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Chapter 1: The Big Day 
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Sarah sat at the long conference table, her attention fixed on the screen at the front as she nodded along with the presentation. She jotted a few notes into her notebook, more out of habit than necessity, her mind already measuring the idea against her own. It was good, impressively so, and that only sharpened the edge of her nerves. Competition like this left no room for error, and she could not afford to fall short.

At the far end of the table, Director Smith leaned back in his chair, his expression difficult to read behind thin-framed glasses. Director Nathan, seated beside him, appeared more relaxed, occasionally nodding along. Director Jones looked thoroughly unimpressed, his boredom evident in the way his gaze drifted more often than it settled. It was as if someone dragged him into this meeting against his will. Sarah's awareness stretched across the room as she tried to anticipate what would win their approval.

This was what the meeting would decide. One project. One winning proposal. Every subsidiary had sent its best candidates to compete for it. There would be no second chances or room for excuses. Only results.

The presenter at the front spoke with steady confidence, moving through his slides with practiced ease. His timing was precise, his pauses deliberate, and the board's approval did not go unnoticed. Sarah watched him closely, noting the structure, delivery, and the way he held the room without seeming to try. He made it look effortless, which only made the pressure settle heavier in her chest.

By the time he finished, the applause felt well-earned, but to Sarah it carried a different weight. It marked the end of his turn and the beginning of hers.

This was it.

Her opportunity to secure something better and stable enough to ease the constant strain she had been carrying: her brother's tuition, her mother's medical bills, rent, the expectations placed on her, and the need to prove that she deserved to be here. All of it narrowed into this single moment.

She rose from her seat, gripping her laptop a little tighter than necessary as she made her way to the front. Each step controlled, even as her heartbeat begged to differ with the way it was out of control. She adjusted her curly hair absently, more out of habit than awareness, and kept her posture steady as she faced the room. From the outside, she knew she looked composed. That was the point.

Her mother's voice surfaced, calm and firm as ever. Even if you are about to collapse from nervousness, do not let it show. Only you need to know.

Sarah held onto that as she set up, her movements precise despite the faint tremor in her fingers. The screen lit up, displaying the title slide of her presentation, and a small sense of relief followed. She had prepared for this thoroughly, gone over every detail until it felt second nature. She only needed to follow through.

She clicked to the next slide.

It took longer than expected to load, but she did not dwell on it. Instead, she turned her attention to the room and began her introduction, her voice steady and controlled exactly as she had practiced.

Halfway through, something shifted. The expressions in front of her did not match the moment. Instead of attentive focus, there was subtle tension. A few people looked away, others pressed their lips together, and several pairs of eyes flicked toward the screen behind her.

A flicker of unease stirred. She followed their gaze. On the screen, an explicit image had replaced her slide.

Her breath caught as she reached for the trackpad, her movements urgent. "I'm sorry, I got the wrong thing," she said quickly, trying to switch it off, her composure slipping. That image was not hers; it had never been hers, and yet there it was, displayed at the worst possible moment.

She forced herself to focus and move past it before the situation worsened, but the room had already changed. The patience that had been there moments ago was thinning, replaced by judgment pressing in from every direction. Heat rose to her face as she worked to correct it, aware of every second stretching longer than it should.

"Oh, it looks like Aston Group has some interesting hobbies," Director Jones remarked, his tone edged with mockery. "To think we placed so much hope on them."

Sarah said nothing. Hobby? Nonsense! She was seconds away from wetting herself. Still, she kept her attention on the screen, refusing to let the comment break what little control she still had.

She located the correct file and opened it, willing it to cooperate as she prepared to continue. The slide refused to load. The delay stretched, the silence in the room growing heavier with it.

"Ladies and gentlemen, let's watch this short clip first before I get into details," she said, forcing a small smile as she clicked on a video, hoping to buy herself a moment.

The screen changed. She exhaled. Then another image settled, and the relief vanished just as quickly. Her manager appeared on the screen, pacing in a bathrobe, his posture unmistakable despite the absurdity of the situation. Every gaze in the room shifted toward him. The silence that followed was far worse than the laughter before it.

Sarah's eyes widened as the realization hit. That video had been sent to her as a joke, and she had deleted it without a second thought. It should not have been there. It should not have been possible.

"Not that," she said quickly, panic breaking through as she disconnected the laptop from the projector. "I'm sorry, I clicked the wrong thing."

Her thoughts raced as she tried to make sense of it, but nothing did. She had deleted it. She was certain of that. So why was it here?

"It happens," Director Nathan said, his tone lighter, though the effort to remain composed was obvious. "Please show us what you've got."

Sarah nodded, clinging to the small reprieve, and went through everything again with greater care this time. She checked every file, click, and detail before she moved forward. The presentation was exactly as she had prepared.

She drew in a slow breath, steadying herself. She had done this before. She knew how to do this. One mistake did not define the outcome. The worst had already happened. What else could go wrong?

Sarah smiled, clicked to the next slide, and steadied herself, ready to deliver the most important presentation of her career. She held the room with practiced confidence, meeting their eyes as she began, only to falter when the response didn't match her expectation. Something was off. The room wasn't attentive or serious. Faces were tight, strained in a way that didn't belong in a boardroom. A few people pressed their lips together, shoulders stiff, as if holding something back. Others avoided looking at her altogether.

A flicker of unease crept in. Following their gaze, Sarah turned slightly, her eyes lifting to the screen behind her, and a sharp burst of laughter escaped her before she could stop it, but cut short just as quickly as her hand flew to her mouth.

For a second, her brain refused to process what she was looking at. Her manager, or someone who looked like him, posed in worn-out undewear, and his posture exaggerated, completely at odds with the rigid, perpetually irritated man she knew. It didn't make sense. None of it did.

Her laptop snapped shut with more force than necessary as she yanked the cord free, her heartbeat spiking. Heat rushed to her face, not from embarrassment alone, but from the sudden, disorienting shift of the moment. So that's what they'd been holding in. Her shoulders threatened to betray her, a residual tremor of laughter she had to suppress as she forced herself to stand still, to breathe and recover.

Focus.

This wasn't just unfortunate. It was deliberate. Someone had set this up. And judging by the image, whoever it was had a particular issue with her manager. Then again... that wasn't exactly surprising.

"My apologies to everyone involved." She turned toward the audience and bowed, the movement stiffer than she intended.

When she straightened, her gaze caught on her manager's expression, and her stomach dropped. He looked livid, almost as if he was about to pass out from anger. Beside him, his rival wore a faint, satisfied smile, the contrast between them impossible to miss. The tension between the two had always been obvious, and in a moment like this, it was amplified. Rumor had it that the rival snatched her manager's wife.

"I apologize for the technical glitch earlier." Sarah lifted her head fully and, by mistake, met her manager's eyes. The force of it made her look away almost immediately. "I would like to clarify that that doesn't represent the main branch at all."

"Okay, we'll give you another chance, but make it fast." Director Smith waved a hand, already losing interest. "We don't have all day."

She clung to that small allowance and reopened the document, double-checking before clicking this time. Her fingers hovered for a second longer than necessary before she moved forward, as if caution alone could prevent another mistake. When the correct slide finally appeared, relief settled in her chest.

Still, something didn't sit right. The unease lingered like a warning she couldn't quite place. She began her presentation again, her voice steadying as she moved through the opening points, forcing her focus back onto familiar ground. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a man seated near the far end shifting in his chair, his attention fixed on his phone beneath the table. It was a brief, easy-to-miss detail, but something about it tugged at her attention before she forced herself to look away and continue.

Barely a minute later, the screen flickered, and the images were back. This time, she didn't freeze; her hand moved instantly, clicking, switching, trying to override it before anyone could react, but nothing responded. The cursor lagged, and the system remained unresponsive as if it no longer belonged to her. After a few frantic attempts, she shut the laptop again, more sharply than before.

That wasn't a glitch.

Once could be explained. Twice could be dismissed. This was something else.

That realization unsettled her more than the images themselves. Someone was interfering. The composure she had been holding on to began to slip, and the pressure in the room pressed in from all sides as the heavy silence turned colder. Her hands trembled despite her effort to steady them, and a thin layer of sweat gathered at her temples. She tried to breathe evenly, but each inhale was shallower than the last.

The edges of her vision blurred. She pressed her tongue hard against the inside of her cheek, grounding herself in the sharp sting of the bite, which forced her thoughts to realign before they could scatter completely.

"Young girl, what is up with you?" someone asked, restraint flying out the window.

"I apologize to everyone—"

"Are you sure you are ready for this?" Director Smith asked, glancing at his watch again. "Okay, for fairness' sake, forward your proposal to me now. If you can produce it, I will go through it myself."

Sarah nodded quickly, grateful for something she could still control. She restarted her laptop, logged into her email, and moved to attach the document, her focus narrowing onto the task. The folder opened, but a blank page stared back at her. She paused, scrolled once, then again, slower this time, as if the files might reappear if she looked carefully enough. Previous versions, backups, and everything she had worked on were gone.

A hollow feeling settled inside her. Her flash drive had gone missing that morning. The pieces aligned too easily after that. This wasn't bad luck. And she'd really be dumb if she still couldn't figure out a thing or two.

"Umm... ladies and gentlemen, there is a small problem," she said, her voice softer than she intended, searching for her next course of action. She made a hand gesture with her thumb and index finger a few centimeters apart. "A teeny tiny bit of problem."

"Perhaps she doesn't have anything to present and is buying time in the pretext of a malfunction," someone incited. With his words, everyone had a trace of suspicion in their eyes.

Director Nathan ignored the comment and looked at her instead. "How small?" he asked, a hint of amusement in his voice.

She straightened her back and glanced at her manager. His face had turned a shade darker, and a small vein could be seen above his temples. She figured he must be using the little rationality left to control his temper, and anything else going wrong would make him explode. If she had a choice, she wouldn't want to be the last straw that broke the camel's back.

Okay, here goes nothing. She took a deep breath and steeled herself. "My proposal is missing."

"What?" her manager shouted, slamming his fists on the table. His gaze could have vaporized her. Heads turned in his direction, and his bloodshot eyes regained some clarity. He couldn't afford to lose his temper in front of everyone. "Ahem, I'm sorry. Please don't mind me," he said, squeezing a smile that probably made his cheeks hurt.

Oh, no! That wasn't good. There was no coming back from this mess, and she would never hear the end of it. She couldn't even blame him for such a reaction. Everyone would have that kind of look if they watched a million-dollar contract slip through their fingers, especially after being thoroughly embarrassed. It would be worse if the contract went to his rival by sheer luck.

Her heart bled as she mourned her job. Getting yelled at would be a conservative outcome. Losing her job is the real outcome she dreaded. It wasn't as if another job would be waiting for her if she lost this one.

"Little girl, did you even prepare it yourself?" Director Jones asked, disrespect thick in his voice, leaning back and swiveling as he fiddled with his pen. "I've said it before, these young girls are terrible. Perhaps she doesn't even have a clue what this is about."

"I'm sorry. I prepared the presentation myself, but something might have happened to my laptop. Even I don't understand how this happened," her words tumbled out between ragged breaths. "Yes, I think this is malware."

The explanation sounded weak even to her own ears.

"Do you take this as a joke?" the rival said, anger pulsing through his voice. He didn't bother hiding his disdain. He had always been like this, quick to take advantage of any slip, and today was no different. "You could have prepared well enough and not come up here halfheartedly. You are making the rest of us look like idiots."

Halfhearted.

The word hit harder than it should have.

"I'm sorry, you lost your chance." Director Smith shook his head and glanced at his watch. Again. He took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes, and cleaned his lenses before putting them back on. "I sympathize with your unfortunate experience, but that is as far as I go. This counts as Aston Group forfeiting the bid."

Forfeiting.

Sarah's heart sank. There was nothing left to say. Nothing would change what had already been decided. The room had moved on without her.

She forced herself to move anyway. Her legs felt heavier than they should have as she stepped away, each step back to her seat carrying more than just the distance. This was what they had warned her about, with the senior manager reminding her every five minutes not to fail. She had nodded through all of it, confident in her ability to handle the pressure. She had promised to deliver.

And now all that was down the drain. She bowed as an apology then turned and made her way out. 
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Chapter 2: Liar!
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The hallway was quieter, but it didn’t ease the tightness in her chest. She went straight to the bathroom, gripping the edge of the sink as she leaned forward, trying to steady her breathing. Her reflection stared back at her, composed on the surface and untouched by the chaos around her.

Who would do this? Why her? She stayed there longer, letting the silence settle, and forcing her thoughts to slow until they stopped racing in circles. There had to be an explanation. She couldn't leave it like this. Maybe there was something she could still fix.

When she returned to the boardroom, she pushed the door open just enough to slip back inside. The screen at the front lit up, drawing her attention. Its contents had blood draining out of her face. Everything screamed hers. She had written this. Every line, every transition, and every idea had come from her. The late nights, constant revisions, and every argument with her fiancé were all there, laid out clearly on the screen.

Except it wasn't hers anymore. Her name was gone, and in its place was another.

Martin Greg.

The dots connected slowly until it became impossible to deny. The glitches, the missing files, and the timing aligned too perfectly to be anything else. Her hand curled into a fist at her side. She opened her mouth, the need to say something rising too quickly to hold back. "I—"

"Mr. Greg, I'm impressed," Mr. Smith said, cutting through the moment as he began to clap. "It looks like you did your research."

"Thank you, sir, for your kind words," Martin said, grinning. "Indeed, it took me many nights to come up with such an idea."

Each word landed like a slap. Sarah stood frozen, her gaze fixed on him as he spoke so confidently, as if none of it had been taken from someone else.

"This is innovative and problem-solving." Director Nathan nodded. "I have such a good impression of your company, and I believe this project will be in good hands if handed to such a responsible young man. Looks like the old generation is not the match for the young ones." He chuckled, clearly pleased.

"That is the kind of talent we need in the industry," Director Smith added.

"I'm flattered." Martin smiled, soaking in the praise, his satisfaction barely contained.

Her fists tightened. That should have been her.

He lifted his head then, and his smile froze for a brief second when he noticed her standing at the far end of the room. The pause was small, almost unnoticeable, before he regained his composure and looked straight at her. "Miss, do you have any comments for me?"

Sarah's fingernails dug into her palm.

He knew.

Looking at him standing there so confidently, accepting praise for something he stole from her, made her heart burn. Every late night, sacrifice, argument, and ounce of effort she had poured into that proposal was being reduced to a stepping stone for someone else's success.

She should stay quiet. That was the smart thing to do. Accusing him without proof would only make her situation worse, and judging from the looks around the room, nobody believed her anyway. One wrong move and she would humiliate herself even further. But the words kept building inside her.

"Liar!" Sarah shouted, the word echoing louder than she expected. Every head turned toward her, the room shifting in an instant.

"Excuse me?" Martin said, his expression carefully blank.

"That is mine!" she said through gritted teeth.

"Who is this disrespectful person?" the man beside Martin's empty chair snapped, his tone not hiding his irritation. "You couldn't even get a proposal right, and you have the nerve to accuse others of stealing your proposal?"

The room didn't come to her defense. No one spoke, but she could feel it in the way they looked at her, and in the way a few people snorted under their breath while others dismissed her.

"What a sore loser," someone muttered.

The words settled heavily, pressing her further out of place.

"I don't have time for this nonsense." Director Smith glanced at his watch again, as if this interruption had already taken too much of his time. "Please sort out your issues somewhere else. Miss, I'll have to ask you to get out."

The finality in his voice left no space to argue.

Sarah stood there for a second longer than she should have, her chest tight with everything she couldn't say in time. Then she bent down, gathered her things, and turned toward the door, each step heavier than the last. This had been her chance. She had built everything around it. She had counted on it. She needed it to work. And now it was slipping away right in front of her.

She paused at the door despite herself, her gaze drawn back one last time. Martin was shaking hands with Director Smith, smiling as if he had earned every bit of it. That should have been her. She stepped out before she could look any longer.

An hour later, her phone rang. She stared at the screen for a moment before answering, her grip tightening. Her senior manager was calling. She swallowed and brought the phone to her ear. "Hello?"

"Sarah, what kind of enmity do you have with our company?" The senior manager's angry voice came through the line.

Sarah flinched, pulling the phone slightly away before bringing it back. "Ms. Wen, I don't understand..."

"You are playing dumb now, huh?" Ms. Wen's voice rose, "Fine, I'll fill you in. Why did you leak confidential information to another company? And you had the nerve to tell me your proposal was stolen?"

"What are you talking about?" Sarah asked, confusion tightening her voice.

"You are still denying it. I followed up on the case you reported. Guess what? The document was sent through your job email account a day before you attended the conference!"

"Ms. Wen, I..." Her words stuck in her throat as she remembered something. Wait... a day before the conference? Wasn't that the same day she had taken her laptop to the IT department for maintenance? "Ms. Wen, this is really a misunderstanding. Please give me some time. I will prove my innocence."

"No need." The response came too quickly. Sarah's grip tightened around the phone as Ms. Wen continued, "You don't need to report to work anymore. Our company doesn't need dishonest employees." The line went dead.

There goes justice.

"Are you kidding me?" Sarah screamed, kicking the wall. Pain shot up her leg, but it barely registered. "I should be the one getting mad, not the damn company!"

***
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Back in her hotel room, Sarah took a long, warm bath, hoping the heat would ease the tension that still clung stubbornly to her body. She lathered the soap between her palms and spread it slowly along her arms, first one, then the other, focusing on the repetitive motion because it gave her something simple to hold onto. But the silence around her only made everything louder.

She felt like a failure. Things had already been falling apart over the past few months, one problem bleeding into the next until she no longer remembered what it felt like to breathe without pressure sitting on her chest. That proposal had been the one thing she could still point to and tell herself she was doing okay.

She sighed and adjusted the diamond ring on her finger, watching it catch the light for a brief second before lowering her hand again. Her thoughts drifted to Brandon waiting for her back home. It had been six months since their engagement after two years of dating, but lately, something about their relationship felt off in a way she could no longer ignore. The distance between them had grown until it settled into almost every conversation they had. Brandon no longer looked at her the same way, and more often than not, it felt like she was the only one still trying to hold things together.

Maybe it was her fault.

Over the past few months, work had consumed nearly all of her attention, leaving little energy for anything else by the time she got home. Perhaps she had neglected him without realizing it. Perhaps she had mistaken exhaustion for stability and assumed he would always understand.

Sarah rubbed her thumb lightly over the ring and let out another quiet sigh. Since she didn't have a job anymore, she might as well spend more time with him before figuring out what to do next with her life.

A small smile appeared on her face as she thought about Brandon. Despite everything, she missed him. The thought of finally going home to something familiar felt comforting after the disaster this trip had turned into. With that in mind, she stepped out of the tub onto the small but chic zebra-print rug and slipped into the soft white bathrobe hanging nearby. The warmth from the bath still lingered against her skin as she walked further into the room.

Streaks of colored lights streamed through the small opening between the long, heavy curtains and bounced on the oval mirrors across the room, forming a mesmerizing crisscross of rainbow-colored patterns on the walls and polished floor. The suite was far more luxurious than anything she would normally spend money on, from the elegant furniture to the soft golden lighting that made the entire room feel almost dreamlike at night.

Sarah let out a quiet sigh. The company had only booked a suite like this because of discounted coupons, something the employees joked about endlessly before the trip. Even so, the room had already been paid for five days in advance.

Too bad she had been thrown out of the conference on the second day.

Sarah took a sip of water, letting it sit in her mouth for a moment before swallowing. She placed the glass down and ran her fingers through her thick hair, loosening it from behind her shoulders until it fell freely down her back. She wandered around aimlessly for a while before deciding to go downstairs and walk around the hotel. This might be the last time she ever stepped into a place this luxurious, and refused to spend the rest of the night hiding in her room, wallowing in misery.

After changing, she slipped into her favorite pale blue heels, the same pair she always wore whenever she needed luck on her side. It felt silly now, relying on shoes for comfort at her age, but habits like that were hard to let go of.

The hotel buzzed with life compared to the suffocating silence upstairs. Most of the guests looked like businessmen winding down after meetings, their expensive suits and easy confidence making her feel oddly out of place among them. Somewhere on the terrace, a couple sat close together over a candlelit dinner, smiling softly at each other as if the rest of the world had disappeared.

Sarah looked away first.

Further ahead, a group of men laughed loudly around the pool area, completely absorbed in whatever game they were playing. Their laughter carried easily through the night, giving her a sense of warmth she had never felt before. She found herself slowing down. There was something comforting about watching people who looked genuinely happy. People who weren't pretending everything was fine when it wasn't. She wanted to know what that felt like.

Without realizing it, she wandered closer to the pool, the dim lights reflecting on the water and casting soft ripples of light across the ground beneath her feet. The cool night breeze brushed against her skin, easing the heaviness inside her. And then her heel decided grip was for newbies. Or maybe it didn't like the smoothness of the tiles, but either way, she lost her balance.

Her stomach dropped. She flung her hand out instinctively, searching for anything to hold onto, but her fingers met nothing but air. She could already see herself falling into the pool. Her face twisted into a horrified and hopeless expression, cursing her younger self for not enrolling in swimming lessons. Of all the ways her disastrous day could end, drowning in a hotel pool had never crossed her mind. She was about to drown in her sorrows, literally.

Perhaps falling into the pool and disappearing beneath the water would have been a fitting end to such a disastrous day, but the stubborn part of her refused to surrender so easily. She waved her arms frantically, trying to regain her balance, and worked for a second before her ankle quit on her. It twisted beneath her weight, forcing a sharp yelp past her lips.

She shut her eyes tightly, bracing herself for the cold splash she knew was coming. But it never came. An arm wrapped firmly around her waist, pulling her backward. The sudden force spun her away from the edge and into a solid, warm chest.

Sarah's breath hitched.

She clung to him, her fingers tightening around his arm as her heart pounded from the near-fall. His cologne calmed her nervous self, and the tight grip on her waist gave her a sense of safety she had never felt before. She forgot everything and hoped to stay in this embrace forever. It had been a long time since someone made her feel protected.

"Are you alright?" a deep voice asked near her ear. The sound sent an unexpected tremor through her, pulling her back to reality.

"Yes, I'm alright," she answered quickly before lifting her head to look at him. And then she forgot the rest of her sentence.

The man holding her was unfairly handsome up close. His black eyes held a calmness that contrasted with the laughter and noise around the pool, and there was something unreadable about the way he looked at her. His gaze was distant yet attentive. The corners of his eyes drooped slightly with lazy ease, giving him an effortlessly composed appearance, like very little in this world could truly disturb him.

He was so close that his lips would meet hers if she moved up a few inches. The thought startled her enough that she immediately pushed it away. What was wrong with her? She already had a fiancé.

Almost as if sensing her sudden discomfort, he loosened his hold around her waist as soon as she regained her footing and stepped back enough to give her space.

"Thank-thank you," she said, annoyed that her voice still sounded unsteady.

His lips curled into a smile, and that charming smile sparked ripples of unknown feelings in her heart. "My honor."

Hiss!

The sharp pain in her ankle returned the moment she shifted her weight onto it. Sarah winced and grabbed onto him again for support, her forehead pressing against his chest as she waited for the pain to pass.

Her heel had snapped at some point during the fall, leaving her struggling to balance properly. He glanced down at the broken shoe, then back at her, amusement flickering in his eyes before he crouched without a word and removed both heels with the level care she had only seen in romance movies.

The simple gesture caught her off guard. Most people would have laughed first. Instead, he held out his hand to her as naturally as if taking care of strangers was something he did every day.

Sarah hesitated for the briefest moment before placing her hand in his. The warmth of his fingers against hers sent an unfamiliar rush through her body, and she silently thanked her brown skin for hiding the heat rising to her face.

She leaned on him for support, limping away from the pool while he matched her pace without complaint. He guided her to a nearby white chair and waited until she sat comfortably before stepping away. He signaled one of the hotel staff and whispered something. A few minutes later, the staff returned carrying a pair of powder-blue flats, an ice pack, and a first-aid kit.

Her savior crouched in front of her again and gently took hold of her injured foot as though it was the most natural thing in the world. She found herself staring at him while he worked. His slightly curly hair framed his forehead, almost covering his eyes when he lowered his head. His bushy eyebrows furrowed from time to time as his gentle fingers worked magic on her foot. She barely felt the pain.

"Done," he said, closing the first-aid box.

"Huh?" His voice snapped her out of her thoughts. She brushed her fingers through her hair. "Oh... okay. Thanks."

"See you around," he said with an easy smile before waving and heading back toward his friends.

Sarah remained seated long after he left, her gaze lingering in the direction he had gone. It had only been a few minutes, a brief encounter with a stranger she would probably never see again, but that had changed her view of life.

What would it feel like being his? 
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Chapter 3: Surprise!
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Two days later, Sarah landed early in the morning at New Stanton International Airport, the biggest airport in Zaida City. The place buzzed with life despite the early hour, filled with unfamiliar faces hurrying past with luggage in hand, while others reunited tearfully with loved ones waiting for them at the arrivals section.

Sarah had abandoned her usual formal wear for something more casual that matched the pair of flats her savior had given her that evening at the hotel. She could have worn another pair, yet she found herself choosing these without much thought. Somehow, they no longer felt like ordinary shoes. They had replaced her favorite blue heels.

As she walked through the airport, the slight limp in her step was barely noticeable. His careful treatment had done wonders for her ankle, though a dull ache still surfaced now and then to remind her the injury had not completely healed.

She took out her phone and scrolled through her contact list until her fingers paused over Brandon's name. She considered calling him to let him know she had arrived, but stopped herself and slipped the phone back into her bag, a small smile tugging at her lips instead. Wouldn't it be better to surprise him?

The thought lightened her mood a little. Maybe she would catch him wearing those ridiculous panda onesies he kept hidden in the closet out of embarrassment. The image alone almost made her laugh. By the time she arrived at their apartment, the excitement of seeing him had pushed aside some of the heaviness lingering from the disastrous business trip. She keyed in the password and stepped inside quietly.

After removing her flats, she slipped into her peach-colored bunny slippers despite Brandon constantly insisting they looked childish. Sarah never cared what he thought about them. The slippers reminded her too much of Glen and the tiny rabbits he used to keep back in their hometown.

She still remembered the day he gifted them to her before she left for university. "Sis, I bought you special bunnies since you can't take real bunnies to the city." The memory softened her expression as she tiptoed toward the living room, already imagining the look of surprise on Brandon's face when she shouted his name.

But the words never came out.

On her favorite sofa, Brandon reclined comfortably with Clara—her former roommate—sitting on his lap. Clara's arms circled his neck while Brandon's hand rested possessively on her waist. The strap of Clara's red nightgown had slipped off one shoulder, exposing more skin beneath his wandering hand as the two kissed without restraint, completely absorbed in each other. Or maybe Clara noticed, but was more than happy to have an audience.

Sarah could not move.

Her chest tightened, squeezing the air out of her lungs, her heart shattering into a million tiny shards. Her world tilted, numbness spreading in her limbs, and a wave of nausea assailed her as the foundation of her relationship crumbled before her eyes. Everything she thought was steady suddenly felt fragile. Foolish, even. Without warning, an old memory surfaced from somewhere she had spent years trying to bury.

"Sarah, your father has a new family now," her mother had said years ago. She could still remember her mother's sweating eyes—of course, it wasn't sweat—and the pain in her heart intensified.

Sarah stood in place, her hands trembling, questioning everything. How could he do this to her? Did she do something wrong? How long had she been in the dark? Did he ever love her? How could she have been so stupid as not to notice anything amiss? What if her entire relationship had been a lie?

She pursed her lips, contemplating whether to kill those cheaters or yell at them until they died of a brain hemorrhage. In the end, she figured going to jail for such trash wasn't worth it. She adjusted her breath and took a step forward, making sure to bump into something loud enough to alert the two lovers.

"Sarah!" Brandon shouted, pushing Clara away, and hurrying to take Sarah's luggage. He ran a hand through his hair like he was searching for an explanation that didn't exist. "Weren't you supposed to come back tomorrow? Did something happen at work? You could have told me earlier. I'd have picked you up."

Sarah glanced at him once but remained silent as her gaze fell on Clara, who lounged on her sofa as if she owned the house.

Clara raised her head to meet Sarah's gaze, giving her a provocative look. "Long time no see, Sarah."

Sarah scrunched her nose at Clara's provocation. She shook her head, unable to understand why Clara seemed so proud of being a mistress. Perhaps she would never understand Clara because they didn't view loyalty the same way. Anyway, since Brandon could still act normal after being caught red-handed, she might as well play along.

"It hasn't been long at all." Sarah smiled back, picking up a glass from the table. She toyed with the glass, tossing it up and down like a tennis ball, and made a motion as if to hurl it at Clara. Clara let out an earth-shattering scream and covered her head with both hands. Ha! Such a scaredy cat for someone acting so bold.

Sarah walked to the water dispenser and filled the glass. She sipped a mouthful of water, watching Clara's animated reactions. "Didn't we see each other often? We lived together before graduation, remember?" She sat opposite Clara and placed her glass on the table with a soft thud. She crossed her legs at the ankles and leaned back on the chair. "But I guess it is long enough for you to hook up with my fiancé."

Clara sat up, puffed out her chest, and regained her smug expression. She nodded and flashed a flirty smile at Brandon.

Sarah ignored Brandon, who looked like he was waiting for her to do what angry girlfriends do when they find their boyfriends doing, and shifted her attention to Clara. "I heard you quit your job a month ago. So, where are you currently working?"

"Oh, you still don't know?" Clara laughed as her delicate fingers covered her mouth, revealing a flirtatious expression. She seemed proud to know something Sarah didn't, as it made her special. She leaned back on the sofa and announced proudly, "I'm working at Brandon's company as his assistant."

"No wonder Brandon has been so enthusiastic about his job recently," Sarah said before taking a sip of water. "So that's the reason." She shook her head, chuckling. "What a waste. I thought he was working on a million-dollar project. I even did all I could to support him."

"Sarah, I..." Brandon finally found his voice.

"Relax, I understand." Sarah flashed him a charming smile, the kind that used to soften his expression instantly. Like now. She reached for her suitcase, took out an exquisite box, and handed it to him. "It is the best-roasted coffee beans from the Northern Highlands that you enjoy the most." Brandon looked relieved, a sight that almost made her laugh.

Sarah's gaze shifted toward Clara before she slowly removed the necklace Brandon had given her during the proposal. Her fingers lingered on it for only a second before she walked over and placed it into Clara's hands. "Sorry, I didn't know we had a guest, so please make do with this."

The room fell quiet.

Sarah noticed the tension leaving Brandon's face, and a faint smirk tugged at the corner of her lips. Somehow, even now, he still believed her smile meant forgiveness. He still thought he understood her.

But Sarah knew exactly where this conversation would go if she let him speak. There would be excuses. Explanations. Maybe he would claim it meant nothing. Maybe he would say he was only fooling around and she was taking things too seriously. Perhaps he would even feed her one of those ridiculous theories people loved repeating these days: you know, everyone cheats a little, and mature women should learn to overlook it. People had become far too comfortable disrespecting those who loved them.

"Sarah," Brandon finally opened his mouth again, a subtle threat lacing his words. "What is the meaning of this? You know you will always be the woman in charge of my house. My wife. Shouldn't this guarantee be enough to satisfy you?"

Guarantee? Is he even listening to himself? Sarah tidied her luggage and tucked the stray hair on her face behind her ears. She raised her chin slightly and fixed her eyes on Brandon's face, her smile never fading. "Brandon. I, as a woman, don't want you. As for the precious coffee beans I just gave you, consider it a break-up gift."

"Is this what you want so badly?" She turned to Clara and pointed at Brandon. "Do you love him so much that you don't mind snatching him from someone else? Fine, since you like second-hand goods so much, I'll gift this man to you. That necklace I gave you is the witness to our promises back then."

She glanced at her favorite sofa one last time and found it an eyesore. It felt dirty and tainted. Everything she once loved in this house disgusted her, just like all her dad's things. She picked up her suitcase and headed to the door. Thank heavens she had all her necessities in the bag and didn't need to stay a second longer in this filthy house.

"Sarah!" Brandon called out as he chased after her and grabbed her wrist. "I'm only playing around with that woman. Don't take it seriously."

Ah, yes. She was right. "Playing around to the point of sleeping on our bed," She sneered, shaking off his hand and facing him. "I don't care how much you play around, but I don't want a man who plays around. I'm really picky, and I like goods that belong solely to me."

"Sarah, don't throw a tantrum, alright? It was Clara who threw herself at me. She is just a side woman and cannot be compared to you."

"Brandon?" Clara's jaw dropped, and her eyes bulged at Brandon's unexpected words. "Why are you pushing all the blame on me? Weren't we together in this? Why am I the bad one now? I didn't hear you say that last night? Come on, tell her the truth. You enjoyed every moment with me. "

Sarah laughed at this pathetic excuse. "She threw herself at you, and you welcomed her with open arms. How are you different from her?" She glanced at Clara, who was having a hard time maintaining her expression, and her lips curled into a smile. She had to let Clara know her worth. "Brandon, what makes you think you still deserve me?"

"Sarah, it's you who doesn't deserve Brandon," Clara voiced her opinion.

"Clara, why are you adding fuel to the flames?" Brandon glared at her, distancing himself. "Can't you see I'm trying to get out of this sticky mess?"

Sarah looked at the pair of idiots as she maintained her calm demeanor. "I think you two are fated to be a pair. Don't come close to me; your bad vibes might rub off on me."

She dropped her luggage, walked towards the window, and picked up her two potted plants. She petted the remaining flowers and said, "Mommy is gone now. Please forgive me; I won't be able to accompany you anymore. I hope the next person will take good care of you." She took a deep breath, walked back, and picked up her bags, ready to leave.

Traces of panic appeared on his face after his attempt to pacify Sarah failed. Perhaps he never thought she would be this decisive when it came to him. Most likely, he was betting on her affection for him, confident she wouldn't leave. Too bad he miscalculated. She had her limits.

Brandon blocked her way and said, righteously, "Sarah, these mind games won't get you anywhere. I know you are pretending; otherwise, how could you bear to leave me so easily? You should be happy with the privilege of being my wife."

"Privilege?" Sarah laughed. "What makes you think marrying you is a privilege?"

"Sarah, don't always think that I will tolerate your tantrums. If you leave today, don't ever think of coming back."

Sarah looked at his ridiculous face and laughed again. She tossed her hair out of her face, headed towards the elevator, and pushed the down button. As she waited for the door to open, she turned and looked Brandon in the eye. "I assure you. Today, once I leave, I will never come back, even if you beg me on your knees." She stepped inside the open elevator and left without turning back.

As soon as she got out, she managed to get a taxi. This could be considered good luck for her since taxis did not frequent this place. It could be the universe conspiring to help her because she didn't have the confidence to remain calm when facing that pair. She did not want to waste her time listening to his nauseating self-righteous talk. Sarah got into the taxi as fast as possible, and the driver helped her get her bags into the trunk.

"Wait..." Brandon emerged from the main door, perhaps giving his last shot at calming her down. But who would tell him things had already escalated to the point they couldn't be saved?

"What are you so sad about?" Clara followed, wrapping her arms around his waist. "Even if she left, you still have me." She tightened her hold around him and whispered, "I am not as heartless as her. I won't leave you."

"You are the best." He turned around and reciprocated the hug. "We can have some fun while she takes her time to throw her tantrums." He said, loud enough for Sarah to hear, "She will soon realize the world doesn't revolve around her. She will come back eventually when reality dawns on her. Every man will have a few women out there for fun, and that is a reality she should get used to sooner."

Sarah closed the taxi door. "Hey driver, let's get out of here."
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Chapter 4: Where Are we Going? 
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Sarah heaved a quiet sigh of relief as the taxi sped off, putting more distance between her and the apartment she no longer wanted to call home. She leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes, exhaustion settling over her as her mind replayed every disastrous moment from the past few days. The scenes kept colliding painfully in her head, no matter how much she wanted silence instead.

"Miss, where are we going?" the driver asked.

"Weston Brook Street, block 75," Sarah replied without opening her eyes. She was moving back to her former apartment for the time being. Emily still lived there, and staying with her best friend felt like the safest option until she figured out what to do with her life.

"Are you sure?" the driver asked after a short pause, his tone hesitant. "The place isn't very friendly, you know."

Sarah barely reacted. Understandable. Nothing about her appearance matched the address she had just mentioned. Weston Brook was a low-income neighborhood mostly occupied by struggling university students and people trying to survive on very little. A few decent apartments could be found scattered around the area, but nobody moved there because life was comfortable. Most people there counted every coin carefully before spending it, and sharing cramped apartments with several roommates was completely normal.

Compared to where she had just come from, the difference was almost laughable. Brandon's apartment had been in one of the most expensive neighborhoods in town, second only to Greenvale, where the truly wealthy lived behind guarded gates and polished smiles.

And now she was going back to Weston Brook again. Life really had a cruel sense of humor.

"Yes, I'm sure, sir."

The driver glanced at her through the rearview mirror, his expression shifting several times as if he was debating whether to say something. Eventually, curiosity won. "Ah, from the looks of it, it seems you just broke up with your man, right?"

Sarah stayed quiet. Was there even a point in answering? The answer was already obvious. He had seen her dragging suitcases into a taxi, followed by a yelling man, and a face that probably looked more exhausted than composed. People only moved around like that when life had fallen apart somewhere behind them.

One thing: he was bad at reading the atmosphere. He started yapping, "I think that might be a hasty decision. I saw another woman there, and I guess he cheated, or you are the mistress? Well, anyway, all men do that, and there is no need to overreact. You see, these days women are too sensitive and want everything done their way. My wife—"

"Shut up!" she snapped, making the driver swerve. "Remember when I asked for your opinion? Me neither. And please, focus more on driving and less on talking. I just had a perfect day, absolutely perfect, and I don't need you to make it any better." Well, that came out harsher than intended, but who asked him to give unsolicited advice?

Finally, she could have some peace. Her thoughts drifted back to Brandon despite herself. To the beginning. To all the little things he used to do that made her feel special at the time.

"Sarah, I love you..." His smile from years ago surfaced clearly in her mind. Back then, he stood beside his white BMW in designer clothes, holding a bouquet of red roses with that bright, confident smile that once made her heart race. He had been the person who brought color into her world when everything felt dull and exhausting. And now he was also the same person who shattered it.

That smile, the one she once thought could light up her entire world, now felt like mockery. Looking back, all the dreams she built around him seemed fragile, almost childish. One moment, she had been planning a future with him, but the next, she was dragging her luggage across the city with nowhere certain to go. Reality really knew how to strike without warning. And it hurt far more than she wanted to admit.

After what felt like forever, the taxi finally pulled over on a quiet street lined with old apartment buildings. They had arrived. She paid the driver and stepped out immediately, not bothering with another word. The last thing she wanted was more unsolicited advice from someone trying to dissect her life through a rearview mirror. She no longer had the energy to explain herself to anyone.

She picked up her luggage and headed to an old-looking wooden gate—well, not really wooden. It is just that the landlady had this weird hobby of fitting wooden planks everywhere. She had replaced the original metallic gate with another one made of both metal and wood. It did add a unique feel to the entrance.

After getting in, she headed straight to the farthest single-story apartment. It was the nicest-looking apartment in the compound. As she pulled her two big, heavy suitcases, the wheels scraped against the cobblestone pavements, making an irritating noise that caught the attention of a few people. Three idle tenants, probably university students, sat within the compound, throwing curious glances and acting as if they did not care. But Sarah knew deep down how those eyes burned with gossip. It was a disgrace to move back to low-class living after being in a high-end suburb.

The place sounded worse than it actually was. The apartments were built like small cottages, each separated by a short fence that offered a little privacy from the neighbors. At the entrance stood a concrete arc covered in blooming purple bougainvillea, its branches spilling over the sides, almost creating the illusion of entering a paradise.

Almost.

Sarah dragged her luggage along the narrow path between patches of soft grass, breathing in the faint floral scent lingering in the air. No matter how exhausted she felt, the sight of the garden eased something inside her chest. She had spent years turning the small compound into a beautiful flower garden, filling every available corner with life. Flowerpots of different sizes lined the wooden shelves against the wall, overflowing with color and greenery that made the tiny apartment feel warmer and more alive.

This place had never been luxurious, but it felt like home.

Her gaze drifted toward the flowers near the entrance, and she sighed at the sight of a few overgrown branches hanging unevenly over the pots. Emily clearly hadn't touched the garden in days. Then again, Emily hated gardening and only watered the plants when guilt finally caught up to her.

Normally, Sarah would have complained endlessly about the poor state of her flowers. Today, she didn't have the energy. She stopped at the door, then walked toward the window and crouched beside one of the flowerpots. After moving it aside, she found the spare key exactly where they used to leave it back in university. Some habits never changed.

The three of them—Sarah, Emily, and Clara—used to live here during their university years. Clara had moved out almost immediately after getting a job, leaving the remaining rent to the two of them, even though neither could properly afford it. Back then, life had been one long struggle between unpaid bills, cheap meals, and pretending things would somehow work out. Emily had even swallowed her pride and begged her father to help them with rent for a few months, something she hated talking about afterward.

Even after graduation, Emily refused to let go of this place.

Sarah understood why.

Although Emily came from a wealthy family, judging from the quality of her clothes and her former circle, she never liked speaking about them. Every time the topic surfaced, she would either change the subject or disappear completely. Whatever happened between her and her family had cut deeper than she let people see.

By now, both of them could afford to move somewhere better than Weston Brook. Still, neither could bring themselves to leave this apartment behind. Too many memories lived there. Too many nights spent crying from stress, laughing over instant noodles, studying until sunrise, and encouraging each other when life became unbearable. This place had witnessed the worst versions of them.

Sarah entered the house, dropped her bags beside the doorway, and collapsed onto the couch. Exhaustion weighed heavily on her, drowning out every other thought until sleep pulled her under the moment her head touched the sofa.

She woke up sometime later and reached for her phone. After texting Emily to let her know she was back, she glanced at the time. Ten in the morning. Only two hours had passed, yet it felt like she had slept through an entire lifetime.

The moment she became fully awake, everything returned. Her mind replayed the scenes one after another until her chest tightened all over again. Sarah pushed herself up from the chair and shook her head. No. If she stayed still too long, she would lose herself in those thoughts again.

She needed something else to focus on. Something physical. How long had it been since she properly cleaned this house? She changed into grey loungewear, grabbed the cleaning supplies, and threw herself into scrubbing every corner of the apartment.

By late afternoon, she had cleaned most of the house and completely worn herself out in the process. Her arms ached, sweat clung to her skin, and her legs felt weak, but at least the endless noise in her head had quieted for a while.

Cleaning was easier than thinking.

Thinking forced her to confront the ugly truth sitting at the center of everything. Her life had fallen apart within days, leaving her to gather pieces she didn't even know how to fix yet.

Sarah dragged herself into the kitchen and headed straight for the fridge. After all that cleaning, she wanted something simple to eat before collapsing into bed again.

The moment she opened the fridge, cold air brushed against her face, cooling the sweat on her skin. She stood there for a few seconds longer than necessary, enjoying the sensation before disappointment settled in. Ice cubes, bottled water, and nothing else. The emptiness inside the fridge matched her mood a little too well.

Then she remembered Emily couldn't cook to save her life. That girl survived almost entirely on takeout and diet trends she abandoned every few weeks. Keeping groceries in the house would have been shocking, honestly.

Sarah moved to the cabinets where they used to store cereal and
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