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There’s darkness in the sky, a terror running deep.

The horror of the past keeps screaming in my mind.

It pulls me back through the chains of despair and agony.

It reflects my pain—my enormous strength, 

my broken dreams—to break free, to run far.

I am rebuilding hope with every light I find in the corners of 

those chambers holding me inside.

To those who want to break free from the chains of their past,

This story is for you.
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CHAPTER 1
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​JAXON

60 km/hr

65.

70.

Roaring the engine, in the middle of night when the city slept—yet the lights stood tall, unwavering.

10 meetings in a day. Consumed by work. 

Clubs? Left behind. 

Friends? Faded. 

Myself? Long gone.

Just a soul wandering here and there, in search of tranquility which was in my life but not in my heart or mind.

The darkest of nights eventually ended, yet the gut-wrenching pain remained—inevitable. The nights were too lonely.

The moon was shining above, the same one she might be looking at right now.

One glance of you through the moon. 

Was that too much to ask for? 

Where did it all go wrong?

90 km/hr.

I gritted my teeth, trying to shake off the thoughts and sped up my bike to avoid the biker group I once used to hang out with.

Up ahead was a mountain range—a dangerous area, known for its sharp hills. I revved the engine and went forward, climbing towards the top.

The hills rose and the city faded behind.

Stopping the bike, I removed the helmet to let the cool breeze touch my hair and face. I looked at the Grayson city lights, hitting my eyes—as if...telling me there was nothing more beautiful than her brown and shiny eyes, her smile, her heart. 

I walked away.

Too quickly.

I put the bike on stand and sat under the tree.

I love you Jaxon. I love you so much. Yes, I’ll marry you. I am so happy.

There are a few things which will never let me feel safe—with you or with any man. It’s better we end it. We won’t work, we never will. I can’t do this anymore.

Her words kept echoing in my mind, haunting me every day, every night.

One year, eleven months, six hours, fifteen minutes, seventeen seconds.

Time kept moving.

But I was still here...stuck.

She moved on...with someone else.

Jeremy Moretti.

My blood boiled. Rage surged through my veins. I knew he wasn’t good for her. Just seeing their picture which was published in a newspaper—was enough to awaken the beast within me.

He had played around with so many women, I could expose all of his illegal works and the casinos he runs with Vincent.

That’s not a man Evelyn would ever want to be with.

I went to London a few months back because I just wanted to see her again then flew back to Mid-city, to put my past behind and move forward.

But no matter what, I kept moving backward, recalling her and our memories more and more, reading her articles, one after another.

How easily she got rid of us.

She broke the promises, but this stupid heart couldn’t forget her. 

Yes, I was at fault back in college—always playing around and dating girls for fun. But then...she joined the college. I told myself I’d keep my distance. Then came the dare—to play around...with someone new.

Her. 

She wasn’t someone I could...mess with. I would rather let her play with my feelings than play with hers, so she did years later, she did the exact same thing which I used to do—maybe I deserved it.

She had been my first crush—since kindergarten.

I used to find ways to be close to her in school...giving flowers.

But she always rejected me due to Marcus, that damn guy. 

Eventually, in college after that dare, I began dating her. It was wonderful—until she came to know that it was a dare, a mere prank, but my intentions were—to be serious with her. She dumped me in front of the whole college, I didn’t mind. I didn’t blame her—obviously. It was my fault that I had a reputation like that and trashy friends who saw the opportunity and took the chance to disclose the prank. Ever since Tristan and other guys left town after school, I didn’t have any close friends. But after completing graduation, Tristan came back to town, I told him everything. 

I kept trying for her, giving bouquets, just to watch her tossing them into Hazel’s garden. I didn’t mind, instead I felt happy that I was able to see her make that angry face for ten minutes. 

That used to make my day.

Then one day she...accepted my apology, everything went smoothly—until Marcus returned. We had our ups and downs, I was clearly an immature idiot back then but I changed—for her. 

Slowly, things went back to normal.

She met my family over dinner.

I even designed a house with Tristan’s help and started its construction, so we could have our own place after marriage.

Until a few months later—she left.

I didn’t try hard enough...to keep her. Maybe...I was too late to confront her but I tried calling her, again and again. Her phone was off, so I sent countless texts. All left unseen.

I scoffed, pulling out my phone and scrolling through some pictures of her.

Bright eyes.

Cheerful smile. 

And one question kept ringing in my mind.

Why? Why did you leave, Bella, why? Why didn’t you ever look back?

Every day, every night passed by, drowning in regret, pain and some unshed tears.
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First meeting, second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, ninth, tenth. I got up, shaking hands with the client, signalling the end of the meeting. My company specialized in constructing luxury homes—comfort and elegance at its finest. This company was started by my dad, he stepped down a few months back and transferred me the ownership. My brothers and sister also have their shares in this company, but major stakes are mine.

Recently, Sebastian had renovated his home in Floralivia through our company. Angelina? His wife. She was a kind of woman who seemed like a robot, always trying to impress others, keeping up some sort of act. I never really spoke to her. I just returned the ring back because to have a future without Evelyn was something I could never even dream of. On the other hand, her engagement with Marcus, then giving him the ring back, going to London, getting engaged to Jeremy, then coming back to town, in between this chaos—I knew she wasn’t sure about anything, it wasn’t her, maybe someone was forcing her to do it. 

And I had a clear idea of who that someone must be. There must be something behind the curtain that I couldn’t see or something that was kept hidden purposely.

So, enough is enough and I have to get her back...at every damn cost.

To make her suffer more than she made me suffer? No, I am not that weak to make the love of my life suffer.

To love her—with all my heart.

You are meant to be mine, Bella.

Even if you are wearing someone else’s ring right now. I’ll bring you back—to me because Evelyn Miller—YOU BELONG TO ME.
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CHAPTER 2
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​EVELYN

Softly, I ran fingers through my damp hair, dabbing the towel over it then using the eyelash curler, mascara and a swipe of baby pink lip gloss. Ready to ace my day. I wasn’t really a fan of these cosmetic items but Hazel taught me to use some for the office. 

I headed downstairs—only to trip over the corner of the carpet. “Ahh” I hissed, pain shooting through my shoulder as something hit there. A porcelain vase lay shattered beside me. Of course. My mother. A perfectly functioning emotionless robot in a silk robe—stood before me, arms crossed, fury blazing in her eyes.

It wasn’t anything new.

“I told you to quit your job like a good girl and learn to cook, attend those elegance and grooming classes.”

I composed myself, sat up slowly, and brushed invisible dust off my pants, spine straightening like steel. “That’s absurd. But your vases?” I looked at the shattered pieces of it. “They don’t hurt me anymore.” 

She rolled her eyes.

“I’ll do whatever I like. You are not going to dictate my life, Mother!” I met her eyes—steady, unblinking. I stepped closer. “And about those classes? Maybe you should sign up for one—on how to treat your daughter like a human being—”

I was cut off in the middle by a slap.

The pain lingered on my cheek, hot & sharp.

“You and your words will get you in trouble, baby,” she snapped, venom coating every word.

I didn’t flinch.

I didn’t even blink.

Instead, I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and turned for the door.

She had always been like this. And dad? His silence had become an everyday normal chore in my life. He wasn’t absent, he was just...invisible when it mattered the most, when I needed him the most. He hadn’t spoken to me properly since the day I—forget it.

I reached my office.

Floralivia’s top advertising agency, The vintage. It’s where I buried myself in work and tried not to think about anything else.

I went in, adjusting my bag, trying to reset my mood.

“Hey, Derek, how is it going?” I asked. 

Derek was a colleague. He looked up from his screen with a sigh that carried centuries of heartbreak. “Ah well, another campaign. Another last minute edit. Nothing thrilling—except Liza broke up with me.”

My eyes widened. “No way. Are you serious?”

He nodded. “Yep. She dumped me. Then posted a breakup quote online for sympathy. Something like ‘Loving him was like losing myself’.”

I blinked. “Dramatic.”

“She also tagged me.”

“Ouch.”

“Well good luck with your article—it’s going to be your biggest piece yet.”

“Thank you,” I said, offering a polite smile and made my way to the fifth floor, greeting a few familiar faces as I passed. The hallway buzzed with quiet chatter and clicking keyboards but my mind focused elsewhere.

Focus Evelyn. Just focus.

Inside my cabin, I shut the door gently and sighed loudly. I was nervous, not because it was the biggest article ever but because of what I had to write and about whom.

Kai Constructions.

The moment I saw the assignment, my stomach twisted. That wasn’t just another company. That was his company, he took over the business a few months ago.

Jaxon Kai.

A love I left behind, suppressing my emotions, I sighed loudly again.

A year ago, the media was flooded with allegations—Veronica was accused of leaking confidential information, jeopardising clients and contracts. There were proofs—recordings, footage, everything. But Harold Kai—Jaxon’s father, shut it all down using the influence and power that came with his wealth and reputation.

Rich people and their dramas.

And now? I had to write about them.

Neatly. Professionally. 

Yet, deep down, I was aware—this wasn’t just a small idea, it was practically a fact that after publishing this article, either Kai companies would have me fired under pressure or my mother would take that opportunity very easily to target my job. So, I accepted the reality and moved on. I had my own moral values to follow and backing out of this assignment wasn’t an option.

At first, after returning from London I took this job and used to give advertising ideas—simple, clean, and modest. The kind that resonated with people in Floralivia and even across Nashwesford. Our subtle yet powerful style caught the world’s attention. Somewhere along the way, I began writing too. Short stories. Poems. And occasionally, little insider pieces about companies I observed. People liked them. The feedback pushed me to write more, dive deeper—and that’s how I found myself here today. My own huge cabin. Earned not just through talent, but through honesty. People here were genuinely nice. The environment is competitive, yes, but in a healthy way.

My manager and other colleagues...when they heard that I was taking over this assignment, they immediately objected because it was obvious what it meant for me and my job. But, I knew what I was doing. I gathered news from old newspapers, articles, and ex-employees who were around—during the scandal. People were still talking about it, and at that time this news made their shares plummet. Investors panicked. Everyone started pulling out. It was front-page news—until someone paid to bury it deep, like it never happened.

Veronica Kai—the woman who suddenly replaced Jaxon’s mother more than a decade ago. Slowly climbed her way to the top.

To me? She was the worst woman alive after my mother.

I didn’t know how she found out about my past but she'd suffer once this article is out. It was risky but I wasn’t the one to be afraid of speaking the truth.

Jaxon wasn’t here anymore—he was in Grayson, Mid-city.

A deep sigh escaped my lips. I missed him...terribly, but I had accepted my fate. My reality. I glanced at the engagement ring I was wearing—the one given to me by Jeremy Moretti. I brushed off the thoughts and turned back to my article. It’s time that Nashwesford hears the truth about Veronica Kai.

––––––––
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Dear reader, 

According to Grayson times, Kai constructions’ branch in Grayson suffered a huge loss. Based on multiple reports and verifiable facts—it became increasingly clear that Veronica Kai was directly involved in the scandal. This collapse triggered a domino effect, causing other Kai subsidiaries—consultancy, communications, to plummet as well.

But here’s the question: Why did Harold Kai hide the news? Why were newspapers wiped clean, and reporters silenced?

One such statement comes from an anonymous former reporter of Nash Global Times. 

‘I was offered money to remove my article about Veronica Kai. When I refused, they threatened me...so I had to remove it. I’m speaking now, because we, the media, are pillars of this society. If our voices are silenced, how will the nation move forward? How will the people of Nashwesford know the truth we strive to deliver? Without facts and reporting, how will citizens understand what is truly happening in their own country?’

Harold Kai, a man who once lectured on moral values is now failing to uphold them himself? Does he need to be reminded that apart from being a businessman, he is also a citizen of this country—bound by the same principles of accountability and justice.

Why the double standards? Or maybe the so-called elite and rich people have forgotten how the world truly works? 

Silencing voices with money doesn’t always work. It backfires—especially when you are trying to protect someone who isn’t worth saving. Veronica Kai’s direct involvement in this scandal didn’t just result in financial hit, it led to loss of trust and livelihoods. 

And for what? Because she was your wife? 

Don’t you think the people whose money was lost at least deserve an apology from her? 

Shouldn’t she get the proper punishment she deserves?

The investors—especially the small ones, who put their trust and hard-earned savings into your company, weren't for your wife to gamble it all away and treat it like dirt.

At last I will conclude this article by saying, I don’t care if I lose my job for speaking the truth. As a citizen, it’s my duty to question wrongdoings, and call out injustice—so any other person doesn’t continue to suffer in silence.

Evelyn Miller.

Planner & writer of Vintage advertising agency.
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CHAPTER 3
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​JAXON

It was early in the morning when my father called, once again trying to convince me to return to Floralivia. I wasn’t in the mood for his persuasive lectures, so I ended the call halfway through. For a few minutes I let myself be in solitude with a coffee...on the balcony.

After getting ready, I left for the office. The moment I arrived, a swarm of reporters blocked my way, their cameras flashing like lightning. “Is it true that your step-mother betrayed the family?” One of the reporters asked. 

Another began. “Your father shut down the news about the scandal—and not forgetting she was involved in many others before. Why are you all shielding her actions? What about the middle-class investors whose money your company stole and never gave back, releasing a statement that the company was not in a position to pay?”

“I—” I started, but another reporter immediately cut me off.

“Why aren’t you correcting your mistakes?”

I clenched my jaw. “Enough,” I said, my voice loud. 

A sudden silence fell over the crowd.

“Whatever Veronica did...hasn’t been hidden,” I said, calmly. “It’s all in front of you. And as for correcting our mistakes—we’ve already paid back in full to those shareholders including a few small investors who wanted their money back. I don’t know why this controversy has resurfaced, but I’ll get the full context and respond soon. That’s a promise.”

I stepped forward, intending to move past them—until another reporter spoke. “It has been published by your ex, Evelyn Miller. Do you think she did this out of revenge?”

My body stiffened.

Evelyn Miller.

I turned and took a few steps closer towards him.  “Not. A. Word. About. Her. Is that clear?”

The reporter nodded immediately.

I composed myself and went inside the building. Her name kept echoing in my mind repeatedly.

Evelyn Miller.

Ex.

Revenge.

I let out a bitter chuckle. Feisty. 

She wasn’t my ex, she was my present and my future.

“Andrew, I need the details.” He nodded and handed me the tablet. Veronica’s name was splashed across it—I could’ve let that slide. 

But the company? My father? Dragged through the dirt again because of Veronica. All thanks to Evelyn, my future wife, now we were front-page disasters. Our shares were plummeting more and more. Investors were fleeing. “Send a hundred roses to Evelyn, without any name, add a thank-you card!”

He nodded and left.

I went back home to pack my bags and then I boarded my private jet. Thirty-five minutes later, I was in Floralivia.
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“Brother!!” Haley sprinted across the hallway, practically flying into my arms. She was three years younger than me.

“Minion!” I replied, smiling.

She frowned immediately—she hated that nickname, which of course made me love using it even more. I smiled, lifting her off the floor, hugging her for a second before setting her down. Felix and James weren’t far behind.

Felix, two years older than me—sharp with a smirk that always said I know more than you think. James, the oldest one by six years—calm and composed. They pulled me into a quick hug.

“Honestly,” Felix leaned in, his voice low with amusement. “I kind of like what she did, someone had to say it out loud.”

“Congrats man!” James said.

I frowned. “For what?”

He grinned. “Well, you aren’t here for just a piece of article, you’re here for the one who wrote it!”

I rolled my eyes. “Shut up.”

It was true.

“Ahh, welcome,” dad greeted, sarcasm laced in his tone. “Look what your ex has done, the hard work I did to save our reputation, she ruined it in a second.”

“I’ll deal with her. But are you blind? Can’t you see what your wife has done to your reputation for the past ten years?”

“Jaxon, shut up!” He roared. I didn’t flinch.

Everyone gathered in the living room. “Screaming won’t fix this mess,” I said, calmly. “What Evelyn did—I’ll address that. But the reason she did it? That’s what really needs fixing. Your wife has damaged this family beyond repair. Not just financially—our reputation, our goodwill, everything that once made us one of the top companies in this business industry, which made us known as great conglomerates—it’s all gone.”

“Stop it!” he shouted.

“Why?! Why are you so hell-bent on protecting her?”

“Because she is my wife. I love her!”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Then love her. But don’t make the rest of us suffer. If I see her anywhere near the company again or even in contact with an employee—that person would be fired immediately. And Veronica? She’ll face the media alone with penalties set by me.”

“That is too much, Jaxon.”

“No,” I said, stepping closer. “This is just the beginning.”

“Why do you hate me so much?” Veronica began, feigning hurt. “I’ve never done anything to hurt you.”

“I don’t give a damn about you. Stay away from my company—or deal with me directly!”

“But I—”

“Is. That. Clear. To. You?” I asked, my voice low and rough.

“Yes.”

I turned to leave.

“And one more thing,” Veronica called out.

I paused.

“Evelyn didn’t leave you because you both weren’t compatible,” she said, her voice calm. “She left because she was too ashamed to admit the truth. She slept with her cousin. That’s why her mother was so desperate to marry her off into a powerful family like the Morettis—where no one would question her past or her character. Jeremy already has a reputation for affairs, so she’d blend right in.”

Gasps echoed across the room.

I turned slowly, eyes sharp and narrowed. My jaw clenched and eyes filled with fury. “What did you just say?” I asked, gritting my teeth.

“Why do you think she left for London? It was obvious that she wanted someone better—someone stable and more powerful. It was all planned. Her mother helped her lure Jeremy in.”

“Do you think I’m here to listen to your rubbish accusations?” I snapped.

“Oh, I have the proof, I can call her mother right now—she’ll spill everything. Evelyn left when our company was spiraling—when you were at your weakest and maybe it’s her who leaked the information, not me!”

“Shut up! Not a word about her!” I growled.

“Why? Still hung up on her?” she sneered. “A woman who’ll sleep with anyone for power? She slept with him because he was rich, older and influential, Logan Whitmore, the owner of Whitmore jewellery!”

“I SAID ENOUGH!” I roared, grabbing a vase from the shelf and throwing it across the room. Glass exploded and shards scattered everywhere.

“Veronica, shut your mouth and speak when spoken to, go to your room, now!” Grandma snapped, standing beside me, clutching my arm tightly.

Veronica scoffed but stormed off.

She was the reason my brothers moved out of this place that we once called home. Now, we all visit occasionally. My brothers lived in Mid-city, James had his own company and Felix was a chef, he had his own restaurants, and Haley—being a fashion designer—travelled a lot. But recently she moved back here. It’s because of her and grandma that we all even visit this hell. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have looked back after I left.

“You better do something about her—or I will,” Dad muttered coldly.

I stepped forward and clenched my jaw. “Touch a single hair on her head—and I will destroy both you and your beloved wife.”

“Jaxon, are you out of your mind?” He snapped.

“No,” I said, unwavering. “I’ve never been clearer. This is my warning. She’s mine to deal with. You lay a finger on her—you’ll regret it.”

“Fine,” he backed off. “Just don’t drag us into more trouble.” He retreated back to his room.

“Calm down Jaxon, I know Veronica is lying. Evelyn isn’t like that,” Grandma said softly.

“I’ll find out who she really is. For now—start the wedding preparations,” I replied, averting my gaze towards the window.

“You’ll marry her? For what? For revenge?” Aliya asked, stunned.

Felix began. “Jack...don’t marry for revenge. You might not know the full truth yet. Veronica tried to ruin my relationship with Aliya too. Don’t forget it, she did the same with James and Anaya—spun lies, made things worse. Don’t fall for her games. Do what’s right.”

“Yes, Felix is right. Calm down, I’ll handle the media in the city,” James replied.

I nodded faintly, holding back the fire inside me.

“Or, that’s the reason he came here, to be close to her?” Anaya chuckled.

Everyone smiled.

I huffed. “It’s not like that.”

Felix grinned. “Come on, she changed you, look at yourself, you never stood up for anything in front of Dad but today...you did, for her. The article was just an excuse, you made up your mind to marry her, good luck.”

“Thank god, it’s not revenge,” Aliya chuckled.

“Alright, alright, fine, yes, I want to marry her. I don’t care what the media has to say or anyone else, I need her, so start the preparations.”

Grandma nodded. “Don’t worry.”

Then I left—without another word.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 4
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​EVELYN

At night, I was checking some emails and a notification flashed on my screen. Termination letter. Just like that. I had done a lot of hard work to get that position in the company but now it was gone and I knew who was behind it.

I went downstairs. She was in the lounge, drinking something so coolly like she hadn’t ended my career with a click. “You did it, didn’t you?” I asked, my voice low.

She looked up, unfazed. “Did what, sweetheart?  A favour?” She set the glass down gently. “You can get on my nerves as long as I want you to, now no more, stay back and do what I say.”

“Do you think I’ll do that?”

She smirked. “Oh you will or I—”

“Or what?” I cut her off, stepping closer, anger blazing in my eyes. “Will you frame me like Zayden? Hurt me? Threaten me? Why don’t you just let me go like Zayden? Then you can sleep peacefully, no more tension.”

She laughed softly. Cold. Cruel.

“If I wanted...I could’ve done that a long time ago but I didn’t because you’re useful.”

Useful? That’s all? Am I not the daughter you gave birth to? Am I not the daughter you vowed to protect? Am I not a part of you? Your little daughter?

I averted my gaze and smirked. “So your perfect slim body, elegant clothes and money isn’t enough?”

“Shut up,” she yelled.

I averted my gaze and went back to my room.
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I got ready and made a few calls to the agency that I used to work for. Turns out, they won’t hire me back at any cost. All thanks to my mother but to my surprise...Kai constructions didn’t do anything, no reply, no blackmail, my article was still online, no one took it down.

Strange.

I went to Jenny’s. “Hey Jenny, how are you and your daughter?”

“We are good, what about you?” she replied softly.

“I’m okay, currently enjoying my unemployed era!” I chuckled.

“It’s okay, you’ll land a better job than the last one, they’ll regret losing you!” She smiled.

“Well, I hope so.” 

After talking for a few minutes, I sat at the nearby table, drinking coffee, gossiping with the ladies, writing my articles and publishing them on my own website, it became a regular thing for a week. Hazel invited me to her company, offering a position at the advertising department.

But I couldn’t accept it.

Not because I wasn’t grateful—I truly was.

I needed some time off as I was absolutely enjoying being on my own—my own website, where people paid a very nominal amount to read every article.
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I was walking behind the park, just passing through, inhaling fresh air, it was 12th January 2026. There was no more snow because the winter was fading and spring season was on its way. It was one of the evenings where everything felt quiet and still.

Suddenly, my steps halted.

Up ahead, near the edge of the fence, I saw a boy—maybe sixteen or seventeen years old—cornering a girl against the wall. She looked tense, uncomfortable and trapped.

My steps quickened. “Hey!” I called out, my voice firm.

The guy turned, annoyed. “What?”

“What exactly are you doing here?” I asked, closing the distance.

He scowled. “None of your business. Walk away!” He turned his back to me.

Wrong move.

I grabbed the back of his jacket and spun him around. “I asked you a question, young man!”

“She’s my girlfriend!” he snapped.

“Oh, she’s your girlfriend?” I raised an eyebrow. “And that gives you the right to treat her like your own damn property?”

“I-I...am not his girlfriend,” the girl stammered, her eyes wide. “Help me, please. I don’t know what to do.”

I turned back to the boy, grabbing his jaw. “This attitude doesn’t suit a teenager,” I replied, my voice calm and cold. I knew how to deal with these stupid teens, who were just too stupid to differentiate between right and wrong.

He sneered, trying to push me off. “You’re not bad-looking yourself. Keep talking and you’ll be my next target.”

I smiled.

Then I threw a punch—straight across his face. 

He hit the ground, laughing bitterly as he wiped the blood from his lips.

I turned to the girl, my gaze softening. “Go, I’ll handle him!” I said, assuring her.

She nodded and ran away.

The boy stood up. “You messed up, sweetheart. Do you even know who my father is? He’ll crush you.” He smirked. “Oh, and I’m not alone.”

I turned to look, three more of his friends, the same age with the same overconfidence emerged.

I tilted my head and laughed. “Idiots!”

They blinked. “What did you just say?”

They really thought they could hurt me and make me feel scared when I had survived worse than this. I cracked my knuckles. “Lesson one: Pick your target wisely. Lesson two? Don’t mess with girls behind the park.”

Their smiles faltered. “Oh the beauty is feisty,” one of the guys sneered, stepping closer. “I didn’t know Floraliva had such pretty girls.”

I clenched my fists and was about to throw a punch—when suddenly, a fist flew from behind me and slammed straight into his face.

He dropped to the floor.

The next few seconds were filled with groans, punches and all of them fell on the ground.

My jaw dropped.

I just stood there, blinking.

Jaxon Kai.

Tall. Angry. Way too hot while fighting.

Oh god, help me—I was drooling over a full-on street fight.

The last guy whimpered, crawling back. “I’m—I’m sorry!”

Before I could even process it, Jaxon picked me up and flung me over his shoulder. “Jaxon! What are you doing?” I yelled, landing harmless punches on his back.

He didn’t answer until we reached the front of the park and he dropped me down gently. “Shut up. You could’ve got hurt!”

I narrowed my eyes and scrunched up my nose like he had just said the most ridiculous thing in the world. “Hurt?” I scoffed. “You’re talking to Evelyn Miller, who is a karate champion! So, stop treating me like a fragile doll who needs a superhero to save her!”

“Oh yeah? Champion, show me your skills too. I’m all yours,” he replied with a smirk. “Besides, you tend to act like a superhero. Go on, show me your delicate punches and those sweet, harsh words.”

I narrowed my eyes again, crossing my arms. “I am not a hero. I just couldn’t stand to watch a girl being bullied. You, on the other hand, wanted the spotlight.”

“Shut up for a second,” he snapped. His voice was laced with frustration as his eyes scanned me, searching for any sign of injury.

“Why? So you can enjoy my misery in peace?” I snapped.  “You wanna laugh? Or maybe dance around, all happy that I got kicked out of my job after writing an article against your dear step-mother?”

He blinked, caught off guard. “What, huh?”

“Aww, acting innocent, don’t worry, I don’t give a damn, alright? Either you must have made some calls or your father, I lost my job thanks to you!” I lied, yes. What was the big deal? I mean I just...needed a reason to argue. It’s just...it had been such a long time, and I couldn’t miss the opportunity to rile him up.

“I didn’t do it!” he said, his voice dropping lower. “I know about the article, but it wasn’t me—and it wasn’t my dad either. No one made any calls.”

“Stop lying, I don’t care, alright?”

“I said, I didn’t!”

“I said, I didn’t,” I mimicked him.

“What?”

“Nothing.” I  turned to walk away when...he grabbed my arm—gently, but firm enough to stop me, then slowly turned me to face him.

He hummed, tilting his head slightly, his eyes locked onto mine, the intensity made goosebumps erupt over my skin. “You try to act bold and strong, Eve Bell but let me tell you something, you can’t keep your true feelings hidden. You’ve tried everything to push me away. But now? You can’t! You might pretend like you don’t need me but Evelyn Miller, I need you with all my heart and soul, in my life, as my wife, as the mother of my children, that’s it.” He leaned into my ear.  “You. Are. Mine. Bella.”

I froze. My heart pounded in my chest, words stuck in my throat. Was he the same Jaxon that I had left behind? He seemed...much different, his voice, his words, the determination in his eyes was new. “W-what? Excuse me? N-now you have me all figured out huh?” I blinked, trying to maintain my tough exterior.

“Harsh truth, baby!” He smirked.

My eyes widened, as I saw no signs of him backing off. “Have you lost your mind? Did someone hit your head with something in Mid-city?”

He grinned, a maddeningly gorgeous smile that made my heart flutter. “Yeah. Reality hit me hard—it hit me that I still can’t forget you,” he replied, his voice low and gaze softened. “So shut up and just...go on a date with me.”

My eyes widened. “What?”

“A date.”

“I am engaged to someone else, if you forgot.”

He smirked. “You won’t be for long. Say yes, or I’ll find other ways.”

“Do whatever you want,” I huffed, walking away. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Challenge accepted, Bella!”
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CHAPTER 5
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​EVELYN

My phone buzzed loudly on the nightstand. I groaned, reaching for it.

13th January 2026, 3 a.m.

“Yes, Hazel, is everything okay?” I mumbled.

“Eve!!! Happy Birthday!!!” Hazel squealed.

“Thanks, let me sleep now. Bye.”

“No, no, no, no—don’t you dare hang up!” 

Somehow, I could feel her pouting through the phone. I sighed, pulling the blanket over my head. “Alright, alright. But please be quick, I want to sleep!”

“Okay, okay. I know you said nothing big or extravagant. So, just wear something nice today, 7 p.m., Jenny’s café.”

“Alright, okay. Can I sleep now?”

“Yes, you may, grumpy baby, love you!” She giggled.

“Love you too!” I ended the call with a faint smile. It was always Hazel and her parents who used to get excited about my birthday—like I actually mattered to them. But here...in my own house, it felt more like a nightmare.

After a few minutes, my bedroom door creaked open.

“Happy birthday...to you, happy birthday...to you happy birthday, dear baby, happy birthday to you.”

I sat up slowly, my mind on full alert mode.

My mother. Standing in front of me, holding a cake.

She smiled. “Come on, cut it!”

I gulped. She never baked, never even bought a cake for me. Why now? 

“Get up!” she snapped suddenly, making me jump in fear. “Now, now, don’t be scared baby and be ready, your mother-in-law with Jeremy will visit us today, wear the dress I got for you yesterday.” She turned to leave, keeping the cake on the side table, then she turned towards me again. “Invite your best friend also, Hazel and Tristan both, it will enhance our image in front of Morettis!”

“I’m not going to drag her into this mess, your mess,” I replied, my voice shaking.

“Talk back again and I’ll lock you up in this room for two days without food, remember five years ago?” 

I said nothing and she left. I remember everything. 

Every. Single. Thing. 

Her words, her actions had been etched into my heart and soul like scars since childhood. A mother who never knew how to love—and a father who once showed nothing but unconditional love.

To me.

To my brother.

Until he didn’t.

He stopped talking to me years ago, yet to her—the woman who never deserved it, he still offered affection, love and loyalty. But even that wasn’t enough to fix her, to soften her, to teach her how to love herself and others. Her hunger for power and money kept increasing over the years.

I thought about Zayden—my brother, almost seven years older than me, who used to get me whatever I wished for...on my birthday. We were a happy family until my mom decided to ruin it. I wish this year I get to meet him and I don’t marry Jeremy.
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I went outside, letting the cool breeze touch my face, a stark contrast to the darkness within my life. After a few minutes, I entered Jenny’s café.

Party poppers popped.

“Happy birthday, Evelyn baby!!” Hazel jumped in excitement.

“Happy birthday, Evelyn!” Tristan said.

I gasped. There was a two tier red velvet cake, it was my favourite one. I wrapped my arms around Hazel. “Thank you so much!”

“Aww welcome!!”

A few more friends from our college and Jenny wished me. Laughter, small talk lit up the room and for a moment I let myself enjoy the love I was receiving from everyone. They sang a birthday song for me, handed over gifts wrapped in pastel papers and shiny ribbons. I turned to Hazel, who was standing beside me, smiling. 

Some people really do feel like home.

After a while of endless chatting, I had to head out for my dear mother-in-law’s arrival. My mom called me hundreds of times but I didn’t pick up. I hugged Hazel and then went out. On my way, I saw a few kids playing in the park and went there, giving them a few candies, they were so cute. When I exited the park...I heard the sudden roar of the engine behind me. I moved instinctively to the side—but the bike was too fast. It raced past me, its handle almost touching my right arm.

I froze into place, heart leaping into my throat.

Then—he started circling me.

Once.

Twice.

His eyes weren’t on the road, they were locked onto
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