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From the depths of a childhood overshadowed by poverty, Zeyd emerged into a life of unparalleled luxury. Now, Esmeralda, the woman who saved him, is back... haunted by a darkness she can't control: a hidden alter born of trauma. Their rekindled friendship ignites unrequited affection, jeopardizing their connection. Can Zeyd save her from herself, or will her alter consume them both?
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[image: ]


It was 8 PM Sunday evening in Samantha Zhang’s Asian city. The air hung heavy and humid, a mix of street food smells and car exhaust. In her small apartment, the only light came from her phone screen as she stared at a single question mark – the message she’d just sent Zeyd Hastor. She looked at his profile picture again. Something about his eyes, a hint of sadness she knew well, gave her a familiar, unsettling feeling – a sharp pain behind her eyes, a symptom of her borderline personality disorder. She hesitated, then sent the message, a silent plea for connection.

Meanwhile, it was 2 PM Sunday afternoon in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Sunlight glinted off Zeyd Hastor’s expensive car. He came down the stairs of his family home, the weight of his tailored suit and the even heavier weight of expectation pressing down on him. He was a young billionaire, outwardly confident, but a deep sadness lingered in his eyes. The massive H Summit empire – airlines, banking, shipping, a whole network of businesses – rested on his young shoulders. His grandfather, Haris, the CEO, watched his every move. Zeyd handled the banking and distribution, but the pressure was constant; he felt it in his stomach, the tension in his shoulders as he walked to his car. His phone buzzed, interrupting his thoughts. The question mark glowed on the screen. He replied, "Hey, got your message. About that old post?" The words were typed easily, hiding the tension underneath.

Their exchange was short but intriguing. Samantha’s replies were cautious, revealing little. Zeyd, however, was captivated by her mystery. He asked where she was. Her answer – "Somewhere in Asia" – was vague, but it 
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PIQUED HIS INTEREST. He mentioned Bosnia and Herzegovina. The words triggered a flood of fragmented images for Samantha: dizzying flashes of half-remembered scenes, and the familiar throbbing headache.

Later that evening in Bosnia, the sounds of clinking silverware and hushed conversation filled the air during Zeyd’s family dinner. He sat stiffly, his grandfather’s sharp gaze a constant presence. The discussion of H Summit’s expansion plans weighed heavily on him. Quietly, he messaged Samantha. He asked her age. Her answers were carefully worded, hiding her true situation. He, too, revealed little, his replies formal and guarded. Their conversation ended with a shared sense of intrigue, an unspoken question hanging between them.

At 3 AM Monday morning, the shuttle’s engine rumbled along the quiet streets of Samantha’s city. Samantha sat crammed in with other factory workers; the hard plastic seats offered little comfort. The smell of exhaust filled the air, mixing with the damp morning chill. Samantha watched the city wake up. Fleeting images of Bosnia and Herzegovina flashed through her mind – cobblestone streets, a face she couldn’t quite place, and a feeling of unsettling familiarity. The mystery of that face and place lingered, a persistent question mark in her mind.

At 6 AM, her shift began. Inside a massive electronics factory, the air hummed with the rhythmic whir of machinery. Samantha assembled computer hard drives, her movements precise and practiced. The fluorescent lights shone down on her black shirt, faded jeans, and the mandatory white plastic slippers. The conveyor belt moved a partly assembled hard drive; she added two plastic chips, a light-redirecting device, fastened four screws with an electric screwdriver, and sent it on its way. One minute. Repeat. Precision manufacturing. The repetitive task numbed her senses, but she was used to it. There was no time for her phone; everything was timed and analyzed. It was her job, and the routine was a welcome contrast to the unsettling feelings Zeyd’s message had stirred.

11 AM: Lunch break. The canteen was a blur of noise and hurried meals. Today it was rice, scrambled eggs, tomatoes, and eggplant.

11:30 AM: Back on the line. The rhythmic whir of machinery resumed.

6 PM: The shift ended. The factory doors released a stream of tired workers into the bustling city.

8 PM: Samantha was home, sharing a cramped apartment with her cousin and two friends.

Weekends were for family. In the countryside, near the sea, she lived with her 50-year-old grandmother, Elsa, her Aunt Clara, Uncle Peter, and their seven children. Life was hard. They were poor, their income depending on the fish Peter caught and Clara and Elsa sold. Samantha remembered her teenage years, selling fish with them. But she was grateful for the government’s alternative learning system (ALS), which had helped her get a better job in the city, a job that allowed her to support her family.

This commitment to her family, along with her borderline personality disorder that made lasting relationships difficult, kept her single. Past relationships had ended in conflict, fueled by her unpredictable nature. To avoid more hurt, she ended things before they could truly end. The loneliness, however, was a constant companion.

Evening settled again. Home in her apartment, the city lights blurring outside her window, Samantha thought about Zeyd. The age difference – she was older – suddenly felt significant. A disquieting sense of familiarity washed over her, a half-formed memory, a fleeting image of cobblestone streets and a face that could be his, yet felt impossibly distant. The headache returned, a dull throb behind her eyes. She pushed the unsettling thoughts aside, needing sleep, needing to escape the nagging feeling that something crucial was missing from her past, something connected to this stranger across the world. She whispered, "It's just a headache," but the whisper didn't convince her.

The city’s noise faded as she fell into a restless sleep, the image of Zeyd’s face still dancing at the edge of her consciousness.

Meanwhile, it was 2 PM Monday afternoon in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Sunlight streamed into Zeyd’s office at H Summit Holdings, Inc. He worked, but his gaze kept drifting to his phone, a silent hope flickering with each glance. Disappointment washed over him with each notification that wasn’t from her. The weight of his responsibilities – the sprawling empire of H Summit, his grandfather’s expectations – pressed down on him. Then, his phone vibrated. A half-formed smile appeared, quickly replaced by a frown. It wasn’t her. It was his grandfather, a curt message summoning him to his office. “Yes, Grandpa,” he replied, the words typed with forced formality. He gathered his report, sighing. “I thought it was Samantha,” he whispered, the unspoken longing heavy in the air.
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​Chapter 2
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Meanwhile, Samantha falls asleep, the image of Zeyd’s face lingering at the edge of her consciousness. The weight of the day, the anxieties, and the unsettling dream images coalesce into a vivid, disturbing nightmare. Somewhere, the year 2000...

It’s late, a bitterly cold winter’s evening. A small boy, no older than seven, wanders the icy streets of Zenica. He’s barefoot, his tiny footprints disappearing into the freshly fallen snow. He clutches a worn-out, black coat—his only possession—tightly. The memory of losing his oversized hand-me-down shoes while running from snarling dogs still echoes in his mind.

He stands on a busy street corner, his stomach gnawing with hunger, his body trembling with cold. Snowflakes fall on his long, dark hair, framing eyes that, despite his misery, hold a spark of hope. He’s strikingly handsome, a cruel irony against his desperate situation. He tries to beg, his voice thin and reedy.

“Alms! Alms, please, give me a piece of bread.”

People hurry past, their faces averted. His small hands are numb. He pulls his coat tighter, but the cold seeps into his bones. A chilling emptiness spreads through him.

He can bear it no longer. He walks towards overflowing trash cans, hoping for scraps. He finds a discarded plastic bag—remnants of a half-eaten pastry—a meager offering. He sits on the icy street and eats, the taste of stale sweetness a bittersweet relief.
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ACROSS THE STREET, a girl, around eleven or twelve, stands before a fast-food restaurant. She’s pretty, her gaze drawn to the small figure huddled on the opposite sidewalk. For hours, she watches him, pity and fascination in her eyes. Seeing him eat from the garbage, she feels a pang of sympathy, a sharp stab of empathy. She approaches, her steps hesitant, settling beside him, her heart aching for his plight.

The little boy shrinks back, his eyes wary. “What do you want?” he asks, his voice barely a whisper.

“Nothing,” she replies, her voice soft. “I know you’re hungry. I want to buy you something to eat.” A lump forms in her throat.

She takes him to the fast-food place, ordering a warm meal. He stares at the food, his hunger evident, but hesitation lingers.

“I have no money to pay,” he whispers, clutching the remaining pastry.

“You don’t have to pay,” she says gently. “It’s yours.”

“Thank you,” he murmurs, his small hand trembling as he takes the food.

He eats outside, the steam from the food momentarily warming his face. As she prepares to leave, he calls out, "Wait! What is your name?"

“I’m Esmeralda,” she says, her eyes darting around nervously. “I... I have to go. My cousins... they’ll be angry if I’m late.” A shadow of fear crosses her face.

He follows her as she crosses the street. She quickens her pace, heading towards a bus stop. As she reaches the bus, she turns, seeing him still trailing behind. She hesitates, then walks back to him.

“Don’t worry,” she says, a small smile gracing her lips. “I’ll be back. Wait for me here, in front of the fast-food place, at the same time and day every week. I promise.” She touches his thin shoulders.

“Okay,” he whispers, his eyes shining with a flicker of hope.

They part ways, Esmeralda boarding the bus, the little boy left alone in the snowy streets. That night, he finds shelter under a footbridge, the cold a constant companion.

Emeralda arrives at her aunt’s house, a place where harsh words and physical abuse are commonplace. Her aunt, Selma, greets her with a sharp reprimand and a stinging slap. “Where have you been, Esmeralda?! Cook dinner!”

Esmeralda retreats to the kitchen, tears streaming down her face. The memories flood back: her parents' divorce, her grandparents' tragic death, her abandonment, the constant fear and uncertainty that have shaped her young life.

Buzzzz! Ringgg! Tinggg! A jarring sound—three alarm clocks—rips Samantha from her sleep. The lingering chill of the dream clings to her. She feels a familiar unease, a sense of vulnerability echoing the boy’s plight. The dream, a recurring nightmare, fades into the harsh reality of her alarm clocks: a vintage alarm clock, a digital clock, and her cell phone. The memory of the dream, however, remains a dull ache beneath the surface of her consciousness.

She gets a towel and takes a bath, the hot water a stark contrast to the lingering chill of her dream. In a few minutes, she is ready to go to work, but the dream’s images still linger, subtly influencing her actions.

She grabs her backpack and phone and rushes out of the apartment to catch the company shuttle at 3:00 AM. It’s Tuesday now. On the ride, she decides to read her missed messages.

Most are from family and friends, with a few from Zeyd. She replies to her family and friends, but hesitates when she reaches Zeyd’s messages. The dream’s lingering sense of vulnerability and the memory of  Esmeralda’s kindness intertwine, creating a complex mix of emotions. She almost deletes the conversation, but something stops her. Maybe it’s curiosity, maybe it’s a flicker of hope, or perhaps it’s simply the lingering effect of the dream. But mostly, it’s a weariness that settles over her, a deep-seated exhaustion with the uncertainty of Zeyd’s presence in her life. She decides she needs to end this; she doesn’t want to communicate with him anymore.

She attempts to delete the conversation, but the messenger app freezes. When it restarts, Zeyd’s chat head opens instead. Simultaneously, new messages arrive from friends back home, opening additional chat heads. Now three chat heads are open. Her friends simply say "Hello." Samantha begins typing "Hi, how are you?", intending to send it to one of her friends. The lingering frustration and weariness from her decision to end contact with Zeyd clouds her focus. Without realizing it, she selects Zeyd’s chat head and sends the message.

A gasp escaped her lips as she realized her mistake. Her chest tightens with a rush of frustration and self-reproach. She frantically tries to cancel the message, but it’s too late. The message is sent. She feels a surge of immediate regret, intensified by the lingering unease from her dream. The shuttle continues its journey, carrying her towards work and leaving her to grapple with the consequences of her accidental message and the lingering impact of her dream.
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It’s 8:00 pm Monday in Bosnia. Zeyd, already home, reviews his grandfather Haris’s business proposal. The aromas of dark roast coffee and sandalwood from a flickering candle mingle with the complex scents of bergamot, vetiver, and amber rising from perfume samples on his desk. His grandfather approved his suggested location; implementation is now his responsibility. While he scans the text on raw materials, his phone vibrates. A message from Samantha.

A memory flashes: Tuesday, 8:00 p.m., a tense family dinner. He secretly reads Samantha’s message while Haris, his wealthy and demanding grandfather, dominates the conversation. While Haris is briefly absent, Zeyd exchanges messages with Samantha, learning of her false claim of marriage and two children. He reveals he’s single. Haris returns, noticing Zeyd’s distraction. A hastily invented excuse about business locations and a promised report buy him time. Later, alone, he messages Samantha again, expressing his desire for a family. Guilt-ridden, she shifts the conversation to his English fluency. Their exchange ends as her shuttle arrives.

“Hi, how are you?” Samantha’s message reads. A sudden tightness in his chest. He should focus on the proposal, the board meeting looming, but he replies, “Hello, I’m fine. How about you?” The memory of his grandfather’s sharp gaze makes him fidget. He rereads her message, a faint smile touching his lips, quickly replaced by a frown. He taps his fingers, the silence stretching, a familiar hollowness replacing the joy her messages usually bring. This is more than a simple connection.

Samantha’s app freezes as she tries to delete her message. When it recovers, Zeyd’s reply is there. Her heart pounds; a wave of guilt washes over her. She wants to stop, to create distance. A deep-seated fear of intimacy, born from past hurts, takes hold. She hesitates, then types a hurried reply:

“I’m fine. But honestly, that message wasn’t for you. I’m sorry if I disturbed you.”

She expects no reply. But then:

“It’s okay! No worries? So what are you doing right now?”

A cold dread grips her. She lies, “I’m taking care of my kids,” the lie a shield. She clings to the distance, to safety. Silence. Then, hours later, at work, a buzz.

Zeyd hesitated, embarrassed by his assumption. He’d almost forgotten her claims of marriage and children. Hours passed. He wrestled with his phone, finally typing: "Sorry for not responding, I’m just a little bit busy," a sigh escaping as he hits send. Sleepiness weighs on him, but no reply comes.

Samantha, engrossed in work, remains unreachable. Her superior’s presence and company policy forbidding phone use prevent a response.

Exhaustion claims Zeyd at 3:00 AM. He drifts into a restless sleep, the business proposal forgotten. He dreams of a cold winter’s evening in Zenica, a small boy, lost and alone, his pleas for alms unanswered.

His phone vibrates, jolting him awake.

It’s 4:00 AM in Bosnia (11:00 AM in Asia). Samantha’s lunch break. The canteen buzzes with conversation; the smell of rice and fried chicken hangs in the air. Zeyd’s message appears: "Sorry for not responding, I’m just a little bit busy." She hesitates, then sends a brief, neutral reply: "It’s ok. No worries."

Zeyd wakes from his nightmare, a smile touching his lips as he reads her message.

Days turn into weeks. They continue to communicate, a push and pull of connection and doubt. Samantha distrusts strangers; she reminds herself, "Do not become attached." Zeyd feels it’s a waste of his scarce free time. Yet, they continue.

Their friendship blossoms. Zeyd’s kindness chips away at Samantha’s defenses. She confides in him, finding solace. He makes time for her, knowing she waits. Unknowingly, feelings deepen. Samantha falls for Zeyd, clinging to her lie. Zeyd feels a growing attraction, dismissing it, believing her married. Their lack of mutual friends and the impossibility of meeting shields her lie.

They share moments. Zeyd speaks of marriage and family, mentioning women. Samantha feels a pang of jealousy, wishing him happiness. His failed dates bring a complex mix of sadness and relief. She fears losing their connection.

Zeyd notices her reactions, her jealousy, her sadness. He reassures her their friendship can continue even if he has a girlfriend.

Samantha remains skeptical, haunted by past experiences. Her striking beauty, often making other women insecure, adds to her apprehension. Zeyd, seeing only her curated social media images, remains unaware.

Their future remains uncertain. Will their friendship endure? Will their unspoken feelings surface? The pressure of Zeyd’s upcoming workload, however, threatens to disrupt the delicate balance of their growing connection.

It’s 1:00 pm Thursday in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The H Summit Holdings boardroom hummed with controlled efficiency. Zeyd, representing his grandfather, addressed the assembled board members. The first agenda item: quarterly financial reports and dividend payouts. The second: his grandfather Haris’s new venture—a perfume manufacturing company.

Zeyd began his presentation on the business proposal, detailing the raw materials. “Perfume is a mixture of fragrant essential oils and aroma compounds, fixatives, and solvents used to give the human body, objects, and living spaces a pleasant smell...” His phone vibrated discreetly in his pocket. He resisted the urge to check it; he was in front of the board. He knew it was Samantha; 8:00 pm in Asia, her usual messaging time.

He continued, his fingers drumming lightly on the table, “...and regarding suppliers, I’ve already secured a reliable company to meet our needs.” His phone vibrated again. A subtle frown touched his lips; he wondered what was wrong.

“Our target customers... millennial women, young men, and...” His phone vibrated a third time. He fought the urge to check it, focusing on the target market presentation.

He finished, answering the board’s numerous questions—not out of disagreement, but genuine interest. The project was approved; implementation would be discussed at the next meeting.

An hour later, the meeting adjourned. Board members lingered, offering congratulations and expressing confidence in Zeyd’s leadership. They believed this project, under his direction, would be highly successful and profitable. Zeyd, known for his business acumen, was seen as the ideal person to oversee the venture.

Alone in the boardroom, Zeyd finally pulled out his phone. Three messages from Samantha: “Hello.” “How are you?” “Can I ask your opinion about something?” He started to reply, “Yes, tell me what it is,” when his secretary entered.

“Excuse me, Sir. Your grandfather has arrived and wants to see you in his office. He needs a report on the board meeting.”

“Okay. Tell him I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

Zeyd gathered his materials, intending to go to his grandfather’s office. But he paused, spending another three minutes waiting for Samantha’s reply. He knew once he entered his grandfather's office, responding would be impossible.

Three minutes passed; no reply. He sighed, took a deep breath, and left the boardroom. He headed toward the elevator, checking his phone one last time. Samantha had replied. Lost in reading, he bumped into a beautiful woman standing before the elevator.

“Oops! I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, but next time watch where you’re going.” She smiled.

Zeyd was mesmerized. He didn’t realize he was staring until she spoke.

“Why are you staring at me?”

“Nothing. I’m Zeyd,” he stammered, introducing himself.

“I know you. You’re Zeyd. You’ll be the next CEO.”

He smiled, pressing the elevator button. “I’m Nea.”

They entered the elevator. “Where are you going, Nea?”

“To your grandfather’s office. I have documents for him.” She showed him the papers. “And you?”

“Same place.”

They reached the tenth floor and entered Haris’s office. Haris welcomed them warmly. Nea was the daughter of a manager from a subsidiary company.

Zeyd reported on the board meeting while Nea delivered the documents. At the end of the day, Haris suggested Zeyd drive Nea home; her car was having trouble.

Zeyd readily agreed. He sensed a mutual attraction. Nea was interested in him, too. Even though she already knew who he was, this was their first in-person conversation. They agreed to have dinner before he drove her home.

It’s 6:00 pm Thursday in Bosnia and Herzegovina; 1:00 am Friday in Asia. Nea and Zeyd dined at a restaurant owned by a friend of Zeyd’s.
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Samantha waits for Zeyd’s reply, but silence stretches on. Past midnight, exhaustion claims her, and she drifts into sleep, only to be plunged into the familiar nightmare. Again, she finds herself witnessing the unfolding story of Esmeralda and the little boy.

This time, the dream begins with Esmeralda, exhausted after a long day of errands, reluctantly heading to the market at Aunt Selma’s behest. Returning home, she bumps into Amila, their former housemaid, a ghost from the past since her grandparents’ plane crash. Amila, back from her hometown, is in Zenica, desperately searching for Alem, her son’s father. Esmeralda learns Amila left Alem because of their different social standings, leaving him after becoming pregnant. Now, consumed by regret, Amila seeks him out.

Seeing Amila’s worry, Esmeralda instinctively offers help. Amila entrusts Esmeralda with photos of her son, his address, and proof of Alem’s paternity. They part, Amila clinging to hope, Esmeralda burdened by a premonition of sorrow.

Time, in the dream, rushes by. Caught up in her own life and forbidden from visiting by Aunt Selma, Esmeralda forgets Amila. Amila dies, leaving her son destitute and alone. Four months later, in the dream, Esmeralda escapes to find Amila, only to discover her death. She finds the boy alone and hungry on a busy street.

Initially, Esmeralda can only offer food, unable to bring him home. Yet, she returns again and again, offering food and clothes, becoming his lifeline. He waits for her near a fast-food restaurant, their meeting place. Their bond deepens; Esmeralda’s presence a beacon of comfort and hope against his hardship. His unwavering faith in her return sustains him.

The dream continues: Esmeralda waits at their meeting place, her usual patience fraying as the hour passes without the boy’s arrival. A restless energy consumes her; she shifts her weight, her fingers drumming against her leg. The usual comfort of their routine is gone, replaced by a chilling uncertainty. This time, he’s late, and a cold dread begins to grip her heart.

Two fears battle within her: the late hour and Aunt Selma’s wrath. But that pales beside the terror of something happening to the boy. She promised Amila; she won’t let him down. Ignoring Aunt Selma’s fury, she begins her search.

She searches frantically, finally reaching the nearby footbridge, his usual shelter from the cold. There, she finds him, almost lifeless, feverish, coughing, gripped by the flu.

She hears his whispered prayer: “Please, God, help Esmeralda find me. I can’t get to our meeting place. I’m too sick, but I need to see Esmeralda before... before anything happens.”

Tears well up, but she clears her throat, her voice thick with emotion. “Hey, I’m here. Don’t worry, I found you.”

He manages a weak smile, his eyes filled with a profound sadness. “I didn’t want to leave you, Esmeralda, but I couldn’t... I couldn’t take it anymore.”

“Shhh,” Esmeralda soothes, kneeling beside him. “It’s just the fever. You’re going to be okay.” Her anger, born of fear of abandonment, melts away at the sight of his distress.

She offers him food and water. He eats slowly, his small hand trembling.

“Where are we going, Esmeralda?” he asks, his voice barely a breath.

“Home with me,” she whispers, a fierce determination hardening her gaze.

The confrontation with Aunt Selma is explosive. The anger, the accusations, the feeling of being overwhelmed wash over Esmeralda. Yet, she stands firm, revealing the boy’s identity and her plan to take him to Sir Haris, Alem’s best friend.

The next day, Esmeralda delivers the boy and the evidence to Haris, who readily accepts him. The boy clutches Esmeralda’s hand, his eyes wide with fear and uncertainty. “Will you visit?” he asks.

Esmeralda’s answer is firm but gentle: “Not here. But... when you’re older, go back to the place where we first met, on the same day and time. Maybe... maybe I’ll be there.” She releases his hand, unable to bear the sight of 

his tears as she turns to leave. The sound of his choked sobs follows her as she walks away, the image and sound echoing in her head as she rides the bus home.

The jarring meow of a neighbor’s cat jolts Samantha awake. The cat’s meows briefly replace the lingering echo of the boy’s cries, but the weight of the dream remains, a heavy presence in the quiet of her room.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina...

Zeyd and Nea share a pleasant dinner, discussing business and future plans. Completely absorbed by Nea’s charm and intelligence, Zeyd forgets to reply to Samantha. Later, at home, the conversation with his father and grandfather about the successful board meeting further distracts him. His attention is fully claimed by the pride his family shows in his accomplishments, and the pleasantries exchanged with Nea earlier that evening. Only when his father and grandfather are momentarily distracted does he find a chance to secretly reply to Samantha. He types quickly, aware of his family’s proximity, and sends his message.

“How are you? The reason why I didn’t reply to your message is I accidentally met a girl that caught my interest, and she and I had dinner this evening. I’ll drive her home because her car has a problem. I’ll just arrive home,” Zeyd explains to Samantha.

Mateo notices his son’s distraction, his phone slipping from his hand, falling to the floor in front of his grandfather. Haris picks up the phone, sees Samantha’s message, and her photo—her real photo this time. A familiar face stares back at him, a striking resemblance to Esmeralda, his former employee’s missing granddaughter. Goosebumps prickle his skin. A wave of dizziness washes over him; a phantom ache pulses in his chest. Could it be? he thought, his breath catching in his throat. He blinked, adjusted his glasses, but the image remained unchanged.

“Grandpa, can I have my phone now?” Zeyd asks, anxious.

Haris, lost in thought, gives Zeyd back his phone, his gaze distant, a tragic memory clouding his eyes. Zeyd and Mateo exchange uneasy glances, neither daring to question the grandfather’s sudden silence. Zeyd senses his grandfather’s disapproval, interpreting it as disappointment in his communication with a stranger, someone outside their social circle.

“You may go to your room now, Zeyd,” Haris commands. “And stop wasting your time chatting with that lady.”

Zeyd knows this is a warning, not to be disobeyed. “Yes, Grandpa,” he answers, his voice subdued.

In his room, Zeyd sits on the floor, nursing a can of beer, the weight of his grandfather’s words heavy in his mind. “And stop wasting your time chatting with that lady.” The words echo. He’s always obeyed, but this time...

“I will break the rules this time, just this time, for you, Samantha,” he mumbles, taking another drink.

It’s 5:00 a.m. in Asia. Samantha arrives at the factory and grabs a quick breakfast before her 6:00 a.m. shift. While eating, she receives a message from Zeyd. She reads it, hesitant to respond.
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Samantha receives a message from Zeyd: “I don’t want to bother you, but as a friend, I want to share: I really like her, and she likes me too.” Jealousy stings, but she can’t ignore him. Before work, she replies, “Good for you. What’s her name?”

“Nea,” he replies. Samantha offers congratulations, carefully masking her sadness. Zeyd shares his hopes for a family and his past struggles; his vulnerability touches her. Samantha’s encouragement flatters him. As her shift nears, she ends the conversation. Zeyd, already drunk, falls asleep, his grandfather’s words echoing in the silence: “AND STOP WASTING YOUR TIME CHATTING TO THAT LADY.”

He defied his grandfather this time, for Samantha. His dream begins happily, then descends into a nightmarish vision. He’s a small boy, waiting at a fast-food restaurant in the bitter cold. Esmeralda arrives; she has the same taste in clothes and eyeglasses Samantha once mentioned she likes to wear; they share a meal—a rare treat for him. She leaves, and he’s alone, seeking shelter on a footbridge, chased by a wild dog, losing his shoes in the icy streets. The terror, the cold, the snow—a vivid echo of his past, a chilling reminder of his vulnerability.

Zeyd’s nightmare faded as dawn broke, leaving him exhausted and hungover. Meanwhile, in Asia... Samantha’s shift begins. Hours later, the sun beat down on Bosnia and Herzegovina; it’s 1:00 p.m. At H Summit Holdings, Mateo confronts Haris about Zeyd’s loneliness and Haris’s strict control. Mateo pleads for Zeyd’s right to choose his friends, but Haris is adamant: “He’s not allowed to have a relationship or marry outside our society.”

“They’re just friends,” Mateo insists. Haris’s jaw tightened; his eyes narrowed, his voice tight with suspicion. He challenges Mateo: “How do you know?” Mateo explains seeing their conversation. Haris reveals his suspicion: the woman resembles Esmeralda, triggering painful memories Zeyd must avoid to focus on business. His grip on his pen tightens; his knuckles whiten.

Mateo denies this, saying he saw no resemblance on Samantha’s profile. Haris dares him to check. Mateo finds the account, showing Haris the lack of recent photos. “She changed her profile picture,” Haris suggests, a grim set to his mouth. Unknown to Mateo and Zeyd, Haris had seen a photo of Samantha strongly resembling Esmeralda before it was replaced—a fleeting image that now haunts him. The memory, sharp and clear, burned in his mind.

This fuels his concern because Zeyd isn’t Mateo’s son. He’s Alem’s lost son, the boy who wandered the cold streets, the boy Esmeralda saved. A chilling thought crosses Haris’s mind—will the truth about Samantha shatter Zeyd’s carefully constructed life?

Haris cannot afford to have Zeyd replaced as the successor to the chief executive position at H Summit Holdings, Inc. He has trained Zeyd rigorously to ensure he secures the position he deserves, fulfilling his promise to his best friend, Alem.

Meanwhile, it is 8:00 pm Thursday in Asia. Samantha is at home, eating dinner with her cousin Lena and two friends, Maita and Celina. She rents a room with them. She pushes the food around her plate, her appetite gone. A sigh escapes her lips; exhaustion hangs heavy in the air. She finishes quickly, the untouched portions a testament to her weariness, and retreats to her room.

Feeling exhausted, Samantha lies on her bed, staring at the ceiling, her phone resting on her chest. Her shoulders slump; a frown creases her brow. The memory of her supervisor’s harsh words and the sting of her failure replays in her mind.

She wants to talk to Zeyd. He always cheers her up with good advice. Samantha decides to send Zeyd a message. She opens her phone, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. The words, “I need to talk” form in her mind, a silent promise before she presses send.

Her cousin and two friends continue their lively dinner conversation. Lena’s voice, sharp and clear, cuts through the air. “Our new supervisor is very strict,” she declares, rolling her eyes.

“Yes, you’re right!” Celina agrees, adding a frown emoticon to her already emphatic tone.

“And she is jealous of Samantha,” Maita exclaims, her voice laced with exasperation.

“I agree. You know why?” Lena asks, her fork momentarily suspended mid-air.

“Of course,” Celina answers, taking a long drink of water. “Her boyfriend is making friends with Samantha.”

“Oh, what’s wrong with that? Samantha isn’t even interested in making friends with that guy,” Lena questions, genuinely confused.

“You don’t get it, Lena? Samantha is more beautiful and kind than our supervisor. That’s why ‘Miss Supervisor’ is afraid that Samantha might replace her in her boyfriend’s life,” Maita explains, a playful smile dancing on her lips.

“You see, your cousin is beautiful, especially if she removes her glasses,” Celina says, her voice full of admiration.

“That’s right. Look, Samantha has long dark brown hair. She is slim, with fair skin and an angelic face. Even though she is not that tall, she looks cute,” Maita adds, describing Samantha with vivid detail.

“But I noticed one thing, Lena,” Celina says, her tone thoughtful.

“What is that?” Lena asks, intrigued.

“Samantha looks like a European woman rather than an Asian woman,” Celina observes.

Lena remains silent, a shadow passing over her face. She knows why Samantha looks that way. It’s a family secret, a burden she carries silently. She can’t tell anyone. Not even Samantha, because their grandmother’s wrath, and the potential return of Samantha’s phobia, are too terrifying to consider. It’s better to keep the truth buried, a silent promise to protect her cousin from the pain of the past.

Samantha has amnesia, according to the doctor, so she cannot remember who she is or where she came from.

Her amnesia explains why, upon waking from her dream, she repeatedly asks herself if she is truly related to Esmeralda and Zeyd. Who is the little boy in the dream—is he Zeyd? Or is the dream meaningless? Her resemblance to Esmeralda is a haunting question that adds to her confusion.
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The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the glass window of Zeyd’s office in the H Summit Holdings boardroom. It was 1:00 PM in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Zeyd sat, a picture of sharp efficiency in his tailored blue suit, reviewing documents, the occasional smile and sigh escaping him as he exchanged brief messages with Samantha. The world felt a million miles away from Asia.

It’s 8:00 pm in Asia, the digital glow of Samantha’s phone illuminated her face in the darkness of her apartment. A wave of despair washed over her as she typed a simple, “Hello. How are you?” The casual greeting belied the storm raging within. A fleeting thought, sharp and cold, pierced through her despair: He’ll never understand.

Zeyd’s reply was prompt, polite, but ultimately unhelpful. Their exchange, a rapid-fire volley of messages, laid bare Samantha’s carefully constructed facade. She couldn’t bring herself to reveal the true source of her distress – a soul-crushing day at work. Zeyd, believing her a simple housewife, offered well-meaning but ultimately irrelevant advice: talk to your husband, see a therapist. Each suggestion chipped away at Samantha’s already fragile composure. She felt misunderstood, a chasm opening between her reality and Zeyd’s perception.

The tears started to fall, hot and silent. She flinched, her hands flying up to frantically wipe them away before a shuddering breath escaped her lips. Rising, she moved silently towards the bathroom, the closed door a momentary shield against the turmoil within.

In the stark white of her bathroom, the mirror reflected her tear-streaked face. More than just her reflection stared back; two distinct personalities seemed to battle for control, their internal voices a cacophony in the silence. One, a harsh, accusatory voice born from past hurts, urged her to end the friendship with Zeyd, predicting rejection and abandonment. The other, a softer, more reasoned voice, whispered a defense of Zeyd, suggesting his silence stemmed from simple busyness. Her own face, contorted in the mirror, seemed to mock her indecision. This internal conflict intensified as she reread Zeyd’s messages, her finger trembling over the delete button. Accidentally activating her phone’s camera, she saw a softer version of herself reflected in the screen—a stark contrast to the turmoil mirrored in the bathroom glass. The intense, quickly fading image stilled the storm within, only for the harsh voice to reclaim its dominance.

Suddenly, a sharp rap at the door shattered the internal conflict. Maita, her friend, stood in the doorway, her concern evident. The brief interaction, a simple question and a carefully constructed lie, served as a lifeline, pulling Samantha back from the brink of emotional collapse. The crisis passed as quickly as it began, leaving Samantha exhausted but grounded. A lingering unease remained, a subtle tremor beneath the surface calm.

Meanwhile, in Bosnia, Zeyd waited impatiently for a reply, his annoyance growing with each passing minute. The silence was deafening, fueling his frustration. He fired off a terse message, his words laced with a mixture of concern and irritation, a final attempt to bridge the widening gap between them. The message hung unanswered, a stark reflection of the distance that had unexpectedly grown between two friends.

Hours passed. It’s 5:00 PM. The office hours at H Summit Holdings, Inc., end, but Samantha still hasn’t replied to Zeyd’s message. A familiar ache, like the one he felt after losing Esmeralda, settled in Zeyd’s chest. Samantha’s continued silence fueled a terrifying thought: would he suffer a similar loss if their friendship ended?

Samantha falls asleep when she returns to her bed from the bathroom. Before she falls asleep, she is unable to reply to Zeyd’s message because her psychological disorder manifests. Her mind raced, a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. One moment she felt a surge of anger, the next a wave of self-pity. She was torn between wanting to lash out and wanting to be understood.

The negative side of her personality, stronger than ever, pushed her towards a decision.

As a result, her reply to Zeyd’s message says: “I just want to make it clear, Sir, I’m not making a drama. What makes you think that I oblige you to reply to my messages as quickly as possible? I never said that you have to reply to my messages as often. Yes, I’m sending a message to you, but you can answer it if you have time. Or you can simply ignore it if you want.”

5:30 PM, in Bosnia and Herzegovina

Zeyd sits inside his car. It’s a new Ferrari 488 GTB. He is going home now. It’s already the end of the office hours at H Summit Holdings, Inc.

Engine started. Brakes checked. Mirrors adjusted. Music plays. Go!

For it’s late afternoon, it’s already sunset,

The sky starts to turn a nice shade of pink as Zeyd turns onto the highway. A lovely mix of colors. His GPS gives him directions.

On his way home, he passes a small wedding chapel. He stops for a while to watch the couple walk out of the chapel.

He sees the couple walk out of the chapel, smiling happily at the crowd with hands entwined. Happiness. Love. Trust. Everything is wonderful.

He stares at the couple and imagines himself walking down the aisle with Esmeralda. Tears start to flood his eyes. He mumbles, “Why did you leave me, Esmeralda?”

He watches the newlywed couple for a little while longer, feeling a bit envious. For sure, if Esmeralda hadn’t passed away, he would marry her someday. He shakes the thoughts out of his head and walks back to his car. He knows those things are impossible to happen, and he needs to continue his life accepting that Esmeralda is gone a long time ago.

When he gets back inside his car, his phone vibrates. His face lights up when he sees that the message comes from Samantha. He reads the message. A wave of unexpected relief washes over him, followed by a flicker of curiosity. Before replying, he considers her words carefully. He understands her anger, and a part of him feels a strange sense of connection to this new, assertive Samantha. He thought of his own grief, his own struggles with silence. Perhaps, he understood more than he thought.

“Okay. Alright.” Zeyd replies.

That’s all he can say right now. But he feels glad now, even though Samantha shows a different attitude.

“At least she understands me now,” Zeyd concludes.

Then Zeyd gets back to driving his car. He goes home with a smile on his face. Not knowing that in the next few days he will feel annoyed with Samantha again.

Samantha starts to show the other side of her personality to Zeyd. And Zeyd notices it this time. What will happen next if Zeyd completely sees the different side of Samantha?

Samantha is unwell this time. What she does next will surely annoy Zeyd. Will that situation make their communication end in the next few days?
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Some days had passed. Zeyd walked onto the footbridge, the place of his childhood refuge, the place where he met Esmeralda. He visited secretly, defying his grandfather Haris. Here, he still felt Esmeralda’s presence, clinging to the hope of seeing her again walking towards their old fast-food meeting spot. But reality always crashed down—Esmeralda was gone.

The encounter with a woman—the uncanny resemblance, the fleeting hope, the harsh reality of her denial—left Zeyd shaken. The familiar comfort of the footbridge felt tainted, the echoes of Esmeralda’s laughter now replaced by a chilling emptiness. He returned home, the phantom of her lingering in his mind, a cold weight settling heavily on his chest. A deep sigh escaped his lips as he entered the house.

He found Jasmin in the living room. “Where have you been, brother?” Jasmin asked.

“Fresh air,” Zeyd replied, picking up a magazine, his movements slightly jerky.

“Grandfather’s looking for you,” Jasmin said. “Asia. He’s leaving for Asia tomorrow.”

“Business?” Zeyd asked, but Jasmin hesitated, his gaze darting nervously towards the hallway. Haris’s arrival cut short the unspoken tension. “Zeyd, where have you been?” Haris’s voice was sharper than usual, his eyes scanning Zeyd with unusual intensity. He sat beside Jasmin, picking up the newspaper, his movements stiff and deliberate.

“A stroll,” Zeyd said, his voice a little too high-pitched, betraying his unease. “I’m leaving for Asia tomorrow,” Haris announced, his words clipped and precise. “You’ll handle the meetings.” Zeyd’s unease deepened; a prickling sensation crawled up the back of his neck. He swallowed hard, his throat suddenly dry.

“How long?” Zeyd asked, his voice barely a whisper.

“A week,” Haris replied, his eyes flicking to Jasmin, then back to the newspaper, a subtle, almost imperceptible tremor in his hand. “A week?” Zeyd echoed, the words catching in his throat. The silence stretched, heavy and suffocating. He offered to drive Haris to the airport, the gesture feeling inadequate in the face of the unspoken tension. A barely perceptible frown creased Haris’s brow. “Eat and rest,” Haris instructed, his tone unusually curt.

Zeyd summoned the maid for dinner, leaving Haris and Jasmin alone. He could feel their eyes on him as he left the room.

“Don’t tell Zeyd why I’m going until I return,” Haris instructed Jasmin, his voice low and urgent.

“Why?” Jasmin asked, his voice barely audible.

“It’s too risky,” Haris said, his gaze fixed on the door through which Zeyd had disappeared. Their conversation ended as Zeyd passed. Zeyd ate, then went to his room, exhausted, battling with the lingering image of Esmeralda. Sleep evaded him; Esmeralda’s memory, a stubborn ghost, refusing to let him rest. The weight of the unspoken secrets pressed down on him, heavier than the rain-soaked night.

Morning came in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Sarajevo International Airport.

Zeyd drove his grandfather, Haris, to the airport. In the airport’s parking area, they stepped out of the car. Zeyd helped his grandfather, Haris, get his luggage from the trunk, and they headed inside the airport.

One hour later, Haris was on the plane heading to Asia, while Zeyd drove back to Zenica.

It’s 10:00 a.m. Zeyd was in his office at H Summit Holdings, Inc. He was busy with his paperwork.

He was talking to a client on the phone when he received a chat from Samantha.

He saw the notification on his computer.

The message said, “Goodbye.”

Zeyd didn’t reply, hoping it was a wrongly sent message. But he received the same message, this time with his name: “Goodbye, Zeyd.”

Now it was clear Samantha really wanted to say goodbye. Zeyd felt a knot of anxiety tighten in his stomach. He didn’t want to end their friendship, but he couldn’t stop Samantha. He bit his lip, his gaze fixed on the screen.

Zeyd felt sad. He didn’t want to send the same message; he didn’t send “goodbye.”

Hoping for another message from Samantha, he sent this: “Look, I’m busy right now. But we can talk. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Samantha replied.

“Nothing? But why do you want to say goodbye?” Zeyd asked.

“Because I think I’m falling for you,” Samantha replied.

Zeyd was shocked and flattered. He felt happy because he felt the same way, but he knew it was wrong. He knew Samantha was married; she had a husband and children.

But what he knew were all
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