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chapter 1: Failed Escape
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Noon, Bai Shui City.

On a bustling street thick with traffic and noise, a taxi slowly pulled over to the curb and cut its engine.

A moment later, after the passenger inside paid the fare, the door opened. The first thing to step out was a black canvas sneaker. Then a plainly dressed girl climbed out of the car. Her face was bare of makeup, delicate and clean, and her lively eyes were as beautiful as polished black agate.

Bella Grant looked up at the star-rated hotel before her, then lowered her head to glance at the small slip of paper in her hand. After confirming that the hotel name written on it was indeed this one, she smiled, tightened her grip around the long-distance bus ticket she had already bought, and strode inside.

Entering through the revolving doors in the center, the first thing she saw was the enormous green plants placed on both sides of the lobby. Several young and pretty hostesses stood there welcoming guests with sweet, distant smiles.

But the instant she stepped into the hotel, she sensed something was wrong.

The vast lobby did not have a single guest.

Her heart jolted. Bella immediately realized something was off and turned to leave.

“Where do you think you’re running?”

In that instant, a man’s cold, noble voice swept over her. Half a second later, Bella froze in place.

She clutched the small slip of paper tightly in her hand, and her face went almost instantly pale.

In the end, she slowly turned around and looked ahead.

Beneath the glittering crystal chandelier, a set of genuine leather sofas sat in the corner. A man was seated there, a cold smile touching the corner of his mouth. His expression was calm, his dark eyes deep as a still pool. His long legs were crossed, and he wore a pure black suit. His posture looked relaxed, yet it carried an innate air of power and nobility.

Under the bright light, his perfect features seemed carved by a blade, sharp, thin, and coldly seductive.

Bella felt as though something struck her head with a clang. A wave of dizziness washed over her. She had never expected him to move this quickly—so quickly that it had exceeded anything she could have imagined.

“Come here.”

The man’s voice drifted toward her slowly, like ice water sliding down the throat, making a person shiver despite themselves.

Bella gritted her teeth. In the end, she still walked over and stood obediently in front of the sofa. Lowering her head, she called out, “Michael.”

At that, Michael Grant let out a cold laugh. His chest moved slightly, but his handsome face remained as icy as ever.

“So you still know I’m Michael?” he said. “Bella, I thought you were asking for a beating.”

The girl shrank her shoulders and shook her head. “No.”

The man lifted a brow but did not move. His back rested comfortably against the sofa behind him.

“Why did you run away from home?” he asked.

The girl bit her lip and said nothing.

After a moment, the man lost patience. The silver lighter he had been toying with was suddenly thrown to the floor.

Clack—

The cold, abrupt sound startled the girl so badly that her body trembled.

“Speak.” Michael’s voice was sharp, leaving no room for refusal.

Bella was frightened. She timidly raised her head, her shimmering eyes fixed on him. Her lips moved for a long while before she finally spoke in a small voice.

“You’re getting engaged next month. I... I just didn’t want to disturb you.”

“Didn’t want to disturb me?”

The man gave a slight nod. The elegant line of his jaw curved beautifully as he sneered and held out his hand to her.

“Give it to me.”

Bella’s shoulders trembled. Almost instinctively, she tightened her fingers, clutching the small slip of paper in her palm. It had already been dampened by sweat, because there was a secret written on it—one she could not tell anyone.

Seeing the girl’s tightly clenched fist, Michael curved his lips. A charming arc slowly appeared on his peerlessly handsome face.

He looked at her with indifference, his eyes deep, carrying a clarity that seemed to see through everything.

But he did not expose her. Instead, he spoke again. His tone was gentle, but there was not the slightest warmth in it.

“Bella, if you ever dare run away from home without a word again, do you believe I’ll break your legs?”

The girl shook in fear. She did not dare make a sound. She only turned her head aside and stared at the green potted plant in the corner, slowly falling into a daze.

Bella was an orphan adopted by the Grant family. Before she turned ten, she had lived in an orphanage. Later, she happened to catch the eye of Evelyn Grant, the eldest daughter of the Grant family, who brought her home and adopted her as a daughter.

Unfortunately, good people did not always live long. Less than two years after Bella arrived at the Grant family, Evelyn passed away from illness. After that, the girl had lived under the care of Evelyn’s younger brother, Michael.

Michael was a renowned figure of power in the capital. Family background, status, looks—what did he lack?

Back then, the matter had caused quite a stir among the upper circles.

Michael was the diamond bachelor everyone had their eyes on. Yet suddenly, there was a girl in her teens by his side. Although everyone knew she was merely an adopted daughter, it still left countless young ladies from prominent families stunned.

And Bella?

Though she was only an adopted daughter of the Grant family, she was the most watched princess in the capital’s elite political circle. As the only girl in the Grant family, she had been spoiled endlessly and had drawn more than enough attention.

Until yesterday, when Bella unexpectedly ran away from home.

That incident had stirred up a storm within the Grant family. Edward Grant, who held a military position, had even gone so far as to use military power to search the entire city for his precious granddaughter. A massive search operation quietly spread through the capital at incredible speed.

But by then, Bella had already left Beijing.

Yet what did it matter if she had left Beijing?

In the end, Michael had personally gone out and caught her anyway.

On the way back to Beijing in the same car as Michael, Bella remained terribly nervous. The small slip of paper in her hand had long since been soaked with sweat, but she refused to loosen her grip even a little. Her fist stayed clenched tight.

The man sat beside her. Even when he lowered his head absentmindedly, the handsome and deep profile of his face formed a curve that could easily make one lose themselves.

Bella did not dare look at him. She kept her head lowered, her back straight, sitting with the proper posture of a well-bred young lady.

In the car, Michael answered a call. It seemed to be a work report from one of the company’s senior managers. After listening, he gave only a few brief comments, then hung up.

“Have you eaten?” After a while, his steady voice rang out inside the quiet car.

Hearing this, Bella quickly lifted her head and looked at him respectfully. She nodded. Then, perhaps feeling that this was impolite, she added in a soft voice, “I already ate...”

Michael glanced sideways at her, mockery faintly visible in his eyes.

“What did you eat?”

“I... I ate at the train station...” Bella could hardly withstand that look from him. Her voice became even weaker. “A boxed meal.”

“Oh?” Michael looked at her, a trace of coldness already seeping into his gaze. “Was it good?”

Bella stiffened. She bit her lower lip and did not answer.

To be honest, the boxed meal had not tasted good at all.

Ever since she was adopted by the Grant family, Bella had lived a sheltered and pampered life. Especially in recent years, while staying by Michael’s side, even her taste and lifestyle had been elevated by several levels because of him.

But this time, she had left in too much panic. She had only brought a small amount of travel money. After rushing to the train station, she had been frightened into helpless confusion by the crowded, noisy scene before her.

Over the years, Michael had held her too high. She had never truly experienced hardship.

A plain and simple life was something she could no longer adapt to.

Sometimes, Bella could not help imagining that once her wings had fully grown, she would definitely break free from the Grant family, step into society, and live the ordinary life she wanted for herself.

Because wherever Michael was, the air became too suffocating.

After returning to Beijing, they had only just entered the old house in the military compound when Edward, who had been waiting for a long time, hurried out.

His face was full of distress as he looked his precious granddaughter up and down, asking after her again and again. This only made Bella feel even more guilty.

“I’m sorry, Edward. It was my fault. I shouldn’t have run away without permission.”

Bella lowered her head and admitted her mistake with complete sincerity.

Edward stroked the girl’s head and kept sighing.

“Girl, if you feel wronged in the future, you have to tell Edward. You can’t run away again. This kind of thing isn’t fun at all.”

Edward was famous for doting on his granddaughter. During the more than thirty hours after Bella left home, he had not even been able to sleep properly.

“Yes, I understand.”

Bella nodded seriously. But when she raised her head, she unexpectedly saw the handsome man sitting on the sofa not far away. He was looking at her with a half-smile, his dark eyes still deep and unreadable.

Her heart trembled slightly. Bella felt goose bumps rising all over her body. She quickly withdrew her gaze and forced a smile at the old man.

“Edward, I’m a little tired. I want to go upstairs and rest.”

Edward did not answer right away. He lowered his head and carefully looked Bella over. Only after confirming that there seemed to be nothing wrong with her did he wave his hand, signaling that she could leave.

“Go on, go on. Get some proper rest.”

“Yes, Edward.”

Bella nodded, turned around, and quickly went upstairs.

Perhaps no one could have guessed the real reason Bella had run away from home.

Apart from Bella herself, only Michael knew the truth.

One month ago, on that night, Bella had lost her innocence.

And the one responsible was none other than Michael who had spoiled her for seven whole years.

It was almost absurd.

That morning, when Bella woke up, the first thing she met was Michael’s sharp, dark gaze.

Then the cold words that came out of his mouth were so cruel that Bella could hardly believe them.

“Forget tonight. I’ll still spoil you and indulge you as before.”

So easily said.

But was that possible?

The answer was no.
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chapter 2: The Injury
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On Bella’s first night back at the Grant family home, she did not sleep well.

She tossed and turned, her mind filled with all sorts of chaotic thoughts. After spending half the night in a daze, she finally fell into a deep sleep.

When she woke the next morning, the sky outside was already bright. It was nearly noon.

After washing up in a hurry, she changed clothes and went downstairs.

The two male heads of the Grant family had both gone out, so Bella ate lunch alone in the small dining room.

After the meal, she had just walked into the living room when Michael’s assistant called.

That afternoon, Michael was taking his bride-to-be to a bridal boutique to try on wedding dresses. He had specially asked his assistant to notify Bella and have her come along to take a look.

Bella wanted to refuse.

But she did not have the courage to do so. In the end, she could only steel herself and agree.

As for the marriage alliance between the Grant family and the Avery family, when the news had first been announced, it had shaken the entire upper-class circle.

Michael was handsome, wealthy, and powerful. Irene Avery came from an illustrious family. Together, they seemed perfectly matched, like a couple straight out of a fairy tale. Almost every woman envied her.

Bella was one of them.

She was jealous of Irene—jealous to the bone.

But so what if she was jealous?

Irene was Michael’s fiancée. In the future, she would become Bella’s aunt by marriage.

A union between two great families in the capital naturally meant that the bride’s wedding dress had been designed and tailored by a top international designer. It was hand-embroidered, every detail exquisite to the point of perfection.

But what truly stunned people was the diamonds sewn into the dress.

It was said that there were nine hundred and ninety-nine diamonds in total, all concentrated across the upper bodice and chest area. Their value alone had already far surpassed the cost of the dress itself.

This time, Bella was late.

By the time she arrived at the bridal boutique, Michael and Irene had already finished the fitting. The two of them were standing by the entrance, talking. A handsome man and a beautiful woman, they formed a dazzling scene simply by standing there together.

“Michael...”

Bella walked up the steps in front of the boutique and called out in a clear voice, her lovely face full of smiles.

Hearing her, Michael turned his head.

Yet his gaze merely swept over the girl before he turned back again and continued looking at Irene.

At that moment, Bella felt as though her heart had fallen into an ice cellar.

It was the woman beside him who noticed her. Irene looked toward the girl with a bright smile and greeted her politely.

“Hi, Bella.”

Her tone was warm, but Bella gave no reaction. She walked straight to Michael’s side and reached out to tug at his sleeve.

In the past, Bella had relied heavily on Michael. Perhaps it was because she had grown up without parents, or perhaps it was because she had always been by his side. Whatever the reason, her attachment to him had long since become deeply rooted.

Although the accident from that night a month ago had subtly changed the relationship between them, deep down, Michael was still Michael—the one who had always doted on her the most and spoiled her the most.

Seeing that Bella ignored her completely, Irene felt somewhat embarrassed. Helpless, she could only turn her gaze to Michael.

“Bella, where are your manners?”

Michael frowned. He placed a hand against the girl’s back and pushed her forward, bringing her in front of Irene. His tone was almost commanding.

“Call her Irene.”

He rarely spoke to her in such a harsh voice.

Bella was already upset, and when she saw Michael’s cold expression, she had no choice but to turn her head toward Irene and call out in a wronged voice.

“Irene.”

Irene nodded, appearing generous and understanding.

“It’s all right. She’s still young. She can be taught slowly.”

Yes. In Irene’s heart, Bella was only a child—a child raised personally by Michael.

Since she had decided to marry Michael, she naturally intended to spend some effort building a relationship with Bella.

At this moment, Bella turned to look at Michael. Her delicate brows were drawn together, making her look pitiful.

“Michael, don’t be angry. I didn’t mean to be late. There was traffic on the road.”

She used the excuse she had already prepared, praying for his forgiveness.

“Mm.”

Unexpectedly, Michael’s reaction was indifferent. He answered casually, then turned and walked down the steps.

This time, Bella completely lost face.

Watching the man about to leave, panic flashed through her. Without thinking, she reached out to grab him. But she failed to notice where she was stepping and suddenly missed a step.

“Ah—”

Her head struck the hard ground heavily.

Before Bella slipped into unconsciousness, the last thing that entered her eyes was Michael’s panicked face.

Her muddled consciousness seemed to fall into a bottomless abyss.

Bella felt her whole body sink into a heavy haze. The back of her head hurt terribly. Waves of heat and cold swept over her, and there was constant noise around her. Among the chaos, there seemed to be a man’s furious curses, followed by the sound of things smashing to the floor.

Everything felt terribly disorderly.

When the girl opened her eyes again, it was already the evening of the next day.

Bella had been unconscious for an entire day.

A nursing aide had been guarding by the bed. When she saw the girl open her eyes, delight appeared on her face, and she immediately rushed out of the ward.

Not long after, several doctors in white coats came in one after another. Without saying a word, they examined her thoroughly, then quickly left again.

After some time, the door was pushed open once more.

Michael, slightly out of breath, soon appeared in Bella’s line of sight.

“Michael...”

Bella felt wronged. She called out softly, looking at the man with pitiful eyes.

He had likely hurried over from the company. He was still dressed in a black formal suit. In a few long strides, he reached the girl’s bedside. His large hand trembled slightly as he placed it against her forehead, his voice especially low.

“Bella... Bella...”

In the end, Michael still cared deeply for her.

After all, she was the child he had raised with his own hands. How could he not feel heartache for her?

Seeing her lying on the bed with a pale face made his chest tighten painfully. He lowered his head and kissed her fair forehead, unable to stop himself from asking, “Bella, does it hurt?”

“It hurts...”

Bella’s delicate brows furrowed slightly. Tears gathered in her eyes as she looked at him and said, “Michael, don’t ignore me anymore, okay?”

“I wasn’t ignoring you.”

Michael touched the girl’s cheek. The coolness of her skin made him frown.

“Do you feel cold?”

Bella shook her head. Her beautiful eyes remained fixed on him. After a while, she suddenly asked again, “Then are you still angry with me?”

Was she referring to the fact that she had secretly run away from home?

Michael frowned. Looking at the girl’s bloodless face, his heart softened. He shook his head.

“No. As long as you get better, I won’t hold anything against you.”

“Really?”

Bella’s eyes widened as she looked at him with joy. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth, and she quickly said, “Since you’re willing to forgive me, then... can you not get married?”

The moment those words fell, the room sank into silence.

A dark haze instantly covered the man’s strikingly handsome face. His deep black eyes fixed on her. A moment later, he suddenly let out a cold laugh.

“Bella, this is an adult matter. You shouldn’t interfere.”

With that, he straightened up, his whole body once again wrapped in cold indifference.

Bella’s earlier joy abruptly plunged into the abyss.

Biting her lip, she looked at him with misty eyes, her entire expression innocent and aggrieved.

Michael raised a hand and brushed the bangs away from her forehead. Expressionless, he looked down at her from above, his gaze deep and unreadable.

Then, without warning, he turned and left the ward.

Only a few minutes after he left, Aaron Anderson, the Grant family’s butler, walked in. A maid followed behind him, carrying several containers of steaming food.

“Bella, you’ve slept for a whole day and night. Please get up and eat something,” Walter Coleman said, while giving Maria Hayes a look.

Maria stepped forward, helped the girl sit up in bed, and thoughtfully placed a pillow behind her back. Then she opened the thermal container. The aroma of chicken soon filled the room.

“Edward specially instructed the kitchen to make this chicken congee for you.”

“Oh...”

Bella answered absentmindedly, her gaze fixed on the white door of the hospital ward, slightly lost in thought.

In truth, she had always firmly believed that Michael did not like Irene.

Because that woman had been forced on him by Edward.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

chapter 3: It Won’t Leave a Scar
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Ever since Bella had been admitted to the hospital, Michael had visited her quite often. Yet the two of them seemed to have reached a silent understanding. Neither of them mentioned the engagement banquet that was coming next month.

Bella continued playing the part of an obedient child, while Michael remained Michael who doted on her most.

That afternoon, it was time for Bella to have her stitches removed.

Michael hurried through a company meeting and soon rushed over as well.

The moment he entered the ward, he saw the girl curled up beneath the blanket. The snow-white quilt rose in one small mound.

Looking at her, his heart softened despite himself.

But very quickly, he strode forward. His expression turned cold as his gaze swept over Dr. Daniel and the nurses present. His voice carried a slight chill.

“What’s going on?”

“Michael, today is the day to remove the stitches, but Bella seems to be... a little frightened,” Dr. Daniel, standing by the bed, answered cautiously, looking somewhat helpless.

It was clear they had already tried to persuade Bella. Unfortunately, this girl was not going to listen.

Hearing this, Michael frowned. He lowered his eyes, his gaze landing on the small mound under the blanket.

“Bella,” he said sharply, his tone stern. “Come out.”

As soon as he finished speaking, the little figure beneath the quilt shifted. After a while, a small dark-haired head slowly poked out.

Bella lifted her head. Her large eyes were filled with tears as she looked at him, like a small animal abandoned by its owner, pitiful and helpless.

Seeing this, Michael’s brows drew together.

“Why aren’t you cooperating with Dr. Daniel?”

Bella looked at him, her eyes flickering uncertainly. After hesitating again and again, she finally could not help asking, “Michael, will I... be disfigured?”

A few days ago, when Bella had gone to the restroom, she had accidentally overheard two nurses talking. They seemed to be speaking about a patient in the ward next door. After the patient’s stitches were removed, her face had supposedly become unrecognizable—even her husband had failed to recognize her.

Ever since hearing that, Bella had been terrified.

She was afraid that she would be disfigured too. She was still so young, and she still had her dream of becoming a model to pursue. If she lost her pretty face, she truly did not know what she would do.

On the other side, Michael had clearly not expected her to say such a thing. The man froze for a moment, and then his expression also darkened.

His gaze fell on the girl’s forehead.

He would never forget the sight of Bella falling down the steps. That little face covered in blood still filled him with lingering fear.

If something had really happened to this girl, what would he have done?

“Bella, please don’t worry. Your wound isn’t large. It only required three stitches. After the stitches are removed, as long as you are careful not to get it wet and don’t touch it, once the wound scabs over and heals, the chances of scarring are extremely small.”

Dr. Daniel, standing nearby, spoke at just the right moment, resolving Bella’s concern.

“Really?”

Bella tilted her head and looked at Dr. Daniel with watery eyes.

Dr. Daniel smiled and nodded.

“Don’t worry, Bella. Everything will be fine.”

Bella bit her lip, then turned to look at the silent Michael, appearing as though she wanted to say something but held back.

Michael lowered his eyes and looked at her.

After all, she was the child he had raised himself for so many years. No matter how many complicated things had happened between them, in the end, he still cared for her the most.

“Be good.”

The man lifted his large hand and gently stroked the girl’s head. His tone could not quite be called gentle, but it had softened considerably.

“Dr. Daniel is right. It won’t leave a scar. Don’t worry.”

“Then... what if it does?”

Bella was still worried. Tears shimmered in her eyes as she looked at him, frightened.

“I still want to be a model in the future. If... if there’s a scar on my face, then I won’t have a chance anymore...”

Michael knew about Bella’s dream of becoming a model. Of course, as for the profession itself, he neither opposed it nor supported it. He had always allowed the girl to follow her own interests.

But now it seemed that this girl truly cared a great deal about becoming a model.

Michael lowered his head and comforted her. “Bella, listen to me. I promise you won’t have a scar. All right, remove her stitches.”

The man had always been true to his word.

Having received his promise, Bella no longer dared to make trouble. She sat stiffly on the hospital bed, lifting her chin. Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut, and her thick lashes trembled violently. The sight made those watching feel sorry for her.

Michael had originally been standing to the side, watching. But when he saw Dr. Daniel remove the gauze from the girl’s forehead, the fresh red wound that had been stitched suddenly seemed to turn into a sharp blade, driving straight into his heart.

The man abruptly turned his head away, unable to keep looking.

His heart was filled with guilt.

This man, who was used to commanding wind and rain in the business world, actually felt a trace of fear in this moment.

Dr. Daniel skillfully removed the girl’s stitches. Seeing the man’s reaction, he only found it somewhat hard to understand.

It was normal for the young one to be afraid of pain while having stitches removed.

But the grown man had nothing happening to him. Why did he look as though he were the one suffering?

These things were simply easier for bystanders to see than those caught in the middle.

It was merely the removal of a few stitches.

Yet for Michael, it felt as though he had just gone through a tense negotiation worth hundreds of millions.

After Dr. Daniel left, he looked at the girl lying limp on the bed and felt his heart ache.

“Bella, you’ve suffered.”

He sat down beside the bed, leaned over, and habitually touched the side of her face.

Bella raised her eyes to look at him. Her eyes gradually reddened.

“It’s all your fault. It’s all your fault!”

“Yes, yes, it’s my fault. It’s my fault.”

Michael nodded repeatedly and no longer argued with the girl’s willfulness.

But clearly, Bella seemed to have forgotten something. At this moment, the grievance filling her heart made her pour out all her bitterness.

“If you hadn’t insisted on getting engaged, if you hadn’t made me go watch you two try on wedding clothes, I wouldn’t have fallen. It’s all because of you. It hurt so much I almost died!”

As soon as she said this, the ward fell silent for an instant.

The man was still looking at her, but his large hand slowly withdrew from her face.

Bella moved slightly, as though wanting to take his hand.

However, Michael had already stood up.

His tall, elegant figure stood beside the bed, and the indulgence in his eyes had been replaced by coldness.

“Fine. I promise you. From now on, I won’t make you look at wedding dresses again.”

His expression was calm as he said this.

Bella’s eyelid twitched. She quickly sat up in bed and hurriedly said, “Michael, that’s not what I meant!”

Michael curved his lips and looked at her, but he did not continue the previous topic.

“If you want to eat anything, tell Walter. He’ll have the cooks at home make it and send it over. But you are not allowed to eat anything spicy. It’s bad for your wound. Do you understand?”

“Oh...”

Bella nodded, looking at the man cautiously.

Michael looked at her, at that beautiful face that seemed ready to burst into tears at any moment.

Suddenly, he could not help taking a deep breath. Then he turned decisively and walked out of the ward.

Seeing this, the girl panicked and called out again and again, “Michael, Michael, where are you going?”

“Back to the company.”

The man walked straight out without even turning his head.

Hearing this, Bella silently sat back on the bed.

After the man left, she quietly raised her hand and touched the wound on her forehead, her expression dim and distant.
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chapter 4: The Best Person in the World
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Half a month later, Bella had fully recovered and was allowed to leave the hospital.

Michael came personally to pick her up. With him was his girlfriend, Irene.

That day, the sunlight outside the window was brilliant. Golden rays poured in, spreading across the floor like a layer of gold.

When Michael pushed open the door and entered, the girl was standing in that dazzling sunlight. Her thin figure had its back to the door, and she was bent over beside the bed, busy with something.

“Bella.”

The man’s deep, pleasant voice slowly sounded.

“Michael, you’re finally here.”

Bella turned around almost at once. But the joy in her eyes dimmed abruptly the moment she saw Irene.

She turned back in low spirits and continued packing the things on the bed.

Michael did not miss the disappointment in her eyes. His brows furrowed slightly as he walked to her side and lowered his gaze to the bedside.

It turned out to be a pile of fairy-tale books.

They looked somewhat familiar.

“Michael, do you still remember? You bought all these books for me.”

The girl carefully placed the fairy-tale books into her schoolbag. She was seventeen, in the bloom of youth, yet her body was very frail. Perhaps it was because she had been malnourished in the orphanage when she was little. Her figure had always been thin as paper. No matter how much nutrition the family tried to give her, she never seemed to gain weight.

Hearing her words, Michael’s gaze darkened, but he did not speak.

“Michael, you said you would take care of me for the rest of my life.”

Holding the schoolbag in her arms, the girl looked up at him. Her clear eyes stared straight at the man, her dark pupils as beautiful as gemstones.

Michael’s heart suddenly stirred.

For a moment, he almost could not stop himself from reaching out and pulling her into his arms.

He quietly steadied himself. Then his brows drew together, and a trace of displeasure appeared on his face.

“Bella, you’re grown up now. You can’t always stay by my side. Do you understand?”

His voice was cold and stern.

But sometimes, Bella was stubborn in the simplest way. No matter how much reason one tried to explain to her, she never seemed to understand.

Hearing him, the girl’s delicate brows knitted slightly. She thought for a while before finally saying, “Because I’ve grown up, you have to marry Irene, and then you’ll have a baby with her, right?”

Those words were truly direct.

Irene, who was standing beside them, could not help blushing. She secretly glanced at Michael’s expression.

The man’s face had clearly darkened. His gaze sharpened as he looked at the girl. After a long silence, he suddenly laughed.

That smile was like sunlight melting ice and snow, bright enough to stun anyone who saw it.

“Think whatever you like.”

After saying this, the man turned and walked toward the door.

“Follow me.”

Irene’s face had already turned as red as an apple. Seeing Michael leave the ward, she turned to look at Bella.

The girl was still standing there, her white teeth biting her soft pink lower lip. Her eyes were red, and she looked deeply hurt, like a helpless little rabbit left on its own.

Irene thought for a moment, then walked forward and comforted her.

“Bella, Michael still cares about you very much. Don’t worry. Even after we get married and have children, you’ll still be Michael’s and my good niece. We’ll both care for you.”

How pleasant those words sounded.

But how much sincerity was truly in them?

Bella suddenly turned her eyes toward her. She no longer looked as soft and weak as before. A sharp glint flashed in her beautiful eyes.

“Irene, there are a lot of women out there who like Michael. You must make sure to keep an eye on him.”

When the girl said this, she looked perfectly innocent.

But Irene’s face changed.

In Beijing, the reputation of the second son of the Grant family was extraordinarily prominent.

Status, influence, appearance, family background—Michael lacked nothing.

Precisely because he possessed every perfect condition, Michael had always been the man countless heiresses adored. The reason Irene could become his girlfriend was nothing more than a family marriage alliance.

Michael was as perfect as a god.

Then who did he truly love?

During the time Irene had spent with Michael, she had not actually lived comfortably. Every day, she felt anxious and uncertain. This man was simply too cold. His methods were decisive and ruthless, and Irene often wondered whether Michael even had a heart.

How could a heartless man fall in love with anyone?

Thinking of this, Irene looked somewhat awkward. She looked at the beautiful girl before her and forced a smile.

“Bella, you’re still young. You won’t understand matters between adults.”

“Yes, I don’t understand.”

Bella smiled as well and nodded, though it was impossible to tell whether she truly did not understand or was only pretending.

Irene frowned slightly. After thinking for a moment, she reached out, wanting to help Bella carry the schoolbag.

“Here, let me carry it for you.”

“No!”

Bella refused almost by reflex, hugging the schoolbag tightly in both arms.

This time, Irene could no longer keep smiling.

“Let’s go. Michael is still waiting outside for us. We shouldn’t keep him waiting too long.”

After saying this, she turned and walked straight out.

In Irene’s heart, although Bella was a child personally raised by Michael, she was still only an adopted daughter with no blood relation to the Grant family. If the day came when Irene truly became the mistress of the Grant family, then the first person she would deal with to establish her authority would be Bella.

When Bella walked out of the hospital holding her schoolbag, Michael had already parked the car at the entrance, waiting for them.

It was a black Audi. A red military license plate hung at the back, beginning with “Jing V”—an unmistakable symbol of status.

Bella glanced at it without much reaction. Very naturally, she pulled open the door to the front passenger seat and got in.

Irene was stunned.

But seeing that the man said nothing, she could only sit in the back seat, feeling wronged.

“Is there anything you want to eat?”

Sitting in the driver’s seat, Michael turned his head slightly. His dark eyes looked at the girl, and his voice was very calm, without the slightest awkwardness, as if nothing had happened earlier.

Bella turned to look at him and answered honestly, “I want the dumplings from that place in the east of the city.”

“All right.”

Michael nodded, started the car, and drove toward the east side of the city.

Halfway there, Irene received a phone call. It seemed that something had happened to one of her friends.

Irene very much wanted Michael to drive her there. But after she finished explaining the situation, Michael simply pulled the car over and told her to take a taxi herself.

Then the car sped away.

Irene was furious. She stared after the disappearing car, grinding her teeth.

Bella would definitely become an obstacle for her in the future.

There was a very famous dumpling shop in the east of the city. Every day, people came in endless streams to buy dumplings.

When Michael drove to the shop, the entrance was crowded, and a long line of people had formed outside.

The moment Bella saw it, her brows immediately furrowed.

“Michael, there are so many people.”

She sighed, then turned to look at the man in his suit and leather shoes. Shaking her head, she added, “Forget it. I don’t want dumplings anymore.”

“Why not?”

Michael asked in return. He reached out, his expression indulgent as he pinched the girl’s cheek.

“Wait obediently in the car. I’ll line up and buy them for you.”

“Ah, no need, I—”

Before Bella could finish, the man had already opened the door and gotten out, joining the line.

It was truly difficult to imagine.

This powerful young master of Beijing had actually lowered himself to stand in line and buy dumplings for a girl.

If this scene were photographed by the reporters, it would definitely make the front page of tomorrow morning’s newspaper.

Bella sat blankly inside the car, looking at the man standing in the crowd not far away, waiting in line for her. Her heart felt unbearably heavy.

Michael was clearly so good to her.

So why did he have to marry Irene?

The girl waited in the car for more than ten minutes. Soon, Michael came back carrying a steaming bowl of dumplings.

As he bent down and got into the car, he handed the bowl to the girl and smiled.

“Bella, did you get tired of waiting? Here, your favorite pork and mushroom filling.”

Bella’s eyes grew slightly moist.

Michael treated her the best.

Michael was still the person who treated her best.

“Bella?”

Perhaps sensing that something was wrong with the girl, Michael leaned closer to her.

Unexpectedly, Bella suddenly reached out, held the man’s face in her hands, and kissed him.
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chapter 5: Dependence
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That kiss was earth-shattering.

Bella seemed to have gathered every ounce of courage she possessed. Her small hands held the man’s face tightly as she pressed her lips against his, clinging to the sharp, thin line of his mouth.

She did not know how to kiss.

Like an innocent young deer, she acted only on impulse, recklessly daring to provoke a dangerous beast.

Bella had no experience with kissing at all. This sudden kiss of hers was, at most, nothing more than lips pressed against lips.

Yet even Michael, a man who had seen and experienced far too much, was genuinely stunned for a moment.

This girl actually dared to kiss him!

Everything happened in only a few seconds. Once the man reacted, he abruptly pushed her away, shock written all over his face.

“Bella!”

He snapped her name. In his hand, he was still holding the steaming bowl of dumplings, but his dark eyes were glaring at her with anger.

“Michael, I like you!”

Bella stared at him with tears in her eyes. She was like a stubborn little bird, flapping her wings with all her strength, desperately trying to fly toward the blue sky she had always dreamed of.

But Michael was furious. His eyes seemed to burn with fire, and his entire presence was menacing.

“I am Michael, Bella. Do you understand that?” His voice was heavy, his face dark with rage.

“Yes, I know.”

The girl nodded. Her white teeth bit into her lower lip as she looked at him stubbornly and continued, “I just like you.”

She was truly stubborn—stubborn like a foolish little calf.

Michael drew in a sharp breath, enraged by her unreasonable persistence.

“This is wrong between us, Bella. You’d better put these thoughts away.”

He was truly angry now. His deep black eyes could not hide the thick fury and merciless coldness inside them.

Bella froze almost instantly.

In her memory, Michael had always been gentle and approachable toward her. She had never seen him so furious before.

“Michael, are you angry?”

Bella stared blankly at the enraged man before her, her brows tightly furrowed.

“Don’t you like me?”

Even now, how could she still be so naive?

Michael did not answer. He suddenly closed his eyes, his brows drawn tight. After a long moment, he opened them again. His dark, deep gaze was filled with sharp coldness.

The man lowered the car window and, without hesitation, threw the dumplings outside. Then he started the car. Like an arrow leaving the string, it shot forward.

Half an hour later, inside the heavily guarded military compound, the black car slowly drove in, traced an elegant curve, and stopped.

The engine cut off.

The man in the driver’s seat got out first, his whole body wrapped in a cold aura that frightened others from approaching.

After Bella got out of the car, she did not dare make a sound. She followed carefully behind him.

“Michael, Bella.”

Walter came forward with a smile. But the moment he saw the man’s cold, dark expression, he immediately shut his mouth. Not daring to say another word, he lowered his head and stepped aside.

Bella felt uneasy. After following the man into the house, she saw Edward sitting on the living room sofa, watching the news.

“You’re back.”

Hearing movement, Edward turned his head and glanced over, speaking in a calm voice.

Michael frowned. In the end, he still called out in a low voice, “Dad.”

After that, he did not hesitate any longer. He went straight upstairs and, from beginning to end, did not look at the girl behind him.

Bella lifted her head and watched his back disappear at the staircase. In the end, she could only lower her head, feeling gloomy.

“Oh? Who upset our girl?”

At that moment, Edward’s voice came from the sofa, kind and filled with his usual affection.

Bella turned her head and looked toward him. She forced the corners of her mouth up and called softly, “Edward.”

Edward narrowed his eyes. Seeing the girl’s aggrieved expression, he could not help smiling. He waved to her.

“Come here, girl. Come sit with Edward.”

Bella obediently walked over and sat beside him.

“You’ve been cooped up in the hospital for so many days. You must have been bored. Look at you—you seem to have gained a little weight...”

Edward looked closely at the girl. But when his gaze fell on Bella’s forehead, his eyes instantly filled with distress.

“Oh, you’re already grown up. How could you still fall just from walking? Look at this. Once the wound scabs over, who knows whether it will leave a mark? For a young girl, nothing is more worrying than this.”

“It won’t...”

Bella furrowed her brows and instinctively raised a hand to touch her forehead. Then she pouted and said, “Michael said he guarantees it won’t leave a scar.”

Yes, Bella trusted Michael that much.

Whatever the man said was what she believed—one hundred percent, without condition.

“He guarantees it? What can he use to guarantee that?”

Edward gave a dissatisfied snort and shook his head. He still felt lingering fear over the girl’s injury this time.

“You need to be more careful in the future. Watch where you’re stepping when you walk. If you fall or hurt yourself again, with Michael’s temper, he might tear the hospital down.”

“Huh?”

Hearing this, Bella became interested. She grabbed the old man’s hand and asked curiously, “Why would Michael tear down the hospital?”

At this, Edward widened his eyes, as though remembering something unpleasant. His expression did not look good.

“Why would he tear down the hospital? Go ask him. Go ask him yourself! You were injured at the time and bleeding badly. But when a person goes to the hospital, they still have to register first, don’t they? The doctor didn’t know who he was. It was only right for them to ask him to go register and pay. But what did he do? A man who is usually so steady actually got into a fight with a doctor! Tell me, is that something a man of his status should do? Hmph! If I hadn’t suppressed the matter quickly, it definitely would not have ended easily.”

“Michael fought someone?”

Bella opened her mouth wide in surprise. Her dark eyes shone brightly as she looked at Edward. Unable to hold back her curiosity, she asked, “Then... then what happened in the end? Did Michael win, or did Dr. Daniel win?”

Hearing the girl ask this, Edward was first taken aback. Then he laughed helplessly and raised a hand to tap her forehead, his tone indulgent.

“You little troublemaker. Fighting is wrong, do you understand? And you still dare ask who won?”

Bella grinned. She hugged the old man’s arm with both hands and began coaxing him in a soft voice.

“Edward, you were so powerful when you were young. Michael must have inherited your skills. Actually, there’s no need to guess. Michael definitely won, right?”

Those words truly pleased Edward. He burst into hearty laughter, delighted.

“Of course! Back in the day, when I led troops to suppress bandits, I once fought a bandit leader barehanded. That fellow was a whole head taller than me, but in the end, wasn’t he still beaten by me until he was looking for his teeth all over the ground and running for his life?”

“Edward is amazing!”

Bella immediately praised him with a face full of admiration.

In truth, Bella had heard these stories of Edward’s since she was little. She had heard them so many times they were no longer new.

But when it was time to show support, she still had to do it.

“I’m old now, old now.”

Edward patted the girl’s head and sighed repeatedly.

“They say the waves behind push forward the waves ahead. Old waves like us have probably been smashed to death on the shore countless times by now.”

“Edward!”

Bella protested sweetly, looking at him unhappily.

“You’re still young. At the very least, you wake up earlier than me every time.”

“Hahaha... you clever girl!”

Edward was very pleased.

“Edward.”

Walter walked over and stood respectfully beside the sofa.

“Dinner is ready.”

Edward nodded. As he rose from the sofa, he turned to Bella and said, “Girl, go upstairs and call Michael down for dinner.”
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At that moment, the second-floor corridor was unusually quiet.

Bella held her breath and walked softly to the door of Michael’s bedroom.

She first lifted her head and looked at the door before her, hesitating with a slight frown. In the end, she still could not stop herself from raising her hand and knocking lightly.

“Michael, dinner is ready. Edward asked you to come downstairs and eat.”

As she knocked, she raised her voice, her eyes fixed firmly on the tightly closed door.

But what answered her was silence.

Bella waited for about half a minute. Then she raised her hand again and knocked once more.

“Michael, Michael, are you there? Dinner is ready. Are you coming down?”

This time, there was still no sound from inside.

Bella arched a brow in confusion. Lowering her eyes, she looked at the cold gleam of the doorknob. After thinking it over again and again, she finally reached out and turned it.

The door gradually opened, and a faint scent of tobacco drifted toward her.

The girl frowned and lifted her eyes to look inside, only to freeze unexpectedly.

Only one orange wall lamp was lit in the room. Beside the large floor-to-ceiling window ahead, the man stood silently. His tall, slightly lean figure seemed to have melted into the dim silence filling the room.

Outside the window, the starry sky glittered. Moonlight covered his cold, snowlike face, making him seem distant and unapproachable. At that moment, he was turned slightly to the side, looking out the window. He showed no reaction to Bella entering without permission. His gaze remained fixed on a streetlamp outside, his eyes seeming to be coated in a thin layer of ice—distant, indifferent, like a proud and lonely moon.

“Michael...”

Bella spoke softly.

She did not fully enter the bedroom. Instead, she stood timidly at the doorway, one hand still resting on the doorknob. Looking at Michael inside, her heart thudded heavily.

Michael still did not answer her.

Between two of the man’s fingers was a cigarette. It had already burned past halfway, its faint red glow flickering in the dark room.

Bella pressed her lips together and stubbornly looked at the silent man by the window. Unwilling to give up, she said, “Michael, Edward is still downstairs waiting for you to eat.”

Only after she finished speaking did the man finally turn around slowly.

His unfathomable black gaze swept toward her in an instant.

“Bella...”

His low, steady voice sounded.

His tall figure left the window, and he walked over to the single armchair beside it and sat down. His calm face remained handsome and shadowed, while the black shirt he wore made his dark eyes look even deeper and harder to read.

He bent forward slightly and put out the cigarette. Then he straightened, narrowing his eyes.

“Come here.”

Bella felt uneasy.

She stared at the man half-hidden in the darkness. After hesitating for two seconds, she still walked over and finally stopped in front of him.

The two of them had once spent seven full years together, day and night. Yet never before had there been a moment like this, where they faced each other with nothing to say.

Bella lowered her head, not daring to look at Michael. Then she suddenly spoke.

“I’m sorry. I was too impulsive today. I apologize. Please don’t be angry with me.”

She admitted her mistake quickly.

But unexpectedly, the man seemed not to have heard her apology at all. He gave no reaction.

He looked up at her, the emotion in his eyes complicated and impossible to distinguish.

“Bella, how old were you when you started living with me?” he suddenly asked, throwing out a completely unrelated question.

Bella froze. But she quickly reacted and answered honestly, “Ten...”

“Ten?”

The man’s thin lips lifted slightly. He raised a hand and gestured in the air, his voice calm.

“Back then, you were only this tall. Thin and dark, with messy hair. You looked like a little boy.”

Bella’s throat tightened. For a moment, she did not know how to respond.

“Time passes so quickly. In the blink of an eye, you became a young woman. Beautiful, and clever enough.”

The man’s pleasant voice slowly moved through the room like a light feather brushing across the lips—like a soft kiss, yet too fleeting to catch, as faint and elusive as smoke.

“I always believed I had raised you well, and you had never disappointed me.”

Michael continued speaking. He looked at the girl and smiled faintly.

“But in the end, you still disappointed me.”

“Michael!”

Bella cried out in alarm, panic suddenly rising in her heart.

“So, for your own good, I may consider exercising certain rights as your guardian.”

Bella completely panicked.

She stepped forward and grabbed the man’s sleeve without thinking. Her eyes widened as she looked at him in deep unease.

“Michael, what exactly do you mean? What... what guardian rights are you going to exercise?”

Michael looked at her. His ink-dark eyes were still deep and captivating.

He answered, his voice still gentle, yet without the slightest trace of emotion.

“There are several universities overseas. You may choose whichever one you like.”

Bella stiffened.

Then she stared at the man blankly, murmuring, “What... what universities...”

The man pressed his thin lips together and did not speak again. He simply turned his head and looked toward the door.

Walter happened to arrive at the doorway. Out of courtesy, he only stood there and spoke politely and properly.

“Michael, Bella, Edward has been waiting downstairs for quite some time. He asked me to come and ask whether dinner is still being served.”

By now, Bella had no appetite at all.

She ignored Walter’s words completely. Her gaze remained fixed on the man. In the dark room, no one else could see how pale her small face had become.

“Let’s go. Downstairs for dinner.”

Michael rose elegantly. His voice was steady, as though nothing had happened.

He walked around the girl frozen in place and headed out.

Downstairs, Edward was sitting upright at the head of the dining table, his face stern. He seemed somewhat displeased.

From the moment Bella sat down, she kept her head lowered. She quietly ate her rice, but the bright lights in the dining room clearly revealed her reddened eyes.

Edward ate half a bowl of rice. In the end, he could no longer bear it. With a sharp slap, he placed his chopsticks on the table.

His voice was not particularly gentle when he spoke.

“Girl, has someone bullied you again?”

His words clearly pointed at someone.

Michael had always been strict when it came to Bella’s upbringing. Some of his strange rules were even strict to the point of being abnormal. Because of this, Edward had privately spoken to Michael many times, asking him to be more tolerant with the girl.

Unfortunately, no matter what Edward said, Michael remained extremely strict in Bella’s home education.

After so many years, however, Bella seemed to have grown used to it.

“No, Edward. I’m fine.”

Bella’s muffled voice came softly.

Edward snorted. He shot a sideways glance at the person ladling soup and was just about to say something when Michael suddenly raised his head.

He placed the bowl of soup in his hand in front of Bella and spoke calmly.

“I plan to send Bella overseas to study. If nothing unexpected happens, she’ll leave in three days.”
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[image: ]


What?

He was sending her abroad to study?

The moment Michael said this, everyone was stunned.

Among them, Edward reacted the most strongly.

“Bella is doing perfectly well studying here in China. Why send her overseas?” the old man asked, his tone filled with surprise.

Hearing this, Michael did not move his brows. He did not even glance at Bella. He merely curved his lips calmly and replied, “Compared with China, the education system abroad is better. Studying overseas will only benefit Bella. It won’t harm her.”

How pleasant those words sounded.

But Bella had no reaction.

She just sat there blankly, staring at the bowl of soup the man had placed in front of her. Her mind was completely empty, as though she had lost all ability to think.

Michael was exactly this kind of man.

On one hand, he could spoil her with everything he had. He could be gentle with her and protect her, like a flawless elder no one could criticize.

But on the other hand, he was truly cold and merciless.

One second, he could be serving her soup.

The next, he could say, as calmly as if speaking of the weather, that he was sending her abroad.

Like a dazzling, intoxicating poppy, he was beautiful from afar, yet impossible to touch.

At that moment, Bella felt as if she had been thrown into a lake. In an instant, icy water surrounded her from every direction.

She felt cold.

So cold.

So cold she could barely breathe.

“But if you suddenly send Bella overseas, she won’t be used to it.”

Edward doted on Bella the most. How could he bear to throw his precious granddaughter abroad?

“Dad, you have to let her learn to be independent. Sooner or later, she has to grow up.”

Michael spoke helplessly and shook his head, continuing to persuade him.

“Overindulgence will only hurt her.”

“But...”

It was obvious that the old man still could not rest easy. After thinking for a moment, he turned to look at Bella, only to see the girl sitting there as though stunned. She said nothing, her face as pale as a sheet of white paper.

Edward’s heart ached. He shook his head repeatedly and said in disagreement, “She can learn independence in China too. There’s no need to send her overseas. There’s absolutely no need.”

Michael had already expected Edward’s attitude. He faintly curved his lips and said unhurriedly, “Dad, whether you agree or not is another matter. What matters most is Bella’s own opinion.”

Hearing this, Edward looked at Bella again and frowned.

“Girl, come on. Say it yourself. Are you willing to go abroad?”

Bella was still in shock.

She had not expected Edward to turn the question to her.

She slowly raised her eyes first, staring straight at Michael.

The man sat there calmly, his expression cold and stern. His beautiful, deep eyes looked at her with the faint trace of a smile that was not truly a smile.

Bella understood.

Of course she understood what Michael meant.

Since Michael had already spoken, then she would definitely be sent abroad.

She had stayed by his side for seven whole years. She understood him.

This man looked handsome and gentle on the surface, but deep in his bones, he was decisive, forceful, and terribly cold.

Unfortunately, she had never imagined that Michael who had always been gentle with her would one day be so ruthless toward her too.

Bella’s heart hurt terribly.

Looking at the man’s cold, quiet eyes, she endured and endured. In the end, she still opened her mouth.

“Yes. I’m willing to go abroad.”

She bit her lip and said the words softly, but mist gradually gathered in her eyes.

Michael nodded in satisfaction.

A trace of a smile finally appeared on his handsome face.

But that smile never reached his eyes.

“Oh, oh...”

Hearing this, Edward sighed repeatedly. He waved his hand and said, “Fine, fine. Since the girl is willing to go abroad, then let her go. Bring the cook from home with her. Don’t let the girl suffer when it comes to food.”

“That works.”

Michael agreed, his voice light.

Bella forced back her tears, lowered her head, and said softly, “Edward, Michael, I want to go upstairs and pack a few things first.”

Michael glanced at the girl and just happened to see a tear fall from her eye. His fingers moved slightly, as though he wanted to wipe it away for her.

But in the end, he remained seated in place without moving.

“Go on. Bring whatever you like,” Edward said with a nod.

“Okay. I know.”

The tears could no longer be held back. Bella answered casually, turned, and went upstairs.

She thought that since Michael was the one abandoning her this time, then if she ever had the chance, she would never come back again.

Because of Edward’s work, ever since he had been promoted into the central leadership, he had lived in the military compound. At the very least, security there was absolutely guaranteed.

But Michael was different.

Although he had been born into a powerful family, perhaps because he had grown up surrounded by power, he did not seem particularly interested in it. Back then, he had entered military school in accordance with Edward’s wishes, but after graduation, he did not join the army or become a politician. Instead, he made his way through the business world and became remarkably successful.

Now, within Beijing, the name Michael itself already represented a force of power.

Because father and son stood on different sides—one in politics, one in business—to avoid suspicion, Michael’s home was not inside the military compound.

Except during holidays or major family matters, Michael usually lived in a high-end apartment not far from Chang’an Avenue.

Of course, Bella lived there with him.

After going upstairs, Bella remained in the bedroom.

Although she rarely came to Edward’s house, Edward had always kept a separate room for her. The room was filled with all kinds of dolls, and even the wardrobe was packed with candy-colored clothes and dresses.

Bella was in a terrible mood.

Saying she was going upstairs to pack was nothing more than an excuse. From the moment she entered the room, she sat on the edge of the bed in a daze for a long while, until Walter knocked on the door.

“Bella, Michael said that once you’re done packing, you should hurry downstairs.”

Walter’s voice came through the door, clear and concise.

“I’ll be ready right away!”

Bella answered and quickly stood up from the bed. But after looking around the room, she realized there was not a single thing here that she wanted to take with her.

In the end, she casually picked up a stuffed doll and ran downstairs.

Coincidentally, Michael was standing at the entrance hall.

His black coat was draped over one arm, and he was lowering his head to adjust his cuff. Every movement he made carried an elegant, noble air.

Bella paused for a moment on the stairs, but very quickly, she walked over again. Her head remained lowered the whole time. She did not look at him.

“Michael.”

She stood in front of the man, still holding a doll in her arms.

At seventeen, she had already grown into a graceful young girl. Unfortunately, at a height of
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