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Money & Mischief

Chapter 1 – An Unforgettable Performance
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Sharon Prescott had attended more charity galas than she could remember.

After three decades of building one of the country's most successful luxury event planning and hospitality companies, elegant evenings filled with crystal chandeliers, expensive champagne, and predictable conversations had become part of her life. At fifty-six, she was admired by business leaders, respected by competitors, and photographed at nearly every major fundraising event.

Yet admiration was a poor substitute for excitement.

As her chauffeur opened the door to the Grand Regency Hotel, camera flashes illuminated the entrance. Reporters called her name while guests in designer gowns and tailored tuxedos made their way across the red carpet.

Sharon greeted everyone with her signature warm smile.

"Mrs. Prescott! Over here!"

She paused for a few photographs before stepping inside the magnificent ballroom.

Golden chandeliers sparkled overhead, reflecting against marble floors polished until they gleamed like mirrors. Hundreds of white roses decorated every table. A live orchestra played softly while waiters moved gracefully through the crowd carrying silver trays filled with sparkling wine.

Everything was flawless.

It should have been. Sharon herself had helped organize the gala to raise money for children's hospitals across the country.

Several board members approached immediately.

"Wonderful turnout this year," one of them said.

"We've already exceeded last year's donations," another added proudly.

Sharon accepted their compliments with genuine gratitude, but inside she felt strangely detached. Every conversation revolved around investments, mergers, luxury resorts, and expansion plans.

No one asked whether she was happy.

No one seemed interested in anything beyond success.

She quietly excused herself and wandered toward one of the ballroom windows overlooking the city skyline.

The lights stretched endlessly into the distance.

Beautiful.

Lonely.

"You look like someone searching for the emergency exit."

Sharon turned in surprise.

Standing beside her was an elderly volunteer carrying a tray of auction catalogs.

She laughed.

"Is it that obvious?"

"A little."

"I suppose I've attended too many events like this."

The woman smiled knowingly.

"Then perhaps tonight will surprise you."

Before Sharon could ask what she meant, the ballroom lights dimmed.

A spotlight illuminated the stage.

The master of ceremonies stepped to the microphone.

"Ladies and gentlemen, before tonight's auction begins, we have a very special performance. Please welcome the incredibly talented illusionist... Silvester Novak!"

Applause echoed throughout the ballroom.

A young man walked confidently onto the stage wearing a fitted black suit without a tie. His dark hair was slightly untidy, and his smile carried the relaxed confidence of someone completely comfortable entertaining strangers.

He couldn't have been older than twenty-eight.

Instead of immediately beginning a trick, he looked around the room.

"So many important people," he said dramatically.

"I've checked all your watches..."

He paused.

"...and I'm disappointed to report that none of you own enough time."

Laughter swept through the audience.

"Fortunately," he continued with a grin, "I'm here to steal a little of it."

Even Sharon smiled.

There was something refreshingly natural about him.

He wasn't pretending to be mysterious or superior.

He simply wanted everyone to enjoy themselves.

His opening illusions were astonishing.

Cards appeared from empty hands.

Flowers transformed into crystal birds.

A silver coin vanished before reappearing inside a sealed glass bottle held by one of the guests.

The audience applauded after every performance.

But what impressed Sharon most wasn't the tricks.

It was the way Silvester made every volunteer feel like the star of the show.

No one was embarrassed.

Everyone laughed.

Everyone relaxed.

After another spectacular illusion, Silvester looked across the audience.

"For my next trick," he announced, "I need someone who looks completely trustworthy."

He scanned the room theatrically.

"That's unfortunate."

More laughter.

Then his eyes stopped.

He pointed directly toward Sharon.

"There."

The audience turned toward her.

Silvester smiled.

"The lady pretending she didn't just make eye contact with me."

The ballroom erupted with laughter.

Sharon raised an eyebrow.

"Me?"

"Unless your identical twin is sitting behind you."

One of Sharon's closest friends leaned closer.

"Oh, you have to do it."

The crowd began applauding encouragingly.

Sharon laughed despite herself.

"I suppose I don't have much choice."

As she walked toward the stage, Silvester offered his hand.

"Thank you for rescuing me."

"I thought I was rescuing the audience."

"They'll decide that."

More laughter.

His easy humor dissolved the nervousness she hadn't even realized she felt.

Silvester handed her a brand-new deck of playing cards.

"I promise there are no hidden trapdoors."

"I was hoping there might be."

"You're braver than most CEOs."

"You know who I am?"

He looked genuinely surprised.

"I organize charity events. Learning the sponsor's name seemed like a good career decision."

She laughed again.

"Smart answer."

For the next several minutes he guided her through what appeared to be an impossible card routine.

She shuffled the deck herself.

She signed one card with a marker.

She held it tightly between her own hands.

Moments later the signed card disappeared.

Gasps filled the ballroom.

Silvester searched every pocket dramatically before shrugging.

"I appear to have misplaced your card."

Sharon folded her arms.

"I certainly hope you find it."

"Oh, I will."

He looked toward the massive floral centerpiece decorating the stage.

"Would you mind checking inside that white rose?"

"The rose?"

"The suspicious-looking one."

"There are hundreds of roses."

"Exactly."

Shaking her head with an amused smile, Sharon reached toward one bloom.

Inside its folded petals was her signed card.

The audience exploded into applause.

Even Sharon stared at it in disbelief.

"How...?"

Silvester simply winked.

"A magician never explains."

"Convenient."

"I prefer mysterious."

"I prefer answers."

He smiled.

"I had a feeling."

Their playful exchange earned another wave of laughter.

When the performance ended, the audience rose for a standing ovation.

Sharon found herself applauding harder than anyone.

As she stepped off the stage, Silvester leaned closer.

"Thank you."

"For what?"

"For reminding me that even the busiest person in the room still knows how to laugh."

His words surprised her.

"So do you."

"I try."

She returned to her table, but the rest of the evening felt different.

The auction raised record-breaking donations.

Guests celebrated another successful charity gala.

Business deals were discussed.

Future partnerships were planned.

Yet Sharon barely noticed.

Instead, she found herself glancing toward the backstage entrance where Silvester had disappeared after the show.

She couldn't remember the last time a stranger had made her forget about quarterly reports, company meetings, and endless responsibilities.

For one unforgettable hour, she had simply enjoyed herself.

Meanwhile, backstage, Silvester packed away his props with practiced care.

One of the event coordinators approached him.

"You were incredible tonight."

"Thank you."

"And congratulations."

"For what?"

"You made Sharon Prescott laugh."

Silvester looked puzzled.

"Is that unusual?"

The coordinator smiled knowingly.

"Let's just say... not many people do."

Silvester paused for a moment.

He remembered her quick wit.

Her intelligent eyes.

The confidence she carried without arrogance.

Most of all, he remembered the genuine laughter that had replaced her composed business expression.

As he zipped closed his equipment case, he smiled to himself.

Some performances were unforgettable.

But every once in a while...

You met someone who made the magician forget the tricks.
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Chapter 2 – An Unexpected Invitation
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The Monday morning after the charity gala began much like every other Monday in Sharon Prescott's office.

Emails.

Contracts.

Budgets.

Board reports.

By eight o'clock, she was already sitting at the head of the polished walnut conference table overlooking the city skyline. Her executive team presented quarterly figures while a large screen displayed graphs and financial forecasts.

"The Singapore hotel project is ahead of schedule," said her Chief Financial Officer.

"The Tuscany resort opens in six weeks," added another executive.

"We've received invitations to organize the International Hospitality Summit."

Sharon listened carefully, asking thoughtful questions and making notes, but her attention drifted more often than she liked.

Her thoughts kept returning to a young magician with an easy smile.

She caught herself smiling at the memory of finding her signed playing card hidden inside a white rose.

"...Mrs. Prescott?"

She blinked.

"I'm sorry?"

"The entertainment budget," her assistant repeated.

"Oh... yes."

She quickly refocused.

"Increase it by fifteen percent."

The room fell silent.

Several executives exchanged puzzled glances.

Sharon was known for spending wisely, not generously.

"Is everything all right?" asked Martin, her operations director.

"Perfectly."

She closed the folder.

"I've simply realized that memorable events aren't remembered because of the flowers or the menu."

"They're remembered because people leave smiling."

The meeting continued, but one idea had already settled firmly in her mind.

When everyone left, Sharon picked up her phone.

"Emily?"

Her personal assistant answered immediately.

"Yes, Ms. Prescott?"

"I need the contact information for the magician who performed at the gala."

Emily hesitated for only a second.

"Silvester Novak?"

"That's the one."

"I'll have it on your desk within five minutes."



Across town, Silvester was performing outside a busy shopping district.

Children gathered around as colorful scarves appeared from empty hands.

Coins vanished.

Playing cards floated through the air.

Parents applauded while several tourists dropped money into his open case.

Silvester bowed dramatically.

"Ladies and gentlemen, remember—if you enjoyed the show, applause feeds my soul."

He paused.

"But tips feed my landlord."

Everyone laughed.

A little girl handed him a chocolate bar.

"My mommy says I shouldn't give strangers money."

Silvester accepted it with a theatrical bow.

"Then I have just been paid in the finest currency available."

As the small crowd dispersed, his phone vibrated.

Unknown number.

He answered.

"Silvester speaking."

"Good afternoon, Mr. Novak."

The calm, familiar voice made him stand a little straighter.

"This is Sharon Prescott."

He nearly dropped his phone.

"Oh... hello."

"I hope I'm not interrupting."

"Only a fierce negotiation with a chocolate bar."

She laughed.

"I believe the chocolate is winning."

"It usually does."

"I'm calling because I have a proposal."

Silvester leaned against a nearby fountain.

"I'm listening."

"Our company hosts numerous corporate events throughout the year."

"I know."

"I'd like you to perform at several of them."

For a brief moment, he was speechless.

"My events?"

"Yes."

"I... I wasn't expecting that."

"I enjoy surprising people."

"You certainly succeeded."

She smiled on the other end of the line.

"Would you have time to meet tomorrow afternoon?"

"I'll make time."

"Wonderful."



The headquarters of Prescott Hospitality was unlike anywhere Silvester had ever visited.

Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the city.

Modern sculptures decorated the marble lobby.

Employees moved confidently through bright corridors carrying tablets instead of paper folders.

Silvester suddenly became very aware that his favorite black jacket was beginning to show its age.

As he approached the reception desk, he quietly adjusted his sleeves.

"May I help you?" the receptionist asked warmly.

"I'm here to meet Sharon Prescott."

Within moments Emily appeared.

"Mr. Novak? Ms. Prescott is expecting you."

She led him through elegant hallways lined with photographs of luxury hotels around the world.

Every step made Silvester wonder if he truly belonged there.

Emily opened a large office door.

"Please come in."

Sharon stood beside the window.

Instead of her glamorous evening gown from the gala, she wore a navy business suit that reflected quiet confidence.

She smiled the moment she saw him.

"I'm glad you came."

"So am I."

She gestured toward a comfortable seating area instead of her large executive desk.

"Coffee?"

"Please."

A few minutes later they sat together with steaming cups between them.

"I've reviewed the feedback from the gala," Sharon began.

"Our guests mentioned your performance more than anything else."

"I'm honored."

"I'd like you to become part of several upcoming events."

Silvester looked genuinely surprised.

"Several?"

"We have charity dinners, employee celebrations, client receptions..."

She handed him a calendar.

"There are six events over the next four months."

He stared at it.

"I've never worked with a company this large."

"I know."

His smile faded slightly.

"To be honest..."

She waited patiently.

"It's intimidating."

"The buildings."

"The reputation."

"The people."

He looked around her office.

"I feel like I accidentally wandered into another universe."

Sharon laughed softly.

"I felt exactly the same way when I opened my first tiny office."

"You?"

"Oh, yes."

"I had one desk."

"One telephone."

"And enough money for exactly one chair."

Silvester looked unconvinced.

"I don't believe that."

"That's because you've only met the successful version of me."

Her honesty eased his nerves.

"So..."

She leaned forward.

"Will you accept?"

Silvester smiled.

"I'd be a fool not to."

"Excellent."

They shook hands.

Neither of them noticed they held the handshake just a little longer than necessary.



The following weeks became filled with planning meetings.

At first they focused entirely on business.

Guest schedules.

Venue layouts.

Performance timing.

Safety requirements.

But gradually their conversations wandered elsewhere.

One afternoon Sharon noticed dozens of sketches spread across the conference table.

"What are these?"

Silvester looked almost embarrassed.

"My designs."

She picked one up.

Each page contained detailed drawings of illusion equipment, lighting angles, hidden mechanisms, and stage layouts.

"You designed all of this yourself?"

"I've been drawing illusions since I was twelve."

"I don't like copying other performers."

"I want every audience to experience something they've never seen before."

Sharon studied another page.

"This is remarkable."

"No one has ever
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