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  Chapter 239: No Such Thing as Coincidence

Ashton hit the speaker button, breathing hard.

Cassian’s voice drifted out, slow and sleepy. "Ashton. What’s up?"

"Did you tell my wife I had some other crush before I married her?"

"What? What are you on about? When would I have—" A pause. Cassian sounded more alert now. "Wait. You mean before you two got hitched?"

"Yes!"

"Well, let me think... Yvaine asked something about your love life once. Ages ago. I said you’d been into someone for years. You never told me to keep it under wraps, so I just mentioned it. Why?"

"Did you tell her the woman I liked was a dancer?"

"What dancer?" Cassian genuinely sounded confused. "Why the hell would I say that? Since when is she a dancer?"

"So that didn’t come from you?"

"What didn’t? Are you high?"

"I’m not. Are you?"

"What? No!"

Ashton exhaled sharply. "Tell me exactly what you said to Yvaine."

"What I just told you. That you’d been carrying a torch for some woman."

"Did you name her?"

"No. Back then, I didn’t know it was Mirabelle." Cassian’s tone turned sly. "If I had, I’d have told Yvaine the whole lot. That you were sniffing around even when she was still with Rhys. That you faked your grandfather’s dying death to get her to marry you. That you bought the flat opposite hers just to stalk—"

"That’s enough." Ashton ended the call with a sharp swipe.

He turned to me. "You heard that?"

I nodded slowly.

My head felt weirdly light, as if my brain had floated slightly out of place.

"So you know there was never a dancer. Now tell me, where the hell did that come from?"

He stepped closer, his gaze pinning me in place.

I looked away. "Daniel Williams told me. He probably made it up."

Ashton muttered a curse. "Of course it was that dickhead."

His eyes turned cold and focused somewhere over my shoulder, like he was mentally choosing which wall to slam Daniel through.

Before he could get that far, I asked, "So the dying grandfather story? Your family pressuring you to settle down? That was all rubbish?"

Some part of me already knew. Ever since that hospital visit, after watching the way Ashton treated his grandfather.

He looked me dead in the eye. "Yes. I lied. I lied because I wanted you, and I didn’t care how I got you."

"But why?" I stared at him. "Don’t tell me it was love at first sight. I know I’m not hideous, but I’m also not delusional enough to think I have that kind of impact on men." Especially not on a man like Ashton. "When did we first meet?"

I tried to remember. Any glimpse of him, any flicker of recognition from before all this.

He sat on the edge of the bed and took my hand.

"Seven years ago. You were still in school. You flew to Florence for a design competition."

I nodded. "I remember."

My first competition, also my first win.

I’d had to keep it from my parents, scraping together the airfare from years of piggy bank savings.

"I was one of the sponsors. You didn’t even notice me."

"That’s hard to imagine," I said, eyeing him.

With that face? I could barely believe I hadn’t carved it into memory.

But back then, my teenage brain was preoccupied with three things: school, design, and... Rhys.

Ashton gave a lopsided shrug. "That was the first time. We barely spoke. The second time was in Eindhoven. You were at uni. I’d been drugged at some shitty bar. Stumbled into you. You got me to a hospital. But when I came round, you were already gone."

"That was you?"

I remembered the incident vaguely.

It was a dodgy part of town, near the red-light district.

The man—tall, gorgeous, clearly intoxicated—had looked like one of those high-end male escorts.

No judgment from me, but I’d had zero interest in being dragged into whatever mess he was caught in.

My friends and I had left right after he was seen by the hospital staff, and I’d promptly shoved the whole thing out of my mind.

Ashton kissed the back of my hand. "Yeah. You disappeared from my life. Twice. We barely said ten words, but I remembered every one."

My mind rewound, fumbling for details I’d never paid attention to.

"After that, you know most of it. My business was mostly in Europe, but I dropped by Skyline now and then. I saw you with Rhys. You looked happy. I didn’t want to ruin it. So I stayed away. But I still wanted you. Even when I had no right. I wanted to be near you. Own you." His voice hardened. "If I’d known Rhys was treating you like that, I’d have stepped in sooner."

I pressed my face into his palm.

A slow ache bloomed in my chest.

"No. You stepped in at exactly the right time."

If we’d met while I was still engaged to Rhys, I wouldn’t have looked twice at Ashton.

"So the night at the bar—you showing up—that wasn’t chance, was it?"

"Of course not." There was definitely a smug note in his voice now.

"Stalker," I muttered.

"Guilty as charged. But I don’t feel guilty." Ashton pinched my cheek. "If I hadn’t turned up, would you really have picked some random guy to sleep with?"

I considered it. "Maybe."

He pinched harder.

"Ow!" I batted his hand away. "Fine. Probably not. None of the other guys had your face. Besides, I already knew you, kind of. You were the kind stranger who drove halfway across town to return my keys. I trusted you."

That seemed to satisfy him.

He pulled me close, one arm wrapped tight around me, fingers threading through my hair.

We stayed like that for a while, long enough for his body heat to soak through the thin cotton of my shirt.

Long enough for me to make up my mind.

I broke the silence. "The ring. Are you giving it to me or not?"

He pulled back fast. "You’re saying yes?"

"I thought that was obvious."

"No more doubts?"

"No more doubts." I only hoped I sounded more certain than I felt.

He opened his palm.

The ring lay flat in his hand, a faint dent circling his skin from where he’d clutched it too tightly.

He got out of bed and dropped to one knee.

Somehow, he managed to look both utterly ridiculous in his boxer briefs and absurdly handsome.

"Mirabelle Vance, will you marry me?"

"Yes." I held out my hand.

His fingers trembled so much, he missed three times.

I bent down, wrapped my hand around his wrist, and slid the ring on myself.

"There. Sorted."

I turned my hand, watching the way the light slipped through the curtains and bounced off the diamond.

Ashton stood.

I pulled him down and kissed him.

"It looks good."


  Chapter 240: Paris Break

What do normal couples do once they get engaged?

Kiss, cuddle, book a dinner somewhere fancy, then blast the news to everyone they know.

For Ashton and me, it was just the two of us, rattling around that enormous house, no families to phone, too early even for lunch, with a whole holiday stretching ahead of us.

“That still doesn’t justify what you did,” I grumbled as I rolled out of bed, every muscle in my body aching from overuse.

Ashton swung his long legs off the bed, then stood and swept me into his arms. “Engaged couples are supposed to have sex.”

“Not as much as we just did.”

“We had to make up for lost time.”

He carried me to the wardrobe.

If I’d had the energy, I would have rolled my eyes.

He dressed me—because apparently I’d temporarily lost the use of my limbs—then whisked me off to the shower, his hands not exactly staying where they should.

“Seriously,” I moaned, somewhere between exhausted and exasperated. “You need to get a grip. Maybe see a doctor, check if you’re a sex addict or something.”

Ashton kissed the nape of my neck, only pulling away to pump soap into his hand and start washing my back.

He was hyper—buzzing with an energy I’d never seen before.

Ashton was always switched on; you had to be to run a multinational company.

But this was next-level, the sort of excitement you’d get from a kid on a sugar rush, doused in Fanta and promised a trip to Disneyland.

Eventually, he dressed me again, then kissed my cheek.

“I love you,” he murmured.

My lips parted.

My throat worked.

The words just… wouldn’t come.

I saw the hope flicker in his eyes, knew exactly what he wanted.

But nothing came out.

I kissed him instead.

He straightened, putting on his CEO face. “Let’s go down for lunch.”

To anyone watching, he didn’t look wounded.

But I felt guilty all the same, like I’d let him down somehow.

Which was probably why I didn’t argue when he wanted to set the wedding for the sixth of June—barely three months away.

Before all that, though, I was off to France.

Fabrizio’s invitation was too tempting to turn down.

Ashton said he supported me, and technically, he did, at least out loud.

But he watched me like I was about to sprout wings, terrified I’d fly out of reach and he’d have no way to pull me back.

If it wasn’t for the endless to-do list the wedding threw at us, he’d have probably dragged me to the registry office before dinner.

Three days later, I left for France.

Ashton was meant to come too, but work buried him alive.

He promised to join me as soon as he dug himself out, whenever that might be.

On the morning of my flight, he insisted on driving me to the airport.

We pulled up at the curb and I reached for the door, but he caught my wrist. “What’s the rush? You’ve got time.”

He was stalling. Plain as day.

If Ashton had his way, I would have missed the flight, spent another two days lost between his sheets, and he’d have feigned surprise at my ‘accidentally’ extended stay.

He leaned in and kissed me again.

Then again.

Stockpiling hellos and goodbyes for the next ten days.

By the time he relented, I could hardly breathe.

I shoved his chest away, gasping. “Stop, Christ. Let me go or I’ll miss the bloody flight.”

“It’s still early.”

“No, it isn’t.” I waved my phone in his face. “Look. Boarding starts in less than half an hour.”

He wasn’t moved. “The gate’s only a few minutes from here.”

“There’s still security.”

Ashton had turned curiously clingy lately.

He’d never sulked or whined; that wasn’t his style.

But these days, he lingered at breakfast, clung to me at night even after all the condoms were gone, watched me when he thought I wasn’t looking.

I could see now, clear as day, what a real proposal meant to him.

A fake marriage was a business transaction, a contract.

But this was the real deal, the kind where you trusted someone with your life, the one who’d hold the pen on your DNR if it ever came to that.

I couldn’t help but wonder if the pressure of that responsibility was what pushed me to book the Paris flight in the first place.

I peeled him off me, ducked out of the car, and went to get my suitcase from the boot.

Ashton snatched it from me, holding my hand all the way through the sliding doors.

“You could’ve taken my jet. No need to leave so early.”

“We’ve been through this. I can’t stroll into the new office off a private flight, car and all. I haven’t even met the team yet. What would they think?”

“How long will you be gone?”

“No set date,” I said. “Fabrizio’s been back and forth on the phone and over email. He wants me to visit their HQ. When I come home depends on what we sort out, and how fast I can finish the new work.”

“Stay away from him once you’re there. I’ll come find you when I get a chance.”

I glanced at him, amused. “Scared I’ll run off with some handsome Frenchman?”

“Terrified,” Ashton replied, not even trying to pass it off as a joke. “I need to keep a close eye on you.”

“Relax,” I snorted. “Fabrizio’s only interested in business. We’re just colleagues.”

He squeezed my hand tighter. “He’s single and a man. Of course, I’m worried.”

“Don’t you trust me?” I shot back.

“I do, but seriously, watch yourself in France. Don’t overdo it. Call me every day...”

“I know, I know,” I cut him off, rolling my eyes. “You sound like a dad sending his kid off on their first day at school.”

“I’m just worried about you. You should have let me hire you an assistant.”

“I’m working with jewelry designers, not staging a hostile takeover.”

“Now that you mention it…” Ashton’s brow furrowed thoughtfully.


  Chapter 241: Cold Feet

I stared at him, incredulous. "Don’t tell me you’re actually thinking of buying Fabrizio’s company."

"Why not? Then I could move the HQ to Skyline and you wouldn’t have to travel."

I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or glare. "That’s not how this works."

He didn’t seem put off.

"Look, if everything goes smoothly, I’ll be back in a week. Maybe sooner. I don’t need a babysitter. And this is my job. I don’t just show up at your office uninvited and tell you what to do, do I?"

He eyed me sharply. "You could turn up anytime. You don’t need an invitation, you’re my wife."

"Fiancée," I corrected automatically. "Not wife yet."

"We’re married in the eyes of the law," he reminded me. "The wedding certificates are real."

"Right." I stopped mid-step. "Wait, if that’s the case, why are we still having the wedding?"

"Because it’s a ceremony, a way to officially announce our relationship to the world."

"I thought we already did that when we went public on X and Insta," I muttered.

Ashton turned to face me, his tall frame blocking the harsh overhead light. "Are you getting cold feet?"

"Nope," I said quickly. "My feet are warm, very warm." I hooked my arm through his elbow. "Let’s go. I’m already late."

We reached the security checkpoint.

I stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. "I know your day’s full. Go on. I’m fine."

As I walked away, I felt his gaze burning into my back.

The gate was nearly finished boarding by the time I cleared security.

Once settled in my seat, I was about to switch my phone to airplane mode when a headline popped up.

Granger Development Group again.

The boardroom drama had been dominating the feeds lately: inheritance mess, family infighting, rumors of a power grab.

Apparently, Clive Granger had been sick since last winter.

His health had taken a nosedive, and now he was desperate to hand over the company.

The biggest shock? He wasn’t passing control to Rhys, his eldest child and only son—well, turns out that last part wasn’t true; Daniel was actually Clive’s illegitimate son.

Word was, Clive planned to transfer thirty percent of the company to Daniel.

And Daniel hadn’t wasted time.

In a matter of weeks, he’d pushed Rhys out of the management team, raking in massive profits from a new pharmaceutical venture.

I skimmed the article and swiped it away.

If Daniel and Rhys were busy shredding each other to bits, they’d have less time to bother me.

Good.

Hours later, Paris greeted me with gray skies and the thick scent of petrol and damp tarmac.

Fabrizio Marchetti met me at the gate, perfectly put together as usual: tailored suit, flawless tie, not a hair out of place.

He grabbed my luggage without asking and led me to a sleek black car waiting outside.

"I’ve arranged a house for you," he said smoothly as we drove. "You mentioned you don’t like hotels."

The house was two stories, limestone façade, dark green shutters, flanked by high hedges.

Inside, it was serene. Just one housekeeper, the crisp scent of lemon polish and fresh bread filling the air.

The living room was stunning: polished floors, matte black fixtures, hand-carved wooden beams, soft wool throws artfully folded over slate-grey sofas.

I glanced at Fabrizio. "You really thought of everything. Thanks for sorting all this."

"Not at all," he replied with a smile. "You’re here to push the new line forward. You need a place that keeps the flow going."

"I’ll keep refining the sketches I sent over. Some proportions still feel off—"

"No shop talk today," he cut in, shaking his head. "Get some rest. I’ll take you to HQ in the morning."

"Alright."

I video called Ashton and showed him the house. "Nice, huh?"

Ashton let out a noncommittal sound. "Where’s Fabrizio?"

"He just left. He picked me up at the airport, drove me here himself." I added, "Should’ve asked him to stay for dinner."

"Not a good idea."

"I know. He seemed busy."

"That’s not what I meant." Ashton’s clean-shaven jaw looked sharper than usual. Also, maybe the light or angle made his eyes seem darker.

"I know what you meant, and you’d be crazy to believe he’s interested in me like that." I pulled a face at my new fiancé. "He’s rich, handsome, single, and let’s not forget the French accent that makes most women swoon. He can have anyone he wants. He doesn’t need to chase an engaged woman."

"He’s a man. I’m a man. I know how men like him think. He didn’t have to pick you up himself. He’s a boss. He has chauffeurs."

"He’s just being nice. I’m new to the city, after all."

"If I had a new employee coming for work, I’d send a chauffeur."

"Fine, fine." I surrendered. There was no winning against him. "How about this? If he ever tries anything, I promise I’ll smash a skillet over his head."

"Deal. Make sure you hit hard enough to knock him out. Don’t worry about hospital fees."

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes.

Had the shift from fake husband to real fiancé made him feel insecure?

I changed the subject. Ashton tried to steer it back, I deflected with questions about his day, and cut the call when he demanded something that would get me banned from all the PG-rated sites on the internet.

The next morning, I fixed myself a quick breakfast and went downstairs.

Fabrizio was already outside, leaning against another glossy black car.

I slid into the passenger seat.

"Morning," I said. "I checked the route, you know. I could have managed on my own. You didn’t have to go out of your way to pick me up."

"My place is on the way," Fabrizio replied, easing the car into the stream of Paris traffic.

I unlocked my phone.

There was a small avalanche of texts from Ashton.


  Chapter 242: Merger &amp; Temptation

Ashton: [Morning.]

Ashton: [Had breakfast yet? Don’t be late for work on your first day.]

Ashton: [I’ve got connections in the city. Let me know if you need anything—bodyguard, chauffeur, assistant, whatever.]

Ashton: [LGH doesn’t have a hotel in Paris. If you’d rather not stay at Fabrizio’s, check into Le Meurice. There’s a suite under my name, all yours.]

I sent a quick reply: [Just heading to work now.]

As Fabrizio took a sharp turn, I snapped a photo of the Parisian street flickering past, then fired it off to Ashton.

He responded in seconds.

Ashton: [Nice view out there.]

Ashton: [That window’s tinted. Looks aftermarket. That’s not a taxi. Whose car are you in?]

Me: [Fabrizio’s. He’s giving me a lift to Valmont’s headquarters.]

Ashton: [Stay away from him!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!]

The barrage of exclamation marks made my eye twitch.

Me: [He’s just giving me a ride. Stop freaking out.]

Ashton: [If he were just a colleague, he wouldn’t be chauffeuring you around.]

Me: [He said it was on his way. Chill.]

The car lurched to a stop at a red light.

Fabrizio glanced across.

"Who’s got you grinning at your phone?"

I touched my face, surprised to realize I’d been smiling.

"I was texting Ashton. He’s not exactly thrilled about me coming to France by myself."

"Ah." Fabrizio’s mouth curved in a lopsided smile. "You and Mr. Laurent seem close. When we met in Sunset City, you weren’t anything like the gossip online made you out to be."

I shrugged. "People talk nonsense. I just ignore it."

The traffic light flicked green, but we immediately slowed again at the next junction. If Paris traffic kept up like this, I could have beaten the car on foot.

"I’ve worked non-stop since I was twenty," Fabrizio said suddenly. "Now I’m thirty-six and I’ve never had a real relationship. Seeing you and Ashton together makes me wonder what I missed."

I glanced over.

Where had this sudden honesty come from?

He noticed my surprise and gave a short, self-deprecating laugh. "It wasn’t easy, building all this. I put everything into work. Maybe if this launch goes well, I’ll finally get a breather."

"It’ll go well," I said, hoping my voice sounded reassuring.

He shot me a half-smile. "With your help, I’m sure of it."

"You flatter me."

"It’s not flattery, it’s fact. I’ve seen your entries for The Aureate Awards."

I winced reflexively.

That competition was a double-edged sword—it brought me fame and more orders than I ever wanted, but also no end of controversy.

I still didn’t know who’d paid Dr. Aliénor Dubois to try and sink me.

"Your designs are truly unique and unforgettable," Fabrizio pressed on. "Your studio might be the new kid on the block, but you’re making waves. I wondered if we could join forces."

"Join forces how?" My mind snapped back from old injuries.

"You’ve got talent. I’ve got history and reach. If we combined them, this new line could smash the market."

"By 'combine', do you mean...?"

"A joint venture. Both of us with a stake."

That stopped me.

I’d boarded a plane expecting freelance gig work, maybe a one-off collab—not to be discussing equity and a proper company, with both our names on the door.

"I’ll need to think about it," I said slowly.

He gave a shrug that said he wasn’t disappointed. "Take your time. Just an idea."

Through the rear-view mirror, I caught the glimmer of his perfect smile.

If he hadn’t just admitted his age, I’d never have guessed he was thirty-six.

"We’re here," he announced.

The car glided into a private lot outside Valmont & Cie’s headquarters.

I stepped out and stared like a tourist.

Pale stone, razor-sharp lines, the whole edifice towering so high it made my neck ache just to look up.

"Bloody hell," I muttered.

I’d flipped through plenty of glossy magazines, seen the professional photos. Only standing right under it did I finally get it.

My first day at Valmont & Cie tore by so fast, I barely registered the hour.

After dinner with new colleagues—one of those lively, three-hour affairs—I tried to wave Fabrizio off, but he insisted on driving me back to the house.

He was every inch the perfect gentleman—effortlessly charming, immaculately dressed, fluent in five subjects before dessert.

When I mentioned this to Yvaine over video call, she tsk-tsked.

"Watch your back when he turns up the charm," she deadpanned.

"What does that mean?" I asked.

"Don’t forget, four pillars of the classic Frenchman: well-dressed, smooth-talker, sharp business sense, and... expert seducer."

"Please. Did Ashton put you up to that? When did you two get so chummy?"

"He didn’t. And we haven’t. But great minds think alike, yeah?"

Right on cue, Ashton’s video call flashed onto my screen.

"Speak of the devil. The other great mind’s calling. Night."

Yvaine signed off.

I settled against the headboard, towel-dried hair falling around my ears.

Ashton was in his study, jacket tossed on the chair, tie loose, sleeves pushed back.

"It’s past midnight over there," I said. "Shouldn’t you be asleep?"

"I was waiting for you. How was dinner?"

"Good. Very French, very long." I hovered on the edge of telling him about Fabrizio’s proposal.

In the end, I kept quiet. Ashton already hated this trip. If I mentioned a months-long partnership, he’d be on the next flight in a heartbeat.

"Move the camera closer. Let me actually see you."

I zoomed the phone so close all he’d see were my pores.

"How was your first day?" he asked.

"Fantastic. The company’s massive, and they have the best coffee machine I’ve ever used. They even gave me a private office."

"Is that all?"

"That’s it." I knew what he was fishing for, but refused to give him any ammunition. "They’ve been incredibly welcoming. I asked for an extra monitor and one of their IT techs arrived before I finished the sentence. Honestly, it’s the kind of setup I could really get used to."

He leaned in, suspicious. "That sounds dangerously like you’re planning to stay."


  Chapter 243: Enemies at the Table

I flashed a grin, just to see what he’d do. “Maybe. I might stick around till the new collection drops.”

Ashton sat up straight, visibly annoyed. “You said one week. Now you’re talking six months?”

I nodded. “Exactly.”

He started jabbing at his phone.

“What are you doing?” I asked, half-laughing.

“Texting the pilot. Booking the jet.”

“Relax. I was joking. No need to scramble a plane. I’ll be back before you know it.”

He paused, clearly still unconvinced.

“I mean it,” I said. “I’ll be home soon. The team here works fast, especially Fabrizio. We had a meeting this afternoon and blitzed through what would’ve taken a week anywhere else.”

He still didn’t look thrilled, but at least he put the phone down.

I took that as a win.

“How was your day?” I asked, stifling a yawn.

Then came the business jargon. Terms like “synergy,” “pipeline optimization,” “strategic pain points.”

My eyes glazed over before he even finished the second sentence.

A minute in, I was halfway down the headboard, struggling to keep upright.

Ashton’s voice dipped, suddenly rougher. “Tilt the phone down.”

I obeyed, eyes half-shut. “Why?”

He didn’t answer.

I cracked my eyes open, followed his gaze… and saw the collar of my nightshirt gaping open.

“Pervert,” I muttered, rolling my eyes as I yanked the phone back up.

He made a grumbling noise of protest.

“I’m going to bed now. Night, Ash.”

***

“We’re hosting a small industry roundtable today,” Fabrizio said the next morning as I met him in his office. “Interested?”

“I can come?”

I’d heard about it.

Invitation-only, hosted by the French jewellery guild, and crawling with senior designers from the big houses.

“Of course,” Fabrizio said with a smile.

By now, I’d built up some immunity to that smile.

My pulse no longer stuttered every time he flashed it in my direction.

Not that I was into him.

It was just... I mean, if Channing Tatum smiled at you like that, you’d melt a bit too, married or not.

Anyway, Fabrizio led me to a grand convention hall where the event was being held.

He told me that on paper, it was a friendly networking session.

In reality, it was a silent bloodbath.

No one made eye contact unless they were issuing a challenge.

Valmont & Cie usually hosted.

Today was no different.

“I don’t normally bother with these things,” Fabrizio said as we approached the door. “But I figured you might want to see how the locals play.”

“I do. Thanks for the invite.”

Inside, about a dozen designers were already seated in little clusters.

Just before we reached the door, a man’s voice drifted out.

“Valmont’s autumn-winter line is going to flop.”

Fabrizio stopped mid-step.

The glass panel offered a perfect view of the speaker.

He was blond, narrow-shouldered, and wearing a scarf indoors like it proved something.

Another voice chimed in. “They’ve been slipping for years. Last year’s launch was a disaster, and this one looks even worse.”

A third snorted. “Heard Marchetti’s wrecking the place. Half the team’s already jumped ship.”

“Can’t wait to watch it implode.”

I risked a glance at Fabrizio.

He didn’t pretend not to hear.

Still, his face stayed calm, composed, every line held in place.

That kind of self-control was something I admired about him.

“The one running his mouth is Jean-Baptiste,” he said, nodding at the scarf-wearer. “Used to be a senior designer with us. Quit last year. Made a mess of it.”

“Mess how?”

“Poached a few team members and set up shop on his own. Been milking the Valmont name ever since. He actually stole a project from us last month.”

I thought of Nyx Collective and Violet Lin.

Not quite the same, but close enough to sting.

Fabrizio looked tired for a second, suddenly showing all thirty-six years of his age.

“Valmont looks okay from the outside, but we’re under pressure. High turnover, shrinking margins, investors breathing down my neck. To be honest, I wasn’t confident about the autumn-winter launch. That’s why I reached out to you.”

Well. That explained a lot.

He must have caught something in my expression because he added, “I’m not trying to guilt you. Just giving context. Anyway, forget them. All talk. Let’s go in.”

“Alright.”

We stepped inside.

Jean-Baptiste clocked Fabrizio immediately.

He leaned over and said something to the man beside him.

The other one looked at me, leaned in, and muttered in French, “That’s her? The new girl from Skyline? She looks twenty. Other than a pretty face, what the hell does she have?”

“Probably doesn’t speak a word of French. Don’t know what she’s doing here.”

They didn’t bother lowering their voices.

I walked straight up to Jean-Baptiste and stopped so close he couldn’t ignore me.

“My French is crap,” I said, “but I understand enough. So thanks for calling me young and pretty. As for the rest… this job isn’t about age or face. It’s about the work. And you haven’t seen mine.”

His mouth twitched.

The smug tilt in his shoulders vanished.

He sat up straighter.

“You are—” he began.

I walked off.

I took a seat beside Fabrizio just as the host stepped onstage.

The room hushed at once.

Each brand was supposed to present its current concept and sneak peeks of its latest pieces.

Except no one was foolish enough to show their best cards.

Most of the presentations were padded with outdated slides, recycled mock-ups, and vague design buzzwords.

Still, I took notes.

It was my first roundtable, and there was plenty to learn.

Eventually, Valmont’s rep got up.

He wasn’t a designer, more of a polished corporate type.

Everyone expected the usual recycled pitch.

Then he clicked past the title slide.

“Autumn/Winter 2025 – Lead Designer: Mirabelle Vance” lit up the screen.

I was surprised. “Wait. I thought we were doing a collaboration. A team effort.”

“We are,” Fabrizio said. “But you’ve seen what my team had before you arrived. We’d need to rebuild it from the ground up. Might as well go all in with your work. Faster, better. And you deserve the credit.”

Wow, Fabrizio had just given me a massive responsibility.

Also taken a massive risk himself.

It was like asking an Apple intern to design the next iPhone OS.


  Chapter 244: Surprise Guest

I didn’t know what else to say. “Wow. That’s... a lot. Thanks, Mr. Marchetti.”

“Fabrizio. And I should be the one thanking you. Since you’ll be carrying the line, I think it’s only fair you profit from it, beyond just a salary. Hence the joint venture proposal. Have you given it any thought?”

“I have. Still undecided. You know I already have my studio in Skyline.”

“I do. But there’s no law saying a designer can only run one. If it’s the workload you’re worried about, I’ll handle the admin, payroll, HR—the dull stuff. You focus on the design. We can keep it small to start. Say, ten million seed capital. That’s five million euros for a fifty percent stake. With the sales you’re pulling in from your current studio, it’s hardly a gamble.”

Before I could respond, a loud, deliberate click came from Jean-Baptiste’s corner.

“They’re really staking everything on some nobody? That’s desperate.”

He wasn’t whispering.

Everyone heard.

The presenter carried on regardless, switching to slides of my past collections.

Each one filled the screen—sketches, color palettes, gemstone specs.

The murmuring slowly quieted.

I saw heads begin to nod.

Fabrizio leaned in. “Want to say a few words?”

His scent was suddenly too close.

I shifted in my seat.

“I’d rather let the work speak for itself.”

The next slide brought up an old piece.

Jean-Baptiste’s signature sprawled pretentiously
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