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Chapter 1: Struggle

L City, downtown.
The prime district’s loudest bar roared. Liquor stung the air. Smoke curled under strobe lights. Bass hammered hard enough to numb thought.
On the dance floor, bodies moved with abandon. At the counter, Christine Butler drank alone. Calm outside. Fury underneath. Even the music could not drown the voices in her head:

“Kenneth , do you love me?”
“Love? Of course I love you.”
“Who do you love more, me or Christine Butler?”
“My little vixen, of course it’s you.”
Two hours earlier she had opened a door and found Kenneth Minnie with her half-sister, Lydia Adela. She had not cried. She had not screamed. She had turned on her heel and walked away. Now she poured another shot down her throat and tasted only bleak amusement.

How ironic.

She had lost count. The bartender set them down; she emptied them.

How had she ever fallen for a man like Kenneth? What a joke.

“Well, well, Christine.” The most revolting voice in the world slid up behind her. “Didn’t know you cared this much. Drowning your sorrows over a ken heart? I’m flattered.”

She did not need to turn. Hearing him dragged the image of him with Lydia back into focus, sour rising in her throat. She knocked back the last of her drink, laid cash on the bar, and said, “Check.”

She stood to leave.

Kenneth’s hand clamped around her arm. “Don’t rush off, sweetheart. We were a couple. Let’s end nicely. I’ll buy you a few more.”

The grin told the truth. He’d already paid the bartender to doctor her last glass. A year together and he hadn’t gotten past holding hands. It festered. He’d planned to get her drunk, get her into bed, then dump her. She had simply discovered him first.

Christine yanked free and started for the door. Heat flushed her skin. The room listed. From the corner of her eye she caught the curl of his mouth.

She knew. She steadied herself, forced a bright smile, and said sweetly, “Kenneth, with that pig face, no wonder only Lydia wants you. Looking at you makes me want to throw up.”

She paused. “Save your money for plastic surgery. Try not to scare people.”

His finger shook. “Christine, you—”

He swallowed the rest. Soon enough, he thought, she’d be begging.

Her body screamed danger. She needed out before the drug took full hold. Scanning the room, she saw a young man passing. Instinct snapped; she seized his arm.

“How much for a night? I’ll buy you.”

She looked up—and stalled. Early twenties. Features carved with aristocratic precision. Fox-bright eyes, cool and remote. Too beautiful. Too untouchable.

A bar gigolo? Impossible. She had probably leapt from fire to furnace. But compared to Kenneth, this stranger was the lesser risk. She clung harder and refused to let go.

Bert Catharine loathed women who threw themselves at him. This one had even mistaken him for something for sale. His gaze went glacial—then stopped when it met the clarity in her eyes.

It was her.

He lifted her as if she weighed nothing and carried her through a discreet entrance into the Imperial Hotel above the bar. Kenneth only stared, stunned silent, as they vanished. Relief unspooled in Christine’s chest—until she realized the stranger still held her.

She tried to pull away. Her limbs were lead. “Where... are we going?” she whispered, fighting the fog rising in her skull.

He did not answer. He took her straight into a private suite.

“Let me go. I don’t want to,” she protested, voice thin. She struggled and collapsed onto the bed, cheeks burning. Damn Kenneth—how had she missed the drug? She had escaped one trap only to tumble into another.

No. She had to leave.

She pushed up as Bert shrugged off his jacket, his back to her. The breadth of his shoulders, the carve of his waist, stirred a treacherous flutter. Heat rolled through her in waves.

She slapped her cheek lightly. Get a grip.

“I just remembered... something. I need to go...” She fumbled at the handle.

“Aren’t you afraid he’s waiting outside?” His voice cut cleanly across the room.

She froze. Hand dropped. She slid down the door, gulping air. He was right. Kenneth might be there. He wouldn’t let go easily.

The drug gnawed higher.

Bert loosened his tie and came closer. He crouched, tilted her chin, and murmured, “Shall we begin?”

Christine shivered and knocked his hand away. She forced a crooked smile. “I can’t afford you. Find someone else.”

Her eyes betrayed her, fever-bright.

A muscle flickered in his brow. Insolent woman. He lifted her without effort, breath warm at her ear. “What if I pay for your night instead?”

“What?” Shock cut through the haze. Up close he was devastating, and the proximity stripped what little composure she had left.

“A million? Ten?” His mouth quirked.

“I’m not for sale,” she snapped, shame and defiance braided tight.

He studied her. Drugged. Lotus-pink cheeks. Vulnerable—and different. The disgust he felt for other women had not touched him when she grabbed him downstairs. Against his rules, the urge to indulge pressed hard.

Would he?

Her mind slipped. Heat erased reason. Her body leaned toward surrender her brain refused to name.

Bert, famed for control, felt it fray as he looked at her—skin damp with fever-heat, lashes trembling, breath catching. Restraint thinned to a thread.

What would happen next felt inevitable.

Or not.

Chapter 2: Surprise

She leaned into him, lost in the haze. He froze, then cupped her face and kissed her—dark, intent, unlike anything he had permitted himself before.

Control shattered.

Temptation, for once, was simple: take responsibility, or walk away. His thumb traced the heat high on her cheekbone. “Give yourself to me,” he murmured. “I’ll be responsible.”

He only wanted what came willingly.

She drifted. The night tipped and then broke.

Later, breath spent, he lay beside her and watched her sleep. He touched her lightly, drew her closer, pressed a kiss to her brow. “Do you remember me?”

Morning spilled through sheer curtains. Christine stirred. Every muscle ached. Her head throbbed. This wasn’t her room. Crystal chandelier. Space too large. Not home.

A dream?

She closed her eyes, reached for sleep, then memory struck like lightning. She turned and saw him. Not a dream.

Panic roared. How? Why?

She sifted last night in fits and starts—the bar, Kenneth, the stranger’s arm, “I’ll buy you.” Had she really said that? Shame burned. She slipped his arm off, rolled out of bed, and gathered her clothes, every movement a wince. She would leave. Now. Pretend nothing had happened.

At the door, she hesitated. Her gaze slid back to his face at rest. Wrong to vanish? She had grabbed him first. She rummaged in her pocket and found a single coin—five cents.

She knocked her forehead with her fist. “Brilliant.” She set the coin on the bedside table, scribbled a note, and whispered, “Don’t blame me. This is all I have. Call it a bad business deal. Honestly, I lost too. It was my first time.”

She slipped out.

The click of the latch woke him. He reached for her and found only cool sheets. For a moment it felt like a dream. Then he saw the faint red on the linen and the coin, the note.

Five cents.

Bert Catharine, second young master of the Ye family—worth five cents?

His jaw tightened.

Across town, Christine walked an hour home because she had no cash. The modest rental in a working-class block waited. After her father’s business collapsed, they had sold everything and moved here. She had adjusted. Mostly. But she had not come home last night. Her father must be frantic.

The house was empty. Relief bled out of her knees. In the mirror, a stranger looked back—hair wild, clothes crooked. She laughed, thin and bitter.

“It’s just a one-night stand,” she told the mirror, then dropped onto the bed to sleep.

Sleep did not come. The night replayed. Again and again.

She and Bert were unlikely to cross paths again. So why did the thought leave a hollow ache?

Her phone shrilled. She flinched and dug it out. The name on the screen—Rupert Kingsley—made her hesitate and then answer.

“Christine!” His voice was warm and anxious. “Where are you? I heard about your father.”

She exhaled. “Shao-jie...”

“I’m back tomorrow. Pick me up?”

“Uh—”

“Christine! Are you home? Open up—it’s Dad!” A hard knock rattled the door.

She cut the call off. At the door stood Alva Butler, sweat-slick, exhausted. He grabbed her hand. “Thank God. Where were you? I was out of my mind.” He pushed her inside and, without pausing, started stuffing clothes into a bag. “Pack. You have to leave. Now.”

“What?” She stared. “Dad, what happened?”

He froze. “Your stepmother.”

Cold slid through Christine’s veins. “What did she do?”

If not for that woman, her father’s company would not have fallen. They would not have been dragged this low.

He kept packing, refusing to meet her eyes. She grabbed his arm. “Tell me. Did she sell the house? Is she in trouble again?”

Silence cracked. He lifted his face, guilt burning in his eyes. Then, without warning, he slapped himself. Hard. Again. Again.

“Dad!” She caught his hands. The violence told her everything. Her voice dropped. “Whatever she did, I’ll forgive her.”

He sank to his knees. Tears spilled. “Christine... she sold you to loan sharks. They’re hunting you. If they catch you, they’ll sell you off to be someone’s mistress. I’m sorry. I failed you.”

“What?” Her fists knotted. She forced her voice steady. “That woman...”

“We go now.” He thrust a wad of bills into her pocket—his last money. “Buy a ticket to Seattle. Your aunt will take you in. Call her when you land. Don’t come back until I say.”

“No.” She shook him off, angry and afraid. “She can’t sell me. I’m not leaving you.”

“You must.” Red-rimmed eyes begged. “Be good and listen. I’ll come for you when it’s safe.”

A crash downstairs. Fists on wood. Coarse voices.

“Old man, open up! We know your daughter’s inside!”

“Quit talking. Break it down!”

Alva blanched. “They’re here.” He shoved Christine toward the window. “Go. I’ll hold them.”

“I’m not leaving.” She planted her feet.

“Christine, please.” His voice broke. “You’re all I have. If something happens to you, how do I face your mother?”

Mother. The softest place. Christine faltered, then swung onto the sill. “Come with me. We can both go. Don’t waste yourself on them.”

He gave a cracked smile. “She’s still my wife.” He squeezed her hand. “They want you, not me. Go.”

The lower door splintered. Heavy boots on the stairs. The apartment door shook under blows.

“Run!” Alva roared.

She slid down the drainpipe. Behind her, the door burst. She did not see the fists. She did not see the blood. She ran until her lungs burned. She caught a cab and said, “Airport. Fast.”

Chapter 4: Inferno

At the ticket hall, rough men prowled. She ducked behind a pillar. She needed a ticket. Guards blocked the counters. Then more men swept toward her hiding place.

She bolted for the boarding gates. Shouts erupted behind her.

Near the gate, two men stood apart like a stormfront—an old man with a cane and a tall, cold-eyed youth.

“Hurry, boy. Time,” the old man said.

Bert Catharine’s patience was gone. A morning wasted on filial duty when he should have been hunting the woman who had left him five cents.

“Is that how you talk to your grandfather?” the chairman of Ye Group scolded.

Bert’s mouth twitched. He endured the lecture, then the inevitable pivot. Marriage. Children. Great-grandsons.

“Fine,” he cut in. “I’ll meet them.”

It bought peace. For a minute.

Christine slipped into the orbit of black-suited security. Her pursuers stopped short, wary of the Ye crest on their lapels. She exhaled—until a security man snapped at her, “Who are you? This area is restricted. Move.”

She pressed a finger to her lips. Please. Just a moment.

He shoved. She clung to the spot. Safety was a few square meters of carpet.

“Are you deaf?” he snapped—and then a bottle shattered. The sound cracked through space.

Bert stared at the scene, expression frost-sharp. The security man folded, stammering apologies. “Second Young Master...”

Christine looked—and her heart leapt. Him.

Would he recognize her? It had been one night. Unlikely.

Her pursuers were inching closer. She chose a side exit and ran. The loan sharks followed.

Bert watched her vanish and smiled, slow and dangerous. “You won’t escape me.”

He moved to go. His grandfather’s hand closed on his arm. “You would abandon your grandfather? Unfilial.”

By the time he broke free, she was gone.

Chapter 5: Caught

At an upscale restaurant, a host blocked the door. “Reservation?”

“I...” Sweat cooled on her spine. Men were coming. She needed inside.

“No reservation, no entry.”

Christine’s eyes flicked to the brass nameplate. Memory sparked. “Check your records. Rupert Kingsley. Dinner on the 20th last month.”

The host scoffed, then returned from the terminal blinking. “You know Mr. Nan?”

“Yes. Let me in.”

“Can you call him?”

The elevator dinged. The loan sharks poured out. “There she is!”

Christine shoved past the host and sprinted down the corridor. Private rooms lined the hall. One door flew open and a woman fled, pale. Christine dove inside, slammed the lock, and looked up.

Bert Catharine sat with a coffee cup and an unreadable face.

Not him again.

Fists pounded the door. “Open up!”

“Please,” Christine said, breathless. “Let me hide. I’ll repay you.”

She didn’t wait for an answer. She ran into the en-suite and locked it.

Bert stood, opened the main door, and stared the thugs down. “Teaching someone a lesson?”

Faces blanched. “Second Young Master Ye—apologies!”

“Get out,” he said.

They scattered. He turned back to the restroom, a smile cutting across his mouth. “Woman,” he said softly, “you owe me an explanation.”

Chapter 6: Rage

Silence. He knocked. No answer. Unease slid in. One kick tore the latch free.

Empty. The window gaped. Five floors up. She had climbed down a drainpipe.

“Damn it.” Glass rattled under his fist. “One day, I’ll catch you.”

In a stinking alley, Christine crouched and shook. She powered on her phone. Dozens of missed calls from Rupert. He could help. Pride said no.

The phone buzzed again. She declined. It rang. Again. Again. She answered.

“Sister!” Lydia Adela’s voice oozed sugar. “Dad told me what happened. Are you okay?”

Christine laughed once, cold.

“I know Mom was wrong. I’m sorry,” Lydia pressed. “Dad asked me to bring you money.”

“Dad asked you?” Christine’s voice sharpened.

“He wanted to, but he couldn’t,” Lydia said. “He was beaten. I took him to the hospital. He’s unconscious.”

“What? Which hospital?” Panic cracked her composure.

“Don’t go there. The loan sharks are watching. Tell me where you are. I’ll take you safely.”

Against caution, concern won. Christine sent the location.

Half an hour later: “I’m here,” Lydia said.

Christine stepped out—and froze. Several burly men fanned out behind Lydia.

“Told you she’d come,” Lydia said, palm out.

Cash changed hands.

“Lydia!” Christine’s shout rang off brick.

Lydia glanced back, disdain plain. “Enjoy your evening, dear sister.”

The thugs closed in. “Feisty,” one leered.

The leader slapped him. “Unmarked. Boss’s order.”

“Boss doesn’t need to know,” the lackey grinned.

“Fine. Quick.”

“Stay away!” Christine backed into the wall.

Hands seized her.

Chapter 7: Pain

A palm clamped her mouth. Arms pinned hers. They dragged her deeper into the dark. She kicked. A man folded with a groan. A slap snapped her head sideways. Blood salted her tongue.

“Little—” The leader pinioned her wrists with one hand and tore at her collar with the other.

She raked his face with her nails. He howled and hit her again. Sight blurred. Sound turned tinny.

“Help,” she whispered, thin as thread.

A gunshot cracked the alley open. Then another. Panic. Scrambling boots. Bodies dropped like cut strings. The stench of blood rolled in.

A figure in black filled her vision. Masked. Tall. He crouched. She shook harder. “Don’t kill me...”

He said nothing. He draped a coat over her and dabbed the blood from her lip with a cloth. “Don’t be afraid,” he said at last. His voice was low, gentle, familiar in a way that hurt. “I won’t hurt you.”

“Who... are you?”

“Sleep,” he murmured, and a needle kissed her skin. Darkness took her.

He gathered her carefully. Gloved fingers brushed her cheek. “Christine,” he whispered, pain and tenderness braided tight. “You’re safe now.”

Across the city, on open water, chandeliers glittered over the Night Auction’s annual cruise. The world’s wealthy sipped champagne and traded rumors.

“Bert Catharine is here,” someone said. “He never attends.”

“Then the final lot must be special.”

Chapter 8: Escape

The upper deck bloomed blue and silver for the “Blue Ocean” theme. Below, a dim storage bay held the night’s lots.

Christine woke to voices and a dull ache behind her eyes. Her body would not obey. Men lifted and arranged unmoving women like mannequins.

Terror surged. She could not speak. Could not scream.

“This one’s last,” a man said, hefting her onto his shoulder.

They set her on a smooth rock inside a glass tank filled with sand and water. Artificial waves lapped. A heavy cloth fell, and darkness closed in.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the host boomed above. “Tonight’s crowning jewel—the purest mermaid of the sands!”

Spotlights flared. Gasps rippled. Christine lay draped like a legend, hair veiling her face, a sequined tail strapped to her legs.

Bert stood in a private suite, dead-eyed with impatience—until the curtain dropped. He went still. It was her.

Rage rose, clean and cold.

Bids flew. Ten million. Twenty. Thirty.

He pushed to his feet. “One billion,” he said, voice cutting the room into silence.

“Sold to Second Young Master Ye!” the auctioneer cried, seizing the lifeline.

Chapter 9: Helplessness

The crowd buzzed. The elderly bidder who had claimed victory moments before sputtered, but a single glance from the staff shut him down. Orders had changed. The master—Leo—had spoken in the auctioneer’s ear: Give Bert whatever he wants.

Bert took the stairs and stopped at the tank. He lifted a strand of Christine’s hair and breathed in. “It’s you,” he said softly, possessive glint dangerous in his eyes. “I’ve found you.”

Her tears welled. She recognized the voice and could not move.

“From now on,” he murmured, “you belong to me.”

Far above, in another private suite, a tall, lean man watched through glass, jaw tight. “Christine,” he said to no one, “I’ll find a way.”

Outside that suite, the elderly bidder begged for another chance. A suppressed shot ended the plea. Three men in black removed the body. The sea kept the secret.

Chapter 10: The Year Love Stopped

The cruise dispersed into cabins after the final gavel. Bert carried Christine into a private suite guarded on both sides. He set her down and did not stop watching her. Desire coiled through him, inexorable and new.

Paralysis still held her tongue. Oddly, with him, a thread of calm wound through panic. Better him than a stranger, she thought.

“You want to speak?” he asked.

She blinked once.

He lifted her and carried her into the marble bath, where warm water steamed. Without preamble he dropped her in.

She flailed, swallowed water, then realized—she could move. She tested her hands, her arms. The ornamental tail dragged her under. He hauled her up and out. She clung to his neck, coughing.

He was close. Too close. Water slicked his hair and shirt. Heat flooded her face.

“You still can’t speak?” he teased.

She opened her mouth. Nothing.

He leaned in, breath warm at her ear. “One last step.”

He kissed her. Hard. Memory snapped like a live wire. She bit him. Blood touched both their tongues. He drew back, amused, mouth stained.

“So that’s how you thank your savior.”

Her voice scraped free. “What did you make me swallow?”

She touched her throat, startled by the sound. “I can talk?”

He wiped his lip and snorted. “The snake bites the farmer.”

She pulled away. “Thank you for saving me. You can let go now.”

His gaze held her. “Do you not remember that night?”

Her heart stuttered. She lied. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He smiled, unconvinced. “Is that so?”

She broke his hold and stepped back, putting space between them, spine to the wall, breath steadying as the ship cut its path through black water—toward a morning neither of them could predict.
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Chapter 11: Pursuit and Encounter with That Man

When the slippery mermaid tail caused Christine Butler to stumble in the pool, she

instinctively grabbed onto Bert Catharine's arm for balance. However, remembering her

earlier threat to accuse him of harassment, she quickly let go, despite still struggling

to stand steady.

Christine Butler wobbled and floundered in the water, her unsteady movements

eliciting concern from anyone watching. Yet, with sheer determination, she inched her

way toward the pool's edge, hoping to climb out.

Behind her, Bert Catharine's mocking voice sounded. "Accuse me of harassment?" His

laughter was cold and scornful. The chilling tone froze Christine Butler in place,

sending a shiver down her spine. She hesitated briefly, then forced herself to focus on

escaping. Leaving was the only priority.

Just as she reached out to grab the edge of the pool, a sudden splash of water erupted

behind her. Before she could react, she was yanked back into Bert Catharine's arms-this

time, his grip carried a hint of menace.

Christine Butler pushed against his chest, panic written all over her face. "What... what

are you doing?" she stammered, her voice trembling with fear.

Bert Catharine's hand shot out, seizing her wrists. The playful light in his eyes vanished,

replaced by a dark, sinister glare.

Christine Butler's body stiffened as their gazes locked. His frigid, bone-chilling aura

seeped through her, making her shudder. His expression-cold, ruthless, and

malevolent-was terrifyingly inhuman.

For a moment, she felt as though she were facing the devil himself.

––––––––
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Stories about Bert Catharine, the so-called demon from the underworld, resurfaced in her

mind. It was said that as long as he wasn't provoked, he could be dismissive and aloof.

But if crossed, he was merciless, leaving nothing but death in his wake. At that

moment, Christine Butler felt she'd stepped onto a minefield.

Desperate, she struggled to break free, her every movement betraying her fear.

But Bert Catharine's domineering aura grew stronger. Cornered against the edge of the

pool, with no room to escape, Christine Butler trembled. "Stay away from me! Don't

come any closer! I'll... I'll accuse you of assault!" she threatened weakly.

Bert Catharine scoffed, his voice laced with derision. "Woman, have you forgotten? I

spent a billion to buy you."

With those words, he found the hidden release mechanism on her mermaid tail, as

instructed by Leo, and pressed it.

The tail fell away with a soft click, exposing her legs. Christine Butler froze in shock,

her cheeks burning red. She shook her head and stammered, "No, no... Please, let me

go. I'll find a way to repay you, I swear!"

To her, a billion was an astronomical figure, but in this dire situation, she clung to the

hope of a delay tactic.

Bert Catharine chuckled darkly, his voice filled with unrelenting confidence. Stripping off

his wet shirt to reveal his muscular torso, he closed the gap between them. "I don't

need money. Why don't you repay me with your body instead?"

"What?!" Christine Butler's voice trembled with rage and humiliation. Her entire body

shook as she glared at him, disbelief etched on her face.

For a moment, she tried to suppress her fury, taking a deep breath to calm herself.

After all, this had saved her from a far worse fate. But her mind kept replaying

the events of that night, the night he'd stolen her first kiss-and much more.

"Get your filthy hands off me!" Christine Butler's voice turned icy as she spat the

words at him. "If you don't, I'll report you!"

Her defiance only seemed to amuse Bert Catharine. "Oh?" He leaned closer, his dark eyes

never leaving hers. "Go ahead. Once we're done, I'll accompany you to the police

station to file a report. How does that sound?"

Their eyes locked in a tense standoff-one calm and unyielding, the other widening in

panic.
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"You... you're shameless!" Christine Butler spat. Her fists pounded against his chest,

but her strength was no match for his iron grip. She turned her face away, her cheeks

flushing a deep crimson as his proximity overwhelmed her.

"You seem eager," Bert Catharine teased, his breath hot against her ear.

Christine Butler was on the verge of tears. His closeness suffocated her, and his playful,

predatory tone sent waves of despair crashing over her. Desperate, she pleaded, "I

don't know why I was sold like an object. I don't even know who you are or why you

bought me. Please... I beg you, let me go. I'll repay you in my next life!"

Tears welled in her eyes, her dignity shattered. She would do anything to escape this

nightmare.

But Bert Catharine remained unmoved. To him, women had always been objects of

disgust, a revulsion rooted in his childhood trauma. Yet, inexplicably, Christine Butler

was different. She had awakened a desire in him that defied logic, a need to prove-to

himself, to her-that he wasn't incapable.

"Next life?" He arched an eyebrow, a smirk tugging at his lips. "No need to wait. You

can repay me now."

Christine Butler turned her face away, tears streaming down her cheeks. "Please...

You're a good person. Let me go..."

Her fragile plea only deepened Bert Catharine's resolve. With a sinister laugh, he leaned

in closer, his lips grazing her skin.

"No! You bastard!" Christine Butler screamed, her voice raw with desperation.

Summoning every ounce of strength, she lashed out with a kick, aiming to knock him

off balance. But Bert Catharine caught her leg effortlessly, his reflexes quick as lightning.

Her rage boiled over. Her hands flew toward his face, her fingers aiming for his eyes.

Bert Catharine's expression turned icy. Catching her wrist mid-strike, he growled, "Don't

test my patience, woman."

But Christine Butler was beyond reason. She fought him tooth and nail, her adrenaline

surging as she lashed out again and again. Finally, with one well-placed slap, her

palm connected with his cheek, the sound echoing like a thunderclap in the bathroom.

Time seemed to freeze.
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The fiery red imprint of her hand marred Bert Catharine's otherwise flawless face. For a

moment, she stared, shocked at her own audacity.

"I warned you..." she muttered, her voice trembling. "You ught this on yourself!"

Bert Catharine's head slowly turned back to face her, his lips curling into a dangerous

smile. The air grew heavy, the temperature in the room plummeting. His eyes, dark

and menacing, locked onto hers.

"Do you know what happens to people who cross me?" he asked, his voice a deadly

whisper.

Before she could respond, his hand shot out, wrapping tightly around her throat. The

pressure cut off her air supply as she clawed at his grip, her eyes wide with fear.

"Women... all of you... deserve to die..." His voice ke, trembling with suppressed

emotion. His grip tightened as he muttered, "Karin... you should have died..."

The name he uttered struck a chord of realization in Christine Butler. He's mistaken me

for someone else...

Gathering the last of her strength, she choked out, "I'm... not... Karin... My...

name... is... Christine Butler..."

Her voice, faint and gasping, somehow ke through his fog of rage.

Bert Catharine's grip loosened, his eyes clouding with confusion. Her words reached him,

pulling him back from the edge of madness.

Taking advantage of his hesitation, Christine Butler wriggled free. But before she could

flee, his arms encircled her once more, trapping her beneath him.
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Chapter 12: When Misfortunes Come
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"What are you trying to do?" Christine Butler screamed in fear.
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Seeing Bert Catharine's cold eyes, she realized her earlier defiance could provoke him

further. Quickly, she softened her tone and said, "I... I'm not that woman. You've

mistaken me for someone else. Please, let me go..."

Bert Catharine's gaze darkened, and a flash of murderous intent crossed his chiseled face.

His voice, colder than his expression, whispered as he leaned closer, "The one I want

is you."

Christine Butler stared wide-eyed as his handsome face inched closer. Humiliation and

fear filled her heart, her eyes welling with tears. Before they could fall, his lips

crushed down on hers.

"No... no! Stop!" she cried out, but her words were swallowed by his fierce kiss.

How had her life spiraled into this nightmare? It had been calm and simple, but ever

since that fateful night, everything had unraveled in ways she couldn't predict. Her

trembling lashes fluttered as she fought back tears, yet they slipped down her cheeks,

bringing all her suppressed grief to the surface.

Shaojie Gege...

Bert Catharine, lost in his own desires, paid no heed to her tears. Her body was an

intoxicating drug that he couldn't resist, and he wanted more.

Christine Butler's voice, now hoarse from pleading, trembled as she whispered,

"Please... stop..."

Her vision blurred with tears, and her strength faded. Memories of her father's words

echoed in her mind: Stay strong no matter what. Only strength will keep you alive.

But how could she stay strong now?

Christine Butler had always cherished her dignity, but now she felt utterly powerless, a

mere pawn in someone else's cruel game. She began struggling frantically, even

though she knew resistance was futile. Desperation drove her movements, a last-ditch

effort to escape becoming someone's plaything.

Bert Catharine sneered at her struggles, his gaze sharp and scornful. "Feeling helpless, are

we?" he asked mockingly.

To him, women were tools of betrayal, fit only to be dominated and controlled. Since

the age of ten, his hatred for women had been etched into his soul.
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As Bert Catharine pinned her down, she felt his weight pressing on her, suffocating her

spirit. She shut her eyes tightly, letting her tears fall freely. The world had taken

everything from her-her father, her home, her dreams. Now, all that remained was

despair.

Through her trembling lips, a name escaped: "Shaojie Gege..."

The words were soft, yet they struck Bert Catharine like a blade. He froze momentarily,

his movements halting. She had called out another man's name.

A wave of irritation surged within him. His grip on her tightened as if to punish her

for thinking of someone else in his presence.

But before he could act further, an urgent knock shattered the tension in the room.

"Sir! Sir!" A voice called from outside, panicked and breathless.

Veins bulged on Bert Catharine's temples. He despised interruptions, and his mood

darkened further. Ignoring the knock, he turned back to Christine Butler, intent on

continuing.

"Sir, the deck... the deck is on fire!" The trembling voice outside aged to

stammer out the words.

Fire? The notion sounded absurd to Bert Catharine. His icy glare fixed on the intruder as

he moved to the door and yanked it open. Standing there was his secretary, pale and

sweating profusely.

"You'd better have a good reason for barging in," Bert Catharine growled, his voice low

and menacing.

"Sir, the deck has caught fire! Everyone is evacuating. We must leave immediately!"

The secretary's words tumbled out, urgency evident in every syllable.

Bert Catharine's eyes narrowed. Smoke began seeping into the room, stinging his nose.

The secretary's panic was genuine.

Without another word, Bert Catharine strode back into the bathroom, grabbed a large

towel, and wrapped it around Christine Butler's trembling body. Lifting her effortlessly

into his arms, he carried her out.
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Christine Butler's mind reeled as she was swept up and bundled away. She didn't know

what was happening, but relief washed over her-she had narrowly avoided the

nightmare she'd feared most. Yet the flames of danger still loomed, and she wasn't

truly safe.

Clinging to Bert Catharine, she buried her face against his chest, feeling the steady

rhythm of his heartbeat. Outside, chaos reigned as people scrambled for safety,

shouting and pushing in desperation.

Despite the panic, Bert Catharine remained calm and composed, navigating the chaos

with measured steps. His presence was unshaken, like an anchor in a storm. Liang

luo couldn't help but wonder: Who is this man?

Lost in her thoughts, she didn't notice the path they took, but Bert Catharine's secretary

led the way with precision.

They reached a private yacht docked nearby. As Bert Catharine climbed aboard with

Christine Butler in his arms, the captain prepared to cast off.

"Wait!" Bert Catharine ordered suddenly.

The yacht remained still as Bert Catharine turned to glance back at the burning ship. His

expression was unreadable, his dark eyes fixated on the flames that licked hungrily at

the vessel's frame.

After a moment of silence, he gave the order. "Go."

The yacht sped away, creating a safe distance from the inferno. Moments later, a

thunderous explosion shattered the night, shaking the surrounding waters. Liang

luo flinched at the deafening sound, her body trembling in fear.

Peeking out from her cocoon, she saw the blazing inferno consuming the ship. Flames

illuminated the night, casting an eerie, breathtaking glow over the sea.

Bert Catharine stood silently, his gaze locked on the fire. "Leo..." he muttered

under his breath, his tone unreadable.

Christine Butler caught the name. Something about it felt familiar, but she couldn't

place where she'd heard it before.
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As the fiery chaos unfolded, another figure stood motionless on the deck of the

doomed ship. His tall, commanding silhouette was illuminated by the flames. The

man's expression remained stoic as he stared in the direction of Bert Catharine's yacht.

"luo..." he murmured softly.

The flames crept closer, their heat licking at his back, but he didn't move.

"Sir, we need to leave now! The ship is about to explode!" a bodyguard urged, his

voice frantic.

But the didn't flinch, his gaze never wavering from the yacht disappearing into

the horizon.
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Chapter 13: Woman, You've Escaped Again
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"Master..." Bingya, the loyal bodyguard, fidgeted nervously. He couldn't bear the

thought of his master, Rupert Kingsley, being in harm's way. Rupert Kingsley was the only

heir to the Nan Syndicate, the pillar of their future. His safety was paramount.

"Rupert Kingsley, after all these years, your Bingya is still as impulsive as ever. He hasn't

changed a bit," a voice rang out from the shadows, laced with eerie mockery.

"Who's there?" Bingya's instincts went on high alert. He moved swiftly to shield Nan

Shaojie, his sharp gaze scanning the darkness for the intruder.

A figure emerged from the shadows, flanked by a sharp-looking in a

meticulously tailored suit.

Bingya's eyes widened as recognition set in. Tension rose as he instinctively stepped

back to protect his master. In a low voice, he warned Rupert Kingsley, "Master, it's

Leo from the Dark Night Syndicate."

Rupert Kingsley remained still, his gaze fixed on the distant horizon, where Liang

luo had disappeared. Fury bubbled beneath his composed exterior.

Earlier, he had watched as Bert Catharine carried Christine Butler right past him. He could

have stepped forward, could have stopped Bert Catharine, could have claimed her back.

But instead, he had chosen to remain hidden, invisible in the shadows.

The self-loathing gnawed at him. The woman he loved more than anything had been

right in front of him, and he had failed her. He lacked the strength to fight for her, to

reclaim her.
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Leo approached, standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Rupert Kingsley. His gaze

followed the same direction as Rupert Kingsley's, a sardonic smile playing on his lips.

"Rupert Kingsley, watching the woman you love being taken by another doesn't it

just crush your soul?"

"Leo! How dare you insult my master! I'll make you regret it!" Bingya erupted

in rage, his protective instincts kicking into high gear as he prepared to teach

Leo a lesson.

Before Bingya could act, Leo's bodyguard, Mufeng, stepped forward, blocking

his path. "Bingya, this is a matter between Leo and your master. We should

stay out of it."

"Out of it? Over my dead body!" Bingya snarled, his temper flaring. "Anyone who

dares to harm my master will answer to me in hell!"

The tension between the two bodyguards reached a boiling point. They were seconds

away from clashing when a single commanding word from Rupert Kingsley froze Bingya

in his tracks.

"Bingya!" Rupert Kingsley's voice was cold, authoritative.

Bingya released his clenched fists reluctantly, throwing a venomous glare at Mufeng

before stepping back. Mufeng, too, withdrew without a word.

Leo chuckled softly, his eyes flicking toward Bingya. "Loyal as ever, I see," he

murmured, his tone dripping with casual disdain.

The silence between Leo and Rupert Kingsley grew heavy, oppressive. Finally,

Rupert Kingsley ke it, his voice like ice. "Why her?"

Though his tone was calm, his eyes betrayed the storm raging within him.

Christine Butler was his childhood sweetheart, the pure and genuine girl he had

cherished for years. Her warmth, her honesty-these were the things he adored most

about her. Yet in his absence, everything had fallen apart. Her family was ruined, her

life shattered, and she had been reduced to a mere object in a sordid auction.

When he had returned from his grueling training in the United States and learned of

her plight, he had rushed to the auction, hoping to save her. But Bert Catharine had ruined

everything, and Leo-Leo had orchestrated it all.

Leo said nothing, his sharp gaze fixed on the distant horizon, his silence a taunt

in itself.
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Rupert Kingsley's frustration boiled over. "She has nothing to do with you. Why are you

involving her in your games?"

Leo finally turned, meeting Rupert Kingsley's glare with a smirk. "Don't you think

it's entertaining? A simple woman caught between two powerful men. Isn't that a

spectacle worth watching?"

The words struck like a whip. Rupert Kingsley's fists clenched, his knuckles white.

"Leo," he growled, his voice low and menacing, "you'll pay for this."

Rupert Kingsley turned abruptly, calling out, "Bingya!" Without another word, he leapt

from the deck onto his waiting yacht. Bingya followed closely behind, shooting one

last glare at Leo before retreating with his master.

Leo watched their departure with an amused smile. His bodyguard, Mufeng,

stepped forward, his expression stoic. "You're just letting them leave?"

Leo chuckled, his eyes gleaming with mischief. "Mufeng, don't be so heartless.

After all, Bingya is your younger ther..."

Mufeng stiffened at the mention of his sibling, but his expression quickly returned to

its usual impassive calm. Glancing back at the raging flames consuming the ship, he

muttered, "This fire is going to cost us dearly."

Leo's gaze followed Mufeng's to the inferno. The flames reflected in his eyes

like a living thing, wild and untamed. "We never lose," he said, his tone casual yet

cryptic. "And as for her..." His voice softened, almost tender. "luo, I promised I

wouldn't hurt you."

Meanwhile, Bert Catharine's yacht docked smoothly at L City's harbor. He carried Liang

luo in his arms, her struggles futile against his iron grip.

"Let me go! Let me go!" Christine Butler's protests were relentless, but Bert Catharine

remained unmoved, his steely determination unshaken.

He carried her directly into a waiting car. Once inside, his secretary closed the door

and awaited instructions.

"By tomorrow afternoon, I want to know exactly who was behind the fire," Ye

Tianlin ordered coldly.

"Yes, sir," the secretary replied before shutting the door.
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The car began to move, its interior a confined space that heightened Christine Butler's

unease. Trapped with Bert Catharine, she felt the walls closing in.

"Where are you taking me? Let me out!" she demanded, her voice rising.

Bert Catharine shot her a withering glare. "Be quiet."

"Let me out now!" she insisted, her defiance flaring.

Veins bulged on Bert Catharine's temple as his patience snapped. He yanked her wrist,

pulling her toward him with a force that left her breathless.

Pinned beneath his weight, her heart raced with fear. "What... what are you doing?"

she stammered.

He leaned in close, his breath warm against her ear. "What do you think? I'm

finishing what we started."

Panic surged through Christine Butler. She thrashed and kicked, desperate to escape,

but Bert Catharine caught her flailing limbs effortlessly. Holding her chin firmly, he

murmured, "I warned you to be quiet."

Before she could respond, his lips crashed onto hers, silencing her protests.
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Chapter 14: Relentless Pursuit
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Why? Why couldn't she escape, no matter how hard she tried?

Tears streamed down Christine Butler's face as she bit her lip in anguish, her cries

filled with despair.

Bert Catharine observed her sorrow, and for a brief moment, an inexplicable pang shot

through his chest.

Christine Butler wanted to scream for help, but there was no one who could save her

now.

Bert Catharine's dark eyes glimmered with a dangerous intensity as his actions grew more

reckless. Just when she thought there was no hope left, the sharp ringing of a phone

shattered the tension.

The call seemed to pull Bert Catharine out of his trance, and he scowled in irritation. His

secretary, drenched in cold sweat, hesitated before answering the phone. After a brief

exchange, he knocked tentatively on the car's divider and stammered, "Y-Young

Master, it's the Master calling..."

"Hang up," Bert Catharine snapped.
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The secretary flinched but obeyed, only to be berated by the voice on the other end of

the line. Mustering his courage, he knocked on the divider again. "Y-Young Master,

the Master says if you don't answer, you may never get another chance to speak

with him..."

Bert Catharine's w furrowed, his annoyance mounting. That knew how to

push his buttons. He sighed in frustration, snatched the phone, and barked into it, "I'm

busy. I'll call you back."

A raspy, scolding voice erupted from the other end. "You ungrateful brat! I flew

halfway across the world, and you couldn't even come to pick me up? Instead, you're

off at some auction! Just wait until I see you-"

In that moment, Christine Butler screamed from beneath Bert Catharine, her desperate cries

piercing through the phone.

The Master's tone shifted instantly, tinged with curiosity and excitement. "Hold

on! Was that a woman? Is there a woman with you? What kind of woman? When are

you bringing her home? I need to meet her-"

Bert Catharine's expression darkened. Shooting a murderous glance at Christine Butler,

who was struggling beneath him, he signaled for the secretary to intervene. Taking the

phone, he stepped out of the car to continue the call.

Christine Butler's sobs quieted as she watched him leave, her body trembling with

relief. Alone in the car, she saw her chance. Gritting her teeth, she tightened the towel

wrapped around her and carefully assessed her surroundings.

The driver and secretary remained rigid, their eyes fixed firmly ahead. Christine Butler

moved cautiously, inching toward the car door. Her hands shook as she reached for

the handle. Closing her eyes, she drew a deep breath, yanked the door open, and

bolted barefoot into the night.

The streets of the city center were a labyrinth of intersecting paths. Christine Butler

darted down one of them, her heart pounding with terror. She didn't look back; she

couldn't. All she could think about was escaping.

Back at the car, the secretary scrambled out to pursue her. But before he could take a

step, Bert Catharine's voice stopped him cold.

"Let her go."

"But, Young Master!" The secretary was incredulous. They had spent an exorbitant

amount of money to secure her, and now they were just letting her run?
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Bert Catharine's lips curled into a wicked smirk. "That woman... she'll come back to me

soon enough."

He watched her silhouette disappear into the distance before climbing back into the

car. He had more pressing matters-picking up his grandfather from the airport.

Christine Butler, oblivious to Bert Catharine's indifference, ran until her legs gave out. Her

breath came in ragged gasps as she ducked into a shadowy alley to catch her breath.

She scanned her surroundings, her chest tight with fear that someone might be

following her.

Minutes passed. No one appeared. Slowly, her racing heart began to calm.

Tears welled in her eyes as the events of the past few days replayed in her mind. She

had been humiliated, violated, and treated like a pawn in someone else's game. The

grief was suffocating, but she forced herself to focus.

She needed to figure out her next move. Penniless and without a clear plan, escaping

to Seattle to find her seemed impossible now.

Above all, she needed to confirm her father's safety.

Determined, Christine Butler began the trek home, her bare feet stinging with every

step on the uneven pavement. The journey took about half an hour, and when she

finally reached the familiar, run-down apartment building, her heart sank.

The building was eerily silent. She crept up the stairs, her every step echoing in the

emptiness. A chill ran down her spine as memories of the past few days surfaced. Was

it paranoia, or was she truly in danger?

When she reached her door, her unease deepened. The apartment was in complete

disarray. Furniture was overturned, the coffee table smashed, and the floor littered

with debris. It looked like a struggle had taken place.

Then she heard it-a creak on the stairs.

Her breath hitched. Grabbing a ken chair leg for defense, she pressed herself

against the wall, hiding behind the door. Her heart thundered in her chest as the

footsteps drew closer.

When the door opened, she swung with all her might.

"Ahhh! Don't hit me! Don't hit me!" A familiar, shrill voice shrieked.

Christine Butler froze mid-swing. Recognition dawned as she stared at the cowering

figure before her. "You?!" she spat, her voice dripping with venom.
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It was Lydia Adela-her scheming stepsister.

Lydia Adela's eyes widened in disbelief. "luo... you're alive?"

Her shock quickly turned to fear as Christine Butler glared at her, the ken chair leg

still poised to strike.

"Disappointed?" Christine Butler sneered. She tossed the makeshift weapon aside and

advanced on Lydia Adela, her expression fierce. Grabbing her by the collar, she growled,

"You sold me out. Did you think I wouldn't survive?"

Lydia Adela paled, her bravado crumbling. "I... I'm sorry! I was wrong! I shouldn't have

sold you out for money, and I shouldn't have gone after your boyfriend either. Please,

luo, forgive me this one time!"

Her words only fueled Christine Butler's rage. This wasn't the first time Lydia Adela had

betrayed her.

Before Christine Butler could lash out, Lydia Adela dropped to her knees, clutching her

sister's legs. "Please, luo! Punish me however you want later, but right now, we

need to save Dad and Mom. They're in danger!"

Christine Butler froze, her grip loosening. "What are you talking about?"

"Dad and Mom are being held by loan sharks! They let me go to find the money to

pay them back!" Lydia Adela cried.

Christine Butler's heart sank, but skepticism clouded her thoughts. "Why should I

believe you?"

Desperation painted Lydia Adela's face. She pulled a crumpled piece of paper from her

pocket and thrust it at Christine Butler. "Look! This is the receipt for the loan. Dad

signed it. It's all here. I'm not lying!"

Christine Butler snatched the paper and scanned it. Her father's signature was

unmistakable. Her stomach churned as she read the amount: five million.

"I'll go with you," she said finally, her voice cold. "But if you're lying..." Her tone

carried an unspoken threat.

Lydia Adela nodded fervently, leading Christine Butler into the night.

Their destination was a bar in the city center. When they arrived, Lydia Adela pointed to

the neon-lit sign above the entrance. "This is the place. They're inside."

Christine Butler's blood ran cold as she recognized the name: Nightshade.
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It was the same bar where her nightmare had begun.
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Chapter 15: Rage and Memories of Her
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"Lead the way," Christine Butler said after a brief hesitation.

Lydia Adela took the lead, with Christine Butler following close behind. The strong smell

of alcohol and the deafening music hit her senses. She used to be indifferent to such

environments, but after that night, she couldn't stand them.

At the door of a VIP room, Lydia Adela spoke with a bouncer, saying, "Tell your boss

we're here to pay off my parents' debt."

The bouncer looked at Lydia Adela, then at Christine Butler, before reluctantly letting them

inside.

The VIP room was a smoky haze of noise and chaos, and Christine Butler instantly

disliked the heavy atmosphere. But for her father's sake, she endured it.

"Dad!" she called out as soon as she entered.

Her father, Alva Butler, and her stepmother, Lin Meiling, were bound and gagged on a

sofa. Christine Butler ran to free them, but a burly shoved her back, making her

stumble.

"Let go of my father!" she yelled, regaining her footing.

She charged forward again, only to be pushed back once more. She wasn't strong

enough to overpower the man.

Alva Butler shook his head desperately, his eyes wide with warning, silently urging her

to leave. But Christine Butler had made up her mind-she wasn't leaving without him.

A sitting in the center of the sofa suddenly kicked over the coffee table, making a

loud crash that silenced everyone.

"Boss Ming," Lydia Adela whispered, trembling. She recognized him as the head of the

loan sharks.

Ming Ge glanced at Lydia Adela and cut straight to the point. "Where's the money?"

Lydia Adela stammered, "W-We haven't gathered it yet..."
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Ming Ge's expression darkened, and he barked an order to his men. "What are you

waiting for? Chop off their hands!"

"No, please don't!" Lydia Adela cried, dropping to her knees. "I'll get the money soon, I

swear! Just give me more time!"

Her pleas fell on deaf ears. One of the men pulled out a machete and approached

Alva Butler and Lin Meiling, ready to carry out the brutal command.

Christine Butler's heart pounded. Acting on instinct, she darted forward and shielded

her father and stepmother with her body. "I'll repay the debt!" she shouted, her voice

resolute.

Ming Ge raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "Oh?"

Christine Butler took a deep breath to steady herself. She pulled the loan agreement Lin

Xue had given her from her pocket and slapped it on the table. "The contract clearly

states that my father has three days left to repay the debt. You're breaking the

agreement by detaining him early. If you're not following the rules, then why should

we?"

Lydia Adela immediately chimed in, "That's right! You can't do this-there are still three

days left!"

Ming Ge's face contorted with fury, and he turned to one of his men. "Is she right?"

The hesitated before nodding. Ming Ge, feeling humiliated, kicked the in

the stomach. "Useless idiot!"

Turning back to Christine Butler, Ming Ge growled, "Fine. You've got three days. But

if the money isn't in my hands by then, don't expect me to show mercy."

With a wave of his hand, he signaled for his men to release Alva Butler and Lin

Meiling.

Christine Butler rushed to help them to their feet. As they left, Ming Ge's voice

followed them. "Don't even think about running. If you try any tricks, you'll regret

it."

Once outside, Christine Butler flagged down a taxi. The four of them piled in and

returned to their dilapidated apartment. Inside, the silence was heavy, ken only by

the sound of their ragged breathing.

Lin Meiling was the first to break the tension. She locked the door, slumped into a

chair, and began fanning herself with a handkerchief. "That Ming Ge! No food or

––––––––
[image: ]


water the whole time! I'm starving. Snowy, go check the kitchen and see if there's

anything to eat."

Lydia Adela obediently headed for the kitchen, but Christine Butler blocked her path.

Grabbing Lydia Adela by the arm, she dragged her back and shoved her toward Lin

Meiling. "Do you two enjoy ruining lives? Are you trying to kill us all?"

Lydia Adela stumbled to the floor, looking up at her mother with tearful eyes. "Mom..."

Lin Meiling immediately sprang to her daughter's defense. Hands on her hips, she

shouted, "Christine Butler, what do you think you're doing? Don't forget I'm still your

stepmother! How dare you treat me like this?"

"Stepmother?" Christine Butler scoffed, her voice icy. "Have you ever fulfilled even

one of your responsibilities as a mother? You've done nothing but cause trouble for

my father. What kind of wife are you?"

Lin Meiling's face turned beet red. "Alva Butler! Look at your daughter! Is this how

she treats her elders? I'll teach her a lesson right now!"

Christine Butler stood tall, meeting Lin Meiling's glare head-on, daring her to try.

Before the situation escalated further, Alva Butler intervened, stepping between them.

"Enough, Meiling. You said you were hungry, didn't you? Here, take this money and

go get something to eat with Snowy."

Lydia Adela helped her mother to her feet, and the two left without another word.

As their footsteps faded, Christine Butler let out a long breath. Her anger hadn't

completely subsided, but she forced herself to calm down. She turned to her father.

"Dad, you must be hungry too. I'll make you some noodles."

"luo." Alva Butler's voice stopped her in her tracks.

She turned back to him. He looked both angry and worried. "Why didn't you go to

Seattle to stay with your aunt? Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to scrape

together the money to send you away?"

Christine Butler's heart ached, but she couldn't tell him the truth. Instead, she smiled

weakly. "Dad, since Mom passed away, you're the only family I have left. How could

I abandon you?"

"luo..." Alva Butler sighed heavily.

She stepped forward and took his hand. "Please, don't make me leave again."
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His eyes darkened with emotion. "I don't want you to go either, but look at our

situation. Your stepmother owes five million, and it's due in three days. If we don't

pay..."

"Then let's run!" she interrupted. "Let's go somewhere far away where no one can

find us. We can leave them behind. Please, Dad."

Her plea was met with a firm shake of his head. "luo, I raised you to never

abandon your family, no matter what. She's still your stepmother."

Christine Butler bit her lip to hold back a retort. She's not my mother. My real

mother died when I was twelve.

Instead, she forced a bitter smile. "I understand."

Later that night, Christine Butler wandered the streets, her mind racing. She had three

days to find five million yuan-a sum that seemed utterly impossible.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a familiar voice. "luo?"

Startled, she looked up to see a young woman standing before her. The sunlight

behind her made it hard to see clearly, but as her eyes adjusted, Christine Butler gasped.

"Suxin?"

Suxin, her best friend from school, threw her arms around her. "It's really you! I was

so worried when you didn't come to class for days and your phone was off. What

happened?"

Christine Butler hesitated before forcing a smile. "It's nothing. My dad's been unwell,

so I've been taking care of him. Sorry to make you worry."

Suxin didn't suspect anything and laughed lightly. "Silly, you're my best friend. Of

course I'd worry."

Christine Butler smiled faintly, but her heart remained heavy with the weight of the

days ahead.
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Chapter 16: A Fateful Encounter
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Christine Butler noticed how stunningly dressed Su Xin was, with her makeup perfectly

done, and couldn't help but ask, "Su Xin, aren't you supposed to be in class?"

"Shh!" Su Xin looked around nervously and pulled Christine Butler aside. "Keep your

voice down."
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Confused, Christine Butler frowned. "What's going on?"

After some hesitation, Su Xin whispered, "I'll tell you, but keep it a secret-I'm

applying for a maid's job."

"A maid?" Christine Butler asked, puzzled. Why all the secrecy for a maid's job?

Su Xin puffed out her chest proudly. "Not just any maid job! This one's for taking

care of a wealthy young master. The pay is 30,000 yuan a day!"

"30,000 yuan a day?" Christine Butler's jaw nearly dropped. Truly, the rich seemed to

have money to burn.

Excited, Su Xin beamed. "Isn't it amazing? And luo, you'd be perfect for this too!

Why don't you join me?"

"I..." Christine Butler hesitated. The whole thing seemed dubious.

"Don't think too much about it," Su Xin urged. "Just come along. Worst case, if we

don't get the job, we lose nothing. But if we do..." Her voice trailed off as she spotted

an approaching vehicle. "Look! The car's here! Let's grab good seats."

Without waiting for an answer, Su Xin dragged Christine Butler to the bus. Inside,

nearly every seat was filled, a clear sign of the high interest in the job.

Unwittingly, Christine Butler found herself among the crowd of hopefuls. After the

vehicle began moving, the windows were covered, obscuring the route. The secrecy

unsettled her.

The journey took a while before the bus finally stopped. A supervisor stepped out,

urging everyone to form a line. The girls disembarked and found themselves facing a

grand villa sprawling over an area the size of a football field.

The sheer opulence left everyone in awe, with murmurs of amazement spreading

through the crowd.

"Stop gawking! Line up and head inside, one at a time," the supervisor barked

impatiently.

Inside, the villa's European-style decor dazzled the group. The intricate designs and

tasteful furnishings were straight out of a dream. Yet, while others whispered

excitedly, Christine Butler remained indifferent. The extravagant job offer couldn't

solve her pressing need to raise five million yuan in just three days.
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She decided to go through the motions and leave as soon as the interview ended. Her

mind was preoccupied with finding alternatives, including the possibility of seeking

help from Rupert Kingsley, though the thought weighed heavily on her pride.

As the supervisor began calling numbers for the first set of interviews, a commotion

at the door caught everyone's attention.

"Master, you're back!" The supervisor suddenly became obsequiously deferential,

addressing a tall entering with an air of authority.

His secretary looked over the crowd and asked, "These are the applicants?"

"Yes," the supervisor replied quickly.

"Choose wisely. You know how particular the young master is," the secretary warned.

Sweat ke out on the supervisor's w as she nodded emphatically. "Absolutely.

I'll make sure the selections meet his expectations."

The arrival of the so-called "young master" sparked a wave of curiosity. Every girl

strained to catch a glimpse of him. Even Christine Butler, despite herself, looked up-

and froze.

The was none other than Bert Catharine. His tall frame, chiseled features, and

commanding presence were impossible to forget. Their eyes locked for a moment, and

Christine Butler's heart skipped a beat. Her mind reeled with disbelief. It was him-the

who had bought her at the auction and the one she had hoped to never see again.

Bert Catharine's gaze swept over the group, but when it fell on her, he paused. His lips

curved into a faint, mischievous smile. Christine Butler's worst fear had come true.

Bert Catharine hadn't expected to see Christine Butler among the crowd. Fate had dealt

him an unexpected card, and the corners of his mouth twitched with amusement. The

prey that had slipped through his fingers had returned willingly.

The secretary noticed her as well, whispering, "Young Master, isn't she-"

A cold glare from Bert Catharine silenced him. No one else needed to know yet. He

turned and walked upstairs, leaving everyone wondering.

Christine Butler couldn't breathe. Had he recognized her? Her mind raced as she

struggled to appear calm. When Bert Catharine walked past without a word, she dared to

hope she had escaped his notice.

––––––––
[image: ]


But she was wrong.

Bert Catharine had seen her trembling hands, pale face, and fearful eyes. He relished the

thought: You can't escape me.

The supervisor called the first group of applicants, but Christine Butler knew she

couldn't stay. Panic gripped her as she feigned illness, clutching her stomach. "Su Xin,

I'm not feeling well. I need to leave."

Su Xin was immediately concerned. "luo, are you okay? You're shaking. Let me

take you to the hospital!"

As Su Xin helped her toward the door, they were intercepted by the supervisor.

"Where do you think you're going? The interviews haven't ended."

"But she's unwell!" Su Xin protested. "Look at her-she needs medical attention!"

The supervisor's expression hardened. "Nobody leaves until the interviews are over.

There'll be a bus to take you all back afterward."

Su Xin pleaded, but the supervisor ignored her. Dejected, she turned to Christine Butler,

who whispered, "It's fine, Su Xin. Let's just wait."

Su Xin reluctantly helped Christine Butler to a corner, away from the commotion of the

interviews. "Rest here. I'll stay with you."

As the interviews continued, Su Xin's attention kept drifting toward the elegant figure

of Bert Catharine. Her curiosity and excitement were palpable, and Christine Butler,

sensing it, said, "Su Xin, you should go. Don't miss this opportunity because of me."

"But-"

"Go," Christine Butler insisted, forcing a smile. "I'll be fine."

After a moment's hesitation, Su Xin ran off, leaving Christine Butler alone.

As she sat in the corner, Christine Butler's thoughts swirled. If not for the urgent need

to save her father, she would have never stepped foot here. And if not for Bert Catharine,

this


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





