ciotta."

"I need you to investigate a few people for me. I'll give you the addresses, and you send your people to take pictures..."

Alexander was calling Tommy Calder. It was time to put him to use.

Alexander had great faith in Tommy Calder's abilities, the "head" of the nation's top unofficial intelligence organization. Moreover, Tommy was often not just a behind-the-scenes commander; he frequently operated on the front lines, personally participating in stakeouts.

It was safe to say he was highly experienced.

Although the "major inside scoops" Alexander knew far outnumbered what Tommy knew, and Alexander's investigative abilities were far superior to Tommy's, they weren't even on the same level, because Alexander could use interrogation and torture, then reset the day!

But! Often, when you had to set many things in motion at once, you couldn't be everywhere at once. In such situations, the resources Tommy could mobilize for an investigation far surpassed Alexander's.

Standing on the balcony, Alexander spoke with Tommy for a full twenty minutes. He even had Tommy turn on his phone's recording function to take down his words, because Alexander was listing too many names, connections, addresses, and other information.

There was no way Tommy could remember so much from memory alone.

After Alexander finished assigning the investigative tasks, Tommy took the opportunity to report to Alexander on the progress of the investigation into Miles Corbett, the top star of Zenith Media.

While reporting, he expressed his utter admiration for Alexander. He was in the intelligence game himself, so he understood better than anyone how difficult it was to obtain some information.

And in the past few days, using the various pieces of information Alexander had provided, he had successfully found evidence of Miles Corbett's affair with Lena Blackwood.

He had even obtained information that they had checked into the same hotel one after another while traveling abroad.

All sorts of evidence already proved that something was going on between them. However, the most crucial piece of evidence—a recent photo of Miles Corbett and Lena Blackwood meeting had not yet been captured.

They could prove it without the photo. But with the photo, it would be a solid, undeniable fact!

"Don't worry, Mr. Ciotta. I'll immediately arrange for people to investigate the matters you've assigned. We'll look into them simultaneously, and we'll definitely have results within a week... As for Miles Corbett, we should be able to get the photo in the next day or two..."

"Mm, thanks for your hard work," Alexander said into the phone with a smile.

"Not at all, not at all, it's my pleasure, hahaha," Tommy said hurriedly, letting out a loud laugh.

His laughter was tinged with excitement. It was a lie to say it wasn't hard work, but Tommy genuinely didn't feel tired, because he had been incredibly excited these past few days. He had never felt that getting a big scoop could be so simple.

After ending the call, Alexander looked at his phone again, scrolled through his contacts, and dialed another number.

He was calling Ashley Carter. It connected after six or seven seconds.

"Hello, Mr. Ciotta..." Ashley's voice was a little groggy. It was only seven-thirty in the morning, so she was naturally asleep and had been woken by Alexander's call.

"Ashley, get ready. We're going back to Boston," Alexander said.

"Huh?" Ashley was stunned for a moment, then processed it. "Is it... time for me to leave..." Her voice grew softer, as if she was reluctant to go.

"I'm not sending you away. I'm going to Chicago for some business. I'll drop you in Boston once things are settled," Alexander laughed, reassuring her. After all, the two cities were right by each other, nearly being one and the same. So, since he was leaving NYC, he might strike two birds with one stone.

"Oh! Okay! Okay, Mr. Ciotta, I'll get ready right away!" Ashley's tone immediately brightened.

"No rush. You can go back to sleep. Get up and get ready when you've had enough rest. I'm just giving you a heads-up. We'll leave this afternoon..." Alexander said.

"Mhm, okay, Mr. Ciotta," Ashley replied obediently.

"Right, when you get up, if Nathaniel and the others are up too, tell Nathaniel that I'm taking you to Chicago for business and ask if they want to leave together..."

After a few more words with Ashley, Alexander hung up.

He went back into the room from the balcony. Put down his phone. Lay down. And went back to sleep!

Alexander hadn't had enough sleep either; his mental clock had woken him up. He and Jasmine had been up until after three in the morning. Perhaps because she knew Alexander was leaving, Jasmine had been especially proactive.

In reality, Alexander would only be away for a few days. He had to come back at the latest by the day after tomorrow, because he had promised to take Jasmine home to see his parents at the end of the month.

Cuddling Jasmine, Alexander quickly drifted back to sleep. Time passed unknowingly, and it was ten in the morning.

When Alexander woke up again, Jasmine had already washed up and was sitting at her vanity in her pajamas, penciling in her eyebrows while looking in the mirror.

She hadn't gone to work this morning either.

But it didn't matter; perk of being the boss. After the press conference, the company wasn't as busy.

Jasmine heard Alexander getting up. She glanced at him through the mirror and then asked, "When are you planning to leave?"

"This afternoon," Alexander replied, pulling back the covers and getting out of bed.

He washed up and got dressed. Around ten-twenty, a neatly dressed Alexander and Jasmine went downstairs.

In the first-floor living room.

Maria and Lauren were watching TV. They had been up for a while but hadn't dared to disturb Alexander and Jasmine.

"Have you had breakfast?" Alexander asked as he came downstairs.

"We ate some bread from the fridge," Maria said from the sofa, gesturing behind her.

Her face was slightly flushed, and her expression was a little unnatural. Lauren, beside her, was the same. Seeing Alexander and Jasmine come downstairs, they seemed a bit off.

There was no other reason than that they had faintly heard some noises from the master bedroom last night... Although such things were understandable between couples, they still felt a little embarrassed.

After exchanging a few words downstairs, Alexander and Jasmine went to the kitchen to make lunch. Soon, Maria and Lauren came to help.

The four of them worked in the kitchen with a clear division of labor, chatting idly.

"Maria, what are your plans with Lauren today? Is there anywhere you want to go?" Alexander asked while chopping vegetables.

"Not really. We were planning to go back. Mom called me again this morning and even scolded me, saying I was being annoying and disturbing my big brother's work..." Maria said with a pout.

Susan wasn't particularly strict with Maria, but she was a girl, so she was managed more closely than a boy.

Staying out for several days without coming home was definitely not acceptable. She was already being urged to return.

"Have you thought about what you're going to tell Mom when you get back?" Alexander asked Maria again.

"What am I supposed to say..." Maria replied. Answering like that, she obviously hadn't thought about it yet.

Alexander had already explained to her why some things couldn't be told directly to their parents. Maria had agreed to cooperate with her brother, but... she could fudge the other stuff, but what about the watch that cost over a million?

She hadn't had a chance to talk to Alexander alone about it.

"Come here!" Alexander put down the kitchen knife, wiped his hands, and gestured to Maria before walking out of the kitchen.

He needed to have a private talk with his sister and give her some instructions.

This action seemed very abnormal to Maria. The abnormal part was that Alexander clearly showed that some things were not meant for Jasmine and Lauren to hear.

It was one thing for Lauren to not know, but her brother dared to keep secrets from her sister-in-law? He was practically telling her outright that he was hiding something from her.

Maria didn't understand the relationship between Alexander and Jasmine.

But she was mistaken. Alexander wasn't trying to hide things from Jasmine; he was just being considerate of his sister. Some things... if Alexander said them to Maria in front of Jasmine, it would make Maria feel awkward.

With these thoughts, Maria followed Alexander out of the kitchen. They went to the dining room.

Alexander sat down, gestured for Maria to sit, then leaned in, adopting the posture of a pair of siblings having a secret talk, and gave Maria a series of instructions.

A few minutes later. Maria was thoroughly stunned.

"Bro! This... you want me to say that? Is that... really okay?" Maria asked, blinking at Alexander.

According to Alexander, she could be honest about the bag Jasmine bought her, as well as the clothes and shoes Alexander bought her. There was no need to hide anything.

She could also be honest about the scarf and bracelet from Dante. The only thing to hide was the watch. Alexander told Maria to put it away and not let their mom see it and ask questions, and then there would be no problem.

In Maria's eyes, this was already incredibly bold. The bag Jasmine gave her was an extremely valuable gift for a family like the Ciottas!

Yet Alexander told her to be truthful, assuring her it would be fine. And there was something even bolder.

Alexander wanted Maria to tell their parents, in a speculative tone, that her brother's girlfriend was worth at least thirty million...

This...

Jasmine Doran's personal net worth was three hundred. Thirty was just ten percent of that. It was an understatement!

But! For an ordinary family, whether it was a thirty or three hundred, it was a figure that made them feel entirely out of their league.

What was the difference between this and telling the whole truth?!

After Alexander's earlier reminder, Maria now understood that her brother's current family background, qualifications, and even the money he had were worlds apart from Jasmine's... a difference between heaven and earth.

No parents would object to their son finding a wealthy girlfriend; they would usually be delighted.

But there had to be a limit. If the woman were too rich, the situation changed.

Could the relationship last? Could they get married? Even if they did get married, could an ordinary husband hold on to a super-rich, super-beautiful, and super-career-driven wife?

With such a disparity, could the two of them even find common ground to talk about?!! They wouldn't be a good match.

The whole thing felt so unrealistic. They all knew each other's backgrounds. Her parents knew best what kind of person her brother was... how did they even get together?

To this day, Maria still didn't know how her brother and Jasmine Doran got together. She didn't believe the nonsense about love at first sight... so she could imagine what her old-fashioned parents' reaction would be.

"It's fine. Just say that, and leave the rest to me," Alexander said softly with a smile.

"But..." Maria frowned, concerned for Alexander.

What happened to taking it slow? Why the sudden, shocking "good news" for their parents?

Maria didn't realize that what she said when she went back was secondary. Her current attitude was the most important thing. She was completely on Alexander's side now. In this state, when she went home and told them, and her mom started asking questions, she would definitely praise Jasmine to the skies.

Not praising how rich Jasmine was.

But saying how loving her sister-in-law and brother were, how her sister-in-law cooked with her brother, how her sister-in-law listened to her brother at home... they were as thick as thieves. Maria's attitude would determine her words and actions at home, and her words and actions would temporarily put their parents at ease.

After that, it would be easy to handle. There were some things Alexander would say and do himself when he went home, and it would be fine.

"If Mom and Dad find out all at once that sister-in-law is so rich, they'll definitely overthink it..." Maria said hesitantly.

"It's a process we have to go through," Alexander smiled.

There were some things he didn't say. In fact, even if he didn't have his sister to say it, and even if he didn't say it when he brought Jasmine home, his parents would find out anyway.

Someone would gossip and tell his parents. That was definitely more frightening than hundreds of millions.

So, Alexander, having Maria go back and omit, was actually laying the groundwork.

"Then... should I mention that you sing and write songs, bro?" Maria asked Alexander again.

"Don't. I'll tell them myself when I get back..." Alexander replied. He definitely couldn't let Maria say it, because it was about how Alexander suddenly became very rich!

Alexander didn't want his parents to suspect he had done something illegal, or it would be a lot of trouble.

And Maria's ability to explain things was naturally not as good as Alexander's, so it was more reliable for him to say it himself when he got home. Besides, Alexander had "new moves" planned for the next two days, which he also needed to tell his parents about. Maria couldn't possibly know about things that hadn't happened yet... so it was best not to let her say anything.

Alexander went over some more detailed points with Maria and told his sister that he was leaving NYC in the afternoon for a follow-up collaboration with Charlotte Langford...

Five minutes later.

Ring ring ring...

Alexander's phone suddenly rang. He took it out and saw it was a call from Nathaniel Ashford.

"Go help in the kitchen," Alexander said to his sister. They had pretty much finished their talk. He gestured to his sister, then answered the phone, "Hello, Nathaniel."

"Master, are you leaving New York?" Nathaniel called him Master as soon as he opened his mouth, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, though it was actually the first time.

"Yeah. Are you coming along? It's fine if you don't. You can stay here for now. I'll be back in a couple of days."

"Well... in that case, Cecilia and I will head back too. We've stayed for so many days. Let's leave together. What time, Master?"

"Then you guys get ready. I'll be home at twelve-thirty," Alexander said.

After a brief chat, he hung up. Alexander went back to the kitchen. They cooked together. Then they ate lunch together.

Soon, it was almost noon.

The meal was almost over. Alexander had to leave first. Jasmine wasn't in a hurry to go to work at this time. The office was close by, and if she went too early, the company would be on its lunch break with no one around.

Maria and Lauren had just finished eating, so they weren't in a hurry to take a car home either. Arriving home at two or three in the afternoon would be fine.

"Bro! Remember to get me an autograph," Maria shouted at Alexander as he was about to go down the stairs.

During their "secret talk" earlier, after hearing Alexander talk about his trip, Maria had mentioned asking Alexander to bring back Charlotte Langford's autograph.

Alexander went down the stairs, raising his hand in an "OK" gesture.

12:30 in the afternoon.

North District, New York, Bellara Heights,

Alexander was home.

He had driven Jasmine's Bentley Continental back and planned to drive it to Chicago. The Lamborghini was definitely not an option because it couldn't carry luggage. Alexander didn't have any, but Ashley did.

When Alexander arrived home, Ashley Carter, Nathaniel Ashford, and Cecilia Guo had already eaten lunch and were ready to go.

It was also worth mentioning that Nathaniel's modified GTR sports car had been repaired. Paul Santino had found someone to fix it and had delivered it to Alexander's home the day before yesterday morning.

When Paul Santino delivered the car, he also gave Nathaniel additional compensation. The matter was settled entirely.

They loaded the luggage. And set off.

Three-forty in the afternoon, Chicago!

They had gotten on the highway at one o'clock and arrived in just two hours and forty minutes. Of course, driving normally wouldn't be this fast... Alexander and Nathaniel had been racing.

Just for fun.

But they didn't really determine a winner, as some cars were still on the highway, and their race was occasionally affected, especially on the stretch approaching the toll booth, where traffic was getting heavier...

After exiting the highway, the two cars went their separate ways. Nathaniel and Cecilia were heading home first to Boston via the left path. At the same time, Alexander took Ashley straight to Charlotte's company via the right path.

Upon entering the city, Alexander called Charlotte to let her know he was about to arrive.

A little over twenty minutes later.

D District, Chicago. 102 Kira Road. A towering eleven-story office building stood at the street corner.

Two massive words were mounted on the roof of the building—Bluecrest Music!

Bluecrest Music was the independent music company Charlotte Langford had single-handedly founded to develop her career. The entire eleven-story office building served as Bluecrest Music's office space.

At the building's main entrance.

A dozen or so people stood at the door, gazing down the road. Their average age appeared to be over forty. There were men and women, some in sharp suits, others in casual attire... they were all the top executives of Bluecrest Music.

This included Bluecrest Music's most prominent lyricists and music producers.

Charlotte was there too, also looking out, occasionally pacing back and forth, appearing somewhat anxious.

The others would glance at Charlotte's every move from time to time... They had been in a meeting just moments ago when Charlotte took a call, abruptly ended the meeting, and led everyone present downstairs.

It was apparent she was preparing to welcome someone.

To have all the most important people in the company, including Charlotte herself, come to the entrance—what kind of "VIP" would warrant such a grand reception?

They kept guessing, even beginning to wonder if the boss's own father had suddenly shown up.

Vroom...

The deep roar of an engine echoed down the street.

A Bentley Continental Flying Spur sped toward them.

The Bentley Continental wasn't a car Alexander usually drove, and Charlotte had never seen him in one before, but it had New York license plates...

Charlotte watched. There were a few steps at the entrance of the company building; she walked down them. Seeing Charlotte move, the other company executives followed, taking a few steps forward and craning their necks to see.

Who on earth was it? Who could make their boss, Charlotte Langford, put on such a grand, momentous welcome, even bringing out the entire senior management team?

One had to remember that Charlotte wasn't just a superstar singer.

Among her many identities, that was a secondary one. The owner of a music company was also secondary. What was most important was that she was the eldest daughter of the Langford family, an heiress to a multi-billion-dollar fortune.

The Bentley's windshield reflected light, but Charlotte could make out vaguely that it was Alexander, with a petite but curvy woman in the passenger seat. The others, who had never met Alexander, couldn't tell who it was.

They could only see that he seemed very young.

Soon, the Bentley Continental pulled over to the side of the road about twenty meters from the building's entrance, turned in, crossed the company's parking lot, and stopped a few meters from the steps of the main entrance horizontally.

"We're here. Let's get out," Alexander said to Ashley inside the car as he unbuckled his seatbelt.

They both got out.

Alexander's car door faced the company entrance. As he stepped out, Charlotte took another two steps to greet him. The other company executives were all stunned—he was so young.

"Sir Alec Nota, you're here."

"Miss Langford."

Alexander and Charlotte greeted each other and even shook hands formally. The dozen or so company executives behind Charlotte were all momentarily dumbfounded.

Alec Nota?! Sir?!!

Is that the amateur singer who recently went viral online? It had to be him. The executives were sure of it because, a few days earlier, before Charlotte went to New York, she had mentioned in a meeting that she was going to sign Alec Nota.

This young man had arrived in a car with New York plates and was being called "Alec Nota," so he was definitely the one who sang Your Soul. My Cure.

But! Sir?!

Why was Charlotte calling him that? If he were in his forties or fifties, much older than Charlotte, then calling him Sir out of politeness or courtesy would be understandable.

But he didn't look old at all. He was only in his twenties. There was no way he was older than Charlotte.

The expressions on the faces of the dozen or so executives turned strange. Looking at Alexander, they simply couldn't fathom why an amateur singer... deserved this?!

Even if he was truly outstanding!

He couldn't possibly be so outstanding as to command Charlotte Langford's reverence, could he? In the entire USA music scene, you could count on one hand the number of people who could make Charlotte Langford bow in admiration.

It was worth noting that Charlotte had not yet revealed who had written the lyrics and music for the new album demos she brought back yesterday. For the blind test, there was no need to say.

She had even deliberately concealed it from the lyricists she was close to. When they asked, she was vague. The main reason was that the story was too incredible—writing seven songs in a row on the spot. If she told them, she'd have to explain, and it would be hard for anyone to believe.

And more importantly, Charlotte had signed a contract with Alexander for 50% of the net profits.

She was afraid this topic would come up. If the other lyricists and composers in the company heard about it, what would they think?

Just after Alexander and Charlotte's formal handshake and greeting, Ashley, who had also gotten out of the car, walked around the front of the vehicle.

"This is Ashley Carter," Alexander introduced, then gestured toward Charlotte and said to Ashley with a smile, "I don't need to introduce her, do I..."

"Miss Carter, hello. It's a pleasure to meet you for the first time." Charlotte smiled and extended her hand to Ashley. She knew about Ashley; Alexander had told her, but this was their first time meeting.

Just as she had guessed, she was indeed stunningly beautiful, matching all the other women of Alexander's harem. And among all of Alexander's women that Charlotte had met so far, she had the best figure. Even her conservative dress was stretched by her luscious bust and wide, full hips.

"Miss Langford, hello, hello." Ashley was a little excited as she shook Charlotte's hand.

Charlotte had fans all over the world.

Although Ashley's favorite celebrities were all actors, since she herself was studying acting, she naturally listened to music, including Charlotte's songs.

She could be considered a fan of Charlotte's. They shook hands and exchanged pleasantries. It was all very polite, very formal.

Naturally, they were acting. Charlotte certainly didn't want her company's employees to know about her private relationship with Alexander.

Her calling Alexander "Alec Nota" was partly for this reason and also a habit.

A habit in the entertainment industry.

In the entertainment world, people rarely used their real names; almost everyone used a stage name. It was extremely rare not to. This was true for actors, singers, lyricists, writers, and the like.

Alexander was visiting Charlotte's company in his capacity as a signed lyricist and composer, which was why Charlotte addressed him this way.

Calling him "Sir," however, was completely sincere. She felt that Alexander was a true musical artist—the kind who could leave a mark on the history of world music, shining through the ages.

After some small talk at the entrance, Charlotte formally introduced a few people to Alexander. They were the most essential core figures of Bluecrest Music.

They included the Grammy-winning producer Evan Brooks, the Grammy-winning lyricist Maya Collins, Charlotte's personal songwriter Lucas Grant, the head of the artist management department, the vice president, and others.

She didn't introduce everyone; there were over a dozen people.

She just introduced the few with the highest status who were standing closest.

After the pleasantries, they all entered the building together.

"Mr Brooks, you all can get back to your work," Charlotte said, turning her head to the middle-aged man following on her right. It seemed she was only speaking to the producer, but it was actually a signal for all of them to disperse.

And so they did.

The further they walked into the building, the fewer people there were. Soon, only Charlotte, Alexander, and Ashley were left. As they walked down the corridor toward the elevators, Alexander noticed that the company's atmosphere was somewhat tense.

Employees passing by spoke in hushed tones, and no one seemed to be in their right state of mind. One could imagine this was naturally due to the audio leak from yesterday...


Chapter 7: Finding the mole.

"What's the situation now? Have you found anything?" Alexander finally asked Charlotte as they reached the elevators.

"The bodyguards went through all the surveillance footage yesterday. We currently have five suspects," Charlotte said to Alexander while pressing the elevator button.

As she spoke, her expression faltered again. The moment the topic was brought up, she felt she had let Alexander down.

"Finding suspects so quickly is quite efficient," Alexander smiled. "What about those five people? Did they come to work today? Have they been apprehended?"

"They all came to work," Charlotte's magnetic voice was tinged with exhaustion. She had suffered from insomnia last night, only getting an hour of sleep before dawn, and hadn't rested since. "I didn't have the bodyguards apprehend them. Five is too many. The person who leaked the audio is likely just one person. If I wrongly accuse them..."

Alexander understood Charlotte's concern. Wrongfully accusing an innocent person would lead to a crisis of trust, and the other four who were wrongly accused would surely resign.

Among the five suspects, there were likely important figures in the company, all talented people. It would be a shame if they had a falling out and resigned.

"But I had the bodyguards check their computers, phone records, and so on. They're still investigating, but there are no results yet..." Charlotte added.

Charlotte had handled it very well. At a time like this, the best option was, of course, a secret investigation.

There was no need to worry about the person running away. At a time like this, the person who leaked the audio would be prudent to show up for work as usual. Anyone who took a leave of absence or applied for resignation now would be exposing themselves.

They took the elevator upstairs.

In the elevator, Charlotte also told Alexander about the specific process of the blind test yesterday.

Soon, the three of them arrived at the CEO's office on the eleventh floor.

The office was huge, with bright floor-to-ceiling windows. The decor couldn't be called lavish, but it was filled with music-themed decorations, and a piano was even placed in one corner.

"Mr. Ciotta, Ashley, please have a seat." Charlotte was in a hurry. After showing Alexander and Ashley to the sofa, she returned to her desk.

She took out a file folder from a drawer, flipped through it to confirm something, then got up and walked back to the sofa, handing the folder to Alexander.

"Please take a look," Charlotte said.

Alexander took it, placed it on the coffee table, and opened it. It contained information on the five suspects. Charlotte's bodyguards were very capable. Although it had been less than twenty-four hours since the audio leak, they had already identified the suspects and gathered extensive related information.

While Alexander was looking through the files, Charlotte paced back and forth anxiously for a few steps and said, "I discussed it with the bodyguards. They'll investigate first. If they really can't find anything, we'll talk to everyone who participated in the blind test, one by one, ask them what they did afterward, and then cross-reference with the investigation to see if they're lying..."

"No need," Alexander said. He looked up at Charlotte and pointed to a page in the folder. "It's him. Just go find him directly."

Charlotte froze for a moment, then quickly took two steps forward and looked down at the page Alexander was pointing to. There were five suspects in total, and Alexander was pointing to the fourth suspect's file.

Samuel Reed, male, 31 years old, a graduate of the Boston Conservatory of Music. He had a brief stint as an online singer but failed to attract much attention due to his plain looks and mediocre vocal tone.

He currently works at Bluecrest Music's artist training center and trainee department, serving as the vocal coach for the first batch of trainees and also as the deputy head of the trainee department.

Within Bluecrest Music, he was considered a mid-level manager.

"Him?" Charlotte looked down, then raised her head to look at Alexander with a blank expression, her eyes full of confusion as if asking, 'How is it him?'

Charlotte had a very strong impression of Samuel. As a mid-level manager, he rarely interacted directly with Charlotte, no more than a few times a year.

But! Every single vocal coach at the company had been personally vetted by Charlotte before joining. Other employees, as well as managers at the mid-level and below, were handled by the HR department, with the head of HR or the vice president giving the final approval at most.

Vocal coaches were different.

Charlotte had always placed great importance on them. No matter how ordinary their position was when they first joined, Charlotte would personally interview them and test their abilities.

Samuel had been with the company for two years, and Charlotte's impression of him was still strong.

Mainly because, back then, Charlotte had thought it was a real shame about Samuel. His singing skills were excellent, and he could sing in a variety of styles, including bel canto, folk, and pop.

But his image was really poor. His looks were below average; bluntly, he was ugly. Furthermore, while his singing technique was superb, his vocal tone was not good.

If not for these issues, Charlotte would have wanted to sign him as a singer back then, so it was truly a pity.

Samuel leaked the audio? But why?!

Actually, what Charlotte was thinking about now wasn't why Samuel would leak the audio, but... how did Alexander know it was him just by looking at the file?!

Is he telling fortunes? This wasn't scientific. It made no sense at all.

Charlotte believed Alexander was very capable; she had given him the file as soon as they entered the office because she knew he was a man of great ability.

It was mainly the incident with Tommy Calder that had let Charlotte know that Alexander's earth-shattering talent wasn't limited to music; he was... skillful in other areas as well.

But! No matter how capable he was, identifying the traitor with a single glance at a file was no longer a matter of capability; it was practically supernatural.

Charlotte had reviewed the files of these five people repeatedly. The basis for their suspicion was all the same: they were all the last to leave the recording studios alone.

Yesterday, when Charlotte had dozens of people do a blind test of the two album versions, she hadn't actually sent the audio files privately to all of them.

Instead, she had divided them into eight recording studios, with dozens of people listening simultaneously in eight rooms using professional headphones.

The reason was to achieve the best possible playback quality. Playing it out loud wouldn't work. The equipment in the recording studios was the most professional, allowing them to hear everything as clearly and as detailed as possible, which would enable them to make the best judgment.

In other words, there were initially eight copies of the audio source distributed.

But an audio source, on a computer, is just a file that can be easily copied. That's why Charlotte had said at the time that she had given it to dozens of people, because they could all copy it.

During the subsequent investigation, the bodyguards approached the case from the angle of "who copied the audio source."

Surveillance footage showed that in three of the eight recording studios, everyone left the room together one after another, without interruption, leaving no one with the opportunity to secretly copy the audio source behind others' backs.

In the other five recording studios, however, people left later, allowing them to avoid others and secretly copy the audio source. Therefore, the last person to leave became a suspect.

In fact, leaving a recording studio a minute or two late was quite normal. After a studio is used, someone has to clean up. They might clean up together, or the last person to leave might do it alone... or perhaps something unexpected came up, like taking a phone call, so they didn't leave immediately with the others. All of this was normal.

If it weren't for this audio leak incident, none of them would have seemed abnormal.

The initial suspicion against all five was identical, and the follow-up investigation had not yet uncovered any other suspicious points about them.

How on earth did Alexander figure it out?!

"Mr. Ciotta, are you sure it's him?" Charlotte blinked at Alexander, then looked down at the file again for a few seconds.

Ashley, sitting next to Alexander, also leaned over to look at the information in the file. The matter had nothing to do with her, but that didn't stop her curiosity from bubbling up.

"I'm sure. It's him," Alexander smiled at Charlotte.

"Then how did you..." Charlotte's speech slowed, becoming hesitant. "How did you... determine if it was him?"

"It's a bit complicated to explain," Alexander said with a smile, glancing at his watch. He then said to Charlotte, "How about this, Miss Langford, let's call him over first. I'll question him; you listen in. I'll make him confess. After that... we'll talk."

It wasn't that Alexander wouldn't tell Charlotte. He wasn't trying to be mysterious. It was just that if Alexander told Charlotte certain things now, she might not believe them. She might even have someone verify the things Alexander said, which would waste time.

So it was better to be direct. First, make the "traitor confess." That way, Charlotte would accept whatever Alexander said.

"This..." Charlotte looked doubtful, somewhat hesitant. It wasn't that she didn't trust Alexander; she trusted him very much.

But Alexander's method of solving the case was just too magical. Any normal person would have the same reaction as Charlotte.

Charlotte wasn't Jasmine; she didn't know Alexander that well yet. If it were Jasmine, she might not even bother to ask Alexander, after all, her mindset had shifted to 'My man is amazing, and that's that!'

"You don't believe me?" Alexander chuckled.

"No, it's not that," Charlotte immediately denied. Her heart was currently filled with a sense of indebtedness to Alexander; how could she dare say she didn't believe him? "Alright, I'll make the call right now," Charlotte then said.

Charlotte walked back to her desk, sat down, picked up the landline phone on her desk, and hit a speed dial number. The other end picked up immediately. She said directly, "Tell Samuel Reed from the trainee department to come to my office. Immediately."

Done. Now they just had to wait for the person to arrive.

"Also... send up three cups of coffee," Charlotte added before hanging up.

After the call, Charlotte returned to the sofa area and sat down in an armchair to the side. She reached over, picked up the file folder, and flipped through it again.

She quickly reread it, just to make sure she hadn't missed anything. The answer was no.

So, had Alexander discovered something special in Samuel Reed's file that allowed him to immediately determine it was him?

'Is the gap in intelligence between Alexander and me that big?' As this thought passed through her mind, she looked up at Alexander again. She opened her mouth, paused for a moment, and then said, "Mr. Ciotta, regarding damage control, do you have any good ideas?"

She didn't press him on how he was so sure, because she felt that pressing him now would make it seem like she didn't trust him, and he had already said they would talk about it later.

"Damage control... release the album early. The sooner, the better," Alexander said, smiling at Charlotte.

They chatted for a bit. The secretary soon brought the coffee and then left.

About five minutes later.

A knock on the door was immediately followed by the door opening. A man in his early thirties with small eyes and a long face, wearing a casual shirt, walked into the office. He wore glasses, which gave him a rather "teacher-like" atmosphere.

It was Samuel Reed.

"Boss, you were looking for me?" Samuel stopped a few steps into the room and stood there, looking at Charlotte.

He acted as if he had no idea why Charlotte had suddenly summoned him, looking puzzled but very calm.

It was 100% certain that he was acting.

Because his reaction was wrong. With the audio leak, everyone who participated in the blind test was a suspect. When Charlotte suddenly summoned him, even a fool should have understood that he was under suspicion.

If he were truly innocent, under normal circumstances, this would not be his reaction.

No innocent person who is under suspicion could be normal before an interrogation.

The more normal he acted, the more abnormal it was.

Charlotte, however, didn't think that far. She hadn't studied psychology. Looking at Samuel, she didn't say much, simply gesturing toward Alexander and saying, "Mr. Cio... Sir Nota has some questions for you. You can talk to him."

Samuel turned his face slightly to face Alexander. Although he was momentarily stunned, his posture remained proper and respectful.

"I'll give you a chance. You can either confess voluntarily, or I can call Andrew Lawson and ask him. You choose," Alexander said, looking directly at Samuel.

At those words, the color drained from Samuel's face.

Charlotte noticed his reaction. She immediately glanced at Alexander, then back at Samuel.

Alexander had just mentioned a name—Andrew Lawson.

Charlotte had heard of this name. He wasn't a celebrity but was in the same line of work as Tommy Calder, a paparazzi reporter.

Currently, there were several famous paparazzi studios in the country. Tommy Calder's Wave Studio was the undisputed number one. Whether in terms of annual income or online attention, Tommy's was unrivaled.

Below Wave Studio, there wasn't really a second, third, fourth, or fifth place. That's because Wave Studio was in a league of its own. The ones that followed were all in the same tier, and it was hard to say who ranked ahead of whom.

They were collectively known as the "major paparazzi studios". Magical Cube Studio was one of these majors.

And Andrew Lawson was the boss of Magical Cube Studio! Just like Tommy, he could be considered notorious in the entertainment industry. Over the years, he had exposed many major celebrity scandals, and there were also those he never revealed, having extorted money instead.

"Mr... Nota, I don't understand what you mean," Samuel said.

In that fleeting moment, a tempest had raged in his heart, but he quickly regained his composure. This was a matter of life and death; he had no choice but to stay calm.

"Not admitting it, huh?" Alexander gave Samuel a smile. "I'm giving you a chance, but you're not cherishing it. You're still using that phone number ending in 6546, right? Did you bring your phone? The money was transferred to your mother-in-law's card again, wasn't it?"

Just a few words from Alexander instantly crushed Samuel's built-up composure.

Alexander's two sentences made his face drain of color. He was utterly, completely shocked. His reaction made it obvious even to a fool—it was him.

"Samuel! It really was you!" Charlotte shot to her feet, her beautiful eyes glaring as she shouted. Her voice was filled with anger and disbelief.

Alexander was watching Samuel. Ashley was also blinking, watching him.

All eyes were on Samuel's face. His entire demeanor was off. His breathing grew heavy, and you could feel the immense pressure he was under. Terror flickered in his eyes, along with a hint of bewilderment, as if he thought he was finished.

But after just a few seconds, the silent Samuel seemed to have figured something out, and his expression became resolute.

"Boss, it wasn't me. I don't understand what this guy is talking about," Samuel growled the words out before looking at Charlotte. He paused, then added, "Also, Boss, since you don't trust me, there's no need for me to stay. I quit!"

After speaking, he bowed to Charlotte, then turned and walked toward the door.

He was just leaving. Whether Charlotte approved or not, he wasn't coming back to work.

His act made Charlotte Langford waver. He looked like he had been gravely wronged, or perhaps like he had some unspeakable secret.

"Do you really think you can walk out of here today?" The moment Samuel pushed the door open, Alexander spoke with a faint smile.

Samuel paused, turned back to look at Alexander, and then looked at Charlotte. "Boss, are you going to detain me? That's illegal! If you really suspect me of something, you can call the police to arrest and investigate me. Still, you can't unlawfully restrict my freedom!"

His words to Charlotte might have seemed ridiculous, but in reality, they weren't at all. Lucky for him, he wasn't dealing with Jasmine. Otherwise, a gun would probably already be pressed to his forehead.

But Charlotte Langford and Jasmine Doran were two completely different kinds of people. She never used her family's power to do anything illegal. Her moral standards were very high.

Samuel had been at Bluecrest Music for over two years. Although he didn't interact with Charlotte much, the employees naturally had their own opinions and rumors about what kind of person their boss was.

No one had a bad word to say about Charlotte Langford. Everyone praised her. Samuel was now using this to his advantage. He knew she wouldn't detain him.

Alexander knew that even Samuel's bow just now had been intentional, a move to sway Charlotte and make his escape easier.

However, he had miscalculated.

Charlotte had rarely lost her temper in her entire life, mainly because she hadn't encountered many troubles. Her life had been too smooth, which made her seem good-natured. But something like an audio leak was a first.

"Samuel, tell me, was it you or not?!" Charlotte took a step forward and demanded. She was already on the verge of calling her bodyguards to detain him.

"It wasn't!" He was afraid of being recorded. At this moment, he wouldn't admit to anything.

"Why do you have to make this so difficult? Do you really think you can get away just like this?" Alexander laughed. He felt this person was clearly not the sharpest tool in the shed.

"Mr. Nota," Samuel said, turning to Alexander. He had gotten into character, his expression turning serious. "I know you might be aware of some of my private affairs, though I don't understand how you found out, but... You suspect me. Do you have any evidence?"

This was what Samuel had figured out in that instant.

It was true. The phone number Alexander mentioned was used to contact Magical Cube Studio yesterday.

And a sum of money had indeed been deposited into his mother-in-law's bank account.

But! None of that was evidence. Samuel had the right to call anyone he wanted. He didn't need to explain his financial dealings with Magical Cube Studio to anyone. Even if the police asked, he could come up with another excuse.

Regarding the audio leak, he would just deny it to the death. There was truly no direct evidence proving he was the one who leaked the source audio. There was no complete chain of evidence. The most crucial link was missing.

Magical Cube Studio would definitely fully cooperate with him.

Because if the audio leak were traced back to Magical Cube Studio, it would constitute a crime of leaking commercial secrets, resulting in massive financial losses for Bluecrest Music. This would be enough to send Andrew Lawson to prison for life.

Therefore, Samuel was now extremely confident.

He knew Charlotte would have people investigate his burner phone number and check his mother-in-law's account.

So what? They knew it was him, but they still had no evidence to arrest him.

"I know you're in a hurry to leave. You want to contact Andrew immediately to coordinate your stories. I also know you're already thinking about leaving Chicago, leaving this country. You're afraid the Langford family will retaliate against you. Am I right?" Alexander asked, maintaining his smile.

Samuel's gaze tightened slightly. Another storm surged in his heart. Because Alexander was completely right.

"Mr, you should be a screenwriter," Samuel smirked. Of course, he couldn't admit Alexander was right.

"Ha," Alexander chuckled, then stood up. "Then today, I'll let you die with a clear understanding. You just asked if I had evidence, right? I'll answer you now: I do! The evidence is on your laptop. Do you dare to let me take a look?"

After speaking, Alexander raised an eyebrow at Samuel.

Samuel fell silent for a moment, subconsciously glancing at Charlotte before saying to Alexander, "The innocent have nothing to fear. If Mr. Nota insists on suspecting me, you can check my computer. But, if you don't find the evidence you mentioned... what then?"

"What then?" Alexander smiled, one hand in his pocket. "Do you really think I'm negotiating with you? Do you think you have the option to refuse?"

Alexander loved making bets with people. What he could or couldn't do could all be used for a wager.

But it depended on the person he was facing. Alexander had no interest in betting with Samuel. A minor character like him? Was he worthy? He was not.

Samuel's expression changed slightly. He glanced at Charlotte again. He knew very well that if he refused to let them check his computer, it would be tantamount to exposing himself. All his previous denials would be for nothing, and Charlotte might very well have him detained.

"Do as you please," He could only say, still maintaining the air of someone innocent, weary, and hurt, too tired to say more.

"Then let's go," Alexander started walking out, with Charlotte naturally following, and Ashley rising to join them.

As they left, Charlotte also signaled for her bodyguards to follow.

Samuel walked at the very front, his face expressionless. He didn't look flustered at all, because he knew there was no evidence on his computer—he had deleted everything.

Bluecrest Music Company, fifth floor, north wing, trainee department office area.

The elevator doors opened, and Samuel, Charlotte, Alexander, and the others stepped out. They walked down the corridor toward the vocal coaches' office. One bodyguard followed behind Samuel, while the other stayed with Charlotte.

Soon.

Alexander and the rest—six people in total—entered the vocal coaches' office. It was a large, open-plan space, well-decorated and furnished, but with few workstations, making it feel very spacious.

There were only twelve workstations in the entire office. When Alexander and the others came in, only five vocal coaches were present.

The group continued deeper into the room. There was another partition inside.

Behind the partition was a more private office area, with higher-end desks and chairs.

This was Samuel's office. He was not just a vocal coach but also the deputy supervisor, so he had his own private office space.

Without any nonsense, having come this far, Samuel went straight to his desk, pulled a backpack out from underneath it, and took out his laptop.

He opened the laptop, turned it on, entered his password, and then swiveled the computer on the desk to face Alexander. The entire process was smooth and without a hint of hesitation.

Samuel remained expressionless, projecting an attitude of having a clear conscience.

Alexander leaned over, slid his hand over the touchpad, and then pulled over a chair from the other side of the desk and sat down. He casually browsed through the files. The desktop was filled with folders related to music and work materials, as well as reports.

Charlotte took a couple of steps to stand behind Alexander's chair, also looking at the screen.

She watched as Alexander opened a few folders and then used the search function to look for various audio formats, seemingly trying to find the leaked source audio file directly.

But there was nothing.

"Find anything?" Samuel asked, his face still blank.

"You cleaned it up pretty well," Alexander replied with a smile, glancing at Samuel.

"Mr. Nota, what's not there is not there. My computer doesn't have the evidence you're talking about. Please don't be so sarcastic," Samuel grumbled. He had adapted to the high pressure and was even showing signs of fighting back.

"Is that so?" Alexander replied with just those three words, then smiled and turned his attention back to the computer screen.

Samuel had no idea what was going on with this young man. He knew who "Alec Nota" was. But! How did he end up here "solving the case"?

And Charlotte seemed to be listening to him?

"Boss," Samuel said, no longer addressing Alexander and turning to Charlotte instead. "I know you suspect me now, too. But as you can see, there's no so-called evidence on the computer..."

"You're in quite a hurry. Afraid I'll find something?" Alexander spoke up again before Charlotte could say anything, silencing Samuel.

Twenty-odd minutes later.

More people had gathered in the vocal coaches' office. The few coaches outside the partition had overheard Samuel's words. The partition did little to block sound, and when he mentioned being "suspected," they immediately understood.

The suspicion for the audio leak fell on Samuel. This was currently the focal point of the entire company. It was an instinctive connection to make. After that, the news spread.

Many high-level executives from the company rushed over and entered the inner office behind the partition. Some mid-level managers and even some not-yet-famous signed artists also came.

However, they were minor figures in the company and didn't dare enter the inner office where the boss was.

They spoke in hushed tones in the outer area. The partition wasn't soundproof, so they could hear what was happening inside.

Even the corridor outside the office was crowded with people. They were here to watch the drama unfold and to wait for the result.

The audio leak had thrown the entire company into a state of anxiety. Everyone hoped it would be resolved quickly. The atmosphere among the employees had always been excellent, so the emergence of a traitor was something everyone detested.

However! For now, most of the people who had come over believed Samuel was being wrongly accused, thinking there must be some misunderstanding.

Samuel had a good reputation in the company. He was successful in teaching the trainees, had never caused any problems, and was known to be an honest person... how could it be him?

Behind the partition.

Clack, clack, clack... Alexander hadn't been doing anything else for the past twenty minutes but typing on the keyboard.

He had downloaded a programming tool from the internet and was now writing code.

No one in the inner office, including Samuel, knew what Alexander was doing. None of them had a background in computer science, and no programmers from the IT department had entered the inner office.

So they were all clueless.

The atmosphere in the inner office was a bit heavy, as quite a bit of time had passed.

"Are you..." Charlotte couldn't hold back any longer. She leaned in from behind Alexander and whispered, "writing some kind of...?"

"A recovery program for deleted files," Alexander said, still typing.

"You even know how to..." Charlotte started to say, "You even know how to code," but stopped herself. She remembered: Alexander had graduated with a degree in computer science.

Nearby, Samuel's face changed slightly when he heard Alexander say "recovery program," but he quickly felt at ease again, barely managing to suppress a smirk.

He hadn't simply deleted the files by right-clicking and emptying the recycle bin. He had specifically looked it up and been very cautious, using a file shredder.

Shredded files were unrecoverable. Besides, there were programs online that claimed to "restore files," and this twenty-year-old was claiming to write one from scratch? The idea of it nearly made Samuel snort in disdain.

Just as Samuel had this thought, he heard Alexander speak again.

"Samuel Reed has a habit of clearing his operational history and shredding files after sending intel," Alexander said, still typing away at the computer, multitasking. His tone made it sound as if he were reciting from a file. "If it were a simple deletion, I wouldn't need to write a program; I could recover it directly. Shredded files are a bit more troublesome, but not completely unrecoverable. Because file shredders use different algorithms, they can't achieve 100% coverage when calculating the storage area of the original file. There will be deviations. So... by using offset reading and fragment analysis techniques in the program, it's theoretically still possible to recover them."

Alexander was muttering to himself. Although every word he spoke was English, when strung together, Charlotte couldn't understand a thing.

What-what techniques?!

Samuel didn't understand either, but he caught the key phrase—still recoverable?! He started to panic.

What Samuel didn't know was that Alexander was deliberately saying this for him to hear, to scare him. While what Alexander had just said was true, he had intentionally left out key information, such as the possibility that it might not be a full recovery.

It wasn't that Alexander's skills were lacking. It was the principle of file shredding itself. Overwriting was the best method for deleting files without damaging the hard drive.

By writing large amounts of meaningless data over the original data and repeating the process multiple times, it becomes impossible for an average programmer to recover anything.

Alexander could recover it because he was a world-class hacker, but it was hard to say precisely how much he could get back.

But that wasn't important. What was important was getting Samuel to confess. That was enough.

Clack!

Alexander typed a final couple of keys, then suddenly stopped. "Done!"

The program was finished. This was an ultra-complex, fully automated file recovery program he had written during his ten-thousand-year loop. Since he had written it before and had a phenomenal memory, he had just retyped it character for character.

Alexander's fingers slid and tapped on the touchpad again.

A program with a very simple-looking interface began to run, a progress bar loading... then the screen went black, flickered twice, and the computer shut down automatically before restarting on its own.

The startup process took a full minute, and even the login password was entered automatically.

It went straight to the desktop.

Standing behind him, Charlotte saw it at a glance. On the restarted desktop, several new folders appeared. The name of the folder in the top-right corner was particularly glaring—New Album Demo Blind Review!

That file shouldn't have been on this computer. It clearly had been copied over.

It wasn't just Charlotte who saw it. The other executives present also craned their necks and saw it.

And so did Samuel.

Alexander raised his hand and gestured toward the screen, then turned to Samuel and asked with a smile, "Do I still need to open it?"

Samuel was utterly stunned. His face rapidly turned white. Weren't formatted files unrecoverable? That's what they all said online!

How was it recovered?!

Samuel started trembling. The fear he had been suppressing surged up, and he realized he was finished. He would go to prison. Leaking commercial secrets, causing massive losses... he would be locked up for life.

Thud!

His knees gave out, and he dropped to the ground in front of everyone, kneeling before Charlotte.

"Boss! Boss, I was wrong, Boss! I... I was possessed! Boss, please forgive me! Boss!"

Samuel knelt on the ground, begging for mercy, tears, and snot streaming down his face.

An uproar erupted in the vocal coaches' office, both inside and outside the partition. Everyone could hear him. Samuel's actions amounted to a confession that he was the one who leaked the audio.


Chapter 8: Alexander’s plan.

Inside the partition.

Charlotte's face was flushed with anger, her eyes cold. It was a look Jasmine often had when she was displeased. For Charlotte Langford, however, she was truly furious this time. Even the most placid person couldn't tolerate something like this.

"Call the police," Charlotte said in just three words, then turned to leave.

She was going to send Samuel to prison and make sure he never got out. And Magical Cube Studio, along with the final buyer of the source audio, would all go down.

"Boss! Boss, don't go! I was really wrong, forgive me, forgive me..." Samuel was on the verge of a breakdown. Seeing Charlotte about to leave, he shuffled forward on his knees, trying to grab her ankle.

He even started slapping his own face with his other hand. But he never got the chance to touch Charlotte.

The two bodyguards had been watching him closely. The moment he moved, one stepped forward and restrained him, while the other went to secure the laptop to prevent Samuel from damaging it.

Charlotte, Alexander, and Ashley left the vocal coaches' office together. The vice presidents didn't follow. Although they wanted to say something, even a fool could see that Charlotte was in a terrible mood.

Soon. The elevator was ascending to the eleventh floor.

Only Alexander and the other two were inside.

"Sigh..." Charlotte, who had been standing with her arms crossed in silence, suddenly let out a sigh. Immediately after, she seemed to relax a great deal. The tension left her, and she lowered her arms.

She seemed to have adjusted her mindset. The anger was only temporary. After all, she had known since last night that there was a traitor; she just didn't know who. Now that the traitor had been found, she should be happy.

A hidden threat to the company had been eliminated.

Ding!

The eleventh floor arrived.

The three of them stepped out of the elevator and walked toward the CEO's office. Charlotte began to glance at Alexander frequently. After several peeks, she finally pursed her lips and said, "Mr. Ciotta."

"Hm?" Alexander looked back and smiled. "Yes?"

"Thank you for your hard work. You were right," Charlotte said, also smiling.

Alexander just smiled back.

"So... can you tell me now?" Charlotte asked again.

"Tell you what?" Alexander chuckled. He wasn't playing dumb, just teasing. He raised a hand and gestured. "I need to use the restroom first. We can talk in a bit."

"Alright," Charlotte nodded.

Charlotte and Ashley returned to the CEO's office first.

Alexander, however, walked a few more steps and entered the restroom on the eleventh floor.

Inside the men's room. No one else was there.

Alexander did indeed use the toilet first and then washed his hands. But afterward, he didn't leave. Instead, he walked to the window at the far end of the restroom, pulled out his phone, and dialed a number.

The call connected quickly.

"Hello, Mr. Ciotta," Tommy quickly answered.

"Get ready. Andrew Lawson will be arrested and imprisoned soon," Alexander said directly.

"Andrew Lawson? From Magical Cube studio?" Tommy's voice was filled with surprise.

Of course, he knew who Andrew was. An "old friend," so to speak. In reality, he was a competitor.

"Yes, that's him," Alexander confirmed. "You should prepare in advance. After he is imprisoned, take over Magical Cube Studio's resources. I have the phone numbers of a few intermediaries here, take them down..."

"Yes, yes, yes!" Tommy agreed readily.

After giving the numbers to Tommy, Alexander added, "If possible, I hope you can acquire Magic Cube Studio in its entirety. As for how to do it, I'll leave that up to you..."

"Yes, yes, yes! I understand, Mr. Alexander! Don't worry! I promise I won't disappoint you!" Tommy agreed wholeheartedly, his voice tinged with excitement.

How long had it been since he started working with Alexander, and such a huge benefit had already fallen into his lap? Of course, Tommy was excited!

Wave Studio was already number one in the country. If they could swallow up Magic Cube, how much stronger would they become?

At the thought of this, Tommy felt like he would laugh himself awake from his dreams.

The two chatted for a few more moments. Having said most of what needed to be said, Tommy couldn't help but suddenly ask Alexander, "Mr. Alexander, this Andrew... did he offend you?"

Tommy was already suspecting that Alexander had "taken care of" Andrew.

"He brought it on himself. As for the specifics... just wait for the news. It'll spread soon enough." Alexander couldn't be bothered to say more. "Alright, that's all for now. You get back to it."

"Okay, you got it, Mr. Alexander. I'll leave you to your business."

The call ended. Alexander left the restroom and returned to Charlotte's CEO office.

Inside the office. Charlotte and Ashley were sitting side by side on the sofa, talking.

Alexander pushed the door open, glanced over, and asked with a smile, "What are you two talking about?"

"Just casual chat," Charlotte said, looking up at Alexander. Watching him walk over and sit down in the armchair, she spoke again. "Mr. Alexander, isn't it time you told us?"

The more she thought about it, the more incredible it seemed. How did Alexander crack the case just by looking at some files? And he was completely right about everything.

"Samuel and Andrew met two years ago, by a very random chance. After that... he became Andrew's informant inside your company. For the past two years, he has repeatedly sold internal company information to..."

Alexander gave a brief explanation.

After hearing his simple summary, Charlotte first nodded, then immediately asked, "Then, Mr. Alexander... how did you know all this?"

This was the crucial point.

How could Alexander, a young man who had just graduated from university in New York, know about something so distant in advance, even if he was exceptionally capable?

"Before I came here, I spoke with Tommy Calder on the phone. We talked about..." Alexander said with a smile, not revealing everything.

Charlotte, however, looked as if she had a sudden realization.

As the number one paparazzi, it didn't seem surprising that Tommy would know what was happening in the entertainment industry.

Charlotte didn't sense that Alexander was lying to her. Although Alexander had indeed spoken with Tommy once before coming here, they hadn't discussed the topic of the audio leak at all.

In reality, Alexander knew that Samuel was Andrew's informant from his endless repeats of the same Sundays. He had been with Charlotte, and so, he had been in the company. And in his boredom, he investigated it.

Any significant entertainment, media, or music company would have informants for paparazzi reporters, without exception!

These informants weren't full-time; instead, paparazzi studios would proactively approach and bribe employees of entertainment companies with money, turning them into informants.

And Bluecrest Music naturally had paparazzi informants as well, and Samuel wasn't the only one.

Alexander knew of three. All of them had sold significant intel to paparazzi studios in the past.

As early as last night, after Charlotte told Alexander about the audio leak, Alexander had mentally listed Samuel and the other two informants as suspects.

As for employees who had leaked minor internal information, like an artist's whereabouts, Bluecrest Music had those, too, but they definitely had nothing to do with this audio leak. They wouldn't dare!

Daring to leak audio source files was a crime. Only someone like Samuel, who dared to sell major intel, would do something like this.

Which left three suspects.

After he arrived here today, Charlotte had produced the files on the five suspects her bodyguards had investigated. The only one who overlapped with the three suspects Alexander had in mind was Samuel.

He was the only paparazzi informant among the five. Then it had to be him. No doubt about it.

That was why Alexander had confirmed it immediately after looking at the files. But he couldn't possibly tell Charlotte the truth, as that would involve his time-loop experience.

"Mr. Alexander, so what exactly did Tommy Calder tell you..." After her moment of realization, Charlotte wanted to press for more details.

But Alexander suddenly glanced at his watch, then looked up and interrupted her, smiling. "Let's not talk about this for now. While your company's staff haven't gone home yet, I need to record a song..."

"Hmm?" Charlotte was taken aback. "Record a song?"

"That's right. I'm going to record a new song and release it tonight," Alexander said with a nod.

Charlotte was stunned again, then she shot to her feet, happiness clear on her face. "Have you changed your mind? Are you willing to debut as a singer?"

What a wonderful surprise! Charlotte Langford's face lit up with joy.

"No," Alexander replied, shaking his head with a smile.

"No?" Charlotte was puzzled again, blinking at Alexander. "Then what are you planning?"

"This is..." Alexander began, drawing out his words as he stood up and habitually straightened his suit jacket. "Consider it a corrective measure for the audio leak."

"Corrective?" Charlotte didn't understand. How could Alexander releasing a song remedy the effects of the audio leak?

"That's right." Alexander nodded with a slight smile. "Although it seems the best counter for the music leak is for you to officially release the album as soon as possible, the peak of the buzz from the leak has already passed. That was today. And the earliest your new album can be released is still several days away."

"In other words, releasing the album sooner can only recover subsequent losses. The losses incurred in the first few days of the leak, including the diminished hype for the new album, are already gone."

Charlotte mulled over Alexander's words. She naturally understood the logic.

Releasing the album early was to mitigate future losses. The initial losses had already occurred.

Some people only listen to a new song for a few days, playing it on a loop until they're sick of it, after which they never listen to it again, or at least not for a very long time.

Fans like that were already "lost" the moment Charlotte's new album was leaked. Even if they bought the official album later, it wouldn't have much impact on its chart performance.

Releasing the album early was equivalent to salvaging future losses.

As Charlotte thought this through, she felt like Alexander was stating the obvious. He hadn't mentioned how him releasing a song would serve as a remedy.

"So?" Charlotte asked.

"So, I can use my popularity to boost yours," Alexander said with a smile.

Charlotte was taken aback.

What Alexander just said was… unbelievably arrogant. So arrogant it was boundless.

Charlotte was hailed as a demon queen of the music industry. She was a superstar singer at the height of her fame, even possessing international influence. She not only had the talent of a superstar but also the massive online traffic of a fresh-faced idol.

In the entire current USA music scene, you could hardly find a second female singer with the same level of popularity as Charlotte Langford.

Moreover, she was in a state of semi-retirement, and not for very long.

This was the perfect moment, a point at which her fans hadn't lost interest in her lack of new music and were, in fact, eagerly anticipating her latest album.

They were holding in all that energy, ready for a massive explosion that would propel her to new heights!

Although that energy had been considerably dampened by the leak. But it was still no match for a mere amateur singer.

It was like a farmer jumping out to help a king increase his prestige. The king already possessed the highest prestige; even if the farmer said a few nice words, how much could it possibly improve? Not even one ten-thousandth, right?

Actually, Charlotte didn't find Alexander all that arrogant. She had extreme admiration for his musical talent. She even felt that, if Alexander was arrogant, he had the capital to be so.

His talent was just that incredible. But!

This wasn't purely a musical matter; this was business! What Alexander was proposing might help a tiny bit, but it sounded incredibly unreliable.

When two superstar singers collaborated on a new song, the popularity it generated wouldn't be much higher than if a single superstar released a new song alone. Their individual popularity wouldn't simply stack on top of each other.

This was true even for superstars, let alone Alexander, who was just a newcomer who had one hit song.

"Is there a problem?" Alexander asked, seeing Charlotte's pensive and confused expression.

"No, no problem," Charlotte said, shaking her head immediately.

Although she felt the whole thing was very unreliable, she wouldn't object. She felt indebted to Alexander, and he had just helped her find the traitor. So… she would just let Alexander handle it however he saw fit.

"I'll use your computer," Alexander said with a smile, gesturing with his hand before walking toward the desk.

Charlotte nodded and also walked toward the desk.

Alexander reached the desk first and sat down. The computer was on the standby lock screen. Charlotte arrived right after, leaned over, tapped the keyboard, and entered her password to unlock it.

After that, she left it all to Alexander.

There were still several open documents, programs, and web pages on Charlotte's desktop. Alexander minimized them all, then opened the songwriting program that was placed in a prominent spot on her desktop.

Alexander was going to write a song on the spot again.

Although Charlotte had guessed as much when she was typing her password, she still felt this was… even more unreliable.

It had nothing to do with Alexander's talent. It came down to that one word again—business!

Charlotte believed that Alexander would definitely write another good piece of work, but this "good" was just like the eight songs he had written for her. She thought they were all good, but none had been tested by the market yet.

Though Charlotte was also confident that once her new album was released, it would definitely be a hit. Forget the official release; the leak alone had already made it a "hit".

But that was because she was Charlotte Langford. She came with a massive amount of built-in traffic and popularity. Even if she sang a brainless pop song, it would become a hit; it just wouldn't become a classic.

Alexander didn't have her advantages.

"Your Soul. My Cure" had become an overnight sensation. Alexander had already created one miracle.

The reason a miracle is called a miracle is that it's not supposed to happen!

Alexander had already achieved the impossible once. Was he going to do it a second time?!

Time was tight. If Alexander wanted to boost Charlotte's popularity, his song had to become a hit immediately. Only by becoming a hit would it generate any effect. Charlotte could understand this logic.

So, it came back to the same question. Was Alexander going to create a second miracle?

Although Alexander already had some fame online and this wasn't his first song, it was precisely because his first song was an overnight sensation, with no releases in between, that after only half a month, could his second song be just as big a hit?!

A record with no failures. This made it exponentially more difficult.

How many online singers, after releasing a new song that grew for a month or two, became a viral hit and sparked widespread discussion, only to… fade into obscurity.

They never produced another noteworthy work. It wasn't that they stopped releasing songs; it was that no one listened.

There were far too many examples of this online. Since the dawn of the internet, millions of online singers have released songs. Those who could become viral hits were a tiny minority, and those who are still active online today, or have officially debuted as popular singers, were as rare as a phoenix's feathers.

What Alexander was doing now was a thousand, a hundred thousand times harder than an online singer trying to have another hit.

Charlotte was just thinking, but she never said a word…

Alexander had already started clattering away on the keyboard.

Charlotte leaned over slightly, looking at the first few words Alexander had typed. At the very top was the song title—Genius Superstar.

This title… was very different from what she was imagining. Charlotte couldn't yet tell what kind of song Alexander was planning to create.

Knock, knock!

A knock suddenly sounded, and the door was pushed open immediately after.

"Miss Langford, I heard…" A middle-aged man with a receding hairline and thick glasses said, his tone anxious, as he entered. He had only just started speaking when he froze.

He saw "Alec Nota" sitting behind the CEO's desk, typing on the keyboard. At the same time, Charlotte Langford stood to the side, leaning over slightly to watch.

If the visitor didn't know who was who, seeing this scene, he would have thought the man was the CEO working, and the woman was his secretary giving a report.

To him, it looked completely out of place.

"Mr. Brooks," Charlotte said, looking up and smiling when she saw the visitor. "Is something wrong?"

The man was Evan Brooks, a top producer at Bluecrest Music. He was also the company's "Music Director" and Vice President.

Evan Brooks and Charlotte Langford went way back. As a famous musician in the country, he was originally from Autora Entertainment, her family's company. He had known Charlotte since she was a teenager, before she even debuted.

Charlotte's debut album was also a collaborative effort created by Evan Brooks and several other famous musicians.

From the first day he met Charlotte, Evan Brooks had called her "Miss Langford." It was a habit, so he didn't call her "boss."

Charlotte was also used to calling him "Mr. Brooks."

Evan collected himself. He had no idea why Charlotte would value this "Alec Nota" so much that she would even let him use her own computer. Did this guy have some kind of powerful background?

Not dwelling on it for now, Evan had come over for something significant.

"Miss Langford, I heard the person who leaked the music was Samuel Reed? This… it can't be him… could there be some misunderstanding?" Evan asked, then added, "That kid seemed quite honest. He's been with the company for a few years…"

As Evan spoke, he walked further into the room, his brow furrowed, seemingly in disbelief that Samuel was the one who leaked the music.

Usually, a successful, renowned music producer like Evan Brooks wouldn't be overly concerned with a mid-level employee like Samuel Reed, let alone run to the CEO's office to ask about him.

But Evan Brooks and Samuel Reed did have a bit of a connection.

Not a deep one. It was just that… according to what Alexander knew, Samuel had been promoted to deputy supervisor because Evan had put in a good word.

As the company's vice president, promoting a junior supervisor in a lower department—and a deputy at that—was a trivial matter for Evan, something he could accomplish with just a word.

When Evan promoted Samuel, it wasn't for any "personal gain," but simply because he recognized Samuel's talent and had a heart for nurturing it.

In terms of professional skills, Samuel was indeed outstanding. He was down-to-earth and hardworking, a man of few words and many deeds. Although he wasn't good at socializing, that was precisely what Evan appreciated.

He had even considered observing Samuel for a few more years. Once Samuel had accumulated enough experience, he would bring him under his wing and guide him toward becoming a music producer.

It was akin to taking him on as an "apprentice."

Like Samuel, Evans's physical appearance was not his strong suit. He had once had experiences similar to Samuel's, which might have been the reason for his fondness for him.

In this day and age, it is difficult for those who aren't conventionally attractive to make it in the spotlight. They could only work behind the scenes, and a music producer was arguably the ultimate choice.

"He has already confessed," Charlotte said, looking at Evan. "I've had someone call the police. By now…" Charlotte glanced at her watch, "The police should be arriving soon."

"He confessed?" Evan still found it hard to believe. "Was there evidence?"

He could imagine that without evidence, no one would admit to such a thing.

Leaking music and causing significant financial losses was a life-ruining offense.

Evan had been in the rehearsal room guiding the band. He had just heard the news and had even gone downstairs to see Samuel and ask about the situation, but he couldn't find him.

Samuel was already being held in a separate room, guarded by Charlotte's bodyguards. No one was allowed to see him before the police arrived.

Because of this, Evan didn't know the specifics. He hadn't asked any other executives and had come directly to Charlotte.

"There's evidence, in Samuel's computer…" Charlotte's voice trailed off as she turned to glance at Alexander.

Alexander was still typing on the keyboard, not having stopped for a moment.

The keyboard on Charlotte's computer was a quiet membrane type, so it wouldn't disturb people talking nearby. However, others speaking on the side would definitely affect Alexander.

"Mr. Brooks, let's talk outside," Charlotte said, gesturing with her hand. She then walked around the desk and headed out.

Evan Brooks's expression changed slightly again. He could guess why Charlotte wanted to talk outside.

She was actually choosing to go outside so as not to disturb this young man while he was typing? Instead of just asking him to stop? Was it necessary to be this considerate?

Evan had no idea what Alexander was writing on the computer. But no matter what he was writing, it didn't seem to warrant the owner of the office leaving so as not to disturb him, right?

What was the background of this guy?!

Charlotte had already reached Evans's side. Without saying much, he followed her out, temporarily setting aside his doubts and focusing his thoughts back on Samuel's situation.

The two went out and spoke in the hallway.

Alexander remained completely unaffected, his fingers flying across the keyboard. He was still writing the lyrics. The song he was writing now had twice as many words as a typical song.

A few minutes later, the lyrics were done. Alexander then began composing the music.

This song was complex, with a varied melody and many different instruments, so there was a lot more to write down.

However, Alexander typed quickly. Like all his songs, this was one he had already written on his repeated Sundays, when he wanted to push his physical limits.

Less than ten minutes later. Done!

Alexander did a few more things, clicked the mouse, and the printer connected to Charlotte's computer began to print.

Some parts needed to be printed out for the band. Alexander printed out more than a dozen copies.

Once everything was done, Alexander stood up, reached for the printed sheets, pulled open a drawer, took out a stapler, and quickly stapled the sheets into over ten separate packets.

Ashley, who was sitting on the sofa, looking at her phone while occasionally glancing at Alexander, saw him stapling and got up to walk to the desk to see if there was anything she could help with.

There wasn't.

After stapling, Alexander picked up the packets and started walking out, gesturing for Ashley to follow him.

It was nothing special. Ashley couldn't help with anything inside Bluecrest Music, but it was a good chance for her to meet some of the people here.

The two walked out.

"Mr. Ciotta, can I take a look?" Ashley asked softly with a sweet smile.

"Sure, go ahead," Alexander smiled, handing a copy to Ashley.

Alexander had printed everything together—the musical score, the lyrics, and the instrumental parts were all included.

Ashley couldn't understand the professional music knowledge, but she could read the lyrics.

After just a few glances, Ashley's expression changed.

Out in the hallway.

Evan had already learned the whole story from Charlotte. In fact, they had finished talking a few minutes ago. Evan had cursed out Samuel, saying he must have been blind. He was a man of genuine feeling and would swear when he was angry.

After talking about Samuel, Charlotte asked Evan about the band's rehearsal progress and the situation regarding the official album release.

It was worth noting that Evan was to be the producer for Charlotte's new album.

Creeak!

The office door opened.

Alexander and Ashley, who was reading the papers as she walked, came out.

Charlotte and Evan stopped their conversation and turned to look at them.

"Finished writing?" Charlotte asked. She wasn't at all surprised by Alexander's speed. As she spoke, she took a couple of steps toward him.

"Finished," Alexander said with a slight smile, then gestured with his hand. "The band is in the rehearsal room, right? Let's head over."

Charlotte nodded. Following Alexander, she glanced at the papers in his hand. Alexander gave a copy to her.

Charlotte took it and began to read. Just like Ashley, her expression changed after reading only a few lines of the lyrics.

Evan was walking on Charlotte's other side. He had just come from the rehearsal room, so seeing Alec Nota and Charlotte heading there, he naturally walked with them.

Charlotte's expression grew increasingly troubled.

Evan noticed. His mind was already starting to guess again what kind of background this guy had to be so casual with Charlotte. Seeing her expression, he tilted his head slightly and glanced at the papers.

He could tell at a glance that it was the original manuscript for a song, a digitally printed version.

He took another look. Evan's expression changed, too!

He couldn't help but glance at Alexander. Ashley and Charlotte were both reading as they walked, and Alexander still had a thick stack of copies in his hand, so he spoke up, "Mr. Nota, could I have a copy as well?"

The two had spoken before and even shaken hands when Alexander first arrived downstairs.

"No problem," Alexander said, looking at Evan with a smile, and handed him a copy.

There was no need for secrecy with anyone. Alexander wanted this song to be produced immediately and released tonight.

"Thank you," Evan said politely as he took the papers and began to flip through them.

He read very quickly. Because he was only looking at the lyrics! It was the lyrics that had made his expression change earlier. The same went for Ashley and Charlotte.

After flipping through two pages and seeing the densely packed lyrics in the chorus, Evan's face turned black, and it was getting darker.

This song, titled "Genius Superstar", from the lyrics alone, gave Evan one feeling—it was too arrogant. The most extreme, incomparable arrogance.

The content of the song was, you could say, a constant stream of self-praise while dissing every other singer in existence.

By the time Evan got to the end, he was starting to feel angry.

Although the lyrics didn't name him or anyone else, they were cursing all the music creators in the entire US music industry. Cursing the current state of the music scene.

The thousand-plus words of these lyrics could be translated into a single sentence aimed at the entire music industry!

—I'm not targeting anyone in particular! I'm saying that everyone is trash.

By the time Evan finished reading, he was so angry he almost tore the papers to shreds.

"Mr. Nota!" Evan suddenly looked up at Alexander, "Did you write this song?"

"Hm?" Alexander met his gaze, a habitual smile on his face. "Yes, I wrote it."

In truth, Evan was just confirming, not wanting any misunderstanding.

It seemed it wasn't a misunderstanding. This incredibly arrogant song was indeed written by this guy.

Evan's expression was grim. His gaze shifted to Charlotte, but in the end, he said nothing, looking back down at the papers in his hand.

If this had been one of his own singers or songwriters who had produced something like this, he would have already chewed them out, not holding back in the slightest, and thrown it right back in their face.

However, Alec Nota had no subordinate relationship with him, and they were not familiar with each other at all, so he wouldn't go as far as to berate Alexander to his face. Of course, this was also out of respect for Charlotte.

Evan took another serious look at the papers, not only rereading the lyrics but also examining the composition.

He could tell it was incredibly skillful. The compositional skill was powerful; Evan didn't deny that.

But he still held a negative view of the song. One could even say he found it utterly detestable.

The way these lyrics were written was tantamount to challenging the entire US music industry. It was a full-frontal assault that, without using a single curse word, managed to diss every current musician.

Cynical and misanthropic! Arrogant and conceited!

The lyrics used "I" extensively, telling from a first-person perspective how amazing "I" am and how trash everyone else is.

Evan read it twice, and his head started to ache with anger.

Speaking of which, songs with similar themes were not unheard of. Not only did they exist, but there were quite a few of them.

They were usually created by online singers. Generally, these kinds of diss tracks were trash. Essentially, creating such works was a way to grab attention.

Evan had occasionally heard such outrageously arrogant songs before, but he had never gotten angry over them.

There was no need to be angry. They were just trash songs created by unknown trash singers to grab eyeballs.

Just ignore them. But he couldn't ignore Alexander.

Because "Alec Nota" was already famous online. Although he had released only one song, it was precisely because it was his only song and had become an instant hit that his online reputation was extremely high.

Everyone was calling him a musical prodigy.

And because of that, for "Alec Nota" to create such a song was even more infuriating. It's one thing for online fans to praise you; it's understandable if you get a little carried away or feel proud.

But to write a song calling yourself a genius superstar and belittling all other musicians? That was going too far.

Arrogance taken to the extreme becomes a joke.

He had only had one hit song, and he dared to be this arrogant. So many superstars in the music scene wouldn't dare to claim how great they were, but you do?!!

One could only imagine how many people this song would offend if it were released online.

For an amateur singer who had just gained some fame online but had not yet officially debuted to do this—wasn't that just asking for career suicide?

At the other end of the eleventh-floor hallway. The rehearsal room.

Charlotte's rehearsal room and exclusive recording studio were on the same floor as her office. The rehearsal room was originally for her exclusive use, but others could use it if they were rehearsing content related to her.

The four of them unconsciously walked to the door of the rehearsal room.

They could already faintly hear an ensemble playing inside, performing the melody of the song "Queen."

Just as they were about to push the door open, Charlotte suddenly stopped.

"Alex... Mr. Nota," Charlotte whispered, looking up at Alexander. "Are you sure? This song... is it okay?"

"Why wouldn't it be?" Alexander retorted with a smile.

"It's just, the lyrics of this song... they're just so..." Charlotte didn't even know how to describe them.

She couldn't bring herself to use a word like "arrogant" to describe Alexander.

"If even you think so, that means this song will definitely be a success," Alexander said with a laugh.

"That's... not necessarily true..." Charlotte countered.

Charlotte knew that, generally speaking, this kind of "diss track," even if it became popular, would remain niche and could even attract the ire of superfans.

Especially today, with the prevalence of fan culture, which celebrity hasn't had fans? The core fan club of any A-list singer had an astonishing obsession.

This song would attract a lot of hate and criticism.

"We'll know if it works or not once it's released," Alexander said, maintaining his smile.

He couldn't explain the specifics to Charlotte. Many things were hard to explain before they actually happened!

Besides, he couldn't possibly tell Charlotte that this song, "Genius Superstar," was the first "one-day hit" he had ever created during his loop.

That had happened "over nine thousand years ago."

At that time, Alexander had already composed several hundred songs in a row. He had completed the transformation from a novice to a singer-songwriter, but limited by the one-day loop, he couldn't accumulate a fanbase. The vast majority of the hundreds of songs he had released made no splash at all. Only a dozen or so had achieved varying degrees of minor popularity within a single day.

Back then, Alexander had been holding in a lot of frustration.

He was actually just trying to pass the time, so he set a goal for himself to take on a greater challenge. He was determined to write a song that would become an overnight sensation.

At the time, he had even developed a "Talking to a brick wall" mentality. After being shot down hundreds of times, it was inevitable that he would feel the music scene was trash, filled with garbage works, and that even the fans were trash, unable to appreciate true talent.

In that state of mind, Alexander had written Genius Superstar.

And at the time, Alexander hadn't even thought the song would get popular. He just wanted to vent and have some fun. After all, being trapped in a constant loop of the same day meant there would be no long-term consequences.

The result was something he never expected. "Genius Superstar" blew up!

It became an overnight viral hit on the internet. And it sparked a huge controversy. From then on, Alexander had something of an epiphany. He understood that for an unknown singer, if a song was to become a massive hit, it had to possess one or more "special qualities".

And these qualities didn't refer to controversial lyrics.

It was something else. Charlotte hadn't yet sensed where the real, unique point of "Genius Superstar" lay.

Neither Ashley nor the award-winning music producer Evan had. They had all been captivated by the domineering and utterly arrogant lyrics, their attention completely misdirected.

"Well... alright." Charlotte finally said no more. No matter what, since Alexander had chosen this song, she would make sure it was released.

She opened the door. The group entered the rehearsal room.

Inside, eight people were playing instruments. They were Bluecrest Music's backing band, featuring a pianist, a bassist, a guitarist, a drummer, a violinist, and more. They were all there and worked exclusively for Charlotte Langford.

Nowadays, the backing tracks for the vast majority of songs released in the scene are computer-synthesized and simulated, not performed by a real band.

In fact, the quality of simulated music was already very high, with timbre and other aspects coming very close to the sound of a live band recording.

But a small group still insisted on the highest standards. Mainly because they weren't short on money and were willing to spend it. All of Charlotte Langford's songs were like this.

As the four of them entered the rehearsal room, the music abruptly stopped.

"Boss."

"Boss."

The eight musicians all greeted Charlotte. The drummer and the pianist, who had been sitting, both stood up.

"Thank you for your hard work, everyone. What part are you rehearsing?" Charlotte asked with a smile.

Just a couple of casual questions.

The band was rehearsing the accompaniment for her new album. Although the tracks for different instruments would be recorded separately later, they had to practice together to ensure the overall rhythm and even the "emotion" were in sync.

After briefly asking about their progress, Charlotte said, "We might need everyone to work hard for the next few days, right up until the new album is released. Also, everyone, please put your current work on hold for a moment. Let me introduce you to Mr. Nota."

The formal introduction of Alexander. The eight musicians all looked at Alexander. The younger ones nodded at him and addressed him as "Mr. Nota."

The slightly older ones found it a bit hard to get the words out.

It was naturally because Alexander looked so young! They also remembered that Nota was the internet singer who sang "Your Soul. My Cure."

They were all a bit baffled. Mr. Nota?

"Mr. Nota needs to record a new song and requires you to be his backing band. From now on, you'll all take his lead!" Charlotte added with a gentle but firm tone.

The eight musicians were stunned again. They all knew how urgent it was to release Charlotte's new album. With things being so rushed, she was now telling them to stop and help this guy record a song?!

Wasn't this a case of misplaced priorities? Not only did the band not understand, but Evan Brooks became instantly anxious.

"Miss Langford! Wh-what's going on?" Evan hurriedly took two steps forward, so agitated that he was stuttering!

His face had darkened. Earlier, Charlotte Langford had told him about the process of catching Samuel and had also discussed how to remedy the situation.

But Charlotte hadn't said anything about Alexander releasing a song.

Mainly because Charlotte herself felt that Alexander's reason for releasing a song was a bit unreliable. Using the hype from Alexander's song to drive the hype for her new album's subsequent release...

No matter what, Charlotte understood Alexander's musical talent, so she could still trust him to some extent. But if anyone else heard about this, it would definitely become a joke.

That's why Charlotte hadn't mentioned it. She didn't want Alexander to become a laughingstock in other people's mouths.

"Mr. Brooks, Mr. Nota's song needs to be recorded now and released tonight..." Charlotte briefly explained to Evan.

"Record it! Release it! It seems you have a good private relationship with him, Miss Langford. It's no problem for you to help him!" Evan said first, then continued, "But why does he need to use your rehearsal room? Use your team? The company has so many people!"

"I want the best!" Charlotte replied with four words.

"But! My—!" Evan was on the verge of freaking out. He raised his hands to the sides of his head, gesturing wildly as he paced back and forth.

He was highly agitated. But his agitation was understandable.

He was the producer of Charlotte's new album. He had to oversee and arrange the entire production process, especially now that time was so tight.

According to his original plan, Charlotte's new album could have officially started recording by tomorrow afternoon at the latest. After post-production, it could be officially released the day after tomorrow.

And today, aside from meetings, he had spent most of his time in this rehearsal room.

Supervising the band's practice. Pushing them. The faster the band rehearsed, the faster the album could be produced!

But now look at this. Nota suddenly wanted to produce a new song, completely disrupting all their plans. The band, which had been rehearsing for most of the day, was now being told to stop and help this twenty-year-old instead.

Was his new song going to occupy Charlotte's team?!

That meant the team would be occupied for half a day, and Charlotte's new album would be released half a day later. Everything had to be pushed back.

For a music producer, disrupting the schedule was a major taboo, and now time was so pressing!

What on earth was this?!!

"Miss Langford! I think you need to seriously reconsider. Your new album is the most important thing. We're already rushing to finish it. Now you're telling them to stop and do something else. Every day the new album is delayed is another day of losses!" Evan adjusted his glasses and lodged a solemn protest.

In all of Bluecrest Music, not many people dared to speak to Charlotte like this.

Evan Brooks was one of the very few. He certainly had the seniority, but he would only do so when he was angry. When his musical or work opinions differed from Charlotte's, he would always speak up.

His attitude was always solemn. It seemed like they were about to argue.

"Mr. Brooks, let's talk outside." Charlotte was also direct. She didn't want to argue with Evan here; the impact would be too negative.

Moreover, she was worried that Evan would say something nasty to Alexander's face.

That would put her in a challenging position, after all, she had known Evan for over a decade. She had always greatly admired his musical philosophy and serious attitude toward work.

Clack, clack, clack went her high heels.

After speaking, Charlotte walked straight out. Evan naturally chased after her. He wanted to persuade her to change her mind, that she couldn't be so reckless. Even if this guy really had some special background and came from a prominent family, it wasn't worth Charlotte Langford delaying her work like this.

"Miss Langford, I think you must seriously reconsi..." After Evan chased Charlotte out, his voice could still be faintly heard in the rehearsal room.

Then it became inaudible as the door closed.

The soundproofing in the rehearsal room was exceptional! It could block out seven or eight-tenths of the sound of musical instruments, let alone the sound of people talking.


Chapter 9: Recording a new song.

Inside the rehearsal room.

Ashley had a strange expression on her face. She was an "outsider," so it wasn't her place to say anything. She just observed.

The eight musicians also had strange expressions.

Alexander, however, was very calm. He kept smiling.

Clap! Clap!

Alexander suddenly clapped his hands twice, drawing the attention of everyone in the band, then said with a smile, "Thank you for your hard work, everyone. Let's start the official rehearsal now. Here's the sheet music. The parts you're each responsible for are all marked..."

As he spoke, he walked forward, divided the thick stack of papers in his hand into eight portions, and handed them out to the eight musicians one by one.

After making a round, Alexander returned to the front of the group, one hand in his pocket.

"I'll give you one minute. Just take a quick look at your own part, and then we'll play it through together once..." Alexander said with a smile.

One minute was a very short time. However, these eight musicians were highly professional, top-tier in the industry, and handsomely paid.

Just asking them to familiarize themselves and immediately do a first run-through, without demanding a perfect performance, was naturally not difficult.

The eight musicians quickly flipped through the sheets, finding their respective parts.

Everything was marked.

They just gave it a quick scan, also noticing the highly problematic lyrics. They then exchanged glances but said nothing.

Whatever Alexander said now, they would certainly do it.

Although they all saw that Evan had a significant issue with this, and they were usually quite afraid of the strict Evan.

But Charlotte Langford was the big boss! They naturally followed Charlotte's arrangements.

One minute later.

"Alright, get ready!" Alexander said.

Everyone prepared. Alexander scanned the room, then gave a signal to the bassist.

Begin!

The bassist plucked the strings. The intro to this song featured a very rock-style bass solo, followed by drums and guitar, then piano.

The total duration of the accompaniment was four minutes and five seconds!

Four minutes later. The first rehearsal ended. It was swift and straightforward.

After finishing, the eight musicians all looked at Alexander. Alexander raised his eyebrows slightly. He had to admit, these eight musicians were highly skilled. If they were given enough rehearsal time, they would definitely practice a version he would be satisfied with.

But Alexander had no intention of wasting too much time on this.

"Not bad. Again!"

"Better. Again!"

Over the next ten-plus minutes, Alexander had them play it three more times. They were all okay, but just OK. If he really wanted to find faults, Alexander could find plenty.

"You, tighten your strings a bit!" Alexander said as he walked inward, gesturing to the guitarist.

As he spoke, he walked over to the drum kit and gestured for the drummer to get up.

The man didn't know what Alexander would do, but he stood up.

Alexander took the drumsticks and sat down.

Dum-dum-ta-ta-dum-dum-dum... Alexander casually played a beat, then turned his head and said, "This part, you played it too softly. It needs emotion. Hit it like this... like this... understand? Don't argue with me. I'm not discussing it with you. Do as I say."

After demonstrating, Alexander put down the drumsticks, stood up, and walked toward the piano.

The drummer looked unconvinced, his gaze seemingly screaming, 'Who do you think you are? Coming in and giving pointers like that?'

But he didn't voice his defiance. He could only do as Alexander said.

Alexander arrived at the piano, gestured for the player to get up, and sat down himself. He played a section, then turned his head and said, "This part, you need to keep up with the rhythm. I know you're not familiar with the sheet music yet. Don't be afraid of making mistakes. Play it like this..."

Alexander then played another section. This pianist was a tall, thin young man of about thirty named. He was a nobody in the piano world, but he had skill, at least at the level of a university piano teacher!

The pianist's reaction was completely different from the drummer's. He wasn't unconvinced, because the short piece Alexander had casually played made him feel a level of skill far superior to his own.

He had to respect that. As Alexander stood up, he even asked, "Mr. Nota, how long have you been playing the piano? Seeing as you're only in your twenties..."

"I've been practicing since I was a child," Alexander said casually with a smile, not wanting to discourage him.

At the same time.

The rehearsal room door opened, and Charlotte and Evan came back in.

Charlotte's expression was relatively calm, while Evan's face was still dark. Clearly, he hadn't been able to persuade her.

His expression also held a hint of doubt, because just outside, Charlotte had told him that all seven songs on her new album were composed by Alexander. Evan didn't believe it.

Because that was too excessive. How could someone who wrote a trashy diss track have that kind of creative talent? Charlotte had only been in New York for a few days. He thought she was just saying that to temporarily soothe his emotions.

Furthermore, Charlotte had also told him the reason Alexander was producing a new song now.

To generate hype.

This made Evan feel even more incredulous. It was simply bizarre.

He was now in a state of mind where he was waiting to see Alexander make a fool of himself. Although he really didn't want to see such a joke.

After all, the price of this joke was the delayed release of the new album. This was simply absurd.

After re-entering the room, Charlotte didn't speak. She was also feeling a bit frustrated. Just outside, Evan Brooks had been genuinely agitated.

She knew he was thinking about the smooth release of the new album and had good intentions, so of course, she couldn't fall out with him. She could only tell him the real situation.

For the next few minutes, no one spoke except for Alexander.

Alexander was correcting the musicians' mistakes, going through all eight of them one by one. He clearly knew how to play every instrument.

Although he only played a short segment of each, making it impossible to judge the full extent of his skill, it was clear that it was extremely high.

Charlotte had no reaction to this. She already saw Alexander as a man who could be deified in the music world, a musical prodigy. Was it strange that he knew so much?

Evan, however... as he watched, his expression changed many times.

To be proficient in so many instruments at the young age of twenty-two was something no ordinary person could achieve. However, this did not change his opinion of Alexander.

Knowing many instruments didn't mean the song was good, nor did it mean he could occupy the new album's production time at such a critical juncture.

Especially with that kind of trashy song! Evan's impression score for Alexander was about to go into the negatives.

Clap! Clap!

"That's about it. One more time!" Alexander said, having coached everyone. He walked back to the front of the band and clapped his hands.

They began again. Four minutes later. The music ended.

"Very good, that's about the feeling." Alexander nodded, then glanced at his watch and looked up. "I'll give you half an hour. Practice it a few more times. In half an hour, we'll start recording."

As soon as Alexander said this, everyone's expression changed.

Start recording in half an hour? That was way too rushed.

Did he mean to record it all at once? Not record separate tracks?

Alexander didn't explain. In truth, for this song's accompaniment, "good enough" was good enough for him. They were all highly skilled musicians, and Alexander didn't plan to be too picky.

As long as the melody, rhythm, and feel weren't wrong, it was fine. It wasn't like they were holding a concert.

For a song, everything else was just an extra. What ultimately determined its quality was the singer's performance.

Furthermore, the most important part of Alexander's song, "Genius Superstar," was the singing style. Everything else just needed to be passable.

After speaking, Alexander turned and walked toward the side door of the rehearsal room, simultaneously gesturing to Charlotte and saying, "Keep an eye on them for me. I'm borrowing your recording studio."

The recording studio was right next door. There was a side door directly connecting the rehearsal room and the recording studio.

A somewhat dazed Charlotte nodded. She had a fleeting feeling that Alexander seemed very familiar with the layout here.

Charlotte didn't dwell on it. Alexander had given her a "task".

After Alexander left the rehearsal room, Charlotte picked up the sheet music, looked at it, then turned to the band and gestured, "Alright, let's rehearse!"

With the boss personally supervising, the band naturally became serious and focused.

Ashley followed Alexander to the recording studio.

Evan didn't leave. He was starting to feel something was strange, very strange. The tone in which Alec had just spoken to Charlotte Langford, giving her work to do?!

If he hadn't brought a female companion, he would have even suspected that this young guy and Charlotte might be in a romantic relationship.

After watching for a moment, Evan also moved, heading toward the recording studio. He wanted to see what this troublemaker was doing.

Inside the recording studio. A huge glass window separated the inner and outer rooms.

When Evan arrived, Ashley was in the outer room, having found a sofa to sit on. Alexander was alone in the inner room, facing the microphone... seemingly practicing the song.

Cramming at the last minute? That made the possibility of him becoming a joke even greater.

Evan even picked up the monitoring headphones on the equipment in the outer room, wanting to hear how Alexander's practice was going, but he heard no sound because Alexander hadn't even turned on the mic.

In reality, he just wanted to find a completely silent place to practice for a bit.

What Evan didn't know was that for Alexander, an ordinary song required no practice at all.

His mental stats, a thousand times those of an ordinary person, allowed Alexander to permanently maintain his peak condition. His singing skills would never degrade.

This time, Alexander needed to practice mainly because the chorus of "Genius Superstar" was beyond human limits.

It was a fast-paced rap song.

The reason Alexander's song had twice as many words as a typical song, but the exact duration, was that the chorus was a rap.

He had to complete this explosively difficult rap while maintaining a sense of rhythm and clear enunciation.

The speed at which people speak is relatively similar.

An ordinary person's normal speaking speed is about 160 to 180 words per minute, or 3 words per second.

The speaking speed of a professional announcer with clear enunciation is about 240 words per minute, or four words per second.

In rap, elite artists push far beyond everyday speech. Top-tier rappers can deliver six to eight words per second, and ten to twelve syllables per second is common at the highest level.

At the absolute peak, a few artists have briefly reached fourteen to fifteen syllables per second while maintaining rhythm and clarity.

That was the king on the divine altar. Fifteen syllables per second was also the current limit of human ability.

The chorus of Alexander's song, "Genius Superstar," was a 27-second rap segment meant to be performed in a single breath, averaging 16 syllables per second!

It had to be rhythmic. The enunciation had to be clear. This was the actual hook of the song.

With such extreme rapping speed, any amateur singer who performed this song could become an internet sensation overnight. This could be described as surpassing human limits, or perhaps... creating a new human limit.

On his endless Sundays, Alexander first practiced singing, covering all sorts of songs, just for fun, to challenge himself, and to pass the time. Only after he got tired of singing did he start writing his own music.

In other words, before Alexander even attempted to create music for the first time in his ten-thousand-year cycle, he already possessed exceptionally high-level vocal skills.

And yet, the first time he tried to sing "Genius Superstar," he ran into a problem.

His body would be reset. His vocal cords would never undergo any developmental changes.

Although increasingly refined techniques and the use of breath and resonance could compensate for vocal cord issues, challenging human limits would still be difficult.

But in the end, Alexander had found a solution. It was simple! Just warm up his voice before the actual performance. Rapping, after all, relied more on technique; the demands on the vocal cords weren't that high.

Therefore, as long as he practiced a little before singing to "open up" his vocal cords, it would be fine.

Half an hour later.

The side door of the recording studio opened, and Charlotte walked in.

It was time.

Alexander was also just about done with his practice.

All eight musicians were called over, and the recording began.

The musicians brought their own instruments like violins, guitars, and basses. Pianos and drum kits, however, were not needed, as they were too large to move. This didn't affect the recording because the studio's inner room already had them!

Charlotte's recording studio was fully equipped with large, hard-to-transport instruments, all costly models, even better than the ones used for rehearsals.

The recording went smoothly.

There was a microphone in front of each instrument, and all the musicians wore in-ear monitors. The nine of them were in the inner room, while Charlotte and Evan personally handled the equipment adjustments in the outer room.

Although Evan's opinion of Alexander was already in the negatives, given the situation, he wouldn't refuse to lend a hand.

A few minutes later. The recording was finished! Done in a single take.

When Alexander walked out of the inner room, both Charlotte and Evan still had bizarre, somewhat shocked expressions on their faces.

Because both of them had just heard Alexander sing the song for the first time through the monitor headphones. And for the first time, they had listened to that rap section with its extreme speed and clear enunciation.

It was soul-shaking. A diss track so powerful it was soul-shaking!

Alexander paid no mind to their expressions. He sat down at the console again, pulled up the freshly recorded track from the computer, and his fingers flew across the keyboard.

Time for some simple post-production. Fixing a few minor flaws in the instrumental accompaniment.

A little over ten minutes later, Alexander logged into the back-end of several music platforms through the web browser, still using the "Alec Nota" account.

Publish the song on all of them.

It was effortless and straightforward. "Alec Nota's" new work, "Genius Superstar," was officially released across the entire internet.

"Done!" Alexander tapped the keyboard a few more times, cleared the computer's login history, and stood up with a smile.

Charlotte opened her mouth, wanting to say something to Alexander, but the words didn't come out. Instead, she quickly took two steps to the side, pulled out her phone, and dialed a number.

The call connected quickly.

"Hello, Neema... Mr. Ciotta just released a new song. Have the tech department monitor the public opinion online. If there are any major developments, let me know immediately..."

Charlotte still couldn't predict what effect this song would have, and her heart was filled with unease.

Alexander had no desire to stare at a computer and watch the new song's trends. He didn't need to. He could predict exactly what would happen.

The public opinion storm this song of his was about to cause would be unprecedented, beyond anyone's imagination.

"Miss Langford, would you like to have dinner together? Or... do you have to work overtime?" Alexander asked, smiling, as Charlotte walked back after finishing her call.

"Well..." Charlotte hesitated.

She felt that since Alexander had come today, she, as the "host," should be the one to treat him. Even setting aside their personal relationship, it was the proper thing to do from a purely cooperative standpoint.

Not to mention, Alexander had just helped her catch a traitor within her company.

But!

She was swamped! The release schedule for her new album was extremely tight. Having received Alexander today had already cost her several hours. In the face of a source audio leak, every hour the new album was delayed meant another hour of financial loss.

"You work overtime, then. It just so happens that Ashley and I are going to meet a friend," Alexander said.

He had actually added the question about her working overtime in his first sentence precisely to prevent her from feeling awkward about saying no.

He knew she had to work overtime today.

"In that case, I'm truly sorry. I'll treat you another day..."

Alexander left with Ashley Carter.

He really was going to meet someone; there was no point in staying at Bluecrest Music.

Charlotte personally saw Alexander and Ashley downstairs, watching them get into the Bentley Continental. She only retracted her gaze after the car had driven away.

"Miss Langford, what exactly is this guy's background?" Evan, who had been following Charlotte the whole time, couldn't help but ask after Alexander's car departed.

"Didn't I tell you? He wrote all the songs for my new album! He's the most talented musician I've ever met."

Evan's expression turned strange. He still didn't believe her! No background, just talent, could make Charlotte treat someone like this? Just how immense would that talent have to be, or rather, how much more talented than Charlotte herself?

Did such a person really exist? Evan didn't say anything more. Since Charlotte wouldn't tell him the truth, he couldn't be bothered to ask again.

A short while later.

It was already past six in the evening, and the sky was getting dark. It was rush hour, and the roads were packed with cars. Thankfully, Alexander managed to evade them and drove towards Boston.

Inside the Bentley Continental, Ashley, in the passenger seat, was scrolling through her phone. She was checking the popularity of "Genius Superstar" after its release. However, it was still too early to tell, as it had only been out for a few minutes.

Driving with one hand, Alexander picked up his phone and dialed a number.

The call connected quickly.

"Hello, Mr. Ciotta," Tommy Calder's voice came from the phone.

"I just released a new song, 'Genius Superstar'. My stage name is Alec Nota," Alexander said directly. "I need this song to be number one on the trending list."

"Ah..." Tommy was stunned for a moment. He had heard of this new singer who had recently exploded in popularity online. Several paparazzi agencies had already set their sights on him and were preparing to investigate.

And it was Mr. Ciotta?!

This was quite a shock to Tommy. His impression of Alexander was that he was a man with methods, connections, and powerful backing! He never would have thought that Alexander could also sing.

"Is there a problem?" Alexander asked.

"No! No problem at all! Don't you worry, Mr. Ciotta, I'll arrange it right away!" Tommy snapped back to reality and immediately gave his assurance.

Getting to number one on the trending list was a straightforward matter for Tommy Calder!

As the top paparazzi agency in the country, Tommy himself couldn't even remember how massive an astroturfing army Wave Studio had at its disposal. If he went all out, the online power he could directly mobilize was terrifying.

Making something trend was truly easy for him.

However! Getting on the trending list was one thing, but whether it could stay there and whether it would face backlash were another matter entirely.

High-quality "content" would lead to positive consequences when it trended.

But low-quality content would get torn apart. It would produce extremely severe adverse effects.

Tommy didn't know what Alexander was up to. He could sense that Alexander wasn't short on money. The idea of Mr. Ciotta making money by singing struck him as bizarre.

It definitely wasn't for the money!

"Mr. Ciotta, if I may be so bold as to ask, what are you trying to..." Tommy couldn't help but ask. He was worried he might misinterpret the order and mess things up.

"I just hope it grows a little faster. Just push the popularity with all you've got, don't worry about the consequences." Alexander said directly, understanding Tommy's concerns.

Alexander was also telling the truth.

He knew that even without any promotion, "Genius Superstar" would blow up across the internet within a day. But Alexander felt that wasn't enough. He needed it to "explode" even faster. To generate the biggest possible online public opinion storm in the shortest amount of time.

After finishing his call with Tommy, Alexander immediately dialed another number.

It also connected quickly.

"Hello, Mr. Ciotta, hahaha, Mr. Ciotta, you finally called! I was starting to think you'd forgotten about old Martin!" Martin Russo's hearty laughter came through the phone.

Influenced by Eric Collins, this guy was already treating Alexander like an ancestor to be worshipped.

"Mr. Russo, I'm in the area," Alexander said with a slight smile.

"Oh! When did you arrive? You should have said so earlier! I would have picked you up. I could have arranged a proper welcome feast for you!" Martin's posture was extremely humble.

"I'm already in the city. You pick a place, and we can talk about the company," Alexander said directly.

"Done, done, done! I'll call you back in a bit. I'll arrange it right now, just a moment, Mr. Ciotta... Oh, by the way, should I give young Mr. Collins a heads-up? Or will you call him?" Martin asked after agreeing.

"I'll call him,"

"Alright! I'll hang up for now, then. I'll call you back in a bit!"

After hanging up, Alexander called Eric Collins!

Speaking of which, Alexander was naturally closer to Eric. The collaboration between Seraphine, William Wycliffe, and Eric had already begun, with everything being laid out in secret.

It was a massive deal involving tens of billions!

Although Alexander himself wouldn't touch that money, from Eric's perspective, the portion Seraphine Arden took was as good as Alexander's.

Shared interests often form the strongest bonds. Not to mention the extremely close personal relationship between Eric and Dante Doran.

The reason Alexander had called Martin first, however, was that Martin had given him 45% of the shares in his subsidiary, "Orange Ocean Entertainment."

These shares were currently under Ashley Carter's name.

This time, Alexander had brought Ashley back to Boston with him. That meant it was time to put Ashley's journey to stardom on the agenda!

They needed to talk.

Around seven-thirty in the evening, Martin hosted a welcome dinner for Alexander in a top-floor private room at the Canary Grand Hotel in the P District.

Eric Collins was also present.

They ate and chatted idly.

Alexander didn't bring up the matter with Charlotte. He just talked about "Orange Ocean Entertainment" and his idea of starting a company in Boston, without going into too much detail.

There was no need to spell it out. As long as Martin and Eric knew about it, the entire process of establishing the company would be completely smooth.

Anything that needed to be taken care of would be flattened for him, without Alexander even having to ask.

In fact, Alexander didn't need anyone else; he could flatten any issue himself.

But!

Alexander wouldn't be staying in Boston permanently. The one in Boston would be Ashley. She needed someone to watch over her.


Chapter 10: The song’s impact.

Past eight in the evening.

Bluecrest Music, top-floor CEO's office!

Behind the desk.

Charlotte's eyes were wide as she stared at the computer screen, so nervous that she was subconsciously biting her nails. She could hardly believe what she was seeing online.

—Alec Nota's New Song: Genius Superstar. Number one on the nationwide trending list.

The popularity was cataclysmic.

Currently, the second-ranked topic is the news of a certain celebrity's wedding. The marriage of two A-list stars was today's top headline.

But the number one entry had already surpassed it.

And then there were the third and fourth trending topics, with the entries "Genius Superstar" and "Alec Nota's New Song Controversy" respectively.

And based on the current trend, they would soon break into the top three. Soon, the top three trending topics would all be related to Alexander's new song.

In addition, the sixth trending topic was the entry "How Fast is Alec Nota's Rap Speed". It was also rapidly climbing the ranks.

This was an unprecedented spectacle!

Having been in the industry for so many years, Charlotte understood online popularity very well. When she released a new song, she also had to do online promotion, asking some online music influencers to share and review it.

When it came to popularity, you could never have too much.

Therefore, Charlotte could tell that there were traces of an astroturfing army fanning the flames. A large number of major music-related accounts online had all shared and reviewed "Genius Superstar".

But!

An astroturfing army and these shares alone could never generate this much popularity. It was impossible. The popularity was simply too high.

Being number one on the trending list was one thing, but having a popularity several times that of the number two spot was another matter entirely.

It was clear that the astroturfing army had only served to fan the flames and accelerate the growth. The vast majority of this song's popularity came from the song itself.

The controversy surrounding the song had detonated. It sent shockwaves across the entire internet.

In his new song, Alec Nota used a rap speed that surpassed human limits to diss the entire contemporary music scene, sparking a sensational, controversial public debate.

Many well-known musicians had already personally entered the fray, posting articles to review and refute the claims made in the song.

Some even directly cursed Alec Nota as trash, saying he dared to be so arrogant after having only one hit song. Public opinion online was clearly split into two factions.

One part consisted of the fans accumulated from the first song. They all stood by the singer, engaging in flame wars in every comment section, speaking up.

The other faction was made up of fans of other singers, including Charlotte's. They were all tearing into Alec Nota! Cursing him as trash, telling him to get out of the entertainment industry. Talented, but with no character! And so on.

The number of people in the latter group was dozens of times larger than the former.

It was almost an overwhelming majority.

In other words, "Genius Superstar" had already triggered a massive backlash across the internet. The fan circles had mobilized en masse, launching an all-out war.

But the strange thing was, no one dared to deny the excellence of the song. Some of the more rational musicians even posted long articles evaluating the song.

From the composition to the lyrics to the vocal performance, everything was exceptionally outstanding.

Especially the vocal performance part. That twenty-seven-second, earth-shattering rap in the chorus left everyone in awe.

But!

At the end of their long articles, even the rational musicians gave Alec Nota himself a negative evaluation.

He was really, really too arrogant. Dissing every musician online! This was only your second song. Famous musicians who have created hundreds of excellent songs wouldn't dare say such things, so what gives you the right?!

Another musician posted an article directly challenging Alec Nota. Demanding that he show himself and compete in a live songwriting battle. This received massive support from fans.

What was particularly noteworthy was the reaction from the rap circle.

Rap is a niche genre with its own circle and fanbase. Several of the most famous rap gods online had already made their stance clear, all of them supporting Alec Nota!

They didn't mind that his new song was a diss track. For a rapper, being able to diss your opponent means you're excellent! If you can verbally destroy your opponent without using a single curse word, then you're a master. You're the best!

All the rappers were already stunned.

That chorus, lasting twenty-seven seconds with an average of sixteen words per second, with its clear enunciation, strong rhythm, and mighty vocal pressure that could even overpower the instrumental, was undoubtedly world-class!

In the words of one famous rapper, Alec Nota was the king of American rap!

Furthermore! The underground rapper, currently hailed in the scene as the "Rap Emperor," also posted a single comment online about the matter!

Just three words!

—He is God!

There was also a stock image of a silhouette kneeling in worship. It was a straightforward and direct expression of reverence!

Speaking of which, "Genius Superstar" wasn't a pure rap song; only parts of it were. The style was very mixed, but it had currently received the full support of rappers across the internet. They also mobilized their fans to support Alec Nota!

This was a scarce sight in the constantly feuding rap circle.

Mainly because he was too mighty, too fierce! With this one song, he had directly elevated American rap to a height that even the masters in the rap circle couldn't reach.

He had raised the ceiling.

Even so. Those who supported Alec Nota were still in the minority. The vast majority of fans from various camps were all cursing him. The song was too good, the vocals too amazing, so they couldn't attack that. So they attacked the person directly, attacking the artist.

And in reality, whether they supported or cursed the artist, they were still a small portion of the entire internet. The majority were still "gossip-loving"!

Such a massive event was endlessly entertaining for them. The presence of these onlookers was evident in every comment section. Some took sides, some didn't, simply commenting on the song's quality.

"How can he be so awesome? If he is so awesome, why doesn't he just ascend to heaven?"

"He even dares to say in the song that all musicians have been blinded, that the US music scene has no future. If you're so awesome, Alec Nota, why don't you stand up and show yourself? Write a few more songs, then!"

"So full of himself after just two hit songs! Ptooey!"

"Calling yourself a genius, calling yourself a superstar, have you no shame?"

"If you've got the guts, release an album! Stop your damn yapping! Disgusting!"

"Good song! Trash person!"

"What talent do you have!"

Charlotte was reading the comments on a post. It was a long article by a musician, and the comments below were filled with messages cursing Alec Nota.

This made Charlotte very worried.

Although this unprecedented popularity overshadowed everything else, it was also far too negative. Just as she had imagined, releasing this song had indeed caused immense controversy.

A bad reputation was not an easy burden to bear.

Some people become famous by making a fool of themselves, becoming so famous that everyone knows their name, but that's not a good thing. The more famous you are, the worse it is.

Charlotte frowned slightly as she scrolled through social media.

She was watching. And she kept feeling that something was off, but perhaps she was too anxious, as she couldn't immediately put her finger on what it was.

Bang!

The office door was violently pushed open.

It was Evan Brooks. He hadn't knocked this time, but it was clear he was in a hurry. He was holding a tablet, and his face was filled with... excitement and agitation?

"Mr Brooks, you haven't gone home to rest yet?" Charlotte looked up, a look of puzzlement on her face.

"Miss Langford, answer a question for me!" Evan strode hastily towards the desk, his tone agitated, and repeated, "Please answer a question for me seriously!"

"Hmm?" Charlotte was taken aback, not knowing what had gotten into Evan. She added, "Evan, what is it? You... go ahead and ask."

"You said that Alec Nota wrote all seven songs for your new album. Is that true? Tell me the truth, is it really true?" Evan asked repeatedly.

It seemed this was extremely important to him.

The stunned Charlotte gave a helpless sigh and said, "Mr Brooks, when have I ever lied to you? It was him, one hundred percent him! He wrote those seven songs right in front of me, on the spot."

"It was really him?" Evan needed to confirm again.

"It was really him!" Charlotte Langford nodded with earnest certainty.

Evan smiled, a big, excited laugh, even pacing back and forth in his excitement.

"Hahahahaha! It worked! This whole thing worked! Alec Nota... he's a goddamn genius! He's a genius!! A genius!!!" Evan was so excited he couldn't control himself.

This left Charlotte baffled again. She knew Evan could be particularly emotional and true to his feelings at times, but... what was this all about?

"Mr Brooks, what do you mean? What worked?" Charlotte couldn't help but ask.

"The song! Your new album!" Evan said at once. Seeing that Charlotte didn't understand, he was a little surprised. "Don't you get it? The entire internet is cursing out Alec Nota right now, questioning his creative talent, and he's the one who wrote your songs!"

Charlotte blinked, then froze. It all clicked! The thing that had been nagging at her suddenly made sense.

Alexander's talent had always been beyond her imagination, and this time, he had stirred up the entire internet in a way she had never expected. He had single-handedly detonated public opinion, making everyone curse and question him.

Regardless of whether it was a good or bad thing, the sheer power to do so was unimaginably high.

You could say he could command the flow of the music world!

And now, Charlotte suddenly realized that Alexander wasn't just drawing the entire internet's attention; he was setting a trap. A scheme that covered the entire US-based internet.

Release a song. Get cursed out. The song is good. The performance is good. Can't criticize it. The person gets cursed out. Gets questioned.

Once this process was complete, the majority of public opinion would question Alec Nota's talent, demanding that he justify his arrogance.

And after that, Charlotte Langford's new album was set to be released.

Although the leak had allowed some people to hear the songs in advance, they had only listened to the songs and her voice. They had no idea who wrote them!

Charlotte herself was in awe of the quality of those seven songs.

Therefore, the day her new album was released would be the day Alexander slapped away all the online controversy, slapping back every voice of doubt.

This slap would hit the faces of the vast majority of online folks. This was a massive, nationwide, utterly terrifying scheme.

Alexander was actually setting a trap for the entire internet?!!

If it hadn't already happened, Charlotte would never have dared to even imagine Alexander's scheme.

It was terrifying.

"Hahahaha, Miss Langford, the trending topic about your song leak has been buried. I asked the tech department, and the attention on it has plummeted! Now the whole internet is focused on Mr. Alec Nota's new song!" Evan was ecstatic, grinning from ear to ear.

He was already subconsciously calling him "Mr. Alec Nota"!

Originally, because of the lyrics of "Genius Superstar" and because Alexander had used up the team's precious resources, he intensely disliked Alexander. He never said anything to Alexander's face out of good manners, but he despised him in his heart.

He even had a mindset of wanting to see Alexander make a fool of himself.

But now, he was convinced. Wholly and utterly convinced!

The matter of Alexander releasing a new song to generate buzz for Charlotte was now a definite, certain, and absolute success. And its effect would exceed anyone's imagination.

Evan had watched this unfold from a "bystander's" perspective.

He hadn't known about Alexander's abilities before, so the impact on him was the most profound.

Alexander's scheme contained so many elements, such as... already burying the buzz from the song leak! The leak had happened last night and was still the number one trending topic this morning.

At noon, a celebrity couple's marriage announcement had pushed it down a bit. But it couldn't be suppressed entirely.

Just two hours ago, the trending topic "Charlotte Langford's New Song Leaked" was still in seventh place.

But the release of "Genius Superstar" had steamrolled everything. Multiple related topics swept the trending charts!

"Mr. Alec Nota's 'Genius Superstar,' I was in the office earlier and listened to it on repeat for over an hour! It's so well-written! And so well-sung! It's just so damn good! Hahahaha!" Evan started praising Alexander's song again!

When a person starts to see another in a favorable light, everything the latter does will seem pleasing to the former. That was how Evan Brooks felt about Alexander now.

Even though the lyrics of "Genius Superstar" were offensive to many musicians in the music scene, Evan now felt that Alexander was good. He was right. His criticisms were justified.

The atmosphere in the music scene had indeed gone awry in recent years. The trends had buried good work, and some very talented and famous musicians had started writing seemingly terrific but terrible songs for money.

This negative change had just never been called out by anyone.

No one dared. Offending the rabid fans would get you bombarded by the entire internet.

But Alexander had the courage! The boldness! And his talent was world-shaking!

He had written all seven songs on Charlotte Langford's new album. With that kind of talent, he had every right to criticize the entire industry.

"In ancient times, there were knights, chivalrous and righteous, who would sacrifice their lives for a just cause. Today, we have Alec Nota, who... for the sake of protecting Bluecrest Music, bears a cursed name! Good! Truly good!" Overcome with emotion, Evan even tried to compose a poem.

The poem was, to put it mildly... not very good. But that didn't matter.

Evan was just overwhelmed with emotion. He just had to say something. It didn't matter if it came out awkwardly; no one would feel embarrassed.

But Evan's lines of shitty poetry struck a chord with Charlotte.

To salvage the losses from the song leak, Alexander had played a world-shaking gambit. Although he would eventually be able to reclaim his reputation, for now, he was indeed being cursed out by the entire online world.

He seemed to have done little, but his actions were deft and carried immense weight.

'Who is he bearing this for? For me?'

Charlotte knew it was wrong to think this way, because salvaging the losses from the leak was also salvaging his own losses. He had a 50% share of the net profits, after all.

But, she still felt that Alexander was helping her.

Her heart wavered once again.

Before leaving New York, she had already made up her mind. She believed that her night with Alexander, that relationship, was wrong and shameful. She had even sworn to herself that it could never happen a second time.

Her moral bottom line and the existence of Jasmine Doran left her with no other choice.

But now, she was completely shaken!

The feeling Alexander gave her was not only becoming increasingly mesmerizing but also grand and imposing.

Charlotte sat down. She picked up her phone and found Alexander's number, but then she hesitated... She had an urge right now, a desire to see Alexander immediately, to talk to him, to chat.

Although she knew this feeling was wrong. But this time, for the usually rational Charlotte Langford, her emotions won.

She dialed the number and put the phone to her ear.

Seeing Charlotte suddenly make a call, Evan guessed who she was calling, so he fell silent and went to sit on a nearby sofa.

A few seconds later, the call connected.

"Hello, Miss Langford," Alexander's voice came from the phone.

"Hi....., are you busy?" Charlotte took a deep breath and asked with a normal-sounding smile.

"Having dinner with a friend," Alexander also laughed. "What's up? Any unexpected situations?"

"Unexpected situations... not really." Charlotte paused before continuing, "Have you seen the news? Have you seen what's happening online?"

"Nope," Alexander chuckled, then added, "It should be having an effect online by now, right?"

How could Alexander resist checking the buzz for his new song and the storm of public opinion it had caused?

And besides, this was more than just "having an effect". It was a nuke!

"It's certainly... very effective," Charlotte didn't know what to say. She couldn't describe the current online spectacle. After a moment's thought, she smiled again. "When are you coming to my company again?"

"Tomorrow at noon. I have something in the morning."

"Alright then... I won't disturb you any longer." Hanging up the phone, the emotionally conflicted Charlotte collected her thoughts and turned her attention back to the computer.

She looked at the state of public opinion online again.

Seeing that Charlotte had finished her call, Evan got up and walked over, once again starting a discussion with her about the new album's progress.

Now, all the pieces were in place. All that was left was to release the new album to turn everything around.

The progress had to be fast. Even faster!

That night, the online furor caused by "Genius Superstar" raged on, not stopping even in the dead of night, and entered a new climax after dawn.


Chapter 11: Writing a screenplay.

A new day. July 30, 2024, 7:00 AM.

In a luxury suite on the sixteenth floor of the H Building in Boston's D District, inside Orange Ocean Entertainment.

Alexander opened his eyes on time, looked at the bedroom ceiling, and smiled.

For Alexander, who had been trapped in the same day for ten thousand years, he would smile from the bottom of his heart every time a new day arrived on schedule.

For him now, resetting was just a means to deal with trouble; he had no desire to be passively reset again.

He turned his head to look.

Ashley Carter, her silvery blonde hair disheveled, was still fast asleep. She was slightly curled up, leaning against his shoulder, looking as peacefully asleep as a kitten, very relaxed and serene.

The bite marks, the hickeys, and the evident tiredness on her sleepy face were a testament to how intense their night had been.

Alexander got up. He didn't wake Ashley.

He and Ashley had only arrived here around 11:00 PM last night, and they went to sleep only a few hours later.

The reason they chose this place instead of a hotel was that today, Ashley Carter would officially meet all the employees of Orange Ocean Entertainment as the second-largest shareholder and a newly signed actress.

The H Building was a 54-story office building, with the 15th and 16th floors leased long-term by "Orange Ocean Entertainment."

Staying here was convenient. This luxury suite on the sixteenth floor was initially prepared for big-name stars who might be invited for guest appearances, so the conditions were excellent.

The meeting time for Ashley Carter's official debut at the company was 9 in the morning.

Alexander didn't plan to go; there was no need.

This also meant Ashley could sleep in a little longer. It was only seven in the morning.

He first went to the bathroom for a shower. More than ten minutes later, Alexander, wearing a bathrobe and slippers, came out. He glanced at the still-sleeping Ashley, then turned and left the bedroom.

The suite had a study. Right next to the bedroom was a small study with a huge floor-to-ceiling window.

There was a computer in the study.

After Alexander sat down, he turned on the computer, downloaded a word processing program, and then opened a new document. He paused, thought for a moment, and then began to clatter away at the keyboard.

He was going to write a manuscript. A manuscript that could earn him hundreds of millions in a short amount of time.

In fact, Alexander was writing a screenplay.

He had learned how to write a screenplay, the format, and the proper way to express things during his loop. However, he had never written a complete screenplay at that time.

Because there was no way to verify if it was good or bad.

Whether it was a movie or TV script, the writing process was just the initial preparation. Filming took time, promotion took time. Even at the fastest pace, without considering promotion and releasing it directly online, it would take at least a month.

Alexander was trapped in a continuous loop of July 7. Therefore, he couldn't verify whether a script he wrote would turn out well when filmed.

So there was no need to rack his brains over a good script.

There were plenty of ways to pass the boring time in the loop. Learning was endless, and Alexander had never obsessed over this particular point.

So the script Alexander was writing now was not one he had created during his time loop, but one from... his original earth. Many things were different on this Earth, and some extremely popular shows and movies didn't exist here.

This was the first time Alexander, as a transmigrator, had "taken" a successful work from his past life to use. But he had no psychological barriers about it. Alexander didn't have that kind of mental purism.

For him now, being able to live each day happily, enjoy life, and do things he found "interesting" was the best choice.

The keyboard clattered nonstop.

Alexander was writing a movie screenplay.

To replicate the success he had seen in his past life, he even added content that shouldn't have been there. For example: Telling each character how to act.

This seemed extremely unprofessional!

Because every actor has their own acting characteristics and style, teaching actors how to act is the director's job. Not the screenwriter's!

Alexander had no intention of being a director. He would just write the script, toss it out, and not ask much about what happened afterward.

But how the actors were to perform was his call.

Unconsciously. It was past eight in the morning.

"Mr. Ciotta? Mr. Ciotta?" Ashley's voice suddenly came from outside. She had woken up, searched the bedroom, heard some noise from the study, and came over.

Alexander stopped for a moment, looked up at the doorway, and saw Ashley draped only in a blanket, not even pulled together in the front.

She was, of course, wearing nothing underneath. Her full curves were all on display for Alexander's gaze.

She stood prettily at the door, though with flushed cheeks, as she felt the seed of Alexander running down her thigh. Something she knew he could see.

"Morning," Alexander smiled.

"Good morning," Ashley smiled back, a very sweet one.

Alexander glanced at the time on the computer. "You should take a shower and do your makeup. Mr Russo will be here soon, and then you can go downstairs with him to meet the company employees."

"Mhm, okay, Mr. Ciotta," Ashley nodded.

She was a little nervous about this, but she managed to keep her nervousness in check. After all, she had undergone a year of special training. Her ability to handle pressure was quite substantial.

Ashley walked away. Alexander continued typing.

Half an hour later, at about 8:40 AM.

Knock, knock, knock! A knock on the door.

The study door was open, so Alexander heard it but didn't move. Ashley, who was already dressed and doing her makeup in the bedroom, came out quickly to open the door.

"Mr Russo, you're here."

"Hahaha, Miss Carter, did you rest well last night? You're glowing!"

"Very well."

"That's good, that's good. Oh? Where's Mr. Ciotta?"

"He's busy in the study."

From the study, Alexander could hear the pleasantries between Ashley and Martin. Speaking of which, although he had been nice to her before, it was never with a fawning attitude!

Now, however, his words were full of praise for her. This was naturally because of Alexander.

After dinner yesterday, even Eric Collins had been somewhat deferential towards Ashley. This made Martin adjust his own position even more.

"Mr. Ciotta, busy?" Martin soon appeared at the study door, asking with a smile.

"Mhm! Writing something." Alexander looked up from behind the computer and nodded. "You two chat, don't mind me."

"Alright! You carry on." Martin retreated quickly.

He didn't know what Alexander was busy with, what he was writing, and didn't dare to ask.

Martin and Ashley went to the living room to talk, and Ashley even asked Martin for advice on some things to watch out for.

Alexander continued typing.

More than ten minutes later. Ashley came to the study door again.

"Mr. Ciotta, I'm heading down now?" She called out, her tone still asking for permission.

"Go on, relax. You can do it," Alexander smiled.

"Mhm!" Ashley nodded thoughtfully. She was also mustering all her courage, planning to use all her acting skills. Even if it was an act, she had to act out her role as the "second-largest shareholder".

She couldn't show any weakness. If she wanted to be worthy of Mr. Ciotta, she had to take this step perfectly today!

Ashley and Martin went downstairs. She officially made her debut at Orange Ocean Entertainment!

Under Martin Russo's guidance, she was introduced to the company's essential figures one by one, and they even met together. During the meeting, Martin also announced an important decision: Ashley Carter would serve as the Chairman of Orange Ocean Entertainment, effective immediately.

As the majority shareholder with 55% of the shares, Martin chose to "step back," retaining only a position on the board of directors.

There were only two shareholders in this company, so as long as they agreed, either could serve as chairman.

For Martin, this decision was not stressful. Orange Ocean Entertainment was just one of the dozens of businesses he owned. He hadn't managed it much before, leaving it to professional managers. For someone with a net worth of his size, even giving the entire company to Alexander's... woman, was not a big deal.

It's just that things couldn't be done that way! To maintain the best relationship with Mr. Ciotta, a shared interest was the best bond.

While Ashley Carter was in her meeting. Alexander was still typing. He wasn't finished yet.

It wasn't until around 10:30 AM. Alexander finally began to wrap up.

In just over three hours this morning, he had typed tens of thousands of words.

In fact, the script itself wasn't tens of thousands of words long. A movie script is only about twenty thousand words.

Alexander had added numerous notes and prompts. Wanting to replicate the successful work from his OG earth without actually directing the movie himself, he had no choice but to write more in the script.

It wasn't too much trouble.

Finished!

Alexander went back to the bedroom, got his personal USB drive, returned to the study, encrypted the script, transferred it to the USB drive, and then deleted all traces of it from the computer.

Done.

Around 11:00 AM.

Alexander was already dressed and sitting on the sofa in the suite's living room, scrolling through his phone and checking public opinion online. As he had predicted, the entire internet had gone mad. From last night until now, it had intensified, reaching a fever pitch.

Of the top ten trending topics, five were related to "Genius Superstar"!

Click! The suite door opened. It was Ashley, back.

Alexander looked over, put away his phone, and smiled. "How did it feel?"

"Mhm, good, very good!" Ashley nodded repeatedly. She had been a bit tense outside, pretending to be a rich person, pretending to be the boss. Now that she was back and saw Alexander, she couldn't quite hold it together anymore.

There was a hint of excitement in her expression, and even a feeling that only a young woman would have.

Exuberance. She was, after all, only twenty years old.

"Let's go, let's get something to eat. We can talk on the way..." Alexander stood up. His hand pulled Ashley to him by the hip. Leaning down, casually planting a quick kiss on her soft lips. "Good girl. You did well today."

He could already see the happiness and blush spreading across her face as they left the suite.


Chapter 12: Breaking a head.

Half an hour later.

Iris Restaurant on Y Road, D District, Boston.

At a window seat on the first floor, Alexander and Ashley chatted as they ate.

"...Mhm, right... You should keep this safe." Alexander suddenly put down his knife and fork, took out the USB drive, and handed it to Ashley. Then he smiled again. "It's a movie script. The file password is your birthday. Keep it confidential. Other than Russo, don't let anyone see the contents for now."

"A script?" Ashley looked at the silver USB drive in her hand, then blinked at Alexander and asked, "Did you write it, Mr. Ciotta?" She naturally remembered that Alexander had been typing on the keyboard earlier.

"Yep,"

Hearing his confirmation, she froze before her gaze began to sparkle with growing admiration and worship. "Mr. Ciotta, you even know how to write..." Ashley hadn't finished her sentence.

Suddenly!

"Yo! Isn't this the campus beauty, Ashley?" a young man's voice suddenly rang out from not far away. The voice sounded like a standard greeting, but it had a "malicious" tone.

Alexander turned his head to look.

The greeting came from the restaurant entrance.

A man in his early twenties, wearing a black suit, was waving at Ashley. Next to him was a tall, handsome middle-aged man, also in a suit.

The young man's demeanor was a bit frivolous. The middle-aged man, however, was steady and serious. They had a slight resemblance to each other.

Alexander's eyebrows raised slightly. Comparatively speaking, he didn't "know" that many people in Boston. They were all powerful figures, dignitaries, or people related to specific events.

But this young man, greeting Ashley, and the middle-aged man with him, Alexander, happened to know.

They were certainly not ordinary people. Mainly, the middle-aged man was far from ordinary.

Claude Moreau, forty-five years old, a shareholder of Boston's Shuan Real Estate Group, chairman of Boston's Yan Investment Group, chairman of Boston's Q Technology Group... He had over twenty companies under his name, with hundreds of associated enterprises.

His current assets ranged from 2.5 to 3 billion, fluctuating daily with the stock market.

The young man was named Mathieu Moreau, but he wasn't Claude's son. He was the son of Claude's older brother, Henri Moreau, the chairman of Shuan Real Estate. He was his biological nephew.

Ashley turned to look, her expression changing slightly. She looked unnatural and, subconsciously, averted her gaze.

Alexander wasn't surprised by Ashley's reaction. Because this Mathieu was very annoying.

He was a student at Boston University, a classmate of Ashley's. He was a notorious playboy at the university, hailing from a prominent family. Young and wealthy, he changed girlfriends as often as he changed clothes.

Ever since starting university, Ashley had been known as a campus belle. While she wasn't the only girl praised as such, she was undoubtedly the most unique among them.

At a film school where the rate of plastic surgery was high, Ashley not only stood out for her natural beauty but also possessed a perfect figure.

A famous playboy like Mathieu had, of course, pursued Ashley. He just hadn't succeeded.

Mathieu had once pestered her relentlessly. His attitude toward women had always been to replace them once he grew tired of them, and the more unattainable one was, the more he had to have her.

Then, he was warned.

The person who warned him was the man currently by his side—his own uncle, Claude.

It was Martin Russo who had spoken to Claude. In Boston, Claude's status wasn't much different from Martin's. Although they were successful in different industries, they moved in the same social circles and would inevitably cross paths.

Naturally, Claude wasn't about to make an enemy of Martin Russo over a young girl.

Though he never understood what connection a girl from out of town with no significant background could possibly have with Martin Russo.

But since the Russo had spoken, the favor had to be granted.

He had never assumed that Ashley was being kept by Martin. That was impossible. Martin Russo's taste was notoriously unique and famous throughout Boston's elite circles.

Perhaps because he himself was thin and frail, Martin had always liked big-boned women—taller than him, slightly plump, and mature.

Ashley clearly didn't fit Martin's preferences in any way.

Ever since being warned by his uncle, Mathieu had reined himself in. He had gone through countless girlfriends since then and no longer went out of his way to bother Ashley. But if they happened to run into each other, he would definitely go over and talk to her.

His words were always laced with innuendo, and he would occasionally be passive-aggressive. He had even spread gossip about Ashley at Uni, trying to ruin her reputation, and had instigated other students to isolate her.

Sour grapes. If you can't have it, destroy it. That was Mathieu's mindset.

Ashley had grown a little afraid of him. He was too annoying, and she had always been powerless to fight back. Although Martin looked out for her, he couldn't manage every little thing. He naturally couldn't attend to minor matters like rumors at her Uni.

Psychologically, Ashley had been bullied by Mathieu.

"Ignore him," Alexander said, noticing the look on Ashley's face.

Ashley turned back, glanced at Alexander, and nodded with an "Mm."

Her mood instantly plummeted. It was apparent that seeing Mathieu had reminded her of some difficult times and unpleasant events at Uni.

Seeing that Ashley was ignoring him, Mathieu didn't have the sense to leave; instead, he walked toward her with a broad smile.

Claude followed his nephew.

"Miss Carter, why are you ignoring me?" Mathieu said shamelessly as he approached their table by the window, a playful smirk on his face.

Ashley, holding her knife and fork, turned to look out the window and pursed her lips. She then turned back to Mathieu, "I'm eating."

This was clearly not a normal conversation. Even a fool could see that Ashley was extremely unwilling to engage with Mathieu.

"Uncle, let me introduce you. This is the one and only Ashley Carter, our great campus belle!" Mathieu ignored Ashley's comment and introduced her to his uncle.

Claude Moreau had only heard his nephew describe Ashley's appearance before; this was the first time he had seen her in person.

After a brief appraisal, Claude's eyes lit up.

The uncle and nephew exchanged a look of tacit understanding. Mathieu's eyes seemed to say, "See? A total knockout, right?" while Claude's gaze seemed to reply, "Good taste, nephew. A knockout indeed!"

It was utterly disgusting.

Speaking of which, although Henri and Claude were brothers, their personalities were polar opposites.

Years ago, they had started from scratch together, founding "Shuan Real Estate Group." As the company grew bigger and stronger, Henri had managed to latch onto Boston's powerful Ariel family. After that, the trajectories of their lives began to diverge significantly.

Henri was more of a pure businessman. He could endure hardship, had connections in both legitimate and illicit circles, and would stop at nothing to achieve greater commercial success and a higher social status.

Claude, on the other hand, was more of a degenerate.

Henri had married early. Although he had mistresses, his legal wife remained the one on his marriage certificate.

Claude, however, had never married at all. He was forty-five years old but remained single, with countless lovers and a full five illegitimate children.

He had money, so he played. He appeared steady and serious, but it was all an act.

He was the real playboy, and he was still at it today. Compared to him, Mathieu Moreau was just an amateur.

As far as Alexander knew, this uncle-and-nephew pair had even pursued women together and gifted women to each other.

In a word, utterly disgusting. Two rotten people.

"Miss, aren't you going to introduce us? This is..." Mathieu Moreau spoke to Ashley again, his gaze shifting to Alexander.

The question stumped Ashley. She had never proactively introduced Alexander to anyone and didn't know how to.

Ashley knew Mathieu's personality. The more she ignored him, the more annoying he became. He was thick-skinned, like a hooligan, and would say outrageous things.

"My boyfriend..." Ashley answered, but her eyes carefully watched Alexander's expression.

She didn't know if Mr. Ciotta would mind her saying that.

Alexander gave her a smile.

"Boyfriend, huh? Well, well! Then I must get to know him!" Mathieu's tone suddenly became exaggerated and loud, causing many other diners in the restaurant to turn and look at them with frowns.

"Hello, hello!" Mathieu said, even extending a hand to shake Alexander's.

Alexander gave him a cool glance, completely ignoring his outstretched hand.

Unfazed, Mathieu casually retracted his hand and grinned at Ashley again. "Not bad, Miss. After going through so many men, you've finally found one who's young and rich."

He had noticed Alexander's watch.

"You—" Ashley flushed instantly with shame and anger, utterly mortified.

She also glanced nervously at Alexander, afraid he would misunderstand.

"You! Stop talking nonsense! Don't... don't disturb our meal," Ashley stammered, a mix of nerves, embarrassment, and anger.

She subconsciously gripped her wine glass, wanting to throw it but not quite daring to.

"Throw it at him," Alexander encouraged with a whisper.

Ashley glanced at Alexander, then at Mathieu, and with a flick of her wrist, she flung the full glass of wine.

"What nonsense am I talking—" Mathieu was still grinning, about to say more, when the glass of wine hit him in the face.

Splash!

Red wine went everywhere—on his face, his suit jacket, his shirt.

Mathieu froze for a moment, then erupted in fury. The person he had always toyed with had dared to throw wine at him! Having never been beaten in his twenty-plus years of life, he was utterly enraged.

"Fuck, you bitch! You fucking..." Mathieu lunged forward, swinging a hand to slap Ashley.

Seeing his movement, Ashley froze before retreating by instinct.

Thump!

A dull thud echoed.

"Ah!!"

Followed by a bloodcurdling scream.

Alexander didn't make a move.

He just sat there, turning his head to watch Mathieu. No one saw him move, yet just as Mathieu rushed to the table and raised his hand to strike Ashley, his body suddenly slipped as if he'd stepped on a banana peel, and he lost all control.

Bang!

Falling forward, he slammed his head into the side of the marble-topped dining table, causing a loud thud.

"Ahhh!!" A miserable scream followed.

His whole body recoiled backward, and his howls of pain startled every guest in the entire restaurant.

"Ah! Fuck!" Mathieu collapsed onto the floor, clutching his head and crying out in pain, even rolling around a couple of times.

The other guests, who had already noticed the commotion at the window-side table, felt the hairs on their bodies stand on end at this sight. A wave of discomfort washed over them.

It looked too terrifying!

People are often terrified of accidents, whether it's an object falling from a great height, a sharp object suddenly appearing and nearly blinding them, or slipping in the bathroom and hitting their head. Just the thought of such things was enough to induce lingering fear.

What often caused this fear wasn't the accident itself, but the thought of the consequences—how utterly senseless it would be. A perfectly fine person, gone in an instant for no reason at all. One moment you can see, the next you're blind; one moment you're alive, the next you're dead.

The sense of injustice would be overwhelming.

And the scene unfolding with Mathieu Moreau amplified this fear in everyone's hearts.

To suddenly slip and smash one's head on the hard edge of a table, with the full weight of one's body behind it, taking the impact with one's head.

It made onlookers' scalps tingle and their bodies ache. Something like that could easily be fatal.

Although Mathieu wasn't killed outright, blood was gushing from the wound.

His head was bleeding profusely.

He clutched his head with both hands, rolling around a few times as blood continuously seeped through his fingers. The injury was severe because the side of the dining table was a standard ninety-degree angle. His head had struck it from above, hitting it right on the skull line.

Claude Moreau was dumbfounded.

When Mathieu had furiously lunged forward, Claude had actually intended to pull him back.

After all, Ashley had a connection to Martin Russo, who had explicitly asked him to look out for her.

A few verbal clashes between young people were a trivial matter, nothing to fuss over.

But if he actually hit her... it was his nephew who had slandered Ashley first, so he was in the wrong even for having wine thrown at him. If he then hit Ashley, he would be even more at fault.

Although Claude wasn't afraid of Martin, offending the likes of him over a young girl wasn't worth it.

He hadn't managed to pull his nephew back in time.

His nephew hadn't managed to hit Ashley, either.

Instead, he had slipped and split his own head open! It was so sudden, so bizarre.

"Mathieu, Mathieu... How are you... Mathieu... Mathieu..." Claude was also in a panic. It was the first time he had witnessed such an accident firsthand. Mathieu was losing too much blood; it was a horrifying sight.

Claude knelt to check on Mathieu's injuries.

In just over ten seconds, Mathieu's face was covered in blood, which had also stained his collar and shirt.

"...Fuck... Fuck... Fuck... Who the fuck kicked me... Fuck..." Mathieu clutched his head, completely unable to get up. Enduring the intense pain and dizziness, he gritted his teeth and, while cursing, managed to utter a key piece of information.

Kicked me?

Someone kicked him?!

Claude's mind snapped into focus. He shot to his feet, his furious gaze sweeping the surroundings.

In his haste, he looked around, only to realize that the restaurant's layout was very spacious. No one at the other tables could have suddenly kicked Mathieu, except for... the people at Alexander's table.

But it couldn't have been Ashley.

Ashley was already scared stiff. When Mathieu had lunged, she had jumped to her feet and backed toward the window. Now, seeing the blood, she was utterly stunned.

Claude had noticed all of this because he had been about to grab Mathieu.

Therefore...

Claude's face darkened as he glared around him. After half a circle, his gaze locked onto something.

His eyes fell squarely on Alexander's face.

Alexander's reaction... he had no reaction. He was holding his wine glass, a faint smile on his face, watching with great interest as Mathieu bled. This was not the reaction a normal person should have in such a sudden incident.

Many other guests had already stood up, craning their necks to look, murmuring among themselves. Some elegant ladies had even covered their mouths, clearly frightened.

Theirs was the typical reaction.

"Was it you?! You kicked him!" Claude took a sharp step forward, his face contorted with rage as he barked the question.

"Mr. Moreau, one must have evidence for everything," Alexander said, maintaining his smile and glancing at him. "Did you see me kick him? Or did any of the other ladies and gentlemen present see it? Without evidence, you shouldn't make wild accusations. Be careful, or I'll sue you for slander."

Alexander hadn't actually kicked Mathieu.

He had just suddenly stuck his leg out and tripped him.

A trip wouldn't cause someone to lose control and fall completely, but because Ashley had thrown up wine, some of it had spilled on the floor. So, as soon as he stumbled, his foot slipped, and he lost all control.

A kick would have left a mark; at the very least, a bruise on the leg where he was kicked.

That would have been evidence that Mathieu had been kicked.

But being tripped would certainly leave no mark, and thus, no evidence.

Of course, Mathieu himself would have felt his leg being touched.

"Sue me for slander?" Claude was taken aback by Alexander's words.

The statement seemed laughable to him. In a place like Boston, someone could sue him for slander?! How ignorant and clueless must this person be to say something so thoughtless?

"That's right. Sue you for slander." Alexander raised an eyebrow at Claude. "If you have no proof, don't talk nonsense. Boston is a city that abides by the law. Or don't you, Mr. Moreau?"

Claude felt that Alexander's words were childish.

But!

He couldn't refute them. Alexander's words had him cornered.

In a high-end restaurant like this, the patrons were all wealthy or influential, people with status. Even the young couples were bound to be second or third-generation rich kids.

Rich people cared about their reputation. They rarely made a scene in upscale venues, and they certainly wouldn't dare publicly say something like "I don't even care about the law."

Claude's expression flickered between anger and uncertainty. He strongly suspected it was the young man before him, but he couldn't be sure. If he had really kicked him, how could he not have seen it?

But if it wasn't him, it couldn't have been the air that kicked him, could it?

"By the way, Mr. Moreau! A little reminder," Alexander said, looking at Claude with another smile. "This restaurant has security cameras. You can go check the footage to see who kicked him."

Alexander's words did indeed remind Claude.

But what Alexander said next made him explode with rage.

"But I have to remind you," Alexander said with a faint smile, looking at Claude. "Ashley and I are seated at a table that happens to be in a blind spot for the cameras. So, you might... not find anything at all."

After speaking, Alexander smiled, raised his wine glass, and took a light sip. There was even a hint of amusement in his eyes as he looked at Claude...

The way he said it, his tone, his gaze. There was a hidden meaning in his words.

It was tantamount to an admission.

By saying this, Alexander was essentially saying, "That's right, I kicked him, but you have no proof."

Everyone, including the other guests in the restaurant, could understand exactly what Alexander meant.

But even if Alexander's words were recorded, they couldn't be used as evidence.

Claude completely lost it.

"Fuck! You son of a..." Claude forward, grabbing for Alexander's collar with one hand while raising the other into a fist.

"Your nephew is about to die," Alexander reminded him with a smile, not moving an inch.

Claude stopped abruptly before he could touch Alexander and spun around to look at Mathieu, who was still on the floor, clutching his head, unable to get up. Mathieu was still dazed; he definitely had a concussion.

The amount of blood was terrifying.

"Mr. Moreau," Alexander's calm, smiling voice came again. "We're all civilized people. In a public place, with so many people watching, it wouldn't look good for you to start a fight with me, would it?"

Claude turned his head and shot a vicious glare at Alexander.

But he also subconsciously glanced around. It was the peak of the lunch hour, and the restaurant was packed. Many people were standing, and some curious young people were even filming with their phones.

"Take my advice," Alexander said with a smile. "If you don't get your nephew to a hospital soon, he'll die. I'm not trying to scare you; he could bleed to death." After saying this, Alexander raised his wine glass again and took another light sip.

Claude was furious.

He was truly about to explode with rage!

What sent Claude's anger surging wasn't even what Alexander had said, but his nonchalant attitude and tone, which showed he didn't take him seriously at all. Even Alexander's habitual smile seemed mockery and ridicule to Claude.

Claude clenched his fists tightly. He desperately wanted to punch Alexander in the face.

But he restrained himself.

Too many people were watching, too many were taking photos and videos. No matter how much power Claude had in Boston, he couldn't possibly threaten everyone in a high-end restaurant to delete their videos. In a place like this, you never knew if some young person sitting in a corner was the young master of some major family.

"Good! You're terrific!" Claude gritted out. He was, after all, an experienced man. Although he was an old playboy, he hadn't achieved his current success for nothing.

When it was time to exercise restraint, he naturally could. Besides, his nephew really did seem to be in mortal danger.

Claude went over, helped his nephew up, and supported him as he walked quickly toward the exit.

From beginning to end, he didn't utter any harsh threats to Alexander.

He probably held back because people were recording, but his "You're terrific!" made it clear to everyone that this matter was far from over.

Alexander maintained his smile and looked at Ashley.

She was still standing, her head turned to watch Claude helping Mathieu leave. She watched until they were out the door, then turned to look out the window.

She saw two burly men in black suits hurry out of a Range Rover parked by the roadside—clearly Claude's bodyguards.

"Ashley," Alexander called softly.

Ashley turned back to look at Alexander, her expression still a bit wooden. She was still shaken from the scare and hadn't recovered yet.

"Sit," Alexander said with a smile, gesturing.

Ashley slowly sat down but couldn't help turning to look out the window again. She seemed very uneasy, not because she was concerned about Mathieu, but because she was worried about how much trouble Mr. Ciotta would be in if Mathieu actually died.

"Stop looking. They're just a couple of scumbags, nothing worth looking at,"

"Oh..." Ashley turned back. If Alexander told her not to look, she wouldn't.

But the worry remained on her face.

"Eat. The steak is getting cold," Alexander said with a smile, as if nothing had happened, relaxed and casual.

A few minutes later.

The restaurant had returned to its calm state. The guests who had stood up to watch the commotion had all sat down. They had whispered among themselves for a bit, but now they were quiet, though some would occasionally glance in Alexander and Ashley's direction.

The blood Mathieu had left on the floor before being helped away had already been cleaned up by the restaurant staff. It was spotless, as if the bloody incident had never happened.

"No appetite?" Alexander asked as he set down his wine glass after a sip.

Six or seven minutes had passed, and Ashley had been cutting her steak the whole time, very slowly, without taking a bite, her mind clearly elsewhere.

"Oh... Mr. Ciotta," Ashley snapped back to reality and looked at Alexander. "I'm, I'm not very hungry."

"Don't think about it," Alexander smiled. "There's nothing to worry about."

"But..." Ashley couldn't hold it in any longer and lowered her voice. "Mr. Ciotta, that Mathieu Moreau... he has a very powerful background. His family is worth billions. At school, he's lawless, and no one dares to do anything to him..."

"So?" Alexander asked back with a smile.

"So, will you, will you be in danger?" Ashley was very worried that something would happen to Alexander.

She knew Alexander was mighty in New York, and there was nothing he couldn't handle, but this wasn't New York; it was Boston.

Although Mr. Ciotta had connections in Boston, Mathieu Moreau's family did too! They were local powerhouses.

"Mr. Ciotta, do you think... we should call Mr. Russo first?" Ashley paused and quickly added.

"No need," Alexander smiled, glanced at his watch, and then looked at Ashley. "Mr. Russo will find out on his own. Besides... someone will call me, and it should be soon."

Ashley didn't understand what Alexander meant by "someone will call me." Her thoughts were a mess.

She also felt very guilty.

She lowered her head for a moment, then looked up, sniffled, and said, "Mr. Ciotta, I've caused you trouble. I'm sorry."

Ashley's eyes were red, on the verge of tears.

This was the first time she had brought trouble to Alexander, and in her eyes, it was very, very big trouble! She had heard hundreds of times how powerful Mathieu Moreau's family was.

Even Martin, who was so influential and had looked out for her, couldn't stop Mathieu entirely.

"You don't need to say sorry," Alexander said, pulling a tissue and handing it to Ashley. He continued, "Today wasn't your fault. You don't need to put up with it, and I won't allow you to suffer such mistreatment. Next time you encounter something like this, you use..."

Alexander glanced at the table, then smiled at Ashley. "You use a wine bottle to smash his head. Whatever the consequences, I'll take responsibility. Understand?"

With red eyes, Ashley first nodded, then shook her head.

She wanted to listen to Alexander, but she didn't want to cause him any more trouble.

She was, after all, soft-natured.

It was hard to change so suddenly. She needed more life experience and greater confidence before she could change.

In truth, Alexander also knew that teaching Ashley to act this way wasn't entirely right. After all, not everyone could solve any problem they encountered like he could.

But he would not allow his women to suffer this kind of humiliation.

That's why, just now, he had made Mathieu nearly knock himself dead, escalating the situation to an irreconcilable point.

Typically, when faced with similar situations, Alexander chose different methods to handle them.

When he had one of his first lunches with Jasmine Doran, they also ran into trouble, but Alexander's approach then was to crush the person involved while befriending and winning over the power behind them.

Frank Delaney now treated Alexander like a brother.

This time, however, Alexander had no intention of making friends, because he didn't like making friends with scumbags.

Alexander had his principles when it came to making friends and developing his network. His friends could be bad people; they could be very shady—like Dante Doran, who was as shady as they come.

But Dante, while having a bad side, wasn't a scumbag.

Dante would never take pleasure in bullying the weak for no reason, nor would he have the mentality of "if I can't have it, I'll destroy it."

The Moreau uncle and nephew duo... Alexander knew about them. They weren't just scumbags; they were disgustingly so.

"Eat, eat. Don't think about it. It's fine, I'll handle it," Alexander comforted Ashley.


Chapter 13: A big gift.

About ten minutes later.

The two finished their lunch and left the restaurant together.

They got in the car and drove off.

The Bentley Continental soon reached the main road. As Alexander drove, he glanced at Ashley in the passenger seat. Her expression was still filled with unease and guilt. She was clearly still stuck in the mindset of "I've caused trouble for Mr. Ciotta."

Alexander suddenly thought that he could perhaps make today's "little incident" even bigger.

The Bentley Continental sped along.

Ring ring ring...

Alexander's phone suddenly rang.

It was around noon.

Driving with one hand, Alexander picked up his phone and looked.

The caller ID read "Lucien Ashford."

When Alexander had said "someone will call me," he was actually referring to two people: Charlotte Langford and Lucien Ashford.

Charlotte would call because they had agreed yesterday that he would visit her company today, so she would likely call to confirm the time.

As for Lucien Ashford... he had a habit. He was a deep, calculating man, a smiling tiger who thought a lot. He was accustomed to calling his friends on the second day of their arrival in Boston to invite them for a meal.

He knew that anyone coming to Boston had business to attend to and might not have time on the first day, but by the second day, they were usually available.

Alexander arrived with Nathaniel Ashford yesterday. Nathaniel had gone home, so Lucien definitely knew Alexander was in the area.

But he hadn't called Alexander yesterday.

Therefore, he would definitely call around noon today. Alexander was sure of it.

Charlotte Langford or Lucien Ashford... Alexander had already decided. Whoever called him first would be the one to handle this matter.

Now that Lucien had called, it would be him.

"Hello, Mr. Ashford," Alexander answered with a smile.

"Hahaha, Alex! Why didn't you come over to the house since you're in Boston? I wouldn't have even known if little Nat hadn't told me when he got back..." Lucien laughed.

"I've been busy..." Alexander laughed as well.

"Are you still busy today? If you have time, let's arrange a meal. You've come to Boston, so I must fulfill my duties as a host."

"A meal... Alright. Let's make it tonight," Alexander said after some thought. "Perfect timing. I was just preparing to give you a big gift, Mr. Ashford..."

"A big gift?" Lucien was stunned.

In fact, his heart skipped a beat. The last time Alexander said he was giving him a big gift, he had provided a pile of dirt on his nemesis, the Hawkridge family, and facilitated a secret alliance between his Ashford family and the Doran family.

So this time, what would it be...

"Alex, what is this big gift you're talking about...?" Lucien wasn't an impatient man, but at this moment, he couldn't help wanting to know immediately what this new "big gift" from Alexander was.

"Mr. Ashford, have you heard of Shuan Real Estate?" Alexander asked with a smile.

"Shuan?" Lucien thought for a moment, then continued, "Of course, I have. It belongs to the brothers Henri and Claude Moreau, and they have some connection to the Ariel Family... What about it?"

"Nothing much," Alexander laughed. "I just want to give Shuan Real Estate to you, Mr. Ashford. For free!"

"Give, give it to me?" Lucien was stunned. Even with his composure, he was momentarily baffled by what he heard.

He didn't even quite understand what Alexander meant.

Shuan Real Estate!

On a national scale, Shuan wasn't considered a giant. The true real estate giants had assets in the hundreds of billions, with complex equity structures and connections to various major families.

However, in Boston alone, Shuan Real Estate was much more famous.

The companies with the highest market value in Boston were either internet companies or financial institutions. Although there were giant real estate companies from outside that came to develop properties in Boston, among the local Boston real estate groups, Shuan Real Estate could rank in the top ten.

Its market value exceeded twenty billion!

Moreover, because Shuan Real Estate had the backing of the Ariel Family, even the giant real estate companies from outside found it challenging to compete with them in Boston.

Last year, Shuan Real Estate had even managed to win a highly sought-after plot of land in the Q District, despite being surrounded by numerous giant external real estate companies.

As a result, Shuan Real Estate's stock price soared from over fifteen billion to over twenty billion.

Henri Moreau, the chairman of Shuan Real Estate, who held 31% of the shares, saw his personal wealth increase by over a billion due to these three consecutive limit-up days.

If one included Henri's other assets and his younger brother's net worth, the Moreau family's total assets exceeded ten billion.

Brothers who were billionaires.

With such wealth, in any country and any city, even in the capital, they would be well-connected, influential figures in high society.

Lucien, who came from a military family, had no direct dealings with the Moreau brothers. They had only met at some events and exchanged a few words.

He didn't even have many dealings with powerful and noble families like the Ariel Family. After all, they moved in different circles. At most, they were just competitors in some business ventures held by the Ariel Family.

But he himself was a businessman. Lucien didn't know much about Shuan Real Estate and the Moreau brothers personally, but he had heard a great deal.

Lucien was silent for a moment. He thought about it, and the more he thought, the more confused he became.

This Shuan Real Estate had nothing to do with Alexander, and it certainly had no connection to the Doran family. It wasn't Alexander's!

What did he mean? He was giving it away.

Giving it to him?

For free?

It was baffling! And so sudden. There were many things Lucien couldn't figure out. Setting aside whether Shuan Real Estate was connected to Alexander, even if it was, and he said he was giving it away... Lucien wouldn't accept it.

Alexander's last significant gift had already put the Ashford family in his debt. Whether it was the evidence that brought down the Hawkridge family or the secret alliance with the Doran family, both had been of immense benefit to the Ashfords.

And Alexander had never asked for anything in return.

Now, Alexander was offering another huge gift. And it was a gift worth over ten billion right off the bat.

Even as wealthy as Lucien was, even though he currently held the reins of the Ashford family's finances and managed billions in assets—both overt and covert, directly and indirectly held—he couldn't just dismiss a sum of ten or twenty billion.

That was an enormous number.

There was absolutely no way Lucien could accept such a gift for no reason!

The debt of gratitude was already large enough. Any larger... and it would become a burden. It would be detrimental to their future interactions, and even to their previous dealings with the Doran family.

Despite these thoughts, Lucien couldn't resist asking. "Alexander, do you... know Henri Moreau?"

"No, I don't," Alexander replied with a slight smile.

"Then are you connected to the other shareholders of Shuan Real Estate?"

"No connection."

"Then what do you mean, you're giving..."

"It's a bit complicated." Alexander paused, then smiled again. "How about this, Mr. Ashford? Let's talk in detail tonight. I'm driving right now."

Lucien immediately realized his lapse in composure. Who keeps pressing for details on such a momentous matter over the phone? Things like this couldn't be explained clearly over a call; they definitely had to be discussed in person.

He couldn't be blamed, really. Alexander's opening words had been so "frightening" that they had left him completely stunned.

"Alright, alright, alright. Let's set a time for tonight. You focus on driving, Alexander. I won't disturb you any longer..."

"Okay, talk to you then."

The call ended.

Driving with one hand on the steering wheel, Alexander glanced at the side-view mirror on his left as he put down his phone.

He had noticed it during the phone call—a car was tailing them.

It was a black Mercedes-Benz van with Boston license plates. But Alexander could tell immediately that the plates were fake. He even knew who had sent the car.

Claude Moreau, of course.

The driver was likely one of Claude's bodyguards.

As far as Alexander knew, this black Mercedes van was one of the unregistered vehicles Claude always used for "dirty work." It had even been used to kidnap people and to transport corpses. Every time this van was on the street, it had a different license plate.

The license plate number could change, but the car's model couldn't. Minor, unrepaired dings and scratches on the body, the precise placement of the annual inspection sticker on the window—those things wouldn't change either.

At a time like this, so suddenly, only Claude Moreau would send a car to tail him.

This didn't surprise Alexander.

Alexander could even guess Claude Moreau's state of mind right now. He had taken Mathieu to the hospital and sent men to wait outside the restaurant, and now he was having them followed... He probably hadn't told his older brother, Henri, about the incident yet.

Claude was somewhat afraid of his older brother, Henri.

Especially in recent years.

This was mainly because Henri felt that his younger brother was a bad influence on his son, teaching him all the wrong things! Henri had told Claude off before, and Claude owed much of his current success to his older brother's support.

It was Henri who had managed to connect with the Ariel family; Claude couldn't even get a word in with them.

So if Henri found out about today's incident—that it was his own brother and his own son together again... and that it was all because they were messing with a woman, which nearly got his son killed—he would be furious.

A ruthless man like Henri would certainly retaliate for something like this.

But he would also definitely give his younger brother a harsh scolding. He might even slap him right across the face.

Therefore, Claude certainly wouldn't dare report to his older brother right away.

He had to wait for Mathieu's examination results, for his injuries to be treated, and for him to be in better condition.

And based on his usual style, he would definitely settle the matter first. Before his older brother found out, he would take care of everything, starting with capturing the "enemy".

Therefore...

Alexander could deduce that the purpose of the Mercedes van tailing them wasn't to see where he was going. It was to stage a car accident and capture them, or more directly, to cause a major "accident" and kill them.

It was only because the traffic on this stretch of road was heavy and there were surveillance cameras everywhere that they hadn't made a move yet, so they were just following.

A red light was ahead.

Alexander slowly brought the car to a stop before the crosswalk. The black Mercedes van also stopped behind the Bentley Continental, maintaining a distance of three meters between them.

They wouldn't dare act in this bustling downtown area.

The thirty-second red light was about to change.

Alexander glanced at the rearview mirror a few more times, the corners of his mouth slowly turning up.

"Ashley, hold on tight. Grab onto something," Alexander said suddenly.

"Huh?" Ashley, who had been lost in thought, turned to look at Alexander. She suddenly grew nervous. "W-what's wrong, Mr. Ciotta?"

"It's nothing."

The red light turned green.

Alexander shifted the gear lever and slammed his foot on the accelerator. The Bentley Continental screeched its tires and shot forward.

"I'm just..." Alexander continued with a faint smile, "Going to kill a couple of people."

"Kill people?" Ashley's expression tightened abruptly.

Though such a thing wasn't hard for Ashley to comprehend—during her year of training, she had heard her instructors talk about some of Martin Russo's affairs.

She had heard plenty about the bloody struggles a "big shot" like Martin had to go through while building his empire, as well as the methods he employed after becoming a "big shot."

She could accept this sort of thing more easily than an ordinary person.

However, in all the time she had known Alexander, this was the first time she had ever heard him use the words "kill people."

In her eyes, Mr. Ciotta was a very peaceful and kind person.

Why would he suddenly talk about killing someone? And who?

Ashley couldn't help but feel a little frightened.

The Bentley Continental launched forward, tires smoking, and sped through the intersection. The car's speed climbed continuously, well over the speed limit. The black Mercedes van behind them immediately accelerated in pursuit.

Clearly, Claude's bodyguards weren't stupid.

Alexander was making such an apparent attempt to flee; of course, they had to give chase!

Inside the Bentley, Ashley gripped the handle tightly, her face a little pale. It was the middle of the day, and the roads were packed with cars. Their speed quickly surpassed a hundred... The perception of speed is relative. Over 70 miles per hour on the highway is normal, but in the city, it was terrifyingly fast!

As if in a video game, the Bentley Continental continuously overtook other vehicles, weaving back and forth between lanes, crossing solid lines to pass.

This was, of course, illegal.

However, as long as there was no accident, it was just a matter of traffic tickets.

Ashley wasn't stupid, either. She wasn't worried about tickets, but about their safety.

This was terrifying!

This was playing with death.

But when she glanced at Alexander's calm and composed expression as he drove, her heart settled considerably. Although all told, she had only known Alexander for a little over ten days, the more she interacted with him, the more Ashley felt that he was omnipotent.

Besides, Ashley had some idea of Alexander's driving skills.

This wasn't the first time she had been in a car he was driving. Just yesterday afternoon, when Alexander drove from New York, he had even raced against Nathaniel on the way.

Behind the Bentley Continental.

The black Mercedes van was in hot pursuit, somehow keeping up with the Bentley.

The van's performance was naturally no match for the Bentley Continental.

This was the result of Alexander holding back.

If Alexander wanted to shake them, it would be easy, but he didn't want to. He just wanted to make them tense.

When people are tense, their minds become highly focused, but their field of vision narrows. They become less aware of their surroundings, ignoring everything else. This is especially pronounced when speeding.

This is one of the reasons why rally car drivers always have a co-driver in the passenger seat.

The co-driver not only holds the pace notes and constantly informs the driver of the road conditions ahead, but also acts as the driver's eyes, watching the surroundings to prevent accidents, like a flock of sheep suddenly appearing on an open rally route...

The Bentley Continental sped on.

The Mercedes van stuck to it like glue.

In fact, the Mercedes van had opportunities to floor it and rear-end the Bentley. But the men inside didn't dare. This area was too busy, with too many cars on the road and traffic cameras everywhere.

At this speed, a collision would surely cause a massive, chain-reaction pile-up. The kind that would make national news!

It was impossible to say how many people would die.

If that happened, not only would they die, but the person behind them would also go down.

A little over ten minutes later.

The Bentley Continental left the bustling district and headed south toward the D District.

The surroundings grew increasingly remote.

The scenery changed from towering skyscrapers to ordinary, mundane buildings, gradually taking on the feel of a "suburban-urban fringe." Many of Boston's outlying areas were like this. Because they had developed earlier, the urban landscape in some sections was actually less impressive than in some newly developed major cities.

This was especially true for the D area.

This was a new district. Decades ago, it was still called D County. It was only in the early 1990s that it was designated as a new district for full-scale development.

The more remote the area, the more outdated the facilities and the fewer the traffic cameras.

With fewer cars on the road, the Bentley Continental's speed increased, hitting 100 miles per hour! He couldn't go any faster—not because the car had reached its top speed, but because if he did, the Mercedes van might not be able to keep up.

The bodyguard driving the Mercedes van was a very skilled driver, but he was far from Alexander's level. To keep up, the Mercedes had scraped against numerous vehicles along the way. One of its side mirrors was shattered, and its left headlight was broken.

But it wasn't a big deal.

Although they were now guilty of hit-and-run, for Claude Moreau, such minor issues were no big deal.

The Mercedes van was accelerating at full throttle.

There were hardly any cars or people in sight now. All the Mercedes van had to do was give the Bentley a little bump from behind, and at this high speed, the Bentley would lose control instantly.

But they just couldn't hit it.

The two cars maintained a three-meter distance as they continued their mad dash!


Chapter 14: Killing without touching.

Five minutes.

Up ahead was a fork in the road leading onto an overpass. Besides a sign reading "Z Third Bridge," several cylindrical traffic cones were placed at the entrance.

This indicated that the overpass was currently closed to traffic.

But Alexander simply turned the steering wheel and drove straight onto the overpass, his car scraping through the gap between two cones as he sped up the ramp.

The Mercedes van, following closely, wasn't as precise and sent the traffic cones flying.

It stuck to him relentlessly.

The uphill curve slowed them down considerably, but the distance between the two cars remained largely the same.

Once they were entirely on top, a straight stretch of overpass lay ahead, with a total of eight lanes in both directions.

Alexander drove with one hand on the steering wheel and the other on the gearshift, his eyes glancing at both sides of the overpass. He was timing the section of road.

Soon, they were approaching the middle of the overpass.

Suddenly.

Alexander jerked the steering wheel sharply to the left, then to the right. The Bentley Continental swerved violently and unstably. Although they had slowed down on the ramp and hadn't fully accelerated again, a sudden turn at such speeds could easily cause the car to flip.

At this moment, Alexander relied on skill and instinct to change lanes rapidly while avoiding a rollover.

He also tapped the brakes lightly, and the car's speed dropped abruptly.

Once he was sure the car wouldn't flip, he slammed on the brakes again.

Screech.

An emergency stop.

It sounds complicated, but in reality, to the bodyguard driving the Mercedes van, all he saw was the Bentley in front of him suddenly swerve, wobble, and brake hard. His reaction wasn't fast enough, and he shot past it.

As a bodyguard with extensive driving experience, he didn't recklessly wrench the steering wheel to turn around, nor did he slam on the brakes, as either action would almost certainly cause him to flip.

So...

Perhaps only two seconds later, the Mercedes van abruptly plunged headfirst.

The overpass was broken.

It was closed to traffic, not because it was finished and awaiting inspection, but because the bridge had not yet been joined! The T-beams for the middle section hadn't even been transported over yet, and it would be some time before they were hoisted into place.

In other words, the entire middle section of the overpass was missing.

But from inside a car, the perspective is very low, about a meter off the ground. From such an angle, looking into the distance, it's difficult to notice that the road ahead is broken unless you get very close. You can even be misled by the sight of the completed road on the other side of the gap.

At extremely high speeds, it's even harder for a driver to notice.

Therefore!

The Mercedes van didn't even have time to brake before it shot off the broken bridge, flew a few meters, and then plunged nose-first.

Whoosh. Boom.

From a height of over twenty meters, about as high as a seven-story building, a massive crash echoed from beneath the broken bridge as the Mercedes van plummeted.

Two seconds later.

Screech—The Bentley Continental, braking hard, also reached the edge of the broken bridge, finally coming to a stop just half a meter from the edge.

Ashley was scared stiff.

She had first seen the black Mercedes van plunge, and then it seemed the Bentley wouldn't stop in time. She thought she was going to die.

But the terrible scenario she imagined didn't happen.

Everything was within Alexander's calculations.

Alexander had been to this unfinished overpass in Boston countless times during his loops. He had even played death racing here, trying to jump to the other side. He had succeeded, and he had failed.

That was back on "July 7th", and now it was only July 30th.

In the past twenty-odd days, not much had changed here.

BOOM!

A sudden explosion rang out. A flicker of flame rose from under the broken bridge, followed by billowing black smoke.

You didn't need to look to know that the crashed Mercedes van had exploded.

Alexander couldn't be bothered to get out and look. He kept one hand on the steering wheel, shifted into reverse, and after completing a U-turn, picked up his phone again. He quickly typed in an unfamiliar number with one hand and dialed.

A few seconds later, someone answered.

"Hello?" It was Claude Moreau's voice.

"Z Third Bridge. Come collect your men's bodies," Alexander said in a single sentence, then hung up.

Before putting his phone down, Alexander tapped the screen a few more times with one hand and blocked Claude's number.

Alexander rarely blocked anyone's number, be they friend or foe. Communication was important. But with Claude Moreau, Alexander had no desire for further conversation. There was no need for any more communication with him; he was useless and doomed now.

More importantly, it was to prevent Claude from calling back.

Knowing Claude's personality, Alexander was sure he would call back immediately.

Blocking him was cleaner.

Although Claude could use another phone to call Alexander after discovering he'd been blocked, not everyone was as pathological as James Sutherland, who would resort to obsessive phone bombing.

Blocking was a statement.

Any reasonably normal person would realize that calling from a different number would just result in being blocked again.

So they wouldn't bother.

Of course, not calling was one thing. Using the phone number to identify the owner was a certainty.

The Bentley Continental sped away from the overpass, heading straight for Charlotte's company.

A little over half an hour later.

Beneath the broken section of the Z Third Overpass, several luxury SUVs were parked near the completely burnt-out shell of the Mercedes van. They had found the location by following the smoke as they got closer.

Claude got out of his car, accompanied by more than a dozen bodyguards in black suits.

A few of the bodyguards glanced at the scene, their expressions grim. Without waiting for Claude's order, they went to their cars to get fire extinguishers.

One very diligent bodyguard even stepped slightly in front of Claude, "Be careful, boss."

Although the Mercedes van looked mostly burned out, they couldn't be sure whether there was a risk of a secondary explosion.

Several bodyguards rushed forward with dry powder fire extinguishers. They began spraying furiously at the severely deformed, glass-shattered, and still-smoking Mercedes van.

Meanwhile, a stone-faced Claude looked up at the overpass, then back at the van.

He could tell that the car had fallen from above, crashed, and exploded.

The few small flames remaining inside the Mercedes van were quickly extinguished, and the smoke subsided. A few bodyguards then retrieved crowbars and pried open sections of the twisted, skeletal van frame.

Only then did Claude step forward for a closer look.

"Boss, three people, all inside..." a bodyguard said, crouching down to look inside before turning back to Claude.

"Damn it!" Claude cursed through gritted teeth, his face turning savage, his eyes bloodshot.

He had sent three men in one car to tail Ashley Carter, with orders to grab them if the opportunity arose, and to cause an accident if they were discovered and tried to flee.

Although Claude didn't know who Alexander was, he knew Ashley Carter was connected to Martin Russo.

For that very reason, he hadn't called Martin to demand an explanation.

Because he needed an explanation for his older brother, Henri Moreau.

If he went straight to negotiating with Martin without doing anything himself, and his older brother found out, he would definitely be in trouble.

He had to handle the matter decisively first, then tell his brother. That was the only way to minimize the blame he would face. Even killing Ashley first wouldn't be a big deal.

After all, Ashley was just someone connected to Martin Russo.

But the one sent to the hospital for emergency treatment was his older brother's own son!

The priorities were clear. A smooth operator like Martin, faced with a fait accompli, would definitely not dare to fall out with his older brother.

It had seemed like a good plan.

Claude never would have imagined that the three trusted bodyguards he sent would all end up dead, their car and bodies burned to a crisp.

What a ruthless method. So definitive!

From this, Claude concluded that this couldn't have been the work of Ashley and that young man. Two young people, no matter how clever with words, stood no chance against three professional bodyguards.

It must have been Martin Russo!

Obviously, that Ashley girl had called Martin after the incident.

When Russo got vicious, this was indeed his style.

What exactly was Ashley Carter's relationship with Martin Russo? Was she his illegitimate daughter? They didn't look alike.

But if it wasn't a family relationship like that, what gave Martin the audacity to be so ruthless? It was one thing for him to disregard Claude, but what gave him the nerve to disregard Henri Moreau, as well?

Just because he was close to the Collins family?

The Ariel family was no pushover. For a little girl, where did he get the courage to start a war?!

Claude's face was bleak. Although there were things he couldn't figure out, the more he thought, the angrier he became! And no matter how he thought about it, he could only conclude one thing—Martin Russo did this.

His nephew was still lying in the hospital, with over a dozen stitches on his head. The doctor said it was a severe concussion, and while his life wasn't in danger, it was uncertain if there would be long-term side effects.

And now, there were three more dead bodies here.

"Boss, should we call the police?" a bodyguard next to him suddenly asked in a low voice.

Claude whipped his head around and stared at the bodyguard with his bloodshot eyes, then suddenly raised his hand and slapped him hard across the face. "Call your whore mother better! Do you have a brain?! Isn't this embarrassing enough?!"

The bodyguard stumbled back a few steps from the slap, his head bowed, not daring to make a sound.

Claude was furious, with nowhere to vent his anger.

He turned his head back to look at the wrecked Mercedes van.

With things having escalated to this point, he was naturally trying to think of a solution.

The "embarrassment" he had just mentioned was actually secondary. Losing a round in a power struggle with Martin Russo was a minor problem, after all, this was just the first round.

More importantly, if this got out, the first person to get into trouble would likely be Claude.

This wrecked Mercedes van was not clean. The three men in it were not clean either; they all had blood on their hands. If they reported this to the police, three deaths at once would be a major case!

In a place like Boston, once a case was designated as major and investigated, it would definitely uncover problems.

Martin, on the other hand, wouldn't face any significant issues because of this. At worst, he would just find someone to take the fall for him.

The investigation would certainly never trace back to Martin himself.

Claude stared for a long time, deep in thought.

After thinking it over and over, he still felt he had to inform his big brother. Three people were dead. If he didn't tell his brother, no matter how he explained it later, he would definitely get a beating.

And with Claude's personal power alone, he couldn't go head-to-head with Martin Russo.

He had to tell his big brother and check the traffic surveillance. Although this overpass didn't have cameras, the car couldn't have just appeared out of thin air. He would use his connections to trace it and see what had happened.

But before all that, Claude felt he should make a phone call first.

He took out his phone, tapped it a few times, and quickly scrolled through his contacts, soon finding the number.

He dialed.

Six or seven seconds later, someone answered.

"Well, well! Mr Moreau, what brings this? It's been a while since we last spoke. What made you think of calling me? Hahahaha..." Martin Russo's loud laughter echoed from the phone.

Martin was just being polite, making small talk.

But to Claude's ears at this moment, it was filled with sarcasm and mockery. The laughter was extremely grating.

"Martin Russo! Fuck you!" Claude's breathing grew heavy as he started cursing. "Three lives, you fucking dipshit! You'd better listen to me! This isn't over! If I don't fucking kill you, I won't be called Claude!"

Martin fell silent. He was, of course, dumbfounded.

What the hell? Cursing right off the bat? What three lives?

It had been a long time since Martin had been cursed at like this, and a fire of anger naturally ignited in his heart.

"Heh!" Martin sneered. "Claude Moreau, back when your big brother called you a good-for-nothing, I thought he was underestimating you. Today, I finally get it. You really are a fucking good-for-nothing! Did a dog eat your brain?"

Martin was furious. He could immediately deduce that there was probably some misunderstanding. But if he were in this situation, he certainly wouldn't start cursing. He would ask for clarification first.

But Claude Moreau? He started cursing and threatening to kill him right away.

He was a good-for-nothing. Besides his talent for chasing women, he relied on his big brother for everything else in his life. Otherwise, he would have been killed a hundred times over by now.

Claude misunderstood again.

Martin was mocking Claude's attitude of cursing without asking questions, but Claude felt that Martin was declaring war on him—not only had he killed his men, but he was also calling him a useless good-for-nothing.

"I! Fuck! I fucking! You fucking!" Claude was about to go insane with rage. "Fine, fine, fine! Martin Russo! You'd better fucking listen to me! Bring that Ashley Carter over here right now to kneel and apologize to my nephew! Or else I'll fucking..."

Martin didn't even catch what Claude said after that.

The threat was so childish. Kneel and apologize? What an idiot.

Of course, that wasn't the point. The point was that Claude had mentioned a name—Ashley Carter!

"Fuck!" Martin Russo also let out a curse.

Because he understood in an instant. Claude Moreau... had provoked Mr. Alexander!

Wasn't that... suicidal behavior?

He hung up immediately.

Martin didn't listen to Claude's nonsense. After hanging up, he immediately called Alexander.


Chapter 15: Can you be the producer?

It was already approaching the afternoon.

Bluecrest Music, eleventh floor.

Ashley held Alexander's arm as they came straight up. They had been here yesterday, and many people already recognized Alexander, so there was no problem with them going up directly.

Alexander pushed open the door to the recording studio.

Inside the huge studio, more than a dozen staff members were standing or sitting outside the glass, including Evan Brooks, Charlotte Langford's assistant, Neema Lee, and others. They were all there.

The official song recording was underway.

In the inner recording booth, behind the huge glass pane, Charlotte stood alone. With one hand on her earpiece and the other holding a sheet of lyrics, she was singing into the microphone.

Alexander and Ashley couldn't hear her voice.

You had to wear headphones to hear it.

Alexander and Ashley entered and stood by the door, not walking further in. The area near the control console was crowded with people.

Charlotte was deeply engrossed in her singing. She couldn't hear the sounds from outside and didn't notice Alexander had arrived.

Evan Brooks, however, did.

When Charlotte was recording, she forbade any unauthorized personnel from entering the studio. Not even the company's other vice presidents would come to disturb her.

So when someone suddenly entered, Evan turned his head for a look, then immediately took off his headphones, gestured to Neema Lee beside him, and walked towards the door.

"Mr. Nota, you're here, hahaha..." Evan came forward, extending his hand to Alexander with a broad smile, his voice low.

His attitude was completely different from yesterday.

Yesterday, he had been formal and serious with Alexander at first. Although he hadn't said anything directly to Alexander later, he hadn't shown him a pleasant expression.

Today, he was extremely enthusiastic and sincere.

"Mr. Brooks," Alexander shook his hand with a smile.

He still had an excellent impression of Evan.

This good impression naturally came from Alexander's understanding of Evan through his hell, repeating the same day.

Evan was a music producer with extremely high professional ethics. He had been a singer for two years in his early days without much success, then switched to songwriting, where he achieved great success. He had only become a music producer in the last ten years.

And he had achieved great success in that as well.

His talent and dedication to his career were worthy of respect. Of course, the most important thing was his character. Evan had a bit of a temper and was straightforward, but his character was impeccable.

In the "past", Alexander had never found any evidence of Evan secretly harming anyone, and he had never betrayed a business partner.

Of course, Evan wasn't perfect in every way. His foul temper and three failed marriages were also quite well-known.

"Miss Carter." After shaking Alexander's hand, Evan Brooks also shook Ashley's.

"Let's talk outside," Alexander said softly, tilting his head, seeing that Evan was about to say more.

"Good, good, good, let's not disturb their work," Evan nodded.

The three of them went out.

"Mr. Nota, I'm so sorry! My attitude was bad yesterday, and I said some unpleasant things to Miss Langford..." As soon as they were in the hallway outside and had pulled the studio door shut, Evan grabbed Alexander's hand again, apologizing profusely.

This was just his personality. If he was right, he was right; if he was wrong, he was wrong. He never had trouble admitting it.

"Mr. Brooks, you were just concerned about the work schedule," Alexander assured with a smile.

"Mr. Nota, you're a genius. Really, I'm a person who always says what's on my mind. Yesterday, when Miss Langford told me you wrote the whole album, I didn't believe it. Now I do, hahaha... Brilliant! Your method is brilliant. The more they doubt, the bigger the sensation. It's even suppressed the buzz from the leaked tracks." The more Evan spoke, the more excited he became, his words becoming slightly jumbled.

Alexander could understand Evan's state of mind.

He was one of the producers of Charlotte's debut album. He had watched her enter the music scene and grow into a superstar step by step.

Although there was a massive gap in status between him and Charlotte's father, they had always maintained a good relationship.

He knew that Charlotte was officially retiring. This final album of hers could be considered her swan song. Its importance for Evan was no less than Charlotte's.

After the leak incident, he had also been under immense pressure.

Alexander, however, was a savior.

After listening to Evan's praise and exchanging a few pleasantries, Alexander asked about the progress of the new album's production.

In reality, although Charlotte had already started officially recording the songs, the progress was still very slow.

Evan had already adopted a very time-saving method.

For Charlotte's previous new albums, the band would first complete all the instrumental tracks for the entire album. Charlotte would then record the vocal parts, followed by mixing, and finally, the overall post-production mastering of the master tape.

This was the standard procedure for most music companies.

But this time, Evan had adjusted the order. He wasn't waiting for all the instrumental tracks to be recorded before starting the vocal recording.

Instead, as soon as an instrumental track was produced, he had Charlotte sing immediately. Once one song's recording was complete, it was immediately mixed and then handed over to the post-production team to work on right away.

All seven songs would be done this way.

Charlotte didn't have to wait for all the instrumentals to be finished before she started recording. The mixing didn't have to wait for all the recordings to be done, and the post-production team didn't have to wait for the pre-production of all seven songs to be completed before they started working.

Everyone was busy working overtime.

This arrangement naturally reduced the production time for the entire album significantly.

Charlotte's team was also very professional. Top-notch in the industry.

But even so, according to Evan's estimate, it would still take 2 days to finish, even with everyone working overtime.

And that was assuming Charlotte's health held up.

Charlotte hadn't rested much over the past two days, sleeping only two or three hours each night. If her condition deteriorated and affected her singing, or if she simply fell ill, the album's production time would inevitably be extended.

"Mr. Nota, Miss Langford said that the demo was recorded under your guidance?" Evan asked Alexander after explaining the situation.

"That's right," Alexander nodded.

"Then, Mr. Nota, are you..." Evan was about to ask something else.

Ring ring ring...

It was Alexander's phone.

Alexander took out his phone and saw it was a call from Martin Russo. He gave Evan a slight smile and a nod, saying, "I need to take this," then strolled to the end of the corridor and answered.

"Hello, Mr Russo."

"Mr. Alexander, just now... Claude Moreau called me. You... you know him, right?" Martin asked right away.

"I just met him today," Alexander said.

"Then you... Did he offend you? Or Miss Carter?" Martin's tone was very cautious. He didn't know what had happened yet and didn't dare to speak carelessly.

Seeing Alexander walk away to take what seemed like an important call, Evan went back into the recording studio.

Ashley, on the other hand, followed Alexander for a few steps but didn't get too close.

She wasn't Jasmine; she wouldn't dare to openly eavesdrop on Alexander's conversations with others. She'd eavesdrop from a few steps away.

Alexander chatted briefly with Martin for a few minutes.

He was just explaining the situation. Martin needed to understand what was going on now, and also to give him a heads-up. The Moreau brothers, Henri and Claude, had already blamed the deaths on Martin, and they would surely make a move in the next two days.

Although it would be simple for Alexander to deal with the Moreau brothers, they still had a chance to cause trouble for Martin before he dealt with them.

Martin was one of his own; he had to be on his guard.

After hearing the gist of it from Alexander, Martin felt that Claude really was a good-for-nothing, and Mathieu Moreau was a complete idiot!

Causing trouble all day, finding pleasure in bullying young girls? This time, they had kicked an iron plate!

"Then, Mr. Alexander, what are you planning to..." Martin asked cautiously again.

"Have you ever read 'The Last Three Days of Laya'?" Alexander asked back with a smile.

Martin froze for a moment.

The Last Three Days of Laya was a famous novel in this world. It was about Laya, the son of a viscount, a young, idle playboy who fancied himself a great lover. The vast majority of the book's chapters, using flashbacks and non-linear narratives, described how he grew up, how powerful his family was, and how recklessly he behaved.

The final chapter described how, once again on the street, he tried to bully a down-and-out traveler over a woman. Then he died, and his family's castle was burned to the ground.

The book ended right there.

It could be said that his death was very abrupt, and the ending was extremely sudden.

To put it simply, it was the story of a playboy whose family suddenly dies.

Martin had read this book. Alexander knew he had.

"Mr. Alexander... I... I understand..." It took a full ten seconds before Martin came to his senses and replied.

He was completely and utterly stunned!

Alexander wasn't even giving them a chance to apologize. He was going to directly take out the entire Moreau family.

How was that even possible?

This made Martin think of himself and Alexander.

When he and Alexander first met, their relationship was also hostile. Martin's son, Daniel Russo, had even brought over a hundred people and nearly ganged up on Alexander.

But now, not only had they not become enemies, but their relationship had grown closer.

This showed that Alexander wasn't the kind of person who sought only revenge and gave no chance for reconciliation.

What was different this time?

He wasn't giving the Moreau brothers any chance at all, perhaps not even a chance to negotiate, and was going straight for the kill. And he was aiming to wipe out the entire family.

How big a mess would this create?

Comparatively speaking, Martin, who held sway and was well-connected, had a vast network and knew people in almost every field.

The Moreau brothers, on the other hand, didn't have as broad a network as Martin, but in terms of a solid background, they were stronger.

One could only say they each had their own strengths. If Martin wanted to get things done, no matter what, it would be easier for him. He had connections with so many people.

But if they encountered major trouble, the Moreau brothers would probably be better at weathering the storm.

The main difference was that Martin was close with Eric Collins, but they weren't in a subordinate-boss relationship. He wasn't part of the Collins family; he and Eric were mutual connections for each other.

But Claude's big brother, Henri Moreau, had deep ties with the Ariel Family!

As Henri grew his business, he relied heavily on the Ariel Family. Naturally, a portion of the profits he earned had to be given to them.

To put it bluntly, Henri was a dog of the Ariel Family, and a high-ranking one at that.

This difference meant that if Martin were suddenly eliminated, it would provoke Eric Collins's personal anger, but it wouldn't involve the entire Collins family.

But to go after the Moreau brothers, to try and kill them, that would be a slap in the face to the Ariel Family. You have to consider the master before you beat the dog. To put it more seriously, it would be like declaring war on the Ariel Family.

This...

Just because Ashley was ostracized and gossiped about, Alexander was going to stir up such a colossal mess?!

Martin never thought of Alexander as an irrational person.

Eric Collins's praise for him was so high that he almost regarded him as a life mentor.

Therefore.

Martin wasn't thinking about why Alexander's temper had gotten worse; he just couldn't figure it out! Was it necessary to make such a big deal out of this? Wouldn't it be more comfortable to give the Moreau brothers a chance and take tens of millions or even a hundred million in compensation from them?

Although three of Claude Moreau's bodyguards were already dead, as long as one was in a position of strength, the Moreau brothers would definitely back down.

It was no big deal.

No billionaire was a pushover. The Moreau brothers didn't just have the Ariel Family as their only connection. Completely crushing a central real estate boss like Henri Moreau was extremely difficult.

The real estate industry itself was pretty special.

Therefore, Martin was now both unable to figure out why Alexander wanted to make such a big deal of it and also unable to understand how Alexander could possibly do it.

After all, going for the kill and just scaring the other party were two different concepts.

Moreover, Alexander's main power base was in New York, not in Boston, with its complex family dynamics.

"As long as you understand. Be careful these next two days. Have your establishments tone it down a bit, don't let them find any faults..." Alexander said into the phone.

"I understand, I understand," Martin said quickly. "Then... Mr. Alexander, is there anything you need me to do?"

Martin knew something big was about to happen, and he chose to stand unconditionally with Alexander.

"I don't need you to do anything special," Alexander said. "Just... ignore them. It won't be long. In a few days, there will be a result."

"A f-few days?" Martin stammered.

Wipe out a ten-billion-dollar family in a few days?!

This! This was impossible. When it came to power struggles involving major families, even if one side was extremely dominant, it would take at least a few months to settle everything and achieve final victory.

Of course, there was another option: to eliminate the Moreau brothers directly.

The worst possible move. Assassination!

This was arguably the most foolish, low-class, and taboo method! At the level of the Moreau brothers, if they were taken out in such a rule-breaking manner, not even God himself could protect Alexander.

Finding a scapegoat would be useless.

Because the matter would blow up to the point of attracting national, and even worldwide, attention. After all, billionaires are public figures, and their murders would make headlines everywhere. It would be impossible to cover up.

Wiping out the whole family would be even more so.

That would attract the attention of the highest levels of power.

After all, it was too vicious.

Martin didn't think Alexander would resort to such an extreme measure, so... he was confused again. He was almost scared silly. He knew the extent of the Moreau brothers' power, and the more he knew, the greater his shock.

He even suddenly had a feeling.

That... Alexander was making such a big and aggressive move not just because of Ashley Carter, but for a... deeper reason.

"Mr. Alexander, about this matter... do you think I should inform Brother Eric?" Martin asked again after composing himself.

"Up to you," Alexander chuckled.

They chatted for a few more sentences before hanging up.

Only Alexander and Ashley Carter were in the corridor.

Seeing Alexander put down his phone, Ashley took two steps toward him. As Alexander turned around, she asked, "Mr. Alexander... is there a lot of trouble on Mr Russo's side?"

Her feelings of unease and guilt returned.

The first thing Alexander said on the call was "Mr Russo," and although Ashley couldn't hear what Martin said, she did hear what Alexander said.

He even told Martin to be careful.

"It's nothing," Alexander smiled, ruffling Ashley's hair before planting a quick kiss on her cheek as he walked past her. Ashley turned with him, following him back towards the recording studio.

Ashley looked like she wanted to say something, but was hesitating.

She wanted to speak, but before she could, the door to the recording studio was suddenly opened from the inside.

It was Charlotte and Evan coming out together.

"Hey, are you busy?" Charlotte asked as soon as she saw Alexander. She glanced at Alexander and Ashley, then exchanged a look with Evan.

Her attitude was a bit strange. Alexander had just arrived, and Charlotte had just come out from recording to speak with him. Usually, she would exchange a few pleasantries with him.

In front of Evan, she would at least pretend.

But she didn't.

"I'm free." Alexander stopped, one hand in his pocket, and looked at Charlotte and Evan with a smile. They were both acting a little odd. He asked, "What's wrong?"

"It's like this..."

"Just now..."

Charlotte and Evan spoke at almost the same time, then stopped at the same time. They looked at each other, and Charlotte nodded, "Mr. Brooks, you say it."

"What is it?" Alexander laughed, studying the two of them. He was a little surprised himself.

What happened all of a sudden? And why was it more appropriate for Evan to say it?

"Um... It's like this, Mr. Nota. I was just talking with Miss Langford in the studio. Miss Langford said that you know everything about music, including album production. The version of her album demo you suggested, most of it was done by you..."

Evan spoke in a deliberate tone, but his pace quickened.

"So I discussed it with Miss Langford." Evan looked at Alexander. "I've decided that if you have enough time, Mr. Nota, I will step down as the producer of Miss Langford's new album, and you will be in charge! What do you think, this..."

Alexander's smile suddenly became subtle.

He was genuinely surprised!

Evans's boldness somewhat shattered his previous perception of him. One could even say he had a risk-taking spirit. This applied to both music and his current job.

He wasn't trying to desert his post.

On the contrary, he was handing over a great honor and benefit to Alexander.

For an album, the importance of the music producer could even surpass that of the singer.

A music producer's tasks include managing the recording schedule, training and guiding the singer, organizing and allocating the production budget and resources, supervising the recording process, and handling the mixing and mastering post-production work, among other things.

The music producer, who oversees the overall planning and supervision of an album's production, determines the quality of the album and how it is ultimately presented to listeners.

The singer's own influence on an album is a constant.

The music producer determines whether an album is good or bad!

That's why the music producer is often hailed as the "soul" of a music album.

Alexander was just thinking about this when he heard Evan speak again. "Actually, I wanted to ask you something first. Do you have a way to produce this album faster? According to my original plan, it might still take another day or two..."

"Faster..." Alexander thought for a moment, glanced at his watch, then looked at Evan and nodded, "It'll take five hours."

"Huh? Twenty-five hours?" Evan paused, truly believing he had misheard, and asked.

"No, I said five hours," Alexander replied with a faint smile.

"Five..." Evan's face froze, his expression turning wooden. This is the kind of expression a person has when they are utterly shocked or hear something they find extremely hard to believe.

Evan couldn't even get the whole phrase "five hours" out before he turned his head to look at Charlotte, their eyes meeting.

Charlotte, too, had her mouth slightly agape, her face just as wooden.

Five hours sounded so rash, like a number he had just thrown out casually.

Both Charlotte and Evan were naturally very clear on the entire process of producing an album. Evan had already compressed the production time to its absolute limit.

Earlier in the recording studio, Evan had mentioned to Charlotte that, given how quickly Alexander had produced the digital single for Genius Superstar yesterday, he believed Alexander might have a way to be even faster.

This was one of the reasons Evan wanted to hand over the producer position to Alexander.

To rush the schedule. To be faster!

But in Evan's mind, no matter how fast Alexander was, it would still take at least a full day, twenty-four hours, right? And that would only be possible if everyone worked with him without any sleep.

Could it be even faster?

This "five hours" sounded as outlandish as someone claiming they could become fat in a single bite.

No matter how fast, there had to be a process. Even if every step had been executed flawlessly, without a single mistake, five hours would still be far from enough.

"Uh... Mr. Nota, what I mean is..." Evan recovered, speaking slowly and gesturing as he carefully chose his words. "I'm not saying we should lower the album's quality, or cut corners somewhere, or be perfunctory... to achieve the fastest speed... I mean..."

"I understand," Alexander smiled. "The album's quality won't be lowered. Five hours... is enough."

"Um... then..." Evan looked very hesitant, drawing out his words as he glanced at Charlotte again.

He suddenly felt a tinge of regret.

He felt that letting Alexander be the producer might not have been the right decision.

It wasn't that he was reluctant to give up the position; since he had already made the decision, he wouldn't regret it for that reason.

The reason he wanted Alexander to be the music producer wasn't just because he thought Alexander could be faster. There was a second, more important reason—the shocking effect it'll have.

Currently, all the public opinion online was attacking Alexander.

The public outcry had reached a fever pitch and was constantly boiling over.

They questioned Alexander's character, his arrogance, and his talent. And the lyricist, composer, and arranger for Charlotte Langford's new album was none other than Alexander.

The moment the new album was released, it would cause a sensation and reverse public opinion.

On top of that, if Alexander was also the music producer for Charlotte's new album... it wouldn't just be shocking, it would be the final nail. It would directly cement Alexander's top-tier status in the music scene.

It would be even more sensational.

Evan wanted the most dazzling effect possible.

The more sensational, the more hype Charlotte's new album would have upon its official release. This would truly create a situation where Alexander's popularity would drive Charlotte's.

It was a brilliant plan.

But now, Evan was honestly feeling a bit of regret.

Purely because the "five hours" Alexander had stated sounded incredibly unreliable.

Seeing Evan look at her, Charlotte also appeared hesitant, but she didn't ponder for too long before smiling at Alexander, "Let's do it this way, then. I'll be counting on you." At this moment, one could say she had made a blind choice.

She also felt it was impossible to finish in five hours, but she still entrusted the matter to Alexander.

"Then let's begin." Alexander smiled and glanced at his watch again.


Chapter 16: Amazin in everything.

The time was 1:47 PM.

Alexander gestured with his hand and walked toward the recording booth. The others naturally followed him inside. After entering the studio, Alexander clapped his hands twice.

Clap! Clap!

"Thank you for your hard work, everyone. You can all disperse for now," Alexander said.

The dozen or so people in the recording studio all turned to look, a bit bewildered. They looked at Alexander, then at Charlotte and Evan.

"There's nothing for you to do for the time being," Charlotte said.

"Everyone, head out for now," Evan added.

No one knew what Alexander was up to, but since they had agreed to let him be the music producer, his word was final.

"Leave the computer equipment," Alexander added.

Soon, everyone except for Charlotte's assistant, Neema Lee, had left.

Time to get started for real.

In the first hour, Alexander had Charlotte find the "Alexander's version" demos they had recorded earlier. Alexander used the computer to separate the audio tracks, extracted the pure vocal parts, and handed them to Evan, telling him to take the vocals to the rehearsal room next door.

According to Alexander's arrangement, Evan would have the band play the accompaniment following Charlotte's singing. It was the same accompaniment as before, but Charlotte's vocals were now filled with emotion, which would help the band find their own emotional groove.

Alexander gave Evan two hours. In two hours, he wanted the instrumentals for six songs. The reason it was six was that they had already finished the instrumental for the first song.

He wasn't demanding perfection; Alexander just wanted the final version after two hours.

At the same time, Alexander had Charlotte re-sing the six songs, following the demo instrumentals.

Simultaneously, Alexander was listening to Charlotte sing through monitor headphones while sitting at the computer in the control room, beginning some of the post-production work...

Doing post-production directly was something only Alexander could pull off. Because they were his songs, his mental ability enabled him to remember every detail of their production.

Of course, he could only do partial post-production, like adding non-instrumental sound effects—the sound of water dripping, the wind, bells, and so on... Alexander was doing this partial post-production based on the demos. Later, he would just need to separate the tracks and remix them.

In the second hour, Alexander had Charlotte continue singing while he kept typing on the keyboard. Wearing his monitor headphones, he multitasked, even having Charlotte re-sing songs like "Queen" a few more times.

Charlotte herself didn't know what was wrong with her singing, but Alexander did.

In truth, Charlotte wasn't in good condition today; she hadn't slept well for the past few days.

In the third hour, Evan brought over the instrumentals Alexander wanted. He himself wasn't completely satisfied with the instrumentals for the six songs. Although they were purely instrumental and better than any synthesized accompaniment, he still felt they lacked something.

After Alexander received the instrumentals, Charlotte had also finished re-recording the vocal parts for the six songs. They, too, were a bit lacking...

Despite this, Alexander went straight into mixing and then officially entered post-production.

Up to this point, Evan could more or less understand the process. Not striving for perfection wasn't a problem; as long as the post-production was done well, it could still be perfect.

But for an album, the most tedious part was post-production.

The time spent on post-production for an album varies in the industry. Some take years, while others can be completed in a week.

Taking years doesn't mean it actually requires years; it's a matter of habit. There's no rush; they're constantly demanding perfection, frequently stopping and putting it aside, dragging it out for years.

Usually, it would take a top professional team seven days for the post-production of an album.

But!

The reason it took seven days was that the post-production team had the right to make changes, but not the final say. When the post-production team processed the album master, they had to perform operations like pitch correction while adding other sound effects.

After pitch correction, the music producer would typically listen and decide if more changes were needed. Sometimes the music producer would consider the singer's opinion.

It was a very repetitive process.

Moreover, when the post-production team corrected flaws, they had to perform lengthy, repeated fine-tuning to achieve the best effect.

The general tasks in post-production included optimizing the sound source, removing flaws, balancing levels, making equalization adjustments, pitch correction, and so on...

All these steps required a high level of auditory sense and musicality.

Now, Alexander was doing the post-production all by himself.

He had the final say.

And these were his songs; he also possessed a musical sense and memory that surpassed human limits.

Therefore, for all the post-production steps, any pitch correction, adjustment, or addition of sound effects, Alexander only needed to do it once. With any fine-tuning or small change, Alexander needed only one try.

The instrumentals felt a bit lacking, and Charlotte's condition was just average.

So Alexander fine-tuned everything. He listened and corrected simultaneously. After he made these slight adjustments himself, even he couldn't tell they were done in post-production, let alone anyone else.

The fourth hour. The fifth hour.

Alexander was still doing post-production.

He just sat in front of the computer, his fingers flying across the keyboard, clicking the mouse, using all sorts of keyboard shortcuts. To others, the adjustments of certain steps just looked like the software on the screen flickered for a moment. They didn't even know which value Alexander had tweaked before he switched to another interface...

At 6:15 PM.

Inside the recording studio.

Alexander made one last mouse click. After the progress bar finished loading, he glanced at his watch, then pushed the keyboard away and said, "Alright, it's done. You guys have a listen. If you think it's fine, you can release it tonight."

It was finished.

Alexander had said five hours, but in reality, he had used only about four and a half.

The remaining half hour was reserved for Charlotte and Evan to listen and review.

Charlotte and Evan looked at each other, both seeing an indescribable emotion in the other's eyes.

Could... could this really be okay? How could this possibly be okay?!

How could post-production done so "casually" have the same quality as an album produced through the normal process?

Only Alexander, Charlotte, Ashley, and Evan remained in the recording studio.

The assistant, Neema Lee, had been there at the beginning, but since there was really nothing for her to do, Charlotte had sent her to handle other matters.

Alexander stood up.

There were many chairs in the control room, as well as a sofa and coffee table against the wall. Alexander walked directly over to the sofa and sat down.

Charlotte and Evan both moved forward. Charlotte eagerly sat down at the computer, while Evan brought over another pair of headphones.

Charlotte and Evan both put on their headphones. With Charlotte at the controls, she clicked the mouse and started playing the album master that Alexander had just produced. The first song—"The Final Chapter".

Alexander had written a total of seven songs for Charlotte's new album: "Single Blade," "Three Lifetimes of Fireworks," "Queen," "Castle," "Please Don't Look Back," "Galaxy," and "The Final Chapter."

"The Final Chapter" was the last song Alexander had written at the time.

But in the finished album, it was the first track.

This was because Charlotte's new album was titled "The Final Chapter". The title track of the same name! Naturally, it had to be placed first. The order of songs on an album is also very particular, one might even say extremely important.

This was also part of the music producer's responsibilities. The recording studio fell silent at once.

Charlotte and Evan were listening very intently.

Meanwhile, sitting on the sofa, Alexander raised a hand to knead his neck. He was still a little tired.

Working continuously for four and a half hours wasn't tiring, but if one was sitting motionless in front of a computer, with minimal neck movement, maintaining one posture would still be somewhat uncomfortable.

Alexander's physical fitness was quite good, but only slightly better than that of a normal person. His new life had just begun, so his body hadn't had much time to strengthen and train.

Ashley noticed Alexander's movement. She scooted closer to him, turned, and knelt on the sofa, reaching out to massage the back of his neck. She asked in a low voice, "Mr. Ciotta, are you uncomfortable?"

The sofa was against the wall, so Ashley couldn't get behind Alexander to massage him and could only do it this way.

Alexander shifted his body to make it easier for Ashley to massage him and gestured backward with his hand. "Here, and here..."

The posture was quite awkward, ending with her pressing her bosom right against his arm.

After Ashley massaged for a bit, Alexander gestured to her again. He stood up and walked over to a side chair, then sat down. Ashley quickly moved behind the armchair to massage his shoulders and neck.

It had to be said, her technique was very professional.

Because she had learned it.

This was considered one of the skills of "taking care of someone".

Ashley massaged him for a while, and Alexander felt much more comfortable.

This made him think of Jasmine.

When Jasmine lost a bet to him back then, she had to obey his command and give him a massage anytime, anywhere, unconditionally, one hundred times. Alexander hadn't even used up many of those times.

"What did Jasmine ask you in her messages?" Alexander suddenly turned his head, glanced at Ashley, and asked softly.

"Huh?" Ashley was instantly flustered. How did he know that Miss Jasmine had messaged her?

Of course, Alexander knew.

Because in the two days he had been away, Jasmine had never contacted him. Even after he had caused such a huge stir online yesterday, she hadn't called to ask. Although Alexander knew that Jasmine probably understood him well enough to accept whatever trouble he caused.

But. Alexander had come to see Charlotte Langford.

Alexander had seen all of Jasmine's "faction-forming" actions a few days ago. Jasmine was worried that Charlotte would become the next Seraphine Arden, threatening her position, so... how could she possibly not even ask?

Alexander knew there was a "little spy" by his side, but she was a little spy whose existence he permitted.

"Miss Jasmine, she..." Ashley looked like she was in a difficult position, extremely conflicted, and subconsciously glanced toward Charlotte at the mixing console.

It wasn't that she didn't want to tell Alexander, but there were outsiders present.

"They can't hear," Alexander said softly with a faint smile.

The monitor headphones were super soundproof. Unless a door suddenly opened or someone deliberately spoke loudly, the person wearing them wouldn't hear anything.

Although Alexander had said, "They can't hear," Ashley was still cautious. She bent down and whispered into Alexander's ear, "Miss Jasmine asked about Miss Langford, and she also asked where you spent the night yesterday..."

"What did you say?"

"I... I told the truth...that......we slept together..." Ashley's eyes looked a little timid, and her voice grew even quieter as she spoke. "Miss Jasmine also said that if Mr. Ciotta asked, I should also tell the truth..."

Jasmine really was a very wise woman!

She knew that Alexander might have guessed she would use Ashley to keep an eye on his and Charlotte's relationship.

But she had no intention of putting the "poor little thing" Ashley in a difficult position.

Her asking Ashley wasn't about keeping tabs on Alexander. She couldn't be bothered with what Alexander did with which woman; her target had always been Charlotte Langford.

By keeping track of the progress between Charlotte and Alexander, she would be better able to manage Charlotte later on.

"Mr. Ciotta, was I... not supposed to say that?" Ashley asked again in a small voice, feeling a little nervous.

She thought about it. Although she had spent last night with Alexander, what about tonight? And in the future? If it were another woman instead of her, and Miss Jasmine asked again, could she really "betray" him?

"Say whatever you want," Alexander smiled, tilting his head up and reaching out to pinch Ashley's cheek. "It's fine. You can tell her the truth about whatever she asks you, now and in the future."

Ashley relaxed instantly.

She suddenly felt that he had always been very good to her, and so was Miss Jasmine; neither of them would put her in a difficult position.

Ashley suddenly leaned in and kissed Alexander directly on the lips while parting hers for him, letting him tease her fragrant little tongue as he wished.

Although Charlotte and Evan had their backs to them, for someone with her personality, this move could be considered extremely bold.

Not long after. They parted.

"Aren't you afraid of being seen?" Alexander asked with a soft laugh, teasing her since he had nothing better to do.

Ashley's face flushed slightly, but she shook her head and whispered, "I'm not afraid."

Alexander smiled and crooked a finger at Ashley Carter, gesturing. Ashley understood his meaning, walked around to the front of the armchair, turned, and sat in Alexander's lap, her arms hooking around his neck.

She wiggled a bit, her soft butt pressing itself against his bulge, her breasts against his chest, while her lips planted quick pecks on his chin and cheek.

"Tomorrow morning, we'll..." Alexander whispered tomorrow's arrangements to her.

Alexander was returning to New York tomorrow at noon. There was still an essential matter to attend to tomorrow morning.

A few minutes later.

Ring ring ring!

Alexander's phone suddenly rang.

He gently patted Ashley's back. She stood up, and Alexander took out his phone, glanced at the screen, and answered, "Hello, Mr. Ashford..."

It was Lucien Ashford calling.

They had agreed to have dinner together tonight.

Alexander stood up as he answered the phone and walked out of the recording studio.

Other than Ashley, neither Charlotte nor Evan paid any attention to Alexander. It wasn't that they didn't hear the phone ring, or Alexander's voice, and the sound of the door opening—they heard faint noises, but they both subconsciously ignored them.

The faces of the two, who had their backs to the sofa the whole time and were facing the computer, were now filled with utter shock.

They were both stunned from listening.

They had already listened to the third song on the album, and they had exchanged countless glances during that time. They hadn't found a single flaw.

Perfect! The album that Alexander had produced in just a few hours was actually perfect.

There was nothing that could be changed.

At least, neither of them could find anything.

It was one thing for Charlotte not to find anything, as she was just a singer. But Evan was a producer, and even he couldn't find any flaws.

Alexander was outside on the phone for a minute before returning to the recording studio.

He had already arranged the time and place for dinner with Lucien.

"Miss Langford, I need to borrow your office," Alexander said as he entered.

"Yes, yes, of course, go ahead," Charlotte agreed almost subconsciously, her entire being unable to break free from the song's melody.

Alexander beckoned to Ashley and went out again.

The two of them went to the CEO's office.

Alexander needed to use Charlotte's computer to write something. He already knew the login password and everything.

For the next twenty-odd minutes, Alexander was constantly typing on the keyboard, writing several thousand words, which he divided into over thirty pages. Then, Alexander used the printer to print out all thirty-plus pages.

He organized and bound them. He found an unused file folder in a drawer and put the pages inside.

This was what Alexander was going to give Lucien tonight.

—The dirt on the Moreau brothers.

All the damming evidence Alexander knew about them.

Of this, the contents of the least severe page were enough to send the Moreau brothers to prison for more than ten years.

And the most serious was enough to get all their related relatives sentenced to death, bringing the whole family down.

Moreover, these thirty-plus pages of dirt also implicated many incredible bigwigs! Once it got out, it would detonate the entire city of Boston.

Exposing all of a target's fatal secrets in one go—Alexander had never done that before.

He hadn't even done this to James Sutherland.

Because when it came to exposing dirt, the most important thing wasn't the dirt itself, but having someone who could use it to stir up trouble.

If the dirt on a "big shot" fell into the hands of an ordinary person, it would be utterly useless. Even if an ordinary person filmed a big shot in the act of murder and posted the video directly online, it would be ineffective.

Before long, news would spread claiming "the video was edited," "the video used deep-fake technology," or "the video is from an old case from a few years ago, and the perpetrator has already been sentenced."

And these were extreme scenarios.

They would only cause the "big shot" a little trouble, but it would be absolutely impossible to take them down.

So, while the dirt itself was important, the person who could use it to stir up trouble was even more so.

Since the start of his new life, Alexander had been expanding his network step by step. To put it bluntly, his methods changed as his connections grew.

He employed different strategies at different stages.

If this had been the first day of his new life, Alexander would have certainly handled the Moreau brothers differently.

A family of multi-billionaires, and lackeys of a prominent clan at that. It wasn't difficult to teach them a lesson, but to take them down completely was extremely hard.

But now, Alexander had developed the network necessary to take down the entire Moreau family.

Of course, his choice to expose all their dirt at once for a swift and decisive takedown wasn't just because he now could do so.

He truly disliked them.

Besides, there was a very deep-seated reason... and it was the most important one.

"Ashley, let's go." Alexander finished tidying up, picked up the file folder, and headed for the door, calling out to Ashley.

Ashley, who was sitting on the sofa, stood up and took a few quick steps to catch up with Alexander, linking her arm with his.

The two of them walked out of the CEO's office.

Just as they reached the door.

They heard the sound of approaching footsteps from outside, the clacking of high heels.

The door was opened from the outside.

It was Charlotte and Evan.

The timing was about right; they should have finished listening to the entire album by now.

"Any problems?" Alexander asked directly with a smile.

"No, no problems. It's amazing," Charlotte grinned. She was a little worked up and seemed to want to say something to Alexander, then held back. She wanted to say something, to express something, but with Evan Brooks there, she couldn't show it.

"Mr. Nota! I swear, you're the greatest musician I've ever seen. You're a natural-born musical genius. Perfect, the album is absolutely perfect."

Evan was also worked up and much more direct than Charlotte.

His personality... he always tended to say things that were incredibly exaggerated when he was excited.

Many of these words would sound over-the-top and awkward coming from someone else, but when Evan said them, it didn't feel that way. The emotion was there, and you could feel his excitement.

"If there are no problems, then release it," Alexander said with a laugh, then raised his hand slightly and waved the file folder. "I have something else to do, so I won't..."

"You...., you're... leaving?" The excited Charlotte's expression changed slightly.

A remarkably complicated feeling welled up in her heart.

This was such a big deal.

Alexander had once again worked his magic.

The album could be released soon.

On her way over, Charlotte had already pictured it all: how she would thank Alexander, suggest they have dinner together, watch the public's reaction after the album's release, and spend the evening and late into the night with one another.

She took this major event very seriously and had a lot she wanted to say to Alexander.

But now... Alexander was leaving as soon as he was done?

It was as if he wasn't looking forward to anything.

Charlotte even suddenly felt that she should have been closer to Alexander. Even just as work partners, it should have been like that, not to mention that they had already slept together.

But as things had developed over the past two days, it felt like they were growing distant, like mere acquaintances.

It was very complicated, very strange.

"I have a dinner appointment, I have to go," Alexander said to Charlotte with a smile, gesturing again. "As for the specific release time and how to handle it, you guys can decide..."

"Then..." Charlotte wanted to say something, but didn't.

What else could she say? Alexander already had an appointment. She couldn't ask him to break it.

Her upbringing wouldn't allow her to do that.

Besides, the album was only finished. The release and subsequent promotion hadn't even begun.

"Well... thank you for today. Shall we sign the producer's contract tomorrow?" Charlotte said with a smile, though her expression was off.

"Sure," Alexander nodded.

Charlotte extended her hand to Alexander.

Alexander shook her hand, then shook Evan Brooks's hand.

Time to go!

Alexander didn't ask them to see him out. Everyone was busy, so it wasn't necessary.

It was already past seven in the evening.

Under the night sky, the city in the distance was a dazzling spectacle of lights, a bustling and noisy metropolis with endless streams of traffic.

On Ton Avenue.

The Bentley Continental sped along, though not too quickly. There was plenty of time; his appointment with Lucien Ashford was at seven-thirty.

Alexander was driving, and Ashley was in the passenger seat, carefully touching up her makeup with a powder puff.

Ring ring ring!

His phone rang.

Alexander picked it up, glanced at the screen, then answered and put it to his ear, a smile on his face. "Mr Collins."

It was a call from Eric Collins.

The two of them had just had dinner the night before, along with Martin Russo. He wouldn't call out of the blue for no reason. It was apparent that Martin had told him about Alexander's plan to deal with the Moreau family.

Martin couldn't hold it in after all and had told Eric about the situation.

This didn't surprise Alexander. In fact, one could say that Eric had been part of Alexander's calculations from the very beginning. His deeper reason was directly related to Eric.

It would have been a problem if he hadn't called to ask.

"Mr. Ciotta, you and Claude Moreau... are you going to... do you need..." Eric spoke in fits and starts. It wasn't a bad signal; his thoughts were just jumbled, and he was skipping over words.

He had wanted to ask what the issue with Claude Moreau was and what Alexander was planning to do.

But Martin had actually told him all of that. The cause of the conflict, and even the plan to take down the entire Moreau family, Alexander had made it all clear.

He just hadn't specified the method.

Eric knew Alexander was about to do something huge.

Something so big that even Alexander might not be able to handle the fallout.

It could easily blow up in his face. This was Boston, after all, not New York.

"Do you need... Mr. Ciotta, do you need my help?" Eric decided to skip all the questions and just offer his help directly.

To the current Eric, Alexander was essential.

Even setting aside his almost mystical perception of Alexander, just based on his current partnership with Seraphine Arden and William Wycliffe, he couldn't just stand by and watch Alexander make a huge mess of things.

The hunt for the Sutherland family's peripheral assets involved tens of billions. Alexander, the key player, couldn't afford to get into trouble.

Not to mention, Eric was also a very good friend of Dante.

"Help? I don't really need any..." Alexander said with a laugh in his voice, drawing out the words.

"Mr. Ciotta, don't be so quick to refuse. Why don't we meet up? Let's talk," Eric said proactively. It wasn't that he didn't trust Alexander's abilities. Still, he couldn't rest easy without knowing precisely what Alexander was planning to do.

He wouldn't even be able to sleep.

The Moreau brothers, with their deep ties to the Ariel Family and assets in the billions, how could they be taken down so easily?

And in just a few days?!

Eric didn't want Alexander to take any extreme measures. He would even rather take those measures himself on Alexander's behalf than have Alexander do it. The difference was that Eric Collins was a direct descendant of the Collins family, a major lineage established in Boston.

He could handle the consequences.

Alexander was an outsider. If something went wrong, he might not be able to handle it.

"Meet up, huh? I have an appointment... How about this: nine o'clock tonight, at Jing Grand Restaurant," Alexander said after a moment's thought.

"Alright, I'll be there at nine," Eric agreed instantly. Right now, he just wanted to see Alexander as soon as possible.

The call ended.

A little over ten minutes later, it was nearly seven-thirty in the evening.

P District, Boston. Jing Grand Restaurant.

This was one of Boston's most famous Asian restaurants, frequented by high-ranking officials, dignitaries, and wealthy tycoons from all over the world. It was no exaggeration to say that a decent meal, excluding drinks, could easily cost tens of thousands.

Alexander drove the car right up to the restaurant's main entrance.

A valet immediately came forward to open the door.

After getting out of the car, Alexander tossed the keys to the valet, looked up at the Restaurant sign, adjusted his suit, and smiled.

Lucien Ashford had invited him to dinner here.

And Alexander had also arranged to meet Eric Collins here.

The times were an hour and a half apart.

If everything went according to plan, Eric would make a sudden appearance halfway through Alexander's dinner with Lucien! And before that, neither party would have known the other was there.

Let the games begin!

Alexander didn't want to drag things out. He would completely settle the matter of taking down the Moreau family tonight.

Ashley came to Alexander's side and linked her arm with his. As she did so, he glanced at her and smiled. She seemed to be growing more relaxed and open with her affection as time went on.


Chapter 17: Terrifying.

Jing Grand Restaurant, third floor, 9th private room.

The corridor outside the room was decorated in an antique style, yet it exuded luxury at every turn. At every intersection or corner, a pair of male and female waiters stood opposite each other, ready to serve the guests in the various private rooms.

There were also many bodyguards in the corridor.

On the first floor, Alexander had given his surname, "Ciotta," to the front desk. After a simple identity confirmation, a hostess led Alexander and Ashley upstairs.

As soon as they reached the third floor, Alexander saw Nathaniel Ashford and Cecilia Guo in the distance.

"Master, over here, over here," Nathaniel waved excitedly at Alexander.

Alexander smiled and raised a hand in acknowledgment.

He walked over.

They met up.

Nathaniel and Cecilia were in the corridor, about to go downstairs to greet Alexander. It was Lucien who had said Alexander should be arriving soon and sent the two of them down to welcome him.

They hadn't expected to see Alexander coming up just a few steps out of the private room.

"Master, my second uncle is waiting for you..."

After a few pleasantries, the four of them entered the private room together.

The room was very large, with a big round table that could seat more than twenty people, and the decor was naturally quite luxurious.

Lucien, dressed formally, was standing by the window on the phone with someone. Hearing the door open, he glanced back, smiled, and gestured to Alexander, then pointed to his phone.

Alexander gestured back and remained silent.

"The Baihui project, get a proposal out as soon as possible, hmm..." Lucien turned back and continued his call.

Nathaniel, meanwhile, gestured for Alexander to sit down and suggested they order first, subconsciously lowering his voice so as not to disturb Lucien's call.

Lucien soon finished his call.

"Hahahaha, Alex, you look to be in good spirits today..." Lucien walked back to the table, laughing heartily.

Alexander even stood up to shake his hand.

Polite pleasantries. Gibberish. It was all nonsense!

But in reality, such nonsense had always been necessary. Even the closest of friends or family wouldn't just talk business without some small talk.

Moreover, Alexander and Lucien weren't that close. In Lucien's mind, Alexander was a key figure in matters involving the Doran and Hawkridge families.

He was also a special existence with significant influence within the Doran family. Lucien had already verified many of the things Alexander had told him before.

Lucien valued Alexander highly, which, paradoxically... made him even more polite!

He was even starting to treat Alexander as an equal.

Lucien was the third most important figure in the Ashford family, after the old man and his eldest brother. He was not comparable to a junior like Nathaniel.

And Alexander... on the surface, his status was worlds apart from Lucien's.

But Morris Doran's attitude towards Alexander made Lucien feel that, regardless of Alexander's personal abilities, the power he could mobilize through the Doran family alone was no less than his own.

They exchanged pleasantries and chatted.

For the first half-hour after Alexander entered the room, and until the wine was opened and the dishes were served, neither side said anything of substance.

They just chatted about this and that, even touching upon Nathaniel becoming Alexander's disciple.

Lucien was very supportive of this matter and, in front of Alexander, said a few words to Nathaniel, telling him to learn well from Alexander, not just his skills, but also how to conduct himself.

He then lightly reprimanded Nathaniel, telling him to race cars less in the future, as it was unsafe.

The time quickly reached around 8:10 in the evening.

"Alex, do you... have some sort of grudge with that Henri Moreau?" Lucien put down his wine glass and finally asked about it.

On the phone at noon, Alexander hadn't said what he was going to do to the Moreau family, only that he was giving Lucien a big gift, even giving him Shuan Real Estate.

In the afternoon, Lucien had someone look into whether there was any connection between Henri and Alexander, but found nothing.

The "grudge" was something Lucien had deduced.

"I've never met Henri Moreau," Alexander said, looking at Lucien with a smile. "But this afternoon, I met his son, and his brother Claude..."

"This afternoon?" Lucien was slightly taken aback.

He had called Alexander at noon, and Alexander had immediately said he was giving him a big gift.

Now Alexander was saying he had met Henri Moreau's son and brother this afternoon.

Mathieu Moreau and Claude Moreau?

This afternoon, while Lucien was having his people investigate, he received news that Henri's son had been hospitalized. The word was that he had accidentally slipped and hit his head while eating at a restaurant, and it was pretty serious.

This was clearly not a coincidence.

"I heard that his son, Mathieu, was hospitalized this afternoon..." Lucien said in a deliberate tone, watching Alexander. "Was it because of you, Alex... you guys..."

"He was about to hit Ashley, so I tripped him," Alexander said directly, smiling.

"Huh?" Lucien was genuinely stunned and turned to look at Ashley.

Honestly, Lucien had never paid much attention to her.

He was polite on the surface, of course. He had even told Nathaniel and Cecilia that they could build a good relationship with her.

She was indeed beautiful, but at the end of the day, she was just Alexander's concubine.

Let alone Ashley, even Jasmine Doran only warranted a little of Lucien's attention. They were all just youngsters.

"What... what happened?" Lucien's gaze swept over them as he asked.

"That Mathieu is an idle playboy. He and Ashley were classmates and had known each other before. They just happened to run into each other at the restaurant..." Alexander briefly explained the situation.

There really wasn't much to say about the cause of the incident.

It was straightforward.

A brain-dead, super-rich second-generation heir tried to bully a beautiful female classmate he had failed to woo. After having wine thrown at him, he wanted to hit her.

"Afterward... when Ashley and I left after our meal, Claude Moreau had people follow us. I led them and dealt with them. Three of them."

Everyone listened as Alexander finished his simple account.

"That piece of trash is still the same as before. Why didn't he just hit his head and die?" Nathanie spoke first angrily.

He and Mathieu had been high school classmates, though not in the same grade, and they weren't close. Of course, Mathieu wouldn't have dared to provoke Nathaniel.

But Nathaniel had heard some things about Mathieu.

"In high school, several female classmates had abortions because of him. And that girl from Class Three, what was her name, she jumped off a building and killed herself... You remember?" Cecilia added, turning to ask Nathaniel.

Lucien glanced at his nephew and prospective niece-in-law, then looked back at Alexander, his eyes sweeping over Ashley.

He was already finding it hard to understand.

This matter really wasn't that big a deal. He felt that Alexander should have had many ways to resolve it. Yet, Alexander had chosen an extreme path, directly killing three of their men.

"Alex, then you plan to..." Lucien thought for a moment and asked Alexander again.

Alexander picked up the file folder he had brought, placed it on the lazy Susan of the round table, and gave it a spin.

The folder came to a stop in front of Lucien.

"Take a look, Mr. Ashford," Alexander said with a smile.

Lucien glanced at Alexander, then picked up the folder and pulled out a thick stack of documents from inside.

There were over thirty pages in total. Each page listed a time, place, people involved, as well as related parties, witnesses, phone numbers, and so on.

That was the general format, very concise.

The first page: March 6, 2024. Following Henri Moreau's orders, bodyguard Liu Hai was sent to deal with Jason Dan, a Boston News reporter.

At 1:30 AM on March 7, Liu Hai murdered Jason and disguised it as a hit-and-run.

Insider: Liu Hai's mistress, phone number...

Afterward, Henri Moreau gave Liu Hai a 500,000 bonus, which was directly transferred to the mistress's account, account number...

The second page: On September 15, 2022, because his mistress was cheating on him, Claude Moreau murdered her. Together with his driver, Jerome, he transported the body to Boston's F District...

Burial site, insider, phone number, account number.

Lucien flipped through the pages one by one. The content on each page wasn't extensive, so he could read it quickly.

But every piece of content, one could even say every sentence, was highly critical!

Lucien's expression changed, his alarm growing with every page he read.

These thirty-odd pages didn't just contain the evil deeds committed by Henri, Claude, and Mathieu Moreau out of personal grudges and desires.

There were also many financial and business problems, as well as things the Ariel Family had instructed Henri Moreau to do.

The further he read, the bigger the implications became.

Compared to the contract killing on the first page, the content that followed was truly terrifying! Because it could implicate some of Boston's big shots, figures at different levels holding real power, and even two core second-generation members of the Ariel Family.

In truth, this criminal evidence was incomplete, lacking too many details.

But because it contained key information, anyone who got their hands on this material and started investigating could find the witnesses and the evidence, and thus force the full details out.

After reading more than twenty pages, Lucien's shock was written all over his face.

He knew very well that if this material were to be exposed and used by someone with intent, it would be enough to cause a significant upheaval in Boston.

Don't be fooled by the fact that this was just the Moreau brothers' dirt. Because it implicated some big shots, each with their own networks of power and affiliations. It would set off a chain reaction.

One tug and the whole web would move.

"Alexander, what on earth are you trying to do?" Lucien didn't even finish reading before he looked up, his eyes wide as he stared at Alexander.

Even with his status and position, this material left him feeling terror.

Everyone saw the look of terror on his face.

Because the table was large, the five of them were seated rather far apart. Alexander and Ashley were next to each other, Nathaniel and Cecilia were next to each other, and Lucien was by himself, with an empty chair between him and Nathaniel.

Nathaniel couldn't remember the last time his second uncle had shown such an expression. What could possibly be in that file to make his uncle react this way?

With that thought, Nathaniel twisted his body and leaned forward, trying to see the contents of the file.

But Lucien slammed the thick stack of documents face down. He didn't even glance at his nephew, his eyes fixed on Alexander. A genuine sense of fear was rising in his heart. If this got out, it would be chaos! The chain reaction it could trigger would be enough to partially reshuffle Boston's power structure.

"Didn't I say? I'm giving you a big gift, Mr. Ashford," Alexander said, meeting Lucien's gaze, his smile unwavering. "Shuan Real Estate, or rather, the entire assets of the Moreau family, are a gift to your Ashford family..."

Lucien's eyes were still wide, but his gaze flickered twice.

He understood what Alexander meant.

The info was given to him.

In the hands of an ordinary person, it was useless and would only bring death upon them if discovered. But in his, Lucien Ashford's, hands, taking down the Moreau brothers was a matter of minutes. With a bit of maneuvering, getting ahold of the Moreau family's assets wouldn't be difficult either.

Money is important, but life is more so.

The richer people are, the more they fear death. Spending money to save one's life is all too common. Any wealthy person in trouble would be willing to give up their entire fortune just to turn a death sentence into life imprisonment.

Not to mention a situation where their entire family could be wiped out.

Moreover, the dirt Alexander provided was just too comprehensive.

If Lucien wanted to, he could even go for a complete wipeout, gradually absorbing all of the Moreau brothers' assets into the Ashford family's industrial chain.

Alexander's intention in giving this "gift" was already apparent.

Lucien was sure he hadn't misunderstood!

But... why?!!

Just because Henri's son had almost hit Ashley, Alexander was making such a huge deal out of it?! He had to remember that even with this incriminating evidence, the Moreau brothers were backed by the Ariel Family.

Although the Ashford family was a hair stronger than the Ariel Family, they were roughly on par overall. The Ariel Family was not to be trifled with.

To annihilate the Moreau family and antagonize the Ariel Family over such a trivial matter—if that triggered a war with the Ariel Family, the resulting losses would be immense.

This was no longer even a matter of money.

It concerned the relationships between major families, the issue of taking sides, and so on.

So... was Alexander really going to use the Ashford family to stir up such a huge mess just to get back on his woman's behalf?!!

Was this a gift?

"Gift" was just a nice way of putting it, wasn't it? Wasn't this just using the Ashford family as a weapon?

All sorts of suspicions about Alexander had already formed in Lucien's mind, but he immediately dismissed them.

He felt that Alexander's vision wasn't that narrow. If it were merely to get even for his woman, Alexander surely had better ways to handle it, not something this extreme.

Using the Ashford family as a weapon didn't seem like Alexander's style either; the ploy was just too obvious. He, Lucien Ashford, was no idiot, and Alexander was certainly no idiot either. So, was a scheme that could be seen through at a glance... even a scheme at all?

"Alexander, what is it that you... Really... want to do?" Lucien asked Alexander again.

His tone was solemn and earnest.

He had a thought. He couldn't figure out the "why," but he realized that there was no way Alexander was doing this just because of Ashley. She might have been a trigger, but there had to be a more significant reason underneath.

Alexander maintained his smile, fell silent for a moment, then glanced at Nathaniel and Cecilia before looking back at Lucien.

"Nathaniel, Cecilia, you two go out and stretch your legs!" Lucien said at once.

He said it directly, his gaze never leaving Alexander.

"Uh..."

"Then we'll..."

Nathaniel and Cecilia stood up, looking hesitant but not daring to linger. They could both tell something was off. Their uncle had spoken, and they didn't dare ask any more questions.

"Then we'll head out first... There's a cafe down the hall. We'll go sit there," said Nathaniel.

"Ashley," Alexander turned and gave her a smile and a meaningful look.

Without a word, Ashley stood up.

"Ashley~~" Cecilia let go of Nathaniel, took two quick steps to Ashley's side, and linked arms with her.

During their days in New York, Cecilia and Ashley had gotten along exceptionally well and were on the verge of becoming best friends.

The two girls walked out first, with Nathaniel following behind.

As the last one out, Nathaniel turned back and pulled the door to the large private room closed.

Only Alexander and Lucien were left in the room.

Lucien suddenly stood up. Holding the bottle of red wine in one hand, his fingers also gripping his own wine glass, and holding the file in the other, he circled the large round table and sat down in the seat next to Alexander.

"Alexander, you don't have to be coy with me. The fact that you could give me this file shows you trust me, and I trust you! Mr Doran and I have been on the phone quite a bit these past few days..." Lucien said as he poured Alexander a glass of wine.

After setting the bottle down, he tapped his fingers on the file on the table and asked, "Why?"

Alexander turned to look at Lucien, smiled, and rose slightly. He picked up the wine bottle and filled Lucien's glass as well. After putting the bottle down and settling back into his seat, Alexander finally spoke.

"Because of the Collins family," Alexander said.

"The Collins family?" Lucien Ashford was taken aback. His eyes flickered, and he fell silent, deep in thought.

But he couldn't figure it out, no matter how hard he thought. What did this have to do with the Collins family?

Wasn't that too much of a stretch?

What did getting rid of Henri and Claude Moreau's entire families have to do with the Collins family? The Moreau brothers... had no connection to the Collins family. None at all!

Of course, Lucien couldn't figure it out because he didn't know the true nature of the relationship between Alexander and Eric Collins. That was the most crucial piece.

"Mr. Ashford, what consequences do you think... would arise if you used... a portion of the info in this file to take care of the Moreau family as quickly as possible? I need their entire family dead or in prison," Alexander asked, his words very direct.

"It would lead to the Ariel Family making a move on our Ashford family's assets," Lucien replied just as directly.

He had said "as quickly as possible," which meant no room for maneuvering, no explanations—just a direct strike.

Although if Lucien did this, outsiders might interpret it as the Moreau brothers having offended him, offended him to the point of death, and that he, Second Master of Ashford, was acting out of sheer rage.

But not communicating with the Ariel Family, not giving them a chance to mediate, not even abiding by the basic rule of "considering the master before beating the dog"—that would definitely infuriate the Ariel Family.

All major families cared about face, pride, and reputation.

The Ariel Family would inevitably strike at the Ashford family's peripheral assets first, hitting them back. Only then would they demand an explanation from the Ashford family.

"Then... what do you think, Mr. Ashford," Alexander asked again with a smile, "if the Collins family, on this matter, sided with your Ashford family, publicly cheering for the Ashfords, and the Ariel Family interpreted this as an alliance between the Collins and Ashford families, what would happen then?"

"Huh?" Lucien was once again stunned by Alexander's words.

"If the Collins family... sided with our family... the Ariel Family... wouldn't go to war with two major families at the same time over a single Henri Moreau. They would weigh the gains and losses, but..." Lucien's eyes were wide, his speech slow as he thought and spoke.

He didn't say the last sentence out loud. But... why would the Collins family get involved in this mess?!

The whole thing started because Henri Moreau's son almost hit Alexander's woman, just a trivial matter. Had the Collins family lost their minds to get involved in a dispute between major families over something like this?!

"Alexander, you..."

Lucien turned to look at Alexander, his face still filled with astonishment and doubt.

He still hadn't figured out the most crucial point. Setting aside the fact that Alexander was making such a big deal out of a minor incident, just... why on earth would the Collins family get involved? And on the Ashford family's side?

Speaking of the relationship between the Ashford and Collins families... it was even more distant than the typical relationship between major families.

As major families based in Boston, they certainly knew one another. He, Second Master of Ashford, was a household name in Boston's upper echelons.

And even if the two families didn't actively interact, some connections would naturally form. For instance, heirs from both families might attend the same banquet, or a friend of a friend might be from the other family.

But that was the extent of it.

The Collins family was a more common type of powerful and influential family, with members holding high-ranking positions of power and others at the helm of state-affiliated enterprises.

The Ashford family, on the other hand, was much purer. Lucien Ashford's older brother and the Ashford family patriarch were both military men.

The circles the two families moved in were vastly different.

This difference meant that as the two families developed, they took different express lanes, never interfering with each other, having no common interests, and making it extremely difficult for conflicts to arise.

Although as the families grew in scale and both engaged in business, some overlap was inevitable, this overlap usually came from the lower tiers of the two families. It was very difficult for the middle and upper echelons of both families to build deep relationships.

And it was precisely the family's core upper echelon that determined its overall actions and collective will.

In comparison, the relationship between the Ariel Family and the Collins was even closer than that between the Ashford and Collins.

"Mr. Ashford, in a few months, six months at the latest, your Ashford family will inevitably have to make a move on the Hawkridge family, correct?" Alexander asked again.

"Of course." At the mention of the Hawkridge family, Lucien's expression darkened slightly.

The Hawkridge family was the Ashford family's mortal enemy, with both new and old grudges. Since Lucien had already received the info on the Hawkridge family from Alexander, he was naturally going to make a huge move.

A snake will bite back if not killed.

This time, the Ashford family was preparing to do everything possible to crush the Hawkridge family completely.

"Then what do you think your chances of success are?"

"With the Doran family's assistance, plus the things you gave me... a ninety percent chance of success!" Lucien said after thinking.

He had actually wanted to say a hundred percent, but it was better not to speak in such absolute terms for this kind of thing. Especially during the planning phase, any leak of information could prompt the Hawkridge family to cut its losses decisively.

"What if we add the Collins family to the mix?"

"The Collins family?" Lucien's heart jolted.

He instantly understood what Alexander's "gift" truly was. The real "gift" wasn't Shuan Real Estate, but the Collins family.

Alexander wanted to pull the Collins family in! To facilitate an alliance between the Collins and Ashford families?

This... struck Lucien as even more incredible.

Whether major families could form an alliance often depended on three conditions.

Do they have common interests? Do they have a common enemy? And! Can they trust each other?

But the Ashford and Collins families... had no foundation for any of this. Major families were always extremely cautious about such matters, because they could indirectly affect a family's rise or fall.

As Lucien thought, he circled back to the original question... Alexander was making a huge deal out of a minor incident, and the Collins family had lost their minds and were wading into these muddy waters? And they were even forming an alliance with the Ashford family because of it?!

In Lucien's mind, this was so incredible it was almost comical.

"Mr. Ashford, do you think... the Ashford family needs the Collins family as an ally?" Alexander asked, his lips curling up.

"If it's possible, that would be for the best," Lucien nodded decisively.

He didn't need to think much about this. It was like getting something for free.

Because their circles were different, if the Ashford and Collins families could form an alliance, there would be very few disputes over the distribution of benefits. And from Lucien's personal perspective, this was practically a huge bargain landing in his lap.

Because the Ashford family was preparing to make a big move.

When they later moved against the Hawkridge family, they would inevitably face a desperate counterattack, even a mutually destructive struggle.

Although Lucien was absolutely confident of victory now, the Ashford family would definitely have to pay a heavy price for it. They would certainly win, but how they would win and how much they would lose was still uncertain.

Therefore, for the current Ashford family, the more allies and the stronger their network, the better.

Lucien wished that all the major families in Boston were allies of the Ashford family.

But that wasn't realistic.

Without trust, without common interests, on what grounds?!

"Alexander, stop beating around the bush. Let's just say what's on our minds. I'm not questioning you, but even now, I still don't understand. Alexander, you... What exactly are you planning to do? How did this matter get tied to the Collins family?"

Lucien's tone became much more eager and sincere as he spoke again.

Alexander had already raised huge expectations in his heart.

No matter how incredible or incomprehensible this matter was, at this moment Lucien desperately hoped that the Collins family would stand with the Ashford family and become their allies.

He already felt a sense of urgency.

This was the exact emotion Alexander wanted from him.

He hadn't been beating around the bush with Lucien just now. He had been using his words to guide Lucien to guess and think, to point out what the Ashford family needed, to thoroughly stir up Lucien's emotions.

Lucien stared intently at Alexander.

Alexander smiled and glanced at his watch. It was already 8:24 PM. Alexander had arranged to meet Eric Collins at nine, and Eric would definitely not be late; he might even arrive early.

Eric was genuinely afraid that Alexander would do something irreversible, as it concerned his collaboration with Seraphine Arden. Therefore, arriving ten or so minutes early was normal.

So...

"In another twenty minutes, Eric Collins will be here. I've arranged to have dinner with him here," Alexander said to Lucien after looking at his watch.

"Eric Collins?" Lucien focused and thought for a moment.

He had been in New York a few days ago and had met Eric. He knew that Eric had a good personal relationship with Alexander. Since Eric was already close to Dante Doran, it was normal for him to have a good relationship with Alexander.

He didn't know anything more than that.

"So..." Lucien asked Alexander hesitantly.

"I need you, Mr. Ashford, to cooperate with me a little," Alexander said with a smile.

"What do you need me to say?" Lucien replied immediately.

Without a moment's hesitation. The chance to win over the Collins family as an ally? This was something worth it, even if the Ashford family had to pay a great price.

"I don't need you to say anything special, Mr. Ashford. I'll do the talking..." Alexander maintained his smile. "I just need you, Mr. Ashford, to..."

The two of them talked in secret for another ten-plus minutes.

In truth, Alexander didn't say much. This matter didn't really require Lucien to do much, nor did it require the Ashford family to pay any price. They didn't even need to make any concessions.

Lucien just needed to cooperate with Alexander a little.

But Lucien had so many questions.

Until the very end, he never fully understood—how did Eric dare to make such a decision on his own, to represent the Collins family and side with the Ashford family?!

Truth be told, Eric's status wasn't high enough. He was a core member of the Collins family, but only of the younger generation. It wasn't that he couldn't represent the family to take a side, but to do so without his father's or even his grandfather's permission... where did he get such audacity?

That would clearly be misunderstood by the outside world.

And, why? Why would Eric personally want to get involved in this mess?

Forget Alexander, even for Dante's sake, Eric wouldn't go through fire and water for him on a matter concerning the family's grand strategy. Any family heir would be cautious.

One had to know that if any core scion of a family made a mistake and brought great trouble to the family, they risked being cast aside.

Even someone like Dante, a core member of the Doran family's third generation, would be abandoned and marginalized if he made a major mistake and caused significant losses to the family. The one thing major families didn't lack was promising young people.

Someone like James Sutherland, who was uniquely favored by his family's patriarch, was a rarity.


Chapter 18: Creating alliances.

At 8:45 PM.

Ring ring ring!

Alexander's phone rang. It was Eric.

He had already arrived downstairs and was asking for Alexander's room number, which Alexander gave him.

Five minutes later.

The door to the private room was pushed open. Eric left his bodyguards outside and entered alone. He spotted Alexander at a glance, but his gaze drifted to Lucien. "Mr Ashford, you're here too..."

Eric was shocked. He even shot Alexander a questioning look, his eyes asking for an explanation.

He felt he was closer to Alexander.

He had no idea why Lucien was here today either.

"Hahaha, young Collins is here. Come, come... sit." Lucien greeted Eric with a loud laugh. "Alexander just said you were coming. Take a look, see if there's anything else you want to order..."

Exchanging pleasantries to make him feel welcome. The usual empty formalities.

Lucien even asked Eric to order food.

There was a whole table of dishes. A lot of wine had been drunk, but the food had barely been touched; it was just a bit cold.

Eric, however, didn't order any more food. He wasn't here to eat.

After some small talk, the three of them sat down again. Lucien even had a waiter bring a new set of tableware.

In the process, Eric first understood one thing: today's dinner was hosted by Lucien Ashford.

Lucien was an elder. If it weren't his gathering, he wouldn't be the one actively playing host.

Eric also noticed several sets of used bowls, chopsticks, and wine glasses on the large round table. It seemed others had been there before and had already left.

This struck Eric as a bit strange. Lucien bringing people to treat Alexander to dinner... that wasn't impossible. He had heard from Dante that the matter with Nathaniel had been resolved, the two sides had reconciled, and Alexander was Nathaniel's lifesaver.

Having a meal together was nothing. But at this juncture, could it be a coincidence?

"Young Collins, you're also here about the Henri and Claude Moreau matter, aren't you?" After sitting down and exchanging a few words, Lucien brought it up himself.

Eric's spirits lifted, and he nodded.

He hadn't dared to bring it up with Alexander first. With Lucien present, he didn't know if Lucien was aware of the situation, so he couldn't just bring it up recklessly.

But now that Lucien had mentioned it first, it was naturally okay for him to talk about it.

"Yes, I heard..." Eric said, then paused and looked at Alexander. "Mr. Ciotta, are you planning to..." He drew out his words and glanced at Lucien again.

He already had a guess in his mind.

Could it be that Alexander was planning to make a big move, and that's why he had approached Lucien? But even if it was Lucien, would he provoke the Ariel Family over such a trivial matter? Would he trigger a war between two major families? Was it worth it?

Moreover, this matter had nothing to do with the Ashford family in the first place.

It was a private grudge between Alexander and others.

Eric drew out his words as he looked at Alexander, but before Alexander could say anything, he continued, "Actually, I think it's better to resolve enmity than to create it, Mr. Ciotta... I heard from Martin that Miss Carter wasn't harmed. I think you should really think this over, Mr. Ciotta."

Before Alexander had even said what he was going to do, Eric had already started trying to persuade him.

He absolutely did not want anything to happen to Alexander... mainly because, in Eric's view, there was no need to escalate this matter at all.

What was the point? Wasn't it enough to use his power to make the Moreau brothers bow their heads?

He hadn't suffered any losses, and he could even get compensation from the Moreau family. Wasn't that good enough?

"I have considered it carefully," Alexander said, looking at Eric with a smile. He reached out, picked up the file folder that was on the table between him and Lucien Ashford, and handed it to Eric. "Take a look."

Eric took the folder, looked at the blank cover, then glanced at Alexander before opening it and pulling out the documents inside.

He flipped through them page by page, reading quickly.

Eric's reaction was a carbon copy of Lucien's earlier.

Fear! Horror!

After flipping through a dozen or so pages... Eric didn't finish reading. He gathered the materials and stuffed them back into the folder.

"Mr. Ciotta, you...How did you get these?" Eric looked up, his face tinged with fear as he asked.

He believed the info was real because Alexander had provided it. Still, Eric couldn't understand how it was possible to obtain such detailed materials.

He had to remember, Claude and Mathieu Moreau had offended Alexander just this afternoon. Only nine hours had passed since then!

"I investigated, of course," Alexander said with a smile.

Eric didn't believe it. Unless Alexander could predict the future, know what would happen today, and investigate in advance, it would be impossible to find all this in just nine hours.

Wait.

Predict the future?

Eric suddenly had the same feeling he'd had when he first met Alexander. He had long felt there was something otherworldly about Alexander, and now, that feeling was even stronger.

"Then, Mr. Ciotta, are you planning to..." Eric asked again.

"The Moreau family... Henri has made a lot of money over the years and has done a lot of harm. He's the most ruthless of the family, vindictive. Claude is an incompetent idiot who relies on his older brother and has done some... very disgusting things. A complete scumbag..."

Alexander's tone was unhurried as he gave a simple assessment of the Moreau brothers.

"So I've decided to send their whole family away. To be honest... I really dislike their family," Alexander finished with a smile.

Awkward. Eric found Alexander's words very awkward.

And Eric immediately felt that Alexander wasn't telling the truth. He didn't think Alexander was the kind of person who would eliminate someone just because he disliked them.

That kind of person wouldn't achieve great things, nor would they have survived to this day.

And Alexander was a man destined for great things.

"Mr. Ciotta, I... I still think this matter needs careful consideration. The Moreau brothers are backed by the Ariel Family. Henri was propped up by the Ariel Family's third-in-command. Although... I believe it's not a problem for you, Mr. Ciotta, to crush the Moreau family, the Ariel Family will inevitably..." Eric didn't finish his sentence. Everyone understood what he meant.

"My targets are only the Moreau brothers. As for the Ariel family's reaction..." Alexander chuckled, paused, and then smiled as he asked Eric a question in return.

"Mr. Collins, isn't your family always in conflict with the Ariel family? You should be supporting me, especially if you're thinking about the future... Why are you trying to talk me out of it instead?"

"I was..." Eric started to say something, but stopped short. His expression froze, and his heart jolted.

Thinking about the future?

Those words were a wake-up call for Eric!

The future he thought of... was naturally the major event a few months from now. The Doran family was going to unite various powers to take down the Sutherland family.

If this matter developed as expected, the most significant benefits would be carved up by the major powers led by the Doran family. He and Seraphine Arden, representing Alexander, would also get a considerable share due to their early positioning.

And the Collins family, because of his early entry and harvesting, would side with the Doran family and get to participate in carving up the cake.

As for the Ariel family... The Ariel family didn't have deep ties to the Sutherland family, so it was hard to say which side they would take when the chaos began.

There were two possibilities.

Either they would support the Sutherland family for certain reasons, or they would do so in exchange for benefits.

Or, they would join the mob in ganging up on the Sutherland family to get a piece of the cake.

And while the Collins and Ariel families weren't mortal enemies, as Alexander had said, they did have many conflicts, mainly over business competition. The industries they operated in had a very high degree of overlap.

This situation would lead the Ariel family to cause trouble for the Collins family once the major event began. At best, they would compete with the Collins family for a piece of the cake; at worst, they would become official enemies due to their opposing factions.

Therefore, no matter how he thought about it, Alexander confronting the Ariel family benefited the Collins family.

But Alexander had also just said that his targets were only the Moreau brothers and that he would have to see how the Ariel family reacted. This meant that if the Ariel family didn't make a move against Alexander, he wouldn't make a move against them for the time being.

This wouldn't truly strike a blow against the Ariel family, which logically conflicted with the phrase "thinking about the future".

Eric's train of thought fell into a brief moment of chaos. He looked at Alexander, and then his gaze suddenly shifted, landing on Lucien, who was smiling with narrowed eyes, just listening without speaking.

The Second Master of the Ashford family is here too.

He had been listening to the conversation without a hint of surprise. He must have known everything in advance! He must have discussed it with Alexander before.

He must have read the file, too!

Would he help Alexander?

In this situation, with Alexander inviting him here for a three-way meeting... Eric suddenly thought of a possibility.

An extremely bold hypothesis!

Could it be that Alexander wanted a three-way alliance?

Or rather... to secure an ally for the Collins family in advance?!

The Collins family certainly needed allies. A significant event was on the horizon! It would be utter chaos. Sticking together was the only way to be more stable and gain greater benefits.

"...Mr. Ciotta." After a moment of contemplation, Eric finally spoke, his expression serious yet probing. "What do you need me to do? Just say the word."

Alexander snatched the file folder, slapped it back on the table in front of Lucien, and looked at Eric. "Mr. Ashford will take care of the Moreau brothers within three days. If you're willing, I hope you can back Mr. Ashford up. Put on a show of support."

'Just as I thought! The Second Master of the Ashford family is going to make a move. To quickly eliminate the Moreau brothers!'

And as long as he, Eric, sided with the Ashford family, it would make the Ariel family mistakenly believe that the Collins and Ashford families had joined forces. The Ariel family would be wary and wouldn't dare to react aggressively.

They would have to swallow their anger.

And this! This could very well directly facilitate an alliance between the Collins and Ashford families.

Although Eric couldn't immediately figure out why Lucien was willing to go all out for Alexander, or why he was willing to ally with the Collins family.

But that wasn't important.

What was important was that if it was truly an alliance, Eric was more than willing.

"No problem! Then I'll leave it to the Second Master of the Ashford family." Eric barely hesitated as he looked at Lucien. "Second Master, if you need any assistance, just let me know. I'll be sure to get it done."

Eric's swift agreement, in turn, left Lucien completely dumbfounded. 'How did he just agree? What did you two just say? Damn it, you only exchanged a few sentences! You didn't even discuss the stakes, so how did Eric agree?!'

Lucien was utterly baffled. What had just happened?!

He was just trying to talk Alexander out of it a moment ago, but after a few more words, he was asking what he could do, and when Alexander told him, he just agreed?!

How could he agree to this so easily and rashly?

Although he was a core member of the Collins family, he was still a third-generation junior. Didn't he need to consult with his family?

Eric's actions were almost equivalent to directly representing the Collins family in siding with the Ashford family, thereby forming an alliance.

Although Eric himself didn't have the authority to represent the Collins family, his status would facilitate this outcome.

And most importantly, on what grounds was Eric helping Alexander like this?

Forget Alexander, even if it were Morris Doran sitting here today, Eric shouldn't have dared to make such a decision so easily.

"Hahaha, good, very good. Young Collins is straightforward..." Lucien took a full few seconds to react before bursting into laughter and raising his wine glass.

Although he couldn't figure out why, he definitely had to play the part.

Since Eric had already agreed, the matter was basically settled.

The rest of the Collins family wouldn't be able to back out later.

Because once a situation like this was set in stone, from the Ashford family's perspective, they had only dared to make a move, unafraid of offending the Ariel family, because they had the Collins family's promise.

In this situation, if the Collins family were to back out, it would be tantamount to offending the Ashford family to the death. No major family would dare to commit such a baseless act of betrayal.

So, setting aside the distant future for a moment, just on the matter of dealing with the Moreau brothers, the Collins family had no reason to turn back. The Ariel family was already a major competitor to the Collins family, so using the Ashford family's hand to mess with the Ariel family wasn't a bad thing for them.

As for what came after... after going through this experience together, the two families would establish initial trust. Coupled with the outside world's mistaken perception of an alliance, it was highly likely to lead to a genuine alliance between the two families.

The three of them raised their glasses and toasted.

They all drained their glasses in one go.

After setting their glasses down, the atmosphere instantly relaxed. The focus of the subsequent conversation was almost entirely on the thirty-odd pages of filth.

They certainly couldn't use all of it; the impact would be too significant. Lucien only needed to use a portion of it to quickly send Henri Moreau, Claude Moreau, and Mathieu Moreau's entire family on their way.

Dealing with the Moreau family wasn't difficult; the real problem had always been the Ariel family's reaction.

So, there was much to discuss on this part.

Which part of the info would Lucien use? How would Eric back him up? When would they make their move? Which parts could be used to threaten others and clear the way for their move against the Moreau brothers?

They discussed it all.

The atmosphere grew increasingly pleasant, and the conversation flowed smoothly. Lucien and Eric communicated a lot; it seemed they had never spoken so much at one time before.

But!

In reality, both of their attentions were constantly fixed on Alexander, who was speaking less and less.

Neither of them could understand why the other would help Alexander so much?! The deal was done, but the reason why was utterly incomprehensible.

In fact, it was a problem of information asymmetry.

To put it simply.

Lucien was helping Alexander because of the Hawkridge family; he needed an ally.

Eric was helping Alexander because of the Sutherland family; he also felt his family needed an ally.

And both of them had an extraordinary trust in Alexander. This trust didn't just come from Alexander's truly uncanny abilities, but also from the entanglement of interests—that was the most important thing.

In Lucien's eyes, Alexander represented the Doran family. The Ashford and Doran families were secretly allied.

In the future, the Doran family would move against the Devonte family, while the Ashford family would move against the Hawkridge family, with the two families exchanging forces. Stirring up trouble together.

He was absolutely one of their own.

And in Eric's eyes, he and Alexander had a massive business deal worth tens of billions; their shared interests were enormous.

Only Alexander knew the whole picture. Lucien and Eric only knew their own side of the story, so... it would be a miracle if they could figure it out.

The matter of the Moreau brothers was originally a small affair.

But Alexander used this small affair as an opportunity, or rather, as a "pledge of allegiance" from the Ashford and Collins. A small matter could also influence the grand scheme of things.

Of course.

For the two families to truly form an alliance, they still needed a genuine common interest.

The meal lasted until around ten o'clock.

It was time to disperse.

As they were leaving, they all went to the coffee spot on the other side of the corridor. Ashley, Nathaniel, and Cecilia were there.

At this hour, there were no other customers, just the three of them at a table. They had even ordered and eaten separately, having another meal.

They called the three of them, and then they all went downstairs together.

They went straight down to the underground parking garage.

In the garage, they exchanged a few more pleasantries and said their goodbyes... Lucien had had a bit too much to drink and was in a state of high excitement. He grabbed Alexander's hand and rambled on for a long time before Nathaniel helped him into the car.

Alexander, Ashley, and Eric watched as Lucien, Nathaniel, Cecilia, and the family's bodyguards drove away in several cars.

Gazing at the departing taillights.

"Mr. Ciotta, has the Ashford family already..." Eric finally had a chance to speak with Alexander alone and turned to ask him in a low voice.

"Let's talk in the car," Alexander said with a wave of his hand, then tossed the Bentley key to Ashley.

Ashley went back to the Bentley Continental first.

Alexander, meanwhile, got into Eric's Rolls-Royce with him.

Just the two of them sat in the back seat; the driver and bodyguards didn't get in.

"Mr. Ciotta, has the Ashford family already... joined forces with the Doran family's side?" Eric asked Alexander again. He had figured it out.

For Lucien to put in so much effort, this was a strong possibility!

"Yes." Alexander turned his head, smiled at Eric, and nodded.

"Good! That's great!" Eric nodded as well, his heart settling.

This way, after the event, it would be easy to explain to his family! He would mention the Sutherland family, bring up the Doran and Ashford families—two major powers seeking to take on the Sutherlands—and his family would surely want to join in and get a piece of the cake. Siding with the Ashford family in advance wouldn't be a problem.

"Three days from now, after the Moreau family matter happens, if your family questions you, then you can tell them. Don't let the news leak before then..."

"I understand, Mr. Ciotta!"

"Also... you can tell your father that if your Collins family doesn't want to miss this opportunity, he can call my father-in-law directly."

"Good, good, good! Hahaha! Thank you, Mr. Ciotta. Without a sound, you've brought our Collins family an ally, hahaha!"

It was an extraordinary situation.

Alexander was clearly manipulating everyone to achieve his ultimate goal, yet they were all thanking him.

Eric's gratitude this time was even heavier than Lucien's.

Because Alexander was bringing the entire Collins family into the game.

No matter how capable Eric was, no matter how much he knew about James's assets, even with all the intelligence Alexander provided, with his own power, he could at most eat up a small piece of the Sutherland family's peripheral assets.

But if the entire Collins family entered the game, they could participate in the hunt for the Sutherland family's core assets.

When it came to the Sutherland family's core assets, money was secondary.

What was important were the positions of real power currently held by the core members of the Sutherland family.

If Eric could facilitate this, his status in the family would surpass his older brother's before the hunting plan succeeded.

The two chatted for more than ten minutes. When they had said pretty much all there was to say, Alexander got out of the car.

He was leaving.

Alexander returned to the Bentley Continental.

"Are you full?" Alexander asked with a smile as he fastened his seatbelt, turning to look at Ashley in the passenger seat.

"Mhm," Ashley nodded. "In the restaurant, we ordered so much. I'm stuffed."

"Ha," Alexander chuckled and reached out to gently nibble on Ashley's cheek.

The Bentley Continental started up.

It drove out of the underground parking garage.

Five minutes later.

The Bentley Continental was speeding along the neon-lit Ton Avenue.

Driving with one hand, Alexander picked up his phone and dialed a number.

Beep... beep... beep...

After more than ten seconds, the call was finally answered.

"Hello? Alex... What is it?" Morris's voice came from the phone. It was almost ten-thirty at night; Morris should have been resting.

"Uncle, I've brought the Collins family into the game. In three or four days, someone from the Collins family will call you," Alexander said.

"Hmm?!!!" Morris let out a heavy nasal sound, suddenly wide awake. "Alex, what did you just say? Can you say that again?" Morris honestly thought he had misheard, that he might have gotten a word wrong.

The Collins family? What? How? Who?

"I said, I've already brought the Collins family into the game..." Alexander repeated with a smile.

"The Collins family?" Morris interrupted.

"Yes."

"The Collins family of Boston?"

"That's right."

The phone went silent.

Morris finally confirmed that he hadn't misheard or misunderstood.

It was indeed the Boston Collins family he had first thought of!

In fact, Morris understood that when Alexander said "the Collins family" without any other descriptors, he must have been referring to the Boston Collins family.

Because the only Collins family with a connection to the Doran family that Alexander would mention to him was this one.

Morris had asked repeatedly only because he couldn't believe it.

This was too sudden! What do you mean the Collins family was in the game?

Speaking of the relationship between the Doran and Collins families, it could only be described as neither close nor distant. Although Dante and Eric were very good friends, that network was one that the younger generation had developed on its own.

The two great families wouldn't become particularly chummy just because two third-generation juniors were close.

Those were two different things.

The Doran family could be said to have maintained a good relationship with the Collins family, and they had helped each other with small favors, but that was the extent of it.

The core power holders on both sides were not well acquainted with one another.

Let alone allied.

It was truly very sudden.

Speaking of which... Morris's side had just completed the initial layout of the plan against the Sutherland family.

Currently, besides the Doran and Rothmere families, only the core members of their vassal families knew about the plan against the Sutherland and Devonte families.

Although they had already brought the Ashford family into the game, the Ashford family only knew a part of it—the part concerning the Devonte family.

Morris Doran hadn't yet told the Ashford family about the Sutherland family.

There was no rush.

The matter of secretly allying with more families had to be done slowly.

Because it was too dangerous. The stakes were too high! If news leaked in advance, it would be a huge problem.

Therefore, Morris was extremely cautious when recruiting new allies. This matter had to be handled with stability.

And the Ashford family's entry wasn't even initiated by Morris! It was triggered by the incident with Nathaniel Ashford, where Alexander, single-handedly, produced dirt on the Hawkridge family and settled it through a round of negotiations.

Morris was not only astounded by Alexander's methods in finding this ally but also immensely satisfied.

Mainly because it was safe. The alliance between the Doran and Ashford families was essentially an exchange of power. This ensured that the Ashford family would never betray the Doran family in advance, making them an exceptionally reliable ally.

Also, the Ashford family represented not just one family, but an entire faction.

Alexander had handled this matter beautifully.

And now... the Collins family?

Hadn't it only been a little over a week since they brought the Ashford family into the game?

He had already brought another major family, the Collins family, into the game? Found another reliable major ally for the Doran family?!

Morris simply couldn't imagine what Alexander had done this time.

"Alex... you mean, the matter with the Sutherland family... you've already let the Collins family..." After a full minute of silence, Morris finally recovered, but he still needed further confirmation.

"That's right," Alexander replied.

"What did you do?" Morris asked immediately.

"Not much. I came to Boston for a couple of days to handle some business, ran into a bit of trouble this afternoon... just had a chat with Lucien Ashford and Eric Collins..." Alexander said.

Alexander made it sound incredibly casual.

But in reality, he wasn't hiding anything. That was how it happened. Alexander hadn't planned anything in advance.

It was just that his mind was filled with so much information that... even a small, unexpected problem could be leveraged by him, based on the intelligence he already had, into a particularly significant event.

"You..."

"It's like this, Uncle."

Alexander interrupted Morris's voice and continued with a smile, "Lucien Ashford promised me that within three days, he will make a move against a ten-billion-dollar vassal business family of the Ariel family. Eric's side will assist Lucien and represent the Collins family to back him up..."

Alexander didn't even mention the specifics of Shuan Real Estate.

He just briefly explained the situation with Lucien and Eric.

And with Morris's intelligence, he immediately understood that the outside world would mistakenly believe the Ashford and Collins families had allied, and that the Ariel family would be too wary to retaliate.

For a mere vassal business family, it wasn't worth it for the Ariel family to clash head-on with two major families. They could only de-escalate the situation.

"Three days from now, the Collins family's leadership will hold Eric accountable for unilaterally representing the family to ally with the Ashford family... Eric will explain to the family that the Doran and Ashford families have allied and are about to make a major move against the Sutherland family. I have a partnership with Eric, so he understands parts of the plan against the Sutherland family... After that, the Collins family will call you, Uncle, to discuss a partnership."

Alexander finished.

It was simple.

His words, at first listen, seemed a bit disjointed, even giving off a sense of rashness. But upon careful thought, one would discover that the logic was extremely rigorous.

Why would the Collins family choose to cooperate with the Doran family immediately after understanding the situation?

There were three aspects to consider.

First, Eric's unilateral alliance with the Ashford family would mean the Collins family's leadership couldn't immediately break faith. They would have to maintain it for a while, during which the two sides would establish initial trust and have a common opponent: the Ariel family. As for whether to keep the alliance with the Ashford family afterward...

The optimal solution for the Collins family in this regard was, of course, to truly ally with the Ashford family and deal with the Ariel family together! But how to absolutely trust the Ashford family was a problem.

Second, if it were just the Doran family approaching the Collins family alone to discuss cooperation, the risk would be extremely high. The Doran family, with the Rothmere family, would not have an advantage against the Sutherland family and its allies.

But if the Ashford family was added, in terms of power, they would have an absolute advantage.

In this regard, the Collins family's optimal solution was, naturally, to side with the stronger party. That is, the Doran and Ashford alliance! And once the three families had a great common interest, trust would be established.

Third, once the major event began, the Ariel family would have two choices: either side with the Sutherland family or participate in the hunt for the Sutherland family.

But because of the long-standing competitive conflict between the Collins and Ariel families, their industries had significant overlap and fierce competition. Add to that the new animosity from the Collins family assisting the Ashford family in taking down a vassal enterprise of the Ariel family.

Then, after the major event, the Ariel family would either become the Collins family's sworn enemy or, if the two families chose to support the same side, end up competing to carve up the cake.

The two families would clash no matter what.

And the Collins family could tip off the Sutherland family or cooperate with the Doran family. Either choice would lead to a fight between the Doran and Sutherland families.

In other words, the major event was bound to happen.

So, for this third point, the Collins family's optimal solution... was still to ally with the Ashford family, plan an attack on the Ariel family in advance, and prepare to take them on.

So!

No matter how you thought about it, no matter how you spun it, for the Collins family, allying with the Ashford and Doran families was the best choice.

And there was a huge interest-driven incentive for the Collins family to make this choice.

Morris was silent for a long while again.

He was dazed by the thought process because the logic was still quite convoluted. But no matter how he thought about it, from any angle, he couldn't find a flaw.

The Collins family simply wouldn't leak the information. No matter how you looked at it, the Collins family would definitely take the initiative to enter the game and form an alliance.

And from what Alexander had just said, he had handled this matter with extraordinary ease. It seemed that such a significant event, the forging of an alliance between great families, was accomplished effortlessly.

"Alex.. why did Lucien agree to target the Ariel family for you, and why was Eric willing to back up the Ashford family?"

"It's complicated." Alexander paused for a moment, then smiled. "But to put it simply... great families all need allies; they just lack the opportunity to build trust..."

Alexander didn't continue.

But Morris already understood some of it.

What Alexander said was still simple, but Morris knew that the difficulty of executing this matter was beyond anyone's imagination.

Morris fell silent again for over ten seconds. A great many thoughts crossed his mind before he finally asked Alexander, "Alexander, what do you need me to do?"

Anyone else would have found it unimaginable that he, Morris Doran, would see the day he had to take orders from Alexander.

It occurred to Morris that the final step of this matter needed to be completed by him.

"Within three days, Uncle, talk to Lucien Ashford about the Sutherland family. Let him get an understanding of that part of the situation," Alexander said directly. "Three days from now, the Collin family will call you. You can then organize a three-way meeting. As for the specifics... You can arrange them as you see fit, Uncle."

"Done!" Morris agreed.

The two chatted for a few more moments before hanging up.

Even at the end, Morris didn't laugh out loud, much less praise Alexander. He was too shaken to muster such performative emotions. He felt... he should end the call and calm down first.


Chapter 19: The album is released.

A little over ten minutes later.

Ring, ring, ring...

Alexander was still driving when his phone suddenly rang.

He picked it up, glanced at the screen, and answered, "Jasmine."

"My dear Mr. Ciotta! You're really something! Not calling me for two days, and then you go and stir up such a huge mess without a peep?!" Jasmine's voice was dripping with affectation right from the start.

"Hmm... which mess are you referring to?" Alexander countered.

He wasn't surprised that Jasmine was calling at this moment. Although he hadn't checked online, he knew public opinion was in an uproar.

However, he wasn't entirely sure if Morris had just called Jasmine. People did all sorts of things when they were excited.

Therefore, the "huge mess" Jasmine knew Alexander had caused over the past two days could be one thing or two.

"Hmm?" Jasmine hummed, her tone immediately shifting. "What else did you do?"

That confirmed it.

She was calling him because of the news online.

She didn't know about the Collin family.

From Alexander's perspective, it didn't matter whether she knew or not; he just couldn't be bothered to explain more than necessary.

"Nothing much. Just finished dinner and on my way back," Alexander said with a smile, clearly not wanting to elaborate.

"Hmph!" Jasmine snorted softly, but she, too, was disinclined to press him on his attitude.

"I'm telling you, Mr Producer, you're really something. You've only been away for two days, and you're already going to such lengths for Charlotte Langford. Are you that worried her new album won't be a hit?" Jasmine's words were laced with a teasing jab.

"It's about making money. I get a 50% cut, so of course I have to put in the effort," Alexander laughed.

"Are you that short on cash?" Jasmine asked.

"Who would ever complain about having too much money?" Alexander retorted.

"Ha! Is my dear Mr. Ciotta planning to become a celebrity himself?"

"Do you think I would?"

"I don't think you would."

"Then why ask? Are you... jealous?"

"That's right, I am jealous. What are you going to do, punish me again?"

It was just a bit of idle chatter, some light bickering. For the two of them, this was a form of entertainment. Jasmine was an incredibly proud and intelligent woman. Because she had lost a bet to Alexander and wasn't allowed to be jealous, she had always been at a disadvantage by denying it.

So she changed her approach.

"Punish you... Do you miss me?" Alexander chuckled.

"I do! We haven't seen each other in over two days. I've missed you to death," Jasmine said, her tone affected. She admitted it with her words, but not with her attitude.

"I'll be back tomorrow afternoon. We'll go to my family's in the evening. Don't worry, I won't be late," Alexander said with a smile.

"..." Jasmine fell silent for a moment before saying, "Can you not be so clever?"

"Can't help it. I'm just that brilliant," Alexander boasted playfully.

He had seen right through her.

In truth, the online buzz was just a pretext for Jasmine's call. The real reason was that Alexander had promised to take her home at the end of the month.

Tomorrow was the thirty-first.

Jasmine was clearly worried that Alexander, busy helping Charlotte and creating such a massive media storm, would break his promise and not make it back to New York in time.

They bantered for a few more moments.

Knowing that Alexander would be back tomorrow, Jasmine was relieved. She didn't press him further about Charlotte.

In reality, the online furor over Charlotte's new album was just entertainment for her. She knew what Alexander was capable of; manipulating public opinion to that degree wasn't beyond her perception of his abilities.

An hour later.

It was already past 11:30 PM.

Inside a luxury suite at Orange Ocean Entertainment.

In the bedroom.

The light was dim, with only the bedside lamps turned on.

Alexander and Ashley had both washed up and were lying in bed.

Ashley was holding a tablet, leaning against Alexander's shoulder. Alexander supported the other side of the tablet with one hand as they looked at the news together.

The eruption online... could be described as the "public opinion event" with the highest buzz in the last five years.

In an unprecedented turn of events, the top 10 trending topics were all about Alexander!

—Producer Alec Nota

—Charlotte Langford's New Album Release

—Genius Superstar Alec Nota

—Who is Alec Nota?

—The Final Chapter

—Alec Nota and Charlotte Langford

—Charlotte Langford Earns 280 Million in One Day

News about Charlotte's new album and various rumors about Alec Nota had taken over entirely. It continued to dominate the hourly charts in rotation.

No one was cursing Alexander anymore. The few stubborn individuals who still left attacking comments in some sections were immediately shot down by hordes of others.

And the group that had previously been the most vicious in their attacks, the largest celebrity fan club online, The "Charlotte Langford's Fan Club," had switched sides entirely to support Alexander.

They were now on the same team.

Some people even started shipping them, saying the two were a match made in heaven, and so on. Even though no one even knew what this "Alec Nota" looked like.

With the release of Charlotte's new album, Alexander, under the name Alec Nota, it could be said... shocked the entire music scene!

Many famous musicians who had previously written long articles criticizing the claims in Alexander's "Genius Superstar" had now posted new lengthy pieces, offering comprehensive reviews of the album he produced for Charlotte, giving it exceptionally high praise and expressing a desire to meet him.

Of course, there were still plenty of haters.

Some musicians, while giving the album and Alexander's musical talent high praise in their articles, would add a few sour remarks at the end.

They would say Alexander was too arrogant and might face a downfall in the future.

Or that Alexander had talent but poor character.

These people were being flamed to the point of a mental breakdown. Some simply closed their comment sections, disabling all replies.

Also worth mentioning was the sales of Charlotte's new album. It was a digital album, released simultaneously on three major music platforms.

Released at 8:00 PM sharp, the album contained seven songs. It couldn't be purchased individually; one had to buy the whole album for $11.99.

Three and a half hours had passed.

Total sales across all platforms had already exceeded 9 million.

Because the vast majority of an album's sales come from the first day—in fact, for a superstar, half the sales often come within the first few hours—it could be estimated that the total sales for Charlotte Langford's new digital album would likely reach 20 million.

This was an utterly terrifying number.

Charlotte's previous album had sold 6 million digital copies online.

At the time, that was already an incredibly formidable figure.

Under normal circumstances, if a superstar singer released a full album, selling two million copies was already considered top-tier.

This was different from singles. Some superstar singers could sell eight or nine million copies of a single, but that was because singles were cheap.

Full albums were expensive, significantly reducing fans' willingness to buy and prompting some to seek out pirated versions.

Two million digital album sales were already enough to prove a superstar singer's popularity and status.

And the reason Charlotte was called "Demon Queen" was precisely because she was a female singer who could create legendary records.

The six million sales of her last album were proof of that.

This time, Bluecrest Music had initially estimated sales of Charlotte's new album at around 8 million. Due to the audio leak, the sales forecast was slashed to 5 million.

Now, thanks to Alexander's plan, which sparked a firestorm of discussion across the entire internet, album sales had surpassed 9 million in just three and a half hours.

The estimated total sales exceeded 20 million.

At $13.99 per album, 20 million sales meant $280 million! It was a terrifyingly exaggerated figure.

Because it was so outrageous, a topic even appeared on the trending list: "Charlotte Langford Earns 280 Million in One Day." Someone had made an early estimate.

This was actually just stirring the pot. Charlotte had to give a cut to the three major music platforms; it wasn't as if she pocketed all the money from the album sales.

Moreover, she had to give 50% of her net profit to Alexander.

Of course, the outside world didn't know this.

Alexander did a quick mental calculation. From the sales of Charlotte's new album, he estimated he would ultimately get a cut of over a hundred million.

From subsequent revenue from various licensing and copyright fees, he should be able to get another two hundred million in shared income over the next six months.

All in all, by producing this album for Charlotte, Alexander stood to make over three hundred million.

The money was earned quite easily.

In fact, Alexander hadn't expected to make this much.

He had initially thought he might make one hundred million. If it weren't for the audio leak incident, Alexander wouldn't have orchestrated things this way, blowing the situation up to such a massive scale.

Alexander had been "forced" to make so much.

Placing the tablet aside, Alexander turned his attention to the naked blonde beauty beside him. As she met his gaze, Ashley blushed, before quickly moving. Slipping under the blanket, and towards Alexander. Within moments, he felt the tip of his length being taken into a hot warm mouth.


Chapter 20: X-Served by Ashley.-X

Alexander leaned back against the headboard, his frame relaxing into the pillows as he closed his eyes, indulging the warm, enveloping pleasure that radiated from below the blankets.

His shoulders slumped slightly, and his chest rose and fell with deepening breaths, the room filled with the subtle rustle of fabric and the faint, rhythmic movements beneath the covers.

He let Ashley move, her form hidden under the blanket as she nestled between his spread legs, her soft blonde hair brushing against his thighs.

As she began to suck on his swelling length, Alexander felt the initial tease of her lips transform into something more insistent, her mouth drawing him deeper.

His cock grew harder under her attentions, thickening and pulsing with life as she enveloped more of him, her tongue swirling in languid, teasing circles around his sensitive shaft.

The heat of her mouth was superb, a velvet grip that slid further along his rigid form, inch by inch, until he could feel the back of her mouth teasing the tip. Her movements were eager, her frame bellying the intensity of her efforts, as if she were savoring every vein and curve of him like a delicacy.

One of her hands, soft and dainty with fingers like delicate petals, reached up to stroke the remaining inches of his shaft that weren't yet covered by her lips, her touch light, gliding along the slick surface with a gentle firmness that amplified the sensations.

Meanwhile, her other hand cupped his full, heavy balls, rubbing them with a tender, circular motion that sent shivers of delight up his spine as she massaged the sensitive flesh with worshipful care.

She worked over his cock with unbridled gusto, her actions a ritual of pleasure. Her head bobbed rhythmically under the blanket, the fabric shifting with each motion, her bright, gentle eyes hidden, but her enthusiasm evident in the way she lavished attention on every part of him—sucking, licking, and teasing with a fervor that spoke of her feelings for him.

Her incredible figure, with its big, soft, perky breasts that rose and fell with her efforts like plush hills defying the pull of gravity, pressed against his legs, while her tiny, willowy waist and wide, thicc thighs cradled him in a cradle of warmth.

The sounds echoing from under the blanket grew louder, a series of soft, gagging, and choking noises that reverberated through the air. Wet, throaty gulps as she took him deeper, her throat constricting around his length in a way that made his toes curl.

Each gag was followed by a determined swallow, the sounds raw and intimate.

The pleasure coursed through Alexander like a tidal wave, building with every stroke and suck, making his body tense and his breath hitch.

It felt indescribably good, a deep, throbbing ecstasy that started at his core and spread outward, each of her movements sending sparks of bliss through his veins.

He groaned deeply, the sound low and guttural as waves of sensation washed over him, his hips involuntarily twitching upward.

"Good girl." He cooed, and in sync, he felt as Ashley pushed herself further, her mouth descending deeper along his rigid length.

Stretching her limits with a determined resolve that made her petite body tremble slightly beneath the blanket. Her throat constricted around him, the warm, slick confines enveloping more of his shaft than before, until he could sense her reaching the edge of her endurance—the faint quiver in her frame signaling the strain.

She held the position for a heartbeat, her lips pressed firmly against his base, before she slowly pulled back, releasing him with a wet pop and a lingering glide that left a trail of heat in its wake.

The sensation was electric, a teasing withdrawal that amplified the ache of pleasure, her saliva coating him like a glossy sheen.

As she emerged from the depths of her efforts, he felt her shift, her soft blonde hair brushing his skin as she rubbed her face against his wet, throbbing shaft.

Her gentle blue eyes, though hidden, seemed to convey a playful adoration through her actions; she nuzzled along his length with deliberate affection, her pale cheeks and delicate features gliding over the slick surface, leaving faint traces of her warmth.

Her tongue followed suit, tracing languid paths up and down, exploring every vein and curve with eager licks, while her lips planted soft, lingering kisses that dotted his flesh with marks of worship.

A deep groan escaped Alexander's lips as she shifted her focus downward, her mouth leaving his shaft to trail lower. Her tongue flicked out, warm and teasing, as she licked along his full, heavy balls, the sensation that made his muscles tense.

She lavished them with attention, her dainty hands cradling them gently while her mouth worked, sucking one into her warm, velvety embrace with a slow, pulling motion that drew another guttural sound from him.

The pressure was exquisite, her efforts as if she were savoring the weight and texture, her tiny, willowy waist arching slightly as she maintained her position between his legs.

As she continued her devoted worship, Alexander reached down, his fingers grasping the edge of the blanket.

With a swift motion, he threw it aside, revealing her fully: her petite form on its knees between his spread legs, her pale skin glowing in the dim light, her bright eyes locked in concentration as she served him.

Her incredible figure was on full display—those big, velvety, perky breasts heaving with her efforts, her soft blonde hair tousled and framing her face.

Alexander reached down, his hand gently threading through her soft blonde hair, petting her head with a tender, appreciative stroke.

The sudden touch made her cheeks flush with a deep, rosy blush, her eyes flickering upward for a moment as a wave of shyness washed over her.

Being seen in such a devoted, slutty display made her heart race with a mix of embarrassment and thrill, her frame trembling slightly under his gaze.

Yet, she didn't pause, her resolve unwavering as she continued her worshipful service; instead, her free hand slipped downward, delicate fingers brushing over her own pale skin before finding the slick, leaking wetness of her aching pussy.

Putting on a show for him as she began to rub herself with slow, exploratory circles, her touch igniting a fresh surge of heat within her, the sensation making her breath catch in quiet, involuntary whimpers as she balanced her own building pleasure with her dedication to him.

Shifting her position, she moved closer, her outstanding figure coming into even sharper focus as she wrapped her massive, perky breasts around his equally fat, throbbing cock.

Their plush warmth enveloped him like a pair of velvet cushions, her gravity-defying mounds pressing together to create a tight, yielding channel that massaged his length with each deliberate up-and-down motion.

Her tiny, willowy waist flexed as she leaned forward, steadying herself on her knees, while her tongue darted out to lick and suck on the swollen tip, tracing teasing circles around the sensitive head before drawing it into her mouth with a hungry pull.

The contrast of her pale skin against his arousal heightened the view, her breasts gliding smoothly along his shaft, slick with her earlier saliva, as she used them to worship every inch of him.

Alexander savored the rush of pleasure that coursed through him, the sight and sensation of being served by such a pretty girl. Her devoted actions making him feel like an emperor basking in the glow of her adoration.

He groaned deeply, the vibrations rumbling in his chest as waves of bliss radiated from his core, his muscular body tensing with each stroke of her breasts and the teasing flicks of her tongue.

The dual service of her soft, pillowy tits massaging his thick length and her mouth lavishing the tip with wet, insistent suction filled him with a heady mix of power and ecstasy.

As she intensified her efforts, she sucked harder on the tip, her lips forming a tight seal around it while her tongue swirled with renewed vigor, drawing out more of his essence with each pull, eagerly swallowing every drop of his precum.

Her breasts moved in a rhythmic up-and-down glide, titty fucking him with increasing speed and pressure, the soft flesh of her perky mounds squeezing and sliding along his fat cock, creating wet, slapping sounds that echoed in the room.

Her own quiet moans mingled with his, her free hand still working her dripping pussy.

Alexander felt the mounting pressure in his core, the waves of pleasure intensifying until his body began to tense. His breaths came in sharper gasps, the relentless rhythm of Ashley's worship pushing him toward the brink.

She sensed it immediately, her gentle blue eyes lifting to meet his in a silent, knowing exchange, a flicker of shared understanding passing between them.

No words were needed.

Without hesitation, he reached down, his strong hands gripping her head firmly, fingers threading through her soft blonde hair as he guided her downward. He pushed her face deeper onto his thick, throbbing cock, impaling her throat with a forceful thrust that went beyond what she could manage on her own, stretching her limits.

Her body jerked slightly in response, yielding to his control as he drove himself in until her nose was buried against the firm muscles of his abs, and his full, heavy balls slapped firmly against her chin.

The depth was overwhelming, her throat constricting tightly around him in a mix of resistance and surrender, wet gagging sounds echoing through the room as tears welled in her eyes from the intensity, yet her expression remained devoted.

As he held her there, she responded with fervor, her free hand fingering her leaking wet pussy hard and fast, her delicate fingers plunging into the slick folds with desperate urgency.

Her touch was frantic, rubbing and probing in rapid circles that made her body shudder, her pale skin flushing deeper as waves of pleasure built within her, syncing with the force of his invasion.

The sensation of her throat milking him, combined with the muffled vibrations of her own escalating moans, pushed him over the edge.

He let go, his body convulsing as he unloaded his hot, thick cum straight down her throat, pulse after pulse flooding her in a torrent that she swallowed instinctively, her eyes rolling back in her head as her own orgasm crashed over her.

Her fingers worked furiously on her dripping pussy, the overwhelming rush making her convulse, her inner walls clenching in rhythm with his release, their climaxes intertwining.

They rode the waves together, his cock throbbing with each spurt while her body trembled uncontrollably, the room filled with the raw sounds of their moment.

As the intensity slowly ebbed, leaving them both breathless and spent, yet connected.

Finally, he pulled her up with a wide grin, his grip gentle but firm on her shoulders, his fat, massive cock still rock hard and glistening with their shared fluids.

Her soft blonde hair was disheveled, her gentle blue eyes hazy with afterglow, and she looked up at him with a mix of satisfaction and anticipation.

He laid her back on the bed, her petite form sinking into the sheets, and mounted her without a moment's pause, positioning himself between her thicc, pillowy thighs.

With a deep, commanding thrust, he entered her fully, setting about fucking her thoroughly and without mercy, his movements relentless and powerful.

The two alternating between slow worship and rough fucking, late into the night, until exhaustion claimed them both.


Chapter 21: Online rumors. Returning to NY.

A new day.

July 31, 2024, 8:10 AM.

Ring, ring, ring!

The ringing phone woke both Alexander and Ashley. Alexander opened his eyes, turned his head to look, then reached for his phone. He glanced at the screen before answering and putting it to his ear.

"Hello, Miss Langford," Alexander said.

"Mr. Ciotta, something's happened!" Charlotte's voice was urgent.

"Huh?" Alexander was taken aback. Something happened again?!

"Mr. Ciotta, look online..." Charlotte continued.

Online?

"Hold on a second."

Alexander spoke into the phone, then picked up the tablet from the bedside table. He didn't need Charlotte to specify; he knew he should check Twitler.

Twitler Trending Topic #1: Alec Nota Cheating with Charlotte Langford.

Twitler Trending Topic #2: Charlotte Langford the Homewrecker.

Just seeing the trending topics, Alexander's eyebrows shot up. He clicked into the topic, scanned a few posts, read some comments, and then found the post that had set off the firestorm.

Around 7:00 AM today, a self-proclaimed insider had posted, claiming to know both "Alec Nota" and Charlotte Langford.

The post was a link that redirected to a lengthy article detailing the entire process of how Alec Nota and Charlotte met. It mentioned that Alec Nota had a girlfriend and claimed that Charlotte, deeply admiring Alec Nota's talent, had inserted herself into his relationship.

The article was about a thousand words long.

As the "subject" of the story, Alexander could tell at a glance that most of the content was fabricated, imagined by the poster.

But!

A portion of it was correct.

For example, the post mentioned that Charlotte had gone to New York to find Alec Nota, that Alec had arrived at Bluecrest Music the day before yesterday in the afternoon, that Charlotte had organized a welcome for him with senior management, and that he had brought his girlfriend to the company.

This was only a small part; most of it was wholly made up, and some parts were maliciously so.

The poster, or rather the author of the article, had very strong writing skills. It had to be said: the "story" was very well written.

In the story, Alexander became a scumbag, Charlotte became the homewrecker, and Ashley was the victim.

"Yes, I see it..." Alexander finally spoke after reading the post, continuing to browse other related content as he did.

"Mr. Ciotta, the company noticed this post as soon as it appeared. We thought it was just someone spreading rumors and that no one would believe it, but we never expected it to blow up like this..." Charlotte's voice was tinged with panic.

"Someone is behind this. Astroturfers and bots are pushing the narrative," Alexander said with certainty.

Admittedly, the entire internet's attention had been on the two of them since last night.

The buzz was still growing today.

But what people were focused on was the music, as well as Alec Nota's flamboyance and talent, not his private life.

At a time like this, for someone to post negative news about them, fabricating stories without any solid proof, they should have been flamed into oblivion. It shouldn't have made any ripples at all.

The smear campaign was too obvious.

But this post had somehow made waves. It had even leveraged their popularity to shift the entire internet's attention from the new album to their personal issues.

A large number of marketing accounts had reposted the article, and various small accounts claiming to be their "acquaintances" popped up, continuing to spin tales about them.

Some media accounts also claimed to have called Bluecrest Music to verify specific details, such as when Alec Nota visited the company, only to have their calls hung up, and so on.

There was no way things could have developed naturally like this.

Someone was targeting Charlotte Langford! Naturally, it was for profit.

The music market was significant, but only so large. The hype around Charlotte's new album was just too cataclysmic. It crushed everything else! For a certain period, this would squeeze the "living space" of other singers.

Given the current popularity of Charlotte's new album, for at least the next two or three months, no song would be more popular than any of the songs on her album.

All singers releasing new albums in the near future would be severely affected.

"Mr. Ciotta, what do you think... Should I post a clarification? Or..." Charlotte said, her voice filled with anxiety.

Alexander could sense her panic.

Typically, a female singer facing such rumors should be angry.

But Charlotte wasn't outraged; she was more anxious and uneasy. That was naturally because she and Alexander... really did have something going on! It just wasn't what the post claimed.

"The company is surrounded by reporters, and more are coming. They're all waiting for me to come out. And so many people are calling to ask..." Charlotte added before Alexander could say anything.

Alexander could sense Charlotte's emotions and how they were unfolding. For her, being "slandered" was now a minor issue.

Her biggest worry now was that since this had happened, people would start investigating her. What if they actually found out something was going on between her and Alexander?

What would she do? There was that bet hanging over her head. Should she go kneel and apologize to Jasmine Doran?

"Don't make any statements for now. Your company shouldn't either," Alexander said after a moment's thought, smiling calmly. "Here's what you do. I'll give you two names. Have your bodyguards grab them immediately. Then have your bodyguards interrogate them..."

"Huh?" Charlotte was stunned.

"Do you trust me?" Alexander asked.

"I do!" Charlotte replied instantly.

"Then grab them. Just force a confession. If they don't talk, beat them until they do." Alexander said.

"They..." Charlotte's tone softened as she asked, "Who are they?"

"They're both from your company. Charlie J, an assistant in the talent department, and Marty S from the public relations department."

The two people Alexander named were both on his list of suspects after the music leak incident.

Samuel Reed, Charlie, and Marty had all sold major inside information about Bluecrest Music. Now that something like this had happened, and with Samuel Reed already caught, the one who leaked information about 'Alec Nota' had to be one of the other two.

Alexander was sure that the person who orchestrated this whole mess was not Charlie or Marty.

It had to be another major company.

But the post mentioned that Alexander had gone to Bluecrest Music the day before yesterday and brought his girlfriend with him. Yet, it didn't mention his real name or his girlfriend's real name.

This made it easy for Alexander to deduce that someone had leaked information about his visit, and this person had to be an insider at the company, but not one of Charlotte's close confidants.

For example, it couldn't be Charlotte's assistant, Neema Lee, as Neema knew Alec Nota's real name was Alexander.

No matter how Alexander thought about it, it seemed only Charlie and Marty, those two-bit traitors with a serious history, would dare to sell his information.

And the two of them knew very little about him, not even his and Ashley's names, so they hadn't sold any critical information.

He guessed that after Charlotte's new album blew up online, someone had secretly contacted them, and one of them had "sold" what they knew.

Then, that information was used to weave a half-true, half-false story to attack Charlotte.

So, as long as they found out who sold the information, they could trace it back and eventually find the mastermind behind it all.

For Alexander, this was a small matter.

Calming the negative public opinion was also simple.

Alexander didn't plan to handle it personally.

"Both of them have betrayed Bluecrest Music before, making money on the side by selling information. You don't need to be soft-hearted. Have your bodyguards grab them, lock them in a dark room, and beat them. They'll definitely confess to what they did before and reveal who they sold the information to this time. Let your bodyguards handle it all. They'll have their ways of getting the information. You don't need to be involved in the process."

Charlotte listened, stunned.

There were more moles in the company? How did Alexander know? Did Tommy Calder tell him again?

"Any problem?" Alexander asked.

"No, no problem," Charlotte replied.

"Then let's leave it at that for now. Call me again when you have information," Alexander said with a smile.

"Okay, okay! Oh, right, Mr. Ciotta, please don't come to the company. It's swarming with reporters outside..."

"Ha, I know."

The call ended.

Putting down the phone, Alexander turned to look at Ashley, who was nestled against him, peering at the tablet.

"Stop looking. Time to get up and get things done," Alexander said, pinching Ashley's cheek.

They got up. Washed up. They skipped breakfast.

Alexander and Ashley got dressed and left.

According to the plan, Alexander was scheduled to head back to New York this afternoon. But before that, there was a very important matter to attend to—registering a company.

Alexander and Ashley had prepared all the necessary documents. They went to the Department of Commerce, and when they arrived at the entrance, someone was already waiting for them.

It was Tommy Calder.

This had been arranged long ago; Alexander had discussed setting up a company in Chicago with Tommy.

Today, they were at the bureau to submit the materials and wait for approval. The company would be jointly funded by Ashley and Tommy, and it would be named "Chicago Keystone Investment Co., Ltd."

Ashley Carter would invest 10,000$ for a 99% stake.

Tommy Calder would invest 7,990,000 million for a 1% stake.

The paid-in registered capital was 8 million.

Although judging from the investment and shareholding ratios, it looked like Alexander was screwing Tommy over royally, the reality was the exact opposite. Alexander truly valued Tommy as an intelligence chief.

They finished up at the bureau before lunch.

Afterward, the three of them went for lunch together. During the meal, Tommy mentioned the online controversy and asked Alexander if he wanted him to deploy his network. Alexander said it wasn't necessary.

After lunch.

Alexander drove Ashley Carter back to Orange Ocean Entertainment.

He didn't go upstairs.

He left, back to New York.


Chapter 22: Aileen makes a request.

New York, 3:43 PM, Magical Glamour, CEO's Office.

"Mr. Ciotta."

"Mr. Ciotta."

Greetings suddenly sounded from outside the door. A moment later, a bodyguard pushed it open, and Alexander, his hand habitually tucked into his trouser pocket, walked into the office.

Behind the desk, two women who had been poring over documents looked up at the entrance simultaneously.

"Aileen, you're here too," Alexander said, slightly surprised.

Aileen Arison was in Jasmine's office.

"Hub—" Upon seeing Alexander, Aileen was about to call out "Hubby" and started to circle around the desk, but she stopped herself.

The office door was still closing and hadn't shut completely.

Only when the door clicked shut did she continue.

"Hubby, I want a hug..." Aileen's heels clicked rapidly as she hurried over to Alexander.

Alexander simply scooped her up into his arms, wrapping them around her, while his hands cupped a handful of her perky butt.

This, in turn, made Aileen a little embarrassed. She had just wanted a hug... It was midday, and they were in Jasmine's office.

Though embarrassed, Aileen still wrapped her arms around Alexander's neck and gave him a kiss. Their lips pressed together, while his tongue pushed dominantly into her mouth, feeding her his taste.

Jasmine watched Alexander carry Aileen toward the sofa, her eyes narrowing slightly. Still, she said nothing, turning instead to tidy the documents on her desk.

She just found it strange.

She had known Aileen for so long and had been seeing her frequently of late. With the partnership between Magical Glamour and the Golden Fortune Group now finalized, they met often, both for work and in their private lives.

Jasmine's impression of Aileen was... no different from the rumors.

She did not have the personality of a young, naive girl.

She had a very formidable side when it came to business.

This was a woman who carried a heavy air of nobility.

It wasn't an act.

It was genuinely who she was.

So how did she transform into such a docile, needy kitten the moment she saw Alexander?

To this day, Jasmine still couldn't understand where Aileen's "bizarre" attitude toward Alexander came from.

It wasn't strange that she had become Alexander's woman.

But... did she need to be so clingy?

Alexander walked to the sofa and set Aileen down, tossing her gently onto the cushions before sitting beside her.

"Miss me?" Alexander asked, hooking a finger under Aileen's chin.

"Mhm," Aileen nodded. Then, as if remembering something, she blushed. She reached for Alexander's hand, hesitated, and then let it go.

"When did you get back? Why didn't you call ahead?" Jasmine, who had finished organizing the documents and was now signing something, finally spoke.

"Just arrived. Drove straight here," Alexander said, looking at Jasmine.

He had floored it on the way back. The drive usually took about four hours on the highway; Alexander had done it in under three.

And that was him taking it easy.

There was no real rush.

"I called my mom. I just need to be home before dinner," Alexander added.

"Hubby, you're taking Jasmine home?" Aileen asked.

"That's right." Alexander looked at Aileen and asked with a smile, "Want to come with us?"

"No," Aileen replied, shaking her head decisively.

She had known about this for a couple of days; Jasmine had told her. She had long ago decided that unless it was absolutely necessary, she would not meet Alexander's parents.

It wasn't that she didn't want to.

It was that her own parents were problematic.

Her relationship with Alexander could absolutely not be made public.

Besides, her relationship with Alexander wasn't a typical romance to begin with... so there it was.

Alexander had only asked casually. He knew Aileen wouldn't go.

"Hubby, when will you be back?" Aileen asked, biting her lip.

"Tomorrow," Alexander replied with a gentle smile.

"Then..." Aileen started to say something, but paused. She glanced at Jasmine, then leaned close to Alexander's ear and whispered, "Master, I want a child."

"Hm?"

A subtle smile played on Alexander's lips. He nodded. "Alright. But think it through. If you get pregnant, you'll have at least a few months where you won't have enough energy to manage the company..."

"I've thought about it. It's better to have a child sooner rather than later. After the baby is born... I can focus better on my career. Don't you think so, Hubby?" Aileen said.

"Don't wear yourself out," Alexander chuckled, stroking her hair.

He knew exactly what she was thinking.

Their relationship couldn't be made public, and it would be difficult for the next few years. Aileen was already twenty-seven.

Right now, her father's health was poor, but he could still manage, so Aileen didn't have to face the burden of running the entire company alone.

But there was no telling what the future held.

So, just as Aileen had said, it was better to have a child sooner rather than later.

Aileen's ambition was no less than Jasmine's.

She had her own life plan.

"What are you two whispering about?" Jasmine couldn't help but ask, seeing Alexander and Aileen being so intimate and speaking in hushed tones.

Usually, she wouldn't bother asking about their private conversations.

But Aileen kept glancing at her while talking to Alexander.

"Guess," Alexander said, looking up with a smile.

"I want to get pregnant as soon as possible and have a baby for Hubby," Aileen said, also looking up. Since Alexander didn't seem to mind, she decided to be direct and completely open about it.

Jasmine's eyebrow twitched slightly, but her expression remained largely unchanged, and she said nothing.

She was still busy with her pile of documents.

"It's almost four," Aileen said, suddenly glancing at her watch. She stood up and grabbed her bag. "I have a meeting at the company at four-thirty that I need to chair. Jasmine, I have to go. Hubby... mwah!"

Aileen gave Alexander another kiss before her heels clicked away as she left.

After Aileen was gone.

"Aileen's in a hurry to have a baby. Aren't you?" Alexander asked Jasmine with a smile.

"What's there for me to be in a hurry about?" Jasmine said coolly. Then her tone shifted, and she looked up at Alexander with a victorious smile. "Did you ever use a condom with me? Did you ever see me take any birth control? Do you remember where most often your seed ends up when with me?"

For Jasmine, who was determined to be the "main wife," letting another woman have Alexander's child first was out of the question.

And yet, just now, Jasmine hadn't been the least bit flustered.

Because she and Alexander had never used any form of protection, and most of their intimacy usually led to his seed inside of her womb.

Jasmine even suspected she might already be pregnant. It was just too early to tell, and there were no signs of morning sickness yet.

For the next ten minutes or so, Alexander and Jasmine chatted idly.

They were already falling into the comfortable rhythm of a long-married couple.

Finally, Jasmine finished with her documents, concluding her work for the day, and stepped away from her desk.

"I bought you some clothes. They're in there," Jasmine said, gesturing toward the small private lounge as she walked toward it.

Alexander got up and followed her into the lounge.

They showered together.

And changed their clothes.

Jasmine then applied some simple makeup. It wasn't that she was in a hurry; she did it deliberately. A little eyebrow pencil and lipstick were enough.

She didn't want to "scare" Alexander's parents.

Her usual makeup and domineering CEO aura were not easy for most people to handle.

Around five o'clock, they went downstairs together and left the company.

Jasmine had prepared everything, including the car, for the visit to Alexander's parents.

It was a relatively low-key Audi A8. The gifts and everything else were already bought and placed in the car.

They set off.

A little over forty minutes later, the Audi A8 exited the national highway and entered the county town where Alexander grew up.


Chapter 23: Meeting the parents.

A few minutes later, they arrived at 67 Agricultural Machinery Road, Sunshine Garden Community.

It was an ancient residential complex, so old it didn't even have property management. The main gate was always open, there were no management fees, and a small annual sanitation fee paid to the community committee was all that was required.

Alexander, who was driving, pulled the Audi A8 straight in and parked it casually in a spot that wasn't in the way.

It was already almost six in the evening.

But in the height of summer, the sun wouldn't set in New York until after seven, so the sky was only just beginning to darken.

Jasmine, wearing a light blue chiffon dress, got out of the car.

Alexander got out from the other side.

They met at the back of the car to get the things from the trunk.

Jasmine looked around the area.

The ground was paved with red bricks that had mainly turned black, their age unknown, and the surface was pitted and uneven.

In front of each building entrance were old-fashioned flowerbeds.

Overall, the place was... reasonably clean, which could be considered a merit.

"You grew up here?" Jasmine asked, her gaze returning to Alexander.

"Yep." Alexander lifted all the bags out of the trunk. He swept his foot under the bumper, and the trunk closed automatically.

"What, you don't approve?" he asked, half-joking.

"There's nothing to disapprove of. I just find it strange," Jasmine said, linking her arm through his. She looked around again. "How did an environment like this produce such an excellent man?"

"Maybe I'm a genius," Alexander laughed.

Jasmine didn't bother to reply.

Alexander led the way.

They entered the fifth building entrance.

And went up to the third floor.

They finally stopped in front of apartment 301.

"Go on, knock," Alexander said with a sidelong smile. His hands were full of bags.

"Mm..." Jasmine hummed in agreement. She raised her hand but paused, taking a deep breath to compose herself before knocking.

Knock, knock, knock!

Jasmine knocked on the door, not too loudly and not too softly. She glanced at Alexander, her left hand, which was linked with his, unconsciously tightening its grip. She was genuinely a little nervous.

This nervousness didn't stem from a lack of confidence or a fear of not being able to "handle" the situation. It was simply that... the more she cared about Alexander, the more she cared about his parents.

In her private life, Jasmine truly disliked socializing.

In that respect, she was nothing like her brother.

Besides, anyone in her situation—"meeting the boyfriend's parents for the first time"—would surely be nervous on the inside, no matter how naturally they acted on the surface.

"Sounds like someone's knocking."

"Is that Alex back?"

"Quick, go see."

"I'll go, I'll go."

Although the old building was well-built, the soundproofing was average. Alexander and Jasmine could hear the voices inside.

The sound of someone running in slippers followed.

Creaak. The door opened.

It was Maria, dressed in casual loungewear.

"Brother, Sister-in-law, you're back!" Maria said, then quickly turned to shout, "Dad... Mom..."

In the living room, a slightly chubby, middle-aged man of average height stood up and walked toward the door. At the other end of the room, by the kitchen entrance, a petite middle-aged woman who had just taken off her apron also headed for the door.

"Son, you're back."

"Oh, you've gotten thinner again."

Both of them arrived at the doorway and spoke to Alexander, but their attention was fixed on Jasmine.

They just didn't feel it was right to greet Jasmine directly.

They had to wait for Alexander's introduction.

Moreover, while Jasmine was a little nervous on the inside, Alexander's parents wore their unease plainly on their faces... because Maria had come home and told them that Jasmine was worth millions! And that she owned a huge, huge company.

"This is my dad..."

"My mom..."

"Dad, Mom, this is Jasmine..."

Alexander gestured, introducing them to each other.

"Uncle," Jasmine greeted with a smile. She instinctively raised her hand.

The father was clearly nervous as he shook her hand.

"Auntie."

Jasmine shook hands with both David and Susan Ciotta.

At the same time, she observed Alexander's parents.

David had ordinary features, but his complexion was fair. At first glance, he gave the impression of a kind, cheerful person who was always ready with a smile.

Susan, on the other hand... was very beautiful!

Both Alexander and Maria were good-looking, so at least one of their parents had to be "beautiful."

Their good looks came almost entirely from their mother.

Although Susan was already forty-five, she was still far more beautiful than other middle-aged women her age. Perhaps she was naturally youthful-looking, as one could easily believe she was thirty-seven or thirty-eight.

David was a bit chubby, but Susan was not. She was very slim, which made her look energetic.

Jasmine had long since reviewed Alexander's family background information.

She knew that David was only a year older than Susan, but seeing them in person now, she felt as if David looked ten years older.

Evidently, as a husband, David doted on his wife.

It was clear at a glance who took care of whom, who bore more of the household burdens.

David and Susan also sized up Jasmine.

Their first impression of Jasmine was that she was truly... stunningly beautiful.

The couple exchanged a look. The meaning behind it wasn't complicated; it was a sense of "she's actually this beautiful," even more beautiful than their daughter had described.

Alexander placed the large and small bags he was carrying on the cabinet to the right of the door.

"Oh my, you're here, that's enough. Why did you buy so many things?" Susan's tone was a mix of delight and gentle complaint.

"Jasmine bought them all," Alexander said.

"Oh my..." Susan exclaimed again.

"What did you buy? Is there anything for me?" Maria was more relaxed than her parents. She asked with a grin and reached out to see what was inside the bags.

"In your dreams," Alexander said, flicking Maria's forehead.

"Come, come, uh... my dear girl, slippers."

Susan took two pairs of slippers from the cabinet, tossing one to Alexander and placing the other in front of Jasmine.

"Thank you, Auntie," Jasmine said, noticing a minor detail as she spoke.

The slippers Susan gave her son were very old. Though they had been washed, the signs of wear were heavy, likely the ones Alexander had worn at home. The slippers for her, however, were brand new.

They were also much prettier. It felt as if... they had been bought specially for her visit.

They chatted as they changed their shoes.

"...You all chat for a bit. I'll go check on the food. Two more dishes and we can eat..." Susan went back to the kitchen.

"Want a tour?" Alexander said, turning his head to Jasmine.

"Sure, let's have a look," Jasmine replied with a smile, her tone slightly mimicking Alexander's.

Alexander then showed Jasmine around his home.

The apartment was large.

It had three bedrooms and one living room, with windows on both the north and south sides, providing good ventilation. It was over ninety square meters, with very little of that being common area.

This was one of the first commercial housing projects in the small county town. Although housing prices were low back then, an apartment this size was not cheap, considering the average income at the time.

However, the family's income had always been much higher than that of the average wage-earning class. David had opened his shop early on. In that era, anyone who ran a business, no matter how small, made money. Their income was far higher than that of ordinary people, sometimes several times higher.

There were three bedrooms.

One for Alexander's parents, one for Maria, and one for Alexander.

They looked at each one.

But they only stood at the doorway, just taking a casual glance.

While Alexander was showing Jasmine around, David sat on the living room sofa, watching them. Maria sat beside him, having brought all the bags to the coffee table, and was now examining them.

David was a smoker.

Maria found several boxes of cigars in one bag. Still, she didn't know anything about cigars or cigarettes and had no idea what brand they were or how much they cost.

Besides the cigars, there were two bottles of red wine, two bottles of white wine, two boxes of tea, and ham—mostly just things to eat and drink.

In addition to these, Maria also found some gifts for women.

A silk scarf, a pendant, and two sets of cosmetics.

None of them was cheap.

But none were overly expensive or extravagant either.

Maria just looked; she didn't dare to unwrap anything.

"Dad, look at these cigars. They must be expensive, right...?" Maria took a box of cigars out of the bag and showed it to her father, asking in a low voice.

"Helou USA," David said, taking it for a look, but then he let out a surprised "Huh?"

He had been smoking for thirty years. He hadn't smoked the most expensive stuff, but he certainly recognized the brands...

Helou USA was an extremely popular brand, with both mid-range and high-end products. The name "Helou" was written right on the packaging, which was why David had "recognized" it.

But upon closer inspection, he didn't recognize it after all.

He had never seen this particular version.

Below the "Helou USA" characters was one other word: Celebration.

"This must be a 10$ a piece, 50$ for a box," David guessed. He looked up and asked, "How many boxes are there?"

"Five in the bag," Maria said, holding up five fingers.

"Oh my, that's 250 bucks right there," David sighed. He reached out, placed the boxes next to the bag, and looked at the pile of gifts on the coffee table. His expression was strange.

It wasn't that he was unhappy; he just felt a bit melancholic.

He was perfectly aware of his family's financial situation.

His son had found a super-rich, mega-wealthy female CEO for a girlfriend.

He should have been happy.

But... could this last? Were they good enough for her?

After their tour, Alexander and Jasmine returned to the sofa area.

"Ah, come, come, uh...Miss, please sit," David said, quickly standing up to welcome her.

"Uncle, you can just call me Jasmine or Jaz which I prefer," Jasmine said with a smile.

Jaz was her childhood nickname. Her peers never used it. Only elders were allowed to call her that.

Alexander and Jasmine sat down next to each other on the sofa.

Back in his own home, Alexander was naturally completely relaxed. Jasmine didn't seem constrained either; she was poised and smiling. Without her CEO persona, she no longer seemed sharp and imposing, but her noble air was hard to conceal.

David was the most unnatural one in the room.

He couldn't relax.

He sat down again, his back ramrod straight, a bit too formal.

"Uhhh...., look at you. It's enough that you came. You shouldn't have spent so much money on all these things..." David said with a cheerful laugh, gesturing toward the coffee table.

"It's my first visit. I couldn't possibly come empty-handed. That would be rude," Jasmine replied with a smile.

Alexander leaned back against the sofa, about to settle into a comfortable, at-home posture. As he listened to them talk, his eyes glanced at the coffee table. His eyebrows shot up, and he suddenly sat up straight again.

He had seen the cigars that Maria had taken out and placed beside the bag.

"Did you buy the cigars?" Alexander leaned over and whispered in Jasmine's ear.

"Hm?" Jasmine turned to look at him, not understanding why he was asking. "No, I got them from Dan's place..."

"Dan?"

"Yes... I was on the phone with him two days ago and mentioned I was coming to your home. I asked him for gift ideas, and he gave me some suggestions. He also said he had good cigars and wine at his villa on the west side and told me to just take whatever I wanted..."

They were whispering to each other.

It was normal for a couple.

But after she finished speaking, Jasmine sensed something was off because Alexander's sudden question was not normal.

"What's wrong? Are those... costly?" Jasmine whispered.

"Yeah... extremely expensive," Alexander whispered back, nodding.

"How... expensive?" Jasmine asked again, her eyes drifting toward the bag of cigars on the coffee table.

Jasmine knew about wine, but only red wine. She knew nothing about white, and even less about cigars. A large portion of the gifts she had brought to the family home had been taken from her brother's villa.

Dante was a social butterfly with many friends from all walks of life. He frequently received and gave gifts.

In his villa on the west side, he had a separate room piled high with various gifts he had received from others.

Jasmine knew about this.

So, after her phone call with her brother two days ago, she had driven over to pick up some things. She figured there was an advantage to taking things from her brother's stash: she wouldn't have to worry about whether they were suitable as gifts. Anything in her brother's villa was surely appropriate.

They were, after all, gifts others had given to Dante.

Jasmine had chosen two bottles of red wine, each worth 500$.

She took two bottles of a non-vintage variety, which were only so much per bottle.

They were all expensive, but not that expensive. Not impolite, but not scary either.

As for the cigars, when Jasmine was picking them out at Dante's villa, she had deliberately avoided all the imported ones, including the cigars in particularly lavish packaging.

She knew some of those were frighteningly expensive.

She found some domestic brands in the humidor and grabbed them at random.

The reason she dared to grab them at random was that, although she didn't know much about them, she had read once that domestic cigars were pretty cheap and nowhere near the imported stuff.

So, of course, she could just grab whatever.

Jasmine clearly had a mistaken understanding of cigars.

Although Alexander didn't smoke either, he knew far more than Jasmine.

How expensive?

Those cigars were currently the most expensive in the country. Bar none!

Alexander turned slightly to the side and held up three fingers for Jasmine to see.

"Three thousand a box?" Jasmine raised an eyebrow.

"Thirty grand," Alexander replied in a low voice.

It was a top-tier luxury cigar launched nine years ago. It was a limited special edition released to commemorate the company's 100th anniversary, and its supply was extremely scarce.

When "Helou" was first released, it could only be called one of the most expensive cigars, not the only one.

But as time went on, its price continued to soar.

In the last two years, the market price has already reached $30,000 per box. It was a case of "price without market"—meaning, even if you had the money, it was very difficult to buy. It was too rare!

Thirty thousand was just the minimum price, and you'd have to be incredibly lucky to buy it for that. Without connections, relationships, or luck, you might not be able to get it for even forty or fifty thousand.

Most people who bought this kind of carton did so as gifts, not to smoke themselves.

Some also collected them, keeping the boxes unopened and stored in a humidor for years.

"You just grabbed them randomly?" Alexander asked again in a low voice.

"Yeah..." Jasmine's expression was a little wooden.

Of course, she understood that thirty thousand a box was extremely expensive!

Although thirty grand was nothing to her—she had lost count of how many bottles of wine she'd drunk that cost that much—cigars were different from wine.

Costly wine was reserved for special occasions or holidays. When Jasmine had a small drink at home, she would usually have a bottle worth a few thousand. Only when she went out to a restaurant would she drink something a bit more expensive.

In other words, expensive wine was not a daily consumable.

But cigars were... Jasmine knew that David was a veteran smoker who went through two packs a day.

Jasmine also knew that even her own brother usually smoked cigarettes that cost a hundred dollars a pack. He smoked only one brand and one type, also going through two packs a day for many years.

Cigars worth thirty thousand a box were truly terrifying.

"How many did you grab in total?" Alexander glanced at the bags on the coffee table and asked in a hushed tone.

"...Five boxes."

Thirty thousand for one box, so five was one hundred and fifty thousand.

Alexander felt that if Jasmine had just given his parents a briefcase containing $150,000 in cash, they would have thought she was very generous and definitely wouldn't have accepted it. Still, they wouldn't have been too shocked.

But spending one hundred and fifty thousand on five boxes of cigars as a gift was just too frightening.

Alexander took Jasmine's hand, squeezed her palm, and said with a sidelong glance and a smile, "You just randomly grabbed five of the most expensive boxes. With this hand of yours... You really should have bought a lottery ticket today."

He still had the energy to tease her.

"What do we do?" Jasmine asked in a small voice. The cigars were already here; she definitely couldn't take them back.

And even if Alexander's parents didn't know the price now, they would surely find out later. Everyone looks up how valuable the gifts they receive are, and the internet is so advanced now.

This would obviously put immense pressure on Alexander's parents.

"What else can we do? Come clean," Alexander said with a smile.

"Come clean?" Jasmine was stunned.

"Partially," Alexander added.

Jasmine's nerves finally settled. She had been genuinely startled just now, thinking Alexander was going to tell his family everything.

If Alexander's parents found out that their son had once been hunted down by others because of her, wouldn't her prospects as a daughter-in-law be shot?

"Ahem! Bro, we're in the living room, watch it..." Maria finally couldn't hold back and coughed to remind them.

From Maria's perspective, Alexander and Jasmine had been acting all lovey-dovey, their faces almost touching as they whispered, and Alexander was even holding Jasmine's hand.

There was nothing wrong with a couple acting like that.

But to be so "showy" at home, in front of their father, was a bit much.

Alexander glanced at his sister, giving her a "you talk too much" look, but he sat up straight, leaned back, and struck a "lord of the manor" pose on his own sofa.

Jasmine wasn't embarrassed at all.

"Uncle, Alexander told me that your family runs a small restaurant, is that right?" Jasmine started a conversation directly, acting generously with a smile on her face.

"Ah, yes. It's been over twenty years..." David said with a cheerful smile, still maintaining his overly formal posture.

"Is business good?"

"It's great."

"That's great to hear."

"Isn't it... Huh?Jaz, you... I heard Mari say a few days ago that you run a company?"

"Ah, yes, Uncle. I run a cosmetics company."

"Your business must be big."

"It's alright."

It was just a casual conversation.

Jasmine remained very natural throughout, and her heart gradually relaxed completely. David, however, couldn't relax at all, seeming to be treating Jasmine with a bit too much deference.

Alexander, on the other hand, barely spoke, slouched on the sofa watching TV.

After more than ten minutes, Jasmine and David had more or less exhausted the general topics of conversation. David hadn't dared to probe too deeply into the size of Jasmine's company.

He felt that constantly asking about that would make it seem like his family was after her money.

"I'll go check on the kitchen," Jasmine said to Alexander and stood up.

She went to the kitchen.

David watched Jasmine's back disappear through the kitchen doorway, then turned to his son and called out, "Al."

"Hm?" Alexander sat up at once, smiling. "What's wrong, Dad?"

"You..." David wanted to say something, but he glanced toward the kitchen door again, then waved his hand. "We'll talk after dinner."

He naturally wanted to ask his son privately about the specific situation with Jasmine, whether it was serious, and if it would last.

But it wasn't a good time to say it.

He'd have to wait for an opportunity later, when they could be alone, for a private father-son talk.


Chapter 24: A guest who knows Jasmine.

Knock, knock, knock!

A knock suddenly sounded at the door.

Alexander glanced toward the entrance.

"It's probably Lauren," Maria had already slipped on her slippers and was shuffling toward the door to open it.

"Old man, haha, I heard your son brought his girlfriend back today. Are they here?" The first thing they heard was a man's hearty laughter.

Lauren Davis had indeed arrived.

With her was a tall, middle-aged man in his forties who somewhat resembled Lauren.

It was Laurens's father, Luther Davis.

David Ciotta and Luther Davis were childhood friends. After graduating from middle school, they served in the army together, then returned to their hometown and started their own small businesses.

The Ciotta family's restaurant never grew big and was still just as it was.

Luther, however, was a go-getter. He had lost a lot of money back in the day and had even been supported by David. In the end, his business venture succeeded with the money David had lent him.

So now, even though Luther had a family fortune of millions, the bond between the two families hadn't faded. Remaining stronger than most blood relatives.

Luther and Lauren changed into slippers at the door and entered the living room.

"Uncle Luther," Alexander greeted with a smile.

"When did you get back, Alex?" Luther asked, smiling, as David gestured for him to sit.

"Just got home,"

After sitting down, Luther saw the table full of gifts and immediately understood. He grinned and asked, "Alex brought his girlfriend back? Where is she? How come I don't see her?"

"She's in the kitchen talking with his mom," David replied with a cheerful laugh.

"So, how is she?" Luther immediately turned his head to ask David.

"She's great," David said, still smiling cheerfully, not knowing how else to describe her.

Just then, "Oh, we have guests?" Jasmine came out of the kitchen. She had wanted to lend a hand, but Susan wouldn't let her, so she didn't insist.

"Jaz, come, let me introduce you..." David stood up to make the introductions.

But before he could, Luther shot to his feet.

"Boss Doran?!" Luther was stunned. He had no idea why he would run into Jasmine Doran here.

"Hm?" Jasmine looked at Luther with a hint of confusion. "You are..."

"Oh, Boss Doran! It really is you! Oh my! What are you doing here? I'm from Lakeside Chemicals..." Luther hurried over to greet her.

"Lakeside Chemicals..." Jasmine murmured, seeming to have a vague impression. Seeing Luther approach, she extended her hand.

"Ah! Don't you remember two years ago, when your company was opening its second factory... the bidding conference, you were there in person..."

Luther shook Jasmine's hand, a little excited and a little fawning, his posture very low.

Magical Glamour had been in operation for over 4 years and currently had 2 factories.

"Factory One" was built in an industrial zone; it was an old factory that Jasmine had directly purchased and renovated, and it was relatively small.

"Factory Two" was completed two years ago in H County, not far from New York's main urban area.

The bidding conference for Factory Two?

Lakeside Chemicals?

Jasmine didn't remember the person, but she had some impression of "Lakeside Chemicals." She recalled that Lakeside Chemicals' name was among the first batch of raw material suppliers for the second factory.

She had signed many documents in which "Lakeside Chemicals" appeared.

Then it disappeared. The cooperation was canceled.

"Miss Doran, it's been two years, but you're as radiant as ever," Luther Davis said, still talking after letting go of her hand. It had become a habit for him after so many years in business—he knew what to say to whom.

"You're too kind," Jasmine replied with a professional smile.

"Old Lut, you know Jaz?" David walked over and asked, his expression very strange.

He had also been startled just now. Luther had suddenly shot up, and the way he walked those two steps, his welcoming posture, and the way his waist had subconsciously bent quite a bit. David had never seen his friend like this.

In their old circle of friends, Luther Davis was the richest and also the proudest.

They all came from poor backgrounds, and only Luther had made it big, so it was inevitable for a person to get a little inflated.

Luther didn't put on airs with David because David had helped him so much back in the day.

Now, when others saw Luther, they would flatteringly call him "Mr Davis," their words dripping with compliments, while behind his back, they would gossip, saying that he had gotten a little money and didn't know who he was anymore.

David saw things clearly; there was no major problem with Luther's character. Those who spoke ill of him behind his back were mainly just jealous of his success.

When the old friends gathered for a meal, if Luther offered to pay, they'd say he was showing off his wealth. If he didn't, they'd say he was stingy despite being rich. It was a no-win situation.

However, Luther did have some minor flaws. He was a bit arrogant. After all, in this small county, you could count the number of people with a net worth of millions on one hand.

"J....Jaz?" Luther turned his head and even stammered.

Of course, he knew that the boss of Magical Glamour was named Jasmine Doran.

And David seemed to have just called her Jaz?

Luther glanced at David, then directly at Alexander on the sofa. A "holy fucking shit" went off in his mind. He understood instantly.

"Ah... hahaha, Boss Doran and I met once two years ago..." Luther said, then looked at Jasmine again. "Boss Doran, you're... you're with Alex..."

Luther gestured with his hands.

"He's my boyfriend," Jasmine nodded, smiling.

"Ah... ah..." Luther let out two long, drawn-out "ahs," unable to process it.

The Alexander he had watched grow up, who had just graduated from college, how did he... find this billionaire with a shocking background as his girlfriend?!

"Come, come, let's not all stand around. Sit down and chat..." David gestured again.

Jasmine sat down next to Alexander, tilted her head, and whispered, "Your mom won't let me help."

"You're so precious, how would my mom dare?" Alexander teased in a low voice.

"Do you find it fun to keep teasing me?" Jasmine shot Alexander a look.

Alexander and Jasmine started whispering to each other again.

On the other side, David and Luther also started whispering after they sat down.

Luther was completely bewildered and couldn't believe it. He asked David if it was true, to which he nodded.

Luther then asked, "How did they get together?" David didn't know either and could only shake his head.

"Boss Doran, this is my daughter. You've met her, right? She came back last time and said she saw her big brother Alex's girlfriend and said she was prettier than a celebrity. I didn't dare believe it. I never expected it to be you, Boss Doran. This girl was also talking nonsense. Celebrities rely on their youth; how can they compare to you, Boss Doran? Hahaha..."

Luther was especially proactive in talking to Jasmine. In one breath, he both introduced his daughter and flattered Jasmine.

"So Mr Luther is Lauren's father," Jasmine said in a tone of sudden realization, glancing at Lauren.

The father and daughter looked quite alike.

She had investigated Alexander's entire family and knew about the family's social connections. She had even seen photos of Maria's best friend, Lauren Davis, and knew that her father owned a chemical plant.

Now it all added up.

"Oh my, I really didn't expect this," Luther exclaimed again, a little excited. "I really didn't expect to see Boss Doran here. It must have been almost two years... Alex, you're so lucky! Great taste! I always said this kid, Alex, would have a great future. Look at this..."

Alexander just smiled.

Luther's words sounded a bit strange.

Having a super-rich girlfriend meant he had a great future?

It felt like he was saying being a pretty boy who lived off a woman was an outstanding achievement.

However, Alexander felt that Luther probably hadn't thought that far. He was just overly excited, and the rush hadn't passed, so he was speaking without thinking.

He just wanted to praise Alexander, but didn't quite get it right. There was no ill intent.

As for why he was so excited?

Of course, it was because Luther and David were iron-clad friends. Now that the Ciotta family had latched onto a big shot like Jasmine Doran, wouldn't he get to bask in some of that glory?

He didn't hope for too much. Just gaining such a powerful connection, even indirectly, was worth a grand celebration.

Luther didn't know the specifics of Jasmine's family background—the rumors were wild and fantastical—but he did know that she had a younger brother named Dante, who was a huge deal in New York.

"Old D, you've hit the jackpot!" In his excitement, Luther even patted David's thigh as he spoke.

"Boss Doran, how's business been lately? I watched your company's press conference last week..." Luther said, turning to Jasmine again.

"It's alright. The first week's sales for the new product are out, and they exceeded expectations... How's your business, Boss Chen?"

"Me? Ah, it's a small business. The profits have been just so-so these past two years..."

And so they started chatting.

In the Ciotta household, the main people talking were the two "outsiders," Jasmine Doran and Luther Davis.

Luther was somewhat stealing the host's thunder.

Alexander felt that it was... actually pretty good.

Meeting a partner's parents for the first time is usually accompanied by all sorts of "awkwardness." Jasmine's strong mentality meant she showed no nervousness.

But earlier, after a simple chat of over ten minutes with Alexander's father, they had run out of topics.

That's why she went to the kitchen.

They couldn't just sit there in silence.

It wasn't that Jasmine couldn't find topics; it was mainly that... Alexander knew his family's situation. Their life experiences and Jasmine's were from entirely different worlds.

There were very, very few common topics.

Luther, however, could chat with Jasmine. They were both in business. Jasmine, who rarely socialized privately, became quite talkative when it came to business.

The atmosphere became very harmonious during their conversation.

Before long, Maria and Lauren went back to Maria's bedroom. The topics being discussed in the living room were boring to them, and they couldn't join in.

Alexander slouched on the sofa, watching the muted TV, barely speaking. He couldn't be bothered.

David didn't say much either. He was listening intently and observing the two of them. Luther's state was something he had never witnessed before.

This old friend of his clearly knew that Jasmine was his son's girlfriend, yet he still addressed her as "Boss Doran" and with formal respect.

David could no longer imagine just how wealthy Jasmine had to be to make his friend act like this.

His daughter had come back last time and said his son's girlfriend was worth over thirty million.

Thirty million?

Was that enough?

Luther himself was worth millions. In this small county, you could count the number of locales with a net worth exceeding Luther's on one hand.

And among this group, including Luther Davis, they basically treated each other as equals.

Last year, when Luther's eldest daughter got married and held a banquet in their hometown, all those local bosses attended, as did some of Luther's boss friends from the city.

Luther had introduced them. Those bosses, worth over a hundred million, were mutually polite when speaking with Luther.

Although they were all richer than Luther, they wouldn't look down on him. And Luther certainly wouldn't be as deferential as he was today, offering a small compliment every two sentences and a big one every three.

Luther was over forty. Jasmine was only in her twenties. Wasn't it awkward?

David found it a bit awkward, but neither Luther nor Jasmine seemed to think so.

"Dinner's ready! Come get the dishes, wash your hands, and eat..." Susan Ciotta called out as she walked out of the kitchen carrying a plate.

"Time to eat."

"Let's eat first."

The people on the sofa in the living room stood up one by one.

"You guys go ahead and eat. I'll be heading back..." Luther was about to leave. He was well-versed in social etiquette.

It was the first time Alexander was bringing his girlfriend home. For this first meal, no matter what he wanted, he should leave at this time and not spoil it.

"Sit down, where are you going? Eat here," David said, clapping Luther on the shoulder.

"No, no, they're cooking at my place too. It'll be ready soon," Luther said.

"Ah, you're already here," David insisted, giving Luther a meaningful look as he spoke.

"Ah... alright then. Sorry for the intrusion, hahaha..." Luther said with a hesitant expression.

David took out his cigarettes, gestured toward the balcony, and walked over. Luther followed.

They went out onto the balcony together. David slid the glass door shut and opened the balcony window.

"What's wrong? It's time to eat. Why are you smoking? Your addiction is getting worse again," Luther asked. He sensed something was off.

"I need to ask you something," David said, handing Luther a cigarette.

"What do you want to ask? Why are you being so secretive?" Luther took the cigarette, and as he spoke, he habitually pulled a lighter from his pocket.

David was also looking for a lighter, patting his pockets, but he didn't have one.

"It's just..." David said, glancing back inside.

In the living room, Alexander and Jasmine had gone to the dining table to help set out the dishes and bowls. Maria and Lauren had also come out of the bedroom...

"Here," Luther saw David with the cigarette dangling from his lips and gestured with the lighter.

David leaned his head to the side.

Luther lit David's cigarette, then his own.

David was smoking a ten-something dollar pack. The cigarettes weren't bad, but they weren't great either. Luther usually smoked the same brand; he was used to it after so many years.

"What is it? Just say it..." Luther asked again. He saw David's brow slightly furrowed, as if he had encountered some difficulty.

"Hah..." David slowly exhaled a puff of smoke, glanced back into the room again, and then lowered his voice to ask, "That... Jaz, Jasmine Doran, are you close with her?"

"Boss Doran? How could I... If I were close to her, I would've fucking made it big long ago. If I didn't make a few hundred million, it'd be because I'm incompetent... She probably doesn't even remember me. I only saw her once at her factory two years ago..."

"Old D, you're truly blessed. Your son, I never expected it, I really never expected it..."

"If you get a daughter-in-law like Miss Doran, you and your wife can just retire. You won't have to do a thing. You can spend money however you want, eat whatever you want, and travel wherever you want. You'll be living the good life..."

Luther was getting carried away again, growing excited whenever he mentioned Jasmine.

"What are you talking about? Relying on our daughter-in-law for a living? Wouldn't that make my son a boy toy? Where would his pride be? Besides, nothing's set in stone yet. Don't go spreading rumors..."

"No, that's not what I meant. I'm saying... if you have a daughter-in-law like her, forget about her giving you, her father-in-law, money out of filial piety. Just think about how many people, once they know she's your daughter-in-law, will try to curry favor with you. You wouldn't be able to spend all the money even if you tried..."

Luther's words were blunt.

They had been old friends for years, so he didn't need to be tactful with David.

But his words only made David more worried.

"Maria came back last time and said Alexander's girlfriend has a company..." David took a drag from his cigarette, exhaling smoke. "I just heard you guys talking. It's called Magical Glamour, right? Maria said she must be worth over thirty million?"

"Thirty million? That's not even close," Luther said, instinctively pursing his lips.

"How much is it then?" David asked again.

"It has to be at least..." Luther paused. He didn't actually know the exact scale of Magical Glamour's assets; it was all hearsay. "Miss Doran is in the cosmetics business. She has two factories of her own, and they're not small workshops like mine. They're huge factories..."

"I'd estimate she's worth at least a billion. Not sure about her personal liquid wealth, though."

"Billion?!"

"That's right. I can't say for sure, but it's at least that much. And I recently heard that Miss Doran's company is preparing to go public..."

"The press conference for her new product was just a while ago, and sales were incredible. If the IPO is successful, Miss Doran will be worth at least four or five billion..."

Luther Davis was hyping Jasmine up a bit.

It was human nature. When you thought someone was impressive, you couldn't stand it if others didn't agree. Of all the rumors out there, he picked the "biggest" ones to share.

Hearing this, David grew even more worried.

It was a shock.

"She's only twenty-seven. What does her family do? How could she..."

"Her family... I'm not too clear on that either. I heard they're powerful. Her dad is some kind of chairman... Oh, right, she also has a younger brother, Dante Doran. People call him Master New York."

"Young Master Doran?"

"Yes, Young Master Doran. He's even more formidable. In New York, his word is law. No matter how rich you are, you have to show him some respect. If your family isn't worth a few billion, you can't even get a word in with him. In all of New York, he's this!"

As Luther spoke, he gave a thumbs-up.

"If anyone can get connected with Young Master Doran, people will just deliver money to their doorstep."

The more David listened to Luther's increasingly outlandish descriptions, the tighter his brow furrowed.

He was starting to understand. His old friend probably only had a partial picture himself. He couldn't access such high circles, so he couldn't provide many concrete details.

Just that she was impressive. Just that she was powerful.

David took several quick puffs of his cigarette.

"What's wrong with you, old D? Why don't you seem happy?" Luther didn't understand David's reaction.

On such a great day, with his son giving him such a huge surprise, why wasn't he happy?

"Old D, if you're in any trouble, just tell me. If I can help, I will. If I can't, just say a word to Miss Doran, or to your son. No matter what it is, I'm sure they'll get it sorted out for you," Luther added.

"Sigh!" David let out a long sigh.

"What is it? Are you sick? Dying?" Luther's heart skipped a beat.

"Can't you wish me well for once?" David rolled his eyes at him.

"If you're not sick, then what's with all the sighing?" Luther's heart settled back down.

"Sigh!" David sighed again.

Screech!

The sliding door to the balcony suddenly opened. It was Susan.

"What are you two hiding here talking about? Smoking again. Can't you smoke less for one day? It's time to eat... Everyone's waiting for you. Stop smoking..." She had come to call them for dinner.

David stubbed out his cigarette and gestured to Luther.

The family didn't have a separate dining room, but the living room was large enough. The area next to the kitchen served as the dining space.

The table was laden with ten dishes, each a feast for the senses.

David was a chef and a master himself. He usually cooked at the shop, but he rarely felt like cooking at home. It was always Susan who did most of the cooking.

Alexander and Jasmine sat next to each other, both turning their heads as they saw David and Luther emerge from the balcony.

Jasmine turned back and exchanged a look with Alexander.

With their intelligence, they could both guess what David and Luther had been discussing alone.

"Judging by your father's expression, he probably knows," Jasmine said softly, tilting her head.

"It's fine," Alexander smiled.

David and Luther also washed their hands and came to the table.

The seven of them sat around the table, but it wasn't crowded.

"Want a drink?" Luther looked at David.

"Sure, let's have some," David agreed, but glanced at his wife.

Susan said nothing. It was the first time her son had brought a girlfriend home, so it wasn't an ordinary day. A little drinking was normal.

"Uncle, I brought some wine," Jasmine said, standing up.

Dinner began.

And the drinks were opened. Both white and red were opened.

The meal lasted for over an hour. During that time, Susan chatted a lot with Jasmine, but it was mostly the usual small talk for a first meeting between a "mother-in-law and daughter-in-law." Susan didn't dare to ask anything too deep.

Both of Alexander's parents were a bit deferential toward Jasmine.

At the dinner table, Luther's constant "Boss Doran" this and "ma'am" that made Susan understand the situation even more clearly.

Maria and Lauren finished eating first and rushed back to the bedroom.

A little after seven in the evening, Alexander and Jasmine also finished eating and went to the living room to watch TV.

David and Luther continued drinking and chatting until seven-thirty.

Afterward, Luther called for his daughter, and they left. Before leaving, he made a point to come over to the sofa to say a few words to Jasmine, shaking her hand before he went.

David and Susan cleared the table and washed the dishes, refusing any help from Alexander and Jasmine.

Usually, Susan did the cooking, and David did the dishes.

It was rare for them to do it together. This time, not only did they clear the table together, but they also closed the kitchen door while washing the dishes.


Chapter 25: Father and son talk.

In the living room.

Alexander was sprawled on the sofa, watching TV.

Although Jasmine was completely relaxed inside, she wouldn't be impolite in front of Alexander's parents. Her posture was still somewhat proper. It wasn't until the kitchen door had been closed for a while that she glanced over and then leaned back with a sigh.

"What do you think your parents will say about us?" Jasmine asked, leaning against Alexander's shoulder and turning slightly.

"They'll say you're outstanding," Alexander said, turning his head with a smile and putting his arm around her. "They'll say I'm not good enough for you, worry that you'll dump me, and then I'll get depressed and do something stupid..."

"Then what should we do?" Jasmine's brow furrowed slightly.

"Lay some cards on the table," Alexander smiled before pulling out his phone.

A dozen or so minutes later, David and his wife came out of the kitchen.

"Son, come give me a hand," David called to Alexander.

"Coming, Dad," Alexander said, standing up, giving Jasmine a smiling glance before walking toward his father.

David went into the bedroom, and Alexander followed him in.

Then the bedroom door closed.

"Jaz, come have some fruit..." Susan had washed some fruit in the kitchen earlier and now brought it over, placing it on the coffee table.

"Auntie, please don't trouble yourself. You've been busy ever since I arrived. Please, sit," Jasmine said with a smile.

Susan sat down and looked Jasmine up and down again.

As a mother, she naturally hoped her son would find a good girl. Character was one thing, and being beautiful and rich were certainly advantages. But being too beautiful and too rich made one feel insecure. Lacking confidence in her family's situation, she found it hard to relax.

"This is your first time here, Jaz. We don't have anything special to offer..."

"Auntie, this is wonderful."

"Ummm, did you study abroad before?"

"Ah, yes. I studied overseas for a few years."

"What made you decide to come back to the country to work?"

"Well... it's home..."

They chatted for a while.

It was all small talk, but it was also a way to get to know each other better.

"Jasmine, you see... our circumstances... Alexander grew up in this county and hasn't been out much... His dad and I...we're better off than some, but worse off than others. Of course, we can't compare to you. You're in big business..." Susan finally got to the main point, her tone suggesting she was laying things bare.

"Auntie," Jasmine interrupted, "I'm pregnant."

"Huh?" Susan, who had just started and had a bellyful of things to say, froze completely.

She instinctively shifted closer to Jasmine.

"Preg... pregnant?" Susan was bewildered. A smile appeared, then vanished, several times as her emotions shifted between joy and confusion. Her eyes subconsciously drifted to Jasmine's stomach.

She... wanted to believe it, but didn't quite dare.

"How... how long has it been?" Susan asked again.

"Not long. I found out a few days ago during a hospital check-up. The doctor said I just conceived, it's not even been twenty days," Jasmine said with a gentle smile.

With current medical technology, pregnancy could be detected at a hospital ten days after conception. A home test would take about fifteen to twenty days.

"Just... just found out," Susan's emotions were a mix of joy and nervousness.

She knew Alexander and Jasmine were living together. Maria had stayed at Jasmine's place and had told her everything when she got back.

In this day and age, that sort of thing wasn't a big deal; it was pretty normal.

"Then, Jaz, you were just drinking wine."

"I only had half a glass of red wine. The doctor said it's fine once in a while, but I should still try to avoid it."

"Of course, it's not good for the baby. You have to be careful."

"I know, Auntie."

"Look at you two, this was an accident..."

"It wasn't an accident, Auntie. Alexander and I wanted this."

"You wanted it?"

"Yes. I was thinking, I'm already twenty-seven, my career is established, it's time to consider settling down. It's not too late to have a baby now. If I have a child early, I can focus more on my career later... Alexander was very supportive."

"That Alexander, honestly. He doesn't tell the family he has a girlfriend, and he doesn't even mention wanting a child. Such a big deal... and you two aren't even married yet..."

"As for marriage, I'm willing, but Alexander isn't in a hurry. He's five years younger than me and just graduated from college. Maybe he doesn't want to get married so early..."

"What! That little rascal." Hearing this, Susan was instantly angered.

Angered by her own son.

A female CEO worth billions is willing to marry you and have your child, and you want to drag your feet on marrying her?

Jasmine had "dimmed" Alexander's name.

But in truth, Alexander had told Jasmine to say this to his mother.

The goal was to create a "positive image" for Jasmine, to make his mother feel that Jasmine was genuinely serious about dating and marrying her son, while Alexander was being indecisive.

This way, his parents' concerns about Jasmine's immense wealth would be lessened, and they wouldn't even have to worry about their son becoming depressed over a breakup.

"Then, when the child is born, whose last name will it take?" Susan asked another question.

It wasn't that her imagination was running wild. Still, the disparity in status between Alexander and Jasmine led her to consider this.

"Of course, it will take Alexander's. Ciotta," Jasmine smiled.

"Oh......ah, then, then... Jaz, have some fruit... we've just been talking... eat... let me peel an apple for you..."

"No need, Auntie. I can eat it with the skin on."

"No, no, no, you sit, sit, sit. I'll go get a knife. Where did the fruit knife go again..."

◆◆◆

Meanwhile.

Inside Alexander's parents' master bedroom.

The master bedroom also had a small balcony, not as large as the one in the living room, and without a separate sliding door. David leaned against the open window of the small balcony, smoking. He occasionally waved his hand to fan the smoke away, afraid the smell would linger in the bedroom.

"Dad, you should smoke less. It's not good for your health," Alexander said, standing to the side with one hand in his pocket.

David ignored that comment. His mind wasn't on smoking right now; it was filled with thoughts of Alexander and Jasmine.

"I was just talking to your mother in the kitchen... about Jasmine's situation."

David exhaled smoke, his brow deeply furrowed with anxiety. He looked at Alexander again.

"Alexander, tell me the truth. You and Jasmine, is it really going to work out? Is it reliable? Our family's circumstances... what we earn in a year might not even be as much as her monthly pocket money. She's so rich and so beautiful. Why would she fall for you?"

"Maybe because I'm handsome," Alexander joked.

"Stop joking around. You've really grown up, teasing your old man now," David said, taking another drag of his cigarette.

The Ciotta family had always had a good atmosphere. His mother was usually the one in charge. David was not a strict father; he often played the role of peacemaker after Susan had disciplined the children.

Alexander had been self-disciplined since he was young. Because of his personality, his sister used to call him a "block of wood." Alexander had indeed been rather wooden back then. His family was well-off since he was a child, so he got a computer early, and his interests were mainly centered on it.

Because he had always been an excellent student, he was rarely "lectured" by his parents. Compared to the scoldings Maria got for being mischievous, Alexander received far fewer. The only time was when he had been addicted to games for a while and got an earful from his mother.

"You're handsome, but are you as good-looking as Jasmine?" David said, exhaling more smoke.

"Dad, that kind of thing depends on chemistry. Mom was so beautiful when she was young, you used to say so many people were chasing her, but in the end... didn't Mom marry you?"

"How can that be the same? That was a different era. Besides... I'm a good cook."

"I'm a good cook too. Didn't you teach me, Dad?"

"You're just being contrary," David glared, waving the smoke away again.

Alexander smiled. He was just trying to lighten the mood.

"Dad, to be honest with you, your son... is rich now," Alexander said with a small smile.

"Jasmine gave it to you? Sigh..." David didn't want to hurt his son's pride, so he left some words unsaid.

"Not from Jasmine. Your son earned it himself."

"You just graduated. How much could you earn? What's your salary from Jasmine?"

"I'm just helping Jasmine out. The big money... I didn't earn it from her."

"Big money? How much is 'big money'?"

"Quite a lot. You'd better prepare yourself, Dad," Alexander smiled.

David's smoking hand paused. He then took two quick puffs, stubbed out the cigarette, and brushed off some ash that had fallen on the windowsill. "A hundred thousand?"

Alexander had only been working for a month.

Earning a hundred thousand in a month was no small sum.

David Ciotta was guessing high. The family's shop only brought in a net income of $100,000 to $200,000 a year.

"Guess bigger," Alexander said.

"Two hundred thousand?" David looked at his son.

"Five hundred thousand?"

"A million?!"

"Alexander, what have you been doing! No, son, you can't break the law! I know you're under pressure, dating such an outstanding girl, but you, you can't... You absolutely can't!"

David was panicking. His son still hadn't nodded even when he'd reached a million. This was terrifying!

What could make money that fast? And it wasn't from Jasmine?

Other than things written in the criminal code, there was nothing else.

"Dad, you can guess bigger. Be bold," Alexander said with a smile, pulling out his phone.

"Even bigger? Did you rob a bank?" David asked, his thoughts jumbled.

He saw his son look down at his phone, swiping his finger a few times.

Alexander opened his messages and found the "balance change" text from his bank, which showed his bank card's current balance.

Looking up at his father, Alexander handed the phone over.

"What's this?" David Ciotta said as he took the phone. He looked at the text message, first stunned, then shocked. He subconsciously tapped his finger on the screen: "Ones, tens, hundreds, thousands, ten thousands, hundred thousands, millions, ten millions... hundred millions?!"

Nine digits. It was hard for an ordinary person to determine the exact place value at a glance; they had to count one by one.

"Ones, tens, hundreds..." David even suspected he had miscounted. He actually counted again and finally confirmed that it was in the "hundred millions".

The balance in Alexander's card: one hundred thirty-six million, two hundred four thousand, eight hundred ninety-six.

"136 million!" David's head snapped up, his eyes wide as he stared at his son. The hand holding the phone trembled, his face flushing red and then pale by turns. His lips... even the flesh on his face was twitching.

It was the reaction Alexander had expected.

Alexander hadn't shown his father his actual current assets. A hundred million-plus was, after all, easier to accept than several hundred million, and that was only relatively speaking.

There were some things Alexander would have to let his parents accept slowly.

Alexander's assets were expanding too quickly.

He hadn't even done anything to actively make big money yet. The process for settling the profits from Charlotte Langford's album was complicated, involving platform shares, settlement periods, various accounting procedures, and redistribution... It would be at least two or three months before the money reached Alexander's hands.

But even without counting the money from Charlotte, Alexander's wealth was snowballing.

The Sutherland family had to compensate Dante, and Dante was giving Alexander half of it.

Then there was Shuan Real Estate.

Knowing Lucien Ashford, after he dealt with the Moreau brothers—especially since Alexander had given him so much extra dirt on them and other influential figures in Boston—he would definitely give Alexander a "cut."

The Moreau brothers were worth billions! This would cause Alexander's personal assets to swell to several billion.

All of this was happening soon.

So... Alexander probably wouldn't let his parents know just how much money he had for a long time. It was simply too frightening.

Alexander decided on a partial reveal.

So today, he wanted his parents to know that their family no longer had to worry about money. They didn't have to work so hard anymore and could retire early.

"Alexander, Alexander, tell Dad, where did you get so much money? What on earth have you been doing?" David's hand was shaking uncontrollably.

He clutched Alexander's phone in one hand and grabbed Alexander's arm with the other.

He squeezed with unconscious force. He was nervous. He was scared.

He was worried his son had done something terrible. If that were the case, the more money there was, the more severe the consequences would be.

"I earned it," Alexander smiled, gripping his father's hand in return, hoping he would stop shaking so much.

"Earned it? How did you earn it? How long have you been working? How could you earn so much in a month? Did you do something bad..."

David's voice suddenly stopped.

He wanted to ask his son what bad thing he had done. Did he rob a bank? Or was it extortion? Or... David even thought of the Golden Fortune Jewelry heist from over twenty days ago.

Only major crimes like those could make an ordinary person rich overnight.

But then he thought again, and it didn't seem right.

Because even with those illegal activities, getting a few million might be possible, but over a hundred million? That was impossible, because it was too much.

David watched the news every night and hadn't seen any reports of a vicious crime involving such a large sum of money.

The number on Alexander's account had changed down to the last digit; it didn't look like it came from kidnapping a rich person for ransom.

This number was one Alexander had "carefully selected."

It was large enough that one would think that, even through illegal means, it would be impossible to get so much in a month. Yet, it wasn't so exaggerated as to terrify David Ciotta to his core.

David's good friend was worth tens of millions. The family's total assets, including their house, storefront, and savings, added up to a few million.

Over a hundred million was very scary. But it wasn't THAT scary.

"Son... you... What on earth... hurry up and tell me..." David's hands were still trembling. He was dazed, shocked, and terrified, unable to process it all.

"Dad, don't worry. I really did earn it, and it's all legal."

"What could you possibly do to earn this much?"

"Um... music. I wrote songs for a celebrity and made some money."

"Wrote songs?! Do you know how to write songs? No... what celebrity? Don't you lie to me. You think I don't watch the news? Last year, on that Forbes-something list, the highest-earning singer only made two or three hundred million a year, right?"

"Dad, wait a second," Alexander said, turning his head to shout, "Mari!"

"Maria?"

"Ma-ri-a!"

Maria's bedroom was right next door. She wasn't in the living room, but she should have been able to hear him from her room. Yet, after Alexander shouted several times, she didn't respond.

Alexander let go of his father's hand and walked over to the wall.

Thump! Thump! Thump!

He struck the wall three times with his fist.

In the adjacent bedroom.

Maria was leaning against her pillow, wrapped in a blanket, wearing headphones, and watching her tablet. A new episode of the drama she was chasing had just been released, and she was engrossed.

Thump, thump, thump!

Maria felt the vibration from the wall behind her. She took off her headphones and shouted, "What's wrong?"

"Come here!" Alexander's voice came through.

"What is it?"

Maria replied, and although reluctant, she paused the show, got out of bed, and shuffled outside in her slippers.

In the living room, Susan was holding Jasmine's hand and chatting.

When Alexander shouted for Maria, Susan thought nothing of it. It was normal for them. Alexander and Maria often shouted to each other from their rooms. Maria had even been known to be too lazy to get out of bed to turn off the light, shouting for Alexander to do it for her.

Maria came out of her bedroom, then turned and went into the one next to it, closing the door behind her.

"What's wrong?" Maria asked as she walked in, her tone subconsciously a little more cautious.

She had noticed that her father, standing by the window, had a terribly strange expression. He seemed extremely agitated about something, his eyes bloodshot and red.

"It's about me writing songs. Tell Dad about it. He doesn't believe me," Alexander assigned Maria the task.

"This? Can I talk about it now?" Maria's spirits lifted instantly.

She had been holding it in ever since she got home, and she was about to explode!

"Yes, yes, tell him everything."

Alexander gestured with his hands and moved away from the small balcony, making room for Maria. He walked a few steps to the vanity mirror and sat down in the chair.

Time for a break.

He'd just listen to his sister talk.

Alexander could have explained it himself, of course.

But for the same story, credibility is different when told by one person versus when a third party provides proof.

Besides, if Alexander told the story himself, it would be very complicated. No matter what he said, his father would question it, and he would have to explain it over and over again.

With Maria telling it as a third party, that wouldn't happen.

"Dad, Dad, you know now? Did big brother tell you?" Maria was incredibly excited, finally able to spill the words she had been bottling up.

"Your brother just said something about writing songs, making a lot of money..." David, still unable to recover, looked at his daughter with a wooden expression, his eyes wide. He glanced at Alexander again.

"Yeah, Big Brother wrote songs for Charlotte Langford."

"Charlotte Langford? That orange-haired super-popular female singer?"

"Yes, that's her."

"Didn't she say she was retiring or something?"

"Not retiring, she went into seclusion, a semi-seclusion. She released a new album last night..." The more Maria spoke, the more excited she became. She was, of course, aware of all the online buzz over the past two days.

Her brother's new song had blown up the internet.

The new album her brother wrote for Charlotte Langford had blown up the internet.

From being doubted by the entire internet to being adored by it.

And today, there were even rumors of romance between Charlotte Langford and her brother...

Because she had to play along with Alexander's act, Maria had been controlling her emotions ever since he brought Jasmine home. She hadn't had a chance to speak with Alexander alone.

Now, she could say everything!

Over the next few minutes, through Maria's exaggerated tone and rich body language, David quickly understood what a big deal Charlotte Langford was and just how immensely talented his son, Alexander, was.

And so his thoughts shifted: 'What was the point of studying computer science? He should have studied music from the start! Then his talent wouldn't have been discovered so late.'

"Big Brother charges thirty grand for each song he writes for Charlotte Langford! I looked it up online after I got back. A lot of very famous lyricists and composers can't get that price. I even video-chatted with Charlotte the other day..." Mentioning the video chat, Maria bounced like a little girl.

"Thirty grand for one song?" David's expression turned strange again.

"Yeah! Big Brother wrote eight songs for Charlotte, so he made almost three hundred thousand just like that!" Maria gestured with her hands.

"Only three hundred thousand?" David questioned.

"Only??? Dad, are you confused? Only? That's three hundred thousand dollars! That's like two or three years of our family's income." Maria even reached out to touch her father's forehead.

"Is it only that? But your brother..." David looked at his son.

"What about my brother? What?"

"See for yourself."

David shoved Alexander's phone into his daughter's hands.

"What... ones, tens, hundreds, thousands, ten thousands, hundred thousands, millions, ten millions, hundred millions?! Over a hundred million? Big Brother's phone? Over a hundred million? Big Brother earned over a hundred million?! Ahhhh!!!!" Maria screamed in sheer excitement.

It was piercing.

"Maria, what's wrong with you? What are you shrieking about?" Susan and Jasmine, in the living room, were so startled they jumped in place before they got up to walk toward the master bedroom.

Maria's scream was piercing, born of pure excitement and thrill!

"Over a hundred million! Over a hundred million! Big Brother actually earned this much money?" Maria muttered to herself again, clutching Alexander's phone. "Big Brother can earn so much money writing songs, writing... songs..."

Maria's voice stopped abruptly.

Her expression changed, too.

Unlike her father, Maria's first reaction to her brother earning over a hundred million was to be happy for him and for herself. After all, her brother doted on her so much; now that he was rich, her allowance would surely not be small.

Maria didn't have the kind of "parental worry for a child" toward Alexander.

However, over a hundred million was, in the end, too much.

She came to her senses.

"Brother, how did you earn so much money?" Maria suddenly spun around to look at Alexander, her big eyes blinking, a hint of worry now showing.

Creeak.

The bedroom door opened.

"What's all the shouting? What happened?" Susan entered first and asked directly. Jasmine followed her in and exchanged a look with Alexander.

"Mom, look, Big Brother earned this much money..." Maria quickly walked over to her mom and showed her Alexander's phone.

"How much money could make you... " Susan's voice stopped abruptly.

"Ones, tens..."

Susan counted too. Her face changed color, but her reaction was much calmer than her husband's, and certainly quieter than Maria's.

As the one who called the shots in the family, Susan was a nagger but rarely shouted or made a scene. She checked the phone repeatedly.

"Alexander, tell Mom, where did this money come from?"

"I signed a 50% profit-sharing contract with Charlotte Langford," Alexander said directly with a smile. "And she promised me that if the new album's first-day sales exceeded expectations, she would pay me a first installment."

"What Charlotte Langford? That celebrity? What business did you do? A contract?" Susan was utterly bewildered.

Maria's eyes, however, lit up instantly. She had a look of "I get it" on her face and seemed desperate to speak.

Girls her age usually had a strong desire to share, especially gossip-like things. They loved to talk and show what they knew.

"Maria, why don't you tell Mom and Dad?" Alexander said as he stood up.

"Mom, Big Brother wrote songs for Charlotte..." She had to repeat roughly what she had just told her father to her mother.

"Call me if you need anything," Alexander said, walking straight out.

And it was done.

Although the fact that Alexander could suddenly write songs was abnormal, talent and genius were things that science couldn't explain. He was just talented, and it had only just been discovered.

The songs were online for all to see. Maria would explain how popular they were, and no one could question it.

As for why the first payment was over a hundred million.

The internet had already calculated in precise detail how much money Charlotte's new album could make. Maria would naturally explain that too.

The money Alexander earned was clean.

It was just that his talent was too immense, too world-shaking.

Explaining it was rather complicated.

Therefore... it was best left to his chatterbox little sister!

Alexander left the bedroom. Jasmine also turned and followed him out, pulling the door shut behind her to give Alexander's parents and sister a space to "speak the truth" behind his back.

This would make what Maria said even more credible.

Alexander and Jasmine both returned to the sofa and sat down.

"I told your mom that I'm pregnant..." Jasmine glanced at Alexander, observing his expression.

"Then we'd better hurry up," Alexander chuckled softly. "Since we're not sure if you're pregnant now, we should do it more..."

"Hmph," Jasmine snorted, her tone playful. "Aileen wants a child, too. Can you handle it?"

"I'm in good shape," Alexander teased, raising an eyebrow. "You of all people should know how good I'm."

"Oh yes, you're in excellent shape. And VERY good. That's why there's Mia Murphy, Seraphine Arden, Charlotte Langford, Ashley Carter..." Jasmine had directly classified Charlotte as one of Alexander's women.

Alexander didn't bother to argue with Jasmine. There was no need to lie to her about such things.

After a bit of bickering, they leaned against each other, lying back on the sofa to watch TV. Jasmine even used the remote to turn up the volume.

They chatted idly while watching TV.

About ten minutes later.

"Your phone is still with your mom..." Jasmine mentioned, knowing that Alexander's phone contained a lot of important information.

"My mom won't snoop through my phone," Alexander said, turning his head with a smile.

"Your family..."

"What?"

"It's very warm, very loving."

"Of course," Alexander smiled.

The Ciotta family was indeed much warmer, more harmonious, and more loving than the average family.

Although it was an ordinary family, it wasn't a working-class family that had to scrimp and save to get by. As the saying goes, poverty brings a hundred problems to a couple; a lack of money can lead to too many issues.

The Ciotta family never had that problem. They weren't fabulously wealthy, but they definitely had enough money to spend.

A family of four. A loving couple, a son, and a daughter.

They had never suffered any major misfortunes.

Alexander wouldn't say his family was the ideal model of an ordinary family, but he reckoned it wasn't far off.

Judging by Jasmine's expression, she was deeply moved. Her family, though one of power and wealth, where she had lived a life of luxury since childhood, was plagued by all the sordid, scheming troubles of a large clan.

She had never liked the atmosphere of a large family, had gone abroad to study early on, and hadn't even wanted to return to the country. But in the end, she was tricked into coming back and forced into a marriage alliance.

If it weren't for meeting Alexander... Jasmine had wondered what would have happened. She felt that if she had really married James Sutherland, she might not have been able to control herself and would have put a bullet in him.

"Mmm." Jasmine suddenly leaned in and began to pepper Alexander with kisses.

"What's wrong?" Alexander asked.

"I think you're handsome. Can't I kiss you?" Jasmine raised her eyebrows at Alexander.

Bang!

The bedroom door was suddenly thrown open.

Alexander and Jasmine sat up from the sofa.

"Brother... Sister-in-law, Sister-in-law, you're pregnant, right?" Maria ran over, super excited again. "Am I going to be an aunt?"

Apparently, after Maria explained Alexander's situation to their parents, her mother told her about Jasmine's situation.

Only Maria came out.

David and Susan didn't follow; they were probably still talking.

"It's still early, I just got pregnant," Jasmine replied to Maria with a smile.

"There's really a baby? Then last time I went to the city, were you pregnant then, Sister-in-law? Last time you cooked, the cooking fumes were so strong..."

"Last time... yes, I was, but I didn't know at the time. I only found out from a check-up two days ago..."

"Is it a boy or a girl?"

"We can't tell yet. We'll probably have to wait a few months."

"Aren't you feeling sick?"

"The morning sickness probably won't start for another month or two."

Maria was like a curious baby, asking one question after another. Her tone when speaking to Jasmine, however, was subconsciously soft and careful.

"Pregnant women" always give off a sense of fragility, as if even a loud voice could startle them and cause irreversible consequences.


Chapter 26: An accident happened.

Ring ring ring...

A phone was ringing from within the master bedroom, its door still ajar.

"Alexander, someone's calling you." Susan walked out of the bedroom, holding her son's phone, and quickly headed toward the coffee table.

Alexander got up to take it.

"Who's Lucien Ashford?" Susan asked. The caller ID showed that name.

"A friend from Boston," Alexander said.

Susan just assumed it was a friend Alexander had made through music and didn't ask any more questions.

Alexander took the phone, turned, and walked toward the balcony while answering.

"Hello, Mr. Ashford," Alexander had just started speaking.

"Martin Russo was in a car accident," Lucien said, getting straight to the point.

Alexander's steps faltered subconsciously for a moment, then he continued walking naturally toward the balcony. He entered the living room balcony and slid the glass door shut behind him.

For Martin to suddenly be in a car accident, at this critical juncture, the possibility of it being a mishap was extremely low.

For a figure like Martin, the driver and bodyguards around him were no ordinary people. The driver's skill, even if not at Alexander's level, was far superior to that of an average driver. The bodyguard in the passenger seat would be constantly vigilant, watching the situation outside the car.

And a man like Martin, who was extremely particular about pomp and circumstance, always traveled in a motorcade, with bodyguard cars in front and behind. It wouldn't be easy for someone to maliciously ram the vehicle he was in.

"How is Mr Russo? Is it serious?" Alexander asked calmly.

"I just got the news myself. He's been sent to the hospital. The specific situation is still unclear," Lucien said. "I've already arranged for people to go to the hospital to check on the situation."

"Where did the accident happen?" Alexander asked again.

"About ten minutes ago, in the D district, at the Ton Avenue intersection. He was hit broadside by a truck that ran a red light..."

"A truck? How big?"

"A large truck. They say it's a commercial truck with an out-of-town license plate."

"Did the driver flee the scene?"

"He ran. Hasn't been found yet."

Alexander asked many questions, and Lucien answered every one. He was precise about what he knew and slightly vague about what he didn't, which was enough for Alexander to understand the situation.

Lucien and Martin didn't have much interaction with each other.

They knew each other, but they weren't close.

Their statuses were too different, and they moved in different circles.

The reason Lucien could make this call to Alexander and answer all his questions was, naturally, that the matter of the Moreau brothers involved Martin in a big way.

The Moreau brothers didn't know who Ashley Carter's boyfriend was.

But she had always been under Martin's protection.

After Mathieu Moreau almost died, the three Moreau family bodyguards who were tailing them to stage an accident all died. The Moreau family believed it was Martin's handiwork.

The incident started with Mathieu but was escalated by Alexander.

Yet the one facing retaliation was Martin.

And by not selling Alexander out, by not explaining anything to the Moreau brothers, Martin was, in their eyes, tacitly admitting it. 'That's right, I did it!'

Whether something happened to Martin or not didn't affect Lucien's plan to take down the Moreau brothers within three days.

But Lucien knew that this situation was very important to Alexander!

If Martin died in this car accident, it would be like he took a bullet for Alexander.

If Alexander escalated things to this extent only to get a friend killed, resulting in such an extreme and irreversible consequence, then no matter how he retaliated afterward, it could be said that he had botched it.

After all, the dead cannot be brought back to life.

If that were the case, Alexander would surely feel terrible.

That was what Lucien thought.

So when he received the news, he felt he should inform Alexander immediately.

"Does Eric Collins know the situation?" Alexander asked again, frowning slightly. He rarely showed such an expression.

The usual hint of a smile was also gone from his tone.

"He knows. We just spoke on the phone. He's on his way to the hospital. I expect he'll call you once he has more detailed information..."

"Hmm..." Alexander pondered for a moment.

"Alex, don't be too... hmm..." Lucien seemed to want to say something to console Alexander, but stopped himself. He just said, "Martin Russo might not be seriously injured. After all, he was in a Rolls-Royce."

"Ha," Alexander suddenly laughed. He understood Lucien's meaning. "Mr. Ashford, you think I'm... in a bad mood?"

"Sigh!" Lucien sighed, his attitude making it clear that was exactly what he thought.

"Mr. Ashford, do you think the Moreau brothers did this?" Alexander asked Lucien again.

"Who else? It couldn't be..." Lucien replied, his words trailing off as he stopped mid-sentence.

Alexander had reminded him.

Who said it was definitely the Moreau brothers who did it?

At this point, if the Moreau brothers wanted to retaliate against Martin, they would naturally wage war on all fronts, seeking out various connections, mobilizing their network, and deploying all sorts of forces.

The news of the feud between Martin and the Moreau brothers had likely spread through Boston's upper circles. It couldn't be hidden, and there was no need to.

Outsiders probably had no idea why the usually smooth and sophisticated Martin would suddenly have three of the Moreau family's trusted bodyguards killed.

When the Moreau brothers were calling in favors and using their network, they might not have gone into such detail. The details were rather embarrassing. If it weren't for Henri Moreau's son being a degenerate, none of this would have happened...

And for outsiders, the incident's initial cause was unimportant.

What was important was that Martin had already killed three of the Moreau family's trusted bodyguards!

It was irreversible.

The Moreau brothers were bound to retaliate.

At this critical juncture, Martin was suddenly in a car accident. Anyone would subconsciously assume that the Moreau brothers had made their move.

Even Alexander thought so the moment he heard the news. But immediately, he felt something was off.

From his understanding of the Moreau brothers... Claude Moreau was a brainless scoundrel who relied heavily on his older brother to get where he was today. His older brother, on the other hand, was a ruthless man, cruel and vicious.

But! Henri Moreau had a brain. And a very sharp one.

Alexander felt that the probability of Henri resorting to such an extreme measure—directly sending someone to assassinate Martin—just because his son was injured and three bodyguards were dead, was not zero, but it was extremely low.

That's why Alexander asked a few more questions, probing for details.

The more he asked, the more Alexander felt it wasn't the Moreau brothers' doing.

Boston was full of restricted roads. Some roads were restricted during the day, while others prohibited truck entry at all.

And Ton Avenue in the D district was a road where commercial trucks were banned 24/7. Entering would result in a fine and points on one's license.

A commercial truck was bound to be a large truck over six meters long. How did it end up on Ton Avenue?

And it dared to flee after hitting a Rolls-Royce?

In this day and age, with surveillance cameras everywhere, especially in a place like Boston, could it really get away?

Unless the driver was blind, it was impossible to run a red light and hit the Rolls-Royce in the middle of a motorcade.

All signs pointed to this being a premeditated murder attempt.

Moreover, it was the kind with no elaborate setup, giving an undeniable impression that a truck was waiting on a route Martin frequently took, and when his motorcade appeared, it just rammed into it...

Very direct. Completely undisguised. This... was precisely what indicated that it probably wasn't the Moreau brothers' doing. Henri Moreau wasn't that stupid.

If he had really done it, wouldn't that be telling all of Boston that he had sent someone to murder Martin Russo? Such extreme measures were taboo; it was like flipping the game board and ignoring the rules.

Henri had many lives on his hands. Alexander was familiar with his style of "handling" people, and it wasn't like this.

It was even less likely that Claude had arranged it. He dared to have someone tail Alexander because he didn't know who Alexander was. But when it came to Martin... without Henri Moreau calling the shots, even if you gave Claude a thousand guts, he wouldn't dare to cause such a major incident that would rock Boston.

To Alexander, this felt more like someone deliberately chose this moment of conflict between Martin and the Moreau brothers to take Martin out and frame the Moreau brothers...

Or rather, using the Moreau brothers to hide himself.

Alexander had just frowned, not because he felt he was about to screw up and get his friend killed or anything like that.

Setting aside the fact that someone else had done it, even if it really had been the Moreau brothers and Martin had died in the car crash, Alexander wouldn't have needed to worry.

He could simply reset the day.

Therefore... the possibility of screwing up didn't exist.

What Alexander had been thinking was, if it wasn't the Moreau brothers, then who could it be?

Martin had many friends and a vast network, but likewise, as his business grew, he naturally had no shortage of enemies and rivals.

"What if..." Lucien, who had been silent for a moment, spoke again. He had thought it over and over and also found the matter strange; the Moreau brothers' actions were too extreme. But his knowledge of Martin was limited, so no matter how hard he thought, he couldn't come up with any leads.

"What if... it wasn't the Moreau brothers who did it? Then... Alexander, who do you think it could be?" Lucien asked directly.

Who could it be?

With Alexander's understanding of Martin, if someone had truly been plotting to kill him before July 7th, Alexander would have definitely known about it.

After all, for a character like Martin, who was so influential in Boston, anyone who dared to make a move against him would have to be an extraordinary figure, not some insignificant nobody.

And Alexander would have certainly investigated such figures during his loop.

To be precise, most of the things Alexander learned in the ten-thousand-year loop were things he found out "passively."

It wasn't that he actively sought to know them.

For example, when investigating a conspiracy by one big shot against another, he acted with impunity. His most common method was kidnapping.

He just needed to investigate their whereabouts, kidnap them, and interrogate them for the truth, without any need to consider the consequences.

All done in a day.

And when he tortured confessions out of those big shots, there were often many "unexpected gains". If he cut off one of their fingers, they would be desperate to tell him everything they had ever done, even in their past lives.

For each new name they mentioned, they had to provide extensive related information.

What was their relationship?

How did they become friends or enemies?

What had happened between them in the past? Who helped whom? Who harmed whom?

Those big shots, their trusted aides, drivers, bodyguards... each of them could provide Alexander with intelligence from their own perspective.

This unintentional, repeated acquisition of the same piece of information about a person from different angles enabled cross-verification, separating truth from falsehood.

This intelligence would intertwine, forming a highly dense network of information.

So, in reality, during the loop, there were people Alexander hadn't even begun to investigate, whom he had never even met.

Yet he already knew about seventy to eighty percent of their dirty deeds.

It was all cross-verified from what others had said.

And as for Martin, Alexander had never investigated how many enemies Martin had; he had no inclination to do so. But... Alexander just knew. He knew exactly how many enemies Martin had.

Before July 7th, no one wanted to kill Martin Russo. Alexander was sure of it! Therefore...

"It's still hard to say whether it was the Moreau brothers. If it wasn't, I think it was likely one of Martin's rivals, wanting to take this opportunity to get rid of him and frame the Moreau brothers..."

Alexander didn't state it as an absolute fact.

It wasn't impossible that Henri, in a fit of desperation, had decided to go all out, but the probability was just incredibly low.

"Hmm..." Lucien murmured, then sighed. "Ah! Let's wait for news from the hospital. No matter who did it, if Martin dies, this will become a huge mess!" He was still thinking about Alexander's situation.

He still felt it was most likely the Moreau brothers.

"Let's leave it at that for now, Mr. Ashford. I'll wait for Eric Collins's call. Thank you for your trouble, for making a special call to me," Alexander said with a slight smile.

"Ha, you're too kind, Alexander," Lucien chuckled, then lowered his tone. "Alright, that's all for now. We'll be in touch."

"Okay."

The call ended. Alexander pocketed his phone, turned, and slid open the glass door, stepping out of the balcony.

While he was on the phone, Susan and Maria sat down to talk with Jasmine, flanking her on either side.

David had also come out and was sitting on a sofa chair to the side, not saying or asking anything.

Let alone the fact that Jasmine wasn't married to Alexander yet, even if she were, it would be inappropriate for David, as the "father-in-law," to ask about his "daughter-in-law's pregnancy."

He would just listen.

When David saw his son Alexander return from the balcony, the look on his face, that energy, couldn't have been more "radiant."

He was naturally overjoyed!

Alexander walked to the sofa, about to sit down.

"Maria, move aside..." Susan gave her daughter a look.

"Hmph," Maria, who was peeling an apple, grunted softly and scooted over, making room for Alexander.

Alexander sat down next to Jasmine.

"Alexander, I haven't even gotten on your case yet. Something as big as Jasmine's pregnancy, and you didn't mention a word. Jasmine had to tell me herself. We haven't prepared anything at home. Why are you so careless about it?" Susan complained, with a hint of rebuke.

This was because Jasmine, at Alexander's suggestion, had been "bad-mouthing" him since earlier.

"My fault, my fault," Alexander laughed.

Susan shot her son a look, then took Jasmine's hand and said in a soft, gentle voice, "Jasmine, don't work too hard. You should rest when you need to..."

"Auntie, I'll be careful," Jasmine replied with a smile. She then gestured toward the coffee table. "By the way, Auntie, I brought you a set of cosmetics. It's from our company. One set for you, and one for Maria..."

The gifts Jasmine had brought were still sitting on the coffee table.

The cosmetics she brought were the new high-end products just released by her company.

And it was the "large set," which included the full range of products.

"Oh my, this lipstick, the color is so fresh. At my age, it might not be appropriate..."

"Auntie, you look so young. This color suits you..."

Jasmine's words weren't just empty flattery. Susan did indeed look quite young, mainly because she was beautiful, had never endured hardship, and had always lived comfortably.

"Uncle, this tobacco is for you."

"These cigars... Maria, pass it to me. Oh, this isn't cheap, is it? Helou, I've never seen this kind before. It must be expensive, right?"

"This... wasn't bought. I got it from my younger brother. When he heard I was coming to visit, he told me to pick it up from his place. I think... It's about thirty thousand a box."

"Goodness! Thirty thousand? And there are five cartons here, that's one hundred and fifty thousand. Oh my!"

David was a little startled, but not overly so. His ability to handle shock had suddenly increased, of course, because he knew his son could now earn big money.

Jasmine had also brought it up on purpose because Alexander had partially come clean to his family.

The atmosphere was unbelievably good.

David and Susan no longer felt so much pressure; they weren't flustered anymore. They even felt that their son was worthy of Jasmine Doran!

Although in terms of money, he still couldn't compare to Jasmine.

But he was only twenty-two. This was just the beginning, and he had already made such a big name for himself and earned so much. Maria had just shown them on her phone in the bedroom how "Alec Nota" was being praised online.

A perfect match. They were such a perfect match!

While they talked, Alexander lounged on the sofa, looking at his phone. He was also waiting for Eric Collins's call.

Although solving Martin's problem was easy for him, he still hadn't decided whether to reset the day.

The decision to reset depended entirely on whether Martin was dead or not.

Or rather, how severe his injuries were.

If Martin died or was seriously injured, regardless of who did it, Alexander would definitely reset the day. Martin's network was extremely complex, extending not only among various families and financial groups but also into the entertainment industry.

Having Martin as a connection was equivalent to indirectly having many, many other connections that would be useful in the future.

And from an emotional standpoint, Alexander wouldn't let Martin die either. Mr Russo was a friend worth having.

Ding—

A phone notification sounded, but it wasn't from Alexander's phone. It came from David.

David pulled his old-model smartphone from his pants pocket. He was a bit chubby, and it was a bit of a struggle to get the phone out while sitting.

It was a text message.

David opened it and took a look, and his eyes nearly popped out of their sockets.

"Ones, tens, hundreds..." David counted the digits.

Eight figures! Someone had transferred exactly thirty million into his bank account.

The money was sent to the bank card used for the family's savings. The card was with his wife, but it was initially linked to David's phone number, which had never been changed.

"Son! You sent this!" David's head snapped up to look at Alexander, who was fiddling with his phone. Besides his son, no one else would possibly send him so much money at once.

David's voice was a bit loud, startling everyone. They all looked at him.

"Who did Alexander send?" Susan asked.

"Money, ah, money! Honey, look..." David handed the phone to Susan.

"Let me see, let me see." Maria got up and leaned in.

Three heads huddled together, looking at the phone.

"Is this three million... thirty million?"

"It's thirty million, all right."

The three of them looked up at Alexander again. Maria's eyes were sparkling, but Susan shook her head, "Son, don't. Your dad and I don't lack money. You've worked so hard to earn this... don't you need money for your wedding?"

"I definitely have enough money for the wedding," Alexander laughed.

"Then... don't you have to give Jasmine an engagement ring and all that... right?"

"Your mom's right! Jasmine is so outstanding, the ring can't be small."

In truth, these were all excuses.

Parents were more inclined to think of their children and give more. It was normal for children to help their families as a sign of filial piety, but to suddenly give such a huge, astronomical sum.

When the parents themselves weren't short of money, their subconscious reaction was to not want it, or rather, not dare to accept it.

One could only say that although David and Susan knew Alexander was rich, they had not yet adapted to the changes his wealth brought to the family.

"Dad, Mom, your son has only just started making money. It's not like I only have this one hundred million plus and will stop earning. I'll keep making more money... You two won't have to work so hard in the future."

Just as Alexander finished speaking, Susan and David both looked like they wanted to say something at the same time.

Ring ring ring...

Alexander's phone rang. He glanced at it. The caller ID read: Eric Collins.

"I need to take this call. You guys chat..." Alexander stood up and walked toward the balcony again.

Once on the balcony, Alexander pulled the glass door shut behind him.

"Hello, Mr. Collins," Alexander said after answering the call.

"Mr. Ciotta, Martin had a car accident…" Eric said right away.

"I know. Lucien Ashford called me," Alexander said, then asked, "Are you at the hospital? How is Mr. Russo?"

"I just asked the doctor. He said Martin hit his head. He was wearing his seatbelt, so his body wasn't really injured. He just bumped his head on the door frame. It's been bandaged, but he hasn't woken up yet."

"When will he wake up?"

"He probably has a concussion. It's hard to say. The doctor said he should wake up by tomorrow at the latest…"

Alexander and Eric talked for a few minutes about Martin's injuries. Eric had a more complete picture, and Martin's bodyguards were also at the hospital with him.

If there was anything Alexander wasn't clear on, he could ask Eric, who could then ask the bodyguards and relay the information.

Alexander was leaning toward not resetting the day.

Some things had to be allowed to happen to get clues and evidence for an arrest.

Alexander asked for very specific details.

Eric had the bodyguards send him the photos from the scene, which he then forwarded to Alexander.

Alexander looked at the pictures. The right rear of Martin's Rolls-Royce was severely damaged, caved in by about half a meter. From that angle, hitting the back seat… it was clearly aimed straight at Martin.

Yet Martin's injuries weren't serious; they could even be called minor.

This wasn't just luck.

It was the result of multiple factors. First, Martin's driver reacted quickly. When the truck came crashing toward them, he slammed on the accelerator. The car shot forward, causing the point of impact to be further back and slightly missing the rear passenger area.

Second, the car that was hit was a Rolls-Royce. Its safety was beyond question.

An impact that could dent the side of a Rolls-Royce by half a meter would have absolutely pulverized and disintegrated a normal sedan.

Finally, and most importantly.

Alexander had warned Martin. Martin knew Alexander was going to make a deadly move against the brothers and that things would get serious, so he was being extra careful.

Usually, he sat in the right rear seat.

Today, however, he had sat in the left rear seat.

So that half-meter dent hadn't caused him any crushing injuries. He had only hit his head when the car shook violently, even though the airbags had all deployed.

If he hadn't been sitting on the left side today, but on the right, he would have been severely injured and disabled, if not killed.

Excellent. With this outcome, the hidden danger had been exposed, and Martin wasn't in serious trouble.

No need to reset the day.

"Damn it, those two dogs from the Moreau family dared to go for the kill…" Eric, usually a man of great composure, started cursing the Moreau brothers as he spoke.

He and Martin were extremely close friends.

"When Mr. Russo wakes up, have him call me. Before that, Mr. Collins, don't make any contact with the Moreau brothers…"

"Got it… I'll listen to you,"

"Also, get me a copy of the traffic surveillance footage of the truck's route from the traffic police, as well as the footage of Mr. Russo's route after he left," Alexander added.

"Uh…" Eric was taken aback.

Getting that kind of footage was easy. With current traffic surveillance technology, license plates were automatically identified, and footage could be pulled up with a single click. And with Eric's status, obtaining it was naturally a simple matter.

What stunned Eric wasn't the difficulty of the task, but… what was Mr. Ciotta planning to do?

Solve the case?

Can Mr. Ciotta solve crimes?!

This was… even if Mr. Ciotta really had that kind of talent, he was in New York. What could he possibly figure out just by looking at surveillance footage?

Martin's bodyguards had said the truck driver was wearing a mask and a baseball cap. What else could be seen from the footage?

If it were a typical hit-and-run, they could naturally find key information.

But this was a premeditated murder attempt.

Never mind Alexander in New York, the Boston police, Martin's own trusted and capable people, or even Eric himself; they would find it incredibly difficult to investigate!

It wasn't that Eric was looking down on anyone.

It was that the Moreau brothers, in arranging something like this, would surely have cut off all direct links to themselves. The vehicle would be either stolen or using fake plates, and the driver would be almost impossible to catch, likely vanishing into thin air.

Staging a car accident was a classic move for the higher-ups.

If the driver couldn't be caught, it was just a hit-and-run traffic accident.

To the "victim," it was just an accident.

No matter who arranged this, anyone who dared to make a move on Martin Russo would have planned it meticulously. If they left evidence that could be traced back to them, they would be utter fools.

They wouldn't have survived this long, nor would they have reached high in life.

Eric understood the ins and outs of this perfectly. He just felt that even if everyone knew the Moreau brothers did it, a full investigation would never turn up any direct evidence.

"Mr. Ciotta, are you going to… investigate?" Eric asked, stunned.

"Yes,"

"But this…" Eric felt Alexander's attitude was very casual. He was in New York, hadn't said he would go to Boston, and only wanted to look at the surveillance footage. He didn't ask for anything else, nor did he mention a full-scale investigation.

How could he possibly find anything?

Eric didn't voice his doubts. There was no need. It was a simple task. If Mr. Ciotta wanted to see the footage, he would just get it for him.

"…Alright then, no problem," Eric agreed after a slight drawl.

"That's all for now."

"Okay, Mr. Ciotta. Have a great evening."

The call ended.

Just as Alexander put down his phone and was about to go out, it rang again with a "ding-a-ling." This time, it was Ashley.

She was also calling about Martin's accident, and Alexander spent another few minutes talking with her, mostly reassuring her of the guilt he knew she'd feel.

In the living room.

David, Susan, and Maria were still chatting with Jasmine.

After Alexander came back out, David and Susan no longer insisted that they absolutely couldn't take so much money from their son. To keep refusing would be to act like they weren't family.

Besides, while Alexander was on the phone with Eric, Jasmine had been persuading them.

Alexander wasn't worried that his parents would suddenly lose their balance after receiving thirty million. The family, while ordinary, was not ordinary at all compared to the salaried class.

After all, they had a net worth above average, and in this small county, only a minority had that kind of wealth.

Moreover, Luther Davis's family had much more than that. Having such a wealthy old friend to compare themselves to made it harder for them to get carried away.

They chatted in the living room.

Before they knew it, it was past nine in the evening.

Maria's excitement had worn off, and she had gone back to her bedroom to binge-watch a drama.

David and Susan had always been early to bed and early to rise, so they returned to their room.

"Son, Jasmine, you two should get some rest, too. Don't stay up too late…" Susan said, turning off the living room light and offering a final reminder before entering her bedroom.

"We will, Auntie," Jasmine replied.


Chapter 27: Bedroom investigation.

With only the TV on, the living room wasn't too dark.

"Do you think your parents will be able to sleep tonight?" Jasmine asked, snuggling into Alexander's arms and turning her head to whisper with a smile.

"Probably not," Alexander smiled. "They'll be fine in a couple of days. And I bet my parents will continue to run the family shop. They can't stay idle even with money…"

The two chatted idly for a bit.

"By the way, did Lucien call you?" Jasmine suddenly asked.

Susan had mentioned the name "Lucien Ashford" when she handed Alexander the phone earlier.

Alexander had gone to the balcony to take a call, and then went out again, which made it seem like something had happened.

"Yeah, Martin Russo was in a car accident. Eric Collins called right after…" Alexander said.

"Martin Russo?" Jasmine thought for a moment.

She knew of him but wasn't familiar with him and had never met him.

"His car accident… has something to do with you?" Jasmine asked again.

Alexander explained the situation, leaving out the subsequent three-way secret discussion with Eric Collins and Lucien Ashford. He only talked about the origin of the conflict, the three deaths, and how the Moreau brothers had come to suspect Martin.

After hearing Alexander's explanation, Jasmine understood. This Martin… had basically taken a bullet for Alexander.

"How badly is he hurt?" Jasmine asked, observing Alexander's expression.

"Minor injuries, nothing serious."

"Then… how do you plan to deal with the Moreau family?"

"It's all been arranged," Alexander said, twirling a strand of Jasmine's hair as he watched the TV. "But I don't think… the Moreau brothers were behind Martin's accident this time."

"Hmm?" Jasmine was taken aback. "Then who could it be?"

"I'll have to investigate," Alexander chuckled, his mind already racing with all the possibilities.

An hour later.

In Alexander's bedroom, the sheets and duvet cover were brand new. Susan had prepared them in advance, knowing her son was bringing his girlfriend home.

Jasmine had just showered and dried her hair, and she returned to the bedroom in a bathrobe.

Alexander was sitting up against the headboard, his old laptop from home placed in front of him.

Jasmine went to Alexander's side, pulled the covers, and glanced at the screen.

Was he watching a movie?

"What's this? Traffic surveillance?" Jasmine asked.

"Traffic tracking footage of Martin's motorcade and the truck involved in the accident. I had Eric Collins send it to me."

"Hmm?" Jasmine paused, then asked, "What are you going to do?"

"Just checking. To confirm if it was the Moreau brothers or someone else," Alexander said casually, clicking the mouse and constantly switching between screens.

"Checking…"

Jasmine's expression suddenly became subtle. "My dear Mr. Ciotta, you can solve crimes, too? And… what's the use of watching this footage? No matter who arranged it, they wouldn't let you figure anything out just from surveillance, would they?"

"Wanna bet?" Alexander said with a casual smile, his eyes still on the screen. "I'll give you the answer in ten minutes."

Jasmine's eyebrows shot up.

"Alright, a bet it is," Jasmine smiled.

She had long since stopped being willing to bet with Alexander, as she lost every time. But as her relationship with him deepened, her perspective on him had changed.

For the Jasmine Doran of the past, betting was something she would always lose, and lose badly at that—things like not being allowed to get jealous, obeying a hundred commands (within reason), and even kneeling to admit she was wrong.

Jasmine had long sworn off betting with Alexander. She understood that if he dared to bet with her, he was definitely confident he would win.

Now, however, Jasmine had a mindset that seemed to say no matter how much she lost to Alexander, it didn't really matter.

Their relationship had already progressed to this point, and Alexander wouldn't harm her.

So there.

Her inherently strong personality made her desperately want to win against Alexander just once, and she wasn't afraid of losing.

A bet it is!

"However," Jasmine's tone shifted, and she looked at Alexander with her chin slightly raised. "My dear Mr. Ciotta, you have to first promise me that you don't already know who sent people to hit Martin Russo, right?"

"Right. I can promise that at this very moment, I still don't know," Alexander smiled.

"And you won't look into anything else besides this footage."

"Of course," Alexander smiled. "It's only ten minutes. I'll be lucky if I can even fast-forward through all the footage. Where would I find the time to look into anything else?"

"And before Martin Russo was hit, you didn't receive any clues or information that he was going to be attacked, right?"

"Right, right, right."

Alexander understood. To win this time, Jasmine wanted to restrict him from every angle, or rather, prevent him from cheating.

So some things had to be said upfront.

Purely watching the surveillance videos, with a ten-minute time limit. No prior clues that Martin would be harmed. No investigation through other means.

"Alright!" After her series of questions, Jasmine smiled. "So what are we betting on?"

"What do you want to bet on?" Alexander smiled and asked back.

"Let's bet… that you're not allowed to add any more women to your harem!" Jasmine said after a moment of thought.

"Okay. Then what are your stakes?" Alexander nodded.

"That's the bet. If you win, you can find as many as you want. If you lose, you're not allowed to find any more."

"Do I look like an idiot to you?"

Alexander laughed. He could feel that Jasmine was trying to trick him. This bet clearly only benefited her; she wouldn't lose out whether she won or lost.

Jasmine couldn't control Alexander's pursuit of other women anyway. For Alexander, this was like winning with no extra benefit, but losing with a huge cost.

"Hmph!" Jasmine huffed lightly. She wasn't annoyed at being seen through so easily. She skipped the topic and continued, "Then my stakes are…"

She paused. She hadn't thought of anything.

Because the stakes she had proposed for Alexander were enormous!

Given Alexander's do-as-he-pleases style, making him stop looking for more women in the future—although Alexander had agreed to it easily—was a bet of immense significance!

In this day and age of free love, even the law didn't care how many women Alexander saw on the side. This bet would restrict a vital part of Alexander's future life rights!

It would have a lifelong impact!

So…

"You say. Something equivalent. You name the condition," Jasmine said, unable to think of anything and turning the question back to Alexander.

"Marry me," Alexander said with a smile.

"Hmm?"

"I said, if you lose, you marry me," Alexander repeated.

"Huh?" Jasmine was still stunned.

Alexander's condition, or the stakes he proposed for her, gave Jasmine a feeling that, while it was a matter of super-major importance, it actually felt like he was giving her a compromise.

Jasmine had once sworn never to marry; she was an advocate of non-marriage.

She believed love and marriage weren't the same thing.

If two people truly loved each other, they would naturally spend their lives together. Marriage wasn't needed.

However, after meeting Alexander and officially starting a relationship with him, Jasmine's ideas changed day by day, especially since Alexander had more than one woman, which put some pressure on her.

A powerful man like Alexander, who had previously only existed in her fantasies, was someone Jasmine naturally wanted to hold on to.

So, in reality, she had long thought about the issue of marrying Alexander in the future.

Alexander had many women, but the one who would marry him had to be her.

However.

Jasmine had only thought about it. Until that moment, Jasmine didn't know whether she would actually marry Alexander.

Whether to marry or to maintain a partnership forever, Jasmine wasn't sure.

Therefore, Alexander's proposal was truly significant.

But even without the bet, Jasmine felt that she would most likely end up marrying him in the future anyway.

"Giving me a handicap?" Jasmine smiled.

"Is it a handicap?" Alexander smiled and thought for a moment. "Then let's add a condition. If you lose, you will definitely marry me, and… you'll start calling me 'hubby' and.....'Daddy' privately from today onwards."

Aileen had been calling Alexander 'hubby' for a long time and 'Daddy' on and off.

Whether one would use such terms was entirely a matter of personality.

A woman like Jasmine, with high intelligence, great ability, and a strong personality, would find it very, very difficult to call Alexander such.

She always called him "darling" or "my dear Mr. Ciotta."

Jasmine thought for a moment and also smiled, "Deal!"

"Let me reiterate: ten-minute time limit. You find the mastermind behind Martin Russo's accident solely through the surveillance footage. If you lose, you're not allowed to find any more women in the future. If I lose, I will definitely marry you and start calling you as you wish from today."

Alexander gave Jasmine an OK gesture, then looked back at the paused screen and said, "Start the timer."

Jasmine picked up her phone and opened the stopwatch.

"Start!" Jasmine said.

Alexander resumed playing the traffic surveillance video.

Jasmine also scooted closer to Alexander, pressing against him as she looked at the surveillance screen.

The footage spanned a very long time, totaling 9.5 hours. Nine of those hours were of the hit-and-run truck.

The truck had left a factory in the suburbs around noon today. After entering the D District via a non-restricted route, it parked in a paid public parking lot.

For the next seven-plus hours, it remained in the parking lot.

At around 7:15 PM, the truck drove out of the paid public parking lot and was captured by traffic cameras on the main road outside.

At around 7:35 PM, it entered the completely restricted Ton Avenue and even stopped on the roadside for five minutes.

At 7:48 PM, the truck ran a red light and crashed into the Rolls-Royce that was passing through the intersection of Ton Avenue and Tin South Road.

At around 8:23 PM, the fleeing truck stopped on Gun Road. The driver abandoned the vehicle and fled, disappearing from the range of nearby traffic cameras under the cover of night.

It would be impossible to find this person through traffic surveillance after that. He would obviously get into a vehicle in a spot not covered by cameras and be taken away.

Boston was full of cars; no one would know which specific vehicle he got into.

The other half-hour of footage was of Martin's motorcade.

After finishing dinner at a restaurant, Martin and his entourage left in a total of five cars. The motorcade was captured by traffic cameras as it left the restaurant and headed onto the main road.

At 7:25 PM, it appeared on D Second Avenue. At 7:40 PM, it entered Tin North Road. At 7:48 PM, it was hit while passing through the intersection of Tin South Road and Ton Avenue.

Alexander kept fast-forwarding and skipping through time.

Especially the seven-plus hours when the truck was in the parking lot. The truck never came out, and the traffic cameras weren't connected to the privately-run parking lot's surveillance system, so they didn't know what happened after the truck went in.

But this footage, which could only capture the parking lot entrance from an angle for over seven hours, was very valuable.

Because even though the driver didn't drive out, he might have walked out to eat. This footage came from the Boston Traffic Command Center, and any valuable segments were pieced together. Hence, all 7+ hours of footage were available.

Yet Alexander simply picked a few random time points, glanced at them casually, and then skipped over them all, jumping straight to the time before the truck left, at which point he switched from skipping to fast-forwarding.

After that, it was more of the same—skipping time and fast-forwarding.

Jasmine watched alongside Alexander, and her eyes were starting to blur. 'What the heck, how could anyone see anything from this!'

In just eight short minutes, Alexander had gone through all this traffic surveillance footage in an extremely cursory manner.

Then he went back, found a few time points, and watched them again on fast-forward.

Smack!

Jasmine suddenly reached out and pressed the spacebar.

The video paused.

"Time's up, my dear Mr. Ciotta."

Jasmine smiled and waved her phone at Alexander. "Come on, tell me, who was the mastermind who arranged for Martin Russo to be hit?"

This time, Jasmine had a feeling that she was definitely going to win!

She had witnessed Alexander conduct his investigation with her own eyes. Although she didn't think she was more intelligent than Alexander, she was no fool either; her IQ was very high!

With the way Alexander had watched the footage, forget him, even if you gathered all the world's famous detectives, hundreds of them, to watch it together, it would be a miracle if they could figure anything out.

What's more, Alexander wasn't trying to find out who the driver was, but the mastermind!

Keep in mind, the driver was likely a hired thug. It was even possible that the driver himself didn't know who the mastermind was, only a middleman.

So… she was bound to win!

"The mastermind…" Alexander turned to look at Jasmine and smiled. "It should be Dennis Walker.”

Dennis Walker?

Jasmine was taken aback, her brow furrowing slightly. The name... didn't ring a bell. That wasn't surprising, though, as Jasmine had never really engaged with the social circles of Boston.

She knew of Martin because his network was vast and intricate; too many people had connections to him. Even if Jasmine disliked socializing, she was bound to hear his name mentioned by others.

But this Dennis Walker had clearly not reached Martin's level.

"Who is he?" Jasmine asked.

"The owner of The Nightlife Bar in Boston. He was once Martin's business partner..." Alexander explained briefly.

Dennis Walker, 53 years old, was the owner of The Nightlife Bar, one of Boston's four major bars. He also had interests in restaurants, hotel apartments, and entertainment clubs.

His net worth exceeded one billion.

He was much older than Martin and had started hustling in his late teens. He made his fortune in the 1990s as one of Boston's earliest operators.

In this industry, he was considered a "big brother" figure.

Toward the end of the last century, the rapidly rising Martin had partnered with the "big brother" Dennis Walker, who had since gone legitimate for several years.

They jointly funded the establishment of "Century Bay No. 1 Bar."

Later, they went their separate ways due to disagreements over business philosophy, profit distribution, and other issues.

Thirteen years ago, through the mediation of others, Martin and Dennis shook hands and reconciled, embarking on a second partnership.

But this collaboration lasted a mere six months. Due to instigation from others and multiple factors, including disputes over the bar's management rights, not only did the partnership end, but the two also became bitter enemies.

From that point on, Martin Russo became Dennis Walker's most significant competitor.

About seven or eight years ago, Martin Russo became the number one figure in Boston's bar industry.

In the present day, Martin and Dennis had long since ceased all contact. Moreover, Martin's expansion into the entertainment industry could be said to have consistently squeezed the survival space of other operators in Boston.

It was worth noting that Martin Russo understood how to share. He wasn't greedy. In all his core industries, a large number of "benefactors" held shares, and his own stake was not high.

But even under this premise, Martin Russo's net worth had reached over three billion.

In contrast, Dennis held a majority stake in his many core industries, yet his net worth was only one billion.

Overall, Martin and Dennis were no longer in the same league.

Martin Russo, a mere businessman, could still be addressed as "Fourth Master."

This was something Dennis Walker could no longer compare to.

However, in terms of the bar, KTV, and other entertainment industries alone, while Martin was number one, Dennis was still among the top few and held the status of "big brother."

"The feud between Dennis and Martin can be traced back twenty years. But on the whole, he's just another rival on Martin's path to success..."

"Although Martin is a man who loves to build connections and doesn't easily offend people."

"But cutting off someone's livelihood is like murdering their parents. His business has grown so large... it wouldn't be hard to find a hundred rich and powerful people in Boston who hold a grudge against Martin."

Alexander sighed inwardly.

Before watching the surveillance footage, he had a great many suspects in mind. Assuming it wasn't the Moreau brothers, Alexander had no way of determining who it was.

It could be one of Martin's business rivals. It could be someone he had offended.

It could even be one of Eric Collins's rivals.

Everyone knew that Eric and Martin were extremely close, and Martin had certainly helped Eric handle matters before.

It was possible that the person didn't dare to touch Eric, so they took this opportunity to eliminate Martin under the cover of the current chaos.

There were far too many possibilities.

None of these people had an urgent or necessary reason to kill Martin immediately, but they were all ruthless. Give them an opportunity, and they would dare to settle old and new scores all at once.

With so many possibilities, no one would have surprised Alexander.

The fact that it was Dennis Walker didn't surprise him either.

"On what grounds do you judge it to be this Dennis Walker?" Jasmine began to question Alexander. "You said it yourself, Martin has plenty of enemies. Why him specifically?"

"The surveillance video told me, of course," Alexander said with a smile.

"How come I didn't see it?" Jasmine narrowed her eyes. "Are you lying to me? Did you already know who did it?"

Jasmine no longer questioned Alexander so readily.

The reason she did so this time was that she had watched him solve the case with her own eyes. She had seen everything he had seen.

Even a god couldn't possibly identify the mastermind just by fast-forwarding through surveillance footage.

"You couldn't see it... because your IQ is low," Alexander joked.

"Answer me first, were you lying to me? Did you already know?"

"Do you think I'm that kind of person?"

Jasmine fell silent for a moment. Although she knew Alexander was skilled at scheming, she didn't think he would deceive her about this.

The stakes were too high!

Alexander might be a deep schemer, but he was never shameless.

"Is it really Dennis Walker?" Jasmine questioned again, from a different angle.

"Yes," Alexander smiled.

"And you really figured it out from watching the surveillance footage?"

"Of course."

Jasmine fell silent again.

She was highly competitive and wanted to beat Alexander just once.

But he had said her IQ was low. Although it was a joke, Jasmine was genuinely starting to wonder if her intelligence had really dropped to such a level.

She hadn't spotted a single clue. Yet Alexander could identify the mastermind?

"Give me the laptop."

"Here."

Alexander handed the old laptop over.

Jasmine leaned back against the headboard and began to review the surveillance footage on her own. She didn't ask Alexander how he had figured it out. She wouldn't ask yet. She wanted to look again, herself, to see if there was anything special, any clue.

Alexander turned his head and smiled as he watched the focused Jasmine.

In that moment, he found Jasmine particularly amusing.

Very adorable.

More than ten minutes later.

Jasmine was still watching the surveillance footage, her pace naturally slower than Alexander's.

Alexander, on the other hand, was already scrolling through his phone.

He was chatting with Aileen online. Mia Murphy was also staying at Aileen's house today, and both of them were asking about the situation after Alexander brought Jasmine home.

Just some casual chat.

Ring, ring, ring...

Alexander's phone rang.

The caller ID showed "Martin Russo. "Alexander answered.

"Hello, Mr. Russo..."

"Mr. Ciotta..."

Martin's voice was very weak.

The doctor had said he would wake up by tomorrow at the latest, but he woke up much earlier than expected. Eric was still at the hospital and had told Martin that Alexander wanted him to call back. So he called as soon as he woke up.

"How are you feeling?"

"Alright, I guess. My head's spinning. That son of a... Henri Moreau! I'll fucking kill him!"

"It wasn't him."

"Huh?! It wasn't?!" Martin was stunned.

"Mr. Russo, have you seen Dennis Walker recently?"

"Dennis Walker? The last time I saw him was... almost half a month ago, I think... at a friend's birthday banquet. We didn't even talk..." Martin spoke very slowly; it was unclear whether his mind was foggy, he couldn't speak quickly, or he was deep in thought.

"Mr. Ciotta, are you suggesting..." Martin asked again.

"Dennis Walker sent people to do it," Alexander said.

"Him?" Martin was shocked, then his tone shifted. "That can't be right... We haven't had much to do with each other these past few years. The last time we ran into each other, we didn't exchange a single word..."

"Do you trust me?" Alexander asked.

"...I do!" Martin said with conviction after a brief pause.

"Trust me. It was Dennis Walker!"

Alexander immediately started giving instructions. "Arrange for your people now, and tell Mr. Collins too. Pull Dennis Walker's call records. See who he called and who called him around the time of your car accident."

"If any of those phone numbers belong to one of his confidants, then that person must know Dennis Walker's plan and should also be the one who executed it..."

"Grab this person and beat him until he's half dead. Once he confesses, arrest the other related individuals, and then detain Dennis."

Dennis Walker was, after all, a prominent figure in Boston. Kidnapping him directly would cause a major incident! They needed direct evidence.

However, by following the steps Alexander laid out, the matter would be resolved in one night.

"Alright—I'll do as you say, Mr. Ciotta!" Martin agreed.

Although Martin knew that if he got it wrong, his reputation would be ruined and that he would become mortal enemies with Dennis. He'd be a laughingstock.

But he felt that Mr. Ciotta must know something to have him do this, and Mr. Ciotta wouldn't harm him.

The call ended.

Jasmine had long since paused the video and leaned over to listen to Alexander's phone call.

Seeing Alexander put down his phone, she sat up straight again and looked back at the computer.

"Figured it out? My dear Miss Doran," Alexander asked, turning to her with a smile.

Jasmine kept a straight face and didn't speak. She was so frustrated!

After a long moment.

Jasmine snapped the laptop shut, turned to Alexander, and said, "Tell me, how did you figure it out?"

"It's complicated."

"No, you have to tell me this time."

"Even if I told you now, would you believe me? You'll only believe it after Mr. Russo confirms it was Dennis Walker, right?"

Jasmine was speechless again. Alexander made an excellent point.

"So... let's sleep for now," Alexander smiled.

"Hmph." Jasmine shot Alexander a glare. She watched as he grabbed two pillows. One he shoved between the bed’s headboard and the wall, the other, handing it to her.

“What’s this?” She asked with a raised eyebrow.

Alexander just chuckled. “This bed is old and makes a lot of noises. And that one….is for you to muffle your moans into.”

Hearing his explanation, her cheeks flushed a bright shade of pink, but she didn’t refuse. She was actually thinking about it too, because she wasn't sure if she was really pregnant yet.

The computer was set aside. The lights were turned off. The rustling of clothes came, soon followed by muffled moans and soft whimpers.

As he’d expected, across the night, the pillow came in quite handy, though, at times, he had to rely on his palm to muffle her loudest of moans.


Chapter 28: It was actually him?!

A new day, August 1, 2024.

At seven in the morning, Alexander woke up as usual. Staring at the ceiling of his bedroom at home, he smiled, then pulled Jasmine closer and fell back into a deep sleep.

Before he knew it, it was eight o'clock.

Ring, ring, ring...

Both Alexander and Jasmine were woken by the phone ringing.

Alexander reached out, grabbed it, and answered, "Hello, Mr. Russo."

"Mr. Ciotta, I hope I'm not disturbing your rest?" The moment Martin spoke, his tone was somewhat cautious, and it lacked the weakness from when he had just woken up the previous night.

"Not at all, I was just about to get up," Alexander said with a smile.

From Martin's opening attitude, Alexander knew Dennis Walker must already have been confirmed as the mastermind.

When everyone thought the Moreau brothers had arranged the assassination attempt.

Alexander had miraculously torn through the fog and, just over two hours after the incident, directly named the true culprit.

Martin probably knew that Alexander had only asked Eric for the traffic surveillance footage. This action indicated that Alexander likely had no clues beforehand and had to start investigating from square one.

Furthermore, Alexander was in New York, so far away from Boston! He had never inspected the scene or anything of the sort.

It was difficult to explain scientifically how Alexander had done it.

Alexander could even deduce Martin's psychological changes. He had likely confirmed it before dawn and wanted to call Alexander, but disturbing Mr. Ciotta so early in the morning would be very bad!

So he waited and waited until eight o'clock in the morning on the dot, guessing that he might have woken up. Only then did he call, yet the first thing he asked was whether he had disturbed Alexander's rest.

When one person's status becomes too elevated, too formidable in another's mind, it causes the latter to treat them with such caution.

"Mr. Ciotta, I've already had my people detain Dennis Walker..."

"Confirmed?"

"Confirmed! That son of a bitch Dennis! Mr. Ciotta, you have no idea. When I presented the evidence to him, he went crazy. He even tried to pull a gun on me, yelling about how I'd wronged him, how he was the one who gave me my start, how I was ungrateful... said I didn't treat him like a person, wouldn't even look him in the eye, wouldn't talk to him..."

The two chatted for over ten minutes.

The more Martin spoke, the more agitated he became, and also somewhat emotional about the nature of the human heart.

He honestly hadn't expected it to be Dennis.

The reasons why Dennis did it were complex, yet not. Simply put, it was caused by years of accumulated resentment and a psychological imbalance.

Back when Martin was just starting out, he had partnered with Dennis, and at that time, Dennis was the undisputed big brother.

They partnered several times, eventually falling out completely. Dennis's business stagnated, while Martin Russo rose to prominence, becoming "Fourth Master".

Watching a junior who was once far beneath him leap to a position he could no longer hope to reach.

Any normal person would feel jealous.

Moreover, Martin's business was constantly squeezing Dennis's. For every bit Martin's business grew, Dennis's shrank.

His business philosophy was inferior to Martin's; he was somewhat out of touch with the times.

Yet he blamed all his business failures on Martin. He felt that if it weren't for Martin, the market would surely be his.

Alexander knew what Dennis thought of Martin from the time loop. Dennis saw Martin as a thorn in his side, a nail in his eye, but he didn't dare to touch him.

Dennis wasn't the only one who felt this way.

As for why Dennis made a move this time, a closer look revealed two reasons.

The first was that, more than ten days ago, Martin and Dennis had run into each other at a mutual friend's birthday banquet. Neither spoke to the other; they ignored each other completely.

At that time, Martin was surrounded by influential figures, many of whom addressed him as "Fourth Master."

Some who came from prominent families even called him brother.

Around Dennis, however, it was much colder.

Some figures who couldn't be bothered with Dennis would turn around and greet Martin Russo with beaming smiles.

Dennis's mentality was shattered!

At that moment, he wanted nothing more than to kill Martin, but he didn't dare.

Until more than ten days later, news of the war between the Moreau brothers and Martin spread throughout Boston. This was the second reason!

Dennis was already a ruthless man. Given this opportunity, in a moment of impulse, he decided to go all in. He thought he could kill Martin and let the Moreau brothers take the blame.

He wasn't worried about the Moreau brothers not being able to take the fall.

No evidence was needed. When power reaches a certain level, tracing such things becomes impossible. So when everyone believed it was the Moreau brothers, then it was them!

And after Martin's death, his terrifying network of connections would lose a link. His son, Daniel Russo, wouldn't be able to accomplish much on his own.

Boston's bar, KTV, and club industries would inevitably be reshuffled. It was due to jealousy, resentment, and profit.

Alexander asked little and listened more.

If Martin hadn't been cautious this time, he would have really died. It was a very close call. And although it wasn't the Moreau brothers who made the move, it was still causally related to them, and thus related to Alexander.

Alexander was quite willing to listen to Martin ramble on for a bit.

Jasmine, who had also been woken by the ringing phone, leaned close to Alexander's ear, also listening to what Martin was saying on the phone.

They chatted for about fifteen minutes.

"Sigh!" Martin let out a final sigh. "Damn it, I haven't bothered with him for so many years, and he actually wanted to kill me..."

"The human heart is traitorous," Alexander also sighed with a smile.

"Isn't it just," Martin said, then his tone changed. "Oh! I've really disturbed you, Mr. Ciotta. Look at me, so early in the morning, I just wanted to report to you..."

The word "report" was used in a very subtle way.

"Let's leave it at that for now, Mr. Russo. We'll get together again when I'm next in Boston."

"Sounds good! Alright, alright."

After a few more pleasantries, they hung up.

Alexander placed his phone aside and turned to look at Jasmine with a smile.

Jasmine was also looking at Alexander askance, her eyes slightly narrowed. She was trying her best to control her emotions, but her expression was still one of... astonishment.

It really, truly was Dennis Walker! And, following Alexander's instructions, Martin had confirmed it entirely in one night.

The man was already detained!

Although this was technically kidnapping, Martin already had the evidence. It would be easy to send Dennis to prison. It would also be simple to have Dennis die of an "accident" in prison.

Dennis's assets would also largely be taken over by Martin.

None of this was the main point for Jasmine. She didn't care, and it wasn't important. The important thing was still that question.

—How did Alexander Ciotta identify the mastermind just by watching ten minutes of surveillance footage?!

If Jasmine hadn't been so tired last night, she would have been left sleepless.

She was really starting to doubt her own intelligence.

If she had been able to spot even a single clue, she would have accepted it. Being less capable than Alexander wasn't the issue. But she had seen nothing at all. The answer she got was 0, while Alexander's was 100!

The gap was just too huge, wasn't it?!

"Spill it, my dear Mr. Ciotta. Now that it's confirmed to be Dennis Walker, you should tell me how you knew it was him after watching the surveillance video for just ten minutes, right?" Jasmine asked, her eyes narrowed.

"You lost," Alexander smiled.

"Can you please stop provoking me? I admit I lost. I, Jasmine Doran, am a good sport! I'll honor the bet!" Jasmine said.

"So what did you just call me?" Alexander asked with a smile.

"My dear Mr. Ciotta..." Jasmine started, then paused. She instantly understood what Alexander meant. She shot him a petulant look, but her expression suddenly took on a hint of tenderness.

"Hubby~~ Daddy~~" Jasmine called out, deliberately mimicking Aileen's and Mia's private tone.

"Just be normal. You are you," Alexander laughed.

"Hmph!" Jasmine huffed lightly, but she reached out, hooked her arm around Alexander's neck, leaned in close to his ear, and called out, "Hub! By! Da!Ddy!"

It was very earnest, in Jasmine's own tone.

Alexander was just teasing her.

"Is that good enough?" Jasmine asked again.

"Ha," Alexander chuckled, then gestured with his hand. "Bring the laptop over, open the surveillance video, and I'll tell you."

Jasmine immediately rolled over to grab the laptop from the nightstand.

She was incredibly eager! She refused to believe that her IQ was really that low. Something must be off somewhere.

Leaning against the headboard, Jasmine placed the open laptop on her lap.

She opened the surveillance video.

"And then?" Jasmine turned her head to ask Alexander.

Alexander had also sat up. He moved closer to Jasmine, tilted his head to look at the screen, and then smiled. "Move the progress bar to just before the truck left the parking lot. It left around 7:15 PM."

Jasmine dragged the progress bar, but her brow furrowed slightly. She asked Alexander again, "Why? Don't we need to watch the earlier parts at all?"

The video footage of the truck involved in the accident spanned a full nine hours.

If they started watching at 7:15 last night, they skipped more than 7 hours of footage.

Although the truck was in the parking lot for most of those seven-plus hours, there was still surveillance footage of it on the road when it arrived at the parking lot around noon yesterday.

"You don't need to. I can just tell you," Alexander said.

"Can you... explain it clearly?" Jasmine didn't seem to understand what Alexander meant. She still hoped that if he had seen or discovered something, he could point it out to her.

"Fine... Switch to the footage from yesterday at noon, when the truck was passing through an intersection. Any one will do..." Alexander said.

Jasmine looked back at the computer and dragged the progress bar back.

At 11:49 AM yesterday, the truck in question passed through the intersection of South Second Road and Min Avenue in the D District. Jasmine played the clip, then paused it.

The footage showed a man in a gray shirt, wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses, driving the truck. The passenger seat was empty.

The sunglasses were large, covering half his face.

The truck's windshield was relatively vertical, so unless it was driving directly into the sun at a specific angle, the surveillance camera wouldn't capture any glare.

The person inside was faintly visible.

"Remember this image," Alexander said to Jasmine after glancing at the screen, which happened to be clear and free of glare.

Jasmine studied the screen intently. Unsure what exactly Alexander wanted her to remember, she took out her phone and snapped a picture of the screen.

"Now, move the progress bar to after 7:15 PM and find a clip of the truck passing an intersection after it left the parking lot," Alexander instructed.

Jasmine did as he said.

At 7:18 PM, not long after leaving the parking lot, the truck passed through a small intersection and was captured by a traffic camera.

There was no sunlight, only streetlights. There was no glare, and the person inside was clearly visible.

"Compare the truck driver. What's different?" Alexander asked.

Jasmine held her phone, looking at the photo she had just taken, then at the paused image on the computer.

"This... truck driver, since it's nighttime, isn't wearing sunglasses, but he has a baseball cap and a mask... He's also wearing gloves," Jasmine said slowly, her eyes darting back and forth between the two images.

"What else?" Alexander asked again with a smile.

"What else..." Jasmine looked back and forth, but couldn't quite see it.

"It seems you're really not cut out for solving cases," Alexander chuckled, then said, "His posture is different."

"Posture?!" Jasmine was stunned.

What kind of posture could one have while driving? How different could it be?

Jasmine looked at the screen again, then at her phone, comparing them.

This was extremely "detailed"!

"The seats in this kind of truck are adjustable, both front-to-back and up-and-down," Alexander explained at the same time. "If two people of different heights drive this truck one after the other..."

"If they choose to adjust the seat, no matter how the height or position changes, their body proportions will make them look different in the surveillance footage."

"If they choose not to adjust the seat, their different heights will make their sitting positions look different..."

"So, unless they are two people with the exact same body type and height, they will look somewhat different, regardless of whether they adjust the seat or not."

The truck's front windshield offered a particularly wide view, which meant more of the driver would be captured on camera.

Jasmine compared the images carefully for a good ten seconds and finally saw it. It seemed there was a slight difference; the second driver's body was positioned further back.

"Are you saying they switched drivers?" Jasmine turned her head to ask.

"Correct." Alexander nodded.

Jasmine looked at the computer screen and her phone again, murmuring, "But the clothes are the same..."

"So, do you think the real truck driver is still alive? Will he be found?" Alexander asked with a smile.

Jasmine froze for a second, then it hit her.

"Are you trying to say the truck was stolen? Or carjacked! The real driver was killed and hidden? The killer changed into the driver's clothes?" Jasmine turned to ask.

"It's the safest way," Alexander nodded. "Go to a public parking lot full of trucks, randomly select a suitable one, find a way to lure the driver to a secluded spot, ambush and subdue him, take his keys, and change into his clothes..."

"After Martin's accident, the first person to be investigated would be the truck driver... If he's disappeared, the trail goes cold."

"A random crime committed by a stranger, with no motive of money, passion, or revenge, has always been the hardest type of case to solve."

"Unless there's an eyewitness, or the parking lot's surveillance cameras caught something, no one will be able to figure it out."

Jasmine finally understood why Alexander wanted to skip the first seven-plus hours.

Because the person driving earlier was the real truck driver, who was likely already dead. He wasn't the killer, so there was no point in watching him.

And since the traffic cameras outside couldn't capture what happened inside the parking lot, it made sense to skip all of that.

"Set the video to before 7:15 last night."

"Then go back another hour."

"Play it at ten times the speed."

Between 6:15 PM and 7:15 PM yesterday, quite a few vehicles entered and exited the public parking lot.

There were many trucks, as well as smaller cars, vans, and other vehicles.

They were all ordinary vehicles; luxury cars wouldn't park in a place like this.

Entering the parking lot required slowing down and stopping so the camera could automatically identify and capture the license plate number before the barrier rose.

Leaving required not only waiting for the barrier but also paying the fee. So even at ten times the speed, they theoretically wouldn't miss a single vehicle entering or exiting the main gate.

The traffic cameras outside the parking lot gate were sure to have captured them.

"Stop!" Alexander said suddenly.

Jasmine, who was watching the screen, hit the spacebar, and the video paused.

The time was 6:43 PM yesterday.

On the screen, a very beat-up white Santana sedan was about to enter the parking lot.

"Remember this car," Alexander said. Jasmine took out her phone and took a picture.

She resumed playback, still at 10x speed.

Around 7:10 PM, the white Santana, which had only been in the lot for about half an hour, left the parking lot.

At 7:15 PM, the truck involved in the accident left.

Since the surveillance footage was tracking the truck, the subsequent clips all showed it passing various intersections and monitored road sections.

At 7:35 PM, the truck turned onto Ton Avenue, where trucks were prohibited entirely.

Pause!

"See this black sedan on the side of the road? Remember it," Alexander said, pointing at the screen. Jasmine took a picture, and he played the video again.

At 7:41 PM, the truck pulled over and parked illegally on the side of the road.

At 7:44 PM, a gray van parked on the side of the road across the street from the truck. No one got out.

"Remember this gray van."

At 7:46 PM, after being parked for five minutes, the truck got back on the road.

At 7:48 PM, while passing through a red light, the driver crashed into the Rolls-Royce.

He dragged the progress bar, switching directly to the surveillance video of Martin's convoy after it left the restaurant.

At 7:25 PM yesterday, Martin's convoy appeared with cars in front, behind, and on all sides.

Click!

Alexander paused the video and pointed.

"Remember this black sedan, the one diagonally behind Martin's convoy."

Photo taken. Playback resumed.

At 7:28 PM, Martin Russo's convoy turned onto Lan Avenue. The black sedan continued straight. A red sedan parked on the side of Lan Avenue started up and began following Martin's convoy.

"Remember this red sedan."

At 7:34 PM, Martin's convoy turned onto Shi Avenue.

"Remember this gray commercial vehicle."

At 7:40 PM, Martin's convoy turned onto Tin North Road.

"Remember this black SUV."

At 7:48 PM, as Martin's convoy passed through the intersection of Tin South Road and Ton Avenue, the Rolls-Royce was hit.

"That's it." Alexander paused the video again, looking as if he had it all figured out.

Jasmine looked at Alexander. She had thought he was going to have her compare something again, but the more she looked, the more confused she became.

It was as if Alexander was just randomly pointing out cars in the traffic footage along the trucks' and Marti's convoy's routes, telling her to remember them.

"So?" Jasmine asked.

"These cars..." Alexander glanced at Jasmine with a smile. "The first one, the white Santana that entered and left the parking lot before the truck did—the hit-and-run driver arrived at the parking lot in that car..."

"Huh?" Jasmine was stunned. "How can you be so sure?"

"When that car was leaving, you can look at the footage. Weren't the rear tires a bit flatter?" Alexander said.

Jasmine adjusted the progress bar on the video to check.

She even compared the footage of the white Santana entering and leaving the parking lot. It did seem to be the case.

When the white Santana left, it seemed to be carrying something heavy in the trunk, causing the rear tires to look much flatter.

"The hit-and-run driver was brought in by this car, and the real truck driver was likely put in the trunk of this car and taken away."

As soon as Alexander finished, Jasmine felt something was off.

What Alexander was saying was too subjective! Why that specific car?

Just because it entered and left the parking lot before the truck did? Just because its rear tires were flatter?

"Maybe it was carrying cargo. Look at all the trucks coming and going from this lot; a lot of them must be for logistics, right?" Jasmine asked.

"Besides, that wasn't the only car that entered and left the parking lot before the truck did. There were other trucks, too. Why that one..."

"I'll tell you that later, all at once," Alexander smiled, then continued, "The second car I had you remember was parked at the side of the intersection."

"That car is with the hit-and-run driver. Its purpose was to watch for traffic police, because the truck was about to enter the prohibited avenue."

"The third car, when the truck made a temporary illegal stop, was on the opposite side of the road... It was there to support the truck and prevent unexpected situations, like if a traffic cop suddenly showed up. They could have deliberately caused an accident to draw the cop away..."

"To ensure the truck could continue its mission."

"And on Martin's side, all the cars I had you remember were taking turns tailing his convoy, responsible for 'calling out his position'!"

"For a vehicular homicide, you have to track the target's movements precisely, so they are indispensable."

"The truck stopped temporarily, probably because it received a position report and needed to wait to time the crash at that intersection perfectly."

Alexander explained the purpose of every car he had Jasmine remember, all in one breath.

Jasmine could understand it.

To orchestrate this kind of murder, it had to be done this way.

Otherwise, it would be difficult to predict which route Martin's convoy would take. Was he going home? Or somewhere else? Would he change his route on a whim?

It would also be impossible to accurately predict when the convoy would pass a given intersection.

So, Jasmine understood all of that perfectly well!

But! It came back to the same question. On what grounds?

The cars parked on the side of the road? The cars driving on the same road as Martin's convoy?

There were so, so many of them! The streets were full of such cars, and none had features that would make them stand out. There were no notable commonalities between them.

"Why does it sound like you're making up a story?" Jasmine asked, her expression strange after thinking it over. "What's your basis for judging that these are the cars?"

"It feels like you imagined the other party's murder plot, and then you just randomly pointed out cars on the road to fit into the plot you imagined. There's no logic to it." Jasmine was being blunt, but she wasn't questioning Alexander.

The result was already there; questioning it was pointless.

She wanted a perfect explanation from Alexander, not to be brushed off with phrases like "it's complicated, you guess."

"The basis for my judgment is that the owners of these cars, their bosses..." Alexander smiled at Jasmine, making a gesture with his hand, "or rather, the bosses of their bosses, and so on... all point to one person."

"Point to who?" Jasmine asked first, then froze, and blurted out, "Dennis Walker?!"

"Correct." Alexander nodded with a smile.

"They're all cars belonging to Dennis Walker's subordinates?" Jasmine's face showed her astonishment.

"Correct." Alexander nodded again.

"How do you know that?" Jasmine retorted. That was what shocked her.

"I just know," Alexander smiled. He couldn't go any deeper. That would involve the secret of his time loop.

"Don't forget, I'm an information broker," Alexander reminded Jasmine half-jokingly.

"Information broker" was just a term. What Alexander was reminding Jasmine of was his own incredible, incomprehensible intelligence-gathering ability!

Ultimately, Alexander had solved this case using his capabilities.

The reason Alexander had asked Eric Collins for the surveillance footage...

The reason he dared to bet Jasmine that he could name the mastermind after watching just ten minutes of video...

There were two reasons.

First, anyone who dared to make a move on Martin had to be a significant figure. Alexander had investigated all such people in Boston!

Second, Alexander knew exactly what kind of setup was needed to orchestrate a precise vehicular homicide with a truck, especially on a road where trucks were prohibited.

With Alexander's memory, he could recall any car he had ever seen at any moment in his life.

He could remember any feature of the car, be it a scratch or a minor dent! Changing the license plate would be useless.

Unless it underwent major repairs, a new paint job, and a license plate change.

Although Alexander's knowledge of Boston was far from his mastery of New York, and he didn't know the owners of most of the cars he remembered seeing, he knew all the vehicles the "major players" could mobilize.

He had passively memorized many of these cars while investigating certain big shots during his Sundays.

He didn't need to make a special effort to remember them; he just did!

And to solve this case, he didn't need to recognize all the vehicles involved. He just needed a portion of them to point to one person, and that was enough.

And so...

Jasmine stared at Alexander, her expression extremely odd.

Although Alexander had said it so simply, so casually, it was still incredibly unbelievable. Alexander recognized the cars of Dennis Walker's subordinates?

He had identified Dennis through the cars.

And what if the mastermind wasn't Dennis Walker, but some other influential figure? Alexander's earlier confidence meant that... he could identify the person through the cars!

Which meant: He had to have a massive amount of vehicle data memorized!

Is this something a human can remember?!

Jasmine thought about it again and felt that wasn't even the main point.

The main point was that Alexander had only watched for ten minutes... he had glanced at almost every frame, just a glance, and was able to determine who owned all those cars on the street?

"You... you... There are so many cars on the road. Dennis's subordinates' cars are there, but so are the cars of other powerful people, related..." Jasmine's words were a bit jumbled.

Alexander understood what she meant.

"There are, but the ones that perfectly fit the crime's characteristics, and in the greatest number, are the cars that point to Dennis Walker," Alexander said with a smile.

Jasmine looked at the screen. Then at Alexander.

Her eyes widened slightly, her expression still strange. She couldn't process it.

She no longer suspected her own intelligence was low! This wasn't a matter of IQ at all! This was superhuman!

The logic of the investigation seemed sound.

But the fundamental condition for solving the case this way—Alexander himself, and the information he possessed—could only be explained by something beyond normal.

"Alright, don't think about it anymore. There's no need to get so hung up on it, right?" Alexander said with a smile, putting an arm around Jasmine.

In truth, there were many things he hadn't mentioned. The details he had compared and judged went far beyond what he had said.

He just wanted Jasmine to understand the general approach he had taken to solving the case. He wouldn't go into the finer points; that was truly complex and pointless.

Jasmine thought for a moment.

She gave up. She rarely got stuck on a single point when it came to Alexander, because too many things about him were bewildering. This wasn't the first time.

"Hmph!" Jasmine snorted softly, put the laptop aside, wrapped her arms around Alexander's neck, and rolled over, straddling him, her thighs clamping down as she began grinding against his bulge.

Looking at him, she arched an eyebrow, "Do you think our children will be as smart as you?"

"Probably," Alexander laughed.

"Then let's... have a few more." Jasmine's lips curled into a smile, and she leaned down, pressing their lips together while his hand reached down to push their clothes out of the way.


Chapter 29: Charlotte exposed herself.

More than half an hour later.

Some things were not yet over.

Ring, ring, ring...

The sudden ringing of a cell phone interrupted the two of them.

The sudden phone ringing was a real mood killer.

Who could be calling at a time like this?

Jasmine, however, said nothing. Her hips slowed down their movements before climbing off Alexander's lap, gingerly and with a light whimper. As she did so, she dropped a pillow she had been holding.

She didn't bother pulling her clothes or blanket back on, leaving her curves on full display, her massive tits heaving with the pink nubs standing on full attention.

Instead, she chose to lie by his side, snuggling in, her hand tracing circles on his chest, languid and unwilling to move, cheeks flushed.

She knew Alexander was a busy man, constantly dealing with important matters, and she wasn't the type of woman to throw a tantrum and demand her man neglect his business.

Alexander reached for his phone and glanced at the screen. The caller ID read "Charlotte Langford." At the same time, with his other hand, he reached down, pulling his pants back up.

"Hello, Miss Langford." Alexander turned and leaned against the headboard as he answered.

The moment Jasmine heard the name "Miss Langford," her eyelids twitched. She sat up, leaned against Alexander, and tilted her head to listen in.

"Mr. Ciotta, I've found out who leaked the demo," Charlotte said in a solemn tone.

Alexander had already identified the initial source of the leak the day he went over—it was Samuel Reed, a vocal coach at Bluecrest Music!

But Samuel had only sold the demo.

He had sold it to one of the top paparazzi studios—Magical Cube!

And Andrew Lawson of Magical Cube had paid Samuel for the demo. This act only costs money and produces no value in itself.

It wasn't that paparazzi studios never exposed celebrity scandals on their own.

Catching cheaters, documenting impolite behavior, snapping photos of all sorts of dirt.

Often, even if no one was paying them, paparazzi studios would release information to the public for one purpose—to boost their studio's fame and increase their influence in the entertainment industry.

This would raise their value for the following exposé, or rather, the next business deal.

But the leak of Charlotte's new song was different. It would never be used to boost their reputation because it was illegal.

Leaking another company's trade secrets to the public carried severe legal consequences.

When Magical Cube leaked the demo across the internet, they used anonymous bot accounts, not daring to let the public know they were the source.

They didn't dare, because it would ruin the entire company and send most to jail.

Therefore... Magical Cube was merely an "intermediary." After obtaining the leaked demo, they must have found a buyer. Someone paid Magical Cube, who then anonymously released the information!

"You found them? Who was it?" Alexander asked with a smile, his tone casual. "Zenith Media?"

"It was Zenith... Mr. Ciotta, how did you know?" Charlotte was somewhat astonished.

After confirming Samuel and Andrew's involvement, Charlotte had mobilized a good deal of her family's power, tracing the connections link by link until she finally landed on a manager in Zenith Media's publicity department.

Everyone knew this was illegal.

That was why Zenith Media hadn't even contacted Magical Cube directly, instead using two layers of intermediaries!

And now, although Charlotte's side had traced it to the source and confirmed it was Zenith Media, they had no evidence to prove it.

It was as if Alexander had known all along.

"Just a guess," Alexander laughed. This time, he really was just guessing; he didn't have the energy to investigate it himself.

"The value your new album can generate is immense. Everyone knows that leaking a demo is a major criminal offense that can land someone in prison for over a decade. Not many would dare to do it, or have a reason to. Zenith Media was the most likely suspect."

"Just a guess?" Charlotte was now a little suspicious of Alexander. She felt like he was just placating her, unwilling to explain the details.

She had already come to know a magical side of Alexander, just not as much as Jasmine had.

Alexander was truly just guessing, but she felt he must have used some power, some divine method, to find out.

"It really was a guess," Alexander chuckled, then asked, "There's no direct evidence pointing to Zenith Media, is there?"

"No..." Charlotte's speech slowed for a moment. Alexander was right again! It really didn't seem like a guess.

"It doesn't matter if there isn't. Even if there were evidence, someone would just come forward to take the fall. It's pointless to waste time and effort taking down a minor figure at Zenith Media..." Alexander said with a faint smile.

He honestly thought so.

Truth be told, if Alexander were to personally conduct a full investigation, he could absolutely take down an essential figure at Zenith Media and plunge the company into a major crisis.

Even though Zenith Media was one of the country's top entertainment media giants, with a network of connections and power no less than that of a great family.

Alexander could still make Zenith Media pay a massive price! A group of people would go to prison, and their stock would plummet.

The reason Alexander didn't do so was simple.

He really couldn't be bothered to expend the time and effort on this matter. It was too complicated and a waste of his time.

The demo leak incident could be put to rest.

It would end with Andrew Lawson going to prison and Tommy Calder's Wave Studio absorbing Magical Cube.

As for Zenith Media... Alexander would use another, more direct method to make them pay a painful price that no one could imagine.

He had already made arrangements in this regard, and Tommy Calder would play a huge role.

Knowing too much, Alexander would often choose the optimal solution rather than waste time on more complicated paths.

"By the way, Mr. Ciotta, regarding our scandal, we've currently traced it to an intermediary..." Charlotte brought up the rumors again.

Yesterday morning, the scandal between Alec Nota and Charlotte had exploded across the internet!

Also, yesterday morning, Alexander had given Charlotte two suspects. Like Samuel Reed, they were people within her company who would dare to sell major information.

Alexander had told Charlotte to have her bodyguards capture them directly for interrogation.

In fact, yesterday afternoon, while Alexander was still driving back to New York, Charlotte had called him again.

Both had confessed to selling information in the past, and one of them had even admitted that he was the one who sold the information about Alec Nota visiting the company.

Now, they had found the intermediary who bought the information.

"Don't investigate any further. Since we've confirmed Zenith Media was behind the demo leak, they're likely behind the scandal, too. Evidence will be hard to find, and it's meaningless to catch one or two of their scapegoats..." Alexander said.

"Mm... okay!" Charlotte agreed readily.

Jasmine, listening on the side, subconsciously curled her lip. She recalled how, at the dinner party a few days ago, Charlotte had insisted "impossible" and made guarantees. The two had even made a bet.

And now... she was this obedient? Whatever Alexander said, went?

"Also, hand the mole over to the police now. Issue a public notice saying he leaked information about Alec Nota and fabricated our scandal to quell the online public opinion..." Alexander added.

"Okay, Mr. Ciotta," Charlotte agreed, still with the same eager tone.

Jasmine glanced at Alexander, the corners of her mouth turning up slightly in a subtle expression. She had given Charlotte a heads-up, yet she still ended up surprisingly docile towards Alexander.

If Charlotte could really remain this obedient, then Jasmine no longer felt she was any kind of threat.

"So... is Mr. Ciotta at home?" It seemed the official business was concluded, and Charlotte wanted to chat a bit with Alexander.

"Yeah, I'm home," Alexander said.

"We still haven't signed the producer contract. When can you come to the company again?" Charlotte asked.

"If I go, it'll be in a few days," Alexander laughed. "My friend is getting married tomorrow, so I have to be there."

The two chatted for a bit.

As a woman herself, Jasmine could vaguely sense that Charlotte seemed to have a lot she wanted to say to Alexander, a particular desire to confide in him.

"Um... by the way, Mr. Ciotta, you haven't told Miss Doran about our matter, have you?" Charlotte suddenly asked cautiously.

Alexander's eyebrows shot up.

He hadn't said anything. And Jasmine wouldn't ask. But she was right beside him!

For Charlotte to say that was tantamount to...

"Miss Langford!" Jasmine suddenly spoke, taking the phone from Alexander and holding it to her own ear. "What matter do you and my Mr. Ciotta have that I can't know about?!"

Her tone was icy! It even had a somewhat sinister feel to it.

But only Alexander could see it. Jasmine's expression—she was smiling.

Charlotte Langford had "exposed" herself!

It had only been a week since their bet.

The agreement was that if Charlotte didn't fall in love with Alexander within a month, Jasmine would kneel and apologize. If she did, Charlotte would be the one to kneel and apologize.

Jasmine knew Alexander's methods well. It wasn't about threats or coercion, but a routine of attracting women with his own abilities and skills. This strategy could conquer almost any woman.

As long as Alexander wanted to!

So she was certain that Charlotte was destined to lose. There was no escape.

Jasmine wasn't in a hurry to win against Charlotte, though. She had initially planned to drag it out, wait until the month was almost up, and then have a showdown with Charlotte.

The longer it went on, the greater Charlotte's guilt would be, and the easier it would be to make her bow her head.

She just hadn't expected Charlotte to suddenly "expose" herself.

"Miss... Miss Doran," Charlotte was clearly startled. After saying "Miss Doran," she fell silent.

She realized she had misspoken. She never should have discussed this with Alexander over the phone.

"Why aren't you talking?" Jasmine asked.

Her voice was still ice-cold, but as she spoke, she turned to look at Alexander with a "victorious" smile.

She even winked at him.

The faint sound of Charlotte taking a deep breath came from the phone.

Alexander could hear it too.

Jasmine was pressed right up against him.

"Miss Doran, you're there too... Have you been listening this whole time?" Charlotte finally spoke, her tone becoming incredibly normal, almost formal.

"What do you think?" Jasmine retorted with a cold laugh, then adopted a particular tone. "My Mr. Ciotta and I haven't even gotten up yet, and you suddenly call. You're calling my man, so there's no reason for me to hide, is there? Is there something you're afraid of me hearing?"

Jasmine's words were barbed, laden with hidden meaning.

"Miss Doran, you've misunderstood. That's not what I meant," Charlotte said in her magnetic voice. "I was just surprised. I thought at this hour, Miss Doran would have gone to the office..."

This was the reason Charlotte had dared to bring up their matter earlier. She had asked Alexander if he was at home, and he had said yes.

Today wasn't a weekend.

Charlotte had subconsciously assumed that Jasmine would have gone to work.

"We're at his parents' place. It's my first time meeting them. It wouldn't be right to leave so early in the morning," Jasmine's words were still full of implications.

Alexander had taken HER to meet his parents!

"Oh... then congratulations, Miss Doran. You've already met Mr. Ciotta's parents. It seems good things are on the horizon for you..." Charlotte sounded very tactful.

"Hah!" Jasmine let out a laugh. "Miss Langford! Don't be in such a hurry to congratulate me. Shouldn't you explain to me what matters you and my man have that you need to hide from me?"

The line went quiet again.

"It's nothing, really." After a few seconds of silence, Charlotte spoke in a normal tone, even with a natural, faint smile. "I know you hold a lot of hostility towards me, Miss Doran, but it's nothing as you imagine."

"What is this 'nothing'?" Jasmine asked directly.

"It's just... didn't Mr. Ciotta tell you?" Charlotte asked in return.

"How could I possibly control him?" Jasmine said, even giving Alexander a mock-reproachful look before continuing on the phone, "Miss Langford, you're so resourceful. If you act cute with my man, he'd surely hide it from me. Why would he tell me..."

Her words were like daggers!

Seeing such behavior from Jasmine, Alexander found it incredibly amusing.

It was due to the contrast with her personality. She was initially a very straightforward woman.

Perhaps only because of Alexander would her personality become so multifaceted. The more she cared, the more it showed.

"Miss Doran, I think you might have misunderstood," Charlotte said, becoming increasingly calm. No matter how panicked she was inside, she couldn't let it show.

"Misunderstood? Hah! Charlotte Langford! What did you promise me back then? Do I need to repeat it for you?" Jasmine said.

The sound of Charlotte taking another deep breath came from the other end.

"Stop scaring her," Alexander said at that moment with a light laugh.

Jasmine heard him, and so did Charlotte.

"My Mr. Ciotta feels sorry for you," Jasmine glanced at Alexander, then said into the phone.

"He is a good person," Charlotte replied.

"So... you really don't plan on giving me an explanation?" Jasmine asked again, for the last time.

Since Alexander had spoken up, Jasmine couldn't be bothered to listen to Charlotte's lies anymore.

There would be plenty of ways to get concrete proof later.

"Actually..." Charlotte began, paused, then continued, "Actually, I was planning to tell you about this matter in person later, Miss Doran. It's just that Mr. Ciotta and I haven't finalized the details, so that's why..."

"Hmm?" Jasmine was momentarily confused.

Listening to Charlotte's tone, it didn't sound like she was talking about something personal between her and Alexander, but rather some major, official business?

After a brief moment of confusion, Jasmine quickly came to her senses.

Charlotte was making an excuse. She was trying to use some other matter to gloss over her "self-exposure."

"What matters? What matters needs to be hidden from me?" Jasmine was suddenly interested. She was very curious to see what major issue Charlotte could come up with to cover this up perfectly.

"It's like this, Miss Doran... he is your assistant right now, correct?" Charlotte asked.

"Correct."

Everyone knew Alexander was Jasmine's assistant, but they also knew it was just a title. Alexander didn't actually work at Magical Glamour.

"The thing is... Mr. Ciotta discussed with me before about acquiring a stake in Bluecrest Media. This matter would affect many things, and Mr. Ciotta might have to come over often in the future... So, before it was finalized, we agreed not to tell you yet, Miss Doran," Charlotte said.

Jasmine's expression changed slightly as she turned to look at Alexander.

Her face was completely different now.

Alexander wanted to acquire a stake in Bluecrest Media? Was he already so infatuated with this woman?

Seeing Jasmine look over, a subtle smile played on Alexander's lips. He felt... Jasmine had given him another assist today with Charlotte.

But Jasmine couldn't understand this subtle smile.

"How much money is my darling investing in you?" Jasmine asked into the phone again.

"Um... no money," Charlotte said after a moment's thought.

"Then what do you mean by acquiring a stake? What kind of stake?" Jasmine pressed.

"It's... sort of a technology investment, something similar... It's just that we hadn't agreed on the shares before."

"Shares? How many shares did he ask you for?"

"Fifty percent!"

"What?!"

Jasmine was utterly stunned. Alexander had actually asked Charlotte for 50% of the shares? Without investing a single penny, he wanted half of Bluecrest Media?

During Charlotte's semi-retirement, Bluecrest Media had a conservative valuation of at least a billion. And now, with the release of her new album and its far-better-than-expected results, Charlotte alone was enough to drive Dream Media's valuation up by over a billion at least.

Using a non-conservative valuation of 4 billion. Fifty percent would be a full two billion!

Jasmine, without relying on her family's resources, had worked for four years to build her company to a valuation of two billion.

Was Alexander trying to get two billion for nothing?!

And it wasn't just about the shares; this would cause Charlotte to lose absolute control of her company!

She had never seen such an outrageous investment proposal.

"And you... agreed?" Jasmine asked again.

"We discussed it once before. At that time, Mr. Ciotta and I weren't that familiar with each other, so of course, I didn't agree. But now I feel..."

"With Mr. Ciotta's talent, it's possible! I was just asking when he would be coming over again because I wanted to discuss the details with him in person," Charlotte said.

Jasmine was stunned once more. Charlotte was actually going to agree to Alexander's outrageous demand to get something for nothing?

This...

Jasmine turned to look at Alexander, and the corners of her mouth quickly curled up. She smiled, a smile as bright as a spring day.

My man! He was still the same man she knew!

For a fleeting moment, she had truly suspected that Charlotte had bewitched Alexander. Now she understood.

It wasn't that Charlotte had bewitched Alexander, but that she had been poisoned by him.

Everything was under Alexander's control, including Jasmine herself!

Jasmine knew full well that she, too, had been poisoned by Alexander. Still, under these equal conditions, it was clear that she was the one he loved most!

"Alright... let's not talk anymore then." Jasmine suddenly ended the chat, then asked Charlotte, "Do you want to say a few more words to my man?"

"Um... no need. Just pass the message on to him for me."

"Okay," Jasmine said.

The call ended. Putting down the phone, Jasmine turned to Alexander and spoke. "You heard all that? I never would have thought that your methods were so brilliant. You were only away for two days, and you've already made Charlotte willingly offer up 50% of her shares."

"You truly are my, Jasmine Doran's, man!" Jasmine's lips curled up at the end.

It was hard to tell if she was praising Alexander or herself.

"The shares thing, I just mentioned it casually back then," Alexander smiled.

"Is that so?" Jasmine said noncommittally, then wrapped her arms around Alexander's neck, bringing her face close to his and looking into his eyes. "Wasn't that part of your routine?"

"Am I that kind of person?" Alexander asked back.

"Aren't you?" Jasmine's smile bloomed.

As they spoke, they both fell back onto the bed with her hands eagerly tugging at his clothes.

The interruption from Charlotte had initially killed Jasmine's mood, but by the end of their conversation, Jasmine was in high spirits.

It was a very complex and nuanced state of mind.

Charlotte had "surrendered" to Alexander too quickly and given too much. As a result, Jasmine's wariness of her had greatly diminished.

This woman was no match for her!

Although Charlotte's family background was more powerful than Seraphine Arden's, which was the reason for Jasmine's strong hostility, Charlotte herself, even if she was the great demon queen of the music world, had skills confined to the music world.

In terms of cunning, she was far from being a match for Seraphine, who was known as the Black Widow.

Jasmine felt that her previous worries about Charlotte had been unnecessary. The only one who was still tricky to handle was Seraphine Arden!

As a result, her mood improved.

Jasmine felt that this fine morning shouldn't be wasted; she and Alexander should complete what they had left unfinished.

She reached down, grabbing the pillow she had been biting on earlier.


Chapter 30: Helping the family friend.

A little after ten in the morning, on the balcony.

"Whoa, this cigarette..." Luther had been here for over half an hour, chatting with David. Only now did he step onto the balcony. He took the cigar David handed him, lit it, and took a puff. He immediately sensed something was off and brought it closer to look. "This cig..."

"Jasmine bought them," David said with a smile. He looked a bit old for his age, but today he seemed countless times more energetic than yesterday.

As the saying goes, a happy occasion lifts the spirits.

His son was capable, and his "prospective daughter-in-law" was equally capable.

He and Susan hadn't slept well last night, but they weren't tired today. The excitement hadn't worn off yet.

"A single one of these cigs must be costly. Old D, you're truly blessed," Luther sighed, though he wasn't surprised.

Who was Boss Doran? It was perfectly normal for her to give such gifts to her "father-in-law"!

What was strange was David. He had always been frugal and reluctant to spend. In the past, when Luther had brought him good cigarettes and liquor, David would never take them out unless it was a celebration or a holiday.

Why was he being so generous this time?

"Old D, this is the right way to be! Your son is capable now, and he's found such a capable partner. You shouldn't be so reluctant to spend in the future..." Luther said, smoking.

"Yeah, my son is capable now!" David sighed, gesturing with his hand. "By the way, Jasmine brought five boxes of those cigars. Take one when you leave."

"Hey! I can't, I can't. Boss Doran gave those to you, her father-in-law, as a sign of respect. It's not appropriate for me to take them," Luther waved his hands repeatedly.

"What's appropriate or not? You've helped our family out so much over the years. A few years back, when someone was causing trouble at my shop, wasn't it you who found someone to sort it out..."

"What are you talking about, Ole D? If you hadn't scraped together everything you had to lend me money back then, would I be where I am today? Aren't you just slapping me in the face? Don't say another word, I can't take them."

As the two old friends talked, they almost started reminiscing about the old days again.

Friendship isn't built in a day. A friendship that hasn't been tested wouldn't be so deep.

Luther knew that David would probably be generous with an old buddy like him. Their friendship was solid, built over many years of mutual support. With anyone else, David wasn't the kind of sucker who flashed his cash around.

But he still found David strange today.

Just yesterday, David had been down in the dumps, and emboldened by the wine at the dinner table, he had even whispered his worries to him.

How did he suddenly get better overnight?

"I didn't expect it either. This son of mine, he's something else! Hahaha," David said with a laugh, gesturing with the cigar between his fingers.

Something wasn't right.

"Old D, did something happen after my daughter and I left last night? How come today you're..." Luther asked directly, not beating around the bush.

"Heh!" David just gave a mysterious chuckle.

"Tsk! Don't do that! Yesterday... what happened?" Luther's curiosity was suddenly piqued.

"Let me tell you, but you can't go spreading this around. Mari told me we have to keep it a secret for now. We can't let those people on the internet find out..." David lowered his voice.

"Huh?" Luther was stunned.

Maria said so? A secret? Can't let the internet know? What was all this about?

"Go on. You don't trust me?" Luther asked, puzzled.

"Right, your daughter should know about this too..." David said, then proceeded to tell Luther about how Alexander had made a fortune writing songs.

Luther listened, asked a few questions, and finally slapped his thigh. "Well, I'll be damned! That kid! I always said Alexander was destined for great things!"

Even though it had nothing to do with him, Luther was genuinely happy for David.

He had made his fortune early, but David, with his cautious nature, preferred a stable life. He didn't take risks; he didn't dare. Luther had wanted to help David get rich in the past, to repay the kindness David had shown him back in the day, but he never got the chance.

Now things were great. Although David still had the same disposition, his son had truly made it. Not only was his girlfriend impressive, but he himself could also earn big money.

The Ciotta family had really made it!

"No wonder! No wonder Miss Doran is with Alexander. Alexander is no ordinary person either. Hahaha," Luther exclaimed repeatedly.

The two of them smoked two cigars in a row on the balcony, chatting for a long while.

"By the way, my son transferred thirty million to me yesterday... My wife and I discussed it all night. We don't dare to do anything reckless with this money. Luther, you should give me some advice. What... what should we do with this money?"

"Well..." Luther actually gave it some serious thought.

"Old Davis, isn't your factory short on cash recently? How about I invest in you? I'd feel at ease leaving it in your hands..." David added.

"No, no, that won't do," Luther waved his hands dismissively, then took the initiative to explain, "it's not that I'm unwilling to part with shares. Given your family's current situation and your connection to Miss Doran, if it were anyone else, I'd be desperate to offer shares to build a connection. I'd even pay to do it..."

"But this is you! My friend!"

"This money... It's the worst for relationships. You know what happened in the end when I went into partnership with that guy back in the day...Sigh!" Luther sighed as he spoke.

Good friends should never go into business together. This was a lesson Luther had learned from experience.

Examples of friends turning against each other over the distribution of profits were all too common.

"How about this, Old D... If you ask me, you shouldn't get into anything complicated. Buy property, collect rent, and buy commercial storefronts on the street. Just buy in the best locations in our county. They'll hold their value... It's stable, not to mention you can live off it for the rest of your life."

Luther knew David so well that he offered this kind of advice. David had spent half his life toiling in a back kitchen; he would never be able to adapt to the deceit and trickery of the business world.

Besides, Alexander was now highly capable, so the family wouldn't be short of money.

Since business is complex and they weren't lacking money, they should seek the most stable option.

If he used all 30 million to buy commercial properties, he could collect 1 or 2 million a year in rent.

"Buy property, hmm..." David seriously considered Luther's suggestion.

Luther took another drag from his cigar and then looked at David, as if he had suddenly remembered something. "By the way, ole D..."

"Yeah?"

"It's just... I suddenly remembered something when I got home last night. Maybe I'm mistaken, or maybe I misheard. I don't really know much about that sort of thing, actually..." Luther started to say, but then feigned uncertainty.

"What is it? Just say it."

"It's just... I heard some friends from the city chatting about it before. They mentioned it in passing, saying that a pretty impressive young man has recently emerged in New York...I remember because the name they mentioned was well......" Luther said, drawing out his words.

David looked at him in confusion, not knowing what this had to do with him.

"They... they all call him, Mr. Ciotta? Mr. Ciotta of New York?" Luther said.

"Mr. Ciotta?" David looked at Luther. "The Mr. Ciotta of New York?"

"It's a title similar to 'Master Doran of New York," Luther explained, then added, "Anyway, he's supposedly very formidable and influential. Everyone in New York gives him respect... and he seems to be even younger than Dante Doran."

"What... what are you trying to say?" David asked, mulling it over. "Are you talking about... my son?"

"At first, I did wonder if it was Alexander, but then I thought about it more... I heard that this Mr. Ciotta has an extraordinary background... so that..." Luther couldn't quite explain it clearly.

He himself had no access to New York's upper echelons. The goings-on in the city's underworld had little to do with him, a factory owner in a small county.

Mainly, he didn't have enough money or status, so he couldn't directly obtain any accurate information about "Mr. Ciotta."

If it weren't for certain news spreading like wildfire among New York's elite and trickling down, it never would have reached him.

And it certainly wouldn't have reached a county-level boss like him.

For example, Dante had been in New York for a long time. Although he had only officially put down roots and started developing his career there after graduating from university over four years ago, he had actually come to scout the area six years ago while still in college. He had used his family connections to acquire land and build his club.

The legend of Young Master Doran had appeared in New York very early on.

But even so, Luther's knowledge of Dante was limited to hearsay: he was awesome, powerful, and his word was law. As for more specific details, like Dante's exact background or what his family did, Luther didn't really know.

It had been like that for years.

To say nothing of the title "Mr. Ciotta," which had only emerged in New York about half a month ago.

The news Luther had heard about him was all third- or fourth-hand rumors.

"I heard that this Mr. Ciotta also knows Young Master Doran, and their relationship is unusual..." Luther added hesitantly.

"He has a powerful background?"

"Yes! They all say his background is immense. He has connections... up there," Luther said, pointing a finger toward the sky.

"Then how could that be my Alexander? You know what my family is like. We don't have any background," David said with a grin.

"That's what I thought, too. It's probably just a coincidence that you share the same last name. But what fate is that?" Luther said.

The two old friends were just making casual conversation, shooting the breeze.

Meanwhile. Over at the dining table in the living room.

Susan, Maria Ciotta, and Lauren Davis were gathered around the table, trimming vegetables. Luther had brought his daughter over today, along with a lot of groceries.

"Mom, how come you're not doing anything about my brother and sister-in-law sleeping in? Look what time it is!" Maria said, looking reluctant.

"Hush..." Susan shot her daughter a glare.

"Miss Doran is a guest. You don't ask a guest to wake up," Lauren said from the side.

"See? Even Lauren is more sensible than you," Susan chided her daughter.

"Hmph!" Maria, who was trimming celery, snorted softly and muttered, "I heard people talking in my brother's room after eight. They've been awake for a long time but still haven't come out... I wonder what they're doing... He's probably bullying my sister-in-law again..."

Smack!

Susan slapped the back of her daughter's hand.

"You're a young lady. Don't talk nonsense," Susan said, narrowing her eyes at her daughter and subconsciously lowering her voice.

"But it's true," Maria muttered again. "They're definitely up to no good."

Lauren's face turned red. She understood the implication.

It wasn't just that she understood; the two of them had stayed at Jasmine's villa and had heard the two going at it that night.

"Are you trying to anger me to death? What are you saying?" Susan was furious. But she couldn't bring herself to truly hit her daughter, who was a grown woman now. She could only glare and hiss, "Wait until your brother comes out. You can tell him that and see if he doesn't give you a beating."

"Hmph..." Maria snorted again but fell silent.

A sound suddenly came from Alexander's bedroom.

Soon, the door opened.

Alexander and Jasmine, both fully dressed, walked out of the bedroom one after the other.

"Jasmine, you're awake. Why didn't you sleep a little longer? I was planning to call you before lunch," Susan said, looking up and smiling gently at Jasmine.

She spoke to Jasmine first, not even her own son.

"I've had enough sleep, Auntie," Jasmine replied with a smile.

"Brother! I've been up since eight this morning!" Maria called out to Alexander, her eyes carrying a hidden meaning.

"So you're itching for a beating," Alexander said with a smile. He walked over to the dining table, grabbed his sister's neck from behind, and pushed her head down.

"I was wrong, I was wrong, Brother... Mom, look, he's bullying me again..." Maria both apologized and tattled.

"Alexander," Susan glanced at her son, then instinctively at Jasmine.

Typically, it was fine for the siblings to roughhouse at home.

But Jasmine was here.

She felt that her son's actions would leave a very immature impression on his girlfriend.

What Susan couldn't imagine, however, was the impression Jasmine currently had of Alexander. In fact... Jasmine was actually happy to see these everyday interactions between Alexander and his family.

It was so real!

Only when he was at home did he seem less unfathomable, less unbelievably incomprehensible.

"Auntie, let me help you..."

"No, no, no, don't. Jasmine, you go rest..."

"It's okay, Auntie. It's not heavy work. I cook occasionally at home, too."

Jasmine started helping with the vegetables.

After "beating" his sister a few times, Alexander walked toward the inner part of the living room.

Luther and David, having finished their cigars, also came in from the balcony.

"Uncle Luther, you're here."

"Hahaha, Alexander, you're awake."

Luther and Alexander greeted each other. Luther glanced toward the dining table, and when he saw Jasmine look over, he quickly nodded with a smile and greeted her, "Boss Doran."

The men sat down on the sofa. They started chatting idly.

"Dad, Jasmine, and I will leave after lunch. Her company is busy... she has to go to the office this afternoon," Alexander told his father.

David nodded without saying things like "stay a few more days."

They didn't live far, and his son was young. He should be out there working hard.

"By the way, Alexander, I was talking to your Uncle Luther. About the money you gave us, he said to buy property..."

Alexander's eyebrows shot up when he heard this.

It wasn't that he thought there was anything wrong with the suggestion. Instead, he was somewhat impressed by Luther's choice.

Although he knew the two were the best of friends, people's hearts could change, and human nature was the one thing that couldn't withstand testing.

Regarding the money, the most advantageous option for Luther would have been to invite David to invest in his business.

Then Luther's business would become partly the Ciotta family's. With Jasmine's influence, how couldn't it not take off?!

But Luther hadn't chosen that path. He had given a very down-to-earth suggestion.

It could be said that he had passed the test and was still looking out for his "old brother".

What a good man. This was a true friend!

Alexander was quite happy that his father had such a friend, and it put his mind at ease. With Luther looking out for him, his father wouldn't go down the wrong path even with money.

They chatted for a while.

Alexander sized up Luther a few times, then thought seriously.

"Uncle Luther, I heard your factory used to work with Jasmine's company a couple of years ago. How come..." Alexander took the initiative to ask. He actually knew the situation and was just feigning ignorance.

"That... sigh..." Luther had just opened his mouth when he trailed off, glancing in Jasmine's direction.

There were some things he couldn't say.

"Jasmine." Alexander turned to call over.

"What's wrong, hubby?" Jasmine looked up from trimming vegetables.

"Come here," Alexander gestured to her.

That "hubby?" came out very naturally from her. She had always been one to honor a bet; if she lost, she had to use it. And for her, the term itself wasn't a big deal.

But when the others in the living room heard it, their expressions changed slightly.

Susan was stunned for a moment, then her face lit up with joy. They weren't even married yet, and she was already calling him "hubby."

Maria and Lauren, on the other hand, were exchanging winks and knowing glances, grinning at each other.

"There's something," Alexander said to Jasmine with another smile.

"Let me wash my hands." She had been trimming vegetables, and her hands were dirty.

She went to the bathroom and came out half a minute later. Jasmine walked to the sofa in the living room, sat down next to Alexander, and pulled a tissue from the coffee table to wipe her hands.

"What is it?" Jasmine asked softly, leaning closer to Alexander with a smile.

She didn't know what he was going to say or if others could hear it.

"It's just something... Uncle Luther's factory, didn't you two use to work together?" Alexander said with a smile, using a normal volume. "How come you stopped?"

"This..." Jasmine hesitated, trying to recall.

She couldn't remember. Because Luther's Lakeside Chemicals had cooperated with her company's new factory for only two or three months, and then the cooperation ceased.

The person in charge of factory procurement was the supervisor of the new factory's raw materials procurement department.

For matters big and small, the procurement supervisor reported to the factory manager.

Above the factory manager was the Vice President of Production at Magical Glamour's head office.

Although Magical Glamour had only been established for 4 years, it had a strong start and had grown rapidly. The entire company was massive, and as the group's CEO, Jasmine had too much to manage.

It was difficult for her to skip several levels of command to understand the specific details of procurement at the bottom.

And to Glamour, Lakeside Chemicals was just a small, unremarkable supplier they had a brief partnership with.

Jasmine might have received a final report on it before.

But such a report might have been just a single sentence in a quarterly factory production report. It was something from one or two years ago; it was impossible for her to still remember.

Jasmine thought for a moment, then shook her head at Alexander with a slight frown before looking at Luther.

Alexander also looked at Luther.

Luther became extremely nervous.

"Uncle Luther, what was the situation? Just say it... Jasmine doesn't remember, so you tell us," Alexander asked with a smile.

"Well..." Luther still looked like he couldn't bring himself to speak.

Of course, it wasn't that he didn't remember. It was just that this matter... was difficult for him to talk about.

Especially in front of Jasmine, he was even more hesitant to speak. Although he knew about Jasmine's relationship with Alexander, he also knew about her business style—her reputation was formidable!

No matter how close Jasmine and Alexander were, it had little to do with him, Luther Davis.

"Uncle Luther, you can speak freely. It's fine," Alexander tried to reassure him.

"What's wrong? What happened? Just say what needs to be said," David looked at his old friend in confusion, not understanding why Luther was so hesitant.

"Mr Davis, is there... something to this?" Jasmine could see what was happening. She asked, then took out her phone. "How about this, I'll make a call and ask..."

The big boss was going to call the factory.

"Don't! Boss Doran, please don't. I remember now..." Luther said quickly. "This matter... it really wasn't my fault! There was nothing wrong with my batch of titanium dioxide, but your factory, Boss Doran... insisted my goods were faulty and canceled the cooperation."

Titanium dioxide, also known as titanium white.

It is an odorless, tasteless, white, amorphous, fine powder with strong covering power, generally used in sunscreen cosmetics, foundation sticks, eyeshadows, talcum powder, face powder, and pressed powders.

Luther's tone was clearly filled with resentment, yet he didn't dare to offend Jasmine.

Something was very wrong.

Jasmine and Alexander exchanged a look, then she turned to Luther and asked, "Mr Davis, when exactly was this, and... what were the circumstances?"

Luther had to speak now.

Things had come to this point. He couldn't wait for Jasmine to call the factory, where they might slander him in who knows what way.

So Luther told them everything.

It was two years ago. Lakeside Chemicals had signed a contract with Glamour's second factory to supply titanium dioxide.

Everything was fine for the first two months.

In the third month, there was suddenly a problem with the shipment. Glamour's second factory rejected the goods, and the factory manager in charge of procurement, Brian Yates, even said he would make Lakeside Chemicals compensate for the losses, claiming that some of the titanium dioxide had already been processed into products, all of which were now ruined, causing damages.

"I swear to God! I, Luther Davis, have been in business for decades. When have I ever cheated anyone? I finally managed to sign a contract with a big factory. Would I be crazy enough to supply defective products?"

"I personally supervised every single shipment sent to Glamour."

"The returned goods had problems, but they weren't from our factory! I don't know where Brian Yates got them from, but he swapped our packaging onto them."

"He even threatened to sue me! I said, 'Go ahead and sue! We can take it to court!' Then he said to forget it, that it wasn't easy for me either, and just canceled the cooperation."

"I think he was deliberately trying to screw me over. I didn't give him a big enough kickback, so he wanted to replace me with another supplier! He framed me on purpose to terminate the contract!"

Luther grew more and more agitated as he spoke, even standing up, as if trying to defend himself to Jasmine.

He had long heard that the vice factory manager, Brian Yates, and the manager of Glamour's second factory, Wyatt Xander, were in cahoots. He'd also heard that both were "old-timers" whom Jasmine had brought to New York when she started the company.

They were Jasmine's trusted subordinates. This was the reason he hadn't dared to speak up earlier.

Two years had passed. He had no proof, just his word against theirs. They would surely deny everything. Wouldn't speaking up in front of Jasmine just be offending her?

Jasmine's business style was too intimidating.

Making unsubstantiated claims about her trusted subordinates would not only offend Jasmine but could also indirectly affect the Ciotta family. Would he even be able to visit them anymore?

But he had been pushed into a corner. Since he had started talking, Luther definitely couldn't let the blame be pinned on him.

Even though he couldn't produce any evidence now.

But in front of anyone, Luther had a clear conscience. The goods he shipped were fine. He was framed!

Jasmine's expression changed as she listened to Luther.

When a company gets big, it inevitably harbors some filth. Jasmine was well aware that there were many minor issues within, and she also understood the principle 'Don't let the perfect be the enemy of the good'.

She was the boss. It was impossible for her to personally handle every single detail of everything!

For example, the procurement department was a lucrative position in any company. There were bound to be kickbacks. Magical Glamour was no exception, and Jasmine would often turn a blind eye when she heard about it.

Managing a company wasn't just about managing business; it was also about managing people.

As long as you didn't go too far, she'd treat it as an employee benefit.

But to frame and oust a partner who had won a bid, just to replace them with a manufacturer who offered a bigger kickback?

This was something Jasmine could not tolerate.

However...This was still just Luther's side of the story.

"Brian Yates... and Wyatt Xander, I brought them both over from my hometown. They've worked for my family for over twenty years..." Jasmine began, thinking aloud.

When Luther heard this, he knew it was over! Of course, she would trust her own people!

And he, Luther Davis, didn't even count as an "outsider." He was just a stranger.

"Boss Doran, I, Luther Davis, swear to God today! If I ever produced counterfeit or shoddy goods, may I be hit by a car the moment I step outside! May I die a horrible death!" Luther said, in an extremely agitated tone, making a solemn vow.

"Calm down, don't..." David pulled at Luther, who was getting worked up.

Jasmine, however, showed little reaction to Luther's display.

If swearing an oath could prove anything, there would be no need for investigations.

"I'll make a call and ask..." Jasmine said, picking up her phone again. But just as she opened her contacts, she paused.

Her gaze shifted to Alexander, who was "watching the show."

Something wasn't right!

It was he who had called her over! It was Alexander who had brought this up! Would Alexander set a trap for his father's best friend?!

Given Alexander's past actions and his almost supernatural intelligence-gathering abilities, he should already know the inside story of this matter.

Therefore...

"Hubby," Jasmine put down her phone and asked, "In this matter... who do you think is right and who is wrong?"

Luther was a bit stunned. Why was Jasmine asking Alexander about such an important internal company matter?

"I believe Uncle Luther," Alexander replied with a smile, turning his head.

"I understand," Jasmine said. She looked directly at Luther. "Mr Davis, make a trip to the second factory this afternoon. I will inform them to resume our cooperation."

Luther was stunned again, then utterly flabbergasted! With just one sentence from Alexander, Jasmine had chosen to believe him?

Then, he saw Jasmine pick up her phone again and dial a number, her expression turning completely cold.

Everyone was looking at her. Maria and Lauren looked particularly startled, especially Lauren, whose father had just been so frantically explaining things to Jasmine.

The call connected quickly.

"Hello, Miss Doran." Wyatt Xander, the manager of Magical Glamour Factory No. 2, spoke on the phone. As one of the "old guard" who had come over from the Doran family, he was more accustomed to calling Jasmine "Miss Doran."

"Two o'clock this afternoon. I'll be waiting for you in my office. Get your ass over there!" Jasmine said, her voice icy.

"M-Miss Doran... Yes, of course!" Wyatt was so frightened he stammered.

Even though he was a veteran of the Doran family, having even served as Morris Doran's driver in his youth, he was still terrified when Jasmine lost her temper.

To put it seriously, it could even be a matter of life and death. She was even scarier than her brother.

Jasmine was the kind of woman the family couldn't do a single thing about. Although she was from the third generation, neither her father, her uncle, nor even the old man himself could handle her.

Wyatt considered himself completely loyal to Jasmine, but he had no idea what was going on.

"And Brian Yates. Tell him to get his ass over there, too," Jasmine added.

"Yes, yes, Miss Doran," Wyatt readily agreed.

"Also, Lakeside Chemicals will be coming to the factory this afternoon. Make the arrangements to resume our cooperation."

"Lakeside..." Wyatt paused for a moment.

"Is there a problem?"

"No, no problem!" Wyatt said hastily. With Jasmine flying into a rage right off the bat, how could he dare say there was a problem? He just couldn't place Lakeside Chemicals for a second.

The name felt unfamiliar.

There were only a handful of major chemical plants in New York, and Wyatt naturally knew them all. The smaller ones were too numerous to count.

Jasmine hung up the phone.

"Don't worry, Mr. Davis," Jasmine said, looking at Luther. "I will handle this matter. We'll continue our partnership."

"Ah... good... that's good," Luther replied, but his expression was all wrong. He agreed, yet he seemed a little too scared to speak.

Alexander glanced at Jasmine with a smile and reached out to squeeze her hand.

Jasmine instinctively raised her hand, lacing her fingers with his.

She glanced at Alexander and instantly understood... She hadn't switched gears properly. After ending the furious phone call, her tone with Luther Davis had been... terrifying.

"Mr. Davis, you should relax. You seem very tense," Jasmine said to Luther, a natural smile appearing on her face.

The icy aura shattered in an instant.

"Ahahaha, yes... Oh my! Hahaha..." Luther finally relaxed, slapping his thigh with a laugh, his excitement returning at once.

"Thank you, Ms. Doran! Thank you for your trust!" Luther even stepped forward to shake Jasmine's hand.

Though he thanked her for her trust, Luther knew it wasn't him she trusted, but Alexander.

The atmosphere became pleasant again.

Luther was overjoyed. The factory's performance had been poor recently, and business was tough. If they could sign a new contract with Magical Glamour, it would be more than just reviving the factory.

Two years ago, when Magical Glamour Factory No. 2 had just been built, it was still a very niche brand with little recognition.

But in the past two years, it had developed with astonishing speed, and its demand for cosmetic raw materials was on a completely different level.

Luther even began to worry if his own factory's production capacity would be insufficient.

"Hahaha, I've long heard that Boss Doran is a famous powerhouse in our New York, decisive and efficient..." Luther started flattering Jasmine again.

Before they knew it, it was eleven o'clock.

Susan had already started cooking.

"Well... I have to go," Luther suddenly stood up, ready to leave.

"Why are you leaving? The meal is already on the stove, and you even bought the groceries. Old Luther, where are you off to?" David asked.

"The meal... Isn't my daughter here? She can stay and play with Maria. I have to go back, back to the factory..."

"What for?"

"I have to go back and prepare the materials! Hahahaha, I'm going to Ms. Doran's factory this afternoon, I need to get ready..."

Since it was for business, David couldn't very well keep him.

"Alright then... Boss Doran, I'll be taking my leave..." Luther shook Jasmine's hand again, making a point to say goodbye.

David saw Luther out.

An hour later.

Alexander and Jasmine had also finished their meal at home. It was a simple lunch.

"Dad, Mom, we're leaving."

"Leaving already... When will you be back next time?"

"It's so close, we can come back whenever we want. Dad, Mom, if you have time, you can come visit us in the city..."

There was no sad atmosphere of a "family departure."

It wasn't like they were going on a long trip. Besides, Alexander had just been home a month ago. Because Jasmine was with him, David and Susan wanted to see them off, walk them downstairs, and so on, but Alexander wouldn't let them.

The two went downstairs. They got in the car. Alexander drove with Jasmine in the passenger seat, and they left.

"Drive safely!" From the window upstairs, David opened the balcony window and shouted.

Alexander rolled down his window and waved to his father.

They were on their way back.


Chapter 31: Meeting Michael Arison.

About twenty minutes later. On the national highway leading to New York's main urban area.

"...So you're saying this isn't the first time Brian has done something like this, and he's embezzled money before?"

"That's right," Alexander nodded from the driver's seat.

"What about Wyatt?" Jasmine asked again.

"He got a cut of some of the benefits Brian skimmed. But... in reality, the two of them aren't as close as others think. Brian is older and more senior than Wyatt, but you made Wyatt the factory manager..."

"Wyatt is more capable," Jasmine interjected.

"True, but Brian isn't convinced. He's always thinking of ways to take Wyatt down and become the manager himself..." Alexander said with a faint smile.

On the way, the two of them talked a lot about Magical Glamour's Factory No. 2, with Jasmine mostly asking the questions and Alexander answering.

"So what do you think... how should I deal with them?" Jasmine asked once more.

"You're the boss. You decide," Alexander turned to smile at her.

Jasmine's business acumen was undeniable. She knew how to manage a company, and overall, Magical Glamour was in excellent health at the moment.

But any large-scale company would have its problems, and Magical Glamour was no exception.

Alexander believed that if someone with Jasmine's abilities couldn't handle such a minor issue, then she might as well quit.

Around one in the afternoon.

Halston Tower, New York.

In the underground parking garage, Alexander parked the Audi sedan steadily. He and Jasmine got out of the car. Jasmine was heading upstairs to her company, but Alexander didn't plan on going up; there was nothing for him to do there.

"Are you going home?"

"No, I'm going to see someone," Alexander said.

"Who? Seraphine Arden?" Jasmine narrowed her eyes.

"Ha," Alexander laughed. Jasmine really had her sights set on Seraphine. "Not Seraphine. I'm going to see Aileen."

"Aileen?" Jasmine's expression was subtle. She took a step forward, wrapped her arms around Alexander's neck, and leaned in close. "My dear hubby, Aileen just said yesterday that she wanted a child. Are you in such a hurry to give her one?"

"It's broad daylight. Am I that kind of person?" Alexander replied with a smile.

"Aren't you?" Jasmine challenged with a grin.

"It's not that. I'm off to take care of something big, and I happen to have time today," Alexander said with a smile, then paused. "By the way, if anyone asks, just say... You asked me to deliver some documents to Aileen."

Jasmine was slightly taken aback, mulling it over. Who would ask? And taking care of something big?!

"My dear hubby, what kind of... scheme are you playing at now?" Jasmine asked with a playful, deliberate tone.

"I'm a good person," Alexander smiled.

"Hmph!" Jasmine snorted softly. She couldn't be bothered to ask more.

Jasmine and Alexander shared a couple of deep, tongue-filled kisses, right there in the parking garage. Someone might see them, but Jasmine didn't care. Why should she be afraid of being seen kissing her own man?

"Alright, hubby. Good luck," Jasmine said, letting go of Alexander and straightening his collar.

She walked away with a flourish.

Jasmine went upstairs. Alexander got back into the car, drove out of the underground garage, and headed toward the Gold Fortune headquarters.

At this time, Aileen Arison should be at work.

And not just her. Her father, New York's richest man, Michael Arison, was there too.

The Audi sedan sped down the road.

Driving with one hand, Alexander dialed Aileen's number. It took about 10 seconds for the call to be answered.

"Hello, Aileen," Alexander said.

"Hello, darling. I'm in a meeting... Why did you suddenly think to call me? Are you and Ms. Doran back from your parents' house?" Aileen said, lowering her voice.

"We're back," Alexander said with a smile. "I'm on my way to your company now. I'll be there in about twenty minutes."

"You're coming to the company?" Aileen's voice perked up, a hint of pleasant surprise in it.

Although Alexander had done so much for her, helping her seize power on the board and gain her independence, he had seemingly never visited her at the company.

He went to Magical Glamour's offices often enough.

It wasn't that Aileen was jealous—their relationship was beyond that, she wouldn't mind if he had ten thousand women—but she was genuinely happy that he was coming to see her unannounced.

"Okay, darling... I have to get back to the meeting. I'll have Mia come downstairs to wait for you," Aileen whispered.

"Alright," Alexander said.

He hung up.

A little over twenty minutes later.

Gold Fortune Group.

Alexander parked the car in the lot outside the main entrance. Out of habit, he straightened his suit jacket as he got out, then walked inside with one hand in his pocket.

He entered the reception hall.

Mia, dressed in a white smart pantsuit that gave her the air of a corporate elite whilst contrasting with her fiery hair, was already waiting for him. She was chatting idly with the receptionist, who was being extremely polite to her.

The employees passing by were also exceedingly courteous to her, to the point of being overly respectful.

Mia hadn't even started university yet; she wasn't even twenty.

But not only was she the first assistant to the Executive Vice President of the group, but she was also a super-rich second-generation heiress with a powerful background.

As she talked, Mia kept glancing toward the entrance.

When she saw the dapper, suit-clad Alexander walk in, Mia immediately stood up straight. She raised her hand to call out, but caught herself.

She managed to stop herself from shouting either "Babe" or "Daddy."

"Mr. Ciotta, this way," Mia said with a professional smile, gesturing to Alexander.

Alexander raised a hand in response and walked toward her with a smile.

"Mr. Ciotta."

"Miss Murphy."

"This way, please, Mr. Ciotta."

Playing the part of an assistant receiving an honored guest, Mia led Alexander to the express elevator that went straight to the top floor, which required an employee card to operate.

The elevator ascended.

Mia and Alexander stood side by side, with no intimate gestures.

They were afraid of being seen. Although there was no one else in the elevator, there were security cameras.

"What are you doing here?" Mia suddenly leaned over and whispered.

"I came to bully you, of course," Alexander turned his head and whispered back with a smile.

"Hmph, I don't believe you," Mia said softly, her cheeks slightly flushed. She started counting on her fingers. "You have Ms. Doran, Ms. Arden, Miss Ashley... and Miss Charlotte to bully, hmph..."

"Haven't seen you in a few days, and the little girl has learned to be jealous? You haven't fallen in love with me, have you?" Alexander teased softly.

"Hah, even though you're amazing... I haven't fallen in love with you," Mia said, lifting her chin.

The two bickered softly.

Ding!

They had reached the top floor.

"This way, Mr. Ciotta," Mia gestured formally, then stepped out of the elevator first to lead the way for Alexander.

Mia led Alexander all the way into the Executive Vice President's office.

Only when the office door was closed...

Alexander looked around the empty office and started walking in normally. Mia, however, deliberately lagged a few steps behind, and then, with a clack-clack-clack of her high heels, she charged...

"Hey! Piggyback!"

Alexander felt a weight on his back as Mia leaped up and wrapped her arms around his neck from behind.

"You, still acting like this," Alexander laughed, but he carried her on his back nonetheless.

He carried her all the way to the guest sofa before setting her down.

The moment Mia slid off and sat on the sofa, Alexander sat down beside her. She immediately twisted around to sit in his lap, wrapped her arms around his neck, and started kissing him.

Her kisses were quick, sealing his lips, kissing his cheek, even playfully, the tip of his nose.

She was always like this. She did whatever she wanted and was very mischievous. She was the youngest in his harem, after all.

However, Alexander had always been very optimistic about Mia's potential. She possessed many qualities that her peers lacked. Her friends smoked, got into relationships early, and some had even had abortions.

Mia had always partied hard, frequenting shopping malls, bars, and parties without missing a beat, yet she had her own principles.

Until she met Alexander, that is...

But that wasn't her fault. No one could escape Alexander's grasp.

Mia's grades had never been poor.

And according to Aileen, Mia had been studying incredibly hard during her time at the Gold Fortune Group. So many of her traits determined that this girl, even if she hadn't met Alexander, would have achieved great things in the future.

Of course, now that she had met Alexander, her future would be described as more than just "accomplished."

"You took Ms. Doran home. Meeting the parents so soon," Mia said after they kissed.

"I'll take you back next time," Alexander smiled at her.

"No, no, no, no, I don't want to..." Mia shook her head frantically.

What she said wasn't important. In reality, the two were just being affectionate.

Mia had always found Alexander fascinating, especially recently, as she heard more and more people talking about "Mr. Ciotta."

"Mr. Ciotta" had been mythologized.

The more this happened, the more Mia enjoyed being playful with Alexander.

It gave her a sense of pride, a "Mr. Ciotta, whom everyone else fears, dotes on me" feeling, with an added dash of vanity.

A little over twenty minutes later. The office door opened.

Aileen had finally finished her meeting. The clack-clack-clack of her high heels announced her entrance. Every time Alexander saw Aileen, he truly felt like a "little fairy" had arrived.

Her looks were only part of it.

Aileen's aura was naturally ethereal.

Her upbringing was too good, her posture too graceful. Every habitual movement made one feel as if she had descended from the heavens.

"Mia, you're being naughty again," Aileen said as she came in. She walked to the small coffee table, bent down slightly to pull out a tissue, and then approached them.

She meticulously wiped the corner of Alexander's mouth and cheeks, cleaning the leftover lipstick mark.

Mia stood up as well, straightening her clothes.

After wiping Alexander's mouth, Aileen leaned down and pecked him on the lips, then checked again to make sure she hadn't left a lipstick mark of her own before tossing the tissue into the wastebasket.

"Darling, what brings you here all of a sudden? I was just thinking that if you came back today, I'd go find you at your place," Aileen said as she walked toward her desk, holding a folder.

"I came to take care of something," Alexander smiled.

"What is it?" Aileen turned back and smiled. She then looked at Mia. "By the way, Mia, could you go down to the design department and hurry them along with the packaging design drafts..."

"Yes, boss!" Mia said formally, calling Aileen "boss" in front of Alexander, clearly with a hint of jest.

Mia also wanted to show off a little. She wanted Alexander to see her in work mode.

The more she got involved in business matters, the more Mia had her own ambitions. She hoped that the omnipotent and super-interesting Mr. Ciotta would like her more and give her greater help in her career in the future.

Mia hurried off. Alexander watched her leave. Once the office door closed again, he stood up.

"Aileen, you deliberately sent Mia away. What are you planning?" Alexander walked to the desk and asked teasingly.

Caught, Aileen blushed slightly.

"My dear Master..." Aileen, who hadn't sat down yet, took a step forward, took Alexander's hand, and pressed it to her cheek. Her breathing grew a little heavier.

"I missed you," Aileen murmured like a mosquito.

Her gaze toward Alexander was watery. Only he understood her best.

Aileen was usually extremely busy with work, especially recently. Her father had been taking her to meet many, many people.

He was transferring his network of contacts to Aileen as quickly as possible.

Michael really couldn't say how much longer he had to live. Although he could still come to work now, if his illness flared up again, he might not leave the hospital alive.

This put Aileen under immense pressure, leaving her very busy and tired. Only when she was with Alexander could she relax.

"It's daytime, and we're at the office. Let's wait until tonight..." Alexander smiled, reaching up to gently pinch Aileen's cheek.

Aileen smiled, draping her arms over Alexander's shoulders. They stood face to face.

"You still haven't said, darling. What did you come here for?"

"I came to take care of something big..." Alexander had just begun to speak.

Creeak.

The office door suddenly opened.

"Aileen, about what you said in the meeting just now..." A gaunt, sharp-faced middle-aged man said as he walked into the office.

Aileen reacted instantly, dropping her arms.

Alexander reacted even faster, taking a natural step back, one hand in his pocket.

The man who had entered was none other than New York's richest man, Michael Arison.

Michael had started speaking before the door was fully open, so when he entered, he didn't see Aileen's arms on Alexander's shoulders. However, the two were still standing quite close.

More importantly, Aileen's expression was all wrong.

Her face was a little red, and her eyes, her expression... it instantly reminded Michael of his wife when she was young.

It was the demeanor of a young girl in love, mixed with a hint of panic. Something wasn't right!

Something was not right between his daughter and this young man.

"Aileen, who is this...?" Michael looked at Alexander, then asked his daughter.

Alexander was a little surprised. According to his plan, he was sure to meet Michael today, but this meeting had happened a bit sooner than expected.

It didn't affect anything, though.

"Dad, this is Mr. Alexander Ciotta." Aileen quickly suppressed the panic in her heart and formally introduced him.

"Mr. Ciotta, this is my father," Aileen then said to Alexander.

"So you're Mr. Ciotta..." Michael said, feigning a look of sudden realization.

He had, of course, heard of Alexander. The first time was from his wife, regarding the incident where Alexander had taken Aileen from the golf course.

Michael's initial impression of Alexander was simply that of a fortunate young man.

To have caught Jasmine Doran's eye and be so fiercely protected by her was no small feat.

But after that, things changed.

All sorts of legends about Alexander began to circulate in New York.

Frank Delaney had once announced to all of New York that Alexander was his sworn brother, and anyone who crossed Alexander was crossing him.

The daughter of the New York Chamber of Commerce's founder, Damien Whittaker, and its current vice president, Margaret Whittaker, was on very good private terms with Michael.

During a private chat, they had discussed Jasmine and Alexander. Margaret had even praised the young man, saying her own good-for-nothing live-in husband had offended Jasmine and nearly caused a major incident, but Alexander had thankfully stepped in to help.

Not long ago, at a banquet, Michael had also run into Seraphine Arden.

While chatting about recent events in New York, Seraphine had joked that if she were twenty years younger, she might have married Alexander, calling him exceptionally outstanding.

Although it was just a joke shared between friends in a quiet corner, it had given Michael quite a shock.

There were many other rumors as well.

It was said that Dante was terrified of Alexander, his "brother-in-law."

It was said that the Ashford and Doran families had nearly become enemies, and Paul Santino had almost been killed. Still, Alexander had mediated, persuading the Ashford family to make concessions.

It was said that James Sutherland had come to New York and ended up crippled.

Although all reports on this particular rumor confirmed that James had been injured in an accident of his own making, there was... a sense of eerie coincidence about it all.

There was also a rumor circulating in the underworld that, with Dante temporarily away from New York, the person managing affairs on all fronts was Alexander.

"Mr. Ciotta of New York"—some people were already calling him that.

By now, Michael had no doubt that although Alexander came from a very ordinary background, he was an exceedingly capable young man.

A man of considerable means.

"Mr. Ciotta, I've been hearing your name quite a lot recently. So young and so accomplished."

"You're too kind, Mr. Arison."

Alexander walked over to Michael, and they shook hands.

Michael had always held a deep appreciation for accomplished young men, but his gaze toward Alexander held something more than just admiration; it was a little strange.

Whatever abilities Alexander possessed had nothing to do with him.

What he cared more about was... what was going on between his daughter and Alexander just now? Alexander was Jasmine Doran's boyfriend.

"Did you come alone, Mr. Ciotta? Miss Doran didn't..."

"She's busy. There was a situation at the factory, so she asked me to deliver a document to Miss Arison."

It was their first meeting, filled with pleasantries and small talk.

Michael's expression remained slightly off, his eyes darting to his daughter from time to time.

Aileen knew her father had grown suspicious. She was genuinely panicking inside, and though she tried her best to control it, her expression was still a tad unnatural.

Something's not right. There's a problem. Michael grew more certain.

Seeing Michael's expression, Alexander knew that the first step of his major plan for the day was a success. He had come today for another important matter, and that matter was, in itself, in service of this greater goal.

—To make Michael Arison get to know him, become suspicious, and pay attention to him.

Initially, Alexander hadn't planned on letting Michael know about his relationship with Aileen.

He would have just kept it a secret. Michael's health was feeble, and there was no need to trouble him. He could have gone to his grave without ever knowing who his daughter's man was.

That would have been better for everyone. Alexander hadn't even intended to meet Michael at all.

But. Aileen had said she wanted a child. Alexander agreed.

This would create a problem. Aileen would soon be pregnant, and within a few months, the morning sickness and the baby bump would become apparent.

And no matter how poor Michael's health was, he wasn't about to pass away immediately. He could still hold on for another year or two.

It couldn't be hidden.

Michael would eventually find out that his daughter was carrying a man's child.

Although Alexander knew Aileen was probably prepared to die before revealing who the father was—she was the only child of the Arison family, the sole heir to the Group. Ultimately, no one could do anything to her.

But the various pressures, the gossip and rumors... Aileen wouldn't have an easy time.

As a man, Alexander couldn't possibly let his woman bear everything while he cowered in a corner and said nothing.

On this matter, Mrs. Arison was no longer a problem. She could no longer control Aileen, and, with her personality so obsessed with appearance and perfection, she would paradoxically put little pressure on Aileen. Instead, she would do her utmost to hide the matter from the outside world.

The only problem was Michael Arison. He had always been more lenient with his daughter, but when it came to her getting pregnant out of wedlock and the succession of the Arison business empire, he would inevitably get to the bottom of it.

Otherwise, he would not be able to rest in peace. And so, Alexander had come today.

"Mr. Ciotta, this is our first time meeting..."

"I've long heard of Mr. Arison... How has your health been, Mr. Arison?"

"Ah! The same old problems. I'm getting old, getting old. Can't compare to you young people."

The two exchanged a few more pleasantries.

Michael was polite to Alexander not just because of what he'd heard, but more so out of respect for Jasmine Doran.

After all, it was all just hearsay; he didn't really know Alexander.

"Dad, you came to..." Aileen interjected, taking the initiative to ask.

"Ah, right. About the meeting just now..."

Alexander went to sit on the sofa first.

Michael had come to talk to Aileen about something—likely the proposal she had made during the meeting and the objections from several shareholders, mainly the second-largest shareholder, Gavin Stone. Michael was here to explain the issues to Aileen.

Lately, Michael had been speaking less and less in meetings.

Aileen had already taken over the reins.

Michael was there to back his daughter up, empowering her to preside over various meetings. Everyone knew he was going all out to groom his daughter as his successor.

The second-largest shareholder, Gavin Stone, was a known troublemaker. He would occasionally disagree with Michael when he was chairing meetings, let alone when Aileen was in charge.

They discussed the problems raised in the meeting and how to address them.

Michael had come over specifically to teach his daughter.

He didn't try to hide it from Alexander, because during the boardroom power struggle, Aileen had secured the support of the majority, including Gavin's staunchest supporter, Harry Bennett, who had defected to Aileen's side.

Why Harry Bennett had switched sides to support Aileen remained a mystery.

However, when Michael had asked Aileen about it later, she said... Jasmine Doran had privately met with Harry, but she didn't know the specifics.

With Jasmine in the picture, and Alexander being her boyfriend...

Well... they were all on the same side.

Michael and Aileen spoke for a while, just a brief overview without going too deep. When they were more or less finished...

Michael glanced at his watch, looking as if he were about to leave, but then he suddenly turned, "By the way, Aileen, what's the exact status of the collaboration with Miss Doran's company? Mr. Ciotta just delivered a document, right? Let me see it."

Aileen's expression shifted slightly. Alexander hadn't given her any document.

It was just a pretext. She knew her father was suspicious and was asking deliberately.

"Um... Dad, wait a moment, let me find it... I stuck it in a drawer..." Aileen smoothed her hair, feigning composure.

She bent down, pulled open a drawer, and after rummaging for a moment, produced a file.

Lately, the document flow between Golden Fortune Group and Magical Glamour has been very frequent.

The file Aileen now held had indeed been sent over by someone from Jasmine's side, but not today. It had arrived yesterday.

She handed the document to her father.

Michael took the file and flipped through it. Aileen had always been in full charge of the collaboration between the two companies; Michael inquired only occasionally to keep an eye on the overall direction. This was the first time he had seen this particular document.

After just two pages, Michael spotted the problem.

The date was wrong. The document mentioned a date, and that date was yesterday.

Alexander had lied to him! And his own daughter had colluded with Alexander to deceive him.

Michael's expression flickered for a moment before he quickly composed himself.

He continued to flip through the document as if he hadn't noticed the incorrect date.

To become the wealthiest man in a region—not counting those from powerful families like the Doran- outsiders coming into New York, Michael could be said to be the city's most powerful businessman.

His network extended across the country.

Although he now looked like a sickly, gaunt man in his fifties, lacking the flamboyant aura of someone like Frank Delaney, he had risked his life when he was starting out. His mental fortitude was naturally extraordinary, and his craftiness ran extremely deep.

He didn't expose his daughter for giving him a "fake document" right away.

He had already figured that Alexander probably hadn't brought any document at all and had come to see his daughter for other reasons. He was now even more certain that something was going on between Aileen and Alexander.

But the more certain he became, the more he held his ground.

Expose them directly? Shout and interrogate them? And then what?

He could imagine his daughter would deny everything. What could he do if she denied it to her death? And Alexander, who had just lied to him, certainly wouldn't tell the truth either.

What would happen after that? Forced questioning? Arguments? A falling out?

The facts were unclear. If it had been anyone else, Michael wouldn't have overthought it. But behind Alexander was Jasmine Doran, and with her personality... if he fell out with them without getting his facts straight, it could very well destroy his daughter's friendship with Jasmine.

They might even become enemies. If Michael were in good health, he might not have had so many reservations. As New York's number one, no one could easily touch him on his home turf.

But his health was truly terrible.

He had no desire to bring upon his family a catastrophe that only he could handle while he was still alive, right before his death.

"Mm... alright." Michael gave the document a cursory flip-through, then looked up and placed it on the desk.

Seeing that her father didn't seem to have noticed the problem, Aileen breathed a sigh of relief.

Alexander, however, was certain. Michael wasn't blind. He was already suspicious; there was no way he hadn't noticed the document was wrong.

This was precisely the effect Alexander was aiming for.

"You get back to work, Aileen," Michael said to his daughter with a smile. He turned to leave, then glanced at Alexander and walked toward him.

"Mr. Ciotta, we've really troubled you, having you make a special trip just to deliver a document," Michael said as he approached.

Alexander stood up from the sofa, and the two men shook hands again.

"It's no trouble. This is my job," Alexander said with a smile.

That was just too fake.

Everyone in New York's upper echelons knew that Alexander's position as Jasmine's assistant was just a title. It was normal for him to deliver an important document on her behalf, but to insist it was part of his job? No one would believe that.

"With Mr. Ciotta's support, Miss Doran is like a tiger with wings, haha. I hear Magical Glamour is preparing to go public..."

"Yes, we've been preparing for a while, but it only officially entered the process after the last press conference..."

Michael shouldn't have been talking so much with Alexander; they had already exchanged pleasantries.

Although he knew Alexander was competent, Alexander had no direct ties to Magical Glamour or the Arison family. All that mattered was maintaining a good relationship with Jasmine.

The reason Michael came over to talk again was, of course, his suspicion.

He was paying special attention to Alexander. He even wanted to try to trip Alexander up with his words.

"You and Aileen, at the golf course back then, I heard there was a misunderstanding, and later some unpleasantness with my wife..." Michael deliberately brought up the incident, not to question, but simply to mention it.

"At the time, Miss Arison perhaps needed some guidance..." Alexander replied with a faint smile.

The two continued their meaningless small talk for a while longer.

Michael didn't know Alexander well, and this was their first meeting, so topics were limited.

Within those limited topics, Alexander's answers were watertight.

This, paradoxically, made Michael feel that there was something very wrong with this young man. He possessed a cunning and composure that belied his age, and he seemed to have come prepared.

Alexander sidestepped every "landmine" in the topics Michael raised.

For example, taking Aileen from the golf course. Alexander dismissed it in a single sentence. But he had hit Aileen back then; the bodyguards had seen it. Shouldn't he offer some explanation for such an intimate act?

In front of Aileen's father, he wasn't the least bit flustered, his expression unchanging.

In truth, if Alexander had tried to explain even a single thing, Michael could have pressed him further.

He could have discussed the matter with Alexander without showing any anger. But Alexander gave him no opportunity.

Michael spoke to Alexander from a position of suspicion, and the more they talked, the more suspicious he became. Alexander's performance was too "perfect," as if he had no personal relationship with his daughter whatsoever.

The more it was so, the more it meant that the secret Alexander and his daughter were hiding together was a big one!

They were so afraid of being discovered that they acted this way.

As the conversation progressed, the perfectly performing Alexander quickly escalated Michael's suspicion.

It seemed to have had the opposite of the intended effect. Michael had even begun to guess that his daughter and Alexander were having an affair.

This was the most substantial and most logical possibility.

If that were true, then when this matter was exposed, when it leaked, it would be a disaster. Jasmine would probably want to chop both his daughter and Alexander into pieces, wouldn't she?

Michael's suspicion soon broke past the critical point.

"Hahahaha... Mr. Ciotta and Miss Doran are truly a perfect match... Ah, right... After delivering the document, do you have other plans, Mr. Ciotta?" Michael's tone suddenly shifted as he asked.

"Not at the moment," Alexander said, glancing at his watch.

"In that case... why don't you come to my office for a bit? We can have a proper chat. It's our first time meeting, and I've heard so many stories about you recently, Mr. Ciotta..." Michael acted as if he'd found a kindred spirit in Alexander and wanted to talk more.

He wanted to talk to Alexander alone. He couldn't hold it in any longer!

"Alright," Alexander readily agreed.

"Excellent... Let's go, let's go, to my office, hahaha..." Michael even put an arm around Alexander, patting his back lightly a couple of times.

As they left the office, they ran into Mia Murphy, who was walking back with a folder.

"Uncle Michael, Mr. Ciotta." Mia didn't dare say much, just nodded in greeting to Michael and Alexander.

Michael smiled and nodded back at Mia as he and Alexander walked toward the other end of the corridor.

Mia entered the vice president's office with her folder and found Aileen alone, sitting in her chair, looking relieved.

"Aileen, what just happened? Why did Uncle Michael leave with that big jerk?" Mia asked in a hushed, hurried voice.

"That scared me to death. I had my hand on his shoulder while we were talking, and my dad almost saw..." Aileen said, patting her chest.

"Heh," Mia let out a little laugh upon hearing this and teased, "Be careful now." But she couldn't help asking, "So, is everything okay?"

"Yeah, it's fine," Aileen nodded.


Chapter 32: I’m helping Aileen.

At the other end of the top-floor corridor, the chairman's office was enormous. The east and south walls were giant floor-to-ceiling windows, letting in an abundance of light. The furniture was sparse, making the space feel exceptionally wide.

The desk, chair, and sofa were all solid wood, giving the room a traditional study feel.

Michael Arison was already seated behind his desk. Alexander sat opposite him, separated by the desk.

After sitting down, Michael first picked up the landline on his desk, pressed a speed-dial button, and said, "Send in two cups of coffee."

Hanging up, Michael looked at Alexander, the smile gone from his face, his gaze now scrutinizing.

"Mr. Ciotta, you didn't come to deliver a document, did you? The one Aileen showed me was dated yesterday," Michael said, looking straight into Alexander's eyes.

He was going to lay his cards on the table and question Alexander directly.

Although Michael's smile vanished, his tone held no anger. He wasn't interrogating Alexander; he wanted to talk. An interrogation would clearly be counterproductive.

"Mr Arison, you truly live up to your reputation as the richest man in the region. It seems nothing can be hidden from you," Alexander said with a faint smile, as if offering a couple of compliments.

But Michael didn't feel in the slightest that Alexander was praising him.

He even sensed that... Alexander had known all along that he would see through it. This was within Alexander's expectations.

Because Alexander's expression hadn't changed one bit; it remained constant.

And his answer was exceptionally frank, with no excuses or attempts to cover things up.

"Young man, you have some nerve!" Michael said, looking into Alexander's eyes. This, too, sounded like a compliment, yet it was laden with hidden meaning.

It was unclear whether he was referring to Alexander's audacity in deceiving him or... something else entirely.

"I suppose so," Alexander chuckled, accepting Michael's assessment of his "nerve," seemingly also acknowledging Michael's suspicions.

Michael and Alexander locked eyes. Michael's gaze was profound, the scrutinizing look within it never dissipating. As for Alexander... no one could tell what he was thinking just by looking into his eyes.

Unless, of course, Alexander actively wanted them to know something.

The office fell silent for a moment.

Michael just watched Alexander. This was a habit of his. Very few people could meet his gaze so calmly. Alexander wasn't the first, but he was definitely the youngest.

Alexander's gaze didn't retreat, yet it held no aggression.

It was simply placid. So placid it was impossible to fathom.

"Mr. Ciotta is only twenty-two this year." Michael finally spoke after perhaps ten seconds of silence. It wasn't a question, but a statement of evaluation.

"It's hard to imagine who trained you," Michael added, still looking at Alexander.

Alexander smiled but didn't respond to the comment.

"...So, what did you come here for, Mr. Ciotta? Using the excuse of delivering a document to see my daughter. What surprises me is that Aileen would even help you deceive me. I think, Mr. Ciotta, you owe me an explanation," Michael said calmly, his gaze sharpening slightly.

"Miss Arison is helping me keep a secret. We had an agreement. I helped her, so she can't betray me," Alexander replied with a smile.

"A secret? What secret?" Michael leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on the desk, his tone unchanged as he asked.

His tone didn't betray how badly he wanted to know, but the seemingly natural adjustment of his posture, the leaning forward... it was a move that could exert a great deal of pressure on someone.

"I already said it's my secret. Does Mr Arison have a hobby of prying into other people's secrets?" Alexander retorted, shutting down that line of questioning completely.

Michael was talking to Alexander without outright turning hostile.

He wouldn't easily turn on Alexander without getting a clear picture. Not to mention Jasmine Doran, turning hostile would be inexplicable. What was so important that it was worth turning hostile over?

Although the matter between Alexander and Aileen was definitely enough to make Michael fly into a rage, he had no proof. And he hadn't investigated it thoroughly!

Because he couldn't turn hostile, at least for now, Michael found himself unable to press further, even though Alexander had explicitly mentioned he had a "secret."

"Mr. Ciotta, you still haven't told me why you came to see Aileen," Michael immediately thought of another angle to question from.

He couldn't very well ask about Alexander's personal secret, but Alexander had come to see Aileen. As her father, he certainly had the right to ask.

"Jasmine sent me," Alexander said with a faint smile.

"To do what?"

"To help Miss Arison solve some problems."

"What problems?"

"Some internal problems within the Golden Fortune Group."

"Hmm?!" Michael grunted, his brow furrowing slightly. What problems were there inside Golden Fortune Group? He, the chairman, didn't even know, but Jasmine Doran did? And she was going to help solve them?

This feeling... made Michael very uncomfortable.

According to Alexander, Jasmine was trying to help Aileen, but he, Michael Arison, knew nothing about it.

Without so much as a heads-up? Wasn't she overreaching?

Everyone has a sense of "territory."

It was like... an ordinary person discovering their neighbor doing something in their house one day. The neighbor explains, "Your house has mice. I'm here to help you catch them."

Even if the neighbor was telling the truth and genuinely trying to help, the homeowner would still be annoyed. This kind of unannounced action would make the owner feel as if their space were being invaded.

"Mr. Ciotta, I wonder what problem... you're referring to?" Michael thought for a moment before asking again. They were his company's problems; he had the right to know.

"The second-largest shareholder, Gavin Stone," Alexander stated frankly.

"Gavin Stone?" Michael instinctively narrowed his eyes. After a moment's thought, he asked, "Gavin... what about him? What has he done?"

Michael couldn't immediately think of anything harmful Gavin might have done.

Although Gavin was a troublemaker, he and others, like Harry Bennett, had been exceptionally well-behaved when Golden Group first acquired Meiyuan Jewelry and welcomed them into the group.

He had only become a thorn in their side in the last two years, after Michael had been hospitalized for a major illness and his health had begun to decline.

But even so, Michael could still keep him completely in check.

It was very likely that Michael would retire early due to his health, and that Aileen would take over. Gavin wasn't the only old-timer in the group with ideas of his own. Michael had been constantly teaching his daughter how to handle the old guard in the group, covering all aspects.

Michael had always acknowledged Gavin's capabilities. While their relationship wasn't great, it wasn't terrible either.

So he didn't think Gavin would do anything to harm the Golden Fortune Group.

"Gavin Stone... he hasn't done anything," Alexander said, drawing out his words with a slight smile.

"Then why did you just say he was a problem?"

"The problem isn't what Gavin Stone is doing. His very presence within the company is a problem," Alexander stated bluntly.

"Hmm?!" Michael frowned again.

"Your health condition, Mr Arison, is well-known throughout New York. Last time... after Miss Arison won the board's support, you accelerated the pace of her succession... You'll probably have her take over within the year, right? And transfer your shares to her name," Alexander asked.

Michael looked at Alexander and remained silent for a moment before nodding. There was no need to hide it. Who didn't know?

"So, Mr Arison, do you think Gavin will submit to Miss Arison after she becomes the chairwoman? And what will he do then?" Alexander asked again.

Michael didn't answer him.

This question didn't need an answer; everyone knew it. Once a new, twenty-seven-year-old chairman took office, some of the old-timers in the group would definitely stir up trouble.

This was a problem that would arise in any giant corporation with a complex shareholding structure.

The company was too big. Factions and power struggles were inevitable. When a new chairman took over, major internal reshuffles often followed.

Turmoil was foreseeable. In fact, major executive shake-ups due to disagreements, mass resignations of senior management leading to stock price plunges, and various operational problems have occurred in many large corporations after a generational change in leadership.

Of course, it could happen to Golden Fortune Group as well.

That was why Michael had been teaching Aileen.

He hoped that after he stepped down, Aileen could handle the situation on her own and prevent those potential scenarios from happening.

"Mr. Ciotta means that Miss Doran sees Gavin Stone as a potential future threat to Aileen..." Michael began, then asked, "So?"

"We solve it," Alexander said.

"Solve it?" Michael didn't immediately grasp what the word "solve" meant. "How do you solve it?"

"Send him to prison, or... have him executed." Alexander smiled.

"What?!" Michael was utterly stunned.

Send him to prison or have him executed?!

What shocked Michael wasn't that Gavin had done things that could land him in prison or get him executed. He might not have committed a capital crime, but he had certainly done things that were enough to put him in prison.

Perhaps not in recent years; Alexander himself had said Gavin hadn't done anything.

But he definitely had in the past. That was perfectly normal.

Any billionaire would have engaged in some shady dealings on their way to the top. There were very few exceptions; no one was spotless.

Michael was no different. His rise to become the wealthiest man in New York couldn't be explained by business acumen alone. The business world was a battlefield, and when the fighting truly began, everyone used whatever means they had at their disposal. It was almost impossible not to break the law.

Therefore, Michael knew Gavin must have done many illegal things, especially before Golden Fortune Group acquired "Meiyuan Jewelry." Those acts were more than enough to at least send him to prison.

But that wasn't the issue.

The issue was that no one could find evidence. If evidence could have been found, his competitors back then would have had him taken down long ago. There would have been no need to wait until today.

That part wasn't surprising at all.

What shocked Michael was... he thought Jasmine was planning to go for the kill! To frame Gavin and send him away. Or even have him killed directly.

This completely shattered Michael's previous perception of Jasmine.

Her assertiveness and dominance were well-known. The rule was simple: don't mess with her.

But Gavin Stone hadn't messed with Jasmine! The two had no feud. In fact, they were practically strangers, merely aware of each other's existence.

Jasmine wasn't the type to resort to extreme measures to eliminate someone just because she perceived them as a potential threat.

If Jasmine were truly that kind of person, she would have already gone after her business competitors long ago. And that kind of behavior, which amounted to breaking the rules and flipping the table, would provoke public outrage.

She hadn't ever done that!

More importantly, Gavin wasn't even a potential threat to her, but to Aileen Arison. And the threat was nowhere near a life-or-death level; it was far from it.

What did it have to do with Jasmine Doran? To help her best friend eliminate a potential threat, she was planning to use framing tactics to take down Gavin Stone, a man worth billions who had no direct conflict with her?!

This wasn't being assertive and dominant. This was fucking insane!

At the same time, it made Michael feel a sense of threat.

Although he was happy to see his daughter and Jasmine become best friends, if Jasmine were to help his daughter in such an excessive way, it would only harm everyone involved.

It also intensified that feeling of "invasion" Michael felt.

Golden Group was the Arison family's company!

And Gavin was the second-largest shareholder of Golden Fortune Group! Today, Jasmine decided that Gavin Stone was a potential threat to Aileen and would frame and eliminate him regardless of the consequences. What about tomorrow? Who would be next? And the day after?

What if one day Jasmine and Aileen had a falling out? Wouldn't a major disaster be inevitable?!

Even with Michael's temperament and shrewdness, he was having a hard time keeping his composure at this moment. Shock was written all over his face, and the more he thought, the more shocked he became.

He could hardly make sense of it. Was this... still Jasmine Doran?

If it weren't for the fact that Jasmine's very own boyfriend was sitting right in front of him, Michael would almost suspect that Jasmine had some special feelings for his daughter.

The office fell silent again, this time for over a minute.

Knock, knock!

The sound of knocking.

The office door opened immediately after, and the female secretary entered with two cups of coffee. She walked to the side of the desk and placed the cups in front of each of them.

"Chairman..."

"Sir, please."

Soon, the secretary left again. The office was quiet once more.

Michael looked at Alexander with a somewhat astonished and suspicious gaze. Gradually, the astonishment and suspicion faded, and his expression returned to normal. However, he asked with a slight frown, "What is Miss Doran planning to do?"

He didn't voice any direct opposition.

The person sitting across from him was Alexander, not Jasmine. What was the use of telling Alexander he objected?

At this point, it was more important to first find out precisely what Jasmine was planning.

"I already told you. Send Gavin Stone to prison, or have him executed," Alexander said, lightly touching the slightly hot mug and repeating his words with a smile.

"How, specifically?" Michael pressed.

"There are many ways," Alexander maintained his smile.

"For example?" Michael asked again.

"For example..." Alexander drew out the word. He picked up his cup, blew on it, and took a sip.

After setting the cup down, Alexander continued, "For example, fourteen years ago, on the eve of Golden Fortune Group's acquisition of Meiyuan Jewelry through a partial cash, partial equity swap."

"As the chairman and largest shareholder of Meiyuan Jewelry, Gavin Stone, to get more shares in Golden Fortune Group, ordered someone to cook the books to cover up some of Meiyuan Jewelry's losses at the time."

"The witness to this, Philly Tee, is still working for Gavin, but outside of Golden Fortune Group, managing Gavin's investment businesses... Mr Arison you should know of this Philly."

"Another example... ten years ago, Gavin was scammed in an investment and lost about thirty million. Due to a loophole in the contract, he couldn't recover the money through legal means. He endured it for a year, then nine years ago, he hired people to go south and kidnap the man who scammed him... The man was murdered, his body sealed in a gasoline drum with cement, and sunk in a river... The body is still in that river in F County, undiscovered..."

"Also, eight years ago, you, Mr Arison, transferred Gavin Stone to be the head of the market expansion department and appointed him as a senior vice president, entrusting him with the Group's most important expansion business at the time. Gavin then went to inspect and open new stores."

"In the following two years, under his leadership, about one hundred and fifty new jewelry stores were opened. And Gavin, he over-reported expenses by nearly twenty million, most of which went into his own pocket... There are many witnesses to this, all within Golden Fortune Group..."

"Five years ago, while driving alone, Gavin's Bentley was rear-ended because he forced a lane change. He then got into a conflict with the at-fault driver on the street and was even punched, taking a hit to his pride."

"Afterward, Gavin retaliated, sending people to break both of the driver's legs. You should have heard about this, Mr Arison, but you don't know who specifically carried it out... I can tell you, it was the oldest bodyguard by Gavin Stone's side... The driver was ambushed, stuffed in a sack, and beaten on his way home. The case was never solved. Because the bodyguard did a clean job, he even received a hundred-thousand-dollar bonus from Gavin..."

"Four years ago, one of Gavin's mistresses tried to become his official wife. She called Gavin's wife and even his daughter. After that, the woman disappeared... Her body is currently buried in the industrial park in the northern suburbs of New York..."

"And two years ago, Gavin's daughter fell for a pretty boy. Gavin disapproved. He had someone seduce the pretty boy, then falsely accuse him of rape, framing him and sending him to prison... The woman who made the false accusation took the money and went south. The phone number she's using now is..."

Alexander spoke at a moderate pace, taking sips of coffee from time to time, as if he were telling a story. He wasn't in any hurry; he just rarely spoke so much at once.

As Michael listened, his expression kept changing.

At first, he was stunned and suspicious. Then came shock, and finally, he was utterly dumbfounded.

Because Alexander started with events from the distant past. Things that happened long ago were hard to verify, so he could only wonder if Alexander was telling the truth.

But as the dates Alexander mentioned grew more recent, the events became easier to check.

Michael had even heard rumors about some of the incidents. But Alexander didn't just repeat rumors; he explained how to use these incidents to take Gavin down, mentioning key witnesses. He even said where the bodies were buried!

Even if the witness wasn't local, Alexander casually recited a phone number that could be used to track them down.

The more recent the event, the easier it was to verify.

The more Michael listened, the more he felt that Alexander wasn't lying. It was too easy to verify; lying would be pointless and easily exposed.

For example, the body in the park that Alexander mentioned—Michael could send people to dig there right now and know by the end of the day if it was true.

And if this wasn't all lies...

That was why Michael was dumbfounded! How did Alexander know?! How did he know all this in such detail?!

Jasmine wasn't planning to frame Gavin, but to dig up his past dirty deeds and send him away? She's already found all the evidence?!

Michael felt like his brain was short-circuiting.

He hadn't felt this way in many years. It wasn't that he could figure everything out, but rather that when faced with a complex or incomprehensible problem, he could make bold assumptions and speculate on the possibilities.

But after Alexander had just recounted Gavin's dark history, Michael couldn't even form a remotely plausible guess.

The sheer volume and detail of the information were one thing. The fact that some of it was so old was another.

Most importantly, Michael knew Gavin. Gavin had been working under him for over a decade, and he knew exactly what kind of man he was.

Capable, decisive, and ruthless, but on the whole, still a businessman, not some purely evil villain.

How could so much dirt on him have been dug up?

If Gavin was truly so careless as to leave a trail of blunders, with even his actions from over ten years ago traceable in such detail, he wouldn't have survived to this day.

No billionaire was that foolish.

Although the twenty-first century was an era full of opportunities and rags-to-riches myths, especially with the rise of the internet, such stories were becoming more common. There were always "lucky ones" who chose the right path and accumulated fortunes of billions, or even tens of billions, in just a few short years.

But Gavin was clearly not one of these "lucky ones."

He had climbed his way up, one step at a time.

Starting in the 1900s, he had experienced several ups and downs. He had once co-founded Meiyuan Jewelry with Harry Bennett, only to lose to Golden Fortune in the subsequent competition. He had been swindled in investments and had also seen success, which led him to where he is today...

Michael had experienced the deceit and bloodshed of the business world, and so had Gavin.

How could so much of his dirty laundry have been exposed? With evidence, no less? How was it done?

Michael didn't know about the "bet." Still, he knew that in the four years Jasmine had been in New York, apart from the initial team and startup capital she brought with her, she had never once leveraged the Doran family's power for her business.

She was exceptionally independent and fiercely ambitious. It was truly admirable!

Even for personal matters, Jasmine rarely sought help from her younger brother. In fact, it was usually Dante who took the initiative to do things for his sister.

But at most, Dante would only help his sister deal with minor annoyances. He wouldn't do more, as that would displease Jasmine.

She wouldn't even proactively seek the family's power for her own sake.

Would she ask for it for Aileen? Would she? Michael thought not.

But let's assume Jasmine would. That she did it! Even then, Michael felt that if the Doran family mobilized all its resources to investigate Gavin—without Gavin realizing he was being investigated—even for the Doran family, it would be impossible to dig up this much!

He was completely stumped.

Michael took a long moment to recover before staring at Alexander and asking slowly, "Mr. Ciotta, is everything you said... true?"

He was beginning to doubt Alexander.

Although he didn't think Alexander would tell such an easily disprovable lie, the idea of Alexander lying was more plausible than Gavin having so much dirt uncovered. The former was a slim possibility; the latter was simply too impossible.

"It's easy enough to verify, isn't it?"

"Where is the body of Gavin's mistress? The exact location?" Michael asked, already wanting to verify if Alexander's words were true.

The purpose of verification, of course, wasn't just to prove whether Alexander was telling the truth.

In fact, after hearing what Alexander said about Gavin, Michael's mind had already started racing.

Gavin had previously swindled Golden Fortune shares and embezzled company funds.

If Michael could get his hands on the evidence for these things, he would definitely go after Gavin.

He now wanted to send Gavin to prison! He wouldn't even feel a shred of pity if Gavin were sent to face a noose.

It wasn't that his mentality had changed because of Alexander's words.

Michael just wasn't the type to frame and eliminate Gavin simply because he was a potential threat to his daughter and might do something in the future. It hadn't reached that point.

But this wasn't framing him; it was using Gavin's past misdeeds against him.

The end result was the same, but the two were completely different. Two different concepts.

Michael wished he had leverage on all the old-timers in the company. For those who posed a minor threat, he'd have his daughter use leverage to control them. For those who posed a bigger threat and might get out of control... he'd "send them away".

"The body is in the new factory area of the 'Whale Machinery Factory' in the northern suburbs, behind Warehouse No. 5. It's under the second parking shelter from the left, between the second and third parking spaces from the right, buried two meters deep..." Alexander said with a smile, as if he had spoken casually without thinking.

"Huh?" Michael froze, stunned once again.

What did Alexander just say? The information was so complex and precise that it made Michael think he was just making it up.

"Mr. Ciotta... could you repeat that?" Michael asked again, simultaneously pulling open a drawer to get a pen and paper.

He needed to write it down.

"Mr. Arison, I think it would be more convenient if you used your phone's voice recorder," Alexander said.

Michael paused, then set the pen and paper aside, took out his phone, and tapped it to start recording.

Alexander then repeated the location of Gavin's mistress's body, adding at the end, "Construction on the new Whale Machinery Factory area began three years ago. When Gavin had someone bury the body four years ago, that place was still a barren wasteland..."

Hearing this, Michael found it even more absurd.

Burying a body in a wasteland and then building a factory on top of it would cause all the surface features of the land to disappear. Even Gavin himself wouldn't be able to find the body immediately; he could only determine the general area.

How could Alexander describe it so precisely? Unless he had dug up the body before, it would be incredibly difficult, impossible to be entirely sure!

Michael's line of thought was correct. Without digging it up, it was impossible to be so precise.

And Alexander had indeed dug it up in one of his loops.

"Hmm..." Michael murmured, no longer hesitating to believe Alexander. There was no need. He would just send someone over to dig and find out.

Michael glanced at the phone on his desk, thought for a moment, then looked at Alexander and asked, "Mr. Ciotta, you just mentioned that Gavin embezzled company money and that some people within the company know about it. Specifically, who are..."


Chapter 33: Shocked Michael.

For the next full hour, it was Michael asking and Alexander answering.

Michael thought that if everything Alexander said was true, then this time... Gavin was finished! Since he had the chance to clear out a hidden danger for his daughter in advance, he naturally had to seize it. This was doable.

Therefore, he decided to get it all out in one go. Get his hands on all of Gavin's dirty secrets.

The final outcome might not just be putting Gavin away. It might even be possible to... give Gavin a chance to avoid death in exchange for a prison sentence, by having him hand over his Golden Fortune Group shares! And transfer them to Aileen.

Unconsciously, the time passed three in the afternoon.

During this hour-long conversation, besides being astonished by what Jasmine was supposedly doing, Michael also became increasingly aware of how extraordinary Alexander was.

He had an excellent temperament, a sharp mind, and an excellent memory. Without any notes, he could casually recite the intelligence that Jasmine had supposedly arranged to have investigated.

They had discussed almost everything.

Alexander glanced at his watch, then stood up and smiled. "Mr. Arison, since you're aware of the situation now, if there's nothing else, I'll be heading back."

Michael also stood up and proactively extended his hand to Alexander.

The two shook hands. Without any more pleasantries, Alexander turned and left.

Watching Alexander leave, Michael slowly sat back down in his chair. He thought for a moment, then his gaze shifted to his phone. He picked it up and stopped the recording.

He put the phone down very slowly.

Michael was a bit dazed. His mind was not only on what would happen to Gavin, but also... Jasmine Doran is this capable?!!

Before this, Michael had thought Jasmine was impressive—a background from a major family and exceptional personal business talent.

But today, his perception of Jasmine's capabilities had been completely flipped.

If everything Alexander said was true, then Jasmine... she was practically a goddess.

Clasping his hands together, Michael pondered for a good ten minutes. Then he picked up his phone again, unlocked it, scrolled through his contacts, and found the number saved as "Magical Glamour - Jasmine Doran."

Michael felt he should call Jasmine. He dialed the number.

Michael held the phone to his ear and waited for six or seven seconds before the call connected.

"Hello? Mr. Arison." Jasmine's tone held a hint of surprise.

She didn't have much contact with Michael. Even with the partnership between Magical Glamour and Golden Fortune, it was Aileen who frequently communicated with Jasmine. Michael had never spoken to Jasmine about the partnership, so she hadn't expected a sudden call from him.

"Hahaha, Miss Doran," Michael said with a laugh. "Mr. Ciotta was just here. We just finished talking, and he just left."

"Ah..." Jasmine drew out the sound, but her heart skipped a beat.

Alexander went to see Aileen and ran into Michael?

Jasmine immediately remembered what Alexander had told her before he left. If anyone asked, just say he was delivering a document.

"...I sent him. To deliver a document to Miss Arison," Jasmine said naturally.

"Oh? Miss Doran, you don't have to hide it from me. Mr. Ciotta told me everything," Michael said amicably.

"Hmm?" Jasmine was startled again. What did Alexander say?! Did he tell him about him and Aileen?! That didn't seem right... If Alexander had said that, Michael wouldn't have this attitude.

So... could it be that Michael was suspicious and was testing her?

"What did he say? I just sent him to deliver a document... What are you referring to, Mr. Arison?" Jasmine asked.

"Hahahaha," Michael laughed heartily. "Miss Doran, I know you mean well, helping my Aileen, but there's no need to be so secretive. Let's be frank... Mr. Ciotta told me everything. I'm just about to send someone to dig up the body..."

Jasmine fell silent, completely stunned.

Dig up the body?! Whose body?!!

What the hell did Alexander do this time?! What did he tell Michael? Did he go and play mind games with Michael Arison?!!

Playing such high stakes again! He really goes for the big moves.

And... isn't this a huge slip-up? Now that Michael is calling to ask, and I don't know anything, what am I supposed to say? Won't that make Michael suspicious? How could Alexander, who always calculates everything, make such a colossal blunder?!

Huh? Wait! As she stood there in silent shock, Jasmine suddenly had another thought and froze.

Is this... really a slip-up?

Jasmine was intelligent and knew Alexander well.

So she didn't believe Alexander would make such a huge mistake. No matter what it was, since it involved her, and there was a possibility Michael would call her, how could Alexander not give her a heads-up?

Now that she couldn't follow up on Michael's words, wouldn't that make him suspicious?

She couldn't even make up an excuse to get by.

Because she had absolutely no idea what Alexander had said to Michael, what it was about, or what they had discussed. She was entirely in the dark.

Saying the wrong thing was a certainty!

And with a mind like Michael's, if he could be fooled by her, then pigs could fly, and hell would have frozen.

Therefore... Jasmine deduced a conclusion. Alexander's goal was to make Michael suspicious!

Hearing the sudden silence on the phone, Michael thought the signal was bad or that she had accidentally hung up. He moved the phone away from his ear to check, confirmed the call was still active, and said into the phone again, "Miss Doran? Are you still there, Miss Doran?"

"Ah... Mr. Arison, I'm here," Jasmine said, drawing out her words.

"Hahaha, Miss Doran, you don't have to hide it anymore." Michael was chuckling, his tone toward Jasmine exceptionally friendly, yet also tinged with emotion. "Sigh! I really didn't expect you to help our Aileen so much."

"Aileen and I... we hit it off right away," Jasmine said. For a brief moment, her mind flickered back to the time she and Aileen gave Alexander a massage together. In just a few weeks, so much had happened.

"Excellent! Haha!" Michael laughed heartily. "Miss Doran and Aileen are the same age, right?"

"That's right. Miss Arison is a few months older than me."

"Sigh! Although you're the same age, my Aileen is far inferior to you, Miss Doran. She's still too naive; her insight and abilities are a far cry from yours."

"I wouldn't say that. Miss Arison is not bad at all. She has a great affinity with people, and she's good at business..."

"She's not bad compared to others, but compared to you, Miss Doran, she has a long way to go. But Aileen is lucky to have a friend like you. In the future... I'll have to rely on you to look after her more, hahaha..."

It was strange! Jasmine felt that Michael was very strange today.

He wasn't the type of person who was outgoing and enjoyed making connections. As the wealthiest man in New York, the most powerful businessman in the city, he had no need to falsely curry favor with anyone.

There was no one in New York worthy of Michael lowering himself to flatter.

Not even her, Jasmine Doran.

The Doran family was undoubtedly far more powerful than the Arison family, but Jasmine didn't represent the entire family; she was just a third-generation descendant, a junior in Michael's eyes.

And even when facing Morris Doran... if there were no conflicting interests, Michael wouldn't even need to lower himself to say a few nice words.

People in New York's upper echelons were used to calling Jasmine "Boss Doran" because they knew she liked that title and didn't want to displease her over such a minor issue. So that's what they all called her.

But Michael called her Miss Doran.

And Jasmine wasn't displeased by this; she felt it was pretty normal. Michael was a business magnate she admired and, for now, had to look up to.

Their respective statuses were clear.

If it weren't for her family background, Jasmine might not even be able to speak with Michael, given her current business qualifications and net worth.

So... what was wrong with him today? Why was he starting to praise her? Even to the point of slightly belittling his own pride and joy, his daughter, just to praise her?

This was not in Michael's character.

Jasmine couldn't figure it out.

What could have happened? For Michael to act like this? For him to think she could take care of Aileen, who was about to inherit his capital and connections?! For him to believe she was that capable?

Michael made small talk with Jasmine for a few minutes, his words laced with a sense of gratitude.

His health was failing, and he had at most a year or two to live. For Jasmine to help his daughter so much at this time, with such incredible methods, he was genuinely grateful.

He even felt a sense that he could pass away peacefully. With Jasmine protecting his daughter, she would surely establish a firm foothold quickly after inheriting the group. Her control over Golden Fortune Group might even be stronger than his own.

He was very gratified that his daughter had such a close friend. He could die without regrets.

"Hahaha... By the way, Miss Doran, regarding Gavin Stone's embezzlement, Mr. Ciotta mentioned a few names to me, but he wasn't very specific. Could you perhaps reveal who they are..." Michael asked, changing the subject.

It was certainly not good to pry into the methods of someone who was helping him.

For example, Michael wouldn't ask how the body was found. But this question was unique.

The people who could prove Gavin's past embezzlement were currently working within the company. This meant that Jasmine had investigated within the Golden Fortune Group without leaking any information, yet her investigation was thorough.

Michael felt he could ask, and he should ask. This was his "family affair," it was just that Jasmine had been the one to uncover it.

"Uh..." Jasmine was at a loss for words. Of course, she couldn't answer. After a pause, she said, "Mr. Arison, actually... I'm not too clear on the specifics..."

She stammered and hesitated.

"Hmm?" Michael was taken aback.

"Um... Mr. Arison, what exactly did Alexander tell you? Could you first give me a brief summary? I'm not sure which matters you're referring to..." Jasmine decided to ask directly.

Didn't he want Michael to be suspicious? Then let's make him even more suspicious!

"You don't know, Miss Doran?" Michael's face stiffened.

"It's not that I... don't know... It's just, I sent Alexander to deliver a document..." Jasmine didn't admit she didn't know, and she stuck to the story about delivering a document.

To Michael, this felt like Jasmine didn't know, and like she was being secretive and trying to cover for Alexander by lying.

"Mr. Ciotta ....we talked about... those things concerning Gavin Stone," Michael said, a look of astonishment and suspicion spreading across his face.

"Gavin Stone is... the second-largest individual shareholder of Golden Fortune, right?" Jasmine asked.

Michael's expression changed again upon hearing this.

Her words made it seem like Jasmine knew of Gavin, but didn't know him well at all.

She had supposedly investigated him so thoroughly; how could she not know him well?!

"That's right. Miss Doran, you don't..." Michael didn't finish his sentence.

"Ah, I remember now. I know," Jasmine interrupted, then paused before adding, "Um... Mr. Arison, I have a meeting to get to right now, it's time..."

As she spoke, the sound of Jasmine standing up could be heard in the background.

"How about this, Mr. Arison, let's talk in detail when we have time," Jasmine said.

"Alright... hahaha, then you get to your work, Miss Doran. We'll talk again when we have time," Michael said with a chuckle, but his face was a kaleidoscope of changing expressions. The suspicion in his heart made his eyes widen.

The call ended.

Putting down the phone, Michael couldn't recover for a long time. He sat there, eyes wide and flickering with astonishment and suspicion, thinking for a long, long time.

Jasmine wasn't very familiar with Gavin Stone? Which meant she wasn't the one who investigated him!

And she lied for Alexander, insisting he was just delivering a document.

Then, at the end, Jasmine denied not knowing, yet she didn't dare discuss it with him, clearly afraid of saying the wrong thing. She even used the excuse of a meeting to end the conversation abruptly.

What was she covering up for Alexander?!! If Jasmine wasn't the one who had someone dig up all that dirt on Gavin, then who could it be?

Michael thought for a long time. He thought about how Alexander had previously said Aileen was keeping a secret for him, how he had pushed all the credit for the investigation onto Jasmine, and how he could casually answer any question about Gavin...

He even quickly replayed the entire meeting with Alexander in his mind.

He also recalled the current evaluations of Alexander from various parties in New York.

Michael soon made a startling, bold guess!

The person who had dug up all of Gavin's dark history, who possessed investigative abilities beyond even his own imagination. It wasn't Jasmine Doran.

It was Alexander?! The truly formidable one was Alexander?!

Michael immediately thought of how his daughter had inexplicably won the majority support in the boardroom power struggle, how even Harry Bennett had betrayed Gavin and switched to his daughter's side...

That incident happened the day after Alexander took his daughter from the golf course!

Before Alexander rose to prominence in New York, Michael didn't even know his daughter had any kind of relationship with Jasmine.

For a twenty-two-year-old Alexander with no background, whatever he did, even the famously strong-willed and domineering young lady of the Doran family would proactively cover for him.

The office was silent.

Michael sat motionless in his chair, his face a constant mask of shock and suspicion for a very, very long time.


Chapter 34: Coaxing Jasmine.

On H West Road, an Audi A8 sped along.

Ring ring ring...

A phone rang.

With one hand on the steering wheel, Alexander took out his phone, glanced at it, then answered with a smile. "Hello, Jasmine."

"My hubby Daddy, you're something else, aren't you? You're really something. Playing such a big game again?" Jasmine's voice came through... sounding so exasperated.

"Michael Arison called you?" Alexander knew what was going on the moment he heard Jasmine's tone. He had, of course, predicted that Michael would call her, but the exact timing was uncertain—it could have been before or after the body was dug up.

"Hubby! Next time you play such a high-stakes game and need my cooperation, could you please tell me in advance?" Jasmine was genuinely exasperated.

"If I told you, what if your acting wasn't convincing? It's not like you studied drama," Alexander chuckled.

"You really weren't afraid it would all blow up in your face? What if... what if your scheme hadn't worked! What if Michael found out about your relationship with Aileen first, and he disapproved of you? What would you have done then?" Jasmine asked.

Alexander was clearly plotting against Michael.

If it were just a simple matter of outwitting Michael, Jasmine wouldn't have worried about Alexander at all. Alexander probably had ten thousand ways to handle him.

But what made Michael different wasn't that he was New York's biggest local powerhouse, nor was his status as New York's richest man much of a threat.

To Alexander, those were minor issues. The biggest problem was that Michael Arison was Aileen Arison's father.

From what Jasmine knew of Alexander, he doted on Aileen, so he would never do anything to make her upset. Alexander couldn't possibly use threats, intimidation, or other extreme measures against Michael.

This meant that if Alexander's game went sideways, it would be tough to salvage!

If Michael turned against Alexander because of Aileen, what then? It seemed there would be no way for Alexander to achieve his usual perfect outcome.

That was why Jasmine had been so nervous during her call with Michael just now.

She was afraid she had misinterpreted Alexander's scheme and cooperated incorrectly.

And this wasn't her fault; it was Alexander's for launching such a massive operation without any warning. That's why she was so, so annoyed.

"The scenario you're describing could never happen," Alexander said with a faint smile.

"Honey! You're too confident! That's Michael Arison we're talking about!" Jasmine said, feeling like they had just narrowly avoided disaster.

She cared about Alexander, but she didn't know he possessed the ultimate trump card, "Time Reset," which could correct any mistake. So, to her, Alexander's actions today had been far too audacious.

They bickered for a few more sentences.

"What on earth did you say to him? The first thing he said to me was something about me taking care of Aileen from now on..." Jasmine asked again.

"It's a lot of things, quite complicated," Alexander said with a smile. "I'm driving. I should be at your place in about ten more minutes. We can talk then."

"Hmph," Jasmine huffed lightly. "Fine. I'll be waiting."

A little over ten minutes later. Halston Tower, underground parking garage.

Alexander parked the car steadily, got out, and walked toward the elevator to go upstairs. He had a Magical Glamour employee card, so he could go straight up.

33rd floor of the office building, CEO's office.

As the bodyguards outside the door greeted him, the door was pushed open. Alexander, dressed in a suit and leather shoes, walked into the office. Behind the desk, Jasmine was processing documents. She glanced up when he entered, then looked back down and continued signing.

Alexander didn't disturb her work. He walked directly to the sofa, sat down, crossed his legs, and took out his phone to scroll through it.

He sent a few messages, chatted a bit.

For matters that weren't urgent or important, Alexander preferred texting over calling. He first exchanged a few messages with Aileen, then with Eric Collins, and finally with Old Lei.

Old Lei had already been lying in the hospital for half a month.

The saying goes, "Deep wounds heal slowly," but in reality, Old Lei's injuries weren't that severe. Alexander had intentionally spared his life to recruit him, so the knife wounds had all avoided vital organs and hadn't caused any injuries that would be difficult to heal.

They were just deep soft-tissue injuries. By now, Old Lei's wounds were ready for the stitches to be removed.

Another ten minutes or so passed.

Slap! Jasmine closed the file folder with a crisp sound. After casually tossing the folder aside, she stood up.

Her high heels clicked as she walked over to Alexander.

"You're not even going to coax me," Jasmine said, stopping in front of him. When Alexander had first arrived, she had deliberately acted a little angry, but he hadn't said a word.

If anyone else had been present, they would have been shocked to hear Jasmine Doran say something as coquettish as "You're not even going to coax me" to a man.

If any other woman said it, it would be perfectly normal. But for someone with Jasmine's personality, saying such a thing could only mean one thing: she loved this man deeply!

"Huh?" Alexander looked up and smiled. "My dear Miss Doran, are you the kind of woman who needs coaxing?"

"But I'm still a woman," Jasmine retorted.

The strong-willed, domineering, and independent Jasmine Doran was, in Alexander's presence, increasingly showing the everyday "sentiments of a woman."

Alexander had changed her, and she would only be this way with him.

Alexander smiled as he looked at Jasmine.

When they returned at noon, Jasmine was wearing a dress. Now, she had changed back into her female CEO's suit uniform, complete with a pair of non-prescription, gold-rimmed glasses. Her hair was long, black, and straight, giving her a very stylish air.

It all blended and contrasted with her sensual curves that stretched the fabric.

"Ha," Alexander chuckled and extended a hand to Jasmine.

Jasmine raised her hand and placed it in his.

With a gentle pull from him, she twisted and sat down in his lap, her hands naturally and habitually wrapping around his neck.

"Did I scare you?" Alexander hooked a finger under Jasmine's chin.

"No, you didn't. How could I, Jasmine Doran, possibly be scared?" Jasmine said, still being a little stubborn.

"Then why are you asking me to coax you?" Alexander asked with a smile, but before Jasmine could say anything, he leaned forward slightly.

He took her lips, slipped his tongue into her mouth, and intertwined it alongside hers. Kissing her deeply, but slowly, swapping their taste back and forth.

Perhaps a dozen seconds passed before Alexander released her slightly.

"Better now?" Alexander asked softly with a smile, looking at Jasmine's face, which was just inches away.

"No," Jasmine replied, her expression turning a little stern.

"Still not enough?" Alexander's smile suddenly became a bit devilish. He then turned his head and called out loudly, "Mr Sebastian, Jasmine, and I have something to discuss. Don't let anyone disturb us."

"Understood, Mr. Ciotta," the voice of the bodyguard immediately came from outside the door.

Jasmine's expression changed. In truth, her concern for Alexander had made her flustered. The game Alexander played this time had truly caught her off guard, so she was genuinely angry, but she wasn't going to have a real falling-out with him.

She just wanted to create a bit of an atmosphere, to get Alexander to tell her more about the situation.

But it seemed Alexander was about to...

After getting Sebastian's response, Alexander scooped Jasmine up into his arms and stood up directly.

"You, what are you doing..." Jasmine whispered hastily, a little flustered as she squirmed in his arms.

"Coaxing you..." Alexander replied with a smile.

"Don't... I haven't finished work yet, this is the office..."

"You're the one who asked me to coax you. You can't go back on your word."

Before she could say more, Alexander carried Jasmine into the private lounge attached to the CEO's office and, with a hook of his leg, kicked the door shut from the inside.

Soon, the rustling of clothes being torn off could be heard from inside, along with whimpers and moans of begging, accompanied by a man's teasing.

"Hey...hubby.....please slow down....someone can hear..."

"No one can. Two layers of soundproofing are enough. Now, arch that ass for me."

Unconsciously, half an hour passed...

Soon, an hour had gone by...and the moans grew louder. The gasping, sensual moans of a woman in the throes of passion. The sound of flesh on flesh. Spanks, slaps, growls, and grunts.

"Ah, yes....Fuck....you're so good.....Hubby.....fuck me......breed me.....give me your cock. fuck.....I'm cumming....fill my womb....." The sounds paused for a brief moment before resuming, the icy-cold voice of the woman having melted into pure pleasure and pleading...

Persuading a woman. Alexander was actually an expert at it, but he preferred playing mind games rather than taking direct physical action. For women with different personalities at different times, Alexander would employ various methods.

He didn't necessarily need to use the other person's preferred method.

For example, this time, Jasmine was still at work and wanted to discuss business with him. Still, Alexander had carried her into the lounge to thoroughly change her mind.

Alexander felt he could do this to Jasmine now.

She was a powerful woman. And she preferred a man who was more powerful than her! Powerful in every sense of the word.

Before they knew it, it was almost five in the afternoon.

The door to the lounge finally opened.

Jasmine came out of the lounge arm-in-arm with Alexander, her face still a little flushed. The look she cast at Alexander was a mixture of tenderness and reproach.

She had changed her clothes again; the previous set was no longer wearable.

She had also showered and reapplied her makeup. Because she had cried a little from all the pleasure, she had uncharacteristically used eyeshadow to cover it up.

"All better now?" Alexander turned his head and smiled at Jasmine.

"Yes, yes," Jasmine nodded immediately, but her gaze was complex. It held not just reproach and annoyance, but also a hint of defiance, and... affection?

The two returned to the sofa and sat down.

Jasmine didn't go back behind her desk, nor did she want to work anymore. She felt tired, a languid state that made her not want to move much. She sat close to Alexander, leaning against him.

"Honey, what on earth did you say to Michael Arison?" Jasmine asked. As she spoke, she simply turned and lay down on the sofa, resting her head on Alexander's lap and looking up at him.

"I told him..." Alexander began to explain.

There was absolutely no need to hide this kind of thing from Jasmine.

Alexander gave her a simple summary of the matters concerning Gavin Stone. He didn't need to go into detail; just explaining the cause and effect was enough to give her the gist in a few minutes.

After listening, Jasmine fell silent.

Alexander's intelligence-gathering capabilities surpassed her imagination. She had thought she already understood him well enough. However, even with that understanding, he still seemed scientifically impossible to her.

This kind of thing had happened too many times.

After thinking in silence for about half a minute, Jasmine suddenly sat up, turned to face Alexander with a somewhat formal posture, and asked him a solemn question.

"Hubby, can you tell me, do you possess some kind of... supernatural ability?"

"Supernatural ability?" Alexander turned to look at her, a surprised smile on his face.

"Yes! A supernatural ability. Do you have one?" Jasmine asked, looking into Alexander's eyes. She usually wouldn't ask him such things; she had long sensed there was something otherworldly about him.

The reason she was asking now was that she felt her relationship with Alexander had reached this stage. In this, she was in perfect sync with Alexander, who also felt their relationship had progressed, which was why he dared to forcefully carry her to the lounge and forcefully... coax her.

"Why would you think that? That doesn't really make sense," Alexander said with a strange smile.

"When have you ever made sense?" Jasmine retorted.

"Ha," Alexander laughed, then said, "Well, do you think I have one?"

"You do!" Jasmine said immediately. "I guessed right, didn't I?"

Alexander met Jasmine's gaze. For a man who never let anyone see through his thoughts, at this moment, he fell into a rare silence. Silence itself was an answer.

He did it on purpose. This would make Jasmine extremely interested in what he was about to say next.

"You really do?" Jasmine's eyes widened, as if she had just confirmed it.

"Hmm... how should I put it..." Alexander murmured thoughtfully, pausing for a moment before smiling. "To be exact, I've had some extraordinary experiences in the past, before I met you. They're all over now. That's all."

Alexander's answer was somewhat evasive, steering the topic directly to the past.

And it captured Jasmine's full attention.

What he said wasn't a lie. His ten-thousand-year time loop wasn't his ability; he was a passive participant. He was passively reset every day, trapped for three million days.

"Extraordinary experiences?" Jasmine processed his words for a moment.

It felt like Alexander hadn't really said anything at all. Of course, he had extraordinary experiences; everyone knew that, it was just that no one could ever investigate them.

"Your extraordinary experiences in the past... what were they?" Jasmine immediately scooted closer to Alexander, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing for an answer.

"You guess," Alexander smiled.

Jasmine understood at once. He wasn't going to tell her. Whenever Alexander said "you guess" to her in private, he wouldn't say any more.

But this was already enough to satisfy Jasmine. It was good enough!

Alexander had never spoken about his secrets before, but now he was finally willing to reveal a tiny bit to her. Their relationship had indeed grown closer, not in terms of status or physical intimacy, but on a spiritual and emotional level.

They were becoming increasingly in sync.

In truth, Jasmine had only asked out of curiosity. At this stage in their relationship, it didn't matter whether she knew or not; there was no need to insist on digging into Alexander's past.

And even if she really wanted to know about his extraordinary experiences, there was no rush.

Jasmine even thought that once she had a child for Alexander, he would probably tell her more, right?

Mwah! After a moment's thought, Jasmine smiled and planted a kiss on Alexander's cheek. She was genuinely happy.

"No more questions?" Alexander smiled.

"Hmph! Say it or don't," Jasmine huffed, feigning disinterest again. She shot Alexander a very feminine, reproachful glance, then looked at her watch and stood up.

"I'll go tidy up, and we can head home in a bit," Jasmine said as she walked toward her desk.

"Alright," Alexander nodded, watching her retreating back, his gaze lingering on her full behind and hips.

Around five-thirty. Alexander and Jasmine left her company and headed home.

They took Jasmine's Mercedes-Maybach.

The Lamborghini that Alexander often drove was driven by one of Jasmine's bodyguards, following them to Alexander's house.


Chapter 35: A forever and ever promise.

A little after seven in the evening.

North District, New York, Bellara Heights,

Night had fallen, but Alexander's villa was brightly lit. Both outside the villa and beyond the main gate of the residential community, bodyguards were actively patrolling.

In the kitchen, two women were cooking together.

"Jasmine, let me do the chopping."

"I'll do it... Aileen, can you pass me the rag?"

Jasmine was wearing a casual nightdress and an apron, busying herself. Aileen had arrived over half an hour ago. She hadn't changed, still dressed in her professional, CEO-style pantsuit and high heels, helping Jasmine out.

In the living room.

Alexander was sitting on the sofa.

"...please please, I was wrong, I was really wrong..." Mia Murphy was lying sideways across Alexander's lap as he delivered one firm smack to her full butt after the other. He was spanking her and wouldn't let her get up.

She had started being cheeky with him the moment she arrived, so Alexander was "disciplining" her a little.

"You're always calling me names behind my back, aren't you?" Alexander pretended to be stern with her. Mia could tell he was joking, but it really did hurt.

"I was wrong, pleaseee! I'm sorry!" Mia apologized again.

"You little rascal," Alexander said with a chuckle and let her go.

Mia immediately scrambled up and shot Alexander a fierce look. "Ahole! Jerk!" After scolding him, before Alexander could grab her, she decisively moved forward, wrapped her arms around his neck, and sealed his lips with her own.

She was truly cheeky, and she was getting cheekier and cheekier around Alexander.

It was probably pent-up energy. At the company with Aileen, she had to be serious and proper at work, following rules and being formal.

She was barely nineteen! Pretending to be part of the corporate elite was exhausting.

Mia cuddled with Alexander on the sofa, kicking off her high heels as she playfully messed around with him.

"Babe, Aileen, and I aren't going back tonight. Is that okay? Will Miss Jasmine be angry?" After a while of being cheeky, Mia wrapped her arms around Alexander and spoke, deliberately lowering her voice so Jasmine wouldn't hear.

"She won't be," Alexander smiled, pinching Mia's cheek with one hand, while the other reached down to grope and squeeze her full ass.

"So... what's the sleeping arrangement tonight?" Mia asked in a small voice, her eyes looking at Alexander with a watery gaze.

"You, alone, in the attic," Alexander replied with a smile.

"Nooo..." Mia immediately put on a pleading look.

"I'm teasing you," Alexander laughed. "We'll talk about that after dinner. By the way, Mia, there's something I wanted to talk to you about..."

"What is it?" Mia's interest was instantly piqued. Alexander rarely discussed serious matters with her because she was young and didn't yet have any real skills of her own.

However, Mia felt that Alexander doted on her the most, because she was the only one who could be so playful with him.

"I can promise you one thing, the kind of promise you can't go back on. The forever and ever kind. But at the same time, you have to promise me one thing too," Alexander said with a faint smile.

"Huh? What kind of fun game is this? What's the thing?" Mia asked.

"What's the thing...You go first," Alexander smiled.

"I go first... so, can it be anything?"

"Of course not. If you asked me to blow up the moon, I couldn't do that," Alexander laughed, then added, "Something realistic. You only have one chance, so think carefully before you speak."

"Um... in that case..." Mia began to think seriously.

She didn't know if Alexander was just playing with her or what, but he had clearly given her an opportunity. She should be able to make a huge request of him.

With the power and ability of the current "Mr. Ciotta of New York," even a big request from her could probably be easily fulfilled by him.

Of course, as Alexander had just said, it had to be realistic.

A full minute passed.

"I've thought of it!" Mia suddenly spoke up, smiling at Alexander. "I'm going to say it now. It's realistic, so you can't go back on your word."

"Of course. Go ahead," Alexander nodded with a smile while patting her back gently.

Mia looked into Alexander's eyes, leaned in a little closer, pressing more of her curves against him, and whispered, "I want you to like me! To dote on me! For a lifetime! And if I ever run into any trouble in the future, you have to help me, okay?"

Mia was serious about this request, but in Alexander's eyes, it wasn't a request at all, because he would do that for her whether she asked or not.

He could also sense the insecurity in her heart.

Although she verbally denied liking him and denied their relationship, her body had always been candid.

But she was the youngest and the least capable, while the other women around Alexander were... The current Mia was genuinely worried about whether she could stay by Alexander's side in the future.

"Alright, I promise you!" Alexander nodded. "Now it's my turn."

"Go ahead. Anything is fine, I'll do whatever you want," Mia smiled sweetly. She truly wasn't afraid of any request from Alexander; she would give him anything.

"My request is..." Alexander leaned closer to Mia and whispered, "Mia, without my permission, you are not to tell anyone about how we met."

"How we met? We met at a bar. You flirted with me and even got into a fight. There were a lot of people at the bar then, they all know..." Mia didn't immediately understand what Alexander's request meant.

"Just don't talk about it again, that's all. Can you do that?" Alexander said.

"Of course!" Mia nodded readily. What was so difficult about that?

"A promise is a promise?"

"A promise is a promise!"

The two even pinky promised.

Mia felt like Alexander was just playing with her, giving her a huge opportunity, and she had used it to secure the most important promise in return.

She didn't realize it at first. In reality, what Alexander was asking her to keep secret was...

On the last night of his ten-thousand-year time loop, Alexander, unaware the loop was about to end, had told Mia about his Endless Sundays without reservation.

Mia was the only one who knew the secret of Alexander's time loop!

At the time, Mia had listened to it as a joke, and when the loop ended the next day, she naturally thought of Alexander as an interesting, big liar.

No sane person would believe such a thing.

However... in the time since his new life began, Alexander had done so, so many things. Mia wasn't an idiot. At some point in the future, she would definitely think back on it. Something would trigger her memory of their specific conversation that night, and she would certainly become suspicious.

Although Mia wouldn't casually reveal Alexander's affairs to others anyway.

But if one day Mia casually mentioned it to Aileen or Jasmine during a chat... both brilliant women would definitely think the time loop might be real!

Alexander was giving Mia a preemptive warning.

So that later, on the day Mia suddenly figured it out, her first instinct wouldn't be to blab to others, but to come and talk to Alexander.


Chapter 36: Digging for corpses.

Meanwhile.

North Suburbs Industrial Zone, Whale Machinery, New York.

Under the night sky, the machinery factory had long since closed for the day. It should have been dark and silent, but at this moment, behind the factory building near the parking shed, there were dozens of people, most of them holding flashlights.

The parking shed was temporarily enclosed with canvas tarps.

A group of bodyguards in black suits stood guard outside, while more people inside used various tools to break up the concrete ground and continue digging downward, searching for something.

Within the Whale Machinery Factory grounds.

A convoy of more than ten Mercedes-Benz cars was parked quietly in front of the office building.

Inside the central Mercedes-Maybach.

"Mr Arison, what on earth are you... looking for?" asked the bald, middle-aged man sitting in the left rear seat, looking cautiously at the man beside him.

His name was Willard Jameson, and he was the owner of the Whale Machinery Factory.

This afternoon, just before closing time, the owner of his factory's largest client group had personally called him, saying he wanted to introduce him to someone—none other than New York's richest man, Michael Arison!

Willard, of course, couldn't have been more eager.

Afterward, just as it got dark, Michael came in person with his men.

He had also made a bizarre request.

Willard cooperated fully, but he couldn't stop guessing what Michael was looking for. Could there be some kind of antique buried beneath his factory?

"What we're digging for... you'll know in a moment," Michael said, his brow slightly furrowed. He turned to glance out the car window; he still hadn't figured it out.

Looking back at Willard, Michael asked, "Mr Jameson, have your factory's grounds or facilities been damaged in any way over the past few years? Has anyone ever come here secretly and dug for anything?"

"Damaged... dug something up?" Willard hesitated, thinking hard.

Actually, he didn't even need to think about it. He only had this one factory, with two sites, old and new. After the new site was built, the entire company moved over. Willard had no other businesses to look after and basically spent every day revolving around the new factory's affairs.

If any part of the factory grounds had really been damaged, Willard would definitely know. Someone would have reported it to him.

But he had no memory of it, not even a hint of a possibility.

However, since it was Michael, the wealthiest man in New York, asking, Willard had to at least pretend to think hard. After about ten seconds, he shook his head at Michael. "No! Mr. Arison, I can confirm that the factory was built three years ago. Damaged... or dug up? Definitely not!"

"Then has the ground on the factory premises ever been repaired?" Michael asked again, looking at Willard.

"Well... the factory floor was repaired last year. The forklifts run back and forth, and the forks of the pallet jacks often hit the ground... But outside, in other areas, and the spot you had your men dig, definitely haven't been repaired."

"This factory is only three years old. With normal use, that shouldn't be necessary," Willard answered every one of Michael's questions.

Although Willard's business had absolutely no connection to Michael's—Whale Machinery Factory manufactured mechanical parts and electric motors, while Golden Group dealt in gold and jewelry—Michael Arison was the richest man in New York.

One could only imagine the kind of connections Michael had in New York, or even across the country.

And today, for this bizarre matter, he had actually come in person!

It was clear this was a significant event.

Willard desperately wanted to help Michael accomplish this important task.

He didn't proactively ask for anything in return.

He understood that as long as he "served" this tycoon well, Michael would surely not treat him poorly afterward. A few words from Michael, pulling some strings, would be enough for his factory to land huge deals and orders it could never have secured before! The benefits would be immense!

Willard's mind raced as he looked at Michael.

"Hmm..." Michael once again fell into silent contemplation.

This matter had escalated to a point that defied logic. The other things Alexander had mentioned might have been leaked by someone; they hadn't all been verified yet, so it was hard to say.

But as for Gavin murdering his mistress and burying her body, Alexander had described the burial location with such precision that Gavin himself probably couldn't have been so certain!

Michael was even starting to have his doubts now.

Could Alexander have been lying?

Jasmine was clearly unaware of what Alexander had told him and was even helping Alexander cover for him. If Alexander was lying... that didn't make sense either. It would be too easily exposed.

It was all very baffling. Silence filled the Mercedes-Maybach.

Michael turned his head to glance out the windshield, his face expressionless as he continued to wait without a word. If he couldn't figure it out, he would wait. He would know soon enough if there was a body or not.

Over twenty minutes later.

Inside the canvas-enclosed parking shelter at Whale Machinery Factory, five or six bodyguards stood by the edge of the pit, shining flashlights into it.

Two bodyguards stood in the pit, digging continuously downward. They had already dug quite deep.

Clank!

Another shovelful down, and it seemed to hit a rock. The shovel only went in halfway.

The bodyguard tried shoveling again from a different angle a few times, but couldn't get it to go any deeper. In this situation, it meant there was either a large rock or something else below.

"There's something here," the bodyguard said, tossing the shovel aside and crouching down to dig with a small trowel. The other bodyguard also crouched down. Soon, they dug up some fragments, and then... they hit a very dilapidated suitcase.

Although they had only uncovered the top, it was clear that it was an ordinary resin suitcase. They had even dug out a wheel on one corner.

Perhaps because the suitcase had been buried for too long, it was extremely tattered, barely holding its shape. A gentle tug was enough to break off a piece.

In the end, the two bodyguards in the pit used their hands to clear the soil from around the suitcase.

The locks on the suitcase were already broken.

The bodyguard on the left pried it open with his hand. The suitcase opened, and he only cracked it open a little. A single glance inside made him frown and pause.

There was a body inside. From the tattered clothes, it was a woman.

And the body itself... had reached a certain degree of skeletonization. Given New York's climate, it would take at least three to four years buried underground to reach this state.

It wasn't completely skeletonized, though; some dried tissue remained.

With the long hair, it was a terrifying sight.

The bodyguard's expression didn't change much. He first closed the case, then stood up and looked up. "Tell the boss we found it. A woman, at least three or four years..."

In front of the Factory's office building.

Michael leaned back in the rear seat of the Maybach, resting with his eyes closed. His health was poor, and he tired easily. At this hour, he already felt exhausted.

Beside him, Willard Jameson didn't dare make a sound, subconsciously wringing his fingers.

He was a heavy smoker, and the craving was hitting him hard. He wanted to get out of the car for a smoke, but didn't dare to, not wanting to disturb Michael. He could only hold it in for now.

The sound of footsteps rapidly approached the car.

Knock, knock!

A bodyguard walked up to the right rear door of the Maybach and tapped lightly on the window twice.

Michael opened his eyes, turned his head, and lowered the window.

"Boss, we found it..." The bodyguard leaned in and whispered to Michael. Michael instantly perked up. He listened for a moment, asked a couple of questions, and the bodyguard nodded.

"I understand," Michael said finally.

The bodyguard straightened up.

Michael raised the window, thought in silence for a moment, then turned to Willard. "Mr. Jameson, starting today, your entire factory will go on holiday. All employees will be on paid leave. I'll cover the wages. If your factory has any rush orders, I can help you contact other factories to subcontract the work. You'll still make the profit. I'll arrange it... Is that acceptable?"

Willard was stunned for a moment before quickly replying, "Yes! Of course, it is. Whatever you say, Mr. Arison! We'll start the holiday immediately. I'll have them notify everyone right now... As for the salaries, I can cover them. There's no need for you to pay, Mr. Arison..."

Michael raised his hand slightly, cutting Willard off. "I will pay you what is owed. It's settled."

They had found the body, but they certainly couldn't call the police to arrest Gavin right away. That would tip him off.

Right now, there is no evidence linking the body to Gavin Stone.

Even if they proved it was the body of Gavin's mistress, that didn't prove he was the one who killed her.

Michael couldn't let the police investigate this matter.

Gavin was a capable man with many ways to exonerate himself.

If Michael was going to take him down, he had to take him down for good. The day the police came for Gavin would be the day all the evidence was laid out perfectly.

Michael even intended to get back the Golden Fortune shares that Gavin held.

Other matters also needed time to investigate. This would require at least a few days to arrange and set up.

Strike a snake and fail to kill it, and it will bite back. Michael would not let that happen.

◆◆◆

At nine o'clock at night, in the Heavenly Villa community in the west district of New York.

This was a top-tier luxury community built at the beginning of the new century. The community was on the older side, but it had always been New York's top luxury residential area. It was unique, with a vast area, most of which was dedicated to garden landscapes, and a total of only twenty-one detached villas.

Back then, the people who could afford a villa in this community were all New York's top tycoons, dignitaries, and elites.

To this day, the owner of every single detached villa in this community was still that kind of person.

Villa No. 6.

The gate to the villa's courtyard slowly opened, and the Mercedes motorcade returned. It circled the fountain and flowerbed before stopping in front of the villa's steps.

Michael got out of the car, coughed twice into a handkerchief, and walked into the villa.

A bodyguard at the entrance opened the door for him directly.

In the old-fashioned yet incomparably luxurious grand hall, Mrs. Arison was sitting at a piano in a corner, playing a rather pleasant tune.

The moment Michael entered, the piano music stopped.

"Honey, what was so important? It required you to personally make a trip so late at night?" Mrs. Arison asked as she stood up and walked toward Michael, her tone slightly reproachful.

She wasn't blaming Michael, but the person who made him go out himself.

"It's about Gavin Stone," Michael said casually, then asked, "Is Aileen back yet?"

"Not yet."

"Still not back? Does she have a dinner party?"

"Not exactly... She said on the phone that she was going to see Jasmine Doran. They had plans. She's been getting very close with Miss Doran recently. She might not come back tonight."

Michael had wanted to talk to his daughter, but he hadn't expected her to go see Jasmine again today.

"Is she staying at Miss Doran's place? Or do they have some evening activities?" Michael asked casually as he started to head upstairs.

"Neither... Miss Doran has been living with her boyfriend lately. She probably went to Miss Doran's boyfriend's place, Alexander's house," Mrs. Arison said.

Michael, who had just taken two steps up the stairs, froze.

"To Alexander's house? Cough, cough, cough..." Michael grabbed the banister, looked back, then covered his mouth and coughed violently.

"Honey, did you take your medicine tonight?" Mrs. Arison sensed something was wrong. Guessing her husband had forgotten in his haste, she hurried to the coffee table in the living room to get his medication.

"Moona, get some water," Mrs. Arison called out.

The young maid, who had been tidying up, trotted to the water dispenser. Mrs. Arison got the medicine and walked quickly up the stairs, grumbling, "Look at you, you forgot again. Aileen is busy every day, and you're busy too..."

After taking the medicine and drinking some water, Michael felt much better.

Mrs. Arison followed him upstairs.

In the bedroom, Michael went into the walk-in closet and unbuttoned his suit. Mrs. Arison took it from him, smoothed it out slightly, and hung it up.

"Has Aileen... been going to Alexander's house often lately?" Michael asked, having removed his tie.

"Not really..." Mrs. Arison replied, then immediately caught the implication in her husband's words. She gave him a playfully reproachful look. "What are you thinking? Miss Doran is there. Our daughter always goes to see Miss Doran. As for Alexander... I heard he's been traveling a lot for business lately and isn't home much..."

"Hmm..." Michael grunted, not asking any more questions.

Mrs. Arison could sense that her husband was preoccupied, his mind heavy with thoughts and suspicions. But she felt he was overthinking things.

Mrs. Arison had had an unpleasant encounter with Alexander. She even felt that Alexander had taken advantage of her daughter.

But to say that her daughter could be involved with Alexander in any way—Mrs. Arison didn't believe it.

Because Alexander's girlfriend was Jasmine Doran. Previously, Mrs. Arison perceived Jasmine as domineering, extremely forceful, and a business-world prodigy. Of course, more importantly, her family background was terrifyingly powerful.

These were all things that made her wary, things that made her treat Jasmine with caution.

But they weren't enough to make Mrs. Arison truly fear Jasmine. Whether they became enemies, whether she would dare to fall out with her, depended on the issue at hand. If the stakes were high enough, Mrs. Arison wouldn't be afraid of Jasmine Doran.

That had been Mrs. Arison's perception.

But after the incident at the board meeting in which her daughter seized power, her perception of Jasmine had changed utterly. With Jasmine's help, her daughter Aileen had managed to achieve such a feat... Jasmine's strategic planning and her methods had left Mrs. Arison in awe and fear.

She knew she had underestimated Jasmine, the eldest daughter of the third generation of the Doran family, entirely.

She was also very glad she hadn't completely fallen out with Jasmine over the incident in which Alexander took Aileen from the golf course.

Her daughter had even become best friends with Jasmine.

With a woman like Jasmine, Mrs. Arison believed no man would dare to mess around right under her nose. It wasn't just a matter of having a death wish; it would be fundamentally impossible to hide it from Jasmine.

Moreover, Mrs. Arison had great faith in her own daughter. Mother and daughter had already reconciled.

Mrs. Arison knew she could no longer control her daughter. Her husband's health was poor, and it was uncertain how much longer he could hold on. In the future, this family... would definitely be run by their daughter.

Even so, Mrs. Arison didn't believe her daughter would suddenly become the kind of woman who would wreck someone else's relationship. She believed in the upbringing she had given her daughter since childhood.

The couple continued to talk.

With Mrs. Arison's help, Michael changed into a robe. He didn't rush to take a shower; instead, he left the bedroom and went to the study next door.

Mrs. Arison went back downstairs.

In the study.

Michael turned on his computer, opened a document, and then took out his phone. He found the audio file of the recording, which was over an hour long.

Michael hadn't let anyone listen to this recording of his detailed conversation with Alexander, nor could he hand it over to anyone to transcribe its contents.

Michael planned to do this himself. Play the recording, pause, type on the computer. He repeated this process.

He was very patient. Now that he had an opportunity, he would definitely "perfectly" send Gavin away. Not only would he eliminate this biggest hidden threat, but after regaining the shares, the Arison family's stake in the company would increase to over forty percent.

For a massive business empire that had inevitably gone through multiple rounds of financing and acquisitions during its development, for the actual controller to increase its shareholding to this level was a terrifying feat.

The actual asset scale of the Arison family would also increase by several billion.

Such a high shareholding percentage was not even necessary.

He could easily sell off some shares, bring in other forces as investors, and increase the company's cash flow. As long as he held onto the voting rights, none of it would be a problem.

Unconsciously, it was past ten o'clock at night.

Creek!

Mrs. Arison, dressed in her pajamas, pushed open the study door.

"Honey, you're not resting yet? What are you so busy with? If you're still this busy, and there's urgent work, have Aileen come back to handle it. You..." Mrs. Arison said as she walked in. She wasn't unconcerned about her daughter, but she was worried about her husband's health.

The plan was for their daughter to take over anyway, so letting her take on more work was, in itself, a form of training.

"Some... evidence of Gavin's crimes," Michael said, looking at the computer, then tapping his phone to pause it.

A young man's voice came from the phone.

"Alexander?" Mrs. Arison recognized Alexander's voice.

"Yes." Michael paused the phone again, looked at his wife, then back at the computer. He typed a few more keys before stopping. "This afternoon, Alexander came to the company and said..."

Michael briefly explained the situation, then added, "This is all... what Alexander said. He implied that Jasmine Doran had people investigate it, but I spoke with Jasmine on the phone later, and she seemed... not to know much about it..."

His tone was very uncertain.

"Not know much about it?" Mrs. Arison frowned slightly. She walked over to her husband's side and looked at the text already typed on the computer screen.

She sensed something was off, but that wasn't the main point for her right now.

"Honey, you go rest. I'll do it... It's just a phone recording, right? I'll handle it..." Mrs. Arison said.

Michael was indeed at the end of his rope, feeling utterly exhausted.

And he had no secrets from his wife. They were an old married couple, deeply in love.

"Don't stay up too late either. If you don't finish, I'll continue tomorrow..." Michael said as he stood up. He even held Mrs. Arison's head and kissed her on the forehead.

"Oh, I know. Go to sleep, hurry up," Mrs. Arison urged.

Michael left the study.

Mrs. Arison sat down in the executive chair, tapped the phone, and continued playing the recording... After just a few minutes and typing a dozen or so lines, she started to feel that something was not right.

The recording contained not only Alexander's account but also Michael's follow-up questions about details.

And Alexander was able to answer all of them.

◆◆◆

Master bedroom.

Michael was already lying down under a blanket. As he reached out to turn off the main room light, leaving only the bedside lamp on, his hand suddenly paused. He looked at the phone on the nightstand.

He had two phones and three commonly used numbers: a work number, a personal number, and another... with a SIM card whose owner was untraceable.

His work phone was in the study. The one on the nightstand now was his personal phone.

He hesitated for a moment, then picked it up.

He opened it and scrolled through his contacts. The numbers saved in it, apart from family, were all "big shots," not just from New York, but from all over the country. It even included the numbers of some "old masters" from prominent families.

Michael scrolled to his daughter's number.

It was 10:20 PM.

Michael hesitated but didn't call. It was, after all, too late. His daughter was likely already asleep. He scrolled through his contacts again, found Seraphine Arden's number, and didn't call that either.

There was something very wrong with Alexander! It wasn't just his relationship with his daughter that was a problem.

Michael felt he should ask someone, like Seraphine Arden, but this was clearly not the right time. There would be a chance tomorrow.

Tomorrow, the entire upper echelon of New York's wealthy class would gather for the same event. Michael could not only ask Seraphine, but also many other people.

With these thoughts, Michael put down his phone, turned off the light, and lay down.


Chapter 37: Arriving at the wedding.

August 2nd, 2024, 7:00 AM sharp.

Bellara Heights, North District, New York.

Master bedroom, second floor.

Alexander opened his eyes, smiled at the ceiling, then sleepily rolled over and wrapped his arms around Aileen Arison, who was curled up and fast asleep. He closed his eyes again.

It wasn't until after nine in the morning that Alexander woke up again.

Aileen was no longer in the room. Alexander could faintly hear voices outside; Jasmine and Mia were there too.

Usually, at this time, the three of them would have already gone to work.

The reason they hadn't was not just because it was the weekend, but also because there was an extremely grand event in New York today—Frank Delaney's wedding!

The story of Frank finding his first love and discovering he had a biological son and granddaughter was no longer a secret among New York's upper class.

Today was the day Frank Delaney would marry his first love.

Frank was a sociable man, known for his loyalty and good reputation. Almost all of New York's super-rich were his friends, with relationships varying only in closeness.

And for this wedding, Frank had practically sent invitations all over New York.

Everyone would give him face.

Everyone would go.

Alexander got up to wash up. Not long after he entered the bathroom, Aileen, who had also just gotten up and gone outside to exchange a few words with Jasmine, returned to the bedroom.

Still in her pajamas, she saw that Alexander wasn't in the living room and heard a sound from the bathroom, so she walked over and pushed the door open.

Alexander was fully naked under the showerhead.

"Honey, I think Jasmine found out...." Aileen trailed off as she glanced at Alexander, her voice slightly hoarse from the intense moaning of last night. "About.......how our relationship is."

"So what if she found out? Did she ask you?" Alexander asked with a smile, turning his head. It was no surprise Jasmine would have heard. Aileen was quite intense in her shouts of "Master", beyond what any soundproofing could cover.

"She did, but I... didn't say anything," Aileen replied, her face a little red. She had blushed just like this and refused to answer when Jasmine had asked her earlier.

The two chatted for a bit. After washing up, they came out to get dressed. Soon, the neatly dressed pair walked out of the bedroom.

Aileen walked down the stairs with her arm linked through Alexander's.

In the first-floor living room, Jasmine was dressed in a long black formal gown and a diamond necklace, looking dazzling. Her makeup was exquisite, her aura cool and aloof, and her lipstick a vibrant red.

Aileen, descending the stairs with Alexander, wore a long blue formal gown. Her long, wavy hair was impeccably styled. With every movement, she looked as if she had stepped out of a painting, an ethereal fairy.

As for Mia, who had been up since eight, her attire was much more casual.

She disliked long formal gowns and was wearing a girlish pleated midi skirt in a purple gradient. She had on some jewelry but little makeup, and she certainly didn't dare to wear her favorite smoky eye look.

Because her parents would also be attending Frank's wedding today, she had to dress more conventionally. Otherwise, her parents would lecture her.

Once the two came downstairs, Aileen let go of Alexander's arm.

"Let's go," Alexander said with a smile, glancing at his watch.

Jasmine, who had been sitting on the sofa, rose gracefully. She took a few steps forward, adjusted Alexander's collar, and then shot a glance at Aileen. After that, she moved to Alexander's side, linked her arm with his, and said, "Let's go."

Time to depart.

A short while later.

Several luxury cars drove out of the villa complex. They merged with two other motorcades and headed together toward the northern suburbs.

Mia and Aileen rode in one car.

Jasmine, however, got into Alexander's Lamborghini.

She had also received a personal invitation from Frank Delaney.

But she felt it was more appropriate to attend Frank's wedding as Alexander's girlfriend. So, instead of having Alexander ride in her car, she rode in his.

In the northern part of New York City, at the Sterling Vale Private Club.

As New York's most exclusive club for the wealthy, it offered a full range of recreational facilities, including accommodations, dining, swimming, bowling, tennis, and golf. However, it wasn't suitable for hosting weddings.

It wasn't that it lacked a suitable venue.

On the contrary, the venue at the Clubhouse was perfect in every way. The problem was that the membership-based club was a high-end business establishment, and its patrons included not only New York's elite but also wealthy individuals from all over the country.

They had all paid for their memberships.

If the venue was closed off for a wedding, how could it still serve its other guests?

The Sterling Vale Private Club did not offer wedding services. But today, Frank Delaney's wedding was being held right here.

It was difficult for outsiders to know exactly how much money Frank had spent or what connections he had pulled, only that the Sterling Vale Club would be closed for one day. Aside from wedding guests, no one else was allowed to enter.

Ten o'clock in the morning.

A motorcade of eight cars arrived, passed through the main gate, and parked in the lot.

Everyone got out of their cars.

Alexander and Jasmine walked out of the parking lot arm in arm, gazing at the main entrance of the clubhouse. A floral arch had been set up in front of the door, and at a glance, it looked like a sea of people.

Aileen and Mia also got out of their car and came over, pausing by the roadside to look in that direction.

None of the four had invitations.

Other guests would undoubtedly have to present an invitation to enter, but Alexander didn't need one. While many people didn't recognize him, they would definitely recognize Jasmine Doran.

The same went for Aileen. Many people didn't know Mia, but it was impossible not to know Aileen Arison.

There were too many people trying to get in.

The four of them were in no hurry, queuing up and strolling slowly inside. For something like this, Alexander wasn't about to call Frank and have him come out to greet him personally.

In front of the main building's entrance.

Neither Frank Delaney nor Melissa Hart was there to greet guests; they were likely still preparing something. Greeting the guests was a man and a woman in their thirties, both in formal attire. They were Frank's son, Jordan Hard, and his wife.

Jordan had now reverted to his original surname, so he should be called Jordan Delaney.

The Jordan greeting guests was in high spirits. Previously, he had been a member of the business elite—highly educated and outstanding—but, frankly, he was just a white-collar worker with a slightly higher income.

Now, he was the only son of Frank Delaney, one of New York's top ten tycoons.

And he had already started working at his father's company as a vice president.

Without a doubt, he would be the sole heir to the group and Frank'sbillion-dollar fortune.

It seemed Frank had been training him quite a bit recently. As he greeted guests at the door, conversing with one tycoon after another, he showed no signs of nervousness.

A short while later. Alexander and Jasmine had reached the front of the line.

While still a few people away, Jordan spotted Alexander and Jasmine at a glance. He quickly gestured for others to handle the entrance. At the same time, he and his wife bypassed the crowd and hurried toward Alexander.

"Uncle, you're here... This way, please. Miss Doran, please..." The moment Jordan came over, he addressed Alexander as "Uncle." It felt practiced, and who knew what Frank had instructed him to do beforehand, but the word "Uncle" rolled off his tongue quite smoothly.

"Uncle," His wife followed suit, though it was clear she wasn't as practiced as her husband; there was a hint of awkwardness.

The couple was in their thirties, calling the twenty-two-year-old Alexander "Uncle."

"Ah..." Alexander was momentarily taken aback, a rare occurrence, before smiling. "Don't call me Uncle. Let's just stick to our own terms. Don't listen to your father..."

Everyone around them turned to look at Alexander and Jordan.

The guests attending the wedding today were all either rich or nobles. They had heard that Alexander and Frank Delaney were on brotherly terms, but was their relationship so close that Frank would have his thirty-something son call the twenty-something Alexander "Uncle"?

This was...

"Then... Mr. Ciotta...... Mr. Ciotta, Miss Doran, please..." Jordan said, then led Alexander and Jasmine through the door first.

The lobby was also teeming with people. Aside from the waiters, the men were impeccably dressed, and most of the women wore formal gowns.

Two bodyguards followed Alexander and Jasmine inside.

"Mr. Ciotta, my dad should be over by the garden..."

"You go on with your business. It's fine, go ahead."

"Then... alright."

After a few pleasantries, Jordan and his wife returned to the entrance. Jasmine then signaled a bodyguard to go to the north side of the lobby to register and present their gift.

This was a custom that neither ordinary people nor the wealthy could avoid.

Though at the end, the gesture was what mattered.

A little over ten minutes later.

On the east side of the Sterling Vale Private Club, within an enormous garden.

This was the main wedding venue. Lawns, fountains, flowerbeds, pools, landscaped groves... flowers were everywhere. Frank felt he owed Melissa Hart a great deal, so for this wedding alone, he had likely spent a nine-figure sum.

The main venue was vast, and there were a great many people.

Frank had probably sent out several thousand invitations, and most of the invited guests would bring their families. In the end, this wedding would likely be attended by over ten thousand people.

It was because there were so many people that the ceremony had to be held outdoors, to accommodate enough tables for food and drinks.

Of course, there was also food and drink indoors.

It was a buffet-style arrangement.

The guests today could use any of the club's facilities and go wherever they pleased. Food was readily available everywhere, as were waiters.

"Mr. Ciotta is truly a man of remarkable talent, hahaha..."

"You're too kind, Mr Loyd."

By a flowerbed, Alexander and Jasmine, holding champagne flutes, had just finished dealing with another tycoon who had come over to make conversation.

A wedding of this scale was also a significant social occasion.

Jasmine had no intention of stealing the spotlight. She and Alexander had already found a relatively quiet spot. However, people still came over from time to time to chat and exchange pleasantries.

Aileen and Mia were not with them. Michael Arison had already arrived. After receiving a call, Aileen had gone to find her father.

The same went for Mia. Finally, they could have a moment of peace.

Ring ring ring...

Jasmine's phone rang. She took it out of her purse, glanced at the screen, and answered, "Have you arrived? Mmm... okay... Your brother-in-law and I are already here..."

After a few words, Jasmine put her phone away and said to Alexander, "Dan will be here in half an hour."

Alexander nodded with a smile.

"Darling, can I ask you a question?" Jasmine suddenly asked with a sidelong glance and a smile, her voice subconsciously lowering.

"What is it?" Alexander asked back with a smile.

"You and Aileen are..." Jasmine didn't finish her sentence, her smile a tad subtle. She thought she had figured it out.

Last night, in her guest room, she had faintly heard some noises from next door, and among them, the way Aileen addressed Alexander was... very unique. And beyond that, the sounds of flesh on flesh were beyond the normal light spanking. It was the unmistakable sound of harsh slapping. And oddest of all was the way Aileen's voice grew more intoxicated with pleasure as the hits grew harsher.

"You guessed right," Alexander laughed.

"Huh?" This, in turn, stunned Jasmine. Alexander had answered too readily, and she had only been guessing.

So it was really true?! Jasmine thought, averting her gaze and taking a sip of champagne with a subtle, strange smile.

It was no big deal, just knowing the true nature of Alexander and Aileen's relationship. In fact, this made Jasmine not at all worried that Aileen might pose a threat to her.

Not now, and certainly not in the future.

She just hadn't expected Aileen to be...

"Mr. Ciotta?" A gentle, sweet voice suddenly sounded behind them.

They both turned around at the same time and saw Seraphine Arden, wearing a form-fitting sheath dress, her hair in an updo, and a charming smile, walking toward them with a champagne flute in hand.

The moment Jasmine saw Seraphine, her expression shifted slightly, though she maintained her smile.

Today was Frank Delaney's grand wedding. Almost all of New York's dignitaries and elites were here, along with some of Frank's friends from out of town.

It was a public occasion. Jasmine wasn't one to cause a scene.

So, although she felt deeply annoyed every time she saw Seraphine, she had to keep up appearances.

Seraphine walked over, smiled sweetly, and raised her glass to Alexander. The two clinked glasses.

She did not clink glasses with Jasmine.

"Miss Doran, you look so beautiful today. No wonder Mr. Ciotta likes you so much," Seraphine said gently and sweetly with a smile, taking a sip of her champagne.

Jasmine's face instantly turned cold. The words were loaded. Was she looking for trouble?

"Seraphine Arden, there are a lot of people here today. You'd better not cause trouble. You don't want to bring trouble to my hubby, do you?" Jasmine said coldly.

There was no one else nearby. People in the distance could see the three of them talking, but they certainly couldn't hear what was being said.

"What are you talking about? How could I cause trouble for my man?" Seraphine smiled sweetly, glanced at Alexander, then her tone shifted as she said gently, "However... Michael Arison just came to chat with me and asked me a few things..."

Jasmine's expression changed slightly. She narrowed her eyes and asked, "What did you say?"

"I didn't say much," Seraphine said with a sweet smile, gently swirling the champagne in her glass with a flick of her wrist. Her voice was soft, as if speaking casually. "It's just... at a banquet before, a few of us close old friends were chatting privately and happened to mention Mr. Ciotta."

As she spoke, Seraphine glanced at Alexander, her eyes filled with tenderness.

"Then, I joked at the time that if I were twenty years younger, I might be willing to marry Mr. Ciotta," Seraphine said, her gaze shifting back to Jasmine, her smile still very sweet. "They all knew I was joking, but for some reason, Michael Arison brought it up again today and even asked me if I knew Mr. Ciotta very well."

Jasmine's face was cold, her eyes fixed on Seraphine.

She looked like she wanted to throw the wine in her hand at Seraphine's face.

If Seraphine had provoked her like this in private, she might have already done it. However, this wasn't just about her and Seraphine; Alexander was the main point. If things got out of hand, it would be Alexander who would be in a difficult position.

Jasmine held back.

"Actually, I didn't say much. Michael was just asking casually, and I answered casually," Seraphine continued in her gentle, sweet voice. Then, her tone changed as she smiled. "But I have a feeling Michael wasn't just asking casually."

Her beautiful eyes met Alexander's again as she asked, with a soft laugh, "Mr. Ciotta, you've been found out, haven't you?" The question was vague, but all three people present knew exactly what it meant.

In fact, Seraphine had come over to give Alexander a heads-up.

It was just that her way of giving a heads-up sounded aggressive and provocative to Jasmine.

"A small problem," said Alexander, one hand in his suit pocket and the other holding a champagne flute, smiling at Seraphine.

"As long as it's nothing," Seraphine replied with a gentle, soft smile. She then looked at Jasmine, her eyes scanning her up and down before smiling again. "Miss Doran is so beautiful today. You and Mr. Ciotta really are a perfect match."

These were polite, pleasant words. But coming from Seraphine's mouth, they felt malicious to Jasmine.

"I just saw Miss Arison, too. Wow, she's also so beautiful today," Seraphine added with another sweet smile.

This time, the malice seemed more obvious.

Even Alexander could sense it. It seemed Seraphine was genuinely trying to provoke Jasmine today. It wasn't that Seraphine was trying to compete for anything; Alexander knew her personality too well to misjudge... it was probably that Jasmine's attitude when she first arrived had provoked her.

Seraphine Arden was never afraid of Jasmine Doran.

"Seraphine," Jasmine growled her name, then paused. She suddenly laughed, a laugh born of anger. Staring straight at Seraphine, she took a sip of champagne before continuing coldly, "You're deliberately looking for trouble today, aren't you? Don't you understand that a mistress should have the self-awareness of a mistress?"

Seraphine's expression changed slightly.

If Jasmine had said this to her in private, she might not have gotten angry; getting angry would be falling into the trap. But this was a public place. Although no one was nearby, from a distance... someone might notice.

"What mistress? Miss Doran, you and Mr. Ciotta aren't married yet, are you?" Seraphine said with a gentle smile, composing herself.

"Alright, you two," Alexander said, maintaining his smile.

He couldn't let them fight today. If this continued, they might be at war by tomorrow. And in a place like New York, in terms of business, Jasmine couldn't beat Seraphine, but Seraphine's personal safety... would be uncertain.

If they really went at it, without Alexander in the picture, it would likely end in mutual destruction.

Of course, he would never let that happen.

Hearing Alexander speak, both Jasmine and Seraphine paused and glanced at him. Seeing him raise his glass in a gesture, they both raised theirs and clinked them with his from either side.

They drank. As if nothing had happened.

"Jasmine," Alexander suddenly tilted his head and whispered to Jasmine, who was closer to him, "Go find Aileen, tell her... and then..."

Jasmine tilted her head slightly to listen. After just a few words, she turned her head back sharply to look at Alexander, asking softly with a strange smile, "What are you planning to do?"

As she spoke, she subconsciously glanced at Seraphine.

"You'll find out," Alexander smiled, then whispered to Jasmine again, "Afterward... Michael might look for you..."

"Playing such a big game again?" Jasmine asked with a sidelong glance. But she was smiling.

The last time Alexander had set a trap for Michael Arison, Jasmine had been genuinely angry—not because of who he was trapping, but because he hadn't told her beforehand, causing her to panic when she received Michael's call.

Fortunately, she had reacted quickly, understood Alexander's intentions, and managed to play along.

This time, however, Alexander was telling her what to do in advance.

"Go on," Alexander smiled.

Jasmine kissed him on the corner of his mouth—the waterproof lipstick left no mark—and then shot another glance at Seraphine before walking away with her champagne.

"Mr. Ciotta, I'm jealous now," Seraphine said in a gentle, sweet, and soft voice from the side as soon as Jasmine was out of earshot. Coming from her, these words were incredibly potent.

Seraphine was a woman of supreme intelligence who understood men's minds perfectly.

When she said she was jealous, she might not have actually been; she just wanted Alexander to feel that she cared about him deeply.

"What are you jealous of?" Alexander asked with a soft laugh, turning to look at her.

"That you can be so intimate with Miss Doran in public," Seraphine said, her gaze toward Alexander not resentful, but rather as tender as water.

"You can too," Alexander smiled. "If you're not afraid of the gossip, you can."

"Mr. Ciotta, you know very well that I can't," Seraphine said gently.

From a particular perspective, Seraphine could be considered the ideal partner in a man's heart. She understood men, knew her limits, and that was also what made her formidable. Almost no man could handle her; they would instead be controlled by her step by step.

Of course, she didn't dare try to handle Alexander.

Because she knew that Alexander understood everything about her—her personality, her methods, her thoughts. So... she was just acting cute with him in her own way.

Although she was already 42, it couldn't be said that Seraphine didn't have a girlish heart.

She just wouldn't show it to others, especially since her own daughter was already so grown up.

"Celeste didn't come today?" Alexander asked Seraphine in a conversational tone.

"She went out to Chicago. Besides, she doesn't like this kind of occasion. She probably wouldn't have come even if she were here," Seraphine replied.

The two chatted for a while, maintaining a proper distance, and both finished their glasses of champagne.

Alexander handed his empty glass to a passing waiter and picked up another drink.

Seraphine did the same.

"Shall we find another place to talk?" Alexander asked with a soft smile.

"You rogue," Seraphine murmured, the corners of her mouth curving up a little more.

Another place, just to talk? Weren't they already talking?

The two began walking and talking.

They soon left the main wedding area and followed a garden path. After winding around a rockery and fishpond landscape, their view suddenly opened up to small bridges, flowing water, and a pavilion at the end.

This was a scenic area of the Clubhouse, but because of the club's nature, few guests ever came here. Even among Frank Delaney's wedding guests today, very few would venture this way.

At such a momentous social occasion, no one would be in the mood to admire the scenery.

Alexander and Seraphine arrived at the pavilion.

Upon entering, Seraphine turned slightly to look around. There was truly no one here. She immediately turned back, placed her champagne flute casually on the table inside the pavilion, and then wrapped her arms around Alexander's neck.

She kissed him, her soft sweet scent rubbing against him, as did her soft curves, while her tongue wrapped around his like a gentle lover.

A short while later.

Alexander was sitting on a wooden bench on one side of the pavilion, with Seraphine sitting in his lap. Both held their wine glasses, and with arms intertwined, they drank a cross-cupped toast.

Seraphine tilted her head back and drank it all in one go.

"Hah..." Seraphine exhaled the scent of alcohol slowly toward Alexander's face and then whispered in an incredibly gentle and sweet voice, "Are you free tonight?"

"I am," Alexander smiled.


Chapter 38: A sneaky couple.

Over by the rockery and fishpond.

Michael Arison walked over slowly, pausing in front of the rockery... Just now, when Jasmine had gone to find Aileen, Michael had been nearby. After a bit of small talk, Jasmine wanted to speak to Aileen alone and gave her a meaningful look, which Michael noticed.

He had then casually asked Jasmine why he hadn't seen Mr. Ciotta.

Jasmine had said that Alexander was over here talking business with Seraphine.

Michael used to frequent the Sterling Vale Private Club, but in recent years, his poor health had kept him away. Aileen, on the other hand, often came here to play golf. It was even the club where she first met Alexander properly.

Michael knew that the area around the rockery and fishpond was very secluded.

So he had come looking, wanting to chat with Alexander. With Seraphine also there, he could talk with her again as well.

There was no one in front of the rockery and fishpond. Michael looked around; there were benches nearby and wide hanging chairs by the path, but he saw no one.

Had she left already?

Michael wondered as he walked further in along the path beside the rockery and fishpond. After rounding the rockery, he abruptly stopped. In the distance, dozens of meters away, he saw a pavilion.

A man and a woman were talking, looking just like a couple.

The woman was even sitting on the man's lap, her arms wrapped around his neck in an extremely intimate gesture. He could even see her lips brushing against the man's.

Michael froze as if he had been petrified.

If he wasn't mistaken, that man was Alexander, and the woman in the formal gown, who looked to be only in her twenties... was Seraphine Arden!

Michael stared, not making a sound, and didn't move for a long while.

Even with his composure, his mind was reeling in shock.

The moment he saw the two people in the pavilion, he thought his eyes were playing tricks on him. It wasn't that he genuinely believed he was mistaken, but rather an instinctive refusal to accept what he had stumbled upon.

From dozens of meters away, Michael couldn't hear what the pair in the pavilion was saying.

But he could see their posture with perfect clarity.

Seraphine was sitting in Alexander's lap, one arm draped around the back of his neck and the other holding a champagne glass. She was whispering to him with a faint smile, and the way she looked into his eyes—at times feigning annoyance, at others a coquettish charm…

It all sent a profound shock through Michael's heart.

He knew Seraphine Arden. He understood her even better than her many suitors, for he and Seraphine could be considered close friends.

They were on very good personal terms.

Michael knew that this woman, known in New York as the "Black Widow," could turn any man who desired her into a tool, completely wrapped around her finger. The more actively they tried to get close to her, the faster their "demise"!

Seraphine's skill in handling men was simply too brilliant.

This meant that any man who truly understood her would, on the contrary, never harbor such thoughts and would keep a respectful distance.

In truth, many of Seraphine's suitors were well aware of her schemes. None of those influential figures, those billionaires, were fools; they were all formidable in their own right.

But Seraphine's greatest strength wasn't her schemes; it was her ability to make men willing, even when they knew her intentions and knew they were being used.

It was terrifying.

Michael, however, wasn't afraid of her tactics. He was in a happy marriage and deeply in love with his wife, which was one of the reasons he could be close friends with Seraphine.

He also knew that due to her unique life experiences, Seraphine's heart had long since closed itself off to any man.

This was also a balancing act for Seraphine.

If she were to truly fall in love or get married, a portion of her vast network of connections—certain people—would inevitably distance themselves from her, or their relationships might even sour.

Not getting too close to any man had always been Seraphine's bottom line.

So…

Michael was truly, deeply shaken.

Not only had Seraphine crossed her long-held line, but she had done so with… Alexander?!

Although Seraphine looked to be in her late twenties, with a beauty that could topple nations, she was actually forty-two! Her daughter was already twenty!

Alexander, however, was only twenty-two. She… had fallen for a man twenty years her junior?! And this man was the boyfriend of another powerful and influential young woman?!

What in the world was going on?!!

Michael could imagine that if this got out, it would cause a massive uproar in New York and even among the country's wealthy elite. The impact on Seraphine would be far more than just to her reputation!

Jasmine Doran's wrath alone could be a weight the Arden family could not bear.

There was no way Seraphine hadn't considered these consequences!

And yet, she had still taken this step.

Michael recalled Seraphine's joke from days ago about marrying Alexander if she were 20 years younger. Michael had always thought it was just a joke.

Even just a short while ago today, when he brought it up with her again, he still thought she was joking. He believed she genuinely admired the young man and said it out of appreciation. Michael had also believed that Seraphine might have learned something extraordinary about Alexander, which was why he kept bringing him up and asking questions.

Mainly to probe for information about Alexander.

But Seraphine hadn't revealed anything special. Everything she said was already common knowledge among New York's upper echelon; nothing that others didn't already know.

At the time, Michael had just assumed that Seraphine didn't know anything and had just been making a casual joke the other day.

But now…

He was certain. Alexander definitely had a huge "something" to him. And Seraphine must know about it! She was helping Alexander hide it, or rather, like Jasmine Doran, she was also helping him hide it…

That had to be it.

Otherwise, based solely on the rumors circulating about Alexander in New York, Michael didn't believe that would be enough to make Seraphine risk so much to fall for him.

If Jasmine found out about this, it would be an absolute disaster for Seraphine. Therefore… what exactly was Alexander's appeal?

What unknown abilities did he possess? He had mentioned his "secret" before. What was it?

Standing at the corner of the rockery and fish pond, Michael watched and thought. A multitude of ideas flooded his mind, and his thoughts were in a jumble.

In the pavilion.

Seraphine, who had been speaking gently and smiling at Alexander, suddenly looked up. She glanced to her right, then was about to look to her left. Michael, who had been watching, reacted quickly, taking a step back. Due to the angle, he could no longer see the two in the pavilion, nor could he be seen by them.

He sensed Seraphine's subconscious caution.

This clearly indicated that Seraphine and Alexander were here for a secret rendezvous.

Jasmine Doran had come with Alexander. They had only been apart for a short while, and Seraphine already dared to do this. It could be described as audacious to the extreme.

What kind of methods, what kind of ability, did this Alexander possess to have mesmerized Seraphine to such an extent?

Michael's expression shifted. Lost in thought, he didn't step forward to look again. Holding his wine glass, he turned and walked away.


Chapter 39: Billionaires arrested.

A short while later, Michael returned to the main wedding venue.

The crowd was growing. The wedding ceremony was scheduled for 11:30 AM, less than an hour away, and most of the guests had already arrived.

"Mr. Arison!"

"Chairman Arison."

Just as Michael emerged from the small path, he ran into two acquaintances, both owners of corporate groups in New York. They were especially enthusiastic to see him, approaching to chat and toast.

Michael exchanged a few pleasantries with them.

The two quickly noticed that Michael seemed somewhat distracted. Thinking they had displeased him, they tactfully made an excuse and left, not wanting to bother him further.

A few minutes later.

By the fountain in the southwest corner of the venue, Michael found his daughter along with Jasmine Doran, Mia Murphy, and Mia's father, Roland Murphy, among others. A group of seven or eight people was gathered, talking.

Those present were either connected to Gold Fortune or Magical Glamour.

"Dad!"

"Mr. Arison is here."

"Mr. Arison."

"Michael."

Everyone greeted Michael as he approached. Roland Murphy even smiled and raised his glass in a toast.

Roland and Michael had previously only been acquaintances with a very ordinary relationship. After all, he was in biopharmaceuticals, which had no business connection to the Gold Fortune Group. But recently, because of his daughter Mia, the two families had grown much closer.

Michael raised his glass in return and took a sip of wine.

"Mr. Arison, did you find my Mr. Ciotta?" Jasmine asked with a smile.

Michael looked at Jasmine, shook his head, and chuckled. "I took a walk over there, but I didn't see him…"

"Should I give him a call?"

"No need. We'll surely run into him in a bit."

They chatted casually for a few more sentences. Although Michael tried his best to act natural, Jasmine still sensed that his mood was a little strange.

"Hahaha, sister-in-law!" A hearty laugh suddenly rang out from behind them.

Everyone turned to look.

It was Frank Delaney. He looked particularly energetic today. At fifty-six, his hair was jet black, and his face was glowing. He had clearly dressed up for the occasion and looked much younger than usual.

A joyous occasion lifts the spirits, and Frank's entire aura seemed different today.

But when everyone saw him approach, they were all momentarily stunned.

Sister-in-law? Who was he talking to?

"Brother Frank," Jasmine said with a smile, raising her glass to him. "You look so energetic today… Congratulations on your wedding!"

"Hahaha, you're too kind, sister-in-law," Frank laughed heartily as he came over and clinked glasses with Jasmine, though he didn't drink. He then asked with a smile, "Hey, where's my brother? Why don't I see him?"

"He went to discuss something with Ms. Arden. He'll be over in a bit," Jasmine replied, maintaining her smile.

The moment Frank arrived, he spoke to Jasmine first, calling her sister-in-law and asking for his brother.

Everyone understood that the "brother" Frank was referring to was Alexander.

But his calling Jasmine "sister-in-law," and her accepting it, made everyone present, including Michael, look a bit odd.

Everyone knew that in front of Jasmine, Frank was technically a senior. He was even older than Morris Doran. It was only because of his close private friendship with Dante Doran that they were considered peers.

But calling her "sister-in-law" was… This was clearly based on his relationship with Alexander. It showed that in his heart, Alexander carried more weight than the Dorans.

"Old Frank, why don't I see your wife?" Michael glanced at Jasmine with a strange expression before striking up a conversation with Frank.

"The wedding is starting soon, there's a whole procedure, you know. She can't come out just yet, hahaha…" Frank said to Michael, laughing, his face beaming with joy. He glanced around before asking Michael, "Did sister-in-law not come?"

"She'll be a little late, but she'll definitely be here before the ceremony," Michael said with a smile.

As Frank and Michael spoke, the expressions of those around them turned a little strange again.

Everyone knew that Frank was older than Michael. They had a good relationship, so it was normal for Michael to refer to Frank's wife as "sister-in-law" and for Frank to call Michael's wife "sister-in-law."

Frank had a bit of a roguish, down-to-earth air, so his way of addressing people was often very informal.

But… Frank had just called Jasmine "sister-in-law."

And now he was calling Mrs. Arison "sister-in-law."

Yet Jasmine and Mrs. Arison's daughter, Aileen, were best friends.

It was just weird.

After Frank's arrival, he became the center of conversation. More and more people gathered around, because today was his wedding. He was the man of the hour, the groom. Everyone who came to the wedding, no matter who they were, was here to give him face.

About ten minutes later.

"Mr. Delaney, congratulations!" Someone else came over to congratulate Frank.

"Congratulations to you too… I heard you secured another plot of land in Boston. I should be congratulating you, hahaha… Come, come, Ole T, let me introduce you. This is Mr. Michael Arison, the chairman of Gold Fortune Group… Michael, this is Mr. Tony Reaver, the chairman of The Reaver Group…"

It was a chairman from another city who had come for the wedding, also in the real estate industry, like Frank. When Frank introduced him to Michael, Tony quickly took a few steps forward and shook Michael's hand with a smile.

As the wealthiest man in New York, Michael's fame outside the city was even greater than Frank's.

Tony shook hands with Michael, exchanged pleasantries, and even gave him his business card.

Just as the two were being polite to each other.

Ring, ring, ring…

Frank's phone suddenly rang. He took it out of his pocket, glanced at the screen, and answered with a smile. "Hey, Harry, have you arrived? Ah… okay… hahaha, then hurry up… What? I haven't heard… News? What are you talking about?!"

After just a few words, Frank's expression changed, his voice rising in surprise.

Everyone looked at Frank.

"Okay, okay, I get it. This matter… Hiss, let me see." Frank said a few more words, then hung up and started scrolling through his phone, seemingly looking for something.

"Mr. Delaney, what's wrong?" Tony couldn't help but turn his head and ask.

"That Shuan Real Estate in Boston. Do you know them?" Frank looked up and asked in return.

"How could I not know them? The Moreau brothers, right? What happened?"

"Henri Moreau and Claude Moreau have been arrested," Frank said.

"Arrested?" Tony was instantly shocked. "When did this happen?" He knew that the Moreau brothers were backed by the powerful Ariel Family in Boston.

"They said they were taken in for investigation yesterday afternoon, and the official arrest was approved today. Harry Besbin told me. The news is already online…" Frank said as he tapped his phone a few more times.

Tony knew that Harry, whom Frank mentioned, was a real estate tycoon from Boston who was also attending Frank's wedding today.

They were all in real estate. Although Tony had never worked on a project with Harry, he had collaborated with Frank before. He knew that Harry had also worked with Frank.

Even if they weren't that close, people in the same circle would know a thing or two about each other's backgrounds.

"Mr. Harry said so? They've both been formally arrested?"

An arrest was serious for an ordinary person, but not THAT serious, since the investigation could well prove the suspect's innocence.

It was common for people to be arrested and then released without charge. But for the billionaire Moreau brothers, this was terrifying.

They wouldn't have been arrested without conclusive evidence!

In fact, even with conclusive evidence, they might not have been arrested. With the Moreau brothers' power and connections in Boston, no one would dare touch them unless the Ariel Family gave the nod.

And there had been no news of the Moreau brothers having a falling out with the Ariel Family.

For something like this to happen so suddenly, the most likely possibility was that someone was targeting the Ariel Family and was starting with the Moreau brothers. Or, the Moreau brothers had offended a prominent figure even more powerful than them, someone who was willing to go to war with the Ariel Family just to take them down.

A major family was going to war with the Ariel Family? The move was made in Boston itself. Was it the power of another prominent Boston family? Who?

Frank quickly found the news online with his phone. Speaking of which, the hottest news online today wasn't about the Moreau brothers, but about Charlotte Langford and Alec Nota.

The internet had been in an uproar for days. Although the storm of public opinion was gradually subsiding, it hadn't died down.

However, the search terms related to the Moreau brothers still appeared on the trending list.

—Billionaire Hires Hitman.

—Shuan Real Estate Owners Arrested.

The two trending topics ranked seventh and ninth on the list, with considerable discussion. In reality, to the general public and most folks across the country, Shuan Real Estate and the Moreau brothers were unfamiliar names.

The public usually only knew the top few richest people in the country. The nation's richest person was undoubtedly the most famous. Regional tycoons, like Michael Arison, were relatively unknown on the internet.

However, people often had a unique voyeuristic curiosity about billionaires. A violent crime would naturally attract public attention, and a billionaire hiring a hitman was an even juicier headline!

Frank began to read the related news online. Tony also started searching on his phone.

Following Frank's actions, the center of attention, many others in the crowd also took out their phones to check and discuss with those around them.

Many of the guests at Frank's wedding were from the real estate industry, along with super-rich New Yorkers.

A full seven of New York's top ten wealthiest people were present. The other two who didn't come weren't on bad terms with Frank; they just had other commitments and couldn't make it, as they weren't in New York. However, their family members or representatives were there.

Once you reach a certain level of wealth, you've more or less heard of Henri and Claude Moreau, or Shuan Real Estate.

The arrest of a Boston real estate tycoon was, for the guests present, an eye-catching and talk-worthy event.

News of the Moreau brothers' arrest quickly spread through the main venue. Some guests from Boston even stepped away to a quiet corner to make calls, seeking information from their contacts.

There were even friends and acquaintances of Henri and Claude Moreau present. They were also extremely shocked. The brothers had been taken away yesterday afternoon, and they hadn't heard a thing. It was clearly a secret investigation, only made public today.

Michael also took out his phone and casually looked it up.

This matter had nothing to do with him. He wasn't familiar with the real estate circle, though he had met Henri Moreau once. It was at a charity banquet in Boston a few years ago. They exchanged business cards but had no further contact. It was a nodding acquaintance at best, nothing more.

As an observer, however, Michael could sense that something big was about to happen in Boston.

The downfall of Henri and Claude Moreau might just be the beginning.

People moved around, gathering in small groups of three or five to talk. Many real estate developers gathered around Frank to discuss the matter with him. Michael, on the other hand, stood not far away with a few local New York billionaires, also making small talk.

Michael still seemed somewhat distracted.

He would occasionally glance over at Jasmine Doran. He had something on his mind. He wasn't too concerned about the events in Boston, as they didn't involve him. But the matter of Seraphine Arden and Alexander…

Michael had no obligation to keep Alexander's secret. Still, Seraphine was his friend, and he wasn't the type to gossip behind people's backs. Yet, he also suspected that something was going on between Alexander and his own daughter.

And after discovering the relationship between Alexander and Seraphine, Michael was even more convinced that there really might be something between his daughter and Alexander!

Because Alexander had a way with women. The fact that he could make even Seraphine act like that was the best proof. And his daughter Aileen was best friends with Jasmine Doran…

This matter truly put Michael in a difficult position. He couldn't do nothing, but he also understood that if this wasn't handled well, it could cause a rift between his daughter and Jasmine, which would be a huge problem.

Jasmine and Aileen had already stepped aside.

The two were talking alone. Mia Murphy didn't follow; she was busy playing the part of a dutiful daughter by her father's side and couldn't tag along.

Jasmine was looking at her phone, her expression extremely strange, her demeanor very off.

She had seen the news online. Someone had posted an anonymous thread online detailing Henri Moreau's hiring of a hitman years ago, even specifying the burial site. It also exposed the incident where Claude Moreau had caused a woman's death, an incident in which Henri's son, Mathieu Moreau, was also involved.

The news of the arrest had been confirmed. Boston's official Social Media account had posted an announcement. Although it didn't specify the details of the case, only stating that it was under further investigation, it confirmed to the public that Henri Moreau, Claude Moreau, Mathieu Moreau, and others had indeed been arrested.

This almost served as proof that the anonymous online exposé was true. But… Jasmine didn't care about any of that.

The reason her expression was so strange right now was because she knew that the Moreau family had offended Alexander. It was because of Ashley Carter. Alexander had led three of the Moreau family's bodyguards to their deaths over that incident.

The Moreau brothers suspected Martin Russo was behind it and had started a feud with him.

Then, the night before last, Martin got into a car accident. Although it was quickly confirmed that the Moreau brothers were not the ones who attacked Martin, Dennis Walker had dared to make a move on Martin precisely because the feud between the Moreaus and Martin had become public knowledge. Dennis thought he could frame the Moreau brothers, which was why he dared to act.

There was a causal link!

Alexander hadn't said how he would deal with the Moreau brothers afterward, so Jasmine was now a little stunned. It had only been a few days since the feud started.

Alexander had only been back in New York for three days. And the Moreau brothers were already arrested?

It was obvious that Alexander had been the one to put them away. Jasmine was sure of this. But she couldn't figure out what arrangements Alexander had made in Boston.

Boston was not Alexander's home turf. Moreover, the Moreau brothers were backed by the Ariel Family. It was tough to touch them, and the consequences of doing so would be severe… Was Alexander going to war with the Ariel Family?

That clearly wasn't right. The Ariel Family was a major family, just like the Doran family!

Such families were not so easily moved. Even if the older generation had retired, their connections reached the heavens. And based on Alexander's past style, he pursued perfection, absolute control, and the maximization of benefits. He would never rashly do anything he couldn't control the risks for.

Otherwise, Alexander would have gone to war with the Sutherland family long ago.

So…

There was currently no news online about who had sent the Moreau brothers to prison. That kind of information wouldn't appear online anyway, so Jasmine had no way of determining what Alexander had arranged.

"Jasmine, what's wrong?" Aileen's voice suddenly came from the side.

"Hmm?" Jasmine put down her phone and turned to look at Aileen.

"You look strange," Aileen said softly. She had asked because she noticed Jasmine's expression grow odd while she was looking at her phone. As she spoke, she glanced at Jasmine's phone again, then leaned in closer and whispered, "Do you have inside information?"

"No," Jasmine shook her head, but then she whispered back into Aileen's ear, "But I do know that this probably has something to do with our Mr. Alexander."

"Hm?" Aileen froze, blinking a few times as she turned her head.

"They offended him a few days ago," Jasmine whispered again. "Because of Ashley Carter."

Aileen's expression changed as well.

When Jasmine first said it was related to Alexander, Aileen had only thought he was involved or connected in some way. But Jasmine's following sentence gave her pause.

The subtext of that statement was essentially: Alexander was the one who sent them to prison. The entire concept was completely different now!

Although Aileen was young and had never had dealings with the Moreau brothers—her current business network was either related to the Gold Fortune Group or consisted of people her father had introduced her to—she had read online about who the Moreau brothers were.

The crowd around them was also buzzing with discussion, and Aileen had already learned that the Moreau brothers were affiliated with the Ariel Family.

Aileen was even more shocked than Jasmine.

"So what exactly..." Aileen was about to question Jasmine further when she paused.

Jasmine and Aileen turned their heads at the same time, both having noticed the murmurs from the surrounding crowd.

"The Second Master of Ashford?"

"Yes! I just made a call to check. The news is already all over Boston. It was Lucien Ashford who made the move. I heard it wasn't just the Ashfords, but the Collins family too. Eric Collins has been very close with Lucien recently..."

"No way... How did Henri Moreau offend the Second Master of Ashford?"

"Are the Ashfords trying to have a complete fallout with the Ariel Family?"

Listening to the discussions around her, Jasmine's expression grew subtle. She understood what connections Alexander had leveraged, but she still couldn't figure out what great benefit Lucien Ashford had received to be willing to go to war with the Ariel Family for a "junior" like Alexander.

What else had Alexander done during those two days away from NYC?!

Not far away, Michael Arison was also listening to the talk.

"Lucien..." Michael frowned slightly. He knew of Lucien Ashford but didn't know him personally at all. Lucien Ashford operated on a much higher level than he did; he was one of the core figures of power in a major family, not someone a mere businessman could compare to.

Recently, however, Michael had formed a particular impression of Lucien Ashford because of Alexander.

There had been persistent rumors in New York that because Nathaniel Ashford had nearly died in the city, the Ashford and Doran families had almost become enemies, and Lucien Ashford had even come to New York in person...

According to rumors, Alexander had resolved the matter and saved Paul Santino, who had been on the verge of being sacrificed.

"Eric Collins..." Michael muttered to himself again, then couldn't help but turn to look at Jasmine.

He had heard that Eric Collins and Dante Doran were good friends with a very close private relationship.

Michael still couldn't piece anything together, but he felt it was quite a coincidence that both Lucien and Eric had some connection to the Doran family.

Just then.

"What are you all talking about?" Alexander finally returned, walking toward the fountain as he spoke.

Jasmine and Aileen turned their heads in unison.

"The Moreau brothers, Henri and Claude, have been arrested," Jasmine said.

"What's there to talk about? It's Frank's big day. Talking about this is such bad luck," Alexander said with a soft smile as he walked to Jasmine's side.

"We all just found out, so we were just chatting," Aileen said.

"Where is Ms. Arden?" Jasmine asked Alexander.

"Touching up her makeup. She'll be over in a bit," Alexander replied with a smile.

The three of them exchanged a few casual words.

Throughout this, Michael, standing not far away, had been observing, paying particular attention to his daughter's various reactions after meeting with Alexander.

Ring, ring, ring...

A phone suddenly rang from Alexander's pocket.

Alexander took out his phone, glanced at the screen, and answered, "Mr. Ashford..."

It was a call from Lucien Ashford.

"Mr. Ashford?" Michael, who had been watching intently, couldn't help but be taken aback.

Everyone around them was currently discussing Lucien Ashford, and Alexander had just received a call from a "Mr Ashford." It might have been a coincidence, but Michael had a feeling it wasn't.

He knew that Alexander was acquainted with Lucien Ashford.

Alexander walked to the side to answer the call.

"Alexander, about the Collins family..." Lucien got straight to the point. As their mutual interests became more intertwined, the pleasantries between them grew fewer, and their conversations became increasingly direct and straightforward.

Lucien's call was primarily about the Collins family.

Henri and Claude Moreau had been formally arrested. Under Lucien's arrangements, the Moreau family was done for. No one could save them.

What had been exposed online was just what was deliberately leaked for the public to see.

In reality, the evidence the police department currently held, or rather, the various cases the Moreau family members were involved in, numbered no less than ten.

All of them were serious crimes. The minimum sentence was fifty years in prison. The maximum was the death penalty.

According to Alexander's original plan, the ultimate goal of this matter, in Lucien's view, was for Alexander to secure the Collins family as an ally for the Ashford family. The situation had now progressed to that very stage.

The Moreau brothers had been secretly taken in for investigation yesterday afternoon.

Last night, Eric Collins was summoned home and interrogated by the true power holders in his family, including his father.

By this morning, the Collins family had contacted the Ashford family.

Since the outside world was interpreting this as a joint move by the families against the Ariel Family, the matter had already alarmed all the core members of both major families.

Lucien had even made the necessary reports to his family's old patriarch. He had also received a call from his eldest brother.

This affair had truly blown up, even sparking all sorts of rumors and undercurrents among the major families in Boston.

Lucien relayed all of this to Alexander.

It couldn't be called reporting to Alexander, but rather... Alexander was the mastermind. To put it bluntly, he was the hidden hand behind this major event. Having accepted such a grand gift from Alexander, Lucien certainly had to keep him in the loop.

Nothing unexpected had occurred. Everything was proceeding according to plan.

It was going so smoothly that even Lucien found it a bit hard to believe. He could clearly sense that Alexander seemed to have calculated every subsequent step of development.

By the elm hedge, Alexander stood with one hand in his pocket, his back to the venue, chatting with Lucien.


Chapter 40: What’s your relationship with my daughter?

Meanwhile, Michael, his mind filled with suspicion, walked over to Jasmine and Aileen.

"Dad," Aileen greeted her father first as he approached.

"Mr. Arison," Jasmine greeted with a smile.

"Mr. Ciotta seems very busy," Michael said with a light laugh, glancing in Alexander's direction as he spoke casually to Jasmine.

"He..." Jasmine also glanced at Alexander and smiled at Michael. "He can't sit still. He's always like this."

"I just happened to overhear... 'Mr Ashford'?" Michael's expression was perfectly natural. He gestured with his hand and smiled. "It couldn't be the Ashford family's Second Master, could it?"

He just asked directly.

Michael truly had nothing to be reserved about. With a clear conscience, he saw no need to guess wildly. There was no harm in asking casually. At the same time, he was prepared for Jasmine to say she didn't know.

"It probably is..." Jasmine smiled.

"It is? Lucien Ashford?" Michael, on the contrary, was slightly taken aback.

"It should be," Jasmine nodded. She took in Michael's reaction, and the corners of her lips couldn't help but lift a little higher.

Michael was somewhat shocked. It had just been a guess, but he hadn't expected Jasmine to confirm it directly.

It was already unusual for a powerful and influential figure like Lucien Ashford to personally call Alexander.

Not to mention, it was right after the incident with the Moreau brothers. Was it really a coincidence?

"I didn't expect Mr. Ciotta to have such a close relationship with the Ashford family..." Michael commented casually. He then took a sip of champagne, his gaze fixed on Jasmine.

"It's alright. They've had some dealings recently," Jasmine maintained her relaxed smile.

This made Michael's heart skip another beat. He had just mentioned Alexander and the Ashford family, not the Doran family and the Ashford family. Yet Jasmine had gone along with his words.

Ring, ring, ring...

Michael's phone suddenly rang.

He took it out, glanced at the screen, and answered, "You're here? Mm... We're by the fountain, the one on the west side... Mm..."

Seeing her father on the phone, Aileen could tell from his tone that it was her mother calling.

"Dad, is Mom here?" Aileen asked proactively. "Why don't I go get her..."

She wanted to escape for a moment. Ever since Michael had come over, she had been on edge, worried that when Alexander finished his call and came back, her acting skills wouldn't hold up once they all started talking.

In front of her own father, Aileen couldn't maintain the composure she had around others. The pressure was truly immense.

Michael glanced at his daughter, then said into the phone, "Hold on... I'll let my daughter talk to you..." With that, he handed the phone to Aileen.

"Mom... where are you now... Don't move, I'll come over..." Aileen said as she walked away.

There were simply too many guests today, and people were everywhere.

Aileen, however, was extremely familiar with the club. It would be much faster for her to find her mother than for Mrs. Arison to find her way over on her own.

Watching his daughter walk away, Michael turned back to Jasmine and raised his glass in a toast.

Jasmine raised her glass. They clinked glasses, and both took a sip.

"Oh, by the way, why haven't I seen Young Master Doran today?" Michael asked casually.

"Dan is still on his way. He should be here soon. He called earlier..." Jasmine replied casually, just making small talk.

Regarding the matter with Seraphine, Michael still didn't know whether he should say anything or not. He was also waiting for Alexander to finish his call and come back.

A few minutes later.

Alexander finished his call and walked back, champagne in hand. Approaching Michael, he smiled, raised his glass in a toast, and said, "Mr. Arison."

"Mr. Ciotta," Michael also smiled. He took a slight step forward, casually glanced around, and then said to Alexander, "I found it."

Even if someone else had overheard, they wouldn't have known what it meant.

But Alexander understood. The body had been found.

"Then congratulations to you, Mr. Arison, and to Miss Arison," Alexander smiled.

"It's too early for congratulations. We can't act immediately. It will still take some time." Michael, whose demeanor had grown more refined and scholarly with age, wore a calm and amiable smile. "But I must first thank you, Mr. Ciotta, and Miss Doran, for your help with Aileen."

With that, Michael raised his glass.

Alexander and Jasmine raised their glasses, and the three of them clinked them together. They all took a sip.

"Mr. Ciotta, would it be convenient to have a private word?" Michael then said to Alexander, his peripheral vision noting Jasmine's reaction.

"Of course," Alexander nodded with a smile, gesturing to the side with the hand holding the champagne flute.

The two of them walked off to the side.

Michael's expression shifted slightly again, because Jasmine hadn't said a word, nor had her expression changed in the slightest.

This was very wrong.

The upper echelons of New York perceived the relationship between Jasmine Doran and Alexander Ciotta as one of a woman on top and a man on the bottom. At the very bottom at that!

THE Michael Arison had just said he wanted to speak with Alexander alone, right in front of Jasmine.

Alexander's immediate agreement was strange enough. Jasmine's lack of reaction was even more wrong.

It was as if... for example, if Seraphine Arden had said to Melissa Hart, in front of Frank Delaney, that she wanted to talk privately. Usually, Melissa would definitely look to her husband, and Frank would certainly say something, perhaps half-jokingly, like, "What are you two whispering about?" or "Wanna talk behind my back?"

People are naturally curious. In the face of an abnormal situation, people will react.

Michael knew that his sudden request to speak with Alexander alone, in front of Jasmine, creating the appearance of having something to hide from her, was an abnormal act. He had deliberately created this abnormality.

But Jasmine simply didn't react.

Michael suddenly had a feeling that the dynamic between Alexander and Jasmine might be the opposite of what many think. If that were true, it would be incredible.

Given Jasmine's background and personality, Michael couldn't imagine who could make her submissive. Not her father, not even her grandfather, could keep her in check.

Alexander and Michael came to the elm hedge.

"Mr. Ciotta, actually, just now... I was looking for you," Michael spoke first. He turned his head to look at Alexander, his voice soft. "I went to the rockery. It was Miss Doran who told me that you and Ms. Arden were talking there..."

A strange smile played in Michael's eyes. He was using his words and expression to tell Alexander that he had seen him with Seraphine.

"Is that so?" Alexander smiled and also turned to look at Michael. "Then how come I didn't see you, Mr. Arison? I was with Ms. Arden in the pavilion out back. Did you come over?"

Michael's mouth opened, then froze. He was completely stumped.

He had expected Alexander to be nervous, to make excuses, to spin a lie, or perhaps to worry that he would tell Jasmine and ask him to keep it a secret. But there was none of that.

Just a... "so what if you saw me?" attitude!

"Mr. Ciotta, you really make me feel that you..." Michael started, then paused, not finishing his sentence. After a few seconds, he changed the subject. "Actually, there's something I'm very curious about. What exactly is the relationship between you and my daughter?"

He asked with extraordinary directness. The more powerful a person is, the more fearless they are, and the more daringly they speak.

Holding his champagne, Alexander smiled and met the gaze of Michael.

Not only was Michael's question sudden and direct, but its timing was also very clever, coming right after he had hinted at discovering Alexander with Seraphine... It was hard to say there wasn't a threatening undertone.

Alexander could understand Michael's state of mind.

As a father and the helmsman of a business empire that didn't have long to live, he naturally wanted to protect his daughter and the massive enterprise he had spent decades building.

"Mr. Arison, I know what you're suspecting," Alexander said with a smile, his gaze shifting forward, past the elm hedge to the garden scenery. "But I think this is a matter you should ask Miss Arison about. Out of respect for her, it's not my place to say."

At this moment, Michael clearly couldn't comprehend what Alexander's words truly meant.

He just thought Alexander was evading the question. If he didn't answer, there was nothing he could do right now.

As for Aileen... Michael had actually thought about asking his daughter, but he knew that while he might have ways to deal with anyone else, he had none when it came to his daughter.

If his daughter wouldn't talk, he would never get the answer from her. Because Aileen was the sole heir.

Michael had no way to pressure his daughter at all!

"Honey..." A voice suddenly came from behind.

Alexander and Michael turned around simultaneously. It was Aileen, returning with her mother. Mrs. Arison walked toward Michael with a smile and asked, "What are you two talking about?"

"Nothing, just chatting," Michael replied.

Mrs. Arison came to their side, raised her glass to Alexander in a toast, and smiled. "Mr. Ciotta..." Her gaze toward Alexander was complex.

This was mainly because she had helped her husband organize the audio recordings the night before.

It had struck her as very strange that such a vast amount of information had all been dictated by Alexander.

"Mrs. Arison," Alexander smiled and clinked glasses with her.

Aileen and Jasmine also walked over. The group gathered and began making small talk. Since everyone around was still discussing the Moreau brothers and the Ashfords, Mrs. Arison asked a couple of questions, and the topic shifted to that.

Michael would glance at Alexander from time to time, but didn't bring up the matter of Alexander and his daughter again.

In front of Jasmine, he wouldn't raise it so easily.

"Hahahaha... Brother..." A loud laugh suddenly rang out.

The group, who had been chatting idly, all turned their heads.

It was Frank Delaney, who had come over to clink glasses with Alexander.

After a few pleasantries, Mrs. Arison also congratulated Frank. She had to address him as Brother Frank and his wife, Melissa Hart, as Sister-in-law.


Chapter 41: Dante returns.

A commotion suddenly erupted at one end of the venue, filled with enthusiastic greetings.

"Oh, Young Master Doran, you're back."

"Young Master Doran."

"Young Master Doran."

Dante Doran had arrived. Dressed in a suit and flanked by two bodyguards, he immediately became the center of attention upon entering the wedding venue.

At many banquets, Jasmine was often the most dazzling focal point, because she was the eldest granddaughter of the Doran family's main branch, and also because she was beautiful enough.

But in reality, to the outside world, to the entire upper crust of New York society, Dante Doran was the one who was regarded with the most importance and treated with the most caution.

The core of the Doran family's third generation. And currently, the only core of the third generation.

As things stood, as long as Dante didn't make any colossal mistakes in the next few years, Morris Doran would take over the family's power once the old patriarch passed away.

At that time, Dante Doran would be Morris Doran's biological son! His only son. The other third-generation Dorans would have absolutely no chance at all.

Therefore...

Dante, as a third-generation Doran, was not quite the same as the third-generation cores of other major families, like Eric Collins... Eric had an older brother above him. His status in the family was entirely unlike Dante's in his.

Looking at the internal situations of the various major families in the country, those who could compare to Dante were few and far between. James Sutherland was one of them.

"Dan!" Jasmine saw her brother arrive and raised her hand to signal him.

"Sis!" Dante heard her voice, turned, and quickly raised his hand in response, quickening his pace.

The two bodyguards didn't follow, moving to a spot on the side where they wouldn't disturb the other guests, watching Dante from a distance.

Dante, alone, walked quickly to Jasmine's side.

"Brother Frank, congratulations, hahahaha..." Dante laughed heartily at Frank. He took a glass of champagne from a passing waiter's tray and clinked glasses with him.

"Hahaha, Dan, why didn't you say you were coming? I would have come out to greet you..."

"It's your big day, you must be busy..."

The two exchanged a few boisterous pleasantries, then downed their drinks after clinking glasses.

Dante was very similar to Frank in one respect: he was exceptionally good at making friends. He valued interpersonal relationships and was skilled at developing them.

And within New York alone, Frank was the top tycoon with the closest relationship to Dante Doran.

In comparison, Dante's relationship with Michael was quite ordinary. It couldn't be called distant, but it was by no means deep, let alone a relationship of trust.

This had a great deal to do with the business Michael Arison was in and with Michael's character.

"Mr. Arison, Mrs. Arison..."

"Miss Arison..."

Dante greeted everyone, then got another glass of wine, clinked glasses, took a sip, and exchanged a few pleasantries. He didn't have much to be polite about with his own sister, just exchanging a look with her before his gaze finally landed on Alexander.

"Brother-in-law." Dante shifted his position, circling around to Alexander's side. He looked as if he wanted to say something, but was hesitating. After a few seconds, he raised his glass in a toast.

He seemed to want to say something to Alexander, but perhaps because there were too many people around, he didn't.

Alexander clinked glasses with Dante. Neither of them drank the wine in their glasses.

"Where did you come from, Dan?" Alexander turned his head and asked, smiling.

"Boston. I arrived in Boston yesterday," Dante said.

Alexander understood now. No wonder the kid had been acting strangely since he arrived. He must have seen Eric Collins!

Given his current situation, any trip to Boston would have to be low-key, and the first person he would see would definitely be Eric.

"Come." Alexander gestured to the side with the hand holding his glass and walked away.

"Sis, Brother Frank, you guys chat first..." Dante gestured to them, then turned and quickly followed Alexander.

The two walked to the relatively secluded elm hedge and stood side by side. To talk alone.

"What's wrong?" Alexander asked.

"Brother-in-law, I heard from Eric..." Dante tilted his head, his gaze subconsciously darting around as if afraid of being overheard.

"I heard that you and Shuan Real Estate..."

Dante spoke and asked simply. This matter had nothing to do with him; he was just curious about what his brother-in-law was up to.

In truth, Eric hadn't revealed much to him either.

Many things, especially significant internal family matters, Eric wouldn't just blab about, no matter how good his relationship with Dante was. He had concealed details from Dante concerning Lucien and the joint move by the Ashford and Collins families.

So Dante's understanding was very one-sided. He just knew that his brother-in-law was the one who had orchestrated it.

Eric had also deliberately given Dante a partial picture, which would prompt Dante to ask Alexander. The decision of what could be said rested entirely with Alexander.

One crucial point was that Eric would never dare tell Dante that his brother-in-law had other women, which meant he couldn't mention many key details at all.

"...There's no special reason. It's because of Ashley. Mathieu Moreau was Ashley's classmate in university and pursued her, but failed..." Alexander briefly explained the situation.

"Because of... her..." Dante was stunned, his expression a little strange.

Jasmine had long warned him not to meddle in Alexander's affairs with other women. Given his sister's attitude, Dante didn't dare to interfere or ask too much.

He also knew that his sister was afraid he'd be toyed to death by his brother-in-law. He understood even better that if he angered his brother-in-law, he really could be played to death!

But he hadn't expected the consequences of provoking his brother-in-law's woman to be so terrifying! And so swift! To directly wipe out the Moreau family?!

Just because of that girl, his brother-in-law had struck a fatal blow!

This... Dante felt something was off. Lucien was involved and had put in a lot of effort behind the scenes. For what reason?

"Brother-in-law... really, just because of Miss Carter?" Dante's disbelief was written all over his face; he wasn't hiding it.

He felt he could be this direct with Alexander. He was his brother-in-law, after all.

Alexander didn't answer Dante immediately. Instead, he smiled, gave Dante a look, and said, "Dan, if you really want to know, go ask your dad..."

Dante was stunned again, and then he... understood.

He realized this matter was even bigger than he had imagined, and there was no need to ask further. Whatever his dad and brother-in-law were plotting together, he, the biological son, might not even be able to get an answer.

While Alexander and Dante were talking, Michael had been observing.

He kept an eye on the two men talking in the distance with his peripheral vision.

What he saw made him frown, his alarm growing, though it was mostly confusion.

He didn't know what they were talking about, but he could tell from their body language... Dante was always the one to lean in slightly, tilting his head to speak into Alexander's ear. And the way Dante had looked at Alexander earlier, it all indicated that Dante truly held some awe for his brother-in-law.

There had always been rumors in New York that Dante was afraid of Alexander, but the rumors also suggested it was primarily because of Jasmine. It was well-known that Dante was fearful of his older sister.

Now it seemed that wasn't the case.

With a single gesture, a single word, Alexander could summon Dante for a private talk, right in front of Jasmine, and Dante had followed without hesitation...

A fog! Michael felt that he was finding it increasingly difficult to see through this young man, Alexander!

A few minutes later. Alexander and Dante finished their conversation and walked back.

By this time, Frank had already left. The wedding was about to start, and Frank had to go make his final preparations for the groom's official entrance...

Small talk.

When in a large group, one could only make small talk.

Unconsciously, the time crept past eleven in the morning.

Soothing music began to play at the wedding venue. The emcee appeared on the high stage at the north end, and guests began to gather there, lining both sides of the red carpet that led to the stage.

A sea of people!

At eleven-thirty, to the familiar strains of the wedding march, the ceremony officially began. Flower petals danced through the venue, fireworks exploded high in the sky, and the newlyweds walked down the red carpet. They took their places on the stage, and the officiant began to tell their story... The couple exchanged tokens...

Today, Melissa was dressed with exceptional beauty.

She looked older than Frank, but today, her hair was dyed jet-black, and she was full of vigor. Dressed in a pure white wedding gown and styled by a top-tier makeup artist, she looked as if she had shed twenty years...

The wedding ceremony officially concluded at half past twelve.

But the banquet was not over. It would last the entire day.

The entire clubhouse would serve as the banquet venue. Guests could eat, drink, and entertain themselves as they pleased. They could also watch various live performances, including bands and magic shows. For guests who enjoyed playing cards, rooms were also prepared for them.

At one o'clock in the afternoon.

Frank, accompanied by Melissa, who had changed her clothes, went around making toasts and greeting guests.

A little after two in the afternoon.

Guests had already begun to leave. There was no need for them to stay and indulge all day. The majority of the ten thousand-plus guests would depart at various times throughout the afternoon. Only a small fraction would stay overnight to rest and leave the next day.


Chapter 42: Jasmine and Michael talk.

Around two-thirty in the afternoon, in the third-floor café on the east side of the clubhouse's main building.

It was a vast, open space with comfortable sofas and bright floor-to-ceiling windows, looking more like a lounge area. The space utilization was extremely low.

This was for privacy; the guests who came to the clubhouse were all either rich or noble, so the tables were spaced very far apart.

There were very few people in the café.

Jasmine sat by the floor-to-ceiling windows in the southeast corner, holding a cup of coffee and gazing at the scenery outside. She had drunk a little too much today, taking advantage of the rare weekend to relax. She had just finished a game of golf with Aileen and had come here to rest.

Aileen had been called away by her mother, so Jasmine was alone.

The sound of footsteps, approaching at a steady pace, drew near.

Jasmine turned her head to see Michael Arison walking over.

"Miss Doran, why are you all alone? I don't see Mr. Alexander," Michael asked with a cheerful smile.

"He had something to attend to, so he left early," Jasmine replied with a smile.

As they spoke, Michael sat down opposite Jasmine. He loosened his tie and turned to look out the floor-to-ceiling windows. Compared to Jasmine, he seemed much more sober.

This was because he only ever took small sips when drinking, and his physical condition didn't permit him to drink much anyway.

"Is there something you need, Mr. Arison?" Jasmine asked, maintaining her smile as she looked at him.

"Yes..." Michael murmured, pulling his gaze back from the scenery to look at Jasmine. He paused for a moment before saying, "Miss Doran, regarding Mr. Alexander, I think we should have a talk."

"Talk about him? About what?" Jasmine was a little surprised.

At that moment, her expression was quite subtle.

Because before Alexander left, he had told her to hang out here with Aileen for a while, play some golf, and afterward... Michael Arison would come looking for her.

And here he was, right on cue.

"Miss Doran, about Mr. Ciotta..." Michael began, looking at Jasmine, but then he paused. After thinking for three seconds, he continued, "I had a long talk with Mr. Ciotta yesterday, and I feel that he is truly a young man of great promise. Miss Doran, your judgment is indeed sharp."

Jasmine smiled, neither confirming nor denying Michael's statement. "Mr. Arison," she said, "you wanted to talk to me about Alexander, but I doubt it was just to praise him, was it?"

"Of course not." Michael gave a refined, gentle smile. "It's just that some things have left me very puzzled, and I don't know if I should bring them up with you, Miss Doran."

Michael was clearly being cautious.

"What is it?" Jasmine raised an eyebrow slightly.

"It's about Mr. Ciotta... Miss Doran, I'm very grateful that you and Mr. Ciotta have helped my Aileen, but Mr. Ciotta... Don't you find him strange? I've looked into his background, and I'm sure you must have as well..." Michael trailed off.

Jasmine maintained her smile. She looked into Michael's eyes, lifted her coffee cup, and took a sip. Only after setting it down did she speak again.

"Mr. Arison, let's be direct," Jasmine said, looking at him. "You don't need to hint at things. I certainly know Alexander better than you do. If you have something to say, just say it..."

Michael fell silent for a moment.

In truth, he still hadn't decided whether he should tell Jasmine those things.

Logically, he should. Between Alexander and Jasmine, his relationship was definitely closer with Jasmine. They had known each other for four years. Although their relationship had been ordinary before, his daughter had recently become best friends with her.

Moreover, Michael had been making all sorts of arrangements for after his death, and he felt that his daughter would need to rely on Jasmine in the future.

From that perspective, he had all the more reason to tell Jasmine.

But if it were just a matter of Alexander and Seraphine, Michael would have said it without any pressure.

The problem was, he suspected Alexander was also involved with his own daughter.

He was afraid! Afraid that if he told her, Jasmine would fly into a rage and confront Alexander, who would then confess everything. What if he revealed his relationship with Aileen? What then?

Michael wasn't the type to meddle in other people's affairs. Other people's business was none of his concern.

The problem always came back to his daughter. This put Michael in a problematic position, whether he spoke up or not.

"Miss Doran, I wonder what your relationship with Ms. Arden is like now... I've known Seraphine for over thirty years. I remember her commenting on you before, saying you were a true heroine, and it was a pity you were a woman, or you would have been the one to inherit the Doran family's enterprise..." Michael still held back.

He felt he needed to probe a little more before making a decision.

"My relationship with Ms. Arden..." Jasmine murmured, looking at Michael. A subtle glint appeared in her eyes once more.

Because Alexander had told her before he left!

He had predicted that Michael would come to talk to her, and he had also predicted that Michael would mention Seraphine Arden. After that... Alexander had given no further instructions.

As for how to handle it, what Michael would say, and how Jasmine should respond, she was free to improvise.

Hearing Jasmine's contemplative tone, Michael chuckled and continued, "I heard that Miss Doran has always looked up to Seraphine as an idol, someone to learn from, and that you respect her greatly..."

As if making small talk, Michael was avoiding the main point.

"That was in the past," Jasmine said.

"The past?" Michael repeated, then asked, "And now?"

"Now..." Jasmine was still smiling. "I think Ms. Arden... Seraphine Arden! She's just a bitch!"

Jasmine kept her smile, but her words changed Michael's expression.

How could she have such a negative opinion?

Michael had only wanted to steer the conversation, eventually leading to Alexander and Seraphine to test if Jasmine had discovered or suspected anything.

He didn't think Jasmine and Seraphine's relationship was negative, at least not at the moment. After the wedding ceremony, during the various chats, there were times when Seraphine and Jasmine were present together, and they both seemed perfectly normal.

Michael's face paled slightly. He couldn't imagine why Jasmine and Seraphine would have had a falling out.

It couldn't be that Jasmine knew about Alexander and Seraphine's relationship. If that were the case, with Jasmine's temper, she would have already started a war with Seraphine. She wasn't the type to endure and put on an act.

"Mr. Arison, you took the initiative to come over today... It seems you know about the relationship between my Alexander and that bitch," Jasmine spoke again, her words direct.

"You know?" Michael blurted out in response. He was utterly stunned!

"I do," Jasmine smiled, then said with a hint of a sigh, "This world is truly a strange place. If you didn't see it with your own eyes, who would have thought that a woman like Seraphine Arden would become a mistress, that she would fall in love with a man twenty years younger than her?"

After speaking, Jasmine lifted her coffee cup again, took a delicate sip, and looked at Michael with a deep gaze.

Michael couldn't process it. His mouth was slightly agape, his eyes wide as he stared at Jasmine. His mind was in chaos.

He couldn't believe it, nor could he understand... Jasmine was famous for her assertiveness and dominance. So how could she speak so casually, with a smile, about her boyfriend's affairs with other women?

She knew all along, and she... accepted it?!

"Miss Doran... I... you..." Michael gestured unconsciously with his hand. He quickly sorted through his thoughts and asked, "You can accept it? I mean... You can accept Mr. Ciotta, with Seraphine Arden..."

Michael had to confirm it. He could sense Jasmine's animosity toward Seraphine, but strangely, she held none for Alexander. She even used the possessive term "my Alexander."

"Alexander and I will get married in the future," Jasmine said with a gentle smile and a slow tone. "As for him having other women outside of our marriage, that's his business. He likes to have fun, so it's not really a problem."

"We have an agreement. I won't meddle in his affairs. His other women... I actually have a decent impression of them... except for Seraphine!"

"I promised my Alexander that I wouldn't cause trouble for Seraphine, and I trust that he can keep her in line. However... Mr. Arison, you know Seraphine's personality. Let's just hope she doesn't cross the line. She should be a good mistress and not come bother me!"

There was no anger in Jasmine's words.

Michael could be utterly sure that Jasmine truly seemed to have no issue with Alexander having other women. She only had a problem with Seraphine, perhaps because Seraphine threatened her position by Alexander's side?

This was...Terrifying! Utterly unbelievable!

How could Jasmine be so tolerant of a man? This was a woman who could defy her own family! A third-generation figure of James Sutherland's status was nothing but trash she looked down on in her eyes!

Yet, when it came to Alexander, she was...This clearly wasn't an issue with Jasmine's! It was Alexander—there was something about him!

"Miss Doran, since you know... I don't quite understand why you would accept it... just..." Michael took a long moment to recover before speaking again.

"Because my Alexander is unique," Jasmine smiled. "Mr. Arison, you don't really know him, which is why you find it so incredible. How should I put this... Alexander is, perhaps, more powerful than anyone realizes! He himself is an incredible man."

More powerful than anyone realizes? An incredible man?

"For example?" Michael asked.

"For example..." Jasmine paused, then smiled again. "Everyone is talking about that incident today. Shuan Real Estate."

Alexander had told Jasmine to improvise. She couldn't fully grasp his intentions, but she knew very well what she could and couldn't say to Michael.

And as far as Jasmine was concerned, she felt she could directly resolve the problem created by Alexander being with Aileen.

It was always Alexander doing things for her, Jasmine Doran. Alexander was even willing to destroy the Sutherland family for her!

Today, Jasmine was going to settle this matter for Alexander! He had prepared everything for her; it was all up to her performance.

"Shuan Real Estate? Henri and Claude Moreau?" Michael stared blankly, his mind unable to keep up. Jasmine was talking about how powerful and incredible Alexander was, so how did the conversation suddenly jump to Shuan Real Estate?

"Yes, them." Jasmine rested her hand on her coffee cup and smiled at Michael, her expression seeming somewhat... proud?

Proud of what? Proud of her man?

"They... what do they have to do with Mr. Ciotta?" Michael asked. He couldn't completely rule out a connection, but his mind subconsciously shied away from the most impossible conclusion.

"The Moreau brothers were arrested... Was Mr. Ciotta also involved?" Michael mused, asking another question.

"He wasn't just involved. He did it," Jasmine said with a faint smile.

"He did it?" Michael's voice rose, his eyes widening again. After a moment of suspicion, he said, "But wasn't that...The Second Master of Ashford..."

"The ones who made the move were Lucien Ashford and Eric Collins," Jasmine stated.

Silence.

Michael stared at Jasmine in a daze. He processed her words in his mind, and after a few seconds, he said, "Miss Doran, are you saying that it was Mr. Ciotta who had them do it?"

"More or less," Jasmine nodded.

Silence again.

It was just so unbelievable. This kind of thing should have been shocking. What was Alexander's status, and what was Lucien Ashford's? But because it was so over-the-top shocking, it induced a kind of mental numbness where one's thoughts couldn't keep up.

Jasmine clearly had no reason to lie.

And the relationship between Alexander and Lucien Ashford... Michael couldn't even begin to imagine it. He couldn't fathom why Lucien would do things for Alexander.

"Mr. Ciotta and Lucien are..." Michael asked.

"Friends," Jasmine replied with just that one word. In truth, she didn't really know how far Alexander's relationship with Lucien had developed.

She only knew that Alexander was up to something big, and it was getting bigger and bigger!

"Why?" Michael asked again after another two-second pause. "If what you're saying is true, Miss Doran, then... why would he go after Shuan Real Estate?"

"Because of Ashley."

"Who?"

"Ashley Carter. You wouldn't know her, Mr. Arison. She's one of Alexander's little lovers, still in college in Boston. A few days ago, due to some incident, Ashley got into a conflict with Henri Moreau's son, Mathieu Moreau..." Jasmine explained briefly.

Michael stared at Jasmine, his expression frozen and silent. Because what she was saying was just so damn absurd.

Alexander, for the sake of one woman, had mobilized such a massive network involving the Ashford and Collins families to directly destroy a subordinate business family loyal to the Ariel Family?!

It had sent massive shockwaves through Boston's upper echelons. Countless rumors were flying.

The relationship between the Ariel and Ashford families had also started to become tense. If things escalated, it could even lead to a war between major families, a battle of mutual destruction.

All for a little lover, a female college student?

Jasmine picked up her coffee cup again, took a slow sip, and even turned her head to glance at the scenery outside the floor-to-ceiling window.

"Miss Doran, are you sure? Mr. Ciotta went after Henri and Claude Moreau for that... Ashley Carter?" Michael asked again, his face looking very wrong.

"The cause was indeed Ashley," Jasmine said as she set down her cup. "However, as for how my Alexander arranged things afterward, whether he leveraged the situation to set other things in motion... for the specific details, you can ask him, Mr. Arison."

Michael's expression changed again. He could tell that it seemed even Jasmine didn't know some of the specific details.

Jasmine only knew the cause and the result. For the actual process, she wasn't involved!

Seeing the change in Michael's face, Jasmine paused for a moment before smiling and speaking again, "Alexander, he dotes on his women. Although he never says sweet nothings and never makes any promises, the things he does for his women...And how protective he is... if you haven't experienced it firsthand, it's hard for an outsider to imagine..."

Jasmine's words seemed to carry a hidden meaning.

This made Michael think of his own daughter. More than ten days ago, while Michael was away on a business trip, Aileen had miraculously secured majority support at a board meeting and successfully seized power.

And just the day before that happened, Alexander had taken Aileen away from this very club.

Yesterday, Alexander had a long talk with Michael about wanting to destroy Golden Fortune's second-largest shareholder.

Michael had initially thought it was all Jasmine's doing.

But at this very moment, based on what Jasmine was saying and her attitude toward Alexander having other women, Michael suddenly had a startling realization... it might have all been Alexander's doing.

But that was impossible. Someone with Alexander's background couldn't possibly have that much power!

But Jasmine had just said it: Alexander was incredible!

This speculation was all based on the premise that something was really going on between Alexander and Aileen!

"Miss Doran, is there more?" Michael looked at Jasmine and spoke once more. He calmed his emotions and managed a smile. "I'd be very interested to hear more about Mr. Ciotta's... incredibleness."

"There's a lot more," Jasmine said with a faint smile, as if eager and proud to be boasting about her man in front of such a wealthy guy. "For example... have you seen the news that just broke today, Mr. Arison? This afternoon's news."

"This afternoon? What? What happened this afternoon?" Michael said, subconsciously pulling out his phone.

"You can take a look first, Mr. Arison. It's all over the internet," Jasmine said.

Michael looked at his phone, tapped a few times, and opened social media.

A bombshell piece of entertainment news had already rocked the entire internet, its momentum even eclipsing the news about Alec Nota and Charlotte Langford that had been buzzing for days.

The news had broken at one o'clock this afternoon. It was still brewing, and the entire internet was in an uproar! It was the number one trending topic.

—Miles Corbett Cheating with Lena Blackwood.

Superstar Miles Corbett, a top-tier male actor in the entertainment industry. A Best Actor award winner for both film and television. The number one male star of Zenith Media, one of the three major domestic media giants. He himself could be considered a high-level executive at United Media, as he was a minor shareholder.

Compared to the "Great Demon Queen of Music," Charlotte Langford, Miles Corbett's status in the entertainment industry was arguably a step above. Charlotte's popularity was unrivaled, but Miles had more seniority. Both were top figures in the entertainment world, and the one with more seniority held a higher status.

Of course, Michael knew who Miles was. Although he rarely watched TV or movies.

It was hard not to know a household name and nationally recognized actor like Miles.

The internet was still exploding. Because Miles had always maintained a "good family man" persona, the public outcry after the news broke with solid proof was no less intense than when the rumors of Charlotte Langford being a mistress were exposed.

Michael scrolled through his phone, glancing at the news.

The whistleblower was the number one paparazzo, Tommy Calder, who had directly released irrefutable photos and videos. The internet was now a sea of condemnation. From a public opinion standpoint, it was certain that Miles was ruined. There were even reports that Zenith Media's stock price had fallen as a result.

This news didn't cause any change in Michael's expression.

He didn't care about matters of the entertainment industry. People like him, or rather, top-tier businessmen, the kind of people attending Frank Delaney's wedding today, wouldn't pay much attention to this sort of thing unless they had some connection to Zenith Media.

"This matter..." Michael said, looking up at Jasmine. He paused for a moment, then said, as if half-joking, "Don't tell me Mr. Ciotta did this, too? For which one of his lovers?"

"Charlotte Langford," Jasmine said directly.

The world fell silent again after Jasmine uttered the name "Charlotte Langford."

Michael's expression froze instantly. For a moment, he even wondered if he had asked the wrong question or simply misheard.

Looking at Jasmine, Michael's eyes flickered, and his face began to contort through a series of expressions. He even started to suspect that she was lying to him.

It wasn't a genuine suspicion, but what Jasmine had said was just too hard to believe.

"Miss Doran, you mean..." A full half-minute passed before Michael spoke again, his words slow and halting. "You're saying... Miss Charlotte is Mr. Ciotta's mistress, and to help her, Mr. Ciotta had someone spread the scandal about Miles Corbett?"

As he finished speaking, his disbelief grew even stronger.

There was more than one thing that didn't add up.

Setting aside the actual relationship between Charlotte and Alexander, why would Charlotte want to... make a move on Miles Corbett?

Although Michael didn't follow the entertainment industry, he was aware of the dealings between major corporations and powerful factions. He knew that the Langford family's Aurora Entertainment and Zenith Media were mortal enemies.

But Charlotte didn't work at Aurora Entertainment; she had struck out on her own. If Aurora Entertainment wanted to take on Zenith Media, there was no reason for Charlotte to be the one to do it.

It just didn't make sense.

The relationship between Alexander and Charlotte made even less sense!

While the Langford family wasn't an aristocratic powerhouse, they were one of the significant financial conglomerates. Due to their geographical location, the Langfords had access to the highest echelons of power. The entertainment industry was just one of their many businesses. And setting aside her celebrity status, Charlotte was hailed as the "hundred-billion-dollar heiress"—a top-tier socialite in the truest sense of the word.

In comparison, even Seraphine Arden's status couldn't hold a candle to Jasmine's as the eldest granddaughter of the main branch of the Doran family. But Charlotte's definitely could!

The fact that Jasmine, with her background, had fallen for the penniless, powerless, and background-less twenty-two-year-old Alexander had been a sensational topic in New York for a long time and was already baffling enough.

And now Charlotte, too?!! Moreover! The word Jasmine used was "mistress".

She had previously stated that she would marry Alexander in the future.

Would someone like Charlotte be willing, be content, to be a man's mistress with no official title?!! Even making the most extreme assumption that she was willing, her family would never agree.

Charlotte was not Jasmine Doran.

There were no rumors of Charlotte daring to defy her family, no stories of her having the same kind of iron will as Jasmine.

"That's more or less it." Jasmine looked at Michael with a faint smile. She also slowed her speech, but her tone was conversational. "A while ago, the audio files for Charlotte's new album were leaked, causing a huge stir online. I imagine you've heard about it, Mr. Arison?"

"I saw the news," Michael nodded.

"And then there was the cheating scandal between Charlotte and the genius musician, Alec Nota..." Jasmine continued. "The mastermind behind both of these incidents... was Zenith Media."

This wasn't something Jasmine had deduced on her own.

Instead, after Tommy had dropped the bombshell online a little after one o'clock that afternoon, some of the wedding guests had started discussing Miles Corbett. Not the big bosses, but the family members they had brought with them, mostly young people. Mia Murphy had even wandered over to chat with Aileen about it.

Jasmine, however, knew that today, August 2nd, Tommy was initially supposed to expose the scandal of Charlotte's private meeting with a mysterious man. Tommy had even posted a teaser about it a while back.

But it had been switched to Miles Corbett.

Tommy was now Alexander's subordinate, a fact she was very clear on. They had even founded a company together, with Ashley holding Alexander's shares on his behalf.

It was also highly unusual for Tommy to dare expose Miles's dirt. That would mean openly and completely tearing all ties with Zenith Media.

Therefore... it must have been Alexander's arrangement. As a result, Jasmine had a brief chat with Alexander and learned some key information. She didn't ask for more; she couldn't be bothered.

"In other words, Zenith Media made the first move, so Mr. Ciotta retaliated..." Michael mused.

"Correct!" Jasmine nodded, then smiled again. "And I estimate this is just the beginning. Knowing my Alexander's personality... the real show is yet to come!"

The first inconsistency, or rather, the first question, now had an answer. But there was still the second one!

It was the most crucial and the hardest for Michael to believe.

"Then... Mr. Ciotta and Miss Langford... they..." No matter how Michael thought about it, it seemed impossible. Alexander and Charlotte didn't even have the opportunity to meet frequently. It wasn't like his situation with Jasmine; Alexander was a New York local, and Jasmine had been running her company in New York for 4 years. Hence, the basic conditions for them to be together existed at least.

They could see each other often.

But Charlotte was based in Chicago. Even if Alexander had been there on a business trip, he couldn't possibly have met Charlotte in just a few days, could he? And developed a relationship as lovers?

Keep in mind that just over a month ago, Alexander had only graduated from university.

"You've heard of Alec Nota, I suppose, Mr. Arison?" Jasmine asked, turning the question back on him.

"Of course," Michael nodded. "He's the most famous person online these past few days. My wife even talked to me about him. She's listened to his songs and said his compositions, his piano pieces, are of an exceptionally high level."

"Don't you think, Mr. Arison, that Alec Nota has some connection to my Alexander?" Jasmine asked with a smile.

"A... connection?" Michael was taken aback. "Ciotta... Alec Nota..Alexander.....Ciotta....Nota?!" He muttered the names after asking, his eyes widening rapidly as he blurted out, "They're the same person?"

"That's right." Jasmine smiled, a hint of pride coloring her tone. "He's just dabbling in music. Although the internet calls him a prodigy, a genius, and some say his talent is a once-in-a-century phenomenon, he's really just playing around. Maybe it was for Charlotte, or maybe he had other ideas..."

"That woman, Charlotte, she's been thoroughly taken by my Alexander. She's beyond saving," Jasmine said, pausing for a thought before continuing. "Although she doesn't dare admit it to me yet, she's already decided to transfer 50% of Bluecrest Music shares to my Alexander. For free, as a technology investment. I estimate... Charlotte and my Alexander... whatever should or shouldn't have happened, has already happened. And what's more, she's already thinking about the next time..."

As she said this, Jasmine's tone became much more nuanced, and the corner of her mouth twitched involuntarily.

Michael stared at Jasmine with a stiff expression, silent, as if he suddenly didn't know what to say.

His conversation with Jasmine hadn't lasted long, but the amount of information he'd received was immense. He needed a moment to digest it.

Jasmine picked up her coffee cup again and sipped it leisurely.

After a long while.

"Miss Doran," Michael finally spoke again, his expression much more serious and earnest. "Over ten days ago, Aileen secured majority support at the board meeting. Even Harry Bennett..."

"Alexander arranged it," Jasmine cut him off directly.

Michael paused for a few seconds, then asked, "Yesterday, when Mr. Ciotta went to Golden Fortune, regarding Gavin Stone..."

"That was him, too," Jasmine interrupted again.

They had already talked this much; there was no need for pleasantries. Nor was there any need to hide anything. That's right, Alexander did it all!

"How did he find out? All of that, so much..." Michael asked again.

"I'd like to know that too." Jasmine smiled faintly. "It's incredible, isn't it? I think so too. Remember my earlier assessment of him? He's very powerful, very incredible. There's something... very unique about him. That's all I can say. If you're still interested, Mr. Arison, you could go ask Seraphine Arden. Her experience should be even more profound than mine."

Jasmine didn't know the specifics of what Alexander and Seraphine had discussed during their first meeting.

But she was confident that Seraphine must have witnessed Alexander's more "supernatural" side. Otherwise, there was no way she would have developed a relationship as his mistress on the very first day they met.

The cafe fell silent once more.

About ten seconds later.

"Is Aileen, too?" Michael looked into Jasmine's eyes. "His lover?"

Alexander hadn't given him an answer earlier, so Michael was now asking Jasmine. He felt that she would probably tell him the truth; after all, she had already told him so much.

All those things about Alexander—his connections, his women, his incredible abilities.

In truth, Michael wasn't that concerned about all that. Comparatively, he was still more concerned about his own daughter and what her relationship with Alexander truly was.

Jasmine met Michael's gaze, fell silent for a moment, and then smiled. "Mr. Arison, you know I'm Alexander's girlfriend. Since you're asking me this question to my face, I think... You already have the answer in your heart, don't you?"

Jasmine didn't answer Michael's question directly. But her words were as good as an answer. It was a tacit admission.

Michael, who had been so shocked and whose expression had changed repeatedly upon hearing about Alexander's affairs, now showed no change in his expression at all as he faced the answer to the question that concerned him most.

Just as Jasmine had said. He already had his answer.

From the moment Jasmine said she didn't care if Alexander had other women, Michael had been sure. With his intelligence, he could naturally deduce that Jasmine had been covering for Alexander and Aileen all along.

"How long?" Michael's eyes flickered, his expression turning tranquil. There was no anger in his tone.

No one knew what he was thinking at that moment. Michael was deliberately hiding his emotions...

"Not long," Jasmine said with a smile. "It started the day my Alexander took Aileen from the golf course. That should have been the first time they met..."

Jasmine was once again speaking of incredible things.

The day Alexander took Aileen away, he confronted Mrs. Arison, who came looking for them that very afternoon, and the next day, Aileen seized power at the board meeting...

It was still just as baffling!

Yet Michael's expression remained unchanged. He'd heard so much that he was numb to it!

He knew that if everything Jasmine said was true, then this young man, Alexander, truly... could not be judged or measured by common sense.

Michael fell silent. He turned his head to look out the floor-to-ceiling window, his eyes narrowing slightly as he thought.

As the wealthiest man in New York, it was naturally difficult for him to accept the heir to his business empire becoming some man's mistress. And as a father, he also found it hard to tolerate his only daughter becoming a "homewrecker" with no future title.

If Michael had confirmed this yesterday, he would be furious right now. He felt he would have been! He would have developed immense hostility and wariness toward Alexander!

He would have used any means necessary to break them up, even if it meant falling out with Jasmine.

The most important things in his life, besides his family, were the business empire he had built with his own hands. And Aileen, who would inherit the group, was the embodiment of both.

He would not allow his daughter to be wronged. Nor would he allow his multi-billion-dollar business empire to be swindled away by a "pretty boy."

To make his daughter give up, he might have even immediately arranged a blind date or even a blind marriage for her. There were too many candidates. If he just dropped the requirement that the groom must marry into the family, countless sons of magnates and scions of powerful families would be breaking down the Arison family's door...

That was yesterday.

But now, having gained a partial understanding of Alexander, Michael's emotions were no longer so direct and straightforward. His thoughts had become extremely complex.

First, he could be certain that he didn't need to worry about Alexander swindling away the Golden Fortune Group he had spent half his life building. According to Jasmine, Alexander was such a god-like figure that the Arison family's assets, while not small, meant little to him.

To Alexander, money was perhaps truly just a number.

If Alexander wished it, setting other things aside for a moment, just look at the Moreau brothers... to save their own lives, they would probably be willing to give Alexander any amount of money.

The fact that Lucien Ashford was willing to do things for Alexander, even at the risk of offending the Ariel Family, implied a web of interests so vast it was unimaginable.

Therefore, putting aside the issue of money, the problem between Alexander and Aileen was more about their relationship and feelings.

Alexander's private life was quite a mess.

At least, that's how Michael saw it. Although it's said that men go bad when they get rich, Michael was a prime example of a rich man who hadn't. He and his wife had been in a loving marriage for thirty years.

The Arison family's upbringing was impeccable, so good that it was almost extreme.

Therefore, Michael couldn't understand his daughter's choice. How could she accept it? How could she be so willing?

He still found it hard to accept.

But he couldn't bring himself to get angry or have a falling out. He didn't even dare to rashly try to break up Aileen and Alexander. It wasn't that he was afraid of being caught in the middle, but that he now held a deep sense of dread towards Alexander.

"Mr. Arison isn't thinking of arranging a blind date for Aileen, is he?" Jasmine suddenly asked.

"Hmm?" Michael turned back to look at Jasmine.

"I think it would be best if you didn't, Mr. Arison," Jasmine said with a faint, soft smile. "Someone will die. I'm not talking about you, Mr. Arison, but... whoever dares to meet with Aileen, no matter who it is, they would probably... die."

Michael was silent.

He actually hadn't thought about arranging a blind date for his daughter; his thoughts hadn't gotten that far. He was still stuck on Alexander's methods and his daughter's attitude.

"Alexander is an interesting person," Jasmine said, looking at Michael again. "He's always full of surprises. But... to be honest with you, Mr. Arison, sometimes, even I'm afraid of him. It's not that he's harsh with me; he never is. On the contrary, he's always smiling, but..."

"I don't know if you can understand what I mean, Mr. Arison. Alexander always uses methods you can't comprehend to solve problems. Even after something has happened, you still don't know... what exactly he did, or how he did it. It can be terrifying."

"And his style..."

"Will James Sutherland die?" Michael suddenly interrupted Jasmine.

It was a thought that just popped into his head. Jasmine had just said that if Michael arranged a blind date for Aileen, the suitor would die. This made him think of Jasmine's own situation, with James Sutherland still relentlessly pursuing her.

"James Sutherland..." Jasmine murmured the name, a new quality entering her smile. "He probably won't live past this year."

Michael's pupils contracted.

He had truly just asked on a whim. He had hoped to use the question to get Jasmine to say more about Alexander, thinking he would get a different answer, perhaps about a different way Alexander would handle the problem.

Or perhaps he wouldn't handle it at all. There was no need. Jasmine herself had no interest in James Sutherland; he was just pursuing her one-sidedly.

But the answer Jasmine gave was...

Alexander was going to have James Sutherland killed?!

He found much of what Jasmine had said earlier hard to believe. But considering her identity, her style, and the fact that he could verify many of these things with a simple investigation, he didn't think she was lying.

Alexander must really be that capable. The best proof was her attitude toward Alexander!

Jasmine had pretty much poured her heart out to Michael today. Her "indulgence" of Alexander and the attitude conveyed between the lines all indicated that she was the woman most deeply "taken" by him.

For Alexander to have such an effect on Jasmine, his abilities and methods had to be on that level.

But now, when it came to James Sutherland…

This was a completely different matter!

Alexander had brought down the Moreau brothers' real estate company… To put it bluntly, Henri and Claude Moreau were just servants of the Ariel Family. Although one should consider the master before beating the servant, a servant was still a servant. When necessary, it could be abandoned.

But James Sutherland…

He was arguably the most untouchable scion among the third generation of the country's major families. This wasn't to say James Sutherland was exceptionally capable—he had some ability, placing him in the upper-middle tier among the many privileged young masters, and he couldn't be called a good-for-nothing wastrel.

But in terms of personal ability, Michael could look down on James's skills. He was even scornful of some of James's methods. Getting things done without offending people was truly impressive, and James was clearly not skilled at it.

The terrifying thing about James wasn't what he was like himself. It was the Sutherland family patriarch's favoritism toward him.

Years ago, James had broken the leg of a young master from the Devonte family. It was a huge incident, a disaster that even led to a conflict between the Sutherland and Devonte families. Yet, James didn't fall out of favor because of it.

Although there were many rumors explaining why the Sutherland patriarch favored James, they were just rumors. Outsiders could hardly know the specific reason, but the favoritism was absolutely real.

In this respect, not even Dante could compare to James.

If Dante were to cause some earth-shattering trouble, the Doran family would certainly protect him if they could, but Dante would definitely fall out of favor as a result.

The trouble James had caused, the people he had offended, were far too many. But he was still doing just fine. He was the number one figure of the Sutherland family's third generation.

Frankly, Michael even felt that James was harder to provoke than some of the second-generation power holders in the Sutherland family. As long as the Sutherland patriarch was alive, whoever dared to touch him, the Sutherland family would go after them with lethal intent, even at the risk of starting a war with other major families.

Michael stared at Jasmine, silent for a long moment. His brow furrowed slightly, then slowly relaxed. He spoke in a lighter tone, smiling, "Miss Doran, isn't that a bit of an exaggeration? I can sense your feelings for Mr. Alexander and your desire to protect him. You don't need to say these things to me. I already believe that Mr. Alexander must have some extraordinary qualities, but…"

Michael didn't finish his sentence. But his meaning was already clear.

He felt that Jasmine was hyping Alexander up, that she was exaggerating.

Jasmine smiled but didn't refute him. She picked up her coffee but didn't drink it, pausing for a moment before smiling. "Just as I said before… Alexander is always like this. Many things are only believed after they've happened, that he can actually do them…"

"Miss Doran…" Michael Arison began, then paused again.

The more he thought about it, the more he felt that Jasmine was just boasting about Alexander. But on second thought, there was no need to argue with her about this. Besides, he was more interested in hearing what else she had to say.

"James Sutherland… I believe you understand, Miss Doran. James himself is not much of anything. His talents are far inferior to yours, but he is not alone," Michael said, looking at Jasmine and choosing his words carefully. "Mr. Alexander… wants him dead?"

After asking, without waiting for Jasmine to reply, he continued, "But if James dies, the Sutherland family will probably go insane, won't they? If they can't find out who did it, then all suspects will face interrogation and death."

"It's also common knowledge that James has been relentlessly pursuing you, Miss Doran. Obviously, if he dies, Mr. Alexander would be the prime suspect!"

"Furthermore! James'sdeath would offend not only the Sutherland family but also your Doran family! This matter is related to you, Miss Doran. Your family might even be more desperate than the Sutherlands to catch the culprit and punish them severely."

"It will also implicate you. I know your relationship with your family isn't good; one might even say it's terrible. Although you and Mr. Dante are close, major family matters are clearly not for him to decide."

"Just now, I heard you say… I believe Mr. Alexander is a very wise person. How could he possibly commit such a disastrous act, disregarding the consequences, just because James is pursuing you?"

Michael Arison spoke at a measured pace, choosing his words carefully. His logic was very sound.

He seemed to be refuting Jasmine, but he was actually just trying to draw out more information.

He wanted to see what else she would say.

Jasmine held her coffee cup the entire time, subconsciously listening as Michael spoke. When he finished, she still hadn't taken a sip. She set the cup down, smiled, and then said, "Mr. Arison, the reason I can tell you these things today is because you'are Aileen's father, and you are also an entrepreneur I admire. I trust that you won't spread the contents of our conversation today, right?"

"Of course not," Michael said, his eyes flashing. Jasmine's words had piqued his interest because he had a feeling she was about to drop another bombshell.

"Actually…" Jasmine smiled. "My father came to New York some time ago and met with Alexander."

"Oh?" Michael's spirits lifted. Morris Doran had secretly come to New York?!

Comparatively speaking, Morris Doran was an even bigger figure than Lucien Ashford. He was the next head of the Doran family. And at just over fifty years old, it was even possible for him to advance further in the future.

"Your father met Alexander? He didn't object to you and Alexander?" Michael asked.

"He objected," Jasmine said, then added, "But, ever since my father had that one talk with Alexander, he no longer objects…"

"Hmm?" Michael was stunned and shocked, and for a moment, his mind went blank.

The amount of information contained in the statement that Morris Doran no longer objected to Alexander being with Jasmine was immense.

Everyone knew that the Doran and Sutherland families had begun cooperating four years ago. Although Jasmine had refused the marriage alliance, James hadn't given up. The Doran family had turned a blind eye to James's repeated attempts to sabotage Jasmine's business, indicating that they still wanted to facilitate the marriage.

So if Morris no longer objected to Alexander and Jasmine being together, then the Doran family and the Sutherland family…

Michael was stunned for a long while. He didn't even dare to speculate wildly.

"What… did Alexander and your father talk about?" Michael asked slowly, his eyes filled with shock and uncertainty.

"What did they talk about... I'm not entirely sure either," Jasmine said, her voice slowing as a strange expression crossed her face. "Alexander and my father had a private discussion. My brother and I weren't allowed to stay in the room. They talked for a good two or three hours..."

Michael's expression also grew strange. What Jasmine was saying was becoming increasingly incredible.

Michael could understand Morris not wanting Jasmine to listen in. The father and daughter didn't have a good relationship, and there were some things Morris wouldn't want to say in front of her.

But Jasmine had said it wasn't just her; Dante wasn't allowed to listen either.

"And then?" Michael prompted.

"And then... we had lunch together, and my father no longer objected to my relationship with Alexander. They probably had more contact privately after that, phone calls and such, but I don't know the specifics of what they discussed or what kind of partnership they have," Jasmine said with remarkable candor.

But in reality, she wasn't telling the whole truth. She knew part of what Alexander and Morris had discussed in private. Alexander had told her later—about the Sutherland family, about the Yorke family.

And that was a part she obviously couldn't tell Michael. Or rather, she couldn't be the one to tell him. The stakes were too high.

Michael looked at Jasmine, his expression unsettled. He couldn't quite process it. The more he thought, the deeper he delved, and he was already starting to consider the most impossible scenario.

If Morris knew that Alexander intended to kill James Sutherland, yet still accepted Alexander as his prospective son-in-law, it meant the Doran family would let things develop to that point...

The Doran and Sutherland families were already allies in name.

Even more so, the Doran family was already preparing to shift their relationship with the Sutherlands from allies to enemies. It was even possible that the Dorans would strike first to gain the upper hand.

Following this line of reasoning, Michael arrived at a shocking conclusion: Was the Doran family partnering with Alexander to take down the Sutherland family?!

It was still unbelievable. But only this speculation could make everything seem logical.

"Miss Doran, James came to New York some time ago. I heard his hand was crippled when he left. It seemed to be an accident..." Michael asked, his words laden with hidden meaning.

"You guessed right, Mr. Arison," Jasmine said directly with a faint smile.

Michael's pupils contracted again. It really was Alexander's doing!

"Does your father know?" Michael asked again.

"Of course," Jasmine nodded.

The Doran family was really going to make a move on the Sutherlands! Michael confirmed his suspicion.

Still... Michael couldn't for the life of him figure out what Alexander—a man whose ordinary family background was crystal clear—had used to persuade Morris. What kind of deal had he made with him? How could he convince the Doran family to abandon an ally like the Sutherlands and even become their enemy?!

Was it some kind of black magic?!

Michael was a businessman, and a supremely successful one at that. He understood a simple truth: there are no permanent friends, nor permanent enemies, only permanent interests.

So, what on earth was Alexander...

Jasmine glanced at her watch. She had talked with Michael long enough for today. It was already three-thirty in the afternoon; it was time for her to leave.

Michael noticed her movement. His fingers tapped lightly on the table out of habit as he said, "Miss Doran, I have one last question."

"Please, go ahead, Mr. Arison," Jasmine said, looking at Michael with a smile.

"Does your father... know about the relationship between Aileen and Alexander?" Michael asked.

"He should," Jasmine nodded. "My brother knows about it, so my father definitely knows too. However, we've never discussed it. He probably talked about it with Alexander."

"I see..." Michael nodded, lapsing into silence again.

Jasmine glanced out the floor-to-ceiling window, then looked back at Michael. "Let's leave it at that for today, Mr. Arison. I should be heading back..." As she spoke, Jasmine picked up her bag and stood up.

"Alright..." Michael replied, also rising to his feet.

They exchanged a few more polite pleasantries and shook hands.

Jasmine left. Michael turned to watch her leave and descend the stairs. He pondered for a while longer, then got up and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window. He turned to look to his front left. From this position and angle, he could see the main entrance of the club and its parking lot.

Soon, Michael spotted Jasmine.

Jasmine, accompanied by her bodyguards, walked into the parking lot, got into a car, and the motorcade drove away... Michael watched until it was out of sight before retracting his gaze.

He took out his phone and dialed a number. The call connected quickly.

"Where are you? I'm at the café. Yes... good... Where's Aileen?... Right, I need to talk to her. Mmm..." After a few words, Michael hung up and sat back down on the sofa.

He began to think again, his mind gradually drifting.


Chapter 43: Investigation.

Ten minutes later.

Clack, clack, clack... The slightly disorderly sound of high heels approached. It was Aileen and her mother.

"Dad, you were looking for me..." Aileen asked as she walked, subconsciously glancing at her mother.

Over half an hour ago, her mother had suddenly called her over for no particular reason, other than to introduce her to a few people.

They were also guests at Frank's wedding, wealthy businessmen from out of town.

Just now, her mother had taken a call from Michael and then brought Aileen over, saying something about needing to talk.

Michael turned to watch his wife and daughter approach. He looked like he wanted to say something, but then hesitated.

"What is it, Dad? What did you want to talk about?" Aileen asked again as she reached the table, her smile a little surprised as she glanced at her mother again.

Her mother met her daughter's gaze but said nothing, turning instead to her husband. She also didn't know what he wanted to discuss with their daughter.

She had lured Aileen away from Jasmine earlier on Michael's instructions, but she didn't know why. Michael hadn't explained it to her yet.

"What's wrong?" Aileen asked once more, her expression changing. Her smile was a bit stiff as she swept her eyes over her parents. She thought something significant had happened.

"What is it, dear?" her mother also asked.

"Well... let's go home first. We'll talk when we get back..." Michael said, standing up.

He was definitely going to talk to his daughter.

After his conversation with Jasmine, he felt he should talk to his daughter immediately. But after some thought just now, he decided there was no need to be so hasty. A talk was necessary, but not right now.

Michael was truly at his wits' end with his daughter, so whenever they talked, he had to be ready to make a decision. And right now, he was utterly unable to make one.

There were many things he needed to confirm.

Michael honestly couldn't believe that everything Jasmine had said was true. How could those incredible, almost bizarre things be real?

So he had to investigate. Investigate Alexander!

A little over two hours later.

At six in the evening, dusk was falling.

Heavenly Villa community in the west district of New York.

In the study, Michael sat behind his desk, his fingers subconsciously tapping the surface, light and thoughtful. Standing before the desk was a slender middle-aged man in his early forties, dressed in a black suit.

His name was Dean Upton. He was a loyal confidant who had been with Michael for nearly twenty years, serving as his personal assistant. He often handled private matters for Michael, including some that couldn't see the light of day.

The study was quiet for a long while.

Dean had been here for some time, summoned by Michael's phone call. But since he had entered the study, Michael hadn't said a word.

In situations like this... Dean knew his boss well. He knew this meant there was another critical task to be assigned to him.

"I need you to..." Michael finally looked up and spoke to Dean. "Investigate a young woman named Ashley Carter. She's a university student. She should... know Mathieu Moreau, the son of Henri Moreau, who just got arrested. They might be classmates... This must be handled with extreme care. Don't let anyone find out, and don't disturb her. Just... investigate her identity, all her information..."

"Rest assured, Boss, I understand," Dean said with a slight bow. His reply was quick and direct, though he was inwardly puzzled.

He had no idea why his boss suddenly wanted to investigate such a person.

"Also..." Michael continued, "Have someone monitor Zenith Media. I need a detailed file on them, and I want them under surveillance. I need firsthand information on any situation, any change at Zenith Media..."

"Yes, Boss!" Dean responded readily.

"Get to it. And be discreet."

"Yes, Boss."

Dean hurried away.

Michael watched him leave, his gaze growing distant again. He wanted to investigate Alexander, but not out of any malice or with any intention of targeting him.

He just wanted to confirm whether Jasmine's statement was true. Did Alexander really possess such great abilities?

It was tough to believe. So he had chosen two safe entry points.

Both Charlotte Langford's and Morris Doran's sides were unsafe. Michael wouldn't take that risk. If the Langfords or Dorans found out he was investigating them, it would be very troublesome.

Therefore, he chose Ashley Carter as his entry point to understand her identity and how her life had changed after becoming Alexander's mistress.

As for Zenith Media... Jasmine had said that Alexander's move against them, the exposure of Miles Corbett's scandal, was just the beginning. The real show was yet to come.

Michael wanted to watch this show. He wanted to see how Alexander would retaliate against Zenith Group, one of the country's three major entertainment and media giants.

What else was he capable of? Just how great were his abilities?!

After drifting off for a moment, Michael came back to his senses. He picked up his phone, scrolled through his contacts, and paused on Seraphine's number before dialing.

She answered quickly.

"Michael," Seraphine's gentle and sweet voice came through the phone.

"Seraphine, are you free? Let's have dinner tonight. There's something I need to talk to you about," Michael said.

"Tonight... I'm afraid I can't tonight," Seraphine said, drawing out the word. She then added, "How about tomorrow? I have plans tonight."

"You have plans? With whom?" Michael asked.

"A friend," Seraphine laughed.

"It's Alexander, isn't it?" Michael said.

The other end of the line went silent.

Seraphine's mental fortitude was unyielding, but even so, Michael's question had startled her.

The root of her shock wasn't so much the fear that her relationship with Alexander would be exposed—that was certainly a concern, but not to this degree.

The real issue was that many of Seraphine's connections were built on the assumption that she was single.

None of her suitors were simple characters.

So, if word got out that she was no longer single, it would have a massive impact on her career and even her life.

"...Michael, you're so funny," Seraphine said softly after a two-second pause.

"Miss Doran told me everything. About you, about my Aileen, she told me everything..." Michael said bluntly.

The line went silent again.

For about three seconds.

"...Eight o'clock tonight, at House of Lai restaurant," Seraphine said, just as bluntly.

"Good," Michael nodded.


Chapter 44: Preparations.

In the North District, G Villa Community.

Sophie Hale, wearing an apron, was busy in the kitchen. She had already prepared five dishes and had three more to go. She and her daughter, Isabelle, normally wouldn't eat so much—two dishes were enough for them. But with an extra person today, she had made more.

Alexander was here.

In the living room, Alexander sat on the sofa, watching a TV series.

He had arrived in the afternoon. It was the weekend, and Alexander was taking a rare moment to relax. Attending Frank's wedding hadn't been draining; compared to the long talk he'd had with Michael Arison yesterday, Alexander had barely said anything important to him today.

Jasmine had handled things perfectly.

Coming to Sophie's place this afternoon was also a way for Alexander to unwind.

He tutored Isabelle in drawing, then assigned her an exam. Alexander had spent the whole afternoon at Sophie's, doing nothing but watching TV, aside from taking a call from Charlotte about the trending topic of Miles Corbett online, and another from Jasmine.

Alexander rarely did anything without a purpose.

Even though he often approached his new life with a playful, world-weary attitude, he still wanted his life to be more interesting.

Not just "lying flat." His visit to Sophie's today was genuinely for relaxation, but it wasn't without meaning.

"Teacher, Teacher... I'm done drawing..." Isabelle's voice suddenly came from upstairs, accompanied by the sound of frantic running.

Isabelle came jogging down the stairs, holding her newly finished "homework." She was still in her PJs, looking very much at home, her hair a bit messy.

"Teacher..." Isabelle ran to the sofa in a mad dash and handed the sketch to Alexander. "Teacher, look, look..."

Alexander picked up the remote, paused the show, then took the sketch to examine it.

This was the test Alexander had set for Isabelle.

To draw the scenery outside her second-floor bedroom window. Alexander would grade it and had promised that if Isabelle scored over sixty, Sophie would buy her a gift.

This had Sophie's full support. But if she scored below sixty, Isabelle wouldn't be allowed to leave the house for the next three days.

This also had Sophie's full support.

While Alexander examined the drawing, Isabelle hopped onto the sofa, curled up beside him, and casually draped an arm over his shoulder. She tilted her head, looking back and forth between the drawing and Alexander.

She was observing Alexander's expression, worried she hadn't passed and would be grounded. She was completely under his thumb now; rebellion was not an option.

A minute passed.

"Teacher... how is it?" Isabelle asked a little timidly. When Alexander glanced at her, she grinned cheekily, trying to act cute.

"This drawing..." Alexander began, drawing out his words before delivering his verdict: "It's terrible."

"...Where... I was really serious... Teacher... Teacher, Teacher..." Isabelle protested, grabbing Alexander's arm and shaking it.

"However, considering your age, I'll give you 65 points," Alexander added with a smile.

"Yay!!" Isabelle leaped to her feet.

She was overjoyed.

Alexander tossed the drawing back to Isabelle, picked up the remote, and resumed the show.

"Mom! I passed! You're always telling me... I passed..." Isabelle, not even wearing slippers, grabbed her drawing, hopped off the sofa, and ran to the kitchen to show off to her mom.

Lately, Sophie had been on Isabelle's case almost every day, or more accurately, urging her to work hard and study well.

Isabelle was thoroughly tormented by her mom's nagging.

Ring, ring, ring...

His phone rang.

Alexander pulled it out, glanced at the screen, and answered with a smile on his face. "Sera."

"Jasmine Doran told Michael Arison everything! Michael asked me to dinner tonight to talk about it!" Seraphine's words came out in a rare rush, sounding a bit like she was tattling on Jasmine to Alexander.

Seraphine wasn't one for harsh words. She could do harsh things, but she never said anything unpleasant. As a result, even when she was complaining, her tone was gentle and soft.

"I know. I told her to," Alexander said with a laugh.

"Huh?" Seraphine was stunned. "Why?" she asked, completely bewildered.

After ending the call with Michael, she wondered whether Alexander was planning something, but couldn't figure out what.

They could have kept it a secret from Michael. Given his health, he'd be gone in a year or so at most. There was no need to ever let him know.

It would only invite a host of troublesome problems.

So, Seraphine's conclusion was—Jasmine Doran had lost her mind.

"Aileen wants a child, and it'll happen soon... We can't hide it forever," Alexander explained simply and softly.

"Ah..." Seraphine drew out the sound, then, after a pause, her speech quickened. "So what do we do now? I can't not see Michael, we've already arranged dinner... What do I say?"

"Just tell him the truth," Alexander laughed.

"The truth? But he... Michael... he..." Seraphine was truly stumped. Compared to Jasmine's composure, she found herself in a much more awkward position in this matter.

She was the 'other woman,' and her own daughter was already twenty.

Moreover, she had an excellent private relationship with Michael, and Alexander had THAT kind of relationship with Aileen. From her perspective, if Michael asked where her loyalties lay, she would be in a tough spot.

But all that was secondary. The most important thing was that Michael was the wealthiest man in New York, a respected "big brother" to her.

Seraphine was the type of person who cared deeply about interpersonal relationships.

Jasmine was the other extreme, living a much more carefree life than Seraphine.

"Didn't we already agree to meet tonight?" Alexander said with a slight smile.

"We did, and I was all ready for it, but then Michael suddenly... Are you saying you're coming tonight too?!" Seraphine realized halfway through her sentence.

She was utterly shocked. When they were chatting in the pavilion at Frank's wedding, Alexander and Seraphine had already agreed to meet tonight, and now...

"You... you knew Michael would ask me to dinner tonight?" Seraphine asked again. "Did you plan for the three of us to have dinner together all along?"

"I guessed," Alexander smiled.

"Well... alright! I've changed the time and place. Eight o'clock tonight, at House of Lai."

"Got it," Alexander said.

"...You really just guessed?" Seraphine asked again. She suspected Alexander could see the future.

"I really did," Alexander laughed. He wasn't lying. In his scenario, after Jasmine spoke with Michael, given Michael's private relationship with Seraphine, it was highly probable that he would ask to meet her alone for a conversation.

But it wasn't an absolute certainty. For example, if Michael were suddenly delayed by something else, he wouldn't have asked her to dinner today; it might have been tomorrow.

But for Alexander, it didn't matter which day Michael sought out Seraphine.

It wouldn't affect his plan to spend the night at Seraphine's.

Alexander and Seraphine spoke for a few more moments before hanging up. He went back to watching TV.

A few minutes later.

After her trip to the kitchen, returning the drawing upstairs, and washing her hands, Isabelle came back to the living room, bringing snacks with her.

"Teacher, want some..." Isabelle sat down next to Alexander and offered him the bag of chips in her hand.

"We're eating soon," Alexander said with a gentle smile, glancing at her.

"Hmph, suit yourself," Isabelle huffed lightly, popping a chip into her mouth as she also turned her attention to the TV.

"Hiss..." Isabelle soon let out a soft hiss because the show Alexander was watching was a bit bloody.

"Teacher, do you usually like watching this kind of stuff?" Isabelle asked.

"Just watching whatever."

Since he was watching, Isabelle didn't dare change the channel. She was also just waiting for food, so she watched along with him. Soon, Isabelle was engrossed. The show might be a bit old, from over a decade ago, but the quality was truly high.

The two of them watched in silence for a while.

Alexander glanced at Isabelle and saw that she was unconsciously eating chips, her eyes glued to the screen. A subtle look crossed Alexander's face.

This was a show Alexander had just started watching today. He had only watched the first episode an hour ago; this was the second.

It was a crime drama, and the main plot was... the female protagonist seeking revenge on her biological father.

Alexander had seen this show long ago. He knew that, in the end, the protagonist would succeed in her revenge.

Alexander never had the inclination to rewatch a show he'd already seen, because his memory was too good.

Today, he was watching this show on purpose. It was actually for Isabelle. As long as she liked it, she would search for it online and watch the entire series, even without him.

He was psychologically preparing her. Alexander's plan for Isabelle had changed.

Initially, Alexander didn't have any complicated plans for Isabelle Hale; Sophie Hale was the key to setting everything off. But ever since James Sutherland left New York crippled, Alexander had a new idea.

In the years of his bet with Jasmine, James had amassed a net worth of two to three billion. And initially, James had been relying on his family's resources to run his investment business. The assets he held, both directly and indirectly, openly and secretly, were in the tens of billions.

Compared to the Sutherland family's total assets, which were in the hundreds of billions, what James personally held wasn't a small amount. However, it was still only a tiny fraction of the family's wealth.

But... because James's right hand was crippled, the Sutherland family's patriarch, who doted on him, would give him more of the family's assets ahead of schedule.

Alexander had confirmed this point when he was chatting with Dante at Frank's wedding this afternoon.

Word had already gotten out from the Sutherland family's side.

The assets being transferred to James included some shareholdings in corporate giants. Although the ownership percentages were extremely low—some less than one percent, just a few tenths of a percent—true giants were on the scale of trillions, so even one percent was worth over ten billion.

The Sutherland patriarch also understood his grandson's extreme personality, so... he had also prepared a trust fund for James, an enormous one at that!

Alexander knew why the Sutherland patriarch favored James. He could also predict that James's assets would continue to swell for some time.

Therefore, if James died, the issue of inheritance would arise. And it would involve a massive amount of assets!

No matter how the various families preyed on the Sutherland family's assets, they could never drain them thoroughly. A lot of the money couldn't be seized, such as those tiny shareholdings in corporate giants. They were purely passive holdings, left untouched, making them difficult to acquire through maneuvering.

Isabelle was James's only daughter, or rather, his only descendant.

Legally, an illegitimate daughter enjoyed the same inheritance rights as a legitimate child. Isabelle would be the first-in-line heir to James Sutherland's estate.

James was unmarried, and his mother had passed away.

This meant the other first-in-line heir was James Sutherland's father. As long as things were appropriately handled and James's father died before him, Isabelle Hale would be the sole first-in-line heir to James Sutherland's estate!

Because Isabelle was still young, not yet an adult. So... after James's death, if everything went smoothly, the one who would ultimately hold his estate would be Isabelle's guardian—Sophie Hale!

Initially, Alexander hadn't considered the matter of James's estate, so there was no need to let Isabelle know about all that messy business. But now that he was thinking it, it would lead to one consequence... after James's death, Isabelle would find out who her father was. She would be an indispensable part of the inheritance process.

Therefore, Isabelle needed a certain degree of psychological preparation.

"Wow, the female lead is so cool!"

"Her dad is so evil... what a psycho."

"Hiss... she can't even hit him with that? What a useless gun... The screenwriter is a damn idiot..."

Alexander glanced at Isabelle, who was watching TV and exclaiming in surprise from time to time, and said, "Don't swear."

Isabelle immediately reined it in, gave Alexander a sheepish grin, and turned back to the show.

About twenty minutes later, dinner was served.

During the meal, Isabelle even took her bowl to the living room. She restarted the TV show from the first episode to watch it from the beginning.

Sophie didn't stop her.

Isabelle eating and watching in the living room also made it convenient for Sophie and Alexander to speak softly in the dining room about things Isabelle couldn't hear.

Around 7:30 in the evening. After finishing his meal, Alexander left.

He was rushing to the next event... The next event was supposedly a dinner, but it was actually a business event! There was no need to eat, and he wouldn't drink much either, because Michael couldn't drink much due to his health.

Jasmine had built on his groundwork, and now it was time to have a serious talk with Michael Arison.

Alexander went straight down the stairs to the villa's basement garage. Sophie had wanted to see him off, but Alexander didn't let her.

After he left, Isabelle, apart from calling out "Goodbye, Teacher," never took her eyes off the TV screen.

That TV drama was terrific! And she was at an age where she was curious about everything and sought out tension and excitement. A show with a strong female lead also made it easier for her to put herself in the character's shoes, and it even resonated with her on some level.

For example, Isabelle had grown up without a father and had been bullied by classmates in elementary school. This also appeared in the TV show heroine's flashbacks.

"Isabelle, what are you watching..." Sophie walked to the sofa and sat down next to her daughter. Just as she asked, she started nagging, "What show is so good that you can't even eat properly? You're not a child anymore. Your teacher came today... and you had no manners at all. Next time, if you..."

Sophie placed great importance on Isabelle's upbringing. Although she could sense that Alexander wouldn't mind whether her daughter ate properly or had good manners, many things weren't to be taken for granted just because someone else didn't mind.

"Aaaaah, I know, Mom, I know..." Isabelle said perfunctorily, her eyes still glued to the TV.

"Isabelle, I'm talking to you. Don't be like this in the future. Eat properly. Don't let people think you have no manners..."

"I didn't..."

"You didn't?"

"Mom, you're still lecturing me..."

"What's wrong with lecturing you?"

"I was just... not trying to interrupt you and Teacher," Isabelle turned to look at her mother with a grin, then subconsciously lowered her voice. "Mom, tell me, do you have a crush on my teacher..."

"Hiss! You brat, what are you talking about?" Sophie glared, looking annoyed.

It was the first time her daughter had dared to say something like this to her.

"You put on makeup today, and you even wore high heels. Who cooks at home wearing makeup and high heels? You only did it because Teacher was coming..."

"You brat, you're still talking, still talking..." Sophie grabbed a throw pillow and pretended to hit her daughter, her face flushing with anger.

"I was wrong, Mom, I was wrong..." Isabelle quickly admitted her mistake, but she was still giggling.


Chapter 45: Seraphine’s advice.

At 7:45 PM, the lights of New York City sparkled under the night sky.

In a private room on the second floor of the House of Lai Restaurant.

Seraphine Arden, dressed in a blue-and-white porcelain dress, sat alone. Her hand rested on her teacup, feeling its warmth, her gaze lost in thought.

She had arrived a full half-hour early. She didn't have much else to do; she had already made plans with Alexander, so she had canceled her original arrangements. Waiting here was the same as waiting anywhere else.

She was spacing out by herself.

Seraphine rarely did this. She was always busy, busy, busy. But today's matter had truly stumped her, and she was very worried. She wasn't concerned that anything terrible would happen; she trusted that with Alexander's abilities, he would handle everything well.

However, she didn't know how her relationship with Michael Arison would ultimately turn out.

Compared to the influential figures who pursued her with ulterior motives, Michael was very pure. Golden Group and Senlan Apparel didn't even have any business dealings... Seraphine truly considered Michael a friend.

There weren't many people Seraphine considered friends; she could count them on one hand, and Michael was one of them.

A lover was definitely more important than a friend. Not to mention, Alexander's significance to her couldn't be summed up by the word "lover." He was her first and only man in the truest sense.

Seraphine's joke back then wasn't really a joke. If she were twenty years younger, she really would have wanted to marry Alexander and compete with Jasmine.

Alexander was definitely her top priority. In fact, there was no second place to consider in this matter. There was no need to weigh anything. She would do whatever Alexander said.

But... Seraphine still hoped for the best outcome. If it wasn't necessary, she really didn't want to break off her friendship.

And she had no idea what kind of conclusion this matter would reach under Alexander's arrangement.

"Mr. Arison..." A bodyguard's voice suddenly sounded from outside the door, which was then pushed open. Michael Arison, dressed in a suit and leather shoes, entered. He had also arrived early.

Given Michael's habits and status, he was very punctual. He wouldn't be late, nor would he arrive early to flatter someone or make a point.

His early arrival today... Seraphine could sense Michael's urgency. He was very eager to understand certain things.

"Hi there," Seraphine stood up and gestured to him.

They didn't shake hands. It wasn't that they wouldn't engage in such pleasantries, but that was only reserved for when they hadn't seen each other in a long time. They had just seen each other today at the wedding.

"Seraphine, sit... sit..." Michael's tone was familiar as he gestured for Seraphine not to be so formal.

Seraphine sat down.

Michael also pulled out a chair and sat down, directly opposite Seraphine.

"Your wife didn't ask about you coming out at this hour, did she?" Seraphine spoke first, her tone very casual, yet she asked a question that seemed both normal and strange.

Such a question wouldn't be a problem for ordinary people; it was pretty standard.

But a big boss like Michael Arison was very busy and often ate out. He and his wife were also highly devoted to each other, so Mrs. Arison would never keep tabs on him.

"Seraphine, you don't have to try to get information out of me. My wife doesn't know about you, Aileen, and Alexander yet. I haven't told her, and I haven't talked to Aileen about it either..." Michael said, looking at Seraphine.

As he talked, he picked up the teapot and poured himself a cup of tea.

"Seraphine, how many years have we known each other?" Michael asked her.

"Over thirty years."

"Over thirty years..." Michael sighed with some emotion, his tone full of reminiscence. "I still remember the first time we met... I was nineteen that year, and I had just managed to open a small shop. At that time, Mr Owen had opened a new factory and booked the entire floor of the old Fun Hotel for a banquet. I went with a friend, pulling some strings to get in, just wanting to meet a few more people..."

"You were still in elementary school then, following Mr Owen around, right?" Michael asked. The "Mr Owen " he mentioned was Seraphine's father, Owen Arden, who was also the current chairman of Senlan Group.

The chairmanship was just a title.

Owen hadn't been involved in Senlan Group's affairs for many years. Because Seraphine was too outstanding, she had been the one to turn the tide and save Senlan when it faced a crisis. From then on, he listened to his daughter on everything.

Compared to Michael, Owen was one of the first people in New York to get rich, having started his rise in the early 80s. Michael, on the other hand, rose to prominence in the 90s.

As a daring and brilliant business prodigy, Michael was already on equal footing with Owen in New York by the early 2000s. However, there was a generational gap between them. Owen was now nearly seventy.

"Yes, I was in elementary school. The new factory... I must have been in the fourth grade. You have a good memory, you still remember..." Seraphine smiled.

In truth, she barely remembered when she first met Michael.

When she was young, she followed her father around and met countless people. Many who were nobodies back then had now become famous figures in New York.

Michael remembered it clearly because... his memory wasn't focused on Seraphine, but on Owen. At the time, he had practically shamelessly attended the banquet with a friend, hoping to meet a few more rich people, expand his network, and get them to buy into him and invest.

Owen didn't even know who he was back then.

In fact, Seraphine's impression of Michael, formed after he had made multiple trips across the world, from South Africa for diamonds to Myanmar for rubies and jade, caused a considerable stir, and some of the men with him had even died. It was after all sorts of incredible stories about this "young man", Michael Arison, began to circulate in New York...

At that time, many wealthy people in New York were discussing Michael, talking about how he had become fabulously rich in just a few short years. There were even rumors that Michael had blood on his hands, that he had killed people while dealing abroad. Seraphine had heard the adults discussing it...

But their deep friendship had only developed in the last ten years or so. It was after Seraphine divorced, returned home, and joined the Senlan Group.

"It's been so many years... I've gotten old, but you're still so young, Seraphine," Michael lamented again.

"What's this about being old? You're only in your early fifties," Seraphine smiled. "Looking at your spirit, if you told people you were forty, they'd believe you."

"Seraphine, you don't have to flatter me. Everyone knows how my health is. In another year or two, it'll be about time..."

"Hey, don't say such pessimistic things. You never know. Have you considered seeing a doctor abroad? Maybe..."

"What's the point? It's not like I haven't... This is fate. I've come to terms with it. For most of my life, I've been luckier than most people. If God wants to take me, I have to accept my fate. It's just... Aileen has only been at the company for a few years, and I haven't had time to teach her more. I can't let go..."

The private room fell silent for a moment.

Seraphine knew what Michael meant. She mulled it over in her mind, hesitating to speak.

"Seraphine, we've been friends for so many years." Michael looked into Seraphine's eyes. "Be straight with your old brother. Alexander... what's his deal?"

"His deal? What about it?" Seraphine asked in return. She wasn't playing dumb; she wanted to know which specific aspect Michael was asking about.

Alexander was a man who was abnormal in every way!

Michael, however, felt that Seraphine was playing dumb, and not without reason. He could sense a certain apprehension from her.

"I won't ask about him and Aileen. Let's just talk about you..." Michael paused, then continued, "Seraphine, how did you end up with him... as his mistress?" Michael's words were exceptionally blunt.

"He..." Seraphine began, a gentle smile on her face as she said half-jokingly, "He's handsome."

"Now you're just being difficult," Michael said, looking at her. "Who doesn't know how high your standards are? For so many years, since your divorce, how many men have pursued you? Some have more assets than your family, are willing to divorce their wives to marry you, and are willing to let you dictate the terms of the prenuptial agreement. You refused them all. But now you're willing to be Alexander's mistress without any official status? Because he's handsome?"

"Because of love," Seraphine offered a different reason.

Michael stopped talking and just looked at Seraphine.

Seraphine looked back at Michael, her smile slowly fading. She suddenly picked up her cup, took a sip, and, after putting it down, said, "Actually, I'm not sure what I'm allowed to tell you and what I'm not. So, it's hard for me to say..."

For Seraphine to state her thoughts so plainly... she truly considered Michael a friend.

Michael mentally processed her words.

Seraphine couldn't speak freely about Alexander. Did she need Alexander's permission to speak?

"As a friend, I actually want to give you a piece of advice. You might not like to hear it, but I feel I should say it," Seraphine spoke again.

"Advise me on what?"

"Don't be impulsive. We can discuss anything. Just don't be impulsive," Seraphine said seriously.

"...Are you trying to tell me not to provoke Alexander?"

"...Yes!" Seraphine nodded in agreement. After a pause, she added, "I really hope our friendship can continue. But if... a situation gets completely out of control, I can't guarantee that I'll be on your side..."

Michael knew Seraphine well. He knew she was a woman whose words usually made people feel comfortable, yet now she was saying something uncomfortable.

This meant she was absolutely serious!

Michael could also sense that Seraphine cared deeply about their friendship. She didn't want it to be destroyed over anything.

It was unimaginable what Alexander had done to Seraphine to make her act this way.

"You seem... afraid of Alexander?"

"...A little," Seraphine nodded, then smiled. "But it's more gratitude."

Michael clearly couldn't understand what Seraphine was grateful for.

And fear... Jasmine had bluntly said that afternoon that she was sometimes afraid of Alexander.

Jasmine was like this. And now Seraphine was too.

One thing was sure: neither of them was likely afraid because Alexander had threatened them. Although they had different styles, both were incredibly strong-willed at their core. They weren't the type to be threatened.

That left only one possibility.

Alexander himself—his abilities, his methods, his entire being—was extremely terrifying!


Chapter 46: Facing Michael Arison.

"Mr. Ciotta..." A bodyguard's greeting suddenly came from outside the door.

Alexander had arrived!

Michael Arison's expression changed slightly. He, of course, didn't know Alexander was coming, but judging by Seraphine's face, she clearly knew in advance.

Naturally, it was Seraphine who had notified Alexander.

Whether Seraphine had proactively asked Alexander to come, or if Alexander had heard about it and decided to come himself, Michael had no way of knowing.

Creak!

The bodyguard opened the door to the private room. Alexander, as always, was dressed in a suit and tie, smiling. Alexander never looked ordinary. In a suit, he gave off the impression of a wealthy young master, but anyone who had investigated him would know that his background was as ordinary as it could get.

"You're here," Seraphine said, standing up and greeting him with a sweet smile, glancing at her watch. Alexander was five minutes early, which counted as on time.

Michael, who was closer to the door, turned his body to the side. His expression was extremely calm, so calm that it was impossible to read his emotions.

Michael did not get up. Alexander did not shake his hand.

Clearly, under these circumstances, there was no need for the two of them to feign politeness.

"Haven't ordered yet..." Alexander walked to the inner side, pulled out a chair, and asked with a smile as he sat down.

"We were waiting for you," Seraphine said with a soft, sweet smile, her eyes full of brightness as she looked at Alexander. Her entire demeanor was more relaxed than before.

"Take a look, what would you like to eat..." After sitting down, Seraphine picked up the menu, opened it, and offered it to Alexander.

"Whatever you order. No one's really here to eat today anyway," Alexander laughed.

"That's true..." Seraphine laughed too, her beautiful eyes glancing at Alexander, seemingly giving him some kind of hint.

Michael saw everything.

He had known Seraphine for so many years and had never seen her act like this. It wasn't about her adopting a demure, girlish posture, but rather a kind of proactive behavior that wasn't entirely appropriate.

Michael truly admired Alexander's strong mental fortitude.

He could sit next to Seraphine without the slightest bit of awkwardness, speaking familiarly as if nothing special had happened, as if today were just a simple meal.

Seraphine ordered first.

She called over the bodyguard outside the door, who then summoned a waiter. Since no one really cared what they ate for dinner tonight, Seraphine ordered some of the restaurant's signature dishes, followed by wine. The wine was more important than the food.

Although Michael wouldn't drink much due to his health. And today's occasion wasn't suitable for heavy drinking. But it had to be there.

Seraphine ordered two bottles of the most expensive red wine. It would probably take a few minutes for the wine to be brought over, so after the waiter left, Seraphine poured a cup of tea for Alexander.

Michael remained silent, his gaze fixed on Alexander.

As Seraphine poured tea for Alexander, he picked up his own teacup and silently took a sip, but his eyes never left Alexander.

"Mr. Arison, aren't you going to say something?" Alexander rested his hand on his teacup and smiled at Michael. "Jasmine called me and told me about what happened this afternoon..."

"...Is everything Miss Doran said true?" Michael asked, putting down his teacup. His movements were slow, and his speech was unhurried.

In truth, he hadn't figured out how to talk to Alexander at all.

He was completely unprepared!

For Michael, talking things out directly with Alexander required the same amount of mental preparation as talking things out with his own daughter.

Because he knew it was very likely the conversation would break down, reaching a point where a decision had to be made!

He didn't know whether Alexander would be troubled by this, but he himself would definitely be! If Alexander were an ordinary person, it would be simple, but Alexander was far from ordinary. Right now, Michael even had a feeling that if he fell out with Alexander, he might not be Alexander's match.

He also had many other subtle thoughts mixed in.

For example... why fall out? For his daughter's happiness? Or to protect the Arison family's business? Falling out might not achieve either of those goals, whereas not falling out might...

Michael had too many uncertainties in his heart.

He really wasn't ready.

"I'm actually not sure what exactly Jasmine told you. I didn't ask her to go into detail," Alexander said, looking at Michael with a smile. "But I think whatever she was willing to tell you should be true."

"Mr. Ciotta, you have truly... opened my eyes," Michael said, giving Alexander a slight smile before his expression quickly returned to its calm state.

"Mr. Arison, you're not the first person to say that about me..." Alexander smiled.

Their gazes remained locked.

Michael's gaze held no intimidation for Alexander. Still, on the other hand, Michael wouldn't avert his gaze just because he had heard about Alexander's various deeds.

As the wealthiest man in New York, no one in this city could make him, Michael Arison, back down. An outsider, no matter how powerful, couldn't overpower him, the local powerhouse. Even if Morris Doran came to New York, while Michael himself might not be a match, he could leverage his connections and even suppress Morris Doran.

Anyone who reaches the pinnacle in any major industry has connections that can truly reach the heavens.

In the field of gold and jewelry, Michael was someone who had reached the pinnacle!

To be honest, Michael was wary of many people, but this wariness usually affected the methods he used when taking action, rather than making him back down on major issues.

But now, whenever Michael decided on any significant, risky matter, he had to repeatedly consider the gains, losses, and the possibility of backing down, simply because... he really didn't have long to live.

The most important and solid connections of the Arison family existed because he was still alive. Once he died, they might disappear.

Whether it was a business family like the Arisons or those powerful and noble families, it was all the same. Once the older generation passed away, the strongest connections were rarely passed down.

That's why Michael would consider backing down. If it wasn't necessary, he didn't want to leave a mess for his daughter.

Michael didn't let his emotions show on his face.

"It's astonishing... At Old Delaney's wedding today, everyone was talking about the Moreau brothers' arrest. It was actually your doing, Mr. Ciotta. According to Miss Doran, it was because of a woman with the surname Carter..." Michael looked at Alexander, seemingly starting to make small talk.

"Do you believe that, Mr. Arison?" Alexander smiled and asked in return.

"It's hard to believe that Mr. Ciotta would cause such a huge incident just for that girl. But that's what Miss Doran said. Miss Doran didn't seem too sure if there was something else to it..." Michael said, looking at Alexander, his speech unhurried, his words laden with hidden meaning.

"There are some things Jasmine isn't clear about," Alexander smiled. "I don't think it's necessary for her to know. The more you know, the more pressure you feel. Besides, she's not very interested in those things..."

"What things?" Michael's eyebrows raised slightly as he met Alexander's gaze and asked.

This could no longer be called trying to get information out of him; he was asking directly!

He didn't know whether Alexander would answer, but he had to ask.

What kind of matter, what kind of benefit, could make Second Master of Ashford and Eric Collins act together, even to the point of falling out with the Ariel Family? The matter itself had nothing to do with Michael. Still, he wanted to understand what kind of skills and methods Alexander possessed.

This was extremely important!

Alexander looked at Michael and smiled. Michael's personality was truly interesting. He often spoke with extreme directness, yet his thoughts and ideas were exceptionally deep. This made it easy for people to guess the thoughts behind his words or the purpose of his questions. Still, it was also challenging to imagine what he would ultimately decide.

"Mr Arison, you are Aileen's father," Alexander said, smiling at Michael. "So I feel I must remind you of something. Once I say certain things and you hear them, there will be no turning back for you. You will have to choose. Are you sure you want to hear it?"

Alexander maintained his smile.

Michael's expression was calm, without a single ripple.

Alexander's words sounded like an absolute threat.

What "must choose," what "can't turn back"—Michael couldn't even remember anyone in his life ever speaking to him in such a tone.

But Michael also felt that Alexander wasn't threatening him, but rather stating a "fact": if Michael learned certain things, he would have to make a choice, and there would be no turning back.

The private room fell silent.

Ever since becoming the richest man in New York, it had been a long time since Michael had felt such apprehension. He wanted to understand Alexander before making a decision, but now he was stuck.

The atmosphere wasn't exactly oppressive.

Alexander habitually maintained his flawless smile.

But in his heart, Michael already felt a great stone weighing him down.

The most nervous person in the room, however, was not Michael—what he felt wasn't nervousness... The nervous one was Seraphine. She hadn't expected Alexander to push Michael into such a corner so directly.

If the situation truly spiraled out of control, she, being in Alexander's camp, would not show Michael any mercy. But to act against her friend like that would be deeply painful for her.

She still hoped that things could develop in the best possible direction, toward a win-win outcome.

The silence lasted for a full minute.

Michael's hand touched his teacup several times, but he never picked it up.

Knock, knock!

A knock on the door broke the silence, and a waiter entered immediately. "Pardon the interruption..." He was here to deliver the wine.

Everyone in the room appeared perfectly normal, but of the three seemingly normal people, only Alexander was truly relaxed, his outward appearance matching his inner state.

The waiter opened the wine and poured it.

Two bottles were brought up first. One was for drinking directly, while the other was poured into a decanter and set aside.

After the waiter left, the door to the private room closed once more. The room fell silent again.

Michael looked at Alexander again, a subtle change in his expression, though he remained largely calm.

Seraphine felt like her heart was about to leap out of her chest. She was afraid things would suddenly "snap." The last time she had felt this way... was actually not long ago, during her first conversation with Alexander.

She observed Michael's expression, then suddenly glanced at Alexander before her hand shot out to steady her glass. In a gentle, sweet voice, she said, "Let's have a drink first. It's rare for the three of us to get together for a meal alone..."

The atmosphere was broken once again.

Seraphine couldn't take it anymore. She couldn't just sit by and watch as things might develop in a "worse" direction.

As she spoke, Seraphine stood up with her wine glass and raised it in a toast.

Alexander smiled and also picked up his red wine glass. Michael couldn't possibly slight Seraphine, so he raised his glass as well.

All three of them stood up.

They gestured to each other with their glasses, and Alexander even clinked his with Seraphine's. This glass of wine... all three of them merely took a small sip.

After putting down his glass and sitting down, Alexander glanced at Seraphine, a subtle nuance touching the corners of his smile.

Seraphine noticed, and a flicker of unease flashed in her eyes.

She knew that Alexander must be aware of her thoughts and intentions, but she didn't know if he would allow her to do this. She was forcing the issue.

She hoped she could stop Michael from walking toward his own destruction.

"Are you familiar with the Moreau brothers?" Seraphine asked, looking at Michael as she subconsciously raised a hand to smooth her hair.

"Not familiar. I can only say we've met..." Michael replied. "The most recent time was probably last year, at the Entrepreneurs' Summit held in the capital..."

"I'm not familiar with them either. Frank is probably quite close to them," Seraphine said with a smile, her voice as gentle, sweet, and natural as ever.

"But from what I know, the reason the Moreau brothers have been so successful these years is largely thanks to their connection with the Ariel Family. Henri Moreau is somewhat capable..."

In Seraphine's words, Henri was only "somewhat" capable. She was qualified to say so.

Although the Arden family's assets weren't that much greater than the Moreau family's, building an empire on one's own merits was a completely different concept from getting rich by clinging to a powerful family.

Someone like Henri was too deeply entangled with the Ariel Family. If the Ariel Family wanted to crush him, they could do it in an instant. If Henri had started out by acting like a dog to get ahead, now, being a dog was his only option. He had no power to resist at all.

Seraphine and the Arden family didn't have this problem.

Michael and the Arison family didn't have this problem either.

In fact, highly successful entrepreneurs like Seraphine and Michael didn't really look up to the likes of the Moreau brothers, especially given the brothers' abysmal reputation.

"However... I've also heard that Henri Moreau..." Seraphine began recounting what she had heard about the Moreau brothers or their company.

The news of the Moreau brothers' arrest had just broken today, so they were indeed a topic that could be discussed for a long time.

And Seraphine had heard plenty of rumors about them.

Even though Shuan Real Estate had never developed properties in New York and rarely came here, Seraphine would still know. Once you reached the level of a multi-billionaire, your network of connections and contacts spanned the entire country.

At various banquets and dinner tables, the idle chatter of billionaires wasn't actually that different from that of ordinary people. They would also "gossip"—it's human nature. The only difference was that the subjects of their gossip were people at their own level.

Some secrets of the super-rich were even heard by ordinary people, let alone Seraphine, who was part of that circle.

Seraphine spoke slowly and softly, a smile on her face.

She chatted with Michael about the Moreau brothers, mentioning which member of the Ariel Family Henri was closest to, Henri's ruthlessness, and even an incident from many years ago when Henri had almost gotten into serious trouble.

A reporter had died in a car accident.

Henri had been too aggressive. Although he had covered his tracks perfectly, with no evidence pointing to him, public opinion was nearly stirred up by his business rivals. Henri couldn't withstand an investigation. It was the Ariel Family who had stepped in to smooth things over that time.

To the general public, this incident was a minor online ripple that quickly faded, attracting little attention.

But to those in the circle, everyone knew that Henri had almost been taken down. The one trying to get him at the time was a giant real estate group from the north, which had lost a land bid to Shuan Real Estate in Boston...

It was said that the Ariel Family had pulled some major strings to get the other party to back off.

Powerful families have always been highly protective of their loyal dogs. It wasn't just a matter of face, but also a means of maintaining the loyalty of their network of vassals.

Seraphine completely dominated the conversation at the table.

Her words didn't pass judgment on the right or wrong of Henri's actions, but the things she brought up all seemed to suggest that Henri Moreau deserved to die!

It was as if Seraphine was trying to find a "justifiable reason" for Alexander's act of destroying the Moreau family over a "small matter", sort of ridding the world of evil!

There was a hint of that. Michael could hear it.

He felt this was the main point of Seraphine actively bringing up the Moreau brothers, but it was completely unimportant. Everyone knew what kind of person Henri was, and Seraphine should know too. It was pointless talk... but she was saying it anyway.

That wasn't the point! The real point... seemed to be just within reach.

But Seraphine was holding the conversation's center of gravity, not letting the topic shift there.

Before they knew it, the dishes began to arrive.

They ate a little, drank a little, but the conversation remained the primary focus.

If they were to really talk openly about Shuan Real Estate, they could go on for a day and a night. Any single major rumored incident could be discussed for a long time.

Michael gradually understood... Because of what Seraphine had said before Alexander arrived, Michael had thought that today, Seraphine would definitely be on Alexander's side, speaking on his behalf.

Only now did he realize that Seraphine was trying to prevent him, Michael Arison, from saying the wrong thing.

The real point was still the things that allowed Alexander to make Lucien Ashford act. Yet, Seraphine had talked a lot while deliberately avoiding the very point Michael was most concerned about.

She didn't want Michael to bring up the topic again. This...Was it really that terrifying?!

Thinking about it carefully, a chill ran through Michael.

He didn't know if "those things" were terrifying, but from Seraphine's reaction, he could already tell that if he heard them, there would truly be no turning back. If he made the wrong choice, it would be over?!

Even Seraphine thought so? This made Michael's heart grow even more cautious in how he dealt with Alexander.

They chatted for over half an hour. Alexander seemed to maintain an attitude of "I'll tell you if you want to know, but I've warned you, it's up to you," and he didn't seem to mind Seraphine guiding the conversation.

Seraphine, however, was extremely cautious in controlling the pace of the talk.

Michael couldn't imagine what Seraphine had experienced or witnessed after meeting Alexander to become like this.

The only thing he could confirm now was that in Seraphine's eyes, Alexander's word was law! He truly made her afraid!

So Seraphine was trying to turn today's meal into pure small talk?

"...Actually, I think Henri was bound to get into trouble sooner or later. Even if he hadn't been arrested now, it would have happened eventually...Michael, do you remember that young starlet, what was her name, the one who jumped to her death... It was all over the internet at the time..." Seraphine, having had a little to drink, was in good form.

"I remember. She was in some TV drama... It was the year before last, right? That wasn't Henri, though. I heard it was his brother, Claude Moreau. He went too far and drove her to her death..." Michael said. He wasn't that old yet, just in his early fifties, and his memory was still sharp. Besides, it had only happened a few years ago.

"Yes.....The drama was called... an ancient history drama. I even watched a couple of episodes with my daughter..." Seraphine said, a rare trace of sarcasm appearing in her smile.

She was a woman, too, so when chatting about such things, she tended to be more emotional.

"Truly a scumbag. Who knows whether she jumped or was thrown off? How insane... The Ariel Family smoothed that over, too. Henri really is a good dog for the Ariel Family, to make them protect him so much..." Seraphine said.

"Money that comes too easily can make one lose their mind," Michael commented.

"It wasn't Claude Moreau," Alexander interjected at this moment. He had occasionally chimed in during the small talk, but he had mostly been listening.

"Hmm?" Seraphine turned to look at Alexander, stunned.

"Not Claude Moreau?" Michael also looked at Alexander.

"It was Barry Ariel and a few of his degenerate friends. They were partying hard at a hotel that night. The actress was filming in Boston that day and staying at the same hotel. She was tricked into going there by an acquaintance who acted as a middleman. They forced her to jump."

"After she fell, she was discovered quickly, and photos were posted online. They couldn't cover it up. In the end... it was Henri who had someone release information pinning the blame on his brother, Claude. The rumors all targeted Claude, basically taking the fall for the Ariel Family. But Claude wasn't even there that day, so nothing could be traced back to him. The Ariel Family then used its influence to quell the public opinion, and the matter was dropped..."

Alexander briefly explained the situation. The operational details were unnecessary; everyone understood how to shift the focus of rumors and find a scapegoat.

"Barry Ariel... didn't he go abroad?" Seraphine said after a moment of thought.

She had heard of Barry Ariel, a third-generation member of the Ariel Family and a notorious wastrel. In fact, powerful and noble families rarely produced wastrels. James Sutherland wasn't a wastrel; he had psychological issues, but was not incompetent.

Barry Ariel, however, was a wastrel in the truest sense. He was the only son of the fourth master of the Ariel Family, poorly raised, with no skills to speak of. He started causing trouble in his teens. Anyone familiar with the circles of powerful families would have heard of him.

In previous years, many of the Ariel Family's "jokes" were his fault. Things had only gotten better in the last two years. It was said he had gone abroad, and there had been no news of him since.

"He did go abroad," Alexander said, glancing at Seraphine. "It was because of this incident. He left the country half a month after that death. They said he was going abroad for further studies, but in reality, the Ariel Family had given up on him. He repeatedly failed to repent, so they sent him away. They set up a trust for him abroad, enough for him to live on, but he's not allowed to return to the country..."

"So that's how it was..." Seraphine listened, stunned. After a moment, she smiled. "The Moreau brothers truly are good dogs. I wasn't wrong..."

"Mr. Ciotta, how do you know all this?" Michael's voice suddenly cut in.

"I investigated it," Alexander replied, looking at Michael with a smile.

"Investigated..." Michael repeated the word. This once again reminded him that Alexander seemed to know many things, some of which, in Michael's view, were incomprehensible for him to know.

It was like that with the information about Gavin Stone. And it was the same with this Ariel incident.

When the incident went viral online, the public outcry was immense. Still, even within their circle, no rumor about Barry Ariel had surfaced. It couldn't be traced back to the Ariel Family. The rumors all said Claude Moreau did it. It was well-known that Claude played hard and wild, so everyone who heard the rumors believed it was him.

On what basis, then, would one investigate Barry? And investigate so thoroughly?

Or was he investigating Barry for other reasons and happened to uncover this?

But why investigate Barry Ariel? He held no significant position among the third generation of the Ariel Family. He was a marginal figure, famous only for the trouble he caused...

Moreover, Seraphine had just brought this up in passing. From her reaction to what Alexander said, it was clear she hadn't discussed this with him before.

Yet Alexander had directly stated the "truth."

This gave Michael a bizarre feeling. He felt that Alexander might know far, far too much about everything from all aspects. That was the only way he could state these facts so casually in an unprepared conversation.

If this were true, it would be truly otherworldly. And Alexander was only twenty-two years old!


Chapter 47: I know you well.

"Mr. Ciotta seems to understand the Ariel Family very well?" Michael asked, his thoughts racing.

"Well enough," Alexander said with a smile.

"Then..." Michael started to ask something, but stopped. He had wanted to ask about the Ariel Family, but he decided to skip it, because he had thought of a more accurate "test," one that was far more important to him!

"Then, Mr. Ciotta, do you understand me?" Michael asked, looking Alexander in the eye.

"I'd say I do," Alexander replied, meeting Michael's gaze with a smile.

"I..." Michael started to speak, then paused again. He propped his left arm on the table, unbuttoned the cuff of his suit sleeve and shirt with his right hand, and rolled them up...

Seraphine's expression changed as she watched.

It wasn't because Michael was rolling up his sleeve, but because she saw a centipede-like scar on his left forearm, at least ten centimeters long.

She had known Michael for so many years, yet she never knew he had such a scar on his arm.

"Mr. Ciotta, do you know how I got this scar?" Michael asked, staring intently at Alexander.

Michael only showed Alexander the scar for a moment before letting his arm rest naturally on the table. He looked into Alexander's eyes, refusing to believe that Alexander could know where this scar came from.

So-called 'otherworldly' was just the mind's forced explanation for things it couldn't comprehend.

Any normal person would find it difficult to actually believe in the existence of something beyond logic from the bottom of their heart.

Michael didn't believe it. And in this world, including Michael himself, only three people knew about the scar on his arm.

The other two were his wife, Mrs. Arison. And his brother in life and death, the Senior Vice President, President of Operations, and fourth-largest individual shareholder of Golden Fortune Group, Robert Langston.

Neither of them would ever betray him.

Only three people knew of the scar's existence. Michael never wore short sleeves; even Aileen didn't know her father had this scar.

And as for the detailed origin of the scar, besides Michael himself, only Robert knew. Even Mrs. Arison wasn't clear on the specifics. When she married Michael, the scar was already on his arm.

Michael had only said he was injured in the past, without giving a detailed explanation.

"This scar...it's very old," Alexander began with a smile.

"Do you know its specific origin, Mr. Ciotta?" Michael pressed, his question more precise.

"It looks like it was cut by something..." Seraphine commented casually, her gaze darting between Alexander and Michael, her heart filled with anxiety.

Seraphine was certain there was something magical about Alexander, but she couldn't judge the extent of it.

She wasn't Jasmine Doran; her understanding of Alexander wasn't that deep.

Seraphine also understood that Michael was testing Alexander's abilities. Alexander's answer would greatly influence Michael's final decision.

"Thirty years ago, you were just in your early twenties and had already built a small fortune," Alexander began with a smile.

The moment Alexander said the words "thirty years ago," Michael's expression changed slightly, because the timing was perfectly accurate.

"At that time... you and Robert Langston went to South Africa together, directly to some diamond mines..."

"That afternoon, to be precise, on the afternoon of October 8th, 1990, you got into a verbal altercation with another group of buyers who were also from the USA."

"After the conflict, right there at the mine, you found an impossibly large natural diamond..."

"That same night, you decided to leave immediately. On the way, you were ambushed. The transport guards you hired locally either died or fled. The goods were lost. You and Robert escaped for your lives. The two of you had three guns in total, and you fired every last bullet. So did the other side... In the end, it came down to blades."

"You, Mr Arison, personally killed the last two men who caught up to you. You were wounded in the process, not just on your arm, but also on your waist, though it wasn't as severe as the arm wound, just a slash from a knife..."

"After that, you and Robert hid for a month before managing to escape back to the country. The wound on your arm was stitched up at a black-market clinic. The workmanship was poor. By the time you returned, it had mostly healed... no damage to the muscles or bones, just a flesh wound, but the cut was quite deep."

Alexander finished speaking at a steady pace, as if he were telling a somewhat legendary, thrilling story.

It wasn't a story. All of it had actually happened.

In the process of building his fortune, Michael had experienced such dangers more than once.

Speaking of which, Michael now appeared quite refined and elegant, a demeanor cultivated over the years after making his fortune. In his early years, he was truly fierce, personally traveling to get the best goods at the lowest prices... In that era, it was tantamount to risking his life!

Michael stared at Alexander, his gaze somewhat fixed.

Alexander's account seemed general, but it was actually extremely detailed. He had revealed many key pieces of information!

This just didn't make sense!

"Regarding the scar on your arm, its specific origin should only be known to Robert Langston. He saw you get cut with his own eyes... Mrs. Arison probably doesn't know the specific reason either," Alexander added, meeting Michael's gaze with a subtle smile. "Am I right?"

"How do you know?" Michael stared at Alexander and asked. By asking this, he was admitting that everything Alexander said was correct.

"I investigated it," Alexander smiled.

"How did you investigate it?"

"It's complicated."

Michael could tell that Alexander didn't want to explain how he knew.

The private room fell silent.

Michael's heart could not find peace. This was the first time he had personally witnessed Alexander's magical side. He had heard many stories before, but none of them were about him, so he could afford to speculate.

Now that it concerned him, he couldn't just speculate. Robert Langston would never mention this to anyone. The possibility was zero.

Seraphine's gaze darted back and forth. Alexander's performance didn't surprise her in the slightest; this was the Alexander in her heart, her mysterious man. It was Michael Arison, the man in the "story," who surprised her.

The rumor that Michael had killed someone was just an old legend from New York's early days, one that had never been confirmed.

Today, it was confirmed.

Seraphine's heart was in her throat. She hoped her old friend would stop here, hoped that he now saw Alexander as "invincible." That way, everything would develop in a positive direction.

What she feared was that Michael, far from being intimidated by Alexander, would see him as a threat who knew too much...

A long moment of silence passed.

"Mr. Ciotta, what else do you know?" Michael Arison finally asked.

"A great deal," Alexander replied with a smile.

"Then, Mr. Ciotta, do you know if I've ever killed anyone in this country?" Michael asked, his eyes locked with Alexander's. It was a straightforward question.

"You have," Alexander smiled. "That buyer from the USA, the one who hired people to hijack your goods, Mr. Arison. His name was Arnold. In January of 1991, after you and Robert returned to New York to rest for two months, you went abroad again, but before that... You went to Arnodl's door with a double-barreled shotgun, Mr. Arison, and blew him away with a single shot."

Michael fell silent. This time, the silence was not long, only six or seven seconds. He then spoke again, asking Alexander one last question: "Mr. Ciotta, do you know of anything that could send me to prison right now?"

The incident in South Africa and Arnold's death were not enough to send Michael Arison to prison. It was too long ago. The foreign incident was a non-issue, and the domestic one... that was thirty years ago. There would be no evidence.

Even if these two matters became public knowledge now, they would at most affect Michael's reputation, nothing more.

So Michael wanted to know... did Alexander know of something that could send him, as he was today, to prison?

Hearing Michael's final question, Seraphine's heart skipped a beat.

Although she had immense faith in Alexander's abilities, Michael wasn't asking him to reveal some small criminal secret; he was asking for something that could send him to prison.

Such a thing might not even exist!

It wasn't that Michael had never done anything dirty, but with his power and influence today, using a single incident to directly "send him away" was a near-impossible task.

Although Michael was just a businessman, he was the wealthiest man in New York.

Anyone who takes an industry to its absolute peak will inevitably come into contact with the highest levels of the departments that manage that industry. Their network of connections cannot be measured by their net worth alone.

And Michael also had an outstanding reputation and a charismatic personality. His friends included core members of the second generation of major families, as well as the country's top billionaires worth hundreds of billions...

In reality, Michael's net worth fluctuated with the stock price.

When the Golden Fortune Group's stock was at its peak, its market value was close to ninety billion. At that time, Michael hadn't yet transferred some of his shares to Aileen, and his personal net worth exceeded thirty billion...

In terms of status, Michael was a figure in the country's top entrepreneurial circles. He could also be said to be the only person in New York to have reached this level.

Even Seraphine couldn't compare. She hadn't founded the Senlan Group; she only returned to it after her divorce over a decade ago... In terms of seniority, she was far behind Michael Arison.

The gap was too wide.

In business, having not experienced the tumultuous nineties, Seraphine lacked those "old friendships." Outside of New York, all of her solid connections had been built over the last decade or so.

Michael, on the other hand, had already been accumulating his network for decades. There was speculation and opportunism, under-the-table deals, and exchanges of benefits... which forged close relationships.

Some of the people Michael had befriended back then were now in high positions, and Michael himself hadn't fallen behind, becoming the wealthiest man in his region... This allowed those close relationships to be maintained to this day.

It was tough to touch Michael Arison based on a single incident.

Even if you produced evidence that he had killed someone yesterday, it wouldn't necessarily be enough to put him away. The matter might be smoothed over by some powerful force, and even if it spiraled out of control, someone would emerge to take the fall.

In fact, even if the Golden Group faced a massive crisis or was forced into bankruptcy... that was not the same as Michael going to prison.

Take the Moreau brothers, with their sordid records and ruthless methods. When Alexander sent them away, he had to entrust the matter to Lucien Ashford, a second-generation member of a major family.

Evidence alone was not enough to take down Claude and Henri Moreau; the person handling the case had to be a significant figure.

Michael was in a similar situation. Although he wasn't attached to any particular major family, he himself was far more formidable than the Moreau brothers.

Claude and Henri Moreau had to act like dogs to get close to a core second-generation member of the Ariel Family.

Michael didn't need to be a dog to have that kind of relationship.

At his level, the ability to take him down often didn't depend on something he had done, but instead... on whether an influential figure from a noble family wanted to move against him.

And they would have to be extremely determined, unafraid of the power backing Michael Arison.

Seraphine was sure that with Alexander's abilities, it wouldn't be difficult for him to take down Michael by forming alliances and laying out a plan. But to send him away simply by exposing something he had done in the past was truly difficult.

She understood Michael's style and knew his character.

She had also never heard of him offending any influential figures he couldn't afford to provoke. Apart from regular business competition, Michael rarely made enemies.

In truth, Seraphine was worried about what would happen if Alexander actually said something.

She was conflicted.

Whether Alexander could say something or not, it seemed both would lead to a negative outcome.

If he said it, it might provoke immense hostility from Michael toward him. After all, no one wants someone else holding a fatal weakness over their head.

But if he couldn't say it, it would make Alexander seem... not so divine after all.

This could very well lead Michael to dare consider turning against Alexander.

Michael was already a man of deep cunning. Seraphine was not Alexander, so she had no way of grasping what Michael was thinking, or what he would think next...

"With your status today, Mr. Arison, it probably wouldn't be easy to send you directly to prison..." Alexander said with a smile, facing Michael.

"So... do you know?" Michael asked again. His question was precise: something that could send him to prison, not just some dirty deed. The latter did not equal the former.

"I have to admit, Mr. Arison, you are very 'clean'," Alexander said with a smile, his gaze never leaving Michael's. "Not counting your early affairs, you are cleaner than the vast majority of successful businessmen I know..."

"However," Alexander's tone shifted, "at your level, Mr. Arison, no one is absolutely safe. When it comes to taking sides with those influential figures, sometimes, you are forced to make a choice..."

"To maintain good relationships with those people, you often have no choice in the matter," Alexander said, pausing for a moment.

Michael stared at Alexander. He didn't know precisely what Alexander was about to say. The issue of taking sides involved far too much...

"Do you still remember Hilda Monroe, Mr. Arison?" Alexander asked again with a smile.

Michael froze, and his expression changed drastically.

He couldn't maintain his composure! Because that name represented some extremely complicated matters!

"She's moved up. The Monroe family is quite capable, after all..." Alexander smiled again.

Michael stared at Alexander, speechless. He hardly dared to imagine it. For Alexander to say that name, with that kind of insinuation in his words... could he possibly know everything about that woman and him?!

That involved all sorts of things, touching upon many matters!

"Holda Monroe..." Seraphine murmured the name. She knew who this person was.

A second-generation figure from the Monroe family in the capital! She should be around fifty-five this year, and her current rank... although her power wasn't as great as Morris Doran, her rank was the same.

Her husband was even more formidable, already holding the rank of general! And one with absolute power!

Seraphine's face changed as well. The way she looked at Michael was different now. Could it be that Michael and Hilda... had a history?! Could it be that Michael's seemingly perfect, fairytale marriage... had a flaw?

"Regarding her and me... what do you know, Mr. Ciotta?" Michael asked bluntly.

"I know everything." Alexander replied directly, then curled his lip into a smirk and asked back, "Are you sure you want me to say it, Mr. Arison?"

A familiar question. Alexander had said something similar before, regarding the reason Lucien had taken action.

Now, as they talked, another difficult situation had arisen for Michael. It was challenging to talk to Alexander and try to pressure him through verbal exchange!

Michael, who had been so decisive just a moment ago, now fell silent. He subconsciously glanced at Seraphine.

Even though he and Seraphine were good friends, there were some things he didn't want her to know. Everyone has secrets, and no matter how close two friends are, they would never be willing to let the other know everything about them.

Moreover, this matter had significant implications, affecting more than just Michael.

The private room fell silent.

"Shall we..." Seraphine suddenly spoke, simultaneously raising her right hand to pick up her wine glass. She wanted to interrupt Alexander and Michael again at this critical moment, truly not wanting their conversation to end in a complete breakdown.

But just as Seraphine raised her hand, Alexander raised his as well. His right hand reached out naturally and rested on the back of Seraphine's left hand, which was on the table.

He just gently held her hand, an intimate gesture that wouldn't be impolite even if an outsider saw it.

This, however, made Seraphine, who had just picked up her wine glass, freeze completely.

Alexander wasn't letting her interrupt a second time.

She understood his meaning. Had she... made Alexander angry?! This made Seraphine's heart pound uncontrollably. She felt a sense of panic.


Chapter 48: Concluding the discussion.

"Do you want me to say it?" Alexander, his eyes still locked on Michael, asked again, smiling.

He was pressing him. Alexander didn't want to waste any more time. Although simply speaking a few words didn't take much effort, there had to be an end to it.

It was time to bring today's meal to a close.

Michael remained silent.

He desperately wanted to know if Alexander was aware of the matters concerning Hilda Monroe, but with Seraphine present... Michael wasn't sure if he would one day become Alexander's enemy.

And just as Seraphine didn't want to reach a point of no return with him, Michael also had no desire for such an outcome with Seraphine.

Therefore, he absolutely did not want Alexander to expose those things in front of her.

Even if Alexander were to tell Seraphine behind his back, that would be a different matter entirely. Seraphine could pretend not to know, and he, Michael, could pretend not to know that Seraphine knew... It would save them both from embarrassment.

The private room fell silent for another ten seconds.

"Seraphine," Alexander, who had been gently holding Seraphine's left hand, gave it a light squeeze. He spoke, but his gaze remained on Michael Arison.

"You should head back first... I'll talk with Mr. Arison alone," Alexander said, turning to Seraphine with the same unwavering smile on his face.

"Ah... then... okay..." Seraphine agreed, a hint of panic in her eyes as she looked at Alexander. She felt as if her heart was about to leap out of her chest.

She understood that Alexander asking her to leave at this moment was for her own good. Otherwise, if his talk with Michael went south today, her presence would certainly make things difficult.

However, that wasn't what Seraphine was concerned about right now. What she cared about was... was Alexander angry? Was he?!

"You two chat, then. I'll be heading back," Seraphine said with a gentle, sweet smile. She picked up her bag and stood up.

Just before walking out, she suddenly bent down, leaned toward Alexander, and gave him a quick kiss on the corner of his mouth.

Then she was gone, and the clacking of her high heels faded away.

Seraphine's exit was quite graceful, devoid of the awkwardness of being forced to leave. Her expression and demeanor were impeccable. Yet, Alexander had noticed the unease in her eyes. He had seen it when she kissed his lips.

He knew what Seraphine was thinking. He could even predict what she would do next.

The door to the private room opened and closed, and the sound of Seraphine's heels receded outside.

Michael Arison had taken it all in. He truly, truly couldn't get used to seeing Seraphine behave this way with a man. He could sense how proactive Seraphine was with Alexander, and he could feel how obedient she was to his words.

The former number one beauty of New York, the woman once known as the "Black Widow", Seraphine Arden, who could manipulate the business world with her supreme intelligence and brilliant tactics, had actually been subdued to this extent by a man.

Michael's heart struggled to find peace. It hadn't been calm for a single moment during his talk with Alexander today.

Michael didn't speak. He looked at Alexander and gestured with his hand—a "please" motion. 'Let the show begin!'

"Mr. Arison values friendship a great deal, it seems," Alexander said with a smile.

"What exactly do you know?" Michael asked directly. His mindset was the same as Alexander's; he didn't want to waste time either.

This meal had to produce something of real value. Now that Seraphine was gone, some things were easier to discuss.

"I've told you, I know everything," Alexander said with a smile, looking at Michael. "Although it's quite complicated. Mr. Arison, you met Hilda Monroe twelve years ago... and cut off contact eight years ago. A four-year acquaintance..."

"Actually, I quite admire you, Mr. Arison. At the very least, you're far more devoted than I am. While Hilda wasn't as beautiful as your wife, she wasn't far off. Her family background, and the help she could have provided you, far exceeded that of your wife..."

"But you still rejected her... even going so far as to help her rival to strike at her... It wasn't just to get rid of her pestering, was it? There was also the fact that you had to pick a side at that time..."

Michael Arison and Hilda Monroe. Their story wasn't particularly complex in itself, but because it spanned a long period and involved many different people, anyone investigating would need to uncover a vast amount of information to understand the cause and effect.

To put it simply, twelve years ago, the Golden Fortune Group, the most prominent jewelry conglomerate on the East Coast of the USA, completed its acquisition of its competitor, Meiyuan Jewelry. It had amassed the capital to vie for a top spot in the industry.

But with size came government scrutiny, whispers of "monopoly," and potential forced splits.

Michael Arison was thirty-nine that year. Hilda Monroe was forty-three and held a position in the U.S. Department of the Interior, which oversaw the jewelry industry.

At the time, Michael was planning to expand into the northern market and made frequent trips to the capital, where he often saw Hilda. They became familiar with each other over time, but there was no special relationship back then; they were just on good terms.

Eleven years ago, Hilda divorced her first husband.

Her first husband was from the second generation of the Serra family in the capital... In a city teeming with influential figures, the Serra family was considered a mid-tier clan. A major incident occurred eleven years ago, and the Serra family fell. The Monroe family had to sever ties with them.

Hilda and her first husband had no real feelings for each other; it was merely a family alliance. They had always gone their separate ways. The divorce was swift, and Hilda became single again.

For the next two years, Hilda and Michael met frequently. Whenever Michael went to the capital, Hilda was always present at his private gatherings.

Many things happened, but they weren't the main point.

The main point was that, nine years ago, Hilda actually began pursuing Michael.

For Hilda, then in her forties, Michael was indeed very charming. He was handsome, refined, highly successful in his career, and possessed an undeniable charisma.

At various gatherings in the capital, many figures far more powerful than Michael at the time were happy to call him a brother.

Hilda had set her sights on the younger Michael and valued his abilities. After all, he was a business prodigy, and powerful families needed to make money. Some industries were not suitable for family members to manage directly, so they had to use "outsiders."

Therefore, even though Hilda knew Michael was married, she was determined to have him.

Michael refused.

Hilda had once told Michael, quite frankly, that if he divorced his wife and married her, he would become a son-in-law of the Monroe family, and they would support him in growing his business.

Michael was not tempted. He even avoided Hilda on two trips to the capital, figuring he could hide from what he couldn't afford to provoke.

This went on for over half a year. After Michael once again explicitly rejected Hilda, she called Michael's wife. Hilda threatened Mrs. Arison.

Mrs. Arison was not from an ordinary family either. Her father had even helped Michael's career in the early days, and later, Michael "gave back."

However, Mrs. Arison's family was no match for the Monroe family!

Hilda caused Mrs. Arison immense distress. After Michael returned to New York from the capital, his wife had a massive fight with him, crying her eyes out.

Hilda's direct pressure on his wife enraged Michael. To completely resolve the problem Hilda had created, Michael chose to help her rival at the time.

It was someone he already knew. Michael's move was a case of using a lever to move a thousand pounds.

As a businessman, he couldn't directly involve himself in the disputes of powerful families, but he had many friends and extensive connections. He acted as a middleman for Hilda's rival... introducing his own contacts to them.

He secretly cheered for them from the sidelines.

After all was said and done, eight years ago, Hilda failed to get promoted and was transferred to a position of the same rank, which was a veiled demotion.

Her rival had won.

At that time, the Monroe family began to experience turmoil and went into decline, facing a pile of troubles. As a core figure of the family's second generation, Hilda had no time to spare for matters of the heart.

Since then, Michael had never seen Hilda again.

That was the whole story.

Ordinarily, if this were to be exposed and Hilda found out that her "Michael" had stabbed her in the back, it wouldn't be a huge deal. The Golden Fortune Group wasn't so easy to topple.

The key was... six years ago, Hilda remarried, marrying a widower. The Monroe family formed an alliance with a military family in the capital.

Today, the Monroe family was once again powerful. Even stronger than before!

Hilda, moreover, had become the second-generation leader of the Monroe family. Her rank was exceptionally high!

Under these circumstances, if Hilda were to find out about those past events... a woman's revenge is often more ruthless than a man's, especially when feelings are involved. The more Hilda had liked Michael back then, the more she would hate him after learning the truth.

Hilda had encountered only two major setbacks in her career. One was being implicated when her ex-husband's family fell, and the other was caused by Michael's assistance to her rival.

This was truly fatal.

The Monroe family was currently on par with a major clan like the Doran family, which dominated its own region. And the Monroe family had a geographical advantage. They were a major family in the capital, directly involved in the highest echelons of the government.

Alexander spent over twenty minutes discussing these matters with Michael. It involved too many people, too many names.

Alexander didn't state outright what he knew. Instead, he discussed these events from the perspective of already knowing, such as when he said, "That phone call made Mrs. Arison break down." Michael would then understand that Alexander knew Hilda had called his wife.

By the end of the conversation, Michael's face was expressionless.

Before, his expression had been mostly calm, a natural look of composure. But this current expressionless state... he was desperately trying to conceal the turmoil within.

He didn't want Alexander to see that he was utterly and truly shocked.

It was impossible... no one could know everything so comprehensively. Only Michael himself, as the key point connecting everything, could possibly understand the whole story.

But Alexander knew!

"Mr. Ciotta, can you please answer me seriously, how on earth do you know all this?"

"I've said it many times. I investigated," Alexander replied with a smile.

"You're only twenty-two!" Michael stated directly.

"So what?" Alexander retorted.

Michael fell silent for a moment, then asked, "Have you ever been to the capital?" He had seen Alexander's file. Alexander's resume was straightforward; he had only just graduated from university and had been in school before that.

Michael, with his excellent memory, didn't recall the file mentioning that Alexander had ever been to the capital.

"I have. It's not far..." Alexander smiled. "It's only a three-and-a-half-hour high-speed train ride from New York to the capital. You can leave in the morning and arrive by noon."

Michael fell silent again.

He wasn't surprised. Alexander's secrets were not something that would be in a file.

Michael speculated internally, his thoughts even beginning to drift toward the supernatural. But he would never guess that most of what Alexander had just told him about his past was what he, Michael Arison, had personally told Alexander.

In the ten-thousand-year time loop!

Alexander met Michael's gaze. He suddenly raised his hand to check his watch. Lowering it, he looked back at Michael. "Mr. Arison, I actually think... Aileen is your daughter, and I'm very fond of her. Putting her in a difficult position might not lead to a good outcome."

This was Alexander's way of warning Michael not to pressure Aileen. It was best not to talk to her about it at all!

"We're both men," Alexander continued, smiling at Michael. "Matters between men can be resolved in a man's way... don't you think?"

Staring intently at Alexander, Michael's eyes narrowed slightly. He asked, "How do you want to resolve it?"

He had expected Alexander to propose some method or plan, but he didn't.

"The decision on how to resolve it is up to you, Mr. Arison," Alexander said, smiling at Michael. "Perhaps, Mr. Arison, you could go home and discuss it with your wife..."

Alexander's words made Michael's pupils shrink. He couldn't even be sure if those words had a hidden meaning.

As for whether and when to tell his wife about this matter, Michael hadn't decided yet; in fact, this matter was arguably more related to Mrs. Arison!

Because it was uncertain if Michael himself would live to see this day next year.

Once he was dead, everything would naturally have nothing to do with him.

But Mrs. Arison was in excellent health. She was a woman who had been pampered and had enjoyed a life of luxury for half a century, having hardly ever toiled. Therefore, Aileen and Alexander's future would certainly have a greater connection to Mrs. Arison, her mother.

But it was precisely for this reason that Michael was so cautious; he hadn't even told his wife yet.

He knew his wife's personality. She had a strong desire for control and was a perfectionist. If she found out that her own daughter was a man's mistress, she might just have a complete meltdown before even getting the facts straight.

Michael wasn't entirely sure how his wife would react upon learning about this. Most likely, it would be an extreme reaction!

Michael had to consider what would happen after he was gone. He was afraid his wife would be too direct and extreme, which was why he had kept it from her and was investigating Alexander.

Alexander knew what Michael was thinking.

It was no exaggeration to say that, after living for ten thousand years, Alexander had seen and learned so much that he understood the human heart.

He felt that Michael was too caught up in the situation to see clearly, which was why he couldn't judge how his wife would react.

"Mr. Arison, today... I think you should have some understanding of me now," Alexander spoke again with a smile, meeting Michael's gaze. "Emotionally speaking, I don't want to become your enemy. You are, after all, Aileen's father..."

Alexander paused. But Michael understood what he had left unsaid.

Alexander certainly wasn't afraid of becoming Michael's enemy; it all depended on how Michael chose to act. This bold attitude suddenly gave Michael a sense of "what a strange world this is!"

Thinking back to before yesterday afternoon, Michael had never even met Alexander. Back then, his impression of Alexander was simply that he was Jasmine Doran's boyfriend.

Now, Michael felt the "threat" from Alexander.

"Mr. Ciotta, I will investigate you," Michael said, looking into Alexander's eyes, letting him feel a threat in return.

"As you wish, Mr. Arison," Alexander smiled, glanced at his watch again, and then said to Michael, "Mr. Arison, it's getting late."

With that, Alexander stood up. This was enough for today.

Alexander had already pushed Michael into a position where he was forced to accept everything. At least, that's how Alexander saw it.

But what was different from the past was... when Alexander dealt with enemies or aimed to conquer a target, he rarely ended a long conversation without having settled the matter.

The reason it happened this time was that Alexander was genuinely "in the wrong," while Michael, conversely, had done nothing wrong. So, Alexander had adopted a gentler approach.

In truth, it was as good as settled. It just required giving Michael some time to learn more and go through a period of psychological adjustment.

After exchanging a few more pleasantries with Michael, Alexander straightened his suit jacket, slid one hand into his trouser pocket, and walked out.

Michael watched him with a calm expression, his gaze following Alexander's movements until he left and the door closed again. Only then did he turn his head and retract his gaze.

In the vast private room, amidst a table full of dishes, only Michael remained.

He sat in silence for a long while, his hand resting on his wine glass. As he thought, his gaze grew deeper... It had been a long time since he had felt such immense pressure, especially since this pressure was coming from a twenty-two-year-old young man. This made his emotions even more difficult to describe.

Jasmine's account, Seraphine's attitude, the Doran family, the Ashford family, the Collins family... Michael knew that his understanding of Alexander was likely still very one-sided.

But even this partial understanding told him that Alexander was not to be trifled with.

What should he do?

As Michael pondered, he suddenly picked up his wine glass, tilted his head back, and drained the contents in one go. Setting the glass down, he stood up and left.


Chapter 49: Comforting Seraphine.

Half an hour later.

The time was approaching ten o'clock.

Jade Bay Villa Community, West District, New York, Villa No. 3.

In the brightly lit first-floor living room, Seraphine paced restlessly in front of the sofa, a wine glass in her hand, taking a sip from time to time.

The wine bottle on the coffee table was mostly empty.

She had only been back for a little over half an hour and had been in a state of extreme unease and anxiety. She hadn't even had the heart to change her clothes or take a shower, instead drinking alone.

She couldn't calm down!

What Michael and Alexander would discuss after she left, whether their talk had fallen apart—these things were already making her anxious. What terrified her even more was that Alexander seemed to be angry with her.

She had no way of judging what the consequences might be. Perhaps there would be no consequences; she could apologize, and the matter would be over. But she was afraid an apology wouldn't work.

Seraphine knew her assets. For a woman like her, a little coquettishness was something few men could resist. But clearly, Alexander could.

She was not his one and only. Nor was she the most outstanding among his women. After all, being twenty years older than him was a significant drawback.

Ring ring ring...

The phone on the coffee table suddenly rang.

Seraphine whipped her head around and hurried over, the sound of her heels sharp and urgent. She put down her wine glass, picked up the phone from the table, and glanced at it... Her tension eased slightly.

It wasn't Alexander calling, but her daughter, Celeste Lark.

"Hello, Celeste," Seraphine answered.

"Mom, are you resting?" Celeste's gentle and sweet voice came from the phone.

"Not yet. What's wrong, Celeste? Did something happen?" Seraphine asked.

"Nothing's wrong, hehe. I just came out of Miss Langford's room. We've arranged everything. The company will start recording my song tomorrow. Miss Langford even said she'll personally help promote it and might even sing a duet with me..."

Celeste had gone to Chicago, of course, to see Charlotte Langford.

According to the agreement Seraphine and Charlotte had made earlier, Celeste wouldn't officially debut, or rather, she wouldn't debut in the traditional sense.

She would just release songs online.

Celeste was calling at this hour for no particular reason. She was staying at Charlotte's house, and after chatting with her, she had returned to her guest room, too excited to sleep. So she called her mother to share the news.

Seraphine chatted with her daughter for a while.

"...Mom, you've been drinking... another social engagement?" Celeste heard a hint of intoxication in Seraphine's voice.

"Mmm... I had one," Seraphine replied. "I just got home not long ago, was about to get some rest."

The mother and daughter exchanged a few more words before saying good night.

After ending the call.

Seraphine stared at her phone, at the contact saved as "Alexander." She thought for a moment, took a deep breath, and tapped it.

She would ask about the situation, whether they were done talking, and then "remind" him that she was waiting for him! Seraphine was so worried now that Alexander wouldn't come to her place tonight. It had been arranged that he would usually come, and if he didn't, it would mean... he was really angry!

"Beep... beep... beep... Sorry, the number you have dialed is temporarily unavailable." Seraphine's face went pale as she heard the message.

She could tell it wasn't that no one was answering for a long time; it was that Alexander had directly rejected her call.

He rejected her call!

This made Seraphine's face turn white. The terror in her heart was instantly magnified to its peak. She couldn't hold it together anymore, and her eyes immediately reddened.

Tears began to fall uncontrollably, pattering down. Her whole body was trembling.

Then, she suddenly squatted on the floor, still clutching her phone, her arms wrapped around her head... It was a very girlish gesture, one that could even be described as something a young girl would do.

This was not like her at all.

Seraphine had never truly experienced a romantic relationship. Even though she was divorced, Alexander was, in every respect, her first.

Her feelings for Alexander weren't just about how terrifying he could be. Seraphine had known too many outstanding men. By comparison, the seemingly omnipotent Alexander was all the more captivating.

The more she interacted with Alexander, the more her heart was moved.

And so, right now... she was on the verge of collapse. The alcohol amplified her emotions.

Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap!

The crisp sound of leather shoes grew from a blur into focus. Alexander was coming up the stairs from the lower level. Seraphine was in such emotional turmoil that she didn't seem to hear a thing.

Alexander walked into the living room and stopped. He saw Seraphine squatting on the floor, clutching her head, her body trembling. A faint sound... was she crying?

"Seraphine, what's wrong?" Alexander asked, blinking in genuine surprise. Then, as if he understood something, he glanced at the phone still in his hand.

He had just hung up on Seraphine because he had parked in the garage and was about to head upstairs. There was no need to talk on the phone when they would be face-to-face in a moment.

Alexander instantly realized that his action might have caused Seraphine to misunderstand.

Seraphine's head snapped up to look at Alexander. Her makeup was ruined by her tears. The moment she looked up and saw Alexander, her sobs caught in her throat, and she pressed her lips together.

Their eyes met. Seraphine's body was still trembling from the intense emotional upheaval, but she forced herself to regain control. She sniffled and stood up.

Her high heels made it a bit awkward, and she had to push herself up with a slight, struggling effort. Once on her feet, she smoothed out the wrinkles on her dress, then wiped away her tears.

The whole act seemed natural, yet not quite.

"You're here," Seraphine said, her watery eyes fixed on Alexander. She sniffled again.

She acted as if nothing particularly unusual had happened.

Unlike most women, she didn't reveal her total vulnerability in front of a man at a time like this, nor did she throw herself into his arms and burst into tears.

Seraphine was no ordinary woman. She would only reveal her fragility when she was alone. Even in front of Alexander... she could cry over him behind his back, but face-to-face, she had to hide her emotions.

This wasn't just because Seraphine was a woman who pursued a perfect image. Nor was it just because she didn't want Alexander to see her completely lose her composure.

More importantly, Seraphine understood the male psyche all too well. She had always believed that crying was a woman's most potent weapon, capable of striking the softest part of a man's heart.

But crying also puts pressure on a man.

If a woman cried sentimentally or over trivial matters, constantly using tears to gain a man's forgiveness or concessions, then sooner or later... the tears would lose their effect.

Therefore, Seraphine didn't want to cry in front of Alexander today. She didn't want him to think she was being unreasonable or to start getting tired of her.

After all, nothing major had happened between them today. Alexander might have been angry, but he had still come to see her.

"What's wrong, Seraphine?" Alexander walked toward her, stopping in front of her by the coffee table. As he spoke, he glanced at the red wine bottle on the table, then back at her. "Drinking alone, crying alone..."

"No, it's nothing, I just..." Seraphine sniffled again, then continued, "I was thinking about some things from the past, and I thought... why didn't I meet you sooner? Ha, I'm being a little sentimental..."

Seraphine let out a small laugh as she spoke, feigning nonchalance as she raised a hand to wipe away another tear. She smiled sweetly, as if nothing was truly wrong.

A beauty in tears, like a pear blossom in the rain.

As the former number one beauty of New York, the sole 10-out-of-10, a masterpiece of God, Seraphine still looked young, still so exquisitely beautiful. The red rims of her eyes from crying only made her more enchanting.

Alexander smiled, his gaze appraising her.

Having not yet entirely composed herself, Seraphine found it hard to meet Alexander's eyes. Her gaze darted about as she gestured with her hand, saying as if it were the most natural thing, "Let's go upstairs first, I..."

Alexander suddenly took a step forward, his hand reaching out to hook her shoulder. Seraphine took a small step forward and fell directly into his embrace.

She instinctively wrapped her arms around his waist.

Alexander held her waist with one hand and rested the other on her back, patting her shoulder blade gently. He leaned in and whispered with a soft smile in her ear, "What do you think I am? Some kind of heartless monster?"

Seraphine, who had been on the verge of regaining control, instantly broke.

Though she didn't cry out loud, tears immediately streamed down her face.

Her arms around Alexander's waist tightened subconsciously. She buried her head in his chest, her tears soaking his shirt as her shoulders trembled slightly.

The hand patting her shoulder blade moved up, gently stroking the hair on the back of her head... as if he were comforting a little girl.

Alexander rarely used conventional, or even cheesy, methods to woo a woman. He usually skipped that step entirely, giving them a different kind of experience.

But today, for Seraphine in this state, Alexander felt it was appropriate.

Like Jasmine Doran, Seraphine was a woman with an incredibly strong heart. But the two were fundamentally different. Jasmine's nature was innate; to put it bluntly... Jasmine Doran was not a normal woman to begin with.

But Seraphine was.

Before she was twenty-one... or more accurately, before she was forced into marriage, she was gentle through and through. It was that sham of a marriage that had changed her, forcing her to become strong.

But the part of her that changed wasn't her approach to love. The schemes and deceptions, the pursuit of power, were all in service of achieving the freedom to make her own choices.

And she had succeeded. When it came to matters of the heart, however, she truly still had the soul of a young girl.

Seraphine was the kind of woman whose rationality could overcome her emotions. That rationality had kept her from starting any relationships. But once she used that same rationality to choose Alexander, she would pour more and more of her emotions into this relationship.

In the end, humans are emotional creatures.

He held her in a gentle hug until he felt her calm down a bit. Enough for him to scoop her up into a bridal carry. As if she weighed nothing, she was whisked up towards the master bedroom.

Stepping into the bedroom, he laid her on the bed, before helping her undress, revealing every perfect curve of her body. Stripping himself, Alexander climbed into bed, his arms wrapping around her, pulling her into his side.

Holding her in his embrace, without any word exchanged between them. His hands, one stroking her back, the other gently running through her hair. Occasionally, their lips would meet.

With no lust, and with no words. Just holding each other like they never did before. Savoring each other's warmth, each other's scent, and each other's presence.

Listening to one another's heartbeat. Drifting in the peace and calm, until both fell asleep together.

◆◆◆

A new day, August 3rd, 2024.

At seven in the morning, Alexander's eyes opened right on time. He gazed at the ceiling of the second-floor bedroom and smiled.

Turning over, Alexander wrapped his arm around the still-sleeping Seraphine and went back to sleep.

An unknown amount of time passed.

As if sensing something, Alexander opened his eyes again, meeting Seraphine's watching gaze.

Seraphine had woken up and had been quietly watching his face without moving. Alexander's sudden awakening startled her.

Her reaction was quick. She blinked, then leaned in and kissed him before saying in a gentle, sweet voice, "Good morning."

"Morning," Alexander replied with a smile.

"Yesterday I... drank too much," Seraphine said, pausing. She seemed to want to explain something, but in the end, all she said was "drank too much."

"Ha," Alexander chuckled.

"Were you angry yesterday?" Seraphine asked, biting her lip. Her tone was casual and natural, but she clearly still remembered.

"Yeah, you almost made me die of anger yesterday," Alexander said with a laugh, even mimicking her tone of voice.

This, contrary to what one might expect, instantly put Seraphine at ease.

She could, of course, tell that he was being sarcastic, that he was joking. If he truly held a grudge, he wouldn't joke about it, even if he denied it.

Seraphine's smile grew even sweeter. She stretched out her arms and wrapped them around Alexander's neck...

After cuddling for a while, they got up. They washed up and got dressed.

Seraphine had prepared a new set of clothes for Alexander, along with leather shoes and a watch. She rarely stayed in this villa herself, only starting after she met him.

Having never truly had a partner, Seraphine had bought a great many things for Alexander, so many that they were stockpiled in this villa.

Women naturally love to shop; their desire to buy things is powerful.

After meeting Alexander, whenever Seraphine went shopping, she no longer just looked at women's clothes but also at men's, enthusiastically buying things for him.

Being so wealthy, she could spend without any burden.

The two went downstairs shortly before nine in the morning and had breakfast together. Seraphine had her bodyguards order takeout, having made the call before they washed up.

As they ate breakfast in the dining room, they chatted about many things.

Two topics came up: one was about Michael Arison, and the other was Seraphine's partnership with Eric Collins and William Wycliffe.

Regarding the former, Alexander just mentioned it casually. The situation Seraphine had worried about hadn't happened, and from the way Alexander spoke, it clearly wouldn't.

As for the partnership with Eric Collins and William Wycliffe, Seraphine felt a small problem had arisen, but it wasn't coming from either of them.

Because of their connection to Alexander, both men had made considerable concessions to Seraphine. Or rather, they saw her as Alexander's proxy in this matter and naturally wouldn't dare cause her any trouble.

The slight problem was with Seraphine's family.

"...Recently, I've pulled out all the funds that were indirectly connected to the Sutherland family. Within Senlan, without affecting operations at all, I can still free up quite a bit in cash..." Seraphine paused, then added, "On the first, the day before yesterday, I reported to my father, and he asked about it..."

Seraphine was currently the Vice Chairman and President of the Senlan Group.

Although the apparel giant was under her complete control and she was solely responsible for its operations with no issues on the board, in reality, the controlling shares of Senlan were not in her hands.

Otherwise, she would be the Chairman.

Currently, Seraphine only held a small portion of Senlan's shares. The majority of the controlling shares were still held by her retired father.

Owen Arden fully supported his daughter. And based on the current trend, when he passed away or got a bit older, he would definitely give the majority of the shares to his competent daughter, Seraphine, and only a small portion to his son.

There would be no resistance or obstacles to this.

Seraphine's brother had long been brought to heel by her; she was the one who called the shots in the family.

However... for now, Seraphine still needed to report to her father every month.

Usually, this wasn't an issue. But late last month, Seraphine's maneuvers had been bizarre, mobilizing large amounts of capital to have on standby... Many people within Senlan couldn't understand it. The plan to hunt the Sutherland family's assets was still in a top-secret phase, and Seraphine couldn't explain it to anyone.

Therefore, at the beginning of this month, when Seraphine reported to her father, he asked a few more questions than usual.

Seraphine had managed to deflect them with an excuse.

It was truly a small problem. Owen had given his daughter complete authority and hadn't meddled in the business for years. But it was also a problem. Once the hunt reached a certain stage, the flow of funds would become clear. When Seraphine reported to her father then, her previous excuse would certainly not hold up.

But she couldn't easily explain to her father about the Sutherland family's impending doom, or about her new connections with Eric Collins, William Wycliffe, and the others.

For a business family, getting involved in the disputes of major families, trying to get a piece of the pie, was a taboo in itself.

Not to mention, if she were to explain it clearly, she would have to bring up Alexander, and... how would she even begin to explain that? This was a small source of vexation for Seraphine.

Although, because of the forced marriage years ago, Owen felt he owed his daughter, especially after she led Senlan to such glory...

And Seraphine was in her forties now. If she were with a younger man, even as his mistress, Owen probably wouldn't interfere or meddle.

But Alexander couldn't be reduced to the simple phrase "a younger man." The relationships involved, the intricate network of power and connections, all those affairs...

Anyone who didn't know Alexander would think that what he was doing was risky. Seraphine also didn't know how she could possibly explain it in a way that would put her father at ease.

And more importantly...Seraphine didn't know if she could reveal things about Alexander to her father. Would Alexander even allow her to do so?

That was why she had hidden the truth from her father during her report at the beginning of the month.

And she was bringing it up with Alexander today to find out his stance. Would he let her tell him?

"Hmm..." Alexander hummed thoughtfully after Seraphine finished.

He knew that an old-school businessman like Owen, who had built his enterprise from the ground up, step by step, would always keep a respectful distance from complex capital operations, let alone disputes involving major families.

This couldn't be called cowardice. It was just that major families often didn't play by business rules. Playing with them was truly playing with fire.

Being cautious and not greedy was not a flaw.

If Owen found out and disagreed with his daughter, or even thought her actions could bring catastrophic consequences to Senlan, he would definitely try to stop her. He might even temporarily revoke her authority to make her cool down...

"Actually, my dad doesn't manage the company at all now. He only shows up once a year for the shareholders' meeting. He's given me long-term authorization for all his voting rights on the board," Seraphine said when she saw Alexander pondering. "I just show him the reports every month, and he just glances at them and asks a few questions... I could keep hiding it from him."

Seraphine could absolutely keep hiding it from her father.

She had been running Senlan Group for so many years that the company was filled with her own loyalists. Even if she showed Owen fake records, he wouldn't be able to tell...

But from her tone, it was clear she still hoped to gain her father's support rather than continuously deceiving him.

And if she could get his support, Seraphine could operate more freely and fight for even greater benefits.

"Hmm..." Alexander hummed again and glanced at his watch. "I'll probably be leaving New York again in the next couple of days... I'll go have a chat with your father."

"Huh?" Seraphine was stunned. She hadn't meant for Alexander to step in. She didn't feel this matter was big enough to trouble him.

It wasn't a significant problem.

She just wanted to know his attitude—could she tell her father or not? Then she would consider it herself. If she decided to tell him, it would be because she was confident she could persuade him. Otherwise, she wouldn't say a word.

"How about this? If you have time today, we'll go right after we finish eating," Alexander added with another smile.

"Ah..." Seraphine took a moment to process the suddenness of it. "Of course I have time. I don't even have to go to the office today. But... what are you going to say?"

"I'll just say it as it is," Alexander laughed.

"Say it as it is, meaning..."

"I'll have him transfer the shares to you."

"What?!"

Clatter.

Seraphine's silverware slipped from her grasp and fell onto the table.

At her reaction, Alexander just smiled. He had a lot to do over the coming days. Ensure Jamsine and Aileen are pregnant. Check in on Ashley and the production. Finish what he started with Charlotte, help her push through her hesitations, and ensure she's fully his. Deal with Zenith Media.

Among all that and more, Seraphine's father wasn't much of an issue. He already dealt with the father of one of his women. It wouldn't be an issue to deal with another.

He'd just need to get it done quickly!


Afterword

Cut! That marks the end of this volume, and to date, the longest volume!




On risk of sounding like a broken record, thank you all for the support so far!




If you enjoyed the book, please be sure to leave a written review! Those help writers a lot!




Volume 9 is in the works, aiming for a February release. Things are set to pick up even more, with the possible introduction of a new heroine!




For all updates on the progress, follow me on my facebook page here: James Azure




And be sure to check these amazin Facebook groups for the latest harem works: 

-Harem GameLit Books group

-HaremLit Readers
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