—caught off guard panic rising like a tide,
drowning her in a fear she didn't see coming.”

For a moment, the world seemed to stop. The air R

was charged with electricity. Estelle didn’t pull
away, but she didn't move either as his lips moved
hungrily against her, firm and demanding. She just
stood frozen, her eyes wide with shock and her
mind blank, unable to process what was
happening. Then, he pulled away just as quickly as
he had kissed her, his breathing laboured, as
though he had run a marathon. His wide eyes
roved over her face, and then he shook his head,

running a hand over his face as he muttered,

“Damn it He cursed, stepping away from her as if
she burned him. But Estelle didn't speak or look at
him; she couldn't bear to meet his eyes, feating_l
what she might see in them. He didn't say




Of all the things she had expected, that hadnt
even been a fleeting thought. Ryan—charming and
playful Ryan had kissed her. And not just any kiss,
but one filled with a raw intensity she didn't

expect, which left her disoriented.

How had she missed it? She'd spent countless
moments with him—laughing, sharing thoughts,
building what she thought was an easygoing
friendship. But now—her mind wandered back to
the kiss, and she inhaled sharply. Her body
trembled, making her legs feel like they were
going to give out at any moment, so she placed
her hands on the desk, trying to steady herself as

she slowly took a seat.

How was she supposed to face Ryan after this?




wasn't sure if she was ready for that. Or if she ever
would be.

She shut her eyes and groaned again against her
pounding heart. Just then, her phone buzzed on
the desk, snapping her out of her daze. She
glanced down at the screen and saw her mother's

name flashing.
With a sigh, she picked it up. “Hello, Mom.”

“Estelle, dear, are you on your way home? It's

getting late” her mother asked, her tone laced with

concern.

Estelle glanced at the clock. She hadn't realized

how late it had gotten. “I'm... I'm leaving now. I'll

be home soon.”

“|s everything alright?” came her mo
voice
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didn’t reach her eyes. H




make him see her move on using Ryan, which
seemed silly now that she thought about it, but
she didn't want to be the reason his career and life
spiralled out of control.

That was why she asked. She wanted to know if
the event had triggered his dismissal, not because
she cared for him the way Ryan thought because
she didn't, rather, it was because she didn't want to
carry the weight of being the sole reason for his
downfall. She didn't need Hunter’s destruction to

be another scar in her life.

As she stepped out of the building, her thoughts

were still racing. The cold night air hit her, and she
froze, startled by how dark it was. The sky was an
inky black, with the streetlights casting shadov!?,‘ '
across the pavement.

The familiar feeling of unease ¢
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S saiﬁething she did anymore, not after the
accident.

Normally, her driver would take care of this, but
tonight... her heart beat faster. Ryan had offered to

drive her home earlier, so she had let her driver go.
Dammit.

Her hands trembled slightly as she reached into
her bag, hastily searching for her phone to call her
driver back. But the more she fumbled through her
bag, the more her anxiety grew. Her pulse
quickened, her breath shortened, and her fingers
trembled. She cursed under her breath, trying to

calm herself, but her nerves were in overdrive, and

her mind was racing too fast to catch up.

She was so focused on finding her phone and
hurrying back into the building where she ceﬂld
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the sound was muffled Everything around her
began to blur as her head spun in panic. Her body
tensed, but she didn't stop fighting back against
the restraint. However, it was no use for whoever
had her in a hold was stronger, and with a sharp hit

to the side of her neck—

Everything went dark

.
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