- soul. Some hide darkness so deep, it makes eve fatss
the purest light tremble. Evil, too, can weara mask
of innocence."

Estelle stood frozen in place, her clothes soaked
and clinging to her skin. The room felt suffocating
as if the walls were closing in, with everyone
holding their breath and whispering while their
eyes remained on Carla, who lay limp and
motionless on the cold floor. Hunter knelt beside

her, desperately performing CPR.
Oh God!

Estelle's breaths came in short, ragged bursts, her
heart racing wildly. This can’t be happening. It
shouldn't have come to this extent. She had
jumped in to save Carla the moment she
remembered Carla couldn’t swim, and that wasn't

even a minute ago. So why wasn't she waking up?
| Why?
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i ed teeth as he pressed down on her chest i
-again, desperation creeping into his voice while
his heart raced with fear. Wake up, he almost cried
as he pushed harder on her chest. Wake up! Wake
up!

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Carla's body
shuddered, and she spluttered water onto the
floor. A collective breath of relief filled the room,
and Estelle felt her knees buckle beneath her. She
collapsed to the floor, her body shaking with a
mixture of exhaustion and emotion. Tears of relief

streamed down her face uncontrollably.

Her mother knelt beside her, gently stroking her
hair, offering quiet comfort. Estelle leaned into the
touch, but her gaze remained fixed on Carla as if
fearing that if she dared blink, she might miss
something important.
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e her, though his heart still raced. His
briefly flickered at Estelle, sitting soaked and
trembling across the room, but the look he gave

her wasn't one of gratitude. It was something
more like suspicion. He had been too shocked to
process what had happened when he saw Estelle
pull an unconscious Carla from the pool, but now,
with Carla sobbing in his arms, he was curious and
couldn’t help but feel suspicious. But this was
Estelle.

“What happened?” Hunter asked softly, his voice
thick with emotion as he pulled Carla back slightly

to look her in the eyes.

Carla hiccupped, her breath shaky. ‘| was... | was
trying to find Mara,” she stammered. “| saw her
with... with Estelle..” Her voice cracked as she
uttered Estelle’s name, her blue eyes wide with

' fear.




ever tW|sted game Carla was playmg, i_t i
 unfolding exactly as she wanted."

“|... | was scared, Hunter," Carla continued, her
voice trembling. “You can't imagine how terrified |
was. | saw Mara with her, and | panicked. | just

wanted to protect her”

Estelle's stomach twisted with unease, a sinking
realization settling in. Of course. That conniving
witch. She should have seen this coming. A snake
never sheds its true nature. Carla had always
known how to turn situations in her favor, to paint
herself as the victim. She should have been ready
for this and should have anticipated the
manipulation. But no—she’d been too wrapped up
in trying to do the right thing, too caught up in her
own act of righteousness to remember just how

- deceptive and manipulative Carla could be.
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followed by a deafening silence. Estelle’s heart




. Accusing stares

- corner of the room, and she could feel the weight i
of their judgment crushing her.

“No,” Estelle said louder this time, her voice
shaking. “That's not what happened. | didn't push

her”

“Estelle," Anna called again, but she didn't
acknowledge her. Her eyes were trained on Hunter
whose gaze snapped to her, his eyes blazing with
fury. The calm, loving man she had once known
was gone, replaced by someone unrecognizable.
His face contorted with anger, and he stood,

gently releasing Carla.

“Not what happened? You didn't push her?” Hunter
repeated coldly, his voice dripping with disbelief.
He took a step toward Estelle, his entire body
radiating tension. “Then what happened, Estelle?
Enlighten me. How did she end up in the water?”

| S0

3 ~ Estelle opened her mouth to spe




L want to hear it.” Hunter's voice was sharp,
cutting through the air like a knife.

-

“You better watch your tone””

“Watch your tone with my wife," Christian and
Ethan growled at the same time. Anna placed her
hand on her husband's chest, shaking her head at
him in a silent plea. Christian glared at Hunter,
whose eyes bore into Estelle’s, full of raw fury, but

he conceded to his wife's wishes.

“How could you, Estelle? How could you push her?

"

“| didn't push her!” Estelle cried, her voice

trembling with frustration and hurt. “I would never

4

~ “Then why is she saying you did? You can't tell me
she intentionally pushed herself, knowing she

ibg
{Lihed o

ouldn't swim,” Hunter's voice was venomous,




yone, other than her parents. “You know

‘me, Hunter. You know | would never hurt anyone,
especially not her”

“Do 17" Hunter snapped, his face darkening. “Do |
really know you anymore, Estelle? Because the
woman | once knew wouldn't be capable of half

the things you've done since we separated.”

His words hit her like a physical blow, and Estelle
felt her legs nearly give out beneath her. She
stared at him, wide-eyed, as he continued, the
anger in his voice growing more palpable with

each second.

“You've become so... cruel, so vindictive,” Hunter
spat. “You can't stand the fact that I've moved on
with my life, that Carla and | are happy. So now,
what? You take it out on her? On our child?”

“Your child?” Estelle’s voice rose, her anger flaring LR
~ “You really think | would hurt your child? | '

e




‘but restrained by Anna, who, although, believed !
her daughter wasn't capable of hurting anyone,
~ even if that someone was Carla, knew this was
| Estelle’s fight. She needed to fight it alone to clear
her reputation, without turning it into a disastrous
conflict, while Carla lay on the floor, playing the
victim.

Estelle took a deep breath, her hands shaking as
she lifted them toward Carla. “| saved her life,
Hunter. | jumped in after her. | wasn't the one who

pushed her in. Everything she said was a lie.”

Hunter's eyes narrowed, his voice cold and
cutting. “Funny, isn't it? How you're always the
hero in your own story, and how others are always

bad people, making you a saint.”

A sharp pain shot through Estelle's chest, not

~ expecting such cruel words from Hunter. When T

% !

1ad she ever acted like a saint and mad
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ady despite the tremor in her chest. “Believe

‘what you want,” Estelle said softly. “But | know the

truth, and deep down, | believe you do too.

Whether you admit it to yourself or not.”

Hunter's gaze hardened, and for a moment, Estelle
thought she saw a flicker of doubt in his eyes. But
it was gone in an instant, replaced by cold fury

once more.

Without another word, Estelle turned and walked
away, the sound of her footsteps echoing in the

tense silence of the room.

Tonight was supposed to be perfect—a night
where she would show the world that she had
finally broken free from the chains of her past. But
once again, life mocked her, throwing yet another

wrdle in her path. Still, she would succeed. She




