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    To those who found love in unexpected places, who learned that forgiveness must be earned and trust rebuilt. May we never forget that true love is not about perfection, but about choosing to grow, respect, and become better together.
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Chapter 1: The Boy She Hated
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Lena Carter hated Mondays.

She hated the crowded lecture halls, the endless lines at the campus café, the professors who believed three hours of sleep was a reasonable price for academic excellence.

But most of all, she hated Mondays because they meant seeing Damon Blackwell.

He was impossible to miss.

At twenty-two, Damon had already become one of the most recognizable students at Westbridge University. He came from money, carried himself like he owned every room he entered, and possessed the kind of effortless confidence that made people either admire him or avoid him.

Lena belonged firmly in the second category.

For three years, Damon had been her worst enemy.

Not because they had once been friends.

They hadn't.

Not because they had competed for the same girl or fought over some meaningless college rivalry.

It was worse.

Damon simply seemed to enjoy getting under her skin.

He corrected her answers in class.

He mocked her thrift-store clothes.

He once told an entire seminar that her business proposal looked like it had been designed by someone who had never actually met a customer.

The professor had laughed.

So had everyone else.

Lena had smiled that day.

Then she had gone to the restroom and cried where nobody could see her.

She never told anyone.

Especially not Damon.

Since then, she had made one rule for herself.

Never let Damon Blackwell see her break.

Three years later, she was still following it.

"Lena!"

She heard her friend Maya calling from across the courtyard.

Lena turned.

Maya hurried toward her carrying two coffees and a stack of notebooks.

"You look like you're preparing for battle."

"I am."

Maya followed her gaze.

Damon stood near the entrance of the business school.

Black coat.

Dark hair.

Hands in his pockets.

A group of students surrounded him, laughing at something he had said.

Maya sighed.

"Still him?"

"Unfortunately."

"You know, most people grow out of their high school personalities."

"Damon isn't most people."

"No argument there."

Lena took the coffee.

"Thanks."

Maya studied her.

"You know you don't have to react every time he says something."

"I don't."

"You do."

"I respond."

"You respond aggressively."

"He starts it."

Maya smiled.

"That's what I would say too."

Lena rolled her eyes.

They started walking toward the business school.

Damon noticed them.

His eyes settled on Lena.

A slow smile appeared.

She immediately knew trouble was coming.

"Morning, Carter."

Lena kept walking.

"Blackwell."

"You seem cheerful."

"I'm trying something new."

"What?"

"Not talking to you."

Maya covered a laugh.

Damon stepped backward so he was walking beside them.

"How long do you think it'll last?"

"Hopefully forever."

"That's ambitious."

"So is your ego."

His smile widened.

"Still sensitive, I see."

Lena stopped.

Maya sighed.

"Damon."

Lena turned toward him.

"What exactly do you want?"

"Nothing."

"Then keep walking."

He studied her.

"You're different."

"How?"

"You used to avoid eye contact."

Lena's jaw tightened.

"I grew up."

Damon's smile disappeared for half a second.

Then he nodded.

"Apparently."

He walked away.

Maya stared after him.

"What was that?"

"I don't know."

"You two have the strangest relationship I've ever seen."

"We don't have a relationship."

"That's not what it looks like."

Lena continued toward the building.

"We're enemies."

Maya laughed.

"You're awfully passionate about someone you claim means nothing to you."

"He doesn't."

But as Lena pushed open the lecture hall doors, she caught herself looking back.

Damon was already gone.

She hated that she had noticed.

The business strategy lecture was packed.

Professor Harrison stood at the front with a stack of papers.

"I have an announcement."

The room quieted.

"The university has been selected to participate in the National Emerging Entrepreneurs Challenge."

A murmur spread through the students.

The competition was famous.

The winning team received a substantial investment, mentorship from major business leaders, and automatic consideration for several prestigious graduate programs.

Lena's heart raced.

This was exactly what she needed.

Her family's small design company had been struggling for months.

If she won, the prize money could help her parents expand.

More importantly, it could prove that the business model she had spent two years developing actually worked.

Professor Harrison continued.

"Teams will consist of two students."

Lena sat straighter.

"Partners will be selected based on academic performance, leadership ability, and complementary skills."

Names appeared on the screen.

Students leaned forward.

Lena waited.

Then she saw hers.

LENA CARTER — DAMON BLACKWELL

Her stomach dropped.

"No."

Maya whispered beside her.

"Oh, no."

Lena raised her hand.

Professor Harrison looked toward her.

"Yes, Ms. Carter?"

"I think there's been a mistake."

The class laughed.

Professor Harrison smiled.

"There hasn't."

"Could I have another partner?"

"No."

Lena glanced toward Damon.

He was leaning back in his chair.

Completely relaxed.

As though this were amusing.

She glared at him.

He smiled.

"Looks like we're partners."

"We're not."

Professor Harrison raised an eyebrow.

"You can either participate with your assigned partner or withdraw from the competition."

Lena fell silent.

Damon leaned toward her.

"Congratulations."

She whispered back.

"Don't talk to me."

"We have to work together."

"I'll communicate through email."

"How romantic."

She shot him a look.

"You're enjoying this."

"Maybe."

"I won't let you ruin this for me."

His expression became more serious.

"Neither will I."

There was something in his tone that made her pause.

For once, he wasn't mocking her.

He looked determined.

That frightened her more than his teasing.

After class, Lena packed her books quickly.

Damon waited beside the door.

She tried to walk past him.

He moved with her.

"We need to meet."

"I'll send you my schedule."

"Tomorrow."

"I have class."

"After class."

"I work."

"What time?"

She stopped.

"Why?"

"Because we have three weeks."

She stared at him.

"Three weeks until what?"

"The preliminary presentation."

"I know."

"Then stop acting like we have unlimited time."

She folded her arms.

"I can handle the research."

"I'll handle the financial model."

"I don't need you to handle anything."

"You don't know what I can do."

"I know exactly what you can do."

His eyes narrowed.

"Do you?"

"You intimidate people. You make sarcastic comments. You walk around campus pretending you're already the CEO of a company you inherited."

A few students nearby slowed to listen.

Damon's expression changed.

Lena didn't stop.

"You've never had to build anything from nothing."

Silence.

Someone whispered.

Damon stepped closer.

"Be careful."

Lena lifted her chin.

"Why?"

His voice lowered.

"Because you don't know what you're talking about."

"Then prove me wrong."

The words left her mouth before she could reconsider them.

Damon stared at her.

For several seconds, neither moved.

Then he smiled.

Not his usual arrogant smile.

Something sharper.

"All right."

He pulled a notebook from his bag.

"Tomorrow. Seven."

"Seven?"

"Business library."

"I'll be there."

He walked away.

Maya appeared beside Lena.

"That was terrifying."

Lena exhaled.

"Good."

Maya looked at her.

"You just challenged Damon Blackwell."

"I know."

"In public."

"I know."

"To prove himself."

Lena watched Damon disappear down the hallway.

"I've been waiting three years."

The next morning, Lena arrived at the library at 6:55.

Damon was already there.

Of course he was.

He sat at a table surrounded by research papers and financial reports.

Lena stopped.

"You came."

He looked up.

"You sound surprised."

"I expected you to be late."

"I don't do late."

She placed her bag down.

"Good."

He slid a folder toward her.

"I analysed the competition criteria."

She opened it.

Everything was organized.

Market research.

Scoring system.

Potential industries.

Financial projections.

Competitor analysis.

Lena stared.

"This is good."

"I know."

She looked at him.

"Don't ruin the moment."

A faint smile crossed his face.

"You don't compliment people often."

"Don't get used to it."

They worked.

For the first hour, they barely spoke.

And slowly, Lena noticed something she hadn't expected.

Damon was smart.

Not just academically.

Strategically.

He saw patterns quickly. He understood financial structures instinctively and could identify weaknesses in a business model within minutes.

Lena hated admitting it.

But he was good.

Very good.

Around eight, Damon looked at her proposal.

"This market is too broad."

"It has growth potential."

"It has too many established competitors."

"I've already considered that."

"Then why aren't you addressing it?"

"Because I think we can compete through personalization."

He studied her notes.

"Explain."

Lena leaned over the table.

"If larger companies focus on mass production, we build around customized products."

"What kind?"

"Affordable personalized accessories for young professionals."

Damon's eyes moved over the figures.

"Subscription model."

"What?"

"Customers choose a monthly package. We send curated pieces based on their preferences."

Lena stared at him.

"That's actually good."

He looked at her.

"Actually?"

"Don't push it."

His mouth curved.

"You're welcome."

She shook her head.

But she was smiling.

She hated that too.

Their meeting ended at noon.

As Lena gathered her things, Damon spoke.

"You were right."

She looked up.

"About what?"

"You can build something from nothing."

She paused.

The compliment felt different coming from him.

"Thank you."

He
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