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PROLOGUE
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The covered basketball court in Lara’s hometown was packed for the annual fiesta beauty pageant. Colored lights blinked above the stage while loud music echoed through the warm night air. Vendors selling barbecue, popcorn, and soft drinks crowded the entrance, and almost everyone in town seemed to be there.

Lara sat with her friends near the back, watching the candidates walk across the stage in sparkling gowns. The girls smiled confidently at the crowd as if they belonged under the bright lights.

“One of these girls will probably become famous someday,” her friend said.

Another laughed and nudged Lara. “If Lara joined, she’d win easily.”

The others agreed right away.

“You’re prettier and sexier than most of them.” One of her friends said.

“And taller too.” Another one said.

Lara smiled awkwardly and told them to stop, but deep inside, she couldn’t help imagining it.

Then the swimsuit competition started.

The crowd suddenly became louder as the candidates walked out wearing matching swimsuits and heels. Lara watched quietly as they carried themselves with confidence despite hundreds of people staring at them.

She wondered what it felt like to stand onstage like that.

To wear something revealing without feeling embarrassed. To walk proudly while people admired her instead of hiding herself behind simple clothes and silence.

Her friends were still talking beside her.

“You really should join next year.” Her friend said.

“You have the face and body for it.” Said another one.

But Lara already knew it would never be that simple. Joining pageants cost money; gowns, makeup, shoes, registration fees. Her family could barely get by from farming.

And honestly, money wasn’t the only problem.

Even though people always called her beautiful, Lara never fully believed it herself.

As another candidate smiled confidently under the lights, Lara lowered her eyes for a moment and quietly wondered how it felt to be truly confident in your own skin.
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Promises Beneath the Same Sky

Lara walked quietly beside Larry along the dusty road leading back to their barangay. Fireflies flickered near the rice fields, and the cool night breeze softened the heat left by the crowded court.

Larry carried his old backpack over one shoulder, still wearing the faded polo he used for school and work. He had just come from his part-time shift before attending the pageant with her. Even tired, he still walked with the same calm and steady presence Lara had known since they were children.

“You were quiet earlier,” Larry said gently.

Lara looked ahead. “I was thinking.”

“About the pageant?” He asked.

She nodded. “About everything.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

“I want to go to Manila.” Lara finally said it.

Larry stopped walking. “What?”

“I’m serious,” she said. “There are more opportunities there. I can work, save money, maybe help my family faster.”

Larry stared at her in disbelief. “Manila is dangerous, Lara. Especially for someone like you.”

“Someone like me?” She frowned.

“A small-town girl who trusts people too easily.”

Lara looked away, annoyed. “Not everyone there is bad.”

“I know that,” Larry replied calmly. “But life there is hard. Here, people know each other. If something happens, neighbors help. People care.”

“That’s exactly the problem,” Lara said quietly. “We’ve stayed poor our whole lives and everybody acts like it’s normal.”

Larry sighed.

“We may not have much, but we’re okay. We’re together. Your family is good. My family survives somehow. We’re happy here.”

Lara shook her head. “You call this happy?”

Her voice was not loud, but it carried years of frustration.

“I’m tired of always worrying about money. Tired of pretending simple living is enough.”

Larry looked hurt but stayed calm.

“It’s only one more year, Lara. I’ll graduate soon.” He said.

He smiled faintly, trying to reassure her.

“You know I’m a scholar. Once I finish college, I can get a decent job. We can build a better life slowly.”

“But it’s not guaranteed,” Lara answered immediately. “What if nothing changes? What if we stay like this forever?”

“You’re starting to think money is everything.” Larry’s jaw tightened.

“No,” Lara replied, her eyes filling with emotion. “I just want to know what it feels like to have enough.”

They continued walking in silence until her friends, who had caught up behind them, joined the conversation.

“Larry’s right,” one of them told her. “Life in Manila isn’t easy.”

“You’re safer here,” another added.

But Lara barely listened.

Her mind was still inside the pageant hall; the gowns, the lights, the confidence of the women onstage. For the first time in her life, she wanted more than survival.

She envied them wearing gowns, especially in their swimsuits. 

“I want to wear beautiful clothes,” she admitted softly. “I want to experience a better life even just once. I don’t want to stay here forever wondering what I missed.”

Larry looked at her carefully, almost like he no longer recognized the girl beside him.

“You’re changing,” he said quietly.

Lara felt hurt hearing it, but she also knew he was right.

The argument continued until they reached the road leading to her house. By then, both of them were exhausted.

“I’m still going,” Lara said firmly.

Larry lowered his eyes for a moment. “Then nothing I say will stop you.”

Lara waited for him to say something more, but he stayed silent.

She walked home alone with a heavy chest, fighting back tears.

She loved Larry. She truly did.

But that night, her desire to escape poverty felt stronger than everything else, and deep inside, she believed nobody around her understood what she was feeling.

Weeks passed.......

Larry never stopped trying to change Lara’s mind.

Almost every afternoon after his classes or part-time work, he would visit her house or walk with her along the rice fields. Sometimes he spoke gently, sometimes seriously, but the message was always the same: “Stay here.”

Lara always listened, but her decision never changed.

The more days passed, the more determined she became. She had already imagined herself working in Manila, earning money, buying things she never had growing up, and helping her family escape the life they had always struggled with.

Then one evening, as the sky turned orange over the fields, Lara finally told him.

“I’m leaving the day after tomorrow.” She said.

Larry became quiet.

They were sitting beneath the old mango tree near the river where they used to spend time as children. For several seconds, he simply stared at the water flowing slowly below them.

“So it’s final,” he said softly.

Lara nodded.

Larry gave a tired smile, though sadness was obvious in his eyes.

“I guess nothing can stop you anymore.” He said.

She lowered her head. “I’m sorry.”

He shook his head immediately. “Don’t apologize. I just... worry about you.”

The wind moved gently through the trees around them.

After a long silence, Larry spoke again.

“If you find someone else there someday, just tell me honestly.” He said.

Lara looked at him quickly. “Why would you even say that?”

“Because Manila changes people.” He replied.

“It won’t change me.” She said.

Larry smiled faintly. “You don’t know that yet.”

Lara held his hand firmly. “I love you, Larry. I’m not going there to look for another man.”

He looked at her quietly, wanting to believe every word.

“After you graduate and get a job,” Lara continued, trying to sound hopeful, “we’ll get married. This is only temporary.”

Larry slowly pulled her into a hug.

“Then keep your promise,” he whispered.

“I will.” Lara rested her head against his shoulder.

Then Larry added softly, almost shyly, “And protect your virginity.”

Lara suddenly laughed through her sadness.

“You’re really thinking about that?” She said.

He smiled awkwardly. “Of course.”

She lightly pushed his shoulder. “You’re my only boyfriend. Who else would I lose it to?”

Larry laughed quietly too, though the worry inside him never fully disappeared.

The morning Lara left, several of her friends gathered outside her house to say goodbye. Her mother cried while helping her fix her bag, and even her father, who rarely showed emotion, stayed unusually silent.

Her friends still tried convincing her one last time.

“You can still change your mind.”

“You’ll miss home after a week.”

“Manila is stressful.”

But Lara forced herself to smile.

“I’ll come back after a year,” she told them. “And hopefully things will already be better for us.”

A few hours later, Lara sat quietly inside the airplane beside Alma, the woman who had recruited her to work at a bakery in Manila.

It was Lara’s first time riding an airplane.

As the plane lifted from the ground, Lara looked out the window at the shrinking fields, rivers, and mountains below. Her chest tightened painfully.

For the first time, she realized she was truly leaving.

She thought about her parents, her friends, and especially Larry standing quietly near the terminal earlier, trying hard not to cry in front of her.

Lara pressed her lips together and looked away from the window before tears could fall.

Beside her, Alma noticed her silence.

“You’ll get used to it,” Alma said kindly. “At first everyone misses home.”

Lara nodded quietly.

“The salary isn’t big,” Alma continued, “but your food and lodging are free. You can save most of your earnings.”

“For me, that’s already a lot,” Lara admitted.

Back home, her entire family sometimes earned less in a month than what she would receive working in Manila.

After almost two hours, the plane finally landed.

The moment they stepped outside the airport, Lara immediately felt overwhelmed.

The streets were crowded. Cars moved endlessly. Buildings and billboards towered everywhere. Even the air felt different; heavier, louder, faster.

Manila was nothing like her hometown.

Alma guided her through the busy streets until they finally reached a small dormitory near the bakery.

Inside, several young women were already resting, chatting, or folding clothes on their beds.

“These are your boardmates,” Alma said warmly.

The girls smiled and greeted Lara one by one.

Lara smiled back politely, though exhaustion and nervousness still filled her chest.

That night, lying on a narrow bed inside a cramped room surrounded by strangers, Lara stared quietly at the ceiling.

She missed home already.

But beneath the sadness was something stronger.

Hope.
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The Weight of Loneliness

Lara started working the very next morning.

The bakery was already busy before sunrise. The air smelled of freshly baked bread, butter, sugar, and coffee. Workers moved quickly around the kitchen while trays clattered and ovens hummed nonstop.

At first, Lara felt completely out of place.

She moved carefully, afraid of making mistakes, and spoke very little. Everything in Manila still felt unfamiliar; the fast pace, the noise, even the way people talked and joked with each other.

That was when she met Hanna.

Hanna was only a few years older than her, cheerful and outspoken, the type of person who could make conversation with anyone. While Lara stayed quiet and careful, Hanna seemed relaxed all the time.

“Don’t look so nervous,” Hanna told her during her first day while arranging bread on display shelves. “You look like the customers are about to arrest you.”

Lara laughed awkwardly.

“I’m just not used to this.”

“You’ll survive,” Hanna said with a grin. “Everybody struggles during the first week.”

Little by little, Lara became more comfortable. Hanna patiently taught her small things around the bakery; how to handle customers faster, how to pack orders neatly, and even which workers were strict or easygoing.

By the end of her first day, Lara returned to the dorm tired but surprisingly happy.

For the first time since arriving in Manila, she felt proud of herself.

Weeks passed quickly after that.......

Lara adjusted to the routine. She woke before dawn, worked long hours, laughed with her coworkers during breaks, and slowly became close to the girls at the dormitory.

She was still shy sometimes, but not as much as before.

One evening after work, Lara and Hanna sat outside the bakery drinking cheap iced coffee while waiting for the others.

Hanna suddenly looked at her closely.

“You know, you’re really beautiful.” She said.

Lara laughed lightly. “You always say that.”

“Because it’s true.” Hanna leaned back in her chair. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

Lara nodded immediately. “Back home.”

“How long have you been together?”

“Since we were young.”

Hanna whistled softly. “Serious relationship.”

Lara smiled a little while thinking about Larry.

“That’s hard though.” Hanna suddenly smirked.

“What is?” Lara asked.

“You’re here in Manila while he’s all the way in the province.” Hanna teased her lightly. “Who’s keeping you warm at night?”

“Hanna!” Lara almost choked on her drink.

“What?” Hanna laughed loudly. “I’m just saying. You’re young and pretty. You’ll get bored eventually.”

“I’m not like that.” Lara said.

Hanna raised both hands innocently. “Relax. I didn’t say cheat seriously.”

Lara frowned in confusion.

Hanna leaned closer and lowered her voice playfully.

“You can always have a temporary boyfriend.” She said.

“That’s terrible.” Lara stared at her in shock.

“Why? You’re not married.” Hanna smiled.

“Hanna...” Lara’s eyes widened.

“I’m serious,” Hanna continued casually. “You can still love your real boyfriend. A little fun here and there doesn’t automatically erase that.”

Lara shook her head, though her face was already warm from embarrassment.

“As long as nobody knows.” Hanna smiled mischievously.

Then she winked.

Lara laughed nervously and tried changing the topic, but Hanna’s words stayed in her mind long after the conversation ended.

That night.......

Lying on her bed inside the dormitory, Lara stared at the ceiling while the electric fan spun slowly above her.

A temporary boyfriend.

The idea sounded wrong.

Larry trusted her completely. She remembered his voice asking her to protect herself and keep her promise.

Guilt tightened in her chest almost immediately. But another feeling slowly appeared beneath it.

Curiosity. Excitement.

For the first time in her life, Lara was far away from everyone who knew her. No parents watching her. No neighbors gossiping. No Larry beside her.

In Manila, nobody cared who she used to be.

The thought both scared and excited her.

She imagined what it would feel like to go out with someone here in the city. To experience attention from strangers. To feel admired, desired, free.

The idea thrilled her more than she wanted to admit.

And that frightened her most of all. 

Days passed...........

Life in Manila slowly became easier for Lara.

The bakery no longer felt unfamiliar. She already knew how to handle rush hours, joke with regular customers, and move around the kitchen without getting in anyone’s way. The city that once overwhelmed her now started feeling strangely exciting.

Every payday, she carefully counted the money she could send home. Her mother always sounded emotional during their calls.

“You’re helping us so much already,” her mother would say.

And every time, Lara felt proud of herself.

But there were nights when the city felt too big and her room too quiet.

She still talked to Larry almost every day, though their conversations had changed. They were shorter now. More practical. Sometimes they spent several minutes just asking if the other had already eaten.

“I miss you,” Larry told her one night.

“I miss you too,” Lara replied automatically.

But after the call ended, she sat quietly on her bed and realized the ache inside her no longer felt as strong as before.

That realization scared her a little.

One afternoon at the bakery, Lara was arranging bread near the display shelves when the glass door opened.

A tall man walked inside wearing office clothes with his sleeves rolled neatly to his elbows. He looked clean, confident, and relaxed in a way that immediately drew attention without trying.

Even Hanna noticed.

“Well,” Hanna whispered beside Lara, “finally something interesting happened today.”

Lara tried ignoring her.

The man ordered coffee and pastries, then casually glanced toward the counter while waiting. His eyes briefly landed on Lara.

And stayed there for a second longer than necessary.

Lara quickly looked away.

Later that afternoon, he returned.

Then the next day too.

By the fourth visit, Hanna was already grinning nonstop.

“He’s obviously here for you.” She said.

“He probably just likes the bread,” Lara muttered.

“Please. Men don’t buy cheesecake four days straight for bread.” Hanna said.

Lara tried not to laugh.

Eventually, the man introduced himself while Lara handed him his order.

“Damon,” he said with an easy smile.

“Lara.” She said.

“Nice name.” He replied.

She nodded awkwardly. “Thank you.”

Damon worked at a nearby marketing company. He spoke well, dressed neatly, and carried himself differently from the men Lara grew up around. He seemed experienced, confident, and completely comfortable in the city.

Over the next few weeks, their conversations became more natural.

At first it was simple small talk. Then longer conversations during quiet hours.

Then jokes. Then compliments.

“You know,” Damon said one evening while stirring his coffee, “you’re probably the reason this bakery stays busy.”

Lara rolled her eyes lightly. “That’s not true.”

“I’m serious.” He said.

“You say that to every woman?” She replied.

“No,” he answered calmly. “Only the beautiful ones.”

Lara felt her cheeks warm despite herself.

Back in her hometown, compliments usually embarrassed her. Here in Manila, they felt different.

Exciting.

Hanna noticed everything, of course.

One night at the dormitory, she smirked while fixing her hair before bed.

“So... how’s your temporary boyfriend?” Hanna asked smiling.

“He’s not my boyfriend.” Lara replied.

“But you like the attention.” Hanna teased.

Lara opened her mouth to deny it. Then stopped.

Because Hanna was right. She did like it. Not because she loved Damon. She didn’t.

Whenever she thought about love, she still thought about Larry; his kindness, patience, and sincerity.

But Damon made her feel something else.

Desired. Free.  Alive.

And for the first time in her life, Lara realized how much she enjoyed being seen not as the quiet provincial girl, but as an attractive young woman in a huge city full of possibilities.

One Saturday evening, Damon invited her to dinner after work.

Lara hesitated at first.

Larry’s face appeared in her mind almost immediately.

But another thought followed it: “I’m not doing anything wrong. It’s just dinner.”

So she agreed.

That night, Lara spent nearly an hour choosing clothes.

She finally wore a simple fitted dress Hanna helped her pick.

When she looked at herself in the mirror, she barely recognized the woman staring back.

“You look expensive,” Hanna teased.

Lara laughed nervously. “Stop it.”

“No seriously. If Larry saw you right now, he’d probably panic.”

The restaurant Damon brought her to was far nicer than anywhere Lara had ever been. The lights were dim, soft music played in the background, and almost everyone looked elegant.

At first she felt out of place. But Damon made everything feel easy.

He listened when she talked. He made her laugh. He treated her with a kind of attention she had never experienced before.

“You’re different when you smile,” he told her.

“How?” She asked.

“You stop looking like you’re carrying the world on your shoulders.” He replied.

The comment stayed with her. Because maybe it was true.

When she was with Damon, she temporarily forgot responsibilities, promises, and expectations. She stopped feeling like the poor girl trying to survive.

Instead, she felt young. Beautiful. Wanted.

After dinner, they walked through the city streets glowing with lights and traffic.

“So,” Damon asked casually, “do you always avoid having fun?”

Lara laughed softly. “Maybe.”

“You should try enjoying life sometimes.” He said.

“I’m trying.” She replied.

He looked at her carefully. “Feels like you’re still holding back.”

Lara became quiet. Because deep inside, she knew she was.

Part of her still belonged to the life she left behind; the simple province, the promises she made to Larry, the version of herself that used to believe everything was either right or wrong.

But Manila blurred things.

Nothing here felt simple anymore.

That night, lying in bed, Lara stared at the ceiling while the city noise echoed faintly outside the dormitory window.

She thought about Larry. Then about Damon. Then about herself.

About the girl who once believed she would spend her entire life in the same small town.

A quiet realization slowly settled inside her.

If she stayed there forever, she would never experience any of this.

The attention. The excitement. The thrill of taking risks.

For years, she had lived carefully, always thinking about what was proper, expected, and safe.

But now she was young, far from home, and surrounded by possibilities she never imagined before.

The thought both thrilled and frightened her.

The next afternoon, Hanna sat beside her during break time and grinned immediately.

“You’re glowing.” Hanna said.

“I am not.” She replied.

“You are.” She teased.

Lara shook her head while smiling despite herself.

Hanna leaned closer.

“So? Are you finally enjoying Manila?” She asked.

Lara looked outside the bakery window where crowds of strangers moved endlessly through the streets.

For the first time since arriving in the city, she answered honestly.

“Maybe.”

Hanna smirked knowingly. “See? I told you. You’re too beautiful to spend your youth being miserable.”

Lara laughed softly, but the words stayed with her long after.

Too beautiful to waste her youth.

That night, Lara stood alone in front of the dormitory mirror.

Slowly, she touched her hair, her cheeks, the curve of her waist beneath her clothes.

She remembered the girls from the beauty pageant back home.

Before, she used to envy women who looked confident and free.

Now she finally understood the feeling she saw in them.

It was not only beauty. It was freedom.

And somewhere along the way, Lara had started wanting that freedom more than she wanted certainty.

She still loved Larry.

But love no longer felt enough to silence her curiosity about the world and the version of herself she was slowly becoming.

For now, she decided, she would stop thinking like someone already tied down.

For now, she wanted to enjoy being young, desired, and free.
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A Dangerous Arrangement

Lara stood quietly in front of the mirror, lightly touching the wooden frame as she stared at her reflection. A small smile slowly appeared on her lips without her realizing it.

She could still remember the way Damon looked at her; calm, admiring, almost as if she was the only person he noticed in the room. The memory stayed in her mind longer than it should have.

For a moment, she simply looked at herself.

“I really am beautiful,” she whispered softly, almost embarrassed by the thought.

People had told her that before. Her friends back home said it all the time. Even strangers sometimes stared at her longer than normal. But Lara had never truly believed it herself. She had always been the quiet girl, the careful one who avoided attention instead of chasing it.

A beauty pageant? She probably could have joined one if she wanted.

But that kind of life never felt meant for her.

Then Larry’s voice suddenly crossed her mind, gentle and trusting like always.

“Just protect your virginity.”

Lara smiled faintly.

“What if... Damon?” she murmured before she could stop herself.

The thought sent an unexpected thrill through her chest.

Slowly, she removed her clothes and stood bare in front of the mirror. Not because she wanted to seduce anyone, but because for the first time in her life, she was trying to see herself the way others did.

Her eyes moved carefully across her reflection, curious and thoughtful.

Then Hanna’s teasing voice echoed in her memory. “You’re not married. Someone has to keep you warm at night.”

Lara let out a quiet laugh, shaking her head. But this time, her cheeks warmed not from embarrassment, but from the dangerous excitement of possibility.

––––––––
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DAYS PASSED......

Lara tried her best to avoid getting too close to Damon.

She kept reminding herself it should be easy; focus on work, stay polite, remember Larry.

That used to be enough.

But Damon never pushed too hard. He did not flirt aggressively or pressure her into anything uncomfortable. Instead, he stayed around naturally, talking to her during quiet moments, making her laugh without trying too much.

And somehow, that made him harder to resist.

“You’re leaving early?” Damon asked one afternoon as Lara fixed her bag after work.

“I still have things to do,” she replied without meeting his eyes.

“You always have things to do whenever I invite you somewhere.”

Lara looked at him briefly. “That’s not true.”

“Then stay for coffee,” he said casually, leaning against the counter. “Just one cup.”

Lara hesitated.  It was only coffee. Nothing wrong with that.

Still, she shook her head. “Maybe next time.”

Damon smiled slightly. “You’ve been saying that for weeks.”

“I mean it.”

“I know,” he replied softly. “You always sound sincere.”

Lara quickly left before the conversation could continue, but even while walking back to the dormitory, she felt restless inside.

Avoiding him was becoming tiring.

The same pattern continued over the following days; short conversations, accidental moments together, small exchanges that seemed harmless but stayed in her thoughts afterward.

One evening, heavy rain suddenly poured outside the bakery just as Lara was about to leave.

She stood near the entrance watching the streets disappear behind the rain.

“You’re not walking home like that,” Damon said beside her.

“I’ll wait until it slows down.”

“That could take forever.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Well, I do,” he replied as he removed his jacket. “Come on.”

Before she could argue, Damon lightly grabbed her wrist and pulled her into the rain with him.

They ran through the wet streets laughing breathlessly while trying to avoid puddles. By the time they reached her building, both of them were soaked.

Damon brushed wet hair away from his forehead and smiled.

“See? You survived.”

Lara laughed softly while catching her breath. “Barely.”

For a few seconds, neither of them spoke.

The rain continued falling around them while they simply stood there looking at each other.

“Thank you,” Lara said quietly.

“You’re welcome.”

Their eyes stayed locked a little too long.

Lara suddenly became aware of how close they were standing.

“I should go upstairs,” she said softly.

Damon nodded. “Goodnight, Lara.”

That night, she replayed the moment again and again inside her head.

It was harmless. At least that was what she kept telling herself.

But deep inside, it no longer felt harmless.

One afternoon.....

The bakery was nearly empty. Lara stood behind the counter preparing coffee when Damon spoke.

“I like you.” He said.

No teasing. No dramatic tone. Just honesty.

Lara froze.

Her fingers tightened slightly around the cup in her hand.

“I can’t,” she answered immediately.

“Because of Larry?” Damon asked calmly.

She nodded.

Damon stepped a little closer, careful not to corner her.

“I’m not asking you to stop loving him,” he said.

“That’s not how relationships work.” She said.

“Then tell me how this works,” he replied gently.

Lara struggled to think clearly. Her emotions felt tangled together; guilt, excitement, curiosity.

Finally, she spoke carefully.

“If... if this becomes something...” She paused. “Nobody can know.”

Damon stayed silent and listened.

“No public dates. No posting pictures. No people seeing us together too much,” she continued nervously. “And there’s a limit.”

“What kind of limit?” He asked.

Lara forced herself to meet his eyes.

“I won’t sleep with you.” She said shyly.

The words came out firm despite the nervousness in her chest. For a moment Damon simply looked at her.

Then, unexpectedly, he smiled.

“Alright.”

No argument. No pressure. And somehow, that made things even more dangerous.

After that.......

They started meeting quietly around the city.

Small cafés. Quiet streets. Places where nobody paid attention to them.

The secrecy made everything feel more intense.

“You’re different when you’re with me,” Damon told her one night while they walked beneath dim streetlights.

“How?”

“You relax,” he said. “You stop acting like you’re carrying a responsibility all the time.”

Lara looked away. “I’m still the same person.”

“Not really.” He said.

She wanted to deny it. But part of her knew he was right.

Later, while sitting together inside a nearly empty café before closing time, the atmosphere between them slowly shifted again.

“You always pull away at the last second,” Damon murmured as he gently brushed hair away from her face.

“I have to.” She replied.

“Do you really want to?” He asked.

Lara’s breathing became uneven.

“Don’t,” she whispered softly.

Damon immediately stepped back.

“I said I won’t break your rules.” He said.

Lara stared at him quietly before letting out a nervous laugh.

“You’re dangerous.” She laughed.

“Only because you keep letting me get close.” He answered.

And deep down, Lara knew that was true.

Then came the night everything almost fell apart.

Lara was walking back to the dormitory alone after overtime when several men suddenly blocked her path in a dark street.

“Well, look at this,” one of them said while the others surrounded her.

Fear instantly tightened her chest.

“I don’t want trouble,” Lara said, trying to stay calm while stepping backward.

Before the men could move closer, another voice suddenly cut through the tension.

“Step away from her.”

Damon.

Relief hit Lara so fast it almost weakened her knees.

One of the men cursed and moved toward him, and within seconds the situation exploded into chaos.
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