
Chapter 2

	Sebastian lost both his parents young. In my memory he was always frowning, yet his grades were always at the top.

	In college, my family hadn't yet met with disaster, so I did whatever my heart wanted.

	A young girl's heart is always trembling and fervent. By sophomore year, in front of the whole class, I launched a fierce pursuit of him. I became the famous "simp" at Sebastian's side.

	In summer, I'd peel grapes one by one with gloves on and bring them to him. The moment the weather began to cool I'd knit him a scarf, bring him water and food, fuss over his every comfort. Even his buddies said: "A pretty simp like Keira is truly one of a kind in this world."

	Every single thing I thought might move Sebastian, I did. But what he gave me in return was always lukewarm, nothing more.

	I craved a love I couldn't have; Sebastian craved my kindness. We both knew it.

	In this relationship, even when I cheated on his behalf, Sebastian still got a failing grade.

	Senior year, he launched his first startup. I followed him everywhere, running around. Back then my living allowance was plenty, and I even scrimped and saved to spend the money on him.

	I lived with him for two years in a cramped rental that cost six hundred a month, and once drank myself into a stomach bleed courting investors for him.

	I was there for so many of his firsts—the first investment landed, the first money earned, the first car bought…

	Through those brief days of borrowed warmth, I told myself that at last I'd thawed the stone that was Sebastian. Everyone said the simp's spring had finally come.

	Until a flood of strangers poured into my social-media inbox, and the whole beautiful illusion shattered for good.

	They told me Sebastian had posted a video of me living with him in that rental, eating instant noodles, captioned: "It won't be like this forever. There'll be bread. There'll be love too."

	Sharp-eyed users immediately dug up his "saved" folder—every bit of it another girl.

	No surprise. Things forced into being—it wasn't only his heart he kept private from me.

	From the screenshots strangers sent, I recognized that face.

	How could I not? Whenever she appeared, the crease in Sebastian's brow that nothing else could smooth would always ease.

	Vivienne—the goddess Sebastian could never win, the girl who'd once sneered that I treasured the poor boy she'd thrown away.

	He even said only Vivienne deserved the future he'd traded his life for.

	So it wouldn't be making do with me forever. The money would come, and so would being with her—was that it?

	The rain that day was so similar. I confronted him, crying, but he said Vivienne had once given him spiritual encouragement in his youth, that she was his salvation.

	And me? What was I, then?

	A housekeeper who rose early and slaved late doing chores? A partner who shielded him from toasts and entertained clients? Or Vivienne's temporary stand-in…

	For the first time, I lost my temper at him, hysterical with pain, while he spoke with icy calm: "You were the one who insisted on being with me. You threw yourself at me. Isn't all of this what you brought on yourself?"

	Brought on myself.

	So the other word for besotted love was: serves you right.

	The surging grievance drained away into one powerless sentence: "You deserve to live your whole life in this rental."

	The echo of my scream seemed to hang in the air still, but reality dealt me a slap.

	Fate had never tilted in my favor. Now Sebastian was dressed to the nines, impeccable; the only bedraggled one was me.

	He'd made his name now, a man of power and money everyone wanted to court.

	And I wore the uniform of a fine-dining restaurant's floor manager, my meticulously styled hair soaked through by the rain, looking like a clown.

	Sebastian's face carried mockery, his brows adding a thread of distaste. "Long time no see. So one week turned out to be five years."

	I kept my head down. I knew what he meant.

	Back when I left him, I'd said I'd be back in a week.

	


Chapter 3

	Back then Sebastian and I had spent half a year on a business plan. Once it succeeded, the returns would be considerable.

	Even in our cold war, I wanted to see it through. It was my work too.

	I needed to take a one-week business trip out of town, and Sebastian said he'd drive me to the airport.

	But that day, in his passenger seat, sat Vivienne.

	Vivienne was as at ease as if she were the car's mistress, casually flipping on the display and playing a breakup song.

	The air in the car was strange, because we all knew exactly what each of us was thinking, and yet no one said a word.

	One word from Vivienne—a stomachache—and Sebastian couldn't focus on driving at all.

	Between Vivienne and me, he chose to leave me on the side of the road to hail my own cab.

	The car stopped beneath an overpass, and I asked him, "We're almost there. Is it really so hard to drop me at the airport first?"

	But all he tossed back was: "Viv gets delicate. Indulge her."

	The wind was cold. I stood in the rushing traffic, dragging my luggage, and suddenly something inside me sank, deep.

	I'd bought a ticket I'd never return on—but the leaving itself was something I'd decided the moment we fought.

	A person has to come to her senses in time, and to accept her lot in everything.

	At first he'd ask how the deal was going

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 4

	Dad's call came again. My mom had taken her medicine for so many years, and her condition still wasn't under control. Surgery was unavoidable now, but the cost was a number I couldn't bear.

	The compensation hanging over me from Sebastian was salt in the wound. Listening to my parents' earnest concern on the phone, I only said everything was fine on my end.

	But the desperation was something only I knew. My brother still needed occasional hospital checkups. I worked at the restaurant by day and ran a stall in the square at night.

	I'd just hung up when a front-of-house server called me over, anxious. "Manager Sloan, someone's making a scene out front." I sighed, gathered my composure as best I could, and hurried to the front.

	But I never imagined the one making the scene would be Sebastian.

	It wasn't his old style at all—no longer in love, yet still entangling himself with me.

	The server before him kept bowing and apologizing, while Sebastian merely leaned back, tapping the table with one hand, his tone laced with cold. "A fine-dining restaurant this big can't even meet a simple request? Get your manager out here!"

	A few from the back kitchen poked their heads out, whispering.

	"Isn't that Sebastian Vaughn, the CEO of Reverie Group? The young tycoon, the model of startup success—heard he only just came to set up a new branch here this year, said he wanted to finish a dream he never got to in his youth. Didn't expect him to be this hard to please! What good is being that handsome when no one dares go near him."

	"Right. The young and successful ones, most of them are ruthless at heart. Maybe even a little psychologically twisted."

	I forced a professional smile onto my face and walked toward Sebastian.

	The instant he saw me, he stopped tapping, and his face shifted into that smile-that-wasn't-a-smile.

	"I'm the manager. May I ask what your request is, sir?"

	"I want to eat instant noodles."

	I glanced at the two servers apologizing like their lives depended on it; they wore the same helpless looks.

	"I'm sorry, sir. This is a Western restaurant. You can only order what's on the menu."

	Sebastian's tone went flat. "There's nothing money can't solve, is there? Keira, weren't you always the one who thought money was the most all-powerful thing?"

	I didn't answer him.

	"I'll tip you. Do whatever you have to. Five hundred a bowl—will you make it?"

	The bitterness welled up in an instant. I knew clearly: he was trampling my dignity.

	"A thousand a bowl. Will you make it?"

	Once, to ease his burden, I'd scrimped a whole month to scrape together a thousand, thinking only that it might smooth out the crease in his brow.

	"Ten thousand a bowl. Will you make it?"

	"I'll make it!"

	If he wanted to vent his feelings this way, that was his business. After all, money meant nothing to him now—but I'd just scraped together another piece of my mother's surgery fee.

	Nothing in this world had ever been up to me anyway.

	I went to the convenience store nearby and bought a cup of pickled-vegetable noodles, brewed them, and respectfully set them in front of him, sliding the payment code his way.

	Sebastian looked at the steaming cup of noodles and actually let out a soft laugh, jarring against the gentle music of the restaurant.

	"Keira, you really are just the same. No bottom line at all, when it comes to money."

	"Brewing a cup of noodles is hardly a matter of having no bottom line."

	After all, what I'd done for him before was far more abject than this.

	"What about selling me out for money? Selling the project plan I spent half a year painstakingly building to my rival, letting them file the same plan first, at a price thirty percent lower than mine. I could have struggled two fewer years on that project—do you know that? Those two years I lived a life worse than death. It was the hatred of betrayal that kept me going till now, just to come watch in person how you'd crawl at my feet." Sebastian's fist slammed hard onto the table, the noodle broth splashing up with it.

	I flinched at his sudden fury, but more than that, I was completely lost.

	


Chapter 5

	"How much did you sell my plan for?" Sebastian pinched a black card between his fingers and tossed it down at my feet—and tossed down with it, my dignity.

	"I'll pay double. How about you compensate me with two years instead? You threw yourself at me, slept beside me all those years—what's two more years to you?"

	A gash split open in my heart—the pain of being mocked in public, and the pain of those bitter memories.

	Back then I'd planned to finish that project before leaving. The USB drive holding the plan was right in my briefcase.

	Before we went downstairs, my briefcase had been in Sebastian's hands the whole time. But when I went to get into the passenger seat, I found Vivienne already sitting there, telling me leisurely: "I always used to sit in the front."

	The last time. I couldn't be bothered to fight her for it.

	After I landed, the first thing I meant to do was mail the USB over—otherwise, if its contents leaked, I'd never be able to explain myself. But when I opened my briefcase, the USB was already gone.

	Already heartbroken, I'd only assumed Sebastian no longer trusted me and had taken it. I never imagined the USB had actually been stolen.

	And his first reaction was that I'd sold his plan.

	"What if I told you I never sold you out—would you believe me?"

	But Sebastian laughed as if he'd heard the biggest joke in the world, shaking with it. "Hahahahaha!"

	"The same way I'd believe you'd never leave without a word?"

	I couldn't help a bitter smile. "Right. From the moment you suspected me, the verdict was already in. Whether or not I was the criminal didn't matter; you just wanted it to be me—otherwise how could you and Vivienne, the third party, be together with any legitimate excuse?"

	Sebastian's smile froze. His wrist flicked, and the freshly brewed cup of noodles was knocked to the floor.

	"I won't allow you to speak of Viv!"

	Same as ever. Mention Vivienne and he lost his mind.

	The hot broth spattered in tiny drops onto my leg. Not much—it stung only for an instant—but it was enough to clear my head.

	Maybe it was heartache for Vivienne, his emotions too stirred—Sebastian suddenly bent over in a violent coughing fit, the sound like vocal cords tearing, as if he'd cough his very lungs out.

	When he finally calmed, he pulled a cigarette case from his pocket. I stopped him coldly. "Sir, secondhand smoke affects the other guests. Please don't smoke."

	He stared at the case in his hand, lost in thought. "Since you left, not one person has stopped me from smoking."

	"Then you really are lucky, sir—free of one annoying pest." My smile stayed restrained.

	Sebastian rose, smiling. "Keira, if you'd stayed with me back then, you couldn't possibly still be a working girl after all these years."

	I bowed slightly toward him, the same professional, signature smile. "Welcome back next time, sir."

	But my heart had long gone numb and wooden—I couldn't tell what I felt.

	As Sebastian reached the door, my phone chimed an alert.

	"Payment received: ten thousand."

	He and I—this was all the connection we had left.
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