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The night was heavy with rain, the kind that blurred the boundaries between light and shadow, truth and illusion. From the crest of a ravine, Michelle Kristina Montenegro watched the governor’s mansion through the lens of her helmet — its walls alive with heat signatures and moving figures. 

The Xyzlar suit, a Level IV tactical suit prototype, clung to her like a second skin, an instrument of precision molded to her pulse. Beneath the tactical armor and the quiet hum of servos beat the heart of a woman who had once sworn never to kill again. But tonight, she would.

The infrared display shimmered across her visor — patrols pacing the courtyards, sentries by the gates, a city’s worth of sin wrapped in wealth and concrete. In her ear, Franco’s voice broke through the static.

“Perimeter systems ready. Power cut in three...”

Michelle said nothing. Words were unnecessary before violence. She steadied her breathing, felt the neural adjusters of the suit tighten, and stepped into the rain-soaked dark.

When the floodlights died, the mansion gasped into silence. The compound dissolved into pure shadow. Michelle moved like smoke — unseen, soundless, inevitable.

Her first kill was clean. A guard humming to himself never finished his song. The second dropped before his hand reached the trigger. She whispered to herself, “Sleep,” and dragged the body into the dark. Every strike, every kill was precise — not rage, not hatred, only purpose. She was the storm’s quiet center.

They called her Mayari in the underworld — after the moon goddess who ruled the night. To the few who knew her true name, she was Michelle Kristina, a stunning accountant by day, her beauty a deception that veiled a lifetime of discipline. No one in Westcrame Accounting could imagine that beneath her calm smiles and graceful posture lived a warrior raised in blood and silence.

Her father had taught her the art of Bahad Zu’Bu, the ancient and deadly Filipino martial discipline that turned fluid motion into fatal geometry. “A true warrior fights not for pride,” he used to say, “but for balance.” His teachings flowed through her veins long after his death — the legacy that made her unstoppable, the curse that made her dangerous.

Inside the mansion, chaos bloomed. Guards shouted. Radios crackled. Floodlights tried to revive. Michelle glided through it all, dismantling the governor’s private army one by one. To them, she was a ghost — a whisper in the dark, a figure glimpsed too late.

In the kitchen, two cooks froze when she appeared from the shadows. “What—who are you?” one stammered. Michelle’s answer was silence. Two quick motions, and they sank into unconsciousness. The knives never clattered.

She crossed marble corridors streaked with reflected firelight, her suit blending into the dark. At the main hall, a patrol of six converged, rifles raised. Michelle ducked behind a pillar, her visor mapping their heat trails. Six seconds. Six men.

When she emerged, the fight was over before it began. A forearm cracked a windpipe. A heel shattered a kneecap. A knife slipped through the soft gap below a vest. The last man trembled, his weapon shaking. Michelle pressed a finger to his lips.

“Don’t scream,” she whispered. “Just breathe.”

And then he didn’t.

Blood misted the air, but Michelle’s expression never wavered. Beneath the helmet, her face remained hauntingly calm — the face of a woman who once smiled beneath office lights, who once believed in mercy.

In the private wing, the governor’s voice thundered orders, trembling beneath his arrogance. “Hold position! Secure the suite! She won’t get far!”

Michelle smirked beneath the visor. Men like you never learn.

She dropped from the balcony, landed behind a guard, and sent him tumbling into the marble below. His scream fractured the silence. Another guard turned, saw nothing but rain, then the gleam of a blade — and then nothing at all.

Michelle advanced toward the governor’s quarters, a shadow sculpted by purpose. Every footstep echoed with the rhythm of her past — her father’s lessons, her first mission, the promise she made to protect those who couldn’t fight back.

The governor’s aide burst through the door, pistol drawn. “By the balcony! Shoot her!”

He fired, wild and terrified. Michelle dodged the bullet, closed in, and struck with surgical precision — a twist of the wrist, a crack of bone, a sweep that left him gasping.

“You started this,” she said quietly, her voice metallic through the helmet. “Now you answer for it.”

When the governor finally appeared, silver hair gleaming in the faint lamplight, he looked nothing like the monster she’d imagined — just another man hiding behind power. He pointed his cane like a weapon, voice trembling with command.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he hissed.

“And you,” Michelle said, removing her helmet, her long hair cascading down, “shouldn’t have taken so many lives.”

For a heartbeat, he stared — stunned by the beauty before him. The woman who had butchered his guards was not the monster he expected. Her face was breathtaking, her eyes unflinching. There was no hatred in them, only judgment.

He swung the cane — desperate, foolish. Michelle caught it midair, snapped it in half, and drove her palm into his chest. He gasped, collapsing.

“I didn’t come to kill you,” she said, kneeling beside him. “I came to end what you do.”

When the governor whimpered for mercy, she only tightened the silk scarf around his wound — enough to keep him alive, enough to let justice see his face.

She whispered into her comm, “Target stable. Extraction ready.”

Then she turned to the locked bedroom door. Inside, bound and terrified, was Gretchen, daughter of senator Chuck Barredo. Michelle cut her free, the ropes falling away.

“Who are you?” Gretchen gasped, eyes wide. “A woman—thank God.”

“Stand up,” Michelle said softly. “You’re safe now. Walk with me.”

They moved through the corridors as the storm outside raged harder. Michelle killed quickly, efficiently — blades flashing, bones snapping, the rain painting her armor in red. To Gretchen, it was both terrifying and divine, a dance of death performed by a woman too graceful to be human.

When they finally reached the gates, Gretchen hesitated, trembling. “Will you come with me?”

Michelle shook her head. “No. My place is here.”

“Who are you really?” Gretchen whispered.

Michelle turned, eyes glinting in the dying light. “No one. Just a shadow.”

Moments later, Gretchen fled into the night, guided by the sound of sirens in the distance.

Michelle stood in the courtyard, the rain washing the blood from her armor. Franco’s voice came through again. “Mission complete. You okay?”

She exhaled. “I did what I had to do. But it never feels right.”

The rain fell harder, drowning the noise of helicopters and sirens. Beneath the storm’s roar, Michelle whispered to herself — to her father, to the night that birthed her.

And with that, she vanished into the rain — leaving behind the wreckage of corruption, the ghost of mercy, and the quiet beauty of a woman no one would ever suspect had just brought a kingdom of power to its knees.

Because Michelle, the stunning accountant, the woman with eyes like calm water, was also Mayari — the moon in the darkness, the redeemer in the storm. She had ended lives with her bare hands, but even as blood stained her gloves, she moved with elegance and sorrow.

The night would remember her not as a killer, but as judgment itself — the beautiful shadow that hunted evil and disappeared before dawn.
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The Spark of Compassion

The city was just beginning to get busy when Michelle stepped in of the Westcrame Accounting Firm. Her heels clicked rhythmically, echoing softly against the stillness. Behind that serene face — the same face that drew every man’s glance and every woman’s envy — was a quiet storm she kept buried deep.

To her colleagues, Michelle was the epitome of grace: punctual, polite, and perfect. They never suspected that beneath her gentle smile was a woman who, months ago, ended lives under the codename Mayari, the shadow who delivered justice to those the law could not touch.

Now, she lived quietly. No blood, no vengeance. Just balance sheets, ledgers, and long hours at the firm.

But peace, she knew, was fragile — like glass that remembers every crack.

That morning, the office buzzed with gossip and laughter. Mae, radiant in her beige blouse and red lipstick, spun her swivel chair to face Michelle. “You look tired, girl. Don’t tell me you stayed up watching those boring crime documentaries again?”

Michelle smirked faintly. “Maybe.”

Mae rolled her eyes. “You and your mysterious hobbies. I swear, you’d make a good detective if you weren’t stuck crunching numbers.”

“Numbers are quieter,” Michelle replied.

“Exactly why I hate them,” Mae said with a laugh, tossing her hair. “Anyway, coffee later? My treat.”

Michelle hesitated, then nodded. “Sure.”

Their friendship was effortless. Two women admired by all, both gorgeous, untouchable yet kind — like goddesses who had descended into ordinary life. They shared lunches, inside jokes, and late-night walks to the parking lot. But beneath the laughter, both carried secrets too heavy for words.

Sometimes, when Mae fell silent, Michelle caught her staring out the window — eyes distant, searching.

“Thinking about him again?” Michelle once asked softly.

Mae smiled weakly. “Yeah.”

Neither of them ever spoke his name. Neither knew that they had loved the same man — John — the man who vanished years ago, leaving behind a trail of questions that never stopped haunting their hearts.

Mae still remembered that night — the flashing red and blue lights, the chaos, the way she saw John being lifted into the ambulance, lifeless and bloodied. The police said he was caught in the crossfire between their forces and the Saturno drug syndicate. To Mae, that was the end — or so she believed.

Michelle, on the other hand, was left in silence. No farewells, no letters, no trace of where he’d gone. He simply disappeared, as if the earth itself had swallowed him whole. Even his friends knew nothing. Yet in her heart, Michelle kept hoping — that one day, she would see him again, standing where the light meets the shadows.

Both women lived their lives believing they had loved different men, never realizing that their hearts had been bound by the same soul — a man who, in different times, had loved them both with the same fire that now lingered like a ghost between them.

That night, the air was cold and heavy when Michelle left the office. The streets were nearly empty. As she walked past a dark alley, a faint sound caught her attention — a child’s cough, weak and hoarse.

Under the pale glow of a flickering streetlight, she saw them — a crippled middle-aged man sitting on the pavement, his crutches leaning against the wall, and beside him, a frail little girl curled up in his arms. Their faces were weary, their clothes soaked from the drizzle, their hope all but gone.

“Ate, do you have extra changes?” The little girl asked hoping Michelle will give her some.

Michelle stopped. Something deep within her stirred.

“Are you all right?” she asked softly.

“I’m hungry.” The little girl said.

The man flinched. “We’ve not eaten since yesterday, ma’am.”

Michelle didn’t move. The sight reminded her of her own father — his kindness, the warmth in his eyes before the world turned cruel. Her heart tightened.

“Come with me,” she said firmly.

The man looked up, confused. “Ma’am, we only want food, we don’t want to cause trouble.”

“You won’t,” she said, kneeling slightly to meet his daughter’s eyes. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

“Liza,” the little girl whispered.

Michelle smiled gently. “I’m Michelle. Would you like to sleep somewhere warm tonight, Liza?”

The girl nodded slowly.

And Michelle brought them home. She gave them food, clean clothes, and a place to rest. Liza clung to her hand before falling asleep, whispering, “Thank you, Ate Michelle...”

That night, as Michelle watched them sleeping peacefully on her couch, she realized how quiet her life had been — and how much she had forgotten the feeling of helping someone without violence.

Days passed...... 

Ramon, the man, insisted on helping around the house. He fixed her broken sink, cleaned the garden, and Liza watered the plants every morning. Michelle found herself smiling more often — something Mae immediately noticed at work.

“What’s with the glow?” Mae teased as they ate lunch at a café near the firm. “Don’t tell me someone’s finally cracked your icy heart.”

“Nothing like that,” Michelle said, sipping her coffee. “I just... met someone who reminded me of my father.”

Mae leaned in, curious. “Oh? Do tell.”

“It’s a man and his daughter. They had nowhere to go, so I let them stay for a while.”

Mae blinked. “You? Let strangers into your home? Who are you and what have you done with the real Michelle?”

Michelle chuckled softly. “I know. It’s unlike me.”

Mae smiled but there was a flicker of melancholy in her eyes. “You’ve always been the brave one, Mitchie.”

A week later.......

It was Liza’s seventh birthday — a day that glimmered softly beneath the city’s evening lights. Michelle had chosen a simple restaurant downtown, one that smelled of warm bread, candle wax, and something sweet baking in the kitchen.

Ramon could hardly believe they were there. He had spent most of his life counting coins just to buy rice and milk, but tonight — tonight was different. Liza sat beside him, wearing a simple pink dress Michelle had bought her, her hair tied in a neat ribbon. Her laughter filled the room like the sound of bells, pure and bright.

“Papa, look! There’s a cake!” she gasped, her eyes wide as the waiter set a small chocolate cake in front of her, lit with seven tiny candles that flickered like stars.

Ramon smiled — a slow, trembling smile that came from somewhere deep inside. “Yes, anak,” he said softly. “It’s yours. All of it.”

Liza clasped her hands together, eyes sparkling. “Can I make a wish now?”

Michelle leaned closer, her voice gentle. “Of course you can, sweetheart. But you have to keep it a secret, okay? That’s how wishes come true.”

Liza nodded eagerly, closed her eyes, and whispered something too soft to hear. When she opened them again, she blew out the candles in one breath. The flame smoke curled into the air, vanishing like a dream.

Everyone clapped even the other tables, smiling at the little girl’s joy. The sound made Ramon’s chest tighten. For years, he had promised himself that someday Liza would have more than he ever did — and now, seeing her face glowing in the candlelight, he felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time: peace.

Michelle watched them quietly, a faint smile on her lips. She’d known Ramon for days only but she’d seen his struggles, his quiet pride, his sacrifices. And tonight, seeing father and daughter laugh together, she felt her heart warm — as though she were witnessing something sacred.

“This is the happiest day ever,” Liza said, grinning as she took her first bite of cake. “It tastes like... magic!”

Ramon laughed softly, ruffling her hair. “You deserve magic, my little girl. All of it.”

For a moment, he looked up — at the lights above, at the window showing the city outside — and whispered under his breath, “Thank You.”

The evening went on with gentle laughter and the clinking of glasses. And as Michelle looked at the two of them — the father who had endured so much, and the child who knew only joy — she couldn’t help but feel that life, even after all its loss and mystery, still had the power to surprise her with small miracles.

But across the room, a group of men noticed them. Their faces hardened when they recognized Ramon. One of them muttered, “That’s him. The cripple who ran away.”

They waited.
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The Shadows Stir

The restaurant had emptied into the warm hush of the night.

Michelle stood by the doorway, watching Liza’s small hand clutch Ramon’s as they stepped onto the quiet street. The air was thick with the scent of rain about to fall, a faint static that made her senses sharpen.

When she paid the bill and turned toward the street, she felt it — that subtle ripple, the sound of feet too measured, too deliberate. 

Someone was following them.

She didn’t look back. She’d learned long ago that predators thrived on reaction. Instead, she placed a gentle hand on Liza’s shoulder.

“Let’s go home,” she said softly.

Liza smiled, unaware of the danger stalking them. Ramon nodded, his arm protectively around his daughter.

They walked the narrow streets, lamps flickering above, the city breathing in its midnight slumber. Behind them, the men moved like shadows — four of them, disciplined, not ordinary thugs. Michelle’s mind began to map their rhythm: the scrape of a shoe, the low whisper of a radio, the faint glint of metal beneath a jacket.

The rain came after midnight, a soft drizzle tapping the roof like fingers over glass. Inside the small apartment, the world seemed calm. Ramon and Liza slept in the guest room, exhaustion claiming him after weeks of running. Liza’s soft breathing came from the couch, her hand curled around a stuffed bear.

Michelle sat by the window, her silhouette hidden by the curtains. She’d switched off the lights long ago, but she hadn’t gone to bed. The feeling from earlier hadn’t faded.

Then — a faint creak.

The soft hiss of a window latch being lifted.

Her breathing slowed. Her pupils adjusted to the dark. She didn’t need to see them to know how many there were. Four. Same rhythm. Same weight. They had followed them home.

Michelle rose soundlessly, her bare feet brushing the wooden floor. Her hand slipped beneath her pillow, fingers finding the cool handle of the barung she kept there — not a kitchen blade, but a traditional Tausug weapon, balanced and deadly.

The intruders moved like they’d done this before — one by the door, two near the window, one already inside the hall. They thought she was asleep.

For a moment, she considered letting them go. If they only wanted money, she’d give it. But then she heard it — Liza’s muffled cry, small and terrified.

That was enough.

Michelle moved.

Not with rage, but with precision.

In the dark, she was a ghost — fast, fluid, invisible. One man fell with a single twist of his wrist. Another’s gun clattered to the floor before he could raise it. The third barely saw her before the hilt of her barung struck his temple, and he dropped. The last tried to run — but she caught him by the collar, slammed him against the wall, and pressed the barung blade just beneath his chin.

The silence afterward was deafening. Only the sound of the rain filled the room.

Ramon was standing now, trembling, staring at the scene — four grown men sprawled on the floor, groaning, disarmed.

“H-how did you—” His voice shook. “What are you?”

Michelle didn’t answer right away. She looked at him — at the confusion and fear in his eyes — and lowered the barung. “Who are they?” she asked quietly.

Ramon’s lips parted, dry and pale. “We... we ran away from a man named Edgar Salazar.”

Michelle’s brow furrowed slightly. The name was unfamiliar — but it rang with weight. “Why would he send men after you?”

Ramon swallowed hard. “He’s a local businessman in Tondo — very powerful, with the help of the local gangs. He pretends to be a philanthropist. He helps the poor, only to use them — forces them to work in his factories, takes their wages, keeps them silent. My wife... she was once with him, his plaything. Before she met me.” 

His eyes darkened. “We eloped and had Liza but he traced us a year ago. He held my wife against her will and I was beaten and became crippled. We escaped a few weeks ago and we have no other place to go that’s why we ended in the streets hoping they won’t find us. I’m really worried about my wife.”

Michelle felt something cold coil in her chest. “He hides behind charity while feeding on the desperate,” she murmured. “Men like that don’t stop until someone makes them.”

Ramon looked at her with dread. “You shouldn’t have helped us. He’ll come for you next. He has ties with gang members.”

Michelle’s gaze shifted to the window, to the city drowned in rain and light. Her face was calm, unreadable, yet her mind raced with memory — of names, faces, and debts buried in the dark.

“He can try,” she said quietly.

She took out her phone, her fingers moving with practiced ease. After three rings, a voice answered — low, composed, alert.

“Franco.” She said.

“Señora Mayari,” he said. “You’re calling late. Is something wrong?”

“There are four unconscious men in my living room,” she replied evenly. “Bring a truck and pick them up. Make sure they’re alive — but restrained.”

There was a pause. “Understood. Should I inform Don Pablo?”

“No,” Michelle said quickly. “Not yet. I want to know anything on who they work for before he hears about it.”

Franco’s tone shifted slightly — respectful, but curious. “Do you suspect anyone?”

She hesitated, then said, “A name came up. Edgar Salazar. A businessman. I need everything you can find on him — his companies, his ties, his... skeletons.”

“I’ll handle it,” Franco replied. “Give me thirty minutes.”

She ended the call and turned back to Ramon, who was still staring at her in disbelief.

“Who are you really?” he whispered.

Michelle gave a faint smile. “Just someone who’s had enough of bad men thinking they own the world.”

Liza stirred in her sleep, whimpering softly. Michelle knelt beside her, smoothing her hair. “It’s all right, sweetheart,” she whispered. “You’re safe now.”

Exactly eighteen minutes later, headlights swept across the curtains. Michelle opened the door before the knock came. Franco stood there — tall, broad-shouldered, his suit damp from the rain, six men behind him carrying restraints and flashlights.

“Inside,” she said.

They entered quietly. Franco looked around, taking in the unconscious men. His gaze lingered on the way they were positioned — none of them fatally hurt, only neutralized.

“You held back ma’am,” he noted.

“I needed them alive,” Michelle said. “I want to know who sent them and why.”

Within minutes, his men carried the unconscious intruders out. When the truck’s engine faded into the distance, silence returned — but it wasn’t peace. It was the quiet before the storm.

Then, softer: “You can’t stay here anymore. I’ll take you somewhere safe.”

Ramon’s voice trembled. “What will you do?”

Michelle looked back at the unconscious men, then at the sleeping child clutching her blanket.

“I’ll do what I must.”

For the first time in months, the cold fire of Mayari flickered in her eyes — the avenger who brought justice when the law turned blind.

A few months of peace was over.

And the shadows of death had awakened once more.
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Shadows of the Past

The morning after the break-in, the sun rose faintly behind gray clouds. Michelle stood by the window, her arms crossed as she watched the city wake up. Her apartment was silent except for the faint hum of traffic below — and the soft breathing of Ramon and Liza, still asleep on the couch.

Her mind was far from calm. Four unconscious men now tied somewhere in Saturno’s hideout. She had spent the night making sure none of them escaped before sunrise.

She checked her phone — five missed calls from Mae. She sighed. Mae always noticed when something was off.

Michelle turned away from the window and looked at Ramon, who stirred awake with a groan. “Where... where are they?” he asked weakly.

“In a place where they can’t hurt anyone,” she replied coldly.

Ramon stared at her, half-afraid, half-grateful. “You... you fight like no one I’ve ever seen. Those men— they didn’t even touch you. Are you a soldier? Special Forces?”

Michelle didn’t respond. She simply turned toward the door. “Get ready. I’m sending you and Liza somewhere safe.”

“Safe? Where?”

“A house in Batangas. My cousin and brother live there. You’ll be protected.”

Ramon’s eyes filled with shame. “You’ve already done too much, Ma’am. We can’t—”

“You can,” she said firmly. “If you stay here, they’ll find you again.”

He nodded silently, realizing he had no right to argue.

Michelle took a deep breath, her expression softening when she looked at Liza sleeping peacefully. “She deserves peace,” she whispered.

By noon, Michelle was driving through the long stretch of SLEX, her black SUV slicing through traffic. Ramon sat quietly beside her while Liza watched the passing scenery with wide eyes.

“Have you always lived alone, Ma’am?” Ramon asked after a while.

“For more than three months now.” She replied.

“You don’t have family?” He asked again.

Michelle hesitated. “I do. But they live far from this kind of life.”

He nodded. “You remind me of my wife. She had that same look — calm on the outside, but her eyes... they carried too much pain.”

Michelle’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. “Pain teaches us to survive.”

The rest of the drive was silent.

When they reached Batangas, the air felt lighter — wide fields of green, the scent of mango trees, and the sound of birds echoing over the hills. The mansion stood grandly on the edge of the property, protected by guards who nodded at Michelle’s arrival.

“Welcome back.......ate!” said Benjie, her younger brother, autistic, as he met her by the gate.

Ramon stared, astonished. “This is... your house?”

Michelle shook her head. “No. My uncle’s. But you’ll stay here for now.”

Inside, the mansion was warm and inviting — polished floors, family portraits, the faint smell of mango jam being cooked in the kitchen.

Ivy, their cousin, came rushing down the stairs. “Ate Michelle! You didn’t say you were coming!”

“No time to call,” Michelle said with a small smile. “We have guests.”

She motioned toward Ramon and Liza. “They’ll be staying for a while. Please prepare a room for them — something with sunlight.”

Ivy nodded. “Of course.”

As the two settled in, Michelle pulled Benjie aside. “I need you to watch over them. No one from Manila must know they’re here. Understand?”

Benjie frowned. “Who.....are they, Ate? What’s .....going on?”

“They’re running from someone. An evil man.”

Benjie’s face darkened. “You’re an...angel..ate. You.......annihilate devils.”

“I know,” Michelle said. “And now he’s after them.”

“Then..... what will you do?”

Michelle’s eyes glimmered under the sunlight. “Find out why.”

That night, back in Manila, she returned to her apartment — now eerily silent. The smell of blood and fear still lingered, faint but unforgettable. The four intruders were gone; she had turned them over to one of Paul’s trusted men under false pretenses. She wanted them off her trail, at least temporarily.

After showering, she sat by her desk and opened her laptop. Her fingers moved quickly across the keys, hacking into private databases and company ledgers with practiced ease. Edgar Salazar — the name appeared again and again, linked to dozens of shell corporations, each registered under false beneficiaries.

But what caught her attention was a familiar name — Westcrame Accounting Services, Inc.

Her firm.

Her eyes narrowed. “So, you are one of our company’s client.”

She leaned back, deep in thought then her phone buzzed again. Mae.

Michelle answered this time. “Hey.”

“Took you long enough,” Mae said with a laugh. “You disappear for a whole day, no text, no call. What’s going on?”

“I just had to handle something personal,” Michelle replied.

Mae’s voice softened. “You sound... tired. Is everything okay?”

Michelle hesitated. She wanted to tell her. To share the truth. But the part of her that once lived as Mayari knew better. “Just personal stuff,” she said instead. “Let’s meet tomorrow. Coffee?”

Mae smiled through the phone. “It’s a date. You, me, caffeine, and maybe some gossip.”

Michelle chuckled faintly. “Sounds perfect.”

But as she hung up, her smile faded. A date with Mae might sound normal — but nothing in her life had been normal since last night.

Then, she made a phone call to Franco.

“Ma’am, I only got a few intel from the four gang members. It seems they knew nothing deep about Salazar. They are just paid thugs.” Franco said.

“I’m moving out of my apartment tomorrow and get me a new one. Send your men to get my stuff. The gang might be looking for the four of them right now. Beat them up before you release them.” She simply said then hung up the phone.

The next morning............

The firm was alive with chatter. Mae greeted her with her usual radiant energy. “Michelle! You’re finally smiling. You look like someone who slept eight hours.”

“I barely slept at all,” Michelle murmured, handing her a cup of coffee.

Mae leaned close. “Then how are you still so gorgeous? I hate you.”

Michelle smirked. “You’d hate me more if you knew what I dream about.”

“Ooh, mysterious,” Mae teased, then lowered her voice. “Speaking of mysterious,  you heard the news? Some men were found unconscious near the riverside early this morning. Police say they were members of a local gang. No IDs, no witnesses.”

Michelle’s hand froze mid-sip. “Did they say who they worked for?”

“No. But rumor says they were connected to Edgar Salazar.”

Mae shrugged. “Creepy world, huh? Anyway, come on — we’ve got a ton of reports to finish before noon.”

Michelle forced a nod, masking her thoughts behind a calm expression. So the police already found them.

At lunch, they ate together at the rooftop café near the firm. Mae stirred her iced coffee thoughtfully. “Do you ever feel like... we’re meant for something else?”

Michelle looked at her. “What do you mean?”

“Like this isn’t it — accounting, numbers, balance sheets. Sometimes, I feel like we’re just... hiding from something.”

Michelle’s throat tightened. “Maybe we are.”

Mae gave her a small, wistful smile. “My former tutor, Bruce, used to say the same thing. That there’s always another life waiting for us. A life that’s ours if we’re brave enough to face it.”

Michelle looked down, hiding the emotion in her eyes. “The guy that I fell in love with said that to me too.”

The silence between them was heavy — filled with everything they wanted to say but couldn’t.
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CHAPTER 04
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The Underwriter

The afternoon sun hung low over the Manila skyline, casting its tired glow across the city as Michelle fastened the last button on her crisp, corporate jacket. The outfit looked like something out of a high-end fashion magazine—sleek, tailored, modern—but beneath its elegance lay hidden armor. 

It was made from xyzlar fabric, a lightweight yet bullet-resistant material her uncle Paul gave her. It’s a military prototype. Level IV protection. Enough to stop a 5.56 mm rifle round if things went south.

She checked her reflection in the mirror one last time—hair tied in a neat ponytail, minimal makeup, glasses to soften her features. The transformation was perfect. She looked like an ordinary insurance underwriter, not the supermodel employee of Westcrame Accounting firm nor the woman whispered about in the criminal underworld as Mayari.

Franco’s driver waited downstairs beside a black SUV, engine running. Three other men, Franco’s trusted operatives, sat in the back seat—alert, quiet, armed. As she approached, the driver straightened, opening the rear door for her.

“Ma’am Mayari, are you sure you want to go alone inside?” he asked, concern flashing in his eyes.

Michelle smiled faintly. “I need them to believe I’m harmless. If I bring you boys along, they’ll never let me through the gate.”

He nodded but didn’t look convinced.

“I’ll send a signal if things go wrong,” she added. “Stay three blocks away. If you hear anything unusual, move in.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The SUV rolled through the congested streets, leaving behind the glittering towers of the business district. As they entered Tondo, the roads narrowed, the air thickened with the smell of grilled fish and diesel fumes. Children ran barefoot between shanties, and groups of men loitered by corner stores, their eyes following the shiny vehicle that didn’t belong there.

Michelle looked out the window at the decaying landscape. “This is where Salazar built his empire,” she murmured. “Right under the city’s nose.”

The driver glanced at her through the mirror. “People here worship him. He gives them food, pays their rent... but he also uses them. Every second man here works for him.”

“I know,” Michelle replied. “That’s why we can’t afford to make noise.”

The SUV stopped a few meters from a dead-end road where a large, rusted gate stood between the slums. Inside was Salazar’s compound—a bizarre contrast of wealth and decay. Concrete walls topped with barbed wire hid a modern mansion surrounded by the shadows of poverty.

Michelle unbuckled her seatbelt. “Stand by. Keep your phones ready.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She stepped out, her heels clicking against the cracked pavement. Instantly, heads turned. Men leaned out of windows. Children stopped playing. Conversations died.

A woman that beautiful walking alone into Salazar’s fortress? It was a spectacle. Some thought she was a model, others a mistress, maybe even Edgar’s new recruit. Michelle ignored them all, her posture calm, her heartbeat steady.

Infiltration begins.

At the gate, a burly guard stood beside a half-open door, cigarette dangling from his lips. His eyes widened at the sight of her.

“Good afternoon,” Michelle said politely. “I’m from StrongGrip Insurance. Mr. Salazar requested fire insurance coverage for his property. I’m here for the underwriting procedure.”

The guard blinked, uncertain, but his gaze lingered on her face longer than necessary. “Ah... yes, yes. Wait, ma’am. I’ll ask the boss.”

He fumbled for his radio, his tone suddenly respectful. “Boss, there is a gorgeous girl here, from StrongGrip Insurance. About the fire policy.”

A muffled voice came from the other end. “Let her in.”

The gate creaked open.

Michelle smiled, brushing a loose strand of hair from her face as she entered. “Thank you.”

Before she went here, she learned from Franco that Salazar would like to renew the fire insurance of his building.

Inside, the atmosphere shifted. It was quieter, colder. The mansion loomed ahead—white walls, tinted glass, a few guards at the corners. She took a mental note of everything: two men near the garage, one on the veranda, a CCTV camera above the door.

Salazar appeared moments later, descending the stairs with a smirk plastered across his face. He was in his late forties, thickset, dressed in silk and gold. The kind of man who believed his money made him untouchable.

“Well, well,” he said, eyes roaming over her. “I wasn’t expecting StrongGrip Insurance to send
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