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    First Edition


Chapter 2

	That face. I'd seen it on screen more times than I could count.

	A Best Actor winner with a closet full of awards, famous for his range. He had more fans than some small countries had citizens.

	Lucas Vale.

	"This is my house." Julian's expression soured. He clearly had no intention of stepping aside.

	"That's fine." Lucas wasn't bothered. "Let Maya come out and I'll leave."

	"Not happening." Julian shot it down flat.

	The two of them locked into a standoff. The quiet air had an undercurrent in it.

	After a moment, Lucas spoke, light as anything. "If I stand out here much longer, the paparazzi will probably catch us in frame together. You wouldn't want a dating rumor with me, would you?"

	That hit Julian's pressure point. He pulled his brows together in distaste and let Lucas through.

	"Maya. Did he threaten you?" Lucas crossed his long legs and sat down with perfect grace.

	"Oh — " I gasped, and went paler still.

	The sofa Lucas had just sat down on was the one I'd ruined.

	White suit. Custom-tailored, by the look of it, fitted to every inch of an actor's perfect proportions.

	If I had to pay for that one too — I wouldn't manage it in three lifetimes.

	He read it off my horrified face.

	"It's nothing." His voice was gentle.

	Mercifully, the blood had dried. There was only a faint pink ghost on his white trousers, almost invisible unless you were looking.

	He stepped away to make a phone call — to have someone bring him a change of clothes, probably.

	"Don't tell Lucas Vale anything," Julian ordered, cold and decisive, his face dark.

	Lucas hung up, drifted back to my side, and said brightly: "Now, Mr. Locke, that's not playing fair. We agreed — courting Vanessa Crowne would be a fair competition." He smiled, mischievous. But the brown of his eyes was bottomless.

	"Whatever," Julian said.

	So. They were both chasing Vanessa Crowne.

	No wonder a movie star and a billionaire had both descended on me at once.

	"As for you," Julian concluded, "until you've told me everything about Vanessa, you'll be staying here."

	"No!" I panicked. "I have a job."

	"Talk, or pay for the sofa." His gaze passed over me without stopping, the way you'd look at a wad of scrap paper. "I'll have someone cover your work."

	So I was a prisoner.

	"Why are you still here?" Julian glared at Lucas.

	Lucas smiled, showing a row of even teeth. "Maya stays, I stay."


Chapter 3

	Before long, Lucas's assistant arrived dragging several large cases. From the way she was sweating, they weren't light.

	"This is for you." Lucas handed me a small package.

	Inside were menstrual pads and a change of clothes. I gave him a grateful look and went to the bathroom to clean up.

	Julian and Lucas had another small skirmish while I was gone. Each of them had leverage on the other, so it ended quickly, at the precise moment it needed to.

	The agreement they reached: Lucas could stay too.

	And I would sleep in a small storage room.

	In the middle of the night, Lucas woke me.

	"You must be cold." His eyes were full of tenderness. "I brought you a pillow and a blanket so you can sleep more comfortably."

	"Thank you," I said, thrown.

	"Get some rest. I won't bother you." He left the things and went.

	He hadn't asked me anything about Vanessa.

	With my head on the soft, neck-cradling pillow, under a down-light blanket that smelled faintly of tea tree, I fell hard asleep.


Chapter 5

	In the living room, the two men sat across from me, frowning.

	"Before she disappeared — who did she see?" Lucas laced his fingers together, brow knotted.

	I knew I was their number-one suspect.

	"That day she had a charity event. She didn't let me come."

	In fact, she'd complained about that event for days. Vanessa said the kids out in the rural villages had no manners, that if it weren't for her public image she wouldn't go anywhere near the disgusting little brats.

	She'd probably worried I'd say something. So she chose to go with one fewer servant rather than bring me.

	"What time did it end?" Lucas asked.

	"I don't know that either." I shook my head.

	Oddly, she hadn't called me at all that night. Normally I'd have been out at two or three in the morning collecting her and fulfilling a list of bizarre demands. I'd actually given myself a rare half-day off to rest.

	"You're not hiding anything?" Julian pressed.

	"That's everything I know," I answered honestly.

	"Maya. If my research is correct, you have a younger sister." Julian dropped the bomb casually.

	My head snapped up.

	"She's at the best psychiatric facility in the city. Not cheap, from what I understand." Julian looked at me, lazy. "You wouldn't want anything to happen to her."

	"I've told you everything!" I shot to my feet, eyes blazing at him.

	"Go through every detail again." He met my gaze, calm, inhumanly indifferent. "Or else."

	The rest of the


Chapter 13

	A few days earlier, Julian had bought the largest storefront on the street, renovated it lavishly, and tried to give it to me as a gift.

	His grief and sorrow had been so convincing it had nearly fooled me.

	A few days later, Lucas brought me the news of Vanessa's imprisonment, hoping it would wipe the slate clean of everything between us.

	Both of them were Best Actors.

	"You both act so well I almost believed you." I rubbed the calluses on my fingers — the unavoidable marks of long hours stitching, cutting, working with fabric.

	Was this kind of love real, or were they just moving themselves to tears?

	"You stood there professing you cared while you pushed me into the abyss. Right up to the day before, you never once called off the plan to frame me. Instead you staged a kidnapping and called it kindness."

	Because Vanessa could make money. Big money. She was worth a thousand times what I was.

	In their play, I was a pawn. Worthless. Sacrificeable at any time.

	"I don't know if it was one home-cooked meal that stirred your pity, and made you think a little better of me." They got to play. They got to lose themselves in a romance-novel storyline and feel something. What they didn't understand was that for an ordinary person like me, their casual pity could trigger a tidal wave.

	Was making me sleep in a storage room love?

	Was threatening me over a stained sofa love?

	Were words that mixed truth and lies until no one could tell them apart — was that love?

	I never got to see my sister one last time.

	If she hadn't seen Vanessa accusing me on screen, maybe she'd still be alive. Wearing the dress I designed for her.

	The night Vanessa showed up, they'd had a hundred chances to stop her. To at least let me leave, to go sign for Sophie's surgery.

	They didn't. They watched, cold-eyed, while I tore up my life's work, burned a dress I'd sewn over countless nights, and ground my dignity into the floor.

	And after all of it, they turned around and asked me to forgive them.

	Accomplices.

	Silent accomplices.


Chapter 14

	Time is the cure for everything.

	My little tailoring shop slowly grew, from a shabby storefront into an independent designer label with multiple locations.

	I started appearing at the major fashion weeks more and more often.

	"Ms. Ellison, your most famous collection is called *The Silent Princess.* You chose to release the rights to the public, donate all proceeds to charity, and turn down acquisition offers from every major luxury house. Is that connected to your sister, Sophie Ellison?" The host smiled and held the microphone out to me.

	"It is." I nodded, light and even, though something in me still ached, dull and deep.

	"There's a rumor that this is also connected to the movie star Lucas Vale, and to Julian Locke, now one of the country's biggest industry titans. Is that true?" The host pushed the microphone closer. "If they're watching the livestream — or if they happen to be here in the audience — is there anything you'd like to say to them?"

	Some of the fans had already started to murmur.

	*No.*

	*Don't let me see them.*

	A part of my brain was screaming. Every cell roared its refusal.

	But my legs were rooted. I couldn't move.

	It was as if I'd gone back years — kneeling on the floor, kowtowing, begging them to let me go. The same despair. The same helplessness.

	A commotion swept the audience. Two long-limbed young men shot up out of the model section, vaulted over a tangle of equipment, and came striding toward me, fast.

	Before I could react, they had me — one on each side — and hoisted me up like a sack of rice.

	They moved in perfect sync. Before the host had recovered from her shock, they swept me behind the stage, out, and onto the street.

	"Open the car door — careful, don't bang her head!" snapped the slim one, delicate-featured, with long hair.

	"I know, stop bossing me around!" the taller one shot back, dark-skinned, broad-shouldered, lean with muscle.

	After a dazed moment, I came back to myself.

	They were just boys. Still half kids. The whole way they cracked corny jokes to keep the mood up.

	"Why did you do that?" I asked, frowning, baffled.

	"Felt like if we didn't grab you out of there, those people were going to ruin you," the dark-skinned one said.

	The long-haired one nodded along. "Your face looked like the world was ending. No way we were letting a designer that talented make that face."

	They were right.

	If I'd really stood there and let Julian and Lucas drag my past back into the light, it would have cast an invisible weight over the rest of my career.

	"You realize you've cut off your own way forward, doing this?" I said, putting on a stern face on purpose. "You don't want a future? Don't want to be models anymore?"

	"We weren't really thinking about that…" the two of them mumbled, sneaking glances at me, laughing sheepishly.

	"Well." I leaned back against the side of the car, feeling more relaxed than I had in years. "You could always come work with me."

	Their eyes lit up, visibly, brimming over with a joy and disbelief that almost spilled out of them.

	I closed my eyes and felt the corners of my mouth lift on their own.

	From the very beginning, this was all I'd needed.

	To be chosen by someone without hesitation — never mind how rough the road ahead.

	That was how it was supposed to feel.
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