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CHAPTER 1
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​HAZEL

It was a cool summer in Nashwesford, a country near the Netherlands. Typically, spring season lasts from February to March, but this year, it stretched into April. My name is Hazel Ravenwood, and I live in Floralivia, a small yet popular, and beautiful town on the outskirts of the city Grayson.

Floralivia was known as the “Town of flowers” and was the largest exporter of flowers in the world. The scent and vibrant colours made it a place you would never want to leave. Living in Floralivia was a dream for many, though not everyone was so fortunate. The residents of this small town were like family. We worked together, participated in lively town events, and enjoyed countless picnics in floral gardens, parks and beaches.

During summer camp workshops, children learned to create scents from flowers—a tradition they absolutely loved.

“Here we go—woah!”

I fell down.

“Not a good day to wear boots!” I sighed loudly.

“Hey, Hazel, dear—oh no, what happened? Get up, it's okay,” Mr. Forbes said, approaching me. “We have a town meeting at 4 p.m., make sure to be there on time.”

“Yeah, of course! Anyway, I’m making a video. Say hi—meet the mayor of our town, Mr. Albert Forbes!”

“Hey, I’m Albert. I’m the protector of this town, and I look out for everyone. I also make sure that our town stays as beautiful and stunning as ever. Do visit Floralivia!”

​“Okay, thank you, bye,” I said, before heading straight to the café, pausing my video I had been making—probably just for myself, it was something I enjoyed doing in my free time.

Jenny Robert, a beautiful woman with a kind heart, owned a café called Jenny’s. She had moved to Floralivia after her divorce, her marriage hadn’t ended well. A few years ago, her ex-husband had fraudulently taken all her properties, leaving her with nothing but the land where she later built Jenny’s Café. Everyone around here was happy that she met Mr. Bennett, head of the police department in our town, a man who always looked out for her and truly loved her.

I entered the café, the comforting aroma of freshly brewed coffee greeting me. Turning the camera towards the counter, I said, “Let's meet the sweetest person in our town who makes the best coffee and pastry—Jenny Robert.”

I aimed the camera at Jenny.

She looked up, her eyes lighting up with excitement. "Hi, honey! Are you finally making a video after so long? Wow, I should’ve put on some makeup,” she said, chuckling.

“Oh no, you look amazing just like this,” I replied. “By the way, I saw Mr. Bennett visits here for his morning coffee. The funny thing is I thought he hated coffee—he said that once at a town meeting.”

Jenny chuckled, her face softening at the mention of Mr. Bennett. “I guess love conquers everything,” she said with a smile.

“Aww, I am so happy for you,” I said, giving Jenny a warm smile—even though, for me, love only meant heartbreak. But I didn’t let my emotions ruin the day.

“Thank you, dear,” Jenny replied, her eyes twinkling with gratitude.

“So, I’m going to head out now as I have a few more people to introduce in my video, I like to keep these as a memory,” I said, turning back to the camera.

As I stepped outside, I aimed the camera at the neighbouring houses—until I spotted Mrs. Smith passing by. 

“Meet my neighbour, who has a scary, big bulldog but she makes the best pies. Hey, Mrs. Smith!” I called out.

“Hello, dear,” she responded, waving cheerfully.

“You look lovely today.”

“Oh, thank you, dear,” she replied with a pleasant smile.

“You’re welcome.” 

I set the camera on a nearby bench and gave a playful twirl to show my outfit.

Then I turned the camera towards a person munching on chips—someone who had been there always when I needed her the most. She wasn’t just my best friend but my family, who had stayed by my side, when I had nothing and was still here now that I had everything. I would never be able to repay how much she had supported me. 

“Meet my best friend—who is busy eating all the chips. Would you please stop eating that and just say hi?”

"Hi! My name is Evelyn Miller, but my best friend calls me Eve,” Evelyn said with a cheerful wave at the camera, her mouth stuffed with chips.

I chuckled and made my way towards the bookstore. 

I pointed across the street. “Hey, look! That's Mr. Tyson. He loves to read books,” I said, turning the camera towards a man engrossed in a novel. A few years ago, he was the most eligible bachelor in town—until he married my old friend Lisa.

Then, I turned the camera to an elderly woman knitting on her porch. “And that is Mrs. Robinson. She loves to knit sweaters for everyone in town—for free. Her son left her and went somewhere else, but she made us our family.”

I stopped in front of a cute little shop. “And here is our one and only bookstore in town. They even sell cookies with books, and trust me those are the best cookies I have ever had.”

Putting down the camera, I stepped inside.

Five minutes later, Evelyn entered the bookstore, the bell above the door chiming softly. She spotted me browsing through a shelf of books and hurried over.

“Haze, listen!” Eve said, slightly out of breath.

I turned, raising an eyebrow. “I don’t have any more chips.”

“No, it’s not about that."

“Then what?” I asked, curiosity piqued.

Eve hesitated. “You know what, it’s better if you don’t know.”

I folded my arms, giving her a pointed look. “Eve, you can't hide anything from me!”

She sighed, finally giving in. “Well, guess what? Tristan is back in town for his perfume and textile business. I want to slap him again!”

My eyes widened. “What do you mean again?”

“Nothing!” Eve blurted and left the bookstore.

I sat down between two rows of bookshelves, my fingers tracing the spine of a novel. As I read, my thoughts drifted to Tristan’s return. Why did he come back? I told him to stay away from me. Maybe he was just here for his business. Why would he care about me anyway? Like father, like son. Just like his father gave up on my mom too quickly and married someone else, Tristan will exhibit the same traits. 

What did we girls truly want? It wasn’t diamond necklaces, gold or money. We want to be treated with respect, care, love and attention. Was that too much to ask for? Would I ever find someone who loved me enough to stand against the world for me? It seemed unrealistic, but deep down, I still hoped for that kind of love. Maybe I didn’t deserve it. Maybe I would never have it. But it was okay to hope. 

I sighed.

My eyes wandered over the rows of books around me, seeking comfort in their presence. I just...I wanted to get lost in someone’s eyes—just once, like I get lost in these books. 

Surrounded by these shelves, I wanted to create an imaginary world where—just for once, I could be happy with my friends and with the love of my life. 

Suddenly, my gaze flickered to my watch. Oh my god, it’s 2 p.m., I had to make lunch. 

I hurriedly gathered my things and rose to my feet.

God, I don’t want to see him. I hate Tristan Arthur Carrington, he was—

My thoughts were interrupted when I saw a familiar figure at the door. My heart skipped a beat. I tried to look away and ignore him, but to my surprise, my stupid phone slipped from my hand and clattered to the floor. 

I sighed loudly, bending down to pick it up. 

As I straightened, my eyes locked onto the man standing at the door. 

Tristan.

Dressed in a crisp white shirt that hugged his well-defined chest and broad shoulders, paired with black pants, he commanded attention effortlessly. He stood tall—towering, his muscular frame had this magnetic allure that was impossible to ignore.

His sharp features and baby blue eyes were fixed on me, unreadable yet intense. His black hair added to his charm. And as he stepped forward, a faint smile played on his lips.

“Tristan?” I whispered, my voice barely audible. 

I quickly averted my gaze, pretending to be engrossed in my book, my eyes darting around the bookstore to avoid his. I couldn’t believe he was standing there. He was different, much more... attractive.

When he spoke, his voice was deep and commanding, yet edged with a roughness. “How are you, Violet?”

Violet. He used to call me that. But that name didn’t belong to me anymore.

“My name is Hazel. Goodbye!” I replied, my voice sharp. 

I went towards the door to leave, but he immediately stepped forward, his toned, muscular frame, blocking my path.

“Okay, Hazel. Can we talk?” he asked, his tone more like a demand than request. 

“No!” I snapped, brushing past him. 

I hurried out of the bookstore, my heart pounding in my chest.
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By 4 p.m., the entire town gathered for the meeting. Mr. Forbes, known for his discipline and punctuality, ensured the meeting started exactly on time.

“Hello, everyone,” he began, his voice carrying authority and warmth. “I have a very special announcement. Tristan, dear, come up.” 

He walked up with effortless confidence and a knowing smile on his face. “It’s great to be back again!” he said, his deep voice echoing through the hall.

Mr. Forbes beamed at him. “Our very own Tristan Arthur Carrington, son of our beloved friend, Alexander Arthur Carrington has made his return. He is going to shift the head office of his business here, to our town.”

The audience murmured in excitement.

So, dear, how did you get this brilliant idea?” Mr. Forbes asked, handing the microphone to him.

A stupid idea.

I couldn’t believe that I had to prepare myself to tolerate his presence every day.

Tristan took a deep breath, looking at the familiar faces in the audience. “Well, Floralivia has always been home to me. I have been away for a while, but this town and its people have always stayed in my heart. When the opportunity came to bring my business closer to home, I knew it was the right choice. There’s something special about this place—the community, the support. It just felt right.”

The crowd murmured with approval, some nodded in agreement. The air buzzed with a mix of excitement and curiosity. Really? That’s all? Wait, what else do I even want to hear? He obviously wouldn’t be here for me. That’s absurd. Standing at the back, I felt a mix of emotions swirling inside me, like a storm brewing just beneath the surface. The memories of the past, the pain, and the unresolved feelings came rushing back. But I also felt a pang of curiosity and...maybe hope, if this move would bring any changes to our strained relationship.

Mr. Forbes nodded approvingly. “We are thrilled to have you back, Tristan. Your presence here is a testament to the strength of the legacy your father has left behind and it’s an honour for our town. We look forward to seeing the positive impact your business will bring.”

The applause that followed was hearty and genuine, echoing through the hall. Tristan smiled, his eyes scanning the crowd until they briefly locked with mine.

I quickly averted my gaze.

As the meeting continued, my mind raced with thoughts and memories, trying to make sense of Tristan’s return and what it meant for me and the town.

How could he come back? I couldn’t believe this. 

As soon as the meeting finished, I stormed out of the hall, my eyes locked onto him.

“Tristan, Tristan!” I shouted, my voice laced with fury.

He turned. “Yeah?”

“Why are you here? Out of all the countries in the world, you chose to come back here!”

He raised an eyebrow, a smirk playing on his lips. “Well, you weren’t exactly keen to talk to me before,” he replied, his demeanor calm and composed. “Why the sudden interest? And frankly, it’s none of your business where I decide to live.” He walked away before I could respond.

I stood there, my fists clenched at my sides, my frustration boiling over. He was getting on my nerves. Ugh! I couldn't stand being around him! After everything he had done, the audacity he had was infuriating. Filled with rage, I turned back & stormed off towards home.

[image: ]

I never hated Tristan, even though the anger in me was still there due to the past. I chose to put it aside, believing he was better than his family. After all, he was living alone, without his mom and his dad also died when he was seven, so from childhood I had a soft corner for him in my heart, my parents never hated my friendship with Tristan, but now...remembering how he treated me on the last day of school...I felt like he was truly a Carrington, he broke my heart into pieces.

Mom told me when Tristan’s father got busy building his empire, forgot there was her, my mother, whom he gave hope to, whom he told that he loved the most. He told her she was his strength, his power, that she completed him. But he went far away from her. She was hurt, shattered, there was no one to save her. Her only saviour didn’t fight enough for her. He accepted the way things were, but she didn’t. 

But then there was my dad, I’m grateful she met him. He held her hand in the midst of chaos and struggle. He didn’t try to fix her for himself, he accepted her the way she was, admiring her, loving her every single day. 

She found strength in herself because my dad had always been there—holding her hand, motivating her, giving her the love she deserved. Dad’s constant presence, with his encouraging words and warm hugs, motivated her to face each day with renewed strength. He was her parents’ choice, but he slowly and steadily became the love of her life. He was there to catch her when she used to fall back. She also stood by him through his ups and downs. 

Eventually, after telling everything to me about her past when I was fourteen, Mom felt as if the weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She forgot Tristan’s father a long time ago, his death was a shock to mom but she recovered from it, she was absolutely free from her past. However, I harboured a corner of hatred in my heart for Tristan & his father Mr. Alexander Arthur Carrington, his whole family. 

Despite this, I let go of that resentment when I saw my family happy. We moved on, living a normal life and achieving a better position in society—something that had been ruined by the Carrington family but positively rebuilt by my dad Mr. Reynold Ravenwood. He too came from a very wealthy family, the only son, who refused to settle in the outskirts because my mom wanted to avoid facing Tristan’s father repeatedly. She wanted to start a new life with him. And my dad, he knew she deserved all the happiness in the world. He tried to give her everything. In the end, he was the one she was living for, not for Alexander.
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CHAPTER 2
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​TRISTAN

I went back to town after five years, without informing anyone. I had to, the low hum of the engine cut through air. After a few minutes the car came to halt, I looked around, it was isolated, like the past never happened.

But it did.

The new mansion rose ahead—sleek & isolated. 

Exactly how I wanted.

Far from the old one, where the memories filled with gut-wrenching pain lay buried. 

The massive gate opened smoothly and silently.

The driver killed the engine. I stepped out, fastening the button of my coat. Boots met the gravel with a steady rhythm. 

No rush. 

No hesitation. 

The coat draped over my shoulders caught the breeze, moving just enough.

“Welcome back, sir.”

Parker stood by the door, giving me a nod and handing me the tablet.

The screen lit up. Everything exactly the way I wanted.

A slow smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth.

I moved past Parker without a glance.

I removed my coat, letting it fall somewhere on my bed with my watch.

Rolling my cuffs up, the fabrics slid over the scars. I popped the top of my shirt, removing it, the air cool against my skin.

The shower roared to life, steam curling like smoke. 

Water hitting my skin, hotter than it should be. 

Hot, but not enough to burn away what’s underneath.

It wasn’t a home, nothing ever felt like home except...for one person.

I braced my hand against the tile, head bowed. 

Letting her memories wash over me, I had to see her.

I got out of the shower, got dressed and immediately rushed down.

“Sir—”

“Not now!” I glared at Parker.

I sat in the car and revved the engine, it came to life and I drove straight to her house. I stopped the car and stepped out, standing a little away from her house. It was late at night, she might be sleeping. 

I sighed then a voice cut through my thoughts and my eyes darted towards my gun kept inside the car, bracing myself for any attacks.

“Tristan, my boy, back in town huh, how are you?” Mr. Forbes asked.

I composed myself, I wasn’t in the mood for a chat. I smiled a bit. “I am good.”

“When did you come?”

“Today!” I replied, then an idea came in mind, to get Hazel’s attention. “Mr. Forbes, how about you hold one of your town meetings and announce my arrival? I’m shifting my head office here, the construction is almost done in the outskirts!”

“That's amazing news, of course, the whole town will be happy to have you back, tomorrow at 4 p.m., be ready, I’ll send everyone an email about it.”

I smiled a little and gave him a nod. He left.

As soon as I turned back to look at the balcony again.

I gasped.

My lips parted, my heart nearly stopped. 

At that moment I needed her more than air, there she was, on the balcony, smiling while reading the book, her fingers traced the spine of the book. 

My throat went dry, my eyes wet. Suddenly, I was like a thirsty man who spotted water in the middle of the desert. 

I smiled, my eyes stuck on her. 

What a beauty she is.

My beauty.

Hazel.

The name repeated in my mind again and again, all I wanted in that moment was to just call her name and hug her.

I felt on the verge of breaking down, so I sat inside the car and drove away. Reaching the mansion, I went inside, closing the door of my room behind me. I closed my eyes, recalling the dark place I was in, and I knew they would come after me again, but I just wanted to be prepared for it.

I sat down on bed opening the drawer, taking out a bracelet, my fingers traced its corner.

I kissed it. 

My phone rang. 

An unknown number.

“Don’t you think you ran away too quickly?”

“Do you really think you have the power to keep Tristan Arthur Carrington locked up in your warehouse?”

“Stop talking rubbish. And remember, one by one your companies will be mine. As for the debts—we are coming for it soon.”

“We’ll see then!” I replied, cutting the call.
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The next day, I went to mid-town. A small smile formed on my lips as I saw her after so many years. She picked up her camera and made a video, her face glowing with excitement. I watched from a distance, waiting for the right moment to meet her.

I saw her stumble and fall. I let out a quiet chuckle, but it faded when Mr. Albert rushed to help her, a wave of jealousy coursed through me, but I pushed it aside. I kept following her as she recorded different places.

She went to a bookstore, that’s when I saw an opportunity. She sat between two shelves, lost in thought. As she stood up, I quickly moved towards the entrance, trying to act normal.

I didn’t know how she would react. Would she be angry?

But the moment our eyes met, everything else faded.

I fell in love with her all over again.

Hazel Ravenwood—the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, the only woman who had ever truly owned my heart. No one else had come close, and I never wanted them to.

Not then.

Not now.

Not ever.

I made a promise to her that I will return. 

And I did. 

I was very happy for my Violet. 

She was confident & strong.

I didn’t care if she hated me. 

My eyes couldn’t stop following her every move as she bent down to pick up her phone. Her hair tied in a bun, with two soft strands framing her face. I wanted to step closer, undo that bun just to watch her hair fall freely, to run my fingers through it and to inhale the beautiful scent.

Her scent.

But her smile wasn’t there anymore. It was gone. Her playful, cheerful demeanor had faded long ago.

All these years away from her were tormenting. I never tried to forget her—I accepted the pain, knowing I’d never let go. Back in college, I’d skip Saturday lectures and fly directly to Floralivia within an hour and a half through my jet. Parker kept me updated about her life, but it was never enough. 
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CHAPTER 3
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​TRISTAN

My dad was disciplined and value-driven, while my mother was the opposite. I still remember the day, I was seven and I ran away from home, their fights were too much to handle.

16 years ago...

“Alexander, enough is enough! I need at least fifty percent shares in two of the eight companies,” Mom demanded, her voice sharp.

I was hiding behind a corner listening to them.

Dad exhaled, his patience wearing thin. “Care, everything belongs to our son, Tristan. I’ve given you ten percent of each company. What more do you want? More cash, more cars, more diamonds?”

“I want control, Alexander.”

Tears streamed down my face as I listened, I was just seven but those fights were embedded in my nerves.

Mom was never home, always travelling, while Dad spent most of his time in Ireland, only visiting town for work or my birthday. Aunt and Uncle used to take care of me.

“You just care about your business trips, stop wearing this mask or should I tell you what you do on those trips? Do you think I don’t know? And my dad’s death, wait until I find proof, Alexander. I’ll ruin you.” 

“Oh Care, stop thinking too much and what if I tell you about your trips?”

“You know nothing, Alexander. But trust me, with all the debt piling up, it's karma for you. As you sow, so shall you reap.”

Dad chuckled bitterly. “I have worked hard, Carolina, to reach here, you don’t know how many necessary steps I had to take and I won’t hesitate to take more, so stop coming in my way and live like a good wife.”

“You can’t build an empire over the blood of my father and your parents, it’s going to be over soon for you.”

“Shut up! I have given you everything—you have no right to talk to me like that! How about I confess to the media about Marcus? I heard you sorted things out with them. Now Marcus and you have a good bond, but he doesn’t love you. He loves the mother who raised him. How does it feel? The son you gave up to my brother right after he was born—the one you said you couldn’t raise. The secret won’t stay hidden anymore. Everyone will know he is your son—yours and my filthy younger brother’s.”

It was too much for me and I ran away, I kept running, desperate for an escape, I found myself at the beach. I collapsed onto the sand and cried.

As I sat there lost in my sorrow, I noticed a girl nearby. She seemed about my age, sitting cross-legged on the sand and enjoying an ice-cream cone.

Her eyes widened with concern. She got up and walked over to me, her ice cream dripping slightly from the cone. Without hesitation, she sat down beside me. 

“Hi,” she said softly, offering me a smile. “Are you okay?”

I kept crying, unable to find words to respond. It was in months or years someone had asked me how I was. She watched me for a moment, her brows furrowed with concern.

“Do you want ice cream?” she asked. 

Without waiting for an answer, she stood up and ran to the nearby ice cream cart. A few moments later, she returned with a fresh cone.

“Here, take it, please,” she said, holding it out to me with a hopeful smile.

“Thanks!” I mumbled, accepting it and wiping my tears.

“What’s your name?”

“T-Tristan Carrington,” I replied in between sobs. “A-and you?”

“Hazel Ravenwood.”

I noticed that she was wearing a purple coloured dress with purple sandals. 

Violet.

“So, are you going to tell me the reason or not?” She asked.

“My parents are fighting again, a lot. I can’t tolerate all that anymore,” I admitted, my voice cracking.

“Oh, it’s going to be fine, don’t cry now.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah, go back. Your parents would be searching for you. First eat your ice cream. You can even call your dad if you want.”

Turning her head, she called out, “Papa!” 

“Yes, sweetheart?” her dad responded, walking over, he was a tall, muscular man, he looked a bit intimidating, so I turned away.

“This boy needs to call his father. Can you give your phone to him?” She asked, looking up at her dad with a serious expression.

“Sure, here you go,” he said, handing the phone to me.

“Thank you, sir,” I said, taking the phone with a grateful nod. I dialled my father’s number.

“Dad, I’m in town, on the beach,” I said quietly into the phone.

“I’ll be right there.”

Within a few minutes, my dad arrived. 

He spotted me and hurried over.

“I see you made a new friend here, Tristan,” he said, smiling. 

He knelt down beside me and turned towards Hazel. “Hi sweetheart, what’s your name?”

“My name is Hazel Ravenwood and I told Tristan to go back to his parents because you all might be worried about him.”

“You’re also smart, Hazel. Tristan, you should listen to your new friend. She is right,” Dad told me with a warm smile.

He got up to thank her parents.

He froze.

I couldn’t understand why at first.

“Nina...” Dad’s voice softened with a surprise. 

Nina—the same woman my mom used to talk about—the same woman my dad had in his heart.

“Hazel is your daughter?” Dad asked.

“Yes, she is. Isn’t she cute? But she’s very talkative,” Hazel’s mom replied with a light laugh.

“Just like you were,” he chuckled, a smile spread across his face.

“How are you?” she asked, her tone gentle but curious.

“Miserable, without you. But we have to keep moving ahead in life,” he said, his smile faltering with a tinge of regret.

“Alexander, we have been through a lot,” she said, her voice softening.

“I know, but I’ll always feel incomplete. I regret that I didn’t fight enough.”

“There is no use of talking about the past.”

Despite his happiness at meeting her again, the weight of their shared past hung heavy between them.

“You’re still as pretty as you were ten years ago.”

“You never came to this side of town?” she asked.

“I thought maybe you wouldn’t like to meet me after what my parents did to you. And I heard about your marriage,” Dad replied.

“Marriage? No, I waited for a whole year, hoping you’d come back, then, I got news about your marriage with Carolina. Reynold proposed to me, and I accepted. I thought I should move on too.”

“But my mom told me you already married Reynold—oh no, oh my god, she lied again.”

“You’ve always listened to your mother.”

“I’m sorry, Nina.”

“It’s okay. The damage was done ten years ago. I’m happy where I am. Reynold is my strength, and I love him.”

“I’m happy for you, don't stress too much, you should rest, how many months?”

“Eight months,” she replied, resting a hand on her growing belly. 

Dad’s eyes softened. 

“What’s his name?” she asked, glancing at me.

“Tristan Arthur Carrington.”

“It’s a beautiful name, Alexander...it was nice to meet you, I’m happy and content where I am now, and you should be too.”

“I am,” he replied, though his eyes betrayed a lingering sadness.

“Reynold, let’s go, Hazel has school tomorrow,” she said.

I saw tears in my dad’s eyes as if he was tearing apart from inside, I saw him heartbroken, my dad deserved better than my mom who was nothing but a selfish woman.

A liar.

A cheater.

A manipulator.

After Hazel went away, Dad turned towards me. 

I was still eating ice-cream. He sat down beside me.

“Son, I’m sorry for everything, I know it’s hard for you to handle our fights,” his voice filled with regret.

“Sorry won’t solve the problem, Dad. And I-I heard...he is my mom’s child...”

“What? You heard that? Listen, you just focus on your studies and stay happy and Marcus...don’t think about him.”

“How can I, Dad? You guys fight all the time. She’s always arguing over some property issue. Can't you just give her what she wants, so that we can live happily?” My voice broke, tears welling up in my eyes as I pleaded.

“Tristan, that’s not how the world works. You’re too young now, but you’ll eventually understand what I am about to tell you. Always keep in mind that this whole empire will be yours once you complete your graduation,” he continued, placing a firm hand on my shoulder. “Remember, if you want to live freely and be a leader in this business industry, always stay humble and grateful. And never listen to your mother, she will never let you realize your true potential. You deserve the best, dear!”

“How am I going to handle your empire, Dad? I know nothing.”

“You’ll learn with time, you are my tiger.”

I smiled.

“Okay, Dad. But you’ll be here to teach me, right? I don’t have to remember all this right now, do I?”

“No, you don’t know what the future holds. You must remember everything from today itself. And one last thing before we go back home, be good to your mom. Remember, if you ever find a good girl, who always stays by your side, love her, respect her and never break her heart. And if you feel like the whole is against you, keep fighting for the love. Never give up.”

“I will remember it, Dad. I promise. Let’s go home. We will eat ice cream!” My eyes lit up with joy as I grabbed my father’s hand.

After two months my whole life turned upside down, Aunt Mellissa & Dad died, and Mom, Uncle and Marcus went to Ireland, leaving me here alone with workers. My father’s death was believed to be planned by an enemy, the case closed without proper investigation. Dad was on the way to the airport late at night, and all this happened near the bridge, the same one where Aunt Mellissa died.
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Present day....

After graduating from high school, I had been on a relentless quest for answers. My investigation extended beyond my father’s death, I also held strong suspicions about a mafia’s involvement in the death of Hazel’s parents. But one thing was common in all three of them, their bodies weren’t found, it meant that the enemy was common. Even Uncle Archer, he died for which Marcus was framed but he was found innocent due to camera recordings.  The most frustrating thing was, there was no trace, no proof.
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CHAPTER 4
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​HAZEL

Walking away from him, I struggled to control the storm of emotions inside me. But amidst the chaos, clarity struck...he seemed, changed, he obviously seemed more rude and why won’t he be, these past years have made me believe that Tristan was a true Carrington, the same arrogance, the same way of leaving people behind and not looking back, hurting others, he truly was one of them. I realized that I met a man who was completely different, different as in, he wasn’t my friend anymore, he wasn’t the person I could welcome in my life anymore.

I remember how he helped me, how he stayed back after my parent’s death for a month.

He fed me. 

He took me out for a walk.

He was there—when I needed support.

His presence was soothing but I couldn’t be selfish to keep him, I understood he had his own responsibilities, so I just let him go. Despite his efforts, I couldn’t shake off the fact that he treated me like garbage when I confessed my love to him on the last day of school. I couldn’t forget the humiliation, the anxiety, the fear, the hurt, so I just let him go. I thought I could move on but...he was back...all these years which I took to build these walls, to put my guards up, I fear that they might falter because of him, I fear...submitting myself to him...I fear loving him...so deep that it might hurt me...I had to hate him as much as I could—to protect myself. 

I went with Eve to the park and sat on a bench.

“You know, when I was talking to him, all the memories suddenly started to come back. I couldn’t stop myself from hating him even more. I was filled with resentment,” I said, sobbing.

I couldn’t hold back my tears.

It felt as if a part of me had come back after so many years. 

“You shouldn’t have confronted him anyway. Since it’s done, next time, just ignore him, as much as you can,” Evelyn said firmly and hugged me.

One thing about Evelyn—she had always been my true and only friend since kindergarten. She had always cared for me, even more than I cared for myself. She couldn’t bear to see me cry! I had always admired her strength.

“Eve, I was angry, I had cried and begged God to erase him from my memory. Now that he is here again, it feels like all my efforts to move on have been in vain." 

“No, Haze, you’re amazing and strong. Don’t feel that way. These men are going to come and go, and I know your story is different. But it has been five years. Be confident, focus on yourself. You have loved and lost so much, yet you are happy and moving on in your life. You are a twenty-two years old independent woman, and an excellent student. So, stop worrying and keep going ahead.”

Eve's words had always motivated me in a way that made me feel like I wouldn’t fall apart, no matter how much I wanted to.

After talking for a few minutes, we went to Jenny’s.

“Hey, you guys are back! Have some coffee, I was about to send it to your house!”

“That’s so sweet, Jenny,” I said.

"Oh, dear, I love you both. By the way, I heard that Tristan is back in town. His mother will be back in a few months too and they’ve shifted their main branch here,” Jenny replied and went away.

“That person means nothing to you. Focus on yourself,” Eve encouraged.

“You remember last time when I was heartbroken over what Tristan did? My parents were there for me, though I didn’t tell them anything, but their presence was enough...and then they died the same day. It was a huge trauma—one which I’ll carry for the rest of my life. So, you’re right, the prom trauma is nothing compared to losing my parents. I need to be strong enough to keep moving on!” 

I replied, trying to make sure that Eve wouldn’t feel unhappy or upset because of my feelings. But there were many unsaid words, unheard stories—how do I stop myself from wanting him....craving him?

Broken hearts can never be fully healed, and mine was shattered into pieces. 

It was 5 p.m., I went from café to office, feeling happy and content with everything but—something was missing. The love, warmth, people to come back home to. 

To be appreciated.

To be celebrated.

I appreciated Eve, I loved her very much, but I missed my parents a lot, no one could ever replace them...it all ended...my life fell apart in a day, in such a way, that I knew I’d never fully be able to heal from it. The wounds were too deep, the past haunted me. Having all the luxury in the world like I wanted wasn’t enough, it meant nothing. I would give up all of this in a second if I could have my family back. 

“Gina!” I called out, as I reached my office, a place near the outskirts that I bought with my hard work.

Generally, we worked from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m., but when there was a lot of work, the hours extended to 10 p.m. with overtime bonus, keeping everyone motivated and focused. 

Gina was my assistant, she used to go with me to business parties and many events. I had started with a team of 5 people, but now I have over 150 employees. The atmosphere here was very pleasant.

“Good afternoon, ma’am,” Gina greeted.

“Is the report ready? When is my meeting with Mr. Simon?” I asked.

“Ma’am, he's going to be here within an hour,” Gina replied.

“Okay, tell Marina to meet me.” 

“Yes, ma’am.”

A few moments later, there was a knock at my office door.

“Come in.” 

Marina, the head of the human resources department was a lively and amazing woman, always managing the company’s affairs positively.

“I heard about the incident that occurred two days ago, Gina told me. Is everything under control, or do you need my help?” 

“Everything is under control. We fired him. Richard was giving information to Mr. Roger. He set him up, which is why he always hung out with me and tried to make friends—to gather more information. But now everything is fine. He paid a penalty yesterday. The other employees are probably a little more scared, but fearing in these cases is good. I have announced that if we find any more incidents like this, the person will pay a hefty sum and can even go to jail.”

“Good, we can’t take risks with company’s privacy. We must have colleagues we can trust.”

“Absolutely ma’am,” Marina replied & left.

“Ma’am, Mr. Simon is here,” Gina said. 

Simon was a type of business facilitator who had many connections and tried his own matchmaking in business deals.

“Okay, send him in.”

“Hello, Ms. Ravenwood,” Mr. Simon greeted with a smug smile, ugh, my day was ruined.

“Hello Mr. Simon, it’s good to see you,” I replied. 

“The weather is perfectly splendid today, isn’t it?”

“I’m sure it is. Would you like some tea, coffee, or something cold?”

“I would like some coffee.”

Gina nodded and left.

“So, Ms. Ravenwood, are you coming to Mrs. Kaitlyn Clark’s new branch opening party?”

Mrs. Kaitlyn Clark had been in the business industry for fifteen years. She was a cunning woman and the owner of a very popular skin-care brand.

“I am thinking about it.”

“You must come. I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

“Thank you for your concern, Mr. Simon, but I don’t need to be introduced by someone anymore. You might have been here longer, but I have been here for four years, and I’ve learned my share of lessons when it comes to navigating social business.”

“Well, as your wish, I came here to tell you, Mr. Stevens is interested in investing in your company. He’ll be at the party, so you can discuss further details about the deal with him there.” 

“Sure.”

“Well, I shall get going,” he said and then left.

Gina entered.

“I brought coffee.”

“Give both of them to me. And next time you know he is coming, bring me two cups of coffee before the meeting, so that I have the energy to deal with him. He told me he would introduce me to everyone, like hello?! I have attended many business parties, and I have my own network.”

“I hate that guy. He once offered me to be his assistant and said he will fulfill my dreams. I slapped him and told him to stay away or else I’ll tell everyone about this.”

“Good, but now he doesn’t irritate you, does he?”

“No, he is scared of me.” 

We both laughed.

“The report you gave me, was it from Susan? Did you test what she wrote in her report? If it works, she’s definitely getting a raise. Are the samples ready?”

“Yes, ma’am, they are. I’ll be back in a minute.”

I continued to look into more files but didn’t find any relevant ideas. 

“Here they are.”

I checked both samples, one after the other, and I was mesmerised, it was amazing, different and unique.

“I love this rose and lavender mix. It’s predominantly rose with a hint of lavender. It’s excellent, I approve of this one. What did the team say?”

“They approved both of them.”

“I prefer rose and lavender better, but yes, lily and rose is also good. It can go to the market. We can’t afford to fall behind now, stability is not what we are working on for right now, we need to expand.”

“Ma’am, currently, we are in the stability phase, but I am confident with the launch of these new perfumes, growth will happen again.”

“I expect that too. You may go back and tell the team to launch it and increase advertising with a proper budget.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Gina said & left.
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​HAZEL

I had upgraded my parents’ house three years ago, transforming it into a small mansion with two floors—smaller than the grand estates on the outskirts but just as refined with high security cameras and advanced door locks to ensure safety.

It had a spacious front yard, with stairs leading up to the house. The yard was filled with beautiful flowers on the corners. An old basement entrance, now renovated, provided easy access to my collection of luxury cars.

Inside, the house was just as impressive. My walk-in closet was a marvel—one side dedicated to luxury handbags and clothing, displayed neatly behind transparent glass doors for easy selection. At the centre stood a custom built vanity table with drawers that lit up automatically when opened. These held selective high-end jewellery and accessories, while the large lower drawers stored my designer footwear.

While most affluent people preferred living in the outskirts of that town, I chose to stay within, close to the community that had always supported me. At least here, I felt warmth and love and never felt alone, even in the toughest times. 

The house had a spacious ground floor with a games room, a beautiful kitchen, two guest rooms and a study room. The first floor where I lived featured a large kitchen, one master bedroom, two guest rooms, an exercise room and a small library filled with thousands of books. 

The house was enclosed by a low boundary wall, allowing Mrs. Smith and Evelyn to glimpse into my garden from their balconies. The entrance had an automatic gate with a camera, letting me see and open it remotely. Yet, despite the warmth I had filled it with, it was just a house—not a home.

It might sound crazy, but I still had a hope—that my parents would return. How could they just leave me like that? The police never recovered their bodies, never found them. That tiny spark of hope remained...that maybe, just maybe, they were still out there. But I had accepted reality. Losing parents—it’s a pain that rips through you, shattering your heart in ways you never expected.

Even after everything, I tried to live, taking good care of myself and those around me. As I stepped onto my balcony on the first-floor, a fresh aroma of pie filled my nose and I couldn’t resist.

“Hey, Mrs. Smith, what smells so great? Apple pie?”

The balcony was connected to Eve’s house on the left and Mrs. Smith’s on the right.

“Yes, dear, I made lots of them. Wait, I’ll give them to you right now.”

She was 61-years-old and loved cooking—along with a bit of gossip, though never with bad intentions.

She gave me two apple pies and one blueberry pie. It was very easy to exchange things.

The doorbell rang.

“Who’s there now?”

I checked the camera to see who it was.

“Hey, Hazel, it’s me, Tristan. I have your parcels.”

I froze.

Why did he bring them?

A wave of nervousness hit me as I pressed the button to unlock the door.

I rushed downstairs.

Tristan stood there in a black leather jacket, his expression edged with frustration. It suited him. His tall muscular frame towered over me as he stepped inside, his baby blue eyes piercing straight through me.

His lips parted as he was about to say something.

I composed myself.

He wasn’t mine. He never would be.

“I wanted to drop these parcels off, they arrived at Mrs. Robinson’s address, luckily, I was passing by so—I hope you don’t mind.”

“Thank you.”

“Tell me where to keep them, these are heavy.”

“You think I’m weak? I can’t pick up a box?” 

I took the box in my hand and immediately handed him back. “Wow, this is heavy. Keep it there,” I pointed towards the living room.

Tristan grinned—a gorgeous smile that made my heart flutter.

I wished...things were different for us.

What? No. I did not say that.

Control, Hazel. Control.

“What are you smiling about?”

“Nothing. I can smile if I want to. I don’t have to take your permission, do I?”

“What is your problem?”

“You’re the problem, Hazel. You’re the problem.”

Was he in his senses? 

“Why did you come here? You could’ve sent it through anyone. Why did you make so much effort to come to my house and then insult
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FOR THE SURVIVORS, THE WARRIORS,
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