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chapter 1
At Her Husband's Scandal Scene
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Inside a suite on one of the upper floors of the hotel, the room was packed with people. Voices overlapped, footsteps hurried back and forth, and everyone seemed to be busy preparing for something important.

Sylvia Lane was already growing impatient. She turned around and looked at Tessa Ryan.

"Tessa, what exactly are you trying to pull? What is this place?"

"What, you didn't see the sign at the door when you came in?" Tessa said matter-of-factly. "This is Fiona Summers's dressing room. She's the spokesperson for today's Grant Group press conference. Everyone says there's something going on between Gavin Grant and Fiona, so Gavin is definitely going to show up today. We're just taking a little shortcut. This way, we can hand your design proposal to him directly. Who said we couldn't even get through Grant Group's front door, let alone meet Gavin?"

So this was Gavin's press conference.

Cold sweat broke out across Sylvia's back.

Wonderful. Absolutely wonderful.

If Gavin saw her here at a time like this, there would be no way to explain herself. Tessa had dragged her here too quickly. If Sylvia had known where they were going beforehand, she never would have come.

"I've told you before, Sylvia, you're no worse than Fiona," Tessa continued excitedly. "Maybe not only will Gavin take a liking to our company's design proposal, he might even take a liking to you. That would solve your lifelong problem too!"

Sylvia knew Tessa could be reckless, but she had not expected things to go this far. Without another word, she grabbed Tessa's arm and started pulling her toward the exit.

"Sylvia, where are you going? Do you know how hard it was to get this chance?"

"Tessa, I'm truly sorry to waste your precious opportunity," Sylvia said through gritted teeth, "but you dragged me out in such a hurry that I didn't even bring the design proposal. Besides, a listed company is not a children's game, and the CEO of a listed company is not some melodramatic TV character who gives people business opportunities after one casual meeting. If we barge in uninvited like this, we'll only irritate him and possibly drag the company into trouble. So now, are you leaving or not?"

The moment Sylvia put it that way, Tessa finally became nervous.

"I'm leaving. I'm leaving right now."

The two of them hurried toward the door.

Just then, Gavin's rumored girlfriend, top model Fiona, stood up while holding the long train of her gown.

"Gavin is really here?"

The moment Sylvia heard that name, her heart nearly jumped into her throat. She tried to slip out amid the chaos, but because she was walking too quickly, Tessa stumbled behind her with a cry and fell forward, tripping over Fiona's skirt.

Sylvia had already reached the door, but she immediately turned back and crouched down to help Tessa up.

"Tessa, are you all right?"

The room had been crowded and chaotic, so no one had noticed the two of them at first. But now, because of Fiona, every pair of eyes turned toward them.

Tessa got to her feet and narrowed her eyes, about to tell Sylvia she was fine.

Before she could say anything, Fiona strode over and slapped her across the face.

"Where did this blind fool come from? You almost made me embarrass myself!"

The slap brought tears to Tessa's eyes.

They had sneaked in, yes, but hitting someone over something like this was still far too much.

Sylvia turned around, her voice cold.

"Being a famous model gives you the right to hit people?"

Fiona looked the woman in front of her up and down.

Sylvia was dressed in a simple white dress, the standard look of a young office worker. Her face was beautiful, and her poise was far better than Tessa's. The difference between them was obvious at a glance.

Fiona gave her a disdainful look.

"So what if I hit her? Do you know how much this dress costs? Do you know how important today is?"

"No matter how expensive your dress is, it won't be ruined just because someone touched it," Sylvia said evenly. "And between a dress and a young woman's dignity, which one matters more? Fiona, your public image is gentle and graceful, but in private, are you really this petty? This is your endorsement press conference today. If you behave like this, won't it make the company that hired you look just as small-minded?"

Tessa tugged at Sylvia's hand.

"Forget it, Sylvia. Let's just go. Don't make this worse."

She pulled Sylvia toward the door, only to run straight into a man who had just stepped inside.

"Sylvia, it's Gavin! It's really him!" Tessa blurted out.

For a moment, Tessa even forgot the pain on her face. Her voice was not particularly loud, but in the suddenly silent room, every word rang out clearly.

Sylvia felt as if the world had ended.

Gavin.

He was the last person she wanted to see.

Now that she had run into him, all she could do was lower her head and pretend she had not seen him.

Of course she knew it was Gavin. She had been looking at this man for nearly a year.

"Gavin, why did you come here?" Fiona immediately moved toward him. The arrogance she had shown while hitting Tessa vanished at once, replaced by a soft, delicate expression. "Weren't you supposed to wait at the venue? I'm already prepared."

The rumors about Fiona and Gavin had been splashed across gossip magazines so many times that everyone present had long since grown used to them.

Gavin's expression remained cold. He did not respond to Fiona's intimate gesture. Instead, he lowered his gaze toward Tessa.

"You called my name. Were you looking for me?"

He was speaking to Tessa, but his eyes had fallen on Sylvia.

It was her.

The woman his father had once forced him to marry by using company shares as leverage before his death.

The woman who had taken the initiative to state her own terms and marry him.

His secret wife, Sylvia.

Back then, they had simply registered their marriage. There had been no wedding banquet, no public ceremony. The outside world only knew that Gavin was married, but no one knew who his wife was.

This was the first time since their marriage that he had met Sylvia in public like this.

Yet Sylvia did not speak. She did not even look at him. She acted as if she did not know him at all.

It should have been the most natural reaction. After all, when they married, this had been part of their agreement: they would not interfere in each other's private lives.

Even so, Gavin felt an inexplicable irritation rising in him.

In Zhonghai City, almost every woman dreamed of having some connection to him. Even the woman beside Sylvia looked as if she wanted to devour him alive.

But Sylvia remained calm and detached.

Was she afraid to acknowledge him, or did she simply not want to?

"I... we're here because..." Tessa stammered.

"I'm sorry," Sylvia cut in at once, grabbing Tessa's arm. "We walked into the wrong venue. Please excuse us. We still have work to do."

"Stop right there!" Fiona snapped. "You barged into the venue and think you can just leave that easily?"
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Her New Backer Was Her Ex-Boyfriend
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Fiona raised her voice. She was determined to settle the matter right then and there. Better yet, Gavin was standing right there. Sylvia had just dragged Grant Group into her criticism, and with Gavin's temperament, surely Sylvia would not get away with it easily.

"This is a private venue. How did you two get in here?" Fiona demanded. "I have serious reason to suspect you came with bad intentions. I'll call security right now and see whether you still refuse to explain yourselves."

She wanted to keep going. At the very least, she wanted to pin some kind of accusation on Sylvia and Tessa.

A moment ago, Sylvia had looked sharp and fearless. Now, she was silent, tense, and cautious, like a mouse that had suddenly seen a cat.

Sylvia gripped the edge of her skirt. Tessa had already lost her nerve.

Sylvia was just about to speak when Gavin strode toward her. He lowered his head and looked her over.

"You said she isn't suitable to be the spokesperson," he said. "Does that mean you are? Or are you questioning Grant Group's decision?"

Then he turned and wrapped an arm around Fiona's shoulders, raising his voice slightly.

"We'll be late if we don't leave."

His tone sounded almost flirtatious. The question he had thrown at Sylvia made her suddenly realize something. It was also a warning, a reminder of who she was and where she should not appear.

Fiona understood at once. Her demeanor changed completely, and she leaned against him with a sweet, delicate expression that was nothing like the arrogant woman from moments ago.

While Gavin and Fiona acted intimate right in front of her, Sylvia grabbed Tessa and fled in embarrassment.

"Sylvia, why are you running so fast?" Tessa asked as they hurried away. "Gavin actually spoke to us. He doesn't seem that hard to get along with. Maybe we really do have a chance."

Whether it was a chance or not, Sylvia did not know.

But she had known Gavin long enough to understand that he was a man with very firm principles.

She did not know why she was so afraid or why she kept avoiding him. After all, rumors about Gavin's secret marriage had been circulating for a long time, and she was his legal wife. Yet when she saw her own husband flirting with another woman in public, her first reaction was to run.

When she thought about it, the whole thing was almost laughable.

"Does your face hurt?" Sylvia asked, finally lowering her head to check on Tessa. "I'll book a room and get some ice for you."

"It doesn't hurt. It doesn't hurt at all," Tessa quickly said. "Fiona didn't hit that hard. The slap just sounded loud. Besides, this hotel must cost over a thousand a night. That's almost a week of my salary. My face isn't that precious. I'm just a little upset that I got slapped and still didn't manage to take the shortcut."

Tessa had always been careless and big-hearted. Hearing her say that, Sylvia could only laugh helplessly.

"You really leave me speechless sometimes. Fine, you're right. I'll take you to the restroom to wash your face. We'll save the money and have something nice this afternoon instead. We already asked for leave anyway."

Sylvia narrowed her eyes and gave Tessa a light push.

"But Sylvia," Tessa said, unwilling to let the topic go, "Gavin is much more handsome in person than he is in magazines. He kept looking at you just now. I really think you have a chance."

Sylvia was still wondering how to change the subject when their colleague Connor Chase called. He said something major had happened and that they needed to return to the company immediately.

When Sylvia entered the director's office, Connor was smiling so broadly that she had no idea what was going on. After a short silence, she decided to speak first.

"Connor, I'm sorry. Just now, Tessa and I..."

She had never been careless when it came to work.

The only exception was anything involving Gavin.

"We'll set that matter aside for now," Connor said. "And it's not as if we have no chance with Grant Group. But there's a major project here. The client specifically requested you as the lead designer. I assume the designs you completed after joining us have already made some noise in the industry. This is a very good opportunity."

Sylvia was naturally pleased to hear that.

"That's great. Which big company is it? I haven't heard of Huamei International before."

She looked down at the cooperation proposal, her voice carrying a trace of confusion.

"Huamei is a new company," Connor explained, "but the person behind it is backed by Jiang Group. He's the Jiang family's..."

As he explained, Sylvia flipped through the file.

When her eyes fell on the final name, her whole body froze.

Jason Jiang.

It had been a year.

She had never thought she would see this name again.

In an instant, her heart sank straight to the bottom.

"That's right," Connor continued. "He's the only son of Jiang Group, Jason. Jason hasn't returned from overseas yet, but he should be back soon. Sylvia, take a look at the client's requirements first. I'll notify you when it's time for the meeting."

"Connor," Sylvia said, suddenly standing up, "this is such a major project. Perhaps you should assign it to someone else. I still have several projects on hand..."

Anyone could see that she was unsettled. Her hands clutched the file tightly, and her expression was unusually tense.

"Is there a problem with Jiang Group, Sylvia?"

Before Sylvia could answer, Connor frowned.

"As for your current work, I'll have Yvonne Young and the others help you finish it. The client specifically asked for your designs. If we can't win the Grant Group proposal, then this project will become the most important matter for our department this quarter. Sylvia, the survival of the whole department may depend on you this time. You can't let us down."

"I... I won't."

Sylvia returned to her desk with a faint headache. Her thoughts drifted uncontrollably back to a year ago.

She had never imagined she would see Jason again, much less in this way.

She did not know whether he had done it on purpose.

Connor walked out of his office and announced with a smile that everyone could leave early today and go to Midnight Lounge together to celebrate.

The entire office erupted.

Midnight Lounge was one of the top entertainment clubs in Zhonghai City. Its prices were high, and celebrities often appeared there. This time, Connor said the deposit for the major project had already been paid, so they were celebrating in advance.

Tessa immediately ran over to Sylvia.

"This is my first time going to Midnight Lounge. Should we change clothes?"

"Connor," Sylvia said as she stood up, "I still have something to do. I won't join everyone after work."

She truly was not in the mood.

The misunderstanding at the press conference today had already been bad enough, and she still had not come up with a proper explanation. She did not know whether Gavin would hold it against her. On top of that, the matter with Jason had left her in no mood to socialize.

"How can that be?" Connor immediately objected. "This opportunity came because of you. You have to come, Sylvia."

Sylvia had no way to refuse again, so she could only follow everyone to Midnight Lounge.

Connor had already reserved a private room. The atmosphere inside was lively. Some people were singing, others were dancing, and laughter filled the room.

Sylvia sat on the sofa without much expression, but the glass of wine beside her had already told everyone that she was in a terrible mood.

"What's wrong?" Connor asked. "Ever since I mentioned the Huamei project this afternoon, you haven't looked well. With your ability, you shouldn't feel pressured by this. It's an opportunity. As long as we cooperate perfectly with Huamei, your reputation will rise in the industry. I believe you can do it."

Sylvia's head felt a little dizzy. She stood up unsteadily.

"I know. I'm going to the restroom."

When Sylvia came out of the restroom, her eyes were faintly red.

She had cried.

She did not want to remember the past. Memories hurt too much.

She and Jason...

If that incident had not happened in her family back then, would she and Jason be happy now?

She washed her face and decided she would say goodbye and go home.

Midnight Lounge was huge. After walking for a while, she realized she had no idea where she was. She had forgotten to check the room number. Slightly unsteady from the alcohol, she tried to retrace her steps from memory, but before she knew it, she had gone farther and farther away.

Suddenly, a hand grabbed her arm.

Sylvia turned around.

In that instant, tears blurred her vision, and the person in front of her pulled her straight into his arms.

"Sylvia," the man said in a deep, familiar voice, "I knew I hadn't mistaken you. You really did stay in Zhonghai."

His voice was steady and familiar, yet it struck Sylvia's heart like a knife.

It was Jason.
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One year ago, on a painful night, Sylvia dialed a familiar number.

"Sylvia, did you miss me?" Jason's voice came through the phone, warm and teasing. "It's only been a year apart. Once I come back, we'll be able to—"

"Jason, listen to me," Sylvia interrupted, her voice trembling but clear. "Let's break up."

Her words echoed through the empty room.

On the other end of the phone, Jason fell silent for a long time.

"Can you tell me why?" he finally asked. "Are you angry because I didn't call you after the class reunion last night? There's a time difference here, and you had work the next day. I was afraid I'd disturb your rest."

His voice, usually calm, became agitated. The sweetness between lovers disappeared in an instant.

"Because I've fallen in love with someone else," Sylvia said. "I'm getting married soon. Waiting is too long for me. It doesn't suit me."

At the time, Sylvia had only said it casually, desperate to make him give up. She had never imagined that things would develop into what they were now.

She still remembered Jason's hoarse, broken voice. She remembered his pleading and every heart-wrenching call of her name.

She had not expected all of it to return.

Pain stabbed through her chest.

Her first instinct was to push Jason away.

But she did not have the strength.

"So the cooperation with our company wasn't a coincidence," she said coldly. "You arranged it on purpose?"

Her voice remained distant.

In her memory, even if they were going to cooperate, Jason was not supposed to return for some time. Even Gavin had said so. Why had he come back so early this time?

She did not see Jason laugh softly to himself.

"Yes," he admitted. "When I saw your name back then, I thought I'd try my luck. I didn't expect it to really be you. It seems even fate is giving me another chance."

"It's been so long, yet you're still just as childish."

Sylvia suddenly spoke from within his arms, her tone cold and unfamiliar.

"What did you say?"

Jason loosened his hold a little, but his hands still kept her shoulders firmly trapped. His gaze swept over her from head to toe before finally stopping on her right hand.

What married woman did not even wear a ring?

Before coming back, he had asked around about Sylvia in a roundabout way. Her colleagues and supervisors did not even know she was married. They did not even know she had ever had a boyfriend.

"I said, I told you a year ago that I had fallen in love with someone else and was getting married," Sylvia said. "So why did you go through all this trouble to find me again? I thought that after graduating and coming back to start your own company and career, you would be more mature. Why are you still the same as before?"

She clenched her fists tightly, forcing herself to be strong.

In truth, there had been very few times in her life when she had spoken so coldly. At this moment, she hardly felt like herself.

"Is that so?" Jason looked at her. "Sylvia, I'm curious. What does your husband do?"

"My husband is handsome and rich, of course," Sylvia said. "He's better than you in every way."

She did not feel guilty when she said it.

After all, Gavin really was handsome and rich.

But after saying the last sentence, she lowered her head.

"I'm grateful that, as our partner, you're willing to give me and our company this opportunity. I'll do my best when it comes to the project."

If she had truly married a rich husband, would she still need to bury herself in a third-rate design company as an ordinary designer?

If she had truly married a rich husband, would she not even wear a wedding ring?

Everyone around her knew nothing about her marriage. If she had really married a powerful, wealthy man...

Jason could only say that he was not a fool.

He loved Sylvia too deeply.

Once, when they were still in school, they had been a couple everyone envied. His love for her had been intense, and he had always believed she was the person who understood him best.

"You're still exactly the same as before," Jason said with a soft laugh.

Sylvia looked up.

Before she could react, Jason suddenly kissed her.
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A Wife's Duty
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In her panic, Sylvia shoved Jason away and, in the heat of the moment, slapped him across the face.

Her palm went numb from the impact, and for some reason, her heart ached.

She had never imagined they would meet again, much less in such a humiliating situation.

"Why?" Jason lowered his head, seeming to calm down slightly. "Or is there some difficulty you can't tell me about? At least tell me why."

"I didn't mean to hurt you," he said hoarsely. "I just... I've missed you too much. Sylvia, I'm different from before now. There's nothing we can't face together."

Not far away, a familiar figure moved near one of the private rooms.

Sylvia took a step back, her attitude firm.

"There is no reason. I made everything clear a year ago. I hope you can understand and stop bothering me."

Taking advantage of Jason's brief hesitation, she left in a flustered hurry.

After giving her colleagues a rushed excuse, Sylvia left Midnight Lounge at once. She did not know that her hurried departure had fallen into someone else's eyes.

Because she had been drinking, she could only take a taxi home. It was late, and the night air was cold. The weather felt strangely similar to that night in her memories.

"Sylvia, when I come back from studying abroad, will you marry me?"

Her mind blurred. Scenes she had once believed were the happiest moments of her life, yet now wanted desperately to forget, flashed rapidly through her head.

When the headlights of an oncoming car suddenly shone in her face, it was already too late to dodge. She stumbled backward and fell awkwardly, but the car stopped only a short distance away from her.

"Miss, are you all right? I'm sorry. I was distracted just now."

The driver quickly got out of the car and reached out to help Sylvia up.

When their eyes met, Sylvia felt an inexplicable sense of familiarity.

"It's not your fault," she said, waving her hand. "I was the one lost in thought. I didn't even realize I had walked into the road."

As she spoke, she felt a dull ache in her ankle.

"Are you hurt? Do you need me to take you to the hospital?"

Sylvia shook her head. She had thought he looked familiar earlier, and now she finally realized who he was.

"You're Zachary Young. The singer."

The man looked a little awkward.

Sylvia quickly added, "I didn't expect such a coincidence. I also graduated from East University. I went with my roommate to your last campus concert. It wasn't that long ago, so I still remember you."

Zachary was currently one of the most popular singers in the industry, and he had also been one of the most famous figures at her university. Calling out his name so directly made Sylvia feel a little reckless. She worried he might misunderstand and think she was trying to take advantage of his fame.

"No wonder you looked familiar," Zachary said with a smile. "It's not easy to run into an alumna at this hour, especially such a pretty junior. Is your ankle really all right? It doesn't seem easy to get a ride around here at this time."

Sylvia wanted to leave as soon as possible, so she did not stand on ceremony with him.

Zachary drove her to the entrance of Violet Garden. He glanced at the residential complex and smiled softly.

"Is anyone home? Do you need me to walk you to your door?"

"No, that wouldn't be convenient. I live alone. Thank you."

Sylvia got out of the car. Perhaps because the alcohol had not worn off and her ankle still hurt, she walked a little unsteadily.

"I didn't expect my junior to come from such a privileged background," Zachary murmured with a faint smile.

Violet Garden was not only located in one of the most expensive areas of Zhonghai City, but it was also a place money alone could not easily buy into. A certain level of social status was required. The private security, privacy, and overall safety were among the best in the city.

Although his contact with Sylvia had been brief, her presence was no different from what he remembered. She was dressed tastefully, and the clothes she wore looked understated, yet they were clearly from several European couture labels.

He had never expected to see Sylvia again after graduation.

"I'll head back first."

Sylvia gave him an embarrassed smile. She managed to keep that smile in place until she returned home. The moment the door closed behind her, she could no longer hold herself together.

A surge of grievance rose in her chest.

She had never imagined there would be a day when she would feel this miserable.

The person she least wanted to see had still appeared in front of her. Faced with Jason's questions, Sylvia felt utterly helpless.

She had only learned about the relationship between Gavin's family and the Jiang family after marrying Gavin.

By chance, she had once entered a house where Jason's photo was displayed in the living room. A middle-aged woman had told her that the person in the photo was her son, who was studying abroad—Gavin's cousin.

Sylvia still remembered how she had felt at that moment.

Fate was truly cruel.

The one thing she had done most against her will in her entire life was destined to be witnessed by the person she had once loved most.

Perhaps when that day truly came, everything would spiral out of control. Jason's reaction today had frightened her.

Fortunately, this had not happened at the Jiang family home. Otherwise, Gavin would probably have thrown her out without the slightest hesitation.

Just then, the sound of the front door opening suddenly rang out.

Sylvia had just finished showering. Her hair was still wet, and she was wearing only a thin nightdress. She stood at the doorway, looking at Gavin in confusion.

"Gavin, you..."

Why had he come back so suddenly?

Gavin did not answer. He cut off her question by pulling her into his arms, lowering his head, and pressing his lips against hers.

At first, Sylvia was clearly tense.

But unlike the resistance she had shown when Jason forced a kiss on her, even though she was surprised, she still cooperated and wrapped her arms around Gavin's neck.

Gavin caught the faint scent of alcohol on her. His eyes narrowed, and his voice was clear and cold.

"You drank? Where did you go today?"

Sylvia's eyes shifted slightly. She suddenly wondered whether Gavin had come because he was angry about what had happened that afternoon. At once, she put on a pleasing expression.

"Was my colleague's behavior this afternoon a nuisance to you? I'm truly sorry."

"That's not what I'm asking."

Gavin's tone worsened.

Sylvia thought for a moment before answering, "The company landed a major project, so everyone went to Midnight Lounge to celebrate. But I can't hold my liquor very well, so I called a car and came back early."

After she finished speaking, Gavin's gaze became even darker.

He had known he could not have mistaken that familiar figure.

He had also been at Midnight Lounge entertaining clients. When he was leaving, he had seen a familiar woman not far away, entangled with a man. Even though she had run off quickly afterward, Gavin had not managed to see the man's face.

At least she was being honest.

Otherwise...

"Places like that are best avoided," Gavin said. "And Sylvia, you should remember who you are. You and I are different. Women are naturally at a disadvantage in many situations. If you spend too much time outside, sooner or later, you'll suffer for it. If you can't handle yourself, then stay home properly. Otherwise, don't let me hear or see any rumors."

Sylvia paused, quickly trying to read his meaning.

She did not ask what he had seen or heard. Instead, she took the initiative to loop her arms around his neck.

"Of course I know. My husband is so handsome and capable. How could he ever let me be taken advantage of outside?"

She softened her voice.

"Honestly, today was embarrassing. I don't go out often, and after just a few drinks, I twisted my ankle because I couldn't walk properly. My colleague had such a hard time helping me out."

After she finished speaking, Gavin's expression visibly eased.

Although Sylvia had not seen Gavin at Midnight Lounge, she knew he had always been cautious and steady. If he had not seen or heard something, he would never have asked her about it for no reason.

"You twisted your ankle? Do you need me to take a look?"

His mood seemed to clear after the storm. He raised an eyebrow and looked at Sylvia, who was dressed so lightly. Then he swept her into his arms and carried her to the large bed in the bedroom.

His heated breath brushed over Sylvia's skin, making her heartbeat quicken.

It had been a year. She knew Gavin's habits better than anyone. If she did not understand him, how could she have learned his temper well enough to avoid making mistakes?

For example, right now—

"Gavin, no," Sylvia said, pouting softly as she coaxed him. "My ankle really hurts."

Gavin had no intention of letting her go. He kissed the corner of her lips, his voice growing huskier.

"I wasn't planning to touch only your ankle."
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In other words, Sylvia's indirect attempt to refuse him had clearly been useless.

Gavin leaned down, his heated lips brushing over her skin. His teeth lightly caught the strap of her nightdress.

Sylvia knew she could not escape.

But after two nights in a row, she inevitably felt as if every bit of strength had been drained from her body. Gavin's stamina had never been in question. In the past, he had only come home occasionally, stayed for one hurried night, and left again.

Although they were husband and wife, the number of times she saw him was not necessarily more than the women outside who surrounded him.

She really could not endure this kind of life.

Gavin held her beneath him, his hands moving over her as if her body were not unfamiliar to him at all. Every time he returned, he was as passionate as fire, as if he had endless energy.

Sometimes Sylvia truly wondered about him.

Gavin had so many rumored girlfriends outside that she had long lost count, yet whenever he came home, he acted as if he were a starving predator pouncing on its prey. Every time, he left her without even the strength to turn over.

She was still not used to this intimacy, so she lightly pushed against his chest.

"What is it? Did the women outside neglect you?" she teased faintly. "You come back in such a hurry. I saw the magazine headline today. Last night, you..."

Before she could finish, Gavin lowered his head and kissed her with domineering force.

After thoroughly silencing her, he pressed close to her ear and gave a low laugh.

"When did you start caring about this kind of news? Don't tell me... you're jealous."

Sylvia had only been joking. She had no other meaning.

As Gavin's only legal spouse, she was not foolish enough to invite humiliation on herself.

Gavin's breath brushed against her neck, making it difficult for her to speak properly. In the end, she simply lifted her head and kissed him.

She refused to comment on the matter.

After all, she had stayed with the Grant family because of money. Her father's medical expenses still depended on her.

She would rather be the cold, money-loving woman at Gavin's side. Everything had happened too suddenly back then, and she had no mood to pretend to be pitiful. Over the past six months, she had never spoken of her own affairs. She had simply used her own methods to maneuver around this man.

They were already married. What should have been lost had already been lost.

If she left Gavin now, she would probably have nowhere to go.

Sensing her initiative, Gavin grew even more intense.

In this regard, no matter how many scandals Gavin had outside, when he was with her, he had always behaved far too well.

Late into the night, Sylvia was already exhausted and half-asleep when Gavin suddenly pulled her into his arms.

"You tempted me so much, sweetheart, I almost forgot the serious matter," he said. "Keep next Friday afternoon free. My cousin is graduating and coming back from overseas. Grandfather wants us to go home for dinner."

At those words, Sylvia's body stiffened noticeably. She was instantly awake.

She had only discovered the truth during one of her visits to the Grant family home after marrying Gavin.

Gavin and Jason were cousins with different surnames. The Jiang family and the Grant family had always been close. Fortunately, Jason had been abroad.

Sylvia had known this day would come sooner or later.

She just had not expected time to pass so quickly.

She had originally wanted to get out earlier, but Steven Lane's condition had not improved over the past six months, leaving her no choice but to keep struggling through this marriage.

At the thought of Jason, a faint pain rose in her heart.

"Maybe I shouldn't go," she said softly. "Your family already doesn't like me very much. With someone unfamiliar there too, I'll probably feel even more uncomfortable."

In the past, Gavin would most likely have accommodated her when it came to visiting the Grant family. After all, the Grant family was powerful and prestigious, and she was considered a woman of unclear background. It was only natural that they disliked her.

But this time, Gavin did not agree.

"It's rare for the family to be together. You have to go this time. Jason also studied jewelry design. You two should have something in common to talk about."

Hearing that name, Sylvia's heart churned again.

She did not know what might happen when they met again.

All she knew was that whenever she thought of the past, she almost could not control herself.

The next morning, Sylvia woke early as usual.

Although she was exhausted, one night of indulgence could not change her biological clock. The moment she moved slightly, Gavin woke as well.

Feeling the arm around her waist tighten, Sylvia turned back.

"Gavin, did I wake you?"

Her voice was gentle, like a warm breeze. There was a careful softness in her tone when she spoke to him, but her eyes and brows still carried a faint smile.

"Mm?"

Gavin responded calmly, his tone neither warm nor cold. Sylvia could not tell what he meant. She struggled lightly and slowly sat up.

"Did you come to the venue yesterday to look for me?"

Sylvia had said she had walked into the wrong room, but that mistake had been far too coincidental. Or perhaps the woman beside her had given her away, and Sylvia and Tessa had gone there because of him.

Gavin had suddenly thought of it, so he asked casually.

Usually, he might not have cared about such a thing.

But yesterday...

"Look for you?" Sylvia said. "I wouldn't dare. What if I interrupted your date with your little mistress?"

No matter how Gavin listened to her, there seemed to be a sour edge in her voice.

He narrowed his eyes and lightly placed one hand against Sylvia's cheek.

"Are you jealous?"

In the past year, this was the first time they had brought up this subject.

Sylvia froze for a moment.

In Zhonghai City, any woman who tried to be jealous over Gavin would probably drown herself in vinegar before long. Although Sylvia occasionally felt uncomfortable, she would never show it openly.

"I prefer sweet things."

She turned her head away and replied lightly.

Beside her, Gavin's face darkened instantly.
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chapter 6
Never Question Your Husband's Ability
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Seeing Gavin's expression darken, Sylvia immediately reached out and gently wrapped her arms around his neck.

"I still remember what we agreed on when we got married," she said softly. "I won't interfere in your private affairs. Yesterday really was a misunderstanding. Our company wants to cooperate with Grant Group on its new project, but we were afraid we wouldn't even get a chance to submit a sample proposal. My colleague acted impulsively and went straight to the press conference, hoping things might somehow work out like in a melodrama. I only found out after I got there. I was trying to take her away when we ran into you."

"Your company?"

Gavin frowned, seemingly trying to recall it. After thinking for a moment, he simply gave up. It was only a second- or third-rate company whose name he could not even remember.

Sylvia had explained so eagerly that, on the surface, it looked as though she cared very much about his feelings. Yet without anyone noticing, she had also cleared herself of all responsibility.

That was exactly because Sylvia was too good.

Too obedient.

Too considerate.

Sometimes, Gavin even felt she did not truly exist in this world.

At least over the past six months, he had become more willing to see her. Although he still came home only occasionally, the frequency had indeed increased.

Or perhaps, from the moment he decided to marry her, he had already been interested in this woman.

"Yes."

Sylvia nodded firmly.

"Everyone says pillow talk works best, so... are you willing to give me this chance? It's only a chance to participate in the bidding. If it doesn't work out, then—"

Under normal circumstances, Sylvia would never bring up work with him. But now that she had mentioned it, she might as well take the shortcut. Compared with Jason's cooperation project, she would much rather secure Gavin's project directly.

"If this works out, will there be any benefit for you?" Gavin asked seriously.

Although he did not usually interfere in Sylvia's affairs, he did not understand why she, as Gavin's wife, would spend her days working at such a small company. Fortunately, yesterday's ridiculous accident had happened in front of him. If it had been someone else, they might not have been so polite.

"Benefit?" Sylvia calculated for a moment, looking as if the deal were truly worthwhile. "Of course there would be. A promotion, a raise, and some recognition in the industry."

Gavin was too lazy to respond.

He really did not know whether to call her clever or shallow. If she pleased him properly, what she could get from him would be several times more than her salary.

Aside from the living expenses they had agreed on before, she had almost never asked him for anything.

"Quit your job," Gavin said. "I'll pay you five times your current salary."

Five times.

Sylvia had heard that Gavin was generous with the women outside. Any model or actress who managed to get involved with him often received houses, cars, or other gifts. Those things easily cost hundreds of thousands or even millions. Even if her salary were multiplied tenfold, it would still be nothing compared with that.

But if she did not remain independent, what would happen if Gavin asked for a divorce one day?

She was only a woman who had just graduated. If she truly ended up in that situation, perhaps she would not even have the ability to survive on her own.

She narrowed her eyes, and the curve of her lips was especially lovely.

"Who wouldn't want his woman to be beautiful and capable?" she said sweetly. "Gavin, if you really want to help me, then give me a chance to participate in the sample proposal competition. A woman should have her own career while she's still young. That way, if one day you don't want me anymore, I won't starve on the street."

Her expression was deliberately pleasing, but Gavin simply got up and started dressing.

His long fingers slowly fastened the buttons at his chest. Then he leaned down and moved closer to the woman still sitting dazed on the bed.

"A company has its own rules. If your company really has the ability, no one will stop you. Otherwise, you can think it over. If you satisfy me, maybe every cooperation opportunity will be possible."

His gaze swept directly from her collarbone downward.

Sylvia's heart jolted. She quickly put on a bright smile, hugged his arm, and coaxed him to pull her up.

"I'm going to be late for work."

Gavin seemed to be in an excellent mood today. After breakfast, he even sat on the sofa and watched the news.

"Doesn't your ankle hurt? I'll drop you off on the way."

After a night of rest, her ankle was only faintly sore now. Especially after changing into flat shoes, she felt much more comfortable.

But in Zhonghai, Gavin was practically a walking headline. Other than the fact that reporters still did not dare chase him into Violet Garden, nowhere else was particularly safe.

Sylvia had always kept a low profile, so she quickly said, "It doesn't hurt anymore. Really, it doesn't. After resting all night, I'm fine now. Dear husband, I'm going to work."

She walked over and lightly kissed Gavin on the cheek.

All along, Gavin had felt there was nothing wrong with Sylvia. In their marriage, she played her role gracefully and appropriately. She was smart and quick-witted, and he had never regretted the decision he made when she first came to him.

But sometimes, those warm little gestures gave rise to another kind of feeling inside him.

It seemed he had never seen Sylvia's truly genuine expression.

Whether she cried or smiled, it always seemed to depend on his mood.

After arriving at the company, Connor told Sylvia that the meeting with Huamei had been moved up to today.

Hearing that decision, Sylvia's heart trembled. It felt as though yesterday's turmoil had not even passed before a new problem was already being added.

She prepared in the conference room as though it were a major event in her life, but she could not stop herself from being distracted.

From a professional point of view, if she successfully completed the Huamei project, it would help establish her reputation in the industry.

But once Jason's name was attached to the project, Sylvia could no longer focus.

She had already lost the right to choose.

She had also lost the right to love.

If even her career collapsed now, then she would truly be finished.

As expected, Jason personally came to Huamei's meeting.

There was also a familiar man beside him.

During the meeting, Sylvia spoke fluently and professionally. After the work discussion ended, she immediately began gathering her things, ready to leave.

"Jason," Connor said politely, "are you satisfied with this proposal?"

Jason smiled.

"There are some specific details I'd like to discuss properly with Sylvia. May I use this room for a while?"

Connor understood at once and gave them the space.

The man beside Jason was about to speak, but after Jason gave him a look, he also walked out.

In an instant, only Jason and Sylvia remained in the conference room.

Before this, Sylvia had seriously considered giving up the project. After all, if Jason wanted to create chances to be alone with her, it would be far too easy. Facing him, she could barely keep her mind on work at all.

"What happened yesterday was my fault," Jason said suddenly. "I was too impulsive. Sylvia, I'm sorry."

Sylvia had still been wondering how to start the conversation when Jason spoke first.

"Jason," she said, keeping her voice calm, "weren't we going to discuss the design draft? Is there something about the cooperation proposal that you're not satisfied with?"

"I know your ability. How could I be dissatisfied?"

Jason lowered his head and had barely begun speaking when Sylvia immediately replied, "Then that's good. I'll get back to work."

She turned to leave, but Jason caught her wrist.

"Are you not even willing to give me a chance to talk properly?" he asked. "At the very least, you should let me understand why you were so determined to break up with me back then. You said you didn't love me anymore. You said you had fallen in love with someone else. Then where is he? Why did I ask Sean Ryan to speak with so many people at your company, only for them all to say you've been single for the past six months? I want an explanation."
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chapter 7
No Time Like the Present
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Perhaps Sylvia had never expected Jason to have Sean look into her.

When she had seen Sean earlier, she had wanted to greet him, but the situation had not allowed it.

"Jason, why have you become even more childish after coming back from abroad?" Sylvia said coldly. "We broke up a long time ago. Right now, you and I are nothing more than business partners."

After saying that, Sylvia gathered her things and walked out of the conference room.

Outside, she came face-to-face with Sean. The tears she had been holding back suddenly stung her eyes. Without another word, she went straight to the restroom and stayed there for a long time.

"How did it go?" Sean asked when he saw Jason walk out with his head lowered. "What did Sylvia say?"

In truth, the moment Sean saw Jason's expression, he already knew the answer.

Back in college, Jason and Sylvia had been the perfect couple in everyone's eyes. After graduation, Sean and Jason had unexpectedly received the chance to study abroad, and that seemed to be when Jason and Sylvia broke up.

In Sean's memory, Sylvia had always been an exceptionally intelligent and steady girl. During the meeting today, she had seemed no different from before. Unfortunately, when it came to matters of the heart, outsiders had no right to interfere.

Jason's phone suddenly rang.

When he saw the caller ID, he fell silent for a moment before answering.

"Gavin, are you free now?"

"Why didn't you tell me you were coming back early?"

Gavin's voice on the other end was calm, but it carried unmistakable concern. Jason was the only relative close to Gavin's age and also one of the few family members Gavin genuinely liked. Gavin's relationship with the rest of his family had never been particularly harmonious.

"It was a sudden decision because I'm starting a business with a friend," Jason said. "Did my mother tell you? Let's have dinner together today. I've just started the company, and there are a lot of things I'd like to ask you about. I also heard from my mother that you got married?"

"Yes. We'll talk tonight."

Although Gavin sounded concerned, he ended the call soon after.

When Sylvia finally came out of the restroom, her eyes were still a little swollen. She had touched up her makeup, but she did not expect to run into Jason and Sean again just as they reached the entrance.

"Sylvia."

This time, Sean called out to her.

Sylvia turned around and forced a faint smile.

"You still feel exactly the same as before," Sean said. "No matter what you do, you're always serious about it."

With Jason standing between them, Sylvia inevitably felt a little awkward.

"But you've changed," she said lightly. "You look even more handsome and capable now. You and Jason still haven't left. Is there something else?"

She pretended to be casual and lowered her eyes.

"If you have time, how about having a meal together?" Sean suggested. "It's rare for us to work together like this. Think of it as old classmates catching up."

When Sean spoke, Jason remained silent, and Sylvia felt deeply uncomfortable.

Sean had been a senior she had been on good terms with in college. Reasonably speaking, she should give him this courtesy. Or perhaps she should try hard to pretend Jason did not exist, even though Sean was clearly trying to hide his real intention.

"No time like the present," Sean added. "Lunch break is almost here anyway."

Sylvia lowered her gaze and answered readily.

"All right."

The moment Sylvia agreed, Jason's expression became troubled.

"How about another day?" he said. "I promised to go home for dinner today with Gavin and his wife. Is that all right, Sylvia?"

At Jason's words, Sylvia's face turned pale.

She fell into an awkward silence for a moment before forcing out a smile.

"Then let's leave it to fate. This cooperation won't end in a day. There will always be another chance. I'll go first."

Sylvia had just returned to her desk, and Jason was still waiting for the elevator, when Gavin's call came in.

Sylvia wanted to pretend she had not seen it, but the call still disturbed her. Looking at the unsaved yet familiar number on the screen, she hesitated for a moment before answering.

"You took that long. Were you busy?"

"Yes. I was in a meeting just now," Sylvia replied, trying hard to lower her voice and hide the slight hoarseness left from crying. "Why are you calling at this hour?"

Originally, she had wanted to ignore Gavin's call completely. But from her position, she did not dare.

"Leave work early today. Come with me to the Jiang family home."

"Okay."

She clenched her other hand tightly, deliberately keeping her voice calm.

"We were originally going back to the old residence," Gavin said, "but Jason doesn't want to make it too formal. Come with me for dinner there tonight. I mentioned this to you before."

His tone sounded as if he were discussing it with her, but Sylvia knew very well that it was not really a discussion.

She wanted to refuse, but under these circumstances, she had no valid reason.

"All right."

After answering calmly, Sylvia could no longer stay calm at all.

She asked for the afternoon off and spent the evening wandering aimlessly outside. She truly did not know how she was supposed to get through tonight.

It was almost ridiculous.

When she closed her eyes, she could already imagine Jason's reaction when he saw her. That alone might still be manageable. The most important thing was what would happen if Gavin found out that the wife beside him was the ex-girlfriend of the cousin he spoke of so fondly.

That relationship was no different from playing with fire.

There would be no way to explain it clearly.

Lost in thought, Sylvia did not come back to herself until a blinding beam of headlights shone straight into her eyes.

Although the other car had slammed on the brakes, it still crashed into her.

The moment the airbag burst open, Sylvia truly thought she might die.

But when she opened her eyes, all she felt was warm liquid sliding down her face.

The owner of the other car got out. After opening Sylvia's car door, the dim light fell between them.

Their eyes met.

"Why is it you again?"
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chapter 8
Although It Was Only a Contract Marriage
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"I'm sorry. I was distracted, so..."

Judging from the scene, there was no need to ask who had caused the accident. Sylvia had always been careful when she drove, but today too many things had happened, and her mind had clearly wandered.

She just had not expected to run into Zachary again under circumstances like this.

"You're hurt. I'll take you to the hospital first," Zachary said. "I'll call my assistant and have him come handle things here. Let's go."

Fortunately, Zachary's car was not badly damaged. He drove Sylvia to the nearest hospital. Luckily, she had only bumped her head by accident. There was some light bleeding, but the injury was not serious.

In the waiting room, Sylvia kept her head lowered.

"Does it still hurt?"

Zachary returned after buying two bottles of water. He sat beside her and handed one to her.

Sylvia took it and shook her head gently, but her thoughts were still fixed on what had happened that evening. Unfortunately, her handbag was still in the car, so she had not brought anything with her.

"My assistant has already called a tow truck," Zachary said. "Your car has been sent for repairs. You should be able to pick it up in a few days."

"I'm really sorry about today," Sylvia said quietly. "I'll pay for the damage to your car. And you even had to take me to the hospital. This is so embarrassing."

Her voice was very soft.

At least nothing worse had happened. She did not know whether she should feel grateful for that.

Zachary laughed easily and reached out to pat her shoulder lightly.

"You don't need to pay for the repairs. As long as you're all right, that's enough. The difference between the two cars was obvious when they collided. Mine only has a small dent. It won't affect anything. I suppose buying an imported car does come in handy sometimes."

It was not a particularly funny joke, but Sylvia understood he was trying to ease the atmosphere.

Even so, she had still crashed into Zachary's car. She was just about to speak when he added, "I was thinking about my press conference at the time too, so I didn't notice you sooner. That bend is known for accidents. Fortunately, you're all right. If you're no longer dizzy, I'll take you home first. You don't look well."

This was only the second time they had met by chance, yet Zachary seemed a little too kind to her.

Sylvia lifted her head.

"Thank you for taking such good care of me. We only just met."

"You could call out my name, and you still say we only just met?"

Zachary paused.

Sylvia said, "You're very famous in Zhonghai. I'm not the only one who has heard your songs. Graduates from our years probably all remember you. Although I haven't paid much attention to the entertainment industry after starting work, your popularity is still strong. You're no less famous than many current celebrities. You're just more low-key."

Sylvia had noticed some of Zachary's interviews before. After all, they had attended the same university. Back then, his fame had already been dazzling. Everyone had thought that after graduation, he would debut as a superstar and become famous worldwide. He did indeed have the talent and presence for it.

It was only after seeing his post-graduation interviews that people realized Zachary's family background was far beyond what could be described simply as wealthy. He was half in the entertainment industry, but he never involved himself in anything he disliked.

"Actually, I knew of you before," Zachary said. "There was a school anniversary competition I participated in once. I saw you, a freshman at the time, step in to help your classmate. Although we weren't in the same event, you arrived in a hurry that day. Still, I remembered that your voice was very good. Besides, Sylvia from the design department—the campus beauty of that year, the one who won all kinds of awards at school—it would've been hard not to remember you."

Zachary smiled.

"So since we don't count as strangers, calling us friends shouldn't be too much, right?"

Sylvia gave a small smile.

"Of course not. I'd be glad to."

Spending time with Zachary could be described as pleasant, even if Sylvia was forcing herself to maintain that pleasant mood.

At Sylvia's insistence, Zachary drove her only to the entrance of her residential complex.

Just as Sylvia was about to open the door after returning home, it suddenly opened from the inside.

Gavin had been waiting for her the entire evening. When she did not show up, he had called her so many times his phone might as well have exploded.

"Where did you go? Why didn't you answer your phone?"

His complaint was cold.

Sylvia had not expected to face this kind of questioning as soon as she came back. She sniffed softly and lowered her head.

"Gavin, can we go inside first?"

Her tone carried a clear note of coaxing.

Gavin stepped aside. As she passed him, he caught a faint, sensitive scent on her. He grabbed her arm and forced her to lift her head.

"What happened to you?"

The injury on Sylvia's head was not serious, but to prevent infection, Dr. Andrew Scott had still covered it with gauze. The smell of disinfectant was not strong, but Gavin noticed it immediately.

"Gavin, I'm sorry," Sylvia said. "I was rushing back for our appointment, and I got into a car accident. The car has been sent for repairs."

"Are you all right? How could they just bandage it so casually? I'll call the private doctor and have him come take a look."

He lowered his head and wiped away her tears.

"Silly girl, why are you crying? It was only an ordinary family dinner. Even if you couldn't come, it wouldn't matter. There was no need to be so nervous and hurt yourself over it."

Seeing Sylvia injured, Gavin did not think too deeply about anything else. He simply lowered his head and wiped her tears away.

Even though the two of them were only in a contractual marriage, Gavin had always treated her well.

Now that something had happened, he could not hide the tension in his heart.

It was not concern put on for appearances.

It was real, unmistakable pain.
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chapter 9
You Dare Tease Me First Thing in the Morning
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"It's already so late. It doesn't hurt anymore," Sylvia said softly. "It's really just a tiny wound."

"Where did you crash?" Gavin asked. "Into a pillar or someone else's car? Was there any dispute? I'll have someone handle it."

Only after bringing Sylvia inside did Gavin think to ask about the accident.

"I hit an imported car while turning," Sylvia said. "My car seemed to be more badly damaged, so it's already been sent for repairs. The other driver was very kind. Since his car wasn't badly damaged, he didn't ask me to compensate him. He even took me to the hospital."

"That car of yours should have been replaced long ago."

Gavin did not look down on domestic cars, but the cheap little vehicle Sylvia had bought for herself had never been particularly safe.

"Gavin, are you going to give me a car too?"

At his words, Sylvia's eyes immediately lit up.

She really was a woman with very few faults. When she bought her car, she had quietly bought it herself. Aside from what she and Gavin had agreed on at the beginning, she almost never took an extra cent from him. Instead, Gavin was the one who sent her more things—jewelry, designer bags, and luxury items, usually delivered by his assistant after his business trips.

If Gavin did not offer something first, Sylvia never asked.

"My wife is already hurt. I'm not going to be stingy over a little money," Gavin said. "Think about what kind of car you want. I'll have Daphne Reed contact you tomorrow. Go upstairs and rest early."

Gavin walked her upstairs, then turned and opened the door to the study.

Did this count as escaping disaster for tonight?

Sylvia only did not know what she should do next time.

"Aren't you sleeping with me?"

The question slipped out the moment she saw Gavin walking toward the study.

Gavin reached out, wrapped an arm around her waist, and lowered his head beside her ear.

"What? Does my wife want me to have her?"

His voice was husky, carrying an unnatural hint of ambiguity. Even the way his fingers lightly brushed across her cheek made Sylvia's heart tremble.

She was not some insatiable woman.

Although Gavin had never disappointed her in that regard, the repeated exhaustion of the past two days had already left her aching all over. If they did it again, she really might collapse—and she was injured now.

"My head feels dizzy."

She pouted slightly, cleverly avoiding the subject. Then she wrapped her arms around his neck, stood on tiptoe, and kissed the corner of his mouth.

"Gavin, take care of yourself. Rest early after work. I'm still waiting for you to earn money and support the family. I'm going to sleep first."

A faint, unreadable smile curved Gavin's lips.

It made a chill rise in Sylvia's heart. His expression clearly seemed to say that once she recovered, he would settle accounts with her properly.

Because too much had
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