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Chapter 1 - Infected?
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After work that evening, I stayed late to deal with a stack of urgent documents. The huge office building had gone quiet, every department wrapped in silence. It wasn't until after eight o'clock that I finally finished organizing everything on my desk.

I closed all the files. Just then, an unfamiliar avatar on QQ began flashing. I clicked it. Some stranger-probably infected with a virus-had sent a link to a adult site. I meant to close it, but my hand slipped and the page opened. The company used fiber internet; the speed was fast, and the site loaded instantly. A video on the homepage began playing automatically-an explicit Japanese adult film.

My first thought was whether this would infect the computer. I reached to close the page, then hesitated. Since it was already open, I figured it didn't matter. I had nothing to do back at my rented room anyway.

So I watched.

The people in the film lived up to their reputation as pioneers of adult cinema. Some of the positions were things I had never even seen before. At first, I was completely absorbed, my blood surging. After an intense segment, the movie shifted into a dull stretch of dialogue. I tried to skip ahead, but the progress bar wouldn't move. With no choice, I stared at the screen and waited.

While waiting, my eyelids grew heavy. Drowsiness washed over me. Without realizing it, I slumped forward and fell asleep at my desk.

The office door opened.

A long-legged beauty walked toward me at an unhurried pace. I couldn't see her face, but her outline was unmistakable: tall, curvy, irresistibly alluring. With long hair and stockings, she carried a sensual presence that filled the room.

She didn't say a word. When she reached me, she began undressing on her own. Smooth, pale skin. A slender waist like a willow branch. With graceful fingers, she slowly unclasped her bra, then slid the straps from her shoulders. Her full breasts sprang free.

When someone throws herself at you while you're burning with desire, there's no reason to refuse. I straightened up, undid my belt, and pulled at my zipper. The cheap pair of dress pants I'd bought from a street stall for eighty yuan had a stubborn zipper. I yanked and tugged, but it wouldn't open. Still, I kept trying.

The woman drew closer. I heard the sharp rhythm of high heels striking the floor-tap... tap... tap... a helpfully seductive sound. I even saw a whip in her hand, trailing across the desks as she approached me. The soft scrape of leather against wood was strangely enticing.

A whip? BDSM?

I jolted awake and snapped my head up.

This wasn't a dream.

Standing in front of me was a stunning woman with long legs and a voluptuous figure-naturally perfect curves, dominating the space as she looked down at me. She was someone four levels above me: Iris Han, the general manager.

Iris came from an elite background-stunningly beautiful, refined, and exceptional. Just like her name, she was cold as ice. Distant, aloof, untouchable, the kind of person you didn't dare look at directly.

I had no idea how she'd climbed so high so quickly. Rumor had it that when she first joined the company, she'd been hired as a model for the advertising department. Anyone who could model for this group would have extraordinary looks-but what kind of extraordinary talent had allowed her to become the general manager of our subsidiary in just a few short years? Her management ability was beyond my reach to judge. We were separated by too many levels.

Her eyes were beautiful-bewitching, almost eerie-earning her a private nickname among employees. No one ever dared say it to her face.

Everything I knew about this breathtaking executive came from office gossip. Of course, I liked looking at a woman like that-her face, her chest, her hips. The way her long legs swayed slightly as she spoke, the way her stainless-steel pointer tapped as she gestured, the exaggerated roll of her hips when she walked-it was enough to make a man feel criminal.

I'd only seen her in person a handful of times, but this encounter was without question the most-terrifying.

Because at that moment, my belt was already undone. Both my hands were gripping the zipper. I stared up at her, mouth hanging open in shock. And she stared back down at me, eyes sharp, blazing with a light that felt ready to burn me alive.

What I couldn't understand was how, in my muddled state, I'd ended up undoing my belt and pulling down my zipper in the first place.

Her eye makeup was heavy, her mascara thick. She wore a black dress with a plunging neckline that accentuated her pale skin. A faint perfume filled the office, refreshing and intoxicating. Dressed like that, how could any man not be tempted? An ambiguous tension drifted through the room.

Ambiguous?

Then why did a chill sweep over me?

She bent slightly and looked at my computer screen-at the adult video still playing.
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Chapter 2 - Swallowing Hard, This Is Deadly
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Her expression changed instantly. The entire world seemed to freeze over.

She straightened up, grabbed the slender stainless-steel pointer-thin, flexible, and surprisingly springy-and brought it down on me without hesitation.

"So this is how you work overtime?!"

Smack.

The sharp sound of metal striking flesh was followed by my scream.

"It hurts!"

That pointer was something she normally used during training sessions, tapping the blackboard while lecturing subordinates. When it hit a person, it hurt even more than the willow switch my father used on me when I was a kid. After the first strike, she clearly had no intention of stopping. Gritting her teeth, she swung again.

I raised my left hand to block.

Smack.

The blow landed squarely on the back of my hand. A deep red welt surfaced almost instantly. Seeing me block only made her angrier. She lashed out again. This time I wasn't ready-the strike landed from below my left ear down to my neck, a searing pain exploding in an instant.

Pain triggers instinct.

The same reflex you have when someone suddenly swings a knife at your head-you know blocking will injure you, but you still do it. I shot to my feet.

"It's just a video! Is this really necessary?!"

Smack.

Because I stood up so suddenly, the strike landed on my waist instead. It didn't hurt much-but she immediately raised the pointer again.

She's insane.

I reacted instinctively, grabbing her right wrist-the one holding the pointer.

"It hurts! If you've got something to say, say it!"

Her right hand was restrained. She tried to move her left, so I grabbed that too. She flew completely into a rage, lifting her knee and slamming it into my stomach. A sharp, drilling pain tore through me. I cried out and doubled over, but my hands still clamped tightly around her wrists.

She immediately raised her knee again.

Realizing things were going badly, I acted without thinking and wrapped my arms around her.

It was a full-on bear hug-both arms locking around her body, pinning her arms completely. Her chest pressed tightly against mine, rising and falling violently with anger. She bit her lower lip with pearly white teeth, her entire body trembling with fury.

"Let go of me!"

Under normal circumstances, I would never dare offend a high-level executive like her. Even sneaking a glance required caution, afraid she'd find fault with me. I was nothing more than an insignificant screw in the company machine. Whenever I saw her from a distance, I'd instinctively step back three paces-just short of kneeling and chanting blessings for her eternal reign.

"I'll let go if you promise not to hit me,"I said quietly, not daring to meet her eyes.

"You're wasting company resources, using overtime as an excuse to watch-"She stopped short. For a highly educated, refined senior executive like Iris, saying words like porn out loud was clearly difficult. She steadied herself, then said coldly,"-to watch these shameless, obscene videos."

I had no way to defend myself. All I wanted was to get out of this situation.

"Let go of me!"she shouted again.

"Han-Iris, let's talk this through. Can you stop hitting me?"My hand and my neck still burned fiercely.

"Are you letting go or not?! You shameless hooligan, you migrant laborer!"Her voice rose sharply, her eyes flashing with pure fury.

"I'm not letting go!"

The word migrant laborer ignited something in me. Yes, I was one-a nobody running errands for a few hundred a month. My parents were migrant laborers too, the kind who hauled bricks for a living. Real ones.

"Fine,"she snapped."Just wait. I'm calling the police."

But holding her like this couldn't go on forever.

She was tall-about my height in heels. Her hair was long, dyed a light blond and softly waved, cascading naturally over her shoulders. The scent of her hair was intoxicating. Her almond-shaped eyes, her fair skin flushed with pink, like a ripe apple-you almost wanted to bite into it. I could feel how soft and warm her body was.

If I had a girlfriend this beautiful...

That would be real happiness.

Her full chest was pressed tightly against mine. When I accidentally lowered my head, my line of sight fell straight into the deep, pale valley between her breasts-so deep it seemed bottomless. My blood surged, my thoughts spiraled. I swallowed hard.

The desire that had only just calmed down after all the chaos suddenly roared back to life.

What was deadly was this-

It was pressed tightly against her crotch.
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Chapter 3 - The Camera!
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"You-you-pervert! Sex maniac! Let go of me!"Iris had clearly noticed my eyes on her chest-and she could certainly feel that pressed hard against her lower body. The realization sent her fury through the roof.

Even when hurling insults, her voice remained strangely pleasant. At the end of her sentences, there was a faint, drawn-out nasal note-an oddly suggestive tone that made you think of a seductive beauty whispering in bed. It left me even more lightheaded. The intoxicating scent rising from her body seeped straight into my chest. Not only did my darker thoughts fail to subside-they intensified. The pressure in my pants grew harder still.

The vast office area was silent and dim. That atmosphere fed my imagination even more. I took a deep breath-control it, control it, control it. But that breath only pulled in another full lungful of her scent. I was on the verge of losing it completely, my entire body trembling.

"Let go of me!"Iris struggled with all her strength and shouted at the top of her lungs."Let go!"

Seeing me still standing there stiffly, she abandoned all concern for dignity and bit down hard on my shoulder to defend herself. I twisted away-and as I lifted my head, I suddenly saw it.

A camera in the far corner of the wall.

My heart slammed.
Camera.
Rapist?!
Prison sentence?!
Life behind bars?!
The words exploded through my mind, instantly crushing every trace of lust.

What now?

At that moment, I wasn't even thinking about losing my job. All I could think about was getting out of there-now. The seat I'd been in wasn't covered by the camera, but I had no idea whether another angle might have caught us. If security rushed in and treated me as an attacker, I'd never be able to clear my name-even if I jumped into the Pacific.

Decision made: run first.

I shoved her away. She stumbled back a few steps. I yanked out the computer's power cord and bolted for the door, sprinting out of the office while hurriedly fastening my belt.

Outside the office building, I walked alone down the street, heavy with thoughts, drifting slowly toward the tiny room I rented.

The city was already glowing with lights. Crowds of people hurried off in all directions, each with somewhere to go. Only I walked slowly-familiar yet cold asphalt, between towering buildings. There was no soil here. No sense of home.

I finally understood what friends meant by loneliness. Yes-loneliness. The loneliness of a stranger in a strange city. My name is Ethan Quinn. I've lived here for nearly two years, yet I still haven't grown used to the unfamiliar looks people give me.

I aimed high, but fate dealt me thin paper. A postgraduate from a nationally ranked university, my first job was at a travel agency. I'd beaten countless competitors in the job market, thrilled to get in-only to spend three months handing out flyers, earning a total of 1,500 yuan before being kicked out. My second job had me standing in a large mall yelling promotions for clothing. I quit after finding a third job-only for that boss to vanish with the money, wasting another half-year of my youth.

I've lost count of how many jobs I've had.

I do know this company is big, with a bright future-and I've already passed my probation. But... the person I'd offended today was Iris. I had no idea how I would"die"tomorrow. What would she do to me in the morning?

Anything was possible. When in doubt, assume the worst. There was no way she'd let me off easy. Still, I probably wouldn't be arrested... right?

As one poet put it: life is a table covered with dishes-and tragedies and farces alike. Another poet said life is like a cup of tea: bitter for a while, but not forever. Yet I'd been bitter for two whole years already. Why hadn't the sweetness arrived?

After walking for a while, I boarded a bus for one yuan. Forty minutes later, I got off at the entrance to the urban village where I rented my room. I bought two bottles of strong liquor and a boxed tomato-and-egg rice meal. Back in my tiny room-three hundred yuan a month, one broken desktop computer-I ate and drank, feeling hollow inside.

I suddenly remembered a saying by Mencius: Heaven doesn't give me great responsibility-yet still tempers my will, starves my body, and exhausts my bones.

Useless resentment only breeds hatred for society and drains the will to improve. Better to rest, gather strength, and wait for tomorrow's storm.

Still... today had been far too humiliating. If Iris told anyone, I'd become office gossip overnight. But she was quiet, reserved-would she really spread it around?

God. No matter how it ended, it felt like I'd already been sentenced to death.

And how would I ever raise my head in front of her again?

I let out a bitter laugh.
Would there even be an"after"?
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Chapter 4 - The Speakers Were Still On. Oh God.
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The next morning, the moment I stepped into the office, my mood could only be described with one phrase: a walking corpse.

Had Iris already prepared a rope to haul me off to the authorities? Or maybe my termination notice was already lying on my desk? With my heart in my throat, I walked into the office. Strangely enough, everyone seemed busy with their own work. No one paid me any attention.

Our company's offices were located in a high-end building in the most prosperous business district of Phoenix City. The firm ranked among the top in its industry. As for me, I worked in the HR department, handling only the most basic tasks-glorified errands, really. I was the lowest of the low, a disposable cog, starting from rock bottom and taking orders from everyone.

I reached my desk. Nothing looked out of place. My colleagues were focused on their screens. I sat down and discreetly checked around, looking for any suspicious white papers or notices.

Nothing.

I let out breath of relief. My eyes drifted to the unplugged power cord from last night, then instinctively toward the camera in the corner of the office.

Could it be... Iris wasn't going to destroy me after all?

Unfortunately, my bad luck clearly wasn't finished.

I plugged the computer back in and powered it on. Every desk in the office was equipped with a small speaker-mainly for meetings or training videos, though in daily life, everyone used them to watch movies or listen to music. Last night, when I'd been watching that Japanese adult film, I'd turned the sound off. Now, without thinking, I switched the speakers on.

There was a file on the desktop-some kind of junk video. I clicked it, curious what it was. While my hands went through these motions, my mind was completely elsewhere.

Then the screen exploded with obscene images.

The same Japanese adult video from last night. The woman bent over an office desk, her hips raised, the man gripping her from behind, thrusting hard.

At some point last night, I must have clicked something and downloaded the video straight onto my desktop.

The speakers were on.

And they were loud.

The moment the video played, the office filled with that soul-stealingmoans-"Yamete... yamete..."-echoing over and over. In the dead-silent office, nothing could be heard except that relentless sound.

By the time my stunned, panicked brain reacted and I slammed the video shut, nearly twenty full seconds had passed. Even worse, the crappy media player refused to die quietly-after I clicked close, it stubbornly lingered for a few more seconds before fading out.

You can imagine the scene.

Every single person in the office was staring at me. Men and women alike understood exactly what had just happened. Everyone here was an experienced adult.

This was even more humiliating than last night-more humiliating than being caught with my belt undone by Iris herself. If last night had made me want to crawl into a crack in the ground, right now I wanted to smash my head into the wall and die on the spot.

I sat there stupidly, frozen, letting my colleagues' gazes strip me bare. My face burned like it was on fire. Then a male coworker started laughing.

That bastard.

He didn't care at all how I felt-he laughed freely, loudly, every sound stabbing straight into my heart. Fine, let him laugh. But his laughter triggered giggles from the female coworkers too. The embarrassment hit me like a wave, my mind going blank, my vision almost spinning.

I stood up stiffly, deciding to escape for a few minutes. My legs moved like rusted machinery as I headed for the door.

Then-

She was standing there.

Iris blocked the doorway like a general barring the path, stainless-steel pointer in hand, eyes cold and sharp. I looked up, recognized her, and froze completely.

She flicked the pointer toward me.

"Hopeless."

She walked into the office. Instantly, all laughter stopped. Silence fell. The only sound left was the sharp click of her high heels against the floor.

She stopped in front of me, scanned the entire office once, and then announced coldly:

"Ethan, HR Department. During working hours, you engaged in personal activities unrelated to work, seriously disrupting other employees. You used overtime as an excuse to waste company resources, talked back to management, and displayed extremely poor conduct, violating multiple company regulations."

She paused.

I tilted my head slightly, staring at her pale red, full lips, waiting for the verdict. My heart hammered wildly.

It's over. I'm getting fired.

The nausea of impending unemployment surged up my throat.

Iris continued:

"In response, the company has decided-Ethan, your status as a regular employee is revoked. You are returned to probationary status. Starting today, your three-month probation period restarts. If any of the above violations occur again within these three months, you will be terminated."

My heart nearly jumped out of my chest.

The word terminated was terrifying. Truly terrifying.

But... I wasn't fired. I still had a chance to start over.
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Chapter 5 - Very Beautiful, Very Fashionable
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"Are you even listening to me?!"Iris demanded loudly.

"Yes-yes, I heard you,"I answered, trembling.

"If you heard me, why didn't you respond?"She swept her gaze across the HR office."What exactly does your department do all day? How did someone like this get hired? Supervisor, come to my office."

My direct superior, Fiona Li, followed Iris out.

I was mortified. I hid in the restroom and smoked several cigarettes before returning. My heart pounding, I forced myself back into the office. The looks from my coworkers hadn't changed-pity mixed with mockery.

I sat down and buried my head in front of the computer, venting my anger on it. Damn video. Because of that garbage, I'd been thrown back into probation. Years of grinding effort-wiped out in an instant. I deleted the video, deleted the player, deleted everything. Gone. All of it.

Before long, Fiona returned from Iris's office. She walked straight up to me.

"Ethan, come to my office."

"Yes,"I replied.

Fiona preferred that everyone call her by her given name, and hardly anyone addressed her by title. I followed her into the small, refined private office set within the HR department's open space.

She was thirty-three, about 166 centimeters tall, with long hair softly curled and lightly highlighted red. Her features were gentle and elegant, radiant, with long eyes that curved beautifully when she smiled-the kind that always carried a hint of warmth. As she walked ahead of me, her hips swayed naturally. She wore a light-colored, low-cut professional outfit, paired with a simple silk scarf at the neck. From behind, the fitted jacket couldn't hide her figure-curved, graceful, undeniably attractive. A faint, mature femininity lingered around her, the kind that always stirred the imagination.

This company was large, with more women than men. At every level and every age, there were strikingly different kinds of beauty everywhere you looked.

Inside her office, Fiona sat down and gestured for me to take the seat opposite her. I sat, uneasy, and met her eyes.

She smiled lightly."You're young. It's natural to be curious about those things. Watching once isn't a big deal-but try not to do it in the office in the future."

I lowered my head, overwhelmed with shame. Fiona was a considerate, understanding leader. If not for her, I wouldn't even feel motivated to come to work. Beyond her appearance, her personality made people feel at ease.

Seeing me keep my head down, she leaned slightly forward across the desk and said,"You know, wearing a white shirt with a slim black tie and white casual shoes-you look pretty fashionable."

I froze, unsure what she meant. Then it hit me-she was probably trying to ease my embarrassment, to distract me so I wouldn't feel so uncomfortable. Gratitude welled up immediately.

Breathing in her light fragrance, I said sincerely,"Thank you. You're the fashionable one. You're very beautiful."

"Not beautiful,"she laughed."I'm old."

"No, really,"I insisted."You're as beautiful as a young girl."

I couldn't deny that after what had happened, part of me wanted to flatter her so she might protect me-but it wasn't all empty praise. She truly was beautiful.

She laughed again, louder this time."Enough, stop fooling around."

I could tell she didn't dislike my compliments. They were genuine, not forced.

Once she finished laughing, she said,"Alright, let's talk about your situation. Besides today, you also watched those videos last night, didn't you?"

I understood immediately. Iris must have already told her everything. I nodded.

"Do you often watch that kind of thing in the office?"she asked.

I nodded out of habit-then immediately shook my head hard."No, no! It was last night when I was working overtime. A window popped up, I clicked it by accident, and it just... started playing. I kept watching. I had no idea it downloaded to the desktop. This morning I clicked it again by mistake. I don't do this regularly!"

Fiona straightened slightly. Her professional attire balanced elegance with authority. She looked at me seriously and asked after I finished,"And last night, Iris caught you, and there was a conflict between you two. Is that right?"

"Last night..."I hesitated."After the video started, I watched for a bit and fell asleep. I didn't even know when she came up behind me. Then she hit me with that stainless-steel pointer. I blocked..."

I couldn't go on.

How was I supposed to say the rest? That I grabbed her just to stop her from hitting me? That she might have thought I was watching porn while undressing myself? When she walked in, my hands were on my zipper-she must have assumed I'd been caught in the act and panicked, trying to zip up, only for the zipper to jam...
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Chapter 6 - Glass Walls. Constant Surveillance.
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If Iris had told Fiona all of that as well, then I really wouldn't be able to lift my head in front of her ever again. For the rest of my life, I'd probably be the biggest joke in her memory-the kind she could think of whenever she felt down and end up laughing.

I was drowning in those mortifying thoughts when Fiona suddenly reached out and gently touched the mark on my neck-the one left by Iris's strike the night before.

"This,"she asked softly,"she did this to you, didn't she?"

I nodded.

"It must have hurt,"Fiona said, frowning.

I nodded again."It's fine. It'll heal in a few days."

She leaned back in her chair and sighed."Let this be a lesson. There can't be a next time. Otherwise, even I won't be able to protect you. You're hardworking, motivated, your performance has been good, and you have a strong sense of responsibility. You really shouldn't ruin a decent job over some small bad habits."

"Thank you,"I said sincerely.

"'Supervisor'?"she asked with a smile."Why aren't you calling me by my name anymore?"

"... Thank you,"I corrected myself.

Fiona took out a box of chocolates from her drawer and handed it to me."Don't be too upset. Focus on your work. You didn't have breakfast, did you?"

"No, no, that's not necessary-"I tried to refuse.

She stuffed it straight into my jacket pocket."Take it. Alright, go back to work."

I stood up and bowed slightly."Thank you. I'll head out now."

She nodded lightly. I left her office.

The building our company occupied was extremely modern. Everything inside radiated contemporary design. Floor-to-ceiling glass walls complemented the bright lobby, sleek panoramic elevators replaced claustrophobic box lifts, and comfortable lounge seating sat beneath artificial palm trees. If not for the rows of company plaques mounted long the walls, anyone walking in would think this was a fashionable shopping mall rather than an office building.

The main office hall was spacious and well-lit. Only a few desks were scattered throughout; the rest of the space was filled with decorative elements. At the center stood a large cluster of greenery, one tree hung with bells, colorful ornaments, and lights. one wall was an S-shaped sofa that gave off a warm, welcoming feel, while near the glass wall opposite stood a neat row of fitness equipment.

It looked far more like a leisure center than an office.

I walked to the corner of the corridor where the smoking area was located. Surrounded by blue-tinted glass, it overlooked the city center below-busy streets and endless traffic. Successful people liked to stand high and look far. As for me? Looking down at the cars in the parking lot or straight ahead at the commercial and residential blocks, all I felt was envy.

I was lost in thought when I heard a familiar, rhythmic click of high heels approaching from the far end of the corridor.

That cadence...

Could it be Iris?

It was working hours. If she caught a nobody like me slacking off again, she wouldn't let it slide. I flicked away my cigarette butt and turned to flee-but it was too late.

She had already seen me.

Her expression shifted slightly."Stop."

I froze and watched her walk toward me. Iris carried an LV handbag, wore sunglasses, and was followed by several people. She stopped in front of me and said coldly,"No one working under me has ever forced me to personally fire them. Are you trying to set a precedent?"

"Iris, I know I was wrong. I'm going back to work right now. I'm sorry."I nodded repeatedly, like a pecking chicken. What happened last night-me grabbing her-clearly hadn't left her mind.

"If you want to keep working here,"she said sharply,"then don't let me see you in this company again. And when you do see me, stay as far away as possible."

"Yes. Yes. Yes."I answered three times in a row.

She turned back to the people behind her and continued the conversation."By the way-who approved this layout? I haven't given any instructions yet. How could you design it like this?"

"Iris, our design concept follows international standards,"one of the designers hurriedly explained."Most modern companies adopt this kind of layout-"

Iris gave a cold laugh, ignoring the designer's awkward expression. She walked to the window facing outside and looked out, seemingly not listening at all.

Only after I'd walked far away did I hear her turn back and say to the designer:

"Who decides the renovation-you, or me? My office is over there. I want this entire wall made transparent. One-way, floor-to-ceiling glass. I can see them; they can't see me. Without my supervision, these employees get nothing done."

"And during renovation, install cameras in every corner. No blind spots. All systems integrated directly into my office. Understood?"
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Chapter 7 - Screw Your"Migrant Worker"
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After saying all that, Iris ignored the designer, who stood there stunned, and strode straight in my direction. She looked like she was rushing off to deal with something else and passed me in a hurry. Then, without warning, she spun around. I hurriedly straightened up as she barked at the people behind me:

"I want a guarantee this will be finished within two weeks. Otherwise, you're not getting a single cent from me! What are you standing around for? Move! Or do you also want to be renovation-day laborers? No ambition at all!"

With that, she hurried off again. The others scrambled to catch up.

I clenched my teeth and muttered under my breath,"Screw your 'migrant worker.' Go back three generations-whose family isn't made up of them? Damn. Looking down on people."

Tap-tap-tap-

Iris suddenly turned and marched straight back, closing the distance in a few quick steps. Before I could react, she lifted her heel and slammed it down hard on the tip of my shoe.

"Calling me a dog?"she snapped."Don't badmouth me behind my back. My hearing is very good."

A sharp pain shot through my right toes."Ah!"I cried out.

What kind of person was she? We'd been nearly ten meters apart. I'd muttered that so quietly even the people behind her hadn't heard it-so how did she catch it? It made no sense.

"Fiona-perfect timing. Come here,"Iris said.

Fiona had heard the commotion and come out to see what was going on. She walked over and asked,"Iris, what do you need?"

Iris pointed at me with a slender finger."What position is he in right now?"

Fiona answered,"An administrative staff member in the HR department."

"Demote him to general labor immediately,"Iris said angrily."Three months' probation. If he passes, he can return to administrative staff. I said this morning that if you work at this company, you work properly. No one gets to slack off. Remember this-if I catch you slacking again, you're out."

She turned to Fiona."Make sure this is carried out. I'll personally supervise it. If he doesn't want the job, have him submit his resignation to me himself. Is that clear?"

Fiona nodded."Yes, Iris."

Iris turned and left, heels clicking sharply down the corridor.

I was furious, fists clenched tight. That damn woman. General labor? What kind of humiliation was that? I quit!

Once they were gone, Fiona frowned slightly, a mix of disappointment and reproach."What did you do this time to upset Iris?"

"Fiona, I don't even know!"I snapped."She's got it in for me. General labor? I'm done. I won't do it."

This wasn't just about becoming the office joke for watching porn. Or about her catching me and assuming I was doing something even more humiliating. She was deliberately tormenting me, trying to grind me down until I left on my own. If I stayed, she'd make sure I suffered first. If that was the case, I might as well leave sooner.

Fiona steadied herself and said gently,"Think it over carefully. Don't be so impulsive."

I shook my head, dejected."I'm not being impulsive. She wants me out-but not cleanly. She wants to humiliate me first."

Fiona interrupted,"How is she humiliating you?"

"Making me a general laborer isn't humiliation?"I shot back.

"Three months of general labor. If you perform well-"

I cut her off."I don't care anymore. I'm done. Just seeing her face makes me sick."

She looked at me and asked quietly,"And if you go somewhere else, are you sure you'll find a better boss? Your resume shows you've had many jobs. Where do you think you'll find leadership better than this? Are you really willing to leave me... leave this place?"

My heart jolted. I looked at her. She was serious.

She wasn't wrong. If I went to another company, could I really expect to meet someone like her again?

Before I could think it through, she said,"Don't overthink it. Come help me with something first."

I was still standing there when she gave me a nudge."Come on."

Helpless, I followed behind her, turning things over in my mind. The truth was, I'd been doing pretty well here. I'd just passed probation, and because I worked hard, my coworkers treated me well. Most importantly, Fiona was a genuinely good leader-she cared about her team. If I walked away now, where would I find someone like that again?

It was strange. I'd been at the company for four months, and as a nobody, I usually wouldn't even cross paths with minor managers from other departments. Yet from last night until now, I'd somehow collided head-on with Iris again and again. Normally, if someone like me stayed in his department, kept his head down, and did the work assigned, nothing major would ever happen.

After thinking it through, I sighed. Fine. General labor it is. Maybe before three months were up, Fiona would help me get my position back.

We took the elevator down and exited the building. Only then did I suddenly realize something.

"Fiona,"I asked, hurrying to catch up,"where are we going?"
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Chapter 8 - If Fiona and I Were a Couple
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Without even turning her head, Fiona said,"We've got some guests at my place. Help me carry a few cases of drinks."

"Uh... but it's working hours,"I said hesitantly."If Iris finds out we're handling personal business-"

She laughed lightly."You were ready to quit anyway. What's there to be afraid of?"

It felt like she'd seen straight through my little calculations. I was embarrassed for a moment, then said,"No, no. I'm worried she'll find out you're doing personal errands during work."

"So you're not planning to leave anymore?"Fiona asked.

I pressed my lips together and didn't answer.

She continued,"There's a big supermarket over there. Go help me buy two cases of milk and one case of energy drinks. I'll bring my car around."

"Okay."I took the money and agreed.

After buying everything, I stood outside the supermarket waiting. Soon, Fiona drove up in her yellow Ford Fiesta. Her long, curled hair fell freely over her shoulders, oversized sunglasses covering most of her face. People with cars and homes really did carry themselves differently.

She got out and told me to load the drinks into the back.

I carried the boxes and followed her around to the rear of the car. Standing behind her as she bent down to open the trunk, my heartbeat suddenly sped up. Her hips lifted slightly as she leaned forward, an image that sent my thoughts running in all the wrong directions-nice car, beautiful woman, graceful curves. I forced myself to look away.

"Put them in already,"she said, half-chiding."Why are you just standing there? Isn't it tiring to hold them like that?"

"O-oh, right."I hurriedly loaded the boxes.

The words themselves felt oddly ambiguous.

Once everything was packed, she said,"Get in. My place is upstairs-you'll help me carry them up."

"Yes."

Fiona lived in a residential complex by the Phoenix River. She drove us in, parked, and we took the elevator up. Her apartment was on the top floor. Inside the elevator, her light, mature fragrance filled the space. Her figure-full yet elegant-combined with that distinct air of confidence made it hard not to let the imagination wander, especially after everything I'd seen the night before.

The elevator stopped.

"We're here,"she said, brushing past me slightly as she stepped out. Her arm nudged mine, and her chest brushed against it in passing, sending a brief, electric sensation through me. I took a deep breath and forced myself to calm down. Anything embarrassing here would be unbearable.

She opened the door to her apartment. A clean, pleasant scent greeted us. I changed my shoes and carried the drinks to the refrigerator by the dining area, setting them down. I couldn't help glancing around, curious about how her home was arranged-especially whether there were any family photos.

The place was decorated in warm yellows with soft gray accents, comfortable and tasteful. While I was taking it in, Fiona opened a carton of milk and handed it to me.

"Tired? Have some milk."

I accepted it, a little shy."Your place is really beautiful."

She smiled."Is it?"

I nodded."Just like you-very charming."

She laughed."You're exaggerating. Look around if you like."

She crouched to unpack the drinks and load them into the fridge. I wandered through the living room. There was a short staircase leading up. Curious, I went up and found her bedroom area. It was spacious-two bedrooms, a study, and a bathroom. The master bedroom was large, with a small balcony overlooking the river. The bed was big, the sheets a bit rumpled, as if they hadn't been tidied that morning.

Fiona followed me upstairs."It's a bit messy,"she said apologetically."I was in a rush this morning and didn't have time to clean."

"No, no,"I said quickly.

I couldn't help wondering-was this just from a busy morning, or something else? She was beautiful, capable, accomplished. It would be strange if there were no man in her life at all.

Her skin was smooth and fair with a soft rosy tint. Her eyes curved like crescent moons, always seeming to smile. Watching her composed, gentle expression, I couldn't stop my thoughts from drifting-what would she be like in private? If someone had a partner like her, it would be hard not to feel lucky.

To the right of the bed was the bathroom, separated by glass walls, with a large, tasteful mural inside. With a layout like that, lying on the bed, you could see straight through.

If Fiona and I were a couple...

The thought alone made my imagination spiral.
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Chapter 9 - Who Is Walking Toward Me?
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There was another level above. I went up out of curiosity-it turned out to be the rooftop, converted into a leisure space. Potted plants were everywhere. A small tea table with green legs and a transparent top sat in the middle, surrounded by several yellow rocking chairs. Fiona followed behind me, introducing this little sky garden. An image popped into my head: me lying in a rocking chair, basking in the sun and enjoying the view, while she sat astride me, moving rhythmically. The thought made my head spin.

I walked to the safety railing made of stainless steel bars and gazed out at the city's glittering prosperity. I sighed. When would I ever have any of this?

"What are you sighing about?"Fiona asked."Work?"

I laughed it off."Nothing. Just feeling a bit suffocated at work today. I should head back."

"Why don't you stay and eat with me?"she suggested.

I knew she had guests coming. If it were just the two of us, I would have stayed without hesitation."No, I still have some work to finish. I'll head back."

"You can eat first and go after,"she said warmly.

"No, thank you,"I said quickly."Next time, if there's a chance."

"It's me who should be thanking you,"she replied.

After that, my days as a general laborer officially began. Every day I lugged around a vacuum cleaner, rags, and cleaning tools, working myself to exhaustion. Many colleagues looked at me in confusion-probably wondering why a job usually done by older women was being done by a young man.

It was grueling work. From morning till night, and maybe because I was inexperienced, I often didn't finish until after ten. The lucky part was Fiona treated me even better than before-more attentive, more encouraging, always talking me through it and lifting my spirits. In her eyes, I was probably a hardworking, kind, resilient young man. Sometimes I'd crack a subtle joke; she'd press her lips together and smile, saying nothing.

One evening about a week later, after ten, I finished the last task in the main office hall. Rag in hand, I walked around checking for missed spots. When I reached a delicate little staircase in the corner, I hesitated. Going up meant Iris's office.

That woman always put me on edge. She'd told me never to go near her office-if she saw me there, I'd be done for. But today she'd called Fiona complaining that her office was never clean.

So... should I go up or not?

I wrestled with it for a few minutes. The office was clearly empty now. I decided to go up and clean it properly.

If the offices below were luxurious like a five-star hotel, then upstairs was laid out like a high-end European garden. Beneath a row of floor-to-ceiling windows were several lounge chairs. There was a large bar counter, bathed in dark blue lighting, and beyond it, a few plush sofas. I walked past the bar, turned a corner-and froze.

There was a swimming pool.

"Is this... is this really part of an office?"I muttered, stunned.

Even in the dim light, the water shimmered a clear, deep blue, rippling with reflections. Iris really knew how to enjoy herself.

After cleaning her office, I put the tools away, washed my hands, and returned to my desk in the HR office. I collapsed into the chair with sigh. Exhausted. When would this ever end?

Thinking back on the past few years-it was bleak. Running between buildings in this city, scraping by at the bottom of society. I checked my wallet: less than three hundred left, with a full week until payday. I'd been working nonstop for years, yet my wallet never got thicker. The grievances and hardships, on the other hand, piled up.

My parents back home lived at the very bottom too. Years ago, to afford my college tuition, they started hauling bricks-and they still did. Thinking about it made my chest ache. I sent money home every month, pinching pennies, but a few hundred a month-what could it really change?

This company had good pay, but I'd offended Iris. With my eyes closed, I could see my future. I opened a job site and browsed aimlessly-just in case I couldn't stay, at least I'd leave myself a way out.

While I was looking, I heard the sound of high heels near the door. A tall silhouette slipped into the HR office.

Huh?

Last time, it was half-asleep and caught with a video when Iris barged in. And this time?

The company enforced energy-saving rules: lights off in empty offices. Only the colorful corridor lights outside were on. I couldn't see who it was. But by the faint glow spilling in, I made out her outline.

A devilish figure. No doubt about it.

The glow from my monitor gave me away immediately. She spotted me at once and walked over at an unhurried, uneven pace.

Could it be Iris? No-her footsteps didn't sound like this.

She came right up to me. The first thing I saw was her full, high-set chest-far too generous for one hand, and even with two, you'd barely cover one side. Such curves, a tall figure, a willow-slim waist, all emphasized by tight clothing. Her hair cascaded down from the left like a waterfall, covering most of her face. In the dim light, she looked strangely, dangerously beautiful.

Who... was she?
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Chapter 11 - Worst Case, I'll Quit
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In the dim office, lit only by the faint colored lights filtering in from outside, I leaned closer to her face. Her eyelashes were trembling slightly, her lips too, as if she were trapped in an uneasy dream. Her brows were gently furrowed, like she was suffering through something painful in her sleep. Had she drunk that much? Drunk enough to wander back to the company in such a state? What kind of troubles could drive her to this?

What frightened me more, though, was the possibility that she was still conscious. If she was-even a little-I was done for.

As I was studying her expression, I hadn't touched the computer for a while, and the screen saver kicked in. My desktop used a dark theme, and in an instant the office plunged into even deeper darkness.

At that moment, the damned thing flashed through my mind again.

The camera.

That corner camera!

Damn it. Every camera feed in the building was integrated into her office system. If she woke up tomorrow and casually checked the footage from tonight, then the moment I grabbed her chest would be clearly recorded. The more I thought about it, the colder my blood ran.

"Iris... Iris!"I called out urgently, trying to wake her.

I was terrified. If I stayed like this any longer, and tomorrow she reviewed the footage and called the police, accusing me of inappropriate intentions-with video evidence-I'd be finished. Completely finished.

The office was shrouded in gray shadows. A few dim streaks of colored light leaked in from outside. The scene felt eerie. The scent in the air was eerie. And so was the woman in my arms. There was even a faint, indistinct moan escaping her lips.

I called her name a few more times. Finally, she slowly opened her eyes beneath those long lashes-but before they could fully focus, they closed again.

Did she think she was lying in her own bed?

What kind of executive drinks herself into this state?

I called out again, but this time she didn't even moan. Instead, she buried her face against my chest.

Now what?

The office was pitch-black. For a split second, an extremely dark thought surged up-carry her somewhere, give in to all this pent-up desire, vent every bit of resentment I had toward her...

The fact that such a thought even crossed my mind scared me. Unless I truly wanted to throw my life away, there was no way I could do that.

Carry her until morning?

That was impossible.

Right. Take her to her office-the one that looked more like a private park-and let her sleep on the sofa for the night.

Decision made.

I slid my left hand behind her neck, my right arm under her knees, gritted my teeth, and lifted her up. I hadn't expected her to be so light-looking yet so heavy-probably because she was tall.

I carried her to the small staircase leading up to her office-and froze.

The glass door at the top of the stairs was locked.

Locked?

What now?

If I couldn't get in, what was I supposed to do with her? Leave her here by the stairs? If she later saw footage of me dumping her here, what would happen to me?

I was going to lose my mind.

Fragments of what she'd said before collapsing surfaced in my memory:

"Ethan... which xiang? Ethan... since you want to leave so badly, you've clearly lost the will to work here properly, haven't you? And you even dared to enter my office without permission. Then... then..."

Now it made sense.

I must have gone into her office to clean it. After I left and returned to the HR office to use the computer, she came back, discovered that I'd entered her office without authorization, flew into a rage, and-half drunk-locked the office door. Then she came looking for me to confront me, only to pass out instead.

Damn it.

If I was going to be fired anyway, I might as well just dump her here and walk away. Tomorrow I'd submit my resignation.

With my mind made up, I set her down on a sofa beside the luxurious glass staircase and turned to leave without another look.

After a few steps, guilt caught up with me.

What if she caught a cold?

I stopped and turned back. Should I take off my jacket and cover her?

Then it hit me-she should have the key on her.

I turned back again. She wasn't carrying a bag. Normally, women keep everything in their bags, but she hadn't brought one. That meant it had to be on her person.

I had no choice but to search.

My intention was pure-just to find the key-but her softness under my hands ignited something dangerous inside me. The more I searched, the harder it became to control myself. My mouth went dry, my pulse raced, and a violent urge surged up.

Found it.

It really was the key.

I turned it twice.

It wouldn't open.

Why?

I looked closer. Next to the lock, a small green-lit display flashed:

Please enter password.

Damn it. A password too?!

Fury exploded. I kicked the glass door hard. The high-tech system immediately let out a shrill alarm-beep, beep.

I muttered angrily,"Beep my ass."
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Chapter 12 - Staying With Her...
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Should I use her phone to call one of her relatives for help?

I made up my mind.

I walked back to the sofa where Iris was lying and called her name a few times. No response-half-dead. I pinched her lightly; nothing. I searched her pockets again. No phone. Not even a scrap of paper. Apart from the key I'd found earlier, there was nothing on her at all. I couldn't help wondering what she'd been thinking-leaving the office with nothing but a single key.

That meant her bag was probably inside the office she'd locked.

Should I take off my jacket and cover her, then just leave?

But the weather was cool, my clothes were thin, and she'd catch a chill. Damn it. I shouldn't be soft-hearted. People like her were venomous as snakes-do her a kindness and you'd just be reenacting a modern version of The Farmer and the Snake. The more beautiful the snake, the deadlier the bite. Women were the same.

I never wanted to be a good person.

But I could never quite bring myself to be a bad one either.

So the only option left was to carry this awful woman on my back. Where to? My place? No. The only choice was a hotel.

I hoisted her onto my back, got into the elevator, and left the office building. Passersby stared and pointed. Whatever. I couldn't hear them, and they couldn't see my face clearly anyway. The farther I walked, the heavier she felt. At first, with that soft body pressed against my back, I'd had all kinds of distracting thoughts. Now I just wanted to dump her on the sidewalk and be done with it.

I was panting like a dog. At least her long hair brushed against my cheek, and breathing in that faint scent helped a little. I checked my pocket-less than two hundred yuan. The nearest hotel was three-star, pricey because it was downtown. No chance.

I tried a two-star place. They quoted 228. I grimaced, but I was exhausted-there was no way I could walk any farther.

At the front desk, the clerk looked at my back."Sir, the person you're carrying is-"

"My girlfriend,"I blurted out, cutting her off.

"Alright, sir. This way."

She led us upstairs.

By the time I reached Room 305, I was barely standing. The corridor was quiet, filled only with my ragged breathing. Back in school, I'd been a long-distance runner-three thousand meters, I rarely lost. During military training, I could run five kilometers with twenty kilos on my back in under twenty minutes. Those were the days. Now? This load was killing me. Carrying fifty-plus kilos at a slow walk for who knows how long, up and down stairs-who could handle that?

As soon as I got her into the room, she murmured, half-asleep,"Migrant worker..."

I froze.

You nasty woman-still insulting me?

I waited for her to continue. If she said another word, I'd slap her. No cameras here. But she didn't say anything else. Damn it-even in her sleep she could spit out migrant worker. Screw that.

I dropped her onto the white bed and collapsed beside her, gasping for air. As I caught my breath, I glanced around the room. Decent setup-small but clean. Everything a hotel like this usually stocked was there by the TV. You know the kind of things.

I turned my head to look at her.

She was completely out. And from this angle... her chest. Those full curves rose unmistakably. Just looking at them made my fingers itch. If I reached out-no need to praise anything else-just the feel alone...

Before my imagination could go any further, she rolled over. One leg and one arm came down on me, her scent flooding my senses. The inside of her thigh pressed directly against me.

That was it.

I hardened instantly.

Damn it-I couldn't take this. It was unbearable. I was about to explode.

I jumped up, heart pounding even harder than when I'd been carrying her. Thump, thump, thump-it felt like it would burst out of my chest.

Calm down. Calm down.

I turned away and took off her high heels. Those sharp, narrow heels-it was no wonder stepping on my foot had hurt so much. No stockings? I guessed women usually didn't wear socks with heels. Her feet were smooth too; I couldn't help touching them a couple of times.

I covered her with the blanket.

There was no way I could sleep in the same bed. She'd kill me if she woke up. But where could I go? I dug through my pockets-barely a dozen yuan left. It was past midnight. No buses. A cab was out of the question. Walking would take at least two hours.

In the end, there was only one painfully obvious option left.

Stay here with her?

If I did, how badly would I die in the morning? That didn't even need explaining. No-this would really get me killed. Faced with a woman like her, I had no confidence I could control myself at all...
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