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			Prologue

			The eerie screams are muffled out. Now, it is only silence... as if my soul left my body. I stand frozen, staring at the lifeless form on the beach. My fiancé’s oldest sister is now a blue-swollen corpse. It is ironic, I should say.

			As far as we knew, she was alive and well last night. I also knew for certain that no one except the staff and family were on the grounds of the manor at the time... the same family that is full of secrets and lies. There isn’t space for a single ounce of love in there.

			Witnessing it all, I feel like I am stuck in a cyclic coma. It is as though I am watching myself, but I can’t control my body. I am in a state of shock. It seems like my body is shutting down. I can feel the cold sand beneath my hands, and the cool air brushing against my skin, but I struggle to breathe. I can see her face. I can see her body. I feel everything and nothing at the same time.

			My breath hitches in my throat, a sob escaping my lips as I try to process what is before me. The blood on the sand is a crimson stain against the otherwise pristine beach – a stark reminder of the tragedy that has ended her life. The tragedy that has shattered their world.

			I feel numb, all the way down into my bones. I am unable to process anything. The smell of the ocean air and cold wind against my skin hits me time and time again, sending vile chills through my body. Worst of all, I can feel the bile working its way up my throat.

			

			And reality kicks in.

			She is dead. I knew since the moment I stepped foot on Blackrock Manor something was not right. I saw the signs – the weird family secrets, the whispers. The family occultic ritual – or, as they liked to coat it, ‘traditions’ – never sat right with me, not once.

			The sister-in-law who just yesterday slapped the victim looked as shocked as the rest of us. But is her reaction real? Are any of their reactions real? It’s hard to tell... their faces give nothing away, except pain and sorrow. It doesn’t matter – none of them can be trusted now. Not even my ex-boyfriend, who was dating the victim now.

			I feel the weight of my decisions crashing down on me. Questions begin to flood my brain. I am certain she was a good swimmer.

			How could she have drowned?

			Why was she swimming in the middle of the night, alone, in the ocean? How did her boyfriend not notice the lack of her presence in their bed?

			Lucas tries to comfort me, but I push him away. I don’t trust any of them right now. I can’t. To top it all off, after his betrayal this weekend, the thought of his skin as much as grazing mine could make me throw up in an instant.

			I was never supposed to be here. The recurring dreams warned me. I thought it was all just a nightmare repeating itself. But what if I was wrong... wrong, about everything?

			I don’t know these people. At this point, after catching him in the cellar last night, it is glaringly obvious that I don’t even know my own fiancé. I need to leave this place.

			I need to leave now.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

		

	
		
			

			Alexia

			I can feel it, my wetness building up and running down my thigh. Slowly, I take his cock in my hand. It’s hard and slippery, filling up my palm.

			I lick down his shaft while my hand caresses his warm balls. I slurp, taking it into my mouth. I jerk my head back a little, moving my tongue back and forth on the tip.

			“Ughh,” he moans, sexy and masculine.

			Craving even more, he desperately grabs the back of my head – as if I’m about to stop.

			“Yes, baby. Take all of me in that dirty mouth of yours.” He dunks my head deeper onto his cock while I stroke him with my mouth. I can feel his cock at the back of my throat.

			I tenderly lick one of his balls, warming it and swishing it around inside my mouth, before I switch to the other. His breath grows harder. Yes, he loves it!

			My hand begins to stroke his rock hard cock once again, but he is done with his teasing – it’s my turn. Oh, I can feel the buildup in his body when he suddenly pushes me down on the couch.

			

			Tearing my black g-string out of the way while kissing his way up my leg, he pushes my thighs further apart with his shoulders. I feel his hands squeeze my soft ass cheeks hard, and spread them apart as his tongue moves – first from the top of my pussy, to under my ass, and then over it. Slowly, he bites one of my cheeks, making me turn up a bit, before he licks back up.

			Suddenly, he penetrates my wet, shaved pussy with his tongue. While fucking my pussy with his tongue, his two fingers enter me, disappearing into my body. I’m about to come loose. I can feel his fingers slowly fucking me. He wiggles them around inside my body, making me moan, making me beg for more.

			Pulling back, I see the smirk emerge on his face. “You’re nasty,” I say, an equal smirk on mine.

			Dragging the tip of his cock over my soaking entrance, he says, “Baby, if you’re going to cum, it’s going to be over my dick. Ask for it. Beg me for release.”

			I struggle to catch my breath. “Seb, fuck me. Fuck me ’til my legs don’t work. I want you to treat me as your sex toy—”

			Before I even finish my sentence, he drives into me in one swift movement.

			I cry out in pleasure as my walls close in on him. He pushes back, only to pound into me again – harder, faster, over and over. I’m hot and wet as his cock stretches me with each thrust. It’s as if he’s claiming his territory, while his lips devour mine, and his other hand squeezes my left breast.

			Releasing his lips from mine, he kisses down my neck, causing me to arch my back. His lips continue smacking my soft skin until, finally, my hard nipple is all there is in his mouth.

			I can feel the tension building up, as if we are one, our wet bodies sticking to one another. As if sensing my impending orgasm, he gives me a hard thrust that sends me over the edge. He rides through my orgasm, and I feel his warmth fill me while I spasm around his cock.

			

			The only sounds in the room are our heavy breathing, and the bed frame creaking, following our rhythm. Slowly, his hot body slides out of mine. I’m a bit disappointed by the sudden lack of heat.

			He pulls me closer with one swift movement, him being double my size. Holding me in his arms, I feel his hard abs and still-erect length pressing against me.

			Another round, and we drift off to sleep. The bed is warm, and exhaustion pulls at me like a heavy blanket. However, before it fully consumes me, I manage to murmur softly into the dark.

			“I love you, Seb.”

			The words are small but powerful, laced with an honesty that I feel deep in my chest. I don’t know if he heard me. I only know that in this quiet moment, it feels right.

			Morning comes too quickly, and a harsh ray of sunshine finds its way through the blinds, almost knocking my eyesight out as it streaks across my face.

			I groan, rolling over in bed to escape the invasive light. My hand instinctively reaches out for Sebastian, searching for his familiar figure which gives me warmth. All I find is an empty, crumpled pillow. Disoriented, I pause. I allow my fingers to trace the faint outline his head left on the plush pillow.

			He must be making breakfast, I thought. This was part of his Saturday ritual, after all. We started this practice a few months ago, whenever he would sleep over at my house. It has become a significant part of my love language.

			The mirror in the bathroom catches me by surprise. I grab my brush and comb through the cobweb of hair I have, chuckling to myself. It is no surprise that my long, raven hair is an utter mess from last night’s activities. Even my face looks pale and swollen with exhaustion, but I’m not complaining – not one bit. Seb can rail me until I can’t walk, and I will still come right back, begging him for more.

			

			After setting my hair in order, I pick up my toothbrush and clean my teeth, humming softly to a tune in my head. I rinse my mouth and face after finishing, and walk out to join Seb in the dining room.

			Saturdays are my haven after a week of the gruelling 9-to-5 grind as an enterprise sales representative. I’m talking sleeping in late, and cleaning-up-the-mess-I-made-all-week kind of days. My weekdays are often a blur of meetings, calls, and deadlines, leaving me no time for proper tidying up. This makes Saturdays my only day to finally get my house in order, and to catch my breath.

			I live in a minimalist, one-bedroom apartment, with an en-suite bathroom. Stepping out of my bedroom leads to a small hallway that opens up into the sitting room, which is adjoined to the kitchen.

			The walls are covered in chic, neutral-toned wallpaper, lending the room a subtle elegance without overwhelming the space. Simplicity over extravagance has always been my taste.

			In my home, everything has its place – from my small bedside table, adorned with a single ceramic lamp, to the neatly organised wardrobe tucked into the corner. The floors are tiled, making it a comfortable space in which to live.

			The neighbourhood my home is situated in is also serene. Although it is still not my dream house, it’s more than tolerable.

			As I enter the sitting room, a warm, mouthwatering aroma fills the air, brushing through my tantalised nostrils. The smell of crispy bacon and melted cheese lingers, making my stomach growl in anticipation. A small smile tugs at my lips, and I inhale deeply, savouring the scent.

			However, Seb is nowhere to be found when I enter the kitchen. He’s not in the sitting room either. I assume he has left for an urgent issue – it wouldn’t be the first time that this has happened, that he’s vanished suddenly. Sebastian’s work as a freelance cybersecurity consultant can be demanding, with clients calling at all hours with urgent problems.

			

			I understand; unlike myself, he doesn’t have the luxury of keeping a strict schedule. The cyber world is always active, and sometimes his phone rings in the dead of night or, first thing in the morning. However, even with all of this uncertainty, he usually lets me know when he leaves. I can’t quite wrap my mind around why today is different.

			I settle onto one of the stools at the kitchen island and pick up my fork, digging into the breakfast that he’s left for me.

			There’s a note beside it: Good morning, beautiful! The greeting is followed by a drawing of a heart.

			My heart warms at his romantic gesture, a feeling I’ve rather grown accustomed to over the months Sebastian and I have been dating. By now, I have become used to receiving notes and gifts from him. He is a thoughtful man who always knows how to put a smile on my face, and maintain it.

			With the smile still etched boldly on my face, I dig into my breakfast, savouring each bite. I miss him already.

			I take out my phone from my pocket, and decide to text him.

			Good morning, baby. Thanks for the breakfast; it’s giving me mouth orgasms. Wish you were here with me! XOXO.

			I press send, and my phone lets out a soft click sound, indicating that the message has been delivered. There’s no immediate reply from him. He must be busy at work already.

			I set my phone on the island, now focusing on finishing my breakfast, washing the dishes, and tidying up my house. It is not until later, at noon, that I resolve to do the laundry.

			“Hopefully, by the time I’m done, Sebastian will have responded,” I say to myself, sorting out my coloured clothes from the whites.

			After several hours of housework, I stretch out my arms over my head, feeling the knots in my back loosen with satisfaction. I brace my hands on my hips and make a gentle roll, moaning softly, a sigh on my face from exhaustion.

			

			By the time I round up with all that I have to do, it’s already late afternoon. Although I am tired, I’m pleased with the outcome. I inhale the cool, fresh air in my room, feeling content. There’s just something about a clean home that brings me peace.

			Now, all that remains is for me to take a long, warm bath to wash off the grime from my body. I make my way to the bathroom, undressing quickly, eager for the comforting warmth that awaits me. I prepare an oil-scented bath, carefully choosing a blend of lavender and eucalyptus to soothe my senses. I sink into the tub, feeling the tension melt away as the hot water embraces me. The aroma fills the air, wrapping around me like a comforting hug, and I close my eyes, letting my body sink deeper.

			“This feels so good,” I sigh, leaning back and closing my eyes as the water’s warmth seeps into my skin. For a moment, all of the stress and exhaustion dissolves.

			After I finish, my skin feels refreshed, and my mind a little clearer. I step out of the bathtub, feeling the coolness of the floor against my feet as I wrap myself in my plush towel. I hum quietly to myself, working a brush through my hair until it falls around my shoulders in a glossy, silky mass.

			Back in my bedroom, I surf my hands through my over-organised wardrobe, searching for an outfit for the rest of my day. I finally pick out a casually printed white t-shirt to wear over grey flannel trousers. I tie my hair into a loose ponytail, allowing a few strands to fall free, framing my face. Once dressed, I settle into my bed, propping a pillow behind my back. I lean against the headboard and switch on my phone to catch up on the latest social media updates that I must have missed during my busy week.

			This is typical of my life: work on weekdays, and on weekends either stay indoors to clean, sleep, and watch movies on my laptop, or hang out with friends (though that’s not often).

			My demanding work schedule has successfully robbed me of a fully active social life, unlike most ladies my age. However, as long as it keeps a roof over my head and I’m able to do most of the things I love, I’m cool with it. Even though I’m often too tired to hang out with my friends on weekends, I can text them just fine, and indulge in my penchant for staying indoors.

			

			Sebastian is often there to keep me company anyway, and what more could I ever ask for? My vagina tingles in agreement, recalling our past intimate experiences.

			That reminds me.

			I check the time on my phone, observing that it’s close to evening now. “Goodness!” I exclaim. “Oh, how the time has flown by!”

			It doesn’t come as a shock that I’ve skipped lunch; that has become a habit on both weekdays and weekends, except when I’m on paid time off.

			I slip out of bed and head to the kitchen to grab a bottle of juice from the fridge, before moving towards the sitting room. I plop down on one of the couches, tucking one leg beneath my body while pressing the other foot on the ground. I toss a pillow over my lap and lean back, getting back to reading updates on my phone and sipping my juice.

			I feel a bit restless today. I can’t explain the feeling. Maybe it’s the weather or the atmosphere, but I sense an unsettling awareness. Something just doesn’t feel right to me, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.

			I set my phone down, unable to concentrate. I find myself throwing my head back over the head of the couch, gazing at the ceiling as if the answer might be written there.

			“Is it boredom?” I murmur to myself, feeling a little silly for saying it out loud. If Sebastian were here, I wouldn’t feel this bored.

			I grab my phone again and check the message I sent him in the morning. He hasn’t responded to it yet. In fact, he hasn’t even opened it.

			I twist my mouth into a frown, feeling unnerved by this new development. Seb has never been so busy that he ignores my messages. Worry flickers through me. He hasn’t called me either.

			

			I dial the number, and a robotic voice comes on the line: “The number you’re trying to reach is unavailable at the moment. Please leave a message.”

			“Hello, Seb. How’s your day going? I hope all is well. Let me know when you’re available, alright?”

			The voicemail is sent as I try to calm my thumping heart.

			“He’s fine,” I mutter to myself, trying to suppress my worries. I bite my lower lip, trying not to entertain the terrible ideas that fill my head about the reason for Sebastian’s lack of response.

			The weekend ends with no response from him, and my worry spikes up even more. I try my best to not be that girl – the girl who repeatedly texts him until he responds... but this weekend has been emotional torture without him.

			When Monday finally comes, I feel a strange mixture of dread and resolve. After finishing my work day, I flag down a cab and take it to his apartment.

			I adjust my skirt before walking towards the luxurious apartment building where Sebastian lives. The grand automatic sliding entrance door parts upon my approach, and I step through it, into the building. My heels make soft clicks on the polished marble surface of the floor. I feel a chill wash over my skin as I step in.

			For a moment, I am struck by how the building captures every inch of the future I look forward to having. Having a boyfriend who owns these luxuries was never a priority on my list, but it wouldn’t be so bad.

			I have always had an independent streak, so I don’t relish having any of my accomplishments attributed to a man. Sebastian is supportive of my dreams, and that’s more the reason I think we’ve been drawn to each other by fate. It has to be nothing but fate and luck on my side. How else could I have found a perfect man like him?

			My thoughts drift back to the present as I approach the sleek front desk. I really hope that Seb is okay.

			

			“Hello, I’m here to see Sebastian Reed,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “Can you buzz him for me?”

			The concierge, a friendly man with his familiar polite smile, scans through the resident list on the computer screen. However, his expression shifts slightly. “I’m afraid Sebastian moved out over the weekend, ma’am.”

			His words hit me like a punch to the chest. I blink twice, certain that I must have misheard him. “I’m sorry – moved out?” Surely there must be a mistake.

			He nods, his expression sympathetic. “Yes, he moved out. He didn’t leave any contact information, or forwarding address.”

			I am taken aback by this update. “Oh! Sebastian hadn’t told me anything about moving or relocating. Did he say where he was going?”

			The concierge shakes his head. “No, ma’am. He just mentioned it was a sudden move.”

			My cheek twitches at the corners as I digest this information. I can feel the world tilting around me.

			More questions swarm my head, but it is obvious that the concierge isn’t the right person from whom to seek answers. Bombarding him with questions would only make me constitute a nuisance of myself. And so, I plaster a forced smile on my face and thank the concierge, before exiting the building.

			I’m lost in thought as I walk back to the road. My eyes blur as my thoughts have taken full control of me. He’s not responding to my messages or calls. He’s moved out of his apartment without informing me. I don’t want to jump to conclusions... but all of Sebastian’s actions point to a similar clue.

			My breath hangs in my throat as I consider the idea. “No.” I shake my head in denial. It can’t be.

			We didn’t have a fight over the weekend. What could have prompted—? “Stop it, Alexia. Don’t jinx it. He has his reasons. He will be back with a good explanation, and we will

			

			make up just fine. We will get along as we’ve always had,” I say to myself, ignorant of the fact that I’m talking out loud on the sidewalk.

			I catch myself as passersby cast furtive glances in my direction. I press my palm to my forehead and rake my hands through my hair amidst my racing pulse.

			I go over the events of the weekend, further back than that, to ascertain what I could have done to warrant this kind of treatment from Sebastian. I come up with nothing.

			I shake my head to dispel the self-pitying question, but then another more damning one takes its place. “Is it because I told him I loved him?” My voice is low, bitter, and unsteady. “Has he run for the hills because of that?”

			It was the first time I’d confessed my feelings to him. Sebastian and I have been dating for more than half a year now, so I thought it was the right moment to make my feelings known to him. His thoughtful and romantic gestures had won me over and made me fall for him. We haven’t actually discussed our goals for this relationship, though. The sex has been electric, and we both love each other’s company. We clicked well.

			My chest tightens as the thought forms: Were his gestures towards me all an act? Perhaps he hadn’t loved me as I had loved him.

			Perhaps, maybe, and several thoughts of what I had done went through my mind.

			“Maybe…maybe I was just a placeholder for him,” I whisper, my voice trembling as doubt consumes me.

			The rest of the day passes in a blur. I go through the motions – eating breakfast, running errands, trying to distract myself – but Sebastian is always there, lurking in the back of my mind. Each moment of silence feels like a punishment. I keep checking my phone, hoping for a message, but nothing comes.

			Finally, after dinner – which I barely touch – I retreat to my room, exhausted from my own spiralling thoughts. I sit on the bed and stare at the blank wall, willing myself to stop thinking about him, about us. About what I could have done differently.

			

			Then, just as I begin to settle into the silence, my phone buzzes. My heart leaps, a dangerous flicker of hope sparking in my chest.

			I grab the phone quickly, expecting to see a message from work or a group chat notification. But no – it’s from him.

			Sebastian.

			My heart races, my mind scrambling to prepare for whatever he might have to say. I open the message, and the words burn into my brain, leaving a hollow ache in their wake:

			Let’s break up.

			Three words. That’s all it takes to shatter my world.

			I read the message again and again, my mind refusing to believe it’s real. This can’t be how it ends. Not after everything we’ve shared. Not like this. I feel bile build up in the back of my throat.

			My fingers tremble as I try to call him, desperation overtaking my pride. The phone rings once, twice, and then – nothing. It goes straight to voicemail. I try again, and again, and again, but his number is unreachable.

			“Bastard,” I hiss under my breath, my anger bubbling to the surface. “You fucking bastard!”

			I throw my phone onto the bed with more force than necessary, burying my face in my hands. My elbows dig into my thighs as I sit on the edge of the mattress, torn between fury and heartbreak.

			“He’s a fool,” I mutter, but the tears streaming down my face betray me. No matter how hard I try to convince myself that I’m better off without him, the pain is relentless.

			Eventually, the anger ebbs away, leaving only emptiness in its wake. I sit back against the headboard, staring at the ceiling with hollow eyes. The tears dry on my cheeks. In fact, I have no more tears left to cry. The ache in my chest remains, raw and unyielding.

			

			I feel like I’m drifting. Untethered and alone.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

		

	
		
			

			Alexia

			Weeks after the painful heartbreak and the inexplicable ghosting by Sebastian, I find myself in a strange limbo, oscillating between bouts of determined productivity and moments of overwhelming doubt. The initial shock and confusion left me in a haze. Days felt like they blurred together, a monotonous loop of questioning what went wrong. The emptiness in my chest was a constant reminder of the unanswered questions he left behind. It was maddening to say the least.

			I tried, at first, to make sense of it all. I replayed every conversation, every shared glance, even the tiniest argument or bickering that might have hinted at this abrupt ending. But it still didn’t add up. Sebastian was like a ghost, leaving no trace of explanation as to what had changed. Maybe that was the worst part of it all – not knowing. No closure, no opportunity to understand, or even to say goodbye. If anything, I deserve a good explanation.

			I have come to understand that life doesn’t wait for the heartbroken. As much as I wanted to wallow, to let myself collapse under the weight of it all, I knew I couldn’t.

			In all of this chaos that has become my life, my job remains my anchor. It is the one thing I can control amidst the hurricane of my emotions. I throw myself into it, diving headfirst into every project, every task, and every deadline. Like always, it is exhausting. However, it is a necessary distraction. I have managed to convince myself that if I can stay busy enough, I can outrun the pain.

			

			My closest friend and colleague, Alice, has been my saving grace through it all. She has a way of showing up just when I feel like I might drown in this sea of despair. I have to say that her unyielding support has kept me afloat, even on the darkest of days.

			When I spiral into outbursts of frustration, or slip into those heavy, silent breakdowns, she is there – steady, patient, and unwavering. Her late-night calls, spontaneous visits, and little notes of encouragement have been a soothing balm to my wounded heart. If not for her support, I cannot imagine the extent to which I would fade away.

			“It’s his loss,” she hisses for the umpteenth time with a fiery determination. Her dark eyes flashing as she leans forward in her chair. The sheer conviction in her voice, the way she speaks with such utter certainty – it’s almost enough to make me believe her.

			Almost.

			I let out a weak laugh, grateful for her words but not entirely convinced. Deep down, a part of me knows she’s right. Yet, another part – the part still tangled in the web of my heartbreak – can’t help but wonder if I could have done something differently.

			As I said earlier, work remains my saving grace. With my head so buried in my new monotonous routine, I have managed to hit my monthly targets. Funnily enough, in some twisted way, it feels like a victory.

			It is, after all, comforting to know that I haven’t let this heartbreak bleed into my professional life. My career is something I’ve worked too hard to jeopardise. If anything, I’ve doubled down on my ambitions. Now, I feel the need to prove to myself (and maybe to Sebastian) that I am more than capable of thriving without him.

			Although the weekdays give me some sort of sanctuary, weekends are a different kind of beast. Without the structure and distraction of work, the loneliness creeps in, wrapping itself around me like a suffocating fog. I’ve started filling my weekends with plans: meeting friends for brunch, going to the movies, or even trying new hobbies. Anything to keep the silence at bay. Being an indoorsy type of person, it’s still rather new to me but it’s what’s best. I think.

			

			Despite my best efforts, there are still nights when I’m alone, and the emptiness feels unbearable. I try to push him out of my mind, but Sebastian lingers like a shadow. I think about all the things I wish I had said, and of all the ways I could have made him stay.

			But then I have to remind myself, time and time again, that his breaking up with me wasn’t my fault. He had wholeheartedly made the choice to leave, and then to ghost me without a single word. That says more about him than it ever could about me.

			“You can’t blame yourself for someone else’s cowardice,” Alice says often. Her tone is firm but kind. Her words hit home every time, but the sting of his absence doesn’t fade easily.

			Lately, I’ve grown tired of talking about him, tired of rehashing the details and dissecting the what-ifs. I don’t want him to be the centrepiece of my conversations anymore. He doesn’t deserve that kind of space in my life. Plus, dwelling on him and whatever we shared just makes it harder for me to move on.

			“You’ll find a better man, one more than he could ever be,” Alice insists, her tone encouraging.

			I nod, but the thought feels distant. Right now, the idea of opening my heart to someone else feels impossible. The walls I’ve built are now too high for such possibilities. The wounds are too fresh. For now, I’m content focusing on myself – on my career, my dreams, and the life I’ve always imagined as a strong and independent woman.

			Alice’s face brightens with an idea. “There’s a party this weekend. Sharon’s hosting it,” she says, leaning in with excitement. “You should come! It’ll be fun, I promise.”

			

			I feel a surge of resistance rise within me, shaking my head before she even finishes her pitch. “I’m sorry, Alice, but I don’t think I’m up for it,” I say softly. “I know you mean well, but... I’m just not ready.”

			She lets out a sigh, but I can see the determination in her eyes hasn’t waned. “Come on,” she tries again, nudging my arm. “It’ll be good for you. A night of dancing, maybe a drink or two, and who knows – you might even meet someone.”

			I can’t help but chuckle. “The last thing I need right now is to meet someone. They’re all the same, please.” I pause, the weight of my words settling in. “Right now, I just…I need some time. I need to focus squarely and solely on myself.”

			She raises an eyebrow, clearly not buying my excuse. “Alright, fine,” she says with a resigned sigh, “but remember, you don’t have to go through this alone. If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

			As she turns back to her computer, I can tell she’s a bit disappointed, but I hope she understands. She just has to. I appreciate her efforts to get me out of my shell, but I’m just not ready yet. Forcing it will be a stretch, even for me. As I am still reeling from the aftermath of my breakup, the sheer thought of putting myself out there again is terribly daunting.

			I push the thoughts aside and focus on my work. There’s a swirl of emotions beneath the surface: worry, excitement, and the faint hum of self-doubt that comes unbidden at times like this. But I don’t have the luxury to dwell on them today.

			I have a meeting with a potential client later, and I need to be optimally prepared. This one isn’t just any meeting; it’s a pivotal opportunity that I’ve been working towards for months now. The last thing I want is for lingering emotions or stray thoughts to interfere with my focus.

			The morning starts with a strong cup of coffee and the rhythmic tapping of keys on my laptop as I dive into preparation. I pull out my notes, poring over them meticulously, ensuring I’ve covered every angle.

			

			From our earlier discussions, I noted that this client isn’t just looking for ideas; they’re looking for innovation, precision, and a reason to trust me with their vision. Their company is a growing player in the tech sector, and if this meeting goes well, it could open doors to other valuable partnerships in the industry.

			I spend the next few hours fine-tuning my pitch and familiarising myself with their company’s pain points, objectives, and recent achievements. With each passing moment, I feel a growing sense of clarity. This is where I thrive – the challenge of connecting ideas with solutions, and of turning possibilities into tangible results. The thought bolsters my confidence as I run through my materials one last time.

			When it’s time to leave, I stand, smoothing out my blazer. It’s a tailored navy piece, professional yet comfortable – a small but deliberate choice meant to project confidence. If you don’t know, energy reads off to clients. They buy the idea more if it is portrayed with confidence and a sense of clarity.

			I gather my essentials: my laptop, portfolio, and a neatly organised binder of documents. The three things that house everything from proposals to visual aids. Double-checking that I haven’t forgotten anything, I head out of the office, pausing briefly at Alice’s desk.

			“Good luck,” she mouths with an encouraging smile, her tone unspoken but unmistakable.

			“Thanks, Alice,” I reply, smiling back. The warmth in her gesture only lifts my spirits further.

			The drive to the meeting location is calm, with soft instrumental music playing in the background of the taxi. I must commend the music taste of the driver. As the cityscape transitions from bustling streets to quieter, more refined avenues, I feel my anticipation build.

			

			Finally, I arrive at the address – a sleek, modern building that rises elegantly against the evening sky, its glass facade glinting with the last rays of sunlight. I glance at my watch, pleased to see I’m a few minutes early. Early is prepared. Early is confident.

			As I step out of the car, I approach the building. Its striking architecture catches my eye. Clean, angular lines frame the structure, blending contemporary design with an understated sense of luxury.

			A faint breeze carries with it the crisp scent of autumn leaves, mingling with the faint hum of the city as dusk settles in. I pause momentarily by the tall, polished glass exterior, catching a glimpse of my reflection. The muted tones of my blazer complement the warm glow of twilight that paints the horizon in shades of orange and violet. There’s something grounding in the moment.

			Inside, the café boasts a blend of intimacy and sophistication. The subtle hum of conversation mingles with the comforting aroma of freshly brewed coffee and a hint of vanilla that lingers in the air. The space is thoughtfully designed, with warm lighting that casts a golden hue across the neatly arranged tables and plush seating. My eyes scan the room, quickly spotting my client seated by the window on the far end of the room.

			Mr. Lucas Lark cuts an impressive figure even before I approach. He’s impeccably dressed in a custom tailored suit that’s as refined as the ambiance of the café itself. As I make my way toward him, his demeanour strikes me - an air of quiet confidence that’s both inviting and commanding. He stands as I approach, extending a hand with a warm smile.

			“It’s great to see you again, Alexia,” he says, his deep, resonant voice filling the space effortlessly. There’s a sincerity in his tone, a disarming quality that instantly puts me at ease. His handshake is firm but not overbearing, his palms soft and moisturised.

			“The pleasure is mine, Mr. Lark,” I reply, my voice steady as I return his smile. I hope it looks natural and not overly rehearsed.

			

			“Lucas,” he corrects gently, a subtle and amused smile playing on his lips. “Lucas is fine.”

			His warmth catches me slightly off guard, though I quickly adapt, nodding in acknowledgment. Lucas is striking in his appearance – early thirties, light brown hair neatly styled, and chestnut eyes that carry both kindness and sharp observation. His features are symmetrical, with defined cheekbones, a well-groomed beard, and a touch of something effortlessly polished in his overall presentation.

			“Thank you, Lucas, for taking the time to meet with me today,” I say, taking my seat across from him. “I really appreciate your willingness to discuss how our solution can benefit your business.”

			He gestures for me to sit, his expression thoughtful but engaged. “It’s my pleasure, Alexia,” he says smoothly. “I’ve been looking forward to hearing your ideas. After our last meeting, I had a good feeling about your vision for my firm.”

			The compliment lands softly, leaving a quiet hum of encouragement as I settle into the conversation. This is my moment, and I’m ready.

			I carefully pull out my laptop and portfolio and begin, “So, Lucas, tell me more about your company’s needs. What are you looking for in a software solution?”

			I take notes, nodding as he shares the details with me. I have always known the importance of letting clients know that I am following as they speak. Phrases like ‘hmm’, ‘yes’, ‘I see’, and more have always been of help.

			“I understand,” I finally say as soon as he finishes speaking. I slide my laptop forward. “We have a few options that might work for you. I’ll let you know that each one of them offers a unique approach. Let me show you some demos, and we can discuss pricing and implementation timelines.”

			I scoot closer, and our legs touch, sending shivers through my body.

			Dear God, Alexia, pull yourself together, I think to myself. It’s only been a few months, and the slightest touch from a man has my hormones going crazy.

			

			I never noticed how gorgeous this man really is. He interrupts my thoughts, and thank the good Lord for that, because I was getting lost and having dirty thoughts about my client.

			As we sip our coffee and review the demos I had provided based on the details given, I ask questions and listen attentively to Lucas’s feedback.
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