Background information:  

Damon is from one of the top five families in the capital. For some reason, he was expelled from his family as a child. He ended up on the streets and nearly starved to death. It was a little girl who gave him food and saved his life. He gave her a ring to show his gratitude. Later, he met a mysterious old man who taught him various top-notch skills, enabling him to establish his organizations, including Vespera Corporation, making it the most prestigious conglomerate in the country.  

He rarely makes public appearances and has kept his identity hidden to avoid any further connections with his family and also investigate the truth behind his mother's death. And he had been looking for the girl who gave him food all the time until three years ago, he finally found a woman with the ring, and he believed that she was just the girl(actually she wasn't). He married her and helped her business secretly all the time.

Chapter 1 

"You disgust me."

 

Damon glared at the woman standing before him—his wife, Serena, his voice cold.  His fists clenched, his jaw tight with anger.


 The woman he had once loved and cherished, now looking at him with cold indifference.

 

Across from him, Serena crossed her arms, her expression unreadable. "Lower your voice, Damon," she said, sounding annoyed rather than guilty. "There's no need for this drama."

 

"No need?" Damon's voice was sharp with disbelief. "I just caught my wife cheating, and you expect me to stay calm?" He stepped closer, his eyes burning into hers. "How long, Serena? How long have you been making a fool out of me?"

 

Just moments ago, Damon had received photos from his subordinate, Anthony. Pictures of Serena and another man entering a hotel room—intimate, undeniable proof of her betrayal. He had trusted her completely, never once imagining he'd see her like that with another man.

 

But now, she wasn't even denying it.

 

Serena sighed, as if bored with the conversation already. "Does it even matter? We were bound to end anyway, Damon. I was just waiting for the right moment."

 

"The right moment?" His anger turned ice-cold. "You were waiting for the right moment to betray me?"

 

Serena let out a short laugh and shook her head. "Don’t be so dramatic. It’s not betrayal. It’s just… moving on."

 

Damon stared at her, his fury twisting into something more painful. "Moving on? Is that what you call sleeping with another man behind my back?"

 

Serena rolled her eyes. "I won’t apologize for doing what’s best for me. You and I both know this marriage has been pointless for a long time." She lifted her chin, her voice unwavering. "I want a divorce, Damon."

 

For a moment, everything went silent. The words hung in the air, heavy and suffocating.

 

Damon took a slow breath, trying to control the storm raging inside him. "So that’s it? You’re throwing me away like I meant nothing?"

 

Serena smirked slightly. "You already are nothing, Damon." She tilted her head, her gaze sharp. "Be honest with yourself. What have you really done for me all these years? Your existence has been nothing but a burden."

 

Damon’s hands trembled—not from weakness, but from the sheer force of the betrayal cutting through him. "A burden?" His voice was dangerously quiet. "Serena, I’ve done everything for you."

 

She scoffed. "Oh, please. Don’t act like you’ve been some great husband. My success? That was my doing, not yours. You had nothing to do with it."

 

Damon let out a bitter laugh. "Nothing to do with it?"

 

Serena sighed, clearly impatient. "Look, Damon. I’m with someone else now. Someone who can actually take me to the top."

 

His stomach twisted, but he forced himself to stay composed. "Michael, right?" He said bitterly. Michael was the man in the photos—the one Serena had betrayed him with.

 

Her smirk widened. "Smart man."

 

Damon clenched his fists so hard his nails dug into his palms. "You really think he's the reason you just landed that partnership with Vespera Corporation?"

 

Serena shrugged. "Of course. Who else could have made it happen? Michael has connections with the biggest names in the industry. Thanks to him, Vespera Corporation agreed to the deal. With this contract, my company will rise to the top, and nothing will stop me."

 

He stared at her, unreadable. Then, a dark chuckle slipped past his lips. “You really believe that?”

 

Her brows drew together. “What are you getting at?”

 

Damon stepped forward, his voice dropping to a cold murmur. “Have you ever bothered to ask who the chairman of Vespera Corporation is?”

 

She blinked, hesitating. Then scoffed. “What does that matter?”

 

A cruel smile tugged at his mouth. “Everything.”

 

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t tell me it’s you. Save me the fantasy, Damon. You’ve always been a nobody. Don’t embarrass yourself!”

 

“Is that what you think?” he murmured, his voice almost amused.

In truth, he was the chairman of Vespera Corporation. Every major deal Serena thought Michael had secured for her—those so-called connections—had actually come through him.

 

He had once planned to tell her everything after this deal was made.

 

But now? There was no longer any reason to.

 

“Enough!” she snapped, yanking a stack of documents from her bag and tossing them at him. “I’m done with your games. Sign the divorce and get out of my life.”

 

Damon looked down at the papers, his chest tight with betrayal. Then slowly, he picked up a pen.

 

“As you wish.”

 

Without hesitation, he signed, then tossed the documents back onto the table.

 

And without another word, he turned and walked out, the door clicking softly behind him.

 

As he stepped outside, a line of luxury cars was parked at the entrance. A group of bodyguards in black suits stood waiting for him.

 

"Good evening, Boss!" they greeted in unison, bowing respectfully.

 
Chapter 2

Damon stepped into the sleek black car, his face cold and unreadable. 

 

Just as the driver pulled onto the road, his phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen—it was Anthony, the CEO of Vespera Corporation and one of his most trusted men. Damon answered the call, his voice calm but distant.

 

"Sir, should we terminate the collaboration with Ms. Serena?" Anthony’s voice was steady, but Damon knew he was waiting for his reaction. He already knew what had happened. 

 

For a moment, Damon considered it. It would be the easiest way to show Serena what she had truly lost. Cutting off her company would be simple—like snapping a branch with his fingers. Without his silent support, she wouldn’t last long in this industry.

 

His grip on the phone tightened slightly, but then he let out a slow breath. "No need," he said flatly.

 

There was no point in wasting his energy on revenge. She had already taken enough from him—his time, his patience, his trust. He wouldn’t give her another second of his life. Besides, Vespera Corporation was just one of the hundreds of companies under his name. That deal meant nothing to him.

 

Damon leaned back against the smooth leather seat, his gaze shifting toward the window. Outside, the city lights flickered against the dark sky. But his mind wasn’t in the present anymore. It was drifting into the past.

 

---

 

Many years ago, Damon had been expelled from his family. He was just a child at the time—too young to understand the full extent of the internal conflicts in his family, yet old enough to feel the pain of being cast aside. He had been thrown onto the streets with nothing, left to fend for himself in a world that had no mercy for the weak.

 

He still remembered those days vividly. The hunger. The bruises. The thugs who chased him down dark alleys, thinking he was an easy target. He had been on the verge of collapse, his body weak from starvation, when she appeared.

 

A girl.

 

She was just a silhouette against the dim streetlights, but to him, she was an angel. She had given him food—just a small piece of bread, but at that moment, it was everything. She had saved his life.

 

Damon had wanted to thank her, to give her something in return. The only thing he had left was a ring—one of a pair that had belonged to his late mother. It was the only thing he had taken with him when he was forced to leave his home. He gave it to her without hesitation, not realizing how important that moment would become in his life.

 

That night changed everything.

 

Not long after, he met a mysterious old man—a man who saw something in him that no one else did. Under his guidance, Damon was reborn. He was taught everything: strategy, business, power. He learned how to survive in a world where only the strongest thrived.

 

Years passed, and he built an empire. Kings and billionaires bowed before him. World leaders sought his favor. He had become a force no one could challenge.

 

And yet, despite all the power he had gained, there was one thing he had never been able to reclaim—the truth about his mother’s death.

He knew it wasn’t an accident. It couldn’t have been.

So he disappeared from the public eye. Stayed out of the spotlight. 

 

All the while, his men were digging. Quietly. Relentlessly.

 

And when he finally uncovered the names behind it all?

They were gonna pay. 

And there was something else he couldn’t let go of—the little girl who’d saved him years ago.

She’d stuck in his mind, like a piece of his past he couldn’t shake.

 He’d spent years looking for her, hoping to find her again. Then, three years ago, his team finally tracked her down through that ring he left to her.

That girl was Serena.

 

That was why he married her.

 

Damon clenched his jaw. He had given her everything, even from the shadows. He had   supported her, helped her build her company without her even realizing it. He had believed she was different. But she had proven him wrong.

 

The debt was settled. She had saved him once, and he had repaid her a thousand times over. But now, she had made her choice.

 

There would be no turning back.

 

His thoughts were interrupted when Anthony spoke again, realizing Damon had gone silent.

 

"Boss."

 

Damon straightened in his seat, his fingers tightening around his phone. "What is it?"

 

"Simon found something," Anthony said, his tone serious.

 

Damon’s brows furrowed slightly. Simon was the president of the city's largest chamber of commerce—and one of his most trusted subordinates.

 

"And it's about your mother."

 

Damon sat up completely, his body going rigid. His heart pounded once, hard, before settling into a steady but tense rhythm.

 

"Go on," he said, his voice dangerously low.

 

"A lead. It’s not much, but it might finally open some doors," Anthony explained. "I’ve reserved the top floor of Luxea Restaurant for a private meeting. Simon said you and he need to talk in person."

 

At first, Damon had no interest in a dinner meeting. But when he heard there were clues about his mother’s death, he immediately agreed.

 

For a moment, Damon didn’t respond. He had spent years searching, digging through lies and deception, trying to uncover the truth about his mother’s death. Every time he got close, the trail went cold.

 

And now, after all this time, there was finally progress.

 

"I'm on my way," he said without hesitation.

 

The call ended, but his mind was already racing.

 

Another thought crossed his mind.

 

There was still one thing left to do.

 

His mother’s rings.

 

They were still in Serena’s house. He’d have to return for them later—one last time.

 

Damon’s jaw tightened. Those rings weren’t just some piece of jewelry. They were the last connection he had to the only woman who had ever truly loved him. The only woman who had ever sacrificed for him.

 

And now…

 

Serena despised him so much that he no longer wanted to be involved with her in any way. The help he had given her over the years was his repayment for her saving him.

 

Serena had already severed ties with him. She had chosen to betray him, to throw away everything they had.

 

Now, he would do the same.

 

 Chapter 3



"His belongings are as worthless as he is," Serena muttered under her breath, flinging another shirt into the trash bag.




The apartment was eerily quiet without Damon’s presence, but her mind was anything but calm. Her hands worked furiously, grabbing every trace of him—his clothes, his cologne bottle, even the stupid coffee mug he had insisted on bringing from his old apartment. Every item, every memory, she tossed away with rough, jerky movements.




Then her fingers brushed against something cold.




She stilled.




It was a ring.




Serena frowned, picking it up between her fingers. It wasn’t just any ring. It was familiar. 

The delicate patterns, the design—

 

It was identical to the one she had taken years ago from Celia!

 

Her breath caught in her throat.

 

She swallowed hard, her mind suddenly yanked into the past.




Celia.




They had been best friends, inseparable during their school days. Matching clothes, inside jokes that no one else understood. But time had changed everything. Celia’s family had faced hardships,their business crumbled, and their friendship had drifted, like a boat losing its anchor.




Serena had visited Celia’s house one day before life pulled them apart. She remembered that visit vividly. Celia had been distracted, speaking about something serious, but Serena’s eyes had landed on a ring. Unique, delicate, beautiful. She had taken it on a whim, thinking Celia wouldn’t find it.




And she hadn’t. Or maybe she had but never said anything.




However, after a while Serena lost interest in the ring after that—tossed it into a drawer.




And now, another one had appeared.




Her hands clenched around it as a dark thought took root.

 

Did Damon have an affair with Celia?!

 

She exhaled sharply. Her blood simmered. 

 

How dare he betray her—he, who couldn’t even afford his next meal without her help?




Furiously, without hesitation, she reached for her phone, her fingers gripping it tightly. She was about to dial Damon’s number, demanding an explanation,now.




The phone rang before she could press call.




The screen lit up.




Mom.

 

She answered it.

 

“Hello?” 




“Serena! Finally, I was starting to think you’d disappeared!” Her mother’s voice was unnaturally cheerful, instantly putting Serena on edge.




She swallowed down her turmoil. “I’ve been busy.”




“Well, you won’t be too busy tonight, I hope,” her mother continued. “Because we have something important to celebrate.”




Serena frowned. “Celebrate?”




“Oh, don’t pretend you forgot! Your divorce is finally finalized! No more Damon. That man was a burden, and I’m relieved you’ve come to your senses.”




Serena’s grip tightened on the phone. She hated Damon with everything inside her.




“And,” her mother added, “Michael has arranged something special for you. He booked a table at Luxea Restaurant—the best restaurant in the city. It’s exclusive, Serena. You should feel honored.”




Michael.




Serena’s eyes immediately lit up at the name. What else could make her happier? Michael was the only man who could lift her to the top with just a tip of his finger. With a single word from him, she had secured a partnership with Vespera Corporation.




“Michael wanted to celebrate with you for securing the partnership with Vespera Corporation. Even though he's the one who helped you, he’s so kind, Serena,” her mother said excitedly. Serena couldn’t keep the smile off her face.




“I know, Mom. You made me make the right choice,” Serena said, practically jumping with happiness.




“You almost declined Michael because of that bastard Damon! I’m so glad you changed your mind. Look where Michael has taken you—to the top, my dear. I’m glad I convinced you.”




“Thank you so much, Mom. You’re the best.”




“Now, you don’t want to be late. Get dressed and come to Luxea Restaurant. We can’t keep Michael waiting! A man like him should never be kept waiting—he’s our god now, Serena. Quickly, get dressed.”




“Okay, Mom. I’ll be there before you even know it,” Serena said.




“Wear something seductive and stunning. You should look sexy tonight, Serena.” her mother added.




“Okay, Mom, I get it. Bye. I should quickly get dressed,” Serena said, ending the call. The happiest look spread across her face as she pushed aside the thought of the ring and excitedly rushed inside to get ready.






---




Cars stopped near Luxea Restaurant, and in the second car, a guard quickly stepped out to open the door of the first car. 

 

Damon stepped out.

 

He didn’t spare the scenery a glance—his mind was on one thing: what Simon had uncovered about his mother’s death.

 

He headed toward the restaurant, his guards instinctively falling in behind him.

 

"Wait outside. I’ll go in alone," Damon ordered.

 

The guards stopped at his word, and Damon continued on toward the grand entrance. But just as he reached the doors, a security guard stepped forward, blocking his path.

 

“Membership card?” the guard asked flatly.

 

His eyes ran over Damon’s appearance—simple clothes, no flashy accessories. Nothing that screamed “VIP.” The guard’s lips curled slightly in disdain.

 

Damon arched a brow. “I don’t have one.”

 

He had dined here before with Anthony—no one had ever mentioned a membership card then.

 

The guard's stance stiffened. His tone turned dismissive, almost scornful. “This place is for members only. No card, no entry. Now move along.”

 

His gaze was sharp, judgmental—as if Damon were some vagrant trying to sneak into a palace.

 

Damon’s expression remained unreadable, but the air around him shifted. Cooler. Sharper.

 

“I’m invited by—”

 

Before he could finish, a mocking voice rang out behind him.

 

“Oh, look who we have here—my ex-useless son-in-law!”




Damon turned immediately, smirking. Tessa, Serena’s mother, stood there, looking smug.




She was here too. Not that it mattered to Damon.




Tessa approached, her eyes gleaming with malice.




"What is a useless man like you doing in a place like this? Are you trying to sneak your miserable self inside? Trying to scam your way in, pretending to be a wealthy man? It’s called theft, Damon. You still haven’t changed. You’re a thief!" she yelled loudly, drawing attention from people.




But Damon just stared at the foolish woman in front of him.




Like mother, like daughter.




Tessa eyed him up and down and smirked. “You know what? My future son-in-law—the only man worthy of my daughter—is a platinum member of this restaurant. He doesn’t have to fake his way in.”




She let out a mocking laugh as the murmurs and chuckles of the crowd surrounded them.

 

Chapter 4

Damon stood still, his sharp eyes locked onto Tessa. She smirked in satisfaction, her gaze filled with arrogance. Around them, whispers floated through the air. 

 

But Damon wasn’t interested in giving Tessa the reaction she wanted. He had no intention of arguing with her. He simply reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and dialed a number.




The call barely rang before a voice answered.




“Hello, Boss?” Anthony’s voice carried a hint of surprise as if he hadn’t expected a call from Damon at this moment.




Damon’s tone was cold. “ I’m outside Luxea. But the staff seem to think I'm not qualified to enter.“

 

There was a brief pause. Then Anthony’s voice came back, now laced with panic. “Who dared to stop you!  I’ll handle it immediately!”




Before Damon could respond, Tessa let out a loud, exaggerated laugh.




Heads turned. The sound of her laughter echoed, drawing more attention to the scene.




“Oh, are you calling for help, Damon?” she mocked, crossing her arms as she shook her head. “Are you pretending to be important again? You think making fake calls will change anything? You’re just a worthless man, a gold digger, a parasite! I should expose you for who you really are.”




She took a step closer, her voice dripping with disdain. “My daughter fed you, clothed you, and took care of you for years while you brought nothing to the table. And what did you do in return? Nothing! You’re still the same useless man, pretending to be someone important.”




The security guards, hearing Tessa’s words, exchanged glances. They straightened their postures, now fully convinced that Damon was just another desperate man trying to sneak his way into a place meant for the elite.




One of the guards stepped forward, his expression blank but firm. “Sir, if you don’t leave now, we’ll have to chase you out.”




Damon didn’t react. He simply exhaled slowly and slid his phone back into his pocket. His face remained unreadable.




“Touch me,” he said, his voice dangerously low, “and you’ll regret it.”




The guards hesitated. There was something about the way he spoke—calm, yet commanding—that made them uneasy.




Tessa, however, wasn’t fazed. She rolled her eyes and gestured impatiently. “Throw him out! He's a useless poor man!”




The guards moved.




But just as they reached for him, a sharp voice rang out from the entrance.




“Stop! What are you doing?!”




The sudden command froze everyone in place.




A man in a crisp black suit rushed out of the restaurant. His forehead was lined with stress, his breathing uneven as if he had run all the way. The golden name tag on his chest read Manager Vincent.




The moment he spotted Damon, his face turned pale.




He hurried forward, his voice filled with urgency. “Mr. Damon! I sincerely apologize for this offense!”




Tessa’s smirk faded.




The guards glanced at each other in confusion.




Damon remained still, his gaze unreadable.




Vincent turned sharply to the security guards. His face darkened with anger. “Do you know who this is? Who gave you permission to treat a guest this way?”




The lead guard hesitated, glancing at Tessa for direction. “We were told—”




“You were told?” Vincent snapped, cutting him off. “And you just blindly followed orders without verifying? If Mr. Damon was truly insulted by this treatment, you’d all be out of a job right now!”




The guards stiffened. The color drained from their faces.




Damon remained silent, watching the scene unfold with mild amusement.




Vincent turned back to him and gave a small bow. “Sir, please allow me to personally escort you inside. This will never happen again.”




Tessa’s face twisted with anger.




“Wait, what?!” she burst out, stepping forward. “You’re letting him in? That’s ridiculous! I know this man! He’s my ex-son-in-law! He’s a nobody! He doesn’t belong here!”




Vincent remained composed, his expression unreadable. “That is irrelevant, ma’am. This is about Mr. Damon.”




Tessa scoffed, raising her voice. “Do you even know who my future son-in-law is? Michael is a platinum member here! If anyone should get special treatment, it’s us! I demand you remove him immediately!”




Vincent’s eyes darkened.




His voice was cold as he turned to the guards. “Do not let her enter anymore.”




Tessa gasped. “You—You can’t do that!”




Vincent remained unfazed. “And Ma’am… I suggest you lower your voice. If you continue causing a scene, we will have no choice but to revoke your son-in-law’s membership.”




Tessa froze.




For the first time that evening, real fear flickered across her face.




Around them, onlookers whispered among themselves. Some chuckled quietly, enjoying the spectacle of a woman who had been so loud moments ago now silenced.




Damon finally adjusted his cuffs and spoke for the first time since Vincent arrived.




“Seems like you underestimated me again, Tessa.”




Tessa clenched her fists. Her nails dug into her palms as she swallowed back the rage burning in her chest.




“This isn't right, he's a nobody,” she hissed under her breath.




Ignoring her, Vincent stepped aside and gestured toward the entrance. “Please, Mr. Damon, allow me to lead the way.”




Damon smirked slightly before stepping past Tessa without a second glance. 

 

Tessa stood frozen in place, unable to move or speak, as if she were trapped in a dream. But she knew all too well—this wasn’t a dream. It was real. 




The murmurs of the crowd surrounded her and laughing at her.




And she hated it.

 

The guards stood still, not moving, refusing to let her in. She paced back and forth, her heels clicking against the pavement. 

 

Gritting her teeth, she took out her phone and dialed Serena’s number.

 “Serena, I can’t believe this!” Tessa’s voice was sharp, cutting through the silence outside the restaurant. 

 

Her face was red with anger, her hands waving as she spoke into her phone.

 

Serena’s voice came through the phone, finding it hard to believe what she just heard. “Mom, calm down. What exactly happened?”

 

“That useless man—Damon—got inside! Can you believe it? After everything I said, after I told them the truth about who he really is, they still let him in! But me? I’m stuck out here like some nobody!”

Serena’s eyes widened. “Are you sure, Mom? Damon is really here?”
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“Yes, Serena! Why would I lie? Do something now!Talk to Michael. Tell him to talk to the manager. I’m not standing out here like some beggar! This is humiliating! My future son-in-law is a platinum member of this restaurant—I have every right to be inside!” Tessa shouted.

 

“Mom, I’ll tell him right away. We’ll get you inside, and they’ll regret treating you like this. Just wait a few minutes,” Serena said before ending the call, her voice filled with anger.

She slammed her glass down, startling Michael, who sat across from her. “Damon followed me here. I knew it. That leech doesn’t know when to give up! And my mother is stuck outside now because of him. God damn knows what trick he used!”

 

Michael raised a brow, his voice calm but laced with arrogance. “Don’t worry. The manager here, Vincent, is a friend. I’ll get your mother in. And that bastard? We’ll deal with him later.”

 

Serena felt a small spark of satisfaction. Michael won’t let this go. They’ll regret it.

 

Michael pulled out his phone with practiced confidence and dialed.

 

The line connected.

 

“Michael, this better not be about that woman outside,” Vincent’s voice snapped through the speaker, sharp and unamused.

 

Michael blinked. “It is. That’s my fiancée’s mother. Just let her in—”

 

“She’s making a scene. And frankly, I’m already regretting letting you in tonight,” Vincent growled. “Do you even know who’s here?”

 

Michael frowned. “Some VIP, I assume?”

 

“Not just any VIP,” Vincent hissed. “Simon Scott and the CEO of Vespera Corporation are hosting someone even more important upstairs. I’m not risking that guest’s experience over your girlfriend’s mother!”

 

“One more outburst from her, not only will she be banned, you and your little girlfriend are out too. Permanently.”

 

The call cut.

 

Michael stared at his phone for a beat, his face stormy.

Simon Scott was not just anyone. He was  the president of the city's largest chamber of commerce, and the right-hand man of one of the most influential figures in the business world. And the CEO of Vespera Corporation? That was a man who held the power to make or break careers.

 

They were someone he could not afford to offend. And here he was, dragged into unnecessary trouble because of Serena’s mother’s arrogance.

 

 That damn woman! 

 

He turned sharply to Serena. “Tell your mother to go home. Now.”

 

Serena’s brows furrowed. “What? Michael, she’ll lose it—”

 

“If she doesn’t leave, we’re getting kicked out too. The CEO of Vespera Corporation is here. And someone even more powerful than him. Do you want to lose your deal?”

 

Serena hesitated, her nails digging into her palm. “No… of course not.”

 

“Then make the call.”

 

She nodded stiffly and pressed dial.

 

“Mom,” she said as soon as the line picked up, her voice low and tight. “You need to leave. Now.”

 

“What?! Serena, are you out of your mind?!”

 

“If you don’t go now, Michael’s membership will be revoked. The manager’s furious. There are important people here—people who could end my partnership with Vespera.”

 

Tessa gasped. “That’s not my problem—”

 

“If you don’t leave now,” Serena snapped, “don’t bother calling me again. You’ve embarrassed me enough.”

 

Silence.

 

Then a bitter huff. “Fine. But you owe me this.”

 

The call ended.

 

Serena dropped the phone onto the table, exhaling slowly.

 

“She’s gone,” she muttered.

 

Michael nodded, tension easing slightly. “Good.”

 

They sat in silence for a moment before curiosity crept back into Serena’s voice.

 

“Who do you think the third guest is?”

 

Michael’s eyes gleamed. “Someone big. If the CEO of Vespera and Simon Scott are acting like assistants tonight, that person must have real power.”

 

Serena’s gaze turned thoughtful. “If we could just meet him…”

 

Michael smirked. “If we play it right tonight, maybe we will.”

 

Serena’s eyes narrowed. “And meanwhile, that bastard Damon just walks in like a king.”

 

Michael chuckled. “Forget him. He’s nothing. But that VIP? That’s someone worth chasing.”

 

 

 Meanwhile, at the top floor of the restaurant.

 

“Where is Boss? Are they still making him wait?” Anthony’s voice was low as he glanced at the elevator. He paced the room, his fists clenched, barely holding back his frustration.





 Simon sat calmly at the table, his fingers pressed together, looking thoughtful. “Relax, Anthony. He’ll be here soon. I’m sure the manager has taken care of it.”





 “Relax?” Anthony snapped, turning to Simon. “Boss isn’t the kind of man who likes to be kept waiting or made angry.”





 Simon raised an eyebrow, still calm. “If they were making him wait and upsetting him, he would have called you again by now.”





 Anthony glared at him but said nothing. He just kept pacing, fear clear in every step.





 The elevator dinged softly, and both men turned as the doors slid open. Damon stepped out, his presence filling the room. His face was calm, but there was a sharpness in his eyes that made Anthony stand up straight immediately.





 “Boss,” Anthony said with a slight bow, his voice tight with relief. “You’re here.”

 Chapter 6



 Damon nodded, his gaze sweeping the room before landing on Simon. “Simon,” he said, his voice calm but full of authority. “I hope you have something worth my time.”





 Simon stood with a faint smile on his lips. “Always a pleasure. Please, sit. I've gathered new information about your mother's death.It's not much, but it's... significant.”

 

 Damon walked to the table, his movements slow and controlled. He sat down, his sharp eyes locked on Simon. “Talk.” 

 Simon leaned in, speaking quietly. “ Two days before the accident happened to your mom, she got a call from someone flagged in a database—an ex-military guy with ties to a security firm. The call was erased from her phone records, but I managed to get a trace from the telecom company.”

 

 Damon’s hands clenched on the table. “Who did this?”

 

 “I don’t have a name yet, but it leads to a fake company—Tarnex Holdings. It’s a cover, and it’s linked to someone powerful enough to hide everything.”

 

 Damon’s voice turned cold. “I want everything. Every name, every connection, every detail. No more pieces. I want the whole truth.”

 

 Simon nodded. “I’m working on it. But whoever did this isn’t just rich. They have power. Influence and legal. The kind of power that quietly gets rid of people.”

 

 Damon’s lips curled into a dangerous smile. "Regardless of how powerful they are, I'll uncover who’s behind this."

 

 The room fell silent, Damon’s words hanging heavy in the air. Anthony stood by the window, arms crossed, his expression tense. He knew better than to interrupt, but the tension in the room was thick.





 After they finished their meal, Damon stood up, moving smoothly. “Keep me updated, Simon. I expect results.”





 Simon nodded seriously. “You’ll get them.”





 Damon turned and walked toward the elevator. Anthony followed quickly, but before he could step in, Damon stopped him.





 “I’ll leave first,” Damon said.





He entered the elevator, and the doors closed.





 The ride down was silent. When the doors opened, Damon stepped out, but to his surprise, Serena and Michael were standing near the entrance.





 “Damon?”





 The voice was sharp, full of disbelief. Damon's face was calm as he met Serena’s gaze. She stood a few feet away, arms crossed, eyes narrowed.





 “What are you doing here?” she demanded, suspicion in her voice.





 Damon raised an eyebrow, his tone calm but dismissive. “Eating. What else?”





 Serena’s eyes narrowed more, her disbelief turning to anger. “Don’t lie to me, Damon. You’re not here to eat. You’re following me, aren’t you?”





 Damon smirked, his voice mocking. “Following you? Don’t flatter yourself, Serena. I have better things to do.”





 Serena’s face turned red with anger, her fists clenching. “You’re such a liar. You don’t even belong here. How did you get in? Did you sneak in? Or did you beg someone to let you in?”





 Damon’s face stayed calm, but there was amusement in his eyes. “Believe what you want, Serena. It doesn’t change the fact that I’m here.”





 Serena scoffed, her voice full of disdain. “Please. You’re not fooling anyone. You’re probably only allowed to stay in the lobby. You don’t even have the right to go upstairs.”





 Damon’s smirk widened, his tone mocking. “And you do?”





 Serena’s eyes flashed with anger, her voice rising. “Of course I do. Michael has a platinum card. We’re dining on the third floor. “ 

 

 She scoffed, crossing her arms arrogantly, “ And you know what? The CEO of Vespera Corporation and Simon Scott, the president of the city’s business association, are dining on the top floor, entertaining a distinguished guest. Only people of our status can eat in the same restaurant with those important people. And you? You aren’t even qualified to clean the toilets here.”

 

 Damon’s smile turned cold, his eyes sharp. “Is that so?”

 

 Serena smirked, looking smug. “Yes, it is. So stop pretending to be something you’re not. You’re just a worthless man who doesn’t belong here.”




 Michael had been smiling the whole time, watching Damon with disgust and amusement as Serena mocked him.

Then—

Damon laughed.

It was a low, quiet chuckle, one that sent a chill down their spines before they could even process why.

Michael’s smirk faltered. "What’s so funny?"

Damon’s gaze sharpened, the amusement in his eyes cutting like a blade.

"That ‘distinguished guest’ they were entertaining?"

He took a step forward, lowering his voice slightly.

"That was me."
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Serena laughed. “Yeah, right.”

 

“There you go again, lying.”

 

Damon’s smile was icy, his tone mocking. “Believe what you want.”

 

Michael took a step back before bursting into loud, mocking laughter. “Damon, are you serious? This has to be the funniest thing I’ve ever heard! You’re the guest they’re entertaining? The CEO of Vespera Corporation and Simon Scott, the big shots, are actually giving attention to someone like you? Someone worthless and poor?”




The crowd surrounding them chuckled, some whispering to each other while others openly laughed. It was like they were watching a comedy show, and Damon was the main act.




Michael crossed his arms. “You think just walking in here with confidence makes you important? Come on. You probably tricked your way in—still chasing after Serena, trying to impress her with that smug face.”




Serena scoffed, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “He always does this. Acts like he’s important, and talks big, but deep down, he’s nothing. A nobody. It’s pathetic.”

 

The laughter around them grew louder.

 

Damon, however, remained calm. His face showed no emotion. These people were beneath him, not worth his time.

 

“Believe whatever you want,” he said coolly.

 

Serena rolled her eyes, clearly irritated. But suddenly, something clicked in her mind—a memory that she hadn’t thought of, until now since she got here.




The ring.

 

Her expression darkened in an instant. She turned to Damon, her eyes flashing with fury.

 

“Speaking of pathetic, “Serena sneered, "Michael, do you know what I found when I was cleaning up this his things?" She spat,her eyes narrowing dangerously.” He’s a cheating bastard.”

Damon blinked, confused. “What?”

 

Serena took an angry step close, pointing a shaking finger at him. “Don’t play dumb! The ring I saw in your luggage! It’s exactly the same as my friend’s! You’ve been having an affair with her behind my back, haven’t you?”

 

“That ring? It’s not yours?”

 

Damon’s eyes widened. His stomach twisted. 

 

He knew exactly which one she was talking about.

 

It's the other ring from the pair he gave to that girl who saved him.

 

He kept it in his luggage at her house and had held onto it for so many years.

 

The only reason he had been so sure that Serena was the girl from back then… was because of that ring.

 

But now she was saying it wasn’t hers? 

 

Damon’s breath caught. His mind started racing. If Serena never owned that ring, then—




Before he could speak, a loud commotion erupted at the entrance of the restaurant.

 

A beautiful woman was arguing with security. “Please, I just need a few minutes with the CEO of Vespera Corporation. I have to deliver a project proposal!”

 

The guard blocked her. “No membership, no entry.”

 

Serena turned toward the voice, still seething—until her eyes locked onto the woman.

 

Her expression darkened into pure rage.

 

“Celia?” she hissed.

 

The woman froze. “Serena?”

 

Serena stormed forward, heels clicking sharply. She looked ready to attack.

 

“You bitch!” she screamed.

 

Celia blinked, shocked. “What? What are you—”

 

“Don’t play innocent!” Serena shouted. “I found proof! You’ve been sleeping with my husband! That’s why you’re here, right? To sneak off with him and screw behind my back!”

 

Celia’s face went pale. “What? No! Serena, I would never—”

 

“Liar!” Serena shrieked. “The ring! You have the exact same ring as him! The one I took from your house that day! You didn’t even notice! But now I know the truth—you’ve been sneaking around behind my back this whole time!”

Damon's breathing turned ragged. His entire body locked up.




Serena kept screaming, but her voice was a distant echo in his ears. 




The ring was hers.

Celia.

 

She was the one who saved him...

 

And suddenly—everything made sense. The unease. The doubts. Serena’s betrayal.

 

His fists tightened.

 

He had wasted years on the wrong woman.

 

And the right one… the only one who mattered…

 

Was standing right there.

 

Damon inhaled, sharp and steady. His eyes locked on Celia.
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Celia looked completely stunned. “Ring? What ring?” 

She stood frozen, Serena’s furious accusations ringing in her ears.

 

A ring? The one Serena claimed to have taken from her house?

 

Celia blinked.

 

Memories suddenly came back. She did lose a ring years ago. A simple, unremarkable band, but it had meant something to her. She had searched for it back then but eventually gave up, thinking it was gone forever.

 

But now… Serena was saying she had taken it?

 

Before Celia could say a word, the entire atmosphere in the restaurant shifted.

 

The sound of the elevator doors opening drew everyone’s attention.

 

A tall, commanding man stepped out, surrounded by bodyguards. He moved with purpose, his presence commanding respect without saying a word.

 

His sharp suit was perfectly tailored, and his expression was unreadable, his gaze sweeping the room like he owned it.

 

Anthony Williams.

 

CEO of Vespera Corporation.

 

This wasn’t a man you approached lightly.

 

The name alone made people sit straighter.

 

Gasps rippled through the room.

 

“Is that—?”

 

“Anthony Williams! The Anthony Williams!”

 

“How lucky we are to see him here!”

 

Murmurs turned into quiet awe. Several people began subtly fixing their posture, brushing off their clothes, trying to look presentable.

 

Serena and Michael, who had been focused on humiliating Celia and Damon, immediately turned their attention toward him.  They stepped slightly forward, their figures now just blocking Damon from view.

 

The moment Serena saw him, her whole demeanor shifted. Her lips curled into a radiant, rehearsed smile. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, straightened her shoulders, and stepped forward like she was stepping onto a red carpet.

 

She wanted everyone to see.

 

To see her speaking to someone as powerful as Anthony. To see her rubbing shoulders with Vespera Corporation.

 

The pride, the self-satisfaction in her eyes—it was blinding.

 

People around them whispered in growing amazement.

 

“She’s with him?”

 

“No way… Is she working with Vespera Corporation?”

 

“She must be. Look at how confidently she’s walking up to him!”

 

“She’s really made it, huh?”

 

Every word of admiration fed Serena’s ego like fuel to a fire.

She stepped directly into Anthony’s path, her voice silky-smooth and filled with flattering respect.

 

“Mr. Williams, what an unexpected honor,” she said sweetly. “We weren’t expecting you tonight—but I suppose fate had other plans.”

 

She laughed lightly, a perfect socialite’s laugh.

 

Michael quickly jumped in beside her. “It’s a privilege, sir. Serena’s been talking about your company’s brilliance for weeks.”

 

Serena nodded. “In fact, I was just telling Michael how promising our upcoming collaboration looks. I’m confident we’ll be signing things soon.”

 

Her smile widened, as if she were already picturing the contract in her hands. Her tone oozed certainty, as if the deal were already hers.

 

And in her mind—it was.

 

She turned slightly to glance at the other guests, basking in the admiration reflected in their eyes.

 

Meanwhile, Celia stood in place, gripping her folder.

 

Her heart thudded. This was her chance.

 

The proposal in her hands wasn’t just a business pitch—it was her company’s last chance at survival.

 

She took a deep breath, gathered her courage and stepped forward.

 

“Mr. Williams,” she said carefully, her voice was steady despite her nerves.“I have a proposal I believe would be of great value to Vespera Corporation. Would you mind-”

 

Before she could finish, Serena snapped around, her expression full of disgust.

 

“You?” she said, eyes narrowing. “Don’t embarrass yourself.” 

 

Then, she turned back to Anthony and offered an exaggerated sigh. “Mr. Williams, please forgive her. Celia’s… struggling. She’s been trying to weasel her way into big projects for years.”

 

Serena let out a soft, pitying laugh and added with a smirk, “Her company is a mess—on the verge of bankruptcy. She’s clinging to whatever scraps she can find.”

 

Gasps and murmurs began to spread again.

 

“Seriously?”

 

“Is she trying to pitch against Serena?”

 

“She must be desperate…”

 

Celia bit her lip, but kept her head high.

 

She couldn’t afford to be distracted—not now.

 

This wasn’t about pride. It was about survival.

 

Anthony, however, looked mildly irritated.

 

“If you want to discuss business,” he said curtly, “schedule through the proper channels. I don’t have time for drop-in pitches.”

 

Serena’s expression gleamed with triumph.

 

“There, you see?” she said, turning to the room with a mock-sympathetic shrug. “Some people just don’t understand how things work at this level.”

 

She let out a soft chuckle, dripping with disdain.

 

“Take my advice,” she added, her voice slow and deliberate. “Not everyone is cut out to negotiate with giants. Know your place.”

 

Celia stood frozen.

 

Her hand clenched tightly around the folder, knuckles white.

 

Her mind buzzed in static.

 

She had already tried—so many times—to secure a formal appointment with Vespera Corporation and meet Anthony in person. She had sent countless emails, proposals, even begged for a meeting through mutual connections. But every time, she was told the same thing:

 

Her company wasn’t qualified.

 

Not big enough. Not reputable enough. Not worth the CEO’s time.

Though she was confident about the proposal she made, there was no use. No one trusted her.

 

This was the first—and likely last—time she would ever stand in front of Anthony Williams himself.

 

And now, that once-in-a-lifetime chance had shattered before her eyes.

 

The weight of months—no, years—of hard work, sacrifice, and silent desperation came crashing down all at once.

 

This wasn’t just a rejection.

It was a death sentence.

 

If she lost this deal, her company would go under completely.

 

Everything she had built would be gone.

 

And now, in front of a room full of people—Serena smirking, Michael smug, and others casting pitying glances—Celia stood there, crumbling.

 

She had nothing left to say.

 

And just as silence closed in around her like a noose—

 

Damon's voice rang out. Cold and sharp.

 

“She’s not the one unqualified for this collaboration—you are.”
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The room went still. 

 

Gasps echoed from every direction. Every head turned toward the voice.

It was Damon.

 

He stepped forward, his expression unreadable, but his presence impossible to ignore.

 Damon stepped forward from behind Michael and Serena.

 

 His face was unreadable.His gaze locked onto Serena, sharp and lethal.

 

Serena’s confidence did not waver. If anything, she looked even more irritated.

 

“Damon,” she hissed, her voice sharp with anger.




“I’m telling you now, get your miserable and bitter soul out of here. Mr. Williams isn’t someone you can act foolishly in front of.”




Michael sneered, crossing his arms. “She’s right. If you don’t leave now, you’ll find yourself in trouble. If you disturb Mr. Williams any further, I’ll personally have you arrested. You can’t just interrupt him and expect to get away with it.”




Anthony was stunned when he saw Damon appear behind Serena and he smirked, as he finally understood exactly what was happening and Damon's intentions.

 

Damon’s gaze remained locked on Serena, his expression cold and amused.

 

“You said she isn’t qualified,” he said, voice calm but sharp. “Yet you’re the one throwing tantrums in public, barking orders like you own the place. Sounds pretty unqualified to me.”




Serena’s face flushed with rage.




“Excuse me?” she snapped, taking a step forward. “Who do you think you are, Damon!?”




She scoffed, tossing her hair over her shoulder with a mocking laugh.




“You’re talking big in front of Mr. Williams—the CEO of Vespera Corporation. You must’ve hit your head if you think you can run your mouth like that in front of him. You should be groveling.”

 

She turned confidently to Anthony, expecting him to put Damon in his place. But Anthony didn’t say a word. He simply observed, his expression unreadable.

 

Serena blinked, confused by the silence. Then she looked back at Damon, fury boiling in her chest.

 

Celia, who had been standing nearby, was just as taken aback. Her breath hitched, her fingers tightening around the hem of her dress as she glanced between Damon and Serena. Why was Damon standing up for her? Of all the people here, why was it him? They didn’t even know each other, and Serena was already accusing her of having an affair with him. She had no answer to that question.




Meanwhile, Serena's face was still twisted into a scowl, her lips curling in contempt.

 

Her anger exploded.




"Damon, you are spouting absolute nonsense!" Serena snapped, her voice shrill and sharp. “And you’re delusional. You just butted into our conversation like some stray mutt, and now you're acting like you matter? You're interrupting a conversation you have no business being in!" She shouted at Damon, furious. "Who do you think you are? Don't you know your place anymore, bastard?"




Her gaze flickered to Anthony, then back to Damon. She was still expecting Anthony to say something, but he remained silent. That silence frustrated Serena even more.




She whirled around, eyes flashing with authority. "Guards!" she barked, her voice echoing through the room. "Throw him out! No—break his legs first! Make sure he never walks into a place like this again!"




The words had barely left her lips when a sudden, loud smack rang through the room.




The sound was deafening in the tense silence that followed.




Serena’s head snapped to the side, her cheek instantly turning red where Anthony’s hand had hit her. Her body swayed slightly, her breath caught in her throat, and for a moment, she couldn’t believe what had just happened. Her mind raced, struggling to process the pain, the humiliation, the sheer force behind the slap.




Everyone in the room froze.




Celia gasped, her hands flying to cover her mouth in shock. Michael's face went pale as he watched Serena get slapped, helpless to intervene.




Serena’s fingers slowly touched her burning cheek. Her lips quivered as she lifted her gaze to Anthony, disbelief filling her eyes. "M-Mr. Williams…?" she stammered, her voice barely above a whisper. "You… you hit me?"




Anthony's expression was dark, his eyes filled with an icy rage that sent chills down the spines of everyone present. "You should know your place, Ms. Serena," he said, his voice eerily calm. "Do you really think you have the authority to decide who stays and who leaves in my presence?"




Serena opened her mouth to respond, but no words came out. Her mind was in complete chaos. How had things turned against her so quickly? How had she lost control of the situation?




Michael, unable to comprehend how Damon had managed to deceive Anthony,  realized that this was his chance to turn things around. His panic was obvious, but he forced himself to stand straighter, lifting his chin as he pointed an accusing finger at Damon.




"Mr. Williams, you don’t understand!" Michael blurted out, desperation creeping into his voice. "Damon is a liar! He’s a nobody! Just a broke loser who got dumped by Serena! He’s only here to make a scene!"




Michael’s voice grew louder, more frantic. "Earlier, he even claimed that you and Mr. Scott invited him to dinner on the top floor! That’s impossible! He’s just making things up, trying to fool everyone! You can’t actually believe him, can you?"




A heavy silence followed Michael’s words.




Anthony remained still, his expression unreadable. The room seemed to grow colder as everyone waited for his response.




Finally, Anthony exhaled slowly, shaking his head. "Michael," he said, his tone dropping to a whisper, "you are a fool."




Michael’s confidence shattered in an instant. His mouth fell open, but no sound came out. His entire body stiffened as a terrible sense of foreboding filled his gut.




Anthony’s gaze bore into him, unrelenting. "Mr. Damon wasn’t lying," he said, his words sharp and deliberate. "Everything he told you was the truth."




The weight of those words crashed over Michael like a tidal wave. His breathing quickened. His hands turned clammy. He could barely process what he had just heard.




Serena was equally shaken. Her nails dug into her palms as she struggled to keep her composure. "T-That’s impossible…" she murmured, shaking her head as if trying to deny reality itself. "You must be joking, Mr. Williams. Right?"




Celia, however, felt something entirely different—curiosity. A deep, growing curiosity about Damon. Who was he, really? He had seemed so insignificant, yet,  standing here with the powerful Anthony Williams backing him.




Michael, however, was not willing to accept this truth. "No!" he blurted out, his desperation spiraling out of control. "He has to be lying! There’s no way someone like him—"




"Enough."




Anthony’s voice cut through the air like a blade. It was the kind of voice that demanded immediate obedience. Michael shut his mouth instantly, his entire body trembling.




Anthony’s patience had worn thin. He was tired of their arrogance, their ignorance, their blatant disrespect toward Damon. His expression darkened even further.




"Since you refuse to learn your lesson," Anthony said, his voice filled with quiet menace, "perhaps it’s time for you to receive proper discipline."




With a mere flick of his fingers, Anthony signaled his subordinates.




Serena’s eyes widened in terror. "Wait—!"
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Before she could say anything more, a sharp smack landed against her cheek. Then another. And another. She stumbled backward, pain blooming across her face. Her breath hitched, tears forming in her eyes as the sting deepened.




Michael suffered the same fate. He barely had time to react before a hand struck him hard across the face. His head snapped to the side, a gasp of pain escaping him. Another slap followed. Then another. His vision blurred as his mind struggled to catch up with what was happening.




Serena’s voice shook as she pressed her hand against her bruised cheek. "P-please… stop this!" she pleaded, her voice barely above a whisper.




Michael, his lip split and bleeding, managed to gasp between the hits. "We didn’t— We didn’t do anything wrong! We're just trying to tell you the truth about him!" His words were cut off by another brutal hit.




Serena's vision blurred with each slap, her body burning with pain. Her cheek felt as if it were on fire, swollen and throbbing. Slap! Another one landed, and she winced, unable to stop the tears that welled up in her eyes. Thud! Michael groaned in pain as another strike hit him.




The room was eerily silent. No one moved, no one spoke. The only sounds were the sharp cracks of the slaps, the ragged breathing of Serena and Michael, and the soft shuffle of onlookers too afraid to make a sound.




Serena gritted her teeth, trying to hold herself together. She forced her swollen lips to speak, her words coming out in a broken gasp. "Y-you can’t… do this!"




Anthony stood over her, smirking as he looked down at her in disdain. "Oh? And why is that?"




Serena’s heart pounded. "The chairman—" she swallowed hard, tasting the blood in her mouth, "He already approved our partnership! If you keep this up… you’ll regret it!"




Anthony’s laugh echoed through the room, cold and mocking. "Partnership? There is no partnership." His voice was low, his tone cruel.




Serena’s stomach dropped. "What?" she breathed, unable to believe what she was hearing.




"Your deal with Vespera Corporation?" Anthony leaned down, his voice like a whisper, yet full of malice. "Canceled."




Serena’s heart skipped a beat. No, this can’t be real. Damon’s earlier words flooded her mind—”You said she isn’t qualified, yet you’re the one throwing tantrums in public, barking orders like you own the place. Sounds pretty unqualified to me.” No, he had just been spouting nonsense. He wasn’t anyone important to make Mr. Williams change his mind. This couldn’t be because of him—it had to be something else.

 

"No…" she whispered, shaking her head in disbelief. "That’s impossible! The chairman wouldn’t—"




Before she could finish, Anthony cut her off. "The chairman," he said with venom, "doesn’t care about you."




Michael, still struggling to rise, coughed, his body trembling. "Serena…"




Before he could say anything else, another slap from one of Anthony’s men sent him crashing back down to the floor.




Serena screamed in agony. "Stop! Please, just—" Her words were lost in the chaos, her heart shattering at the sight of Michael in pain.




Then, a quiet voice cut through the tension.




"Mr. William… sir?"




Everyone in the room froze, their heads snapping toward the source of the voice.




It was Celia. She stood there, hands clasped tightly together, her face pale, filled with worry. Serena's heart skipped a beat. Celia? What was she up to now? Was she trying to play innocent to qualify for a partnership with Vespera Corporation? Serena couldn’t help but smirk slightly, "That bitch!" Serene said irritatedly in her mind.




"H-have… have mercy," Celia whispered, her voice trembling. "This is too much." She stepped forward cautiously, her eyes locked on Anthony, pleading for Serena's and Michael's suffering to end.




But Anthony’s men didn’t hesitate for even a moment. They didn’t flinch. Their cold eyes remained fixed on Serena and Michael, not even acknowledging Celia’s words.




Anthony, however, seemed to find some amusement in the situation. A slow smirk curled on his lips. "Oh? And who are you to ask for mercy?" His tone dripped with sarcasm as he turned his attention fully to Celia.




Celia swallowed hard, but she didn’t back down. "They’ve suffered enough. Please… stop." Her voice was more confident now, but there was still a trace of fear at the same she couldn’t stand by and do nothing while watching Serena suffer since they were once good friends.




Anthony was about to say that he wasn’t going to let Serena and Michael go anytime soon...




Then, from the back of the room, Damon, who had been watching the scene unfold in silence, lifted his hand.




The room went still. Everyone turned their gaze toward Damon.




Anthony noticed immediately. His eyes narrowed as he locked eyes with Damon.




"Hold," Damon said, his voice calm but firm and he did that because of Celia.




Anthony’s smirk disappeared. Without hesitation, he raised his own hand, signaling for his men to stop.




"Enough," Anthony commanded, his voice cold and final.




Instantly, the men stepped back, halting their assault.




Serena collapsed forward, gasping for breath. Her whole body ached, the pain overwhelming. She could barely keep herself upright as she felt the world around her spin. Her face felt as if it were on fire, and the blood from her split lip mixed with the sweat on her skin. She wanted to scream, but all she could do was breathe in ragged gasps.




Beside her, Michael groaned, rolling onto his side. His face was a mess of bruises and his eyes glazed with pain




Serena didn’t know how long they had been beaten. Minutes? Hours? It felt like an eternity.
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Celia stood frozen, watching the scene unfold before her. She couldn’t believe how obedient Anthony was to Damon’s commands. The way he listened and did whatever Damon said, without hesitation—It was unsettling.

 

 With just a single word from Damon, the big shot-CEO of Vespera Corporation followed his orders, a flicker of fear in his eyes as if he was terrified of offending him.




She couldn’t shake the question that kept repeating in her mind—who was Damon, really?




Serena, however, remained defiant. Her chin lifted, her eyes blazing with anger. She refused to believe she had done anything wrong.




Anthony took a slow step forward, his cold gaze locked on her. “You’ve overstepped your boundaries, and after everything, you still refuse to listen or learn,” he said, his voice like ice. He turned to his men and gave a firm nod. “Throw them out.”




Gasps rippled through the crowd. The guests stared in shock, their eyes darting from Serena to Anthony, then back to Damon.




Serena’s breath hitched. “You can’t do this to us!” she shouted. “You can’t just cancel my partnership like that! The chairman approved it himself! And throwing us out like beggars? For heaven’s sake, Damon is the one who doesn’t belong here! He’s the one who should be thrown out, not us!”




Her voice rose in hysteria, unwilling to accept that everything was crumbling for her in a single day.




Anthony didn’t flinch. “He does belong. That’s why you’re leaving.”




Michael, who had been silent until now, grabbed Serena’s arm. “Come on,” he whispered urgently. “Let’s just go. I’m sure Mr. Williams will regret this when he finally realizes who Damon really is. I don’t know how Damon manages to deceive him, but soon, he’ll see that we were right.”




Serena yanked her arm away. “No!” She turned to Anthony again, refusing to accept defeat, not after being humiliated like this in front of everyone. She wasn’t someone who backed down easily, especially not when Damon was involved. He was a nobody, and she shouldn’t be the one suffering because of him. Her voice shook with desperation. “Mr. Williams, please. You have to believe me! I’ve done nothing wrong!”




Anthony said nothing. His expression was unreadable.




The guards moved in, gripping Serena and Michael by the arms, leading them toward the exit. Serena thrashed against their hold. “You’ll regret this! I swear it! You better listen, Mr. Williams! Please don’t cancel my partnership with Vespera Corporation! Please, I’m begging you, I’ll—!”




Her voice echoed through the room as the doors swung open, then slammed shut behind her.




Silence stretched, thick and heavy. Then the whispers began.




The guests murmured in shock at Serena’s downfall. No one understood why Vespera Corporation had suddenly severed ties with her company. Whispers filled the room as speculation swirled around Damon’s true identity.




Celia, standing in the midst of it all, felt her pulse quicken. She had always sensed something was off about Damon, but now… now she had more questions than ever. 

 

A sharp chime broke the tension—Anthony's phone lit up with a message. He glanced down. The sender: Damon.




His expression shifted instantly as he read the text.




"Give the deal to Celia Greene. "

 

Anthony’s breath hitched. His hands tightened around the phone, as if steadying himself. For a split second, panic flickered in his eyes. Cold sweat formed at the back of his neck.

 

He had just rejected her—dismissed her in front of a crowd.

 

And now, the message came straight from him.

 

Anthony lifted his head, moving as though he were afraid even the smallest misstep could offend Damon. His gaze found Celia—and this time, it didn’t carry even a trace of condescension.

 

His entire demeanor shifted.

 

The once-proud CEO who had looked down on her like she was nothing... now approached with the respectful caution of a man facing someone far above his pay grade.

 

He stepped forward carefully, his voice low, controlled, but undeniably reverent. “Miss Greene,” he said, the formal address almost startling in contrast to before, “congratulations. Vespera Corporation is honored to partner with your company.”

 

Gasps rippled through the room.

 

He continued, his tone no longer that of a man giving orders, but of someone extending an olive branch—careful, deferential. “Our legal team will prepare the contract immediately. You’re welcome to come to the office at your convenience to finalize the deal.”

 

Celia blinked, speechless. Had she heard that right?

 

Only minutes ago, he had dismissed her like she was a nuisance.

 

Now he was calling her Miss Greene, like she was a VIP?

 

She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Her heart thundered in her chest. The shock, the disbelief—it was overwhelming.

 

Even though she was extremely happy, she couldn't help but wonder.

 

Why had Mr. Williams suddenly changed his mind?




She barely had time to process what had just happened. One moment, Serena was being dragged out, and now she was standing in Serena’s place. This wasn’t a coincidence. She was sure of it.




Her eyes flickered to Damon. He hadn’t said a word, but she had a feeling that Damon had something to do with it.




“I’ll be expecting you.”




Anthony didn’t linger. He turned and left, his men following closely behind after exchanging a knowing look with Damon, who gave him a slight nod.




Slowly, Celia turned to Damon. “Thank you,” she said, her voice filled with gratitude. “Thank you for everything today.”




Damon met her gaze, his dark eyes steady. “You’re welcome. But it was nothing.”




Celia hesitated, the question gnawing at her. She had to ask or she would drive herself mad wondering. “Do you… do you have a special connection with Mr. Williams?”

 

For a moment, Damon didn’t answer. He just looked at her—truly looked at her.

 

He’d guarded his identity for years, never once letting it slip. To the world, he was invisible.

 

 But here, now, with Celia standing in front of him.

 

He had wasted too many years on the wrong person. He didn’t want to waste a single second more hiding from the right one.

 

His jaw tightened slightly. His eyes softened.

 

He owed her the truth.

 

“I do,” he said quietly. He paused, holding her gaze with quiet conviction. “I’m… the chairman of Vespera Corporation.”


Chapter 12



Celia stared at Damon for a long moment, her lips twitching. Then, suddenly, she burst into laughter.




"You—you’re joking, right?" she said, shaking her head in disbelief.




Damon didn’t smile. He just watched her, his expression unreadable.




Celia wiped a tear from the corner of her eye, still giggling. "Oh, come on. You can’t be serious."




"Why wouldn’t I be?" Damon asked calmly.




She took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. "You? The chairman of Vespera Corporation is… well, he’s this legendary figure. People say he built hundreds of companies single-handedly, and Vespera Corporation is one of them. That he’s ruthless, brilliant—some even say he’s untouchable. And you’re telling me… that’s you?"




Damon shrugged. "People exaggerate."




Celia’s laughter faded, but her disbelief didn’t. "No. No way. Someone like that wouldn’t just… walk around looking like an ordinary person. He wouldn’t be standing here, in this restaurant, talking to me like this."




Damon sighed. "What did you expect? That he’d wear a crown? Have a glowing aura?"




She smiled. "To be honest, I’m not trying to sound ridiculous when I’m also not rich myself, but I expected him to be different. Not… you."




Damon studied her face for a moment. Then, slowly, he shook his head. "You really don’t believe me."




"Of course I don’t!" Celia said. "This isn’t something you just drop on someone out of nowhere. Nobody is going to believe you—not when you look like an ordinary man."




"The chairman is just an ordinary person, not as mysterious as people make him out to be," Damon told Celia, but that still didn’t change her mind.




She scoffed. "No, the chairman isn’t an ordinary man—because this means you’ve been lying to me this whole time!"




Damon was quiet for a long moment. Then, finally, he sighed. "You’re right. I was joking."




Celia blinked. "What?"




He gave her a small, easy smile. "It was just a joke. I’m not the chairman."  He decided to let her gradually come to terms with his identity over time because it seemed she wasn’t going to believe him anytime soon.




She narrowed her eyes. " I know you’re joking. But why did Anthony change his mind about the investment? That’s weird."




Damon’s tone was casual. "He probably realized your company has real potential. He wouldn’t have agreed to the deal otherwise."




Celia bit her lip. That did make sense. But still… something felt off.




"But then… why did he help you teach Serena and Michael a lesson?" she pressed.




Damon hesitated as if considering his words carefully. "Because I introduced him to a doctor once. That doctor saved his mother’s life."




Celia’s shoulders relaxed slightly. "Oh."




He nodded. "Anthony owes me a favor. That’s all." The truth was that Damon had indeed saved Anthony's mother's life, but he had done it himself rather than introducing a doctor.




She let out a slow breath. That did explain things. Favors were currency in the business world, and if Damon had truly helped save Anthony’s mother, then of course Anthony would respect him.




Outside the door, a few eavesdropping guests exchanged glances. They had heard everything.




One of them smirked. "So he’s just lucky, then."




Another nodded. "He's nothing—a nobody—just lucky to have saved Anthony Williams's mother's life. That’s all."




They walked away, convinced that Damon had no real power—just a fortunate connection.




Meanwhile, Celia, realizing that she would soon visit Vespera Corporation to sign the contract, felt a little nervous.




She hesitated. She didn’t know what his reaction would be or what he would think about her, but she still spoke up anyway.




She swallowed. "I... you can..." Celia struggled to find the right words.




He looked at her. "Hm?"




"Will you… come with me? To Vespera Corporation? To sign the contract?"




Damon didn’t hesitate. "Of course." He readily agreed.




She let out a slow breath, relieved. "Thank you." She never expected him to accept this so easily—she had been sure he would turn her down.




He tilted his head. "Why are you nervous?"




Celia fidgeted with the edge of her sleeve. "I’ve just… never dealt with a company that big before. What if I say the wrong thing? What if they change their minds at the last second?"




Damon’s expression softened slightly. "They won’t.”

 

 Chapter 13

Serena stormed into the house, her heels clicking loudly against the marble floor. Michael followed close behind, his face tight with frustration. Their faces were still marked with bruises. The air between them was thick with unspoken anger.




 "I can't believe this!" Serena threw her handbag onto the couch, pacing back and forth. "All our hard work, all our efforts—wasted! Just because of Damon!" She spat out his name like it was poison.




 Michael rubbed his temples, sighing. "I don't understand what Anthony sees in him. What did he do to get Anthony Williams on his side?"




 Serena’s parents, who were just coming down from upstairs, were puzzled by their daughter's outburst. Tessa was initially angry about Serena and Michael’s decision to leave the restaurant rather than fight for her to enter. Since Michael was wealthy, she had expected him to put those who embarrassed her in their place.




 Instead, they had let those people humiliate her further. She had boasted that her future son-in-law was a platinum member and would make them regret allowing her worthless ex-son-in-law into the restaurant instead of her. But in the end, she was the one mocked because of Serena and Michael’s decision. She was so furious right now.




 She wanted to unleash all her anger on them and scold them harshly, but the moment she saw their bruised and worried faces, concern took over.




 "What happened, Princess? And you, my future son-in-law—what happened to your faces?" her father was the first to ask as they reached the living room. "And why are you so worked up?"




 Serena turned to them, her eyes blazing. "That's not what matters right now, Father! There's a bigger problem."




 "Problem? If your bruised faces don’t matter, then what else could be more important? You came here looking like this, and you're telling us it doesn’t matter?" Tessa said, worry etched on her face.




 "Vespera Corporation pulled out of our deal. The CEO himself canceled it—because of Damon!" Serena yelled in frustration.




 Gasps filled the room. Tessa stood frozen in shock. "Damon? That worthless man again? I knew it! When I saw him there, I knew he was following you just to cause trouble for you and my future son-in-law, he just can't get over you. So, this was his plan all along?"




 "I shouldn’t have left when you asked me to! This would never have happened! I would have broken that worthless man’s head the moment he started his nonsense. Now, this is a disaster!"




 Selene's father Theodore frowned before suddenly speaking up. "But that doesn’t make sense. Why would the CEO of Vespera Corporation care about Damon? Why would he cancel your partnership because of him? Damon is a nobody."




 Serena shook her head. "I don’t know! That’s what’s so frustrating!" She exhaled sharply. "Why did Anthony Williams listen to him instead of us? No matter how much we tried to explain, he wouldn’t listen! And in the process of making him understand, he gave us these bruises—all because of Damon. And do you know what’s even more confusing and infuriating?"




 She took a shaky breath before continuing, "Damon was the first to tell me I wasn’t qualified to partner with the company—right in front of Anthony Williams! And Anthony Williams didn’t say a word about it! But I know why Damon said that—he was jealous. Jealous because I divorced him, because he was useless and couldn’t help me get to the top the way Michael did. He thinks he can ruin everything by claiming I wasn’t qualified for the deal." Her voice was full of frustration, her anger evident.




 "Calm down, Serena! It's all complicated. There’s no way the CEO would listen to Damon unless he was someone important. Think about it." Theodore said firmly.




 "No way! Damon and I were married for years—I know him!" Serena was still denying it.




 "What are you trying to do, Theodore?! Our daughter is right! Damon can never be that kind of person!" Tessa snapped, but before anyone could respond, Michael spoke up.




 Michael crossed his arms, frowning. "I think he’s right. And it’s possible. Thinking about everything that happened in the restaurant… " He muttered, though he didn’t want to believe it was true.




 A tense silence settled over the room as they all considered the possibility.




 Theodore spoke hesitantly. "If Damon is someone important, maybe we should… reconsider our approach. Should we apologize to him? Maybe then Vespera Corporation will—"




 "No!" Serena snapped, cutting her father off. "We are not lowering ourselves to that man! I will not grovel before Damon!"




 "Serena, it’s not about lowering ourselves—it’s about your company. We should apologize. I know he’ll accept it because he still has feelings for you. This is your chance," Theodore tried to convince her.




 "Are you sure about this?" Serena mumbled hesitantly.




 "Yes, Serena. Let’s do this for the sake of your company and nothing else." Michael and Serena exchanged glances before nodding slowly.



 She was about to do the last thing she ever expected—apologize to Damon. And it pained her because she had ended up in this situation.


 They had already decided to apologize to Damon, believing him to be the chairman, though Tessa despised the idea. Still, she had no choice. Serena was about to ask how they planned to apologize when, suddenly…


 Michael’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out, glancing at the screen. A message. His eyes scanned it, and a slow smirk curled on his lips.


 “Well, well…” he muttered.


 Serena raised an eyebrow. “What is it?”



 Michael held up a hand, reading further before finally speaking. "Damon isn’t anyone special. He just did a favor for Anthony Williams’ mother once. That’s it. That’s the only reason Anthony stepped in for him."




 Serena’s lips parted slightly in surprise before she scoffed. "So that’s all? Just a past favor? Nothing more?" A weight seemed to lift off her chest.




 Michael nodded. "Yeah. Anthony Williams is just returning the kindness. It’s not like he’ll keep helping Damon forever. Damon is a jerk, acting arrogant when he's actually a nobody."




 Theodore leaned back in his chair, relieved. "Well, that changes everything. If Damon isn’t influential, then we have nothing to worry about."




 Serena smoothed out the wrinkles in her dress. "I almost made a mistake. We were about to apologize to that fool. But now? There’s no need. We don’t owe Damon anything."




 Her mother exhaled, tension leaving her shoulders. "I’m glad we didn’t act rashly. That would have been humiliating."




 Serena’s mind was already working on their next move. "We still have a chance with Vespera Corporation. Our negotiations were approved by the chairman, not the CEO. We haven’t even met the chairman yet."




 Michael caught on quickly. "You’re saying the CEO only canceled the deal out of personal grudge, not because the chairman itself rejected us."




 "Exactly," Serena said. "Tomorrow, we will go straight to Vespera Corporation and request a meeting with the chairman. I'm not giving up that easily."




 Michael grinned. "That’s the Serena I know."




 Serena lifted her chin. "Let Damon try to stop us again. I'm not backing down.”

Chapter 14

The morning sun had barely risen, casting long shadows across the pavement, when Serena and Michael strode toward Vespera Corporation’s towering glass building.


  Serena’s heels struck the ground with sharp, deliberate clicks. Michael walked beside her, chin high, his hands in his pockets like he already owned the place.

  “Once I explain everything to the chairman,” Serena said, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear, “he’ll immediately reinstate our partnership. There’s no way he’d let Anthony damage the company over something so petty.”


  “And that CEO—Anthony—thought he could cancel the partnership without consequences? I’ll let the chairman know exactly how he went against direct orders for the sake of a useless nobody like Damon. He’s going to regret crossing me!” Serena said coldly, her voice low but seething with confidence. 

  Michael smirked. “He’s finished. Once you explain what happened, the old man will drop the hammer himself.”


  “Exactly,” Serena said, a flicker of satisfaction in her eyes. “We'll watch how he begs for mercy to the chairman! The chairman built Vespera with discipline and vision. He won’t let someone like Anthony make personal decisions that damage the company’s future.”

  The glass doors loomed ahead. Without slowing, they moved to enter—until two uniformed security guards stepped in front of them, arms crossed.


  “Apologies,” the first guard said. “You’re not allowed inside.”

  Serena blinked, stunned for a split second. Then her lips curled into a mocking sneer. “Excuse me? We’re here on serious company business. Step aside.”


  Michael’s tone was even colder. “We’re going to see the chairman. Try blocking us again, and you’ll regret it.”

  The guards didn’t budge.


  “Orders from the top,” the second guard said. “You’re not on the approved entry list.”

  Serena’s expression twisted into fury. “Do you even know who you’re talking to? I’m here to report your CEO to the chairman himself! And when I do, people like you will be the first to go.”


  Michael’s voice sharpened. “You want to lose your jobs over this? Be smart. Move.”

  But the guards held firm. As Serena tried to push forward, one of them raised a hand to stop her.


  “Don’t touch me!” she snapped, slapping his arm away. “You’re assaulting a key business partner of Vespera!”

  Michael shoved at the other guard. “We’re not leaving until we’re heard.”


  The guards exchanged a glance—then moved in. This time, with force.

  “Unhand me! ” Serena screeched, struggling against their grip. “Do you know who my fiancé is?! I'll have your badges for this! Your families blacklisted! When I finish speaking with the chairman, not only will Anthony be fired for his incompetence, but you two will be begging in the streets!"


  But the doors closed behind them, and no one inside looked their way.


  Just then, a black car pulled up. It wasn’t anything particularly expensive, so Serena didn’t think much of it. She was about to turn back to the security guards when the back door opened smoothly and out stepped Damon, followed closely by Celia. The sight of them made Serena’s blood boil.



  Her eyes narrowed. Why were they here?




  She didn’t have time to think—rage overtook her. She marched toward them, her voice laced with venom. "Well, well, look who decided to show up! What are you two doing here?"




  Damon barely spared her a glance. His expression was unreadable, calm, and collected as always.



  Celia, however, stiffened at Serena’s tone. She knew this wasn’t going to be a friendly encounter as usual.


  Serena folded her arms, her lips curling into a smug smile. "I don’t see how you belong at Vespera Corporation."



  Serena took a step forward, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "Or maybe you just knew I was coming and decided to show up to try and tear me down again, like yesterday?"



  Michael crossed his arms and scoffed. "Yeah, of course. The two of you have nothing better to do, right? Just a couple of jobless losers trying to mess with Serena. But it’s not going to work this time. What happened yesterday won’t happen again. We’re in this mess because of you, and once this is over, I’ll make sure you both pay for it."


  Damon finally turned to face them, calm and steady. “We’re here to sign a contract, not to waste time with people like you."


  Michael scoffed. "A contract? With Vespera Corporation? That’s rich."




  Serena let out a cold laugh. "Oh, please. You expect us to believe that? Celia's company is on the verge of collapse. There’s no way Vespera Corporation would even consider working with her. "




  Celia took a deep breath, trying to stay calm, but Serena’s words stung. She had worked hard for her company, and hearing Serena talk about it like that filled her with frustration.




  Serena’s glare locked onto Damon, her voice dripping with spite. “And you,” she snapped, “you’re a nobody pretending to be someone. You got lucky helping Anthony Williams’s mother, that’s all. It doesn’t make you important. It makes you a pathetic leech.”


  Celia’s jaw clenched. “Why do you always talk like this? Why do you keep saying nasty things about us?”


  Serena laughed coldly and stepped closer. “Don’t play the victim. Everyone knows what you’ve been doing. I was still married to Damon when you started sneaking around with him like some cheap slut, stealing what never belonged to you. So yeah, I talk like this because you earned it.”


  Celia's eyes widened in disbelief, anger bubbling up.


  Serena wasn’t finished. Her eyes glinted with contempt as she slowly walked a few steps closer, heels clicking with arrogance.


  She tilted her head, lips curling into a sneer. “You know, I’d love to watch the moment security drags you two out. Do you really think you’ll make it past the door?” She chuckled mockingly. “This isn’t some neighborhood café, Celia. This is Vespera Corporation. People like you don’t even get to breathe the same air inside. And Damon…” She gave him a deliberately unimpressed look. “Let’s not kid ourselves. If not because you help the CEO’s mother, you’d be lucky if they let you mop the floors!"


Chapter 15



Celia’s face flushed with anger, but before she could open her mouth, Damon spoke—calm, but with a quiet force that silenced everything around him.

“Funny,” he said, eyes locked on Serena’s with cool expression. “You’ve always had a talent for talking down to others. But that won’t open any doors for you.” He took Celia’s hand gently, then added, “Let’s see who really belongs here.”

Then, without another glance at Serena or Michael, he turned and walked forward with Celia by his side.

Serena crossed her arms smugly, She watched them go, expecting security to step in at any moment. Surely, they would be stopped just like she and Michael had been. Surely, they would be turned away.



But that didn’t happen.



The security guards—who had interrogated Serena and Michael just minutes ago—didn’t even blink. Without hesitation, they stepped aside with respectful nods, opening the path without a word. The sleek glass doors slid open smoothly, almost ceremoniously, bathing Damon and Celia in a warm glow as they stepped inside.




Serena’s smirk faltered.




Her eyes widened in disbelief.




“…What?” she breathed, her voice barely audible.




Michael blinked, stunned. “How the hell—?”




Serena’s face went pale, then flushed deep red. Her arms dropped to her sides, hands trembling. “No. No, this—this has to be a mistake.”




But there was no mistake.




From the other side of the glass, Damon glanced back for a brief moment—just enough for Serena to see the calm confidence in his expression.




And then the doors closed.




Shut.




Final.




Like a wall between two worlds—one where Serena stood, fuming and excluded, and the other where Damon and Celia walked forward, welcomed without resistance.




Serena’s nails bit into her palms as jealousy and humiliation twisted violently in her chest. Her breathing quickened, her eyes burning with rage as she stared at the doors.




They were supposed to be thrown out.




They were supposed to be humiliated.




But instead, she had been the one left outside.




She stood frozen for a moment,  pride shattered. But there was nothing more she could do here—no excuse to stay, no face left to save.

She turned stiffly on her heel, heels clicking on the marble floor as she forced herself to leave with Michael.

Michael kept glancing at Serena while driving, his fingers tightening around the steering wheel. The tension in the car was thick, simmering with unspoken rage. Serena sat rigidly, her arms crossed as she stared out the window, her jaw clenched tight. 

They had just been humiliated—kicked out of Vespera Corporation while Damon and Celia strolled in like royalty. That moment kept replaying in Serena’s mind, each second fueling the fire in her chest.

 

“They really walked in there like they belonged,” she spat, her voice low and sharp. “Like they’d already won.”

 

Michael grit his teeth. “And we got treated like nobodies. Like trash.”

 

Serena turned her head slowly, eyes narrowed. “All because Damon’s got Anthony Williams in his pocket. That’s the only reason. And Celia? That woman’s nothing but a clinging parasite, using him to get what she wants.”

Michael scoffed. “They’re both snakes. But people like that always fall… hard.”

“This isn’t over. Not even close!” Serena’s voice dropped to a low, dangerous tone. “Losing that deal with Vespera... that wasn’t just business. That was my company’s breakthrough. My future. And now it’s been handed to those two like a gift.”

She clenched her fists in her lap, trembling with barely contained rage.

“He used Anthony to sabotage me. But if they think I’ll just sit back and accept it, they’re dead wrong!”

 

Michael watched her with a glint in his eye. Calculating. 

 

“There’s a way,” he said quietly. “If you want real payback.”

 

Serena turned to him immediately. “What way?”

 

Michael sneered, lowering his voice. “Albert Gray.”

 

Her breath caught for a moment. “The one from Southside?”

 

Michael nodded slowly. “You want to hit back? He’s the guy who makes problems disappear. He doesn’t care about morals. Or legality. He only cares about results.”

 

Serena hesitated, the name alone enough to make her pulse quicken. Albert Gray. A name whispered in fear in corporate circles and criminal networks alike. Ruthless. Unpredictable. Deadly.

 

“He won’t help me for free,” she said.

 

Michael gave her a thin smile. “Maybe not. But you know how to handle men like him. Flatter his ego. Feed his appetite for chaos.”

 

Serena didn’t answer right away. She stared at the night sky for a long moment, then slowly nodded.


“Fine. I’ll call him.”

This time, she would play the game on her terms.

 

And Damon and Celia?

 



They had no idea the storm that was coming.

 

Meanwhile, not far from Vespera Corporation, Damon and Celia were seated at a quiet outdoor café. 

 

Sunlight filtered through the trees above them, casting soft shadows across the table. Despite the peaceful setting, a storm was brewing in Celia’s heart.

 

She stirred her tea absently, her expression troubled.

“I didn’t expect Serena to be so furious,” she said softly. “I mean, I knew she’d be upset, but today... she looked like she wanted to tear me apart.”

 

Damon leaned back, eyes fixed on her. “She’s furious because she lost. People like her don’t take failure well.”

Celia frowned. “But I didn’t do anything wrong. I worked for that project. I didn’t even know she was competing for it.”

“You don’t have to feel guilty, Celia.” Damon said gently. “You deserve it.”

“But she doesn’t think so. She thinks I stole something from her. And she hates you now too, doesn’t she?”

“She always did,” Damon replied calmly. “She just didn’t realize it until she lost control of me.”

Celia hesitated. “Do you think... I should talk to her? Try to explain?”

Damon looked into her eyes. “Celia, some people don’t want to hear the truth. Even if you told her everything, she’d still blame you.”

“I know, but… I still want to talk to her,” Celia said quietly. “Even if she doesn’t believe me. I just need to try. For my own peace.”

 

Damon studied her for a long moment and sighed. “Then go ahead. No matter what happens, I’m on your side. But, don’t expect her to listen. ”

Celia nodded slowly, sadness in her eyes. “She won’t forgive me. I know that. But maybe if I try... maybe she’ll hate you less.”

Damon’s tone turned cold. “She can hate me all she wants. I’m not afraid of her.”

Celia stared at him for a while, then looked away, her heart heavy.

She was not afraid for herself. She was afraid for Damon.

Maybe… if she talked to her, she could fix this misunderstanding between her and Damon.




Chapter 16

Later that night, Celia stood on the balcony of her apartment, the soft wind tugging at her hair as she gazed out over the quiet city. Her phone rested in her hand, screen glowing, but she hadn’t moved in minutes.

She couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened that morning. Serena’s words had cut deep—sharper than she expected.

But what hurt even more was knowing Serena truly believed she’d stolen the project. Or worse—stolen Damon.

 

Celia closed her eyes for a moment, drawing in a shaky breath.

 

She didn’t want things to end like this. Not after everything they’d once shared as friends.

 

With a hesitant exhale, she opened her messaging app. Her thumbs hovered over the keyboard, then slowly began to type.

 

Celia: Serena, I know you’re angry with me. But I need you to know—I never meant to hurt you. Damon and I... it didn’t happen the way you think. I would never come between you two while you were still together. I promise I didn’t betray you.

 

She reread the message twice, heart pounding, then hit send.

 

One minute passed.

 

Then another.

 

And then—her phone buzzed.

 

Serena: Celia, I get it. Maybe I’ve been too emotional. Things have been rough on my end too. But I’m ready to move forward. We used to be friends. I don’t want to keep carrying this anger.

 

Celia blinked, stunned. Of all the responses she had prepared herself for, this wasn’t one of them.

 

Slowly, a small smile tugged at her lips.

 

Celia: Thank you, Serena. That really means a lot. I’ve missed our friendship.

 

The reply came almost immediately.

 

Serena: I miss it too. That’s why I’d like to invite you and Damon to my birthday party this weekend. It’s going to be a big event. I’d love for you to be there.

 

Celia stared at the screen, confused, a flicker of disbelief in her chest.

 

Celia: Really? You want us to come?

 

Serena: Yes. I want to start fresh. You both deserve that chance.

 

For the first time in days, Celia felt the weight on her chest ease. Maybe—just maybe—things were turning around.

 

Celia: Okay. We’ll be there.

 

She set her phone down, gazing up at the night sky as the first stars began to emerge. Maybe everything really would be okay.

 

But later that night, Celia still couldn’t sleep. 

She paced barefoot in the rooftop garden, arms wrapped around herself. Something still didn’t feel right. What if Damon didn’t want to go with her? What would she tell Serena?

 

Her thoughts wouldn’t stop racing.

 

She kept thinking about Serena’s message. Serena had forgiven her way too fast. It seemed sincere... but what if Damon refused? Would that make Serena angry again? She didn’t know.

 

Serena had never been the type to forgive easily. But maybe this time was different. Maybe she really wanted to fix things. Celia was determined to go—with Damon by her side. She wanted peace. She wanted to fix everything.

 

She grabbed her phone again. Her thumb hovered over Damon’s name for a while. She didn’t know how to explain everything to him so he wouldn’t say no. It was past midnight. Maybe he was asleep. Maybe she was just overthinking.

 

But finally, she hit “Call.”

 

It rang twice before he answered.

 

“Celia?” Damon’s voice was calm, but he sounded wide awake. “Is everything okay?”

 

She stood still, the cool night air brushing her skin. “I’m sorry for calling so late. I just... I needed to talk. I need to tell you something.”

 

“I’m listening,” he said right away. “What is it?”

 

Celia took a breath. “I texted Serena earlier.”

 

A short pause. “And?”

 

“She replied. She said she understood. She forgave me, Damon. And then... she invited us to her birthday party.”

 

Damon sat up straight. “She invited us?”

 “Yes,” Celia said softly. “And it felt... real. Like she wanted to fix things. I told her we’d come, but I don’t know if you’ll agree to go. I mean... you both have a history...”

 

Celia’s voice trailed off. She was scared he’d say no.

 

There was silence for a moment.

 

“Damon?” she asked, a little nervous.

 

“I’m just thinking,” he finally said. “It feels too sudden.”

 

“You don’t believe her?” Celia asked.

 

“I believe what she said. But I don’t trust why she said it,” Damon replied, now standing on his own balcony, looking over the quiet city. “Serena doesn’t forgive people easily. That’s not who she is.”

 

“She seemed honest,” Celia whispered.

 

“That’s the issue,” Damon said. “She seemed too honest. Just this morning, she insulted you. And now she’s suddenly acting calm and friendly?”

 

Celia looked down at her feet. “You think it’s a trap?”

 

“It could be,” Damon said. “And if it is, we need to be ready.”

 

Celia didn’t answer right away. She didn’t want to think Serena could be that cruel. The message didn’t feel fake. It didn’t sound like Serena had bad intentions. Maybe things were finally changing.

 

“I don’t think it’s a trap,” Celia said quietly. “I trust her. I don’t think she’d do something like that. I just want to stop fighting. I can’t take the tension anymore.”

 

Damon’s voice softened. “I understand. I admire you for that. But not everyone thinks like you. Some people don’t care about peace.”

 

There was silence for a moment.

 

Then Damon added, “If we’re going to that party, we’re not going unprepared.”

 

Celia’s eyes widened and her face lit up. “You mean... you’ll come with me?”

 

“Yes. Of course,” Damon said. “I’ll never let you go there alone. We’re going together.”

 

He didn’t trust Serena—not for a second. He knew her too well. And he had a bad feeling. But if Celia wanted to go, he’d be by her side.

 

“Thank you, Damon,” Celia whispered.

 

Back at Serena’s mansion.

 

She stood in the middle of her study, phone still in her hand. She read through Celia’s messages again. The glow of the screen lit up her face, but her eyes were cold.

 

“She really believed me,” she said to herself.

 

Behind her, Michael walked in with two glasses of wine. He handed one to Serena.

 

“Thanks,” she said.

 

“She’s coming?” he asked.

 

Serena nodded slowly. “Just like I hoped. She even called me first, which made it easier. I was still thinking of how to invite them without making it look suspicious, but she made it simple.”

 

Michael grinned. “You’re good.”

 

Serena glanced at him. “She thinks we’re making peace. That’s the best part.”

 

Michael laughed, leaning on the railing. “So, what’s the plan?”

 

“I'll tell Albert what to do tomorrow,” Serena said. “Now all I need is for Celia to show up. I want to see how Damon protects her. And after I’m done, no company—especially Vespera—will ever work with her again. She won’t be able to fix her life after this.”

 

Serena smiled wickedly, and Michael smiled too, confident that Serena’s plan would work perfectly.

 

 Chapter 17


The club was buzzing with energy as Serena’s birthday party kicked off. It was her birthday—the day she had been waiting for.


 The private room on the second floor was packed with friends, their laughter and chatter filling the air. Tables were loaded with drinks, snacks, and a huge birthday cake glowing with candles. Streamers hung from the ceiling, and music pulsed through the speakers.


 Everyone seemed to be having a great time, handing Serena gifts and offering warm birthday wishes.



 Celia and Damon sat in a corner, not too far from the others, though Damon felt completely out of place. He found himself attending the birthday party of his ex-wife—the woman who only knows him as worthless and useless. The woman who had betrayed him and divorced him.


 Despite knowing that the divorce was for the best, since she was never truly the person he thought she was, Damon still didn’t want anything to do with Serena. He had no desire to be here. Yet, here he was, with no choice in the matter. It was all for Celia. He could never, never let her come here alone.


 A small smile played on Celia’s lips as she watched the crowd. She was happy to be here, especially after everything that had happened. The fact that Serena had forgiven her and invited her to the party meant a lot.


 Damon sat close beside her, his arm resting lightly on the back of her chair. He hadn’t said much since their arrival, but his eyes were constantly scanning the room as if waiting for something to go wrong.


 Serena, dressed in a sleek red dress, floated through the party, smiling and thanking everyone. She hugged friends, laughed at jokes, and raised her glass for toasts. But every now and then, her gaze landed on Celia, and her smile tightened just a little.


 “Celia!” Serena called out, weaving through the crowd with a drink in her hand. “You’re so quiet over there. Come on, it’s a party! Have some fun!”


 Celia laughed softly, holding up her glass. “I’m having fun, Serena. Promise.”


 “Not enough fun,” Serena teased, her voice playful but sharp. She handed Celia a bright blue cocktail. “Try this. It’s my favorite.”


 Celia hesitated, glancing at Damon. His jaw tightened, but he didn’t say anything. “Uh, thanks,” Celia said, taking the drink. “It looks… strong.”


 “It’s a party drink!” Serena said, laughing. “You’ve got to loosen up. Right, Damon?”


 Damon’s eyes narrowed slightly. “She’s fine”


 “Oh, come on,” Serena said, waving him off. “It’s my birthday. Let her have a little fun.” She leaned closer to Celia. “Drink up. For me?”


 Celia bit her lip, then nodded. “Okay, just this one.” She took a sip, wincing at the sharp taste. “Wow, that’s… a lot.”


 Serena clapped her hands. “That’s the spirit! Keep going!”


 Damon leaned closer to Celia, his voice low. “You don’t have to drink it, you know.”


 “I know,” Celia whispered back. “But I don’t want to upset her. She’s being so nice tonight. I just… I want things to be okay between us.”


 Damon frowned but didn’t push it. He took a sip of his own drink, watching Serena as she moved back into the crowd.


 As the night went on, Serena kept circling back to Celia, always with a new drink in hand. “Here, try this one!” she’d say, or, “You can’t say no on my birthday!” Celia tried to pace herself, but the drinks kept coming. Damon stepped in a few times, taking a glass from Serena before she could hand it to Celia.


 “She’s good, you don't have to offer her drinks anymore,” Damon said firmly after the third drink. “Let her enjoy the party.”


 Serena pouted, but her eyes glinted. “I’m just trying to make sure she’s having a good time, Damon. Why are you angry?”


 “I’m fine,” Celia said quickly, not wanting things to get tense. She took the drink from Serena’s hand. “See? I’ll have this one.”


 Damon sighed, rubbing his temple. “Celia…”


 “It’s okay,” Celia said, giving him a small smile. “I can handle it.”


 But Celia wasn’t used to drinking much. By the time she finished the fourth cocktail, her head felt fuzzy, and her words started to slur. She leaned against Damon, giggling at something one of Serena’s friends said.


 “You okay?” Damon asked, his voice soft but worried.


 “I’m great,” Celia said, her smile lopsided. “This is fun. Serena’s being so sweet, right?”


 Damon didn’t answer. His eyes were on Serena, who was watching them from across the room. She was talking to Michael, with a slick smile who’d been hanging around her all night. Michael glanced at Celia, then whispered something to Serena. She nodded, her lips curving into a small smirk.


 “Hey, Celia!” Serena called out suddenly, walking over with a bright smile. “I just remembered something.”


 Celia blinked, trying to focus. “Huh? What?”


 “I feel so bad about how things went between us,” Serena said, her voice dripping with sincerity. “You know, all that drama? I was wrong. And I wanted to make it up to you.”


 Celia’s eyes widened. “Serena, you don’t have to—”


 “No, I do,” Serena interrupted. “I got you a gift. It’s nothing big, but I thought it’d be a nice way to start fresh.”


 “A gift?” Celia said, surprised. “For me? It’s your birthday.”


 Serena laughed. “I know, I know. But I wanted to do this. Problem is, I left it downstairs in the lobby. I can go get it if you want.”


 “No way,” Celia said, shaking her head. “I’ll go get it. You stay here and enjoy your party.”


 Serena tilted her head, looking concerned. “Are you sure? You seem a little… tipsy.”


 Celia giggled. “I’m fine! I can walk.”


 “Celia, you’re not fine. Damon, could you please go get it for her?”


 “But—” Celia began to protest.


 “I’ll get it for you,” Damon cut in, his tone firm. “It’s not safe for you to be walking around looking this drunk. Just stay here. I’ll be right back.”


 Celia didn’t argue again; she simply nodded.


 Damon stood, giving Serena a long look before heading for the door. Serena watched him go, her smile fading just a little. Michael caught her eye from across the room and gave a small nod.


 The party kept going, loud and lively. Celia sipped at a glass of water, trying to clear her head. She felt warm and dizzy, but happy. Serena was being so kind. They're really friends again.


 A few minutes passed.


 Celia glanced at the door, wondering where Damon was. The lobby wasn’t that far. What was taking him so long?


 But suddenly, the door to the private room slammed open with a thunderous bang.


 The music didn’t stop—but the atmosphere did.


 The buzz of conversation died in an instant. Heads snapped toward the entrance, eyes widening, drinks pausing mid-air.


 Three men stepped inside. The one in the lead was tall, broad-shouldered, and carried an aura of menace so thick it was almost visible.


 A jagged scar ran down one side of his face, and his cold, predatory eyes scanned the room with disdain.


 A wave of recognition rippled through the crowd.


 “Is that…?” someone whispered, trembling.


 “Oh my god… It’s Albert Gray…”


 “He’s really here? In this place?!”


Chapter 18

People began backing away, pulling their phones close or hiding them entirely, as if even recording might provoke him.


  No one dared to speak louder than a whisper. The fear was palpable.


  After all, Albert Gray wasn’t just any man—he was a notorious gang leader, known for his ruthlessness and cruelty.


  His name alone was enough to make grown men sweat.


  "What are you doing here? You can't just barge in like this. " Serena stood up, pretending to be genuinely surprised, though she knew exactly why he was here.


  She had met Albert the other day, behind closed doors.


  She’d made him a tempting offer—Celia.


  That beautiful little thing who stole the spotlight. Serena had promised him—once Celia had a few drinks in her and Damon was out of the way—Albert could do whatever he wanted to her.


  Albert hadn’t needed convincing. The moment he’d seen Celia’s photo, his greedy eyes lit up. Now, seeing her in person, his lust flared like a wildfire.


  And now, it was all falling into place.


  Albert’s eyes locked onto Celia, who was still sitting on the couch, clutching her glass. A crooked smile tugged at his lips as they walked toward her.



  The air in the private room thickened with tension.


  People froze, their laughter and chatter dying out, replaced by uneasy murmurs. The loud, thumping music didn’t fit anymore. It felt strange after the sudden interruption.


  Celia, still clutching her glass of water, blinked up at Albert as he loomed over her. Her vision was blurry, her head swimming from the cocktails Serena had pressed on her, but even in her haze, she sensed something wrong.


  His crooked smile sent a shiver down her spine, though her drunken state dulled her reaction.


  “Well, well,” Albert said, his voice low and oily as he leaned closer. “You’re even prettier up close. All alone over here, huh?” His eyes raked over her, lingering in a way that made her skin crawl.


  Celia frowned, her sluggish thoughts struggling to keep up. “I’m… not alone,” she mumbled, “My- my boyfriend will be back soon.” her words slurring slightly.


  She glanced toward the door, hoping to see Damon, but he still wasn’t back. Her heart gave a nervous thud.


  Albert chuckled darkly. “No, sweetheart. He’s not coming back. And even if he is... I’m not scared of some nobody.” he said with a mocking smile. "So, how about you and me have a little fun?"


  Across the room, Serena watched the scene unfold, her lips twitching into a faint, satisfied smirk. Michael stood beside her, his arms crossed, his expression unreadable.


  Around them, the room stayed frozen. 


  People shifted uncomfortably, fear written all over their faces.


  Albert’s two men stood near the door, guns barely concealed beneath their jackets. Fear rippled through the crowd. Some guests quietly slipped out, while others stayed, too terrified to act.


  Serena placed a hand on her chest and feigned concern. “Oh my god! What are you doing? You’re scaring everyone!”


  Celia’s instincts screamed at her to move, to get away, but her body felt heavy, uncooperative. She shook her head, scooting back as far as the couch would allow. “No… leave me alone,” she said, her voice shaky but firm.


  Albert’s smile widened, predatory now. He reached out, his hand grazing her arm. “Come on, sweetheart. Don’t be like that.Let’s not waste time. Why don’t we go somewhere a little more… private?”


  Celia jerked her head back. “No. Stay away from me.”


  Albert's grin faltered, and his eyes narrowed. “That’s not very polite.”


  Across the room, Serena turned to Michael and whispered, “Tell the men outside to keep Damon busy. No matter what happens, don’t let him back in yet.”


  Michael nodded, sending a quick text. “Done.”


  Meanwhile, downstairs—


  Damon’s footsteps echoed steadily in the corridor as he returned from the lobby, frowning.


  Something wasn’t right. 


  There had been no “gift” waiting. Just two strangers standing at the hallway entrance, blocking his path like nightclub bouncers.


  One of them crossed his arms and scoffed.

  “Hey, pretty boy. You lost? This area’s for VIPs only.”


  The other one chuckled, eyeing Damon like he was a joke.

  “Damn, this is Serena’s ex? I thought he’d at least look dangerous.”


  Damon kept walking.


  The first man stepped forward, lifting a hand to Damon’s chest.

  “Didn’t you hear me? You’re not allowed to go back, hero. Turn around before you get hurt.”


  Damon’s eyes flicked down at the hand on his chest.


  Then he moved.


  One punch. The man crumpled without a sound, his head snapping sideways like a broken doll.


  The second man froze, stunned.


  “You little—!”


  He lunged, but Damon sidestepped him with surgical calm, grabbed his arm, and slammed him face-first into the wall. The man slid down unconscious, a red smear marking the point of impact.


  Damon didn’t even look back.


  Trash.


  He headed for the stairwell.


  But before he could reach it, six more men appeared. Bulkier. Uniformed in black. Ex-military types. Blocking the hallway like a wall.


  One of them whistled.


  “Whoa, hold up. You actually got through the first team?”


  Another laughed, tossing a collapsible baton between his hands.

  “Guess Serena wasn’t lying. You’re persistent, I’ll give you that.”


  Their leader stepped forward, sneering.

  “Listen, jackass. You’ve clearly got no idea who you’re messing with. This party isn’t for has-beens and dumped boyfriends.”


  A third man cracked his knuckles, grinning.

  “You think you’re tough ‘cause you beat a couple street rats? Cute. We’re on a whole different level.”


  “Let’s make sure he never walks into a party again,” someone muttered behind the group.


  Damon’s gaze swept across them—expressionless. Silent.


  Then he spoke, his voice low and calm.


  “You talk too much.”


  And then he exploded into motion.


  The leader raised his baton, but Damon was already inside his guard. One strike—jaw shattered. He dropped like a stone.


  Another man charged. Damon caught his wrist mid-swing, twisted, and snapped it like a twig. The scream barely escaped his throat before Damon drove a fist into his ribs. He folded instantly.


  A third lunged with a knife.


  Damon ducked, pivoted, and smashed his knee into the attacker’s gut. The man retched and collapsed.


  The rest came together—fast and furious.


  But Damon was faster. Sharper. More brutal.


  Every movement was clean and precise, as if he’d done it a thousand times. No wasted strength. No showmanship. Just pure, overwhelming efficiency.


  Bodies dropped one by one. Grunts, cracks, gasps filled the corridor. In less than a minute, it was over.


  All six sprawled across the floor, some groaning, some unconscious. Not a single one managed to land a real hit.


  And Damon?


  Not a wrinkle on his shirt. Not a drop of sweat. Calm as ever.


  And by the time the last man hit the ground, Damon was already sprinting back toward the private room.

  They’re trying to delay him.


  And that meant one thing—Celia was in danger.


Chapter 19

Upstairs, Albert stood, grabbing Celia by the wrist.


  She tried to pull away, but her limbs were too sluggish, her mind spinning. “Please… let go…”


  “No one says no to me, bitch,” Albert growled, yanking her up.


  Something snapped in Celia. Drunk or not, a surge of adrenaline cut through the fog in her mind.


  Her eyes darted to the table in front of her, where empty bottles and glasses were scattered among the snacks.


  Without thinking, she grabbed the nearest object—a heavy glass bottle, half-full of some dark liquor—and gripped it tightly.


  “Get away from me!” she shouted, her voice louder than she expected. She swung the bottle with all her strength, aiming for Albert’s head.


  The bottle connected with a sickening 'crack', striking him on the forehead. Albert grunted in pain, stumbling back and clutching his head.


  The bottle didn’t shatter, but liquor splashed everywhere, soaking his shirt and dripping onto the floor. 


  The room erupted into chaos. Someone screamed. A few people backed away, while others pulled out their phones, some to call for help, others to record the scene. Albert’s two men rushed forward to stop them, their faces twisting with anger.


  The air in the room crackled with tension. Celia’s heart pounded as she clutched the bottle, trembling in her hand.


  Albert’s face twisted in pain, blood trickling from the gash on his forehead where she’d struck him. His eyes, dark and furious, locked onto hers.


  “You little—” Albert snarled, wiping the blood with the back of his hand. Before Celia could react, his palm cracked across her cheek, sending her stumbling backward. The sting burned, and tears welled in her eyes, but she bit her lip, refusing to cry out.


  “I-I’m sorry,” Celia stammered, her voice shaking as she backed away. The alcohol still fogged her mind, but fear was sobering her fast. “I didn’t mean to—”


  “Sorry?” Albert sneered, stepping closer. His towering frame loomed over her, his breath hot and sour. “You think that’s enough? You’re gonna make this right. One night with me, and maybe I’ll forget this ever happened.”


  Celia’s stomach churned. “No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “Please, I can’t—”


  “You don’t get to say no!” Albert roared, grabbing her wrist. His grip was iron, and Celia whimpered, trying to pull free. “You’ll do what I say, or I’ll make sure you regret it.”


  In the corner, Serena stood beside Michael, her face showing fake concern. “Oh my God, let her go! You’re hurting her!” she shouted, her voice high and shaky, though her eyes gleamed with satisfaction.


  She discreetly pulled her phone from her purse, her fingers quickly typing a message to Michael's men outside: Keep Damon out. Don’t let him ruin this.


  Michael, playing along, stepped forward. “Please stop hurting her. She didn’t mean to hit you on the head—she was just scared and drunk,” he said, his tone shaky, but his posture calm. “And Celia, just… just do what he says, alright? We don’t want any trouble.”


  Celia’s eyes darted between them, her heart sinking. “What?” she gasped, her voice breaking. “You’re just gonna let him—”


  “Shut up!” Albert snapped, yanking her closer. Celia’s knees buckled, and she stumbled, her free hand grabbing the edge of a table to steady herself.


  Serena stepped closer, her voice dripping with fake concern, though venom hid beneath her words. “Celia, you shouldn’t have hit him. Just go with him—maybe this will all blow over.” She paused, putting on a sad expression before adding, “Besides, where’s Damon? He should’ve been here by now… but it looks like he’s not coming to save you. Damon’s a coward, Celia. He probably heard the commotion and ran off the moment he realized what was happening.”


  Celia’s breath hitched. “No… Damon wouldn’t…” But doubt crept into her mind. She hadn’t seen him since he’d gone downstairs to look for the “gift” Serena had mentioned. What if Serena was right? What if Damon had heard the commotion and left her to fend for herself?


  Serena’s smile widened, though she quickly hid it behind a look of pity. “I’m sorry, Celia, but it looks like he’s not coming back. You’re on your own.”


  Celia’s shoulders slumped. The room felt smaller, the walls closing in. Albert’s grip tightened, and he started pulling her toward the door. “Let’s go,” he growled. 


  “Wait!” Celia cried, her voice desperate. “Please, I’ll—I’ll do anything else. Just don’t—”


  “Enough!” Albert shouted, his patience gone. He shoved her toward the door, and Celia stumbled, catching herself against the wall. Her eyes scanned the room, searching for any way out, but Serena and Michael just watched, their faces a perfect act of fear and helplessness.


  Serena leaned toward Michael, whispering so only he could hear. “This is going perfectly. Once Albert takes her, we’ll deal with Damon. He’ll never see it coming.”


  Michael nodded, his lips twitching into a smirk. “You’re ruthless, Serena.”


  “Shh,” she hissed, glancing at Celia to make sure she hadn’t heard. “Just keep playing the part.”


  Celia’s heart raced as Albert grabbed her arm again, dragging her closer to the door. Her mind screamed for her to fight, but her body felt heavy, paralyzed by fear and betrayal.


  Was this really happening? Was Damon gone? Had everyone turned against her?


  Just as Albert reached for the doorknob, the door exploded inward with a deafening crash.

  Splinters flew, and Celia gasped, her eyes widening as Damon stormed into the room, his face a mask of fury.

The room froze. 

Celia stood in the corner, her face pale, a fresh bruise blooming on her cheek. 

Albert’s hand was on her arm, gripping too tightly. Serena and Michael stood nearby, their expressions a mix of fake shock and barely hidden glee. 

Damon’s eyes locked onto Celia’s, and her tear-filled gaze hit him like a punch to the chest.

“Who did this?” Damon’s voice was a low snarl, his fists clenching as he stepped forward. “Who hurt her?”

Chapter 20


Albert released Celia and smirked, brushing off his jacket like he had all the time in the world. “What’s the matter? Couldn’t find Serena’s little gift?”


  Damon’s gaze flicked to Celia’s bruise, then back to Albert. “You touched her,” he said, his voice deadly calm. “Kneel. Apologize. Now.”


  The room erupted with laughter, Albert’s booming laugh echoing the loudest. His two goons by the door snickered, and even Serena let out a mocking giggle silently before quickly returning to her fake look of fear. “Oh, please,” Albert said, casually waving his hand. “You think you scare me? You’re just a nobody with a short temper. Boys, show him what happens to people who don’t know their place.”


  The goons cracked their knuckles and stepped forward, but Damon didn’t flinch. His eyes burned with fury, but his voice stayed cold. “Last chance.”


  Albert sneered. “Get him.”


  The first goon swung a fist, but Damon was faster. He ducked, grabbed the man’s arm, and yanked him forward, slamming his face into the wall. The second goon charged, but Damon spun, driving his elbow into the man’s nose. Blood sprayed, and the goon crumpled, clutching his face. The room went silent, the air thick with tension.


  Celia’s breath hitched, her hands trembling as she watched. Serena's face shifted to one of shock and Michael took a step back, his eyes wide. Albert’s confident grin didn’t falter as Damon turned to face him. Instead, he pulled a sleek black gun from his belt and pointed it directly at Damon’s chest, his smirk widening with menace.


  “You must really want to die tonight,” Albert said coolly, cocking the gun with a click that echoed through the room. “You think you can walk in here, bark orders, and scare me? Do you even know who you’re talking to?”


  He stepped forward, gun steady in his hand, voice dripping with cruel arrogance. “I run half this city’s underground, and I’ve buried men for less than the way you're looking at me. Touch me, and I’ll blow your heart out before your body even hits the ground.”


  Celia gasped from the corner, frozen with fear. Serena’s fake concern cracked into a satisfied smirk, while Michael chuckled darkly under his breath.


  But Damon didn’t blink. His expression remained calm—too calm.


  Albert snarled, waving the gun.“Kneel, or I swear I’ll paint this room red!”


  In a blink, Damon moved.


  Faster than anyone could register, he closed the distance between them in a single, blur-fast stride. A sharp crack rang out as he grabbed Albert’s wrist and twisted hard, forcing the gun to clatter to the floor. Albert shouted in pain, but before he could react further, Damon slammed his knee into his stomach, sending him crashing backward.


  Albert groaned, struggling to breathe, but Damon wasn’t finished. He seized him by the collar and hauled him up like he weighed nothing.


  “You were saying something about painting the room red?” Damon growled, his voice like steel wrapped in fire.


  Albert tried to punch him, but Damon caught the swing and snapped his arm back with a vicious jerk. Another sickening crack filled the room, and Albert howled, collapsing to the ground, writhing in agony.


  Blood seeped from his lip, and his cocky attitude dissolved into gasps of pain.


  Damon loomed over him, eyes burning with fury. “You parade around like you own half the city? You think that makes you powerful? Did you think that title meant anything to me?” His voice dropped, cold and sharp. “You touched her. You hurt her. That’s all I need to end you.”


  He picked up the gun and tossed it across the room without a second glance.


  “You messed with the wrong man.”


  Albert whimpered, “You’ll regret this. I’ve got people. I’ve got—”


  Damon cut him off with a swift kick to the ribs. Albert choked on his breath, curling into himself.


  The room was silent except for Albert’s pathetic groans.


  Even Serena looked shaken now. Michael stood frozen, his jaw tight, unsure of whether to intervene or flee.


  But Damon wasn’t finished yet. He suddenly grabbed Albert by the collar and yanked him up with brutal force—and before anyone could intervene…



  Damon shoved him backward, hard. Albert’s head smashed into the TV screen mounted on the wall, the glass cracking with a sickening crunch. He slumped to the floor, groaning, blood trickling from his temple. The room was deathly quiet, save for Celia’s soft gasp.


  “Damon…” she whispered, her voice trembling with a mix of fear and awe.


  He didn’t look at her—not yet. His focus was on Albert, who was struggling to sit up, his face pale. “You’re crazy!” Albert shouted, his voice cracking. “I’ll make you regret this!”


  Damon crouched in front of him, his eyes cold. “You don’t get it, do you? I’m not scared of you. I’m not scared of your name. You crossed a line, you shouldn't have”


  Albert’s goons, now back on their feet, hesitated, glancing at each other. One of them took a step forward, but Damon shot him a look that stopped him dead. “Try it,” Damon said, his voice a low threat. “See what happens.”


  The goon froze, then backed off, muttering under his breath. Serena, who had been silent, finally spoke, her voice sharp. “Damon, stop this! You’re making it worse!”


  Damon turned to her, eyes blazing. “Worse? Is that why you're just standing there, not helping her escape from this bastard and letting him hurt her?”


  Serena’s face went pale, but she lifted her chin. “I'm scared for my own life too. I can’t do anything against him.”


  “You’re still a witch—you’ll never change!” Damon snapped, stepping toward her.


  Michael quickly moved in front of Serena like a shield.


  “Back off, man,” he growled. “You heard her.”


  Damon ignored him with a scoff, his attention back on Albert, who was clutching his head and whimpering. “Get up,” Damon said, his tone flat.


  Albert shook his head, scooting back against the wall. “You can’t do this! I will—”



  Damon didn’t let Albert finish talking.


  He quickly grabbed Albert by the throat and slammed him against the wall. Albert choked, trying to pull Damon’s hand away, but Damon just squeezed harder.


  “You touched her. You deserve to die right here and now,” Damon growled, his voice low and deadly. “But death is too easy. I want you to feel what it means to suffer. You’ll regret the moment you ever laid a hand on her.” He leaned in closer, eyes burning. 


  Albert’s eyes bulged in panic, but Damon wasn't finished. He released his throat—only to grab him by the dick.


  Albert shrieked.


  A cruel smile curled on Damon’s lips as he twisted his hand, applying unbearable pressure. Albert screamed like an animal, knees buckling as the pain overwhelmed him.


  “You won’t ever touch another woman again,” Damon said coldly. With one final jerk, there was a sickening pop followed by a howl of agony that echoed through the building.


  Albert collapsed, sobbing uncontrollably, both hands now between his legs as he writhed on the floor.


  “You’re done,” Damon said, his voice low and cold, each word slicing like a blade. “You’ll live—but you’ll spend the rest of your life as a pathetic, dickless coward.”

Chapter 21

Fear hung in the air, and every face in the room showed pure terror. Albert was on the floor, crying and screaming, his body shaking. 

He held his crushed dick with one hand; his other hand was already broken, snapped like a stick by Damon. 

Damon stood over him, his face calm but full of anger. It was like a fierce storm had struck—and Damon was the storm.

Albert sobbed, his voice broken. “You’re dead… you touched the wrong guy… I work for Santiago… He runs this city! No! he runs the whole state—he’ll definitely kill you for this…”

Damon chuckled—low and cruel. “Santiago?” he said. “That little man? I’ve already broken him once. He’s nothing.”

Silence filled the room. Albert stared at Damon in shock. Santiago, the man who scared everyone, was nothing to Damon? His face turned pale. His fear turned to pure terror.

“You’re lying,” Albert said weakly. “Nobody messes with Santiago and lives…”

Damon leaned down again. “You’re still talking? Maybe I should shut you up for good.”

He grabbed Albert’s jaw and slammed his head against the floor. Blood spread beneath his cheek. Then Damon stepped back, breathing hard, his eyes cold.

Albert’s eyes shifted to Serena and Michael standing by the door. Serena looked like she was about to faint, and Michael stood frozen in fear. Using the last bit of strength he had, Albert spoke. If looks could kill, his glare would’ve choked them both on the spot.


"You!" he yelled at Serena, though he was too weak to shout properly, his voice raw with betrayal. “You set me up! You called me, told me to come here, said it’d be easy! You never said anything about him!” He jabbed a finger at Damon, wincing as the movement jolted his broken hand. “You let me walk into this without a warning? You stupid, lying—”

“Albert, please!” Serena cut in, her voice high and desperate. She took a step forward, her hands raised as if to calm him. “I didn’t know! I swear, I didn’t know Damon was like this! I thought… I thought it would just be Celia, that you could handle it!”

Celia, standing off to the side, felt her heart drop into her stomach. Her eyes widened as she stared at Serena, the words sinking in like a knife. “What?” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “Serena… you planned this?”

Serena’s head snapped toward Celia, but there was no guilt in her eyes. “So what?"

“You don’t even try to lie to me!” Celia shouted, her voice trembling as tears filled her eyes. She took a step toward Serena, her fists clenched in anger. “You planned this? You brought him here to... to what? Hurt me? Trap me? How could you do this?”

Serena didn’t care about Celia—she was just scared of Albert getting angry. With irritation in her voice, she said, “It’s because you deserve it, Celia. You took everything from me... everything. My contract with Vespera Corporation—you took it away without a second thought, and you expect me to forgive you? You’ve got to be kidding me!”

Celia staggered back, her hand flying to her mouth as the betrayal struck her like a punch. “You’re my friend,” she whispered, her voice thick with pain. “I trusted you. I thought you wanted peace, that you truly wanted things to go back to how they were before. And you... you did this?”

Serena’s face hardened. “I’m not sorry, Celia! You—"

“Shut up!” Albert suddenly roared, cutting her off. His face was red with fury, his broken hand forgotten in his rage. “You think your anger could fix this? You dragged me into this mess, and now I’m the one paying for it! You’re not getting away with this, Serena. You’re done. You hear me? Done!”

Serena’s knees buckled, and she sank to the floor, Fear gripped her tightly, and not just her, but Michael as well. “No, please, Albert!” she begged, her voice breaking. “I didn’t mean to mess this up! I’ll do anything—anything you want! Just please forgive me!”

Albert sneered at her, his bloody lip curling in disgust. “You’re pathetic,” he said. “You think begging saves you now? You’re as good as dead.”

Serena turned to Damon, her eyes wide with desperation. “Damon, please!” she cried, crawling toward him on her knees. “You have to help me! Apologize to Albert, fix this—stop hurting him! Don’t let him ruin me!”

Damon looked down at her, his expression cold and unyielding. “You made your choices,” he said, his voice as cold as ice. “You betrayed Celia. You brought this on yourself. Why should I care what happens to you? Your fate doesn’t concern me.”

Chapter 22

"Are you done talking?" Damon turned to Albert, asking coldly.

Albert didn’t respond. His eyes rolled back, overwhelmed by pain. He was barely conscious.

Damon scoffed and stepped back, his hands twitching as if he were struggling to hold himself back from hitting him again.

Then Albert moved. Slowly, he pulled out his phone with his good hand, his fingers still covered in blood, and began pressing the screen. His hand shook, but he managed to make the call.

When the other end picked up, Albert rasped into the phone, voice weak but filled with hate.

"Boss… it’s me. I need you now. You have to stop this guy—he’s insane. He’s wrecked me, I’m barely hanging on. He says he’s not scared of you. Says he’s already beaten you before. I can’t… no, we can’t let him walk away with this!  Please, come here fast. I’m at Velvet Noir club. And his name… Damon."


Meanwhile, across town, Santiago sat in his dimly lit office, a cigar smoldering in his hand. His desk was cluttered with papers, a half-empty bottle of whiskey, and a Glock resting casually beside it.

 

Albert’s voice was weak, panicked. As he spilled the story, Santiago’s grip on the phone tightened, his cigar dropping ash onto the desk.

 

His face darkened, a vein pulsing in his temple.

“Damon?” he repeated, his voice low, dangerous. The name hit him like a punch.

Years ago, on a battlefield far from this city, a man named Damon had humiliated him. Fast, ruthless, unbeatable. Santiago had been left in the dirt, his pride shattered. The memory burned, a scar on his ego that never healed.

Could it be the same guy? No. It had to be a coincidence. That Damon was a ghost, a shadow who vanished after the war. No way he’d show up at some fancy party, picking fights with Albert.

Santiago leaned back in his chair, his mind racing. The name stirred something uneasy in his gut, a flicker of doubt he quickly crushed. “Nobody challenges me,” he muttered to himself, his voice a growl. “Nobody.”

He stood, grabbing his jacket and barking orders to his men. “Get the car. We’re going to the Velvet Noir Club. Some punk thinks he can disrespect me and hurt my man? I’ll show him who runs this town.”

His men scrambled, knowing better than to hesitate when Santiago was in this mood.

He strapped on his gun, his lips curling into a sneer. If that Damon was just some wannabe with a big mouth, well… he’d learn his place the hard way.

 

At the same time, seeing Albert make the call, Damon’s lips curled into a wry smile.

 

He didn’t move, didn’t even blink.

 

Santiago? Of course, he was calling him—his boss. But the name meant nothing to Damon. He didn’t need to be afraid. Santiago had already been broken and defeated once… by him.


Meanwhile, the room seemed to shrink as Albert hung up the phone.

Serena’s friends exchanged nervous glances, their whispers growing louder.

A tall man in a flashy suit stepped forward, his voice rising with panic.

“You idiot!” he barked at Damon. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? Santiago will be here any minute! You’re not just screwing yourself over—you’re dragging us all down with you!”

Damon turned his head slowly, his gaze sharp as broken glass.

“Oh? Scared already?” he said, his voice laced with ice and disdain. “You were all barking pretty loud a minute ago. Funny how quickly cowards start begging when they smell danger.”

 

“You idiot!” The man snapped, pointing a finger. “You’re just a cockroach who thinks he’s a king. You and that girl—” he jerked his head toward Celia—“you’re gonna regret this. You should be on your knees, begging Albert to forgive you.

 

"He's right! You're causing trouble for all of us! Santiago’s going to come after everyone here because of you! Just apologize, you loser! Make this right!" A woman with heavy makeup spoke up, her voice shrill.

 

Damon’s expression darkened, his eyes narrowed.

 

“Let me ask you something—where were your noble voices when Serena plotted behind your backs? When she colluded with Albert to set Celia up like bait? Huh?”

 

The crowd flinched. Damon’s voice cut deeper than any blow.

 

“And now you want me to apologize to the man who drugged and tried to assault a woman in public? Who threatened all of you because I stepped in?”

 

 

 

His eyes swept over them, disgust in every word.

 

A woman with thick makeup stepped forward, voice shaking with both fear and anger.

“You’re going to get us all killed! Santiago doesn’t forgive! If you had any sense, you’d grovel now, before he shows up!”

 

Damon let out a short, mirthless laugh.

“You think bending over for men like Albert and Santiago makes you smart? Makes you safe?” He leaned in slightly, voice low and biting. “All it makes you is next.”


Celia, still dumbfounded and shaken by Damon’s punishment of Albert, and the shock of Serena’s betrayal, slowly regained her senses and stepped closer to Damon.

“Damon, please… let’s leave. That’s enough. I’m satisfied now, he got what he deserved,” she said, her voice trembling. “I really think we should go before... before that man—Santiago—arrives. I don’t want you to get into more trouble because of me.”

Her fear was clear. The way people were talking about Santiago made it seem like they wouldn’t leave this place alive if they stayed any longer. She didn't want Damon to suffer because of her.

 

Damon turned to her, and for the first time, the steel in his eyes softened.

 

“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” he said gently. His hand touched her shoulder, steady and warm. “I’m right here. You’re safe.”


He wasn’t planning to run.He was waiting—calmly, patiently—for Santiago to show up.

But one thing was certain, though. They would all be shocked.

 
Chapter 23

Albert’s lips curled into a bloody sneer as he stared daggers at Damon.

“Santiago will be here soon,” he rasped, voice low but laced with venom. “And when he arrives, that smug smile of yours will vanish—replaced with fear and pain. Just like you made me suffer, he’ll make you scream. I’ll enjoy every second of it.”

Damon didn’t react. He stood motionless, arms crossed, his expression unreadable. He stared at Albert as if he were nothing more than an insignificant bug beneath his boot, waiting patiently for Santiago.


Serena, however, was a different story.

She scrambled toward Albert, her designer dress dragging on the floor, her once-perfectly styled hair now a tangled mess. “Albert, please,” she begged, her voice shrill with panic. “You have to understand—I didn’t know Damon would do this! I swear, I had no idea he was this crazy, apart from being poor and worthless! ”

Albert's eyes, dark with fury, shot toward her. "You bastard!" he spat. "No matter what happens, I’m not forgiving any of you. Not a single person here is getting out of this unharmed—everyone standing here, you won’t make it out whole!" He winced as pain shot through his ribs.

His gaze hardened. "Especially you and Michael. You’ll suffer the most, after Damon."

A chill spread over everyone, fear creeping in. Some wished they could vanish into thin air.

One of Serena’s friends, dropped to her knees, tears streaming down her face. "Please, Albert," she cried, "please don’t let Santiago hurt us. We’re innocent. Please, I beg you!"

"Too late," he sneered, as fearful gasps echoed through the room.

Serena’s face went pale. She quickly rushed back to Michael, realizing that no matter what she did or said, Albert wasn’t going to listen.

There was only one option left before Santiago got there, and Michael was the only one who could help.

 He had the connections they needed right now, and she knew he could stop Santiago. Michael stood frozen by the door, his face ashen.

 

 "Michael, do something!" she whispered. "You have connections—you can fix this!"

"I... I don't... Okay... Okay, I'll call my father. He's going to help us—he has to. We can't just get punished because of those fools. He has connections, and he’s going to fix this." Michael’s voice trembled with fear, though he fought to hide it from Serena.

Serena nodded, her trust in Michael unwavering.

Michael swallowed hard, his fingers shaking as he pulled out his phone and silently dialed his dad.

Serena’s shoulders sagged in relief. If Michael’s father stepped in, they had a chance of getting out of this hell unharmed.

The other guests, Serena’s so-called friends, huddled together, their earlier bravado fading away. One woman shot a venomous glare at Celia.” You and your psycho nuisance ruined everything. Now we’re all going to pay for it!”

Celia shrank back, stunned, but before she could respond, another man chimed in, his voice dripping with disdain. “Yeah. This is all your fault,” he hissed. “If you’d just given him your filthy body, none of this would’ve happened! Your worthless body isn’t special anyway!”

Damon’s eyes turned to steel.

 

“Celia didn’t start this,” he said coldly. “She was the target. And you cowards? You’re so desperate to save your own skin that you’re ready to throw her to the wolves—no, worse, offer her up. So pathetic.”


Celia, who had been holding back tears, finally erupted.
“You’re blaming us?” she demanded, her voice trembling with anger. “Serena set this up! She brought Albert here to hurt me, and now you’re acting like we’re the villains because I refuse to give him my body? Well, I’m not like you—like these filthy people who have no respect for themselves!”

The woman screamed, "You! How dare you—" She raised her hand to slap Celia, but before her hand could touch her, or Damon could intervene...

 

The door slammed open.

 

Gasps ripped through the room. The temperature seemed to drop ten degrees.

 

Santiago had arrived.

 

And everyone—except Damon—braced for death.


Santiago stepped inside, followed by six armed men. His presence was suffocating—a man who commanded fear without saying a word. His sharp eyes scanned the room, lingering on Albert’s broken body.

Albert, despite his pain, forced himself to sit up. “Boss,” he croaked, pointing a trembling finger at Damon. “That’s him. He did this to me. He—he said he’s not afraid of you. Said he’s already defeated you before.”

Santiago's expression darkened. He clenched his jaw, his fingers twitching toward the gun on his belt. "Is that so?" he said, his voice dangerous. Before he could turn back to Damon, Celia quickly stepped in front of him. She couldn't let Damon be punished because of her.

Celia’s heart pounded. "Wait," she said, her voice steady even though fear gripped her. "It wasn’t like that. Albert attacked me first, he wanted to take advantage of me. Damon was just protecting me, and..."

Albert's men, feeling braver with Santiago there, started shouting over her.

“She’s lying!” one of them yelled. “That guy came in here and started beating us for no reason! He’s crazy!”


Serena, seeing an opportunity, quickly chimed in. “It’s true! Damon attacked Albert. He’s insane!”



Her friends nodded eagerly, their voices rising in agreement.

 

 

The room was chaos again, voices shouting, fear thick in the air.

 

Until Santiago raised a hand.

 

Silence fell instantly.

 

Then he turned—slowly—to where Damon was.

 

Damon finally moved. He brushed the dust from his sleeve, eyes calm as ever.


He didn’t look at Santiago—not yet. Instead, his eyes locked onto Albert, then Serena, and then each of the guests who had so quickly become fools because of Santiago.

Then, slowly, he turned to face the devil himself.

 

Their eyes locked.

Recognition flashed in Santiago’s eyes. His breath hitched. His fingers, which had been hovering near his gun, froze.

For a moment, no one moved.

Then Santiago’s face drained of color.

“You,” he whispered.

Damon smirked. “Me.”

Santiago took fearful steps back. His men, confused, glanced at him, but he didn’t seem to notice. His entire body was rigid, his expression full of fear.

Albert, still on the floor, frowned. “Boss? What’s wrong? Take him down—”
Before he could finish, Santiago spun and slammed a brutal kick into Albert’s ribs.

Albert howled, curling in on himself as Santiago suddenly roared, “You idiot! Do you have any idea who you just pissed off?”
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The room was silent for a few seconds. Shock filled the air, and eyes widened—no one could speak. The only sound was Albert’s ragged breathing.


  Santiago’s boot had just slammed into Albert’s ribs, and the fear still echoed in everyone’s bones.


  Serena stood frozen, her hands trembling at her sides, mascara streaking down her cheeks.


  Damon stood with his arms folded, watching the chaos with a faint, mocking smile.


  Albert gasped, “Boss, I—” but Santiago cut him off with a glare sharp enough to slice steel.


  “You absolute fool,” Santiago hissed, his voice shaking with rage and something far colder—fear. “You just threw me into the fire. Do you even realize who you’ve pissed off?”


  Albert opened his mouth, but no words came out. He backed away, clutching his side. He was both shocked and hurt, not understanding how Santiago had changed so suddenly. His face dropped, feeling like an idiot, and Santiago wouldn’t even let him say anything.


  Santiago turned to Damon, trying to hide the fear in his eyes behind a forced confident expression. “Mr. Damon... I—” He stopped, swallowing hard, then lowered his head slightly. “Please forgive Albert. He didn’t know better, or he wouldn’t have disrespected you like this. I promise it won’t happen again.”


  Damon tilted his head, his voice smooth and twice as dangerous. “So, the great Santiago is apologizing?” Damon said with a mocking tone.


  A ripple of shock passed through the room. Santiago’s men shifted nervously, Looking at their boss in confusion.


  Santiago forced a tight smile, sweat forming on his forehead. “I have the utmost respect for you, Mr. Damon. Please, accept my apologies. Albert will be punished for his actions.” He shot Albert a look that promised more pain to come.


  Serena, confused, stepped forward before she even realized what she was doing. “Wait, what’s going on? Why are you apologizing to him? He’s the one who—”


  Santiago cut her off, his voice brittle. “Miss Serena, I wasn’t aware it was your birthday until I arrived. Such a special occasion was ruined by... unfortunate events. Allow me to make amends.”


  He straightened, trying to regain his composure. “I’ll personally host a new birthday party for you—at the Grand Meridian Hotel. Only the best for the celebrant and her friends. My treat.”


  Serena’s jaw dropped. “You… you want to throw me a party?”


  She couldn’t believe it. Just moments ago, she had been terrified, thinking Santiago would make her and Michael suffer. But now, he was offering to host her another birthday party.


  Santiago nodded, forcing a smile. “Of course. Consider it an apology for Albert’s behavior in ruining your party.”


  Serena turned to her friends, her eyes wide with disbelief. “Did you hear that? He’s going to host my birthday party himself!”


  Her friends erupted in excited whispers and gasps.


  “Seriously?” one of them asked, shocked. “That’s, like, the fanciest hotel in the city!”


  Another nudged Serena, grinning. “Girl, you’re so lucky. I wish someone would throw me a party like that.”


  "I'm so jealous of you, Serena," another girl said. Serena kept smiling, feeling proud.


  Noticing that Damon didn’t press him about his earlier mistakes, Santiago, eager to leave, bowed once more. “Mr. Damon, I’ll see you tomorrow at the Grand Meridian. Miss Serena, I hope you’ll accept my invitation.”


  Without a second thought, he dragged Albert out, ignoring his painful scream.


  They quickly disappeared through the door, while Serena and her friends continued to buzz with excitement over Santiago hosting her a party.


  As soon as Santiago and his men were gone, Michael, emboldened by the shift in mood, puffed out his chest. “See? I told you my call would fix everything.”


  Serena paused, then turned to him. “What do you mean?”


  Michael flashed a smug smile. “It was the call I made to my father. He must’ve talked to Santiago and convinced him to back off. That’s why he suddenly became so nice,” he said, his voice full of self-importance. “Told you I could handle it.”


  Serena beamed. “You really did. Thank you, Michael.”


  Her friends immediately chimed in, excited voices overlapping.


  “Michael, you’re incredible!”


  “I can’t wait for tomorrow. This is going to be the best birthday ever!”


  Serena’s eyes sparkled. “Michael, you’re amazing! You really saved us and made us proud.”


  Her friends gathered around him.


  “You’re a hero, Michael!”


  “I knew you’d come through. People like you have real connections. I’m honestly jealous of Serena. She’s so lucky. I just wish you’d given those idiots a proper lesson instead of letting Santiago act nice and apologize to him. They didn’t deserve that.”


  Michael basked in the praise, grinning. “Well, it’s all about who you know. My dad has connections, and so do I, everywhere, and don’t worry—those idiots will regret what they did.”


  A quiet chuckle came from the corner. Damon.


  Everyone turned to look as he spoke, amusement flickering in his eyes. He leaned toward Celia, speaking just loud enough for others to hear.


  “Funny, isn’t it? They’re so desperate to believe in fairy tales. The truth’s right in front of them, and they’re too blind to see it.”


  Celia glanced at him. She was still hurt by Serena’s earlier betrayal at the same time, relieved that Santiago didn’t hurt Damon. “What do you mean?”


  Damon smirk. “Doesn’t matter, Celia. Let them enjoy their little fantasy. It’s better that way.”


  Michael bristled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Damon’s eyes glittered with sarcasm. “Keep enjoying your fantasy. It’s cute. The truth will show itself tomorrow.”


  Michael glared. “You’re just jealous because you’ve got no connections. You’re as useless as a stray dog.”


  Damon raised an eyebrow. “Jealous? Of you?” He let out a low laugh. “That’s cute. But don’t worry—you’ll soon find out tomorrow.”


  His lips curled into a mocking smile. “And trust me, I’ve got better things to do than babysit children.”


  Celia tugged on his sleeve. “Let’s go, Damon. There’s nothing left for us here, just a bunch of witches and betrayers.” Since Celia didn’t know how important Damon really was, she assumed, like everyone else, that it was Michael’s call that had stopped Santiago. It seemed too real not to believe. After all, everyone thought Damon wasn’t as important as Michael. Michael had connections, wealth, and power—things Damon didn’t have.


  But even though, she thought Damon wasn’t as rich as Michael, Celia would never look down on him. He was the one who kept saving her, the one who fought for her despite everything, even though they had just met. She respected him for that, and that meant more to her than any amount of wealth or status.


  He nodded and took her hand. As they walked out, Serena's friends didn’t let up.


  “That idiot thinks he’s something special,” Serena snapped, irritated. “Such a useless soul, always running his mouth.”


  “Don’t let it get to you, Serena,” one friend said. “Michael’s the real deal. That Damon guy just wants to be him—but he’ll never be. He’s poor and worthless. And look at who he’s with? They deserve each other.”


  “Just a troublesome nuisance,” another added. “He better not show up anywhere near us again.”


  Even though Damon and Celia were long gone, the mocking and insults continued, their voices echoing with laughter and scorn.

Chapter 25

The cool night air hit Celia’s face, but it did nothing to erase the guilt weighing down her heart. As they stepped out of the restaurant, the heaviness lingered, refusing to lift.


  The chaos of the evening clung to her—Serena’s betrayal. And Damon, standing tall through it all, unshaken. She glanced at him walking beside her, his face calm but unreadable, and her stomach twisted with regret.


  He’d been dragged into this mess because of her.


  “Damon, I’m so sorry,” she whispered as they came to a stop near the curb. “This is all my fault. I dragged you into this mess.”


  Damon turned to her, his dark eyes softening. “Celia, don’t,” he said, calm but unwavering. “You didn’t drag me into anything. None of this falls on you.”

  His voice was steady, leaving no room for doubt.

  “Serena planned this from the start. She knew exactly what she was doing. Don’t carry their mess.”


  Celia bit her lip, eyes dropping to the cracked sidewalk. “I just... I can’t believe she’d do this. Serena was my friend. We used to tell each other everything.” Her voice broke as she wrapped her arms around herself. “How could she hate me this much?”


  Damon’s jaw clenched, a flicker of anger passing through his eyes. “Some people don’t need a valid reason to betray you. They just do.”


 He stepped closer, the heat of his presence a stark contrast to the night’s chill. "But you don’t owe her anything. Not your guilt. Not your tears." His gaze bore into hers, unrelenting. "She made her choice."

  Celia looked up at him, letting out a shaky breath."I know you’re right. But it still hurts."

Damon’s expression hardened. “Should I confront her again? She needs to know what it feels like to betray someone—especially someone who trusted her.” His voice was a blade, honed and lethal. 


  She hesitated, then spoke softly, “Please, Damon, don’t. It’s not worth it. I don’t want you getting hurt because of me. Let’s just… let it go. Please.”

Damon raised an eyebrow, a faint smirk playing on his lips. “Hurt? By who—Serena and her pack of cowards?” He let out a low, sharp chuckle. “Celia, there was no danger. You don’t have to worry about me.”


  She shook her head, her eyes filled with concern. “I mean it, Damon. I know you’re strong, but I don’t want any more trouble. Let’s just leave it alone. Please.”


  He studied her for a moment, the smirk slowly fading from his face. Her worry was real. “Alright,” he said, his voice gentler. “If that’s what you want, I’ll let it go.”


  Celia exhaled, not realizing she’d been holding her breath. “Thank you.”


  Before either of them could say more, Damon’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He glanced at the screen, his expression shifting to something unreadable. “Hold on,” he said, stepping a few feet away. “I need to take this.”


  Celia nodded, watching as he answered the call. 


  On the other end, Santiago’s voice was tight with nervousness. “Mr. Damon, please, I need to apologize again for what happened tonight. Albert crossed a line—seriously. I swear, I had no idea what he’d done before I got there. If I had, I would’ve chewed him out over the phone without backing him at all. But now he realizes his mistake. Please… forgive us both.”


  Damon’s lips curved into a faint smirk.“You’re apologizing again, Santiago? That’s twice in one night. Getting soft on me?”


  Santiago laughed nervously, the sound forced. “No, no, nothing like that. I just… I respect you, you know that. I want to make this right. Please, do come to the party tomorrow at the Grand Meridian. I promise it’ll be worth your time. I would have a grand gift lined up as an apology.”

Damon opened his mouth to reject it instinctively—he didn’t need gifts, especially not from men like Santiago.

But then he glanced back at Celia.

She stood under the streetlight, fidgeting with the strap of her purse, eyes still shadowed with doubt and hurt. Tonight had shaken her. Maybe... a little surprise could bring some joy back to her face.

His voice shifted, thoughtful. “You want to give me a gift? Fine. But make it for Celia.”

There was a beat of silence on the other end—then Santiago practically burst with enthusiasm. “ Of course! Absolutely! I’ll make sure it’s something she’ll love. Thank you—thank you, Mr. Damon!”

His tone brimmed with relief and unfiltered excitement. Damon could almost hear the wheels spinning in his mind.

Santiago wasn’t stupid. Damon’s acceptance—however small—meant a crack in the wall. A chance for redemption. If Celia liked the gift, if it made an impression... maybe Santiago could earn a sliver of goodwill from Damon. And that possibility lit him up.

“I’ll make sure it’s perfect,” Santiago added breathlessly. “Please… I’ll see you there?”

“We’ll be there,” Damon replied, then hung up before the man could gush any further.

He slipped his phone back into his pocket and walked over to Celia, who was nervously fidgeting with the strap of her purse.


  “Who was that?” she asked, curiosity getting the better of her.


  “Santiago,” Damon replied casually like it was no big deal. “He’s inviting us to the party at the Grand Meridian tomorrow. Says it’s for you.”

Celia’s eyes widened, her mouth falling open in surprise. “For me?”


  But her shock deepened when it hit her—Serena actually thought the party was for her.

Chapter 26

Celia’s jaw dropped, her voice barely above a whisper. “For me?”


 Damon nodded, his expression calm, and somehow that was enough for Celia to know he was telling the truth. He had never lied to her before, but this... this felt almost too good to be real.


 "That’s what Santiago said. He wants to make up for the mess from tonight."


 But the truth was, Santiago had prepared it for both of them—or maybe just to apologize to Damon at first until Damon changed Santiago's mind. Damon knew that, but he still told Celia it was meant for her alone. After everything she had been through tonight, she deserved more.


 Celia blinked, her mind racing. “But… why me?” she asked, her voice laced with confusion. “I mean, Serena thinks this party’s for her. She’s been bragging about it all night!”


 Her hands fidgeted with the strap of her purse, her nerves bubbling to the surface.


 "And they said he's dangerous," she continued, her voice trembling slightly. "What if he’s doing this just to hurt us? What if he doesn’t really want to apologize and has bad intentions for us instead?


 Damon smirked, his expression calm, as if he already knew Santiago wasn’t capable of doing that — and it's true.


 "He can't hurt us, Celia. Never, ever," Damon said smoothly, his tone steady and confident, as if they weren’t about to walk straight into a lion’s den. "So don’t worry. I’m going with you. Just relax."


 His eyes held hers, firm and reassuring. "I won’t let anything bad happen to you."


 A mix of disbelief and unease suddenly swirled in her chest.


 “So I’m going to be the center of attention?” Celia whispered, her voice tight. “Damon, I don’t know if I can handle that. All those people staring at me…” She trailed off, her voice trembling slightly.


 "And Serena... she'd think I steal this from her again. I don’t want more trouble. I just wanted to forget about everything."


 Damon stepped closer. "Celia, you’re not taking anything from her," he said firmly. "You deserve every good thing that you're getting."


 He reached out, brushing a strand of hair from her face.


 "Stop thinking about Serena—she’s not worth it. Think about yourself for once. You deserve it all."


 His voice dropped lower, fierce with promise.


 "And I’m going to be right there with you. No one’s going to make you feel small—not while I’m around."


 Celia looked up at him, her heart thudding. There was something about the way he spoke—so sure, so unshaken—that made her feel safe, even after the chaos of just hours ago.


 But a question had been nagging at her, one she couldn’t ignore any longer.


 She hesitated, then forced the words out.


 “Damon… who are you? I mean, really. Santiago’s terrified of you. He’s not just some random guy—he’s Santiago. Everyone’s scared of him. And hours ago, the way he apologized to you...” She swallowed hard, feeling the weight of her own confusion. “What’s your relationship with him?”


 At first, Celia had believed what Michael told everyone—that Santiago’s apology had come because of a call Michael made to his father. But thinking about it now... seeing how Santiago had personally called Damon, how he was hosting an entire party for them, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Damon wasn’t ordinary.


 And the way Santiago apologized to Damon—it didn’t seem like he mistook Damon for Michael at all. It seemed real and direct.


 Damon replied casually, a faint smirk playing on his lips.


 "It's nothing much. I once defeated him on the battlefield, that’s all."



 Celia’s breath caught.


 “You… defeated him? Like, in a real fight?” Her voice was a mix of awe and stunned. She stared at him, trying to piece everything together.


 He didn’t brag, didn’t puff out his chest like Michael, or strut around like Serena’s friends.


 But the weight of his words hit her hard.


 If Damon had defeated Santiago on a battlefield… he must have been far stronger than she had ever imagined.


 Her admiration for him deepened, a warmth spreading through her chest.


 "You’re really so good, Damon," she whispered, almost to herself.


 Damon chuckled, low and soft.


 "I’m glad you feel that way," he said, and Celia’s smile grew even wider.


 "Come on," he said softly. "Let’s get you home. You need to rest. Tomorrow’s important."


 The next day, they stood in front of the Grand Meridian Hotel, its glass walls shining under the city lights.



 Celia’s stomach churned as she stepped out of the car, her simple black dress suddenly feeling too plain for a place this fancy.


 She looked at Damon, who looked really good in his sharp suit, handsome and hot without even trying. He seemed so calm, the complete opposite of how nervous she felt.



 “You okay?” he asked, his voice low as he offered her his arm.


 Celia forced a nod, clutching his arm a little tighter than she meant to.


 “Just… nervous. I’ve never been anywhere like this. And after last night, I don’t know what to expect.”


 “You don’t need to worry,” Damon said, his tone firm but warm. “I’ve got your back.”


 His words steadied her, and she managed a small smile as they stepped into the hotel.


 The banquet hall was full of bright lights and loud music, crowded with people wearing shiny dresses and neat suits. Everyone was talking and laughing, but as soon as Damon and Celia walked in, the whole room went quiet.



 Heads turned, eyes widened, and whispers rippled through the room.


 Celia’s heart sank. She could feel every stare, full of hatred.


 Her grip on Damon’s arm tightened.


 “They’re all looking at us,” she whispered, her voice shaky.


 “Let them look,” Damon said, his voice cool and unbothered. “They’re just staring. Doesn’t mean they get to ruin your night.”


 But not everyone was content with just staring.


 Serena, standing near the center of the room in a sparkling red gown, froze when she saw them.


 Her face contorted with anger, her lips curling into a sneer. She stormed over, her heels clicking sharply on the polished floor.


 “What are you doing here?” she snapped, her voice loud enough to draw even more attention.


 “This is my party. You weren’t invited.”

Chapter 27

Serena crossed her arms and glared at them. “Wasn’t yesterday enough for you?” Serena said, her voice filled with anger and sarcasm.



  “I know people like you — you never listen until you’re punished and embarrassed. You didn’t learn your lesson yesterday, but I won’t let you ruin my special night today.”



  Damon could hear others making fun of them. Their mocking voices were louder than ever, but he didn’t care. His focus was on Celia, and the insults around them felt like nothing but barking.



  “I’ve never seen anyone as shameless as them. They’re too shameless to be human,” people said.



  “How can they show up to Serena’s party again after yesterday? They should be hiding in shame, not walking around like fools.”



  “They deserve even more humiliation. They should be kicked out. They shouldn’t ruin Serena’s party today,” Serena and others continued, their voices filled with sarcasm.



  Damon stayed calm. "Just like I said yesterday, the truth will reveal itself today," he said, his voice steady and confident. But Serena and the others only mocked them more.



  Celia froze. Her fingers gripped Damon’s arm tightly. The weight of everyone’s gaze felt like it was crushing her, and her heart raced in her chest. She wanted to hide, to disappear into the floor beneath her.



 Damon ignored their words and gently guided her to a nearby table, pulling out a chair for Celia.



  “Come on,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “Let’s sit.”


  His grip on Celia’s arm was steady, keeping her grounded. 


  Celia hesitated. Her face was pale, but she slowly sat down, gripping the edge of the table. Her eyes flickered to Serena, then back to Damon, silently asking for this to end. Damon gave her a reassuring nod, his face calm and unaffected.



  Serena stormed over, her rage clear in her eyes. “Are you serious?” she snapped, her eyes burning with fury. “You can’t just walk in here and act like you belong! This is my night, and you’re ruining it! And how dare you sit down while I’m still talking to you! Get out of here before I do something you’ll regret. You don’t belong here. This isn’t a party for people like you!”



  Growing more furious, Serena yelled angrily again, “I told you, I didn’t invite you! Get out right now, I’m warning you!”



  “Since you’re so eager to know,” Damon said, his voice calm and steady, “Santiago invited us. Personally.” He tilted his head slightly, his eyes locking onto hers with a cool intensity. “If you have a problem with that, take it up with him.”



  Serena’s face twisted, her lips curling into a mocking smile. “Santiago? Please. You expect me to believe he invited you?” She laughed sharply, tossing her head back like the idea was ridiculous.



  Her friends around her joined in, their giggles and whispers spreading quickly through the crowd.



  “You’re nobody, Damon. And her?” She pointed a manicured finger toward Celia, who shifted uncomfortably "She’s just your pathetic little shadow. You both are useless cheaters. You’re nothing more than that.”



  Celia’s face turned pale, her breath catching in her throat. The words stung, shattering the little confidence she had left.  She wanted to leave, though she knew this would happen and didn’t want to seem pathetic, but she couldn’t help feeling like she didn’t belong here. Just as she felt herself beginning to spiral, Damon gently squeezed her hand, keeping her grounded.



  “Celia,” he murmured softly, only for her to hear. “Look at me.”



  She hesitated, then slowly met his gaze. His eyes were calm and steady which helped her regain her composure. “Don’t let them get to you,” he said. “They’re just noise. You’re stronger than this.” Damon’s voice was firm, and he knew Serena and her friends would regret their words soon enough.



  Celia swallowed hard, nodding slightly. His words were a lifeline, pulling her back from the edge. She took a shaky breath and straightened her shoulders, trying to hold on to the courage Damon believed in her.




  Serena, unaware of their quiet moment, rolled her eyes dramatically. “Oh, how sweet,” she mocked, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “The useless Damon playing hero for his little girlfriend. You two are pathetic.” Her friends laughed louder, egging her on. The crowd's whispers turned into a low roar of jeers.



  Damon turned to face Serena. His expression remained cool, but there was a sharpness in his voice, like a hidden blade. “I’m not here to argue with cowards,” he said. “Santiago invited us, and we’re staying. If that bothers you, that’s your problem, not ours.”



  The crowd laughed loudly at Damon’s words, throwing insults at Celia and Damon for acting confident, even though they thought he was just a useless man. Serena’s face turned red, and her hands balled into fists at her sides.



  “I won’t let you miserable people ruin my night again, like last night,” she spat. “I’m telling you both to leave now, while I’m still being nice.”



  Before Damon could respond, a new voice broke through the tension, loud and commanding. “You don’t have to waste your energy on these fools, Serena. They’re not worth it.”



  Michael stepped forward from the crowd. His suit was perfectly neat, and he wore a smug smile. He walked toward them, his eyes fixed on Damon with a mix of dislike, pride, and confidence.



  "Let’s get one thing straight," he said, raising his voice so everyone could hear. "I’m the real host of this party. Santiago is only hosting it for Serena out of respect for my father, not for you, Damon. Not for her." He pointed at Celia, Who looked uneasy but was trying to keep her composure.



  Michael’s smirk grew as he took another step closer. “Don’t you know your place, Damon? You’re useless. You’re just riding on the coattails of the Vespera Corporation’s CEO, Anthony Williams, and everyone here knows it. But that protection won’t last forever. If you keep pushing your luck, you’ll eventually face the consequences.”



  The crowd whispered in agreement, their voices growing louder. Celia felt her heart sink, and her hands trembled in her lap. She looked at Damon, hoping he would back down and say nothing more to them, that they would just leave. But Damon didn’t move. He didn’t look away or show any discomfort. Instead, he stared directly at Michael, his expression cold and firm.



  “Is that a threat, Michael?” Damon asked, his voice calm but cold. There was no trace of fear, only quiet confidence. “If it is, you might want to think twice. I don’t need anyone’s protection to handle you.”



  Michael’s smirk didn’t fade. “Big words for someone like you,” he said. “But I’m not going to let you ruin tonight’s party. So get out of here right now!—you belong in the gutter, not a fancy place like this.”



  Serena seized the opportunity to speak up again, her voice rising as she turned to the crowd. “He’s right! They don’t belong here! Get them out!”



  Her words fueled the crowd, and the shouting grew louder and more hostile.



  "Get out!"



  "Shameless fools! Get out right now!"



  People started pushing closer, their faces filled with anger and mockery. Within seconds, the room turned chaotic, all focused on Damon and Celia.


Chapter 28

The crowd’s jeers grew louder, each venomous shout slicing through the air like a blade.



  "Get out!"



  "You don’t belong here!"



  "Shameless! Disgusting!"



  Celia’s grip on Damon’s arm tightened, her knuckles turning white. She could feel the weight of their hatred pressing down on her, suffocating.



  Damon didn’t flinch. His expression remained calm, but his eyes darkened, scanning the room with quiet intensity. He leaned slightly toward Celia, his voice low but firm.



  "We’re leaving." At last, Damon didn't want Celia to endure this anymore. He could see how their insults and mocking made her feel.



  She nodded quickly, feeling both relieved and finally exhaling a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.



  Damon stood, guiding Celia to her feet with a steady hand. The crowd didn’t part—instead, they sneered, some even stepping closer as if to block their way.



  Serena smirked, folding her arms. "Finally. Took you long enough to understand your place."



  Michael chuckled, shaking his head. "Pathetic. Should’ve left when you had the chance."



  Damon ignored them, his focus entirely on shielding Celia as they moved toward the exit. But just before they stepped out, he paused. Slowly, he turned back, his gaze sweeping over the room.



  "Enjoy your little moments while they last," Damon said, his voice as cold steel. "Don't regret it later and come crying. I warned you."



  The crowd erupted in laughter.



  "Oh, we’re so scared!" one of Serena’s friends mocked, clutching her chest dramatically.



  "Big talk from a nobody!" another shouted.



  Serena rolled her eyes. "Just go, Damon. No one cares about your words. Don't worry, we're going to enjoy this party, and it will last."



  Damon didn’t respond. He simply scoffed, then turned and walked away, with Celia at his side.



  The moment the doors closed behind them, the party erupted into cheers.



  "Good riddance!" someone yelled.



  "Finally, the trash took itself out!" another laughed.



  Serena beamed, basking in the moment. "Damon knew he couldn't stand against us. If he had stayed here another second, he would have regretted ever coming with that idiot. They're useless people who don't deserve to be here among us. And besides, tonight is my night, my party. Trash like them doesn't belong here."



  Michael clinked his glass with hers. "To us—and to a night without losers ruining it."



  The crowd raised their drinks, laughing and toasting, completely happy about driving Damon and Celia out. The room became lively again, but it didn't last long.



  Then—the doors burst open again.



  Silence fell.



  Albert stood in the entrance, his face still bruised, his good arm clutching a wrapped valuable gift to his chest. He was still greatly wounded, and his broken arm was completely useless now.



  The crowd gasped.



  "Glad you’re here. We’ve been waiting for you. The party can officially start."



  "No, we're going to wait for Sir Santiago first.



  "Hi, Albert! Is that a gift for Serena? Oh, you're so lucky, Serena!"



  The crowd rushed to greet him, complimenting him and more.



  "Albert?!" Serena rushed forward, smiling like she was the happiest person on earth. "Good evening, we’ve been waiting for you. Where’s Santiago??!"



  But Albert ignored them all, scanning the room urgently. When he couldn’t find the people he came here for, even with a broken body, he didn’t care. He asked, "Where are they?" His voice was rough and confused because he had learned from one of his men that Damon and Celia were already here. Not seeing them now, he really thought it wasn't what he was thinking.



  Michael frowned. "Who?"



  "Sir Damon and his woman!" Albert snapped, his patience fraying. "Where is he?!"



  Serena blinked, then scoffed. "Oh, them? We kicked them out. Damon was being rude, arrogant—"



  "You did WHAT?!" Albert yelled, silencing the room. His expression darkened, and he was barely holding back his anger.



  Serena flinched but quickly recovered, lifting her chin. "He had no right to be here! He and that girl—they were causing trouble, acting like they owned the place!"



  Her friends chimed in eagerly.



  "Yeah! Damon was so disrespectful!"



  "He even threatened us!"



  "Celia was acting like some victim, but she’s just a liar!"



  Albert’s jaw clenched. His fingers tightened around the gift, his knuckles turning white.



  "You idiots," he hissed.



  Michael stepped forward. "Albert, Damon’s nothing. Just some guy leeching off Anthony Williams—"



  "You think that’s who he is?" Albert’s laugh was sharp, humorless. "You have no idea what you’ve just done."



  "It seems you're mistaken, Albert. Damon and Celia came here to cause trouble like yesterday. If you had been here earlier, you would have chased them out yourself because Damon was rude, angry for no reason, and also wanted to start causing a fight. They wanted to ruin my party again," Serena and her friends chimed in eagerly, lying to curry favor.



  They kept talking, laughing, trying to make Damon and Celia look bad, failing to notice Albert's growing hostility.



  But knowing Damon's true identity, Albert recognized their lies.



  "Shut up, you idiots!" Albert suddenly snarled, his anger erupting. "Every word out of your mouth just proves how stupid you are." His voice was cold, each word like a slap to their faces. He clenched his fists, struggling to contain the fury that burned inside him. "Did you even realize what you did, foolish people? You think I’m going to believe you? You’re more than stupid. You're also putting me in trouble now?"



  The room fell silent, the tension thick enough to cut with a knife. Albert's gaze swept over them, icy and unforgiving. "You’ve all crossed the line this time," his voice rising, "Especially you and you..." He pointed at Serena and Michael. "You both are useless with the same empty head!" Albert scolded them harshly, and everyone gasped in shock.



  Albert’s voice cut through the room like a blade, sharp and unyielding.



  "Listen carefully, because I will not repeat myself." His words were slow and deliberate, each one laced with a quiet, deadly fury. "You will find Damon and Celia. You will invite them back. And you will beg for their forgiveness on your knees."



  The crowd stiffened, some exchanging nervous glances. Serena opened her mouth to protest, but Albert’s glare silenced her before a sound could escape.



  "If they are not standing in this room within the next ten minutes," he continued, his voice dropping to a whisper that somehow carried more menace than a shout, "I will ensure every single one of you regrets the day you were born." His voice brimmed with murderous intent, plunging the party into a chilling silence.

Chapter 29

The bright chandeliers above shone down hard on everyone’s faces. The guests, who were acting proud before, now looked scared.


  The laughing that filled the room just moments ago had completely stopped.


  Now, there was a heavy silence. It felt like something was pressing on everyone's chest.


  No one moved. No one even dared to breathe too loudly.


  They were all afraid that any little sound might make Albert even angrier.


  Serena stood frozen in front of Albert, too shocked to move.


  Her red gown, once shining under the lights, now felt uncomfortable and no longer looked beautiful to her.


  She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out.


  Her mind raced, trying to understand why Albert was so angry.


  She looked at Michael beside her. He was pale and stiff.


  The proud and confident look on his face was gone now


  Everyone in the room kept looking from Albert to Serena.


  They were all waiting for someone to say something.


  Finally, Serena found her voice, though it trembled with fear.


  "Albert, wait—there’s been a mistake," she said, stepping forward slowly.


  Her heels made soft clicks on the shiny floor.


  She tried to smile, but it was weak and forced. Her fingers kept pulling at the edge of her gown.


  "This party… it’s for me, right? Because of Michael’s father?" she asked, her voice rising in confusion.


  "Santiago arranged all this because of Michael’s father, didn’t he? This party is for me. Why are you angry just because we chased those useless idiots out?"


  She truly believed this was all just a misunderstanding.


  She turned slightly and looked at Michael, silently begging him to agree with what she was saying.


  But Michael didn’t say anything.


  His face went even paler. His jaw was tight like he knew something bad was about to happen.


  Albert’s eyes widened, his anger exploding like a fire.


  “Michael’s father?” he shouted, his voice so loud it shook the room.


  He stepped forward, looking dangerous. His good hand clenched into a fist, still holding the gift close to his chest.


  “Who the hell is Michael? And who’s his father? You think we threw a party like this for someone like him?”


  Serena stepped back, shocked.


  She couldn’t breathe for a second.


  "But… but Michael said—" she stuttered, turning toward him again. Her voice trembled. Her eyes were full of panic.


  "You said your father called Santiago! You said that’s why he backed off last night!"


  Michael opened his mouth to answer.


  But before he could speak, Albert snapped.


  He let out a low, angry growl and moved fast.


  His boot slammed into Michael’s stomach.


  Michael fell to the floor with a painful grunt.


  The crowd gasped. Some people stepped back, covering their mouths in shock.


  Albert almost dropped the gift in his hand but caught it just in time. His knuckles turned white from how tightly he was gripping it.


  “You piece of trash!” Albert roared. He stood over Michael, his face red, veins bulging, and his broken arm hanging uselessly at his side.


  “You think you and your father are important enough to command someone like Santiago? You really think this party is for you?”


  Albert pulled back his leg again like he was going to kick Michael a second time. His whole body shook with rage.


  “I should crush you right here!”


  Michael crawled backward, slipping on the smooth floor.


  His face was full of fear.


  “No, please!” he gasped, his voice shaking. “I didn’t mean— I thought— I’ll fix this! I’ll find them! I swear, I’ll bring Damon and Celia back right now!”


  Albert was breathing hard. His chest rose and fell with every angry breath.


  He glared at Michael, eyes full of hate.


  For a moment, it looked like he would attack again.


  His fist twitched.


  But then, he stepped back. His jaw was tight with anger.


  He spat on the floor next to Michael.


  “You better,” he said in a cold, dangerous voice. “Or you’ll regret ever coming here.”


  No one in the room said a word.


  All the people who had been laughing before now looked scared.


  Serena’s friends, the ones who had insulted Damon and Celia, stood close together.


  Their faces were pale. Their eyes kept darting toward the exits.


  The air was thick with fear. Everyone’s heart was pounding.


  No one wanted Albert’s anger directed at them next.


  Serena’s hands shook. She reached out without thinking, trying to help Michael up.


  Her mind was spinning.


  How did everything go so wrong?


  This was supposed to be her night. Her moment to shine.


  “Michael, what’s happening?” she whispered, holding his arm tightly.


  She looked into his face, desperate to understand.


  “You said your father fixed this. You said Santiago planned this party for me… because of your father!”


  Michael shook his head quickly. His face was panicked.


  He stood up, wincing in pain, holding his stomach.


  “I thought he did,” he said, his voice weak. “I don’t know, Serena! I really don’t know what’s going on!”


  He ran a shaky hand through his hair, eyes darting to Albert, who was still staring at them like a predator ready to strike.


  Then Albert shouted again, cutting through the tension.


  “Stop whining and move!” he barked.


  He looked around the room, glaring at everyone.


  “All of you! Go find Mr. Damon and his woman right now! I don’t care how you do it—crawl, beg, and invite them back properly and with respect! But they better be standing in this room in ten minutes, or I swear, you’ll all wish you were never born!”


  The crowd quickly started moving.


  People rushed toward the doors in a panic.


  Serena’s friends, who had been so loud earlier, now rushed out in panic.


  Others pushed past each other, desperate to leave.


  The banquet hall, once full of music and laughter, was now pure chaos.


  In less than a minute, the crowd had already rushed out.



  Serena had never seen someone as angry as Albert.


  He looked like he’d kill anyone who dared to disobey him if Damon and Celia weren’t brought back.


  And the way he called Damon Mr. Damon… it made her shiver.


  “Serena, come on! Let’s go find them!” Michael whispered harshly.


  He grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the door.


  He was sweating, and his voice was full of panic.


  “If we don’t find them, we’re finished!”

Chapter 30

As Damon and Celia reached the hotel entrance, she slowed down a little, nervously twisting her purse strap in her hands. She looked back at the brightly lit hotel, a worried look on her face.


  “Damon,” she said softly, her voice shaky. “Are you sure we should just leave like this? Mr. Santiago invited us himself. If we walk out now... it might seem rude.”


  Damon turned to her. His eyes softened just a little.


  A small smile appeared on his lips. He looked calm, completely unbothered, like the insults and mocking they had just faced didn’t matter at all.


  He tilted his head slightly. His voice was steady and filled with quiet confidence.


  “Celia, relax,” he said. “Don’t worry about Santiago, because Serena, Michael, and the others—trust me—they’ll come back soon, begging us to return before you even realize it.”


  Celia blinked, surprised. Her mouth opened slightly.


  “Begging us?” she repeated, her voice full of disbelief. “Damon, they just kicked us out. Serena and Michael humiliated us in front of everyone. Why would they ever want us back?”


  Damon’s smile grew wider. A hint of amusement sparkled in his dark eyes.


  “Because they’re fools,” he said. “They have no idea what they’ve just done. They think they’re in charge—but they’re not. Just wait. You’ll see.”


  She looked at him, confused. "Why would they come to beg us to return when Damon and I meant nothing to them?"


  How could she believe him? Serena’s cruel words still echoed in her mind, and the sound of the crowd laughing at them hadn’t faded.


  Celia opened her mouth to speak again.


  But before she could speak, the sound of quick footsteps came from behind them.


  They turned around, Celia's breath catching in her throat.


  Michael and Serena were hurrying out of the hotel. Just minutes ago, their faces were smug and proud. Now, they were wearing fake smiles.


  Michael’s suit looked a bit messy. His tie was crooked. Serena’s red dress swayed as she moved fast.


  The sudden change in their expressions was unsettling, making Celia’s stomach twist with nervousness.


  “Damon! Celia!” Michael called, trying to sound cheerful, but there was a hint of desperation in his voice.


  He lifted his hand like he was going to wave, but it looked awkward and forced.


  “Wait, please! Can we talk for a moment?” he asked.


  Damon's face was cold, and he calmly crossed his arms over his chest. He didn’t say anything, but the look in his eyes said more than words ever could.


  Celia stood close beside him. Her fingers tightened around her purse as she glanced nervously between Damon and the two coming toward them.


  Michael slowed down as he got closer, breathing a little heavier.


  He tried to smile, but it came out looking awkward.


  “Look, Damon, Celia…” he started, his voice rushing out. “There’s been a big misunderstanding.”


  “We didn’t mean for things to get so out of hand back there,” he went on. “You know how it is—people get upset, and say things they don’t really mean.”


  He gave a weak laugh, then added, “Let’s just forget it happened, okay? Come back inside. The party’s just getting started.”


  Celia gasped in surprise. They had actually come back to ask them to return—just like Damon said.


  But how did he know? And he was even so sure? she wondered, still shocked. The same people who had insulted and humiliated them just minutes ago were now standing in front of them, asking them to return.


  “Forget about it? You and Serena embarrassed us in front of everyone. You told us to leave,” Celia said, trying to make sense of everything.


  Michael’s smile faltered for a moment, but he kept going, trying to sound friendly.


  “I know, I know—and I’m really sorry about that,” he said quickly. “It was a mistake.”


  He gave a small shrug. “But come on, you don’t want to miss the rest of the night, right? You’re both still invited. Let’s just go back in and enjoy it.”


  Damon gave a small, mocking smirk.


  His voice was quiet but sharp, slicing through Michael’s fake cheer.


  “A mistake, huh?” he said. “That’s funny—because you didn’t seem to think it was a mistake when you were celebrating getting rid of us.”


  He paused for a moment, then added, 'You seemed pretty confident back there. But now, we’re not going back with you.'


  Michael’s face turned red, and his smile faded. He looked like he was about to say something, but Serena stepped in before he could.


  She had been standing just behind him, but now she moved forward. Her eyes were full of anger, and the fake smile she wore earlier was gone.


  “Oh, come on, Damon,” she snapped. “Don’t pretend you’re some poor victim here.”


  “You and Celia came in acting all high and mighty, like you were better than everyone else—as if it was your party. So why are you making a big deal out of nothing now?”


  Damon smirk widened as his voice dripped with sarcasm.


  "High and mighty? A big deal? Is that really what you've come up with? When It was you who had been rude earlier," he retorted.


  He let out a soft laugh. "You're even dumber than I thought."


  Serena’s face turned bright red. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides.


  “How dare you!” she snapped, stepping closer. “You’re a nobody, Damon! You’ve always been a nobody! And now you think you can just walk in here and talk to me like that?” Serena’s face grew even more enraged.


  A mocking smirk appeared on Damon’s lips, but he didn't want to exchange words with her any longer.


  He turned to walk away, his hand gently guiding Celia by the shoulder, not sparing Serena a single glance.


  “You ungrateful—!” she started. “Stop right there, Damon! You don’t get to walk away from me!”


  She reached out as if to grab his arm, but Damon smoothly stepped back, his expression as cold as ice.


  "Go explain everything to Albert yourself, Serena," he said over his shoulder, his voice calm but resolute.


  Serena’s shout rang out behind them. “Damon! Get back here!”


  But he didn’t stop or even look back.

Chapter 31

Serena’s voice rang out, shrill and furious.


  “You can’t just walk away from me! You’re nothing, both of you! Nothing! So drop the arrogance!”


  Her words trembled with rage, as if her fury alone could stop them from leaving—but they sliced through the air and fell on deaf ears.


  Damon’s steps didn’t falter. His hand stayed firm on Celia’s shoulder as he led her away.


  Celia glanced back. Serena’s face was red and contorted with fury, her eyes wide with disbelief.


  Then she looked up at Damon. He didn’t say a word. His expression was unreadable—cold, distant, and resolute.


  But Michael suddenly realized that causing more trouble would only make things worse.


  Before Damon and Celia could take another step, Michael’s voice cut through the air—desperate and strained.


  “Wait! Damon, Celia, please!”


  His tone was the complete opposite of Serena’s angry venom. It was filled with panic as he rushed to catch up with them.


  “Just hold on for one second!”


  Damon stopped, but he didn’t turn right away.


  Slowly, he turned his head, his eyes fixing on Michael with a cold, intense stare.


  “What now, Michael?” he asked, his voice low and harsh. The tone made Michael flinch, if Damon and Celia refuse to go back with them, then they're obviously doomed in Albert's hands.


  “You’ve already said your piece. Or do you have more insults to throw?”


  Michael swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing.


  His face was red, and sweat formed on his forehead even though the night air was cool.


  He raised both hands, palms out, as if trying to calm a wild animal.


  “No, no, that’s not it,” he stammered, his voice cracking slightly.


  “I—I messed up. Okay? I admit it. We both did.”


  He gestured vaguely toward Serena, who stood a few steps behind.


  Her arms were crossed tightly, her lips pressed into a thin line of resentment.


  “I know we went too far. I’m really sorry.” Michael’s face twisted with a mix of shame and desperation.


  He took a careful step closer, his eyes moving between Damon and Celia.


  “Please, just come back to the banquet. It’s not the same without you.”


  Damon’s lips curled into a faint, mocking smirk.


  He crossed his arms, his posture relaxed but his gaze unrelenting.


  “Sorry, huh?” he said, his tone dripping with sarcasm.


  “That’s it? You think a half-hearted apology is enough after you and your little girlfriend made a spectacle of us? After you laughed and cheered while kicking us out?”


  He tilted his head slightly, his eyes narrowing.


  “You’ll have to do better than that, Michael.”


  Michael’s jaw tightened, and his hands balled into fists at his sides.


  For a moment, it seemed like he might argue.


  But then he saw the cold look in Damon’s eyes and seemed to change his mind.


  He let out a sharp breath, his shoulders slumping.


  “Okay, fine,” he muttered, his voice much softer now, almost like he had given up.


  He lowered his head, staring at the ground.


  “I was wrong. I shouldn’t have said those things. I shouldn’t have treated you like that. I’m sorry, Damon. Celia, I’m sorry to you too. I really mean it.”


  Celia blinked, stunned by the sight of Michael bowing his head.


  The same man who had sneered at them and thrown insults alongside Serena was now apologizing.


  She glanced at Damon, but his expression remained impassive.


  His eyes were locked on Michael.


  “Not good enough,” Damon said flatly, his voice cutting through the tense silence. “You’re still holding back. If you want us to even consider going back, you need to mean it. Louder. Humbler. Try again.”


  Michael’s head snapped up, his eyes flashing with a mix of frustration and disbelief. “What?” he sputtered, his voice rising. “I just apologized! What more do you want from me?”


  Damon didn’t flinch. “I want you to stop acting like you’re doing us a favor,” he said, his tone icy. “You’re not in control here, Michael. You’re begging because you know you’ve dug yourself a hole you can’t climb out of. So, go on. Apologize like you actually mean it, or we’re done here.”
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Serena, who had been silently fuming, couldn’t hold back any longer. “This is ridiculous!” she snapped, stepping forward, her heels clicking sharply.


  “You’re acting like you’re some kind of king, Damon!” she continued, her voice rising with each word. “Why should we beg you? You’re the one who doesn’t belong here! You and your pathetic little thing!”


  Her voice was thick with venom, her eyes blazing as she pointed at Celia.


  Celia flinched, the words stinging. She looked down. For a moment, she felt small again, like she had in the banquet hall, but that feeling vanished just as quickly.


  She refused to let Serena's words affect her again.


  Damon’s hand briefly tightened on her shoulder, grounding her. He didn’t even look at Serena, his attention still fixed on Michael. “You heard me,” he said, his voice calm yet firm. “I’m not asking again.”


  Michael’s face reddened, his jaw tightening as he struggled to swallow his pride. He glanced at Serena, who was glaring daggers at Damon and Celia, before turning his gaze back to Damon.


  Finally, he let out a shaky breath, bowing his head lower. His voice was louder this time, tinged with a sense of humility.


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Damon. I was completely out of line,” he admitted. “I shouldn’t have insulted you or Miss Celia. We shouldn’t have humiliated you.”


  He paused, taking another breath before continuing. “Please, come back to the banquet. We want you there. I’m begging you.”


  Serena gasped in shock as Michael used a humbler tone with Damon and Celia. She was about to speak up, angry, but as if he knew, he grabbed her hand and held it tightly, silently telling her not to say anything.


  Celia’s eyes widened slightly once more. She couldn’t believe Michael was doing this again, just as Damon had wanted. Michael, the same man who had strutted around the banquet hall like he owned the place, was now practically groveling.


  Damon studied him for a moment, his expression unreadable. Then, slowly, he nodded. “Better,” he said simply. “Alright. We’ll come back.”


  Celia’s breath caught in her throat. She looked up at him, her voice barely a whisper. “Damon, are you sure?” she asked, her eyes searching his. “After everything they said and…”


  Damon met her gaze, his eyes softening just for her. “Trust me, Celia,” he said quietly. “They’re not going to do anything stupid again. They wouldn’t even try.”


  He offered her his arm, his touch both gentle and firm. “Come on,” he said, his voice steady. “Let’s go.”


  Celia hesitated, her heart heavy with a mix of fear and reluctance. She slowly reached for his arm, but her eyes drifted to Serena again and she felt a deep sadness in her heart.


  Serena stood rigid, her face a mask of barely contained fury. The woman Celia had once called a friend, the one who had shared secrets and laughter with her, now seemed like a stranger.


  Serena’s beauty, once so familiar, now looked twisted by anger and spite. Her features were sharp and ugly in a way Celia had never noticed before. The betrayal cut deeper than any insult, leaving a hollow ache in her chest.


  Damon led her back toward the banquet hall, walking calmly. Behind them, Michael and Serena followed in silence, the air thick with resentment.


  Michael’s head was still slightly bowed, his jaw tight as he struggled with the humiliation of having to beg.


  Serena’s hands were clenched into fists, her nails digging into her palms. Every step felt like a blow to her pride. The cheers from the crowd earlier now seemed replaced by the bitter sting of disgrace.


  “They’re going to laugh at us,” Serena muttered under her breath, her voice trembling with rage. “Everyone saw us kick them out, and now we’re bringing them back? This is humiliating.”


  Michael didn’t look at her, his eyes fixed on the ground. “We don’t have a choice,” he hissed, his voice low. “You heard Albert. If we don’t bring them back, we’re done. All of us.”


  Serena’s lips quivered, but she said nothing more. The truth of their situation burned in her chest.


  They had disgraced themselves in front of everyone, and there was no way to undo it. The crowd that had once cheered for them would now whisper behind their backs, mocking their fall from grace.


  She shot a venomous glance at Damon’s back, her heart seething with hatred. Somehow, he had turned the tables on them.
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As Damon, Celia, Serena, Michael, and the others stepped back into the room, the change in atmosphere was instant.


  Albert, who had been really angry earlier, now stepped forward, looking nervous and scared, as if he were afraid Damon might get mad at him. He stared straight at Damon, and his face looked completely different. Instead of his usual expression, he seemed quiet and respectful.


  “Mr. Damon,” Albert said respectfully, bowing his head slightly, “Miss Celia. Thank you both for coming back.”


  Celia blinked, startled. She wasn’t used to being greeted like this—especially not by someone like Albert.


  Damon stood tall, his face neutral and hard to read. He gave a small nod. "Alright, but stop shaking. And make sure they behave this time."


  "Absolutely, I will make sure of that."


  Albert continued, raising his voice just enough for everyone nearby to hear. “From this point forward, if anyone dares to make things difficult for Miss Celia…” He paused, sweeping a cold glance over the room. “I’ll personally see to it they regret it.”


  The murmurs that followed were hushed, barely audible, yet immediate. Some lowered their eyes. Others stood frozen.


  Michael stood rigid beside Serena, his jaw tense.


  Celia felt her breath catch. She hadn’t expected Albert—of all people—to speak like that. Not in front of everyone. And not for her.


  Serena looked as if she’d swallowed something bitter. Her face twitched, eyes narrowing, but she said nothing.


  The silence that followed didn’t last long. Serena, Michael, and the others felt extremely awkward and as if they had all rehearsed the same cue, people began to move.


  Michael was the first.


  He stepped forward quickly, wearing a stiff smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Miss Celia,” he said, voice unsteady, “I want to apologize again. It really was just a misunderstanding earlier. We were all under a lot of pressure, and things got... misinterpreted.”


  Celia opened her mouth slightly, but no words came. She wasn’t sure what to say.


  “And Mr. Damon,” Michael added, looking at him with forced politeness. “You’re a good man. Honestly, I didn’t realize it before... but now I can see it. You’re humble, capable—someone to admire.”


  Before Damon could respond, Serena cut in with a strange smile. “Celia, you’ve always been special. And it’s clear now—you’ve found someone who treats you right. Damon’s clearly... devoted.”


  Damon said nothing. He simply watched her with a calm stare, not reacting to the praise or the tension hiding behind it.


  Others began chiming in—those who had once mocked and insulted Celia.


  “You’re lucky, Celia.”


  “Damon really is impressive.”


  “Such a gentleman...”


  The words kept coming. All aimed at flattering. All meant to fix what they had broken.


  Celia’s cheeks began to flush. She glanced at Damon, then back at the people speaking to her.


  One woman nearby smiled and said, “He’s not just your friend, is he? I mean... you two are clearly together.”


  That made the others perk up, some nodding in agreement.


  “Definitely her boyfriend,” someone whispered loudly enough to be heard.


  Celia looked down, feeling a heat rise in her face. “Ah, no... we’re just friends,” she said softly, shaking her head slightly.


  She didn’t know why she felt the need to correct them—but it just slipped out.


  Damon said nothing, just glancing at Celia softly. He didn't want to make Celia uncomfortable.


  But his silence didn’t work the way he might have thought. Instead of calming the idea, it only fed the assumptions.


  The women nearby exchanged knowing looks.


  “She’s just embarrassed,” one whispered, smirking.


  “He’s being considerate. Look at him—he’s not denying it because he doesn’t want her to feel pressured.”


  “Exactly.”


  Celia’s ears burned. She could feel the weight of their thoughts, even though no one spoke them aloud again. It was like they had decided her feelings for her.


  Meanwhile, on the other side of the room, the atmosphere was far less forgiving.


  Michael and Serena had drifted to a quiet corner. No one was looking at them anymore. No one was smiling at them. The same people who had been eager to flatter them before now barely acknowledged their presence.


  It wasn’t just avoidance. It was exclusion.


  They were being isolated, little by little, and it was clear.


  Serena could feel it with every breath.


  Her hands clenched at her sides, her nails digging into her palms.


  “They’re treating us like trash now,” she muttered, her voice low and sharp.


  Michael didn’t respond.


  She turned to look at him, her eyes dark with fury. “Say something!”


  But Michael remained still. His lips were pressed into a thin line. He didn’t want to admit it—but he saw it too.


  No one was on their side anymore.


  The silence from the crowd toward them felt heavier than any insult.


  It was like being invisible. Only worse.


  Serena’s heart pounded with rage. Her eyes followed Damon across the room, then flicked back to Celia.


  The sight of them—so calm, so composed, with everyone now turning to them—made her chest burn.


  It wasn’t just about tonight. It was everything.


  How had it come to this?
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Earlier, she had been the center of attention—the one everyone wanted to impress. Damon, on the other hand, had been easy to mock, someone people easily overlooked.


 But now…


 Now, he was the one people watched.


 Serena's lips trembled, but she bit down on the anger.


 She couldn’t accept it. Wouldn’t accept that Damon—the same man she had once discarded—could suddenly become so outstanding... That Celia—poor, fragile Celia—was now being shielded by someone like Albert."


 It made her stomach churn.


 Serena gave a sharp breath, forcing herself to stay still.


 But she couldn’t stop the storm in her chest.


 No matter how calm she looked on the outside, inside she was screaming.

But suddenly, Serena realized something.

"Santiago."

"Where was he?"

He had promised to show up today. Promised to throw her a party—her party. He had made such a big deal about it. Everyone knew he was going to make an appearance for her.

But he never came.

Only Albert had shown up. 

Serena’s fingers curled into tight fists.

No. It didn’t make sense. Santiago wouldn’t just decide not to come, not after making it clear that he would throw her a party today.

Unless...

Unless this had all been arranged.

Unless Damon had bribed Albert—gotten to him first, fed him some story or money or threat—and kept Santiago away on purpose!

Serena grew even angrier.


  He planned this. He wanted to take all the attention away from her and give it to himself and Celia. He wanted to embarrass her again. He did it quietly and carefully, like a slow stab. He didn’t need to yell. He didn’t even need to lay a hand on her.


  He just made her feel small in front of the people who had supported her before.


  The realization made her stomach twist.


  She wouldn’t let him get away with this.


  Everyone was chatting now, laughing, smiling. All around Damon and Celia, the very people they had mocked earlier. 


  Serena couldn’t stay quiet anymore.


  She stood up quickly, and her chair made a loud screech as it scraped the floor. The sound filled the room. Everyone stopped talking. People looked her way.


  She stared straight at Damon.


  “You really think you can earn respect like this?” Her voice trembled—not with fear, but with fury. “By bribing people?”


  A hush fell over the room.


  Serena stepped forward, her eyes locked onto Damon’s.


  “Everyone keeps acting like he’s so admirable, so honorable,” she said, her voice rising. “But no one seems to notice how he really got here. What did you offer Albert, Damon? Money? Threats?”


  Damon didn’t flinch.


  “I didn’t offer Albert anything,” he said calmly, his tone steady. “And I don’t need to bribe anyone to be respected.”


  Serena scoffed, her lips curling.


  “Oh, please. You want to tell me this is all coincidence? That Albert just woke up this morning and decided Celia’s suddenly worthy of his respect? That Santiago just happened to disappear when he was supposed to be here today—for me?”


  Others shifted uncomfortably as they murmured quietly to each other, exchanging puzzled looks as they tried to understand what Serena was saying.


  "Believe it or leave it, I don't care," Damon said coldly. 


  “Is that so?” Serena’s laugh was bitter. “Because it sure feels like you’ve been planning this from the start. Like you’ve been waiting to take the one moment that wasn’t about you and turn it into your little performance.”


  Damon’s eyes didn’t move from hers. “If you think this is about that, you’re still trapped in your own delusions. You can’t stand not being the center anymore.”


  “She’s right,” Michael said, stepped forward then, finally finding his voice. “You’re not as clean as you pretend to be. You played dirty from the start.”


  Damon looked at him briefly, unimpressed.


  “You think a few good words from Albert make you king? That’s pathetic.” Michael mocked.


  Serena interrupted again, this time louder. "You kept Santiago away to control my party! You're using Anthony Williams's influence to get what you want and acting like you're a hero!" 


  The two spoke in unison, believing they had regained control and arrogantly tried to change the mood. They even fooled themselves into thinking they could ruin the respect Damon had just earned.


  “That’s enough,” Albert said sharply, stepping forward. His voice was colder than anyone had ever heard from him.


  His glare landed hard on Serena. “Are you out of your mind!”


  Serena turned to him, her mouth open in protest.


"Don't say another word unless you want to face the consequences. I've had enough of your foolishness."


  Albert raised his hand slightly. A silent signal. Two men nearby, straightened immediately.
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Celia took a small step back, startled.


 The tension in the room spiked.


 Serena’s eyes widened as the men began to move closer to her.


 But then Damon raised a hand.


 “Stop.”


 Albert hesitated, then lowered his arm. The men halted.


 “She wants to talk,” Damon said, his voice calm but unmistakably firm. “Let her continue.”


 Albert frowned, immediately stepped back without another word, though his expression remained stormy.


 Serena swallowed hard, mistaking Damon’s composure for guilt. For hesitation.


 She grew bolder, straightening her spine.


 “You see?” she said to the crowd, turning halfway to them now. “He’s stalling. He knows I’m right.”


 Damon’s expression didn’t change.


 Serena’s lips curled. “Keep pretending, Damon. Keep standing there with that blank face and acting like nothing touches you.”

"You all forgot what he used to be. He’s always been a loser! None of this is real—this whole thing is a setup!"

She pointed at Damon, her hand trembling not with fear, but fury. “Every bit of it! The whole event was a carefully planned scam."

Though the others were uncertain, they kept quiet, not daring to speak out rashly. Instead, they simply exchanged glances. They knew better than to risk saying something they might regret.

Michael seized the opportunity to echo Serena’s words with even more arrogance. He stepped forward, tilted his chin, and smirked, relishing the feeling of being in control again. He was determined to humiliate Damon just as he had made him bow.

“She’s right,” he said with arrogant confidence. “None of this makes sense unless you know Damon. This kind of setup? It’s exactly what he would do. Sneaky. Quiet. Always trying to act like the bigger man while pulling the strings behind everyone’s back.”

He crossed his arms and scoffed.

"It's all for show. Albert wouldn't respect someone like you, Damon—not unless you force him to. You either bribed or threatened him just to make us look small, like we don’t even deserve to be here—at the party thrown for my fiancee."

“Shut up! You arrogant fools! How dare you disrespect them again—after I made myself clear? ” Albert snarled, stepping forward. His voice was low, sharp, and venomous. “I told you there’d be consequences! But no—you two thought you were untouchable. Thought you could run your mouths without paying the price?”


  Still unwilling to back down, Serena quickly demanded, “Why hasn’t Santiago shown up, then? Where is he? Why didn’t he come if Damon didn’t bribe you to make Santiago stay away?”


  Her words only caused Albert’s face to darken. A cold smile curled at the corner of his mouth, but it held no hint of amusement.


  “Santiago’s attendance,” he said slowly, a cold smirk playing on his lips, “has nothing to do with either of you. ”


  He turned to his men. “Slap her.”


  There was no pause. One man stepped forward without a word, raised his hand, and delivered a sharp, echoing slap across Serena’s face. The sound echoed through the room, silencing even the smallest murmur.

Serena stumbled back a step, eyes wide, her breath caught in her throat. She blinked, frozen, not even lifting a hand to her cheek.

“You’re just doing whatever he says,” she snapped, her voice shaking—not from fear, but from anger, unable to believe what had just happened—she had been slapped. She turned to the crowd, her voice rising. “Open your eyes. He’s fooling all of you. This whole thing—it’s a scam.”

The guests looked at each other in silence, feeling uneasy. Her words were making them doubt, spreading uncertainty through the room.


  Albert’s face hardened. His jaw clenched, eyes dark with rage. “Enough,” he growled, stepping forward. 

His voice was cold and harsh. "You keep pointing fingers at him, at me—but you're the ones stirring up all this chaos."


  Then, turning to his men, he didn’t hesitate.


  “Punish her. Again.”
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Serena's body jolted from the second slap, her head snapping slightly to the side. Her hair fell over her face, but she didn’t move. Her hands clenched at her sides, her eyes burning, her mouth trembling, not from fear, but from rage.


  “I was only defending my dignity,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “You all saw it. He ordered them to hit me just because I was telling the truth."


  She pointed at Damon and Celia. "It’s all a scam, get it? I’ve known them for years, especially Damon. I know him better than anyone. I know he’s useless."


  She glared at Celia, her tone dripping with contempt. "And Celia? She’s nothing but a cheap slut."


  Celia couldn’t take it anymore. Serena was talking down to them again, and it was just too much. She could see how desperate Serena was, twisting everything to make herself look good, to steal the attention back.


  Just as she opened her mouth, ready to say something, Damon’s hand tightened gently around hers.

“I’ll handle it. Just relax.”Damon said calmly, a soft smile played on his lips, and Celia gave a small nod. Serena, on the other hand, gasped sharply, eyes burning with hatred as she stared at the two of them.


  Then they turned back to face her.


  “You’re saying that to the wrong person, Serena,” Damon said coldly. “Because you’re the cheap slut who slept with Michael while we were still married. Do you want me to keep going?”


  Serena’s eyes widened in shock. She hadn’t expected Damon to bring that up—not now. Not in front of everyone.


  She knew she couldn’t win this, even though she knew she hadn’t done anything wrong by dating Michael while they were still married. But...


  Everyone was still watching. Still unsure of whose side to take.


  She looked at Michael, expecting him to step in.


  But he didn't.


  Serena realized she was alone in this again, so she immediately changed the subject.


  She pointed again, her arm trembling, straight at Damon. "You want me to just sit here and be humiliated?" Serena snapped. "No. I won’t back down. I’m calling Santiago right now to expose the alleged collusion between you both. You two are finished!"

She paused, eyes glaring at them. "He’s going to punish all three of you for humiliating me like this at my own party. Just pray he doesn’t kill any of you."


  Damon only scoffed because her threat was so ridiculous.


  But before she could take any action, a deep male voice rang out.


  “That’s enough.”


  The whole room fell silent.


  All eyes turned to where the voice came from.


  Serena froze. Then, slowly, her face lit up with relief, seeing Santiago as her savior.


  “Mr. Santiago,” she breathed, as if his name alone could save her. “Thank goddess.


  She immediately rushed forward.


  “You need to know what Albert and that idiot Damon did to me. They’ve turned everyone against me. Albert’s not being honest.”


  She paused, trying to control her emotions.


  “Both of them colluded to humiliate me. This was supposed to be my night. My party.”


  Her voice shook with anger. “Damon bribed Albert, and he hijacked my party from me.”


  Tears welled up in her eyes. “They slapped me in front of everyone. They humiliated me. This night was supposed to be mine!”


  She moved closer to him, her voice shaking. “I told everyone this party was yours—meant for me. Please, tell them. Tell them the truth. Tell them you threw this for me and punish them accordingly!”


  But Santiago asked coldly, "When," he said, "did I ever say this party was for you?"


  The silence that followed was thick with tension.


  Serena blinked, shocked.


  “What...?”

Chapter 37

"What...? But you said it yourself—you'd throw me a party tonight since they ruined it yesterday. Why are you saying this now?" Serena asked, her voice trembling in shock.


  She hopes this is all just a mistake. Maybe she misheard him. Maybe Santiago didn’t mean it. Maybe he was only joking. But she's afraid—Santiago doesn't joke.


  But before she could say more, or the others could react, Santiago interrupted.


  "You've got it all wrong," he said, his voice cold. "This party isn't for you. It was arranged only because I thought you were Mr. Damon's friend—it was never meant to be for you personally."


  He looked at Serena with a cold gaze, and her eyes widened even more in disbelief.


  "And the reason for my delay, why I haven't been here earlier," Santiago added, "is because I’ve been preparing a gift for Mr. Damon and Miss Celia. And you— you're irrelevant to this party, you're nothing. Yet you still dare to disrespect them." Santiago said coldly, his voice laced with fury. 

Preparing a gift for Damon and Celia?

Everyone in the room was stunned, but Serena was more than just stunned. She felt as though she could faint at any moment, overwhelmed by the embarrassment and... the truth.


She had never imagined that Damon, the one she had looked down on, could actually have a connection with someone of Santiago's status.

Michael was equally speechless. The whole situation felt like something out of a drama. Damon, being respected by Santiago himself, the mighty Santiago who ruled the entire city, seemed too unbelievable to be real.

Yet, it was happening right now, right in front of him. It was undeniable.


  Serena wished the floor would open up and swallow her whole. The humiliation was unbearable, and it was all because of Damon and Celia. 


 A hint of fear flashed in Michael's eyes. 

What if Santiago decided to punish them?


  He's already regretting siding with Serena, helping to humiliate and accuse Damon.


  Now, all he could do was hope their fate wouldn’t take a turn for the worse in Santiago’s hands tonight.


  Damon turned to Celia, who was also staring at Serena.


  He noticed the soft, relaxed smile on her face—the first smile she had shown all day. There was a quiet happiness in her eyes, the kind that comes when someone finally feels safe.


  She no longer had to worry about Serena insulting her—saying she didn’t belong here, mocking her, or calling her names like 'cheap slut.' She no longer had to fear that this party was really meant for Serena. Those words had hurt her deeply before... but not anymore.


  Santiago had made everything clear. He’d spoken the truth: this party wasn’t for Serena. That truth meant Celia could finally breathe, finally relax without fear of being humiliated again.


  Damon couldn’t help the spark of happiness rising within him. Watching Celia smile—really smile—for the first time since they arrived, filled him with a quiet satisfaction.


  It was the smile he’d been waiting to see. And now, it was finally there.


  "How... How..."

Serena stuttered, unable to comprehend the words she was about to speak. She was utterly crushed by the truth.


  "I'm glad you're feeling what you tried to make Celia feel right now—humiliated, and in pain. Isn't it?" Damon said coldly, watching Serena closely, his words sharp and biting.

Santiago ignored Serena and turned fully to Damon. 


  "I'm so sorry, Mr. Damon, for being too late," Santiago said, his voice filled with regret. "If I had been here earlier, this wouldn't have happened."


  He bowed deeply to both Damon and Celia, his tone respectful and humble.


  "I'm truly sorry," he continued. "And Miss Celia, please forgive me. If there's anything I can do to show you how sincere my apology is, please let me know. I'll do it right away."


  The crowd gasped in astonishment.


  "Wait... Santiago actually bowed to them!"


  "I can't believe what I'm seeing right now!"


  Whispers spread through the crowd, each person stunned and trying to make sense of what was happening.


  No one could comprehend why such a high-ranking figure would care so much about Damon's feelings, let alone go so far as to personally prepare a gift for him.
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The crowd remained just as confused as ever. 


  They had been shocked enough when Albert suddenly changed and started showing Damon and Celia unexpected respect.


  But this—this was something else entirely.


  Santiago. The Santiago everyone feared. The one who never bowed to anyone.


  Now here he was, lowering himself in front of Damon and Celia.


  No one could have predicted this.


  No one could make sense of it. Not a single person. They just sat there, wide-eyed, frozen in disbelief.


  Serena still couldn’t process what was happening.


  Her mind was completely blank, frozen in shock.


  It didn’t make sense. None of it did.


  She sat there, motionless, completely lost.

Celia looked just as shocked. First, it was Albert. But she had thought maybe that was because he realized his mistake—the one he made last night, trying to rape her. Maybe that was why he apologized and acted so respectfully.

But Santiago?

That was something else. Something shocking. Unbelievable. And yet, it was happening.


  Santiago remained bowed, waiting anxiously for Damon to say something. At the same time, a sense of fear gnawed at him. He hoped Damon wouldn’t be angry, yet he knew he wouldn’t stop bowing until Damon accepted his apology.


  Damon's voice broke the silence. "Look up," he said.


  Santiago didn’t hesitate. He quickly raised his head.


  "I don't need your apology," Damon said, his expression unreadable.


  Santiago gasped softly, his eyes widening, fearing Damon was truly angry because of his lateness.


  He had hoped to please Damon tonight, but now… hearing that… he realized he had failed. The fear that Damon was angry with him took over—exactly what he had been trying to avoid.


  Santiago immediately began bowing again, desperation trembling in his voice.


  "Please don’t get mad at me! I’m really sorry for coming late and letting all that happen. Please, I’m so sorry. I’ll make sure it never happens again. I’ll do anything—please, just don’t say you don’t want me to show you how sincere my apology is," Santiago said hurriedly.


  "What the heck…" Celia mumbled beside Damon.

Everyone was curious. What was the connection between Damon and Santiago? What kind of tie could make the mighty Santiago—the lord of the city—bow to Damon, apologize, and even tremble when Damon rejected his offer to prove his sincerity?


  Damon turned to Celia, catching her stunned expression. He chuckled softly.


  Santiago, still desperate, turned to Celia this time, hoping she might help.


  "Please, Miss… Please accept my apology. I promise with my life—this won’t happen again," Santiago said desperately.


  Celia gasped again. It was too much for her.


  "We’re very sorry, Mr. Damon and Miss Celia. We didn’t expect those bastards to cause trouble at all, but please forgive us. From now on, we promise nothing is going to go wrong again. We promise," Albert jumped in, bowing to apologize as well. Santiago nodded in agreement, hopeful.


  "Would you just calm down and let me finish my words?" Damon said calmly, shaking his head.


  Santiago and Albert exchanged surprised and frightened glances, thinking they had offended Damon again by interrupting.


  They immediately lowered their heads again.


  "Please forgive us, we’ll not—"


  Before Santiago could finish, Damon cut him off.


  He exhaled, his voice carrying a faint trace of frustration.


  "Can you just stop apologizing already? It’s frustrating now," Damon said, still with that unreadable expression.


  And that made Santiago and Albert freeze. They couldn’t tell if he was angry or not.


  They were about to start groveling again.


  The crowd gasped. 


  "What the heck is he doing?" someone whispered.


  "Is Damon really that important for Santiago to bow to him?" The crowd whispered among themselves, watching Santiago and Albert showing what looked like more than just respect. It was reverence—as if Damon was someone who couldn’t be angered, even once.


  "You don’t need to do anything to show me how sincere your apology is," Damon said.


  He looked at Celia.


  "It’s only Celia who needs it. It’s her choice if she accepts it or not."


Chapter 39

That was what he had tried to say earlier—but Santiago’s fear and desperate apologies hadn’t let him finish.

Now that he’d said it, Santiago and Albert both exhaled loudly. Their fear melted into relief, and smiles slowly crept onto their faces.

They turned to Celia immediately.

"I apologize for how they disrespected you earlier, Miss Celia. I promise it won’t happen again. So please, accept my apology," Santiago said, and was about to bow again—

—But Celia stopped him.

"Oh no… No, it’s okay. I’m not even angry at you in the first place, since you weren’t the one who caused all this. So please, you don’t have to apologize to someone like me," she said, turning to Damon, her eyes silently begging him to forgive Santiago. 

Santiago smiled.

But Damon didn’t like how Celia said 'someone like me'.

"Thank you, Miss Celia. You’re so generous," Santiago said.

Serena finally blinked.

She had thought she and Michael would be the ones getting all the respect tonight. But it was still unbelievable how everything had turned against them so quickly.

She couldn’t believe it—Celia was the one getting all this kind of respect. Right in front of her.

And it hurt.

It hurt every part of her body.

And every part of her soul.

Santiago stepped back slightly after Celia’s words, a small but genuine smile forming on his face. The tension in the air loosened just a little. He had expected anger or at least coldness, but instead, he received grace. From her.


  He turned to Damon once more, hopeful, his voice quiet. “Thank you… both of you.”


  Damon didn’t say anything for a second. He just watched Santiago with calm eyes, then shifted his gaze to Celia. She met his eyes, her lips parting slightly, unsure what he was thinking.


  Then Damon spoke.


  “Don’t thank me,” he said slowly, voice low but steady. “Celia’s the one who forgave you. I just stood here.”


  Santiago bowed his head again, respectfully this time. No panic. Just understanding.


  But then, with a slight motion of his hand, he gestured toward the entrance. Several men entered, each one holding a large, rectangular object wrapped in soft, gold cloth. It shimmered under the light, catching everyone’s attention instantly.


  The crowd, already stunned by everything so far, turned their heads in curiosity. The cloth was thick and smooth, wrapped carefully, as if the object inside was something priceless.


  Even Serena, who had gone completely still from earlier shock, blinked and looked up, confusion flickering in her eyes.


  The velvet shimmered under the light, and the way the men handled it—it was clear whatever was inside was precious.


  When they finally reached the front of the room, they placed the long box on a table in front of Damon and Celia. Everyone leaned forward, trying to see what it was.


  Santiago walked up beside the box. There was a nervous excitement on his face as he looked between Damon and Celia.


  “I wanted to offer something more meaningful,” Santiago said, clearing his throat and gesturing toward the covered gift. “Something that reflects respect. And something that… shows sincerity, not just in words.”



  With slow, almost dramatic hands, Santiago pulled the velvet cloth away.


  Gasps broke out across the crowd.


  Underneath the cloth was a large oil painting, encased in a golden frame. The painting was vivid and rich, like it had been crafted with hours of love and detail. But what drew everyone’s attention wasn’t just the beauty—it was the image itself.


  The painting was of Damon and Celia.


  But not just any image. It was them. Standing close, their foreheads resting gently together. Damon’s arm held her at the waist, while Celia’s hand rested softly on his chest. Their eyes were closed, faces calm and full of quiet affection.


  It was the kind of painting you’d expect of lovers.


  Celia gasped quietly, her eyes going wide. Her cheeks flushed pink, and she took a half-step.


  Damon didn’t move, but his brows drew together ever so slightly.


  He hadn’t expected something like this.


  He had expected Santiago to bring a rare gift, maybe something expensive—but this? It made them look like lovers.


  “Damn it,” Damon muttered under his breath, frustration tightening his jaw. He and Celia were just friends right now. A gift like this—so full of romance—might make her uncomfortable. Worse, it could push her further away.


  Celia stood still, trying to hide her growing embarrassment. She didn’t know where to look. Her fingers curled nervously at her sides, and she could feel everyone’s eyes locked on her.


  Damon turned his head slowly toward Santiago.


  Santiago, however, was smiling proudly, missing the tension completely. He hadn’t even noticed Celia and Damon's reaction. He was too caught up in his own excitement.


  “I asked around and found out that Miss Celia appreciates oil paintings,” Santiago said, clasping his hands together. “So I thought—what better way to show my respect than with something meaningful to her?”


  Celia’s cheeks flushed as she glanced at the painting, her blush deepening with each look.


  “This was painted overnight by Master Elenoir,” Santiago continued, his voice full of pride. “The same artist whose works are housed in the Louvre. The same man whose paintings have been auctioned for over three hundred million dollars and still turn down offers.”


  The crowd murmured louder now, with impressed gasps spreading like wildfire.


  “Master Elenoir doesn’t paint for anyone anymore,” someone whispered loudly.


  “How did Santiago get him to agree?”


  “Is this real?”


  The whispers filled the hall, people leaning forward to catch every word.


  Santiago smiled wider, clearly enjoying the reaction. “I had to pull a lot of strings,” he said. “But I wanted this gift to be special. Something that no one else could give.”


  He turned to Damon, still unaware that the reaction he hoped for wasn’t coming.


  “I hope… You like it.”


  Damon said nothing right away.


  He looked at the painting again. At the image of him and Celia. It was beautifully done—there was no denying that. The artist had captured them with perfect detail. Even the light in their eyes, the way they leaned into each other—It was all so… breathtaking.


  But it wasn’t real.


  He looked at Celia. Her face was still turned slightly to the side, and he took it as a sign that she was uncomfortable.


  Thinking it might not be what she wanted,


  Santiago stood there; he felt he had given the perfect gift and was sure it would win Damon’s favor. 


  Damon turned to him again. His voice was calm and even, but there was a sharpness in it—quiet, yet impossible to miss.


  “This is… a bold gift.”


  Santiago blinked, then smiled nervously. “Yes, I thought something bold would be best. Something unforgettable.”


  But when Santiago saw Damon’s cold expression, he realized he might have gone too far. Cold sweat broke out on his back.


  Santiago’s smile faltered.


  The silence in the room thickened.


  “Did you… Not like it?” Santiago asked quietly, his voice unsure now.
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Santiago’s smile had completely faded now, replaced by nervous hesitation. His eyes darted between Damon and Celia, searching for any sign of approval—or worse, anger.

“A painting of us?” Damon said, his voice low but clear. He didn’t sound angry, but there was something firm in his tone that made Santiago tense. “You thought this was a good idea?”

Santiago swallowed hard. “I—I meant it as a gesture of respect. Something meaningful.”

Damon exhaled sharply, shaking his head with a mix of worry and irritation.

His eyes moved to Celia. She was still looking at the painting, her cheeks slightly pink.

He could tell she was surprised, maybe even a little uncomfortable—though he wasn’t completely sure.

The strong romantic meaning behind the painting could easily push Celia away—make her angry —just by how she might see or think about it. 

Santiago fell silent, trembling and unsure of what to say next. He was terrified—he hadn’t meant to offend Damon with the gift. He had thought they were a couple and that Celia would love it, but now, regret washed over him.

Just as the awkwardness peaked, Celia finally spoke, her voice soft but steady. “It’s… beautiful.”

Damon turned to her, studying her expression. “You like it?”

She hesitated for just a second before nodding. “I do. It’s a very thoughtful gift.”

Relief washed over Santiago’s face. “You—you really like it?”

Celia met his eyes and gave a small, genuine smile. “Yes. Thank you.”

Damon watched her closely. She wasn’t just being polite—she truly meant it. That realization eased the tension in his chest. He was overjoyed- she didn't hate it. That meant she might have feelings for him after all.

Santiago also breathed a huge sigh of relief, thinking his plan had succeeded. He clasped his hands together. "I’m so glad! I was worried you wouldn’t like it."

With that, he quickly motioned for his men to carefully rewrap the painting, handling it as if it were the most precious treasure in the world. Once it was safely covered again, Santiago raised his glass, his voice booming across the room.

“Here’s to Mr. Damon and Miss. Celia—cheers!”

The guests, still stunned by everything that had unfolded, hurriedly raised their glasses as well. Murmurs spread through the crowd, whispers of disbelief and curiosity.

"Why is Santiago treating him like this?"

"Who is Damon, really?"

 

In the back, Serena stood frozen, her fingers clenched around her glass. Her face burned with humiliation.

Beside her, Michael’s jaw was tight, his hands curled into fists.
How did Damon get this kind of respect?

He’d always believed Damon was nothing—no status, no power, a useless nobody.

 

But now? Santiago was practically bowing to him. Respecting him.

“Could I have been wrong about Damon all this time?”

Celia clenched her fists, voice trembling, “Was he really just a loser… or was that all a lie?”

“No,” she whispered to herself, shaking her head immediately. “This can’t be real. Damon was nothing… he is nothing.”

But seeing Santiago bow to Damon and speak to him with such respect made it impossible for her to deny the truth. 

 

Her chest tightened. 


As the toast ended and the guests began to mingle again, the atmosphere shifted. Even Serena’s friends looked at her differently—gone were the friendly smiles and eager compliments. In their eyes now was something new: disdain. Disgust.

She could hear the whispers.

“Did you see how she acted earlier?”

“She thought she was so important, but look at her now.”

“Pathetic.”

Serena’s nails dug into her palms. She wanted to scream, to lash out, but she forced herself to stay still. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing her break.

As the gathering came to an end, Santiago offered them his blessing.

“Mr. Damon, Miss Celia—I wish you both happiness. May your relationship be filled with sweetness and last forever.”

Celia blushed slightly but didn’t deny his words, while Damon grew worried she might be angry.

“Alright, that’s enough,” Damon urged quickly. “You need to go now.”

Though puzzled by Damon’s sudden strange expression, Santiago didn’t dare question him. “Of course! I’ll leave right away.”

Just as he was heading toward the exit, the door swung open again.

A well-dressed man was just near the entrance, his presence instantly commanding attention. His sharp eyes swept the room before settling on Damon and Celia.

The crowd fell silent once more.

It was Anthony Williams—the CEO of Vespera Corporation.

Santiago’s eyes lit up. He knew Anthony was one of Damon’s most trusted subordinates. Eager to make another good impression, he stepped forward.

“Mr. Williams! What an honor—”

But Anthony barely spared him a glance. Without hesitation, he moved directly toward Damon and Celia, his face softening with genuine warmth and respect as he greeted them both kindly.

The room erupted in whispers again.

Serena’s breath hitched. “Anthony Williams is here too?”

At that moment, Michael and Serena thought that they had finally understood the truth. Santiago knew Anthony, and he had bowed his head because he knew Damon had once helped him.

But now, seeing Anthony's attitude toward Damon and Celia, Serena even began to suspect something so vile it made her lips curl.

Her eyes narrowed, fixed on Celia’s figure. "Did she trade herself for this?"
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Serena narrowed her eyes at Celia, suspicion burning behind her gaze.

Leaning closer to Michael, she muttered, tense and low, “Something’s off about her.”

Her voice sharpened. “She’s suddenly getting all this attention, just like that? People handing her everything like she’s some kind of treasure?”

A beat passed. Then Serena added, her tone venomous, “I think she’s sleeping her way up.”

Jealousy and resentment twisted in her chest as she watched Celia smile—like she owned the room. Like she belonged. Especially seeing Anthony speak to her with such respect. That was supposed to be hers.

Anthony didn’t even glance her way. To him, Serena might as well have been invisible. And her so-called friends? Whispering, judging. No one was on her side.

Meanwhile, Damon and Celia were center stage. As if they were the stars of the night.

Michael finally turned to her, his jaw clenched.

“You think she slept with Anthony?” he asked, disbelief laced with disgust. “Maybe… more than just him?”

Serena scoffed, face cold. “Please. First Damon, now Anthony? Wouldn’t shock me if she’s been spreading her legs for others too. You think she earned all this through talent? She sold herself.”

Michael’s lips curled into a slow, cruel smile. He was beginning to believe it too.

The memory of their failed project surfaced, stoking his anger further.

“No wonder Anthony dumped our deal with Vespera like garbage. Didn’t even let us explain. All because Damon waved Celia around like some prize. They’re both pathetic,” Michael muttered, eyes narrowing toward the pair.

Serena’s voice was icy. “If they hadn’t ruined everything, that contract would be mine. She stole it. We can’t just sit back and let them win. She already took what belonged to me. I’m not letting her take the rest!”

Michael went quiet for a moment, gears turning. Then a small, calculated smile crept onto his face.

Serena caught the shift. “What’s that look? Why are you smiling? We lost everything and you’re smiling?”

He placed both hands on her shoulders, steady and calm. “Because we haven’t lost yet. There’s still a way.”

Her eyes lit up. “A way? What is it?”

“Do you know Vivienne Ashford?”

Serena blinked. “The Ashford heiress? Richest family in Sydney? Of course.”

Michael nodded. “She’s everything. She’s arriving soon.”

Serena frowned. “Okay… but how does that help us?”

Michael’s grin widened. “She’s here for investment opportunities. If we get close to her, we get access to her family’s influence.”

“You mean… use her power against Damon and Celia?” Serena asked, eyes narrowing.

“Exactly,” Michael said smoothly.

A slow smile spread across Serena’s face for the first time that night.

“That’s actually brilliant. Michael, this could work. I knew you were smart—this is why I love you.”

Michael’s chest swelled with pride.

They both believed this was their comeback. With the Ashfords on their side, they would destroy Damon and Celia.

“Let’s see how long they last,” Serena whispered, eyes locked on her enemies. “They’re going down.”

—
Meanwhile, across the room, Damon was helping Celia with her coat, ready to leave—completely unaware of the storm brewing behind them.

Suddenly, Damon broke the quiet. “I’m sorry.” 

Celia turned to him, puzzled. “Sorry? For what?”

He scratched his neck, awkward. “About earlier… what Santiago said. I didn’t tell him to say that stuff about us. He just assumed. I didn’t plan it.”

He looked at her, hoping she wasn’t upset. That she didn’t think he was pushing something unwanted.

But to his surprise, she smiled—soft, almost shy.

“It’s okay,” she said quietly. “You don’t have to apologize.”

Damon blinked. He hadn’t expected that. He thought she’d be annoyed, maybe even mad. Instead, she looked… content.

That small smile stirred something in him. Warm. Foreign. But not unpleasant.

“Really?” he asked.

Celia nodded. “I know you didn’t mean anything by it.”

Damon let out a quiet breath, the tension in his shoulders easing. “Thanks.”

For a moment, everything around them faded. The noise, the people, the tension—it all blurred as they looked at each other.

Celia glanced away, cheeks tinged pink. Damon couldn’t help the small smile tugging at his lips.

He didn’t know what this was.

But he liked it.

Then—

Her phone rang.

The sound broke the silence between them. She blinked and quickly pulled her phone from her bag.
Her expression changed as soon as she saw the caller ID.
Damon noticed. “Who is it?” he asked gently.
Celia didn’t answer right away. She stared at the screen, her hands slowly tightening around the phone. Then she answered it and brought it to her ear.
“Yes?” she said quietly.
There was a short silence. Then her face became even more serious.
The voice on the other end was cold.
It was her mother.
“You need to come home. Now,” her mother snapped. “There’s a man here. Wealthy. From a good family. Your father and I arranged this. Don’t embarrass us.”

Celia opened her mouth—but didn’t get the chance to speak.

“We’ll wait all night if we have to. Come. Now,” her mother ordered.
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The line went dead.

Celia stood frozen.

She stared at her phone, the screen now dark after her mother’s abrupt call ended. Her heart sank, a heavy weight settling in her chest. She stood frozen. Damon noticed the shift in her expression immediately, his brows knitting together with concern.


  “Celia, who was that?” he asked, his voice soft but steady.


  She hesitated, her fingers tightening around the phone. “It was… my mom,” she said quietly, her voice barely above a whisper. “She wants me to come home. Right now.”


  Damon tilted his head, studying her. “Is everything okay?”


  Celia shook her head, her lips pressing into a thin line. “No. Not really.” She paused, glancing around to make sure no one was listening.


  “They… my parents… they’ve set up another blind date for me. Some rich guy. They think he’s going to fix all our problems.”


  Damon’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Another blind date? You’ve dealt with this before?”


  “Yeah,” Celia admitted, her voice heavy. “This isn’t the first time. They’ve been trying to push me into these blind dates for months. Ever since the business started failing. They think marrying me off to someone wealthy will save us. I’ve said no every time, but they don’t listen. They never listen.”


  Damon’s jaw tightened, but he kept his tone calm. “That’s not fair to you. You shouldn’t have to deal with that.”


  Celia gave a small, bitter laugh. “Tell that to my mom. She’s probably pacing the house right now, waiting for me to show up and meet this guy. She said she’ll wait all night if I don’t go.”


  Damon crossed his arms, his expression thoughtful. “You don’t have to go alone, you know.”


  Celia blinked, caught off guard. “What do you mean?”


  “I’ll go with you,” he said simply, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I can pretend to be your boyfriend. Show up, act like we’re together, and help you out of the situation. No one’s going to push a blind date on you if you’ve already got someone.”


  Her eyes widened, and for a moment, she didn’t know what to say. The idea of Damon stepping in like that—it was unexpected. Her heart did a strange little flip, a mix of surprise and something warmer she couldn’t quite name. “You’d… do that for me? Really?”


  “Of course,” Damon said, his voice firm. “You don’t deserve to be pressured like that. Let me help you out.”


  Celia bit her lip, her mind racing. She barely knew Damon, not really, but he’d already stood up for her tonight in ways she never expected. There was something about him—his calm confidence, the way he didn’t let Serena or Michael rattle him—that made her feel safe. “Okay,” she said finally, her voice soft. “I’d… I’d like that. Thank you.”


  Damon gave her a small nod, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “Good. Let’s get out of here, then.”


  Celia glanced around the banquet hall one last time. Serena was still glaring from across the room, her face twisted with anger, while Michael whispered something to her, his expression dark. The rest of the guests were too caught up in their own conversations to notice Celia and Damon leaving. She was glad for that. She’d had enough attention for one night.


  They stepped outside, the cool night air brushing against their skin as they left the warm glow of the hostel. Damon flagged down a cab, opting not to use his luxury car—he wasn’t ready for Celia to find out his true identity.


  The drive to Celia’s house was quiet at first. She gave the driver her address, her voice low, almost embarrassed. “It’s… not exactly a fancy place,” she said, glancing at Damon. “We used to live somewhere nicer, but things got tough. We had to move.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Damon said, his tone soothing. “A house is just a house. It’s not who you are.”


  Celia managed a small smile, but the knot in her stomach didn’t loosen. She wasn’t sure how Damon would react when he saw where she lived now. The old, cramped house in a rundown neighborhood wasn’t exactly the kind of place she was proud to bring someone to—especially Damon.


  As the car pulled into her street, Celia’s nerves grew worse. The houses here were old, with peeling paint and sagging roofs. Her family’s place was no different—a small, single-story home with a cracked driveway and overgrown weeds. She glanced at Damon, expecting some kind of reaction, but his face stayed calm and unreadable. Still, his mood was heavy—he realized her family situation was far worse than he’d imagined. 


  “You okay?” he asked, noticing her tense expression.


  “Yeah,” she said quickly, though her voice wavered. “It’s just… I don’t bring people here. It’s not much.”


  “Celia,” Damon said, turning to face her fully, “I’m not here to judge your house. I’m here for you. That’s it.”


  His words were simple, but they hit her hard. She nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. “Okay. Let’s do this.”


  They stepped out of the car, and Celia led the way to the front door, her hands shaking slightly as she fumbled with her keys. Before she could even turn the lock, the door flew open.


  “Celia!” her mother’s voice snapped, sharp and angry. Mrs. Greene stood in the doorway, her arms crossed, her face red with frustration. Her eyes flicked to Damon, and her scowl deepened. “Who is this? What are you doing bringing a stranger here when I told you to come home for an important meeting?”


  Celia took a deep breath, steeling herself. “Mom, this is Damon. He’s… my boyfriend.”


  The words felt strange coming out of her mouth, even though they were part of the plan. She glanced at Damon, half-expecting him to look uncomfortable, but he just stood there, calm and composed, his hands in his pockets.


  Mrs. Greene’s eyes widened, then narrowed into slits. “Your boyfriend? Are you serious, Celia? You think you can just waltz in here with some random man and ruin everything we’ve set up for you?”


  “Mom, please,” Celia said, her voice firm but pleading. “I don’t want to meet this guy you picked out. I’ve told you that before. I’m with Damon now.”


  Mrs. Greene laughed, a harsh, bitter sound. “With him? Look at him! He doesn’t look like he’s got a dime to his name. What’s he going to do for you, huh? For us? We’re drowning in debt, Celia! This family needs help, and you’re throwing it away for… for this nobody?”
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"Mom!" Celia's voice cracked with hurt. "Please stop. You don't even know him."

Mrs. Greene's eyes burned with anger. "I know enough. I know he's not what this family needs right now."

Celia felt tears building behind her eyes. Every time she thought things might change, her mother proved her wrong. The burden of family expectations pressed down on her shoulders, making it hard to breathe.

Before she could respond, a calm voice spoke from inside the house.

"Martha, let them in. It's cold outside."

Celia's father appeared behind her mother, his kind face a stark contrast to Mrs. Greene's hard expression. He looked tired, the lines around his eyes deeper than usual.

"Dad," Celia said, relief washing over her.

Mr. Greene gave his daughter a small smile. "Come in, both of you."

Mrs. Greene huffed but stepped aside, shooting daggers at Damon with her eyes.

Celia led Damon into the small living room. Inside, a young man in an expensive suit sat stiffly on their worn couch. He stood up quickly when they entered, his eyes darting between Celia and Damon with confusion.

"This is Nathaniel Kingsley," Mrs. Greene said, gesturing proudly toward the man. "He's been waiting to meet you, Celia."

Nathaniel was tall and clean-cut, with perfectly styled hair and a smile. He looked like he'd stepped out of a business magazine.

Celia sighed. "Mom, I told you I wasn't interested in more blind dates."

"And I see why now," Mrs. Greene snapped, glaring at Damon. "You brought... this... home instead."

Damon stepped forward, extending his hand first to Celia's father. "I'm Damon. It's nice to meet you, sir."

Mr. Greene took his hand, shaking it firmly. "Robert Greene. Good to meet you too, son."

Damon then turned to Mrs. Greene, offering his hand with the same politeness. "Mrs. Greene, thank you for having me in your home."

She ignored his hand, crossing her arms tightly across her chest. "I didn't invite you."

"Mom!" Celia said, embarrassment heating her face.

"It's okay," Damon said quietly to Celia before addressing Mrs. Greene again. "I understand this is unexpected."

"Unexpected?" Mrs. Greene laughed coldly. "That's one way to put it. My daughter shows up with a stranger when we have an important guest waiting." She turned to Celia. "Do you have any idea what you're throwing away?"

Mr. Greene placed a gentle hand on his wife's shoulder. "Martha, please."

She shrugged him off. "No, Robert. She needs to hear this." She pointed at Nathaniel. "This young man is an executive at Kingsley Enterprises. His family has connections all over the country. And you bring home... what exactly?" She turned to Damon. "What do you do for a living?"

Damon hesitated. He couldn't reveal his true identity in front of Celia—not yet.

"At the moment, I don't have a formal job," he said calmly.

Mrs. Greene's eyes lit up with triumph. "Unemployed! Do you hear that, Celia? Unemployed!"

"Mom, stop it!" Celia said, her voice rising. "That doesn't matter to me."

"It should!" Mrs. Greene shot back. "We're drowning in debt, or have you forgotten? Your father's business is barely staying afloat. We could lose this house next month!"

Mr. Greene winced. "Martha, that's enough."

"No, it's not enough," she continued, her voice trembling slightly. "Nathaniel here is a responsible, handsome, and promising young executive. And you choose a jobless man instead?"

Nathaniel cleared his throat, clearly enjoying the praise and feeling proud. "Mrs. Greene has been very kind in her description of me. I am indeed in a fortunate position at my father's company."

He turned to Celia, offering a smile. "It's nice to finally meet you, Celia. Your mother has told me so much about you."

Celia nodded stiffly. Though she disliked him, she still responded with basic courtesy. "Hello, Nathaniel."

Mrs. Greene frowned at her daughter's response. "Is that any way to greet someone who's come all this way to meet you? Where are your manners?"

"I'm being polite, Mom," Celia said, her patience wearing thin. "But I've already told you I'm not interested in being set up, I don't like him."

"You haven't even given him a chance!" Mrs. Greene said. She gestured to Nathaniel. "He's a rising star at Kingsley Enterprises. His father is grooming him to take over the company one day. Can your... boyfriend... say the same?"

Damon remained calm, watching without interrupting. He could see the pain in Celia's eyes, the tension in her shoulders.

"Mrs. Greene," he said finally, his voice soft. "I understand your concerns. Any parent wants good things for their child."

"Exactly," Mrs. Greene said, seeming surprised he understood. "Good things. Stability. A future. What can you offer my daughter?"

"Mom!" Celia protested. "This isn't the 1800s. You can't auction me off to the highest bidder!"

"I'm trying to save this family!" Mrs. Greene shot back, her face hardened. "Think about someone besides yourself for once!"

"That's all I've been doing!" Celia's voice cracked. "I've been working two jobs trying to help with bills. I turned down a scholarship because you said you needed me here. When have I ever not put this family first?"

The room fell silent. Mr. Greene sighed heavily, stepping between his wife and daughter.

"Martha, she's right," he said quietly. "Celia has done nothing but help us."

"And now she can help us even more," Mrs. Greene insisted. “When this family is weeks away from losing everything, your choice could save us, Celia. Don't you understand that?"

"Stop talking like that, Martha. Celia is our daughter—speak to her gently," Mr. Greene said firmly.

Mrs. Greene turned to her husband. "Then why isn’t she listening, Robert? Please, explain! Your business is failing, our savings are gone, and we’re on the brink of losing our home! What can he offer you? A life of struggle? More poverty?"

Damon finally spoke up. "Mrs. Greene, Celia deserves better than being treated like a commodity."

"Shut up you loser! You barely know each other!" Mrs. Greene protested. "I know. This isn’t a real relationship."

"Mom!" Celia's face burned with embarrassment. "Stop it!”

Chapter 44

Celia looked straight at her mother, her voice steady despite the chaos around her.

"You think that if I marry him, his family will help us out of debt. You want me to sacrifice my happiness just so you can save the business. You never cared about me."

Mrs. Greene's face went red. "How can you say that? Everything I do is for you!"

"No, Mom. Everything you do is for you," Celia said firmly. 


Mrs. Greene's anger exploded. "You ungrateful little brat! Do you have any idea what we've done for you? What we've sacrificed?"

"Martha!" Mr. Greene tried to step in, but his wife was too far gone.

"No, Robert! She’s completely lost it—she needs to snap out of it!" Mrs. Greene turned back to Celia, her voice shaking with rage. "You're being disrespectful and selfish! And for what? For him?" She pointed at Damon with disgust. "He's worthless! A complete deadbeat with no job and no future!"

Celia stepped forward, her eyes blazing. "Don't talk about Damon like that!"

Mrs. Greene laughed bitterly. "Look at yourself, Celia. Defending someone who can't even take care of you or give you a good life as we planned for you. He's dragging you down!"

"He's not dragging me anywhere," Celia said, her voice fierce. "He treats me with respect. At least he doesn't try to sell me off to the highest bidder!"

"Sell you off? I'm trying to give you a good life!"

"By forcing me to marry someone I don't love?"

Mrs. Greene threw her hands up. "Love? Love doesn't pay bills, Celia! Love doesn't keep a roof over your head!"

Nathaniel, who had been watching, cleared his throat.


"Mrs. Greene, please don’t be too hard on Celia," he said, his voice smooth. "I understand this is a difficult situation for everyone."

Nathaniel saw Celia as his dream girl and couldn’t tolerate anyone else getting close to her—especially someone like Damon, whom he considered trash. Still, he tried to act like a gentleman, as if he were mediating.

Mrs. Greene's expression softened immediately. "Oh, Nathaniel. You're so understanding. So thoughtful."

"I try to be," Nathaniel said, glancing at Celia. "I can see that emotions are running high tonight. Maybe we should all take a step back and think about this rationally."

"Yes, exactly," Mrs. Greene said eagerly. "Nathaniel is being so reasonable about all this mess."

Celia stared at Nathaniel with disbelief. He was acting like some kind of peacemaker, but she could see something cold behind his eyes. Something that made her skin crawl.

"I appreciate that you're trying to mediate," Celia said carefully, "but this isn't really your business."

Nathaniel's smile faltered for just a second before returning full force. "Of course, you're right. I just hate to see a family in distress."

Mrs. Greene beamed at him. "See, Celia? This is the kind of man you should be with. Someone who cares about family. Someone who understands responsibility."

"Mom, stop," Celia said tiredly. "I've already told you I'm not interested in Nathaniel. I don't have feelings for him. And I never will."

The room went quiet. Nathaniel's carefully constructed smile completely disappeared. For a moment, his true feelings showed on his face—anger, frustration, and something darker.

"I see," he said slowly. "Well, that's... very direct."

"I believe in being honest," Celia said.

Mrs. Greene looked horrified. "Celia! How can you be so rude?"

"I'm not being rude, Mom. I'm being clear. There's a difference."

Nathaniel looked at her for a long moment, and now she could see the real him behind the polite mask. His eyes were cold. There was an anger there that made her glad she'd never be alone with him.

He turned to face Damon, who had been standing quietly and calmly through the whole scene.

"Listen here," Nathaniel said, pointing a finger at Damon. "I don't know who you think you are, but you need to stay away from Celia."


Chapter 45

Damon raised an eyebrow. "Excuse me?"

"You heard me," Nathaniel continued, his anger finally showing. "You're not worthy of her. I can give Celia everything she deserves. But you? You can't even support yourself, let alone a woman."

Mrs. Greene watched this confrontation with growing excitement. "He's right, Celia. Listen to what Nathaniel is saying."

"Mom, please stop encouraging this," Celia said, feeling sick.

But Nathaniel was on a roll now. "I tried to be nice about this, but you're obviously too stupid to understand hints. So let me be clear—back off. Celia is going to be my wife, whether she realizes it yet or not."

"Your wife?" Celia stared at him in horror. "Are you insane? I just told you I have absolutely no interest in you!"

"You'll change your mind," Nathaniel said confidently. "Once you see what I can offer compared to this loser."

Damon chuckled, the sound low and amused. "This is funny."

Nathaniel's face went red. "What's funny?"

"You," Damon said simply. "Acting like you own her. Acting like she's some prize you can win by throwing money around."

"I don't act like anything," Nathaniel snapped. "I know what I'm worth. And I know what you're worth—nothing."

Damon's smile widened. "You know what I think?"

"I don't care what you think."

"I think you're scared," Damon said, his voice still calm and amused. "You're scared because, despite all your money and your fancy job, Celia chose me. A guy with no job and no money. That must really hurt your ego."

Mrs. Greene tried to interrupt. "Now wait just a minute—"

But Damon continued, looking directly at Nathaniel. "And you telling me I'm not worthy of Celia? That's the funniest part of all."

"Why is that funny?" Nathaniel demanded.

Damon looked at Celia, his eyes warm and confident. "Because Celia and I are perfect for each other."

Celia felt her heart skip a beat. Even though this was all pretend, the way Damon said it made her face heat up. There was something in his voice, something in the way he looked at her, that made her stomach flutter.

 

For a moment, she almost forgot this was all an act.

"Perfect for each other?" Nathaniel laughed harshly. "You're delusional."

He stared at them both, his face twisted with anger and disbelief. His carefully controlled facade had completely crumbled, revealing the entitled, angry man underneath.

"You think you're so clever, don't you?" Nathaniel said, his voice dripping with anger. "Please. We all know what you are. You're just another smooth-talking guy who sweet-talks women into taking care of him. A scammer living off whatever woman is stupid enough to fall for your act."

Mrs. Greene nodded eagerly. "Yes! That's exactly what he is!"

Damon's expression didn't change. His voice stayed calm and steady. "I never said I was broke. And I never said I relied on women to support me."

"You don't have to say it," Nathaniel sneered. "It's obvious. Look at you. No job, no money, no prospects. What else could you be?"

"You can think whatever you want."

Nathaniel's anger grew at Damon's calm response. He had expected Damon to get defensive, to start arguing. Instead, Damon just stood there, completely unbothered.

"Enough!" Celia said loudly, stepping forward. "I can't listen to this anymore!"

Everyone turned to look at her. Her eyes blazing with determination.

"Nathaniel," she said firmly, "I need you to stop talking about Damon like that. "

She moved to stand directly beside Damon, making her choice clear to everyone in the room.

"This is who I choose," she said, looking Nathaniel straight in the eyes. "This is who I want to be with. And if you can't respect that, then there's nothing more to discuss."

Mrs. Greene stepped forward desperately. "Celia. You need to think about this family. We need help. We need Nathaniel's support."

"No, Mom— There's something I need to tell you all."

Mrs. Greene looked hopeful. "Yes?"
 

Celia took a deep breath and spoke clearly so everyone could hear.

"The proposal I took to Anthony Williams, the CEO of Vespera Corporation," she said, her voice growing stronger with each word. "It was approved."

The room went completely silent.

"What?" Mrs. Greene whispered.

"The contract has already been signed," Celia continued, her voice now full of confidence. "The deal went through. And it was all thanks to Damon's help."
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Everyone was stunned. No one could believe that someone as seemingly insignificant as Damon had actually helped Celia secure a deal with Vespera Corporation.

Mrs. Greene gaped at her. “What did you just say?”

“I said the contract went through,” Celia repeated. “Thanks to Damon.”

Nathaniel shook his head. “That’s impossible. He couldn’t have pulled off something like that.”

“But he did,” Celia replied, firm and clear.

Mrs. Greene glanced between the two, her expression twisted in confusion. “How? How could he possibly help with a company like Vespera?”

Mr. Greene stepped forward, voice low with disbelief. “Celia, are you sure?”

“I’m certain, Dad. The contract is signed. It’s done.”

Nathaniel’s face turned red, his voice rising. “That doesn’t make sense! He’s unemployed! He has no status, no network! How could someone like him possibly get involved with Vespera?”

“Someone like me?” Damon asked coldly.

“Yes! You have no job, no money, no background. Vespera is one of the biggest corporations in the city!”

Mrs. Greene nodded. “Nathaniel’s right. It’s absurd. There must be a mistake.”

“There’s no mistake,” Celia said calmly.

“Then explain it,” Mrs. Greene demanded. “How exactly did he help?”

All eyes shifted to Damon. He stood there without flinching, calm under the weight of their stares.

“I know the CEO,” he said simply.

Silence fell over the room again.

“You know the CEO?” Nathaniel repeated, disbelieving.

“Yes.”

“Anthony Williams?”

“That’s right.”

Mrs. Greene let out a sharp laugh. “Oh, please. Do you expect us to believe that?”

“You’re free to believe whatever you want,” Damon said evenly. He chose not to mention that he was the real power behind Vespera. He didn’t want Celia to feel pressured—or deceived.

Nathaniel stepped closer, eyes narrowed. “You’re lying. There’s no way you know Anthony Williams.”

“I’m telling the truth. Believe it or not.”

“It’s true,” Celia cut in. “You’ll have to accept it.”

Nathaniel shook his head violently. “No. This is a scam. A trick. How do you know someone like Anthony Williams?”

Damon paused, glanced at Celia, clearly weighing his words, then turned back. “I helped him once.”

“Helped him how?” Mrs. Greene asked.

Nathaniel scoffed. “That’s your story? You helped a CEO? You?”

“He didn’t just help him,” Celia interjected. “He saved his mother’s life.”

The room froze.

“What?” Mrs. Greene said breathlessly.

Celia nodded. “Anthony Williams’ mother was seriously ill. She was dying. Damon saved her.”

The room was so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

Mrs. Greene stared at Damon. “You… saved her life?”

“It wasn’t a big deal,” Damon said softly.

“Not a big deal?” Celia turned to him. “You saved her life. That’s why he respects you so much.”

Mrs. Greene sank into a chair, stunned. “I can’t believe this…”

“It’s true, Mom,” Celia said. “That’s why Anthony Williams holds Damon in such high regard.”

Mrs. Greene pressed a hand to her chest. “This is… incredible. If you saved his mother’s life, he owes you everything.”

“He doesn’t owe me,” Damon said. “I just did what anyone would’ve done.”

“But not just anyone could’ve saved her,” Celia added. “Only you did.”

Nathaniel looked shaken. But the shock was fading—and doubt was creeping back in.

“Wait a minute,” he said slowly. “If Damon really has these powerful connections, why is he still unemployed? Why doesn’t he have money? Why isn’t he living better?”

Mrs. Greene frowned, narrowing her eyes, nodded. “That’s a fair question. If Anthony Williams really respects you so much, why hasn’t he helped you more?”

Nathaniel crossed his arms. “With one word, Anthony could have changed your life. Given you a job, opened doors. But here you are—still at the bottom.”

Mr. Greene frowned. “It is strange. Someone with that kind of connection shouldn’t be struggling.”

They all turned to Damon again. The disbelief was back, heavier than before.

“Think about it,” Nathaniel pressed. “If you really saved his mother, he’d have made sure you were taken care of. But nothing about your life suggests that!”
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Nathaniel's eyes lit up with satisfaction as he saw the doubt spreading across everyone's faces. This was his chance to expose what he believed was Damon's lie.

"You see?" Nathaniel said, his voice gaining confidence. "I told you something didn't add up."

He stepped closer to Damon, a smug smile spreading across his face.

"I know Anthony Williams," Nathaniel announced. "My father's company has done business with Vespera Corporation for years."

Mrs. Greene looked at him with interest. "Really?"

"Of course. I've met Anthony Williams at several business meetings and social events. We've had dinner together multiple times."

Nathaniel's voice grew more arrogant as he continued.

"And I can tell you one thing for certain—I have never, not once, seen this man with Anthony Williams."

He pointed directly at Damon.

"Never at any meeting, never at any dinner, never at any social gathering. If Damon really knew the CEO as well as he claims, I would have seen them together."

Mrs. Greene nodded eagerly. "That makes perfect sense."

"Exactly," Nathaniel said, his confidence growing. "Anthony Williams runs in very specific circles. The same circles I run in. And Damon is definitely not part of those circles."

He looked around the room, making sure everyone was listening.

"This proves that Damon is lying. He's making up this whole story about knowing Anthony Williams to try to impress you all."

Mr. Greene frowned, looking at Damon. "Is that true?"

Damon remained calm, his expression unchanged. "I won’t change or repeat myself—I’ve already told the truth."

"See?" Nathaniel said triumphantly. "He can't even defend himself properly because he knows he's been caught in a lie."

Mrs. Greene shook her head in disappointment. "I can't believe we almost fell for this."

"The truth is," Nathaniel continued, "Damon probably heard about Celia's meeting with Anthony Williams and decided to take credit for it. He's trying to make himself look important when he had nothing to do with the contract at all."

Celia stepped forward angrily. "That's not true!"

"Celia, wake up," Nathaniel said. "Can't you see what's happening here? He's deceiving you."

Mrs. Greene nodded vigorously. "Nathaniel is right, dear. This man is clearly lying to make himself look better."

Damon looked at Nathaniel with mild amusement. "You seem very sure of yourself."

"I am sure," Nathaniel replied confidently. "Because I actually move in those circles. I actually know these people. And you don't."

"If you say so."

Nathaniel's smile grew wider at Damon's calm response. He was enjoying this moment of victory.

"You know what?" Nathaniel said, his voice taking on a mocking tone. "Since you're clearly struggling so much, I'll help you out."

Mrs. Greene looked interested. "Help him how?"

"Well," Nathaniel said, pretending to think. "My father's company is always looking for janitors. The work isn't glamorous, but it pays decent money."

He looked directly at Damon with fake concern.

"I could put in a good word for you. Get you a job cleaning offices. It would be honest work, which is more than you're doing now."

Mrs. Greene clapped her hands together. "Oh, that's so generous of you, Nathaniel!"

"I try to help when I can," Nathaniel said, his voice dripping with false kindness. "Even someone like Damon deserves a chance to make an honest living."

The insult was clear. Nathaniel was offering Damon the most basic, low-status job he could think of, making it sound like charity.

"What do you say, Damon?" Nathaniel asked. "Would you like me to arrange that janitor position for you?"

Damon looked at him steadily. "No, thank you."

"Are you sure? It's a good opportunity. Steady pay, benefits, job security."

"I'm sure. I don't need your help."

Mrs. Greene's voice rose with anger. "Are you serious right now?"

Everyone turned to look at her.

"You're refusing a job offer?" Mrs. Greene continued, her voice getting louder. "Nathaniel is trying to help you, and you're just going to say no?"

"I have every right to say no," Damon said calmly.

"Every right?" Mrs. Greene repeated, her voice full of scorn. "Who do you think you are to refuse anything?"

She stood up from her chair, her face red with anger.

"You have no job, no money, no prospects, and when someone offers to help you, you act like you're too good for it?"

Nathaniel watched with satisfaction as Mrs. Greene tore into Damon.

"You should be grateful that Nathaniel even considered helping someone like you," Mrs. Greene continued. "Instead, you stand there acting like you have the right to refuse."

"Mom—" Celia started.

"No, Celia!" Mrs. Greene snapped. "I've had enough of this nonsense."

She turned back to Damon, her eyes blazing with anger.

"You lied about knowing Anthony Williams. You lied about helping with the contract. And now you're too proud to accept honest work when it's offered to you."

Mr. Greene nodded slowly, his face showing deep disappointment. "I have to agree with my wife."

He looked at Damon with disgust.

"A man of good character would be grateful for any opportunity to work and provide for himself. The fact that you're refusing shows what kind of person you really are."

Mrs. Greene crossed her arms. "Exactly. Someone with real integrity would jump at the chance to earn honest money."

"But you're too proud," Mr. Greene added. "Too proud to do regular work like regular people."

Nathaniel smiled, pleased with how things were going.

"I was trying to help," he said, shaking his head sadly. "But some people just can't accept help when it's offered."

Mrs. Greene looked at Damon with complete contempt. "This is exactly the kind of man who would lie about knowing important people. Someone who thinks he's above honest work.You're unworthy of Celia. Completely unworthy."

She sneered, turned to Celia. "Now do you see what kind of man you're defending?”
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Celia's face went red with anger as she listened to her parents attack Damon. She couldn't take it anymore.

 

"Stop it!" Celia shouted, her voice shaking with emotion. 

 

Everyone turned to look at her in surprise.

 

"Damon is telling the truth! You can't believe it because you don't want to believe it!" Celia said, her voice getting louder. "You've already made up your minds about him!"

 

Nathaniel stepped forward with a smug smile. "Celia, he's obviously fooled you with his lies."

 

"Shut up! He hasn't fooled me!" Celia snapped. "I know exactly what happened! I was there!"

 

"Then you're being naive," Mrs. Greene said coldly.

 

"I'm not naive! I'm standing by my boyfriend!"

 

Damon, who had been watching calmly, couldn’t help the slightest smile that escaped his lips when he heard Celia call him her boyfriend. Even though it was just an act, it stirred feelings he knew he shouldn’t be feeling right now.

 

Mrs. Greene's face twisted with anger. "Your boyfriend? That man is not worthy of being called your boyfriend! " Mrs. Greene said, her voice filled with rage. "All you care about is defending him! You don't care what this is doing to us! How selfish you are!"

 

Mrs. Greene started pacing around the room, her anger building.

 

"Do you see where we're living?" she demanded, gesturing around the small, rundown house. "Do you see this place?"

 

"Yes, but—"

 

"This old, falling-apart house!" Mrs. Greene continued, her voice getting louder. "This is where your family has to live now!"

 

She pointed at the cracked walls and worn furniture.

 

"Look at this place, Celia! Really look at it! This is humiliating!"

 

"Mom, it's not that bad—"

 

"Not that bad?" Mrs. Greene's voice went up even higher. "This house is a disaster! The paint is peeling, the floors creak, everything is old and broken!"

 

She threw her hands up in frustration.

 

"I can't stand living like this! I hate it! I absolutely hate it!"

 

"I've dreamed my whole life of getting out of this poverty," Mrs. Greene continued, her voice breaking with emotion. "And instead of getting better, everything just gets worse now!"

 

She turned to glare at her husband.

 

"And you!" she said, pointing at Mr. Greene. "You're useless! Completely useless!"

 

Mr. Greene's face turned red, and he gasped in shock at how his wife had just spoken.

 

"You can't even control your own daughter!" Mrs. Greene continued. "You just stand there and let her make terrible decisions that hurt this whole family!"

 

"Honey, please—" Mr. Greene started quietly.

 

"Don't 'honey, please' me!" Mrs. Greene snapped. "If you had any backbone at all, you would have stopped Celia right now!"

 

Mr. Greene looked down at the floor, clearly embarrassed by his wife's harsh words.

 

"But no," Mrs. Greene continued, " You can't even keep our daughter in line to protect this family from bad decisions!"

 

The room fell silent except for Mrs. Greene's heavy breathing. She had worked herself into a complete frenzy, and everyone could see how upset she was.

 

Mr. Greene stood there looking ashamed and defeated, but in the end, he remained silent.

 

Celia had heard enough. Years of keeping quiet, years of trying to be the good daughter, years of accepting her mother's criticism finally came to an end.

 

"That's enough!" Celia shouted, her voice stronger than anyone had ever heard it before.

 

Mrs. Greene stopped pacing and stared at her daughter in shock.

 

Celia stepped forward, her whole body shaking with emotion.

 

"You want to talk about being selfish?" Celia said, her voice getting louder. "Let's talk about who's really selfish in this family!"

 

Mrs. Greene's mouth fell open in surprise.

 

"You say I never think about the family?" Celia continued.  "For years, Mom! For years, I've poured everything I have into this family business!"

 

She started counting on her fingers.

 

"I work sixteen-hour days! I skip meals! I miss sleep! I give up my personal time! All for this family!"

 

"And what do you do?" Celia demanded. "What's your contribution to helping this family?"

 

Mrs. Greene opened her mouth to speak, but Celia wasn’t finished.

 

"I'll tell you what you do!" Celia continued. "You complain! That's all you ever do! You complain and criticize and make sarcastic comments!"

 

"That's not true—"

 

"It is true! When have you ever actually helped?" Celia asked. "When have you ever rolled up your sleeves and worked to fix our problems?"

 

"Never!" Celia answered her own question. "You never help! You just sit back and blame everyone else when things don't go perfectly!"

 

"Celia, you're being disrespectful—"

 

"I'm being honest!" Celia shot back. "For the first time in my life, I'm being completely honest!"

 

She turned to look at both her parents.

 

"You want to know what's really selfish?" Celia asked. "It's selfish to complain about our living situation when Dad already sold everything he could to save the company!"

 

Mr. Greene looked up with surprise.

 

"That's right!" Celia continued. "Dad sold our villa! He sold our car! He sold everything valuable we owned to raise money for the business!"

 

She pointed at her mother.

 

"And instead of being grateful for his sacrifice, what do you do? You call him useless! You blame him for things that aren't his fault!"

 

Mrs. Greene's face went pale.

 

"Dad has worked harder than anyone in this family to try to fix our problems," Celia said, her voice full of emotion. "And all you can do is criticize him and make him feel terrible about himself!"

 

She wiped tears from her eyes.

 

"You say you care about this family?" Celia asked. "You say you care about my future? That's all lies!"

 

"It's not lies—"

 

"Yes, it is!" Celia interrupted, her voice shaking. "All you care about is yourself and your own comfort!"

 

The room was completely silent. Everyone stared at Celia in shock. She had never spoken to her mother like this before. She had never stood up for herself this strongly.

 

But years of frustration and anger had finally boiled over, and there was no stopping her now.


Chapter 49


Damon watched Celia carefully. He could see that she was about to fall apart completely. Her whole body was trembling, and she looked like she might collapse at any moment.

He stepped forward quietly and moved to Celia's side. Without saying a word, he gently placed his hand on her shoulder.


"Hey," he said softly, his voice calm and gentle. "It's okay."


Celia turned to look at him, her eyes red and filled with frustration.


"It's okay," Damon repeated, his voice warm and reassuring. "You don't need to waste your emotions on people like this."


He spoke quietly, just loud enough for her to hear, but his words were filled with understanding and comfort.


"These people don't deserve your anger or your tears," Damon continued gently. "They're not worth getting this upset over."


His words were like a cool breeze on a hot day. Slowly, Celia felt her heart rate starting to slow down. The tight feeling in her chest began to ease.

Celia took a deep breath. Damon's presence beside her, his gentle words, and his calm energy were exactly what she needed.

For the first time since the argument started, she felt like she could think clearly again.

But Mrs. Greene was watching this entire interaction with growing fury. 


"Oh, that's just perfect!" Mrs. Greene said, her voice dripping with sarcasm and rage.


Everyone turned to look at her.


"Look at this," Mrs. Greene continued, pointing at Damon. "The great hero steps in to save the day!"


Damon looked at her calmly but didn't respond.


"You think you're so clever, don't you?" Mrs. Greene said, her voice getting louder. " Pretending to be the caring, understanding boyfriend?”


Damon remained silent, his expression unchanged.


"But I know what you're really doing!" Mrs. Greene continued. "You're deliberately driving a wedge between me and my daughter!"

She looked around the room, making sure everyone was listening.


"He waits for the perfect moment when emotions are high, and then he steps in like some kind of savior!" Mrs. Greene said. "It's all part of his plan!"

Nathaniel, who had been watching this whole scene unfold, saw his opportunity to join the attack.


He stepped forward with a sneer on his face.


"Your mother's absolutely right," Nathaniel said, his voice full of mockery. "This is exactly the kind of cheap trick I'd expect from someone like him."


Damon turned to look at Nathaniel, his expression still calm.


"You want to know what I think?" Nathaniel continued, his voice getting more confident. "I think you've been waiting for a moment like this."


He looked directly at Damon with disgust.


"It's a classic manipulation tactic," Nathaniel said. "Wait for someone to be emotional, then offer 


"That's not genuine care," he continued. "He's taking advantage of your vulnerability to make you depend on him more."

But Damon didn't look angry or defensive. He didn't look hurt or offended. Instead, he looked completely calm and unmoved by their words.


When he finally spoke, his voice was steady and controlled.


"Are you finished?" Damon asked quietly.


Nathaniel blinked in surprise. That wasn't the response he had expected.


"I asked if you were finished," Damon repeated, his tone still calm and even.


"I... what?" Nathaniel stammered.


Damon looked at both Nathaniel and Mrs. Greene with complete composure.


"You can say whatever you want about me," Damon said, his voice firm but not angry. "You can make up whatever stories make you feel better about yourselves."


He paused for a moment, letting his words sink in.


"I know who I am," he said simply. "I know what my intentions are. And most importantly, Celia knows who I am."


He looked directly at Nathaniel.

Nathaniel's face was turning red with frustration.

Nathaniel sneered again, his voice dripping with mockery. "Oh, how noble of you."

"You know what I find really interesting?" Nathaniel said. "You claim to care so much about Celia — so why hadn't you helped her solve all her problems?"

He crossed his arms and stepped closer.

"Why did you let her work sixteen-hour days? Why did you let her family live in this terrible house? Why did you let them worry about money?"

"Because he can't actually help," Mrs. Greene said with conviction. "He's been lying this whole time."

Nathaniel smiled coldly. "If you truly cared about Celia, if you were really capable, you would have done it already."

"But you aren't," he continued, his voice full of contempt. "Because you can't. Because everything you've said is just empty talk."

Damon looked at Nathaniel with calm eyes.

"I don't need others telling me what to do," Damon replied evenly.

"What I choose to do, when I choose to do it, and how I choose to do it are my decisions to make."

Mrs. Greene had been listening with growing frustration. 


Suddenly, her face lit up with an idea. A smile spread across her lips. She saw this as her chance to finally expose what she believed was Damon's deception.

Her voice cut through the tension in the room like a knife.

"You want to know what I think?" Mrs. Greene said, her voice loud and challenging.

Everyone turned to look at her.

"I think we should put an end to all this talking," she continued, her eyes fixed on Damon. "I think it's time for you to prove yourself once and for all.

"Mom, what are you doing?" Celia asked nervously.

Mrs. Greene stepped forward, her face showing complete confidence.

"I'm doing what's right. If Damon really loves you, Celia, if he really cares about you like he says he does," she said, her voice getting stronger, "then he should just give us the money we need."

The room went silent. Everyone stared at Mrs. Greene in surprise.

"Mom—" Celia started.

"No, let me finish," Mrs. Greene interrupted, her voice full of determination. "We need five million dollars to save the company and get back on our feet."

She looked directly at Damon with a challenging expression.

"Five million dollars," she repeated. " If you really love my daughter, then just give her the money." 


Chapter 50



Mrs. Greene was certain Damon couldn’t afford such a sum and only wanted to use this to humiliate him.


Nathaniel's eyes lit up with understanding. He could see exactly what Mrs. Greene was doing.

"That's brilliant," Nathaniel said with a grin. "Let's see if he can actually back up all his big talk."

Mrs. Greene nodded, her confidence growing.

"Exactly," she said. "No more stories about knowing important people. No more claims about helping with contracts. Just action."

She crossed her arms and stared at Damon.

"Five million dollars," she said again. "Right now. If you really love Celia, then prove it."

"Mom, stop," Celia said, her voice full of embarrassment.

"No!" Mrs. Greene snapped. "I'm tired of listening to empty talk and made-up stories!"

"He's been acting like some kind of hero like he's so important and powerful," she continued. "Well, now it's time to see if any of it is true."

Nathaniel was practically glowing with excitement.

"This is perfect," he said. "Either he admits he doesn't have the money, or he proves he's been lying about everything."

Mrs. Greene smiled coldly.

"I'm certain he can't afford such a sum," she said, her voice full of conviction. "I'm absolutely certain of it."

"He's only been pretending to be capable and love Celia," she continued. "But now we'll see the truth."

"Mom, you can't just—" Celia started to protest.

"Yes, I can!" Mrs. Greene interrupted. "This is my house, and this is my family, and I have every right to ask for proof!"

She turned back to Damon with a challenging stare.

"So what's it going to be?" she asked. "Are you going to keep making excuses, or are you going to show us this money you supposedly have?"

"Five million dollars," Nathaniel repeated with a mocking laugh. "Let's see it."

Mrs. Greene nodded eagerly. "That's right. Show us the money. Right now."

The room fell completely silent. Everyone was staring at Damon, waiting to see what he would do.

Celia looked worried. She wanted to defend Damon, but she also knew that fifty thousand dollars was a huge amount of money. She wasn't sure what he would say.

Nathaniel was grinning widely, convinced that he was about to watch Damon be completely humiliated.

Mrs. Greene stood with her arms crossed, absolutely certain that Damon would have to admit he didn't have the money.

But Damon's expression didn't change at all. He looked completely calm and unbothered by their challenge.

Without saying another word, Damon reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone.

The room watched in complete silence as he unlocked it and scrolled through his contacts.

Then, still without speaking, he pressed a number and put the phone to his ear.

After a moment, someone picked up on the other end.

"Hello," he said into the phone.

Everyone in the room leaned forward, trying to hear what was happening.

"I need you to transfer some money," Damon continued, speaking clearly into the phone. "Five million dollars."

Mrs. Greene's confident expression started to waver slightly.

"Transfer it to..." Damon paused and looked at Celia. "What's your account number?"

Celia stared at him in shock. "What?"

"Your bank account number," Damon said calmly. "What is it?"

Celia was so surprised she could barely speak. With trembling hands, she gave him her account information.

Damon repeated the numbers into the phone clearly and precisely.

"Yes," he said. "Transfer it now."

The voice on the other end of the phone was clear enough that some people in the room could hear it.

"Yes, sir," the voice said respectfully. "The transfer can be made immediately."

Mrs. Greene's face went pale.

"Is there anything else you need, sir?" the voice on the phone continued. "Would you like us to send additional funds? We can transfer as much as you require.

"No," he said simply. "Five million is sufficient."

"Understood, sir. The transfer is being processed now. It should appear in the account within minutes."

Everyone stared at Damon in absolute shock.

Mrs. Greene's mouth was hanging open. Her confident, challenging expression had completely disappeared.

Mr. Greene was staring with wide eyes, unable to believe what he had just witnessed.

Even Celia was surprised.

Nathaniel's smug grin had vanished. He was staring at Damon with confusion and disbelief.

Nobody knew what to say.

Damon's calm, decisive actions had left everyone at the scene completely stunned.

But Nathaniel, still unwilling to give in, was the first to break the silence.

He let out a forced laugh and shook his head.

"Oh, please," Nathaniel said, his voice full of scorn. "You really think we're going to fall for that?"

He looked around the room with a mocking expression.

"That was obviously fake," he continued. "That whole phone call was just an act."

Nathaniel crossed his arms and smirked.

"Anyone can pretend to make a phone call," he said. "Anyone can have a friend on the other end pretending to be some kind of assistant."

"You think we're stupid enough to believe that little performance?" Nathaniel asked. "You probably called one of your friends and told them to play along with your lie."

Nathaniel smiled coldly.

"Nice try," he said to Damon. "But your little show doesn't prove anything. It was all fake.”
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"Really? That's your big plan? Getting some poor friend to pretend for you?" Nathaniel laughed harshly.


 "Oh, I see now. You told him to act like he was Anthony Williams, right?" He turned to the others with a smug grin. "Did you hear that? He claims he just spoke with Anthony Williams himself!"


 Nathaniel shook his head. "Anthony Williams? The most powerful businessman in the city? And we're supposed to believe he takes calls from... you?"


 Mrs. Greene crossed her arms. "This is ridiculous. A grown man who won't stop lying."


 "Exactly!" Nathaniel jumped in. "Anthony Williams has entire teams handling his calls. You expect us to believe he picked up personally? To transfer five million dollars? Just like that?"


 His eyes narrowed on Damon. "That amount proves you're lying. Five million dollars? You act like it's pocket change. I bet you've never seen that much money in your life."


 "Stop it, Nathaniel," Celia said, her voice shaking. She felt tired and helpless—they wouldn't listen to reason.


 Nathaniel ignored her, his gaze fixed on Damon. "You and your broke friend were bluffing. That call was pathetic."


 Damon's face showed nothing. No anger, no embarrassment. He simply pressed his thumb to the screen and ended the call—but inside, he couldn't wait to see their faces change.


 "See?" Nathaniel pointed at him. "He hung up! The moment I called him out, he ended it!"


 On the other end, Anthony Williams had heard everything before the call dropped. His face went pale as Nathaniel's mocking words echoed in his ears. Fear gripped him—Nathaniel had just insulted Damon.


 The room grew tense. Everyone stared at Damon—a man who claimed to move millions with one call, yet now stood silent under their mockery.


 Mr. Greene glanced at Damon with growing doubt.


 Nobody believed it. Not five million dollars. Not from Damon.


 Celia watched him, her heart pounding. Though worried, she still trusted him.


 "Well?" Nathaniel snapped. "What now? Another fake call? Or are you ready to admit you're a fraud?"


 Damon turned slowly, meeting Nathaniel's glare. His voice stayed calm. "We just need to wait. A few minutes."


 Nathaniel's lip curled. "Wait? For what? Your imaginary money to fall from the sky?" He laughed dryly. "You're stalling. Hoping we'll get bored and leave so you can sneak out."


 He leaned closer, sneering. "I'm going to enjoy watching you stand here like a fool until you crawl out in shame."


 Damon only shrugged, as if Nathaniel's voice was background noise. He looked at Celia and gave her a small nod.


 The room fell silent, everyone waiting.


 One minute passed. Then two.


 "Any second now, right?" Nathaniel said. "Maybe the money's stuck in traffic?"


 Three minutes. Four.


 Just as Nathaniel opened his mouth again, a sharp sound cut through the silence.


 Every head turned toward Celia's purse.


 She jumped, eyes wide, digging into her bag with trembling fingers. Her phone lit up with a notification.


 "Well? Who is it?" Mrs. Greene barked. "Another fake friend?"


 Celia hesitated, then tapped the screen. Her banking app opened.


 She froze.


 Her breath stopped. Her hands went still. She stared at the screen, jaw dropping, the phone nearly slipping from her grip.


 "Celia?" Mrs. Greene stepped forward. "Say something!"


 But she couldn't. She blinked once, twice. Closed the app. Opened it again. The number stayed the same.


 Balance: $5,000,000.00


 "What's wrong?" Nathaniel stormed over. "Let me guess—the transfer failed, right?"


 Celia looked up at Damon, her face pale, lips parted. No words came. She only shook her head slowly.


 "Let me see that," Mrs. Greene snapped, grabbing the phone.


 Nathaniel and Mr. Greene leaned in. The moment they saw the screen, silence fell over the room.


 Everyone froze—except Damon, who wore a slight smile. Shock spread across their faces. The air grew heavy and still.


 Nathaniel reacted first. His shocked face suddenly turned red with anger.


 He shook his head violently. "No," he hissed, his voice cracking. "It's not real."


 He pointed a shaking finger at the phone. "That's fake! It has to be!"


 He looked wildly at Damon. "You forged it! That's a fake message! A screenshot you edited! Anyone can do that!"


 Nathaniel's voice got louder. "You're a liar! That's not real money! You sent her a fake notification to trick us!”
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Despite Nathaniel's accusations, Damon stayed calm. His face showed no anger or frustration. He stood there patiently, like someone watching a child throw a tantrum.


 "You can believe whatever makes you comfortable," Damon said quietly.


 Nathaniel's face grew redder. "I know you're lying!"


 Still unwilling to give up, Nathaniel pulled out his phone with shaking hands. "I'm calling Anthony Williams's secretary right now. I'm going to prove this once and for all."


 He scrolled through his contacts frantically. "I have his office number. When his secretary tells me he never called you, everyone will see the truth."


 Nathaniel found the number and was about to press call when his phone rang. The sound caught everyone's attention.


 He looked down at the caller ID. His eyes went wide.


 "Anthony Williams," he read aloud, barely a whisper.


 For a moment, Nathaniel was overjoyed. A huge smile spread across his face.


 "Perfect!" he said excitedly. "This is even better! Anthony Williams is calling me directly!"


 He looked around triumphantly. "Now I can expose Damon right to his face! Anthony Williams will tell me he never called anyone about any money transfer!"


 Nathaniel answered confidently. "Hello, Mr. Williams! This is perfect timing, I was just about to—"


 His voice cut off instantly.


 Even from across the room, everyone could hear the furious voice coming through the phone. Anthony Williams was shouting so loudly that his words filled the entire living room.


 "IDIOT! WHAT THE HELL IS WRONG WITH YOU?"


 Nathaniel's confident smile vanished. His face went pale.


 "Mr. Williams, I—"


 "SHUT UP AND LISTEN!" Anthony Williams roared. "I just got off the phone with someone very important, and I heard everything you said!"


 "I don't understand—"


 "YOU'VE BEEN INSULTING MR. DAMON! CALLING HIM A LIAR! MOCKING HIM!"


 The entire room was silent except for Anthony Williams's furious voice.


 "That call you heard? That was real! Every word! I personally authorized that five-million-dollar transfer!"


 Nathaniel's hand holding the phone began to shake.


 "But Mr. Williams, how could you know—"


 "BECAUSE I WAS ON THE CALL, YOU IDIOT! Mr. Damon called me directly! He has my personal number! He can reach me anytime!"


 Mrs. Greene's mouth fell open. Mr. Greene stared in shock.


 "You want to know why?" Anthony Williams continued, his voice still full of rage. "Because he saved my mother's life! He's one of the most important people I know!"


 Despite his anger, Anthony was careful not to reveal Damon's identity.


 "Mr. Williams, please—"


 "I'M NOT FINISHED! Do you have any idea what you've done? You've insulted someone I respect more than anyone!"


 "And because of your behavior, because of your disrespect, you are FIRED! Effective immediately! You no longer work for any company connected to me!"


 "No, please, Mr. Williams—"


 "I don't want to hear another word! And let me make something very clear!"


 His voice became even more serious.


 "If you ever dare to offend Mr. Damon again, you will be permanently blacklisted from this entire industry! I will make sure you never work in business again!"


 "Do you understand me?" Anthony Williams demanded.


 Nathaniel could barely speak. "Yes... Yes, sir."


 "Good! Now stay away from Mr. Damon! Stay away from Miss Celia as well! And never contact me again!"


 The line went dead.


 Nathaniel stood there holding his phone, staring at it in complete shock. His face was white as paper. His hands shook so badly that he could barely hold it.


 The silence was deafening.


 Then, as the full weight hit him, Nathaniel's legs gave out. He collapsed to the floor with a loud thud, his phone sliding across the room.


 The entire living room was silent. Everyone looked stunned or ashamed. No one knew what to say.


 Celia finally let out a long sigh of relief. A small smile appeared on her face. Damon had proven her judgment right. Her trust in him was justified.


 As the tension eased, something remarkable happened. Celia's family's attitude toward Damon changed completely.


 Mr. Greene, who had been suspicious and cold all evening, now looked at him with clear admiration.


 "I owe you an apology," Mr. Greene said quietly, his voice full of respect. "I was wrong about you. Completely wrong."


 Mrs. Greene, who had been the most hostile, suddenly became enthusiastic and welcoming.


 "Oh my goodness!" she said, her voice bright and cheerful. "Son, please forgive us! We didn't understand who you really are!"


 She clapped her hands together excitedly.


 "You must stay for dinner! I insist! Let me cook something special!"


 Her attitude toward Nathaniel, however, flipped entirely. She looked down at him on the floor with complete disgust.


 "Get out," she said coldly.


 Nathaniel was still on the floor, too shocked and humiliated to move.


 "I said get out!" Mrs. Greene repeated harshly. "You embarrassed our family! You made us look like fools!"


 "I should have listened to my daughter. You kept causing trouble, preventing us from seeing the truth about Damon. You would have driven someone this important out of our lives—someone who loves my daughter unconditionally," Mrs. Greene continued.


 "You're not welcome here anymore. You don't deserve my daughter just because you have money. She needs someone to love her, like my future son-in-law does. Now get out before you cause more trouble."


 Unable to bear the humiliation any longer, Nathaniel scrambled to his feet. Without looking at anyone, without saying another word, he fled in complete disgrace.
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After the drama with Nathaniel, the family gathered around the dinner table. Mrs. Greene had prepared a feast, constantly serving Damon the best dishes and treating him like royalty.


 "Please, eat more," Mrs. Greene said, placing another portion on Damon's plate. "You must be hungry after dealing with all that nonsense from Nathaniel."


 "Thank you, Mrs. Greene," Damon replied politely. "The food is excellent."


 Mr. Greene nodded approvingly. "My wife is a wonderful cook. We're honored to have you at our table."


 Celia sat quietly, still processing everything that had happened. She glanced at Damon, who remained calm and composed despite the dramatic turn of events.


 "Damon," Mrs. Greene said suddenly, "I have to ask you something. How did you know Anthony Williams would call like that? The timing was perfect."


 Damon set down his chopsticks and looked at her directly. "Sometimes people make assumptions about others without knowing the full story. I've learned that patience often reveals the truth better than arguments."


 "That's very wise," Mr. Greene said. "I'm ashamed of how we treated you earlier. We judged you too quickly."


 "Everyone makes mistakes," Damon said simply. "What matters is how we handle them afterward."


 Mrs. Greene beamed at his response. "You're so mature and understanding. Celia is lucky to have someone like you."


 Celia felt her cheeks warm at her mother's words. She looked down at her plate, not knowing what to say.


 As the evening continued, Mrs. Greene kept praising Damon and asking him questions about his relationship with Celia. Damon answered thoughtfully, never revealing too much but always remaining respectful.


 When dinner finally ended, Mrs. Greene looked at the clock on the wall. "Oh my, it's already past ten o'clock."


 "I should probably head back," Damon said, starting to stand up.


 "No, no, no!" Mrs. Greene said quickly, waving her hands. "You can't leave at this hour. The roads are dangerous at night, and you've already done so much for our family today."


 "I don't want to impose," Damon said politely.


 "Nonsense! You're practically family now. You should stay overnight. Right, Celia?"


 Celia looked up, surprised and shy. "Mom, I'm sure Damon has his own plans."


 "Actually," Mrs. Greene said with a meaningful smile, "this would be a perfect opportunity for you two to spend more time together. Young couples need to get to know each other better."


 Celia's face turned red. "Mom, what are you saying?"


 "I'm saying that you two should take advantage of this time to develop your relationship further," Mrs. Greene said with a wink. "After all, you're both adults."


 "Mrs. Greene," Damon said calmly, "I don't want to make anyone uncomfortable."


 "Oh, you won't," Mrs. Greene said enthusiastically. "Celia would love to have you stay, wouldn't you, dear?"


 Celia hesitated, looking between her mother and Damon. Finally, she nodded shyly. "If you don't mind, you can stay."


 "It's settled then," Mrs. Greene said happily. "But we have a small problem. We don't have a guest room. The only extra space is Celia's room."


 "Mom!" Celia protested, her face burning with embarrassment.


 "What? You're both grown-ups," Mrs. Greene said factually. "Besides, you're dating, aren't you?"


 Damon looked at Celia, who was clearly flustered. "If it makes you uncomfortable, I can find somewhere else to stay."


 "No, it's fine," Celia said quietly, not meeting his eyes. "You can stay in my room."


 Mrs. Greene clapped her hands together. "Wonderful! I'll get you some fresh towels."


 A few minutes later, Celia led Damon to her room. She opened the door and stepped inside, suddenly aware of how personal and private this space was.


 "This is my room," she said awkwardly, gesturing around the small but tidy space.


 Damon looked around respectfully. The room was simple but comfortable, with a single bed, a small desk, and a dresser. Everything was neat and organized.


 "It's nice," he said sincerely. "Very peaceful."


 "I'm sorry it's so small," Celia said, wringing her hands nervously. "And I'm sorry about the sleeping arrangements. I can sleep on the floor, and you can take the bed."


 "I'm not letting you sleep on the floor in your own room," Damon said firmly. "I'll take the floor."


 "But you're the guest," Celia protested.


 "And you're a lady," Damon replied. "That settles it."


 Before Celia could argue further, there was a knock on the door. "Come in," she called out.


 Mrs. Greene entered carrying a clean bathrobe and some towels. "Here are some things for Damon," she said, handing them to him. "I hope you'll be comfortable."


 She looked between Damon and Celia, noticing the awkward tension in the room. "You two seem a bit stiff," she said with a knowing smile. "There's no need to be so formal with each other. You should relax and enjoy each other's company."


 "Mom," Celia said weakly.


 "What? I'm just saying you should make the most of this time together," Mrs. Greene said with a wink. "Young love is precious. Don't waste it being shy."


 She headed toward the door, then paused. "Oh, and don't worry about making noise. Your father and I sleep very soundly."


 "Mom!" Celia called out, but her mother was already closing the door behind her.


 The room fell silent. Celia stood frozen, mortified by her mother's obvious hints. Damon remained calm, but she could see the slight tension in his posture.


 "I can't believe she said that," Celia muttered, covering her face with her hands.


 "She's just happy for you," Damon said gently. "She wants you to be with someone who treats you well."


 Celia looked up at him through her fingers. "But that's just it. She's acting like we're a real couple, but we're not. This whole thing started as a fake relationship to get rid of Nathaniel."


 "I know," Damon said quietly.


 "I feel terrible about dragging you into all this family drama," Celia continued, her voice filled with guilt. "First, I made you pretend to be my boyfriend, then my mother insulted you, and now you're stuck staying in my room because of me."


 "Celia," Damon said, his voice gentle but firm. "You don't need to apologize for any of this."


 "But I do," she insisted. "You've done so much for me, and I've caused you nothing but trouble."


 Damon stepped closer to her, his expression serious. "Listen to me carefully. You haven't caused me any trouble. Everything I've done, I've done because I wanted to help you."


 "But why?" Celia asked, looking up at him with confused eyes. "Why would you go through all this for someone you barely know?"


 Damon was quiet for a moment, choosing his words carefully. "Because you're a good person who deserves to be treated with respect. And because I don't like seeing people hurt you."


 "You really mean that?" Celia asked softly.


 "I do," he said without hesitation. "And if you need me to keep pretending to be your boyfriend to protect you from people like Nathaniel, I'll do it as many times as necessary."


 Celia felt her heart skip a beat at his words. "You would really do that?"


 "Of course," Damon said simply. "That's what friends do for each other."


 "Friends," Celia repeated, though something in her chest tightened at the word.
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Celia didn't know why she felt sad when Damon said they were friends. Maybe their act had felt so real that his words caught her off guard. But she quickly pushed the thought away.


 "Thank you," she said softly. "For everything you've done today. For standing up to Nathaniel, for helping my family, for being here when I needed someone."


 "You don't need to thank me for any of that," Damon replied, his voice steady and sincere. "I told you before, I don't like seeing people hurt you. That includes your own family when they don't see your worth."


 Celia felt her heart flutter at his words. "You really think I'm worth all this trouble?"


 "I think you're worth much more than you realize," Damon said simply. "And I think it's time you started believing that about yourself too."


 She gazed at him for a while, realizing that the fake relationship they had started was beginning to feel less fake with every passing hour.


 "I should probably take a shower," Celia said finally, breaking the tension. "It's been a long day, and I feel like I need to wash away all the stress from tonight."


 Damon nodded, stepping back to give her space.


 Celia gathered some clothes from her dresser, her movements a bit awkward under his gaze. "There are extra towels in the cabinet if you need them later."


 "Thank you," Damon said, settling into the chair by her desk. "I'll be here when you get back."


 As Celia headed toward the bathroom door, she paused and looked back at him. "Damon?"


 "Yes?"


 "I'm really glad you're here tonight. I don't think I could have handled all of this alone."


 "You won't have to handle anything alone as long as I'm around," he said, meeting her eyes directly. "That's a promise."


 Celia smiled softly before going into the bathroom.


 Once she was gone, Damon exhaled slowly. Her scent lingered in the air—something soft and clean that made it impossible to ignore she'd just been there. His fingers tightened around the armrests of the chair. He shouldn't have been affected. But he was.


 He tried to look around the room—at the books, the photos, the neat way she folded her clothes—but it didn't work. His thoughts kept circling back to her. The way she looked at him earlier. The way her voice softened when she said she was glad he was there. The way her eyes lingered before she disappeared into the bathroom.


 The sound of water running didn't help. It made everything worse. He imagined her standing beneath the spray, the steam curling around her. He clenched his jaw and shifted in the chair, staring at a framed photo of her with her parents, trying to think of anything else—anything but the curve of her smile, the shape of her legs, the subtle sway of her hips when she walked away.


 He cursed under his breath and stood up, pacing slowly across her rug. This wasn't like him. He was calm. Controlled. Always. But here, in her room, with her scent in the air and her voice echoing in his memory—he felt a part of himself slipping.


 Then the bathroom door opened.


 He turned, and the breath caught in his chest.


 Celia stepped out, hair damp and falling over her shoulders, a loose nightgown clinging to her figure. The fabric was modest enough, but it hugged her in all the wrong—or maybe all the right—places. His eyes dipped for only a second before he forced them away, but the damage was done. The image was burned into his brain.


 She looked up—and caught him staring.


 Their eyes met. Neither of them spoke.


 Celia felt heat rise in her cheeks. There was something in the way he looked at her that made her stomach flutter. The air in the room seemed thicker somehow, charged with an energy she had never experienced before.


 "I brought you some things," she said, trying to break the tension. She handed him a spare toothbrush and some toiletries. "In case you want to freshen up too."


 "Thank you," Damon said, taking the items from her. Their fingers brushed briefly, and both of them felt a small electric shock at the contact.


 "I'll just be a few minutes," he said, heading toward the bathroom door.


 "Take your time," Celia replied, her voice barely above a whisper.


 After Damon left, Celia sat on her bed, trying to calm her racing heart. After all, it was the first time she had ever brought a man into her room to spend the night.


 When Damon returned, he had removed his clothes and was wearing the bathrobe Mrs. Greene had given him. Celia found herself staring at the small glimpse of his chest, feeling her face grow warm again.


 "So," she said, trying to sound casual, "we should probably figure out the sleeping arrangements."


 "I already told you," Damon said firmly, "I'm taking the floor. It's not up for discussion."


 "But this is my room," Celia protested. "You're my guest. I can't let you sleep on the hard floor."


 "And I can't let a lady sleep on the floor while I take her bed," Damon replied. "That's not how I was raised."


 Celia bit her lip, thinking. "What if we shared the bed?"


 Damon raised an eyebrow. "Celia..."


 "I mean," she said quickly, her face reddening, "what if we put pillows down the middle or something? Like a barrier? The bed is big enough for two people if we stay on our own sides."


 "Are you sure about that?" Damon asked carefully. "I don't want you to feel uncomfortable."


 "I trust you," Celia said simply. "You've had plenty of chances to take advantage of me today, and you haven't. Besides, it's just sleeping. We're both adults."


 Damon studied her face, looking for any sign of doubt or fear. When he saw only trust and determination, he nodded slowly. "If you're absolutely sure, then okay. But if you change your mind at any point, just say so."


 "I won't change my mind," Celia said, though her heart was beating fast enough that she wondered if he could hear it.
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The pillows lay between them like a wall, but they did little to ease the tension in the air. Celia lay on her side, facing away from Damon, trying to control her racing heart. She could feel his presence behind her, solid and warm, separated only by the flimsy barrier of pillows.


 Neither of them moved, both pretending to be relaxed while being acutely aware of each other.


 "Thank you again for the advance payment," Celia said softly into the darkness, breaking the heavy silence. "I know it's unusual for Vespera to pay so early, but I appreciate that Anthony Williams did this because of your relationship with him."


 Damon remained quiet for a moment. He could correct her, tell her the truth that the money came from his personal account, but something held him back. "You don't need to thank me," he finally said.


 Celia shifted slightly, the mattress dipping with her movement. "I do, though. You don't know how much this helps my family." She paused, taking a deep breath. "I should probably explain why we needed it so badly."


 "You don't have to tell me if you're not comfortable," Damon said gently.


 "No, I want to," Celia replied, her voice growing softer. "It's about my grandfather. He... he had a gambling problem."


 Damon listened intently as she continued.


 "It started small at first. A few bets here and there. But it grew worse over time. He started borrowing money, making bigger bets, convinced he could win it all back." Celia's voice cracked slightly.


 "Before anyone realized how bad it had gotten, he had gambled away almost everything. Our family business, the one my father had worked so hard to build up, was drowning in debt."


 Damon felt a deep ache in his chest as he heard the pain in her voice.


 "My father tried everything to save it. He worked day and night, sold off assets, and even mortgaged our house. But the debt was too big." Celia pulled her blanket closer. "That's why this contract with Vespera means so much to us. It's our chance to start rebuilding."


 Damon's hands clenched beneath the covers, wanting to reach out, to comfort her, but he remained still. The weight of her family's struggles, the burden she'd been carrying silently, made him want to protect her even more.


 "Oh!" Celia suddenly said, her voice brightening slightly. "Speaking of rebuilding, did you hear that Vivienne Ashford is coming to the city tomorrow?"


 Damon's entire body tensed at the name, though Celia didn't notice.


 "She's amazing, isn't she?" Celia continued enthusiastically. "I've read so much about her. The way she runs her family's business, how she handles herself in a male-dominated industry... she's everything I aspire to be."


 Each word about Vivienne felt like a knife twisting in Damon's chest, but he forced himself to remain silent.


 "I know it sounds silly," Celia said, her voice growing dreamy with fatigue, "but I was thinking of going to the airport tomorrow, just to see her arrive. Even if it's just from a distance. Just to get a glimpse of someone so incredible..."


 Her words trailed off as exhaustion finally began to overtake her. "I probably won't actually do it... It's just a silly dream..."


 Damon listened as her breathing gradually slowed and deepened, signaling she had finally drifted off to sleep. Only then did he allow himself to turn and look at her.


 The moonlight filtering through her curtains cast a soft glow on her face, peaceful in sleep, unaware of the turmoil she had stirred in him with her innocent words about Vivienne.


 Looking at Celia's peaceful expression, Damon felt his heart soften despite the painful memories Vivienne's name had awakened. This gentle, hardworking woman beside him deserved to have her wishes granted, even if it meant facing his own past demons.


 As he watched her sleep, Damon made his decision. He would make sure Celia got her wish to meet Vivienne, regardless of his own discomfort. Her happiness was worth more than his desire to avoid old wounds.


 He reached out, almost touching her hair spread across the pillow, then pulled his hand back.


 As he kept gazing at her peaceful, beautiful face, he realized he could stay up all night just to watch her sleep.


