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Chapter 1: Visiting the father-in-law.

Seraphine Arden stared at the young man sitting across from her. Her lover and the only man she could ever give in to.

Her mind was still trying to process what he had just said.

He wanted to meet her father.......and somehow convince him to transfer all of his shares to her?

In truth, she had just mentioned it offhandedly while having a meal with Alexander. As they talked about her collaboration with Eric Collins and William Wycliffe, she naturally brought up the little situation she had encountered.

Even if she didn't discuss it with Alexander and didn't know his viewpoint, it wouldn't be a big deal. She would just have to hide the truth from her father, Owen Arden.

She never would have imagined that Alexander would so casually say he'd go have a chat, seemingly under no pressure at all, and even suggest getting the old man to transfer the shares to her?!

"Is... is that really possible?" Seraphine's beautiful eyes widened as she stared at Alexander, her tone extremely uncertain.

"It shouldn't be a problem," Alexander said, smiling at Seraphine. "Wasn't he going to give them to you anyway? This is just pushing it up."

"That's true, but..." Seraphine trailed off, her tone suggesting she was either in disbelief or unsure of something.

"If you think it's unnecessary, then forget it," Alexander said with a smile. "After all, hiding it isn't a problem either."

"I... that's not what I mean," Seraphine said in an incredibly gentle and sweet voice. "I just feel like it won't be that easy, right?"

In reality, Seraphine had never been in a hurry for the shares. She currently held 5% of Senlan Group's shares, while her father still held 29%, making him the largest single shareholder.

Together, their shares amounted to 34%. Strictly speaking, this didn't give them a controlling stake in Senlan Group, but it was above the safety line. With over one-third of the shares, they had veto power over major decisions.

And for decades, the Arden family had been the de facto controllers of Senlan Group. Originally, the one in control was Owen Arden. But now, it should be said that it was Seraphine.

Both the board of directors and the shareholders' meeting were under her control. The vast majority of shareholders were her supporters, and her contributions to Senlan Group surpassed even Owen's!

Therefore, Seraphine had never been anxious to get the shares from her father. Owen had already granted her full voting rights for his shares for many years, and there was no particular reason that would compel her to want the shares ahead of schedule.

But! If she could get the shares early and officially become the Chairwoman of Senlan Group, that would naturally be for the best.

Seraphine was tempted.

"It's not exactly easy, but it's not that difficult either," Alexander said with a laugh.

"But..." Seraphine started to say something more, but she stopped herself. Pressing her lips together, she gave Alexander a sweet smile. "I'll listen to you."

"Then we'll go over right after we finish eating," Alexander said with a smile.

"Okay," Seraphine nodded.

The two continued their meal and idle chat, but Seraphine suddenly grew a little quieter, seemingly lost in thought.

Ring, ring, ring...A phone suddenly rang. It was Alexander's. He took it out, glanced at the screen, and answered, "What's up?"

"Mr. Ciotta, Zenith Media is investigating you," Tommy Calder's voice came from the phone. As the number one paparazzi, his information network was truly extensive, with informants everywhere.

"Are they investigating me, or Alec Nota?" Alexander casually asked back.

It was a strange question, since they were the same person, but Tommy understood what Alexander meant.

"Alec," Tommy immediately corrected himself. "The current news is that they want to expose your identity, dig up dirt on you..."

"Mm... not surprising," Alexander chuckled. It really wasn't surprising at all.

With Miles Corbett's reputation ruined, Zenith Media was bound to retaliate. They couldn't know that Alexander had provided the dirt on Miles to Tommy, but they could clearly guess that Tommy's sudden break with them, and even his backstabbing, had something to do with Charlotte Langford.

This was because Tommy had previously hinted online that he would drop a bombshell on August 2nd, and it was aimed at Charlotte!

But when August 2nd came, the one who got exposed was not Charlotte Langford, but Zenith Media's top superstar, Miles Corbett!

Without a new backer, Tommy wouldn't have dared to turn on Zenith.

And Charlotte had first had her new album leaked, then had to deal with online rumors of being a homewrecker, with all signs pointing to Zenith Media being behind it.

Exposing Miles could be seen as Charlotte's counterattack. Now, Zenith Media would surely try to go after Charlotte from all angles, and by extension, the entire Bluecrest Music faction... Investigating "Alec Nota" was only logical.

To them, attacking Alec Nota was the same as attacking Charlotte Langford.

"Mr. Ciotta, I estimate they might send paparazzi to New York," Tommy continued. "They'll probably start with Miss Lark..."

Tommy knew about Celeste Lark. Just as Charlotte had been able to call Celeste directly, Celeste had used her real-name-verified phone number when she posted her songs online. If Charlotte could find it, so could Zenith, and naturally, so could Tommy.

In fact, ever since "Alec Nota's" new album was released, countless people had wanted to find out his true identity. It was difficult, as Alexander had left no directly traceable information online.

But the one viral song Celeste had online listed Alec Nota as the lyricist, composer, and arranger, which made everyone understand that she was close to him.

Therefore, the only breakthrough point at present, or rather the easiest point of investigation, was Celeste Lark.

"None of that is a problem," Alexander replied, glancing at Seraphine across the table as he spoke.

Investigate Celeste? Trace "Alec Nota" through her?

Alexander didn't even need to bother with this. In a place like New York, Seraphine would teach them a lesson.

"...By the way, Mr. Ciotta, also... I heard, I'm not entirely sure, just a rumor... that Zenith Media is going to release a big story online at noon today to divert attention from the Miles Corbett scandal. It's not certain who they'll expose, but it's definitely someone from the Bluecrest/Aurora media camp..." Tommy added.

Alexander spoke with Tommy for a few minutes, mainly listening to Tommy "report" on a few things, including the progress of investigations into the dirt on several other popular stars at Zenith Media.

"...Mr. Ciotta, I think that although the Arden family is powerful in New York and they wouldn't dare harass Miss Lark too much, if this drags on, Zenith Media will sooner or later trace it back to you..." Tommy said, finally, sounding very worried.

Indeed, finding out "Alec Nota's" true identity was difficult, but not impossible. If given enough time, it would be strange if they couldn't find him.

Paparazzi were known for their extreme patience; they could even investigate, follow, and stake out a celebrity for a whole year. It was all for profit. The more famous the star, the more worthy the investment, and the more valuable the dirt.

And online, Alexander now had the makings of a superstar.

Tommy's worry was reasonable, but Alexander knew that given Tommy's personality, he wasn't purely worried about "Alec Nota's" identity being exposed or dirt being found.

He was worried about himself. The person Zenith Media wanted to get rid of the most right now was Tommy Calder! So he hoped Alexander would strike at Zenith Media faster and harder.

That way, Alexander's identity wouldn't be exposed, and he, Tommy Calder, would be safe.

"You can rest easy. I was the one who told you to expose the story, so I naturally won't let anything happen to you," Alexander said with a faint smile, seeing right through Tommy's thoughts. Before Tommy could say anything, he added, "Just do what you're supposed to do. I'm going to Chicago tomorrow. We can talk in person then."

"Okay, you got it, Mr. Ciotta. I'll be waiting for you," Tommy said.

The call ended.

Seeing Alexander hang up and casually place his phone on the table, Seraphine asked in her gentle, sweet voice, "Is there trouble?"

"A small problem," Alexander said, smiling at Seraphine. "Zenith Media is investigating Alec Nota's identity. They'll probably start with your daughter..."

Seraphine's eyebrows raised slightly at his words, but she didn't have much of a reaction.

It was indeed a small problem. Although Seraphine didn't know how Alexander would handle the follow-up, she wasn't needed for any of it. She trusted that Alexander would resolve these matters with ease. As for her, all she needed to do was protect her daughter.

And for her, that was incredibly simple.

She had already placed many people around her daughter, including female bodyguards who followed her discreetly and various informants. Even some of Celeste's best friends were Seraphine's informants.

Seraphine had always been diligently protecting her daughter. With this foundation in place, increasing that protection was something she could arrange with a single phone call.

◆◆◆

Around 9:30 in the morning.

After finishing breakfast, Alexander and Seraphine set off together for the southern suburbs of New York.

Seraphine sat in the passenger seat of Alexander's Lamborghini. Her convoy... three cars, including a Bentley, followed behind the Lamborghini. The four vehicles hit the road together.

Around 10:00 in the morning.

The convoy was about to exit the highway; they were already very close to their destination.

Inside the Lamborghini.

"Darling, can you give me a little hint? What are you going to... say to my dad?" Seraphine, in the passenger seat, finally couldn't help but ask.

She had been holding it in, not wanting to question Alexander or have him misunderstand anything. But that was her father, after all. Seraphine knew her father's personality and was afraid Alexander would use extreme, drastic measures.

Speaking of which, Seraphine's relationship with her father had been extremely poor for a time. But after Seraphine divorced and returned to New York, Owen, feeling he owed his daughter, gave her immense support and encouragement.

It could be said that Seraphine's ability to unleash her business talents, rise rapidly, and ultimately take control of Senlan and lead it to new frontiers was greatly related to Owen's support.

The father and daughter had reconciled over a decade ago, and their relationship was now very, very good.

Seraphine also knew that her father had a very stubborn side and was an old-fashioned man. Bringing home a lover in his early twenties was provoking enough, but now she was going to let her father know about the plan to hunt the Sutherland family's peripheral assets? And ask him to hand over his shares?

This... how could it be done without extreme measures? But if he used them, then...

"Just a chat," Alexander, who was driving, glanced at Seraphine with a smile. His tone was slightly subtle. As he spoke, he turned the steering wheel with one hand, and the Lamborghini turned onto the exit ramp.

His other hand reached out to rest on Seraphine's full thigh, giving it a firm squeeze.

The Lamborghini was moving fast. After another two or three hundred meters, it suddenly slowed down.

The area was very remote, with lush greenery on both sides of the road. The walls behind rows of trees were already visible. Further ahead, they saw the gate to a courtyard, wide enough for four cars to enter side-by-side.

This was an estate with an enormous footprint, named after Senlan—"Senlan Manor".

New York's third-richest man, Owen Arden, lived here.

The Lamborghini arrived in front of Senlan Manor's gate. Seraphine took a small remote from her purse and pressed a button. The closed gates slowly and automatically opened.

In they went. Behind the gate was a straight, wide avenue. After driving nearly one hundred and fifty meters and circling a huge fountain garden, they arrived at the main entrance of the manor's main building.

The convoy, led by the Lamborghini, stopped at the bottom of the steps.

Alexander unbuckled his seatbelt, pushed open the door, and got out. As he closed the Lamborghini's door, he glanced around.

Senlan Manor covered a massive area, but most of it was landscaped gardens and lawns. The estate was actually commercial in nature; the land had been acquired under the pretext of building a resort, but was instead built into a private manor.

Owen Arden's understanding and use of wealth were clearly more "traditional." Compared to the wealthier Michael Arison, Owen could be said to enjoy life more.

Of course, this was related to him being nearly twenty years older than Michael and having been "retired" for many years.

In his ten-thousand-year loops, Alexander had been to Senlan Manor more than once. He knew that normally, the only "masters" living in Senlan Manor were Owen Arden and his wife, but there were also six bodyguards and over twenty servants, including maids, gardeners, and so on.

Senlan Manor was usually quite deserted.

The bodyguards and servants wouldn't wander around casually; each had their own duties. But on holidays, Senlan Manor would become incredibly lively. Not only would Seraphine and Celeste come back to visit the old man, but Owen's two sons, their wives, his grandchildren, as well as Owen's brothers and relatives from his wife's side, would all come over.

Compared to the Arden family, Michael Arison's family could be said to have withered.

The Ardens were a large clan. This was also related to Owen having made his fortune early and bringing his relatives and friends along to get rich with him.

As Alexander casually looked around, Seraphine got out from the other side of the Lamborghini. She was wearing a wine-red dress and carrying her purse in one hand. As she rounded the front of the car to Alexander's side, she subconsciously tucked a strand of hair behind her ear before taking his arm.

Normally, Alexander should have been the one to be nervous. But Seraphine was clearly more nervous than he was.

"You're feeling the pressure," Alexander turned his head and said softly with a smile.

"Not at all," Seraphine replied gently, giving him a sweet smile. She seemed to have regained her composure.

"Let's go," Alexander said.

As they walked up the steps, Alexander once again glanced around as if at random, seemingly observing the manor's environment, but in reality, he was looking at the people in the manor.

In the distance, a servant was pushing a lawnmower across the grass.

By the woods on the other side, a bodyguard could be seen strolling about.

Although Senlan Manor was very large, the lines of sight were very open, so it didn't require too many bodyguards.

Alexander and Seraphine entered the building.

Inside the first-floor hall, the first impression was one of imposing grandeur. The old-fashioned, luxurious decor featured solid wood furniture everywhere, giving it a very last-century feel.

"Miss," a maid hurried past in the hall. Seeing Seraphine, she lowered her head in greeting, her whole demeanor very unnatural.

She looked like she wanted to look up but didn't dare. Because as she was walking over, she had noticed Alexander and seen Seraphine holding his arm.

"Where's my dad?" Seraphine asked.

"In the garden," the maid replied.

A short while later, Alexander and Seraphine passed through the main building and entered the even more scenic back garden through the rear door.

There were rockeries, green trees, small bridges, and flowing water.

It seemed extravagant, but compared to Owen Arden's wealth, it was just a drop in the bucket.

Two bodyguards were patrolling the garden path. When they saw Seraphine and Alexander, they also greeted Seraphine, both calling her "Miss."

"Ms. Arden" was how others addressed Seraphine outside. At home, everyone definitely called her Miss. There was also a "Master" in the house.

The two bodyguards also looked at Alexander with strange, even shocked, expressions. But they didn't dare say or ask anything.

Seraphine's authority in the family was second only to her father. Even her brothers couldn't compare to her.

In the back garden, in a pavilion. An old man with a full head of white hair, wearing a white shirt, was playing chess with a middle-aged man of about fifty in a suit.

The white-shirted old man was Owen Arden. He was nearly seventy, but he was full of spirit, and his silver hair gave him a distinguished air... His hair had turned completely white overnight twenty years ago.

He was not yet fifty at the time, his hair turning white due to the bankruptcy crisis the Senlan Group was facing.

Sitting opposite Owen was a man named Quin Daley. He was Owen's driver and had been with him for thirty years. He was once Owen's most trusted bodyguard and was now over fifty. He currently also served as the butler of Senlan Manor.

Seraphine didn't have her own bodyguards follow her; it was just her and Alexander.

They crossed the small bridge and walked towards the pavilion.

The two men in the pavilion were very focused and didn't notice anyone approaching. It wasn't that they truly didn't hear anything, but people came by often—servants bringing fruit, or Mrs. Arden sometimes coming to urge Owen to eat.

Alexander and Seraphine entered the pavilion.

Owen held a chess piece, subconsciously flipping it back and forth in his palm, his brow furrowed as he stared at the board, extremely serious and focused.

Judging by the board, he was about to lose this game. Not many people in the Arden family dared to win against Owen. Quin was one of them.

Alexander and Seraphine stood there without making a sound. Seraphine subconsciously glanced at Alexander and saw him looking at the state of the game on the board with his usual smile, seemingly under no pressure at all. Her heart instantly relaxed a great deal.

Quin looked up and a smile subconsciously appeared on his face. "Oh, Miss is back."

"How many games have you won today?" Seraphine asked with a smile.

"N-no... I've been losing..." Quin immediately started to stutter. Of course, he wasn't nervous because he was talking to Seraphine. When he first started working for Owen, Seraphine was still in elementary school. They were very familiar!

He had seen Alexander, or more accurately, he had seen Seraphine holding Alexander's arm. He was completely stunned, unable to speak properly.

"Sera, why did you suddenly come over..." Owen, who was holding a chess piece and looking at the board, said casually. As he was about to finish his sentence, he looked up to glance at his daughter, but the moment he did, his voice stopped abruptly.

He saw Alexander next to Seraphine, and he also saw Seraphine holding Alexander's hand.

Compared to Quin's momentary shock, he was much calmer. He was just stunned for a moment, then said hesitantly, "Sera, this is..."

"Alexander Ciotta. Dad, you should have heard of him," Seraphine said with a gentle smile.

"Alex... ah..." Owen immediately had a look of sudden realization and thought for a moment. "Jasmine's young man?"

"Yes," Seraphine nodded.

"So it's Mr. Ciotta, hahaha, I've heard of you, I've heard of you, Mr. Ciotta!" Owen laughed heartily and stood up, extending a hand to Alexander.

In today's New York, the name "Mr. Ciotta" could be said to represent many things. And for the business families of New York, they often paid more attention to the core scions of prominent families developing in the city.

Although Owen had long since "retired," his circle was still intact. He just wasn't doing business himself anymore. He would still appear at many functions, meet with old friends, and discuss the major and minor affairs of New York. Of course, he had heard of Alexander!

"Mr. Arden," Alexander said with a smile, shaking Owen's hand.

"Hahaha, I've long heard of your great name," Owen said with a big laugh, then added, "Oh, right? I remember Mr. Ciotta is a classmate of our Celeste, right?"

His gaze shifted between Seraphine and Alexander.

"I'm two years ahead of Celeste," Alexander said with a smile.

"Aiya! Sera, why didn't you call ahead? With Mr. Ciotta's sudden visit, we're not prepared at all. We've been neglectful..." Owen feigned a complaint at his daughter, but it was really just him being polite in a very old-fashioned way.

"Mm..." Seraphine hummed in thought, saying nothing with a smile.

"Eh? Did Miss Doran not come with you?" Owen asked with another smile.

"She didn't. She's busy with company matters," Alexander said with a smile.

After a few sentences of pleasantries, Owen invited Alexander to sit. The chairs and stools in the pavilion were made of expensive solid wood. It was obviously not easy to maintain them outdoors, but Owen had the capital for it.

Although Owen had seen Seraphine holding Alexander's hand, after Seraphine's introduction, he acted as if it wasn't strange at all.

He had even mentioned Jasmine Doran. This was clearly a direct misunderstanding of Alexander and Seraphine's relationship. Because Alexander was so young and was a schoolmate of his granddaughter, Celeste, Seraphine could be considered Alexander's elder.

Thinking this way, an elder holding his arm took on a different meaning.

A good relationship? A good relationship with Miss Doran? In this society that ran on connections and networks, either possibility was something for Owen to be happy about.

"No more chess, no more chess. Lil Q, you go on and get busy. Have someone bring a pot of tea," Owen said, gesturing to Quin after inviting Alexander to sit.

Butler Quin had already stood up. He nodded and turned to leave in a hurry.

"Mr. Ciotta, sit, sit... Aiya, I've been hearing a lot about you recently, Mr. Ciotta. Seeing you today, you truly are a man of remarkable talent..." Owen's attitude was enthusiastic.

Businessmen like him often had this attitude towards people connected to prominent families, especially those with a reputation. It wasn't just him; Michael Arison was the same.

But in terms of power and ability, Owen Arden was far inferior to Michael Arison.

His ability to achieve his current status in the latter half of his life was all because he had an exceptionally outstanding daughter in Seraphine. His seniority was certainly paying off.

"You're too kind, Sir," Alexander said, sitting down beside Owen and looking at him with a smile.

The atmosphere was very pleasant.

Alexander listened as Owen made small talk, which was nothing more than a series of complimentary pleasantries. Owen didn't seem to be in a hurry to ask about the reason for Alexander's sudden visit, preferring to build some rapport first.

However, this atmosphere didn't last long. After a servant brought in the tea, Seraphine waved them away. She stood up to pour the tea herself. Although Owen found it a little strange, it was still within the bounds of normalcy.

After all, one was her father, and the other was a guest.

"Dad, have some tea," Seraphine Arden said, handing the first cup to Owen.

"Darling, have some tea," she said again, placing another cup in front of Alexander.

Owen's hand, which had just been about to touch the teacup, trembled abruptly. The words he was halfway through saying to Alexander died in his throat.

Owen subconsciously felt he must have misheard, though it was just a form of psychological self-comfort. He was old, but having been carefree for so many years and focusing on his health, he could say his hearing was sharp and his vision clear.

He couldn't have misheard. He, who had been mid-sentence, froze. He glanced at his daughter, then at Alexander, and finally, his gaze returned to Seraphine's face.

"Sera, what did you just call Mr. Ciotta..." Owen touched his slightly hot teacup and asked Seraphine.

He was very composed, but the smile he had worn before was gone.

"Darling," Seraphine said, looking her father in the eye. She then cast a gentle glance at Alexander before her eyes moved back to her father. "Dad, Alexander and I... we have the kind of relationship you're thinking of right now."

On this point, Seraphine was truly unafraid. She could be completely straightforward with her father. After all, she was no longer an ignorant little girl.

At her age, Owen wouldn't—and couldn't—control her. Seraphine was the powerful woman who had led their family to glory. There were even many times when Owen had to rely on his daughter.

However, today's matter was not merely about Seraphine's romantic life.

"Ah..." Owen responded to his daughter with a noncommittal, understanding tone. He glanced at Alexander, then looked back at his daughter and asked, "Does Miss Doran know about this?"

After asking, he looked at Alexander and added, "Have you and Miss Doran broken up, Mr. Ciotta?"

Clearly, Owen's concern was not who his daughter was with, but whether it would bring her trouble.

"Jasmine knows about Seraphine and me. We haven't broken up," Alexander replied with a faint smile.

Owen's mouth fell open, but he didn't let the "ah" escape, once again adopting an expression of knowing understanding.

He took a moment to recover before asking, "Does Miss Doran permit you to be with..." Owen didn't finish his sentence, instead making a back-and-forth gesture to get his meaning across.

For a rare moment, Alexander fell silent before smiling. "I don't need her permission."

Owen's expression went a little numb. He really needed a moment. This was a lot of information to process.

His hand rested on his teacup, lifting it slightly and setting it back down again and again. The tea was still too hot to drink. Owen's movements were completely subconscious as his eyes darted from his daughter to Alexander.

This happened many times. Owen remained silent, his emotions never showing any major fluctuations. After all, at his age, while he wasn't as capable as Michael Arison or his daughter, he had still weathered great storms.

And with this current situation, whether Owen accepted it or wanted to oppose it, he wouldn't argue with his daughter in front of an "outsider" like Alexander.

He wouldn't even argue with his daughter at all. The relationship between father and daughter had evolved to a point where they were more like friends who could talk as equals. It was difficult for Owen to use his status as "Dad" to demand or order his daughter to do anything.

Even in business, where he held the shares, he mostly listened to his daughter, let alone in matters of her private life.

Ordinarily, this wouldn't be very complicated. Setting aside other factors, it was just Seraphine getting a young boyfriend. For something like that... Owen wouldn't even ask a single question. It was just his daughter, who had been divorced for over a decade, keeping a pretty boy.

Owen trusted his daughter's abilities. It was her fun, and it wouldn't cause any problems.

However, Owen was certain that Alexander was no mere pretty boy. Owen was also unable to judge whether Alexander's "I don't need her permission" was just a boast.

"I was wondering why Sera suddenly came back and invited Mr. Ciotta over..." Owen suddenly spoke up. His tone suggested he thought his daughter had brought someone home to meet the parents. He then asked Seraphine, "How did you two get together? How long has it been?"

"Not long. About half a month," Seraphine replied.

"Does Celeste know?" Owen asked again.

"It's best she doesn't know for now," Seraphine said.

"Ah... so... did Mr. Ciotta pursue our Sera?" Owen turned to ask Alexander. Under normal circumstances, this would be an extremely strange question, as Seraphine was already in her forties.

But clearly, Seraphine couldn't be measured by normal standards.

In terms of appearance alone, Seraphine didn't look much older than Jasmine Doran. She had the looks of someone in her twenties, and her beauty was in no way inferior to the younger Jasmine.

Owen was well aware of his daughter's qualities. It wasn't strange for a young man in his twenties to pursue her.

"Seraphine and I..." Alexander began to speak.

"I made the first move," Seraphine interrupted him, stating it directly.

Alexander hadn't intended for Seraphine to praise him like this, but she clearly felt it was necessary. Besides, she was telling the truth. The night they met, during dinner, it was Seraphine who had initiated contact by rubbing her foot against Alexander's under the table, her words also extending an invitation.

Owen whipped his head around to look at his daughter. It would be a lie to say he wasn't shocked.

As her father, he naturally understood his daughter. He knew her methods. For so many years, countless powerful figures, some of whom even the Arden family had to be wary of, had acted as her suitors—suitors who didn't dare to offend her lightly.

A few had even approached Owen directly. During the years when Owen still had the energy, they would frequently charter planes to fly him abroad for golf, calling him "Master Arden" or "Uncle Owen."

Honestly, Owen had been tempted. He had imagined what it would be like if his daughter married such a man and had even discussed it with her. But because Seraphine was uninterested, Owen never brought it up again.

He had made a mistake once; he wouldn't make it a second time.

Owen gradually came to understand that for his daughter to maintain her network of contacts and wield influence beyond her own wealth, she had to remain single.

For over a decade, that was exactly what Seraphine had done. But now... she had taken the initiative?! And she had actively pursued a man who already had a girlfriend?!

What did Alexander have that made him so special? Was he better than those billionaires or the scions of prominent families? Compared to the bewilderment outsiders felt about Jasmine choosing Alexander, Seraphine's choice was even more incomprehensible to Owen, as her father.

Jasmine had always been unconventional; anything was possible with her. But Seraphine was not. Her decision to remain single after her divorce was based on a strong consideration of her interests.

"Sigh! I'm getting old. You young people and your affairs..." Owen suddenly lamented. He seemed to have given up trying to figure it out, but in reality, it was just because Alexander was present, and it was inconvenient to talk to his daughter.

He couldn't even ask too many questions. The situation was a mess. There were too many questions to ask, but they were all sensitive. Owen obviously couldn't ask his daughter, "What were you thinking?" or "What do you see in him?" in front of Alexander.

It was even more inappropriate to ask too much about Jasmine.

"Does Mr. Ciotta plan to marry Sera?" Owen sighed, then suddenly asked Alexander, as if he had misunderstood the reason Seraphine brought him to "meet the parents."

Alexander, however, knew that Owen was feigning ignorance to probe for more details about their relationship and see what Alexander would say.

"Dad—I'm not getting married again." It was Seraphine again, speaking before Alexander could. She glanced at Alexander, then looked at her father. "Alexander will marry Miss Doran."

"And you accept that?" Owen asked his daughter, following her lead.

"What does it matter?" Seraphine asked back with a small laugh. And it really didn't matter. Seraphine didn't need marriage. Her own daughter was already a grown woman.

Owen, however, could sense that his daughter was protecting Alexander at every turn.

There was a world of difference between Alexander saying something and Seraphine saying it. For example, Alexander not wanting to marry Seraphine had a completely different meaning from Seraphine herself not wanting to remarry.

This made Owen think that Alexander... he was damn impressive.

How on earth did he get his pride and joy of a daughter to be like this?

Clack, clack, clack—The sound of high heels approached from outside the pavilion.

The few people in the pavilion turned their heads in unison and saw a graceful and noble-looking woman of about fifty walking toward them.

She wore a black, embroidered conservative dress, her hair was in an updo, and she wore a jade bracelet. Although her face showed signs of age, it was still clear that she must have been a top-tier beauty in her youth.

They all recognized her.

She was Owen Arden's wife and Seraphine Arden's mother, Laura Voss. She was actually sixty-five years old, but she had been well-maintained. Having lived a life of luxury, she looked much younger.

The name Laura Voss was rarely mentioned these days. Outsiders would generally call her Mrs. Arden.

Seraphine didn't bear a strong resemblance to her mother; she had inherited the best features of both her parents. Even now, Owen was a handsome old man... but in terms of fashion, she was very much like her mother.

Her love for dresses was learned from her.

"Mom..." Seraphine greeted her.

"Sera, you're back... I heard from Q that we have a guest..." Laura said as she walked up the two steps into the pavilion.

Both Seraphine and Alexander stood up.

"Mom, let me introduce you. This is Alexander Ciotta..." Seraphine took a couple of steps and gestured. "Darling, this is my mom..."

"Madam, it's a pleasure to meet you for the first time."

"Mr. Ciotta, my granddaughter has told me about you. Oh, the way she praised you, I've been wanting to meet you for a long time."

Laura shook Alexander's hand. Her way of speaking could be summed up in one word—gentle.

From Laura to Seraphine, and then to Celeste, three generations of women in the family spoke with a gentle tone. Although their timbres were different, the cadence was remarkably similar, a trait passed down from Laura.

"...I've finally had the chance to meet you today. Mr. Ciotta, you look like a man of great talent..." Laura praised as she released Alexander's hand. She was about to move to the seat next to Owen when she suddenly stopped.

"Sera, what did you just call Mr. Ciotta?" she asked, turning her head abruptly to look at her daughter.

"Mom, this is my man," Seraphine said directly, looking at her mother.

Laura's expression froze.

A few minutes later. Silence once again fell over the pavilion.

Laura sat in the chair next to Owen. Compared to Owen's casual, grandfatherly posture, she sat with perfect poise. She had already been brought up to speed, having asked all the necessary questions.

The atmosphere became extremely delicate. If Owen could barely contain Seraphine, Laura had even less influence. She was sometimes even afraid of her daughter. Because of many past incidents within the family, if Laura hadn't pleaded for them, Seraphine would have nearly sent her own brother and uncle to prison.

Laura took a sip of tea, then suddenly put the cup down quickly as if she had remembered something. She stood up and said, "Oh, right, there's still soup simmering on the stove. Owen... Mr. Ciotta, you two chat..."

The soup hardly needed her to watch it; it was just an excuse to leave.

Just as she started to move, Laura gestured to Seraphine. "Sera, come here for a moment. There's something I need to talk to you about..."

When there was no conflict, a mother was a mother. Seraphine glanced at Alexander and stood up. "You two talk first, then..."

Mother and daughter left the pavilion one after the other, with Laura taking the initiative to link arms with Seraphine, leaning in to speak softly. Clearly, she was pulling her daughter aside for a private talk.

Seraphine also understood her mother's intentions. She knew that perhaps only with her gone could Alexander talk properly with her father. After all, with her present, her father would find it difficult to say certain things.

The mother and daughter walked far away. Only Alexander and Owen Arden were left in the pavilion.

Owen watched them go. After retracting his gaze, he picked up his teacup and took a sip, looking at the pond scenery outside the pavilion. As he fiddled with the cup, his eyes fell on Alexander. "Mr. Ciotta, you're a man of great means!"

With that "man of great means," Owen's face held no smile, but no hostility either. There wasn't even any in his heart. After all, he couldn't control the situation. Whether he confronted Alexander or not, he couldn't control Seraphine. It was just a somewhat unhappy sigh of emotion.

Compared to Michael Arison, who had been suppressing his emotions because of his daughter, Owen had no need to do so. His mindset was much more relaxed than Michael's.

Alexander smiled without a word, not refuting Owen's assessment.

"You know Sera has been divorced, right? Her daughter is that old, only two years younger than you," Owen asked Alexander again. It was a pointless question, brought up intentionally.

"Old Master, if you have something to say, just say it," Alexander said with a smile. He didn't want to beat around the bush with Owen.

"Originally, I didn't want to say much about Sera's romantic life," Owen said, looking at Alexander. "You've probably heard that I wronged her in the past... However, Mr. Ciotta, I think you also understand that the age gap between you two... are you really compatible?"

Owen didn't want to delve too deeply. He didn't feel the need to pressure Alexander; he was just talking.

"Old Master, you may not understand me, but don't you understand your own daughter?" Alexander laughed.

"That's true," Owen replied, picking up his teacup and glancing at the scenery around the pavilion. "Sera is very outstanding. I also believe she won't be deceived."

Clack! Having drunk his tea, Owen set the cup down, his gaze once again landing on Alexander.

"But I still find it hard to understand..." Owen looked at Alexander, gesturing with his hand. "You... and my daughter, did you know each other long ago? Through Celeste?"

This was clearly just the beginning of a line of questioning. Alexander knew he would follow up with many, many more questions.

But in Alexander's view, none of this was important.

There was no way Owen Arden could influence his relationship with Seraphine. He hadn't come here today to discuss his daughter's love life with Owen.

"We haven't known each other long," Alexander said with a faint smile, then continued, "My getting to know Seraphine, or rather, how we got to where we are today, was partly coincidence and partly inevitable."

Owen took a moment to process that, but didn't understand what Alexander meant specifically. He asked, "What do you mean?"

"It originally started because I was getting closer to her daughter. You, Sir, should know how protective Seraphine is of your granddaughter..." Alexander looked at Owen. "She approached me first. And as it happened, I knew something... a major matter concerning Seraphine's life and fortune."

"What?!" Owen's expression changed. This was the first time he had shown such a strong emotional fluctuation since meeting Alexander. "What is it?"

"It's..." Alexander paused, his gaze toward Owen turning subtle. Then he smiled. "I think you shouldn't know. You're retired, after all. Knowing or not knowing won't change anything."

"Huh?!" Owen was stunned again.

Alexander was clearly being coy. He'd said half a sentence, and it involved Seraphine's life and fortune. Owen knew full well that Alexander was doing this on purpose, but he still had to ask.

"Mr. Ciotta, Sera is my daughter!" Owen's tone subconsciously grew heavier. "Her business, I'm not allowed to know?"

"Some things, once known, require you to bear certain consequences. And those consequences are not so easy to bear. Sir, are you sure you still want to know?" Alexander asked back with a smile.

"What consequences?" Owen asked.

Owen clearly lacked Michael Arison's thinking ability. In terms of social circles, knowledge, and perception, he was also sorely lacking. He was even less cautious and wise than Michael.

If it were Michael in this situation, his first consideration would be whether to continue asking at all. He would never ask a question like "What consequences?"

Alexander just smiled at Owen without speaking.

This, naturally, succeeded in piquing Owen's immense interest. Seraphine was the pillar of the Arden family now. Nothing could happen to her!

"Mr. Ciotta, if you don't tell me, I can just ask Sera later..." Owen said bluntly.

"If I tell her not to say anything, she won't," Alexander interrupted, maintaining his smile.

Owen's face froze. Was he... really that powerful?!

"Things have reached this point," Alexander continued. "Whether it's Seraphine or me, we no longer have a way out. But you still do, so..."

Alexander paused again, as if struggling with the decision of whether to tell Owen. In truth, Alexander wasn't struggling at all. He had come today specifically to tell Owen, but first, he had to cut off Owen's retreat and make him feel he absolutely had to hear it.

Owen watched Alexander's performance and naturally realized this matter was far from simple or ordinary.

If it were about someone else, he might have stopped asking at this point. He also understood that knowing too much could be a bad thing. But this was about Seraphine, and it would inevitably involve the Arden family...

"It's... not a problem for me to tell you," Alexander said with a contemplative attitude, then smiled after a moment of thought. "It just depends on you, Old Master... If you think you can handle it, then I'll tell you!"

What did he mean by "think you can handle it"? Alexander's words were somewhat ambiguous.

"What is there that I can't handle?" Owen retorted, then continued, "It's my daughter's business. If Sera can know, why can't I?"

"Then I'll tell you?" Alexander smiled.

"Speak!" Owen nodded. Compared to Alexander's nonchalance, he appeared much more solemn. And this attitude of his clearly showed he had yet to imagine just how big this matter was.

"This matter, its origin... should be said to be with James Sutherland," Alexander began, looking at Owen. He then asked, "You know about the relationship between James Sutherland and me, right?"

"Love rivals? Or enemies?" Owen asked in return. He only knew that James Sutherland and Alexander were enemies because of Jasmine Doran... but he didn't know how deep the feud ran now.

"It's either he dies, or I do," Alexander said with a smile, continuing, "Actually, James is a small problem. If the Sutherland family weren't so protective of him, letting him run wild, someone would have hired an assassin to take him out long ago. After all, that's how he treats others..."

"So, in my view, the prerequisite for James Sutherland's death is for the Sutherland family to die along with him."

Owen's expression changed. Alexander's audacity was truly astounding!

"I've already discussed this matter with Morris Doran..." Alexander added.

"What?!" Owen's face changed drastically. It felt like Alexander had just set off a bomb out of nowhere, suddenly dragging such a major figure into the conversation.

"The Doran and Sutherland families only wanted to build trust through a marriage alliance to become allies. For the Doran family, the Sutherlands are not irreplaceable..."

Alexander smiled, speaking at a steady pace, and began to narrate a very bizarre and exaggerated-sounding "story."

He didn't go into every single detail—that would take far too long—but the key points he summarized for Owen were even more numerous than what he had told Seraphine.

Just sticking to the main points didn't take long.

"...As for the Doran and Devonte families, I've also talked with Morris Doran. I gave him..."

"...On the Yorke family's side, as of today, the Doran family should have already made secret contact with them. This was done without the Yorke family being fully aware of the Doran family's purpose, as preparation for Morris Doran to personally negotiate later..."

"...The Doran and Sutherland families currently need to maintain a cooperative facade. This matter is absolutely confidential. If word gets out and the Sutherland family finds out ahead of time, it will inevitably lead to a clash between the great families, detonating the situation prematurely. The consequences... the Doran family's camp will lose some of its advantages..."

Owen was completely baffled. What bewildered him wasn't just that Alexander was talking about the interests, relationships, and strategic warfare between great families.

The role Alexander played in all of this was even more baffling. He spoke of it so casually, repeatedly using the phrase "I told him," which sparked a great deal of imagination in Owen's mind.

In perhaps just ten minutes, Alexander had given a rough outline of the key points concerning the Doran, Sutherland, Yorke, and Devonte families, as well as all the various aspects involved.

After hearing it all, Owen was filled with regret. He really shouldn't have listened to this! If word of this got out, what if he was suspected of being the leak?

"Mr. Alexander... what does any of this have to do with my daughter?" Owen Arden asked, as if he had found a "blind spot."

"Seraphine was previously making investments outside of Senlan, buying into funds..." Alexander then briefly explained how Seraphine Arden had connections and entangled interests with a certain figure from the Sutherland family, and how she would be implicated when the Sutherland family came under attack.

Owen Arden was stunned as he listened. He knew about Seraphine's investment, but he wasn't very clear on the complex relationships involved.

"But it's fine now. Seraphine is already steadily pulling out," Alexander continued. "Also, if nothing unexpected happens, the Sutherland family's downfall is inevitable. It's a cake worth hundreds of billions. The Doran family and their allies will definitely take the largest slice. The core assets will certainly be carved up by the major families, and the peripheral assets... Seraphine is also very interested in those!"

Alexander seemed to leave his sentence half-finished.

"So?" Owen asked.

"I arranged for her... to meet with Eric Collins," Alexander replied.

Owen's emotions fluctuated violently again, written all over his face.

Eric Collins of Boston was also very famous. Owen had even met him once, four years ago, at the grand opening of the Monarch Vault Club in New York.

"And William Wycliffe," Alexander added after a few seconds' pause. "We've already planned it... William will take back his family's assets within the next few months and send his older brother, Harrison Wycliffe, to prison... And right now, Seraphine, Eric Collins, and William Wycliffe have already spoken privately many times. The funds Seraphine freed up late last month were for this very matter..."

A chill ran down Owen's spine as he listened.

This matter was bigger than he could possibly imagine! He had never in his life participated in or been exposed to anything on this level. It wasn't that he hadn't had the chance, but he had chosen to avoid it.

Because it wasn't safe. The rewards for winning were enormous, but if you lost, you could very well lose everything! You might end up in prison, or you may even lose your life.

And because Alexander's explanation was so detailed, touching upon all the key points, it even gave Owen the feeling that... his daughter couldn't back out now.

In a major event with such a high level of secrecy, once a business family chose to participate, there was no turning back.

The consequence of retreating would likely be getting eliminated by one's former allies first! Only the "dead" could keep their mouths shut and not leak secrets.

In the end, he was just too weak!

Owen sat there, his expression shifting, his mind repeatedly mulling over one thing. Alexander had said, "We've already planned it," to help William Wycliffe seize his family assets and send Harrison Wycliffe to prison. That was utterly terrifying.

The scale of the Wycliffe family's assets even surpassed that of Michael Arison, the richest man in New York!

Harrison Wycliffe was not someone who could be taken down so easily. Because Alexander hadn't been very specific, it led Owen to believe that Alexander was currently using the power of the major family behind him to make a move against Harrison.

The pavilion fell silent. After a long moment.

"Mr. Alexander... you came here today specifically to tell me these things, didn't you?" Owen suddenly asked.

Alexander nodded directly, then said with a smile, "Consider it an explanation for you, old sir. If you had chosen not to listen earlier, I wouldn't have said anything. You probably would have only found out about this in another six months."

"So..." Owen mused for a moment. "Now that I know, then..."

"I hope, old sir, that you will transfer your shares to Seraphine," Alexander said, looking into Owen Arden's eyes, his smile unwavering.

So direct.


Chapter 2: Shocking confirmation.

Owen’s expression changed drastically, and the hand subconsciously gripping his teacup trembled.

He had never expected Alexander to be so brazen as to “ask for shares” the moment he opened his mouth. Before Alexander said those words, Owen had guessed that Alexander wanted him to be aware of the situation and not interfere, thereby giving Seraphine Arden more room to maneuver.

His guess hadn't been bold enough!

“Did Seraphine ask you to come and tell me this?” Owen's face was a kaleidoscope of emotions as he stared at Alexander, his tone slightly heavy.

“No, she didn’t,” Alexander said calmly, then smiled. “Sera's original intention… when we were having breakfast this morning, she mentioned it offhandedly, wondering if it was possible to keep you in the dark about this matter indefinitely…”

Alexander was telling the truth.

“However, I felt that while she could keep it a secret, she would inevitably be unable to tell the truth during her monthly reports to you, Sir. I have a feeling she wants to be honest, but she’s afraid you’ll object…”

Alexander met Owen’s gaze. “So, I came… This matter is a big deal, but it’s not that complicated anymore. Whether it’s me, Seraphine, or you, there are no ‘what ifs’ for any of us now.”

Owen’s expression darkened. He couldn't refute Alexander’s words.

Just as Seraphine knew her father, Owen was indeed old-fashioned, traditional, steady, and cautious. If he had known about this from the beginning, he would never have allowed Seraphine to get involved.

Unfortunately, there were no what-ifs.

The game was already afoot, and no one could back out now. It was precisely because Owen was cautious and never got involved in the affairs of the great families that he didn't understand the situation and dared not retreat rashly.

The current situation was truly one where whoever retreated would be the first to be crushed by their “own people.”

Simply put, Owen had found out too late!

In reality, however… Alexander was misleading him. It was never too late for Owen to find out. Alexander could have easily orchestrated Seraphine’s withdrawal, but it was completely unnecessary.

Owen stared at Alexander, a torrent of accusations welling up inside him, yet he couldn't voice them. Because Alexander had said it was Seraphine who had been tempted.

He understood his daughter and knew her personality. He knew even better how hard his daughter worked to pursue more wealth and a higher status. The incident years ago when Owen had forced her into a marriage had caused a great change in her personality.

“Mr. Ciotta, since things have come to this…” Owen began, then fell silent. After a moment’s thought, he continued, “Assuming everything you’ve said is true, you’re right. Our Arden family has no way out.”

He first acknowledged Alexander’s point, but then his tone shifted. “But! What does this have to do with the shares in my hands? Seraphine is the actual operator of Senlan; the shares are just in my name. She has full decision-making power…”

It had to be said, Owen’s words were somewhat disingenuous. But it was also human nature. He was nearly seventy, an old man, but not that old!

It was extremely rare for the founder, the older generation of a business family, to hand over all their shares to their children while still in good health. Such things usually happened when they were bedridden in a hospital for years, or when a will was made to be executed after death.

The elderly had their own way of thinking. A desire for control was one aspect; wanting to steer the general direction and have their own ideas was another.

And while Owen wasn't a very controlling person, he was traditional… and there had been no catalyst to prompt him to pass all his shares to his children.

“To make things more convenient,” Alexander said, smiling at Owen. “And also to prepare for some potential accidents.”

“Accidents?” Owen’s brow twitched slightly.

He had also thought of possible accidents. For instance, if the well-prepared Doran family alliance lost, the consequences for the Arden family would be catastrophic.

A dead end! Alexander loved to create situations that seemed like dead ends for people.

This time was no different. Owen clearly couldn't think of any solution. This kind of matter couldn't be resolved using past business rules or methods within those rules.

There was no retreat, but moving forward could also mean death.

“It seems that you haven’t understood the ‘accident’ I was referring to,” Alexander suddenly said with a smile.

“Hm?” Owen was taken aback. He hadn't said anything, yet Alexander claimed he hadn't understood.

“Besides losing, what other accidents could there be?” Owen asked, looking at Alexander.

“Losing… we won’t lose!” Alexander smiled.

“Young man, you’re very confident,” Owen frowned, his gaze fixed on him.

“Ha,” Alexander chuckled, but didn't elaborate. He added, “Actually, the accident Sera might encounter now isn’t about winning or losing the big game, but about what’s inside your Arden family.”

“Inside? What’s wrong inside?” Owen raised his eyebrows again.

“I think you should be very clear about the Arden family’s situation, Old Sir,” Alexander said with a smile, looking at Owen as he continued. “When Seraphine divorced and came home, it was you who gave her a chance and provided her with enough support when she was initially questioned. Seraphine has you, her father, to thank for what she has today.”

Alexander wasn't flattering Owen; he was stating the facts.

Owen was a man who valued his family and relatives deeply. It was for this reason that he had forced his daughter into a marriage alliance to save Senlan and the Arden family back then. After his daughter returned home, he did his best to compensate her.

There was no contradiction in this. Owen Arden couldn't be called an absolutely good father, but he could be called a very good elder.

Owen listened to Alexander with a placid expression.

“…Seraphine is a strong woman. She is very successful in her career.” Alexander met Owen's gaze, paused, and then said, “But she is a woman! It cannot be denied that there is still prejudice against women, both in society and within families.”

“Old Master, you still have two sons!”

“Your eldest son, Shane Arden, you know what he did back then, right?”

“And Seth Arden. If your wife hadn't pleaded for him, he’d probably still be in prison, wouldn’t he?”

Owen’s expression soured slightly. This was a family scandal.

It happened about ten years ago. On the eve of Seraphine’s promotion from Executive Vice President to President, the Arden family held a family meeting.

Seraphine’s two brothers had vehemently opposed her promotion. This was even though the business acumen she had displayed in just a few short years far surpassed theirs, even earning the high approval of some of Senlan’s veteran members.

There were many reasons for their opposition, mostly excuses like Seraphine being too young at the time, only in her early thirties, and lacking experience. They said her qualifications were too shallow to command respect and that her appointment as President would trigger dissatisfaction among other shareholders and even affect the stock price.

They were all just excuses. To put it bluntly, it was about the family fortune.

At that time, Owen’s wife had also opposed the promotion! She had always favored her two sons, especially the second one, Seth Arden.

Owen had overruled all objections.

Unable to stop Seraphine through open means, Shane and Seth resorted to their own covert tactics. The former attempted to unite with other shareholders to oppose her at the meeting, and while he used some dirty tricks and promised illicit benefits, it wasn't excessively out of line.

Seth, however, went too far!

He colluded with outsiders, trying to frame his own sister, Seraphine, with a problematic contract. If it had succeeded, it could have caused Senlan tens of millions in losses. Although tens of millions wasn't a huge sum for Senlan at the time, it would have become a stain on Seraphine’s record as Executive Vice President, making her promotion difficult. At the very least, it would have delayed it.

Seraphine discovered everything. Someone even died at the time. The representative who was supposed to come to Senlan to sign the contract with Seraphine jumped off a bridge and committed suicide.

After the death, Seth fled the country and hid abroad for four months. The frenzied Seraphine had terrified him.

In the end, however, Seraphine spared her second brother. After her mother’s tearful pleas and a heart-to-heart talk with her father, she chose to give her family another chance.

“What happened back then is all in the past,” Owen said after a full minute of silence.

“So you think your two sons are satisfied?” Alexander smiled, retorting, “There are some things I haven’t even told Seraphine. Today, I might as well tell you…”

“Your eldest son is currently the president of Senlan’s branch in the capital. Perhaps he understands that you will ultimately hand the family over to Sera to inherit, so he no longer expects to get many shares. Therefore, over these years… can you guess how much he has secretly embezzled?”

“I can tell you, as of the first half of this year, it’s more than three hundred million.”

“As for Seth, he left Senlan back then. Five years ago, at your wife’s arrangement, he returned to the company and is currently in charge of the production department… As for how much he and Dale Voss have embezzled over the years, I won’t say. You can ask your wife.”

Dale was Laura Voss's youngest brother, Owen’s brother-in-law, and thus Seraphine’s uncle. He was also nearly sixty this year.

In his early years, with the help of his brother-in-law, he acted as a distribution agent for Senlan Apparel. Later, as times changed and Senlan began opening a large number of directly-operated stores, Dale switched to the fabric business, supplying Senlan with materials for many years, a practice that continued to this day.

Today, he was also worth several hundred million, and he had always maintained a very close relationship with the Arden family, visiting them frequently.

“Actually, Sera is not unaware of what her two brothers have been doing. She’s just turning a blind eye. After all, it’s family, and the meat is stewing in its own pot. But… Seth's little moves have been increasing in recent years, and he’s been going more and more overboard…”

“Perhaps it’s because Celeste Lark has grown up. Once she graduates from university and joins the company, Seraphine will also start grooming a successor… This sense of urgency is making your second son bolder and bolder…”

Alexander seemed to be saying whatever came to mind, his speech slow, his tone almost conversational. Owen listened with a grim face.

“Also, Hank Arden is very close to Seth. He has a hand in some of the things Seth has done…”

Hank was not Owen’s son, but the eldest son of his third younger brother—his nephew. He also held a position within Senlan, serving as the factory manager of a production plant under Senlan, a direct subordinate of Seth.

Over the next ten-plus minutes, Alexander mentioned many more names—members of the Arden family, professional managers who were highly regarded and being groomed by Seraphine, and even some distant Arden relatives who had joined Senlan early on and now held senior positions due to their competence.

Every single person Alexander mentioned had problems. The many he didn't mention were basically Seraphine’s confidants, who followed her lead unquestioningly.

But after Alexander’s speech, the impression Owen got was that the internal problems were enormous!

What he didn't know was that Seraphine was aware of almost all the issues Alexander had mentioned, especially the major ones!

For some, Seraphine truly was turning a blind eye. You can't have clear water if you want fish. Any business empire has its share of such problems; it would be the same with anyone else in charge.

For others, it wasn't that Seraphine wasn't going to solve them, but that she was waiting for the right time. Some were even the result of her deliberately letting things slide.

That way, she could control them. She could keep them in check!

This was the conclusion Alexander had drawn from his investigations during the time loop. In the current Senlan Group, no one could shake Seraphine in the slightest. No one!

But from what Owen heard from Alexander, he clearly no longer thought so.

“…I think you understand now that at this particular critical juncture, any internal problems within the Senlan Group, or if someone tries to unite with other shareholders to pressure Seraphine, to pressure you, to try and topple her, could lead to catastrophic consequences…”

“And the Arden family… actually, the Arden family itself can withdraw. The one who can’t is Seraphine. The risk can be borne by her alone.”

Owen looked at Alexander. He understood what Alexander’s last words meant.

It was simple. As long as he condensed the Arden family’s shares in Seraphine’s hands and withdrew some key Arden family members, then even if something happened to Senlan in the future, it wouldn't implicate the Arden family.

The Arden family’s assets weren't just Senlan Group shares. Just as Seraphine would use her own money for investments, the Arden family was involved in many industries. Although the money from other industries was little compared to their main asset, the Senlan Group, they still had one or two billion.

And all the internal problems of Senlan, Owen’s two restless sons, and his wife, who favored them…The root of all these problems was that the majority of the shares were still held by Owen!

If Seraphine obtained the shares held by Owen and became the majority shareholder and chairman, then everyone else’s ambitions would be cut off.

There would be absolutely no chance to shake Seraphine!

Owen fell silent after hearing this. He picked up his teacup, took a sip of the slightly cooled tea, and once again gazed at the scenery outside the pavilion, his eyes narrowing slightly.

It felt like a dream. Only an hour had passed since he met Alexander, but he had received so much information in such a short time that Owen, who had been “retired” for many years, felt a sense of unreality.

Was everything Alexander said true?

Owen couldn't be entirely sure, but he could verify many things immediately! Alexander had left him room to investigate and confirm for himself.

Alexander glanced at his watch, then looked at Owen and spoke again with a smile, “I estimate that by now, your son Seth has probably received news of my visit.”

“Hm?” Owen turned to look at Alexander.

“When Seraphine and I came over earlier, your front yard bodyguard, Floyd, saw us. Although he’s been with you for many years, he’s always been very close to Seth. He probably gave Seth a call, especially since Seraphine came in holding my arm…” Alexander smiled, his tone subtle.

Owen’s expression changed completely. This seemed like a small matter. But in reality, it was not small for him at all; it directly ignited the anger in his heart.

He understood what Alexander meant. His trusted bodyguard had been bought by his own son?!

“Also…Seraphine should be about done talking with your wife. Your wife, too, will probably give her most beloved son a call,” Alexander added with another smile.

Owen’s hand, holding the teacup, began to tighten subconsciously.

Alexander felt his lips curl up: Mission accomplished!

At this point, the matter just needed to stew a little more.

Owen had already realized that not a single person in his family was worry-free. He had known some things before, like his wife always helping her own family, and he hadn't made a big deal of it. Owen had cheated and kept a mistress years ago, and Laura had tolerated it, so Owen could understand some of his wife’s thoughts.

But, at this critical juncture, with his daughter involved in a major event that required absolute secrecy and promised huge returns but also carried enormous risks, there could be no trouble at home, and certainly no major conflicts! Otherwise…

Seeing Owen’s expression, Alexander knew what he was thinking and worrying about. And speaking of which… the most important reason Alexander had come today and believed he could persuade Owen wasn't the internal family problems or the external situation of having no retreat.

The most crucial key reason was that Owen had already intended to give the shares to his daughter!

So, giving the shares to Seraphine was not something Owen had a psychological barrier against. The barrier was whether to give them now or later!

Ring ring ring…

A cell phone suddenly rang.

Alexander took his phone out of his pocket, glanced at it, and answered, “Seraphine.”

“Are you done talking?” Seraphine’s gentle, sweet voice asked. In truth, she was anxious and didn't even dare to come over and disturb them.

“Almost,” Alexander laughed, then proactively said, “Where are you? I’ll come find you.”

“I’m upstairs. Then… come on up. I’ll give you a tour. Can you find the way?”

“Of course. Alright, I’m on my way.”

Alexander exchanged a few simple words with Seraphine and hung up. He had offered to go find her to give Owen an opportunity to act alone.

“I’m going to see Sera…” Alexander said to Owen after putting his phone away. He stood up and made a small gesture.

Owen nodded without a word, his expression still tense. Alexander left. Watching Alexander’s departing figure, Owen Arden felt that dream-like sensation again. Was all of this real?

Only Owen remained in the pavilion.

He casually picked up the un-cleared chess set from the table, fiddling with the king piece, squeezing it subconsciously as he pondered for a long time.

Finally.

He slammed the chess piece onto the table, then picked up the phone that had been sitting there all along. He tapped and swiped… scrolling through his contacts until he found a number.

—William Wycliffe!

William had been in New York for ten years, lying low and keeping a low profile, but he had also secretly made many connections. His contact with Owen wasn't frequent, but it wasn't infrequent either.

The two had no special private relationship, just a superficial one for appearances.

Owen dialed William Wycliffe’s number, put the phone to his ear, and waited with a blank expression. After a good ten seconds, the call was finally answered.

“Hahahaha, Master Arden, it’s been a while! What made you think of calling me, old man…” William’s hearty voice boomed from the phone.

“Mr. William, business is booming, hahaha,” Owen said, a smile appearing on his previously expressionless face.

“Haha, thanks to you, it’s alright, it’s alright. Can’t compare to you, though,” William replied with a laugh.

Polite. Both were being polite.

“It’s like this, Mr. William. I heard from Seraphine. I hear you two are doing some business together recently?” Owen got to the point.

“Huh?” William’s tone was one of confusion.

“Mr. William, you’re still being reserved with me. Seraphine told me everything,” Owen said with a laugh, his tone that of an insider.

“No, Master Arden, the business you’re talking about is…” William seemed baffled.

This made Owen frown. Couldn’t get anything out of him?

This even made Owen subconsciously suspect that Alexander was lying! But the lie was too big, involving too many people, including his own daughter, which made it easy to verify. It didn't make sense.

Owen thought for a moment, considered a possibility, and then said, “Mr. Ciotta is at my house right now. We just finished talking.”

“Ah…” William’s tone immediately changed to one of understanding, and then he burst out laughing, “Hahahaha…”

He just laughed, saying nothing more.

Owen Arden’s expression became incredibly colorful.

Mentioning his own daughter was useless; William Wycliffe’s lips were sealed tight. He had to mention Alexander! And even when he mentioned Alexander, William’s attitude only changed, but he revealed no information.

“Mr. William, shall we set a time to meet?” Owen suggested.

“Set a time… Sure, Master Arden, whenever is convenient for you…” William said, chuckling, his rough voice full of politeness.

The more polite he was, the more distant he seemed.

“Then let’s do this afternoon, Mr. William…” Owen said after a moment’s thought.

The two exchanged a few more words, set a time and place, traded a few more pleasantries, and then hung up.

Putting down the phone, Owen clutched it in his hand, his expression fluctuating. Getting the low-key and cautious William to meet was easier than he had imagined.

But from William’s attitude just now, it seemed it wouldn't be so easy to get any information out of him.

However, Owen could now confirm one thing: what Alexander had said earlier about Seraphine and William cooperating was definitely true. Whether the specific details were the same, however, was unknown.

As Owen pondered, he picked up his phone again and dialed a number. It was for his butler. The call connected immediately. He said, “Q, bring a few men over. And bring Floyd here… Yes… right… You handle it.”

Quin had been with Owen for thirty years and knew his boss all too well. Owen hadn't said much, but Quin understood that there was a problem with Floyd!

It only took a few minutes.

The sound of hurried footsteps came from outside the pavilion. Quin Daley and four other bodyguards walked over. Owen, still pinching a chess piece, looked at the unfinished game of chess on the table.

The five men entered the pavilion.

“Boss,” Quin greeted him.

The other men stood ramrod straight, their expressions serious. They had no idea why the boss had suddenly summoned them and were all waiting for orders.

Owen set down the chess piece and turned to look at them. His eyes swept over the group, then fixed on a tall, thin, long-faced bodyguard in a black suit.

He was exactly thirty this year, an army veteran with a buzz cut who looked very sharp. The very picture of a standard bodyguard.

“Floyd,” Owen called out sternly.

“Boss.” Floyd stepped out of line and took a step forward, bowing his head slightly as he responded.

“Give me your phone,” Owen said.

Floyd froze, hesitating for a moment, but he didn’t ask any questions. He took his phone out of his inner pocket.

“Unlock it,” Owen said.

Floyd unlocked the phone with his fingerprint and handed it to Owen.

Owen took the phone, tapping and swiping. He opened the call history, only to find that Floyd's last call was this morning. The other party was Quin Daley; it was an incoming call that Quin had made to him.

Alexander had said that Floyd would likely be tipping off his second son, but there was no sign of it on the phone.

Three possibilities.

First, Alexander’s judgment was wrong. The information he had was incorrect, and what he said was false.

Second, Floyd had deleted the call record after the conversation.

Third, Floyd had another phone.

Right now, Owen couldn’t assume Alexander was wrong. If it was true, the problem was immense, and he had to investigate.

As for deleting the call history… it could be deleted from the phone, but not from the phone company’s call records. Once a person was under suspicion, simply deleting it from the phone was meaningless. So if Floyd was truly cautious…

“Is there another one? Is this your only phone?” Owen turned his head and asked again.

“No, this is the only one. Both SIM cards are in it,” Floyd replied. He had hesitated before, but now he was exceptionally calm, showing no sign of fear.

Owen turned his head to meet Floyd’s gaze.

There wasn’t the slightest change in Floyd’s expression, as if he had a clear conscience.

“Ha,” Owen suddenly chuckled, then said, “Floyd, you know what? I’ve experienced many betrayals in my life. I know that an innocent man wouldn’t look like you do now. You should at least be a little confused, but you seem to know what I’m suspecting. So composed?”

No matter his other failings, Owen Arden was still the highly respected Master Arden of New York, the third-richest man in the city.

He couldn’t compare to Michael Arison in terms of cunning and foresight, and perhaps not even to William Wycliffe, but a mere bodyguard trying to play mind games with him was not yet capable enough.

“Boss, I…” After hearing Owen, Floyd showed a flicker of confusion.

But the butler, Quin, was an expert at reading situations. He simply raised a hand, and before Floyd could finish speaking, two bodyguards from behind stepped forward and seized him.

It was all very sudden. Floyd subconsciously tried to resist, but he froze as soon as he moved, his mind in turmoil… Quin began to search him.

Quite smoothly, he found another phone in Floyd’s inner pocket.

“Unlock it.” Quin held the phone in front of Floyd’s face, his own expression unreadable.

Floyd’s eyes were now filled with panic. He glanced at Quin, then at the phone, hesitating for a moment…Quin didn’t waste any words, forcefully grabbing Floyd’s right hand to unlock the phone.

It unlocked successfully. Quin turned and handed the phone to Owen.

Owen tapped and swiped, opening the call history… it was empty! He paused, then entered a number and made a call.

Ring, ring, ring!

The phone on the table rang. It was Owen’s own.

Owen picked up his phone, glanced at it, and hung up, just to see the incoming number. Then, he used his own phone to dial a number.

The call connected quickly.

“I need you to check a number for me, I want the call records…” After a few words, Owen recited the number of Floyd's second phone, then hung up.

Just as Owen put his phone back on the table.

Thud!

The bodyguard, Floyd, suddenly dropped to his knees, completely panicked. Once the call records were sent to Owen’s phone, he was “dead” either way!

There was no hiding it anymore!

“Boss, Boss, I… I…” Kneeling, he couldn’t get the words out, his voice trembling.

“Have you been regularly tipping off Seth?” Owen asked, his face grim as he looked at Floyd.

Only at this moment did the others present realize what Floyd had done.

The expressionless Quin, standing to the side, pulled a gun from his jacket. The sound of a round being chambered made Floyd flinch.

As Owen Arden’s number one confidant and the only man at the Manor with a gun, he could be said to be the person who understood the boss’s intentions best.

“Seth is my son, after all. I can’t do anything to him, and he knows I can’t do anything to him… But you? Are you counting on him to protect you?” Owen asked, his eyes narrowed.

“Boss, Boss, I was forced! Boss… Second Master, he…” Floyd’s face was pale with anxiety as he began to confess everything, like spilling beans.


Chapter 3: Lunch.

Meanwhile, at the end of the south corridor on the third floor of the Senlan Manor main house.

Alexander stood with one hand in his pocket, gazing at the scenery outside the window while on the phone with William Wycliffe… William had just called him.

“…Say whatever you want to say. Yes… It’s fine… I told him, there won’t be a problem…”

William had called Alexander the moment he finished his conversation with Owen. He had to confirm what Alexander had told Owen—what he could say and what he couldn’t.

Although Owen was Seraphine Arden’s father, the final decision on many matters rested solely with Alexander.

Besides the matter with Owen, the two also briefly discussed Harrison Wycliffe.

Over half a month ago, during their first meeting, Alexander had given William the crucial phone number related to William’s car accident all those years ago.

And now, William had found that person. And brought him back to New York.

Now, they could set the stage to push Harrison into striking a blow against James Sutherland. However, this required a key person, someone close to Harrison, to “help.”

Alexander didn’t say much to William on the phone; there was no need to. They didn’t even have to meet in person.

For Alexander, who knew so much, things like coercion and enticement were far too easy.

A phone number, or that person’s lover, or perhaps a bank account… he only needed to start from a small angle and investigate backward to uncover that person’s deadly secret.

Click, clack.

The crisp sound of high heels. A bedroom door on the third floor opened, and Seraphine walked out. She had been waiting for Alexander and came out to check when she faintly heard voices outside.

Seeing him on the phone at the end of the corridor, she didn’t approach.

“…Once we lure Harrison to New York, we’ll grab him…” Alexander said a few more words to William before hanging up.

As he put his phone away, Alexander turned around.

“Darling…” Seraphine called out as she walked toward him.

Alexander also walked toward her.

“How did it go, darling?” Seraphine asked softly and gently as she drew near. There was no one else in the corridor. She wrapped her arms around Alexander’s waist and looked up at him.

“It should be fine,” Alexander said with a light smile. “The only potential complication is your mother, but… at least your father is willing to give it to you. Your mother’s side should be… no problem, right?”

The shares were in Owen Arden’s name.

But strictly speaking, the shares Owen Arden held were joint marital property. If the couple had a dispute, it would be very difficult to transfer all the shares to Seraphine’s name.

It was also well known that Laura had always favored her second son.

However… the Arden family was ultimately a family where Owen and Seraphine called the shots!

And precisely because Laura favored her second son, she was even less likely to watch him go to prison. Therefore, Alexander didn’t need to worry about Laura’s part; he only needed to handle Owen.

Seraphine herself would handle the rest.

“My mom, she…” Seraphine started, then paused before smiling sweetly. “No problem.”

“Want to walk around?” Seraphine asked again.

“Sure,” Alexander nodded.

Seraphine then gave Alexander a tour. They talked as they walked, and naturally, Seraphine asked Alexander what had been said. Alexander gave her a brief summary.

For Seraphine, even after hearing Alexander’s general account, she still found it hard to believe that her father would transfer the shares to her in such a short time.

This was not only because Owen was her father, which made her perception of him less objective, clouding her judgment.

It was also because there were many things she didn’t know.

Alexander hadn’t revealed those things in full to Owen, but he had prompted Owen to investigate. He would uncover things that even Seraphine didn’t know about yet.

The more he found, the more he would feel that the Arden family had many internal problems and many potential situations that could hold them back.

Over half an hour later.

After a leisurely tour of the Manor with Seraphine, Alexander returned to the main house with her.

It was already past eleven. Lunchtime had arrived.

In the antique-styled dining room on the first floor, the servants had already prepared a sumptuous lunch. The large table was full, not with exotic delicacies, but with home-style dishes, all exquisitely made.

Because Seraphine had brought someone back so suddenly, and the Manor was in the suburbs where shopping wasn’t convenient, there hadn’t been time to prepare much more. This was all they could manage.

“Mr. Ciotta, it’s a simple meal. Come, sit, sit…” When Alexander and Seraphine arrived at the dining room, Owen was already there. He greeted Alexander with a smile.

Alexander and Seraphine sat side-by-side opposite Owen.

Soon, Laura also came down from upstairs and entered the dining room.

Just the four of them were having this meal.

The atmosphere at the meal was rather strange. Laura had already spoken with her daughter and knew about Alexander’s relationship with her. She… no matter what she thought inwardly, did not dare to show any negative emotions toward Alexander in front of her daughter.

She looked like a dignified noblewoman, a constant smile on her face.

Owen Arden, however, seemed a bit off. Even his attitude toward his wife was not quite right! He clearly had something on his mind.

Of course, the most unusual thing was the occasional glint in his eyes when he looked at Alexander.

The “traitor bodyguard” had already confessed everything to him, which had left him deeply disheartened. He didn’t feel he had wronged his son. It was impossible to divide the family assets equally; only the most capable one could inherit the vast majority, to ensure that his life’s work would not be destroyed.

It wasn’t as if Owen had given his son nothing; it was enough for them to live in wealth and luxury for a lifetime.

If Alexander hadn’t told him today, Owen would never have imagined that his second son, for the sake of the family fortune, had done so many things over the years that saddened him.

He even had a feeling that his second son was waiting for him to die. If he were to die, his wife, who favored their second son, would surely do everything in her power to get the shares into his hands.

The bodyguard had been bought by Seth Arden three years ago and was considered one of his own. He not only did things for Seth but also knew many things. In his fear, he had told Owen everything.

Owen had already verified some of Floyd’s information, and he would also verify the situations involving his own brother-in-law, nephew, and others.

Twelve o’clock arrived before they knew it.

Owen, who had been making polite small talk, suddenly looked up at Alexander and smiled. “Mr. Ciotta, I have an appointment with Mr. Wycliffe this afternoon. Would you like to join?”

Alexander, who had just been whispering something to Seraphine, looked over and smiled. “No need. William already called me. You two go ahead and chat.”

Laying his cards on the table. Owen Arden was essentially telling Alexander, I’ve started my investigation.

Alexander was just as frank. Go ahead and chat. Investigate all you want.

Ring, ring, ring…A phone was ringing. It was Alexander’s.

“Excuse me,” Alexander said with a smile, taking out his phone to glance at it before answering. “Mr. Russo.”

It was a call from Martin Russo.

“Mr. Ciotta, James Sutherland just called me,” Martin said, his tone carrying a hint of nervousness.

Alexander’s eyebrows shot up.

James Sutherland suddenly contacted Martin?

Alexander thought for a moment. It couldn't be that his relationship with Martin had been exposed. James had neither the means nor the reason to suddenly find out.

And from the sound of Martin's tone, James's sudden call definitely had something to do with him again.

In that case... the problem must be with Sophie Hale!

"Go on," Alexander said, not volunteering any more information. Owen was still at the dinner table... Although Alexander had already told Owen about Sophie's situation, including all the grudges and conflicts.

But Alexander had never intended for Owen to get directly involved in the events. He only needed Owen to give the shares to Seraphine, so there was no need for Owen to know the specific developments of certain situations.

"He asked me if I'd been keeping an eye on Sophie Hale recently. He knows I was proactively watching her for him before. He probably discovered that Miss Hale is no longer in Boston..."

"Mm," Alexander hummed in thought, then asked, "What else did he say?"

"He didn't say much else, just asked me about it. I told him I'd run into some issues lately and had been negligent... He might have heard about my situation, so he didn't press further. He did ask me to help look for her, though. I guess he'll be looking on his end too..." Martin's voice grew audibly more tense.

He was clearly terrified of James discovering his tie to Alexander.

In truth, given his status in Boston, James couldn't easily touch him, and Eric Collins wasn't a pushover either.

But James Sutherland was an extremist! Everyone knew he was a radical!

If James found out that he, Martin Russo, had known everything all along and was now practically Alexander's "accomplice," on top of the matter with Sophie Hale... Martin had no doubt that James would resort to drastic measures against him!

And in Martin's eyes, the issue with Sophie Hale was secondary.

The main problem was Isabelle Hale. Alexander had taken Isabelle Hale, too. That was James Sutherland's daughter!

Even if James didn't acknowledge this daughter, he still paid a considerable amount in child support every year. It couldn't be said that he was completely indifferent, even if it was just for the sake of his pride.

"I see. It seems he hasn't discovered anything," Alexander said, his tone calm. "You don't need to worry about this. I'll handle it."

"Okay, yes, Mr. Ciotta!" Martin's tone instantly relaxed.

Alexander telling him not to get involved, or rather, not using him to mislead James, was a genuine relief.

And Alexander's words, "I'll handle it," had a truly calming effect!

"That's all for now," Alexander said, exchanging a few more words with Martin before hanging up.

Putting down his phone, Alexander glanced at the others at the table and smiled as if nothing had happened. No one would ask who had called him.

Lunch continued. The meal lasted until about twelve-thirty. The call Alexander had taken was just a small interlude that wouldn't spark too much speculation from the others.

As the meal was drawing to a close...

Ring, ring, ring...Alexander's phone rang again.

He picked it up, glanced at the screen, then answered with a smile. "Jasmine."

That one word immediately captured the entire table's attention. Seraphine merely gave Alexander a normal look, but the expressions in Owen's and Laura's eyes were a bit off.

Although Alexander and Seraphine had both explained the same thing, that Jasmine Doran, the eldest granddaughter of the Doran family's main branch, didn't care that her boyfriend had a mistress.

In fact, according to Alexander, he didn't even need Jasmine's permission to be with other women. But that was just what they said; there was no concrete proof!

Jasmine's formidable image, one of a woman who wouldn't tolerate the slightest imperfection, was so deeply ingrained in the minds of people in New York...

Owen watched Alexander's expression, wanting to see if he would lie or try to hide something he didn't dare say over the phone.

"Honey, where are you? I'm having lunch with Aileen," Jasmine's voice came through the phone.

From her tone, it didn't seem like anything special. She was just calling him at noon, probably chatting with Aileen Arison about him again.

"At the Arden Estate," Alexander replied directly with a smile.

"Oh?" Jasmine sounded slightly surprised, then adopted a teasing tone. "You're something else, my dear Mr. Ciotta. It's only been a few days since you took me home to meet your folks, and now you're proactively meeting Seraphine Arden's parents?"

Jasmine wasn't misunderstanding; she was just teasing!

As the woman who knew Alexander best, Jasmine could imagine that he must have had a special reason to take the initiative to meet Owen Arden.

"Ha," Alexander chuckled softly, then said, "I came to see the old gentleman and chat about the estate's situation."

"Are you having a meal?"

"Yes."

"That's my hubby, all right." If anyone else had heard this teasing compliment, they would have found it rather baffling.

But Alexander understood. Being able to sit down for lunch together meant that Alexander had completely taken control of the situation and made Owen Arden accept the fact that his daughter was someone's mistress.

That was what Jasmine was praising.

"You guys go ahead and eat. Aileen and I are almost done... Oh, right, Aileen wants me to ask if you're coming home tonight."

"I'll be back."

"Okay."

The call ended.

Owen had been watching the entire time. Although he couldn't hear what Jasmine was saying, Alexander's natural and composed attitude still sent a shock through him.

It seemed he really did say whatever he wanted, not hiding a thing, unafraid of making Jasmine angry.

"Did she need you for something?" Seraphine asked gently beside him as Alexander put down his phone, as if it were just a casual question.

"It was nothing," Alexander glanced at Seraphine with a smile. "She's having lunch with Aileen and asked if I was coming back tonight."

Seraphine pursed her lips slightly and said no more.

Owen heard the name "Aileen" and immediately thought of "Aileen Arison." Aileen and Jasmine had been seen together a lot recently, sparking many rumors in New York.

However, Owen didn't dare to think too much about any special relationship between Aileen and Alexander, assuming they were just good friends having a meal together.

Lunch concluded.

In the first-floor living room, Alexander chatted and drank tea with Owen for a while longer. The important things had already been discussed, so they just made small talk.

Time slipped by, and it was soon one in the afternoon.

Alexander and Seraphine left.

Not long after they departed, Owen also set out. He was going to see William Wycliffe.


Chapter 4: Angering James Sutherland.

Over half an hour later, in the South District of New York City.

Seraphine got out of Alexander's Lamborghini and into her own car, which was driven by a bodyguard. They parted ways by the roadside. Seraphine was heading back to her company, while Alexander was off to handle some business.

Back on the road.

Driving with one hand, Alexander first picked up his phone. He tapped and swiped, glancing at the trending topics online before switching out and dialing a number.

The call connected quickly.

"Mr. Ciotta," a cautious male voice sounded from the phone.

It was James Sutherland's man in New York, the double agent Alexander had first brought under his control—Anthony Ramirez!

Compared to Old Lei or Cole Donovan, Alexander had secured him the earliest but had barely used him.

Now, the time to use him had come!

"Let's meet," Alexander said.

Anthony naturally didn't dare to refuse and arranged a time and place to meet with Alexander.

After finishing the call with Anthony, Alexander immediately dialed another number. This one also connected quickly, and a soft voice came through the phone: "Mr. Ciotta."

It was Sophie Hale.

Alexander originally had no special plans for the afternoon, but Martin Russo's tip-off made him realize that James would soon find out that Sophie was in New York.

This was very easy to check. The simplest way was to look at Sophie's credit card transaction records, which had all been in New York recently.

Moreover, when Alexander had set up Sophie in Boston, he had deliberately left a record of them checking into a hotel. James would naturally be able to find out who Sophie had gone to the hotel with.

Therefore, the fact that Alexander had taken Sophie away was impossible to hide.

Alexander had never intended to hide it anyway; otherwise, he wouldn't have deliberately left clues back then.

He just wanted to activate this part of his plan at the right time to provoke James. James's personality was truly easy to manipulate. And now... since James had discovered it first, Alexander would start this part of the plan immediately!

Step one of the plan: First, ensure James wears his cuck hat properly. Let him know that he had truly been cuckolded by Alexander!

"Are you home?" Alexander asked into the phone.

"I'm home... watching TV," Sophie replied.

"I'll be there in twenty minutes," Alexander said.

"Okay, then... Isabelle and I will wait for you," Sophie said softly. She didn't know why Alexander was suddenly visiting her. Although she knew it was probably for something important, a hint of joy still crept into her voice.

A little over twenty minutes later. Alexander arrived.

In the first-floor living room of the villa, Hale sat on the sofa, holding a small mirror and applying lipstick. The years had left no trace on her face; after all, she was only in her early thirties. At this age, as long as a woman took care of her skin, it was difficult for wrinkles to appear.

Alexander's visit was very sudden, so Sophie had done her makeup in a rush. She could only manage a light application, which made her look less mature and more youthful.

Already naturally beautiful, she didn't look at all like the mother of a fourteen-year-old girl.

"The moment Teacher is coming, you put on makeup. The moment Teacher is coming, you change clothes..." Isabelle Hale paced in front of the coffee table, her little eyes darting back and forth to watch her mother, muttering under her breath.

She didn't dare to be too loud. Isabelle had boldly asked Sophie all sorts of questions before and had been told off once, so she didn't dare bring it up again.

Tap, tap.

The sound of leather shoes suddenly came from the staircase, originating from the basement level.

"Teacher's here," Isabelle whispered to her mother, putting a finger to her lips.

Snap! Sophie closed the small mirror and placed it on the coffee table. She skillfully twisted the lipstick shut and casually dropped it into her nearby handbag.

Alexander walked up the stairs from the basement. Just as he emerged from the stairwell, Sophie stood up, smoothing her hair.

"Teacher, Teacher! Why did you come so suddenly? Did you miss me?" Isabelle skipped towards Alexander, her hands behind her back and her shoulders swaying playfully.

"I did. I missed you to death," Alexander paused and smiled at Isabelle.

"Hmph, liar," Isabelle pouted and grumbled, then giggled and skipped around Alexander in a circle, her little eyes glancing towards Sophie on the sofa.

"Mr. Ciotta," Sophie said, pursing her lips in greeting.

Isabelle was in casual home attire, still in her pajamas, but Sophie was wearing a long dress, having clearly changed her clothes.

Her full figure filled the dress in such a mouth-watering way. The soft curves of a mother, contrasting against her youthful face, creating an attraction that very few men could ever resist.

"Something unexpected came up..." Alexander said as he walked towards the sofa.

Sophie's expression changed slightly. She knew the real reason Alexander had brought her back to New York, so his words "unexpected situation" truly made her heart pound.

Isabelle, however, didn't sense anything and just asked, "What's wrong, Teacher?"

"You two have to move," Alexander said with a smile, glancing at Isabelle and then at Sophie. He sat down in an armchair and continued, "This villa is being sold, so... you'll have to go through a bit of trouble."

"Jasmine actually listed this villa a long time ago, but the price was too high, so it never sold. I didn't expect a buyer to suddenly appear..."

Alexander was making it up as he went.

It wasn't a very convincing reason, but he wasn't trying to deceive Sophie; fooling Isabelle was enough.

"Ah... then where are we moving?" Isabelle asked, taking his words as truth.

"You'll know when we get there," Alexander said with a smile, deliberately teasing Isabelle. He then glanced at his watch and looked up at her. "We're moving in two hours."

"Huh? Why so rushed?" Isabelle suddenly became anxious.

"Yup! The buyer saw the video the agent took, confirmed the house on the spot, and the transfer is tomorrow. So you have to move out today," Alexander said.

"So fast..." Isabelle muttered.

"Isabelle, go tidy up the art studio first... I'll help you pack your luggage in a bit..." Sophie quickly interjected, gesturing towards Isabelle.

"Oh, oh... okay..." Isabelle agreed and turned to run upstairs, still muttering, "Teacher is the worst, being so sudden..."

Isabelle went upstairs.

In reality, the mother and daughter didn't have much luggage. They had only moved in half a month ago. Besides their clothes, shoes, and other personal items, the only other things to move were the art supplies and tools Isabelle had purchased since arriving in New York.

Two hours was more than enough time.

Sophie listened to her daughter's footsteps, and once she was sure Isabelle had entered the second-floor art studio, she turned to Alexander and asked in a low voice, "Mr. Ciotta, what's wrong?"

She knew Alexander was lying to Isabelle. The sudden move couldn't possibly be because the house was being sold.

She had just spoken up to send Isabelle to pack the art studio precisely to get her daughter out of the way so she could speak with Alexander alone.

Sophie looked at Alexander with a hint of apprehension.

"It's nothing, don't be nervous," Alexander smiled at Sophie and gestured for her to sit.

Sophie sat down on the long sofa, near Alexander's armchair.

"James Sutherland knows you've left Boston," Alexander said, looking at her. "He should be able to find out you're in New York by today."

"Ah?" Sophie was taken aback, her expression turning subtle.

This... didn't really seem like a big deal. Sophie had long known this day would come. In fact, she had even eagerly hoped that James would find out sooner, because she wanted revenge on him, revenge on the scumbag who had ruined her life!

She would destroy his pride as a man.

"Then... the move is..." Sophie thought for a moment and asked, not quite understanding this step.

"It's not good for James to know about you being in Jasmine's villa," Alexander said, without explaining too much.

Alexander intended for James to find out Sophie's address in New York. But once James discovered the villa's owner was Jasmine Doran, what he would connect it to would surely be more than just the mother of his child being stolen away by another man.

Therefore, Alexander had to simplify the matter first, which meant moving Sophie and Isabelle. It wasn't much trouble.

Sophie couldn't fully grasp everything Alexander was thinking, but she didn't press for details.

"So where are we moving to...?" Sophie looked at Alexander.

"That's flexible. A hotel, another villa, a high-rise... Where would you like to live?" Alexander asked with a final smile.

"Well... I'll listen to Mr. Ciotta's arrangements," Sophie hesitated for a moment before handing the decision back to Alexander.

"A villa it is, then," Alexander said, pulling out his phone. "I'll make a call."

Sophie watched as Alexander tapped and swiped on his phone, then held it to his ear.

The call connected quickly.

Because she was sitting close to Alexander and the living room was silent, Sophie could faintly hear a voice from the phone. It seemed to be a man addressing Alexander as "Brother-in-law."

"Dan, are you using your villa in Century Midtown?" Alexander asked.

"Ah... Brother-in-law even knows about that place... You really are something else, Brother-in-law," Dante Doran's voice on the phone sounded slightly surprised. He flattered Alexander a bit before saying, "It's empty. Do you need to use it, Brother-in-law? The key is at the club, or... should I have someone deliver it to your house?"

"Don't send it to my house. In an hour, bring it to the commercial street in the Central District. Wait for me by the roadside..." Alexander said.

After a few more words with Dante, Alexander hung up. The house was settled.

In truth, it wasn't ideal for James to know that Sophie was living in Dante's house either, but this particular villa in the "Century Midtown Villa Complex" was special.

It was the house Dante used for his "dirty work."

Many of his shady dealings over the years in New York had been conducted in that house.

For the sake of secrecy and security, the villa was not registered under Dante's name.

Very few people knew the villa belonged to Dante, aside from Dante himself and a few of his trusted confidants. Even Jasmine didn't know.

It wasn't that Dante was deliberately hiding it from his sister, but rather that Jasmine rarely took an interest in her brother's messy affairs, finding them rather distressing.

"We're moving to the Central District," Alexander said, looking at Sophie.

"Okay," Sophie nodded, then said, "I'll go upstairs and pack..." She started to stand up.

"No rush," Alexander said, and Sophie, who had just begun to rise, sat back down.

"We'll move in two hours, and then I'll treat you and Isabelle to dinner... During the meal, I'll have someone secretly take photos of us eating together, and... these photos will eventually end up in James Sutherland's hands..." Alexander explained the plan to Sophie.

Sophie's eyes lit up as she listened.

She hadn't expected that just as James discovered she was missing, Alexander would provoke him so directly!

Sophie was one of the people who best understood how extreme James's personality was, so she could imagine him being provoked into a frenzy, smashing everything in his room, screaming hysterically.

The mere thought of James, driven mad with anger, filled Sophie with a deep sense of satisfaction.

But it was also tinged with a hint of nervousness. Because she knew James would definitely retaliate! But clearly, since Alexander dared to do this, he wasn't afraid of any retaliation.

For the next ten minutes or so, Alexander went over the details of the dinner with Sophie. Sophie was particularly proactive, suggesting things she could do. It was clear she had a lot of pent-up energy.

"James's personality has too many weaknesses. The crazier he gets, the more mistakes he'll make... So... also... let's take a few pictures. I'll send them to James when the opportunity arises..." As they finished their discussion, Alexander gestured to Sophie.

Photos to send to James?

Sophie understood immediately. She stood up, took a step towards Alexander, turned, and sat directly in his lap, wrapping her arms around his neck while pressing her generous bust against his chest.

Alexander picked up his phone and opened the selfie camera.

Click! Click! Click! Click! Click!

Alexander took a total of five photos. In each one, Sophie's pose was different, including pressing her face against Alexander's, and kissing his cheek and the corner of his mouth.

After taking the photos, Alexander put his phone away, but Sophie didn't get up. She remained in his lap, her arms around his neck. Her hips began to move, wiggle, grinding down against Alexander.

"Aren't you afraid Isabelle will see?" Alexander asked with a soft laugh.

"I'm listening for her," Sophie replied softly, her gaze towards Alexander full of meaning.

Ring, ring, ring—A phone suddenly rang. It wasn't Alexander's, but Sophie's.

Alexander helped her get her bag, and Sophie took out her phone. One look at the screen and her expression froze.

The caller ID read: That Damn Beast. That contact name... was for James Sutherland.

Sophie stared at her phone screen, a trace of terror creeping into her frozen expression. Normally, whenever Sophie received a call from James, she was filled with hatred, and her tone when speaking to him would be cold.

The number of times they had spoken in recent years could be counted on one hand. Their conversations were often short, mostly concerning child support for Isabelle.

In her heart, Sophie was afraid of James, but she hadn't let it show on her face for many years.

But now... it was naturally because Alexander was right beside her. On his lap, without realizing it, she felt secure enough that some of her walls relaxed.

She still had an instinctual fear of James. The fact that he had personally killed someone in his pursuit of her had cast a shadow over her entire life.

The fear was subconscious.

Sophie froze for two seconds, then her gaze shifted to Alexander, and she instantly relaxed. Alexander tilted his head, also seeing the caller ID on the screen. The smile on his lips grew a little more playful.

Anyone who knew even a little about Alexander would find a soothing power in his smile. His enemies, of course, were the exception.

Sophie suddenly took a deep breath. The phone was still ringing.

"Mr. Ciotta..." Sophie called out to Alexander, shaking her phone slightly. She was seeking his opinion, unsure if she should answer the call and, if she did, what she should say.

It was obvious that James's sudden call was related to her not being in Boston.

If Sophie were simply not in Boston, it wouldn't be a problem. That alone wouldn't be enough to make James call.

In the past, Sophie had taken Isabelle traveling to many cities, usually during the winter and summer breaks. And it was summer break right now.

Her absence from Boston wasn't unusual. But being in the "special location" of New York was highly abnormal.

James must have already confirmed that Sophie was in New York. In this age of real-name online authentication, confirming this wasn't difficult. James only needed to give a casual order and wait a bit for the exact information.

"Answer it," Alexander said softly.

"Then..." Sophie started to ask, naturally wanting to know what she should say.

"Say whatever you want," Alexander interrupted directly.

Alexander gave the decision to Sophie. She could say whatever she wanted, even directly telling him she was with Alexander. Although that would disrupt Alexander's plans, it wouldn't be a major issue.

In truth, Alexander was giving Sophie an opportunity. An opportunity for her to take the first step in resisting James! That was why she had to make this decision herself.

Once she did, there would be no possibility of her backing out at the last minute and not daring to speak when they arranged the meeting with the Doran family. Sophie still had attachments; she wasn't alone. She had a daughter.

Sometimes, a person had to push themselves. Right now, Alexander needed Sophie to push herself.

The phone had been ringing for over ten seconds.

Sophie hoped Alexander would say something, but he didn't, merely looking at her with an encouraging gaze. If she didn't answer soon, it would be too late.

She answered the call. Sophie put the phone to her ear, then immediately held it a little farther away.

"Where are you? Where did you take her?!" James's interrogation came through the phone, his tone high-pitched and his voice somewhat hoarse.

He came at her guns blazing from the start. Evidently, James had already imagined the most incoherent scenario.

"What are you yelling about? What's wrong?" Sophie remained relatively calm, her tone icy.

"I asked you where you are! Answer me!" James shouted.

One could tell that James's mental state seemed poor. He must have been living in agony recently, not yet having recovered from his injury. After all, he was now disabled and still recuperating.

"...I'm in New York," Sophie said after a moment of silence, her eyes darting toward Alexander.

She knew Alexander could hear the voice on the phone.

"What are you doing in New York?" James asked again, his words rapid.

"Taking Isabelle on vacation. What's wrong? Are you going to control my vacations too?" Sophie's tone was also a bit aggressive. She appeared to dare to fall out with James, but in reality, she didn't.

If she truly dared, she would have told the truth.

"Vacation? Why New York?" James pressed.

"Why can't it be New York?" Sophie retorted.

"Who are you with? Besides our daughter, who else is there?" James got to the point.

"What does that have to do with you? We broke up over a decade ago. Who I'm with has nothing to do with you!" Sophie shot back again.

James went silent on the other end, but his heavy breathing could be heard.

Clearly, Sophie was about to infuriate him.

But her retort also left him speechless. Truthfully, James didn't really care who Sophie was with. If it were just Sophie alone, after more than a decade, he probably would have forgotten her long ago.

The problem was that Sophie wasn't alone.

James would never accept his own daughter calling another man "Dad," even if he didn't acknowledge this daughter himself.

Therefore, Sophie couldn't have another man. Especially not Alexander.

"You fucking..." After a few seconds of silence, James exploded. He stopped himself just as the profanity left his lips, then roared again, "You fucking get back to Boston right now! Immediately! Right now!"

Fear flickered across Sophie's face again. James's tone, his state—it was the state of someone about to kill!

"I... Isabelle and I haven't had enough fun yet. I'm not going back. What right do you have to control me?" Sophie stammered slightly but held her ground.

"I'm warning you! Sophie Hale! You! Immediately! Right now! Get your ass back to Boston!" James seemed about to go mad with rage, his voice turning shrill by the end of his shout.

His current state wasn't just caused by Sophie's provocations. It was the accumulation of everything from this period, making him more irritable and mentally unstable.

Sophie's hands were trembling slightly. She looked at Alexander again. Alexander smiled and met her gaze.

"Get back here now!" James was still yelling.

"No!" Taking another deep breath, Sophie yelled back into the phone.

"You—"

Beep!

Sophie didn't wait to hear the rest. She had actually hung up the phone directly! This was the first time in over a decade that she had found the courage to proactively hang up on James Sutherland.

The hand clutching the phone dropped limply.

Sophie leaned into Alexander's embrace, feeling as if she had completely collapsed. Her breathing was rapid, her heart was pounding, and her whole body felt weak.

"Life is long," Alexander said, wrapping an arm around Sophie's shoulder and patting it gently. His smiling tone carried a hint of wistfulness. "He won't be a shadow over you for the rest of your life, right?"

Alexander smiled and looked down.

Sophie looked up. Their eyes met.

"Right!" Sophie replied, her expression turning resolute with her response.

She had abandoned the wishful thinking in her subconscious.

Before things happen, people tend to hope for the best. For instance, regarding her and Alexander, and her cooperation with him—none of this was known to James yet, so Sophie had held onto a sliver of hope.

She had subconsciously thought that even if Alexander failed, she and her daughter would be fine, since they hadn't taken that crucial step yet.

Now, that wishful thinking was gone. No matter what happened next, just based on her actions moments ago, James would not let her off easy.

Therefore, she had made up her mind. Her desire for James to die became more urgent, more proactive.

Ring, ring, ring...The phone rang again. It was still Sophie's phone. And it was still James calling.

If Sophie rejected this call, the obsessive James would keep calling, even using different numbers. This was why Jasmine Doran rarely rejected James's calls.

Sophie, however, paused for two seconds before directly hitting the hang-up button.

Rejected.

Then, she opened her phone's settings and enabled her "whitelist," which only included the numbers for Isabelle and Alexander.

Having taken that first step, Sophie became very decisive.

She wasn't as busy with business as Jasmine, for whom a whitelist would affect her work. For Sophie, it didn't matter.

"I guess he's about to start smashing things," Alexander said softly with a smile, watching Sophie's actions.

"With a temper like that, why doesn't he just jump off a building?" Sophie muttered with a pout.

Tossing her phone onto the coffee table, Sophie, who had been sitting in Alexander's lap, turned again, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him on the lips for no reason. Her lips molded against his whilst she closed her eyes.

Suddenly, there was some noise from upstairs.

Alexander gently patted Sophie's back as a reminder.

Sophie came to her senses and quickly stood up. Just then, Isabelle's voice came from upstairs, "Mom, what were you yelling about just now? What happened?"

Alexander leaned forward, pulled two tissues from the dispenser on the coffee table, and wiped the lipstick mark from his face. Watching his actions, Sophie became incredibly nervous.

She wanted to get him a mirror, but she relaxed when she saw him accurately wipe the lipstick off his face without one.

Thump, thump, thump.

Isabelle appeared at the top of the second-floor staircase, took a few steps down, then stopped and peeked.

"Nothing, nothing happened. Why are you down here? Are you done packing?" Sophie said, looking up with a hint of unnaturalness.

Isabelle didn't answer her mother's question. Instead, looking suspicious, she continued down the stairs, asking, "Mom, Teacher, were you two fighting?"

Sophie's shout earlier had indeed been too loud, and she had yelled, "No!"

"Don't fight," Isabelle immediately finished her own narrative, playing peacemaker as she walked down the stairs. "It's just moving houses, right? It's not a big deal to live somewhere else..."

After speaking, Isabelle even shot Alexander a look, ever the clever little imp.

"Isabelle, what are you talking about? We weren't fighting," Sophie said, relieved that Isabelle had misunderstood.

"I heard you yelling, and you still say you weren't..." Isabelle said in a tone of someone exposing a lie.

"Your mom just got a few calls. Scam calls. They kept calling, even from different numbers..." Alexander suddenly spoke up, smiling at Isabelle.

"Scam calls?" Isabelle walked into the living room, still a bit skeptical.

"Yes, yes, it was a scammer's call. I don't know who posted my number online. Maybe they think our family is rich..." Sophie quickly added. "I've already whitelisted my contacts. It's so annoying."

"Oh, is that so..." Isabelle was finally somewhat convinced.

"Isabelle, you be careful too," Alexander reminded her with another smile. "I suspect your phone number was also leaked. Someone might call you and try to scam you..."

"Who? Who would be so mean as to post our numbers everywhere?" Isabelle pouted slightly.

"They're just jealous of the rich. It's probably someone our family used to know," Sophie said. The reason she casually made up wasn't entirely solid, but it was enough to fool Isabelle.

"Isabelle, why don't you set up a whitelist too? Just for this period. It'll be fine in a few days," Sophie proactively suggested to Isabelle.

"Okay..." Isabelle agreed nonchalantly. Although she usually contacted her friends and classmates a lot, it wasn't through phone calls but through messages and voice notes.

After agreeing, Isabelle took her phone out of her pajama pocket and started to set it up.

Alexander smiled and glanced at Sophie.

He had to admit, Sophie was quite intelligent. She had somehow known what he was thinking just now. He hadn't said many things himself, but she had said them for him.

Then again, it was also possible that Sophie's thoughts just happened to align with his—neither of them wanted Isabelle to receive a call from James.

James had never called his daughter before, but given the circumstances, that might not hold true this time.

Isabelle sat down on the long sofa, looking at her phone. Sophie also leaned over, wanting to watch her daughter set up the whitelist.

Suddenly!

Ring, ring, ring—

Isabelle's phone rang.

Sophie jumped in fright and quickly leaned in to look. It was a phone number she didn't recognize, not James's. The caller ID showed the location as "Dallas"!

A coincidence?

Or...

"Is it 137..." Alexander glanced at Isabelle and asked casually, reciting James's number.

"Huh?" Isabelle looked at Alexander, then back down at her phone to confirm. "No, it starts with 139..."

"139..." Alexander casually recited another number.

"Yes, yes, that's the one," Isabelle nodded immediately, then looked up and asked Alexander, "Teacher, how did you know?"

"It's the scammer's number. They just called your mom," Alexander said with a smile. He was, of course, lying to Isabelle. In reality, this number belonged to James's other phone, a private number for special purposes.

Most likely, James had smashed the phone he used to call Sophie earlier.

"Isabelle, it's a scammer. Don't answer. Block him!" Sophie said to Isabelle immediately after hearing Alexander.

But Isabelle didn't listen to her mother. She tapped to answer and put the phone to her ear.

Sophie hadn't expected her daughter to be so "disobedient" as to answer the call directly.

Although Isabelle would occasionally argue with her at home, it was usually an exception when Alexander was present. Sophie had no idea what method Alexander used to make Isabelle so compliant.

Sophie raised her hand to "snatch" the phone.

"You damn scammer! You bastard! You piece of shit!" But after answering the call, without waiting for the other person to say anything, Isabelle started cursing.

Sophie's hand, about to snatch the phone, froze in mid-air.

"Are you sick in the head? Why do you keep calling? If you're sick, go get treated. If your brain's not working, go to the hospital. If you can't be cured, just jump off a building! Why are you even alive, you piece of shit! Scram, scram, scram!" Isabelle rattled off, her words flying out at high speed. Then, with extreme quickness, she pulled the phone away and hung up.

She didn't give the other party a chance to talk back.

Perhaps because her mother was beside her, Isabelle's cursing was relatively tame, without any "mother"-related profanities, but it still had the desired effect.

More importantly...Isabelle didn't know who was calling her. But Sophie did.

Isabelle was very quick on her feet. After hanging up, she immediately went into her phone's system to set up the whitelist, as fast as she could, afraid the other person would call back to curse at her.

Sophie watched her daughter's actions, stunned on the spot. What her daughter did was quite in line with her personality; it was just the person she had cursed...

Thinking about it, Sophie couldn't help but let out a "pfft" of laughter.

With James's temper, already furious and then getting cursed out by his own daughter right off the bat, he was definitely going to lose his mind!

"You little rascal, since when did you learn to curse like that?" Sophie gently pushed her daughter's shoulder, looking both like she wanted to be stern and like she wanted to laugh.

"Mom, I was sticking up for you. Why are you scolding me?" Isabelle immediately became indignant, but with a hint of coquettishness.

"Teacher, look at my mom. She's scolding me, and I didn't even say anything that bad..." Isabelle got up again, walked over to Alexander's armchair in two steps, and pulled on his arm to complain.

Isabelle didn't know what she was thinking. She just felt that Alexander could stand up for her.

After all, her mother's attitude toward Teacher was... quite special.

"Cursing is ultimately not right," Alexander said, gently chiding Isabelle first.

"Hmph..." Isabelle pouted with a light snort, looking unconvinced and unhappy.

"But you did the right thing this time," Alexander added with a smile.

"Hehe!" Isabelle's face instantly broke into a grin, and she even shot her mother a look.

Sophie looked both exasperated and amused.

The three of them chatted idly for a few more moments about whether Isabelle's cursing was right or wrong, and then Isabelle went upstairs again to continue organizing her art studio.

After the sound of footsteps upstairs completely faded, Alexander and Sophie continued to discuss matters that Isabelle couldn't hear.

"Now that James has completely lost contact with you, he will definitely send people to New York to find you, along with his contacts here. From now on, don't use your credit cards. I'll have someone get you two new cards..."

Alexander and Sophie discussed many more detailed matters.

Soon. A few minutes later. Sophie suddenly thought of an extremely pressing problem.

"Mr. Ciotta, will James be able to check my call records? He'll find out I've been in contact with you, and he'll also find out about Miss Doran and me..." Sophie said, starting to panic again.

She also had Jasmine Doran's number. After all, she was living in Jasmine's house, so of course, they would be in contact.

"It's fine. My phone number is encrypted on the back end..." Alexander smiled. "Jasmine's is too. Although the permission level isn't as high as mine, it can't be traced."

Alexander's phone number and bank accounts were all encrypted.

Whenever he made or received a call, the telecommunication company's back-end system would automatically delete the call record. Any related records would be automatically erased.

So whether Alexander called someone or received a call, there would be no record of the call on either party's phone bill.

As for his bank cards, very few people could access his bank account information.

This was all arranged by Morris Doran!

Right after Morris came to New York, met with Alexander, and was tricked by him during their detailed talk, he went back and had someone raise the security level of Alexander's information to the highest level within his authority.

Others couldn't even look up Alexander's high-speed rail ticket booking records.

Morris did this initially to prevent anyone from finding out about his contact with Alexander. After all, what they had planned to do was far too big! They absolutely could not allow any slip-ups on such "minor issues."

Alexander didn't explain this in detail to Sophie. Seeing him say it was fine, she didn't ask any more questions.

The two chatted for a while longer before Alexander got up to leave. He had set a time with Sophie, and he would come back to pick them up then.


Chapter 5: Making plans.

Alexander left.

Downstairs. Underground parking garage. Just as Alexander sat down in his Lamborghini, his phone rang.

Ring, ring, ring...It was Anthony Ramirez.

The two of them had also arranged to meet and talk in detail.

"Mr. Ciotta," Anthony's slightly nervous voice came through the phone as soon as Alexander answered.

"James Sutherland called you," Alexander stated directly.

"Uh... yes, he just called me personally. He wants me to follow you, and also to find two people, a mother and daughter..." Anthony was reporting to Alexander.

Alexander knew that James would arrange for Anthony to investigate. This was also why he had arranged to meet him.

And Anthony clearly didn't know the relationship between Sophie Hale, Isabelle Hale, and James Sutherland.

Speaking of which, while many within the Sutherland family might know about James's illegitimate daughter, few outsiders did.

A major family of the same stature as the Doran family would naturally have found out when they were planning the marriage alliance with the Sutherlands.

Over in Boston, Martin Russo himself had a personal relationship with James and had been helping to look after Sophie and Isabelle, so he also knew.

But a figure of Anthony Ramirez's level, being from New York, had neither the means nor the connections to know.

"I know. We'll talk when we meet," Alexander didn't waste words with Anthony, hanging up after a brief exchange.

The Lamborghini left the Villa community.

The car entered the main road. Driving with one hand, Alexander dialed another number.

It connected quickly.

"Mr. Ciotta," a slightly hoarse voice came from the phone. It was Old Lei!

He had mostly recovered and was currently on standby. With nothing to do, he would go chat with the secretly detained Cole Donovan. Alexander had given him an eight-figure sum for operational funds, and he had been remotely directing his men to New York.

In fact, Old Lei himself was very wealthy.

After so many years as a professional killer, with close ties to local and abroad groups, his net worth was at least nine figures.

It was just that he had been trapped before, with no way out and no turning back.

Alexander had helped him break free.

But Old Lei's money was his own. Since Alexander was using him, he naturally wouldn't treat him poorly, rather than just threatening him with the leverage he had. As such, compared to everyone else, the person Alexander trusted most right now was Old Lei.

Although Alexander had stabbed him a few times, he had also given him a brand-new life afterward—one that was neither dangerous nor dark!

The man's character alone was enough to earn trust.

After all, he was the first real man Alexander had encountered in his ten thousand years of looping time, who could withstand his interrogation and torture.

“Get a decent business van and come to the Golden Complex in the North District. Wait for me outside,” Alexander instructed Old Lei.

“You got it, Mr. Alexander,” Old Lei replied.

Half an hour later. Midtown, New York. The commercial street.

The speeding Lamborghini began to slow down. From a distance, Alexander spotted a black Mercedes S-Class parked by the side of the road outside the north entrance of the pedestrian street. He parked the Lamborghini behind it.

He got out of the car.

As Alexander walked toward the driver's side door of the Mercedes S-Class, the door suddenly opened. The driver inside had noticed him. A man in a black suit and sunglasses stepped out.

He was one of the trusted bodyguards Dante Doran had left in New York to look after his Club.

He was a veteran who had joined the Doran family immediately after being discharged from the military.

The Doran family had a well-established system for cultivating trusted subordinates. Bodyguards who joined the Dorans were either exceptionally skilled, professional, and capable fighters, or they already had some connection to the family.

The bodyguard here belonged to the latter category. His biological uncle was a trusted bodyguard who had been with Morris Doran for over a decade.

“Mr. Alexander,” The bodyguard greeted Alexander as he got out of the car, handing him a key.

He was here to deliver the key to the villa, sent on Dante's orders.

Alexander took the villa key, tossed the Lamborghini key to the bodyguard, and said, “We’re swapping cars. Take my car to Jasmine’s company building and give the key to her…”

“Yes, Mr. Alexander,” The bodyguard agreed without any fuss.

For whatever reason, he knew not to ask questions that were not his business. He was a professional.

The two men swapped cars. Alexander hit the road again in the black Mercedes.

Destination: the East District!

A little over ten minutes later, in the East District, at the Tree Island Café.

This was where Alexander and Anthony Ramirez had first met. It was a café Anthony had opened for his mistress, making it his territory and absolutely safe.

A "Closed for Business" sign hung on the café's glass door.

Alexander got out of the car, straightened his suit, and walked inside with one hand in his pocket.

He pushed open the door and entered the café.

Being closed, there were naturally no customers. Unlike the room full of menacing thugs during Alexander’s first visit, the café was sparsely populated this time.

Anthony had only brought a few of his most trusted men, all of whom were seated near the entrance. The moment they saw Alexander enter, they all shot to their feet.

It wasn't to intimidate him, of course, but a gesture of respect.

“Mr. Alexander.” Anthony, who was sitting in a corner by the far wall, also stood up and waved. He stepped out from his seat and gestured again. “Mr. Alexander, let’s go upstairs…”

The two men went upstairs. The second floor of the café.

They sat down at a table by the window, the curtains half-drawn.

“Mr. Alexander, this… this guy Sutherland, what’s he up to now? Is he trying to…” Anthony began asking impatiently. He truly felt like his life was difficult. Although Alexander didn't use him much, he still felt like he was walking on a tightrope.

Anthony knew that Alexander had told Dante Doran that he, Anthony Ramirez, was Alexander’s subordinate.

The trouble of being a double agent seemed to be over. But Anthony was still afraid something would happen to Alexander. If it did, Dante would surely not let him off the hook.

“Here’s what you’ll do. James Sutherland wants you to investigate me, as well as Sophie and Isabelle Hale. Get ready, arrange for your men, and around five o’clock today, have them…” Alexander didn’t bother with a lengthy explanation for Anthony, instead cutting straight to his instructions.

First, he would make Anthony understand what he needed to do.

“Once you have the photos, send them to James Sutherland tonight. Just say you found them while you were tailing me…” Alexander finished his simple explanation.

“Uh… alright!” Anthony hesitated for a moment before nodding in agreement.

It wasn't that he had any doubts about the task Alexander had given him; rather, he was baffled by Alexander's actions. He knew James was investigating him, so why would he serve it up on a platter? Willingly?

“Mr. Alexander, if I may be so bold as to ask…” Anthony began again, choosing his words carefully.

“Go ahead,” Alexander said with a nod and a smile.

Just then, footsteps sounded from the top of the stairs. A very attractive woman with somewhat heavy makeup came up, carrying a small tray. It was Anthony’s mistress, the owner of the café, bringing them coffee.

This was, of course, something Anthony had arranged beforehand. The two men paused their conversation. The woman placed a cup of coffee beside each of them and left without a word.

Only after she had gone downstairs did Anthony speak again.

“Mr. Alexander, why are you… Do you know that James is trying to…” Anthony found himself at a loss for how to phrase his question. James’s plan seemed perfectly normal to him. After all, he was the man who had once sent assassins to kill Alexander. It was a life-and-death grudge; James was clearly out to get him.

But Alexander’s move was truly, truly bizarre!

“Giving James a little push. He's someone who makes mistakes very easily. One wrong step leads to another,” Alexander said with a smile, leaving Anthony utterly bewildered.

He could tell that Alexander didn’t want to give him too many details. In a way, that was better. The less he knew, the safer he was.

But Anthony was still afraid. He didn't know if Alexander had privately told Dante about his history as a "double agent." He couldn't take that risk. Right now, the only person who could protect him was Alexander.

And so he prayed in his heart: Please don't let anything happen to Mr. Alexander!

“Mr. Alexander, then… those two women, the mother and daughter… why… Are they… with you… No, that’s not right…” Anthony asked again. He was trying to guess if Sophie Hale was Alexander’s mistress and Isabelle Hale was his illegitimate daughter.

James wanted to investigate this and report it to Jasmine Doran. But he immediately corrected himself, realizing his mistake.

Alexander was only twenty-two years old. He couldn't possibly have a fourteen-year-old daughter.

Could it be that Alexander liked widows?

The information on Sophie and Isabelle Hale, including their photos, had already been sent to Anthony’s phone. He had seen Sophie’s picture and knew she was an exceptionally beautiful woman.

Alexander smiled, a subtle expression on his face.

Anthony wasn't a particularly amusing person. What Alexander found amusing was Anthony’s current state of mind. He was truly terrified that something would happen to him.

“Mr. Alexander…” Anthony pressed on.

Alexander picked up his coffee, took a slow sip, and glanced out the window before turning back to Anthony. “She’s James Sutherland’s daughter.”

Anthony, who had just raised his own coffee cup, felt his hand tremble violently, spilling a good amount of coffee onto the table.

He froze, with a dazed look on his face! He was completely stunned.

Anthony naturally figured that the daughter of James Alexander was referring to was Isabelle Hale; after all, only Isabelle's age matched. That made Sophie Hale's identity self-evident!

This…

Anthony was stunned for a long time, his eyes wide.

The spilled coffee flowed freely across the table, some of it even dripping onto his suit jacket and trousers, but he didn't notice.

At this very moment, a storm of conflicting emotions raged within Anthony's heart.

Because of Jasmine Doran, Alexander and James were already locked in a battle to the death. Anthony knew how possessive James was of the women he desired. To say that Alexander and Jasmine… had mentally cuckolded James was no exaggeration.

And now Sophie Hale was involved?!

And he was going to let James find out on purpose? Let him see the photos? Let James know, in no uncertain terms, that he had truly been cuckolded?!

And Sophie had James's daughter with her. What was this? Cuckolding plus a threat? This was simply…

If this were anyone else, Anthony might have found their methods despicable. But with Alexander, he didn't feel that way. Although he didn't know Sophie's true role in all this, he knew that James had once hired a group of assassins to kill Alexander.

James's trusted subordinate, Cole Donovan, had even come to New York personally to direct the operation.

For that grudge alone, the fact that Alexander survived was a testament to his own abilities. No matter how he retaliated, it wouldn't be excessive.

But this was still… too ruthless. Alexander was too ruthless. He was specifically targeting the things that would drive James insane. But with that came extreme danger!

Anthony even felt that Alexander was courting death. After all, James was the kind of person who, once enraged, would throw all caution to the wind. That kid from the Devonte family had nearly been killed by James back then; getting his legs broken was considered getting off easy.

Even the scions of prominent families were treated like that. Alexander, no matter how capable, lacked that layer of background protection.

"Mr. Ciotta… Alexander, are you sure… you… I mean, are you sure you want me to take those photos and send them to James?" Anthony finally spoke, his voice stammering and laced with disbelief.

"Of course, I'm sure," Alexander said with a faint smile. "In this matter… you'll be considered to be working for James, and doing an excellent job at that. He will certainly trust you more. You'll be fine."

Anthony stared at Alexander, momentarily speechless.

Alexander's logic was sound. James might even give him a large sum of money. But that wasn't the key issue.

The key was what would happen next. Anthony could imagine the potential fallout, and it wasn't just about Alexander being in danger and facing a tempestuous storm. There was also… the fact that Alexander's greatest protection right now, Jasmine Doran, might also become a problem!

Ultimately, he didn't know Alexander well enough. Anthony couldn't possibly imagine the powerful and complex network of connections Alexander had forged in less than a month.

“But… but… Miss Doran will find out, won't she? James will definitely tell her that you're cheating… Then…” Anthony spoke again, raising what he believed was a critical point.

"Jasmine already knows," Alexander smiled.

"Huh?" Anthony froze for a second before it dawned on him.

Alexander's relationship with Sophie was fake! It was even possible that Jasmine and Alexander had worked together to bring Sophie and Isabelle Hale to New York to use against James.

He had only guessed half right.

"But, but this is too dangerous, Mr. Ciotta. I think you should seriously reconsider. Don't worry, as long as you say you don't want to be discovered, I will do my utmost to prevent James from finding out…" Anthony tried to persuade him.

Anthony was being serious. When he first met Alexander, Anthony was already in the process of transferring his assets abroad. His position as a double agent had become very dangerous, and he was planning to flee.

Now, Anthony still had that thought, and everything was proceeding in an orderly fashion.

He really didn't want any trouble at this critical juncture. World peace would be best! That was his motto.

"If you don't want to do it, I won't force you. I can find someone else," Alexander said with a smile, not only stating his attitude but also giving Anthony a choice.

"I…" Anthony hesitated for a moment, then hurriedly said, "I'll do it, Mr Ciotta, I'll do it!"

He had thought it through. It would be incredibly simple for Alexander to let James know about these things; hiding was the difficult part. Proactively exposing it was a piece of cake.

At its simplest, Alexander could even call James directly to taunt him and explain the situation.

Therefore, Anthony understood that he couldn't stop Alexander.

In that case, it was better to take the matter into his own hands. This way, he could earn more of James's trust, paving the way for him to understand the situation better later on.

Perhaps it was because he understood human nature too well, or perhaps it was because he had too much information at his disposal. Alexander always had a way of making people willingly shift from "passive acceptance" to "active assistance."

It was true for Sophie. And now, it was true for Anthony.

In his current state of mind, he was clearly no longer passively waiting for James to assign him tasks before tipping off Alexander.

He would take the initiative, actively probing James's plans and arrangements to help Alexander.

For him, it was truly a case of "if Alexander is well, I am well." If something happened to Alexander, the multiple risks involved meant any one of them could lead to his own downfall.

"Alright then, you'll still be the one to…" Alexander said with a smile, pausing before continuing, "Then you'll…"

Alexander began to explain the details.

He had only spoken briefly about the picture part before, but now he went into specifics. These details would not only provoke James to the utmost but also make Anthony's series of actions, such as tracking and photographing, appear natural and flawless.

It would completely eliminate any possibility of Anthony being suspected. It was, in a way, helping Anthony maximize his own gains.

Alexander was quite keen on helping Anthony raise his status in James's eyes. As the conflict between Alexander and James intensified, Anthony, a minor local power in New York, would naturally become more valued by James.

Now, he was adding more fuel to the fire. It would be best if Anthony could catch the attention of other core members of the Sutherland family.

Alexander's target had never been just James Sutherland. James was merely the catalyst; Alexander's true target was the entire Sutherland family!

And Anthony could be the nail driven into the Sutherland family. Alexander didn't mind driving that nail a little deeper.

Unconsciously, the time approached four in the afternoon.

Alexander and Anthony had a very detailed discussion. After they finished, they went downstairs one after another, with Anthony leaving the café a full five minutes after Alexander had departed.

During that time, he had already called and arranged for some men. The act had to be convincing. Anthony would arrange for a full-scale search for Alexander. At the same time, he would dispatch his most trusted confidants to a designated area to await Alexander's arrival.

His confidant would then notify him by phone. He would also go to the scene himself.

Anthony had to perfect every aspect, right down to the call logs, with his subordinates.


Chapter 6: Family like dinner.

A little over twenty minutes later. North District.

Alexander was driving the Mercedes S-Class. As he approached the main gate, he saw an Alphard minivan parked on the side of the road outside. It didn't have a local New York license plate, but one from Boston.

It must be Old Lei. Alexander had told him to wait here, and this was the only minivan on the roadside.

Old Lei was a very cautious person, a "professional habit." The Boston license plate on his van was likely a fake.

The Mercedes S-Class paused beside the Alphard. Alexander rolled down his window and turned his head to look.

The passenger-side window of the Alphard also rolled down. Old Lei, wearing a black baseball cap and a mask, turned and met Alexander's gaze.

Alexander gave Old Lei a look, then rolled up his window and drove forward.

The Alphard followed Alexander's Mercedes S-Class into the Villa community. Alexander had a remote for the community gate.

The two cars didn't go into the underground garage; they took the internal driveway to the villa's front door.

Alexander got out of the car and gestured to Old Lei, who also got out and followed Alexander toward the villa's entrance, subconsciously glancing left and right to survey the surroundings.

The front door had a fingerprint and password lock. Alexander knew the code and entered it directly.

In the living room.

Sophie and Isabelle Hale had mostly finished packing their luggage. They hadn't brought much with them to New York, but now they had a bit more, mainly new purchases and Isabelle's painting supplies.

One of the reasons Alexander had called Old Lei over was to transport the luggage.

The easel stand took up a lot of space. Including the other luggage and two people, one car wouldn't be enough.

"Alexander…" Sophie greeted him as he entered. She noticed Old Lei following behind him and casually asked, "And this is…?"

"He's helping with the luggage," Alexander said with a smile, then asked, "Is everything packed?"

"Yes," Sophie nodded.

"Then let's load the cars. Come on…" Alexander gestured with his hand.

Five minutes later, the luggage was loaded.

Most of it went into Old Lei's minivan. The trunk of the Mercedes S-Class only held two suitcases.

Time to go. The two cars left the Villa community.

The Mercedes S-Class sped along the main road, with the Alphard minivan following behind, maintaining a considerable distance. It looked as if the two cars weren't together at all.

This was another of Old Lei's professional habits.

At all times, he would subconsciously reduce certain risks. It had become second nature, and Alexander had no intention of correcting him.

This was good. After all, Old Lei was a man capable of cornering Alexander in an elevator. Although that was also a result of Alexander letting his guard down, it was undeniable that Old Lei was highly skilled. Alexander hoped he would maintain his abilities and not let them decline.

Inside the Mercedes S-Class, Sophie Hale sat in the passenger seat, and Isabelle Hale was in the back.

"Teacher, why did you change cars again?" Isabelle asked, looking around the interior. The car's interior was very similar to the white Mercedes G-Wagon Sophie often drove.

"A sports car can't fit three people," Alexander replied casually with a smile, glancing at the rearview mirror.

"Why do you need to fit three people? The car that Uncle is driving can also fit people. Besides… my mom has a car too…" Isabelle said, clearly finding Alexander's reason insufficient.

"Isabelle, didn't I tell you? That car kept reporting malfunctions, so I called the dealership to have it towed. Safety first, okay?" Sophie said, turning around from the passenger seat.

She was just placating Isabelle.

Sophie's white Mercedes G-Wagon was left in the underground parking garage. She wouldn't be driving that car again anytime soon to prevent James from tracking her.

She had to switch cars. Alexander had also switched cars today for the same, most important reason. The act had to be convincing.

James had discovered her, and she then proactively cut off contact with him. Next, James had to be made aware that something was going on between her and Alexander.

Under these circumstances, if Sophie were still driving her own car, it would seem she was not being "careful enough."

And in this situation, Sophie would inevitably have to warn Alexander to be careful. So Alexander had to put on a show, too.

Both of them had to appear sufficiently cautious to make James believe they were having a secret rendezvous. Only then would everything be logical, and only then would Anthony appear capable, leaving him completely above suspicion.

Around 4:50 PM.

New York City, Central District, Century Midtown Villa community.

This was an old villa community built at the end of the last century, located in a relatively remote part of the Central District's old town. By today's standards, it was a very average villa community. Its advantages were its large area, good privacy, and its proximity to a small park.

Dante had originally chosen this place to conduct his dirty business precisely because he valued the community's low-key nature and privacy.

The two cars entered the community, went down to the underground garage, and finally parked in two spots belonging to Villa No. 17.

They moved the luggage.

The community looked very old, and the villa style was outdated. Even the underground garage floor was grimy. But the moment they stepped into the first-floor hall of Villa No. 17, the opulence before them stunned even Isabelle.

It was mainly due to the stark contrast between the villa's interior and exterior.

Dante had had the place completely renovated. That was just his taste. The interior design of this villa was the same as Alexander's current place, giving off a resplendent, magnificent feeling.

Moreover, the villa was cleaned regularly. In the past, Dante could never be sure when he would use this villa, so he always arranged for someone to clean it every half-month to ensure it was always ready for immediate use.

They set the luggage aside for now, in no hurry to unpack.

"Let's go, time for dinner. My treat," Alexander said with a smile, then asked Isabelle, "Isabelle, what do you want to eat?"

"How nice of you, Teacher, treating us to dinner," Isabelle said to Alexander half-jokingly.

"Consider it an apology for making you move so suddenly," Alexander laughed.

"Hmph, then I'll have to eat something good!" Isabelle snorted lightly, then thought for a moment before saying, "I want Korean....or maybe Chinese food.... the spicier the better!"

Isabelle wasn't a picky eater, but she preferred spicy food.

Alexander knew it! The filming location he had thought of in advance and had Anthony arrange was a Chinese Sichuan restaurant.

They set out again. The four of them went downstairs. Sophie and Isabelle got into the car first, while Alexander went over to the Alphard and whispered a few words to Old Lei by the car door.

"Get your men. Starting tomorrow, follow them 24/7. Ensure their safety, but don't let them spot you. Especially not the little girl…"

This was the real reason Alexander had called Old Lei over.

He wanted him to recognize the people and the place, and for Sophie to have seen him, so that Old Lei would not be a stranger to her if he had to reveal himself in an emergency.

Alexander was about to give James a massive shock, and he was never worried about himself.

But Sophie's side needed this kind of setup. James probably wouldn't harm Sophie and Isabelle, but after he found them, it was possible he would send people to kidnap them directly.

That kind of thing had to be prevented. After giving Old Lei his official task, Alexander returned to the car.

Time to go. A few minutes later. It was already past five in the afternoon.

Still in the Central District, on D Second Road, at the Sichuan Garden Restaurant.

This restaurant was located in the old district of the Central District. It was a relatively high-end Chinese restaurant, but not top-tier. The food here was good, but business was rather average, mainly because of its location.

The Mercedes S-Class parked in a spot in front of the Restaurant.

After getting out of the car, Alexander casually glanced around.

At a street corner not far away, an old silver-gray Volkswagen was parked under the shade of a tree. The license plate confirmed it… It was one of Anthony Ramirez's men's cars.

Everything was ready. Let the show begin!

Alexander didn't need to make any more arrangements. He had already coordinated with Sophie and Anthony, so all that was left was to step into the performance.

"This is the place. Isabelle, go book a private room…" Alexander gestured, half-joking with her.

"Hmph, didn't you say you were treating us, Teacher? And you're making me book the room," Isabelle said, skipping ahead and wrinkling her nose at Alexander.

She was joking, of course. Isabelle wasn't short on money, and a meal wouldn't cost that much.

"You don't have to pay to book a room; you pay after the meal," Alexander said to Isabelle with a smile.

"As long as you're paying, I'm going to book the biggest one!" Isabelle lifted her chin slightly.

Alexander deliberately slowed his pace and let Isabelle go book the room. Although Isabelle was bantering with him, she took the lead, walking ahead and going up the steps first.

Kids were like that, and it also had to do with personality. Some just loved to show off. When given a task by an adult, they might complain but would still do it proactively.

You could call it a form of tsundere. That was Isabelle.

Alexander slowed down even more, seemingly to wait for Sophie, who was walking slowly in her high heels. By the time Isabelle had pushed through the revolving door, Alexander and Sophie had just reached the bottom of the steps.

"Don't be nervous," Alexander suddenly tilted his head and whispered in Sophie's ear. They were very close, and Alexander's hand even rested on her waist for a moment.

This scene would be captured.

"I'm not nervous," Sophie also tilted her head and whispered back.

They completed a simple interaction at the entrance.

They entered. As they walked into the restaurant's main hall, Isabelle was already talking to a waiter nearby, no doubt about things like "how many people" and "where to sit."

As Alexander and Sophie approached, the waiter was saying, "… There's no need for a private room for just three people. The private rooms have a minimum charge…"

No wonder business here was just average. Bad location, and the staff couldn't even size up their customers.

Isabelle's outfit looked like a typical young girl's, but it was all luxury brands. Including her watch, her entire ensemble was worth at least ten grands.

Not to mention what Alexander and Sophie were wearing as they approached.

"Give us the biggest private room. And start with two bottles of Château Margaux…" Alexander said as he walked over. The waiter's eyes lit up at his words.

Although Château Margaux wasn't the most expensive red wine here, a bottle still cost over a thousand dollars. Minimum charges, a private room being a waste for three people—all those hurdles were forgotten. As long as the money was right, anything was possible!

"Right away, sir!" the waiter replied with particular loudness, his face flushing slightly. The waiters here could get a commission for recommending red wine to customers.

The waiter became exceptionally polite and enthusiastic, proactively leading the three of them upstairs.

"You really got the biggest room…" Isabelle muttered to Alexander.

She was still sensible. A private room was enough; she felt the biggest one was unnecessary. She had just been bantering with Alexander earlier.

"A better environment," Alexander said to her with a smile.

They went up to the third floor.

Turning right and walking to the end, they reached a private room numbered "0".

The waiter pushed the door open, then stepped aside proactively, gesturing for the three to enter first. The room was indeed large, excessively so. It was the size of four normal private rooms, with just one large round table in the middle, making the surrounding area feel empty.

Moreover, this room was located in a corner of the building, with two large windows facing the main street and another large window facing the side street.

The view was excellent, and the room was very bright.

As far as Alexander knew, for a restaurant with mediocre business like this one, this room was meant to elevate its status.

It was the only such massive private room in the entire building, capable of seating twenty people without feeling crowded; it could even squeeze in thirty.

The minimum charge for this room was also very high, at 800$.

In this old district of the Central District, such a high minimum charge was rare.

However, Alexander also knew that no one ever booked this room. It was considered good if it had one table of guests a month, so there was no need to worry about it being booked in advance by someone else.

The probability was too small.

And the reason Alexander chose this place was mainly because of the good view. The three large windows on two sides… made it easy to be filmed from outside.

It was also convenient for putting on a show.

They took their seats. They ordered food. He let Isabelle do the ordering.

Alexander had only been sitting for a moment before he stood up again, walked to one side, and drew the curtains there.

"Teacher, what are you doing?" Isabelle asked casually, turning her head to look.

"The sun is glaring," Alexander said with a smile as he walked back.

Indeed, the setting sun was shining in from that angle, and it was a bit blinding. However, they could have easily sat in a spot that avoided that angle and even enjoyed the sunset.

Alexander was just finding an excuse to draw the curtains.

He was aiming for realism. He was here today for a secret meeting with Sophie Hale, or at least that's what he wanted James to think.

The photos Anthony handed over couldn't feel staged. Therefore, some privacy gestures were necessary. It was all part of the act.

Isabelle ordered the dishes, and Sophie also ordered a few milder ones because Isabelle had ordered too many spicy ones.

Eight dishes for three people was quite extravagant.

Alexander didn't order anything. After the waiter left, the three of them started making small talk.

Isabelle was a bit restless. She couldn't sit still, getting up to look out the window, then wandering over to examine a large flowerpot in the corner.

A few minutes later, the waiter knocked and came in with the red wine and some pre-dinner fruit. It was clearly an upgraded service; the fruit platter was especially lavish.

This was all because Alexander had ordered two very expensive bottles of wine.

"Isabelle, come have some watermelon…" Sophie called to her daughter.

Ring, ring, ring…A phone suddenly rang—it was Alexander's.

Alexander picked up his phone and saw it was a call from Jasmine. He paused, then stood up and walked out with the phone, answering it and holding it to his ear as he went.

This was a good chance to explain the situation to Jasmine. There were some things Isabelle wasn't allowed to hear.

"Hello, Jasmine…" Alexander said as he stepped out of the private room and turned right, walking a few meters to a window.

"I'm off work. When will you be home?" Jasmine Doran's voice came through the phone.

"A bit later. I'm having dinner right now," Alexander replied with a slight smile.

"Dinner again? With that bitch?" Jasmine asked. Though she used the word "bitch," her tone was casual, as if just asking offhandedly.

Jasmine was very annoyed with Seraphine now, but she didn't have the energy to be jealous of her.

"No, with Sophie Hale," Alexander answered.

"Oh… Well, you two enjoy your meal. I made plans with Aileen. Since you won't be home for dinner, I'll let her know, and we'll eat out too. We'll head back after we're done," Jasmine said.

Compared to her reaction to Seraphine, Jasmine was much more indifferent toward Sophie.

She even thought it was a good thing for Alexander to connect more with Sophie. After all, Sophie was the "key person" who could set everything off.

To Jasmine, Sophie Hale was a tool, and one who posed no threat to her. So she truly didn't mind at all that Alexander was spending more time with her.

"Alright, then…" Alexander agreed. He paused for a moment before adding, "James Sutherland will probably call you tomorrow. Just be mentally prepared."

"Hmm?" Jasmine was taken aback. "Him? How do you know he'll call me?"

"Tonight, James will find out that Sophie is in New York and that she's with me. I'll make sure he sees the photos tonight," Alexander said.

"What?" Jasmine's voice was clearly startled.

The line went silent.

After a moment, Jasmine finally spoke, her voice strained. "Are you crazy? You're letting James know this early? If he makes the connection to the Yorke family's matter, he'll kill her to silence her! What will we do without Sophie later on?"

She had hit the nail on the head. Jasmine's reaction was exactly what Alexander had expected.

It was also due to her rather one-sided understanding of the overall plan. As things stood, the only person in the entire world who had a complete picture of Alexander's plan was Alexander himself.

Even Morris Doran didn't know everything; there were certain things Alexander hadn't told him yet.

Strictly speaking, Sophie was indeed important.

But! Once Alexander completed his alliance, it would create an unstoppable momentum. Many major families were holding back, ready to act, and had already made preliminary preparations. Those who needed to withdraw had withdrawn, and those who needed to join had joined.

At that point, they wouldn't even need Sophie to bring along the Yorke family. Alexander would only need to personally tell the Yorke family a single fact, and whether they believed it or not, they would have reason to join the cause voluntarily.

They would act as if they believed it. Revenge wasn't the only thing that could motivate people to act. Sufficient profit could as well.

Of course, having Sophie Hale made things simplest. And Alexander wouldn't let James discover the situation, nor would he let anything happen to Sophie.

"James won't find out," Alexander said with a laugh.

"How can you guarantee that? James isn't an idiot. Sophie knows he killed that kid from the Yorke family. How could he not figure it out?" Jasmine's words came faster.

"He can figure it out," Alexander said, remaining calm and smiling. "But what makes him think I can use this against him?"

"How could he not…" Jasmine was getting anxious.

Worry clouds judgment. The last time Jasmine had been this anxious was the day Alexander was cornered in the elevator by Old Lei.

She truly felt the risk was unimaginably high, possibly leading to the failure of the entire plan. She couldn't figure it out anymore. What was Alexander trying to do?

Was this just to piss off James? The risk was far too great!

"Let's talk in detail when I get home. It's not convenient here. I'll have someone deliver the photos to James later, after we've had a chance to talk it over…" Alexander said.

He was casually managing Jasmine.

According to Alexander's original plan, the photos were meant to be delivered to James later in the evening anyway. He had also intended to explain the details to Jasmine, as some parts required her cooperation.

But the way Alexander phrased it now gave Jasmine the impression that he was being considerate of her anxiety and worry.

A few minutes later. Alexander returned to the private room.

He chatted with Sophie for a while, teasing Isabelle a bit and asking her what movies and TV shows she had been watching recently. He found some common ground very smoothly.

In his ten thousand years of repeating the same day, Alexander had watched a truly immense number of movies and TV shows. It could be said that he had seen every remotely famous one, whether domestic or foreign.

He had even watched some obscure ones in minor languages.

He had watched them while practicing foreign languages. Alexander had mastered over a hundred languages. When he first started learning a new one, it was quite difficult, but over time, he learned faster and faster.

Eventually, as his mental power grew, he developed a photographic memory. Since many languages shared very similar linguistic logic, he could even master a new language to fluency within two weeks.

Isabelle was at the perfect age for binge-watching dramas. She was soon amazed to discover that no matter what TV show she mentioned, Alexander would claim to have seen it.

This quickly made her skeptical, and she started quizzing him, asking about plot points and discussing the show's love quadruples. Yet Alexander answered everything correctly.

They had a very happy conversation. Before they knew it, the food was served. They talked as they ate.

Alexander glanced at his watch. It was already 5:40 PM. By now, Anthony should have arrived and found the perfect spot to take pictures from outside.

"…The male lead is so ugly, the second male lead is the really handsome one…"

"And in the end, the female lead actually forgave that vicious woman. I was so mad watching that."

"Hahaha, you've seen this show too, Teacher? Did you just binge-watch dramas all day in college?"

The atmosphere was joyful and harmonious.

An hour later. Outside the window, dusk was fading into night. The sky was dark, and the room was lit. The meal was drawing to a close.

For Isabelle, this dinner had been incredibly enjoyable. She was even a little sad to see it end. She felt she and Alexander just clicked.

Even though he was eight years older than her, they had somehow seen all the same TV shows. All of them!

Alexander had even seen some of her favorite cartoons, which Isabelle hadn't expected. She teased him for being childish, saying she hadn't watched that since she was ten.

"I'm going to the restroom…" Isabelle suddenly stood up.

She had drunk too much Coke. She jogged out. The private room had its own restroom, but Isabelle didn't know and headed for the one in the hallway.

Alexander didn't correct her.

After Isabelle left.

Sophie, her face slightly flushed from a bottle of red wine, turned to look at Alexander. Half-drunk, she was a bit bolder. After meeting his gaze for a moment, she leaned in and kissed him on the corner of his mouth.

One kiss wasn't enough, so she kissed him again. This time, pressing her lips against his.

Then again. Then again. Each time, the kiss grew a bit deeper and more intense.

It was hard to tell whether she was completely acting or genuinely wanted to. This scene would naturally be captured by the camera outside.

Before long, Isabelle returned.

The three of them chatted for a few more minutes, then went downstairs to pay and leave.

Outside the restaurant, Isabelle was still skipping about. She even took Alexander's arm, pulling him close to talk.

The three of them chatted idly by the roadside for a while.

They were talking and laughing. The time gradually approached 7:00 PM.

Alexander glanced at his watch, then said, "Alright, it's time to head back. You two should get a taxi."

"Aren't you going to give us a ride, Teacher?" Isabelle asked, shaking his arm.

"I've been drinking," Alexander said with a smile.

"Isabelle, don't be silly. We'll take a taxi back," Sophie said, gently pulling her daughter. But Isabelle was still a little reluctant to part with Alexander.

She hadn't had any alcohol, but she was high on her conversation with Alexander.

The art of language was something Alexander had mastered above all else.

Sophie hailed a taxi. As the mother and daughter got in, Isabelle was still waving to Alexander… Alexander watched the taxi drive away, then frowned as if he had noticed something. He pulled his phone from his pocket, tapped and swiped at the screen, then put it to his ear.

He pretended to make a phone call.

In reality, Alexander hadn't noticed anything. He was just pretending he had; he needed this moment to be captured in a photo.

The performance was over.

Alexander returned to his car. Drink and don't drive… In truth, drinking didn't affect Alexander's driving. His mind was too powerful for his consciousness to be impaired.

He had just used it as an excuse not to drive Sophie and Isabelle home, and also to set a good example for Isabelle.

Alexander sat in the Mercedes-Benz S-Class for a few minutes.

A man ran out of the hotel across the street, crossed the road, and quickly arrived at the Mercedes. He opened the door and sat in the passenger seat.

It was Anthony Ramirez.

“Mr. Ciotta… please take a look…” Anthony wasted no time, handing his phone to Alexander so he could look at the photo album and the pictures sent by his other men.

All of today's photos were taken with a phone. That made them look authentic.

Modern phone cameras were powerful enough. As long as you weren't aiming for artistic beauty, they were more than sufficient for any purpose. The results were super clear!

Alexander scrolled through the photos on Anthony's phone, his smile growing more subtle by the minute.

In the passenger seat, however, Anthony was on edge, even a little terrified. Finally, he couldn't hold it in any longer. “Mr. Ciotta… you…...Do you want to, maybe, reconsider..." His voice trembled. He was genuinely afraid!

Alexander had told him about the plan before, and he knew Alexander would interact with Sophie. But with Jasmine Doran in the picture, he had assumed it was all an act. He figured the interactions would be mostly suggestive, at most a hand on the waist or holding hands.

He truly hadn't expected them to actually kiss!

This made Anthony feel that it wasn't just James who was being cucked, but Jasmine as well!

This had gotten way, way too big!

It even made Anthony believe that the photos were a bomb, one that could detonate everything and bring about the utter destruction of Alexander—and himself.

"Reconsider what?" Alexander didn't even look up. He was still flipping through the photos as he spoke, selecting and deleting them.

He was going through the ones Anthony's men had sent, choosing some to save locally and deleting others.

He had to organize them; he wasn't going to show all the photos to James Sutherland.

Alexander needed to maintain a sense of continuity in the photos, to give James the impression that they hadn't been filtered, while also using them to build a convincing atmosphere.

He wanted James to look at the photos and immediately think that this thing between him and Sophie hadn't just started a day or two ago.

And he had to do it without letting James see any flaws in the narrative.

It seemed like a lot of conditions, but the selection process wasn't actually that difficult. After all, Sophie had cooperated with his act. Setting aside everything else, just the frequent eye contact between Alexander and Sophie while they ate dinner with Isabelle present—these pre-arranged scenes—provided a wealth of photos, most of which were usable.

There was another crucial point. It concerned the photos of Isabelle. None of them showed her full face, only her profile and her back.

Isabelle had been sitting diagonally to the window at the time.

And there were many photos of her laughing and chatting happily with Alexander, creating a warm, harmonious scene. These photos would likely be even more of a provocation to James.

"Mr. Ciotta..." Anthony was about to say something again.

"Jasmine knows everything," Alexander cut him off, needing to give him some reassurance. "She knows everything that happened today. Just relax and do your job."

Anthony's mouth hung half-open, the rest of his words swallowed back down.

He didn't even know if he should believe Alexander. Did Jasmine really know everything?

Could she be that indulgent? Or was she that domineering? Was she willing to sacrifice her own boyfriend just to get revenge on James? On second thought, the latter wasn't entirely impossible.

Given Jasmine's personality, it was something she might do.

A few minutes later.

Alexander finished organizing the photos. He had selected a total of one hundred and thirty-nine. He then used Anthony's phone to connect to his own via Bluetooth and sent all the photos to his device.

Anthony watched Alexander's actions. As the transfer was about to complete, he finally spoke. "Mr. Ciotta, when exactly should I send these photos to James?"

"Wait for my call," Alexander replied.

The photo transfer finished.

Alexander returned the phone to Anthony, glanced out the car window, and then said with a calm smile, "After you send the photos, here's what you'll say to James..."

Alexander then went over the key points with Anthony.

Mainly, the excuse for why they hadn't tailed Sophie Hale to her residence. And why hadn't they tailed Alexander.

One reason could cover both.

Actually, not tailing Alexander wasn't a big deal. His address wasn't a secret. If they said he went home after dinner, James wouldn't be suspicious.

The main issue was why they hadn't tailed Sophie.

After explaining everything thoroughly, Alexander had Anthony get out of the car.

Anthony had no way out now. He had personally watched Alexander transfer the curated photos to his own phone. He knew very well that even if he didn't send the photos to James, Alexander could just arrange for someone else to do it.


Chapter 7: Explanation.

Night. Around 7:45 PM.

In the resplendent, brightly lit living room, Jasmine Doran stood with her arms crossed, her large, soft breasts pressed up while pacing back and forth in front of the massive, floor-to-ceiling windows.

Her high heels went clack, clack, clack.

She and Aileen Arison had finished dinner shortly after six and arrived here at seven. Yet Jasmine had neither changed her clothes nor taken a rest. She had been pacing nonstop, her mind in turmoil.

"Jasmine, what's wrong with you? Is Alexander in some kind of trouble?" Aileen approached from behind. She had just come downstairs after showering and changing into her pajamas, a faint scent of body wash lingering around her.

Jasmine turned to look at Aileen but remained silent.

It involved Sophie Hale, James Sutherland's illegitimate daughter, and by extension, the Doran, Sutherland, and Yorke families. The issue wasn't that it was too complicated to explain; rather, Jasmine didn't know whether she should let Aileen in on it.

Although Aileen would find out sooner or later, once the matter with Michael Arison was resolved.

But for now, without Alexander's permission, Jasmine wouldn't say a word.

She also didn't want to burden Aileen with the same anxieties.

Ding! The sound of the elevator. Alexander was back!

Jasmine and Aileen turned around simultaneously. Seeing Alexander step out of the elevator, Aileen smiled sweetly and scurried towards him in her slippers.

Just as Alexander reached the sofa, Aileen arrived at his side.

"Honey, you're back," Aileen said, immediately hugging Alexander and sitting down with him. She sniffed the air and added, "Honey, you've been drinking."

Her demeanor was a little clingy.

Aileen had been trying to see Alexander as much as possible these past two days because she wanted a child, and she had calculated her cycle. Her chances of conceiving were very high right now.

With her mind focused on that, her entire state was naturally like this.

"You smell so good!" Alexander sniffed Aileen in return, booping her nose with a playful smile.

"Do you have anything else to do tonight, honey? Are you going out again?" Aileen asked with a sweet smile.

When a goddess like Aileen smiled, she was truly a beauty beyond compare.

"Not going out. I'll take a shower, we can chat a bit, and then it's time for bed..." Alexander said with a gentle smile.

Clack, clack, clack. Jasmine Doran walked over.

"Are you going to shower now? We can go together," Jasmine said, her gaze flicking towards Aileen. This made Aileen's expression turn just the slightest bit odd for a split second before returning to normal.

She thought Jasmine was doing it on purpose, saying it in front of her to make a point.

She even felt that her own clinginess towards Alexander upon his return had perhaps provoked the already moody Jasmine, so Jasmine was now being proactive... in a way that felt like a show of dominance.

Women often had these sensitive little thoughts.

In reality, she had misunderstood.

Jasmine was being deliberate, but only because she needed a moment alone with Alexander. If she had directly asked to speak with him privately, Aileen might have expressed understanding, but she would have likely felt left out, thinking they were hiding something important from her.

Jasmine was still considerate of others' feelings.

"Shower time. Let's go," Alexander replied with a smile. He gave Aileen a kiss on the cheek before getting up and heading upstairs.

Jasmine followed him upstairs.

The two entered the second-floor bedroom. They were serious about showering, but it wouldn't stop them from talking.

"You had someone take all the photos?" Jasmine asked.

"They're taken. Want to see them?" Alexander smiled.

They undressed as they talked. Both paused to admire each other's naked bodies for a moment.

Jasmine had no desire to see the photos. She understood James Sutherland better than most. When the Doran family was vetting him as a potential son-in-law, they had conducted a detailed investigation, and Jasmine had read all the files.

Therefore, Jasmine could imagine it.

As long as the pictures were that kind of photo, James Sutherland would go insane.

"Why do you think James won't find out? About the Yorke family, even if it's just a precaution..." Jasmine asked.

She was very calm. She had been frantic on the phone earlier, but she was past that now. She just wanted to know what Alexander was thinking and how he planned to mitigate the risks.

"The reason you're overthinking this is because you know what I've done. You're looking at it from my perspective..."

"What does James Sutherland know?"

"He doesn't know I've spoken with your father, nor does he know what I've been up to recently. Although he's aware that Sophie Hale knows he killed someone back then... why on earth would I know about that?"

"He won't think I know. That's a fundamental premise."

"And based on his understanding of Sophie, he'll be absolutely convinced that she would never dare to tell me about it on her own. And Sophie really doesn't have the guts."

"Even if, by some wild chance, he thinks I do know, he would never believe I could have any connection to the Yorke family. It's too far-fetched. And the truth is, I don't have any contact with the Yorke family, at least not yet."

"He won't think I have the ability to contact the Yorke family."

Whoosh.

As they spoke, Alexander and Jasmine had entered the bathroom and turned on the shower. The water flow was set to a moderate level, and the bathroom's acoustics made it easy to hear each other.

"But isn't that strange?" Jasmine said, frowning slightly as she lathered up Alexander's back with her hands, whilst rubbing her soft tits against him. "You suddenly brought Sophie Hale to New York. There has to be a reason. He's going to try and guess the reason."

"Getting revenge on him is the reason," Alexander smiled, turning his head back to meet her eyes. "Do you remember what happened to me before I went to Boston?"

Jasmine froze, looking into Alexander's eyes. She thought about the date and instantly remembered. Right before that, Alexander had been attacked by a group of professional assassins led by Old Lei!

"So, he'll think this is your revenge on him? Just like that?" Jasmine asked.

"Male thinking," Alexander chuckled. "Compared to women, men are much more sensitive, much more concerned, about being cucked and or having what is 'theirs' stolen. He'll think I'm deliberately getting back at him, which is why I pursued Sophie Hale and brought her back to New York. He'll also think I'm keeping his daughter by my side as leverage to threaten him with. That will be his subconscious, top-priority thought!"

"Hmm..." Jasmine pondered for a moment, seeming to agree with Alexander's reasoning. She tried to put herself in James Sutherland's shoes.

She realized she had indeed been trapped in a blind spot. This blind spot stemmed from her knowledge of Alexander's capabilities, which is why she understood what a deadly weapon Sophie was in his hands.

James, however, didn't know Alexander that well. He probably just thought Alexander was very good with women, and on top of that, an extremely skilled fighter.

James likely had no other deep impressions of Alexander's other abilities.

"What if?" Jasmine asked after a moment of silence.

"That's up to you. When James calls you, what you say will determine whether that 'what if' exists," Alexander said with a slight smile.

"Me?" Jasmine's movements paused. "Then what should I say?"

Alexander then gave Jasmine a rundown. It wasn't complicated. The main purpose of Jasmine's words would be to further stoke James's fury, to make him even more enraged, lose his reason, and go completely insane.

A few minutes later.

"Honey, can you honestly tell me what the real purpose of all this is? Is it just to piss off James?" Jasmine asked, tilting her head up slightly to look at Alexander.

"Take a guess," Alexander laughed.

"Just tell me, honey, honey..." Perhaps because she was more relaxed, or perhaps because Jasmine was starting to try a different approach with Alexander.

She actually started cooing at him, mimicking Aileen's tone from earlier.

It wasn't out of place. Jasmine was, after all, a woman, and a stunningly beautiful one at that.

"James Sutherland," Alexander began, deciding he could tell Jasmine. "Under extreme conditions, he has a certain predictable behavior. It was true in high school, and there have been examples over the years..."

"What is it?" Jasmine asked, blinking.

"He will try to kill his enemies with his own hands!" Alexander stated.

Jasmine froze for a second, then took a moment to think.

It seemed to be true. From what she knew now, James had personally killed the one from the Yorke family. And the one from the Devonte family—James had broken his legs with his own hands.

The reason he hadn't killed him was more complicated. Still, in short, a Sutherland family elder had arrived in time to stop James, who was on the verge of torturing him to death.

"So..." Jasmine asked again.

"So wherever I am, James will go. I can lure him back to New York!" Alexander said with a smile.

"...And then?" Jasmine pressed.

"And then... someone who isn't one of us, someone who could even be called an enemy but who also has a grudge against James Sutherland, will make a move on him!" Alexander's smile was subtle.

"Huh?" Jasmine was truly stunned, her eyes widening.

This plan would ultimately fall to...

"Let someone else pull the trigger?!" Jasmine exclaimed, even as she said it, finding it incredible.

The biggest reason she found it incredible was that who would dare to make a move on James Sutherland?

"It's not certain that James will die. After all, that person's abilities are limited. He just has the guts. But... whether it succeeds or not, whether James gets injured or dies, it's a dog-eat-dog situation. It only benefits us," Alexander smiled.

"Who is this person?" Jasmine asked.

"William Wycliffe's... older brother, Harrison Wycliffe!" Alexander replied.

Once again, Jasmine was slightly stunned.

Harrison Wycliffe?!! This was... just how complicated was this plan? How could Alexander possibly incite Harrison Wycliffe to make a move on James Sutherland?!

"It's complicated," Alexander said this time before Jasmine could ask.

So Jasmine didn't ask. As long as she was sure Alexander was safe, the rest was secondary. There was no rush to know everything. After all, many things hadn't happened yet. It wouldn't be too late to ask after they did.

Around 8:30 PM, Alexander and Jasmine finished their shower and came out.

Jasmine did end up looking at Alexander's phone, at the hundred-plus photos. She just browsed them casually, her mood now relaxed. After looking, she had no particular reaction, even smiling as she murmured, "James is going to be furious."

"Ha," Alexander chuckled.

After returning the phone to Alexander, Jasmine left the bedroom and went downstairs to talk to Aileen.

Alexander sat down to rest for a moment, then scrolled through his phone, tapping and swiping before dialing Anthony's number.

The call was answered almost instantly.

"Hello, Mr. Ciotta," Anthony's voice was subconsciously lowered.

"Send them," Alexander said.

"Um... okay," Anthony agreed.


Chapter 8: Raging James.

Meanwhile.

Under the same night sky, on the western side of Dallas. Waterside Villa Manor.

This was James Sutherland's estate in Dallas, and his current place of recovery. Originally, James had returned to his family home to recuperate by his grandfather's side, but he couldn't stand it after just a few days and came back to Dallas.

Although James held the most power among the third generation of the Sutherland family, he wasn't universally liked within the clan. Some were jealous of him, while others had been offended by his overbearing attitude, which was enabled by his grandfather.

Therefore, since returning home injured, he had been subjected to no shortage of backhanded remarks and taunts.

Some gloated over his misfortune, and some were openly sarcastic. Some didn't dare say it to his face, but he knew.

James didn't want to put up with that aggravation at home.

Inside the manor villa. In the grand hall.

James's right hand was still wrapped in bandages. He held a bottle of red wine in his left hand, swaying unsteadily. One moment he was sitting on the sofa; the next, he was lighting a cigarette and taking a swig of wine from time to time.

He seemed aimless, as if on the verge of drinking himself into a stupor.

The 100-inch television across from the sofa had been smashed. On the wall covered with exquisite wallpaper, there were also marks from a thrown wine bottle, leaving a large stain.

Many places in the living room had been smashed.

James had done it all that afternoon, and no one had cleaned it up yet.

It wasn't for lack of servants, but because James hadn't given the order to clean, so no one dared.

All around the hall, servants, bodyguards, and others stood, not daring to breathe too loudly. They were terrified right now, not that James would take his anger out on them for no reason, but that he would drink himself to death, which would be a huge responsibility for them.

Yet no one dared to try to stop him.

Crash!

A sudden, sharp sound! It was James, casually smashing the half-empty bottle of red wine on the floor, startling everyone.

James swayed to his feet from the sofa and staggered towards the wine cabinet to get another bottle.

Just then.

Ring, ring, ring...James's phone, left on the coffee table, rang.

James stopped, his movements slow as he turned around. He had drunk too much, and his senses were dulled.

A bodyguard standing behind the sofa chair immediately moved, walked to the coffee table, picked up the phone, and brought it over to James in a few steps. "Boss," he said, handing it over.

James took the phone and looked at it. The caller ID read "Anthony Ramirez."

His finger tapped the screen twice before he managed to hit the answer button. He put the phone to his ear and heard Anthony's respectful voice, "Young Master Sutherland."

"What is it?" James asked, his voice slurred with drink.

"Young Master Sutherland, I've looked into the matter you assigned me this afternoon," Anthony said. He could tell James was drunk, so he gave him a moment before continuing, "I took some photos. Young Master Sutherland, would you like me to send them to you..."

A jolt went through James Sutherland.

His mind instantly cleared.

"You got photos of Sophie Hale? And that girl?" James asked.

"I did. I got all of them, including Alexander Ciotta. The three of them were having dinner together. It was a coincidence. I had just arranged for my men to tail the cars used by Alexander, Jasmine, and Dante Doran this afternoon. I wasn't sure which car Alexander would take, since he doesn't have one registered in his name... and it turned out..."

"Send me the photos!" James cut Anthony off before he could finish.

Anthony swallowed the rest of his prepared lines. It was a relief, actually. He had been on edge about the fabricated story, terrified that James would get suspicious.

The fact that James cut him off meant he wasn't suspicious at all.

"Yes, yes, of course, Young Master Sutherland. I'll send them to your email right away. Please check for them..." Anthony said quickly.

He hung up the phone.

The drunken James turned his head, craning his neck to look at the bodyguard. He waved a hand dismissively and ordered, "Laptop."

The bodyguard immediately ran upstairs to get James's laptop.

James swayed back to the sofa and sat down, his hand subconsciously tightening around his phone. The drunken haze on his face was receding. Though he was drunk, he hadn't lost consciousness. He had smashed more wine than he had actually drunk.

Anthony's words on the phone—"the three of them were having dinner together"—had a powerfully sobering effect on James.

Soon. The bodyguard came jogging down the stairs with the laptop. He placed it on the coffee table, opened it, and adjusted it so it faced James directly.

The computer was already on.

James opened his email. Impatient and still slightly drunk, he mistyped his password twice before getting it right. He finally logged in and saw that he had already received a compressed file.

Extract. Unzip. Open the folder. Inside were over a hundred photos.

James clicked on the first one. As he enlarged it and saw it clearly, he froze completely, his eyes wide and twitching.

It was a photo in front of the Sichuan Garden Restaurant.

In the picture, Alexander had one arm around a woman's waist, whispering something in her ear. Although James hadn't seen Sophie in person for many years, and his memory of her was still of a girl not yet twenty, he recognized her at a glance. The tall, elegant woman in the flowing dress, who still looked so young, was Sophie Hale!

Only now she looked far more beautiful.

To the left of the photo, James could see a teenage girl entering the revolving door. Although the shot was blurry and only showed her back, James could tell who this girl was.

He clicked to the next photo.

The perspective shifted to a shot taken from a window across the street. In the photo, through the opposite window, the three of them were sitting at a table.

Alexander was clinking glasses with Sophie. Isabelle, seen in profile, was holding a large bottle of Coke and pouring some for herself.

Next! Next! Next!

The food arrived. They ate together. A picture of harmony and joy.

Sophie and Alexander's eyes met. Isabelle was all smiles, looking overjoyed.

Sophie ladled soup for Alexander.

Alexander was smiling and gesturing with his hands, talking to Isabelle, who listened with great interest and a smile on her face.

Clinking glasses! Locking eyes! Passing a napkin!

Sophie was beaming, her head tilted and her chin resting in her hand, gazing intently at Alexander as he spoke.

Isabelle was so happy she stood up, seemingly mimicking something for Alexander.

As James watched, he seemed to sober up completely. His expression turned dark, his forehead bulged with veins, and his eyes grew bloodshot and red.

His breath came in ragged, heavy pants.

Finally, James saw the most crucial photo of all—Sophie Hale, taking advantage of a moment when her daughter was out of the private room, leaned in and kissed Alexander.

Bang! A loud crash!

It was James who had slammed his hand onto the computer screen. The laptop was sent flying, the force so great that it flew six or seven meters before crashing to the ground and breaking into two pieces.

"Fuck! Fuck! Motherfucker!" James shot to his feet, looking like he was about to go insane. He raised his hands as if to do something, then lowered them, cursing under his breath and pacing back and forth, completely consumed by a frantic, unventable rage.

He had struck the computer with his left hand. Although that hand hadn't been injured before, the force of the blow against the screen was enough to make it swell.

Yet James seemed to feel nothing, oblivious to the pain in his hand.

"Alexander, Alexander..."

"You're fucking with me, aren't you..."

"Goddammit..."

"Damn you!"

James was on the verge of a psychotic break, his nerves frayed. The alcohol acted as a catalyst for his emotions. He paced back and forth, muttering to himself for a full minute or two before calming down slightly. Then he spun around abruptly and yelled at a bodyguard, "The laptop! Get me another laptop! Fucking useless!"

The bodyguard scrambled upstairs and brought back another laptop.

James had a habit of smashing things, so the house was always stocked with spare electronics like computers and phones. When he was in a good mood, he was aware of his temper, but he never reflected on it. He didn't think he needed to control it.

It wasn't much money. If he needed to vent, he vented. It was better to let it out.

Once again, James logged into his email account, re-downloaded the message, unzipped the file, opened the folder, and looked at the photos.

He viewed the rest of them.

The last photo was of Alexander staring after the departing taxi, frowning slightly as he made a phone call.

There were no more after that.

James felt there should be more, but the photos did indeed end there.

Whether it was from the alcohol, the anger, or the pain in his left hand finally setting in, his hands were trembling slightly. He picked up his phone and quickly redialed Anthony's number.

The call connected in a few seconds.

"Is this all there is? What about the rest? Where did that damn woman take the kid?" James's tone was accusatory and extremely agitated.

He was seething.

"No, there's nothing else," Anthony seemed startled by James, stammering for a moment before his words flowed smoothly. "It was Alexander. Alexander, he found out. I had a car arranged outside, ready to follow them at any moment. When the taxi left, he seemed to realize that a car was tailing them, so... he had Paul Santino call in a bunch of people. I was afraid of being discovered. We followed for a bit, but it didn't look right, so I told them to back off..."

"My driver, I've already had him leave New York overnight. The car's been dealt with. Alexander is already investigating..."

This was the excuse Alexander had prepared for Anthony. The reason why there were no more photos. It was because Alexander had 'discovered' them and immediately called in people to track both Sophie's taxi and the tailing vehicle.

The story Alexander had fabricated for Anthony was more detailed than what he had just told James. Anthony was a little flustered, so his explanation was somewhat jumbled.

But James still believed him. He had no reason to doubt Anthony, and what he said was quite plausible.

"Find them for me. Keep looking. Find out where they're staying! Find them!" James gasped for air, his voice rising until he was screaming hysterically.

"Yes, yes, of course, Mr. Sutherland, don't you worry, I..."

Smash!

James didn't wait for him to finish. He flung the phone onto the coffee table. Not only did it gouge a small pit in the solid wood, but the phone itself shattered. The force of the throw was immense.

He was going mad! James's eyes were wide with fury.

Panting, he looked back at the computer. He glanced at the last photo again, then scrolled backward, flipping through them quickly... until he once again saw the picture of Sophie kissing Alexander with a hint of tongue.

He stopped scrolling. He stared. James gritted his teeth, his jaw muscles bulging.

Suddenly, James violently snatched the laptop, hurled it to the floor, and began stomping on it furiously. Then, as if stomping wasn't enough, he snapped his head up and looked at a bodyguard. "Gun, give me my gun!"

Without a word, the bodyguard pulled a gun from his jacket, walked over, and handed it to James.

Although giving James a gun at a time like this was dangerous, disobeying him was even more so. The bodyguard didn't dare hesitate for a second.

James aimed the gun at the laptop on the floor and repeatedly pulled the trigger, but it didn't fire. The safety was on.

Clang!

Furious, James slammed the gun down onto the already mangled laptop.

Another bodyguard behind the long sofa reacted quickly, stepping forward and handing his own gun to James, having already disengaged the safety.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

The gun fired. Shrapnel flew everywhere, and the thick smell of gunpowder filled the air.

In an enclosed space like the living room, the gunshots were deafening. Even though the room was very large, the surrounding bodyguards and servants flinched with every shot.

Yet they still didn't dare say or do anything. James emptied the entire magazine in one go. Then he once again smashed the handgun onto the completely destroyed laptop.

"Fuck! Alexander!" James cursed. Seemingly having vented enough, his face flushed, he strode past the coffee table and headed for the door, as if on a mission.

Just as he passed the liquor cabinet, he erupted again.

He yanked open the cabinet door with one hand, then pulled on the door with all his might, as if trying to rip it clean off its hinges. Instead, he pulled the entire cabinet over.

"Boss!" A bodyguard, who had been watching James closely for fear he'd get hurt, lunged forward and yanked him back just as the cabinet toppled, saving him from being crushed.

Crash!

Every bottle in the cabinet shattered, and liquor flooded the floor.

James staggered, and the bodyguard caught him from behind, steadying him completely. Because James had been drinking, the bodyguards, even those who had been with him for years, didn't dare try to reason with him.

"Motherfucker! Alexander! Alexander! I'll kill you! I'll kill you! Kill you!" James started pacing again, walking in circles, his head down, his eyes scanning the floor.

He seemed to be looking for something, yet his search was aimless.

He still hadn't vented all his rage. He desperately wanted to kill someone! Desperately!

Finally, as if an idea struck him, James stopped dead in his tracks. He spun around and strode toward the staircase. Several bodyguards immediately followed, helping him on the stairs to prevent the drunken man from falling.

The basement of the manor. James kicked open the door to a room. It was a somewhat messy, large storage room filled with clutter.

The light was on.

Besides the junk piled against the walls and in the corners, several bound figures were visible.

In the center of the room were five chairs. Three were occupied by men, all tied up. One of them had a severely injured hand wrapped in bandages, a clear sign of torture. The two empty chairs were also stained with dried blood.

James strode forward, went up to the empty chair on the far left, and kicked it over. Then he casually picked up a baseball bat from the floor, raised it, and started beating one of the men.

"Are you gonna fucking talk?! Talk?! Still not talking, huh?!"

"Ah... Boss, Boss, I don't know..." the man being beaten screamed.

"You're not talking, huh?!" James ignored whatever the man said. He suddenly tossed the bat aside and held a hand out behind him.

The bodyguard behind him drew a gun from his waistband, disengaged the safety, and handed it to James.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

James shot the man dead. Then he turned to the other two living men, his eyes wide with fury as he asked, "Are you two gonna fucking talk?! Talk?!"

He raised the gun as soon as he finished speaking, not even giving them a chance to reply.

"Boss, don't kill me, I really don't..."

"I don't know where Cole Donovan is..."

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

James pulled the trigger again and again.

These men had been captured on James's orders recently. They all had various connections to Cole Donovan. Some were subordinates of his subordinates, while others were people James believed were close to Cole.

The Sutherland family was, of course, using all its resources to find Cole Donovan.

James was also using his own methods: kidnapping and interrogation.

If James had been sober, he might not have killed these three men right now. But he wasn't sober, and he needed to kill.

The gun was emptied, so James tossed it aside, turned, and walked out.

One bodyguard stayed behind and radioed for more men to come and deal with the bodies. The other bodyguards followed James.

James went upstairs.

As he took the last step, he staggered and swayed, bumping into the wall. A bodyguard reacted quickly and pulled him back, preventing a fall, but he still knocked against the wall.

This set James off again.

He slammed his fist into the wall, followed immediately by a heart-wrenching scream of pain.

Punching a wall could easily result in a fracture. More importantly, James had instinctively used his dominant hand—his right hand, which was already injured and wrapped in a bandage.

"Young Master!"

"Boss!"

"Get the doctor! Quick!"

The bodyguards descended into chaos.

An hour later. Back in the manor's living room, the mess remained. James sat on the sofa, his expression blank, his right hand resting on the armrest.

Beside the armrest, a family doctor was half-squatting, carefully cleaning and re-bandaging the wound on James's right hand.

His right arm had been numbed with an anesthetic, so it no longer hurt.

James seemed to have finally calmed down.

The living room was dead silent, so quiet you couldn't even hear anyone breathing. James just sat there, his face impassive, his eyes staring blankly into space, lost in thought.

After a long while.

James suddenly lifted his swollen left hand and said hoarsely, "Phone."

A bodyguard retrieved a phone that had already been prepared, with the SIM card and all contacts transferred to it, and handed it to him.

James looked down and scrolled through his contacts. He dialed Anthony's number again.

Five or six seconds later, Anthony answered.

"Hello, Mr. Sutherland." Anthony was as respectful as ever.

"You know New York well. You take out Alexander. Tonight or tomorrow. Use a gun if you want, I'll handle the trouble. I want him dead now! When it's done, I'll give you two hundred million," James said hoarsely into the phone.

Anthony went silent on the other end.

He had already fully imagined how James would react after seeing the photos. A wise man might display his wisdom in a thousand different ways. Still, an extremely irritable person's rage often manifested in much the same fashion.

Regarding James Sutherland... Anthony had pictured him going berserk, smashing everything in sight, and even resorting to extreme measures like murder to vent his anger.

But he had never imagined that James would actually offer to pay him to make a move on Alexander directly. He had still underestimated the provocative effect those photos had on James.

In truth, James was still being extremely irrational at that moment. Under normal circumstances, he would never have said such a thing to Anthony, because he knew Anthony might not dare to touch Alexander.

New York was Dante Doran's territory. For Anthony, the issue was clearly no longer about whether he could succeed, but whether Dante would trace it back to him after the fact.

That was a matter of life and death! Moreover, Anthony was very valuable to James. He was one of his few assets in New York, and an increasingly useful one at that!

Normally, James wouldn't force Anthony to take such a desperate risk. And yet, James had said it.

He was still being irrational, but on top of that irrationality, he had made a very rational offer—two hundred million!

Two hundred million wasn't a small sum for James, but it wasn't that large either.

Even for Anthony, his net worth was far greater than two hundred million.

But this was still an extremely appropriate, high offer. It could even be called a sky-high price!

Because this was two hundred million in cash. Countless companies with valuations in the billions might not be able to produce two hundred million in cash on the spot. Assets and cash flow were two different things.

High-quality enterprises with extremely abundant cash flow were a rarity.

Although Anthony's assets far exceeded $200 million, he couldn't generate that much cash. Even if he were to liquidate his assets, he wouldn't be able to come up with it in the short term.

Two hundred million was truly a lot. It was enough to make Anthony's heart flutter for a brief moment.

Anthony had been secretly transferring his assets abroad for some time, a fact even James didn't know. Much of it was inevitably illegal, making it impossible for Anthony to move all his assets out of the country.

He couldn't even move half.

But these two hundred million were dirty money. With James's capabilities, it would be no trouble at all to wire the money directly to Anthony's overseas account.

If he had these two hundred million in cash, Anthony could leave the country right now.

Even so, Anthony remained silent for more than ten seconds, giving James no response.

The figure of two hundred million had indeed made his heart skip a beat, but he had to be alive to spend the money. James didn't know his predicament, but he himself was crystal clear.

To put it simply, if anything happened to Alexander now, regardless of who did it or whether it looked like murder or an accident, Dante would have him arrested immediately!

He would instantly become one of the prime suspects. Given Dante's style... Anthony couldn't imagine any chance of him surviving.

Therefore... Alexander's life was his life.

"...What? Too little?" James Sutherland, in his armchair, spoke into the phone again. His voice was hoarse, and the flesh on his face twitched twice.

"No, no, that's not it, Young Master Sutherland... I... I..." Anthony said hurriedly, deliberately stammering as his thoughts raced.

How did this end up on his plate again? This was deadly! Deadly from both sides!

"Well... about that... Young Master Sutherland... that Dante Doran, I also... If Dante finds out it was me, then I'll be..." Anthony stammered.

It was a last resort: admit his cowardice.

In fact, this was precisely the most logical reaction he should have at this moment. It was normal for him to be afraid of losing his life if Dante found out.

"What are you afraid of?" James said, his voice still hoarse and his face expressionless. He paused, then continued, "How about this: you can leave the country. After you've made all the arrangements, have your men make their move just before your plane takes off. By then, even if Dante traces it to you, you'll already be abroad."

"Two hundred million! Besides that, if Dante doesn't trace it to you, you can just treat it as a vacation and come back right away. But if he does find out it was you, I'll take over all your assets in the country and wire their full value to your overseas account. And... it will only take half a year. Once that bitch Jasmine Doran marries into our Sutherland family, Dante won't be able to kill you for his sister or for Alexander."

"You can come back. The worst-case scenario is you hide abroad for a year or so. When you return, I'll help you rebuild your business and make it even bigger! As long as you help me this time, I'll help you with whatever you face in the future, whether at home or abroad!"

James was more serious than ever before. His many promises were, it could be said, enormous! The biggest of them all wasn't the money or the asset arrangements, but his final pledge.

As the top figure of the third generation in the powerful and prestigious Sutherland family, and the one most doted on and protected by the old patriarch, if he were to go all out to help a businessman expand his enterprise, the value of that help couldn't be measured in a few hundred million.

This was equivalent to latching onto James Sutherland's thigh for good.

And judging from James's current attitude, whoever helped him this time would surely become his absolute confidant, and could even become a vassal force to a behemoth like the Sutherland family.

Becoming a vassal family to such a major clan could elevate one's social status.

The Moreau brothers of Shuan Real Estate were the Ariel family's vassal dogs in Boston, and they had assets worth tens of billions of dollars.

At this moment, Anthony had to admit in his heart that although he didn't understand what James meant by Jasmine marrying into the Sutherland family in half a year—he didn't know about the bet between Jasmine and James—he was truly moved by what James had said!

The benefits and promises were too great. He even imagined that with James's help, he could expand his business beyond NY.

He could grow bigger and stronger in a new place, perhaps even reaching the level of someone like Frank Delaney.

If he hadn't had those two previous encounters with Alexander, Anthony would have agreed at this very moment, immediately and with great excitement!

Unfortunately, there were no "ifs." James's plan seemed good, but he didn't know... that Alexander was aware Anthony was transferring assets abroad.

With that piece in the puzzle, Anthony leaving the country? Alexander would probably know the moment he booked his ticket.

Alexander was an uncanny person. Anthony had this feeling about him, too.

Therefore, in Anthony's mind, James's plan was completely impractical. And to be honest, although James was offering immense benefits and all sorts of promises, in his heart, he was more inclined to help Alexander.

Although Alexander had him by the throat, he rarely contacted him. He didn't use the leverage to threaten him into doing things. Sending the photos was the first time Alexander had proactively asked him to do something.

And James? There was no comparison.

People have character. In Anthony's mind, Mr. Ciotta's character was leagues above Young Master Sutherland's.

Given James's personality and style... Anthony could even imagine that if he had some fatal leverage, James wouldn't be making promises to him right now, but would be threatening him directly to do his bidding.

For Anthony, if he had to lay it all out and choose between working for Alexander, who had no background or connections of his own, or working for the illustriously-familied James Sutherland, he would definitely choose Alexander.

He didn't even need to list Alexander's merits; the fact that he could drive James mad while James could do nothing about it was a skill in itself.

Just looking at James as a person... although James was known to keep his word, it depended on the situation. Cole Donovan was James's confidant, but what was the result?

Anthony didn't know the specifics of what happened between those assassins and Alexander when Cole came to New York. Still, he knew that Cole had disappeared after returning to Dallas.

Anthony had even heard some rumors. Although it was unclear whether Cole disappeared to take the fall for James or for failing his mission, it was certain that James hadn't protected him!

For this kind of person, it was fine to get close enough to reap some benefits—it was mutually beneficial, as he had to give rewards for services rendered.

But if he had to choose someone to follow... Anthony would never choose James Sutherland!

In this regard, James couldn't compare to Alexander, and he was a far cry from Dante Doran as well. James was famous for his extreme methods, while Dante was famous for being good at making friends and valuing loyalty.

"This..." Anthony dragged out the word.

His thoughts were spinning so fast they felt like they were about to explode. He felt like he was being squeezed to death in the middle.

The main reason was that if he didn't agree now... James wasn't an idiot and would likely sense that something was wrong with him. No matter how you looked at it, the benefits James was offering, including the promises for the future, were truly massive!

Under normal circumstances, he, Anthony Ramirez, should agree! This was a chance for further advancement and prosperity.

But if Anthony agreed... he might as well arrange for his wife and children to go abroad immediately, then find a place to hang himself. At least it would be less painful.

James remained silent and expressionless, waiting for Anthony's reply. This phone call changed his impression of Anthony, leading him to believe Anthony was more timid than he'd previously thought.

But he still felt that Anthony would agree.

In fact, there was another extremely important reason for James's urgency, his sky-high offer, and his arguably rash arrangements.

Those photos! James had only arranged for Anthony to investigate that afternoon. It wasn't just Anthony; several other contacts he had in New York were involved as well.

However, only Anthony had managed to get the photos, and he had done it very quickly, faster than he had expected.

This meant that Anthony, with his security company, had investigation and surveillance capabilities in New York and perhaps a knowledge of the city that far surpassed those of other contacts.

James felt that as long as Anthony was willing to make a move, the success rate would be very high!

Alexander didn't usually have bodyguards.

If they could take so many photos of him, then arranging for someone to kill him should be easy! Even easier than it was for Old Lei's group back then.

After all, Anthony was a local powerhouse in New York.

"Then... I... this..." Anthony's voice was intermittent and hesitant, his tone conveying both reluctance and fear, as well as temptation.

He was being forced into this by James. Anthony felt like he was about to become an actor.

"If..." James suddenly spoke again, as if he'd just thought of something, his voice still hoarse. "If you can kidnap Alexander, alive, and hand him over to me, then with all other conditions remaining the same, I can give you three hundred million!"

James raised his price.

Two hundred million for a kill, three hundred million for a live capture. Although the difficulty of capture was greater, the consequences Anthony would have to bear remained the same.

"What if... we fail?" Anthony asked hesitantly, as if he were genuinely considering James's proposal.

"I can pay you one hundred million upfront," James said crisply. "I'll pay the rest upon success. If your men fail... consider the one hundred million a gift."

"Then... fine! I'll do my absolute best. I definitely won't disappoint you! Young Master Sutherland, just wait for my good news!" Anthony agreed.

He had no choice. Not agreeing would likely make James suspicious.

He himself had too many issues. In many situations, he seemed capable, but if he were ever suspected, James could easily determine the truth by reviewing the events.

It was a matter of life and death. Anthony had been pushed into an impossible corner. He didn't know how he would resolve this matter later, but he felt that there might be one person who could help him.

And it was only a "perhaps."

If it really couldn't be resolved...Then Anthony would have no choice but to immediately abandon everything and run. To hell with everyone else, he wouldn't care about anything. He would just get a new identity, go south to the border, and leave the country in the most covert way possible.

Anthony had been transferring assets for some time, so... although he would suffer huge losses by going abroad so suddenly, he still had money. He could still live comfortably.

He had already thought of his escape route. This was the final option when there was no other way.

"Then it's settled. If you encounter any situation or any problem, you can contact me immediately. Also, I'll arrange for some people to go to New York. They'll contact you then," James said hoarsely into the phone.

"Okay! Okay!" Anthony readily agreed, his tone feigning the excitement of someone about to do something big.

The call ended. James hung up, still clutching the phone with an expressionless face. Beside him, the doctor was still squatting in an extremely uncomfortable position, tending to the wound on his right hand.

In the trashed living room, aside from the faint sounds of the doctor treating the wound, there was no other noise.

It was terrifyingly quiet.

A few minutes later, James looked at his phone again, scrolled through his contacts, and dialed a number.

"Hello, Third Uncle... Lend me your men... You help me this time, and I'll help you get the shares of 'Nanya Pharmaceutical'..." James said, his voice hoarse and cold.

He had to have a backup plan. If Anthony failed, people from the Sutherland family would also go to New York to make a move.

His extreme anger and frustration made him do something rare: call his third uncle, with whom he didn't have a good relationship, because he had a group of experienced, utterly fearless men under him!

This group wasn't necessarily stronger than Old Lei's group back then—after all, Old Lei and his men were pure outlaws. But the difference was that Old Lei's group came from the streets, while many of the men under James's third uncle had received professional training.

More importantly, hired guns would run if things went south. No matter how much money you gave them, they might not be that dedicated.

His own people were a completely different story.


Chapter 9: Come kill me.

Under the night sky, New York City was a blaze of brilliant lights.

It was already past eleven o'clock at night.

New York, Bellara Heights, Villa No. 36. In the second-floor bedroom.

Jasmine Doran had long since gone to the guest room.

Aileen Arison, having just taken a shower, stepped out dressed in a see-through nightgown. Her soft curves strained the fabric, while her hickey covered skin and blushing cheeks gave her this fresh glow.

After coming out of the bathroom, she went to the closet to find a new set of spare bedsheets, intending to change them before sleeping. With how intense she and Alexander had gone at it, they couldn't be slept on tonight.

Alexander naturally lent a hand. The two of them worked for a bit, changed the sheets, and Aileen even took out some perfume from her purse and sprayed it lightly into the air.

They lay down.

"Honey, what time are you leaving tomorrow?" Aileen leaned on Alexander's shoulder, asking softly with a sweet smile. Her bright eyes and pearly teeth were on display as she kept her gaze on Alexander's side profile.

She could feel how sore her limbs were and how full her womb was. All of it making her that much more clingy.

The two were just chatting casually before truly resting.

"In the morning. I'll drive," Alexander smiled, his arm around Aileen's shoulder, his fingers subconsciously twirling a strand of her hair.

"Then, when exactly will you be back?" Aileen asked again.

"It'll be soon..." Alexander was saying, only to get interrupted.

Ring ring ring...It was Alexander's phone.

Alexander turned his head, picked up the phone from the cabinet beside him, and glanced at it. His eyebrows raised slightly. It was an unknown number.

But he knew it was another of Anthony Ramirez's numbers, one not registered under his name.

This was a bit strange. Anthony had always used the same number to contact Alexander before. Suddenly changing it now... it wasn't a question of whether it could be traced, but rather an indication that Anthony was being more cautious.

For Anthony to suddenly become more cautious, something must have happened.

Alexander answered.

"Hello, hello, Mr. Ciotta, it's me," Anthony's voice was subconsciously lowered on the other end.

Calling Alexander now was a "last-ditch effort." The person he had thought might be able to solve this situation was the somewhat uncanny Alexander.

Although he felt that even Alexander would find it difficult to handle. After all, James had told him to make a move on Alexander. If he didn't do it, forgoing the benefits James offered, and was overly careful, James might discover something was wrong.

What else could be done? What could Alexander do? Anthony was truly planning to run.

"Yes, go ahead," Alexander said into the phone.

"Mr. Ciotta, Mr. Ciotta, it's like this..." Anthony spoke a bit quickly, as if eager to say something but choosing his words, so his speech was a bit repetitive and halting.

"Mr. Ciotta... just now, James Sutherland called me. He, he offered to hire me, to have me... have me make a move on you, Mr. Ciotta. And he said as soon as possible. After it's done, he said he'd give me two hundred million..."

"He's certainly willing to spend," Alexander chuckled. His reaction was very calm; one could even say he had none at all.

Anthony thought Alexander might not have realized the gravity of the situation, so he spoke again.

"Mr. Ciotta, it's like this. Of course, I would never make a move on you, Mr. Ciotta. I can't agree to his terms. But he said a lot to me, even gave me ideas and made me promises... he said..."

Anthony relayed everything James had said, word for word, without hiding a single detail.

He was originally a "double agent," but ever since his first talk with Alexander, he hadn't been. He would report to Alexander but wouldn't proactively tell James what he knew about Alexander.

This time, he was so detailed, even mentioning the one hundred million James offered him upfront, which was also a way of showing his loyalty.

Although he felt it was unlikely Alexander had a solution, he still held on to that minuscule sliver of hope.

He hoped Alexander could find a way out, so he wouldn't be forced to flee, which would mean immense losses.

As he was explaining, Anthony also interspersed his own words and thoughts, taking a full four or five minutes to finish telling Alexander everything.

"...The conditions James offered are really huge. I think you can feel it too, Mr. Ciotta. Anyone would have agreed to those terms. If I don't agree, James will definitely think something is off about me! That I'm not the same as before," Anthony said finally, his heart pounding with anxiety.

Although he had told Alexander the situation, he was still afraid Alexander would misunderstand and think he was playing the double agent game again and was really going to make a move.

Alexander understood. Anthony had agreed to James's offer.

"Mm, you did the right thing. It's better to be cautious. It's best not to let him have any suspicion of you," Alexander said instead.

This made Anthony let out a huge sigh of relief in his heart. He even had the thought, "Why didn't I meet Alexander sooner?"

Working for Alexander was so much more comfortable than working for James.

"But... but..." Anthony began, his tone extremely troubled. "Mr. Ciotta, you also know James's style. I've agreed to it now. If I don't make a move on you, James will definitely not let me off the hook. But I can't possibly make a move on you. I... what should I do?"

It was too difficult! Anthony truly felt that his situation was too difficult!

"Hmm..." Alexander pondered for a moment.

"Mr. Ciotta, I... if... if there's really no other way, I definitely can't make a move on you. Then I'll have to leave. I'll go abroad to hide for a while, lay low. I... I have no choice... I can only..."

Anthony even told Alexander about his plan to run away.

Because of the phrase "you did the right thing," Anthony felt that Alexander wasn't the kind of ruthless person who would kill his own people to silence them.

Of course, it was also because he didn't know much about Alexander, so leaking information wouldn't have major consequences.

At the same time, Anthony harbored a sliver of fantasy. He no longer expected Alexander to have a good solution to this matter. What he hoped for was that after he fled, Alexander could help him deal with his assets and businesses in the country.

Even dealing with part of it would help minimize his losses as much as possible.

"You leaving the country..." Alexander began, pausing for a moment before continuing, "is actually unnecessary."

"Then, then I won't go, Mr. Alexander... If James starts to suspect me—never mind him finding out about my relationship with you, just him starting to suspect me is enough. I've worked for him for so many years and know a lot... He'll very likely have me killed to silence me." Anthony's tone was a little rushed, but inwardly, he was frantic.

If Alexander wouldn't let him leave, wouldn't he be caught in the middle and squeezed to death?

"Just don't let him suspect you," Alexander said with a smile.

"I, I, how is that possible? If I don't make a move, how could James not suspect me? He'll definitely..." Anthony was so anxious he could barely speak.

"It's very simple," Alexander said.

"Mr. Alexander, you mean..." Anthony immediately replied.

"He wants you to kill me, so just kill me," Alexander said with a smile.

Silence! Anthony fell silent at once, naturally stunned. Aileen, right beside Alexander, was also stunned, her eyes wide.

Because Anthony had been subconsciously keeping his voice down, Aileen could only hear bits and pieces of the voice from Alexander's phone. She did, however, catch the name "James Sutherland," as Anthony had repeated it so many times that she was bound to hear it clearly at least once.

But Aileen couldn't make out the specifics of the matter, only catching fragments.

Alexander's final words, however, she heard with perfect clarity!

He wants you to kill me? Then just kill me?!

A chill ran down Aileen's spine, and she subconsciously hugged Alexander's arm tighter. She knew that there were many things about Alexander she didn't know. She also knew that in many situations, even Jasmine wouldn't know.

Aileen rarely took the initiative to probe into Alexander's secrets, because her relationship with him was very different from Jasmine's.

Aileen's family problems wouldn't put Alexander's life in danger.

Jasmine's situation was different. Aileen had long heard of what kind of person James Sutherland was!

And just now was the first time Aileen had personally heard Alexander facing a life-threatening situation brought on by James Sutherland. After all, even a word like "kill" had been mentioned directly.

Aileen desperately wanted to ask, to ask right away, but she held back. Alexander was still on the phone.

"This... kill you once, this... how..." Anthony spoke quickly after his initial shock, then his tone shifted as if he'd had a sudden realization. "Ah... Mr. Alexander, you mean, we put on a show? I send people to kill you, you get attacked, but you're fine, and I just 'fail.' We act it out for James to see?"

"Something like that," Alexander replied.

"Then... this..." Anthony hesitated again as he spoke, as if he had thought of something else, and even began to object. "Mr. Alexander, I'm afraid that won't work."

"James said he'll send someone to New York to contact me. If we're just acting, his man will be right there and will definitely ask about how I plan to do it. James himself will probably ask for details before I make a move. With... with someone right there, they'll easily see that it's fake."

"Besides, I'm not sure who James is sending this time, but I estimate they'll be no weaker than the people Cole Donovan brought last time. They might even be professional assassins or similar. They're professionals..."

"I'm afraid they won't just observe the situation, but will also lie in ambush for after I make my move. That could put your life in danger, Mr. Alexander..."

Anthony had thought it through; his reasoning was clear, and what he said was very logical.

This act was completely different from the time Alexander and Sophie had put on a show for Anthony to arrange photos of!

After all, James hadn't sent anyone to New York back then. During the entire performance, there were no outsiders on Anthony's side. He could tell James whatever he wanted.

But if they were to act again, Anthony would be under scrutiny.

The risk of exposure was too high, and the risk of something happening to Alexander was too high as well!

"You don't need your men to act. You just need to act yourself," Alexander said with a smile.

"I act? My men don't?" Anthony didn't quite understand what Alexander meant. He repeated it to himself, mulled it over, and then it suddenly clicked.

"Mr. Alexander, you mean, I don't tell my men it's an act, and let them really try to kill you?!" Anthony exclaimed in shock, his words tumbling out.

His voice was loud, and in the quiet of Alexander's bedroom, Aileen heard it clearly too.

"Correct!" Alexander gave an affirmative reply.

"This..." Anthony drew out the word in a high-pitched tone, completely dumbfounded.

Before, he couldn't understand James's madness. Now, he was having some trouble understanding Alexander.

Was Alexander... dicing with death?! Really letting him send people to kill him? He was going to take it head-on? If Alexander won, it would be fine; it would be equivalent to Anthony failing. It wouldn't be his fault, just that Alexander was too strong.

But what if Alexander lost? What if he couldn't handle it? Then he would be dead!

"Mr. Alexander, you, you don't have to do this. I... at worst, I'll just go abroad. I'll just run. This is far, far too risky... If I don't tell my men, they, they might really kill you..." Anthony's tone was very sincere.

Regardless of whether there was an element of performance, Anthony felt a certain gratitude toward Alexander in his heart.

If Alexander did this, Anthony would no longer have to bear any risk. He wouldn't have to flee, James wouldn't suspect him, and he would even receive a large reward. He wouldn't have to give up his businesses in the country either.

It was all benefits. The risk was almost entirely shouldered by Alexander himself!

The only potential issue might be with Dante, but that was also easy to solve. He just needed to let Dante know the situation in advance. Then, even if something happened to Alexander, Anthony couldn't be blamed.

Even so, Anthony was against it.

On one hand, there were many variables. For example, with Jasmine Doran's temper, even if Dante understood the situation and didn't blame him, Jasmine might not. The fact that James was sending people to New York was another factor; they would bring even more variables.

More importantly, Alexander's proposed solution, in which he took all the risk and Anthony reaped all the benefits, had genuinely touched him.

This kind of "boss" was often worth risking one's life for.

Anthony truly couldn't understand what Alexander was thinking. Still, at this moment, he just felt it would be better for him to run. And he was full of confidence in Alexander.

He believed that, with Alexander's attitude toward his "subordinates," once he went abroad, Alexander would definitely help him handle his domestic affairs.

And he would handle them much better than James would!

After all, New York was the territory of Alexander's "brother-in-law," Dante Doran. Although Anthony's businesses in New York weren't top-tier, they were healthy. With Dante pulling some strings, selling them off wouldn't be difficult.

"Since I'm the one proposing it, I'm naturally confident. You just do as I say. As for the benefits to you, I don't think I need to spell them out..." Alexander said instead.

"But, but..." Anthony was about to try to persuade Alexander again, the feeling of being moved in his heart growing even stronger.

Alexander knew what Anthony Ramirez was thinking right now.

This was exactly the result Alexander wanted.

Currently, Alexander has only two direct subordinates. The second was Old Lei, and the first was Anthony Ramirez. As for Old Lei, Alexander had already completely won him over, even helping to "buy his freedom." Old Lei's loyalty was beyond question.

With Anthony, Alexander needed to be more strategic. Actually, while this matter seemed like a death-defying gamble to Anthony, it wasn't. Only Alexander himself knew that he wouldn't be in any danger.

Taking a huge step back, Alexander had the ultimate trump card to reverse everything. At worst, he could just reset time. And the matter itself wasn't very dangerous for Alexander.

Without considering the reset, one couldn't say there was absolutely no danger, but for Alexander, the probability of him failing was extremely low.

For Alexander to take even a sliver of risk, there naturally had to be unimaginable benefits.

James thought Anthony was his nail in New York, but in reality, he was the nail Alexander had driven into James's side!

Before this, Anthony could only be considered an external contact for James.

But after he made his move, regardless of whether he succeeded, he would have done his best. With all that James had promised, and barring any other unforeseen circumstances, he wouldn't go back on his word.

James would begin to trust Anthony immensely! He would give him more support!

It was no exaggeration to say that Anthony would completely become James's confidant, and also the deepest, most useful nail Alexander had driven into James's side!

What benefits would this bring?

Anthony himself didn't realize what this would lead to, because he didn't know what plans Alexander had already made against the Sutherland family.

To put it this way... after Anthony became James's absolute confidant, Alexander could use the intelligence on the Sutherland family he had gathered over ten thousand years and, through Anthony, go directly after the Sutherlands!

He could use Anthony to make the assets that Seraphine, Eric, and the others were targeting even larger! He could even use Anthony to influence James's decisions and the thinking of some members of the Sutherland family.

These were things Anthony couldn't do on his own. But with Alexander behind him, Anthony's role would be enormous. In Alexander's mind, he would be even more useful than Old Lei.

To be honest, Alexander hadn't really expected Anthony to be able to jump so quickly to a position so close to James.

This was an opportunity James himself had provided. His paying Anthony to make a move was certainly impulsive. For Alexander, it wasn't expected, but it was a pleasant surprise!

"I'll make the plan. On your end, you must be the only one who knows it's an act. You just need to arrange your men according to my plan, and there won't be any problems, understand?" Alexander said with a smile, his words also serving to soothe Anthony's emotions.

"Then... then your plan..." Anthony's tone indeed softened considerably.

If the entire plan was devised by Alexander, with every step arranged by him, and Anthony was just the executor, then... Alexander would naturally ensure his own safety.

"The plan... no rush. We'll talk in person when the time comes. James wants you to kill me; it would be strange if you could do it immediately. Wait a couple of days, and we'll meet then."

"Okay! Okay, Mr. Alexander. I'll listen to you, Mr. Alexander," Anthony quickly agreed, letting out a temporary sigh of relief.

"That's all for now. We'll be in touch."

"Okay! Okay! I won't disturb your rest then, Mr. Alexander."


Chapter 10: Snitching.

The call ended. Alexander turned and placed his phone on the nightstand, then turned back to Aileen with a smile and said, "Time for bed."

It was as if nothing had happened. When it was time to sleep, it was time to sleep.

This was Alexander. Aileen, however, found it hard to remain calm.

"Honey, you, you just now, was that James Sutherland sending someone to kill you?" Aileen asked, hugging Alexander's arm and looking up at him.

"Yep," Alexander nodded, then smiled. "It's okay, they're one of us."

"But, but didn't you just say," Aileen immediately replied, a little nervous, "to just let him send people to kill you? I heard it too. The person on the phone said he wouldn't tell his men, and would really send them to kill you..."

"That's right," Alexander nodded again. "But I'm making the plan, so it's not a big deal."

Alexander's "not a big deal"...That meant there was a deal! Even if there was only a sliver of a problem, a situation like this was life-threatening.

Aileen was not stupid. On the contrary, she was extremely clever and wise. Therefore, her view on this matter was the same as Anthony's—Alexander was dicing with death!

"Isn't that too dangerous? What if... why not just let that person on the phone go abroad?" Aileen said, subconsciously biting her lip as she looked at Alexander.

"It's not dangerous, ha," Alexander said with a laugh, even tapping Aileen's nose to comfort her.

Alexander wasn't lying. To say it was dangerous was only if one didn't consider the "reset."

But Alexander could "reset," so he could say with complete confidence that this matter posed no danger to him whatsoever. Not a single shred.

"Let's sleep, let's sleep. I already said it's fine. I'll tell you the details when the time comes, don't worry," Alexander said, the hand on Aileen's shoulder tightening slightly.

A little reassurance. Then Alexander reached out and turned off the light.

The bedroom was suddenly plunged into darkness. The moonlight outside was beautiful, filtering through the window and casting a hazy glow over the room.

Alexander, with his arm around Aileen, slid down and lay down completely.

Time to sleep!

Silence. A long, long time passed.

Aileen still hadn't fallen asleep. She couldn't sleep anymore. Although her relationship with Alexander was unconventional, she had already fallen completely for him. The degree to which she cared for him was no less than Jasmine's.

Alexander was very good to her, providing fundamental help to her career and even her entire life. Alexander was not just her lover, but also... her everything, in a sense.

Compared to what Jasmine knew about Alexander, Aileen knew less. She knew even less about the death-defying things Alexander had experienced and done before.

Therefore, this time, it truly frightened her. The fear of losing her most important person.

"You should know that I'm... pretty incredible, right? So it'll be fine. Sleep," Alexander suddenly said in the darkness. He knew Aileen wasn't asleep; her breathing had never evened out.

Alexander was a person who rarely boasted, but this time he actually used the words "pretty incredible," naturally, to comfort Aileen.

In Alexander's judgment, Aileen's psychological resilience was far inferior to Jasmine's.

Alexander didn't want his women to always be worrying about him. But from the moment he chose Jasmine, this was destined. There would always be situations that made people think he was courting death, when only Alexander himself knew he wasn't.

This was also why Alexander was always reluctant to say much about so many things. To others, some matters seemed incredibly risky, so preposterous that success was impossible.

Explaining it all clearly wasn't easy, so it was better not to say anything at all.

Huu. In the darkness, Aileen suddenly sat up, turned to her side, and stared straight at Alexander.

Thanks to the moonlight, after her eyes adjusted, she could vaguely make out his form.

Aileen's eyes were particularly bright.

"What are you doing?" Alexander laughed, moving his hand to take hers.

But Aileen moved again, leaning over to turn on the light. The bedroom was suddenly bright. She sat back up and once again stared straight at Alexander, saying, "If, if you go through with this, then... then I'll, I'll tell Jasmine! I'll tell her right away!"

She was too worried she was going to tattle!

Aileen was clearly at a loss. Although she could guess that Alexander must have a good reason for doing this, she found it hard to accept him taking such a risk.

He was playing with his life!

She knew she couldn't stop Alexander, but she felt that Jasmine might be able to. Whether she admitted it to herself or not, she understood that Jasmine's relationship with Alexander was deeper. If one had to rank the women around Alexander, Jasmine would undoubtedly be number one.

In fact, at this moment, she was somewhat grateful for this. She was glad she wasn't number one, because she truly had no idea what to do to make Alexander give up.

Jasmine was different. Her forceful personality wasn't just for the business world; she was the same in her personal life. That spirit of fighting to the bitter end against anything she disapproved of, not even afraid of turning her family upside down, to hell with what anyone else thought... these were all things Aileen couldn't do.

So... with a personality like that, and being the most important woman to Alexander, she should... have a way, right?

"Snitching on me?" Alexander chuckled, teasing Aileen. "Since when did you learn to tattle?"

"I'm worried about you," Aileen pouted slightly, then put on a stern face. "I don't care. Anyway, if you still insist on doing that, I'm telling Jasmine."

At that moment, Aileen had the air of a pouting, willful girlfriend. Comparatively, Aileen was much better at pouting than Jasmine.

"Then go ahead and tell her," Alexander smiled.

"Then... then I'm really going?" Aileen hesitated, not going immediately. She wasn't the type to snitch, which was why she had brought it up with Alexander directly.

She also didn't know if Alexander wanted Jasmine to know about this.

Honestly, if Alexander told her not to, Aileen definitely wouldn't say anything to Jasmine. At least, not right now. She would probably only give in to her overwhelming worry and tell her at the last possible moment before it happened.

"Go on, it's fine. I was going to have to tell Jasmine about this anyway," Alexander said instead.

It was the truth. He had indeed planned to tell Jasmine and even Dante. He needed them to understand that Anthony was cooperating with him this time. Otherwise, after the event, even if Alexander was fine, the assassination attempt would have already occurred, and Jasmine and Dante would investigate it to the very end.

If they found out it was Anthony after the fact... he couldn't have them accidentally hurting one of their own.

"So I'm really going to tell her?" Aileen repeated.

"Go on... look how worried you are." Alexander smiled, reaching over to squeeze her delicate hand.

"Then I'm going right now!" Aileen said decisively.

With that, she got up and walked out without even putting on her slippers. The room was clean enough that it didn't matter.

Aileen left the bedroom and walked straight down the hall. Arriving at the door of the second-floor guest room, she knocked.

Knock, knock, knock.

"Jasmine, Jasmine, are you asleep?"

Jasmine wasn't asleep yet.

Although it was late at night, she had already lain down and was looking at her phone. Hearing the voice outside, she looked up and said, "No, the door's unlocked."

Aileen pushed the door open and entered.

"What's wrong?" Jasmine could tell at a glance that something was off with Aileen's expression, which leaned toward unhappiness. She also noticed Aileen wasn't wearing slippers and asked with a slight frown, "Did you two have a fight?"

Jasmine argued with Alexander all the time. If you counted their bickering and verbal sparring, there were too many instances to count. But she wasn't sure if Aileen had ever fought with him.

"No." Aileen shook her head, walking toward Jasmine. "He just took a call, and I heard..."

Aileen hadn't heard much clearly at first. Still, because Anthony had raised his voice during the end of his conversation with Alexander, and Aileen had been listening intently, she had heard a lot.

She could recount the general situation.

To sum it up: James Sutherland wanted to kill Alexander and had hired someone to do it. But this person was actually one of Alexander's men and had reported the situation to him. Alexander's attitude was... let him try to kill me!

A few minutes later. Aileen had given Jasmine a rough summary of the situation, including all the snippets she had overheard earlier.

"...He just said it's fine, that he's confident in his plan, that there's no danger..." Aileen became a little emotional as she finished, her eyes turning a bit red.

Jasmine was the type who rarely got red-eyed, no matter the situation, but Aileen was not. She was much more sentimental than Jasmine.

In the second-floor master bedroom.

Alexander lay on his back, hands clasped behind his head, staring at the ceiling.

He was waiting for Jasmine to come find him, idly planning out some things for the next day. As for Anthony's side of things... Alexander couldn't be bothered to think about it. In his view, it was as if James were actively allowing him to take down the entire Sutherland family more effectively and quickly.

As for any danger, there really was none.

Finally, footsteps sounded in the hallway outside.

"My dear Mr. Ciotta, how many times has it been now?" Jasmine, dressed in her pajamas, walked briskly into the master bedroom.

She was... so angry! One could even say she was furious.

She just didn't show her fury because it wasn't just the two of them; Aileen was with her. As long as a third person was present, no matter who it was, Jasmine would give Alexander face.

"What do you mean, how many times? Have I ever gotten into trouble?" Alexander said as he sat up, turning to look at Jasmine with a smile.

"What exactly is the situation?" Jasmine didn't immediately object, wanting to ask for the specifics first.

She also wanted to know what new trick Sutherland was trying to pull.

Aileen's retelling might not have been entirely accurate.

"It's just... those photos. After James saw them, he felt I'd cucked him, so he..." Alexander explained briefly.

Aileen had entered with Jasmine and was naturally listening from the side.

Although she didn't know exactly what "those photos" were, she could guess they were probably some intimate pictures of Alexander and Jasmine that had provoked James.

Her guess wasn't quite right, but it was close enough. It wasn't the main point. The main point was James's reaction and plan.

Alexander's explanation was concise, as the matter wasn't complicated. But he did mention the key person's name—Anthony Ramirez!

"Anthony Ramirez?" Jasmine repeated upon hearing the name.

"Yes, he's actually my follower," Alexander nodded.

Jasmine thought about this, "Anthony Ramirez." She had never met him but knew of his existence in New York—a local businessman with a fair amount of influence, operating in a gray area... Dante knew about him and was aware of his connection to Alexander before this, but he had never discussed it with Jasmine.

"...I had Anthony send the photos to James. James paid him to make a move on me..."

In two minutes, Alexander had clarified all the key points.

"Just like that. After it's done, even if Anthony 'fails,' he will gain James Sutherland's further trust..." Alexander concluded.

"'Done'?" Jasmine's eyebrow shot up, her voice gradually rising. "What if you fail? You've played for high stakes before, but even if you didn't succeed, you had room to maneuver. What about this time? You're playing with your life, you know that? If you fail, you're gone."

"Jasmine, you know me better than Aileen does. You too... surely not?" Alexander said to Jasmine instead.

As he spoke, Alexander's gaze shifted from Jasmine to Aileen, then back to Jasmine. At the very end, he very naturally touched Jasmine's hand.

Jasmine's expression paused for a moment.

And then... she was so angry! And so tired! She was angry, but she had to play along with Alexander.

"I, I just don't want you to take risks. I know you're capable, but this time... there are still some risks, after all. Unless, unless you let me and Dan participate in this plan from start to finish to ensure you're in no danger whatsoever. Otherwise, no way!"

Jasmine's words were final this time, spoken with extreme force!

In reality... it was a lie. How could Jasmine ever lay down such a harsh ultimatum to Alexander? She was fundamentally unable to stop him from doing what he wanted.

Her harsh words now were actually to cooperate with Alexander. He had just signaled her, so she said this to play along and... allay the worries of Aileen, who was standing nearby.

Aileen's eyes were still red.

"Of course. The plan needed your cooperation anyway," Alexander smiled. He really adored Jasmine; she could grasp his thoughts with just a look, a subtle gesture.

Such a deep mutual understanding was truly rare.

Many people thought Jasmine wasn't a good choice for a wife, as she was too forceful, too overbearing. People with such personalities, regardless of gender, were not really suitable as partners.

But Alexander's perception of Jasmine was the complete opposite. Others only saw her cold, forceful, and domineering side, but Alexander had an extremely comprehensive and nuanced understanding of her personality.

Jasmine possessed many special qualities. For example... once someone became the one in her heart, the one she deemed worthy of her devotion, she would accept all of their flaws and give them everything she had. She wouldn't hesitate even if it meant risking her life.

The harder it was to move a woman's heart, the harder it was to break through her defenses, the more important the person who finally occupied her heart would become. It would be for life.

She would have unparalleled loyalty to that person and be all the more understanding.

Jasmine was exactly this kind of woman. And Alexander was the man in Jasmine's heart right now.

Alexander naturally had his flaws, such as not having Jasmine as his only woman, but Jasmine had accepted this.

"Letting me and Dan participate... that's more like it." Jasmine seemed satisfied, yet still appeared to be huffing. She glanced at Aileen and added, "Look how you've scared Aileen. Couldn't you have explained it to her in more detail?"

Alexander extended a hand toward Aileen. Aileen turned and sat in his lap.

"Your eyes are all red, and you even went to tattle. Why are you acting like a kid?" Alexander said softly with a smile, pinching Aileen's cheek.

In reality, Aileen was a few months older than Jasmine, but when it came to matters of the heart, it wasn't wrong to say she was younger.

Alexander was just teasing her, comforting her. She seemed to understand.

A deep sigh of relief escaped her. Her worries suddenly dissipated. Jasmine's cooperation and her words had been incredibly effective.

If it were just Alexander alone, no matter what he said or how he promised, Aileen would have remained worried—unless Alexander revealed his secret ability to "reset."

But with Jasmine's support, it was different.

She also acted as if Alexander would be fine, that she believed in him. And since she knew Alexander better, and Aileen had no doubt about Alexander's place in Jasmine's heart... then it should be fine.

Jasmine had even mentioned Dante. Everyone knew what kind of power Dante wielded in New York. With his involvement in the arrangements, it was truly reassuring!

"I was just worried about my hubby." Aileen's voice was incredibly soft as she snuggled deeper into Alexander's embrace.

"Are you at ease now?" Alexander chuckled. As he spoke, however, he was looking at Jasmine.

Because Aileen's head was down, she couldn't see that Jasmine was currently glaring at Alexander.

Alexander was truly playing with his life this time, in the most literal sense, and not only did she have to bottle up her feelings for now, but she also had to cooperate with him to comfort Aileen.

Jasmine was genuinely about to die from anger!

"Actually, Aileen, regarding the matter with James, I feel it would only bring you trouble. There's no need..." Alexander said while holding Aileen, speaking from the heart.

He didn't really want Aileen to get too involved in these things. It would only cause her unnecessary trouble and worry. This was also a form of protection for her.

Alexander didn't finish his sentence.

Just then. Ring, ring, ring...A phone was ringing.


Chapter 11: Driving James mad.

The sound came from outside, or more accurately, from another bedroom on the second floor.

The guest room door was open, and the master bedroom door was also open, so the sound was faint. It was naturally Jasmine's phone, which she had casually put down earlier and hadn't brought with her.

Jasmine turned and walked out.

Alexander looked down and finished what he was saying to Aileen... According to his current plan, he didn't intend for Aileen to be involved in any of the Sutherland family's affairs.

This even included the matter of preying on the Sutherland family's assets.

Even after Alexander completely handled Michael Arison, the person participating in this matter would be Michael himself. He was more stable and had greater decision-making power. After all, he was still alive and was the one who called the shots in the Arison family.

As for Aileen, Alexander felt that her current priority should be managing the Gold Fortune Group well. This was very important for her. The better she did now, the less turmoil there would be within the Group after Michael passed away.

As for the money Michael would earn from participating in the hunt, it was his, and therefore Aileen's.

Footsteps sounded once more. Along with them came the increasingly clear sound of a ringing phone.

Jasmine had returned, holding the ringing phone.

Alexander looked up as she entered and asked with a smile, "James Sutherland?"

"Yep!" Jasmine nodded, her expression different from when she had just left.

Before she went to get the phone, she had been furious, so her face was naturally dark. But now... she had an outlet for her anger!

There was even a subtle smile on her face.

She knew why James was calling so suddenly. It was nothing more than to "tattle"—to expose Alexander's affair with Sophie Hale to her, to make her see Alexander's true colors. Jasmine was already prepared with a script for this.

Alexander had told her in advance. He had said James would call her tonight, or possibly tomorrow morning.

Aileen, in Alexander's arms, sat up straight when she heard the name "James Sutherland." She looked at Jasmine's phone, then at Alexander.

"Come here." Alexander hugged Aileen, turned her around, and moved her to his other side, closer to the inside of the bed.

Alexander himself scooted over and leaned back.

Jasmine reached the side of the bed, turned, and sat down next to Alexander. Then she smoothly lay down, pillowing her head on his arm and wiggling a bit, as if to make herself more comfortable.

The two women were on Alexander's left and right.

Jasmine looked at the ringing phone, then suddenly turned her head and planted a kiss on Alexander's cheek. Then she looked back at the phone and deliberately cleared her throat.

All preparations were complete. But the ringing suddenly stopped. It had disconnected automatically because Jasmine hadn't answered for too long.

But it didn't matter. With James's personality, now that he had started calling, he would definitely keep calling frantically. Even if he was blocked, he would use another number!

Sure enough. A few seconds later, Jasmine's phone rang again.

This time, Jasmine still waited a few seconds, her expression turning icy cold. She took a deep breath, then answered, immediately cursing!

"Are you fucking sick in the head? Your hand is broken, is your brain broken too? Why didn't you just blow yourself up? What time is it? Are you going to let people sleep? If you're not mentally well, then hurry up and go to the hospital! Let a doctor cut open your brain and see if it's full of trash! Fuck off!" Jasmine cursed in one breath. In her entire life, she hadn't sworn at others as much as she had at James alone.

After shouting "Fuck off," Jasmine hung up immediately. He would call back anyway, so it was fine.

She did this because she knew what James wanted to say. Let him stew in it!

On Alexander's other side, Aileen's eyes widened. Not only because she had never seen Jasmine curse like that—and the teeth-gritting expression wasn't an act—but also because... Aileen herself didn't know how to curse.

Before meeting Alexander, Aileen's upbringing could be said to be overly strict. Her mother's control over her had been almost pathological. Looking back now, it was a memory Aileen didn't want to revisit.

A few seconds later. Ring, ring, ring. Jasmine's phone rang once more.

"...Are you fucking looking to die?" Jasmine answered and yelled, gritting her teeth, though she was actually enjoying it immensely.

Although she had always cursed James, this time, having been forewarned by Alexander, she could grasp his psychology and knew what he was thinking. Cursing him under these circumstances, knowing he was going crazy with impatience, felt particularly satisfying!

"Jaz......." James finally managed to speak.

"Jaz, my ass! I've fucking told you a million times, don't call me that!" Jasmine cursed.

Hang up! Just let him stew! Silence.

And this time, the silence lasted for more than ten seconds. James surprisingly didn't call back.

Did he give up? Jasmine couldn't help but glance at Alexander.

"He smashed his phone. He's throwing a tantrum right now. He'll probably either get a new phone and put his SIM card in it or use someone else's phone. He'll call back," Alexander said with a calm smile.

Jasmine understood.

A minute later. Jasmine's phone indeed rang again. The caller ID was an unknown number, but the location showed Dallas.

It seemed James had been too impatient this time. After his tantrum, he had immediately grabbed a bodyguard's phone to call, unable to wait to put his own SIM card into a new phone.

James naturally had Jasmine's phone number memorized.

And this time, Jasmine still waited a few seconds. She looked at Alexander again and gave him another kiss on the cheek. There was no other reason than the fact that Alexander had been right again. Alexander could grasp James's inner thoughts and had told her, allowing her to grasp them too.

This feeling was truly, thrillingly, wonderful!

"You motherfucker, I..." This time when she answered, Jasmine still opened with a curse, her tone one of extreme rage.

"It's about Alexander! Are you going to listen or not?!" But as Jasmine was cursing, James shouted at her the instant the call connected.

Using Jasmine's concern for Alexander to stop her from hanging up—James really didn't want to do this. It even made him feel like he was cucking himself. He was about to be driven mad by Jasmine hanging up on him repeatedly.

Jasmine instantly fell silent and exchanged a look with Alexander. This was exactly the reaction she needed to show—concern for Alexander.

To piss off this man who deserved to die ten thousand times over!

Jasmine pretended to pant heavily, letting James hear it, as if she was struggling to suppress her fury. After a full five or six seconds, she gritted her teeth into the phone, "If you have something to say, spit it out!"

"Alexander has another woman, did you know that?" James said immediately.

"Hmm?!" Jasmine's tone sharpened dramatically.

She was getting into character!

Jasmine's reaction was huge, as if she had been instantly captivated by James's words.

"Alexander has another woman?" Jasmine asked back, but then immediately let out a cold laugh. "Hah! James! Are you trying to drive a wedge between Alexander and me? You're too naive! Take my advice: just focus on healing your injury. Are you used to holding the phone with your left hand? Don't use your right, or you'll end up disabled. Don't say I didn't warn you!"

A cold laugh, disbelief, and ridicule. But Jasmine didn't hang up after that, which let James know that she did care about Alexander.

Her mouth said she didn't believe it, but in reality, she wanted to hear more.

"I know you're very biased against me, but this time, I can swear, I am absolutely not lying to you!" James suppressed the rage in his heart, trying to keep his voice as calm as possible.

"If swearing did anything, you would have fucking died ten thousand times over by now!" Jasmine sneered, her tone dripping with sarcasm.

James was choked by her words and fell silent for a moment. Jasmine could hear his heavy breathing.

"...Is Alexander there? Next to you?" James suddenly asked.

"He's here. We'd just turned off the lights when you called like a madman," Jasmine said, turning to look at Alexander. Her voice suddenly became very gentle. "Darling, he says you have other women,"

There was a hint of mockery in Jasmine's tone, not directed at Alexander, of course, but at James for his laughably crude attempt to sow discord.

"This idiot, his brain must have been fried too," Alexander replied to Jasmine with a smile.

His words not only insulted James but also served as a denial of his "slander."

Provoke his emotions! Make him even more desperate to tell Jasmine. It would also make him even more devastated later.

"You son of a..." James had naturally overheard the conversation between Alexander and Jasmine. He started to shout in a rage, but abruptly stopped himself.

Can't curse, can't curse.

James was forcibly reining in his emotions, trying his utmost not to get into any conflict with Alexander on this call. He knew very well that if he cursed Alexander now, Jasmine would definitely stop talking to him.

She would most likely hang up, turn off her phone, and go to sleep.

Although James would have other opportunities to tell Jasmine the "truth," he was too impatient right now. He wanted to tell her this instant, to make her see Alexander's true colors immediately!

"Jaz..." James paused for a full few seconds before speaking again.

"I'll repeat myself one more time, don't call me that!" Jasmine cut him off, her teeth clenched and her words rapid.

"Fine, fine, fine! Miss Doran!" James said at once. He then took a deep breath and asked in a hoarse voice, "Do you know Sophie Hale?"

"Sophie Hale?" It seemed like a long time since Jasmine had heard that name. She murmured it to herself before saying with a cold smile, "James Sutherland, I used to think you were shameless, but I never thought you could be this shameless!"

"Your Sutherland family is desperately trying to arrange a marriage with my Doran family, and you bring up Sophie Hale to me? Although this has nothing to do with me, since it's all your one-sided wishful thinking, but... You bring her up with me? That illegitimate daughter Sophie Hale bore you, she must be thirteen this year, right? Or fourteen?"

"I heard that little girl doesn't even have your last name. James Sutherland... you're a real animal! You won't acknowledge the woman who had your child, and you won't even acknowledge the child?"

"A person like you, why are you still alive? Why don't you just find a rope and hang yourself?"

Curse him! Just curse him! At the same time, Jasmine acted as if she didn't know Sophie, having only heard of a woman like that who had one of the Sutherland family's illegitimate daughters with her.

This was crucial! It would influence whether James thought Sophie would reveal that he had killed Grayson Yorke.

James wouldn't have made this connection easily. It was something that happened fourteen or fifteen years ago. And even if it had been exposed back then, it wouldn't have shaken the Sutherland family's foundation.

It was only because the Yorke family had risen in recent years that the exposure would be a serious problem. But how many other shady things had James done that could bring huge trouble to the Sutherland family, besides the matter with Grayson Yorke?

Compared to other incidents, this was the most secretive. Because no one could produce any substantial evidence on this matter. There was only one witness, and her word alone was not proof.

And Sophie Hale... James knew her too well. He knew Sophie didn't have the guts to talk about it. If she had, she would have fought him to the death back then rather than compromise.

That being said...

If James were to find out that Jasmine already knew Sophie was in New York with Alexander, it would lead to severe consequences.

It might lead James to guess: it wasn't Alexander who brought Sophie to New York, but Jasmine!

The bet would be decided by the end of the year, and James still held the advantage. He might mistakenly believe that Jasmine was making a last-ditch effort. If she couldn't win the bet, she would use Sophie and Isabelle Hale to deal with him.

Although James believed Sophie wouldn't voluntarily bring up that matter...What if Jasmine took the initiative to ask Sophie what she knew about him?

James's thoughts absolutely could not be allowed to stray in that direction.

Therefore, Jasmine had to "learn" from James's own mouth that Sophie was in New York, brought over by Alexander to cuck him. It absolutely could not be that Jasmine already knew, let alone had already met Sophie.

Jasmine actively seeking her out versus passively finding out—the difference was like heaven and earth.

James's composure was about to shatter.

Jasmine had cursed him before, but this time was different. She wouldn't let him get a word in. Whatever he said, Jasmine could twist it into another round of insults.

"Sophie Hale is in New York!" James's voice suddenly rose.

"Oh? So what?" Jasmine replied, as if offhandedly.

"She's with Alexander! It was Alexander who brought her to New York from Boston! They were even having dinner together tonight!" James blurted out in one breath.

Jasmine fell silent. It was as if she were trying to figure out if James was telling the truth or not!

A few seconds later, she spoke again.

"James Sutherland! Don't you think you're ridiculous? Such a low-class, childish lie to sow conflict! You think I'd believe you? Ha!" Jasmine's tone was once again one of disbelief. Pausing without giving James a chance to speak, she added, "Heh! Besides, what does it have to do with you if Alexander has other women? That just means my man is capable. Stop trying to stir up trouble with me!"

These words were very much at odds with the public's perception of Jasmine, and naturally, with James's perception of her as well.

Everyone knew that Jasmine Doran, the eldest granddaughter of the Doran family's main branch, was a tough and domineering woman who couldn't tolerate any nonsense.

Therefore, James immediately took what Jasmine had just said as words spoken in anger, deliberately said to provoke him.

"I have proof! I have photos!" James hissed, his hoarse voice tinged with a sharp edge.

"You even got photos? Send them over, let me see..." Jasmine acted very concerned about the matter, but then her tone shifted to a cold sneer. "Let me remind you, tell your people to do a better job of Photoshopping. Don't let me spot any fakes!"

With that, Jasmine hung up the phone. The show was over.

The moment she hung up, Jasmine couldn't hold back a smile. She even turned her head and kissed Alexander again, this time on the lips, her smile radiant...

She had truly, truly never felt so gratified. Although she had always cursed James, it was to vent her anger and brought her no pleasure. In fact, it was quite annoying.

Jasmine still had a company to run. She couldn't just keep her phone off. She couldn't lose the bet, so she had to give it her all. So she had no choice; the sound of James's voice irritated her, but she still had to answer his calls.

This time, however, she wasn't annoyed. She had him in the palm of her hand. She could feel the shifts in James's emotions—furious but holding back from cursing, so anxious his composure was about to crumble, and yet still holding onto the hope that his "sowing of friction" would succeed!

That was the most amusing part! If James later realized that she, Jasmine Doran, would rather share Alexander with many other women than marry a piece of trash like him, would he want to die?

"Felt good to vent?" Alexander smiled, glancing at Jasmine, who was right beside him.

"Hmph," Jasmine snorted, but she was smiling. She muttered again, "That bastard. Why doesn't he just drop dead from anger?"

On Alexander's other side, Aileen rested her chin on his shoulder, tilting her head slightly to watch the two of them. She had vaguely heard what James said on the phone. In truth, James hadn't said much; it was Jasmine who did most of the talking, cursing him out.

Aileen now understood that Jasmine was acting. Although she hadn't caught all the nuances of what was going on, it wasn't important to her. In fact, while she was listening, her mind wasn't on any of that. She was preoccupied with one thing—James hiring someone to kill Alexander!

And Jasmine hadn't mentioned that to James on the phone at all. Obviously, she was pretending not to know. This gave Aileen an even greater sense of security.

Because it showed that Jasmine had absolute confidence in Alexander. She believed his plan would succeed and that he wouldn't be in any mortal danger.

The point was to play James for a fool!

Thump! A special notification sound came from Jasmine's phone. It was an email.

Jasmine immediately opened it. Unzipping the compressed file... it was the photos she had already seen.

Ring, ring, ring...Her phone rang. It was James.

Jasmine didn't even answer, just hung up and then turned off her phone.

Let him stew!

Jasmine knew... James must be dying to know whether she would fly into a rage after seeing the photos, and whether she would confront Alexander... He wanted to know the outcome, to know if she had broken up with Alexander over this!

Jasmine wasn't going to let him find out the result so easily.

"I'm going back to sleep," Jasmine said, turning her head to Alexander. She seemed to be in a good mood, but she gave Alexander a meaningful look.

Jasmine still hadn't had a serious talk with Alexander about the staged assassination. Tonight was clearly not the right time. This was something they had to discuss alone, not in front of Aileen.

They would talk tomorrow. Jasmine got up and left, heading back to the guest room.


Chapter 12: He jumped off a building.

A new day, August 4, 2024.

At seven in the morning sharp, Alexander's eyes opened on time. He turned his head to look at Aileen, who looked very serene in her deep sleep. A smile appeared on his face. He didn't make a sound, just wrapped his arm around her, rolled over, and closed his eyes again.

It was rare for him to wake up at seven sharp and go right back to sleep without opening his eyes.

Because he needed to confirm one thing—that time was moving forward. He had no desire to relive the experience of being trapped on the same day, so he always had to open his eyes and look around to make sure.

Time passed silently. At eight in the morning, Alexander and Aileen woke up one after the other. After a quick wash, they got dressed and left the bedroom.

As they reached the top of the stairs, there was no sound from the living room on the first floor, which meant Jasmine wasn't up yet.

"I'll go check," Alexander said, gesturing with his hand.

"Okay," Aileen nodded.

Aileen went downstairs first. Alexander, meanwhile, walked to the other end of the hallway, opened the guest room door directly, and went inside.

Jasmine was actually already up, sitting, and putting on makeup in front of the mirror. Seeing Alexander come in, she glanced at him before looking back at the mirror, lipstick still in hand, and continued to apply it.

"James hasn't called you again?" Alexander asked with a smile as he walked over to the vanity.

"Phone's off. No rush," Jasmine replied.

Twisting the lipstick shut, Jasmine pressed her lips together, then turned to look at Alexander. She tilted her head slightly, propped her cheek on her left hand, struck a little pose, and asked with a sweet smile, "Am I beautiful?"

"Beautiful. Drop-dead gorgeous," Alexander laughed.

"Then why are you still risking your life? Aren't you afraid you'll mess up and really die? Are you that willing to leave me behind?" Jasmine's smile instantly faded.

"You already know, don't you? You've asked me before. I'm... not an ordinary person," Alexander smiled.

"So you're not made of flesh and blood?" Jasmine raised an eyebrow.

"Of course I am."

"Then what are you talking about? If you're made of flesh and blood, you can die from risking your life!"

"Are we fighting?" Alexander chuckled.

"You think I want to fight with you?" Jasmine's tone was mournful.

"You don't know my plan, nor do you know what other arrangements I've made, yet you're questioning me again? Your doubts... when have they ever been right?" Alexander had already walked up behind Jasmine, placing his hands on her shoulders.

"When has it ever been this dangerous?" Jasmine retorted.

"To me, it's all the same. There's no danger," Alexander smiled.

"You..." Jasmine still wanted to say something.

"Alright... I have to go to Chicago today, and the assassination will be arranged after I get back to New York. We can talk about it in detail then. There's no rush right now..." Alexander said, gently squeezing her shoulders.

"Hmph, in such a hurry to see Charlotte Langford, are you?" Jasmine snorted.

"Are you jealous?" Alexander laughed.

"Yeah, I'm about to die from all the jealousy," Jasmine said sarcastically, a little peeved.

After bickering for a few more sentences, they left the bedroom one after the other and went downstairs.

While Alexander and Jasmine were talking in the room, Aileen, who had gone down first, was already busy in the kitchen. She truly loved to cook. She had been so suppressed before that she now believed only a home-cooked meal was what life was all about.

She wasn't making anything complicated. Fried eggs and sausages—the ingredients were all in the fridge—plus some sliced bread. Breakfast could be simple.

Around eleven-thirty in the morning. The road that splits towards Chicago or Boston.

The blue Lamborghini with New York plates, after more than two hours of flying down the highway, finally exited. Alexander had been speeding.

It wasn't a matter of being in a hurry or not; he just wanted to drive fast.

After exiting the highway, the blue Lamborghini headed toward Boston before turning into Lin Avenue in the D District. He wasn't headed towards Charlotte Langford's; Alexander would go there in the afternoon.

For lunch, Alexander was going to eat first. Ashley Carter was already waiting for him at the restaurant.

At 11:45 AM, at the Dolphin Bay Restaurant on Lin Avenue.

Ashley, sitting by the window, noticed the familiar Lamborghini pulling up on the street outside. She stood up excitedly, her high heels clacking as she hurried out of the restaurant.

Alexander parked the car, and just as he got out, Ashley came up beside him, naturally linking her arm with his, and said softly with a smile, "Mr. Ciotta, you're here."

"Let's talk inside," Alexander said with a smile, his gaze casually sweeping the surroundings.

Someone was watching Ashley Carter. Actually, it wasn't so much watching as secretly protecting her. They were from the Ashford family.

Ashley was already good friends with Nathaniel Ashford and Cecilia Guo. And ever since Alexander forged alliances, connecting the Ashford family with the Doran and other families, Alexander's standing within the Ashford family had been elevated to the point where Lucien Ashford had to treat him as an equal.

But Alexander himself wouldn't be staying in Boston permanently. Ashley Carter, however, would.

So, to the Ashford family, her identity was not just Alexander's woman, but also a proxy.

Martin Russo had originally planned to assign both overt and covert bodyguards to Ashley. But in this matter, Martin obviously couldn't compare to the Ashford family. It wasn't that Martin was unreliable, but that the Ashford family's personnel were more professional.

The Ashfords were a military family. None of their bodyguards came from an unorthodox background; all of them were retired special forces soldiers!

Alexander and Ashley entered the restaurant. They sat down at a table by the window.

They ordered and chatted idly. Just casual conversation.

"Getting used to being the boss?" Alexander asked with a smile, a hint of teasing in his voice.

"It's okay," Ashley said with a shy smile, looking a little embarrassed.

It had only been a few days, but Ashley had indeed changed a lot. She was still a college student, not yet graduated, but her dress and style had become more mature. A deep purple, waist-cinching long dress... she had the best figure among Alexander's women, and this outfit naturally made her even more alluring.

Her makeup was also a bit more striking. However, Ashley's "maturity" was more of a feeling, an aura created by her clothes and style.

Of course, she couldn't have undergone some major transformation in just a few days.

It was just that, having acquired the shares and joined the company, she needed to dress more like a woman and less like a girl.

In front of Alexander, she didn't put on any airs. She could hear the teasing in his voice and still felt shy.

"How's Mr. Russo?"

"Still in the hospital... I heard it's nothing serious, but he needs to be observed for a week before being discharged."

They chatted on. The food arrived quickly. Before they knew it, it was twelve-thirty.

Ring, ring, ring! Alexander's phone rang.

He took it out and saw it was a call from Charlotte Langford.

"Hello, Miss Langford," Alexander answered with a smile.

"He jumped off a building," Charlotte said directly.

He jumped off a building?

Charlotte's magnetic voice held little fear or grief, but was instead filled with a certain complexity. And that abrupt, out-of-context sentence…

"Ryder Weston?" Alexander asked in return.

"Yes. I just got the news. It happened about ten minutes ago. He was sent to the hospital for emergency treatment, but I suspect…" Charlotte didn't finish her sentence, but her meaning was clear. He couldn't be saved.

He had probably died on the spot after the fall, and being sent to the hospital was just a necessary procedure.

Regarding this "Ryder Weston," although Alexander knew a great deal about him, he had never seen the man in person, not even in his ten-thousand-year time loop. And after his new life began, not only had he never met him, he had never even discussed him with anyone.

He had never mentioned this name to Charlotte, nor had she ever brought it up to him.

But Alexander was still able to say the name directly. And Charlotte knew that he would definitely understand who she was referring to.

Because something had already happened to this person yesterday!

After the events of Charlotte's new album leaking and the rumors of her cheating with Alec Nota, Alexander had arranged for the number one paparazzo, Tommy Calder, to launch a counterattack against the mastermind.

The dirt on Zenith Media's top superstar, Miles Corbett, had stirred up an online media storm as intense as the cheating scandal involving Alec Nota and Charlotte.

But unlike 'Alec Nota'—who, despite emerging with astonishing talent, was still a newcomer whose downfall wouldn't trigger a financial earthquake in the celebrity scene—Miles was different.

And as for Charlotte, she was the reigning queen of the music world, but she was already in a state of semi-retirement. The leak of her "farewell album" was a significant issue, but not a catastrophic one.

At the absolute worst, the losses would be in the hundreds of millions.

Miles Corbett, however, was a different story. He was the most prestigious and bankable male actor in the entire entertainment industry. Having been deeply entrenched in the industry for decades, he had a complex web of personal connections and financial entanglements. He was also a minor shareholder in Zenith Media, making him a semi-capitalist figure in the entertainment world.

And because he had always been a "top-tier celebrity," the endorsement fees he commanded alone were an astronomical figure.

He was also the face of Zenith Media. He was the kind of star that, at any gala or awards ceremony, no matter which agency's manager was trying to snatch the center position for their own artist, the organizers only needed to say, "Miles Corbett will be here," and the other party would obediently shut up and stop vying for it. The center position would undoubtedly belong to Miles.

In this regard, not even Charlotte could compare to him. Although both were superstars of the highest "caliber" with top-tier influence—and Charlotte was even more popular with the younger generation—Miles had the advantage of a longer career. He was more than ten years older than Charlotte, a senior in the industry. Therefore, even if both Charlotte and Miles attended an event, the center position would have to go to Miles.

Across the entire entertainment industry, the only people who could compete with Miles for the center position were a certain type of "veteran artist" who rarely attended galas and ceremonies. And it was debatable whether these individuals were stronger than Miles in terms of artistic contribution, fame, or influence.

Miles's acting skills were truly impeccable. The only thing those "veteran artists" had over Miles was perhaps their age, or in other words, their seniority. It was all about respecting one's predecessors.

And it was this absolute top-tier existence in the entertainment industry that was destroyed by the scandal Alexander had arranged to expose. And the destruction was utterly thorough, all at once!

The higher you stand, the harder you fall! Miles Corbett had a "good man" persona. The more deeply ingrained this persona was in the public's mind, the more vicious the backlash against him would be after the scandal broke!

Zenith Media suffered immense losses as a result. Its stock price plummeted for several consecutive days. As of today, it has already fallen by nearly five billion. Although the stock market is irrational and the current losses were on paper—because the value lost due to Miles's fall would rise again once the storm passed, or at least most of it would—Zenith Media's losses weren't just numbers on the stock market, but also real, hard cash!

For example, Miles's upcoming movie and the new show he was currently filming—the entire investment, including preliminary promotion and distribution—was down the drain.

Even more brutal were the endorsements. Because Miles had top-tier national recognition, was an evergreen star, and had a "good man" persona, everyone thought he was an incredibly safe bet. This led to him having a particularly large number of endorsements.

All of them were major brands, even international ones.

Celebrity endorsement contracts all have penalty clauses for breach of contract, and "breach of contract" includes not only the "celebrity's failure to cooperate with promotions" but also celebrity scandals.

Once a celebrity is involved in a scandal and their image turns negative, it can significantly harm the products they endorse, leading to boycotts.

And the penalty for this kind of breach is often much higher than the celebrity's annual endorsement fee.

As far as Alexander knew, with Miles's downfall this time, the endorsement penalties he alone needed to pay—for dozens of endorsements—would total over a billion!

It was tragic. Therefore, in comparison, Alexander's counterattack could be said to be extremely vicious.

Although Zenith Media had initiated this series of events, they were certain to retaliate. Regarding their retaliation, Tommy had already mentioned it in a phone call yesterday morning, while Alexander was having a meal with Seraphine.

Tommy had received word that Zenith Media would release a major exposé on the "Bluecrest/Aurora faction" at noon.

At the time, Tommy wasn't sure who the exposé would specifically target.

And when noon came yesterday… Alexander and Seraphine had gone to see Owen and had lunch with him. After leaving the Arden residence, Alexander took a moment to scroll through his phone and saw the "major exposé" that had been released.

This exposé was aimed at Ryder Weston. Male, twenty-four years old. Two years ago, he officially debuted as the leader of the boy band C17 through a popular variety show. After the show ended, due to the huge gap in individual popularity between him and the other members, he chose to go solo. For the past two years, he had been one of the hottest top-tier male singers in the country.

Long before participating in the variety show and debuting, he had been a trainee for four years, signing with the then-small company "Sun Entertainment Media" at the age of eighteen.

With Ryder's explosive popularity, "Sun Entertainment Media's" valuation skyrocketed, increasing more than tenfold from its original few million. Finally, a year ago, Aurora Entertainment invested in Sun Entertainment, becoming its controlling parent company.

Ryder Weston was quite tall, fair-skinned, and handsome, perfectly aligning with the aesthetic of modern youth. Furthermore, unlike other heavily criticized "plant" celebrities, he had a solid foundation. Although his singing skills weren't outstanding, they were above average.

Therefore, the industry was very optimistic that Ryder could maintain his popularity long-term, rather than being a flash in the pan like some other stars.

A year ago, when Aurora Entertainment invested, it put in significant effort but failed to offer a price that satisfied Sun Entertainment. In the end, after multiple rounds of negotiations, the two parties signed a three-year valuation adjustment mechanism agreement, betting on performance!

Aurora was originally just investing and providing resource support. At the same time, the management rights, or voting rights, remained with Sun's founding team.

But if Sun lost the performance bet, they would lose their voting rights, and it would be normal for them to be kicked out of the company afterward.

Accepting the bet was a concession on Sun Entertainment's part. After all, Aurora was powerful, and the entertainment industry pie was only so big. Without a backer, resources would be very limited, and they would be suppressed by the giants. No matter how popular a star was, without support, they would fade into obscurity.

After receiving support from the Aurora faction, it could be said that in the past year Ryder Weston had grown into a top-tier celebrity who even many senior figures in the industry dared not offend.

This was because he had far too many fans, most of whom were teenage girls. Fans in that age group were the most likely to cause a stir, and truly, no one could afford to provoke them.

Yesterday at noon. The well-known online media outlet "Bye Media" released a story online—Ryder had beaten a classmate, causing them permanent disability.

According to the report, this incident occurred seven years ago, when Ryder was seventeen.

Ryder himself was from a wealthy family. His father was an entrepreneur in the plastics and chemicals industry, with a net worth of over $100 million.

With his well-off family background, Ryder's grades were decent in elementary and middle school, but they began to slide in high school. During his rebellious phase, he quickly went astray, often using his family background to bully his classmates.

In the second semester of his junior year of high school, at the age of seventeen, he overheard a classmate speaking ill of him behind his back. He had people drag the classmate into the bathroom and beat him up.

The other party was no pushover either. After being beaten, he called his friends, and the situation eventually escalated into a group brawl.

The two sides arranged to fight on the basketball court after school. It was a brawl involving a hundred people. In the end, although no one was killed, Ryder personally smashed out all the teeth of the person who had spoken ill of him, broke four of his ribs, ruptured his spleen, and caused a comminuted fracture in his right hand, leaving him with a lifelong disability.

The incident resulted in more than twenty students being disciplined, five of whom were expelled from the school. Ryder himself, however, received no punishment.

It was his father who used his connections and influence not only to protect him at school but also to let him escape legal consequences.

Seven years had passed since this incident. The various problems involved had long been settled by Ryder's father with money. The family of the student who was beaten and disabled had also received compensation from the Weston family.

In fact, if this had happened to someone else and been exposed by the media, it wouldn't have had any major consequences. The authorities don't pursue cases unless the involved party reports them. It was something from many years ago, and the victim's family had taken the money, so they naturally wouldn't make a fuss.

But the problem was, Ryder Weston was a celebrity, and the hottest top-tier one at that!

It's important to note that, strictly speaking, intentionally injuring someone to the point of disability meant that one had to bear criminal responsibility and would be publicly prosecuted. Ryder should have been sentenced back then. It wasn't a matter that could be resolved just by paying money privately; the law simply doesn't allow for private settlements.

Top-tier celebrities are inherently observed by the public under a magnifying glass. The exposure of this incident could be said to have instantly and completely destroyed Ryder!

The story broke yesterday at noon, exploding across the entire internet! And today… Ryder jumped off a building?!

Alexander couldn't have predicted this outcome. After all, it involved life and death; a single thought could make all the difference in the results.

However, Alexander could easily imagine the reason for Ryder's suicide. Money.

In reality, for something like Ryder's case, if it were merely exposed, it might have mired him in scandal, but it wouldn't necessarily have destroyed him completely.

After all, it was an incident from seven years ago, and many details were difficult to verify. The most crucial part was the "victim's" side. As long as they were given enough money to keep their mouth shut and they didn't say it was Ryder who beat them, it would be fine.

There was too much room to maneuver. By manipulating public opinion online and diverting attention, with proper planning, they could even whitewash it to make it seem like Ryder was framed and everything was fake. They could even create a "constantly being framed" persona for him.

Putting others aside, just take Tommy Calder. As far as Alexander knew, Tommy was aware of the incident where Ryder had beaten someone. Collecting the dark history of celebrities was part of a paparazzo's job.

Any star who became explosively popular would have their past investigated. But even Tommy couldn't use the "Ryder Weston assault" incident to bring him down. This was because the interests tied to Ryder were too great; capitalists were protecting him. If Tommy exposed this without direct, irrefutable evidence, it would definitely be squashed.

Even Tommy couldn't do it… Yet Ryder was still destroyed instantly.

Because the one who wanted to take him down wasn't some paparazzo, but the giant Zenith Media! And Zenith Media wasn't just trying to create some scandal for a rival's star; they were retaliating furiously, with all their might!

No matter how powerful the capital directly involved with Ryder was, it couldn't be more powerful than the entirety of Zenith Media!

Under normal circumstances, even if major entertainment companies had dirt on a rival company's top star, they wouldn't release it. The entertainment industry is too full of filth; there are very few truly clean celebrities. If you expose me, I'll expose you, and then nobody wins!

This time was a special situation…Zenith's top star, Miles Corbett, had been completely "blown up"! They had to strike back! Even if it meant going to all-out war with Aurora Entertainment, they wouldn't hesitate!

Therefore, the exposé on Ryder was destined to be impossible to suppress. As public opinion mounted, the police would inevitably get involved under pressure, and the higher-ups would certainly issue a statement to completely blacklist Ryder.

The most severe consequence of this was that Ryder would likely be imprisoned, or at least receive a suspended sentence.

And he would also have to bear an astronomical amount in penalty fees. Ryder was too popular, having taken on more than thirty endorsements in the past two years.

Although a "startup" star like him generally couldn't secure long-term endorsements, as the possibility of his popularity fading was not small. Contracts were usually signed annually. At the peak of his fame, his endorsement fees were even higher than Miles Corbett's.

Correspondingly, the penalty fees were also high. In total, the amount would probably be no less than the penalties Miles had to bear.

If Ryder was blacklisted and other losses were to be borne by the Sun Entertainment company, then when it came to paying the penalty fees due to the scandal, all that money would have to be borne by Ryder personally.

He couldn't afford it! Even if his family went bankrupt, they couldn't afford it! He couldn't take the pressure and jumped.

"Is there any news online yet?" Alexander asked into the phone.

"Not yet. Aurora's side will definitely try to keep it under wraps for now. They'll wait and unify their PR narrative. They'll probably frame it as an accidental fall," Charlotte's tone was still complex. "But… once Zenith's side finds out, they'll probably expose it immediately. A suicide… it can't be hidden."

Because he was one of her own, Charlotte was being blunt. Ryder's issue was originally his personal problem, causing only financial losses to the company. But now, his suicide would have a huge negative impact on Aurora Media.

Charlotte's tone wasn't about feeling sorry for anyone or judging who was right or wrong. In truth, she had never cared much about Aurora's affairs before.

Aurora Entertainment belonged to the Langford family, not to her, Charlotte Langford. Charlotte's music company was independent and not part of the Aurora Group. It only belonged to the "Aurora faction" from a broader perspective, since Charlotte herself was the "princess" of the Langford family.

Charlotte only focused on her own music. As for the sordid affairs of the entertainment industry, she was well aware that controversies erupted every year. Charlotte really couldn't be bothered to pay them any mind, even if they involved her own family.

But this time was different. Because the starting point of it all was the leak of her album, and it had escalated step by step to this point.

"Sigh…" Charlotte finally let out a sigh.

"Are you blaming yourself?" Alexander asked.

"Not blaming myself, just… after all, it's a person's life, and…" Charlotte didn't finish her sentence.

"You don't need to overthink it. This Ryder Weston, although he could be considered one of our own, the things he's done are far more numerous than what was exposed yesterday…" This time, it was Alexander who didn't finish his sentence.

Although he had never met Ryder, it didn't mean he didn't know some things about him. And for a character like Ryder, who relied on his family's wealth to act tyrannically in his student days and even injured a classmate, one could easily imagine what else he had done.

In fact, Alexander was quite accepting of his own people having a dark past. But it also depended on his relationship with that person.

Dante Doran was as shady as they came, and Frank Delaney had been very ruthless in his early years, but Alexander didn't mind. As for Ryder Weston, it wasn't that Alexander didn't mind; he was simply indifferent!

This layer of "one of our own" was far too distant. If he jumped, he jumped.

Although Alexander had the ability to keep him alive—for example, by resetting the day and then immediately making a call to have someone watch over Ryder—he wouldn't do it. He would absolutely not use a reset for such a matter.

"How about this, I'm having lunch with Ashley right now. I'll come to your company this afternoon, and we can talk in person…" Alexander said into the phone.

"Okay, then… Oh, right!" Charlotte agreed, then suddenly added, "My dad just called me too."

"What did he say?" Alexander raised an eyebrow slightly.

"He didn't say much, just asked me about Tommy Calder…" Charlotte said quickly. "I said I couldn't really say much about Tommy's situation, that it was just a collaboration. I didn't mention you… and then we didn't talk much else."

"Mm… I understand."

The two chatted for a couple more sentences before hanging up.

Across the table, Ashley had been listening quietly. Seeing Alexander hang up, she asked with a casual smile, "What's up with Ryder Weston?"

Normally, Ashley wouldn't ask about Alexander's affairs. She asked this time because Ryder was a hot topic right now. The scandal was still being debated online, and everyone was talking about it. Even in this restaurant alone, Alexander wasn't the only one who had mentioned Ryder.

Ashley knew that Alexander probably had inside information. She was just asking casually. Given their relationship, there was nothing wrong with a bit of idle chat.

"He jumped off a building," Alexander said softly to Ashley.

"Huh?" Ashley was instantly stunned.

Ring ring ring…Alexander's phone suddenly rang again.

Less than ten seconds had passed since he had hung up. And this time, the call was from Tommy Calder.

Alexander glanced at the screen, then answered and said casually, "Did Neil Langford contact you?" Charlotte's father, Neil Langford, the big boss of Aurora Group, a Chicago tycoon, a billionaire worth hundreds of billions!

"Uh… yes." Tommy was clearly taken aback for a moment before responding, then he quickly said, "He just called me, told me to stop…"

Stop? Someone on Aurora's side had died, yet they wanted to call a truce with Zenith directly? And it was the big boss of Aurora making the call personally?

"What did you say?" Alexander's eyes flickered as he asked into the phone in a very casual tone.

"I said… I said…" Tommy's tone was hesitant, as if he were a little timid. It quickly shifted to a slightly defensive tone. "Mr. Ciotta, I had no choice… I just said I couldn't make the decision on this matter, but I didn't say it was you, Mr. Ciotta…"

Tommy clearly hadn't concealed it well. Or rather, he felt that it was wrong to reveal that there was someone behind him without telling Alexander beforehand.

Neil Langford hadn't approached Alexander directly; he had gone to Tommy Calder. This made Tommy realize that Neil was unaware of "Alexander's" existence; even his daughter, Charlotte, hadn't revealed it.

But Tommy had let Neil know that someone else was behind him, pulling the strings. This would definitely lead to an investigation by Neil.

And as for whether to expose Alexander's identity, Alexander's existence, to Neil at this moment… Tommy couldn't be sure about that either.

"I understand," Alexander replied simply.

He could understand Tommy. Tommy was actually a very slick person. If it had been anyone else, he could have just avoided the question, played dumb, and been done with it without giving any clear answer.

But the person calling him wasn't just anyone; it was Neil Langford! Speaking of which, Neil's status was far more formidable than that of the boss of Zenith Media. One could even say they weren't on the same level at all.

Aurora Entertainment was just one part of the entire Aurora Group's business empire. As a billionaire worth hundreds of billions, Neil Langford not only had money but also a very special status. He moved in what could be called the very top circles.

In front of Neil, the boss of Zenith Media wouldn't even get a word in. It would have to be the backer behind the Zenith boss to be on equal footing with Neil Langford.

Faced with a big shot of this level, Tommy didn't dare to speak carelessly or try to fool him.

"What else did you say?" Alexander asked Tommy again.

"...Nothing much, I just said I couldn't make the decision on this… and that I would call him back," Tommy said.

"Mm…" Alexander hummed in thought.

"Mr. Ciotta, what do you think about this matter…" Tommy immediately asked again, then paused before speaking faster, "Mr. Ciotta, I think, since Boss Langford called personally and wants to stop, I suspect he's probably already reached an agreement with Zenith's side. There probably won't be any more conflict between the two sides…"

Tommy was trying to persuade Alexander. He was scared! He had no choice but to be scared.

If Alexander refused to let this go, it would likely infuriate Neil. With the Doran family backing him, Alexander probably wouldn't face any consequences, but Tommy Calder didn't have such a powerful background. After all, Tommy was the one actually carrying out many of the tasks. If he continued to stir up this "war" and caused massive losses for Aurora, then... even Alexander might not be able to protect him.

That was what Tommy believed. Alexander could guess what he was thinking right now.

At the same time, Alexander could also tell that Tommy had gotten one thing wrong. There were absolutely no peace talks between Aurora and Zenith!

First, there wasn't enough time. Ryder Weston had jumped not long ago—not even an hour had passed. Second, Zenith had just driven Ryder to his death; they wouldn't possibly take the initiative to seek peace with Aurora. If they did, Aurora would surely demand an exorbitant amount in compensation.

As for Neil Langford... with someone on his side having just died, it was even more unlikely that he would negotiate a truce with Zenith. An ordinary person wouldn't be so "cowardly," let alone Neil Langford.

But in reality, Neil had "cowered." He didn't want the conflict between Aurora and Zenith to continue, nor did he want the situation to escalate. Zenith's Miles Corbett was ruined, and Aurora had lost a popular star. In terms of corporate losses alone, they were more or less even.

So Neil wanted all of this to end immediately! Alexander deduced that the reason he wanted to end things directly was not because of peace talks, nor because someone was pressuring him, nor because he was afraid of someone behind Zenith.

It was for a very simple reason: public opinion would destroy Aurora. Public opinion would attract the attention of the bad kind. Official attention! Federal investigations and more.

The sordid affairs of the entertainment industry often trended online, but they rarely drew punishment. Whether it was a celebrity's cheating scandal, a wedding that captivated the entire internet, or some other rumor, they were all hugely influential. Still, they didn't bring about extremely negative public opinion.

But this time, a "top-tier star" had died. There was no stopping the news from getting out. When it did, the resulting storm would surpass any before it. An unprecedented explosion of sensation and attention!

And if things were to escalate further, with the two entertainment behemoths trading more blows, who knew what other major incidents might occur. With wave after wave of public outcry, the authorities would certainly intervene, and the consequences would be hard to predict.

Neil Langford was a big shot, true, but there were still bigger shots than him. For one, his origins were in France as was the main forces of the Langford family. He’d spent most of his life in the US and trying to move the family powers over, but that had been a slow process blocked at times by other ruling US families.

In a way, he’d remained an outsider in the eyes of some.

In comparison, Zenith acted much more boldly than Neil.

After all, their relationships with the powerful figures who managed the entertainment-related sectors were much closer.

Alexander also knew that while Aurora Group's financial situation was currently sound, its business was not going smoothly. Its expansion had long since halted; one could even say it was failing to keep up with the times.

The economy was developing too quickly, with more and more large companies emerging. The market value of some giant corporations was in the hundreds of billions, or even trillions.

Behind these companies, to varying degrees, were the shadows of various capitalists and prominent families.

As a startup tycoon, Neil Langford's special status was a perk, but it also hindered his development. The complex interpersonal networks of the many prominent families had been built up over generations.

Although Neil had connections, they were ultimately inferior in comparison.

One could only say that, fortunately, Aurora had a solid foundation, which was why it hadn't completely fallen behind for the time being.

Presumably, Neil's decision to back down immediately after such a major incident was also influenced by considerations for his company's development. With his other businesses not doing well, he clearly didn't want Aurora Entertainment, his most successful venture, to run into major problems as well.

This could be considered extremely rational. Just... a direct and decisive end to the conflict. But this did not align with Alexander's wishes.

Alexander had always devised the optimal response based on how events unfolded. Having laid his plans layer by layer to this day, he would not accept or allow anyone to obstruct his actions.

Freed after ten thousand years of confinement, he would see through whatever he wanted to do. And since the situation had developed this way, it was time to draw Neil Langford into the game.

"Don't worry about it. Proceed according to the original plan. If he calls you again, just tell him directly that the person behind you doesn't agree. You don't need to say who it is... I'll let him know. I will handle his problem," Alexander said into the phone.

"This... Okay! Yes, Mr. Ciotta!" Tommy replied with a decisive tone after a slight hesitation.

Although he very, very much wanted to persuade Alexander, he was also afraid of getting into trouble himself. But Alexander's words were direct, clearly leaving no room for objection.

Besides, Alexander had also said he would handle Neil's problem.

"Mm... In a bit, someone will call you to verify my identity. Just confirm it," Alexander added.

"Okay!" Tommy responded.

The call ended. Alexander put down his phone, his mood completely unaffected, and picked up his knife and fork again. He smiled at the charming Ashley.

"Ryder Weston... how could he just...?" Ashley leaned forward slightly and asked in a low voice.

"Couldn't handle the pressure, I suppose," Alexander said softly with a smile.

Alexander hadn't told Ashley too much about Ryder's matter.

It wasn't that he couldn't, but it wasn't convenient in the restaurant; other patrons might overhear. Although Ryder's death would inevitably be exposed, it was better for it to come out as late as possible.

Time to talk about something else. The conversation between Alexander and Ashley soon jumped back to Martin Russo and the company.

As a new CEO, Ashley really had a lot to say on the subject. She felt the pressure, afraid she would mess up and disappoint Alexander. Still, she was also full of motivation and drive.

Half an hour later. It was one in the afternoon. The lunch was coming to an end. They paid the bill and left.

The two parted ways at the entrance of the Restaurant. Ashley even cast aside her slight shyness, ignored the gazes of passersby, wrapped her arms around Alexander's neck, and gave him a proactive kiss.

She held the lip lock long, her tongue slipping into his mouth while she discreetly pressed her impossibly soft bust against his chest.

Only once the two were running out of breath did she pull back, and with gentle movements, reached into her purse.

She took out a napkin and wiped off the lipstick marks on Alexander's face.

"Be safe, Mr. Ciotta," She flashed him a bright smile, one that Alexander returned.

They both had things to do.

Ashley watched Alexander get into his car. She knew he was going to Charlotte's company in the afternoon. She watched the blue Lamborghini drive off onto the main street before she stopped looking and walked toward her own car.


Chapter 13: Laying the groundwork.

Two minutes later.

The Lamborghini was still speeding along.

Inside the car, Alexander steered with one hand. At the same time, he took out his phone, manually entered an unfamiliar number, and dialed.

It took over ten seconds for someone to answer.

"Hello? Who is this?" It was the voice of a middle-aged man.

"Marcus Soan asked me to ask you, how do you want to die?" Alexander said directly. He was still smiling, and combined with his words, that slight smile was rather unsettling.

"Director Soan? You... you..." The person on the other end was clearly frightened, suddenly becoming extremely nervous.

His guilty conscience made him terrified!

"Just kidding," Alexander said with another smile. "Relax. I haven't told him about you sleeping with his wife Luna... I'll give you a chance. Come to Chicago. We'll meet and talk."

"You—" The man was both shocked and bewildered.

This person was Nate Caswell, the deputy director of Zenith Media's publicity department. He had been an actor and was long past his prime, but he was still a minor celebrity, though he hadn't acted in over a decade.

The Marcus Soan Alexander mentioned was one of Aurora Media's co-founders. He was currently a senior vice president of the parent group and the president of the distribution subsidiary, mainly responsible for Aurora Media's publicity and public relations. He was Nate Caswell's boss's boss!

Aurora Media was a top-tier giant. If Nate were transferred to another smaller department or subsidiary, he would be at least a vice president-level figure. But within the entire group, he was only slightly above a typical mid-level manager and couldn't be considered senior management.

Yet Alexander needed him to do some things for him. He would also use him as leverage to handle Neil Langford!

"I'll still be in Chicago tomorrow. You only have one chance. If you don't come or run your mouth, Tommy Calder will make you a trending topic. I also believe that Mr. Soan would be more than willing to send you to prison on charges of embezzlement," Alexander added with a faint, smiling voice.

"You... how did you... you... You and Tommy Calder, you... Who are you?!"

"Alec Nota."

Alec Nota?

If Alexander had used his real name, the other party would have been clueless, but the name "Alec Nota" was, at this point, known to the world.

"You're Alec Nota?! You—" Nate's voice failed him.

He naturally thought of Charlotte Langford, Aurora Group, and the like. From his perspective, they were all connected, part of the same faction.

"Come to Chicago. Let's meet and talk," Alexander said with another smile before hanging up.

There was no need to say more. He was confident that Nate would come to meet him in person.

Nate was currently in the capital. This was the first time Alexander had used such a direct, seemingly reckless tactic. Making a long-distance threat over the phone and demanding that the other party come to him.

In truth, the chances of achieving such an effect without any mishaps were slim. One could even say it was extremely difficult.

The human heart is unpredictable and fickle. When threatened, people don't just think of self-preservation; they also think about how to threaten back, how to fight back. And some people, when cornered, will act recklessly without a care for the consequences.

Nate Caswell was no ordinary character either. As a mid-to-high-level figure within a corporate behemoth like Zenith Media and with many years in the industry, he naturally had a vast network of connections.

His net worth was not small either; it was well over a hundred million. In the entertainment and media industry, especially for a key figure in charge of promotion and distribution, the kickbacks were enormous. Alexander believed that if anyone else had threatened Nate in the same way, it would not have ended well.

But at the same time, Alexander was also confident that Nate would immediately bow his head to him. He couldn't afford any mistakes.

On the internet, Alec Nota's true identity was still a secret, and a rather influential one at that.

Yet Alexander had used his own phone number to call Nate Caswell. With Nate's connections, while he wouldn't be able to get his call records, he could find out Alexander's real identity, his family situation, and so on.

This was extremely disadvantageous for Alexander. Once exposed, James Sutherland's side would come after him. Alexander would also be hounded by a swarm of media and paparazzi, making it much harder to keep a low profile in the future.

But, Nate would absolutely not dare to reveal anything. He would dare even less to threaten Alexander in return.

And he certainly wouldn't do anything desperate, because he hadn't heard Alexander's terms yet and didn't know his ultimate goal. It wasn't nearly at that point.

It was too risky a move.

◆◆◆

Nate paced back and forth by the window for a long time. A sense of fear enveloped him.

How could Alec Nota know about those things? Did Tommy Calder tell him? Was this Tommy's idea?! If so, Nate knew he had no room to resist.

Once it was exposed, knowing Marcus Soan, not only would he himself be thrown in prison, but even Luna... Marcus would likely have her committed to a mental hospital.

Marcus had done such things before. A young girl just starting her career, after being forced to sleep with Marcus and then arranged by him to entertain important guests, couldn't take it anymore and wanted to expose him. In the end, all information about her was wiped from the internet, and she was sent to a mental hospital.

After much deliberation, Nate finally looked at his phone again and dialed Tommy's number.

The call connected quickly.

"Hello, Mr. Calder," Nate greeted, his voice hoarse.

"Well, Mr. Caswell, what brings you..." Tommy returned the greeting.

The two had known each other for many years, but only as acquaintances who had worked together on promotions.

As for a personal relationship, there was none. And now, with Tommy's break from Zenith Media, the two were practically "enemies."

"Mr. Calder, please be merciful. I'm just a small fry. If there's anything, just say it. If I can do it, I definitely..." Nate said.

Of course, this completely baffled Tommy.

"What... what do you mean? Mr. Caswell, have you misunderstood something? Where did you hear this?" Tommy asked in a half-joking, half-serious tone.

He genuinely had no idea what was going on, yet he feigned an "I'm just pretending" act.

"Didn't you have someone call me?" Nate said.

"Me? When? You must be mistaken, ha!" Tommy replied.

"Isn't Alec Nota your man?" Nate sensed something was off and asked directly.

"Alec Nota?" Tommy was clearly taken aback. He certainly remembered Alexander's instructions, but he hadn't expected it to directly involve Nate Caswell, an insider at Zenith.

"Ha!" Tommy laughed again. "It seems Mr. Caswell has truly misunderstood."

"He's not? Then he..."

"You should put it the other way around. I'm his follower. He's my boss."

"What?!!"

Nate was visibly shocked. He would have been skeptical even if someone said Charlotte Langford was Tommy's current boss, because a partnership and a superior-subordinate relationship were two different things.

Zenith Media hadn't been Tommy Calder's boss before, either! It was just a partnership.

Even Charlotte wouldn't qualify. Yet Alec Nota, this young and mysterious singer, was Tommy Calder's boss?!!

"I also didn't expect the boss to choose you..." Tommy said with a smile, then asked, "So what's the situation?"

"He... he told me to go to Chicago in the next couple of days. He wants to meet with me in person," Nate shared all he knew.

"Then come. Just confirm which flight you're on, and I'll pick you up at the airport," Tommy said casually, very relaxed.

Because Alexander was handling it personally, Tommy felt no burden at all.

"Then..." Nate's breathing was a bit uneven as he pondered something, his breath heavy. He thought for a moment and asked cautiously, "Mr. Calder, my affairs... how much do you actually know?"

"Your affairs?" Tommy first asked back, then said with a faint smile, "I wonder which matter Mr. Caswell is asking about? Is it your kickbacks and embezzlement, or... Luna?"

At that moment, Nate's heart skipped a beat.

Tommy really knew everything! He had investigated him before! That was indeed the case.

But contrary to what Nate imagined, Tommy's investigation hadn't happened a long time ago. It was very recent. Alexander had Tommy investigate far too many people.

In fact, "investigate" wasn't even the right word. It should be "gather evidence."

Alexander had directly told Tommy who had what problems and how to get the evidence. Once Tommy knew, he just needed to arrange for his people in various places to take action, and it would be smoothly handled.

There was a list.

Compared to the top figures at Zenith Media and their most important celebrities, Nate was an inconspicuous presence on that list.

At the time, Tommy didn't understand why Alexander was planning to go after Nate. The guy's status was far too low. What was the use?

But he still had someone follow Alexander's information, sending just one person to stake out the location, and they very smoothly managed to photograph a private meeting between Nate Caswell and Marcus Soan's wife in a car.

It was very simple.

Even now, Tommy couldn't figure out why Alexander was targeting Nate Caswell. Was he even worthy?

It didn't matter. He just had to cooperate and get it done.

Nate fell silent. Tommy could even imagine how colorful Nate's expression must be at that moment—how it shifted from light to dark, how terrified, even desperate, he was.

"Mr. Caswell, actually, I think the fact that Mr. Nota called you personally and asked you to come for a face-to-face meeting... might be a good thing for you," Tommy said, his words carrying a hidden meaning.

"Huh?!" Nate was stunned.

"The way our boss does things, if he really wanted to harm you, he would never let you know of his existence," Tommy continued with a faint smile. "Just look at what happened to Miles Corbett."

"So, my personal advice to you is to come to Chicago immediately, the sooner the better. Perhaps... the outcome will be different from what you're thinking, maybe even the complete opposite."

Tommy said this proactively, partly because he didn't want Nate to cause any trouble.

Although he didn't think Nate would dare. But what if?

Besides, Tommy wasn't just trying to fool Nate. His own relationship with Alexander hadn't exactly been friendly at the beginning.

Nate and Tommy chatted a little longer.

After hanging up the phone, Nate walked behind his desk and sat down wearily. He thought for a moment more, then picked up his landline, pressed a speed dial button, and said, "Book me a flight to Chicago, I need..."

Working in promotions, he traveled frequently. It was normal for him to suddenly want to go somewhere.

After the call, Nate closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair to rest.

Ring, ring, ring...

The landline on his desk suddenly rang.

Nate's eyes snapped open. He sat up straight and picked up the phone, only to hear an urgent voice on the other end. "Old Caswell, look online! Look at Twitler!" The person was not only anxious but also furious.

"Huh?!" Startled, Nate quickly said, "Hold on," then cradled the phone between his head and shoulder while his hands flew across the computer keyboard.

Soon, he knew what had happened. Tommy had struck again.

Just moments ago, Tommy had dropped another bombshell online. It was unclear how much the social media site had paid this time to have Tommy make it the primary platform for his breaking news again.

—Scandal of famous director Adrien Delorme, coercing actresses into sleeping with him!

Adrien Delorme was a contracted screenwriter and director for Zenith Media and a major director with a high standing in the country. As a Zenith insider, Nate knew that Adrien had a peculiar hobby.

He loved to take photos and videos. He had even used some videos in which he didn't appear to cause trouble or threaten people.

Tommy had posted one of the videos directly online. The obscene scenes were naturally censored.

In the video, Adrien looked directly at the camera, which meant it wasn't secretly filmed by someone else. He had filmed this video himself, to keep for his "appreciation."

Logically, a video like this should be stored on Adrien's personal computer. If it were on a USB drive he didn't carry, it should be in the safe at his home.

How did Tommy Calder get it?! This was huge. Miles Corbett had only been disgraced; no crime was involved.

But Adrien was probably going to jail.

The top trending topic today has been Ryder Weston's scandal. But with Tommy's latest move, various marketing accounts and media outlets began sharing it in a coordinated effort, quickly suppressing Ryder's scandal.

The top trending topic became Adrien's scandal. All while Miles Corbett's scandal was still in the top ten.


Chapter 14: Neil Langford.

A little after four in the afternoon, at the Chicago Department of Commerce.

A fleet of luxury cars was waiting. In front of the line of cars, a blue Lamborghini with New York license plates was also parked.

Alexander, dressed in a sharp suit, was the first to walk out of the building. He adjusted his suit jacket, glanced around, then descended the steps and walked to the Lamborghini, opening the door and getting in.

Shortly after, Ashley Carter emerged from the building with her lawyer and assistant and got into the last car of the fleet. That car drove off first; Ashley had to return to her company.

Finally, another group of people walked out of the building.

Several bodyguards and assistants, men and women all in suits, surrounded a mysterious woman wearing a sun hat, sunglasses, and a silk scarf through which hints of bright orange hair could be seen peeking out.

This woman was the superstar diva, Charlotte Langford.

After having lunch with Alexander, Ashley returned to her company. Then, at two in the afternoon, she received a call from Alexander. A little after three, she arrived at the Department of Commerce to meet with Alexander and Charlotte Langford.

The three of them had done something major. Charlotte Langford had transferred 50% of the equity in her company, "Bluecrest Music," to Ashley Carter for a symbolic price of one dollar.

The value of this equity had risen even further due to the recent success of Charlotte's new album and Alec Nota's explosive popularity, which had driven up the company's valuation.

Conservatively, 50% of the equity was worth two billion. Saying it was worth three billion wouldn't be an issue either.

Alexander had no desire to hold the shares himself; too many people would be watching him. So he had Charlotte transfer them to Ashley.

Charlotte had mentioned this to her closest people in the company on the phone earlier, calling it Alexander's "technical investment," but that was just a formality.

For a privately held company in which Charlotte held 100% ownership, she could transfer the shares however she pleased.

The share transfer was handled in a private office at the Department of Commerce. It couldn't be helped.

If a superstar like Charlotte handled it in the main hall, it would cause a commotion and attract a crowd. Reporters would also catch wind of it and block the building's entrance.

Inside the Lamborghini.

Alexander was scrolling through his phone, tapping it occasionally and chatting with someone.

Charlotte pulled open the passenger door of the Lamborghini and got into Alexander's car. After closing the door and fastening her seatbelt, she glanced outside to make sure no one was looking into the car before taking off her sunglasses and mask.

She pulled off the silk scarf as well; it was a bit hot on a summer day.

Alexander turned to look at Charlotte, his expression subtle. He just felt... a woman's heart was truly interesting. Forever working in mysterious ways.

He knew he would definitely get half of Bluecrest Music's equity; all aspects had been settled. And getting the equity was a key task for his trip this time.

But he had only arrived at noon. He went to Bluecrest Music in the afternoon, and they were originally talking about Ryder's death and Charlotte's father, Neil Langford. He hadn't even deliberately steered the conversation toward the equity.

Yet Charlotte had brought it up herself.

Inside the car. After getting in, Charlotte seemed to have something on her mind and didn't speak.

Alexander started the car. He headed straight for a restaurant for dinner.

"Mr. Ciotta, did you... Sign a nominee agreement with Miss Carter?" Charlotte, sitting in the passenger seat, suddenly spoke in her magnetic voice. She pursed her lips and turned to look at Alexander.

In a nominee agreement, on paper, the shares were registered in her name. In reality, they belonged to him.

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

"Then... aren't you afraid, Mr. Ciotta, that there might be problems?" Charlotte asked again.

She clearly couldn't comprehend Alexander's way of thinking and his level of trust.

Equity worth billions, held by his young lover... A lover wasn't a wife; they weren't a community of shared interests. Who could say what would happen in the future?

Forget a lover; even a wife might not be trusted to this extent. Weren't there countless stories of wealthy couples turning against each other for money, their divorce battles becoming sensational news?

"There won't be any problems," Alexander said with a smile, offering no further explanation.

Clearly, Charlotte's understanding of Alexander was one-sided. If she knew what he had done for Jasmine and Aileen or the immense benefits he planned for Seraphine to receive, she wouldn't be asking this question today.

"You transferred 50% to me. Aren't you afraid I'll cause problems? Aren't you afraid I won't keep my promise, that I'll just sell the shares to someone else, cash out, and leave?" Alexander countered with a smiling question of his own.

Charlotte fell silent, her soft lips pursed. She turned her head and looked at Alexander with a deep, searching gaze.

She had never considered that possibility. For some reason, she just felt that Alexander wouldn't. A strange emotion was at play.

Ring, ring, ring— Charlotte's phone rang.

She took her phone out of her bag, and her expression changed drastically the moment she saw the screen.

The caller ID read: Papa!

It was Charlotte's father, Neil Langford.

This was already the third time Neil had called Charlotte today.

The first time was at noon, after Ryder's suicide. Neil had called both Charlotte and Tommy, and both of them had spoken with Alexander afterward.

The second time was around two in the afternoon.

It was because Tommy had dropped another bombshell online, relentlessly attacking Zenith Media. This was naturally seen as Aurora Group's counterattack against Zenith Media.

The public didn't know yet that Ryder had committed suicide; they only knew that Zenith Media was targeting Ryder.

Neil didn't want the fight to continue, but Tommy paid him no mind and kept exposing more.

So Neil called Charlotte a second time, naturally asking about Tommy's situation and who was behind him. Alexander was right beside her during that call.

Charlotte said nothing, holding things back. Moreover, she expressed her support for Tommy. Ryder was dead; the outside world didn't know, but she did.

This attitude was, of course, influenced by Alexander.

The father and daughter even had a huge fight over it, to the point that Neil hung up on his daughter.

Now, Neil was calling for a third time.

"It's my dad..." Charlotte said, not answering yet. She turned to Alexander, her face anxious.

"Answer it," Alexander smiled. He glanced out the windshield as he drove, casually adding, "First, hear what he has to say. You don't need to feel pressured. If any problems come up, I'm here."

Charlotte fell silent for a moment before nodding, then answered.

"Hello, Papa..." Charlotte spoke in  English.

Neil spoke in French. Alexander could vaguely make it out and understand.

They didn't exchange many words before Neil stated his purpose: he was coming to Chicago! He wanted Charlotte to arrange a meeting with Tommy.

He wanted to see Tommy Calder in person. Neil also mentioned that Tommy was no longer answering his calls. He couldn't reach him.

The call ended.

"My dad is coming over to see Tommy in person..." Charlotte said, turning her head. Her tone was even more anxious.

South Carolina had been the place where the Langford family was able to gain their first foothold when reaching over from France, and her father had now been expanding the business there.

She didn't understand why her father was so impatient, so insistent on ending this matter immediately.

It was because she didn't know the current internal situation at Aurora Group. She didn't know how worried Neil was about something going wrong with the entertainment and media division.

The terrifying thing wasn't Zenith Media, but the government. It could easily lead to many charges of "monopoly", "Antitrust breakup" or worst, with the Langfords being a French family, accusations of being a “foreign backed company”.

If this kind of thing continued, with both sides endlessly exposing each other's dirt and trying to destroy one another, it was practically inevitable that it would attract too much attention and scrutiny from those in power. And that was never good.

"Coming over? Great," Alexander smiled.

This was exactly the effect he wanted.

"Then, about Tommy..." Charlotte asked again.

"Tommy doesn't need to talk to him. When your father gets here, I'll have a chat with him," Alexander said with a smile.

"You?!" Charlotte was startled, a hint of panic in her eyes.

It wasn't just that she was afraid her father and Alexander would have a falling out if they met like this. She was also terrified that her father would find out about her relationship with Alexander.

Charlotte knew she was hopelessly weak in this regard. Despite her wager with Jasmine Doran, she hadn't been able to control herself. She had let things progress so far with Alexander, even giving him her virginity.

And she felt like she couldn't get out of it now. She knew she would never meet anyone more in sync with her than Alexander in this lifetime. His musical talent and his understanding of music held a deep fascination for her.

There are many things one does knowing full well they will have severe consequences, but one does them anyway. That was Charlotte.

Now, she wasn't just afraid of Jasmine finding out about her and Alexander; she was even more terrified of her father finding out.

Because Alexander was not single. He had a public girlfriend, Jasmine Doran! Everyone in the circles of prominent families knew it.

If her father found out she was being a "homewrecker," what would the consequences be?

Alexander's ordinary family background was a minor issue in comparison. Families that could be called powerful and influential were few and far between, but financial magnate families were numerous.

When it came to the marriages of wealthy families' children, the family might intervene. Still, it wasn't as if a marriage alliance were the only option.

If a male family member reached marriageable age, the family's interference might be more pronounced. Marriage alliances were common, but it wasn't unheard of for them not to happen.

Marrying for love was not uncommon. For instance, there had been cases of the direct heir of a top financial conglomerate marrying a female celebrity from an ordinary background, or even a star athlete who had won a championship.

For female members, things were even more relaxed and free. Stories of women marrying down to a poor boy weren't unheard of... as long as the man was outstanding enough and had a good character, it could be managed.

Besides, Alexander wasn't some poor boy. He was overflowing with talent! A prodigy of his generation!

If asked whether she wanted to marry Alexander, Charlotte had secretly thought about it. She felt that she wouldn't face severe opposition from her family. As long as they met Alexander, they wouldn't object.

But the problem was...Charlotte knew very well that she had no chance of marrying Alexander.

Alexander had many women, and, most critically, Jasmine Doran, the eldest granddaughter of the Doran family's main branch.

If she wanted to be with Alexander, she not only had to get past Jasmine, but she would also have to accept a subordinate position. If her father found out about this... and then thought about Alexander's unyielding personality, Charlotte felt a major disaster was imminent.

She was caught between a rock and a hard place.

Charlotte's relationship with her father wasn't bad. Her musical career over the years would have been impossible without her family's support.

What should she do? Even if her father didn't know about their relationship, a direct conflict with Alexander would put Charlotte in a difficult position.


Chapter 15: Charlotte’s choice.

A little after five in the afternoon.

Kai Restaurant, Don District, Chicago.

A private room on the third floor.

Alexander and Charlotte had already started ordering. Charlotte was somewhat distracted, randomly picking a few items. Alexander, on the other hand, ordered the restaurant's signature Beef Wellington.

In his ten-thousand-year loop, besides New York, the cities Alexander had visited most were Boston/Chicago, for being close, and the capital.

Although Alexander hadn't investigated the other cities in as much detail, he had eaten at all their famous restaurants.

Even if he had no money during the loop, it didn't matter. He didn't have to pay or consider the consequences... He had even done things like robbing a bank in the afternoon, going to a restaurant for dinner that night, and then being shot on the spot by the police who tracked him down.

His reckless, self-destructive acts when he went crazy were too numerous to count.

In any case, none of it was "real." Death would just reset everything.

Kai's Beef Wellington suited Alexander's palate perfectly. During the loop, he had even specifically sought out the head chef to learn how to make it, using the excuse of filming a video for an interview as a personal blogger.

The ordering was finished.

The red wine came first. Two bottles were set aside to breathe, while one was opened for immediate drinking.

The two chatted idly.

"...My father, he... Why don't you have Tommy deal with him first, just to get by for now? I think..." Charlotte tried to say something, but her words were hesitant, and she kept stopping.

"I know your father is definitely not easy to talk to, especially after a major incident like this. He's holding a lot of anger inside..." Alexander picked up with a smile.

"But... people, no matter how angry they are, how principled, how worried... or even how terrified, as long as there's a big enough gift, a big enough profit, then everything can be set aside."

"Human nature can't withstand temptation. Except for those who have completely seen through life and given up all pursuits—and these people more or less have mental illnesses—everyone else..."

"For example, if I gave you two billion, would you transfer the other 50% of Bluecrest Music's shares to me?" Alexander asked.

Charlotte looked at him and slowly shook her head. It wasn't about money; it was her career.

"What about five billion?"

"Ten billion?"

"A hundred billion?"

Charlotte fell silent. The logic was simple. If someone really gave her a hundred billion, of course, she would sell her career. She could just start over from scratch.

"But what you're saying is unrealistic. Who would be willing to pay a hundred billion for my company?" Charlotte said.

"It's just a hypothetical," Alexander smiled. "Let's just say, would you sell?"

"Of course I would," Charlotte nodded.

"Then let me ask you another question. If the Aurora Group were about to go bankrupt, and you could save your family's business just by selling your company, would you do it?" Alexander asked again.

"I would," Charlotte nodded again.

"So you see..." Alexander smiled.

He had just used very simple examples, hypothesizing various extreme situations. In truth, whether he spelled it out or not, Charlotte understood these principles.

But... they all felt a bit detached from reality. Too far-fetched. Charlotte had no idea what Alexander would say or do to her father.

And right now, her mind wasn't just filled with thoughts of what would happen if Alexander and her father had a falling out...

"Ahem." Charlotte suddenly coughed lightly, took a deep breath, and then looked at Alexander with a more formal gaze. "Mr. Ciotta, may I ask you a question?"

"I will let him know," Alexander answered directly.

"Huh?" Charlotte was stunned. She chose her words carefully, "I was trying to ask... not about how you're having Tommy operate... but about the... that thing between us. Will you let my father know?"

"Didn't I just answer you?" Alexander smiled.

"Ah?" Charlotte was dumbfounded. So much so, she stood up without realizing it. The sudden movement strained the straps of her bra, which struggled to contain her impressive bust.

She was going crazy! What on earth was Mr. Ciotta thinking?

She didn't know that Alexander simply wanted to speed things up... Neil's direct contact with Tommy had led Alexander to pull Neil into the game ahead of schedule, and his affair with Charlotte was a crucial step.

"Then... then isn't that... Mr. Ciotta... then... what about Miss Doran..." Charlotte was panicking. She barely managed to set back down.

She could imagine what her father's mood would be. She was also afraid that if word got to Jasmine, she would definitely come after her!

If the superstar Charlotte Langford was really exposed as a "homewrecker," the higher you stand, the harder you fall. The scandal would be enough to ruin her reputation completely.

It would also spread among the wealthy and prominent families.

And according to the bet, she, Charlotte Langford, would have to kneel and kowtow to Jasmine to admit her mistake.

Just...

"Mr. Ciotta, I think..." Charlotte suddenly started speaking faster.

"Do you really think Jasmine doesn't know?" Alexander asked with a smile.

"What?!" Charlotte was shocked again.

She knew Jasmine must be suspicious, but she couldn't possibly have evidence! Charlotte had been planning to hold out for the agreed-upon month.

"Although I've never told Jasmine, and she's never even asked me or tried to confirm it with me—knowing I wouldn't say—she... she knows."

"She knows?!"

"She knows."

"Are you sure?!"

"I'm sure."

Charlotte's reaction was huge. Her heart was pounding so fast it felt like it would jump out of her chest. Her eyes were wide.

"Then she... then why hasn't she..." Charlotte suddenly sensed something was wrong, a flaw in the logic. "Then why hasn't she come to make trouble for me? Didn't she want to..."

Jasmine's personality and attitude during that dinner had led Charlotte to believe that, the moment Jasmine found out about her and Alexander, she would try to destroy her.

"You first need to understand why Jasmine has no issue with Ashley, but with you, she..." Alexander smiled.

"Why?" Charlotte immediately asked.

"Because... Ashley poses no threat to her." Alexander subconsciously swirled the wine in his glass, turning to look at Charlotte. "To put it simply, you make her feel a sense of crisis."

"Your family, your background, and you yourself are also very outstanding. Jasmine and I will get married in the future. She's not interested in my... less-than-ordinary private life. She doesn't want to interfere, nor can she. But your existence... she feels you might snatch me away from her."

"So from the very beginning, she held great hostility towards you," Alexander concluded.

Charlotte was beginning to understand, but there were still things she didn't get.

"Then... then since she knows, shouldn't she be coming to make trouble for me even more now?" Charlotte asked.

"What's the point of making trouble for you now?" Alexander smiled. "Do you think I would allow her to harm you, to destroy your career? Or expose our affair and cause a nation-wide scandal?"

Charlotte froze again, staring at Alexander with wide eyes, her mind racing. She thought she was starting to understand.

She knew that no matter what kind of person Jasmine Doran was, in her relationship with Alexander, he was the one in the dominant position. Jasmine couldn't control the fact that Alexander had other women.

That included Alexander's affair with Charlotte. Even if Jasmine knew, she wouldn't say much to Alexander about it.

Instead, she would make trouble for her. If she and Alexander really got together, from his perspective, Jasmine could only watch as things developed.

Jasmine didn't seem to care much that Alexander had other women. What she cared about was... a woman who threatened her position.

Charlotte had that kind of capital, so she was suppressed in advance.

In that case...

"You mean, Jasmine wants to put me in my 'place'? She wants to humiliate me? To make me feel guilty for being the third party, so that later... I can only defer to her in everything?" Charlotte reached a conclusion.

She was quite intelligent.

"Probably," Alexander smiled, then added, "But I think Jasmine is overthinking it... I will marry her. I also have to admit that I have more than just her as a woman, which has indeed made her feel a little less secure..."

For the second time, Alexander told Charlotte he would marry Jasmine in the future.

He was making it clear. He wanted Charlotte to make her own decision. Although he wasn't explicitly asking her to state her decision—not even bringing it up—he had already predicted what her decision would be.

The fact that Charlotte had proactively raised the idea of transferring the shares that afternoon and had immediately cooperated with Alexander and Ashley to complete the transfer was telling.

Alexander was absolutely certain.

"Then... then what do I do now?" Charlotte asked.

Her problem now was no longer about what would happen with Alexander later. Those things had already happened, and Jasmine knew.

Jasmine wasn't making trouble for her now, but before the bet's deadline, she definitely would. She was in the wrong and had no way out.

If she just denied it to the death, who knew what Jasmine might do? Moreover, it wasn't impossible that Jasmine had "evidence" that even Alexander didn't know about.

The more Charlotte thought this way, the more panicked she became. Jasmine's mind and schemes were clearly much deeper than hers.

"Actually, Jasmine is starting to come around," Alexander said with a sigh and a smile. "Because the things I'm doing, many, many of them, seem very dangerous to her. So her thoughts about you have also changed."

Alexander hadn't discussed this with Jasmine, but he could grasp her state of mind.

"Jasmine now feels that she can accept any person or thing that, in her view, can help me. In fact, this is also helping herself..."

Alexander didn't explain what "helping herself" meant.

Charlotte still didn't know just how big a scheme Alexander had laid out for the Sutherland family.

"So... Jasmine won't do anything to you. The matter of kneeling and apologizing... if you're willing to do as I say, it can be avoided."

"How? How can I avoid it?" Charlotte asked.

Knock, knock!

A sudden knock on the door interrupted their conversation. The food was being served.

But it wasn't a restaurant waiter who brought it in; it was Charlotte's bodyguard. A waiter in the hallway outside had handed the plates to the bodyguard, who then brought them in.

They didn't want the waiters to see Charlotte dining here. She was too much in the spotlight right now.

If word got out, it would take at most half an hour for a horde of reporters to rush to the restaurant and block the entrance.

The food was served. They ate. They drank. They chatted.

Alexander told Charlotte some ways to handle Jasmine. It wasn't so much about handling her as it was about avoiding humiliation. Of course, the prerequisite for everything was that Charlotte must not provoke Jasmine.

Speaking of which...Before noon today, Alexander hadn't planned on coaching Charlotte.

He had intended to just watch Charlotte and Jasmine play their game. It would eventually lead to a result, and that result wouldn't be too different from the one Alexander was now pushing for ahead of schedule.

It was because of the Neil Langford situation. He might as well not let Charlotte suffer so much.

However, during the meal, Alexander mentioned twice more that he would marry Jasmine in the future. This had to be made clear to move things forward. He had to make Charlotte understand.

The two of them ate until well past nine o'clock that night. They didn't eat much, mostly just drinking and talking.

They didn't just talk about Jasmine; they also talked about her father and music. Regarding Neil, Alexander didn't give a clear stance on whether he would abandon his plan against Zenith because of him.

The continuous intake of alcohol gradually made Charlotte stop thinking so much. She felt immense pressure, and talking about music helped her relax.

Around 9:10 PM.

Ring, ring, ring...Alexander's phone rang. It was Tommy Calder.

"Hello, Mr. Ciotta... Nate Caswell has arrived in Chicago. What are your instructions...?" Tommy asked.

"Tomorrow morning..." Alexander gave him the time and place for the meeting.

He hung up. Putting down his phone, he looked at Charlotte again.

Charlotte was tipsy, but not so drunk that she was incoherent. She had been very restrained with her drinking today, so she was only half-drunk, which could be considered sober.

"That's about it. Let's go," Alexander said.

Charlotte nodded. She gathered her things, putting on her mask, silk scarf, and hat.

Alexander also put on his suit jacket and pocketed his phone.

"Are you going home?" Alexander suddenly asked Charlotte.

"Yes, what about you?" Charlotte replied, asking back.

"To a hotel," Alexander smiled.

Actually, Alexander could have gone to see Ashley, but he didn't plan to. It was too late, and Ashley had been working overtime recently, learning hard to improve herself.

The two left the private room. Alexander steadied the slightly drunk Charlotte. They took the elevator downstairs. A bodyguard would go settle the bill.

The other bodyguards followed the two of them out of the restaurant's main entrance. There was an open-air parking lot to one side of the entrance where all the cars were parked.

On the way from the elevator to the parking lot, Charlotte kept glancing at Alexander with a strange look in her eyes, quite frequently, all whilst trying to ignore the tingles in her body from her curves leaning against him.

Finally, as Alexander was walking towards his Lamborghini with his car keys in hand, Charlotte spoke up.

"Mr. Ciotta, why don't you... Come to my place? I have a spare room," Charlotte said.

"Hmm?" Alexander turned to look at her.

"You've been drinking. It's quite dangerous to drive," Charlotte added, as if trying to justify her invitation.

"Hmm... okay." Alexander agreed.

He tossed his car keys to Charlotte's bodyguard, letting him drive.

Alexander and Charlotte got into the back of the Alphard van together. This was one of Charlotte's frequently used cars—big, comfortable, and a special top-of-the-line edition.

The rear passenger area was separated from the front and even had a television mounted.

About twenty minutes later.

Right by a serene River, stood three high-rise residential buildings set amidst a landscaped garden. This was one of Chicago's most exclusive high-rise residences, named "Riverside Mansion."

Charlotte owned an apartment in Riverside Mansion, one of her residences in Chicago.

She hadn't stayed in this particular Riverside Mansion unit much before. It was only because of recent events—the addresses of the places she usually stayed had been leaked, leading reporters to block her door.

Forced, she had moved here a few days ago.

Around 9:40 PM. Riverside Mansion, 69th floor, unit 6901.

Alexander pushed open the heavy main door and, with Charlotte, entered the apartment one after the other. The entrance opened into a spacious grand hall...

This apartment was a super-large flat, with an area of over 700 square meters. It had seven bedrooms, four living rooms, and eight bathrooms. Not only was the layout extravagant, but the decor was as well.

When Charlotte bought this place, it had cost her over a hundred million.

A first-time visitor might even get lost in this apartment, momentarily unable to figure out where they were.

However, this wasn't the largest apartment in Riverside Mansion. There were others over a thousand square meters, but they were duplexes, not single-level flats.

Charlotte gave Alexander a tour.

He had been here during his ten-thousand-year loop, but he pretended not to know and followed Charlotte around. Charlotte personally arranged a room for him.

It was right across the hall from her own bedroom.

For a moment, they separated, as Charlotte went to change clothes and freshen up while Alexander settled down.

After a quick shower, she had slipped into a comfortable, form-fitting, lacy nightgown. It cinched her figure in just the right ways.

While its length and style were conservative, Charlotte's body made it appear sensual and tempting. The thin straps were strained by her massive soft bust pressing against the front of the fabric, while at the lower end, hints of her pale soft thighs could be seen.

Soon, the two of them ended up in Charlotte's study.

Though called a study, the room was ridiculously large. It looked like it was originally meant to be a secondary master bedroom, but Charlotte had converted it.

The desk, bookshelves, and so on only occupied one corner. The study also contained a lot of equipment.

Including a grand piano.

Plink, plonk!

Charlotte walked to the piano and played a few random notes, producing a crisp sound.

"Can you still play?" Charlotte asked with a tipsy smile. "You're drunk."

"Being drunk... might make me play even better," Alexander laughed.

A short while later. A moving melody filled the room.

Charlotte knew that once Alexander started playing the piano, especially with both of them having had drinks, things could happen. They had happened before.

The kissing, the grunts, the moans, the sensations of it all were still so vivid for her.

She was doing it on purpose.

She didn't want "things to happen," but was "testing" herself to see if she could leave the brilliantly talented Alexander. The same scene, if it happened again, what choice would she make?

After drinking, people dare to express themselves and have some strange, whimsical behaviors. Charlotte had entered this state.

And today was different from that time in the past. After returning home, Charlotte and Alexander didn't drink any more.

She was half-drunk, but she was lucid.

They played the piano. Alexander would play a piece, then Charlotte would play one, then he again... They took turns like this and even played a four-hand duet.

During the duet, Charlotte seemed particularly excited. This excitement wasn't written on her face, but in her heart. Her expression was merely one of happiness, pleasure, and captivation, along with the flush from the alcohol.

Unconsciously. It was eleven o'clock at night. The two had just finished another four-hand duet.

"You played two wrong notes," Alexander pointed out Charlotte's "flaw" with a smile.

"I've been drinking," Charlotte also smiled. She took her hands off the piano keys but remained seated, tilting her head and asking with a tipsy grin, "Do you... have any more songs that I haven't heard... that you wrote..."

"There are plenty of those," Alexander chuckled.

"Then... can you play one? Play one I haven't heard before," Charlotte said.

"Listen up." Alexander gave Charlotte a playful look as if telling her to sit properly and listen carefully, then placed his hands on the keyboard—and began.

This piece. The melody was very simple. It was a lullaby.

The melody was gentle and sweet, soothing and natural. It made one feel exceptionally comfortable. There were no complex variations, no flashy, fast-paced passages to show off skill—only the feeling of a tranquil night.

Charlotte, who was highly accomplished in music, initially found the piece ordinary. She couldn't discern anything profound or particularly brilliant about it.

It felt empty, making one drowsy. It was already late, and she had been drinking. It would be strange not to feel sleepy listening to such a simple tune.

But just as Charlotte's mind began to wander with drowsiness, she was suddenly startled.

What is a lullaby? A lullaby was originally meant to aid sleep! To coax a child to sleep!

Many modern lullabies seemed to have forgotten this point, with their sudden changes in key or the addition of breathtakingly smooth melodies... In truth, these all detracted from a lullaby's true purpose.

Alexander's piece, one could say, was very "classical"! And it made one... very much want to sleep!

Charlotte turned her head to study Alexander's face, and as she watched... she was once again truly stunned by his talent! In fact, this was no longer a matter of talent, but of a different understanding of different kinds of music.

One point was worth mentioning. Although Alexander's piece was "simple," it had no repetitive rhythmic sections. Yet, it consistently maintained the core of the piece—a tranquil night!

Alexander was playing the piano.

Charlotte sat beside him, her head turned, scrutinizing him the entire time.

Suddenly, Alexander's light touch on the keys faltered.

It was because of Charlotte's sneak attack! She had suddenly leaned in and planted a kiss on his cheek. Although she immediately pulled back, her body, mainly her large, soft tits, still accidentally bumped his arm. And from that, he could tell……..she was braless already.

Alexander stopped playing.

"What was that for?" Alexander turned to look at Charlotte, asking with a smile.

"Kissing you," Charlotte answered without a hint of shyness. After speaking, she pursed her lips, her eyes fixed on Alexander.

"Ha." Alexander chuckled and closed the piano lid.

"It's late. Time to rest," Alexander said. He turned, spread his arms, and swept Charlotte up into his arms, then turned and walked out of the study.

Charlotte did not refuse. Not only did she not refuse, but she also took the initiative to wrap her arms around Alexander's neck and kiss his throat, rubbing and nuzzling into him, as if a kitten in heat.

Her lips parted slightly to allow her to sink her teeth into his skin. Nibbling and suckling, trying to leave hickeys all over.

Everything felt so natural. In that moment, one could say that Charlotte had made her decision. And Alexander had received the answer he had predicted he would.

Charlotte knew he had many women and that he would marry Jasmine Doran in the future. However, she still wanted to continue with him, even if it meant being his mistress.

If one were to say that Charlotte and Alexander's previous relationship was ambiguous—they had been intimate but had still maintained a distance—

Then today... she had truly become Alexander's lover! Or rather, his woman!

Making this decision was far more difficult for her than for anyone else! She had too much to consider, too many worries. But she had decided nonetheless!

Of all the people around Alexander, she was definitely the one most deeply captivated by him.


Chapter 16: X-One more night With Charlotte.-X

Alexander carried Charlotte in his arms, her body pressed warmly against his chest as he navigated the apartment.

She nuzzled into the curve of his neck, her bright orange hair cascading over his shoulder like a fiery veil. At the same time, she breathed in the musky, intoxicating scent of his skin. Her lips brushed his neck, leaving a series of lingering kisses that trailed up to his jawline, each one tinged with her growing desire.

As he held her close, a smile played on his lips, and he leaned in slightly, whispering, "Already that needy for me, huh?"

He strode into the dimly lit master bedroom, the large bed dominating the space with its sheets and plush pillows.

Lying her down carefully on the mattress, her curvy form sank into the soft fabric, revealing the full lewdness of her appearance. The conservative nightgown she wore clung to her body in a way that transformed it into something luscious.

Its high neckline and long sleeves did little to conceal the provocative swell of her breasts, which rose and fell with her quickened breaths.

She was braless beneath the thin material, her nipples as proof, already pressing against the fabric like hardened peaks, eager and prominent, begging for attention.

Her piercing green eyes gazed up at him, framed by a naturally feminine face that exuded an irresistible allure, her cheeks flushed with a deep, rosy heat.

Her hips curved voluptuously under the gown, the fabric stretching taut over her thighs and accentuating the inviting roundness of her rear, every inch of her body screaming of its readiness for him.

"Don't move," he told her, his voice low as he began to undo the buttons of his form-fitting suit, revealing glimpses of his toned physique beneath.

Charlotte lay there on the bed, her body starting to squirm with impatient anticipation, her hips shifting restlessly against the sheets as a wave of tingling warmth built between her thighs.

The wait was exquisite torture; she knew what was coming, making her arch her back slightly and clench the fabric beneath her fingers, her breath coming in shallow, eager gasps as she fought the urge to reach for him.

Alexander smirked as he noticed her reaction, his eyes locking onto the deepening blush spreading across her cheeks.

Her piercing green eyes were fixed intently on the slowly growing bulge in his pants, the fabric straining against the evidence of his arousal, drawing her gaze like a moth to flame. The sight seemed to ignite something within her, her breath hitching as she lay there, fully exposed to his teasing gaze.

Unable to contain her mounting desire, she began rubbing her thighs together, the soft, supple flesh gliding against itself in a slow, deliberate motion that created a faint, whispering friction.

Her thighs were lusciously curved, their skin as smooth as satin, glowing under the dim bedroom light with a natural sheen that hinted at their warmth and pliability.

Each gentle press and shift of her legs accentuated the lewd outline of her body, the fabric riding up slightly to reveal the creamy expanse of her inner thighs quivering with a barely restrained need.

He paused in his undressing, having removed his upper-body clothes and shoes, leaving him in just his pants, highlighting the defined muscles of his chest and abdomen.

Reaching the bed, he grabbed her hands with his own, lacing their fingers together in an almost romantic gesture that contrasted with the way he pinned her down against the mattress.

Her body arched beneath him, the curves of her voluptuous frame on full display.

The swell of her braless breasts heaving with each rapid breath, their peaks still prominently outlined through the thin nightgown, while her wide hips and rounded rear pressed into the sheets.

Her bright orange hair fanned out around her. Her face, with its soft features and flushed expression, radiated a mix of surrender and eagerness.

Without warning, he sealed her lips in a direct, surprise kiss, his mouth capturing hers with a forceful speed that left her momentarily breathless.

He pushed his tongue past her lips, delving deep into the warm, wet cavern of her mouth, the kiss turning sloppy and uninhibited as their tongues tangled in a messy bound.

Saliva mingled between them, slick and glistening, as he explored her with dominating strokes, his tongue sliding and twisting against hers in a rhythm that was invasive and intoxicating.

She tried kissing back, her lips parting wider in response, her tongue meeting his with soft, yielding flicks, but he remained firmly in control, guiding the pace and depth, making her follow his lead.

The sensation was overwhelming, her body trembling under the weight of it, a low, involuntary whimper escaping her as the kiss deepened.

This kiss felt more intense than any they had shared before, perhaps because she was finally accepting their new relationship—her full willingness to be part of his harem.

The liplock burned hotter, each wet slide of their tongues igniting a deeper fire within her, making her pulse race and her skin tingle with a profound desire.

Being pinned down so firmly yet with a dominant gentleness stirred an intense wave of arousal within Charlotte, her body responding to the controlled pressure of Alexander's grip as if it were designed solely for her pleasure.

His hands laced with hers held her in place against the bed, not harshly but with an authority that made her feel both vulnerable and cherished, amplifying the heat building in her core.

Her hips involuntarily lifted toward him, the throbbing ache between her thighs growing more insistent with each passing second, her skin flushing hotter.

They continued swapping saliva in their sloppy, wet kiss, their tongues intertwining in a languid, exploratory rhythm that deepened with every shared breath.

His mouth moved against hers with unhurried dominance, drawing out the moisture until it slicked their lips and trickled slightly at the corners, the taste of each other lingering like an intoxicating elixir.

She melted into it, her resistance fading as the kiss stretched on, her head growing lighter and her thoughts blurring into a daze, the world narrowing to the feel of his tongue claiming hers, leaving her limp and pliant beneath him.

Eventually, he broke the kiss, his lips trailing downward with deliberate intent, first brushing along the sensitive curve of her neck.

Alexander kissed and nipped at the soft skin there, marking it up with a series of gentle bites that bloomed into faint, rosy bruises, each one a testament to his possession.

His mouth drifted to her shoulders, lavishing them with open-mouthed kisses that left trails of warmth, and her body arched instinctively as the sensations rippled through her.

Then, with a teasing tug, he used his teeth to grasp the front of her nightgown, pulling it down slowly to expose her breasts, the fabric yielding to reveal their full, alluring form.

Her breasts were a masterpiece of allure, generously proportioned with a natural, weighty fullness that swayed gently with her movements, their pale skin contrasting vividly with the deep flush of her arousal.

They were round and plush, like ripe fruits begging to be savored, with areolas that bloomed wide and pink, crowned by nipples that stood erect and sensitive, their texture pebbled and inviting.

He maintained his gentle yet dominant hold, keeping her hands secured beside her body as he descended upon them.

He licked across the surface with broad, languid strokes, his tongue swirling around the hardened peak before nibbling delicately, the slight scrape of his teeth sending jolts of pleasure straight to Charlotte's core.

He sucked with increasing fervor, drawing the nipple into his mouth and tugging it gently, the pull making her gasp and squirm beneath him, her body twisting in a futile attempt to escape the overwhelming sensations while craving more.

"Ahh... ohh," she moaned, the sounds escaping her lips in a soft, breathy rhythm as he alternated between her breasts, licking and suckling with a relentless focus that kept her pinned and writhing.

Her legs instinctively wrapped around his waist, the smooth, bare skin of her thighs clamping onto him as she ground upward, feeling the firm press of his bulge against her most sensitive area through the thin barrier of his pants, the friction heightening her desperation.

Charlotte moaned directly into his ear, the vibrations of her sounds urging Alexander on as she rubbed and ground against him with increasing fervor, her hips rolling in rhythmic waves that sought to draw him closer.

The dual assault of his mouth and the pressure of his body made her tremble, her breath coming in sharp, uneven bursts.

"You really are needy," he teased, his voice sending a shiver down her spine, as he shifted her body with effortless control.

Before she could fully register the movement, he had maneuvered her legs onto his shoulders, all whilst still holding her hands, the position exposing her completely as his face hovered mere inches from her bare pussy mound.

Her nightgown had ridden up in the struggle, revealing the smooth, hairless skin that glistened with her arousal, the folds already slick and parted slightly.

Alexander paused as he realized she had shaved her neatly trimmed bush of fine, ginger locks, leaving her mound fully hairless.

"No panties? And prepared this much?" he teased again, his hot breath washing over her, the warmth caressing her dripping entrance and making her clench involuntarily, her body quivering.

At his words, she could only whimper. The lack of underwear and shaving was perhaps her subconscious mind, already knowing what was to come.

Charlotte squirmed beneath Alexander, her body twisting in a futile bid for more friction even as he maintained his firm yet gentle grip on her hands.

With her legs draped over his shoulders, exposing her completely, he leaned in closer to her bare pussy mound, his breath hot and teasing against the slick, hairless folds.

He began by kissing her pussy lips with practiced expertise, his mouth pressing soft, lingering pecks along the swollen edges, tracing their delicate contours with the tip of his tongue.

Alexander's movements were those of a man with so much experience, handling her with the confidence of experience. Alternating between light, feathery licks across her sensitive skin and deeper, more insistent presses that parted her folds just enough to draw out a rush of wetness.

Charlotte moaned softly at first, the sound building into a chorus of "Ahh... ohh..." as her hips arched upward instinctively, seeking more of his touch, her body responding to his rhythm as if he were playing a familiar instrument.

He ate her out with deliberate skill, his tongue delving into her depths with strokes that explored every inch, lapping up her arousal. His lips were sucking gently on her clit before retreating, keeping her on the precipice without allowing release.

The teasing was practiced; he'd drive her just to the edge, his tongue flicking rapidly against her most sensitive spot until her moans grew louder and more desperate, her hips bucking wildly in response.

Then, with cruel accuracy, he'd slow down, pulling back to feather-light kisses along her inner thighs, denying her the climax that loomed so tantalizingly close.

He repeated this torment again and again, each cycle pushing her higher. His tongue delving deep, curling inside her with expert pressure, then easing off just as the tension coiled unbearably in her core—making her moans escalate into a symphony of "Mmm... ahh... ohh," her voice echoing through the room with raw need.

Her legs began to shake uncontrollably, the muscles trembling as waves of denied pleasure coursed through her, while her breasts bounced with the force of her heavy, labored breathing, their full, weighty forms jiggling enticingly with each gasp.

The sight was one of pure erotic pleasure. Charlotte's nipples were still erect and glistening from his earlier attention, her bright orange hair splayed wildly across the pillows, and her piercing green eyes glazed with a haze of lust.

Overwhelmed, she started begging and pleading, her words reduced to a simple, repetitive chant: "Please... please... please..." The pleas spilled from her lips, growing more urgent with every tease, her body arching and writhing as if trying to chase the release he withheld.

He teased her a bit more, his tongue returning for one final, drawn-out assault, lapping at her dripping folds until the sheets beneath her became a soaking mess, dampened by her arousal that coated his chin and the fabric alike.

Only then did Alexander pull back and release her hands, his eyes locking onto hers with a predatory gleam, his voice a low, commanding murmur as he stared at her. "Need to be more specific in your begging."

The surge of lust, intertwined with her full acceptance of their new relationship, shattered the last remnants of her shyness, transforming the nationally famous singer into a vision of seductive lewdness.

With a bold surge of energy, she reached down. She tugged her nightgown over her head, discarding it entirely to reveal her curvaceous body in all its glory.

Her breasts heaving, her hips wide and inviting. Her pussy glistening under the room's soft light, a scene that would undoubtedly drive her fans wild with forbidden fantasies. Sadly, only one man would ever get to see it.

"Your cock... please give me your cock." Spreading her legs wider for him, Charlotte exposed herself completely, her voice turning lewd and desperate as she begged.

Alexander's gaze softened with approval as he looked down at Charlotte, her body lying bare and trembling with anticipation.

"That's my good girl," he praised, the words wrapping around her like a warm, possessive embrace that made her flush deeper.

With deliberate slowness, he hooked his fingers into the waistband of his pants, shoving them down in one fluid motion. His large, thick cock sprang free, standing erect and throbbing, veins bulging along its impressive length, the head already slick with pre-cum that glistened in the dim light—a weapon of pleasure that promised to fill her completely.

He intertwined their fingers again, the intimate gesture grounding her as he positioned himself between her spread legs, the tip of his cock brushing against her dripping, hairless pussy.

The moment he slid into her, it was like plunging into a vice of molten heat; she was incredibly tight, her walls clenching around him with a gripping intensity that made his breath catch, amplified by the endless edging that had left her swollen and hypersensitive.

Every inch stretched her out, the sensation a mix of burning fullness and exquisite relief for her, her pussy gripping him like it was reclaiming a long-lost lover—he had taken her virginity before.

Now it molded to him with a familiar yet overwhelming tightness, her body remembering the stretch as if it were made for him alone.

"You're so tight," he growled, the words dripping with raw lust, as he sank deeper, her slickness easing his path but not diminishing the way her inner muscles pulsed and squeezed, each throb sending shockwaves of pleasure through them both.

He grunted deeply, a guttural "Uhh..." vibrating from his chest as he bottomed out, his cock pressing into her deepest parts, stretching her tight pussy to its limits once more.

She moaned in response, a long, drawn-out "Ahh... ohh God..." that filled the room, her hips bucking involuntarily as the fullness overwhelmed her, the denied orgasms making every sensation more electric.

Her body arched under him, her breasts heaving with the effort, as he began to move, his thrusts slow at first to savor the grip of her walls.

Leaning down, he captured her lips in a kiss that was more intense and intimate than any before, their tongues tangling as she tasted her own arousal on him, a taste that only made her squeeze him more.

Her acceptance of being his mistress fueled the fire as he started thrusting harder, the bed creaking loudly under their weight, the rhythmic thuds echoing off the walls.

Her curves bounced with each powerful drive—her full, plump breasts jiggling wildly, her hips rippling from the impact, the sight driving him to go deeper, faster, his grunts syncing with her moans in a lewd symphony.

"Uhh... yeah... take it," he breathed against her lips, while she whimpered back, "Mmm... ahh... yes!"

Before long, the buildup was too much; she was cumming her brains out all over his cock, her body convulsing as waves of ecstasy crashed through her, her pussy clamping down in rhythmic spasms that soaked him further.

"Ohh... fuck... cumming!" Charlotte cried out, her voice breaking with the intensity, her juices gushing around his shaft.

Alexander didn't hold back either, pounding into her through her climax until he reached his own, grunting loudly as he pumped her womb full, his thick cum flooding her depths in hot, pulsing ropes, filling her until it leaked out around his base.

"More..." she whispered hoarsely, her voice laced with lingering bliss and unquenchable need, the word barely out before she shifted them around with surprising strength, rolling so she was on top, straddling him with her thighs quivering.

He let her take the lead, his hands guiding her hips as she started riding him, even as her insides were still spasming in orgasmic bliss.

Her wet pussy sliding up and down his still-hard cock with eager bounces, her breasts swaying heavily with each movement. He met her rhythm, thrusting up to meet her descents, their bodies slapping together in a frenzy, her moans escalating until her voice started to grow hoarse.

After a few more orgasms of hers—each one hitting her harder than the last, her body shaking and her cries filling the air—they switched positions again and again, exploring the bed's limits through the night.

The room echoed with their shared bliss until the early hours....


Chapter 17: Alexander knows everything.

A new day. August 5, 2024.

Charlotte's home, the south-facing master bedroom.

At seven in the morning sharp, Alexander opened his eyes on time, a smile gracing his lips as he gazed at the ceiling with its classical decor and central gilt ornamentation.

Last night was thoroughly satisfying.

Charlotte had been exceptionally proactive, almost as if she wanted to devour him, to the point that the two of them didn't truly get to rest until almost four in the morning.

Under the blanket. Charlotte had her arms around Alexander, her head resting on his shoulder. Her hair was slightly disheveled, and she was still sound asleep.

Her stunning looks were not diminished by her messy hair; instead, it gave her the alluring glow of a well-loved well-fucked woman.

Alexander turned his head to look at the sleeping Charlotte.

Without waking her, Alexander got up. He padded barefoot to the en-suite bathroom. Naturally, he had to wash up and shower first. There was a spare toothbrush of Charlotte's in the bathroom, and Alexander knew where to find it without having to ask.

A dozen or so minutes later.

Having brushed his teeth, Alexander was in the bathroom for a final rinse.

In the bedroom.

Ring, ring, ring...Charlotte's phone rang.

Charlotte woke with a start. She turned her head, reached for her phone, pausing for a moment to wince slightly, and answered after a quick glance at the screen.

"Hello, Papa... What? Ah... No, it's nothing... Mm, okay..." Charlotte's expression was all wrong as she tried to control her tone and hide the hoarseness in her voice.

After hanging up, Charlotte scanned her surroundings. Hearing the sounds from the bathroom, she called out as she got up, "Alexander, quick! My dad is here, he just landed!"

Neil Langford had arrived too quickly, one might even say suddenly. Although he had a private jet that made travel very convenient, he hadn't told Charlotte his specific arrival time in advance.

He only called after he had already landed.

As Charlotte spoke, she hurried to the bathroom door, looking anxious and tense.

"Did your dad say he's coming to your place?" Alexander turned off the faucet and asked casually.

"No, not that. People from Aurora's Chicago branch went to pick him up. He'll probably go to my company a little later..." Charlotte said.

"Then what are you so nervous about?" Alexander smiled. "Relax, it'll be fine."

"It's just... when are you planning to meet my dad? Is it..." Charlotte was so nervous that she was having trouble speaking.

There were some things she found difficult to say. No matter how much she believed in Alexander, she didn't think her father would be that easy to persuade!

And her father was going to find out about their relationship today. There was absolutely no buffer time. What if a conflict broke out?!

"This afternoon," Alexander said with a smile, looking Charlotte up and down, taking a moment to truly enjoy her breathtaking beauty, alongside the many marks he'd left on her skin. "If you're not well-rested, you can sleep for a few more hours. I'll go to your company this afternoon... Before I see your father, I need to meet someone first."

At this point, Charlotte had no better ideas. All she could do was go along with whatever Alexander said.

After getting dressed, Alexander didn't leave Charlotte's apartment right away. He didn't think Neil would show up just yet.

He borrowed the computer in the study.

Charlotte, having put on a robe, stood behind the chair and watched Alexander type on the keyboard, but she couldn't understand a thing. Alexander was writing a complex program, his fingers flying as he coded.

After watching for a while, Charlotte, who hadn't gotten enough sleep, felt a wave of drowsiness and a headache coming on. She kissed Alexander on the cheek, left, and went back to sleep.

It took Alexander about an hour to write the program he needed.

This was actually a very long time by his standards, as it wasn't a program with particularly complex effects. Besides, Alexander had written it before during his endless Sundays.

He was merely rewriting it.

Around 8:15 AM. Alexander packaged the finished program into a file, sent it to his phone, deleted it from the computer, and then left Charlotte's apartment.

In the underground parking garage.

Just after getting into the car and fastening his seatbelt, Alexander started the engine. As he lightly pressed the accelerator and drove off, he dialed a number and held the phone to his ear.

The call was for Morris Doran.

"Uncle, there's something..." Alexander got straight to the point.

He deliberately drove slowly, planning to make all the necessary calls and say everything he needed to while on the road.

He talked with Morris for a full ten-plus minutes. After hanging up with him, Alexander made another call.

"Mr Ashford... Ha! I'm in the Chicago Boston area, got in yesterday... Let's do dinner tonight. By the way, there's something..." Alexander began explaining the matter to Lucien Ashford.

Around 9:00 AM.

In Chicago's Nan District, there was a teahouse called "Lin Lon." The name was strange, and the establishment was neither large nor particularly high-end. It was tucked away deep in an alley.

For Chicago, it was a very inconspicuous, mid-range teahouse.

Business was also quite average. This was the place Alexander had chosen to meet Nate Caswell.

The reasons for choosing it were privacy on one hand, and peace and quiet on the other. There was one more thing!

Three years ago, when Nate Caswell was on a business trip in Chicago for half a month, Luna had brought her two daughters to Chicago for a visit and used the opportunity to meet with him.

Luna's eldest daughter was eighteen at the time and could take her fifteen-year-old sister sightseeing on their own.

Luna had met with Nate Caswell in secret. Both of them needed to temporarily "shake off" some people, and the location of their secret meeting was this very unremarkable "Lin Lon Teahouse"!

The Lamborghini was parked in a public spot outside the alley entrance. Alexander, dressed in a suit, got out and walked toward the end of the alley.

Just as he entered the teahouse, a waitress with looks that would score at least a 6 came to greet him.

"How many in your party, sir?" the girl asked in a crisp voice.

"I have a reservation," Alexander said with a smile, gesturing toward the staircase and heading straight for it.

Seeing how familiar Alexander seemed with the place, the waitress assumed he was a "regular" she didn't quite remember, so she didn't follow him.

Alexander walked up to the third floor alone. He turned left and walked to the end of the hall.

The private room at the end was named "Fragrance of Tea," a very simple name. This was the exact room where Nate and Luna had their secret rendezvous.

Alexander pushed the door open and entered. The room wasn't very large.

A long wooden table sat in the middle, capable of seating six people for tea at most. When Alexander arrived, there were only two people in the room.

Tommy Calder... and Nate Caswell!

Seeing Alexander enter, Tommy stood up, and Nate followed suit, his eyes sizing Alexander up. The previous afternoon, he had used the phone number to look up Alexander's real identity.

Only twenty-two years old! But seeing him in person now, Tommy felt Alexander didn't seem that young, thanks to the suit! It wouldn't be a stretch to say Alexander was twenty-three or twenty-four.

Of course, compared to Tommy and Nate, Alexander was a whole generation younger.

"Mr. Alexander, you're here. You two can talk..." Tommy said, about to leave.

Alexander didn't stop him; he just turned to the side. Before Tommy could exit, he raised a hand and gestured. "Get me a laptop."

Tommy glanced at Alexander, wondering what he needed a laptop for, but didn't ask.

"Alright, Mr. Alexander. I'll bring it over in a moment," Tommy agreed, then left.

After exiting, Tommy didn't forget to pull the door shut behind him. Only Alexander and Nate remained in the room.

Alexander walked over to the seat Tommy had just vacated and sat down. He didn't shake Nate's hand, but after sitting, he gestured to him with a raised hand.

"Mr. Caswell, sit, sit," Alexander said with a smile.

Nate sat down. From his attitude and the look in his eyes, one could tell he was in a state of unease and trepidation. Although he was trying his best to hide it, it was still palpable.

Normally, Nate would never be like this. After all, he was a member of the business elite, worth over a hundred million! Having been in the entertainment and media industry for so many years, what hadn't he seen or experienced? He shouldn't have lost his nerve so easily.

But the reality was, Nate was already afraid of this man, Alexander!

Alexander could tell that Tommy must have said something more to him, warned or cautioned him about something, which gave Nate a partial understanding of him. That was why he was acting this way.

He didn't dare underestimate Alexander because of his youth. This saved Alexander a lot of pointless talk.

Tommy was a very reliable man! And quite "perceptive" too! There were many things Alexander didn't need to specifically instruct him on; as long as he understood the situation, he would take the initiative to help.

"Mr. Caswell, you know why I asked to meet you here, don't you?" Alexander asked, looking at Nate with a smile.

There was no hidden malice in his smile. But Nate felt as if there was!

Of course, he understood why Alexander had asked to meet him here. It was a kind of reminder, or perhaps a warning: don't try any tricks, I know everything. I even know about your secret meeting with Luna here three years ago!

"Mr. Alexander..." Nate gave a bitter smile. "Please, don't beat around the bush. Whatever you need, whatever you want me to do, just say it..."

He had capitulated completely.

"Ha," Alexander chuckled, then said with a calm smile, "I like people who know how to adapt to the circumstances. Actually, for this matter... I originally wanted to find Marcus Soan, but considering his actions over the years, I gave up on the idea. To be blunt, I dislike him."

"In comparison, Mr. Caswell, you're much simpler and a far better person than him," Alexander added.

Hearing Alexander's praise, Nate didn't know whether to laugh or cry.

"You and Ms. Luna, it's true love," Alexander said with another smile.

Nate's expression changed.

Perhaps because of what Tommy had instilled in him, he always overanalyzed Alexander's words, to the point that... he didn't know if the phrase "it's true love" was praise for their love or sarcasm!

After all, Luna was Marcus Soan's wife. He, Nate Caswell, was the third party, the other man! A cheater and a homewrecker.

"Actually, I have no ill intentions toward you, Mr. Caswell," Alexander said with a smile, then asked, "I wonder if I could ask you a question?"

"Please ask, Mr. Alexander," Nate nodded.

"Do you want to marry Ms. Luna?"

"Marry her?! Marry her?!" Nate was clearly stunned, then shocked, and his expression grew complicated. Although Alexander's question was unrealistic, if he were just to answer whether he wanted to or not...

"If it were possible, of course I would," Nate muttered.

"Then... what do you think of Marcus Soan?" Alexander asked again.

"Mr. Soan... he's outstanding, very capable, especially in..." Nate was actually about to praise Marcus. Indeed, one couldn't deny Marcus's business acumen.

"No, no, no, I'm not asking about his business ability, but other aspects. You understand," Alexander interrupted.

Nate fell silent for a moment, then finally offered two words. "Absolute Scum."

After giving this assessment, Nate paused again, then couldn't hold back any longer.

"Marcus has harmed many people, especially young girls, just eighteen, nineteen, or in their early twenties... Some were sent to mental hospitals by him, some genuinely had mental breakdowns... and some slit their wrists... He..."

"Then do you hope he goes to prison?" Alexander asked once more.

"I do!" Nate replied without any hesitation.

His desire to see Marcus Soan in prison wasn't so much because he detested his actions—that was secondary. The real reason was... as long as Marcus was in prison, Luna could immediately divorce him!

"I can send Marcus Soan to prison!" Alexander stated directly with a smile.

The room fell silent. Beneath the table, Nate's hand unconsciously clenched into a fist.

He couldn't imagine what price he would have to pay for Alexander to send Marcus to prison. After all, even if he truly had the ability, Marcus was no ordinary character. He was one of the founders of Zenith Media.

Across the entire entertainment industry, he was a top-tier tycoon!

"Actually, my purpose in luring you to Chicago wasn't to threaten you. Even if I had Tommy expose your affair, it would harm you, but it wouldn't do me any good."

Alexander's words were again very direct.

It was true! Nate was just a deputy director of a corporate division at Zenith Media, not even a corporate vice president. If something happened to him, it wouldn't have a major impact on Zenith Media.

"However... there is an opportunity before us, and it's up to you how you choose... If you agree to work for me, I can guarantee that Marcus will go to prison. Furthermore, Ms. Luna can get half of his assets..."

"In addition, I'll secure you a position as a Vice President at Zenith Media."

"Of course, you can choose to refuse. You can leave right now."

Alexander finished speaking, but he still hadn't said what he wanted Nate to do.

Nate listened in silence. Alexander said he could leave, but how could he dare to? He couldn't entrust his safety to Alexander's character, a character he knew nothing about.

"Ahem." After a long moment, Nate cleared his throat, looked at Alexander, and asked, "Mr. Ciotta, what do you want me to do?"

"I need some information," Alexander said, smiling at Nate.

A flash of understanding crossed Nate's eyes. He thought he got it, assuming Alexander wanted some of Zenith Media's trade secrets and was using this opportunity to threaten or coerce him.

"Ahem, Mr. Ciotta."

Nate coughed lightly again, his gaze shifting uncomfortably as he looked at Alexander. He chose his words carefully, a hint of unease in his voice. "Mr. Ciotta, you must know that I'm only a mid-level manager. I'm afraid it would be very difficult for me to access the kind of information you need..."

Nate seemed to be afraid of something. He looked troubled, but then his words quickened in a rush to explain, "I... I'm not saying I'm unwilling to help you, but I'm afraid I won't have the opportunity or the ability to do it for you..."

Alexander believed that Nate loved Luna Soan deeply and desperately wanted to see her husband in prison. Therefore, the powerlessness he was displaying at this moment wasn't genuine; he was just trying to haggle.

Although Alexander had no intention of threatening Nate into doing anything, Nate didn't see it that way.

"I don't need any of Zenith Media's trade secrets," Alexander said, cutting off Nate's performance with a smile.

"Nor do I need you to infiltrate any place you're not supposed to be. In fact, the information I need has nothing to do with Zenith Media itself."

Nate stared at Alexander, slightly stunned.

He was a little confused. He understood every word Alexander said, but he couldn't immediately grasp the meaning. Information that had nothing to do with Zenith Media?

"Mr. Ciotta, you..." Nate hesitated for a moment before asking, "You're not asking me to get it from within Zenith..."

"I am asking you to get it from within Zenith," Alexander interrupted.

"This..." Nate was even more confused.

"You should know about it," Alexander said, looking at Nate with a smile. "The information I need is on your Publicity Department's internal network storage server. The file numbers start with 'scf'..."

"scf..." Nate muttered the letters.

Perhaps because he was so nervous, it took Nate a full few seconds to realize what Alexander was talking about—files he should have been very familiar with.

"You want the scandal files on other companies' artists?" Nate asked quickly.

"Correct," Alexander replied with a smiling nod.

Actually, describing it as "scandal files" wasn't entirely accurate. That series of files contained years' worth of gossip, rumors, dirt, and verified evidence that Zenith Media had collected on artists and celebrities from other companies.

This included, but was not limited to, secret relationships, secret marriages, affairs, bigamy, illegitimate children, domestic violence, and even more serious criminal offenses.

Zenith Media had files like these, and so did Aurora Entertainment.

While rumors might be common knowledge within the industry, only the major entertainment conglomerates and a few paparazzi studios could obtain substantial hard evidence.

Everyone held leverage over each other, which, in turn, created a kind of balance in which no one exposed anyone else. It created a fear of mutual destruction. This was another open secret among industry insiders, a reason why ordinary people outside the circle rarely knew about it.

And now, whether Neil Langford liked it or not, Alexander was going to deal a fatal blow to Zenith, which meant he would inevitably have to face their counterattack.

Ryder had already committed suicide by jumping off a building. Alexander would not let something like that happen again.

"Those files... those... You need me to copy a set... for you?" Nate asked, looking at Alexander uncertainly.

"Not just that," Alexander said with a small smile. "I need you to make a copy, and then completely delete the original from the server."

Nate finally understood Alexander's objective.

Aurora and Zenith were going to war. By deleting those files, he would eliminate the vast majority of Zenith Media's retaliatory measures. The candid photos, the extensive contact lists, the detailed written records of incidents, the audio recordings of the parties involved, the videos—many of them were one-of-a-kind and only existed in digital format.

Although deleting the data wouldn't erase the events from people's memories, without evidence, no one would dare to fire shots recklessly. If they couldn't prove their claims, they would face legal consequences.

For many of the dirty deeds from years ago, both parties involved were now vehemently denying them, making it impossible to obtain evidence again.

"This... deleting them... it's not impossible, but I..." Nate was in the middle of speaking.

Creak. The private room door suddenly opened.

Tommy walked in, carrying a laptop bag. He came to the table and took the laptop out.

Alexander had asked him to bring one over.

Tommy's entrance didn't interrupt Nate, who remained tense, his attention entirely on Alexander. In truth, he couldn't care less about Tommy coming or going.

"But I... I'm not sure, and I don't know much about computers. Won't I be discovered? The access logs and all that, I..." Nate said, looking at Alexander.

"If you go and delete them directly, of course, traces of the operation will be found," Alexander said with a smile.

Nate's expression changed.

"However," Alexander's tone shifted, "I have a program here."

Tommy, standing to the side, had already opened the laptop. Alexander gestured for Tommy to sit, then pulled the laptop toward himself and took out his phone to connect to it via Bluetooth.

Before coming here, Alexander had already written the program at Charlotte's place and sent it to his phone.

Alexander then sent the program to Tommy's laptop.

The private room was quiet.

Tommy, who had taken a seat to the side, and Nate, on the opposite side, both watched Alexander click the mouse without making a sound.

"Look here..." Alexander shifted the laptop, gesturing for Nate to see, then began operating it.

"Enter the folder name here..."

"Set the deletion time here..."

"After setting it, click here."

The program Alexander had written on the fly lacked aesthetic design, so the interface was naturally crude, but its functionality was powerful. Alexander demonstrated to Nate how to use it.

"Just like that... I'll send you the program. When you get back, install it on your work computer and access the storage server..."

"You can set the deletion time for after you get off work tonight. As long as your computer stays on, the program will automatically access the server through the internal network, copy and delete the corresponding files, then automatically erase all traces and self-delete. In the end, it will only leave a few junk files on your computer that will seem meaningless to anyone else. You can get rid of them with any cleaning software..."

As Alexander demonstrated and explained, Nate watched, completely dumbfounded...

It wasn't that Alexander's program was complicated. On the contrary, it was incredibly "idiot-proof" and simple; just enter the folder name and click a few times.

The key was that Alexander had produced this program on the spot.

He had come prepared! Too prepared!

Did he even hire a hacker in advance to write a program specifically to delete files and erase traces?!

"Mr. Ciotta, this program... can it really... what if..." Nate was clearly unable to trust Alexander.

"I wrote it. There won't be any problems," Alexander stated directly.

"You wrote it?" Nate was taken aback and subconsciously glanced at Tommy.

Before Alexander arrived, Tommy had told Nate a few things about him. Still, he hadn't mentioned that Alexander could write programs as well.

"You have nothing to doubt. Harming you does me no good; cooperation does. As long as you work for me, the terms I offered before still stand," Alexander said with a smile.

Nate fell silent, his gaze returning to the computer screen.

He didn't really think Alexander would use such a method to harm him; it was far too complicated. He already sensed, and could confirm, that Alexander had sought him out for "mutual benefit."

But... it was all too sudden! Everything was developing so quickly and so absurdly!

"Mr. Ciotta, I have one more question..." Nate finally spoke after more than ten seconds of silence. He seemed to have thought of something and suddenly turned his head to look at Alexander.

"Are you going to say... you're not sure if there are other backups?" Alexander asked directly.

"...Yes." Nate, clearly not used to Alexander's quick thinking, paused for a second before replying.

"The information is too sensitive. But there is one backup. I know where it is," Alexander said.

"Where?" Nate asked.

"In Marcus Soan's home. There's a black external hard drive in his safe," Alexander stated plainly.

"Ah, this... then that..." Nate grew nervous and quickly said, "Mr. Ciotta, I'm afraid I can't get the one in the safe. I don't even know where the safe is..."

"You don't need to get it," Alexander interrupted with a smile. "Luna is his wife. She knows where the safe is. Give her a call, and she can get it right now."

Nate's words caught in his throat. He was completely stunned, staring blankly at Alexander.

A sudden chill ran down his spine.

Only at this moment did Nate realize that from the moment Alexander had called him yesterday, everything seemed to have been planned out. Everyone was a pawn in Alexander's calculations, a part of his arrangement. And it seemed he knew far, far too much in advance.

Nate also realized something else: Mr. Ciotta, the man before him, was forcing him to make a decision right now!

The moment he called Luna to set things in motion, there would be no turning back for either of them. They would have to see it through to the end.

Yet, he couldn't refuse Alexander.

Whether from the perspective of his own interests or the current situation, he was trapped in a dead end where refusal was not an option.

After all, Alexander held a deadly piece of leverage over him.

Even though Alexander appeared faultlessly amicable, it did nothing to dispel the terror in Nate's heart. And he couldn't forget about Tommy, not to mention Charlotte Langford—one was a ruthless character who could easily crush him, the other a major figure he couldn't afford to provoke in the slightest.

They were all together.

This made it even harder for Nate to utter a word of refusal. In fact, it did the opposite, sparking some beautiful fantasies about the future… He truly wanted to be with Luna for good!.

And of course, he wanted to become a Vice President, not remain a mid-level manager in the group's publicity department forever.

For most people, the two most important things in life were, without a doubt, love and career.

Now, a bright future was laid out right before Nate's eyes.

"Mr. Ciotta, you…" Nate still hesitated before speaking. "Even if you destroy the compromising material Zenith Media has on those celebrities, that might not… What exactly is your plan?"

"Mr. Caswell, I'm actually not as patient as I may seem," Alexander said, maintaining his smile as he looked into Nate's eyes. "If you want to know more, shouldn't you first get the job done for me, and then I'll tell you?"

Ultimately, Nate didn't want the woman he loved to walk into danger with him. This was making him uncharacteristically indecisive.

Alexander had to give him a warning.

"Yes, yes, you're right, Mr. Ciotta," Nate nodded, pressing a hand to his forehead and taking out a handkerchief to wipe away his sweat.

The private room in the teahouse suddenly fell silent.

Alexander lifted his teacup and drank quietly.

Nate had already picked up his phone and opened his messaging app. He and Luna rarely contacted each other by phone call. After all, he was the other man, and she was his boss's wife. And Marcus Soan was so lawless and vicious.

Phone numbers were easy to trace. Chatting App IDs were much more difficult.

After careful consideration, Nate sent Luna an "Are you there?" A little over ten seconds later, she replied: "?"

Luna clearly knew Nate too well. Their relationship was so familiar that they would never use a phrase like "Are you there?" unless something was wrong.

Or, the person on the other end wasn't Nate Caswell. Therefore, Luna wouldn't say anything rash.

Nate replied: "Is it convenient to talk?" followed by two fist emojis. This was actually their secret code, meaning something like "It's me, and I'm safe."

Luna replied: "Yes, what's wrong?!!!"

Nate replied: "Let's talk on the phone."

Luna initiated a voice call. Nate accepted it and put the phone to his ear, his gaze subconsciously flicking toward Alexander, who was sipping tea across from him.

"What's wrong?" Luna asked.

"I need you to do something for me," Nate said.

"What is it?"

"There's something in Mr. Soan's safe. I need you to get it for me."

"In the safe? You… what do you want?"

"It's a portable hard drive."

The other end of the line suddenly went silent. It wasn't that there was anything wrong with Nate's asking for a favor, but rather that he was a very cautious person. He would never ask Luna to do something so risky.

This made Luna feel that something was truly off with Nate today.

Even Nate's voice, from beginning to end, carried a tension that Luna could sense, as if someone was putting immense pressure on him.

"Where are you right now? Start a video call," Luna said warily.

"Well…" Nate hesitated, looking up at Alexander.

"What's wrong?" Alexander asked casually, not bothering to lower his voice.

"Who? Who's with you? Is someone threatening you?" Hearing another man's voice in the background, Luna asked, her tone urgent and worried.

Because she had asked the question so loudly, and the private room was so quiet. Even though the phone wasn't on speaker, Alexander could clearly hear what she had said.

“She’s… worried about me…” Nate quickly explained.

"Put it on speaker. I'll talk to her," Alexander said with a faint smile.

Nate hesitated for a moment before placing his phone on the table and tapping the speakerphone button.

"Hello, Ms. Soan," Alexander said casually, his hand resting on his teacup.

"Who are you?" Luna asked warily.

"Allow me to introduce myself. Alec Nota. You've probably heard of me. My songs have been quite popular recently," Alexander said.

“Alec Nota? You… Aurora's… you? Are you threatening him? Tell me, how much money do you want…" Luna's mind worked fast. Although she had jumped to the wrong conclusion, she was very direct.

Marcus Soan was one of the founders of Zenith Media. As his wife, Luna, was no innocent lamb. She saw things clearly in the industry and understood the current relationship and situation between Aurora and Zenith.

She had clearly misunderstood Alexander.

"I don't need your money," Alexander said calmly, continuing, "I've already made a deal with Mr. Caswell. He will help me destroy a file within Zenith, and I will guarantee that Marcus Soan is sent to prison and dies there. Ms. Soan, you should be able to inherit at least half of Marcus's fortune, and as for Mr. Caswell… I can also secure him the position of Vice President."

Just like Nate before her, Luna was stunned.

She thought Nate was being blackmailed and had no choice but to ask for her help. But listening now, did this sound like blackmail?! This was a gift! This was the grace of a second chance, like being given a new life by a god.

"You can get rid of Marcus?" Luna asked, her voice trembling slightly, her breathing growing heavy. When she said the name "Marcus," it was with a grit-toothed intensity.

"Getting rid of him is not a complicated matter. However, I need his death to be useful. As long as you cooperate with me, I can guarantee everything I've promised."

"How? Why should I believe you can do it?"

"Mr. Caswell already believes me," Alexander said, glancing at Nate Caswell.

"Ahem, Luna… Mr. Cio- Mr. Nota can be trusted in this regard. It's just that I didn't want to drag you into this. You…” Nate said.

Luna suddenly understood completely. Nate wasn't acting strangely because he was being forced, but because he was worried about her.

"By the way, Ms. Soan, a little reminder. You should probably get rid of the poison you have hidden in the utility room drawer sooner rather than later. Just in case you can't resist one day and poison Marcus before I have a chance to send him to prison…" Alexander added lightly.

The other end of the line went dead silent. Naturally, Luna was terrified. How could anyone else possibly know about that?

Nate was terrified, too.

"Luna! Don't do anything stupid!" he shouted into the phone, agitated.

"I, I didn't, it's just, that time he hit me, I was so angry…" Luna was also agitated and nervous.

"Let's talk business," Alexander interjected. He had no desire to listen to them argue.

"Yes! What do you want me to get? What should I do?" Luna's attention immediately shifted, and she seemed even more eager than Nate.

She had truly had enough. If murder weren't a crime, she might have already killed Marcus a thousand times over.

"The item is in the safe in the study. I need you to get it for me," Alexander said.

"The safe, the safe… I…” Luna said, the sound of hurried footsteps on high heels audible in the background. But suddenly, the sound stopped. Luna said, "I don't know the password to the study's safe…"

"I do," Alexander said with a faint smile.

Alexander actually knew the combination to Marcus Soan's safe?!!

Nate found this completely incomprehensible. As far as he knew, Marcus had two safes in his house—one in the bedroom and one in the study. Luna knew the combination to the one in the bedroom, as it was shared between them.

As for the one in the study, it was used exclusively by Marcus. A long time ago, Luna had mentioned in a casual chat with Nate that only Marcus knew the combination to the study safe.

Luna had once had a huge fight with Marcus over this very combination, only to be slapped hard across the face for it. Although they were husband and wife, he held the absolute upper hand in the relationship.

There shouldn't have been a second person in the world who knew that safe's combination.

Theoretically, even if only Marcus knew the combination, it wasn't entirely impossible to find it out.

For example, one could plant a pinhole camera on Marcus to film him as he entered the combination.

But that was just a theory. The reality was often dozens of times more complex than a simple theoretical explanation.

Nate knew Mr. Ciotta was terrifying. He knew Alexander had powerful forces behind him. At the very least, he had Charlotte Langford, and even the number one paparazzo, Tommy Calder, was his lackey. The fact that Alexander could know so many things and uncover so many secrets just meant he was incredibly capable, but it wasn't completely outrageous.

Take Tommy, for instance. If he were to investigate someone recklessly, without regard for the consequences, it would be a miracle if he didn't find anything.

For example, there were bound to be clues about his affair with Luna that someone could uncover.

But Alexander had just mentioned Luna's intent to poison Marcus and even knew where she had hidden the poison. And now, he had revealed the safe combination of a super-rich tycoon.

This was a different level of terrifying!

Nate suddenly understood. What was happening today might be a chess move of extreme, startling brilliance, but from another perspective, it could also be his once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to ascend.

The mysterious and unfathomable Mr. Ciotta was very likely the most important patron he would ever meet in his life!

A few minutes later.

"I'm here," Luna's voice came from the phone lying flat on the table. Marcus's house was enormous. It had taken her a few minutes to go downstairs and slip into the study while avoiding the servants.

"You should have the key, right?" Alexander said.

"Yes, I know where a spare one is. It's right here in the study," Luna replied immediately, followed by the hurried sound of high heels.

She didn't know the combination, but she knew where the key to this safe was.

After all, having been married to Marcus for so many years, she was well aware of what he had hidden around the house.

And Alexander knew that Luna knew where the safe key was, which was why he hadn't mentioned it.

The clacking of high heels walked away, then stopped. Then they clacked back again.

"I have the key," she said.

"Turn the dial clockwise to the left three times. On the third turn, align the pointer with 12," Alexander instructed.

"Okay," Luna responded, followed by the clicking sound of the safe's dial.

Listening to the sound, Alexander confirmed that Luna had turned it correctly.

"Rotate counter-clockwise two full turns, and align the pointer with the 27 mark."

Click, clack.

"Rotate clockwise one full turn, and align the pointer with the 36 mark."

Click, clack.

With a normal safe, after entering the mechanical lock's combination in this manner, you could open it with the key. But Marcus's safe was more complex; it combined mechanical and electronic locks. After the mechanical lock, one still needed to enter an electronic code.

"Electronic code: 92, 56, 75."

Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beep!

"Open it," Alexander said finally.

A few small noises came from the phone on the table. Soon, Luna's slightly nervous yet excited voice came through. "It's open."

"A silver-gray portable hard drive, do you see it? You should be able to spot it right away," Alexander said.

"I see it."

"Good. Take it out. Remember to wear gloves."

A short while later.

"Okay," Luna said. "I've got it out. What's on it?"

"You can see what's on it in a bit. You'll need to send me a copy before you delete it. Right now... I need you to take a photo. A photo of the inside of the safe, including the solid-state drive. And if possible, Ms. Luna, I'd like you to be in the picture," Alexander said.

"Mr. Ciotta , this..." Nate's expression changed, and he hesitated greatly.

What was the meaning of taking a photo? Nate didn't understand Alexander's purpose in doing this, but he knew it would leave evidence proving that Luna had tampered with Marcus's safe.

Did Alexander need this photo as a pledge of allegiance? As blackmail?

But that didn't seem right. He already knew about Luna's affair, which was already a vicious enough threat.

"No problem." Compared to Nate's hesitation and unspoken words, Luna was much more decisive.

She desperately wanted to get away from her scumbag, degenerate husband, and she was willing to take risks to do so.

The voice call was temporarily disconnected.

A minute later. A selfie was sent to Nate's phone.

Alexander picked up the phone and glanced at it. In the photo, Luna, dressed like a bejeweled, wealthy socialite, stood next to the open safe. The picture captured everything inside the safe, and Luna was holding her phone in her left hand to take the selfie, while her right hand held the portable hard drive.

In a way, the photo was perfect. At least, it was for Alexander.

Luna called again via voice chat. Alexander answered and placed the phone back on the table.

"What's next?" Luna asked.

"Just use the computer in Marcus's study. Go turn it on and find a data cable that can connect to the portable hard drive..." Alexander instructed.

"One moment," Luna said, doing as she was told.

Three minutes later.

"I found the cable. It's booting up now..." As Luna spoke, Alexander could also hear the sound of a chair sliding and creaking, which meant Luna had pulled up a chair and sat down at the computer.

"He changed the computer password again," Luna said suddenly.

For a rare moment, Alexander fell silent.

He had been trapped on July 7th, 2024, for a full thousand years, during which he had investigated countless things. Now, it had been almost a month since he had escaped the loop. In that month, it was reasonable that he wouldn't know if something like a password had been changed. However!

Marcus was no ordinary character!

He was one of the core figures in the entire country's entertainment circle. The flight from New York to the capital was just over two hours, and during his time loop, Alexander had spent a great deal of time on him.

Alexander knew this man too well.

So much so that even if Marcus changed his password, he wouldn't change it to something completely unfamiliar that he'd need to write down. It would inevitably be something he was already familiar with, something he reused.

"You can try 3974..."

"Or 8954..."

Alexander spoke, giving Luna two possible passwords.

Soon.

"Okay, I'm in," Luna said.

"Log in to the computer's remote access app. I'll log in on my end as well. Sending an access request..." Alexander instructed.

After confirming that Luna had connected the hard drive with a data cable, Alexander used the laptop on the table to remotely access Marcus's computer. During this time, Luna only needed to ensure the other computer remained powered on.

Over at the teahouse, Nate and Tommy stood behind Alexander, watching.

Alexander operated the computer, first decrypting the data on the portable hard drive by entering the password, then packaging it into multiple compressed files and sending them over.

To ensure the information on the portable hard drive was complete and included what he already knew, he even opened a few files to glance through them.

Of course, Nate and Tommy didn't understand the purpose of this action. They just thought Alexander was taking a look, having no idea that he already knew the contents of every single file on the drive in great detail.

After the file transfer was complete.

Alexander formatted and deleted the files on the portable hard drive. Then, he repeatedly wrote and filled the drive with meaningless junk files. This was the proper way to erase data. It was second only to physical destruction.

A simple format wouldn't erase the data at all; it would still exist, just not be accessible through normal means. Only by repeatedly writing other data over it could the original data be completely overwritten.

Alexander had actually considered physical destruction.

Having Luna smash the portable hard drive and throw it away wasn't out of the question. After all, once things blew up, Marcus wasn't an idiot; he would know he'd been set up.

But the effect of throwing it away was different from erasing it.

Alexander believed that the greatest sense of fear and despair would come when Marcus returned home, found the portable hard drive, rushed it to his company, and discovered in front of everyone that its contents had been wiped clean.

He pressed the Enter key one last time. The contents of the portable hard drive were formatted once more.

"You can put the hard drive back now. Be sure to wipe off all your fingerprints, including those on the safe. You can be suspected, people can even know it was you—I won't stop you from wanting that feeling of revenge—but you must not leave any tangible evidence..." Alexander said into the phone on the table.

At the same time, however, he didn't close the remote connection. He continued operating the computer.

The laptop screen in the teahouse now displayed Marcus ' desktop. Nate and Tommy could both see Alexander skillfully open "This PC," then the H drive. From the hundreds of folders in the H drive, he randomly clicked one open, then randomly clicked a few more times in succession.

Finally, he expertly found a deeply hidden file. The file was password-protected. Alexander entered the password and opened the file on the first try.

He clicked it open. Inside were over a dozen video clips. Alexander casually clicked on one.

The video played, and the laptop emitted a cacophony of sounds. The video showed five or six middle-aged men and one woman. It was a video of a group orgy.

Nate was stunned. He recognized all the men in the video, including Marcus himself and several other high-level executives from Zenith Media. He also recognized the woman; she was known as Zoe Z, a "rising starlet" the company had been heavily promoting in recent years.

It was just...

Nate wasn't shocked that she had been subjected to the casting couch.

He was shocked they had taken it this far. And that they had filmed all of it.

Nate immediately thought of the power this video held, but then he frowned. It didn't seem all that useful. Zoe's commercial value was only so-so. The video could ruin her, but it couldn't shake Zenith Media's top brass. Circulating such a video was illegal in itself. If it were actually posted online, it would be even easier for Zenith Media to pull strings and have all related content censored.

Alexander glanced at it for a moment before closing the video. He then casually opened several more. The second one was also a "normal video."

The third one was not.

The woman in that video appeared to be heavily intoxicated, and the man was not Marcus, but another Senior Vice President of Zenith Media.

Something wasn't right.

It seemed these videos weren't keepsakes for Marcus's personal enjoyment, but rather something he kept for a rainy day. They were leverage, or perhaps evidence, to be used at a critical moment.

The reason Alexander had to click them open for a look was that there was one more video than he remembered, likely a new addition within the last month.

Alexander just searched for it casually. It didn't matter if he found it or not.

Alexander packaged the videos and sent them over. For the next ten-plus minutes, Alexander still didn't terminate the remote session. He began sending over a large number of business proposals, confidential electronic documents, various strange photos, and even screenshots of chat logs with certain people from Marcu's computer.

This was all just a matter of course.

In truth, his plan didn't depend on any of this, but since he was handling it himself and knew what might be useful, he figured he might as well send it over.

Finally, Alexander didn't forget to erase the traces of his operations on Marcus's computer.

Remote session terminated.

"What now?" Luna's voice came from the phone.

"Do you want Marcus to know you did all this?" Alexander asked in return.

"What do you mean..." Luna didn't understand his words.

"I mean, if you want the thrill of revenge, to let Marcus know you were involved but have him unable to catch you or find any evidence pointing to you, do you want that?" Alexander asked.

"I do!" Luna answered immediately, then quickly asked, "What should I do?"

"Book a flight to South Carolina right now..."

"Then, go out and tell the maid to clean the study thoroughly. Emphasize that you will be checking her work!" Alexander instructed.

"That's it?" Luna said.

"That's it," Alexander replied.

"Okay, I'll go..." Luna said, pondering for a moment.

"Alright, that's all for now. Let's hang up," Alexander said with a smile. "I'll explain what comes next to Mr. Caswell, and you can ask him later. Oh, right, you'll get a call from our South Carolina contact this afternoon. When you go there to lay low, they will do everything in their power to protect you."

The call ended.

Nate took back his phone, which had grown hot from the long voice call. He hesitated, then finally spoke, "Mr. Ciotta, what's next..."

"This afternoon, I need you to come with me to meet someone," Alexander said, smiling at Nate.

Then, he revealed his astonishing, terrifying plan.

He didn't go into too much detail or the operations of each step; Nate wasn't needed for those, nor did he need to know. Alexander only told Nate what he needed him to do.

And the ultimate goal!

—To acquire Zenith Media!

It was a plan of utter madness, one that would require the mobilization of immense power to accomplish in a short period.

Nate was bewildered again. He even thought Alexander was a lunatic. How was this even possible?

Although doubt crept back into his heart, Nate understood that he had passed the point of no return. If he didn't see this through, he didn't know what would happen to Alexander, but he himself would surely be finished first.


Chapter 18: Neil has arrived.

A little past eleven in the morning, in the spacious and bright CEO's office of Bluecrest Music.

An old man of medium build sat on the sofa, drinking coffee.

He wore a well-fitting gray suit, his hair was blonde and slicked back, and though there were visible wrinkles on his face, at a glance, he looked to be only in his forties, as if in the prime of his life, his green eyes full of vigor. In reality, he was over sixty.

From his face alone, it was hard to tell he was a rich man. He wasn't ugly, but he wasn't particularly handsome either; at most, one could say his features were regular. But his eyes held a natural, unforced authority—not a deliberate posture, but the aura of someone long accustomed to being in a high position.

He was Neil Langford, Chairman of Aurora Group. A man of French Origin, and nowdays one of the highest-tier tycoons in the US, who controlled hundreds of billions in capital, rivaling that of a small nation, with a family fortune also in the hundreds of billions!

Clack.

Neil set his cup down on the coffee table, raised his eyes to his daughter, Charlotte Langford, and asked, "Lottie, what on earth is going on? Why did you transfer your shares to another woman? Who is that young girl?"

Originally, Neil hadn't come for this matter.

It was just before boarding his plane that he had someone deliver the latest documents on his daughter's company and discovered the recent change in shareholding. A woman named Ashley Carter had taken 50% of Bluecrest Music's shares.

Something major had clearly happened.

Neil already realized that his daughter was hiding something significant from him.

"Papa, we agreed back then. I'll do my music, and you'll stay out of my company's affairs." Charlotte tucked a strand of bright orange locks behind her ear and turned to walk toward her desk.

Neil watched his daughter's retreating back, silently sipped his coffee, and then said, "You've never been a good liar, you know that? Besides, how is this just about music? How is this just a company decision?"

If Charlotte had transferred 49% of the shares while retaining 51%, Neil wouldn't have questioned it.

At most, he would have had someone investigate behind the scenes. At least the company would still be Charlotte's.

If she had diversified her shares to acquire more and greater resources for mutual benefit, that would be standard business practice. That's how companies grow, and it's why no corporate giant has a single individual holding a large majority of the shares.

But for Charlotte to cede 50% of her shares when Bluecrest Music was developing so well—that was dangerous and highly abnormal.

Neil knew his daughter. He knew that for her to do something like this, it had to be for an unusual and very specific reason.

And that reason was not necessarily a good one.

It wasn't that Neil didn't trust his daughter, but when something is this out of the ordinary, there must be something fishy going on. He couldn't help but be suspicious. He even thought his daughter had likely been scammed!

Otherwise, she would never have done something like this. Neil had always been very proud of his daughter's talent. Charlotte's talent had allowed her to shine beyond the halo of her family's name.

There was no question about that.

But no matter how talented she was, his daughter was still very young, only in her twenties.

Moreover, she was so focused on her music that her social circle was actually quite narrow. Compared to others, her horizons might be broader, and she might have seen a more prosperous and beautiful world, but for that very reason, her understanding of the world's darker side might be less than that of an ordinary person.

The Langford family had protected her too well. The biggest setback she had ever faced was probably the previous music leak incident.

If his daughter had been scammed this time, Neil could understand it. When it came down to it... the money wasn't important.

Shares worth one or two billion might be an astronomical sum to an ordinary person. Still, to a tycoon like Neil, whose assets were in the hundreds of billions, it was nothing.

But he absolutely could not accept his daughter being deceived.

"Charlotte, I'm not trying to meddle in your affairs." Neil looked at his daughter, who was now at her desk. His expression was serious, but his tone was laced with concern. "But this is no small matter. This is the career you've built. I'm worried about you. I'm asking you now, can't you at least tell me what happened?"

A brief silence fell over the office.

Charlotte sat down behind her desk, glanced at her watch, and then said carefully, "Papa, this is very complicated. I can't explain it in just a few words. To put it simply... Ashley and I are very good friends now. She's like a younger sister with a wonderful personality..."

"She's very talented?" Neil immediately guessed. "You think she could be the next you? So you were willing to cede your shares just to get her to join your company?"

Neil knew his daughter had a great appreciation for talent.

Having become a titan of the music industry at such a young age, she had been sparing no effort in discovering new talent over the past few years.

So, he guessed that this Ashley must be a musical prodigy as well. But after saying it, he felt something was off.

Sure... you appreciate talent! But even if you appreciate it to your very core, you wouldn't need to give away 50% of your shares, would you? That was completely unnecessary.

There were so many ways to retain talent. Giving away equity was just one of them!

In fact, equity was less impactful than cold, hard cash.

No matter what kind of prodigy you were, how much money could you have seen at such a young age? If I put a hundred million in cash right in front of you, slapped down a contract, and told you the money was yours if you signed, are you telling me you wouldn't sign?!

Neil could guarantee that as long as the contract wasn't a gambling agreement or had ridiculously excessive clauses, a hundred out of a hundred prodigies would sign.

"Ashley Carter and I... we do have some collaborations. She also holds shares in other entertainment companies. Later on..." Charlotte spoke very slowly, flipping through the documents on her desk, giving the impression that she was just casually responding and that he should read between the lines for more.

What else could she say? She couldn't possibly say that she and Ashley were collaborating on warming the bed for the same man!

In reality, Charlotte was panicking. She was just putting on an act.

It wasn't a casual response at all; she had no idea how to explain this to her father and was afraid of misspeaking. Most importantly, she was afraid of messing up Alexander's plans.

Right now, her father didn't know about Alexander, only "Alec Nota."

But because "Alec Nota" was a newly discovered talented singer, even though there had been some unsavory rumors about him and Charlotte, he had no background information. No one knew who he was, and no one knew his official girlfriend was Jasmine Doran, the eldest granddaughter of the Doran family's main branch.

Thus, there was no conflict on that front.

Today, Alexander would formally introduce himself to Neil and begin negotiations directly. Alexander wouldn't hide the part about Jasmine, either.

And then there was Ashley. Her father had already brought her up, and 50% of Bluecrest Music's shares were currently in her name. When her father asked Alexander about it, he would undoubtedly tell him.

He would tell him everything. Charlotte could imagine the kind of rage her father would be in.

She couldn't fathom how Alexander could possibly placate her father. In her mind, it was almost impossible! No matter what! Even if Charlotte threw a fit, it wouldn't work. This wasn't just about her accepting the role of a "minor wife"; it involved the reputation of the Langford family.

If word got out that the eldest daughter of the Langford family was a man's mistress...

The tabloids would probably use the most outrageous language to report it.

The ridicule from other families would also be immense, especially from the French ones.

Prominent families all valued their reputation. The history of France's great families was even longer, and their mindsets were more old-fashioned. They cared more about face, or rather, what outsiders said about them.

Charlotte was already considering the worst-case scenario.

Even if... even if Alexander once again used some miraculous means to solve all the other problems, there was still the final one... how could he make her father abandon his pride! Charlotte couldn't see any possibility of that happening.

To put it bluntly, how could he make her father throw his reputation to the wind... How was that possible?

Because Charlotte knew how difficult Alexander's task would be today. That's why she was so nervous right now.

She was terrified of saying the wrong thing and inadvertently making the subsequent negotiations between Alexander and her father even more difficult.

Therefore, she had become extremely cautious, hesitating over every word, being secretive, and being as vague as possible whenever she could.

It would be best not to speak at all. Charlotte even wanted to tape her own mouth shut.

At his age, Neil had naturally seen and experienced it all. Seeing his daughter's demeanor, he realized the problem might be even bigger than he had imagined. Otherwise, his daughter wouldn't be so hesitant and evasive.

He didn't sense that Charlotte was stalling for time, waiting for Alexander to arrive; he just thought she was unwilling to talk.

"Charlotte, you can at least tell me about Tommy Calder, can't you?" Neil didn't push his daughter too hard. He was skilled in negotiation and knew there were techniques to get people to talk. "I came all this way. You can't refuse to even talk to me, hiding everything. How can I be at ease with you like this?"

"For Tommy, he's already on his way to the company," Charlotte said, looking up at her father before lowering her head to flip through a document, looking extremely busy. "You can talk to him in person about his situation. It doesn't make much difference whether I say anything or not."

Neil was starting to realize it. His daughter really didn't want to tell him anything.

Their father-daughter relationship had always been good. Why the sudden distance?

Neil picked up his cup and silently took a sip.

He briefly analyzed the current situation in his mind and gradually realized that it wasn't that his daughter had grown distant from him, but that the matter was even more serious than he had thought!

Charlotte was young, after all. No matter how smart or talented she was, in front of Neil, she was too easily flustered, her thoughts too easily seen through.

This was, after all, her own father who had watched her grow up. And he was the head of a financial empire!

"Charlotte..." Neil put down his cup and began to speak again.

But this time, before he could say more than her name, Charlotte cut in, "Papa, just sit tight for a moment. I'm going to..." As she spoke, Charlotte pointed to the private lounge and dressing room attached to her office.

She didn't say what she was going to do, just gestured, and then walked toward it with the clatter of her high heels.

Neil understood, however. It was already noon. If they were going out for lunch later, Charlotte would need to change her outfit, touch up her makeup, or switch her jewelry. In short, she needed to get ready.

Charlotte was both the CEO of a company and a superstar. She had to be mindful of her image at all times when she went out, because there could be a camera secretly taking her picture from some corner of the street.

Neil watched his daughter walk into the small lounge, and then the door was closed from the inside.

"Sigh!" He sighed, deeply worried. He frowned again and began to ponder.

He could feel it. His daughter's sudden decision to change was also a way to avoid him, to temporarily put off talking about these things.

What Neil couldn't figure out was the point of his daughter's persistent refusal to communicate, even to the point of physically leaving.

You can hide now, but how will you hide when we go out for lunch later? How will you hide this afternoon? Whatever it is, you'll have to say it sooner or later!

Neil didn't realize that his daughter was simply stalling for time.

Actually, Charlotte also understood that her sudden move to change clothes was highly suspicious, but she didn't care about that. Her father's wild thoughts were unavoidable. The main thing was that she didn't say the wrong thing and inadvertently increase the difficulty for Alexander. As long as that didn't happen, nothing else was a problem.

A few minutes later. Inside the small lounge, in front of the vanity.

Charlotte really did start redoing her makeup in front of the mirror. She took off her original diamond earrings and necklace, and even wiped off her relatively understated "CEO makeup." She began choosing new jewelry and starting her makeup from scratch.

She might as well, since she had nothing else to do. Besides, it was noon, and this was what she would normally do anyway.

Compared to other days, Charlotte had simply finished her work half an hour early today and begun her pre-outing preparations ahead of schedule.


Chapter 19: Neil and Alexander meet.

In the office.

Neil picked up his coffee again. Just then... with a creak, the door to the CEO's office suddenly opened, and a figure in a suit walked in.

The man was relatively tall and well built, but not exceptionally so. His features could be considered handsome, but not breathtakingly so. At a glance, his overall impression could be summed up in one word: comfortable.

And he was very young, only about twenty-two or twenty-three.

"You are..." Neil frowned at the young man who had entered.

Mainly because this was Charlotte's CEO office, and this young man hadn't even knocked, just pushed the door open and walked in.

Although Neil could tell from his extremely expensive suit and the watch on his wrist that this man was very wealthy, in front of him, any amount of wealth was child's play. And no matter how rich you were, you still had to follow the rules, didn't you?

"Alec Nota." Seeing that Charlotte wasn't in the office and only Neil was there, Alexander first gave his stage name.

Although this was a bit different from what he had anticipated, it wasn't a major issue and could be easily resolved. He didn't mind making first contact with Neil as Alec Nota.

"Alec Nota... so it's you!" Neil's expression instantly brightened, as if ice were melting away. A broad smile suddenly appeared on his face, and he burst out laughing. "Hahahahahaha, my daughter, Lottie, has praised you endlessly on the phone. She said you're a once-in-a-century musical prodigy, a great musician, hahahahaha, that's incredible! Come, come, have a seat!"

Alec Nota was now the top artist at Bluecrest Music! And he had exploded in popularity across the entire internet!

Although there had been some controversy, it didn't affect the status Alec Nota had already established in the music scene!

When it came to music, good was good, and bad was bad. While there were sometimes limitations of an era—for example, some of today's pop songs might have seemed outlandish in the nineties, but decades later, people might call them ahead of their time—such cases were extremely rare. There was no real dispute over Alexander's songs.

In terms of popularity, he had taken the internet by storm. In terms of music theory, Neil had also read the online comments from some music critics. Good was good! Good in every way!

People often have extraordinary patience for brilliant geniuses. They readily accept a genius's little quirks. Even if a genius can't take care of themselves, is bad at socializing, inarticulate, or even arrogant, it's all acceptable as long as they create value.

Something like not knocking before entering was a minor issue that could be instantly forgotten.

Neil was also fond of this talented young man. Since his daughter valued him so much, it was a case of "love me, love my dog."

He himself was the helmsman of one of the country's three major entertainment media conglomerates. He could lower his status and chat cheerfully with any artist who could make the company money.

Neil had come up during the era of superstar-studded French entertainment and had dealt with many of the snobby types.

He knew very well how to treat a popular, big-name artist. While the other party wouldn't dare act out of line in front of you, you also had to show them sufficient respect.

Alexander sat down in a large armchair diagonally across from Neil.

Neil suddenly stood up, walked over to Charlotte's desk, and pressed a button on the landline phone. "Send another cup of coffee over!" he said directly.

He was technically a guest here in his daughter's office. Still, if his daughter was temporarily absent, it was natural for him to play the host for a moment. Soon, Neil returned to his original seat.

"Hahahaha!" Neil laughed as he looked at Alexander, sizing him up with a look of great appreciation. "So young, it's truly unbelievable. And you refuse to show your face online, relying entirely on the quality of your songs. This reminds me of the old days. Back then, it wasn't like it is now..."

There was another reason Neil liked "Alec Nota." Because Alec Nota looked very handsome. Even without makeup, he definitely deserved to be called handsome.

If judged by the standard that male artists must also wear makeup, then Alec, after being styled, would be no worse than those A-list pretty boys.

He was handsome enough, and his songs were genuinely good—the kind that broke out of their niche.

In this situation, as long as Alec Nota was willing, he could become the very best male singer of this era in a matter of minutes! Countless female fans online would go crazy for him. The economic value he alone could create would be immeasurable!

And Neil still held some old-school sentiments in his heart.

Back then, for a singer to become famous—or rather, for many singers who did become famous—it had nothing to do with their looks. It was purely based on their voice. It wasn't easy to get your face seen back then.

People listened to cassette tapes or via the radio; there was only sound, no image. Whether it was good or bad, how widely it spread, whether it could become a hit on every street and alley, all depended on the singing!

Compared to the present, that era, despite its own dark side and marketing tactics, was, on the whole, simpler and purer!

The current environment... all sorts of boy bands and pretty boys, all sorts of talent shows. Those so-called popular pretty-boy artists were actually only famous within their own circles. Not a single one of their songs had broken out of that niche.

Although they could still make money and still get those crazed female fans to open their wallets, it wasn't a normal business model. It seemed like a lot of money, but it was just a short-term cash grab. The speed at which these faded from popularity was also terrifying. It was nothing like the artists of the past, where one who became famous could stay famous for decades, like a veritable money-printing machine!

In Alec Nota, Neil saw a shadow of the old-school artists. This made Neil sigh with emotion about many things, and Alexander chatted with him briefly about them.

To sum it up, it was just some nonsense reminiscing about the past that many old folks fall into.

A knock sounded at the door, and an assistant walked into the office carrying a cup of coffee. She placed it next to Alexander and said, "Mr. Nota, please." This assistant was a woman and, of course, couldn't have known about the relationship between Alexander and Charlotte. Therefore, as she spoke, she gave Alexander a suggestive look with her eyes.

She wasn't bad-looking; she seemed like the type who had wanted to be an artist but eventually gave up and became one of Charlotte's assistants.

She certainly had the assets to be flirtatious.

"Being called 'Mr.' at such a young age, it seems you're very popular in Lottie's company," Neil said with a smile, then offered a hint of advice. "But popularity is one thing. You can't mess around with women just because you're popular. Never mind, back at the end of the last century, when a single scandal could ruin a star; it's even stricter now. In the internet age, countless pairs of eyes are watching."

Neil was just reminding Alec not to let issues with women ruin his career.

He had no idea that Alexander's foray into music was more of a whim. Music itself wasn't important to him at all. He hadn't even officially debuted and had no plans to do so in the future.

It wasn't that Alexander looked down on the entertainment industry; it was just that his ambitions truly lay elsewhere.

When Alexander was trapped in the time loop, he had learned the dirty secrets of many celebrities. He understood their lives very well. To be honest, Alexander felt they lived very tiring lives.

Only a very small number of stars enjoyed the attention that came with their celebrity status. They liked being watched, born with a desire for the spotlight, which gave them a mental high.

But they were, after all, a tiny minority.

The vast majority, to put it bluntly, were just in it for the money. All stars go through a rapid transition from a simple life to one of luxury. After that, they can't get out. They have no other skills.

Leaving the entertainment industry, they can't maintain their ultra-high-consumption lifestyle or earn the same amount of money as before. This drop-off is something most stars cannot accept.

Alexander dared to say that if they had any other way to earn the same amount of money, nine out of ten stars would switch careers.

It was ultimately a matter of money, which was also why, in the last couple of years, some highly respected "veteran artists" had started doing B-movies.

Endorsing all sorts of counterfeit and shoddy goods. They threw their reputations away, but as long as it made money, they didn't care. They could quickly abandon their celebrity halo.

Alexander truly didn't care about money. And being a superstar was genuinely exhausting, not at all in line with his current mindset of treating life as a game.

Therefore, Alexander really didn't care about his career prospects.

And speaking of which... while Neil was worried about Alexander ruining his career over women, Alexander, though unconcerned about his career, had come to see Neil today to discuss precisely some "matters concerning women."

Actually, that wasn't entirely accurate. It should be noted that "matters concerning women" were Alexander's motivation for negotiating with Neil, both to help Jasmine and Charlotte. That was the motivation!

But the actual content Alexander wanted to discuss was detached from women and was frighteningly large in scope.

Inside the break room.

Charlotte could faintly hear the voices from outside.

It was worth mentioning that her office had surveillance cameras, and the monitor was in her break room, mounted on the wall by the door. It was a small screen.

This allowed Charlotte to see the video feed and, by being close to the door, also hear the sounds from the office outside.

Alexander and her father were chatting happily. It seemed to be going well.

This, however, made Charlotte even more anxious, because she knew that Alexander was currently speaking to her father as Alec Nota.

Her father was also treating Alexander with the attitude one would have toward an "outstanding employee" or a "sales champion"—seemingly equal and approachable, but in reality... this wouldn't stop her father from flipping out once he learned the truth.

Charlotte began to hesitate.

Should she go out? Or rather, when would be a good time for her to go out?

In the office.

"Mr. Langford, I actually think that while the musicians of that era were certainly outstanding, the times are changing now. The audience's tastes have changed completely. In fact, the current route can't be said to be entirely wrong. The times are truly different..." Alexander chatted idly with Neil, discussing the circumstances and merits of musicians from different eras.

Neil hadn't expected Alec to actually defend the artists of this era.

Could it be that this young man was so overconfident that he didn't care about other stars, and that's why he spoke up for them?

Neil knew that could make money, but when it came to right and wrong, good and bad, his views were not the same as Alexander's.

He was, after all, a man who had come from that glorious era and would always be nostalgic.

"No real work, all relying on their faces, on posturing. To put it bluntly, it's just using marketing and operations to scam money..." Neil stated his opinion.

"That's an issue of the times," Alexander countered. "At the end of the last century, the public's forms of entertainment were too scarce. There were very few things that could become topics of social conversation, very few things to use for socializing. It was nothing more than some TV variety shows, movies, music... In that era, playing a popular song in a dance hall while people danced along was the most fashionable, cutting-edge entertainment."

"But now, the internet is highly developed, and everyone has a smartphone. Mobile games alone take up a significant amount of most young people's leisure time."

"Mr. Langford, if you were to do a survey, you'd find that fewer people actually listen to music now. A song with extremely high circulation might become a momentary, phenomenal hit. Still, no matter how popular the song is, no matter how good or bad its composition, as long as it wasn't made famous by a properly debuted star, it's considered low-class!

"Although a very small number of people can break this pattern, this is the case most of the time!"

"There are fewer and fewer true singers. Why is this happening?"

"I think there are two reasons. First, fewer people are truly listening to music. Everyone is being passively brainwashed. A song goes viral online and is played on every street and alley, which can make people resistant. This makes it increasingly difficult for pure singers to emerge, and the phenomenon of the song being famous but not the singer is becoming more and more severe."

"On the other hand, as I just said, the internet is highly developed, and there are more forms of entertainment."

"Mobile games, web series, novels, online variety shows, short videos, various forums... How many people can resist these new things and still, like before, chase new songs, listen to them, and judge their quality? Listening to music, to put it plainly, is just for entertainment and relaxation, just one of many diverse entertainment options today."

"This leads to the fact that now, whether it's singers or singing shows, they must be more entertainment-oriented than before! Only then can they possibly compete with other forms of entertainment and attract some eyeballs."

"And being handsome, just like a woman's beauty, is definitely a plus."

"But handsome people don't necessarily sing well. It's very difficult to satisfy both criteria. So what can be done?"

"Variety shows prioritize visual effects, so appearance takes precedence over singing ability... As long as the singing is passable, it's fine. If they don't sing well, it can be auto-tuned, but if they're ugly, there's really nothing to be done."

"In the current market environment, very few men are willing to spend money on male singers, but a great many women are."

"Men's spending power has been diverted by games and other forms of entertainment."

"Only women are still sticking by their variety show screens and are willing to spend money. So inevitably, whatever women like to see is what they'll be given. They like handsome guys, so they get handsome guys. They don't care if their 'idol' sings well; as long as it's passable and he's handsome enough, everything is fine. The market is what it is, and if entertainment companies want to make money, they must promote people according to their preferences."

"This has led to an increasing emphasis on marketing and packaging. Some female viewers will throw money and cheer for their idols, while those who can only make music have no supporters at all! Nowadays, the people who complain that the entertainment industry is getting worse, singers are getting worse, and songs are getting worse—not a single one of them is a supporter of any new-generation legitimate singer. They disdain supporting niche singers, so niche singers will forever remain niche singers, and their popularity will never rise!

"This is a situation where bad money drives out good, which has emerged with the development of the times."

"The change in the era is the main reason, and the fact that it has developed so quickly and to such an extreme is entirely due to entertainment companies' excessive pursuit of short-term benefits."

"Making quick money is addictive, and once you're addicted, it's hard to quit."

"You can use one variety show to cultivate a band. Even though this band might only be popular for two years, you don't need to consider their professional skills at all. It's all formulaic marketing and packaging by the company to make a huge sum of money in the shortest possible time."

"What happens after they fade from popularity? Once they're washed up, you just discard them. You only need the time it takes for one more variety show to cultivate new stars and make another huge sum!"

"Repeating this cycle, constantly making money. The biggest difference from the last century is that in the late last century, you cultivated one star and made money from that single person continuously. Now, you cultivate new stars every year and can also make money every year. Making money from one person versus making money from multiple people—to an entertainment company, there's no difference."

"As long as it makes money!"

"The entire marketing and packaging industry has become industrialized. Everyone plays this game. If you don't, you can't keep up with this fast-paced, entertainment-driven era, and you'll be eliminated!"

"I don't deny that in any era, there are lucky ones who can become explosively popular with a single song, truly becoming famous from the person to the song. But they are a very, very small minority. They have no reference value. They just happened to do the right thing at the right time in the right place, were extremely lucky to be recognized and praised by the audience, and ascended to a pedestal..."

"No entertainment company can say, 'Next year, I can definitely develop another person like that.'"

"No one has that kind of ability," Alexander said, adding silently in his heart, "Except me."

"So... this is the current tide of the times. Everyone wants a piece of the pie in today's overly entertaining world, so the gimmicks just keep increasing. Whoever is willing to spend money gets new stuff pushed for them. Whatever they like, they get. It's all decided by the market! Making money, there's no shame in it."

This speech from Alexander could be considered a long dissertation, entirely his own subjective view.

Perhaps because of the tempering from the long, long time loop, Alexander's mentality was far calmer and more open-minded than that of a normal person.

In the past, he too would have been cynical, sneering at all sorts of current marvels. Any circle he disliked could be labeled as childish or brain-dead. That was him before the loop, a young man of just twenty-two, after all. After experiencing the loop, Alexander had become completely open-minded about these things.

He wouldn't think about them so harshly. He could see what truly lay behind the changes guiding society.

"Hahahahahaha, good! Good! Good!" Neil roared with laughter, his gaze toward Alexander filled with praise.

Never mind whether Alexander was right or wrong. The mere fact that he could say such things, especially given his current status, showed a level of mettle that the average young person simply didn't possess.

If you asked any other newly famous, talented singer to comment on the current music scene, it was unlikely any of them would have anything good to say, let alone dare to attribute the root of the problem to the changing times and the entertainment industry magnates.

One had to remember that Neil was one of the entertainment industry's biggest moguls.

This was tantamount to telling him, to his face, that the whole situation was caused by profit-chasing bosses like him.

Even if that wasn't the intended insult, it could easily cause unnecessary misunderstandings.

But this Alec Nota currently had no such concerns. His speech hadn't expressed any judgment on the current state of affairs; he had merely been objectively explaining the cause of this trend in the music scene, or rather, the entire entertainment industry.

"Young man, what impressive spirit," Neil said with a smile. This was his daughter's number-one superstar, so there was nothing wrong with praising him a little. Neil never felt it was demeaning to praise someone who could make him money.

Just as Alexander had said in the last line of his earlier speech, making money is nothing to be ashamed of.

And up to this point, Neil's impression of Alexander could be described as excellent.

This was a young man with once-in-a-generation talent who was sufficiently confident and clear-headed. He hadn't lost himself amidst his explosive rise to fame; on the contrary, he was exceptionally sober. Not only was he sober himself, but he could also see the current environment of the entertainment industry with clarity. This was the most commendable quality.

There was another important point. This young man had never shown any timidity in front of him.

He had never shown any intention of sucking up to him, which made Neil feel very comfortable.

"You've said so much, but I have a question for you..." Neil considered for a moment before asking with a smile.

"Please, Mr. Langford," Alexander said with a slight smile.

"Do you think... you're one of those lucky ones?" Neil asked, sizing up Alexander. "You just mentioned that very small number of fortunate people. They didn't take the idol route and became famous solely as singers, relying only on their voices... Do you think you're that kind of lucky one? Or... did you also get famous through marketing?"

"I'm not a lucky one," Alexander answered Neil's first question.

Neil's expression changed slightly. Could it be that this Alec Nota had gotten famous through marketing? But that shouldn't be right. Neil had a degree of musical appreciation and had listened to Alec Nota's songs. They were genuinely good.

If Alec Nota were a product of marketing, that would be terrifying. Had his daughter found some brand-new packaging model?

As Neil's thoughts raced, he heard Alexander continue, "And I wasn't created by marketing either."

"Oh?" Neil was taken aback. "So you mean you got famous through sheer skill?"

"Correct." Alexander smiled and nodded in firm confirmation.

"Ha!" Neil let out a small laugh. He felt Alexander was starting to brag, and what he said contradicted his own earlier, lengthy argument. "But what you expressed before... that whole long speech... You said that with all the problems of this era, the excessive commercialization of entertainment, the ones who can get famous are either idols or an extremely small number of lucky ones. Other talented singers are basically niche artists with no support, or they simply fade into obscurity..."

"That was your meaning, wasn't it?" Neil asked, double-checking with Alexander. He was afraid he might have missed something and misunderstood him.

"Yes, that's exactly what I meant," Alexander gave Neil a definite answer.

"Heh, see! Then how can you say... You got famous on skill, with no element of luck?" Neil Langford pressed.

"I'm different," Alexander gave Neil Langford a smile. "Others are others, and I am me. If other talented singers can get famous in this era, they are super lucky. This era is different from the 1900s, and it's even different from the era when your daughter debuted. If they aren't lucky enough, they can't beat the odds."

Alexander paused, then added, "But I can. Mr. Langford, you can understand it as... I can get famous whenever I want."

Arrogance. Alexander was beginning to lay the groundwork for his arrogance.

Of course, he wasn't acting this way for no reason. The reason was... what he was about to do was dozens, even hundreds of times more arrogant than this, so he had to lay some groundwork first, to establish this persona.

This would make it easier for Neil to accept his subsequent "unreasonable demands."

Staring at Alexander, Neil opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He was rendered utterly speechless by this young man named Alec Nota.

His impression of Alexander had been extremely positive before. What a clear-sighted young man he was! Not arrogant, not rash! And so brilliantly talented!

Only now did Neil finally understand. Alec Nota's issue wasn't just confidence. It was absolute egotism! The kind of conceit that looked down on everyone.

It was because of this arrogance that he would even deign to speak to other singers, because he didn't see them as competition at all. He didn't even consider them. In fact, he didn't consider other talented singers as competition either.

To be precise, the young, talented singers who had become famous in this era.

Alec didn't deny their talent, but he believed that none of them had become famous through skill alone. They had skill, but not to that degree. They were just lucky.

Only he, Alec Nota, was the one in this era who could truly rely on his skill to get famous whenever he wanted. The one and only one.

How could a person be so arrogant and conceited?

Alec Nota had truly managed to do one thing: use the most placid tone, the most composed attitude, and the most amiable smile to say the most arrogant and insane things.

This arrogance was even unreal. Only a true madman would be like this.

It reached a point where Neil had previously doubted what Alexander truly meant, hoping he hadn't misunderstood.

He never would have thought that he hadn't misunderstood a single thing.

"Ha! 'Get famous whenever I want!' Young people should have this kind of confidence! This kind of drive!" Although he had already, in his heart, classified Alexander as a madman, this was his daughter's most important musician, one of their own artists.

Under these circumstances, Neil certainly couldn't mock Alexander. Instead, he offered a few words of encouragement.

It was just that his attitude was a bit colder than before, lacking the enthusiasm it had had before.

In the small lounge.

Charlotte, having changed her clothes, stood by the door, listening to the conversation outside and watching the small surveillance monitor on the wall. She couldn't help but feel a sense of "suffocation."

She knew her father's temper. She knew exactly what her father was thinking after hearing what Alexander had said.

Charlotte couldn't comprehend Alexander's purpose in establishing this persona. She only felt that if she didn't go out soon and Alexander provoked him a few more times, the two of them would surely have a falling out.

Her father did value the artists under his label, especially the top-tier superstars. However, no matter how amazing you were, you were still just an artist, a singer. If you were from the older generation, that would be a different story. Veteran artists had decades of connections and extremely high public recognition; even capital magnates wouldn't dare to offend them.

But you were just a newcomer. For him to support you, you at least had to be a normal person, right?!

If you weren't even a normal person, spouting nonsensical things, whether he could continue to talk to you amicably depended entirely on his mood.

They hadn't even gotten to the main topic yet, and an undesirable situation had already arisen.

She really had to go out.

In the office.

Neil's attitude had already become lukewarm. He looked at Alexander and asked another question. "Alec Nota, since you're so talented, what are your plans for the future? How long do you plan to stay famous?" There was a barbed edge to Neil's question.

How long? No artist dared to say how long they could remain famous, especially in this day and age.

Netizens truly scrutinized people with a magnifying glass. One small problem was enough to ruin your reputation.

You didn't even need to mess up yourself; your fans' acting out could implicate you and lead to your downfall. Many cases of celebs whose fanbase had turned so toxic that it tanked the celebrity just by association.

Neil wanted to see what kind of crazy boast this arrogant, insane young man would come up with next.

Would he say he was going to rule the music scene and become famous for life?

Alexander's answer once again left Neil stunned, refreshing his understanding of pridefulness and arrogance, taking it to a whole new level.

"I don't plan to be famous for long. I'll be retiring soon," Alexander said, maintaining his smile. "Actually, my writing and releasing songs is just a bit of fun for me. My ambition isn't to become a singer. That's not difficult for me at all, and reality has already given everyone the answer. I can get famous whenever I want. The moment I released my songs, it caused an unprecedented sensation."

"I estimate that by the end of this year, I will win a series of awards like Best New Artist, Best Composer, Best Arranger, Best Album, and Best Male Singer."

"It's actually quite boring. Mr. Langford, you can think of this as a social experiment I'm conducting, or an interesting attempt, and that's all. I might write songs for some people later, help them win awards, and make them famous. But as for myself... there's no need. This doesn't even count as a challenge."

How insane was that statement?! Because Alec Nota had recently become so incredibly, unbelievably famous. It was almost certain he would win awards.

A second phenomenal rookie singer like him couldn't appear.

Therefore, the feeling he gave off was... to use a not-so-perfect but similar analogy: it was like a writer had just won the Nobel Prize in Literature, and then he told people, "I was just writing casually, just picking up an award for fun. There's no challenge in it. Writing is just a hobby for me. I'm putting down my pen after this."

What kind of absurd statement was that? If bragging were a crime, you'd be executed ten times over!

Compared to saying how long he could stay famous, Alec Nota's statement was truly a new height of arrogance. It had reached a level that could make people break down.

One could even summarize how arrogant Alec Nota's statement was in a few sentences: The music scene is trash, I can crush you all just for fun, I'm done playing. You're not worthy. It's boring.

Staring at Alexander, Neil opened his mouth.

He really wanted to say something. If anyone had dared to be this arrogant in front of him before, his face would have turned black with anger long ago... but Alec Nota had crossed the line that would make Neil's face turn black.

It made one wonder: Is there really something wrong with this guy's head?!


Chapter 20: Sitting together.

Creak.

The door to the small lounge finally opened. Charlotte, changed into a black dress that accentuated her figure, walked out. The dress outlined her perky breasts and willowy waist, and that mouth-watering, perfect hour-glass figure.

Her makeup was bright and beautiful, her jewelry dazzling, making her look like a superstar about to hit the streets.

"You're here..." Charlotte was a little nervous. Still, her expression was relatively normal as she greeted Alexander with a smile, then turned to her father and said, "Papa."

"Lottie..." Neil wanted to say something, of course, about Alec Nota, but before he could, Alexander spoke first.

"Lottie, come here—" Alexander, sitting on the large sofa chair, turned his head and raised a hand, gesturing for Charlotte to come and sit next to him.

Charlotte's mind went blank for a second. She certainly hadn't expected Alexander to be so direct. The atmosphere was already turning sour; why was he suddenly forcing a showdown? Wasn't that just adding fuel to the fire? It could easily cause the talks to collapse from the very beginning.

Although she thought this, Charlotte had no other choice.

She didn't have the ability to handle her father on her own. She could only place her hopes in Alexander. So naturally, she would do whatever he told her to do. She absolutely could not make Alexander lose face at this moment.

Charlotte pursed her lips, then raised a hand to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear as her high heels clicked across the floor toward Alexander.

Alexander kept his hand raised, and as Charlotte approached, it naturally came to rest on her perfectly shaped hip, his fingers digging in for a fleeting moment. It then moved up to her waist, and Charlotte smoothly turned and sat down beside Alexander.

They were pressed close together, and she even brought her legs together, leaning slightly toward Alexander. A woman sitting next to a man in this posture exuded a sense of intimacy, especially when she was as breathtakingly perfect as Charlotte.

Neil looked as if he had been struck dumb. His eyes slowly widened as he watched the scene before him in shock.

He even subconsciously wondered if someone had been drugging his coffee; otherwise, how could he be having such a hallucination?

He had just watched with his own eyes as his precious daughter, summoned by this man he considered a madman, obediently walked over and sat beside him.

This crazy young man not only had his arm around his daughter's waist but, after she sat down, had also very naturally kissed her on the cheek.

It was the kind of kiss shared by a couple still in the honeymoon phase, who had to kiss whenever they were close.

Neil couldn't understand. His talented, opinionated, independent, and intelligent daughter! How could she be so obediently at this man's side?

And it looked like this man was much younger than his daughter, maybe four or five years younger. He looked like he had just left university a year ago.

How did his daughter end up like this with him? Did his daughter like younger men? Was his daughter being coerced? What had this madman, Alec Nota, done to her?!

Neil subconsciously let his mind run wild with some crazy thoughts.

A strange silence fell over the office. But the silence didn't last long.

Neil had been in a position of power for a long time. With a net worth in the hundreds of billions and a complex background, he had been involved in many major events in both the US and France. His mental fortitude was naturally extraordinary.

He quickly calmed himself down, his expression turning serious. His gaze swept over the two of them. "What exactly is going on here?" His voice was low, but he didn't erupt in anger. He couldn't even find a reason to be angry. His daughter was just in a relationship; there was nothing wrong with that.

His shock just now was because his daughter really was involved with Alec Nota. In terms of both age and style, he didn't think Alec Nota was the type his daughter would like.

What was going on?

Faced with her father's question, Charlotte didn't answer. Instead, she glanced at Alexander first.

This scene, in Neil's eyes, was also very difficult to comprehend. Why did his daughter care so much about this Alec Nota's opinion? Could she not even express her own thoughts without his permission? Did everything she said have to be approved by him?

Something was wrong! Something was definitely wrong!

"Mr. Langford, as you can see, your daughter and I have pledged our lives to each other," Alexander spoke, laying his cards on the table from the start. "Also, I must introduce myself... My real name is Alexander Ciotta, and I am twenty-two years old this year."

Neil's brow twitched. Only twenty-two, so young indeed!

Wait! Alexander Ciotta?

Neil frowned, trying to recall the name. He couldn't remember where he had heard it, yet he was very certain he had heard it before. Perhaps because those matters had nothing to do with him, he had only heard it in passing and hadn't paid it much mind.

Neil's expression already revealed what he was thinking.

"Jasmine Doran," Alexander said, a name directly.

This name was like a key, instantly unlocking the door to Neil's memory.

He remembered at once. Just a short while ago, news had circulated among the major families that Jasmine Doran, the eldest granddaughter of the main branch of the Doran family, had once again rebelled against her family's arranged marriage.

She had a new boyfriend, a young man with no background named "Alexander Ciotta"!

And Jasmine's fiancé, James of the Sutherland family, had been furious about it, even going to New York personally.

Just when everyone thought that Jasmine's new boyfriend would end up with his family ruined, just like her previous few fake boyfriends, Alexander remained completely unscathed.

On the contrary, it was James Sutherland, who had personally gone to New York, who ran into big trouble. It was said that his gun had backfired for some unknown reason, injuring his hand and leaving him with a permanent disability. There were also rumors that in a fit of rage, he had ordered someone to set fire to Dante Doran's club...

The related news was plentiful and chaotic, with some exaggerated rumors mixed in.

This matter had nothing to do with him or the Langford family. Neil had simply heard about it.

In his view, the Doran and Sutherland families had been cooperating and allied for so many years, and their interests were already intertwined to a certain degree. In this situation, the younger generation causing a fuss and disobeying family arrangements was not a major issue. The cooperation between the two great families would not be seriously affected.

So these rumors were just "gossip," unable to influence the grand scheme of things. For a magnate like Neil Langford, it was something to hear and forget.

"You are... Jasmine Doran's... current boyfriend?" Neil asked, frowning and speaking slowly, his eyes darting back and forth between Alexander's and Charlotte's faces.

"Yes, it seems Mr. Langford has heard of me," Alexander said. As he spoke, he remained leaning back on the sofa with his legs crossed, one arm still around Charlotte Langford's waist, showing no intention of letting go.

"So... you two... what exactly..." Neil still spoke slowly, still scanning the two of them.

This time, he was uncertain again. Although Alexander had said he and Charlotte had pledged their lives to each other, he was Jasmine Doran's boyfriend.

Wasn't that a conflict? It couldn't be THAT situation, could it... the kind of situation that Neil would absolutely never accept, a situation that would send him into a rage.

"I said, we have pledged our lives to each other," Alexander said, looking into Neil's eyes and maintaining his smile. "Furthermore, I must declare that the woman who will marry me in the future, who will walk down the aisle with me and become my legal wife, will definitely be Jasmine Doran. Lottie is also very clear about this. I've told her."

This time, the silence in the office lasted for nearly a full minute.

Neil's face gradually darkened. Because Alexander had already acted so arrogantly and insanely, Neil wasn't even surprised that he would say something like this.

What he couldn't understand now was one thing: how could his own daughter agree to this? How could she accept it?

The atmosphere grew suffocating.

Neil didn't even look at Alexander. He just stared into his daughter's eyes.

He first saw avoidance in his daughter's eyes, a sense of guilt, but soon, he saw determination, saw resolve.

Charlotte was no coward. Now that the truth was out in the open, and with Alexander there to back her up, at the very least... she could meet her father's gaze without losing.

Even if she had to pretend, she had to make her father understand her determination.

"Lottie... you actually agreed to be someone's mistress! Is that it?" Neil finally asked through gritted teeth.

What a disgrace! This was simply the greatest disgrace the Langford family had faced in decades.

But after asking the question, Neil immediately realized that this wasn't his daughter's fault.

For over twenty years, his daughter had always been so outstanding, always the glory of the family, the face the family could present to the world. His daughter was very intelligent, not some love-struck fool at all.

So... it must be this guy named Alexander Ciotta who had deceived his daughter!

It must be him. He must have brainwashed his daughter in his own unique way.

Thinking of this, Neil moved his gaze from his daughter's face to Alexander's, staring at him intently, his gaze extremely sharp. It must be this man's fault

"Alexander, is it?" Neil's expression was as grave as it could be. "I know that by daring to speak to me like this today, by daring to suggest my daughter become your mistress in my presence, you must have come fully prepared. You probably think you can persuade me somehow, but I'm telling you that it is absolutely impossible! I will not consent to you and Charlotte being together. If you insist, then don't blame me for…"

"Shhh—" Alexander suddenly raised a hand to his lips, letting out a long shushing sound that cut Neil off. Then, lowering his hand, he smiled with an air of ease. "Mr. Langford, I must remind you, sometimes it's best not to speak in absolutes! You should leave yourself some wiggle room. Otherwise, you will regret it."

Arrogance! The height of egotistic arrogance!

This was precisely the feeling Alexander was aiming for. It was the fastest way to handle Neil.

He didn't plan to stay in Chicago for long; he had to return to New York afterward to lure James Sutherland there and pull off something big.

So, Alexander needed to cut this Gordian knot! He would resolve this matter as quickly as possible.

“You… you say… Ha! Ahaha! Say I'll regret it? I'll regret stopping you from being together?" Neil was so incensed that he actually laughed.

Charlotte suddenly realized that the arrogant front Alexander had put up was working!

Because Alexander had given himself an outlandish persona, making people think he wasn't right in the head, it had paradoxically increased Neil's tolerance for his insane words.

It was like how any normal person would be unable to accept being suddenly insulted by a stranger on the street.

But if one knew beforehand that this person was a notorious crackhead who loved to curse people out, who would curse at anyone they saw, then if one were cursed at, they wouldn't get as angry.

The tolerance would be higher. Even if one did get angry, they would generally just try to scare the lunatic off, not get into a shouting match that could escalate into a physical fight, as two normal people might.

The arrogant persona was showing its initial effectiveness.

Although Neil was angered to the point of laughter by Alexander, that was all it was—a laugh born of anger.

Charlotte could imagine that, without all the prior build-up, if a young man like Alexander had dared to say such things to her father, her father would have likely had him thrown out immediately, then made a few calls to arrange all sorts of things to utterly destroy him.

"That's right. You will regret it!" Alexander looked into Neil's eyes, still smiling, but his gaze was intensely serious. "Because you didn't let me tell you about the gift I've prepared for you, now that your daughter is with me."

"Gift? Ha! You're talking about a gift?! A betrothal kind of gift?" Neil laughed in exasperation again, with a look that screamed, How the hell can you even say something like that?!

You're telling a billionaire with a hundred-billion-dollar fortune: I'm going to make your daughter my mistress, I've prepared a bride price, and you'll regret it if you refuse?!!

Were these the words of a sane person? Was this a sentence a human being could even conceive of?

"What kind of betrothal gift can you afford? Money? A lot of money?" Neil's gaze swept over Alexander from head to toe again. The words were clearly mocking him. How much was a lot of money? More than the Langford family had?

Then, without waiting for Alexander to speak, Neil added, "Besides, have you considered Jasmine Doran? Have you thought about how she'll react when she finds out you're hiding other women on the side? As far as I know, Jasmine is not one to tolerate any nonsense! She's famous for her strong personality."

It was hard to say that Neil's words didn't carry a threat. Translated, it meant: I'm going to report you to Jasmine!

It was the art of language. Neil wouldn't use such a crude and brainless threat, but the meaning he conveyed was the same.

"I can answer your second question first, or rather, correct your mistake." Alexander looked at Neil with a calm, faint smile. "I don't have other women on the side in secret. Jasmine knows about your daughter and me. To be blunt, my relationship with Jasmine isn't what you imagine. She doesn't interfere with me having other women."

Neil mimicked Alexander's smile. His expression at that moment seemed to say: Kid, you can really spin a yarn!

Neil didn't believe a word of what Alexander said, but he had no intention of verifying it right away.

Report him to his face? He wouldn't do something so beneath him. He was more willing to hash things out with this madman to make his daughter see the man's true colors and escape this sea of suffering.

"And now for the first question. You asked about the gift…I guess it is a betrothal gift. You could say it's money!" Alexander stared at Neil, the smile seemingly a permanent mask on his face. "I've always believed in one saying: there are no permanent enemies, only permanent interests."

"Be it blood ties, emotions, or so-called brotherly loyalty, they can turn into bitter enmity, but they can also become inseparable again for the right price! Enough money can even erase the hatred of a murdered father or a stolen wife," Alexander paused, looking at Neil, before continuing, "Besides, we don't have that kind of deep-seated hatred, do we?"

"So?" Neil had calmed down. When facing a madman, you couldn't be as mad as he is. "You talk about permanent interests, and money this and that… Do you know how much money my daughter has? Do you know how much money I have?"

At this point, a question suddenly struck Neil.

"Who is Ashley Carter to you?!" Neil demanded sharply.

"My woman." Alexander gave Neil a smile that said, You guessed it. "She's holding the shares on my behalf!" Neil shot to his feet, his face contorted with rage.

He finally understood why his daughter had been avoiding this question earlier.

He once again felt the madness of this world! Not only was his daughter this man's mistress, but she was one while he already had a primary partner and other mistresses?

What did that make her? The third, fourth, or fifth mistress?!

And what kind of insane logic was it to give away 50% of the company's equity? How could she do something so crazy?!

Paying to be a mistress?! Was she leaving herself no dignity at all in this role?

"Papa! We should at least talk things through first, don't you think?" At this critical moment, Charlotte played a key role, earnestly persuading her father and calming the already erupting Neil.

She capitalized on her father's desire to make his daughter see the error of her ways.

He had to talk it through first before deciding what to do next!

Alexander glanced at Charlotte, giving her an appreciative look.

This woman hadn't disappointed him at a crucial moment. While Charlotte wasn't as strong-willed or astute as Jasmine, and her style was completely different, she had her own wisdom in critical situations.

Right now, she at least understood that this conversation had to continue.

Although she also thought that even if she hadn't spoken up, Alexander would have found a way to make her father sit back down with just a few words, but… she was one of the parties involved. She had to do something.

Soothed by his daughter, Neil took a deep breath, then placed a hand on his knee and slowly sat down.

He began to study Alexander with a cold, scrutinizing gaze, yet he couldn't resist a bit of sarcasm.

"Do you know how much money I have? And you're talking to me about a betrothal gift?" Neil said. Since Alexander had brought up the topic of money first, his words didn't seem out of place.

"You are very rich, extremely rich. Your family has assets worth over a hundred billion," Alexander said to Neil in a steady, unhurried stream. "But so what? You can't deny that the Langford family has lost its former glory. The Langford family has not kept pace with the times. And France, as a global power, has declined quite a lot."

"That era has long passed. All markets are highly saturated. For your family to grow, you must truly and fully enter the US mainland."

"But that is not easy, is it? I believe this is what you've been striving for over the past few years, but with little success. The Langford family is too large. If you were to throw everything in at once, the major families of the US would inevitably react, blocking your expansion. They would certainly suppress your family in business."

"The cake is only so big. Your family wants to come and grab territory, which encroaches on the interests of other major families. A backlash is inevitable."

"As far as I know, the Langford family began its mainland strategy after the new millennium. Your family actually acted quite early, but you didn't achieve much back then. Outdated concepts, a bloated family management structure, and nepotism throughout the company—if you could still win smoothly here under those conditions, I'd be shocked."

"Although you realized the problem early on and began making drastic changes a decade ago, it was still too late."

"While the Langford family survived its most difficult period of internal and external troubles, it still couldn't keep up with the pace of the era."

"The Langford family is involved in many industries, including real estate, electronic components, import-export trade, textiles, shipping, and so on. In recent years, you've also actively invested in emerging industries, including chip manufacturing, internet technology companies, and more… But in reality, your investments haven't been very successful. It's not that they failed, but your stakes are small, invested alongside other large funds. So even if a company successfully goes public and its stock price multiplies, the returns aren't that significant."

"To this day, the Langford family's assets have actually shrunk compared to their peak at the end of the last century!"

"The Langford family as a whole is in a state of uncontrollable decline! Only the entertainment and media industry, Aurora Entertainment, is still growing positively because of the booming US market and its early entry. It has become one of the three giants in today's entertainment circle."

Alexander laid out the Langford family's current situation and the predicament they faced, all in one breath.

Everything he said was correct. And this wasn't exactly top-secret intelligence.

Anyone could find analytical articles about Aurora Entertainment Group by looking through the special reports published by a financial media outlet over the past few years.

For a behemoth like Aurora Entertainment Group, it was difficult to keep its difficulties secret.

"What exactly are you trying to say?" Neil's face was impassive. Of course, he knew his family's situation, but that wasn't the focus of their current conversation.

"Although a starved camel is still bigger than a horse, and Aurora Entertainment Group is still a behemoth, if it continues to decline like this, sooner or later, this giant could fall. You can't deny that possibility, right?" Alexander asked Neil with a final smile.

"Ha." Neil couldn't help but let out a small laugh before his face returned to its impassive state.

His attitude seemed to say, "Who are you to comment on the life and death of Aurora Group?!"

"So… at this point, I'll be direct. The betrothal gift for taking your daughter is one hundred billion. It should be around one hundred billion, enough to double your family's assets," Alexander said in an extremely casual tone, not at all serious, as if he were talking about a thousand dollars, not a hundred billion.

Neil's face remained impassive. This time, he didn't laugh. He held it in.

It wasn't that he wasn't moved by a hundred billion, but only an idiot would believe such an outrageous claim.

But Neil was gradually getting used to Alexander's arrogance and conceit, or rather, his mad ramblings.

"Actually, it's not just about the hundred billion. My betrothal gift also includes enabling your family's other industries to enter the US directly, without fear and with less possible opposition," Alexander added.

Neil still didn't laugh, holding it in once again.

This was just too much!

Casually taking out a hundred billion to give away—even if the world's richest man were here, he wouldn't dare say such a thing so easily!

It wasn't that the world's richest man didn't have a hundred billion; it was the impact of mobilizing a hundred billion in assets that was too great. As long as he was still a human being—not even a smart one, just a person—he wouldn't say something so brainless.

And helping the Langford family's industries enter the mainland! That boast was even more exaggerated than the hundred billion!

Because one could at least try to force an explanation for a hundred billion.

For example, by saying 'I've discovered a blue ocean market. I don't care if you believe me, but I'm telling you this market is worth a hundred billion, and no one is in it yet. Only I've found it! I'm telling you this secret, giving you a hundred billion…'

You could at least talk about a hundred-billion-dollar project, almost like a crook. There was something to discuss.

But helping the Langford family's industries enter the mainland… how dare you even say that?!

You couldn't even make up a believable story for it! Because this matter was extremely complex, involving far too many interested parties.

The Langford family was too large. Their family capital was in the hundreds of billions, and the capital they controlled through that was in the trillions.

For example, a real estate company under Aurora Group, in which the Langford family held a 20% stake as the largest shareholder. This portion, which the Langford family absolutely owned, was worth two billion, while the company's market value was ten billion.

So, the way to put it was that the Langford family had two billion but controlled ten billion in capital.

That was the reality. The Langford family truly had over a hundred billion, so the capital they manipulated was in the trillions.

Only at this scale could they be called a financial conglomerate.

It was also because of this massive scale that small-scale investments couldn't solve the Langford family's overall problem. And if the Langford family were to enter the US with all their industries, they would truly face a frenzied counterattack.

Originally, although the Langford family and the major US families were on the same level and had some interactions, they were not in the same circle.

Sharing huge profits was something you couldn't even dream of unless you knew each other inside and out, had been very familiar with each other for years, and had built a solid friendship.

The Langford family's competitors would inevitably be other giant groups, and behind these giant groups were certainly major families.

Those "locals" had connections that reached the heavens. On what grounds could the Langford family beat them?

So, in Neil's view, what Alexander said later was even more exaggerated than the hundred billion.

How could you even make that up?

Neil believed that even if he humbled himself and went to talk to the business frontmen of those major families, making huge concessions while begging them to let him do business there, they would be very reluctant…

They would be afraid of letting the wolf into the house. Once the Langford family's capital gained a firm foothold on the mainland and established connections at all levels, wouldn't they be creating trouble for themselves? Wouldn't they be nurturing a huge competitor?

Of course, the Langford family could go develop in some remote areas.

Many second and third-world countries were eager to attract investment. They would love for a company like the Langford family to invest.

But why would the Langford family go to places that other major families wouldn't touch, places with no resources and no industrial chains?

To lose money?

In fact, it wasn't that the Langford family's industries couldn't enter major countries at all; the resistance was strong, it was difficult to get projects off the ground, and people would trip them up.

Even if a project was finally launched, there was no guarantee of profit. After all, business is inherently about potential profit and loss.

Let's say the probability of a Langford family investment project making a profit under normal circumstances was 60% or even 70%.

But without the right timing, the right place, or the right people…

The probability of making a profit would drop to 40% or even 30%.

What was the point of even trying then?

Of course, the predicament the Langford family currently faced was not a simple probability problem, but it could be described with simple numbers like that.

What Alexander meant was: I'll give you a hundred billion, and I'll also help the Langford family solve the problems they face in the US's general environment. I'll help you solve the problems of timing, location, and people.

There was no bigger boast than this. It made Neil numb, truly numb.

He glanced at his daughter again. He felt it was absolutely necessary to make his daughter see this man for who he was.

Fine… let's see how he spins this!

"A hundred billion. Where are you getting a hundred billion from? Are you referring to some undeveloped industry? One that can make a hundred billion?" Neil asked, his face impassive.

"No! I'm referring to Zenith Media, its affiliated companies, and the capital forces behind them." Alexander said.

"Zenith?" Neil's face was impassive, but his eyebrows twitched slightly. He then said without emotion, "You're not going to say you're giving Zenith to me, are you? Ha! If Aurora and Zenith were to merge and their related capital relationships were also swallowed up, the value of the benefits would be far more than $100 billion. Aurora would form a monopoly over the entertainment industry…"

Neil's words were, in fact, mocking Alexander.

You're giving Zenith to me? Well, aren't you something! So, Zenith Media is your? My apologies for not recognizing your greatness!

Of course, Alexander understood Neil's sarcasm, but he didn't care. After so much build-up, he was finally baring his fangs.

"That's right. My ultimate goal, as you said, is for Aurora Entertainment and Zenith Media to merge, becoming a unique, colossal entertainment empire in the industry… I know you might not want to cooperate with me. Still, I must remind you, I will have Tommy Calder continue to release negative information about Zenith Media and spread the fire to your Aurora Entertainment."

"You only have two choices."

"First, accept my betrothal gift and join my plan. I will ensure you smoothly take over Zenith Media."

"Second, refuse me. I can guarantee you that the online public opinion storm will be more intense than you can imagine. At that time, both companies will suffer the negative results of attracting too much negative attention. It could even be… a fatal blow."

A betrothal gift. Alexander kept saying "betrothal gift."

In reality, it was just a way for Neil to save his pride. What Alexander was really doing was threatening him.

But Neil was Charlotte's father, after all. Alexander couldn't let the situation escalate to ultimate antagonism. Otherwise, Charlotte would be in a terrible position, caught between her lover and her family.

The final outcome of this matter had to be Neil accepting Alexander's threat, being forced to join the secret alliance of major families like the Doran, Rothmere, and Ashford families, and becoming a force in the final destruction of the Sutherland family.

Of course, in this process, the Langford family would also enjoy enormous benefits.

But if it were a simple threat, Neil would find it very difficult to accept afterward. He would be put on the spot with no way to back down gracefully.

Therefore, a way to save his pride was very important.

Charlotte was already stunned.

She could, of course, tell that Alexander was threatening her father. She didn't understand. How did Alexander dare!

"So it was you pulling the strings all along." Neil's expression changed drastically.

Why had he come to Chicago? Precisely for this matter.

He was furious at Tommy Calder's stubbornness, which had truly brought him immense trouble.

This trouble stemmed from a fear of being crushed by a government official who wanted to show off.

Online public opinion was not something to be trifled with. If Tommy's side continued to release exposés and Zenith Media retaliated, with both sides slinging mud and a new case popping up online every day, no one would come out well. Then… who knew what might happen...

Aurora Entertainment was currently the only well-developing industry in the Langford family. It even needed to provide cash flow to other companies.

If something happened to it, the impact would be enormous.

"Come in!" Alexander suddenly turned his head and shouted toward the office door.


Chapter 21: Storming off.

The two people sitting on chairs in the hallway outside immediately stood up, walked to the office door, and pushed it open.

"Let me introduce you." Alexander gestured with his hand and said directly, "This is Tommy Calder. You should know him. He's been working for me recently… The other is Nate Caswell. You should know him, too. He was a celebrity in his early years and is now a mid-level manager in Zenith Media's publicity department… He is also currently working for me."

After speaking, Alexander gestured to Tommy and Nate.

Both had come with file folders and a laptop. At Alexander's signal, they began to place the items on the table.

There were a great many manila envelopes. A large one held a stack of smaller ones, which they took out and placed one by one on the coffee table. Each envelope had a name written on it.

The names included various big stars from Zenith Media, as well as the company's upper management.

This couldn't all be dirt, could it? Neil had already guessed as much. After all, this was the handiwork of the top paparazzo, Tommy Calder.

Suddenly! Neil's pupils contracted.

He had spotted an incredibly familiar name, written in huge letters on a very thick manila envelope.

This person was none other than Zenith Media's largest shareholder!

Neil couldn't help but pick up the envelope. He tore it open quickly and turned it upside down... The first things to fall out were several photos. Photos of a corpse.

The photos of the corpse were jarring, looking like a crime scene discovered by the police. A single glance was enough to induce a strong sense of discomfort. An ordinary person would first be wary and hesitant, needing some mental preparation before picking them up.

But Neil needed none.

His family had risen to prominence during one of the most chaotic eras in Earth's history.

He was a man who had lived through those times. One could even say… his family was one of the architects of that era. For the financial magnates of today, it was impossible to claim their hands were completely clean of blood back then.

If you didn't fight for your life, others would come for yours. There was no other choice.

A picture of a corpse wasn't terrifying in itself. But the fact that it had fallen out of the file of Zenith Media's largest shareholder—now that was very interesting.

Neil picked up the photos and looked at them.

Judging by the location, it seemed to be a barren mountain in some remote outskirts.

A large pit had been dug in the ground. The body looked as if it had just been thrown in, with only a few shovelfuls of dirt tossed on top. Several figures stood around the pit, holding shovels… The photo looked more like the scene of a body being buried, and its angle suggested it had been secretly filmed by a pinhole camera.

Although the angle wasn't great, the faces of two of the men burying the body were captured.

Neil was very familiar with such scenes.

He even recalled a time over thirty years ago when a fight over a piece of land had escalated into a brawl between hundreds of men from two factions. A life was lost.

If it couldn't be covered up, someone would have to take the fall. If it could… the body had to be taken away and buried.

Neil had once stood by a similar scene, watching his men fill a pit with dirt. So he could immediately imagine the potential story behind this photo.

Someone had been killed, and his subordinates were disposing of the body.

This alone wasn't enough to move Neil.

But the fact that this scene had been photographed—and it felt very likely that it was a betrayal by one of their own, secretly filming to use as blackmail… How could a scene like this possibly be photographed? Neil felt the hairs on his arms stand on end.

This was utterly fatal.

In today's world, where the internet is highly developed and information spreads rapidly, public opinion could often overwhelm power. If a photo like this were posted online, someone would inevitably have to pay the price.

Especially when the faces of the men burying the body were captured.

And the deceased…

Neil didn't recognize the corpse, but its face was visible as well. He figured the person was probably on a missing persons list somewhere.

How could a photo like this be here? In Alexander's possession?!

Neil emptied the entire contents of the file folder.

Inside were hundreds of photos alone, including old and new ones, group shots of various people.

Some photos looked perfectly normal, only proving that two people had met for a private meal. Others were abnormal at a glance.

After looking at a few, Neil saw another photo of a body.

To call it a body wasn't quite accurate.

Only a skeleton remained, freshly unearthed. And as if to prove something, there was another photo with the same mountain forest background, showing Tommy in a baseball cap and white gloves, holding a shovel. Behind him were more than ten men… all wearing masks, but Neil still recognized Tommy at a glance.

The body had been dug up?! Where was it hidden? In Alexander's hands?

There were photos from private banquets, karaoke sessions, and gatherings in mysterious private rooms with pot-bellied men and scantily clad women…

In some of the photos, Neil saw familiar figures. Besides Zenith Media's largest shareholder, there were also some major figures of extremely high status.

He gave the photos a quick look-over. Neil then picked up a stack of paper documents.

Some pages were filled with notes like "what time, what place, who met with whom, what gift was given."

Others were simply bank transaction records. There were also contracts for nominee shareholding and share transfers, albeit for small companies, but subsequent files would reveal the complex transfer of benefits involved.

Even with Neil's disposition, he grew more horrified the more he read.

It felt as if Zenith's boss had been under surveillance for decades. All his dirty deeds and wicked acts had been recorded. Neil even got the feeling that… trivial matters weren't even worth recording. The file only contained major incidents!

These incidents were so major that any single one could land him in prison for the rest of his life, or even earn him the death penalty.

But on the other hand…

A person who could commit one or two such acts might be a ruthless character, someone you could take down if you found the evidence. But a person who could commit dozens of them had to be a big shot with connections in high places, protected by a vast network of vested interests.

It was a situation in which a single action could affect the whole. In that case, even if you were handed a pile of evidence, you wouldn't dare to touch him. You couldn't touch him!

That was the logic of it. But then again, in this modern internet era where information spreads with extreme speed…

The phrase "mutual destruction" flashed through Neil's mind. If one were to use this material against the head of Zenith Media, wasn't that just asking for a fight to the bitter end?

Thinking of this, Neil looked at the other file folders on the table.

Many of the names on them were familiar. He knew basically all of Zenith Media's shareholders and senior executives… He randomly pulled one over, quickly opened it, and poured out some photos…

Among the younger generation of tycoons, there might be some with clean hands. Those who made their fortunes through the internet, creating miracles—so many that they could no longer be called miracles.

But among the older generation of super-rich, unless their family background was special enough not to require such methods, which of them wasn't tainted?

They had just laundered their pasts clean now. If one were to truly investigate, one could round up the entire older generation of super-rich, line them up, and execute every other one, and there would be no wrongful convictions.

And as for this group of top-tier capitalists in the entertainment industry… Neil was already well aware of their character.

But he was still shocked by the contents of the files.

He had thought… he was the only one like this. After all, he was an overseas magnate whose family could trace its roots back to the bloody French rebellions.

Some things were unavoidable, and certain ways of handling things had become fixed… He never expected that these US figures were even fiercer and more extravagant than he!

Some were like that. But there were still "good people," after all.

Their goodness was limited, however. While they might not have committed crimes worthy of execution, their financial and economic problems were enough to land them in prison for three years at a minimum.

There was just so much evidence. In fact, some of the evidence wasn't that detailed.

What was captured was the "source." For example, if someone was using a mistress as an agent for benefit transfers, the file would contain the mistress's identity, address, and account information.

Nothing else was needed… To truly go after him, you'd start by arresting the woman. Investigating her would be a hundred times easier!

Neil finally stopped looking. He tossed a stack of documents onto the table and looked up at Alexander.

The office was deathly silent.

Neil stared at the young man before him with an extremely stern gaze. It wasn't an ordinary sternness, but the kind a police officer gives a criminal, a powerful figure gives a threat, or a big shot gives someone they intend to put in their place.

It was filled with a pressure he believed would be overwhelming.

Alexander did not engage him in a fixed stare-down.

It wasn't that he couldn't handle it; he simply chose a more relaxed and unrestrained approach.

"Tsk." Alexander casually picked up a photograph from the table and glanced at it. The scene it depicted was quite indescribable. It was a photo Alexander hadn't even seen during his ten-thousand-year loop because it hadn't been taken before July 7th.

But Alexander knew this photo would appear after July 7th.

Once you completely understand someone's way of doing things, you can fully predict what they will do in an upcoming event.

For example, a person who has a habit of taking photos to commemorate a certain type of event.

"You people who have been rich for a long time do things that are ten, even a hundred times more absurd than the public can imagine. A normal life can no longer provide you with enough sensory stimulation, so you..." Alexander trailed off, putting the photo down and smiling at Neil.

His words were loaded, almost explicitly stating that he knew what Neil himself had done, yet he didn't spell it out completely.

This vague, implicit threat sent a chill down the spines of Tommy and Nate, who were also present. They didn't even dare to look at Neil's face.

The most terrifying thing about a man like Neil with his foreign nationality was that as long as he didn't make a mistake involving national security, no one could touch him.

In this respect, he was even more frightening than the patriarchs of the great families. The power structure abroad was extremely stable, with almost no internal strife. As long as Neil didn't court death himself, any other mistake, any other problem—even one involving a person's life—was just a "small problem"!

Nothing could truly form a threat against him.

Perhaps you could tarnish his reputation and make the public curse him, but getting the police to arrest him and get him sentenced was impossible.

Therefore, the threat Alexander had previously made regarding Zenith Media's entertainment business was merely boundlessly arrogant.

If Alexander could actually pull it off, the threat would be effective and negotiable. But what Alexander was saying now...This could thoroughly enrage Neil.

Only a madman would do such a thing. And Alexander seemed to be that madman.

The office was terrifyingly silent.

Charlotte was completely numb. She didn't understand why Alexander had to say such things. A scene like this was far beyond her ability to handle. She knew very well that if she said even a single word in Alexander's defense right now, it would only infuriate her father further.

Alexander had only paused for a moment, and the atmosphere in the office had become nearly suffocating.

"Of course, I'm talking about certain people," Alexander said, taking Charlotte's hand. He gently kissed the back of it, his eyes meeting Neil's. "For Mr. Langford to have raised such an outstanding daughter, I believe your character, Mr. Langford, must also be universally praised."

Charlotte, Tommy, and Nate could no longer tell whether Alexander was further provoking Neil or if he genuinely didn't care what Neil thought.

A madman!

An unwelcome man, kissing his daughter's hand right in front of her father.

Faced with such a provocation, even an ordinary father might have grabbed an ashtray to strike him.

So for Neil...

"Cut your insane act." The skin on Neil's face twitched. He seemed to have seen through it, yet he also seemed enraged.

He abruptly grabbed a stack of files from the table and flung them into the air. The papers scattered and fluttered down as he stared into Alexander's eyes. "You think this stuff is useful? You think we, who run the entertainment industry, don't have this kind of dirt? We might not have direct evidence for a murder, but if we want to ruin some corporate executives or destroy their artists, we can kill them with evidence, and we can kill them without it!"

"But you have to understand, by using these methods, you're messing with the interests of a whole group of people! They will retaliate. They have dirt on their hands, too. And behind them are figures more powerful than you can possibly imagine, protecting them. As long as their backers don't fall, it's useless no matter who you give this material to. You post it online, and it will be deleted immediately. No matter how many people see it, they can wash black into white for you."

He wasn't just boundlessly arrogant; he was a true madman!

Neil's tone became extremely fierce. It wasn't that he didn't want to remain calm; he truly felt that this young man... was simply too crazy!!

This was precisely the effect Alexander wanted.

There was no better way to make someone who knew nothing about him accept his utterly outrageous actions in the shortest amount of time than by acting like a madman!

When a normal person does something crazy, people are confused, disbelieving, and unable to accept it, prompting them to get to the bottom of it. They have to come up with a complex backstory, even dragging in some childhood trauma, and the final investigation report might be thicker than a dictionary.

But when a madman does something crazy, it's normal. Because he's a madman!

The investigation report would have only two sentences: He's crazy! And also an extreme genius!

"Of course, I admire your investigative abilities. You clearly have some skills!" Neil gestured with his hand, motioning toward Tommy and Nate, then toward his daughter, Charlotte. "You can make some people die for you, and you can deceive women's eyes. To be able to do all this at such a young age is truly admirable!...

"But—"

"You underestimate this world, do you understand, young man? Some of the information you've shown me is indeed shocking, but so what? You think you can take down Zenith Media with this? Do you have any idea who is behind Zenith Media? Business matters are always business matters. If you escalate it to the level of a struggle, the situation will be beyond your control!"

"You simply don't understand the consequences if everyone stops playing by the rules and seizes industries this way! Let's not even talk about whether it's right to start a war. Let's just say... do you really think you can participate in a struggle at that level? You don't know you'll be the first one to die, do you?"

Neil clearly still looked down on him from the bottom of his heart because of Alexander's youth.

He just felt that this madman had a limited perspective and completely failed to understand how "upper society" operated.

"Mr. Langford, are you finished?" Alexander gave Neil a smile. "You say everything you want to say first, and then I'll speak. I will tell you, point by point, exactly where you are wrong."

Neil's expression was cold and severe. He leaned back into the sofa and gestured toward Alexander with a raised hand.

It was as if to say: "Go on."

"First, let me tell you about your first mistake." Alexander looked at Neil while beckoning to the side. Nate handed the laptop he had brought over to Alexander. "You said that for people like you in the entertainment industry, you all have dirt on each other. That's not right."

"Your Aurora does indeed have dirt on Zenith Media, but Zenith Media doesn't necessarily have dirt on you, because you never considered one possibility..." Alexander said with a slight smile.

A deliberate pause.

"Considered what?" Neil took the bait.

"You never considered that I would destroy the blackmail material Zenith Media has on your Aurora Group!" Alexander gestured to the side. "I've already introduced this gentleman, Nate Caswell. He..."

"I know who he is!" Neil cut Alexander off.

Nate had been a celebrity, so many people recognized him. An artist who transitioned into corporate management while remaining in the entertainment industry was the kind of person the public would easily remember.

When Neil said, "I know who he is," he didn't mean that he had learned who Nate was from Alexander's earlier introduction, but that he already knew the specific duties Nate was responsible for at Zenith Media.

"Just him?"

Neil continued, "A manager from Zenith Media's publicity department who barely ranks third or fourth? You think having him as an inside man is enough to destroy Zenith Media's top-secret internal files? Isn't that a joke? If your mole were someone higher....The boss of the Boss of this guy.....like Marcus Soan, I might believe you! But him! He's far from enough!"

"Marcus is a terrible person. I don't like him," Alexander smiled.

"Hah! Do you believe that excuse yourself?"

Neil had dropped his pretense and was even mocking Alexander. "If you can't handle Marcus, just say so. He has shares in Zenith. You can't intimidate someone like that. It's normal not to be able to handle him; no need to make excuses."

Alexander maintained his smile and said nothing.

He opened the laptop, entered a password to open a specific folder, and then pushed the laptop forward. Tommy immediately took it, carried it around with both hands, and placed it in front of Neil.

"You can take a look. See if these are the top-secret internal files from Zenith Media you were just talking about!" Alexander gestured with his hand.

On the surface, Neil remained stone-faced, but inside, he was skeptical as he clicked open the files in the folder one by one. He glanced at one, closed it, opened another, glanced at it, and closed it again.

Aurora Media was a giant, and its top artists were all household names—major celebrities, superstars, and some "veteran artists." It wasn't just Neil who could recognize them at a glance; even an ordinary person who watched TV regularly would know who they were.

Even if the pictures were taken from a distance and were blurry.

Or if the video lighting was dim, her hair was a mess, and she wore no makeup, it was still remarkably easy to tell who the actress was and what she was doing with "that man".

Neil even recognized "that man"—It changed between videos. But they were none other than major directors, big-shot producers, or simply high-level executives from some corporation.

This kind of "gossip" wasn't actually that terrifying.

Many of these things were already open secrets within the industry. Some actresses were known for having "on-set husbands," some slept their way into every role, and it was common knowledge who was whose sugar daddy and who was whose kept woman.

This included celebrity couples who projected an image of love but were actually playing their own games, and even instances in which a man would willingly offer his celebrity wife to please a powerful figure...

These were minor issues.

The crucial point was that, within this data, Neil also found substantial evidence of illegal and criminal activities, implicating everyone from celebrities to company management.

The lethality of this evidence might not have been as potent as what Alexander had Tommy investigate.

But it reached the level of "sufficient." It was enough to send some artists and executives to prison for a few years.

There was so much of it, spanning over a decade. Such a long time frame was proof that these files were the top-secret internal data of a massive conglomerate.

And it was easy to identify which giant corporation it was.

Because the files contained blackmail material on Aurora's artists and management, as well as dirt on other media groups, but there was absolutely nothing on Zenith Media...

"Stealing files!" Neil closed the laptop, first glancing at Nate, then looking at Alexander. "Stealing files and completely destroying them are two different things."

Alexander pulled a developed photograph from his pocket and, with a flick of his fingers, sent it spinning onto the closed laptop.

The moment Neil saw the woman in the photo, he frowned, immediately picked it up, and brought it closer to look.

"You just mentioned Marcus Soan. I imagine you also know that the head of Zenith's internal publicity department, the keeper of these top-secret files, is Marcus. In that case, you should recognize the person in this photo, right? At the charity gala eight months ago, Marcus brought her with him. You two even toasted each other!" Alexander finished with a smile.

The photo was of Luna Soan, standing in front of an open safe.

"Marcus's wife. She helped you steal the files?" Neil put down the photo and looked at Alexander expressionlessly.

"Not for me, but for herself. Only when that scumbag Marcus dies in prison can she be free," Alexander said with a smile. "Once she's free, she can be with the person she truly loves, forever!" As he spoke, Alexander gestured slightly toward Nate.

He was explicitly revealing the affair between Nate and Luna.

Neil suddenly fell silent. He realized that Alexander's manipulation within Zenith Media, primarily targeting Marcus, seemed airtight.

There was no need to think too deeply about other possibilities.

What does a boss fear most?

He fears his wife having an affair with a subordinate. One knows the details of his work; the other, the details of his life. If they conspire together, he wouldn't even know how he died.

But all of this depended on one premise... that the relationship between Nate and Luna was real.

Snap!

Just as Neil thought of this, Alexander snapped his fingers, gestured to Nate, and beckoned with his hand. "Give me your phone."

Nate hesitated for a moment, but in this situation, he couldn't show any real hesitation or resistance. He took his phone out of his pocket and handed it to Alexander.

Alexander entered the password to unlock it, opened a cloud drive, entered another password to log in, and found some videos inside. He randomly clicked on one to play.

Keep in mind... this was Nate's phone.

Alexander reached out and placed the phone on the thick stack of documents on the coffee table.

Everyone could see the 1.7-second video playing. It wasn't anything indecent, just a couple's private rendezvous, a playful scene from a birthday celebration in a room. They were fully clothed, singing, blowing out candles, hugging, and kissing... It was Nate and Luna.

In front of Nate, Luna laughed with the joy of a young girl and even smeared cake on his face.

"May all lovers in the world end up together," Alexander said with a faint smile, wrapping his arm around Charlotte's waist and pulling her further into his body.

A double entendre.

Neil, however, showed no sign of being stunned by Alexander.

Because no matter what, regardless of whether Alexander had neutralized Zenith Media's means of retaliation, that wasn't the key to this matter.

The core issue in completely crushing and absorbing Zenith Media was—Zenith Media's backer!

And that was something Alexander couldn't possibly handle. Even a tycoon like Neil Langford couldn't handle it.

"Young man, you've surprised me," Neil said as he looked at Alexander, though his face showed no trace of surprise. "This, all of this, everything..." Neil gestured toward the scattered files, laptop, photos, and other items on the table.

"You're behind all of this."

"The young people in our family your age are still studying abroad... They say they're studying, but aside from the few who stand out, the rest are quite a disappointment. Every day, they're either messing with cars or women, or flaunting their wealth on social media. I used to lecture them, but in recent years I've lost the will. They're young, full of energy and vitality. They'll understand in a few years."

Neil wasn't just a man of high status; he also had the strong air of an old-school businessman. Especially as he spoke these words, he very much gave off the vibe of a big shot from an old drama delivering a lecture.

"But you're different from them."

Neil raised a hand and pointed at Alexander. "You're not like the young people of today. You remind me of the good old days. That was an era where the streets were paved with gold! No matter what you did, as long as you were willing to do it, you had a chance to rise above the rest. Even if it meant becoming a gangster."

"You're like the young people of that time—daring to dream, daring to fight, wildly ambitious. Your head is full of dreams of getting rich overnight. Even if it means broken limbs and bleeding dry. As long as there's money to be made, there's nothing you wouldn't dare to do!"

"It's all about rising above others. By any means necessary."

"You certainly have a lot of ideas. It's a pity you were born in the wrong era!"

This was the first time Charlotte had ever heard her father go on such a long-winded... tirade of mockery against someone. That's right, everyone present could tell it was a mockery!

"In today's society—and it's the same not just in this country, but all over the world—for someone who has built a business to my level, success no longer depends on business acumen itself. It's about your background. Your connections. Who you know. That's what's important! Sometimes, it's the most important thing."

As he spoke, Neil pointed again at the things on the coffee table. His tone grew slightly more agitated and forceful; he was clearly intent on giving Alexander a proper "education."

"This stuff, the fact that you could get your hands on all this. For someone your age and in your status, you're impressive! You're a genius!" Neil gave Alexander a thumbs-up. "But that's as far as it goes!"

"You fantasize about reaching the heavens in a single step?"

"Do you really think you can topple a hundred-billion-dollar corporate giant and the people behind it with just this evidence? What kind of international joke are you telling? Forget you—even if you gave all this to me, I couldn't do it. These major families... even if you don't understand what they represent, you should at least use your brain and think about it."

"If you can't figure it out, just ask Jasmine Doran! She'll make it clear to you. If you don't dare to ask her, I can help you!"

"What hundred-billion-dollar bride price, ha," Neil let out a deliberate, fake laugh. "Your plan is to make me go to war with the powers behind Zenith Media? You think finding this evidence has done me a huge favor? That you've performed some monumental service? That you'll enable Aurora Entertainment to swallow Zenith?"

Alexander had been listening with a smile. He was allowing Neil to vent like this; after all, he was asking the man to let his daughter be his mistress. It wasn't unreasonable to let him have his say. In the future, they would all be on the same side.

But there was one thing Alexander needed to make clearer.

"Sorry to interrupt," Alexander said, raising a hand slightly. "It's not Aurora Entertainment that will swallow Zenith! Crippling Zenith will require Aurora Entertainment's power. Still, the one who will ultimately acquire Zenith and become the new head of Zenith Media is your daughter, Charlotte Langford."

"Of course! You can also see it as Aurora Entertainment acquiring Zenith. After all, you're all definitely on the same side, and outsiders refer to you as the Aurora Entertainment conglomerate..."

After speaking, Alexander leaned back and raised his hand again. "Please continue, Mr. Langford."

He smiled.

Neil was left speechless!

It was an incredibly uncomfortable feeling, but not because of who would ultimately get the shares. That was an impossible matter to begin with.

Even if it were possible, and Aurora Entertainment did crush Zenith, the parent company wouldn't be the one to acquire it.

Zenith would have to be broken up and restructured into a complex, indirect shareholding plan, which would even require bringing in other investors to share the final acquisition cost and expand their networks of resources. The core of the problem was that a direct merger could trigger an antitrust investigation.

It wouldn't be good to attract the wrath of the goverment. So, Alexander's words themselves were nothing.

The main issue was Alexander's attitude—"I'll listen to your long-winded speech, interject for a moment to correct your mistake, and then smile and continue listening"...

It was just too much! Clearly, Alexander hadn't taken a single word to heart. He was just feigning attention as if saying, 'You talk, I'll listen, uh-huh, uh-huh, oh yeah, you're right, you're right!'

Arrogant. Fanatically Egomaniac! Incorrigibly stubborn!

Neil came up with a five-word assessment of Alexander, which led him to a single conclusion: this man was a lost cause!

It wasn't scary for a man to have ambition, nor was it scary for him to have ability. What was terrifying was when his ability was great, but his ambition was horrifically greater!

This was a high-level version of having high standards but low abilities. This kind of person would only end up causing a monumental disaster!

Neil slowly rose to his feet. He stood up, tugged at the cuffs of his suit jacket, adjusted his tie, and kept his eyes fixed on Alexander's face. He said calmly, "There's nothing more to say. I'll give you... No!" Neil's gaze swept over to his daughter, and he continued, "I'll give you two... I'll give you two one day to part on good terms."

With that, Neil started walking toward the office door.

There was no angry reprimand, no threats or intimidation. But it was precisely this attitude, this "ultimatum" delivered in this manner, that was the most powerful.

Because this attitude showed that he no longer cared whether his daughter and Alexander did as he said. He would just wait 24 hours, then use his own methods to make them "part on good terms"!

"Dad! Papa! Dad, don't go!!"

Charlotte was terrified by her father. She stood up and chased after him in her high heels. Then, whether because she was in too much of a hurry and twisted her ankle or because she did it on purpose, she fell to her knees with a thud. Although the area by the office door was carpeted, the fall would still be quite painful.

"Papa, I'm begging you! Let's talk more! Please, let's just talk more!"

Charlotte tried to grab onto Neil. She had been extremely worried that Alexander's talk with her father would fall apart. When that moment truly arrived, she was on the verge of a breakdown. With outsiders present, she still couldn't control her emotions.

Tommy and Nate both lowered their heads, seemingly looking for a crack in the floor to disappear into. They desperately wanted to vanish at once.

This melodramatic scene, this scalp-numbing situation, made both of them feel that they shouldn't be there. That they shouldn't have any part in it whatsoever!

Alexander remained seated on the sofa, unmoving. He glanced at his watch.

The time Neil took to leave was a few minutes later than Alexander had anticipated, mainly because Neil was so long-winded. But it didn't matter. The entire affair was unfolding almost exactly as Alexander had predicted.

Including the melodramatic scene of Charlotte chasing after her father. Charlotte's personality dictated that she would do this after the "talks broke down" between Alexander and her father.

This was actually quite important!

Kneeling was an accident, but it was also the perfect finishing touch.

The main thing was that Charlotte had to cry. If she cried now, Neil would apologize to her later. Neil still loved his daughter.

After causing his daughter such emotional pain, he would choose to make it up to her. He would... let his daughter choose her relationship, even if it meant she'd become a mistress.

"Dad, I'm begging you! Papa!"

"I have a video conference. Don't embarrass me!"

Neil had completely hardened his heart. He shook off his daughter, pushed the door open, and left the office.

Alexander gestured to Tommy and Nate, then pointed at the coffee table, signaling for them to clean up. He then got up, walked to the door, and helped Charlotte to her feet. Charlotte buried her head in Alexander's chest, her shoulders trembling. She was crying, but silently.

With expressions that screamed "Quick, quick, quick," Tommy and Nate scrambled to pack everything up. They hugged the items, scurried past Alexander and Charlotte, and bolted out of the office without so much as a goodbye.

This was an embarrassing moment for the "boss's wife." The less they saw, the better.

"Bring a first-aid kit," Alexander said to the outside just as the door clicked shut.

"Okay!" Tommy's voice came in reply.

A little over ten minutes later, in the executive chair behind the desk of the CEO's office, Charlotte was still sniffling and wiping away tears. Alexander was squatting beside her, dabbing medicine on her knee with a cotton swab.

It was scraped a little.

"Still crying? What if someone comes in to deliver a document and sees you like this? Won't you be embarrassed? Aren't you ashamed?" Alexander coaxed her with gentle teasing. "You're a huge star. If the media found out you fought with your father like this over a man, you'd be on the front page."

Charlotte turned her head away and sniffled hard, trying to stop the tears. She succeeded for a few seconds, but then her lips suddenly quivered, and the tears flowed even more freely.

Compared to Jasmine Doran, Charlotte was a... normal woman from a prominent, well-educated, and well-mannered family. Being normal, she vented her emotional breakdowns by crying nonstop.

Jasmine was not normal.

Alexander liked Jasmine's abnormality, but he also liked Charlotte's normality.

"Your eyes will be so swollen you won't be able to see anyone all day," Alexander said as he applied the medicine. "You can explain away a scraped knee by saying you fell, but swollen eyes? You can't just say you kept crying because it hurt so much, can you? You could say that, but no one in the company would believe you."

"It's okay. The sky isn't falling, and even if it were, I'm here. I'm not asking you to hold it up."

"How, how is it okay? How can you say it's okay!" Charlotte finally spoke, crying and wiping her tears at the same time. "Your talk with my dad fell apart. He—he only gave us one day, just one day, and he'll do what he says. You don't understand! No, you should understand. Back when... my dad, he..."

Alexander understood what Charlotte meant.

"Did it fall apart? I don't think so," Alexander said quickly. "Look, I brought all the materials, all the evidence, those photos and videos, and even the key inside man. Your father is now very clear on what I've done and what I've prepared. That's enough. It was time for him to leave anyway. You didn't want me to listen to his lectures forever, did you?"

Because Charlotte was crying, Alexander's voice maintained a coaxing tone.

"But—but you, you didn't convince him!" Charlotte sobbed.

"Someone will convince him, make him see reality, and see me for who I am," Alexander said. He finished treating her knee, tidied up the first-aid kit, and placed it on the desk.

Then, he swept Charlotte up into his arms, turned, and sat down in the executive chair, settling her sideways on his lap.

"Look at you, crying so much," Alexander said, his thumb brushing the corner of Charlotte's eye.

"Who? Who will convince him?" Charlotte asked.

"A lot of people." Alexander lifted his wrist to check the time. "Hmm... soon. Someone will call your father." He looked back at Charlotte's face. "It won't be long. I'm going to have a meal this afternoon... At the latest, your father will come to apologize to you by tonight. When he does, you can mess up your hair a bit, smudge your makeup, and maybe drink some wine to look like you're trying to numb yourself. Look as pitiful as you possibly can. Then, whatever you say to your dad, whatever you ask for, he will agree to it!"

Charlotte sniffled, her large eyes blinking as she stared at Alexander's smiling face.

After about five or six seconds had passed.

"I—I don't believe you. You're just trying to make me feel better. Your—your standing in my dad's eyes right now is even—even worse than some random person I could pull off the street. You must be lying to me, you..." As Charlotte spoke, she suddenly threw her arms around Alexander's neck and, through her tears, blurted out impulsively, "I don't want it anymore! I don't want any of it! I'll go to New York with you. I'll go kneel before Miss Doran and ask her to protect us. My dad definitely wouldn't dare to make a big scene then. He'd be too ashamed!"

Alexander believed Charlotte was only saying these things because the atmosphere had led her to it; she had to show her stance. She wasn't the type to be blinded by love, but anyone could say overly dramatic things in a moment of impulse.

Of course, it also represented Charlotte's true position. She was ready to fight her father. And she didn't want Alexander to get hurt in any way. In her eyes, the only one who could protect Alexander was Jasmine.

"How about this? We have twenty-four hours, and it's at most twelve hours until tonight... We can wait and see if what I said will happen, right?" Alexander lowered his head slightly, looking at the close-up face of Charlotte. "If it does, you won't have to kneel to Jasmine. You'd be better off kneeling to me..."

Alexander whispered a few sentences into Charlotte's ear. Some of which made her blush and glare coquettishly at him.


Chapter 22: Neil gets a call.

On the CEO floor of Bluecrest Music, in a fully equipped but vacant assistant's office.

There was only one person.

Behind the desk, Neil Langford was leaning back in his chair, which was tilted all the way back. His hands were clasped behind his head as he stared blankly at the ceiling.

Though he had walked out with such a hardened heart, he felt terrible inside. Claiming he had a video conference was just an excuse to find a quiet place to be alone.

"Charlotte is no match for this youngster; she's completely under his control. This kid, he..." As Neil thought of this.

Ring, ring, ring...His phone rang.

Neil sat up at once, took out his phone, and frowned in confusion when he saw the caller. The moment he answered, his expression changed as if he were wearing a mask. The gloom on his face vanished, replaced by a smile.

"Mr. Ashford! Hahaha," Neil laughed heartily.

In truth, Neil wasn't very familiar with this person. He could only say they were acquaintances who had met a few times.

Neil only learned more about this man when his daughter moved to Chicago. After all, this man was overwhelmingly powerful in Boston! He was the public face of the Ashford family in Boston!

And with the two cities being two halves of one big city, as any good father, he'd looked into the powerful figures that would be near his daughter's workplace.

"Mr. Langford, I hear you're in the Chicago-Boston area?" Lucien Ashford's voice was full of mirth. "Are you free for dinner tonight?"

"Oh? Mr. Ashford, your information network is quite impressive," Neil said with a smile, though he was frowning internally. Why would the Ashford family be paying attention to him? He thought for a moment before saying, "The thing is, Mr. Ashford, I came over to handle some important business. How about we meet tomorrow?"

Neil wanted to investigate first; he couldn't just meet Lucien so easily.

"Mr. Langford, I have a big project I'd like to discuss collaborating on with you. Since..." Lucien deliberately slowed his speech.

"A big project partnership?" A jolt of excitement shot through Neil.

It didn't matter what the collaboration was or what price he had to pay! A powerful figure who controlled the finances of a major US family wanted to discuss a collaboration with the Langford family? A family with deep ties to the US military and government wanted to partner up? This was something Neil had only dreamed of!

"I have time! I have time tonight!" Neil dropped the pretense.

"Excellent... By the way, a few other important friends will also be there tonight... I'm not the one organizing this partnership..." Second Master of Ashford's cheerful words were laden with hidden meaning.

"Then who is..."

"You'll find out then."

"Mr. Ashford, the business you mentioned... could it be about that plot of land?" Neil asked tentatively. While this was a huge and pleasant surprise, he was quite baffled. Why would Lucien Ashford suddenly seek him out? It was as if he had been watching him; Neil had only been in the area for half a day before the call came.

Although Neil and Lucien were not in the same circle, at their level, there were generally few secrets in the business world.

For instance, Neil knew that a well-known real estate company controlled by Lucien Ashford's private equity fund was currently trying to acquire a plot of land. The location was relatively remote, but the area was large enough, and it would require about eight billion in capital to secure.

The way things worked in the US, a portion of the money for land purchases could be borrowed from banks.

Some more conservative companies would not engage in aggressive leveraging. For example, all of Lucien's real estate businesses would borrow no more than 50% from the bank for land purchases, with the remaining 50% covered by the company itself.

And this company contribution didn't necessarily have to come entirely from the real estate firm; they could also seek partners.

The main issue was that acquiring land was becoming increasingly difficult. Even for a massive corporation, putting up several billion in cash at once was a huge risk. Cash flow and corporate value were two completely different concepts...

Could he be looking to discuss a partnership on this? Was the Ashford family looking to bring in capital from abroad?

Neil was incredibly excited. If this were truly the case, it would be fantastic! Although it would likely end up being a multi-party investment and Aurora Group's stake wouldn't be large—perhaps only requiring a few hundred million in cash—it was an excellent opportunity.

The initial investment wouldn't be much, and neither would the profits, but this was a perfect opening.

Countless groups and powers started with small partnerships. Only after getting to know each other step by step and building mutual trust would they seek to do bigger things together!

"Mr. Langford, don't be so hasty. It's not something we can discuss clearly over the phone. It's best we don't talk about this kind of thing on the line. Be careful, walls have ears..."

"Hahahaha, yes, yes, Mr. Ashford is always so thorough. Then, this evening..."

"Let's meet at Heavenly Garden tonight. The time is..." Lucien gave the time and address. The two exchanged a few more pleasantries, laughing heartily, before hanging up.

"Be careful, walls have ears..." Neil clutched his phone and stood up, pacing back and forth a few steps as he muttered the phrase. He was somewhat agitated.

Some things didn't need to be spelled out for Neil to understand immediately.

The so-called "walls have ears" was clearly not a suggestion that his phone was being tapped, but an insinuation that this matter was extremely important and had to be conducted in secret! It had to be confidential!

Neil could certainly read between the lines.

This truly made his heart pound.

The entire Aurora Group was currently showing signs of decline under his management. Neil never considered it a problem of his own ability, but rather that the era of old gold was over. France was far too small; in such a tiny place, there was no more business to be done. Maintaining the status quo would only lead to regression!

The bigger market and greater opportunities were in the US.

However, while it was easy for ordinary businessmen to do business with the USA because their ventures were small and didn't touch upon the interests of the major families, Neil Langford's ventures could.

Over the past two decades of the new century, Neil had made his share of attempts. The only business he had managed to build to a giant's level was Aurora Media!

And that was built on the foundation of the old entertainment industry!

Now, the head of a major US family's business was taking the initiative to partner with him. How could he not be thrilled?!

This was an excellent opportunity for Aurora Group, a behemoth valued at hundreds of billions, to enter the mainland market!

The more Neil thought about it, the more excited he became.

Perhaps because there was no one else in the office, this tycoon, this well-connected magnate in the eyes of others, was as excited as a young entrepreneur about to secure venture capital. He even muttered a few things to himself.

Until— "Knock, knock!" A knock sounded at the door.

Neil's expression changed in an instant, becoming calm and reserved, his face nearly emotionless. Unsure of who was at the door, he subconsciously reined in his emotions first.

"Come in," Neil called out.

"Chairman, I heard you were here as soon as I got back to the company, so I came to see you..." The person who opened the door was Bluecrest Media's top producer, Evan Brooks, a figure even Charlotte had to address with respect.

He was originally from Aurora Entertainment, and his presence at Bluecrest Media was partly because Charlotte was indeed outstanding and partly because it was on Neil's orders.

"Come, come in." Neil didn't smile, merely beckoning with his hand. "You're just in time. There's something I want to ask you."

They were familiar enough that pleasantries were unnecessary.

Neil walked behind his desk and sat down, then gestured for Evan to take a seat. After a moment's thought, he asked, "That Alexander... I mean, Alec Nota. How much do you know about his situation..."

"Him..." Evan was taken aback, then began to praise Alexander to the high heavens! As a "superstar" who had reached the pinnacle from his debut, "Alec Nota's" influence within Bluecrest Media was growing by the day, with a great deal of private discussion about him.

Evan Brooks once strongly disliked this young man. Then he was won over. Completely and utterly won over.

"I believe that in our country, even a hundred years from now, Alec Nota will not be forgotten. He will become a symbol, and his music will be passed down forever..." As Evan spoke, his voice grew quieter because he noticed that Neil's expression was off.

He had assumed that Neil wanted to hear good things about the young man!

His own daughter had single-handedly discovered such a rare musical talent; he would surely want to hear more praise. So why did he look displeased?

"That's all. You may go. I have another call to make," Neil said. He still held a degree of respect for a famous music producer like Evan, who belonged in the category of artists.

Evan couldn't figure it out, but he didn't dare ask any more questions and left.

Neil had confirmed two things.

First, Evan did not know about the relationship between his daughter and Alexander.

Second, Alexander was truly skilled and adept at manipulating people's hearts!

Neil was well aware of Evan's strict standards and pride in music, yet even he had been "bought" by Alexander!

"...No matter how capable Jasmine Doran is, she's only twenty-seven. How much deceit and intrigue has she seen? Although Evan is older, he's engrossed in music and has limited exposure to the world. How could he understand the wickedness of the human heart? And Charlotte... she's been blinded by a moment of impulsive emotion!"

"For Alexander to be able to fool these people at such a young age is indeed impressive, but that's as far as it goes! How could he possibly fool truly powerful people?" Neil thought.

The "truly powerful people" he was thinking of were those at his own level, like himself, Lucien Ashford, and others.

As dusk fell.

Neil, escorted by a convoy of bodyguards, set off for the high-end private restaurant named "Heavenly Garden."

At the same time.

Chicago International Airport.

A private jet slowly came to a stop, and a dignified, middle-aged man walked down the stairs.

It was Morris Doran.

As the head of the main branch of the great Doran family, the father of Jasmine and Dante Doran, and the successor more or less confirmed by the family's old master, Morris was still in the prime of his life.

He was swamped with work every day, so busy he was run off his feet. His schedule was always arranged in advance, making it difficult for him to find free time on short notice unless it was planned a day or two ahead.

Alexander had called Morris that morning.

But he hadn't asked Morris to come to Chicago personally. For the matter of their "cooperation," the small group that had already formed only needed one sufficiently influential figure to step forward, and that would be enough.

Lucien Ashford was close by, so it was convenient for him. Alexander had also considered the Collins family, but ultimately chose Lucien.

He rather liked Lucien's "smiling tiger" personality.

When such a person was an enemy, dealing with them was interesting. When they were on your side, they could make the other party at the negotiating table experience what the hell "interesting" really meant.

According to the plan Alexander had rapidly conceived at the time, Neil would have a phone call with Morris at the very end. That would happen after he had spoken with Lucien.

Everything would be settled.

As for how they would privately connect afterward, how they would strategize to take down Zenith Media, how they would band together to deal with the people behind Zenith, or even secretly launch other collaborations, and all the many details…

Alexander couldn't be bothered to get involved.

After ten thousand years of living the same day, Alexander was merely playing a game with the world, and the point of playing a game with the world was the game, not damn work!


Chapter 23: Alexander’s feelings.

In the lounge of the CEO's office at Bluecrest Music.

"Your tie, let me..."

"Don't. You just sit. Does your leg not hurt anymore?"

Alexander was straightening his new suit in front of the mirror. Charlotte had wanted to help, but Alexander stopped her. He had spent most of the afternoon with her, even having lunch delivered from a five-star restaurant.

The suit had been purchased by Charlotte's assistant at her request.

Charlotte knew Alexander had an important dinner that evening. But that was all she knew.

Her mind was not at all on what Alexander was going to do. She was fraught with anxiety, and her concern for him was merely an instinctive gesture. Perhaps she felt she might soon be forced to part with him, and wanted to have as much emotional interaction with him as possible in their final moments.

She didn't want Alexander to be harmed in any way.

"You have to come find me tomorrow morning, then. You absolutely can't wait until noon..." Charlotte said. Not waiting until noon was because that would be past the "one day" Neil had mentioned. Charlotte didn't want to be unable to even see Alexander one last time.

She was very pessimistic! She knew better than anyone what kind of person her father was, what he was capable of, and how far he would go. It would be a great terror that no one could possibly handle!

"I'll be back tonight to sleep with you," Alexander said while adjusting his tie, his words and tone both so direct, yet so casual.

"My dad's bodyguards have killed people..." Charlotte said in a very soft voice.

Alexander glanced at her and smiled, just about to offer some words of comfort.

Ring, ring, ring...His phone rang.

Alexander took out his phone and, upon seeing the caller, raised an eyebrow before answering, "Hello, Uncle."

"I've just landed," Morris said.

Alexander was surprised. It was rare for him to miscalculate, even as things changed with the passage of time. Morris personally coming to support him was indeed unexpected, but Alexander quickly figured out why.

It was based on one premise: Morris's schedule for the day had room for adjustment, so he had managed to free up the time.

Furthermore... Alexander believed that, whether Morris was willing to admit it to himself or not, even if he later claimed it was for the sake of cooperation and to show sincerity and so on, there was definitely a component of doing it for his daughter, Jasmine.

After all, Alexander's current entanglement with the Langford family stemmed from Charlotte.

Although considering matters of the heart in the face of major issues seemed petty, from a practical standpoint, the effect of emotions could be minuscule or boundless. Morris normally wouldn't have given much thought to Alexander having other women—they couldn't compare to his own daughter—but this time...

As a father, he had to take the initiative and do something to "move" Alexander's heart. He couldn't be the only one making all the moves all the time.

"Uncle, you should have said something beforehand..." Alexander said very directly.

"Are you saying I shouldn't have come, you brat?" Morris sounded a little annoyed. He and Alexander had spoken on the phone privately so many times that they were extremely familiar with each other, so familiar that sometimes Jasmine felt like she was the outsider!

"No," Alexander said at once. "What I mean is, you didn't notify the Collins family, did you?"

"No. Didn't you already get the second Master of Ashford? Isn't it enough for the two of us to show up for this?" Morris said.

"It's not that it's not enough, it's more than enough! One of you would have been enough, let alone two!" Alexander said, straightening his hair in the mirror as he talked. "But the problem is, if it's just one person, it could be anyone, just a representative. But if it's two, and you, Uncle, came from out of town instead of being a local, it excludes the local Collins family. Doesn't that seem... like you're alienating them?"

"Hmm..." Morris pondered for a moment.

There were many times when he truly felt that Alexander was an old monster who had lived for who knows how long. His sensitivity to the human heart was simply inhuman.

A matter that seemed perfectly fine became a huge problem after he pointed it out!

"If it were just Lucien, it would be called a preliminary contact. But with two people, it's no longer just a preliminary contact, but a gathering to welcome a new member... It doesn't matter if the others aren't in the area and can't make it, but the Collins family... Uncle, you didn't think this through."

Morris had no retort for Alexander's words. This really wasn't right!

"Then I won't show my face?" Morris thought to ask.

"You're already here. Give the Collins family a call. Meet with them first, and then... no rush! Lucien's side will host first. There will be some talks, some pleasantries..."

"Mmm... Alright!" Morris agreed, then asked, "Where are you now?"

"Changing clothes, getting ready to head out," Alexander said, not specifying his location.

"Are you with Charlotte Langford?" Morris asked.

Just as he thought! He was starting to care about this, just a little.

However, Alexander was confident that he would only ask and would absolutely not offer any opinions. Morris himself had no idea how many women he had!

"Mmm, yes!" Alexander admitted.

"Mm... alright, that's the plan. I'll contact the Collins family first, and then we'll be in touch." Morris had only mentioned Charlotte in passing and didn't elaborate further.

"Alright, Uncle. You get to it," Alexander said before hanging up.

Charlotte sat on an exquisite makeup chair beside the mirror in the small lounge. Her mind in turmoil, she didn't pay much attention to what Alexander was saying; she couldn't hear the voice on the other end of the call.

She knew Alexander had his own things to do. He was only twenty-two and had his own life to live. There was no need for him to risk everything for a woman like her!

She might be the one acting like it was a matter of life and death, but Alexander wouldn't be.

Perhaps it was because she saw how stress-free Alexander seemed while busy with "his own affairs," how unconcerned and indifferent he was, showing no signs of tension or anxiety over her father's ultimatum... In her emotionally fragile state, Charlotte was overcome with a strong sense of reluctance and resentment.

She felt that Alexander didn't like her that much. In fact, she had known this for a long time.

Alexander never hid his philandering nature and had made it clear from the start that the person he would marry in the future would be Jasmine.

Charlotte bit her lip. The more she thought about it, the more wronged she felt, and she was on the verge of tears.

Who would have thought that a superstar of her caliber, a veritable titan of the music world, would one day be like a lovesick young woman, letting her thoughts run wild, each one worse than the last, until she had worked herself into a tearful state of grievance, yet dared not say a word!

To be so completely under a man's thumb—if word of this got out, that "rotten man" would likely be mobbed online by her fans.

After putting down his phone, Alexander adjusted his collar again in the mirror. Through the reflection, he noticed Charlotte's expression.

"You might feel better if you stopped letting your imagination run wild," Alexander said, glancing at her from the corner of his eye as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. "It seems your father gave you a bigger scare than I thought. You're not usually this emotional... At this point, I wouldn't be surprised if you suspected I had ulterior motives for getting close to you. One should never make any decisions when they are angry, sad, or in a state of utter confusion."

"You can think what you want, but don't hurt yourself. Wait for today to pass. Everything will be better tomorrow."

It was as if Alexander truly knew everything. He was like a magician who could see into people's hearts.

Charlotte felt that what Alexander said made sense, but she didn't feel comforted.

Because Alexander still showed no sign of "fighting for her with all his might".

He was always so tranquil, so eternally calm and wise, wearing a smile that bespoke his confidence in victory. This was originally one of his greatest strengths!

It could provide an immense sense of security to those who needed him. But this time... Charlotte truly wished Alexander wouldn't be like this.

He couldn't possibly do it. No one could make her father change his mind! Neil had always been indulgent with Charlotte, never imposing rules or regulations on her.

But it was precisely this type of person who, once their bottom line was crossed, would become stricter than anyone else! A million times stricter than any so-called stern father!

In Charlotte's eyes, there was no room for negotiation in this matter. But it seemed she was the only one who was heartbroken and grieving.

If Alexander could pull it off, his behavior was confidence; if he couldn't, it would look more like "utter indifference".

Alexander had also rejected her suggestion to go to New York and kneel before Jasmine Doran. If he couldn't do it... Charlotte could only assume that it was because Alexander loved Jasmine more and didn't want Charlotte to have any negative impact on her.

The more Charlotte thought, the more aggrieved she felt.

"I have to admit, sometimes, I can be quite lacking in empathy," Alexander began calmly. "Perhaps it's because I've seen too much..."

Charlotte obviously couldn't grasp the true meaning behind Alexander's words, "I've seen too much"!

"So I'm more accustomed to facing things that others might find terrible with a calm attitude. Of course, my actions might not always seem perfectly calm. That's because I don't like to be at a disadvantage. I really hate being at a disadvantage. If you can live your life freely, why suffer a loss?"

"In fact, when a person possesses abilities like mine, they inevitably fall into this state. I can see the end of many things at a glance. I know when something happens, how it will develop, and what its final outcome will be... Because I know the result, the seemingly dramatic process is, in my heart, just a matter of course."

"For example, your wild thoughts right now are a matter of course."

Charlotte was no longer sure what Alexander was talking about. It seemed like he was speaking to her, but also not. It felt like a confession of sorts.

She wasn't listening carefully to what he was saying, either. It felt like he was "lecturing" her. Scolding her for being unreasonable!

"Also! Sometimes I deliberately act like I have no empathy, as if I don't know how to comfort people, because it's a way to get a hold of them. The more a person doubts me, the harder it is for them to accept my behavior, thinking I'm just... putting on an act. When the final result is revealed, the contrast hits. The mood shifts from hell to heaven, or vice versa. Relationships turn from hatred to fear, or from disdain to infatuation... It's only when you do the unexpected that you can truly stir people's hearts."

"This world isn't a place where everything goes your way. Turmoil is what makes this world most exciting." It was the first time Alexander had rambled on like this, the first time he had vented his inner loneliness.

Everyone who had met him thought he was amazing, almost divine.

They didn't understand him at all! This spiritual isolation, this loneliness at the top, sometimes made Alexander feel a bit wistful.

No matter how outstanding a woman was, Alexander wouldn't say such things because of his personality. With Jasmine, for example, he would never say such words in his life. To her, he had to maintain his image as a "god-like man."

But with Charlotte...Alexander felt the time was right.

A young woman was living inside Charlotte's heart. She wasn't as combative as Jasmine. At this moment of despair, as Charlotte faced a major life upheaval, Alexander believed his words today would have a wondrous effect later on.

Even if he told her exactly how he got hold of her, she would later be even more willing to be held and even enjoy the feeling.

—If this were Jasmine, it would be no different from handing her a small whip to use against him.

Of course, the reason Alexander said all this today was that he was certain Charlotte loved him so much she might not be able to move on if they were to separate!

"Also..." Alexander finally tugged at his cuffs and turned to face Charlotte completely. "Am I handsome?" He gave her a smile.

Charlotte had just been "viciously" thinking about all of Alexander's "flaws."

But the moment the impeccably dressed Alexander turned around and smiled, her mind was filled with music, pianos, red wine, and this man! All those dream-like experiences made her burst into tears.

She didn't want to lose all of this forever. She opened her arms to Alexander, bouncing slightly in her chair.

"Alright, alright, come here, don't cry." Alexander stepped forward and hugged Charlotte, lifting her up before turning to sit down. Charlotte curled up on his lap, her arms wrapped tightly around his neck, and she began to sob loudly.

"I'll stay a little longer," Alexander said, gently patting her back.

Actually, there was another reason he had suddenly started talking... He was waiting for Morris Doran's call! He was in no hurry to leave!

About twenty minutes later.

Ring, ring, ring...Alexander's phone rang.

Charlotte had cried herself weary. She leaned against Alexander, sobbing, her tears soaking the collar of his shirt.

Alexander took out his phone. Without asking her to move, he tilted his head slightly to the side, put the phone to his ear, and answered, "Uncle."

"You haven't arrived yet?" Morris asked.

"I never left," Alexander said.

"Good, good," Morris said quickly. "Come to Tenth Street. The clubhouse. The clubhouse has no sign; it's across from this old eastern-style house..." He was describing a very secret meeting place, and fearing Alexander wouldn't know it, he explained that "clubhouse" wasn't its official name but a designation.

"I know it," Alexander interrupted. "I'm on my way."

He ended the call.

Alexander, still holding his phone, looked at Charlotte in his arms and smiled gently. "I have to go."

Charlotte sniffled and looked up at Alexander. From crying and leaning on him for so long, her hair was disheveled, and her makeup was smudged, but it gave her a different kind of beauty.

That's how it is with beautiful women—anyone rated an eight or above could never look ugly even in a ragged sack, let alone someone of Charlotte's caliber.

The look on her face at that moment would have made anyone's heart ache.

"Mwah!" Charlotte planted a kiss on Alexander's cheek.

"Mwah, mwah!" She kissed him a few more times.

Only then did she sniffle and sit up straight. Alexander held her as he stood up, then turned and placed her back on the makeup sofa chair, as her leg was injured.

Alexander walked to the mirror and wiped the lipstick marks from his face.

He then used a hairdryer to dry the tear stains on his collar.

After straightening his suit, Alexander gave Charlotte one last kiss on the forehead and turned to leave.

Charlotte watched the door through which he had departed, her gaze filled with a sorrow and despair so profound it was as if she would never see him again.

She gradually curled up in the chair, hugging her legs and burying her head.

A few minutes later.

She suddenly looked up as if she had remembered something, took out her phone, and opened Twitler... She seemed agitated, typing a string of text, then deleting it, typing again, deleting again, repeating the process over and over…


Chapter 24: Charlotte’s post.

More than twenty minutes later. At the entrance of 'the clubhouse'.

Just as Alexander parked his car, unbuckled his seatbelt, and got out, Eric Collins, who had been pacing at the door, came up to greet him. "Mr. Ciotta, this way!" he called out, waving.

"Young Master Collins," Alexander replied with a smiling wave.

Alexander rarely used the term "Young Master" to address Eric, finding "Mr Collins" more natural. His deliberate correction upon seeing him today was because the Collins family would never let a junior like Eric participate in such a matter. What was Morris Doran's status? The Collins family would surely send a core member from the second generation to meet him!

Alexander was about to meet the real "Mr Collins".

"Mr. Ciotta, please, this way!" Eric gestured with a smile.

The two were already very familiar, which saved them a lot of pleasantries.

With Eric personally leading the way, Alexander followed him into the lobby, then up a solid wood spiral staircase to the second floor... The decor here had the feel of an old European-style house, with wood everywhere.

The second floor was very spacious. On the side away from the street, there was a large hall.

One had to walk up a few steps to enter the space with pure wooden floors. This split-level layout gave the entire area a great sense of depth.

A coffee table, four chairs, and a pot of tea.

Besides Morris and a middle-aged man with a broad face sitting opposite each other, both had male assistants standing behind them. As Eric led Alexander over, the broad-faced man uncrossed his legs and slowly rose with a smile.

"Dad, Mr. Ciotta is here," Eric said.

"Hahaha, Mr. Ciotta, so young and accomplished. This is our first time meeting, isn't it? Hahaha, I've been hearing your name everywhere lately, like thunder in my ears... Eric, you need to learn more from Mr. Ciotta in the future, look at him..."

It seemed that no matter how great or powerful a person was, they couldn't help but compare their children to other young people.

Of course, in this context, Henry Collins was being purely polite.

"You flatter me, Mr. Collins. Young Master Eric is very successful in business! I have no experience in commerce, so I can't compare," Alexander said with a smile as he shook Henry Collins's hand.

After exchanging a few lines of pleasantries, Alexander exchanged a look with Morris and nodded.

The four of them sat down.

Alexander and Morris sat on one side, while Eric and his father sat on the other.

"I just gave him a brief overview of the situation. You'll have to provide the specific details, as I'm not too clear on them," Morris said, leaning slightly to the side and whispering to Alexander. "Henry originally had an important meeting tonight, but he canceled it because of my sudden call. When I was talking to him earlier, besides asking about the Langford family, he kept asking about your relationship with Charlotte. He seems more interested in you than in the Langfords..."

Whispering was perfectly normal. Even in a serious meeting, it wasn't strange for someone to say a few words to a latecomer.

But as Henry Collins watched, he felt something was very off.

Because Alexander didn't seem like Morris Doran's "son-in-law" at all! The respect, restraint, humility, and propriety a son-in-law would show his father-in-law—especially one of terrifyingly high status—were all completely absent in Alexander.

Morris, however, didn't seem to find it strange.

He whispered naturally with Alexander, and judging by their expressions, they seemed to be interacting as equals! This was extremely bizarre!

When Alexander had first brought the Collins family into the game, it was through Eric Collins; he hadn't had contact with anyone of higher status in the family. But the core members of the Collins family had certainly heard of him.

Yet, no matter how much Eric hyped him up, the Collins family's perspective was that Alexander was merely Morris's pawn!

The mastermind was Morris Doran! Alexander was so young; he was just running errands for Morris! He might be capable, even outstanding! But to orchestrate such a massive scheme! It could only be Morris, not him!

But now, Henry was beginning to feel that something was off.

"Mm... I know..." Alexander finished whispering with Morris.

"Mr. Ciotta, I heard that you and Miss Charlotte Langford..." Henry began, his tone full of probing, though his words weren't excessive. After all, the Langford family was the topic of discussion today, so it was unavoidable!

"Mr. Collins, you seem to..." Alexander was smiling, about to say something.

Ring, ring, ring...His phone rang! Alexander didn't have the habit of silencing his phone during meetings.

He pulled out his phone, glanced at it, then answered, "What's wrong?"

"Twitler! Miss Langford posted online! It's the number one trending topic! She nearly crashed the online servers!" Tommy said urgently.

"Got it," Alexander said calmly into the phone. After hanging up, he tapped and swiped on his screen. He opened the app, but the trending page stuttered during the refresh, then displayed a network error—the servers powering the page had crashed from the surge in traffic!

The sudden, massive influx of traffic meant getting in was a matter of pure luck.

Ding! The Headline Express app pushed a trending news notification.

Ding! Ding! Ding!...

Almost every app on Alexander's phone with a news feature, including the trending topic functions of some chatting apps, began sending pop-up notifications.

Morris, Henry, and Eric all watched Alexander. Seeing him take a call and then scroll through his phone, they sensed an emergency had occurred, but didn't feel it was appropriate to ask just yet.

After several refreshes, Alexander finally got the trending page to load normally.

He saw it, too—the number one trending topic: Charlotte Langford's Relationship!

Number two: I Will Love You Forever!

Number three: Charlotte Langford deletes a post in Seconds!

Number four: Charlotte Langford's Confession.

Alexander clicked the trending topic to see what was happening.

He quickly understood the situation: a little over ten minutes ago, Charlotte's personal account, which had 90 million followers, had suddenly posted a single sentence: "I will love you forever!"

The post had existed for less than ten seconds before it was deleted.

But in that short span of time, the post had been screenshotted by netizens and subsequently went viral across the entire internet. It wasn't just one person who had taken a screenshot; far too many had, all corroborating each other, proving it was definitely not a photoshopped rumor.

In an extremely short time, Twitler was in a complete uproar—or rather, the entire internet was.

Charlotte's personal account never engaged in publicity stunts.

Moreover, she wasn't the type to create gimmicks or play games. Some female celebrities might post something similar, only to turn around and tag another female celebrity, staging a joint publicity stunt about their deep friendship.

Charlotte would never do that.

She had never mentioned anything about her personal relationships online, not even a single word! The rumors about her and Alec Nota that had been circulating online for a while had by now been largely dismissed as baseless, with no concrete evidence.

For all these reasons. Charlotte Langford's public persona was very stable!

So when the screenshots began to spread, both her massive fanbase, numbering in the hundreds of millions, and her equally numerous anti-fans erupted with unprecedented, astonishing enthusiasm.

Unlike when a male celebrity's suspected relationship is announced, Charlotte was a female celebrity. Her fans were interested in the gossip!

What made this matter even more intriguing was that after posting it, she had immediately deleted it. This only further piqued people's curiosity!

Related keywords like "Charlotte Langford confesses to mysterious 'Mr. Right' were also rapidly climbing the trending charts.

"She really is... courageous." Alexander thought to himself as he scrolled through. Charlotte must have thought this through carefully.

Alexander believed she hadn't just posted it on impulse, then immediately regretted it and deleted it. She was definitely being impulsive. But she also definitely understood the consequences!

Others might not understand, but Neil would.

This was Charlotte's public challenge to her own father! Charlotte knew full well that her own power was far from matching her father's. The only way she could fight back was with her immense fame. By posting this online, she had captured the entire internet's attention.

If Neil dared to do anything out of line, Charlotte could release more information online.

She wanted to make her father hesitate before acting, out of fear of the consequences. Desperation had given Charlotte the strength to challenge her father.

However... this didn't actually disrupt Alexander's plans. Everything regarding bringing the Langford family into the fold would remain unchanged. Charlotte would later realize that her actions had been unnecessary. Then she would be filled with regret and maybe even cry.

Because this act, which seemed to be just a challenge to her father, would in fact infuriate another person.

—Jasmine Doran!

Others might not know who Charlotte was confessing to, but it was impossible for Jasmine not to know.

For a superstar of this magnitude to openly act as the mistress, Jasmine would definitely make her understand who the boss was.

Alexander's expression remained calm as he thought about it. He would sort it out. He certainly couldn't let the two women fight.

Buzz, buzz, buzz— Eric felt his phone vibrating in his pocket. He had already silenced it, and this vibration wasn't like an incoming call. It was intermittent, the kind of feeling you get when a notification pops up, then another a moment later, and another...

Since Alexander was looking at his phone, Eric took his out as well. He glanced at it, casually clicked on a news notification, and then froze.

Eric hadn't known about the nature of Alexander and Charlotte's relationship before, but he did now.

He also knew about Alexander's relationship with Seraphine Arden.

He knew that Jasmine didn't mind Alexander having other women, but there had to be a limit to it.

Even for powerful men like Morris Doran and Henry Collins, who had plenty of women and were the type who "didn't need to steal and hide any woman they wanted," no one would say that the official wife at home didn't care about such matters.

But if this mistress had an extremely unusual status and went online to post about it only to delete it, drawing even more attention... how was that any different from challenging the position of the "main wife"?

...Alexander knew why Charlotte did it, and he knew about the bet between Charlotte and Jasmine—that if she became his lover, she would have to kneel before Jasmine. This was basically a public confession...

Eric didn't know about all that, so he just felt that Charlotte was about to publicly fight Jasmine for a man!

Just...Was he really that charming?

Eric glanced up at Alexander. He'd had his share of top-tier women. Still, compared to someone like Alexander, who exclusively targeted the direct heiresses of powerful families, billion-dollar businesswomen, and superstars from conglomerate families, he couldn't even hold a candle to him.

But for some reason, Eric felt a powerful sense of anticipation, a desire to watch the drama unfold.

It couldn't exactly be called schadenfreude.

Eric was very grateful to Alexander. Because of him, his own status in the family had changed. He also admitted that his own abilities were far inferior to Alexander's, a fact he accepted wholeheartedly. But from the perspective of masculine charm, the frustration brought on by such a huge gap inevitably made Eric think, "So you have a day like this too, you punk!"

It wasn't malicious. It was more like being a spectator to drama, but with a different kind of emotion.

Even someone like Alexander could have his own backyard catch on fire one day. Let's see how you handle this, kid!

With Jasmine's personality! And Charlotte was no pushover either! Especially after tonight's business was settled, if Charlotte and Jasmine went to war, they wouldn't even have to worry about causing conflict between their two families.

It would be a battle of their own merits!

Eric felt that Jasmine would definitely win. After all, she was such a formidable woman!

Eric wouldn't even be surprised if she immediately flew to Chicago to "tear Charlotte's hair out." Of course, "tear hair out" was just a metaphor. Eric knew Jasmine would surely have more ruthless methods.

"Dad..." Eric thought, leaning over to show his father his phone.

Henry's expression changed slightly. He then took out his own phone and started scrolling.

Seeing this, Morris realized some major news had broken online, so he also took out his phone and started looking.

For a moment, the hall fell silent.

Eric and Henry Collins both suddenly looked up, glancing briefly at Morris. Then, the two of them made eye contact, their expressions subtle.

Jasmine Doran's father was sitting right here!

And Charlotte chose this moment to pull a stunt like this! Publicly challenging Morris's daughter?

They wondered how Morris, as a father, would react to his "son-in-law" after seeing the news online. Would he still let him sit there so peacefully?

Morris was not the type to tolerate provocation. The Collins father-son duo's hearts filled with anticipation.

They were just waiting for the moment Morris looked up.

The news of Charlotte's confession of love was growing ever more intense. A few minutes after Alexander checked it, the servers on the trending page crashed again!

Clearly, Charlotte's influence was just that staggering!

After the servers crashed again, Alexander put his phone away. He looked up at the other three men.

Morris had also finished reading. He pocketed his phone and raised his head.

Henry and Eric Collins did the same. They looked at Alexander and Morris across from them. Although they tried their best to hide their thoughts, this was a major event involving a multi-sided love affair.

It would have been strange if their expressions hadn't changed at all after reading it, as if they had just checked the weather forecast. In fact, that would have seemed far too deliberate.

The father and son were here for the drama, to see how Morris would react.

However, Morris had no "special" reaction to speak of. He was so calm it was as if he were accumulating an even more terrifying rage, but in reality... he was simply calm!

After putting away his phone, Morris glanced at Alexander and saw that he had also finished reading. He leaned to the side, and Alexander leaned in as well. The two whispered to each other.

"Handle them both. Don't let them get in the way," Morris whispered.

"Mm," Alexander replied with a nasal sound.

Then they both sat up straight. Morris smiled at Henry and Eric Collins. "Hahaha, Neil Langford's daughter is just as much of a handful as mine... Let's not talk about her. Let's get down to business." As he spoke, Neil glanced at his watch and then looked up. "We're short on time."

Henry and Eric were both stunned. Shocked! Dumbfounded!

Henry was a seasoned veteran. Although his mind was in turmoil, it didn't stop him from responding to Morris. "Yes, yes, let's talk business. Hahaha, it is indeed getting late..."

The Collins father and son were truly, utterly shocked! What kind of reaction was this from Morris? Did he even have a reaction?

Your son-in-law's mistress is publicly challenging your daughter online, and you're acting like nothing happened? You're even whispering secrets to him? Are you two really on such equal footing? Is Alexander more important to you than your own daughter?!

They couldn't possibly understand how fond Morris was of Alexander now.

It wasn't just because of Alexander's capabilities, but also because... someone who could finally tame his daughter had appeared!

Jasmine Doran, who had been challenging the heavens, the earth, and the very air she breathed since she was a child, who dared to slap her elders and curse at the old master, who bowed to no one, was now being handled so thoroughly by Alexander.

Sometimes, when Morris thought about it, he would even feel a sense of, "You little brat, you've finally met your match!" He savored a moment of secret satisfaction!

Time for business!

The main topic was what Alexander had proposed: the matter of secretly forming an alliance with the Langford family.

Common interests could drive people to band together. This time, the common interest stemmed from the powerful Sinclair family behind Zenith Media!

But unlike before, the goal this time wasn't to destroy the Sinclair family. As long as they banded together to apply pressure or even exchange benefits, they could make the Sinclair family suffer a loss without completely tearing things apart.

In the end, all that was needed was for that second-generation figure from the Sinclair family to give up his role as Zenith Media's backer.

By bringing in the power of a French financial magnate and adding them to this "small group," the forces they could mobilize and their ability to respond to sudden changes would become more comprehensive when they finally made their move against the Sutherland family faction.

They'd get the freedom of a "foreigner", which would just be a plus.

Therefore, this time, it didn't matter how much economic benefit the Dorans, Collinses, and other families could gain. The Langford family itself was the biggest prize!

And to get the Langford family fully on board, they needed to build trust.

They would take down "Zenith Media" together, helping the Langford family's Aurora Group enter the US market.

By doing a "bad deed" together, they would offend a major family. After Zenith Media's equity was restructured, the majority shareholder would be Charlotte Langford. At the same time, a portion of the shares would go to the proxies of the other major families—a token gesture of sharing the spoils.

And thus, a common interest was born!

The subsequent details of this matter were extremely complex because this alliance could not be detected by the outside world. They had to give the Sinclair family the impression that the Langford family had paid some price to ask the Doran family to counterbalance the Sinclair family... that was the feeling they needed to create.

The final effect would be leaving people thinking that Neil Langford had incredible means and had used some unknown method to find other major families from all over the US to "mediate" on his behalf. That he had found more than one, from north to south... and in the end, the Sinclair family had conceded!

No alliance existed. It was merely an exchange of favors and interests at a higher level.

And while all this sounded very complicated, what actually needed to be done tonight was simple: a few big shots would show up at Neil's place to back Alexander up!

They would resolve the last knot in Neil's mind! So what about Zenith Media? So what about who was behind them? The power Alexander could mobilize could easily destroy them!

During the business discussion, Alexander didn't mention Charlotte much. The impression he gave the others was that developing Charlotte into a mistress was incidental.

Compared to the great undertaking they were all about to embark on, matters of romance could only be incidental!

The impression Alexander gave them was that of a man who did great things!

What they didn't know was that for Alexander, the women were the primary cause. For the sake of women, Alexander would stir up trouble, earth-shattering trouble. It made him happy, and he was willing to do it!

After the discussion, the four of them went downstairs together. It was time to leave.


Chapter 25: Neil and Lucien.

Heavenly Garden resturant. In a private room.

Neil, who had been chatting and laughing with Lucien Ashford, took a call. He then pulled out his phone to check the news online, and his face instantly darkened.

He nearly ground his teeth to dust!

Only Lucien and Neil were in the luxurious private room. A massive, solid wood round table sat in the center. Lucien and Neil sat next to each other on the inner side. They had already ordered, but had only asked the kitchen to prepare the food, not to serve it yet.

The two hadn't even opened a bottle of red wine. They had simply ordered cigars and were puffing away.

Originally, the two had been chatting pleasantly, not discussing any real business, just casually catching up on each other's recent situations, like Lucien's fund management and real estate business, and the recent controversies surrounding Neil's Aurora Entertainment.

Even when discussing these unpleasant matters, Neil maintained a lighthearted, smiling demeanor, his expression never truly souring.

According to him, he had already contacted Zenith Media's boss privately. The storm would pass, and everything would return to normal!

People say the internet has a memory, but those in the entertainment industry have always believed the internet has the worst memory of all.

What did the death of a trending celebrity matter? He wouldn't have stayed popular for more than a few years anyway.

At the peak of his fame, his popularity might surpass any superstar, but his decline would be just as swift as a falling star. They were all just products of their time.

Stars got into trouble every year, but how many major companies went bankrupt because of the problems of a few individual artists? The bigger the conglomerate, the more "procedural" its internal workings were. They were all star-making factories!

They constantly eliminated the old and churned out new stars and artists, harvesting the wallets of generation after generation of fans...

So Neil truly didn't care about the conflicts that had already occurred, nor the people who had already been "sacrificed." He just didn't want the conflict to escalate. That would be a real disaster!

And Neil was already on the verge of resolving the issue of non-escalation! The other side, Zenith, also had no intention of continuing the fight, so there was nothing to worry about.

But after Neil saw the trending topics online, he instantly lost his composure.

"They'll be here soon," Lucien said with a smile, glancing at the time.

"Ah... mm... okay!" Neil looked up and responded to Lucien, but he couldn't form a complete sentence. It was clear he was trying his best to compose himself, trying not to let Lucien see that anything was amiss, but... he wasn't an actor, after all.

It's said that powerful figures are composed and can remain unruffled, their expressions unchanging even as a mountain collapses before them. That's only because ordinary people have never witnessed truly major events.

What seems like a catastrophe to an ordinary person is merely a trivial matter in the eyes of a powerful figure.

You might think losing a million is the end of the world, but to a powerful figure, it's just a night's expense at a bar. Of course, they wouldn't care or panic.

You might say it's terrifying to have offended someone. But that person might be a complete nobody in front of the powerful figure, unable to intimidate him in the slightest. So the powerful figure listens to you with a blank face.

But as long as the matter is large enough, no matter how powerful or incredible a person is, there will be a time when they can't hold it together. Like Neil right now.

He couldn't hold it together. He understood his daughter's heart all too well. She was his own flesh and blood, whom he had cherished and raised.

He understood her passion for music, her pursuit of life. Neil had always chosen to be indulgent, and he had never treated his daughter as a tool for a marriage alliance... At the same time, he was also certain that his daughter understood his unbreakable bottom line!

The two of them were practically a "model father-daughter" pair.

Before this, Neil had never imagined that there would come a day when his daughter would publicly challenge him online for a man who was like a lunatic! This not only broke his old fatherly heart but also made him realize, for the first time, that his daughter could be so blind.

You can be deceived. You're young, you're inexperienced, there will always be things you can't handle. But to be deceived and then help the other party? Isn't that going a bit too far?!! Haven't you seen what a loony Alexander is?!!

"Mr. Langford, what's the issue...?" Lucien noticed that Neil's expression was off, and his mood was even more so, and asked with concern.

Neil subconsciously wanted to say it was nothing. He didn't want outsiders to know about the messy situation in his family, which also concerned his daughter's reputation.

But on second thought, there was no way to hide this. Lucien would check his phone sooner or later.

Besides, the two had previously discussed the recent mudslinging between Aurora Entertainment and Zenith Media... This whole affair was started by Alexander. Although Neil didn't want to mention Alexander, it now involved his daughter. If he didn't mention it at all, it would seem like he was deliberately avoiding the topic.

They were currently seeking a partnership. At this critical juncture, if he avoided talking about a piece of news that was causing such a stir online, how could they build trust?

"Sigh! This daughter of mine!" Neil's tone shifted, and he sighed with a look of great vexation. "The kids are grown up, not so easy to manage anymore."

"Ha."

Lucien chuckled first. "There always comes a day. Those girls and boys in our families, when they're in their twenties, some are well-behaved, but others, when they get into trouble, I wish I could skin them alive. Relying on the family's power, relying on being rich, bullying ordinary folk... Back then, there were so many things I didn't dare tell the old man at home. The old man was a soldier his whole life, he values discipline the most..."

"If the old man had found out, I was genuinely afraid he would have just shot one of his grandsons," Lucien said, then added, "But it's better now. Once they get a little older, they understand, they behave..."

For a moment, Neil didn't know how to reply.

Because the powerful families of the US and the tycoon families abroad were still very different. Although both had money and power, in some matters... the US families were more ruthless.

Moreover, the problem in Neil's family wasn't the kind Lucien was describing.

Lucien was also a bit puzzled. He knew about Alexander and Charlotte's situation. The reason he hadn't thought in that direction was that Neil had just received some news, first taking a call, then looking at his phone, and only then did his expression change.

This led Lucien to mistakenly believe that some junior member of the Langford family had caused another major disaster, like killing someone in a car crash... and that Neil had suddenly received the news, then looked at his phone to receive more information, like photos from the scene, which was why his expression had changed.

It seems that wasn't it? Then what kind of sudden situation could it be?

As Lucien pondered, he also took out his own phone to take a look. He saw the news pop-up that had vibrated without him noticing before.

This made Lucien's eyebrows shoot up.

Seeing this, Neil knew that Lucien was about to find out, so he might as well just say it directly. "It's online. My daughter has recently taken a liking to a man. Sigh!" He ended with a final sigh!

"Your daughter, Charlotte, she's twenty-six or twenty-seven, right?" Lucien glanced briefly at the trending page, then turned off his phone and set it down. He turned his head, took a drag from his cigar, and said with a smile as he exhaled, "Dating at this age, isn't that perfectly normal? And I heard your daughter has never been in a relationship. It's normal for her to be dating at this age. If she wasn't... that's when you should be worried, right? Haha."

"That's true... but..." Neil couldn't bring himself to say just how "terrible" his daughter's taste in men was.

"What?" Lucien's expression turned subtle, revealing the look of a smiling tiger. "You're not satisfied with your daughter's boyfriend?"

Lucien was an astute man. He understood the potential awkwardness that could arise after he asked this question and received some answers. But he didn't care. He wanted to make it clear to Neil who was leading this affair, and whose side he, Lucien Ashford, was on.

He even wanted Neil to know that his current line of questioning was deliberate.

The mere mention of it made Neil's teeth ache with rage.

The trouble Alexander was currently causing was secondary. The main issue was that his precious daughter had been deceived to this extent. He recalled his daughter, with Alexander's arm around her waist, chasing after him to kneel and beg tearfully, and now his daughter challenging him by stirring up nationwide attention online... He was heartbroken!

Alexander even wanted his daughter to be his mistress!

A woman from a magnate family! The number one superstar of the music scene! You want her to be your mistress?!!

And his daughter had agreed!

This filled Neil with a sense of stifled ire. The "betrayal" of a loved one was the most hurtful thing of all.

"He..." Neil started again, but trailed off.

What could he say? That the man came from an ordinary family, was young, and used his silver tongue to prey specifically on rich women? That his actions were insane, his ideas even more so, and that he had his daughter wrapped around his little finger?

Wouldn't that make his daughter seem... brainless?

"My daughter was tricked by that man," Neil could only say, adopting the style of an old drama. "She's being swindled for her money and her body without even realizing it. My daughter has never been in a relationship before, so she's a bit inexperienced in this area. That's why she's fighting with me now."

By not going into specifics, his daughter wouldn't seem quite so brainless.

"Swindled for her money and her body?" Lucien was stunned. He desperately wanted to grab Neil by the collar and shout, "How the hell did you come to such a ridiculous conclusion?!!"

"Well, the matter is public now, so there's nothing left to be ashamed of."

Neil sighed like a weary father. "In families like ours, the children, especially the girls, are always targeted by people with ulterior motives. There will always be someone wanting a taste of swan meat, scheming and plotting in every way imaginable... That's why they say a match between social equals is the most suitable! You don't have to worry about the other party having ulterior motives, and since you're on the same cognitive level, neither one will be led around by the nose..."

"Ah, well..." Lucien composed himself.

He couldn't really respond to what Neil had just said.

"Actually, I have some regrets. Back then, among the four major real estate developers in France, two of them had promising young masters who wanted to get to know our Charlotte. Their elders came to me in person to discuss it, but I refused... That was many years ago. Thinking about it now, I should have agreed. At least I should have let my daughter meet them. Maybe they would have hit it off."

"An introduction from the family isn't necessarily a bad match!"

"That's true."

Lucien nodded. There were indeed cases of arranged marriages between prominent families where the couple was deeply in love, both parties being exceptionally outstanding.

It wasn't hard to understand how they could hit it off during a "blind date." There were even plenty of examples of couples who initially despised each other but now had three children...

"If I had let Charlotte start dating earlier, she would have more experience in this area, and perhaps things wouldn't have escalated to this point today," Neil said, taking a drag from his cigar and slowly exhaling. He sighed again and looked at Lucien.

"Mr. Ashford, I've made a fool of myself in front of you." Now that he had said it, Neil's mood seemed to improve slightly.

"No, no, not at all. Every family has its own troubles," Lucien said with a wave of his hand. "I have a boy at home who seems quite worry-free, but he loves to race cars and has gotten into trouble before. And when he first started university, he had a tumultuous love life. He and his fiancée broke up several times, then he'd beg to get back together, making a huge scene... I was embarrassed for him."

Lucien spoke in a tone of deep understanding.

Neil wasn't sure who exactly Lucien was talking about. In a large military family like the Ashfords, many family members served in the military and supported each other, making their ties closer than those of other prominent families.

So, Lucien might not have been talking about his own son, but possibly a nephew.

However, now that the two were talking about their children, they felt their relationship had suddenly become much closer. This was also an effective way for people of their stature to quickly dispel unfamiliarity and inner wariness.

In truth, the two of them weren't that familiar with each other.

Neil had come to see Lucien this time not only with great expectations for their partnership but also with a certain degree of caution. Why would such a good thing just fall from the sky? Besides, Lucien was a notorious "smiling tiger"—a smooth operator known for his ruthless methods!

But after their conversation, Neil couldn't say he had completely let his guard down, but he felt that Lucien was a pretty good person!

He was someone who could make you feel extremely comfortable. The complete opposite of Alexander!

Neil didn't know why he thought of Alexander; the thought just popped into his head. What he hadn't yet figured out was that Lucien and Alexander were actually the same kind of person. If he wanted you to feel comfortable, you would feel exceptionally comfortable. If he wanted you to feel miserable, he could make you miserable to death.

"Sigh! Forget it, forget it..." Neil waved his hand, then put on a relaxed expression as if it were no big deal. "Let's not talk about this. Dealing with children's affairs can be difficult, but it can also be simple, as long as you can be ruthless... Sigh! Forget it, forget it."

He wanted to stop talking but couldn't help himself, and in the end, he decided to drop it.

"Mr. Ashford, why don't you give me a little hint? Who else is coming today...?" Neil asked.

"Don't be impatient, Mr. Langford, hahaha. I spoke with him... before you arrived. He's on the road and had to make a stop along the way. He'll be here soon, very soon... any minute now!" Lucien said, deliberately keeping him in suspense.


Chapter 26: They’ve arrived. Gobsmacked neil.

At the main gate of Heavenly Garden.

A convoy of luxury cars drove up and slowly came to a stop at the entrance.

Across the street, inside a black commercial van, Tommy Calder sat looking at the gate. Seeing the convoy arrive, he grabbed a file folder and quickly got out of the car.

Alexander and Morris got out of the same car. From another car, only Henry Collins alighted. As for Eric... Henry hadn't let him come along. It wasn't that he didn't want to bring Eric to a secret meeting of this level, but he couldn't do so without the consent of the others.

This made Alexander the only young person at this secret meeting.

Tommy, wearing a baseball cap, quickly approached.

The bodyguards in black suits behind Morris noticed him. Some moved closer, while others reached into their jackets, their sharp eyes fixed on the man hurrying over with a file folder.

"He's with me," Alexander said.

Tommy successfully reached Alexander's side, handed him the file folder, then tipped his cap and hurried away. The group entered the gate.

Heavenly Garden posted a notice this afternoon that it would be temporarily closed.

In reality, the entire restaurant had been booked by Lucien Ashford. Therefore, upon entering the first-floor lobby, there were no other guests to be seen.

Even among the service staff, only a select few were allowed to stand in the lobby corners; the vast majority were not permitted to assist at reception and had been given the day off.

All surveillance systems inside were turned off.

Lucien had brought his own people to handle reception, guidance, and serving. The chefs, however, were not replaced. There was no need; they were here to enjoy the restaurant's own chefs' culinary skills, so it was fine to let them remain in the back kitchen.

Alexander, Morris, and Henry walked side by side. Bodyguards followed them.

As they entered the lobby, took the elevator, and walked through the corridor, it was clear that Heavenly Garden had been turned into a fortress, with a guard post every few steps.

Outsiders couldn't get in and had no idea what was happening inside. For an outsider to try to sneak in had become virtually impossible.

Lucien came from a long line of military men. The people under him in charge of security were the absolute best of the best.

On the second floor, inside the largest private room.

Neil and Lucien had once again fallen into a state of cheerful conversation.

"Mr. Ashford, I remember you personally attended that auction in South Carolina last September, didn't you? The news spread everywhere at the time. A big boss of your caliber rarely shows his face at auctions, usually relying on agents to bid remotely by phone... I heard quite a few people were kicking themselves for not getting to meet you," Neil said with a smile.

This was a form of flattery toward Lucien.

Although on paper, he and Lucien were big shots of the same caliber, it was clear that for this collaboration, Lucien wasn't the one seeking his help, but rather the other way around. Therefore... this attitude was actually quite normal.

"Ah, yes, I was there," Lucien said with a chuckle. "I happened to be in the area that day for a shareholders' meeting for the fund over there. I had some time after the meeting, so I went in person... I'd just be resting back at the hotel anyway. I quite enjoy the atmosphere of auctions—tense, exciting, a game of psychology. It feels a lot like doing business."

"Hahahaha, well said..." Neil laughed heartily.

The sound of footsteps echoed from the doorway—many quick, scattered steps, indicating a group of people approaching.

Both Lucien and Neil heard it and looked toward the double doors of the private room. As he spoke, Lucien pressed his cigar into the ashtray. Seeing this, Neil also extinguished his.

"They should be here," Lucien said with a smile.

"Should we go greet them?" Neil asked, gesturing with his hands. Since Lucien had been deliberately keeping him in suspense, Neil had, of course, realized that the person coming might be of no lesser status than Lucien himself.

"We're all on the same side, no need to be so formal," Lucien said, but he stood up nonetheless.

Creak!

The double doors were pushed open simultaneously by the bodyguards outside, the two panels swinging open in perfect unison.

Though the doorway was wide, it would have been crowded for three people to enter abreast. There was no need for that, so with a deferential gesture from Morris, Henry Collins, who was on the far left, stepped in first. He then quickly turned sideways, gesturing for Morris, in the middle, to enter. Alexander came in last.

Neil felt a long-forgotten trace of nervousness.

When he saw Henry Collins enter, he certainly recognized this second-generation member of Boston's Collins family. If one were to ask where in the country the powerful and noble had the widest network, knew the most people, or were most widely known, one place would be the capital, and the other would be Boston.

Although Neil wasn't well-acquainted with Henry, they were nodding acquaintances who knew of each other. So when he saw him, his nervousness and excitement were amplified at once.

He was nervous because a magnate on par with Lucien Ashford had truly arrived! Didn't that mean this collaboration was even bigger than he had imagined? Just how big a pie was about to fall from the sky? How could he not be excited!

Then, he got a clear look at Morris Doran.

This man... strictly speaking, Morris's status was half a notch higher than that of Lucien and Henry. The Doran family was inherently more powerful than the Collins and Ashford families. It was only because the Collins and Ashford families were based in Boston, a very special place, that it gave them a certain boost in power and influence. But if one were to be truly precise, they simply couldn't compare to Morris Doran.

Morris was already confirmed as the next head of the Doran family! He had already been promoted to an extremely high position!

The next-generation leader of a major regional family!

The delight in Neil's heart lasted only a second before he remembered: wasn't Morris Jasmine Doran's father? And wasn't Alexander Jasmine Doran's boyfriend? Did Morris know about Alexander and his daughter? Should he bring it up with Morris today?

These complex thoughts lasted only for a fleeting moment. Then Neil saw Alexander.

Entering last—you could say he was an attendant, or you could say that the greater one's status, the later one's entrance... Although Alexander had no particular status, this scene still deeply shocked Neil.

This was especially true when, after the three had entered, Morris turned back, waited for Alexander, then leaned his head in to whisper something in his ear while pointing at the seats.

Alexander pointed as well. It seemed... the two were discussing... where to sit together?!

It all sounds complicated, but in reality, it happened in less than ten seconds.

Neil's expression couldn't help but abruptly shift from excitement and pleasant surprise to a stiff, frozen, and utterly dumbfounded look!

"Hahahaha, Brother Morris! Welcome, welcome." Lucien's laughter swept away the impending awkward atmosphere. He stepped forward to first shake hands with Morris, then with Henry... Lucien and Henry were the most familiar with each other, both being Boston locals. After secretly forming an alliance, there was even less need for pleasantries.

"Old Henry," Lucien said, shaking Henry's hand.

Of everyone present, Henry was the oldest.

"Come, come, let me introduce you two. Mr. Neil Langford, you all know him, right... haha." Lucien gestured with a wave of his hand toward Neil, who was walking over.

"Mr. Langford, long time no see!"

"Hahaha, Mr. Langford, you're looking well."

"Mr. Doran!"

"Mr. Collins!"

The indispensable social etiquette, the insincere greetings and pleasantries, and pretending to be long-lost friends despite not knowing each other well.

Lucien didn't introduce Alexander. Just as the thought "he really is just an attendant" crossed Neil's mind while he exchanged pleasantries with the two magnates, Lucien had already bypassed them and walked up to Alexander.

The two shared a simple handshake, the kind where they stood very close, their shoulders touching in an extremely intimate way.

"Good Sir, Mr. Ciotta, every time you come to our area, it's always for business. We can't have that anymore. We should meet up alone sometime, shouldn't we? For a meal or some wine," Lucien said, feigning a reprimand, but his words were spoken with extreme intimacy! A frightening intimacy!

What shocked Neil Langford even more was. What did he call Alexander?! Sir? Mr. Ciotta?!

And what was that tone of hidden respect?

"You've really thought of everything, Mr. Ashford," Alexander said to Lucien with a smile. He was referring to the scene he had witnessed on his way upstairs. The display was incredibly grand. Alexander understood that if Lucien had just been meeting with Morris alone, he probably wouldn't have made such a spectacle. They had all but surrounded the restaurant.

The main point of all this was for Neil to see.

And why did Neil need to see it? To back him, Alexander, of course!

Lucien was just that thoughtful. He even… deliberately leaned in close at this moment, arm in arm as they spoke. The two had never conversed like this before; there was absolutely no need for it. But this time, he intentionally made a show of their closeness.

Lucien clearly wanted Neil to witness this scene as well!

"Hahahaha, thoughtful? Not at all, Mr. Alexander, you're being too polite. Come, come, let's have a seat…" Lucien said, turning and gesturing. His words were directed at everyone.

He was the host today, so it was his duty to attend to these matters.

He didn't introduce Neil and Alexander to each other. He did it on purpose. It was unnecessary.

If Neil refused to shake Alexander's hand, it would be awkward for everyone afterward. It wasn't just about saving Alexander from embarrassment; more seriously, Neil would be the one unable to save face!

Under Lucien's direction, the meeting began in a cheerful and harmonious atmosphere. Lucien hoped this mood would last.

The table was very large, allowing them to sit at a distance from each other.

Alexander walked to the right side, casually pulled out a chair, and sat down. He tossed the file folder in his hand onto the table, straightened his suit, adjusted his tie, and crossed his legs.

Morris sat a few seats to Alexander's right, while Henry sat to his left.

The gaps between them were quite large.

The final seating arrangement, starting from Lucien and going left, was Morris, Alexander, Henry, Neil Langford… and then back to Lucien.

And because Lucien and Neil were sitting very close, having been chatting and smoking cigars together earlier, Alexander's seat ended up almost directly opposite Neil.

Neil had been watching Alexander out of the corner of his eye the entire time. But since Lucien had arranged this gathering, he had to give him face. Even if there was a real problem, he couldn't cause a scene here. Besides, he could already sense the strangeness of today's situation.

"Mr. Ciotta, order a couple more dishes. Take a look," Lucien said, tossing the menu to Alexander, not even offering it to Morris.

…There was really no need to show him that much deference.

"I'm not particular about what I eat," Alexander said with a smile, then looked at Morris and Henry. "Uncle? Mr. Collins… would you like to see?"

"You guys go ahead," Henry said with a faint smile and a wave of his hand, patting his pockets for something.

"Brother Collins, here, have one of mine," Lucien said, sliding his cigar case over.

"You decide," Morris gestured to Alexander.

Besides Alexander, the person Neil was paying the most attention to was Morris. He was, in a sense, the man with the highest status present. And Alexander was his daughter's public boyfriend…

Yet Morris's attitude was…

Even a fool could tell that the relationship between Morris and Alexander was the closest. They didn't waste words, and they exchanged glances when they spoke—looks that outsiders couldn't decipher.

Only people who were truly close would communicate with such glances.

Henry took the cigar cutter and clipped a cigar. He lit it.

"Brother Doran…" Lucien offered a cigar to Morris, but Morris shook his head. He used to smoke cigars but hadn't been recently.

"I'll have one myself then," Lucien said with a chuckle.

He lit another cigar.

A brief silence fell over the private room. Normally, there shouldn't be a lull in the conversation; someone should always start a topic. And with Lucien's abilities, he would never let the conversation die.

Yet it went quiet for a moment, as if… waiting for someone to speak and lead.

"Let's get down to business. It'll be quick. The food will be served by the time we're done," Alexander said with a slight smile. At that moment, Neil's heart began to beat erratically.

It was a side effect of the tension produced by an incredibly "shocking" situation!

Why was Alexander the one speaking?! Why was HE the one speaking?!!

Neil screamed the question in his mind, his gaze fixed on Alexander.

He watched as Alexander picked up the file folder he had previously tossed on the table, pulled out five documents, and dropped them onto the large lazy Susan in the center. He gave it a slight spin and said, "Everyone, take a look."

The lazy Susan went around once, and each man took a copy, leaving one for Alexander himself.

The five documents were identical and only nine pages long. It was both a timetable and a brief proposal for the destruction of a corporate giant—a very brief one.

It basically listed events, who to take down with what evidence, who to expose, who to report to the police for arrest, and so on. But the evidence itself was not included in the document.

This was utterly absurd. But since the document came from Alexander, it somehow didn't seem so absurd.

Especially to Neil… he had seen Alexander's evidence, so he knew this plan of destruction was viable. It could be done!

The four men briefly skimmed through it.

The other three had very mild reactions; after all, they more or less knew some of it beforehand. The main reason was that they all knew who Alexander was and what he had done.

The only one who had seen the detailed evidence, Neil, was the least composed of them all. The color drained from his face.

"Zenith Media, I will destroy it! I will have Bluecrest Music devour this behemoth! I had Tommy Calder draw up this plan. He's been with me for a while and did a decent job. This is the general idea," Alexander said with a smile. "The participants in this plan, besides everyone present, also include the Rothmere family and others who are not here today."

"Mr. Langford," Alexander suddenly called out to Neil. "Do you have any more questions? Any problems?"

At that moment.

The expressionless Morris, the cigar-smoking Henry, and the smiling Lucien all turned their heads simultaneously to look at Neil.

A terrifying pressure washed over him.

The cigar smoke swirled in the air.

Neil's expression didn't change at all. Literally, not at all. He was completely and utterly stunned. This, paradoxically, prevented him from losing his composure with any superfluous expressions.

He seemed to have frozen solid, his eyes locked with Alexander's. This partnership negotiation in the private room was a hundred times more concise than he had imagined.

In reality, the bulk of this collaboration had already been discussed earlier, during the conversation between Alexander and Neil in the office before noon today—the one that had ended on an unpleasant note.

Alexander was arrogant! Extreme! Insane! This was Neil Langford's perception of Alexander.

Truthfully, he had recognized the potential of Alexander's plan back then; he knew Alexander was a mad genius. But without a way to handle the major power behind Zenith Media, the plan itself was meaningless. It would be an extreme act of suicide.

And yet, Alexander was so confident. Neil could only conclude that Alexander was simply ignorant.

He had never been exposed to the way high society operated. If you wanted to use non-commercial means to "plunder," that was a declaration of war, and it would ultimately escalate into a power struggle.

For the better part of the day, Alexander had seemed laughable in Neil's eyes.

Until this very moment.

Neil was shocked to realize that he was the laughable one. For a moment, an absurd phrase came to his mind—judging a book by its cover. Applying that phrase to himself felt utterly ridiculous.

But he had, in fact, grossly underestimated Alexander.

This was an underestimation, even after he had already given Alexander's abilities an extremely high evaluation. He had never truly denied Alexander's capabilities; he just thought Alexander's judgment and mind were flawed...

Wrong. He was completely wrong.

The Ashford family, the Collins family, and even the Doran family!

Alexander could bring them all in to participate in this? What was a single Zenith Media in comparison? What was the Sinclair family behind Zenith Media? But how did Alexander get them on board? Or did they already share some kind of unknown relationship?

He couldn't figure it out.

His mind verging on numbness, Neil found it difficult to engage in truly complex thought. He didn't have that much time to think, either. No one could wait for him to ponder for hours before giving a reply; they couldn't even wait a few minutes.

Neil even wondered if he was truly necessary for this acquisition of Zenith Media.

In Neil's eyes, Alexander's entire persona had become "blurry."

Alexander had suddenly become someone whose identity, background, connections, and even real name he couldn't be sure of. Neil genuinely wasn't certain if his real name was even Alexander anymore.

However...

No matter what Alexander represented or what was hidden behind him...

Neil was crystal clear on who Morris Doran, Lucien Ashford, and Henry Collins were, what their statuses were, what positions they held, and what kind of reputation they had.

Were there any problems? For Neil, saying the words "no problem" right now was incredibly humiliating.

Alexander had emerged as the one who was arrogant to the very end, never changing, never bowing his head. Only he, Neil, had wavered. He had misjudged everything; he had mocked and ridiculed him, and now he had to be a pragmatist driven by profit.

But so what?

There was a classic saying in the business world: there are no permanent enemies, only permanent interests.

Mortal enemies in the business world who were scheming and plotting against each other just days ago could turn around and shake hands with glee over a shared interest.

And Neil and Alexander hadn't actually reached that stage...

Although Neil had been planning to do certain things, he hadn't done them yet, and he was extremely thankful for that.

The immense profit was enough to make anyone bow their head.

Even if he knew that saying "no problem" would mean having to accept some previously unacceptable things, like... his daughter being a mistress.

But it seemed this would be a happy ending for everyone.

His daughter had no objections, Alexander had no objections, and he... along with the entire family, including the Aurora Group with its hundreds of billions in assets, would have the chance to fully enter the US market. Not only could they halt their decline, but they could also begin direct collaborations with several major families.

A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity was right in front of him.

Neil was no fool. He knew that to create such a lineup, all for a mere Zenith Media? Impossible! Zenith Media was just an appetizer. It didn't even count as an appetizer, more like a small cold dish. Only by agreeing and joining this "small group" could he find out what they were really planning to do.

"No problem," Neil said, meeting Alexander's gaze.

"Then we can open the wine," Alexander said with a calm, faint smile.

"Hahahahaha, yes, yes, open the wine!" Lucien stood up, his loud laughter dispelling the last of the stagnant atmosphere in the room. "Someone, bring in the wine!"

"Old Ashford, today is an important day. We've sealed a deal and are welcoming Mr. Langford. You'd better bring out a few good bottles..." Henry said with a smile, knowing what wines Lucien Ashford had in his collection.

"Don't worry, I had them brought over," Lucien replied with a chuckle.

With just a few words, the atmosphere in the private room returned to normal, and everyone began chatting and laughing, filling the air with pleasantries.

Alexander maintained his smile as he listened to them talk first. He needed to wait for Neil's mental state to fully recover before speaking to him again.

Alexander had always been very indulgent of his own people. He also had to give Neil a chance to "perform."

During his conversation with Morris, Neil clearly sensed that Alexander had no intention of making things difficult for him... even though, under the circumstances, Alexander could have.

He could have embarrassed him. All it would take was a few pointed questions, a few loaded remarks to taunt him about the situation at noon, and Neil would have no choice but to listen. He couldn't afford to lose his temper; the heads of several major families were present. No matter how powerful his French conglomerate was, it wasn't enough here.

He wanted this partnership, wanted to seize this massive opportunity. Even if he had to act subservient today, he would do it.

But Alexander didn't do that.

This naturally led Neil to think that Alexander was sparing his pride in the end. It clearly wasn't because of him; Alexander had no personal relationship with him.

For someone as audacious as Alexander, who could orchestrate such an insane, major event, to suddenly become so calm... was it because he didn't want his daughter, Charlotte, to be caught awkwardly in the middle?

Alexander had even planned for the shares to be held by Charlotte.

Was this whole thing done for her? Neil was still unsure about many things, but that strange phrase popped into his head again—a father's status depends on his daughter? Riding on her coattails?

Could Alexander do all this for a woman?

But he... he was asking Charlotte to be his mistress. Was it love, or not enough love? What a confident and powerful man he must be to so casually plan on giving shares worth at least tens of billions to a mistress to hold.

Or was it that he simply didn't care about money?

After the dishes were served and the banquet officially began, the atmosphere was joyous. Everyone raised their glasses and clinked them together, sorting out the Zenith Media issue amidst their laughter.

For these "big shots," if they really wanted to take down a company, they could do it even without evidence, let alone with a pile of it. Zenith itself was only worthy of being discussed in jest; it was the Sinclair family that needed to be treated seriously.

The Sinclair family wasn't mentioned much during this meal. It was enough that everyone had reached an initial consensus.

As the atmosphere improved and more wine was drunk, people grew restless. The table was too large, making it inconvenient to talk or toast. If you wanted to speak to someone, you'd move over or simply switch seats.

Drinking parties are always like this. Towards the end, separate conversations break out, with people only engaging with those next to them, occasionally shouting across the table. Drunk people are generally all the same, and this group of big shots shared another common identity—they were all old men in their fifties and sixties.

Scrape!

The chair next to Alexander was pulled out, and Neil sat down.

"Mr. Ciotta," Neil said, slightly tipsy, a smile on his face. He squinted drunkenly and tilted his wine glass toward Alexander.

Alexander also picked up his wine glass but paused just before they could clink. He turned to look at Neil, his tone very light. "Charlotte cried all afternoon. You scared her."

"I'll apologize to her when I get back," Neil said after a moment's thought.

Clink!

Alexander clinked his glass against his. They both drained their glasses in one go.


Chapter 27: Mind games.

New York, Magical Glamour Company, CEO's Office.

Before the floor-to-ceiling windows against the night sky.

Jasmine Doran picked up her phone again and looked at the screenshot of Charlotte Langford's post, her expression icy.

Fucking bitch!

Jasmine thought, then dialed a number.

"Have you arrived yet?" Dressed in a black dress that made her appear all the more sensual and domineering, Jasmine stood with her arms crossed under her impressive bust, gazing out at the glittering city lights beyond the floor-to-ceiling window.

She wore a pair of striking high heels, and her voice was as cold as the dead of winter.

"We're about to get off the highway," a man's respectful voice replied from the phone.

"Is everything arranged?" Jasmine asked. "Do you have any intel on Charlotte Langford's whereabouts?"

"We're not entirely sure yet..." the man said. "But, Boss, according to online reports, a large crowd of entertainment reporters has already surrounded Charlotte Langford's company. Paparazzi are also staking out her various residences in Chicago, all hoping to get the first shot of her after her online confession... She might still be at her company and hasn't left. We'll head straight there after we get off the highway."

"Good. Keep a close watch and stay sharp. I want to know where she ends up staying tonight!"

"Yes, understood!"

The call ended.

"Bitch. I was going to spare you. How dare you..."

Jasmine muttered as she walked toward her desk. In truth, she wasn't overly furious. She had already accepted the fact that Alexander had other women; her understanding of relationships between men and women was far from ordinary.

The key issue now was whether Charlotte's provocation was intentional or not; she had done it!

Therefore, regardless of her own speculations, Jasmine had to "teach" Charlotte a lesson.

It had nothing to do with Charlotte's motives.

Rather, she couldn't set the precedent of "you provoke me, and I forgive you."

Otherwise, even if there were extenuating circumstances this time, what about in the future? In this regard, Jasmine had no intention of giving anyone any opportunity to test her limits.

So... upon seeing the news online, Jasmine had dispatched a group of people to drive straight to Chicago!

Clack, clack, clack.

The sound of her high heels was crisp and clear.

Jasmine walked back to her desk and sat down, glancing again at the time in the bottom-right corner of her computer monitor: 8:12 PM.

"He still hasn't called me. Does he always think he has me wrapped around his finger?" Jasmine thought, annoyed. Although she was madly in love with this incredibly powerful man—the stronger he was, the more she loved him; her own dominant nature longed to be suppressed by an even greater force, a spiritual satisfaction that she found intoxicating.

But sometimes she still felt she deserved a little comfort.

Charlotte had caused such a huge stir online, yet Alexander hadn't even called to check on her! What did that mean? Had that bitch won him over? Perhaps because this was the first time another of her man's women had challenged her so openly, Jasmine was even starting to feel a little insecure.

After all, by any measure, Charlotte was no less than her. Although Charlotte's personality was the type to be easily controlled, it was also true that women with such personalities were often pitied and doted on by men!

"Playing the damsel in distress, are we? You jealous bitch!" Jasmine actually sneered and muttered to herself.

This was the first time since she had met Alexander that she had imagined him being intimate with his other women!

She never even thought about Alexander and Seraphine. Whether Seraphine wanted to compete or not was a private matter. Given her status and the potential impact on her reputation, Seraphine was destined to only ever be Alexander's mistress.

But Charlotte... that wasn't necessarily the case. She had to nip certain things in the bud!

"What on earth are you so busy with? Is it more important than me? You don't even have time to call me? Or are you plotting against me? In that case, let's see who breaks first... Let's see how long you can hold out!" Jasmine was the woman who understood Alexander best.

So her guess at this moment was correct. Alexander was indeed "plotting" against her, holding back from calling her.

It seemed to have become a matter of who called first, who backed down first. The one who made the first move was the one who cared more. The one who could be easily controlled.

Jasmine glanced at the unfinished documents on her desk. After a moment's thought, she picked up her phone and opened a group chat.

It was a women-only group. Jasmine was the group owner, and the members were: Aileen Arison, Mia Murphy, and Ashley Carter.

The group had quickly become lively after Charlotte posted that message. Still, not a single word was meant to comfort Jasmine. They didn't think Jasmine was the kind of woman who needed comforting.

"Jasmine, don't be rash. This isn't something we should blow up!" Aileen tried to persuade her.

"Hubby is such a philanderer!" Mia even lashed out at Alexander. "Hmph! If he can't control her, let Sister Jasmine do it. Teach her a lesson!"

"...Charlotte transferred 50% of her shares to me," Ashley revealed.

"Mia, don't stir up trouble. If you do, I'll take a screenshot and send it to Hubby. See if he doesn't punish you." Aileen threatened Mia.

Jasmine hadn't replied to a single message. She had even turned down Aileen's invitation to have dinner together.

In reality, she wasn't that emotional. This matter wasn't "distressing" to her; she just didn't want Aileen and the others to know what she was really thinking.

The reactions in the group, however, pleased Jasmine. They were all very "obedient"!

"My dear Mr. Ciotta, you really have the heart to leave me hanging, don't you? Let's see when you'll call!" Jasmine murmured coldly, then pursed her lips.

She set her phone aside, picked up a document, and continued to work.

◆◆◆

In Chicago, inside a private room at Heavenly Garden.

The banquet was still underway. Drinking, chatting, more drinking, more chatting, smoking cigars... Everyone looked drunk, but in reality, they were only slightly tipsy. Although alcohol made people more enthusiastic, talkative, prone to gesturing, and loud, everyone's mind remained clear, capable of discussing very important matters.

Around 9:30 PM.

Alexander and Morris sat together, whispering to each other for a while.

A moment later.

"Mr. Langford—" Morris, who had drunk the least, called out to Neil.

"Mr. Doran!" Neil reacted quickly. He had been discussing "cigar collecting" with Henry and immediately looked over.

"Mr. Langford, do you know much about the Sutherland family?" Morris asked.

"The Sutherland family?" Neil was taken aback. He subconsciously glanced at Alexander because... the Sutherland family's third-generation scion, James Sutherland, who was rumored to be quite perverse, was after the eldest daughter of the Doran family's main branch—Morris Doran's daughter, Jasmine Doran. This was common knowledge!

The impending marriage alliance between the Sutherland and Doran families was no secret.

As a result, the two families had already begun some partnerships over the past three years, making them allies.

He looked at Alexander, of course, because of Alexander's relationship with Jasmine.

"There are some problems with the Sutherland family," Morris said without beating around the bush.

Under certain circumstances, the Langford family was more trustworthy than the major US families because they had no retreat or other options in the US. Once a matter of mutual interest was settled, Neil's trustworthiness would instantly rise to a certain level!

Unconsciously, the time passed ten o'clock at night.

"I'm going to the restroom," Alexander said as he stood up and left the private room.

But he didn't go to the restroom.

After passing through the side corridor where the restrooms were located, Alexander went to the window at the end of the hall, took out his phone, and glanced at it. Jasmine's patience was about to run out.

Alexander opened his phone to the detailed clock, the kind that was precise down to the second, and watched the time tick by.

In the ten-thousand-year loop, after finding the "correct way to get it done in one day," Alexander had slept with Jasmine hundreds of times.

And before finding that correct way, besides investigating Jasmine's past, Alexander had also conducted many interesting experiments on her.

Even after finding the correct way, Alexander had still run some experiments.

For example, a tolerance test. This tolerance was all-encompassing.

In the long span of 3,650,000 days, Alexander had come into contact with far too many people. He discovered that most people's personalities were actually similar and could be broadly categorized.

Only a very small number of people possessed special personalities!

Aileen didn't count as having a special personality; she just had special preferences! Her personality wasn't particularly unconventional.

Raised by Mrs. Arison to be a model, well-behaved daughter, it would have been difficult for her to develop a standout personality.

But from a certain perspective, Aileen Arison was "perfect"! She fulfilled all of a man's fantasies about a woman. Her personality, family background, appearance, wealth, and even... her special adult (submissive masochistic) preferences. They were all part of her perfection.

She could be a powerful woman who moved with ease in the business world, or she could stand by a man's side, smiling gently and charmingly. She could even, upon waking from a midnight dream, turn a man's wildest fantasies into reality.

In comparison, Jasmine and Aileen had many things in common. Still, the huge difference in their personalities made them two completely different people.

Jasmine possessed what Alexander considered an extremely rare, special personality.

She wasn't the type who pretended to be unconventional, putting on an icy facade. Some people like that simply had social anxiety and would become "ordinary" once you got to know them.

Jasmine was not like that. She was truly special. So special that, in some people's eyes, it bordered on being mentally unhinged! Compared to Aileen, she was "imperfect," and it was precisely this "imperfection" that Alexander liked.

Only a crazy beauty like her, with an extremely strong personality and formidable capabilities, could bring the kind of uncertainty that brought Alexander more fun!

She possessed a challenge that others lacked.

The time loop had made Alexander witness far too many repetitive things. The more secrets he knew, the more he felt that good people were good in similar ways, and bad people were bad in similar ways.

Alexander's unruffled personality was also related to the boredom brought on by these repetitions.

So when he first discovered Jasmine in the loop, he felt like he had discovered a treasure.

The more he interacted with her, the more Alexander discovered that Jasmine would react in ways extremely different from "normal people" under certain special circumstances, while at other times, she would react exactly the same.

She was an "anomaly," and that made her uncertain! And because she was uncertain, she was interesting!

Regarding the tolerance test, Alexander had performed it on every person with a special personality he had encountered, and the very first was Jasmine.

Being trapped on the same day was a terrible thing. The constant repetition, a life with no end in sight. Relationships, emotions, work, and conflicts that could never continue—it was all incredibly torturous.

It was a cage. But being trapped on the same day had one enormous advantage: one could "try and fail infinitely". Until one found the right answer they were looking for!

Alexander had gotten a plethora of answers from Jasmine!

Therefore, combining the situation that had occurred today, his and Jasmine's relationship status, her relationship with Charlotte, the distance from New York to Chicago, and even the time he left New York.

Alexander chose one possibility.

It was now 10:13 PM. Given Jasmine's upper limit for waiting for a call, Alexander felt that she would either not call him at all or call at 10:15 PM. Alexander leaned toward the latter.

Time passed, second by second.

At 10:14:50, Alexander dialed Jasmine's number. Holding the phone to his ear, he stuck his other hand in his trouser pocket and gazed out the window.

This call was actually quite "risky."

But challenging the uncertainty in Jasmine was one of Alexander's pleasures! Guessing correctly brought a great sense of accomplishment.

◆◆◆

New York, Magical Glamour, CEO's Office.

Jasmine picked up her phone and looked at it expressionlessly. Phone in hand, she rose and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window. As a powerful woman who worked with high intensity, she had a very strong sense of time.

Everyone has different "time limits" in mind.

For example, "I'll watch for a little longer, but I must go to sleep at this time," or "I'll wait until this time, then I'll definitely sell the stock," or even "I'll just watch for half an hour, then I'll go do my homework!"

But unlike ordinary people, Jasmine not only had a strong sense of time but also a strong execution.

"What on earth are you busy with... Are you with that bitch? Even your other women know to show concern for me, but you..." Jasmine didn't want to call Alexander, but she didn't want to argue with him over this matter.

This incident would only make her angry at Charlotte Langford. But not at Alexander.

Perhaps because of their strange love, Jasmine was uncharacteristically "conceding." In fact, this wasn't the first time she had "conceded" to Alexander; she just wouldn't let him feel that it was a concession.

Staring silently at her phone, Jasmine had already prepared her sarcastically phrased questions.

She was just about to call Alexander.

Ring ring ring...Her phone rang! The caller ID read "My Dearest."

Jasmine suddenly smiled, a victor's smile, pursing her lips. When the coldest woman bloomed into a smile, she was the most beautiful.

But Jasmine only let this beauty last for a split second. She immediately put on a cold expression, answered the phone, and said icily, "It's so late. Instead of keeping that bitch who confessed to you company, what are you calling me for?"

"If you had answered this call a few seconds later, I might have believed you weren't just about to call me," Alexander teased her with a smile. "You answered too quickly. No need to be so stubborn, right?"

"Hah!" Jasmine let out a cold laugh. "You called me first, so there's no need to make excuses."

Although she said that, Jasmine spun around in her office, her eyes widening as she scanned the surrounding walls, a flash of horror even crossing her gaze.

She strongly suspected that Alexander had installed a surveillance camera in her office.

"Stop acting," Alexander laughed. "I know you better than you think. Do you dare say you weren't just about to call me? If I guessed wrong, I'll grant you any one request."

Jasmine fell silent for a moment. She didn't dare say it. She couldn't tell that kind of lie to Alexander.

"My dearest Mr. Ciotta, you really are quite the psychic, aren't you!" Jasmine teased Alexander, then added, "Then take a guess, what else did I do?"

"Is there a reward if I guess correctly?" Alexander asked.

"Tch! You're really going to guess?" Jasmine couldn't help but want to mock Alexander. This level of banter was an activity they both loved.

"Answer me first, is there a reward if I guess correctly?" Alexander asked again.

"Hold on, let me think..." Jasmine had learned her lesson. In the past, she would always get caught up in the heat of her arguments with Alexander and end up making a bet.

This had led to a long history of repeated defeats; she had never won a bet against him. Although this wasn't a bet, it was similar in nature and one where the result would be known immediately.

Jasmine chose to be more cautious.

In the past, she had always lost crucial stakes to Alexander, such as the right to be jealous about him having other women...

"I can't fall for it!" Jasmine warned herself inwardly.

"What's there to think about?" Alexander laughed, then deliberately said in an exaggerated tone, "No way, my dear Miss Doran! You're actually scared? You're chickening out, aren't you? You finally don't dare to bet with me anymore, is that it?"

"Hey! That's such a low-level taunt." Jasmine's tone was one of utter boredom. "I'm not scared, I'm respecting you! Treating you as an opponent who requires careful consideration."

"You sure have a way with words..." Alexander teased with a smile.

"You haven't called any of my people, have you?" Jasmine asked directly.

"Nope," Alexander replied crisply.

"Then... who did you ask about me? Today!"

"No one."

"Hmm... did you passively receive any news about me?"

"No."

"Hmm..." Jasmine pondered, considering every possibility.

If Alexander hadn't learned anything about her from anyone or any channel today, he could only "guess" her plan based on his knowledge of her past and his analysis of her personality.

Jasmine knew very well how deeply Alexander understood the human heart.

She had also long since verified that Alexander knew her past, even her most private secrets, including that near "Girl x Girl" romance from her school days. He knew everything.

So...

Jasmine quickly and carefully reviewed the past twenty-seven years of her life.

No similar situation had ever occurred.

Jasmine had never made the same arrangements as she had today. Even on occasions when she had to dispatch people, the other circumstances were completely different.

This time, it involved matters of romance and relationships, and before Alexander, Jasmine had never truly been in love.

In other words, even if Alexander completely understood her past, there was no way he could use it as a reference to arrive at the correct result.

Moreover, the specific actions she had planned for this occasion included herself.

"Even if you were the world's greatest psychologist and intelligence master, you couldn't possibly guess it!" Jasmine voiced her conclusion.

"So what's the reward if I guess correctly?" Alexander asked for the third time.

"First, state the punishment if you guess wrong," Jasmine replied.

"You name it!" Alexander was straightforward. He trusted that Jasmine would know where to draw the line. She was never the type to make excessively outrageous demands, and neither was he.

"If you guess wrong..." Jasmine thought for three seconds. "You'll... kneel and sing me a song."

"What an unoriginal punishment. Ever since you knelt for me, you've been trying to get even, haven't you?" Alexander teased. "Should we decide on the song now? 'Hopelessly Devoted to You'?"

During his days looping, while he was writing and composing songs, Alexander had learned a great deal about this world's music through the internet. He knew that this parallel world also had a song of the same name, and its lyrics were very similar to the 'Hopelessly Devoted to You' from the world he had transmigrated from.

"Fine, it's a deal," Jasmine said quickly. "Now it's your turn. What reward do you want if you guess correctly?"

"Well......I hope the reward is... You and Charlotte being face-to-face in front of me. You take Charlotte's hands, and kiss her. On the lips. Make up by making out.." Alexander deliberately slowed his speech, his voice laced with amusement.

Standing before the floor-to-ceiling window of the skyscraper, Jasmine held the phone to her ear. When she heard Alexander's desired "reward," her expression froze, and she almost crushed the phone... if she had that kind of strength.

"Are all men as perverted as you?!" Jasmine asked.

"I wouldn't call it perverted," Alexander laughed. "If you can't accept that, a kiss on the forehead is fine too."

"In that case..." Jasmine hadn't expected Alexander to concede so easily. She was about to take the easy way out and agree, but something felt off. It seemed like her own condition was more outrageous, yet Alexander hadn't backed down. Besides, if she chose to change the reward, wouldn't it make her seem unconfident?

Jasmine was indeed feeling a little apprehensive. But that was because of Alexander's past track record!

From a rational standpoint, there was no way Alexander could know her plan this time. It was impossible to deduce through analysis; he lacked the necessary information... Jasmine was obviously unaware that, in reality, the necessary information was not lacking at all.

For instance, during one of his loops, Alexander once asked her, while chatting after an event, "If you found out your boyfriend was cheating on you in the future, what would you do?"

Alexander had gotten his answer. In his memory, this event was real.

But for Jasmine, this event didn't exist; it had been overwritten by the reset timeline.

"Forget it, no need to change it. I accept. Go ahead and guess," Jasmine said.

"Then I'm going to guess," Alexander laughed and began speaking directly. "You will take a private jet tomorrow morning and arrive in Chicago."

"Mm," Jasmine admitted, adding, "That bitch provoked me. It's not hard to guess that I'd go over there to settle the score with her."

"No. Don't try to mislead me. You'll arrive  very early!" Alexander continued with a smile. "I guess that not long after you saw that post, you dispatched a team of your bodyguards to drive over. They should have already arrived... They've already gone to surveil Charlotte."

"So what if I'm surveilling her? Watching what she's doing is perfectly normal, isn't it?" Jasmine's voice was as cold as ever, but her expression was already starting to change.

"Your purpose in surveilling Charlotte isn't just to know what she and I are doing. You want to know where she's staying tonight. You'll also confirm whether I'll be staying with her. You must have already asked Ashley and found out that I won't be going to her place tonight."

"You need to confirm whether I will spend the night with Charlotte. You hope I will."

"Then you'll storm over early tomorrow morning. Your bodyguards will subdue Charlotte's people, and you will appear like a ghost at the foot of my and Charlotte's bed just as dawn breaks. You'll be holding a gun in your right hand and your phone in your left. I guess you'll also be wearing a black dress and red high heels."

"You'll capture the look of terror on Charlotte's face the moment she wakes up. But in reality, you have no intention of doing anything to her. You just want to scare her. Catching us in the act, red-handed! That way, you'll completely win your bet with Charlotte, and you'll have photographic evidence. She'll be completely under your thumb!"

"Am I right?" Alexander asked finally.

The phone went silent.

This time, Jasmine wasn't shocked. She wasn't dazed, and she certainly wasn't stunned. Because she already suspected that she was dreaming right now. Only a dream could reasonably explain everything! Including why Charlotte had suddenly posted that message today.

Charlotte's sudden provocation was abnormal in itself. She cared about her reputation even more than Jasmine did. If a superstar like her were exposed as a mistress to some man, the higher she stood, the harder she would fall.

Jasmine was truly beginning to have her doubts.

Perhaps it was because Alexander had given her too many shocks, leading to the classic case of "what you think about by day, you dream of by night," making her feel that Alexander was omnipotent.

Plus, she had never denied in her heart that Charlotte could be a threat.

She worried that one day Charlotte would challenge her, regardless of the consequences.

So… this was a dream! It made perfect sense!

Alexander heard the sound of breathing on the phone. It was the respiratory rate Jasmine had only when she was lost in some strange train of thought. Alexander's mind, forged through ten thousand years, had elevated his mental power beyond the human realm. He could remember every situation, every detail of his past encounters with Jasmine.

"It's not a dream, don't slap your face! It'll hurt. Put your left hand down," Alexander reminded her with a smile.

His words froze Jasmine, who had just raised her left hand.

She was indeed about to slap herself!

Jasmine was just that decisive. To confirm whether she was dreaming, rather than mulling it over, she figured it was simpler, faster, and more efficient to just give herself a slap.

In the time loop, Alexander had also "pushed" Jasmine to the point of slapping herself to verify if she was dreaming, though more often than not, she was checking if she was drunk and confused.

Slap!

"Hiss…"

Alexander still heard a crisp smack. Jasmine hadn't listened to his advice and had insisted on hitting herself, then sucked in a sharp breath from the pain. This woman had always been so stubborn!

"See? I told you it wasn't a dream," Alexander teased with a laugh. "You didn't learn that from Aileen, did you? For her, it's a hobby and a kink. What's your excuse?"

The other end of the line went quiet again.

From a psychological perspective, Jasmine's recent action was actually a manifestation of her desire to escape reality. The reality of the situation had dealt her psyche a blow too great. The way she was raised made it impossible for her to accept that someone as incredible as Alexander could exist!

The silence lasted for about half a minute.

This time, Alexander didn't speak, waiting for Jasmine's emotions to settle.

"Can you really tell fortunes?" Jasmine asked. "In that case, do you know how many people in our company have a birthday today?"

"Three people. Your secretary, Amy; Chase from the R&D department; and Lin from the advertising department... The former two celebrate according to their ID cards, while Lin celebrates her lunar birthday... I can't tell fortunes," Alexander said all in one breath.

"..." Jasmine fell silent again.

And you call that not telling fortunes?! You know the answer to everything I ask! And you just rattle it off! Is that a human ability?!

As if he knew what Jasmine was thinking, Alexander spoke up again. "It's really not fortune-telling. Fortune-telling requires a process of calculation, right? You see, I just blurt it out. It only proves that I have a good memory and... powerful intelligence-gathering capabilities!"

"You schemed against me," Jasmine said, her voice cold and faint. "You really never let me win, not even once. This time, for Charlotte Langford, you've beaten me again."

"Are you jealous? Hey! No way!" Alexander teased.

"Yes, I am jealous. What about it?" Jasmine retorted. "I don't want to go back on my word, but I can't completely control my emotions. Are you secretly gloating, feeling a great sense of accomplishment from making me lose my composure?"

This time, Alexander deliberately paused as if in thought before speaking.

"You're so cute," Alexander said with a laugh.

"You son of a..." Jasmine's composure was almost completely shattered.

She had been trying to pick a fight with Alexander. What she had lost this time was truly pushing her to her limits. So, for the first time in her life, Jasmine unleashed her "ultimate skill" as a woman against Alexander.

It was a desperate measure she had come up with to avoid kissing Charlotte, and in response, she heard the most wonderful "words of love" she had ever heard in her life!

The words themselves were nothing special. If anyone else had said them, Jasmine would have thought they were out of their mind.

But when Alexander said them to her, it stirred a very subtle emotion within her.

A cold and powerful woman yearns to be conquered by an even more powerful man. In her eyes, other men were weak and pathetic, so if they dared to describe her as cute, Jasmine would genuinely feel sick to her stomach.

But Alexander! Hearing him say it gave Jasmine the feeling of being a woman, just like any normal woman! Although things like kissing, hugging, and being lifted high in the air didn't suit her, a moment like this, once in a while, was quite touching!

"You still haven't answered me. Was I right about everything?" Alexander asked again with a laugh.

"You win," Jasmine said, her tone sounding as if she were seething with anger. "Wait until I get to Chicago tomorrow, then we'll have a good long chat! My dear Mr. Ciotta!"

"You're blushing," Alexander pointed out bluntly.

"I am not! Don't you, don't you make wild guesses about me!"

"You are blushing. Wow! To think Jasmine Doran can blush!"

"You son of a... Shut up! Go keep your shameless superstar mistress company! I'm hanging up!" Jasmine couldn't take it anymore. Alexander sometimes had a way of voicing her deepest emotions. If they were face-to-face, it would be fine; Jasmine could just kiss him to shut him up.

But she couldn't stop him from teasing her like this over the phone. It was too much to handle!

"Alright, hanging up then. See you tomorrow," Alexander said with a laugh.

"Mhm!" Jasmine replied with a nasal hum, just about to hang up.

"Alex..." Suddenly, a voice that was exceptionally familiar to Jasmine came from the background of Alexander's call. Although the voice sounded distant, somewhat hollow, and a little drunk, Jasmine recognized it instantly. It was her father, Morris Doran's, voice!

"Wait! Are you with my dad? My dad went to Chicago?" Jasmine asked quickly.

"Ah, yeah," Alexander said casually. "We're having dinner. I stepped out to take this call. I have to go back. We'll talk tomorrow."

"You guys... Alright!" Jasmine wanted to ask more, but she restrained herself. She had long since developed the mindset of a woman who would "let her man tend to his business first," despite her extreme curiosity!

Beep, beep, beep...The call ended.

"What is he busy with? He's not with Charlotte? He's with my dad? Who else is there?" Jasmine wondered as she walked back to her desk and sat down. Her unconsciously cold expression gradually gave way to an upward curve of her lips. "He was in the middle of dinner, but he could still time it to call me? He knew I would call him, so he called me first at the last second... Was he giving me an out?"

Jasmine pressed her folded arms onto the desk, leaned forward, and buried her head.

She didn't want anyone to see... even though no one was in the office, she had to hide her current emotion—the sweet smile gracing her face.

In truth, Jasmine's perception of a strong person was that as long as you were strong, you could do whatever you wanted!

And because Jasmine herself was so powerful, anyone who could meet her standard of strength would inevitably be lacking in emotional attentiveness. Jasmine could accept that! But Alexander was...

An hour later.

Jasmine called her father. She wanted to know what Alexander had been up to.

◆◆◆

Chicago, Hilton Hotel, Presidential Suite.

It wasn't that Morris didn't own property in Chicago; it was just a bit far from tonight's dinner location. Besides, he didn't want anyone to notice he had come to the area. Staying in a hotel was safer than returning to a house whose location others knew, and he didn't need to use his own ID to book the room.

The dinner meeting had ended half an hour ago.

Morris had only just arrived back at the hotel. After a shower and a sobriety pill, his spirits were still quite good, or at least he was still clear-headed. It was past eleven at night, and he was slightly drowsy.

In the suite's living room.

Morris, wearing a bathrobe, sat down and turned on the television. He started watching the "Seven O'Clock News Replay," a program he made sure to watch every day. He had missed it tonight because of the dinner and drinks.

Ring, ring, ring...Morris's phone rang.

He picked it up, and his eyes widened slightly in surprise. His daughter was actually calling him on her own initiative, and at such a late hour!

Ever since Jasmine had a falling-out with the family three years ago, the relationship between father and daughter had also rapidly deteriorated.

It hadn't reached the point of severing ties, but Jasmine had seemingly never called him of her own accord.

Even recently, though their relationship had eased somewhat because of Alexander, it had not returned to how it was in the beginning. And Morris feared it never would!

Back then, he had tried to force his daughter to marry James Sutherland, a man known to all as scum. That had completely broken his daughter's heart.

If time could be turned back.

Then he, Morris... would still make the same choice! In the face of the family's interests, any personal interests could be sacrificed, whether his daughter's or his own.

But... how could Morris not wish for a solution that satisfied both sides?

No father wished for his daughter to hate him. When people were drunk, especially when alone late at night, they always became more emotional.

It was inevitable that Morris felt a twinge of melancholy.

"Ahem!" After his moment of distraction, Morris cleared his throat and answered the call. "Jaz."

"You went to Chicago?" Jasmine asked directly, her tone cold.

"Yes, how did you know?" Morris was puzzled. No one in his circle could have revealed his whereabouts; his trip this time was a secret. But then it dawned on him. "Alexander was on the phone with you at the time... Did he tell you?"

"No, I heard you call out to him before he hung up," Jasmine said.

"Ah..." Morris drew out the sound, then asked, "What is it? What do you want to ask?"

"What were you two up to again?" Jasmine asked.

"You've never cared what I was up to before," Morris chuckled slightly. "Alexander and I didn't just meet. You never asked anything in the past, so why now..."

"Don't get the wrong idea. I'm concerned about my man, Alexander! Not you!" Jasmine said quickly. "Did you see the post Charlotte Langford made today? I just want to know what Alexander's reaction was afterward. What did he do? Do you know? If you don't, I'm hanging up."

"I know..." Morris said at once.

"Then say it!"

"When Charlotte made the post, we were together, discussing some things... Then, we went to see Neil Langford..." Morris deliberately avoided some specific details, something he had already discussed and confirmed with Alexander.

The specific plan was not to be revealed to Jasmine and Dante Doran.

On one hand, it was for secrecy; the fewer people who knew, the better. Jasmine and Dante were constantly under James's watch, which was a problem in itself! On the other hand, it was to prevent them from causing trouble, especially Dante.

"Neil Langford?" Jasmine interrupted. "Charlotte's father? He also came to Chicago?"

"Yes." Morris continued, "A few of us... and some others, had dinner with Neil. We were drinking for five or six hours to confirm some things. Neil had found out about the relationship between Alexander and Charlotte. He didn't approve at first, but now he does. However, that wasn't the focus of our dinner tonight..." Morris's voice was tinged with drunkenness, but his mind was extremely sharp.

He didn't want his daughter to misunderstand Alexander's intentions. Compared to the plan to hunt their prey, matters of the heart were indeed not the focus of the night's dinner. This had to be made clear!

"The focus was... for you," Morris said.

"For me?" Jasmine asked quickly. "What was confirmed?"

"Just some things," Morris chuckled, his voice turning serious again. "This Alexander, he really dares to think and dares to act. He is determined to destroy the Sutherland family. Although there are other interests involved, you can't deny that it's also for you."

"The Langford family is in on it, is that right?" Jasmine's voice was wooden.

"Mhm," Morris said with a drunken laugh. "They're on our side now! So... you shouldn't make too big a scene! I'm not getting involved in your young people's romantic affairs anymore. Alexander will handle it. You too... I can't control who you want to teach a lesson to, but you must have a bottom line. At least don't let the public know that Charlotte is willing to be the other woman to steal your man."

Morris's words were both direct and veiled.

The veiled part... was his true meaning: he didn't want Jasmine to ruin the alliance.

But he couldn't say it so directly, knowing that his daughter was most annoyed by talk of family interests this and interests that!

"Oh...?" Jasmine thought for a moment, then had a sudden epiphany. "Charlotte wasn't challenging me; she was challenging her father!"

"Of course, what else could it be?" Morris said.


Chapter 28: Drunken apology.

Meanwhile, at Bluecrest Music, in the CEO's office.

"My daughter! Papa has wronged you! You have to forgive your father! Daddy loves you!" Neil Langford cried out, hugging a coat rack with his eyes closed.

He was completely drunk.

Charlotte sat in a chair to the side, utterly dumbfounded. She stared at her father in disbelief, then looked over at the smiling Alexander.

Today could only be described as a day of despair for Charlotte.

It started in the morning when she learned her father had come to Chicago, which put her in a state of extreme tension. Before noon, Alexander and her father had a "falling out." Although Alexander said it wasn't a falling out and that he would resolve it, Charlotte had witnessed the negotiation with her own eyes.

She wasn't a fool... how could it not be a falling out? And how could her father possibly apologize?

Charlotte had cried more today than she had in the past ten years combined.

After all, at her age and with her status, life rarely presented her with any real troubles.

She spent the afternoon in despair. Then she spent half the evening in despair.

Charlotte hadn't eaten anything all evening. The building was still surrounded by reporters, and she was truly hungry, miserable, and utterly exhausted both mentally and physically. She never would have expected that, in the middle of the night, her father would arrive, dead drunk and escorted by bodyguards, with Alexander in tow.

And then she witnessed the unprecedented sight of her father throwing a drunken tantrum.

Charlotte couldn't remember the last time her father had lost his composure from drinking. It might have been when she was a little girl, back when there was still significant conflict within the Langford family over the issue of succession, and her father had been working himself to the bone, drinking recklessly at social engagements.

"Charlotte! Lottie! My daughter!"

"Daughter, you've gotten thinner!"

"Papa's sorry! Does your leg still hurt? Papa apologizes to you!"

"Daughter, you have to forgive Papa! Daddy knows he was wrong!"

"You have good judgment. Papa was blind and looked down on him! From now on, Daddy won't interfere in your affairs. Say something, daughter, why aren't you talking? Are you still mad at Daddy?"

Charlotte's coat and hat were hanging on a standing coat rack.

The thoroughly intoxicated Neil was on the verge of kneeling before the rack, partly because he couldn't stand steadily. He hugged the rack, grabbing its wrist-thick main pole, and even asked, "Why is my daughter so thin?"

"How did he drink so much?" Charlotte looked from her father to Alexander, her eyes wide. "Just how much did he have?"

"He's happy," Alexander said with a slight smile. "When you're happy, you drink a little more. But I think he intentionally got himself drunk. After all, for someone of his status, apologizing to his own daughter is quite humiliating. It's a bit easier when you're drunk."

Charlotte's mouth fell slightly agape, unable to process it.

"What did you do?" she asked Alexander again.

"We talked about a partnership. It went through," Alexander smiled. "As for the specifics, you can ask him tomorrow when he's sober. If I tell you now, you might not believe me, right?"

Charlotte's expression shifted slightly.

Was Alexander holding a grudge because she didn't believe him? That wasn't like him at all. Yet, even though she knew it wasn't his nature, his words made her feel a pang of anxiety. She even quickly reviewed her own behavior throughout the day.

It wasn't like she'd been overly dramatic...

Suddenly! Charlotte realized why Alexander had adopted that tone.

"That post... I just..." Charlotte bit her lip, her big eyes blinking as she looked at Alexander, wanting to explain in a tiny voice.

"It seems you hadn't realized it," Alexander said with a smile.

He wasn't the type to hold a grudge or get angry over something like this; he was simply reminding her.

Charlotte thought for a moment, and then her gaze froze. She was completely stunned.

An immense sense of panic washed over her, and a look of horror filled her eyes.

She understood. With the issue between Alexander and Neil looming so large, Charlotte hadn't paid any mind to anyone or anything else.

In the face of an absolute crisis, everything else had to take a backseat; nothing else mattered. It was as if someone suddenly found out they had terminal, incurable cancer—they wouldn't care in the slightest about offending their boss or some powerful figure who held their fate in their hands. None of that would matter.

My world is ending, so what do your little problems even matter?

But once that major crisis was resolved, once the "cancer" had miraculously been cured, she would inevitably have to start fearing certain things again and pay the price for her previous impulsive actions.

Charlotte suddenly realized what kind of "disaster" she had brought upon herself by provoking Jasmine with that post.

At the very least, Jasmine could easily destroy her reputation and social standing. A female celebrity being a mistress—no matter who you were, what kind of reputation you had before, or what good deeds you had done... one had to understand that the more famous a person was, the more anti-fans they had.

This was the inevitable consequence of taking up the space other artists needed to survive. Those other artists had fans, too...

Therefore, Charlotte could predict it.

As soon as Jasmine made her own post online and exposed the matter, she, Charlotte Langford, would fall from her pedestal. Even her songs would be boycotted. It would destroy her career.

And that was the light version.

Given the connections among powerful families in high society, this incident would also be a major blow to her family's reputation. They would become a laughingstock and be exploited by those with ulterior motives.

What was even more terrifying...

Jasmine herself was not someone to be trifled with. She couldn't be defined simply by her powerful background. She was domineering, one might even say ruthless. With her personality, she would never stop at just an online exposé. God only knew what else she would do.

After all...Jasmine had warned her before. The two of them had even made a bet.

Now, it wasn't just that Charlotte had lost the bet; it was more like she had completely turned against her, adopting a reckless, "what can you do about it" attitude. An attitude that screamed, "I'm stealing your man, so what?"

The more Charlotte thought about it, the more frightened she became.

Before, she had been worried about Alexander, including his physical safety.

Now, she was worried about her own physical safety.

"Can... can you..." Charlotte looked at Alexander as if he were her savior, but she couldn't bring herself to ask for help. It was already incredible that he had managed to get Jasmine to accept his other women.

She also knew that Alexander had promised to marry Jasmine, making them the "original couple." Under such circumstances, for another woman to so blatantly and defiantly challenge the "main wife"...

Based on Charlotte's experience watching old horror dramas...

Unless Alexander stopped loving Jasmine, he would never speak up for her in this matter.

Otherwise... he couldn't save her either. Alexander would obviously care more about Jasmine's feelings.

In other words, Alexander couldn't save her either.

"I... you... sob!" Perhaps because her emotions had been in turmoil all day, or perhaps because a successful singer is naturally rich in emotion...

In any case, as Charlotte's thoughts raced, she scared herself into tears.

For her, the greatest fear wasn't for her physical safety. She could always go back to South Carolina or even France and hide for a while, wait for Jasmine to cool down, and then try to explain.

What terrified her most was the destruction of her career. Music was the most important part of her life—bar none.

Moreover, she believed that self-indulgent music could never be good music. Appreciation and praise from the public were what made it good!

Therefore, Charlotte couldn't imagine the day her music would be boycotted or even despised! How could her convictions not crumble! Having enough influence was the weapon she thought she could use against her father, but now, that same influence could be the death of her.

The public and the paparazzi had already gone mad.

They all wanted to know the identity of the mysterious man Charlotte had confessed her love to.

If, on top of Jasmine Doran exposing the affair, it was also revealed that this man was "Alec Nota," then, combined with the sensational cheating scandal from a while back and her official denial, she would probably be hammered into oblivion!

Charlotte even thought of the term "disgraced artist"!

Was that about to be applied to her?!! Could it really be that serious? If the storm was big enough, it absolutely could be.

Alexander took two steps toward the chair and placed a hand on Charlotte's shoulder. She immediately turned and buried her face in his chest, her arms wrapping around his waist as her shoulders shook with sobs.

"You're just scaring yourself. It won't come to that," Alexander said, stroking Charlotte's hair. "You haven't eaten tonight, have you? Let's find a place to eat first. I'll take care of the reporters outside."

A dozen or so minutes later, Neil, who had passed out drunk by the coat rack, was carried away by two bodyguards who had been called in. They were Nei's trusted men and would naturally see to it that he was settled properly.

Charlotte went to the private lounge inside the CEO's office to change her clothes.

Alexander, meanwhile, sat down in the boss's chair behind the desk and made a call.

"Mr Russo... is everything arranged?" Alexander asked.

"Of course! It's rare for you to ask for something, Mr. Ciotta, so I've done my utmost, hahaha!" Martin laughed heartily. Judging by his voice, although he was still recuperating in the hospital, he was clearly in no real danger.

"Have them start in ten minutes," Alexander said.

"Alright! I'll notify them right away," Martin replied.

Downstairs from Bluecrest Music, every possible parking spot in the vicinity was taken. At this hour, most of the company's employees had already left for the day, so the parking shouldn't have been this tight... Of course, the cars all belonged to the paparazzi.

In the current music scene, Charlotte was the number one superstar! The undisputed kind!

She was a combination of both a powerhouse vocalist and an idol.

If not for the fact that the term "influencer" has become somewhat of an insult in this day and age, it wouldn't be wrong to call Charlotte the number one influencer superstar.

After all, other celebrities might surpass her in popularity for a few months when they first break out. Still, Charlotte's popularity remained consistently at a superstar level.

And when something happened... her popularity was second to none!


Chapter 29: Escaping into the night.

Over a hundred media outlets were already camped out downstairs at Bluecrest Music. There was confirmed news online that Charlotte Langford was inside the company.

Including the various paparazzi, they had the building completely surrounded. Even at this late hour, two to three hundred people were still holding their ground.

Getting into the company was easy, especially for a group of men walking together.

But getting out, regardless of gender, meant being scrutinized. They were afraid Charlotte might escape disguised as a man. The major media outlets had already put out a "bounty": whoever could snap the first picture of Charlotte after her confession would get an immediate promotion and raise!

Boom— A loud crash startled everyone lying in wait!

Two commercial vans had somehow crashed through and onto the sidewalk. One of them had rolled over, while the other, as if its brakes had failed, scraped wildly against a row of parked cars!

Sparks flew in its wake!

"What the fuck!"

"Damn it!"

"My car!"

"My equipment is in the car!"

"Quick!"

The car crash was utterly sudden! More than twenty cars were directly damaged, and the one that had flipped over even caught fire, sparking a chorus of shouts to "put out the fire and save the people!"

It's human nature to gawk at a spectacle. Especially one this big! And they were reporters, to begin with.

This crash was big enough to make headlines, especially since it happened right outside Charlotte's company! There was room for sensationalism. One could even maliciously speculate that it had been arranged!

But as more and more people rushed over to check on their cars, help with the rescue, and take pictures, they discovered that the two vehicles that caused the initial crash also belonged to paparazzi. They were from a fairly well-known studio in Boston, with an office in a building in the P district.

Why were they just arriving now? And why were they driving with such road rage? Were they racing to get here? An internal conflict at their studio?!

Whatever the truth was, when this hit the headlines tomorrow, the entire paparazzi community would surely take the blame! If it weren't for them swarming the entrance and causing unnecessary congestion, how could such an accident have happened?! It was important to note that not only paparazzi were present; reporters from legitimate media outlets were there as well!

During the peak of the chaos.

A Lamborghini, originally bearing a New York license plate, sped out of the underground garage! By the time it left, however, it was no longer a New York plate but a cloned Chicago plate.

This plate had been delivered just a short while ago.

◆◆◆

At midnight, in the presidential suite of a five-star hotel.

A disguised Charlotte Langford entered with a dapper, suit-clad Alexander. Everything along the way seemed to have been prepared in advance. Even upon arriving at the hotel, no one checked their IDs or required them to register. Someone simply led "Mr. Ciotta" and his female companion directly upstairs.

The lights in the presidential suite's living room were off, leaving it dim.

But on a long table by the window, candles were lit, and a sumptuous dinner was already laid out... a romantic candlelit dinner.

Charlotte removed her baseball cap, scarf, and mask... tossing them onto a sofa as she walked past.

The two sat down.

Alexander opened a bottle of wine.

"Just have a little, eat something, and get some rest," Alexander said with a gentle smile. "You don't have to overthink it. I'll handle things with Jasmine."

"If you plead for me, won't she just get more jealous?" Charlotte slowly shook her head, seeming to have thought things through. "And if you side with me and disregard her feelings, she'll threaten you, won't she? Or rather, threaten both of us, using my career as leverage... What would we do then? If she tells you to break up with me, what will you do?"

"You'd better hope Jasmine never finds out what you said to me tonight," Alexander reminded her. "Although I believe I can resolve it—I always can—I still hope you two won't argue. Both creating and solving problems takes time, and that's unnecessary."

"I wasn't trying to provoke her on purpose. How would I dare to pick a fight with her?" Charlotte said as she cut her steak. She knew, of course, that she was in the wrong.

"Then you should also trust that as long as you don't cause trouble, she will forgive you," Alexander smiled. "She'll do it for my sake."

"Will she this time?" Charlotte found it hard to believe.

If she backed down this time, would she still be Jasmine Doran? To what extent had this man remolded her?!

"She probably will," Alexander said, his tone deliberately uncertain as he smiled and observed the changes in Charlotte's expression.

It was interesting! Charlotte herself was not a timid person.

The source of her fear wasn't her own character, but the long-standing impression Jasmine gave people. In the circles of prominent families, all sorts of legendary stories about Jasmine were constantly being told.


Chapter 30: Morning surprise.

A new day, August 6, 2024.

In the bedroom of the presidential suite.

At 6:37 in the morning, before Alexander's biological clock was due to wake him, he was roused by the sound of soft footsteps. He opened his eyes, saw the person standing at the foot of the bed, and gave her a wide smile.

Clang!

Jasmine tapped the distinctive metal railing of the footboard with her gun.

In Alexander's arms, Charlotte woke with a start, groggily lifting her head.

Charlotte and Alexander didn't finish dinner until after one in the morning, after which they showered and went to rest. Before they did, Alexander had reapplied medicine to Charlotte's knee. Because of her injury and her mood, the two of them didn't engage in any bedtime activities.

He simply held her as they slept.

But even so, from past one to past six, Charlotte had only gotten a little over five hours of sleep. It wasn't nearly enough. When she was abruptly woken from her deep slumber, she was not only dizzy, but her vision was also blurry.

She wasn't even sure what had woken her.

She groggily lifted her head from Alexander's arms, looked at his handsome profile and jaw, and subconsciously let out a soft "Mm? What's wrong?" she asked vaguely. As she spoke, she reached a hand back, twisting to feel around beside the pillow, and smoothly grabbed her phone.

She brought it to her face to check the time.

"What time is it? You're so annoying, teasing me again..." Charlotte mistakenly thought Alexander was trying to stir her up, so she mumbled the words in a coquettish tone.

Her memory was clearly jumbled. She didn't remember that Alexander had only held her last night and hadn't done anything else.

Of course, she only said it subconsciously because of her previous morning experiences with him.

Muttering, Charlotte casually stuffed her phone under the pillow, wrapped her arms around Alexander's neck, and leaned in to kiss his lips. Then she buried her head, her body relaxing as her voice grew fainter and fainter. "So sleepy... Just a little longer... Please...We can do it later......"

A strange smile on his face, Alexander watched Charlotte fall back asleep before turning his gaze to Jasmine, who was standing at the foot of the bed.

Jasmine was visibly annoyed and even shot Alexander a glare.

"You're so cute," Alexander mouthed without making a sound, deliberately teasing Jasmine with a smile.

Furious, Jasmine made a fist at Alexander, her expression fierce as if to say, "You want me to punch you?" But then she couldn't help but turn her head to the side, raising the back of her hand to cover the slight upward curl of her lips.

She was even getting flustered, a flash of embarrassment crossing her face.

Normally, there should have been nothing funny about such a scene. Jasmine's original plan had no room for laughter or shyness; it was supposed to be an act of pure intimidation! It was meant to leave a shadow on Charlotte for the rest of her life!

That had been Jasmine's initial goal. But once Alexander had seen through it and laid out her plan in advance, the situation had changed.

Jasmine knew very well that Alexander could have prevented all of this from happening. Whether he had directly asked her not to do it, told Charlotte beforehand, or simply shaken off the tail Jasmine had arranged to follow them, he could have foiled the whole thing.

Jasmine believed that with Alexander's capabilities, if he didn't want her to succeed, she absolutely wouldn't!

But Alexander hadn't stopped or sabotaged her.

He had guessed her plan, even said it out loud, yet he still allowed it to happen in its entirety. He let Jasmine catch the two of them "in the act," thereby establishing complete authority over Charlotte! This ensured that Charlotte would no longer be a threat to Jasmine in the future.

From Jasmine's perspective, it was as if Alexander was indulging her, helping her establish her status as the "main wife". This was possibly the first time Alexander had allowed one of his women to take such action against another.

Alexander was on her side! That's what Jasmine thought!

It was even... doting! Spoiling her! Although the very fact that Alexander had many women contradicted the idea of "doting," that was the feeling Jasmine got.

So when Alexander mouthed "You're so cute" to her again, Jasmine was genuinely flustered. The teasing left her both shy and annoyed.

Clang! Clang! Clang! The sound rang out.

Standing at the foot of the bed, Jasmine's face hardened. She once again struck the metal footboard of the bed with her gun, each tap deliberately loud. Charlotte's eyes flew open again.

This time, she was more awake than before. She could clearly pinpoint the direction of the sound and shot her head up to look past the foot of the bed. She saw the figure of a woman in a black dress, a stylish, wide-brimmed hat, and sunglasses, holding a gun, her figure exquisite.

Black hair, red lips, black gloves!

She looked exactly like a killer straight out of a movie! She exuded the desperate aura of a woman whose heart had been shattered by her husband and was now embarking on a murderous rampage of no return!

Jasmine Doran!

"Ah—" Charlotte let out a short gasp, a sharp intake of breath rather than a scream. She was, of course, terrified, her mind nearly short-circuiting.

She tried to hide in Alexander's arms and pull up the blanket.

But then she seemed to realize something. Cling to Alexander at a time like this? Wasn't that a death wish?! Who knew what Jasmine would do on impulse! What if she just raised the gun and fired?

Charlotte didn't really think it through; the idea just occurred to her.

She immediately rolled to the side, wrapped the blanket around herself, and scrambled to the window. She then took a few more steps back into the corner, putting distance between herself and Alexander, her terrified gaze fixed on Jasmine.

"Miss... Miss Doran, please don't... I... we can talk... I... I wasn't trying to... yesterday... I... I, and Mr. Ciotta... we..." Charlotte started to explain.

But as she spoke, she realized that yesterday was no longer the key issue!

The key was that she had been caught in bed with Alexander by Jasmine! The combined effect of this and yesterday's incident gave Charlotte the feeling that no matter how she explained it, she was "dead"!

"Miss Langford, have you forgotten what you promised me?" Jasmine walked around the foot of the bed, her high heels stepping slowly toward the blanket-wrapped Charlotte cowering in the corner.

The room was carpeted, so the sound of her heels was faint.

But at that moment, each of Jasmine's indistinct footsteps felt like a heavy blow to Charlotte's heart. Jasmine held the gun, and with every step she took, the weapon would subconsciously tap against the side of her leg.

"It's not like I didn't remind you. It's not like I didn't warn you! I thought we had made things very clear! But what did you do? What do you take me, Jasmine Doran, for?!" Jasmine said as she walked, and Charlotte trembled uncontrollably.

Charlotte didn't know Jasmine at all.

If she did, she would know that if Jasmine truly wanted to do something to her, she wouldn't waste time talking!

Therefore, this was just her intimidation performance.

"That's enough!! Do you really plan on doing something to her? It's so early in the morning." Alexander suddenly spoke up,  giving Jasmine a subtle look.

Charlotte had never seen Alexander show such emotion toward anyone. He was always so calm and composed. Even yesterday at noon, although Alexander had acted arrogant and conceited, Charlotte realized in hindsight that he had been playing a game with her father.

She had even thought for a moment that his scheme had failed, but it turned out to be a success!

And now... Alexander was actually scolding THE Jasmine Doran for her sake? Why on earth would Jasmine put up with him?

This made Charlotte tremble with a mix of gratitude and terror for Alexander. Provoking Jasmine like this while she held a gun, wasn't he just forcing her to create a bloodbath?

Who had Jasmine ever submitted to?! She was clearly the type who responded to soft tactics, not hard ones!

Daring to speak harshly to her? Especially when she had cornered them on the bed?! Forget Jasmine, even if it were someone else—even if it were Charlotte herself—she felt she might act impulsively!

Therefore, Alexander's intervention did not make Charlotte feel relieved.

She grew even more afraid! Afraid that she and Alexander would be sent to the afterlife together!

But in Jasmine's eyes, this scene felt entirely different. Especially after Alexander shot her a look, she understood tacitly!

She already knew it was a misunderstanding. Charlotte hadn't been challenging her, and Alexander hadn't failed to call her because he was trying to spite her—he was busy. Even her own father was busy helping Alexander! They were plotting how to annihilate the Sutherland family.

On that matter, Jasmine was no longer angry.

The reason she had still come was that she couldn't set this precedent! Regardless of whether the challenge was real or not, Jasmine had to show that she cared enough to prevent anyone from deliberately stirring up trouble like this in the future! Who knew whether Alexander would have other women later...

Therefore, Jasmine had come.

And with Alexander's permission, she had scared Charlotte! Jasmine had already achieved that.

She had originally planned to just back Charlotte into a corner and be done with it, with no follow-up. But Alexander, knowing full well what she would do, had still stopped her just now.

This...

Jasmine could feel that Alexander was building an image for her—an image in Charlotte's mind! This would obviously be beneficial for Alexander's future "management" of the harem.

Face and respect were something you gave to each other!

Alexander had already fulfilled her "wish". So she... could complete this performance with him!

This wasn't the first time Jasmine had acted alongside Alexander. Thinking back, she had even pretended to be pregnant with his child...

Charlotte's eyes were wide with terror, and she kept glancing at Alexander. Extreme tension made her throat tighten, rendering her speechless.

Jasmine heard Alexander's "scolding."

She gave Alexander a faint look, then turned to Charlotte. After a two-second pause, she looked back at Alexander. Her icy expression quickly became unreadable and emotionless.

Then, she pursed her lips slightly and turned her head to look at the bedroom window, as if trying to hide the emotion in her eyes.

Click!

Jasmine suddenly pressed a button, and the magazine of the black pistol in her hand slid out, falling to the floor with a bounce. As the magazine tumbled across the ground, Charlotte could see that it was loaded with bullets, and it was almost full.

This nearly made Charlotte's heart stop. Jasmine was for real! For real!

Clack-clink!

Jasmine then racked the slide, ejecting the bullet from the chamber. That's right. Not only was the gun loaded, but a round had actually been chambered. The bullet flew out and clattered onto the floor.

Thump! With a dull thud, Jasmine finally tossed the gun onto the carpet.

She glanced at Alexander again, then looked out the window once more. She pursed her lips again, her hand tightening into a fist before slowly relaxing.

She said nothing. She looked for all the world like someone who was deeply resentful after being "scolded" but had still obeyed, yet remained stubborn and petulant.

Jasmine just stood there. The gun was dropped, she wasn't leaving, and she wasn't speaking.

Her entire being radiated an aura of "I'll do what you say, but I'm not happy about it!" In truth, this was not a feeling that should appear between "equals." It was more common in relationships like an elder to a junior, a teacher to a student, or a father to a daughter.

A lawless, fierce, and cruel young lady, after being sternly reprimanded by her terrifyingly powerful father, had ceased her wrongful actions but was now stewing in silent anger, resentful but not daring to speak.

She could only stand there, seething!

That was exactly the feeling...Jasmine could be like this?!

Charlotte stared blankly at Jasmine. What made this feel even more terrifying was that, in reality, Jasmine wasn't afraid of her own father or even her grandfather. It was common knowledge that Jasmine and her father did not have a good relationship. She didn't give a damn about him!

The one who had put Jasmine in this state was not an "elder" at all. Nor was it some incredible figure with more power than her.

It was her boyfriend, Alexander, who was five years younger and held no power of his own.

And this was happening after Jasmine had caught her boyfriend in bed with a female celebrity! Yet, she could still, with a single remark from Alexander, remove the armed threat and abandon her attack. Standing there, sulking by herself!

Could it be that Jasmine wasn't the person from the rumors? No!

Charlotte looked at the bullets and the gun on the floor and immediately overturned that thought.

No! Jasmine was exactly the person from the tales! She had really come to kill. And she had found her way directly to the hotel, appearing suddenly like a ghost, which showed she had mobilized immense power to investigate.

Carrying a fully loaded gun, she was even more ruthless than Charlotte had imagined.

Charlotte had considered the possibility of physical danger, even thinking of hiding away for a while, but she had never imagined the threat would come so quickly...

Jasmine was still the same Jasmine. Her current "contrast" in behavior seemed to be directed only at Alexander.

For a moment, Charlotte didn't know whether she should be more terrified of Jasmine or of Alexander.

"Beautiful!" Alexander mentally applauded Jasmine's acting. He was truly growing to like this "weird woman" more and more. Often, Alexander's own train of thought was bizarre and incomprehensible to most people, but Jasmine could understand it.

Moreover, Jasmine was sometimes very willing to help Alexander achieve a certain kind of "accomplishment"!

A psychological state of "I am the woman of a strong man, and I want the world to know he is even stronger."

So...

"Is that it? It's not even seven in the morning, you're going to scare her to death. Make up with her right now... Did you forget what I told you yesterday? Don't you remember what you promised me?" Alexander said.

This made Jasmine pause internally.

What did I promise? And it has something to do with making up?

Then it hit her. Last night, because Alexander had guessed her plan, she had promised to give him a reward.

A sense of amused exasperation dawned on Jasmine. She looked at Charlotte again, her expression turning cold.

She walked toward Charlotte.

Clutching the blanket, Charlotte shrank further into the corner.

Jasmine walked up to Charlotte, took her hands, and held them, face to face.

"Mmph..." Charlotte's eyes flew wide open as she watched Jasmine come closer and closer.

Until Jasmine's lips had planted a kiss on her right cheek, then the left, then finally on the forehead.

Jasmine herself wasn't much taller than her—they were both quite tall—but Charlotte was barefoot, while Jasmine was wearing high heels. Thus, their heights were just right for it.

Charlotte was already feeling dizzy. The slow kisses didn't stir any desire in her. She knew she was straight, as was Jasmine. But they were so shocking! In most cultures, a forehead kiss was usually an act from an elder to a junior, like a parent to a child.

Couples did it too. Jasmine's action was just...

Alexander had just told Jasmine to "make up with her right now."

Wasn't Jasmine's way of making up a bit too absurd? It had reached a point that Charlotte couldn't comprehend.

It wasn't that she'd never been kissed on the forehead before; a quick kiss here or there between women was normal. When close friends were joking around, or one was sad, and the other was comforting her, doing something like this was nothing.

But what was the relationship between her and Jasmine?

They were "love rivals"! To go from love rivals to this—wasn't the leap a bit too big?!

There were ten thousand ways to make up. Why did Jasmine choose this one? Was she really that obedient to Alexander? To this extent?! This was okay?!!

Charlotte didn't know. This time, Jasmine hadn't listened to Alexander.

Because Alexander's real request had been more excessive. Although Alexander had later said, "If you can't accept it, you can kiss her forehead," Jasmine had thought he couldn't have possibly guessed her thoughts, so she hadn't changed the bet.

But now... Jasmine had changed it after all. To a certain extent, this was a "breach of contract." Even if she tried to make up for it slightly with the cheek kisses.

This was the first time Jasmine had broken a promise to Alexander since she met him.

Alexander, however, showed no sign of dissatisfaction. He watched this harmonious and loving scene with a smile... In reality, having put Jasmine through all sorts of extreme tests, Alexander knew where her limits were.

Of course, some tests couldn't be conducted within the time loop.

With time constantly resetting after a single day, there wasn't enough time for a change in mindset to occur, so the final results would surely show some discrepancies.

But Alexander could grasp it. He could make a reasonable deduction by combining all the information he had.

As for testing...When you test how much force is needed to shatter a piece of glass, the final result for that glass is that it will inevitably shatter.

Alexander had been constantly challenging Jasmine's various limits of endurance, so it was inevitable that something like her "breaching the contract" would happen one day.

In fact, Alexander had been hoping Jasmine would break a promise once. Because... for someone like Jasmine, who was "prideful, extremely self-centered, and had her own clear set of principles," after breaking a promise, she would definitely try to compensate for it in other ways.

Compensate until the other party is satisfied! She found it hard to accept being the one who "couldn't afford to lose".

Jasmine left a few red lipstick marks on Charlotte's face, then lifted her head and took a step back. She gave Charlotte a smile, but her gaze was cold. This expression, a smile on her face but ice in her eyes, was extremely oppressive.

"Good girl. We've made up now!" Jasmine raised a hand and patted Charlotte's hair.

In this situation, given their relationship, it was a very ceremonial gesture.

"Mm... Mmm..." Charlotte nodded, then, after a pause, nodded again. She was still terrified inside, yet she also felt inexplicably relaxed.

Although she was truly afraid of Jasmine now, she was also starting to feel that Jasmine wouldn't dare to hurt her. As long as she didn't provoke her and was a little more obedient, Jasmine wouldn't dare do anything to her, even if Jasmine was unhappy with her presence.

Because of Alexander! It seemed Jasmine had been tamed by Alexander.

"Charlotte, come here," Alexander beckoned.

Charlotte moved out of the corner. As she walked, her mind raced. When she reached the side of the bed, she boldly climbed on, moved to Alexander's side, unfolded the blanket, and covered them both. Then, she carefully glanced at Jasmine.

Jasmine wasn't looking at her at all. She was only looking at Alexander, exchanging a glance with him.

This instantly put Charlotte much more at ease. It seemed that was really how it was. Jasmine had almost become too lazy to even bother with her. Her return to Alexander's side was at his request, so it definitely didn't count as a provocation on her part...

...The relationship between Jasmine and Alexander was truly strange, but this was the reality of the situation.

"You two continue resting." Jasmine picked up the gun, magazine, and bullets from the floor, reassembled them, and said as she walked out, "I'll go to the room next door. We'll talk after we've all had enough sleep."

A presidential suite usually had three rooms.

Before walking out of the bedroom, Jasmine even raised her hand to cover a slight yawn, looking as if she were thinking, "Work's done, so sleepy." She really hadn't rested well, having only slept for three or four hours at most.

Click-thud! Jasmine closed the bedroom door from the outside.

At that moment, Charlotte's slightly tense body finally relaxed completely. She leaned into Alexander's embrace and pulled the blanket up.

"Still scared?" Alexander turned his head and asked her, smiling.

"Not anymore," Charlotte whispered, shaking her head. She snuggled deeper into his arms, resting against his chest. Alexander gave her a sense of immense security.

"Then let's sleep for now... We'll talk about everything else when we wake up." Alexander smiled, lowered his head to kiss Charlotte's hair, and then slid down from a sitting position to lie down.

Charlotte shifted as well.

Alexander turned to look at Charlotte's closed eyes. She seemed to be truly at ease. Alexander couldn't help but smile faintly.

Actually...

Alexander hadn't excessively favored Jasmine in this matter. Although Charlotte had been frightened, he considered this a win-win solution!

Jasmine was clearly satisfied, so much so that she cooperated with his act. And as for Charlotte... Alexander was choosing a short, sharp pain over a long, drawn-out one.

The moment Charlotte posted that confession online, it was destined that she would begin to fear Jasmine's retaliation, and that fear would be long-term.

If Jasmine did nothing to her, that ever-present sense of intimidation would be the most terrifying thing of all! No matter how much Alexander reassured her, Charlotte would never believe that Jasmine would let her off lightly.

And it was impossible for Alexander to drag Jasmine over and have her personally promise Charlotte anything.

That was impossible! Alexander wouldn't wrong Jasmine; he wouldn't let her bow her head to anyone but himself.

Not to mention, the fault in this matter lay with Charlotte.

Therefore...

It was better to let everything happen quickly. Let Charlotte be spooked, and once the thing she feared most happened and ended swiftly, Charlotte's internal threshold for Jasmine would be raised to an extremely high level!

Especially after she saw that Alexander could actually control Jasmine! She would find a way to coexist safely with Jasmine on her own.

This wouldn't lessen Jasmine's intimidating presence over her, but it would also give her a sense of security.

As for how Jasmine was with Alexander, that was a matter between the two of them. In Charlotte's mind, Jasmine was only different toward Alexander. To everyone else... she was still the same person!

Time to sleep.

'She can't afford to lose after breaking her promise. This never even happened in the time loop! How will she compensate me?' All sorts of conjectures popped into Alexander's mind.

Filled with anticipation, he held Charlotte and drifted back to sleep.


Afterword

And that's nine volumes done! Never thought I'd actually get this far!




To start, I want to apologize for the delays on this one. Life pulled away for longer than I'd like. Still, I hope you(the reader) enjoyed it!




I'm not sure when the next James Azure release might come, as I feel a tad burnt out. Hopefully May! (Though if it'll be Endless Sundays or starting something new to spice it up, it's to be seen!)




For all updates on the progress, follow me on my Facebook page here: James Azure 




And be sure to check these amazing Facebook groups for the latest harem works:  

-Harem GameLit Books group 

-HaremLit Readers

-Harem Nations
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