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Chapter 1 - The Aloof School Belle Added Me on Facebook
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I woke up early in the morning with a pounding headache from a night of heavy drinking. As I opened my eyes, I rubbed my aching temples and reached for my phone to check the time—only to see a new message on Facebook.

From the profile picture and username, it was clearly a girl. Her display name was Fragrance Grows in the Mountains. She asked if I was awake and added a playful emoji.

I frowned.

Who was she?

All of my Facebook contacts had notes attached, but this one didn't. When had I added someone like this? I rubbed my temples again, the dull ache refusing to fade.

My name is Ethan Warren. I study in Ming City. Last night was our senior-year graduation party. Everyone showed up—classmates and even teachers. Once the alcohol started flowing, I completely lost control and drank myself senseless.

Thinking about it now, everything after a certain point was a blank. Damn it—I'd blacked out. At least those guys from my class had enough sense to send me home.

I didn't reply to the message right away. My stomach was growling, so I got dressed and found something to eat. Only after I'd eaten and felt better did my curiosity return, and I remembered the mysterious girl.

Instead of replying, I opened her profile, suspecting it might be a prank. Maybe someone from my class was messing with me.

No luck. Her profile was locked.

I sent her a message anyway.

"I'm awake. Who are you?"

Then I opened my own profile to check for updates—and froze.

Fragrance Grows in the Mountains had viewed my photo album.

My heart skipped.

Could it be that a girl from my class liked me? Maybe she'd added me last night while I was drunk?

I checked the timestamp. She'd messaged me around seven. It was almost eight now, so I didn't expect a quick reply.

To my surprise, she replied almost immediately.

"Ethan, don't you remember what happened last night?"

She was right on the mark.

I honestly couldn't remember anything beyond drinking. Feeling awkward, I replied:

"Sorry, I blacked out. Did you add me last night?"

But something still didn't feel right. I already had most of my classmates added. The only ones I didn't were a few standout girls—the kind everyone called goddesses.

Could it be one of them?

Impossible. Those girls were way out of my league. Why would any of them add me?

She replied with a single word.

"Mm."

I pressed on. "Then who are you? Sorry, I really drank too much."

"Guess," she replied. "Aren't you usually pretty confident?"

I started thinking. Who could it be?

Mo Yingying? The girl who looked proper and aloof on the surface but was secretly wild? Maybe she'd taken a liking to my build and looks and added me while I was drunk.

But the thought quickly died. Mo Yingying only associated with rich guys. I was just a broke nobody.

So who was it?

While I was still guessing, another message came through.

"Idiot. Still can't figure it out?"

How was I supposed to? There were only five or six girls I hadn't added, and they were all outstanding. I gave up.

"Just tell me. I really can't guess."

This time, there was no reply.

That was strange. She'd been replying instantly before. Why the silence now? Did she not want me to know who she was?

Then why add me at all?

I couldn't figure it out, and she didn't reply again.

Just then, the front door opened.

I looked up and saw Jade Warren come in.

She was attractive—fair skin, delicate features, and a well-proportioned figure. The white blouse she wore was stretched tight across her chest, the fabric pulled taut by her curves. Black shorts and white stockings accentuated her long legs, and her jet-black hair fell smoothly down her back.

She seemed to have a boyfriend now, so she was none of my concern.

To be clear, we weren't related by blood. We were neighbors from the same village.

Jade was twenty-three, only three years older than me, and worked in Ming City. When I first came here at seventeen to study, her parents insisted we live together so we could look after each other. That arrangement had lasted three years.

Oddly enough, our relationship had always been lukewarm. She seemed to find me irritating for reasons I never understood. Back in the village, she used to treat me just fine.

Several times, I'd thought about moving back into the dorms, but every time, she stopped me with some excuse.

If she disliked me so much, why wouldn't she let me leave?

Lately, her attitude toward me had grown even colder. I guessed it had something to do with her boyfriend.

Still, I usually treated her well. Seeing her home so early, I asked," You're back already? Aren't you working today?"

"Day off," she said flatly, heading straight into her bedroom.

I watched her walk away and shook my head. Forget it. Even if she didn't have a boyfriend, what was I thinking?

Once her door closed, boredom set in. I shouted that I was heading out and wouldn't be back for lunch, then left the apartment.

Downstairs, I scrolled through my contacts. Everyone was on break. Maybe I'd call some friends and go to an internet cafe.

Just then, my phone buzzed again.

It was Fragrance Grows in the Mountains.

She must have just seen my earlier message. She sent a shy emoji.

"Who are you calling that?"

I smiled and replied," You. So tell me already—who are you?"

After all, the only people I hadn't added were a few beautiful girls. No downside.

She sent a cute emoji.

"Do you really want to know?"

"Yes. I've been thinking myself crazy."

Was the answer finally coming?

Sarah Sullivan Yanyan? Carter Sophie? Noah Stone Yueyue?

Anyone but Mo Yingying.

After a long pause, nothing.

I was starting to suspect a prank when she finally replied.

"My package just arrived."

Another playful emoji followed.

I couldn't take it anymore.

"Please, you're killing me. Just tell me."

"Alright," she replied. "It's me. Momo Quinn."

I froze.

Then a wave of disbelief and excitement crashed over me.

Momo?!

The universally acknowledged school belle of our entire high school. Aloof, distant, untouchable.

Hardly anyone had ever exchanged more than a few sentences with her. Even speaking three lines to her was something to brag about.

Rumor had it she came from a single-parent family and struggled socially.

But her beauty was undeniable. She looked like someone straight out of a painting—fair-skinned, refined, almost unreal. Every glance, every movement drew attention.

And she had added me.

Just as I was trying to calm down and think of what to say, another message arrived.

"Sorry, something came up. I can't chat right now."

The disappointment hit hard—like having something precious taken away just as it reached my hands.

"No problem. Talk later," I replied.

She didn't respond again.

With nothing else to do, I decided to go to the internet cafe. Reaching into my pocket, I suddenly realized I'd forgotten my wallet.

No money was one thing—but without my ID, I couldn't even get in.

I went back home, grabbed my wallet from the living room, and was about to leave when I heard a faint, indistinct sound coming from Jade's room.

My heart jumped.

What was that?

Without thinking, I slowed my steps and moved toward the door. It wasn't locked—just slightly open. Peering through the gap, I couldn't see her upper body, only her long legs shifting restlessly.

Another unclear, breathy sound escaped her lips.

My throat went dry, heat rushing through my body.

She was alone at home... doing that?
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Chapter 2 - Should I Call You by Your Nickname?
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At the worst possible moment, my phone suddenly rang.

I nearly jumped out of my skin. Panicking, I spun around and bolted. Damn it—if Jade really realized it was me, life at home was going to become unbearable.

I hurried downstairs, pulled out my phone, and called a few friends. Jack Brooks and Sierra Reed had gone traveling with their families. Only Noah was free, so we agreed to meet at Tianxing Internet Cafe.

Noah lived nearby, so he was already there when I arrived. We logged in at the front desk and started playing together. Once we got going, we couldn't stop. We played until noon, went out to grab some food, then came back and kept playing until nightfall before heading home separately.

On the way back, I felt annoyed. The morning games had gone well, but in the afternoon we lost six matches in a row. Just as my mood hit rock bottom, my phone buzzed.

It was Fragrance Grows in the Mountains.

My spirits instantly lifted. This wasn't just anyone—this was Momo.

The famously aloof school belle, someone who kept both strangers and acquaintances at arm's length, was messaging me again?

I opened Facebook and saw a crying emoji. I guessed something had upset her and typed:

"What's wrong? Who made you unhappy?"

Her reply came quickly.

"Yes. You did. Don't you know what you did?"

She added a shy emoji.

My heart started pounding.

"What did I do?" I replied hurriedly. "I honestly don't know. If I offended you, please let me off."

"Hmph."

She sent that single word, followed by two eye-roll emojis.

My heart skipped again. This was Momo. Even if another girl just as pretty were messaging me, I wouldn't be this worked up. But she was different—she had a presence no one else could match.

In all of high school, only a handful of people had ever spoken more than a few sentences with her. Yet here she was, sending me cute emojis.

I was still riding the excitement when she sent another message.

"Where did you go? Why aren't you replying?"

Two dazed emojis followed.

This felt unreal.

I didn't respond for a moment, and she actually reached out again. Could she really be interested in me?

I quickly replied," Nothing. I was crossing the street, so I didn't reply."

No sooner had I put my phone away than it buzzed again. Three messages this time.

Two crying emojis.

Then:" I'm really sorry. I didn't know you were walking. Let's stop chatting for now. We can talk again when you're free."

Finally, two waving goodbye emojis.

I felt both thrilled and frustrated. Why did I say I was crossing the street? Still, it seemed she cared about my safety. That thought sent my imagination running wild.

I picked up my pace, eager to get home and keep chatting. When I arrived, I realized Jade wasn't home.

It was already past nine. Where could she have gone?

What made me smile was the food waiting on the dining table, covered to keep it warm. The dishes were still hot when I ate. While eating, I pulled out my phone again.

"I'm home. What are you doing?" I messaged.

A little later, she replied," Mm," followed by two cute emojis.

Then another message came.

"Can you stop calling me 'Quinn Beauty'? It feels strange."

I paused, then replied," Strange? Then what should I call you?"

I couldn't help thinking her personality really was unusual—most people wouldn't mind being called beautiful.

Her next message made my heart race.

"Call me Momo... or... Momo. Either is fine..."

Two bashful emojis followed.

I almost jumped out of my seat.

Was this really the aloof, untouchable school belle? She was letting me call her by a nickname—something usually reserved for couples.

But once I calmed down, doubt crept in.

What if this wasn't really Momo? What if it was just a prank?

Her aloof reputation was well known. How could she possibly be chatting like this?

I decided to test her gently.

"Calling you Momo... isn't that a bit too intimate? We're not that close yet, are we?"

After I sent the message, there was no reply.

My heart sank.

Why did I test her? If she really was Momo, wouldn't I regret this forever?

The more I thought about it, the worse I felt. She seemed sensitive, maybe even socially withdrawn. That message might have hurt her.

I waited anxiously. Still nothing.

Then her profile went dark.

Offline.

I let out a bitter laugh. I really shouldn't have tested her. Even if there was only a one-percent chance it was truly her, I should've cherished it.

That was the aloof school belle. The ice-cold beauty.

I lost my appetite and checked the time. Almost ten. Jade still hadn't come back.

She worked as a lobby manager at Hanxiang Garden Hotel, and she never worked night shifts. Normally she was home by six, and even late nights rarely passed eight. She'd had the day off today—what if something had happened?

Then I reconsidered. She was an adult. Nothing would happen that easily.

More likely, she was out with her boyfriend.

The thought made my chest feel sour. The man who'd dropped her off recently must have been her boyfriend. Realizing this left me strangely hollow.

The girl who once liked me so much... had finally found someone else.

As my thoughts spiraled, hurried footsteps echoed in the hallway outside. Before I could react, the door opened.

Jade stumbled in, her face flushed. She'd clearly been drinking. Behind her stood a tall man.

"Leave! Didn't you hear me? Who told you to follow me home? Did I ask you to come? I already said I don't want that right now!"

Her words were slurred, but I understood enough.

This man had to be her boyfriend. He'd probably invited her out, had drinks with her, and expected things to go further.

What confused me was her refusal. In this day and age, wasn't that normal for couples?

Why wouldn't she agree?

The man's expression darkened. He suddenly pulled an elongated, oval-shaped object from his pocket and sneered.

"You don't want it? Then why did you buy this? Don't think I don't know. You act proper, but you're filthy underneath."

When I saw the object, Jade's face flushed even deeper. Embarrassed and furious, her chest rose and fell sharply as she struggled to respond.

Finally, she snapped," Gao Zhenghai, you're disgusting!"

I recognized the item immediately—a private device meant for solitary relief.

What shocked me wasn't that she owned it, but what Gao Zhenghai had said.

Anger flared in my chest.
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Damn it.

No matter how much Jade usually disliked me, we were still from the same village. If you wanted to put it bluntly, we shared the same roots. On that basis alone, no outsider had the right to humiliate her like this.

Watching her flushed with anger, my temper completely snapped.

I stood up and strode to the doorway, grabbing the man by the collar.

"Watch your mouth," I snarled. "Who are you calling filthy?"

The man clearly hadn't expected anyone else to be in the apartment. He froze for a second when he saw me, then his expression darkened.

"Well, well. Jade, so you really are shameless," he sneered. "Didn't expect you to be hiding a young guy at home."

Her face flushed with embarrassment and anger. "Gao Zhenghai, stop talking nonsense. He's family."

That only made the man laugh colder. "Family? Who knows what kind of relationship you really have. I know exactly what kind of person you are. One day you get desperate enough, toss that thing aside, and end up in bed with him."

"Gao Zhenghai, you're disgusting!"

Her eyes reddened. Seeing that, the anger in my chest exploded.

I yanked his collar harder. "I asked you something. Say that again if you dare."

He finally turned his full attention to me, eyes dark.

"Kid, let go," he said coldly. "So what if I call her filthy? That's exactly what she is—just pretending to be proper."

That was it.

"I'll kill you."

My fist slammed straight into his eye with a dull thud.

He clearly hadn't expected a student to actually throw a punch. Caught off guard, he crashed to the floor. Before he could react, I landed several more blows, leaving him no room to fight back.

I hadn't expected it either. He looked big and tough, but he folded fast. Either he was all show, or he underestimated me. I'd been in more fights than I could count over the years.

When I finally stopped, his eyes were already swelling, but he still refused to back down. He struggled up and sneered at me.

"Got skills, huh? Fine. Just wait."

Then he turned to Jade, his tone venomous.

"And you—this thing came out of your bag. Keep it. You'll need it."

He tossed the object to the floor and turned to leave.

Seeing his back only made me angrier. I kicked him hard between the shoulders.

"Get lost. I'll be waiting."

He stumbled, shot me one last vicious look, and hurried downstairs. I spat in his direction and muttered an insult.

Turning back, I saw Jade still standing there, eyes red. I wanted to say something to comfort her, but no words came. She looked at me, something complicated flashing through her eyes, then turned and went into her room without a word.

Maybe that was for the best. What had just happened was humiliating enough—being betrayed by a terrible boyfriend was one thing, but having something so private exposed, and in front of me no less, had to be unbearable.

I was about to head back to my room when I noticed the object still lying on the floor.

No matter what, it had cost money.

I picked it up, brought it into the living room, and shut my door.

I was just about to sit down on the sofa and scroll on my phone when she came out again. She glanced at me on her way to the bathroom—then her eyes landed on what I was holding.

Her face, which had just started to calm down, instantly turned red again.

"Do you... know what that is?" she asked awkwardly.

Seeing her flustered expression, I almost laughed. Still, I pretended to be clueless.

"No idea," I said. "That man said it was yours, so I picked it up."

She hesitated, then walked over and took it from my hand. "Then... give it back to me."

Watching her like this, I couldn't resist teasing her a little.

"So... what is it used for?"

"You'll understand when you're older," she said quickly, then hurried into the bathroom.

I chuckled to myself and went back to my room. It was late, and I planned to sleep.

Not long after I lay down, there was a knock on my door.

"Ethan... are you asleep?"

I froze.

It was her.

In three years of living together, she had never come to my room.

"I'm still awake," I replied. "What's wrong?"

"I wanted to talk for a bit... If it's inconvenient, forget it."

Talk? At this hour?

My mind immediately went places it shouldn't have, especially after what that man had said earlier. I shook my head, trying to stop myself from overthinking, then got up and opened the door.

The moment I saw her, my breath caught.

She was wearing a pink bathrobe, loosely tied. Her damp hair fell down her back, and the faint scent of body wash filled the air. Soft curves were visible beneath the fabric, and her pale neck caught the light.

She'd clearly just showered.

Noticing my stare, her cheeks flushed. "What are you looking at?"

Her voice was soft—nothing like her usual cold tone. It reminded me of years ago, when she used to speak to me like this.

"I'm looking at someone beautiful," I said honestly.

She paused, then quickly regained her composure.

"After how I treated you before... why did you still help me tonight?" she asked.

I knew she meant the fight.

"There's nothing special about it," I said seriously. "We're from the same place. If someone gets bullied, I'm not just going to stand by and watch. Even if we don't always get along, outsiders don't get to step on us."

She nodded, then smiled faintly.

"No matter what, thank you. I owe you. What kind of reward do you want?"

I looked at her face, at how close she was, and a thought flashed through my mind—but I crushed it immediately.

"I don't want a reward," I said. "I just want to know something. When we were younger, you liked me so much. Why do you seem to dislike me more and more now?"

Something flickered in her eyes, gone almost instantly.

"It's nothing," she said lightly. "You were more likable back then."

That was clearly an excuse.

"So now I'm annoying?" I pressed.

She parted her lips, hesitating for a long moment. Finally, she lowered her gaze.

"It's not that. We grew up. When people grow up, their thoughts change. And when thoughts change, the kind of people they like changes too."

That answer only confused me more.

Before I could say anything else, she changed the subject.

"By the way, you drank too much at your graduation party last night. A girl named Momo brought you home. Tell me—was that your girlfriend?"
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Alright, I admit it—the topic was successfully redirected.

The moment Jade said that, my attention shifted completely. The person who brought me home that night wasn't those guys from my class?

It was Momo?

I asked uncertainly," Are you sure she said her name was Momo?"

Jade nodded casually. "That's what she said. She was a very pretty girl. Not bad taste you've got."

With that, she turned and went back to her room.

For some reason, as I watched her walk away, her back looked a little lonely.

After closing my bedroom door, my spirits shot up.

So it really was Momo who brought me home that night. If that was true, then the person chatting with me on Facebook under the name Fragrance Grows in the Mountains was very likely her.

The more I thought about it, the more excited I became. Maybe she really did have some interest in me—otherwise, why would she personally escort a drunk classmate home?

But then the image of her aloof expression throughout three years of high school surfaced in my mind. The cold, untouchable school belle. How could someone like her possibly like me?

What did I even have going for me?

I told myself I was overthinking it. Maybe most people at the party were drunk, and she simply couldn't leave a classmate unattended.

With my thoughts in a mess, I eventually fell asleep.

Early the next morning, Jade woke me up for breakfast. While eating, she brought up the incident from the night before.

"That man's name is Gao Zhenghai," she said. "He's not someone to mess with. Be careful at home. I'm worried he might come back for revenge."

I nodded. "You be careful at work too. If anything feels off, call security."

She agreed, finished breakfast, and left for work.

I took out my phone, intending to message Momo. No matter what, she had helped me that night, and I should at least thank her.

"Are you up yet?"

There was no reply, so I sent another message.

"Thanks again for bringing me home the other night."

I assumed she might still be upset about yesterday, so I decided to head out and play games. I called Noah, but he said he was busy too.

Great. I was completely on my own today.

With nothing else to do, I went alone to Tianxing Internet Cafe. Not long after I sat down, my phone buzzed.

Fragrance Grows in the Mountains.

My eyes lit up.

I opened the message.

"No problem. We're classmates anyway. By the way, did you really forget the promise we made that night?"

Promise?

My heart skipped.

I had made a promise with Momo?

That thought both thrilled and terrified me. Thrilled because I'd actually had a promise with someone like her. Terrified because I truly couldn't remember a thing.

Damn alcohol.

What kind of promise was it? I racked my brain, but nothing came back. Still, I didn't dare admit I'd forgotten. What if she got angry? What if it was something important?

What if it was a life-changing promise?

After imagining wildly for a while, I replied:

"How could I forget? Even if I drank too much, I'd never forget something related to... Momo."

I cautiously used the nickname.

My heart was pounding as I sent it. I figured if she got upset, I could always say she'd told me to call her that before.

Soon, her reply came.

"Didn't you say you didn't want to call me that?"
Two shy emojis followed.
My excitement surged. I replied quickly:

"If Momo lets me call her that, it's an honor. What I said yesterday deserves punishment."

She responded with two laughing emojis. My mood lifted, but doubt crept back in.

Even if she'd brought me home, that didn't guarantee the person chatting with me was really her.

I logged into Facebook on the computer and opened her profile again. It still required permission, so I messaged her.

"Momo, your profile is still private."

"Yes. Why?" she replied.

"Do you want to see it?"
Two playful eye-roll emojis followed.
"Yes, of course," I replied. "You've visited my profile so many times—shouldn't I get a look at yours too?"

After sending that, there was no reply.

My heart sank. The suspicion grew stronger. Was this really some kind of prank?

I put on my headphones and listened to music, but it only made me more restless. Staring at her now-still profile picture, I sighed.

Of course. How could something this good just fall into my lap?

Momo was way out of my league. How could she be chatting with me like this—letting me call her by a nickname?

I lit a cigarette and took a deep drag. Even if this was a prank, I wanted to know who was behind it.

I sent another message.

"Who are you really? Jack? Sierra? Or someone else? Why mess with me like this?"

A reply came almost immediately.

"What do you mean? Didn't I already tell you I'm Momo?"

"Sorry, I was busy just now. I've opened my profile permissions for you."

I froze.

I clicked into her profile again—and this time, it opened.

There were no posts. No written updates. No blogs. But there were a lot of photos.

I clicked into the album.

My eyes widened.

It really was Momo.

Photo after photo—casual selfies from her daily life. She was stunning in every single one. Then I saw photos of her lying on a bed in cute sleepwear. Fair skin, slender neck, a face that looked unreal.

One photo even showed a subtle glimpse of cleavage.

I swallowed hard.

She might not look flashy normally, but she definitely wasn't lacking in that department.

My throat felt dry.

Just then, a new message came in.

"Seriously, what was wrong with you earlier? Don't tell me you really forgot everything from the graduation party?"

I hurriedly replied," No, no. I didn't forget."

"Really?"
Two dazed emojis followed.
I scrolled through her photos again, then paused. Something still felt strange.

Why were there only photos? No posts, no thoughts, nothing else?

I pushed the doubt aside and replied," Don't worry. I won't forget our promise."

The next message made my heart race.

"Then why haven't you come to see me these past two days?"
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Chapter 5 - Video Chatting with the School Belle

[image: ]


"Since you haven't forgotten, then why haven't you come to see me these past two days?"

"Have you been busy?"

Reading Momo's two messages, I froze again.

She was actually questioning why I hadn't gone to find her.

My heart started racing. Did I really make some kind of agreement with her at the graduation party? And not just any agreement—something important enough that she expected me to look for her afterward?

Still, staring at her Facebook profile—completely blank except for photos—I forced myself to be cautious this time. After hesitating for a moment, I boldly sent a message:

"Momo, can we do a video call?"

After a short while, she replied:

"Do you think I'm not Momo?"

Before I could answer, another message came through:

"Looks like you really did forget what we agreed on at the graduation party."

A bad feeling crept into my chest. I thought she was about to disappear again.

But this time, I was wrong.

A moment later, a video call request popped up.

I nearly jumped out of my seat.

With a mix of excitement and nervousness, I clicked to accept.

The video connected instantly, and a girl appeared on the screen—so beautiful it took my breath away.

She was wearing a light yellow short-sleeved shirt. The camera only showed her upper body, but that ethereal face, untouched by anything worldly, could only belong to Momo.

My heart pounded violently. For a few seconds, I could only stare, completely forgetting to speak.

After a moment, I saw a faint blush spread across her fair face.

Then—click.

The call ended.

I stared at the screen, stunned.

It ended just like that?

I hadn't even looked long enough.

My excitement was no different from winning a massive lottery. Against all odds, that one-percent chance had come true. Fragrance Grows in the Mountains really was Momo.

I lit a cigarette and leaned back, completely relaxed. A new message arrived almost immediately.

"Do you believe me now? You idiot. How could you forget what happened that night?"

I laughed foolishly while smoking. I still couldn't believe it. For days, the person chatting with me had actually been Momo—the aloof, untouchable school belle who kept both strangers and acquaintances at a distance.

Not only had she chatted with me nonstop, she'd sent cute emojis and even let me call her by a nickname.

And we had an agreement.

I pinched my thigh to make sure I wasn't dreaming.

Once I calmed down, I quickly replied:

"Momo, I'm really sorry. I honestly blacked out that night."

"That's what you get for drinking so much," she replied, followed by two sulking emojis.
Then another message came:" Drink less in the future, okay?"
Was she... worried about me?

I smiled and replied that I would.

"Are you busy right now?"
Two cute dazed emojis followed.
"I'm free," I replied. "Just hanging out."

My curiosity got the better of me, and I asked the question that had been bothering me:

"Momo, can you tell me what our agreement actually was?"

Her reply made my heart leap.

"I'm at the Starbucks on Xiaoxi Street. Come find me and you'll know."

My blood rushed to my head.

She was asking me out—personally.

I replied instantly:" Okay! I'll be there in ten minutes!"

I logged out, rushed out of Tianxing Internet Cafe, and grabbed a taxi straight to Xiaoxi Street.

On the way, another message came in:

"I'll wait for you. Don't be late."
Two shy emojis followed.
My heart felt like it was soaked in honey. Sweet beyond words.

I didn't know why she added me that night. I didn't know what our agreement was. I didn't even know why she might like me.

But none of that mattered.

When a beautiful girl invites you out, only an idiot overthinks it.

Just then, my phone rang.

It was Jade.

I frowned. She should've been at work. Why was she calling me now?

I answered—and froze.

It wasn't her voice.

It was a man's. One I recognized immediately.

"Jade's family member, right? If you don't want anything to happen to her, get your ass to the southern outskirts of the city right now."

My mind went blank for a second, then I exploded.

"What did you do to her?!"

"Watch your mouth," the man snapped. "Come alone. Don't call the police, or you'll regret it."

In the background, I heard a faint scream. I heard her voice telling me not to come.

My vision turned red.

"Don't touch her," I roared. "Southern outskirts, right? I'm coming."

I turned to the driver. "Change destination. Southern outskirts."

The driver nodded nervously and floored the accelerator.

The man continued," Remember—don't call the police. If you do, I'll make her regret it."

"I won't call anyone," I said through clenched teeth. "But if you touch her, I'll kill you even if it costs me my life."

"Enough talk. I'll be waiting."

Before the call ended, I heard him speak to someone else nearby.

"Don't touch her yet. After we deal with that kid, she's ours."

Laughter followed. Crude voices. Filthy words.

Something exploded inside my chest.

"You touch her, and I'll wipe out your entire family!"

The call cut off.

My hands were shaking.

If anything happened to her, I wouldn't be able to forgive myself for the rest of my life.

I blamed myself. If I hadn't beaten Gao Zhenghai the night before, none of this would be happening.

Standing up for her wasn't wrong—but if I couldn't handle the consequences, then what good was it?

As the taxi sped into the southern outskirts, I suddenly remembered Momo.

She was probably still waiting at Starbucks.

I tried to message her, typing quickly:

"Something urgent came up. I can't make it. I'm really sorry."

The message kept spinning.

Not sent.

I frowned and checked my phone.

No signal.

Great.

There was no turning back now. I'd just have to stand her up.

I sighed heavily.

At that moment, the taxi stopped.

The driver pointed ahead. "Is that who you're looking for?"
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Chapter 6 - Trapped in the Outskirts with Her
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After the taxi driver spoke, I finally noticed the people ahead. Looking carefully, I saw Gao Zhenghai among them. My heart dropped—she was there too, tied up and forced down on the grass nearby.

I paid the driver, got out quickly, and walked straight over.

When Gao Zhenghai saw me, a cold sneer spread across his face. "So you finally showed up."

"Cut the crap," I said, staring at him. "If you've got something to settle, do it with me. Let her go first."

I glanced at her. She was tightly bound with rope, but thankfully her clothes were still intact. It looked like they hadn't crossed that line yet. She was crouched on the ground, a towel stuffed in her mouth. When she saw me, tears immediately streamed down her face. She shook her head desperately, as if telling me to run and not worry about her.

Seeing her like that made my chest ache.

How could I possibly leave her behind and run?

Gao Zhenghai ignored my words entirely. He exchanged a look with the men beside him, and several of them began to close in around me.

I felt a flash of panic. I'd been in plenty of fights at school, but this was different—five or six grown men. Confidence meant nothing here.

Still, I wasn't going to wait to be beaten senseless. I roared and charged at the nearest one, swinging my fist straight for his head.

I underestimated him.

Before my punch could land, contempt flickered in his eyes. His leg snapped out like lightning, slamming hard into my stomach.

The pain exploded instantly. I nearly cried out. In that moment, I knew—this wasn't an ordinary thug. This guy knew how to fight.

I was kicked flat to the ground and couldn't get back up. The others swarmed me, fists and feet raining down. At least the man who kicked me didn't strike again—if he had, I probably wouldn't have survived it.

Even so, the beating was brutal. My consciousness faded as I heard her struggling and making muffled sounds.

Through the haze, I caught fragments of conversation. One voice was Gao Zhenghai's. The other was unfamiliar.

"Enough. Stop," the stranger said. "One of our guys ran into trouble. We have to leave Ming City this afternoon."

The blows finally stopped.

"What does that have to do with me?" Gao Zhenghai said. "I have to go too?"

"Yes. This got big. We all need to disappear for a while."

"And what about these two?" Gao Zhenghai asked. "Just leave them here? That's letting them off easy."

"That kid's already half dead," the other man replied. "Isn't that enough? As for the woman... shame. No time now. Let's go."

That was the last thing I heard before everything went dark.



When I woke up, it was already night.

Pain flooded my body the moment my mind cleared. There wasn't a single spot that didn't hurt. My face felt stiff—dried blood had nearly sealed my eyes shut. I tried to raise my arm and nearly blacked out again.

Grinding my teeth, I forced my eyes open.

That's when I heard muffled sobbing.

I froze, then realized—it was her.

She was still there.

I bit down hard, ignoring the pain, and dragged myself up. Every movement felt like my body was tearing apart.

She was still crouched nearby, just as before. I crawled over and untied the ropes on her back, then pulled the cloth from her mouth.

The moment I finished, she collapsed straight into my arms, clinging to me tightly. Her slender arms wrapped around my back as she broke down in uncontrollable sobs.

The pain shot through me again, sharp enough to make me hiss, but I held on anyway, gently patting her back.

"It's over," I said hoarsely. "It's okay now. We're both still here."

That only made her cry harder.

I stopped trying to comfort her. Sometimes, words don't help. Letting it all out is enough.

She cried in my arms for a long time, her body trembling. Being held like that stirred something complicated inside me. Pain and warmth tangled together, making it hard to breathe.

Eventually, she loosened her grip and pulled back. Her face was red, eyes swollen with tears. She looked at me for a long moment, then broke down again.

"Do you know how scared I was when you showed up?" she said through sobs. "When Gao Zhenghai called you, didn't you hear me yelling? Why did you still come?"

She pounded weakly against my chest, tears falling nonstop.

"When I saw you getting beaten like that... I felt like my heart was breaking. If something had really happened to you, how was I supposed to live with that? How would I ever face the family?"

Hearing her say that made something warm spread through me. For a moment, it felt like the person she used to be—the one who cared about me so much—had come back.

Still, every hit of her hand hurt like hell.

She noticed my reaction and froze, then reached for my shirt.

"Let me see."

"I'm fine," I said quickly, forcing a smile. "It doesn't hurt. I was just pretending."

Her expression hardened instantly.

"Take it off."

Seeing the seriousness in her eyes, I gave in. As I pulled my shirt off, dried blood stuck to the fabric and tore free from my skin. I couldn't stop myself from gasping.

She covered her mouth, eyes reddening again. Her hand hovered over my injuries, trembling, afraid to touch.

My upper body was a mess—deep bruises everywhere, dark patches of dried blood. My back was probably worse.

"They did this to you..." Her voice dropped, icy with anger. "They dared to hurt you like this."

The look in her eyes startled me. I'd never seen that kind of hatred there before.

I hurried to reassure her. "It's okay. They won't have it easy after this. I'll make them pay someday."

She stared at me for a moment, then smiled faintly.

"Don't worry," she said calmly. "I'll take care of it."

As she spoke, she pulled me gently into her arms.

I didn't resist. My head rested against her chest, softer and warmer than anything I'd ever known. Her scent surrounded me, steady and calming.

For a brief moment, despite the pain, everything felt strangely still.
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Chapter 7 - Only One Room
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It was already nine o'clock at night. Darkness had completely settled in, and it was clear that neither of us would be leaving this place tonight.

The southern outskirts were already remote to begin with—that was exactly why Gao Zhenghai's group had brought her here. On top of that, this spot was far from the main road, and at this hour there wasn't a single vehicle passing by anymore.

I thought of all this, and she clearly had as well.

Cradling my head, she gently patted it and said softly," Looks like we're spending the night here."

I didn't answer.

My stomach was empty, but lying like this against her soft chest made hunger feel completely irrelevant. I shifted from one side to the other, resting my head again.

Life really was unfairly good sometimes.

And I made a shocking discovery—her scent on the left side was even sweeter than on the right.

My movement made her breathing quicken. Finally, she couldn't take it anymore and lightly tapped my head.

"You little menace... even now you're taking advantage of me."

I ignored the tap and stayed right where I was.

She was the one who pulled me in first. Once invited, it wasn't so easy to send me away. I hadn't had enough yet.

She tried to push me away, but I held on even tighter. Lifting my head slightly, I saw her face flushed red, looking unexpectedly adorable.

"Get up," she said, pushing harder.

When she finally relaxed, I wasn't ready for it. My body tilted forward—and my head plunged straight into softness.

Instinctively, I moved.

A soft, involuntary sound escaped her lips.

That sound made my head buzz.

Unfortunately, reality caught up quickly. My body was in no condition to go any further, and neither was the situation. Fantasy was as far as it could go.

After that, she clearly couldn't tolerate my behavior anymore, but she was exhausted, her arms weak and unsteady.

Her voice came out soft and breathless. "Ethan... get up..."

I looked up at her.

Her eyes were half-closed, lips lightly pressed together, her face glowing red in the moonlight. It was impossible to tell whether she was resisting or yielding.

Compared to how distant she'd been these past three years, this closeness filled me with an overwhelming sense of satisfaction.

Was the person who once cherished me finally back?

I thought briefly about leaning in—but just then, she felt me move and opened her eyes. Seeing my face so close, she immediately understood what I was about to do.

Her face flushed even deeper. She gently pushed me away and avoided my gaze.

"I'm really hungry," she said softly. "Should we go find something to eat?"

That settled it.

I looked around and noticed a wooded area not far away. "Let's check over there. Maybe we can find something."

She nodded. "That's possible. Let's go."

We helped each other up. Pain shot through me, and she winced as well—she'd been crouching on the ground for far too long.

"You okay?" I asked.

"I'm fine," she said, though her brows were tightly knit.

"Why don't you rest here? I'll go take a look."

"No," she said immediately. "I want to go with you. It's dark."

The way she said it made my heart jump.

Was she... relying on me now?

"Why are you staring?" she asked.

I laughed awkwardly, said it was nothing, and put my shirt back on. Even in summer, the night air felt cold.

We supported each other as we walked toward the trees. Inevitably, our bodies brushed now and then. Every accidental contact sent a ripple through me, and her face flushed again and again.

After more than twenty minutes of slow walking, we finally reached the area—and froze.

It wasn't just a forest.

It was an orchard.

What thrilled us wasn't the thought of fruit, but the fact that an orchard meant people—and possibly shelter.

We exchanged a look, excitement clear in both our eyes. With renewed energy, we called out as we walked.

"Is anyone here?"

At last, a flashlight beam appeared. An elderly man, around sixty, approached us.

"What are you two doing out here?" he asked kindly.

I explained briefly, half-truthfully. He sighed.

"These days... young people always fighting. You're not the first. I've got an empty room—my son uses it when he visits. You can stay there tonight."

He paused, then smiled. "Haven't eaten yet? I just made some buns. Still warm."

Our eyes lit up instantly.

We thanked him repeatedly.

As we approached the wooden cabins, my heart skipped. There were only two rooms. One for him—one for us.

She clearly realized the same thing. Her face turned bright red.

"So... looks like we're sharing tonight," I said with a grin.

She lowered her head and gave a tiny nod.

Inside the room, there was only a single bed.

Not big.

At all.
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Chapter 8 - Sleeping in the Same Bed
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After each of us finished two large chive buns, our stomachs finally felt settled. Once the hunger was gone, reality set in again. My eyes drifted to the narrow single bed, and so did hers.

It was clearly a single bed. Even if neither of us minded sleeping together, there simply wasn't much space.

"Ethan... maybe I'll lay a mattress on the floor," she said hesitantly.

I was startled. "Absolutely not. If anyone sleeps on the floor, it should be me. I can't let you do that."

"You're covered in injuries," she replied softly. "How could I let you sleep on the ground?"

"That's still not happening." I shook my head firmly. "I'm not letting you sleep on the floor. Don't worry—I'm really fine. Look, the wounds have already scabbed over."

She didn't answer right away. Her gaze lingered on the bed for a few seconds before she spoke again, quieter this time.

"Then... how about we both sleep on the bed. We can... try to stay closer to the middle. It should be... okay."

My heart started pounding.

So in the end... we really were sleeping together.

Seeing me silent, she blushed again. "I'm talking to you. What are you spacing out for?"

"Nothing," I laughed awkwardly. "I think you're right. We can make it work."

She rolled her eyes, her cheeks burning red. "Then... let's get ready. It's late."

I nodded. "You get on first. I'll turn off the light."

She slipped out of her shoes and climbed onto the bed, calling softly that she was ready. I turned off the light, and the room fell into darkness. Feeling my way forward, I undressed and heard the faint rustle of her doing the same.

My throat went dry.

I climbed onto the bed and shifted inward—and suddenly my palm pressed against something soft and undeniably distracting.

There was even a slight firmness beneath my hand.

"I—Ethan..." she let out a soft sound. "You... you're pressing on me. Move your hand."

I quickly pulled back, murmuring an apology. But the lingering sensation in my palm refused to fade. That fleeting moment left my head spinning.

Unfortunately, she became cautious after that. She turned over, facing away from me.

"It's late," she said gently. "Get some sleep. We need to head back early tomorrow."

I answered quietly and closed my eyes, unwilling but resigned. I'd imagined a far more eventful night, but reality had other plans.

Still, having her beside me wasn't bad at all. Her scent filled the space between us—fresh, natural, and intoxicating. She'd been tired and sweating earlier, yet there wasn't the slightest unpleasant smell. It was just... her.

I lay there thinking, unable to fall asleep. Excitement played its part, and so did the long nap earlier that day. A reckless thought crossed my mind.

What if I kissed her... just once?

The idea made my chest itch with restlessness. Her lips were dangerously tempting.

Then, unexpectedly, she turned over again, now facing me.

"Ethan," she whispered," are you asleep?"

I stayed silent, pretending to be out cold. If I answered, we'd end up talking, and if she didn't fall asleep, there'd be no chance for anything else.

Just then, I felt a soft hand touch my face.

My heartbeat spiked.

What was she doing?

I squinted my eyes open just a crack. She seemed to be staring at me, lost in thought. Her fingers traced lightly over my nose, brushed my lips, even paused at my brow.

In the darkness, with her scent surrounding me, my body betrayed me completely.

This was a single bed. We were already far too close. If I reacted any more, she'd definitely notice.

What now?

"I really don't know what to do..." she murmured to herself.

She turned away again, and I finally let out a quiet breath of relief.

But her words stuck with me. Was something troubling her? Otherwise, why say that?

Before I could think it through, sleep swept over me.

Morning came quickly. She was already dressed when I woke up. I cursed myself inwardly—if I'd woken earlier, maybe I wouldn't have missed everything.

We caught a ride back to the city in the orchard owner's son's truck. Back home, she immediately took out the medicine kit and treated my injuries before even showering. The brief contact was... distracting, to say the least.

Afterward, she showered, changed clothes, said she was heading to work, and left.

Just like that, her attitude cooled again.

I was speechless.

After everything that happened, I'd thought she might return to being the caring person she used to be. Instead, it was the same old pattern—warm for a moment, then distant again.

I sighed. Fine. She could eat at the hotel. I'd handle breakfast myself.

After washing up and changing, I headed downstairs. Turning a corner, I suddenly collided with someone.

Soft. Full. Very soft.

Our foreheads bumped, and she let out a small yelp.

I grimaced in pain—but when I looked up, I froze.

A beautiful woman stood before me.

She touched her forehead, then smiled apologetically. "I'm so sorry. Are you okay?"

I shook my head, saying I was fine, though my chest still throbbed.

She looked around twenty-five or twenty-six, but there was a mature charm about her that felt far beyond her age. Bright eyes, graceful features, and a figure that strained slightly against her black blouse.

"Nothing hurt?" she asked warmly.

"I'm fine," I said, then asked curiously," Do you live in this building too? I don't think I've seen you before."

She smiled even wider. "I just moved in. Come visit sometime, okay?"
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Chapter 9 - The Girl with an Angel's Face
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After grabbing breakfast downstairs, I finally remembered the most urgent problem of all:

I'd stood Momo up yesterday—and I still hadn't fixed it.

I immediately logged into Facebook, planning to explain everything. The moment I signed in, I saw several messages from her.

Message 1:" Ethan, are you there yet? Didn't you say you'd be there in ten minutes?"
Two dazed emojis followed.
Message 2 (about ten minutes later):" Ethan, you didn't come? What happened—did something come up?"

Message 3 (half an hour after that):" This is the first time I've ever asked a boy to meet me. How could you treat me like this?"

I let out a bitter laugh.

I'd really messed up this time.

I quickly typed back," Momo, can you let me explain?"

But the system prompt popped up: I needed to send a new friend request to" Fragrance Grows in the Mountains."

I understood instantly.

She'd deleted me.

I slapped my thigh in frustration. Damn it—this was all Gao Zhenghai's fault.

I tried adding her again several times, hoping something would go through. Nothing. No response.

Not even a rejection.

It was worse than getting turned down—she probably didn't even bother opening the request.

And if I couldn't contact her, I couldn't even go find her. I didn't know where she lived. After graduation, we weren't even going to the same university. If I lost her now, there was a real chance I'd never see her again.

Was that it?

Was I really going to lose the cold, untouchable school belle forever?

Fine. Forget it.

If I couldn't reach her, there was no point torturing myself. Noah was busy, and Jack and Sierra were still traveling. So I did what I always did when my head was a mess.

I went to the internet cafe alone.

I grabbed a computer in the corner, lit a cigarette, and launched League of Legends. At least something went my way—I won the first match and carried hard. Best record in the whole game.

After the match ended, someone from that game sent me a friend request.

Their in-game name made my heart jump:

Fragrance Grows in the Mountains

I stared at the screen.

No way.

Could it really be that ridiculous?

I accepted the request. A message popped up immediately:

"You play well. Duo?"

I almost laughed. Play well wasn't even close—I'd dominated that match. But I didn't care about compliments. I cared about one thing:

Was this Momo?

I didn't reply fast enough, and she sent a single"?" as if she was already losing patience.

I hesitated, then decided to test it.

I typed two words:

"Momo?"

My chest tightened as soon as I hit send.

If it wasn't her, she'd reply with confusion right away. That's what anyone would do.

But there was no response.

For a moment, I thought that silence meant confirmation—until I opened the friends list and realized she was already in another match.

I slapped my thigh again. Of course. She didn't reply because she was playing.

Annoyed, I queued up another game myself. Thirty minutes later, I won again—another clean carry.

The moment the victory screen appeared, she messaged me again:

"Duo?"

I checked her match history. She'd lost the last one. I scrolled further.

Turns out, aside from that one game we'd won together, she'd been losing repeatedly.

So that explained the urgency.

I smirked and typed:

"We can, but you have to tell me—are you Momo?"

A while later, she replied:

"Yes. Can we start now?"

My nerves snapped tight.

I typed at lightning speed:

"You're really Momo? I'm Ethan. Can you please let me explain? Yesterday was complicated—really complicated."

Only after I sent it did doubt hit me again.

Just because she said yes didn't prove anything. Anyone could pretend.

I waited, staring at the chat box.

No reply.

Then she logged off.

I burned through two cigarettes in frustration, wondering if I'd just been toyed with again.

And then my phone rang.

I glanced at the caller ID and froze.

Momo.

My brain went blank.

Since when did I even have her number? If I'd known her number was in my phone, I would've called her ages ago.

But the shock was instantly replaced by a surge of joy. I answered, careful enough to barely breathe.

"Hello?"

No words—just soft, slightly uneven breathing on the other end.

I tested the name quietly.

"Momo?"

A tiny" Mm" came back—so soft I almost missed it.

But I'd heard her voice before. That single sound was enough.

It was her.

I swallowed and spoke quickly. "Momo, can you listen to my explanation? Yesterday, something suddenly happened. I didn't do it on purpose."

There was another long silence.

Then, in a small voice:" Go ahead."

So I told her—briefly, clearly.

I explained Gao Zhenghai, what happened to Jade, how I had to rush to the southern outskirts, and how there was no signal out there. I told her I tried to message her but couldn't send anything.

I left out only one detail: staying in the same room overnight.

When I finished, she said softly," Mm. I understand."

I couldn't read her mood at all.

"So... you forgive me?" I asked.

Silence again—only her breathing.

Finally, she whispered," No."

My heart sank. "Then what do I need to do for you to forgive me?"

Still no answer.

I tried carefully. "What if I come see you now? Or I treat you to coffee at the same Starbucks as yesterday, and apologize face-to-face?"

A pause.

Then, still in that tiny voice:" Mm... then come to Starbucks."

Before I could even say yes, she hung up.

I stared at my phone, confused.

The Momo on the phone felt exactly like the Momo everyone at school knew—quiet, distant, hard to read.

But the Momo who'd been chatting with me online... felt almost like a different person.

I didn't have time to untangle it.

I logged out immediately, got off the computer, and rushed outside to grab a taxi.

When I arrived at the Starbucks, she wasn't there yet. I chose a seat by the window and ordered a latte—trying to look casual while silently cursing the price.

One small cup cost more than I wanted to admit.

This place really wasn't meant for someone like me. Maybe I'd come back when I was rich. Someday.

Soft music played in the cafe—bright, but with a faint sadness underneath. Coffee, music, and a beautiful girl across the table... that would be a perfect scene.

If she showed up.

While I waited, my Facebook notification sound chimed.

Friend request accepted:" Fragrance Grows in the Mountains."

A message followed immediately:

"Are you there? I'm here."

My seat faced the window, so I turned my head—

and I saw her.

A girl with a face so pure it didn't look real, wearing an ivory-white gauze dress. Her long black hair fell naturally behind her shoulders. Sunlight poured over her like a veil, turning her into something luminous—golden, almost sacred.

For a second, I forgot how to breathe.
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Chapter 10 - The Neighbor's Power Went Out
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So beautiful.

I'd seen Momo countless times over the three years of high school, yet the moment I spotted her through the cafe window, I still couldn't stop the honest admiration rising in my chest. She looked unreal—like someone who didn't belong in ordinary life.

What I hadn't expected was that she hadn't come alone.

A second woman walked beside her, also stunning, but with a more mature air. My first instinct was to guess she might be Momo's older sister.

But... bringing a chaperone to something that looked suspiciously like a" date"? And if it wasn't family, then who? Momo didn't exactly seem like the type who made friends easily.

They entered the cafe. Momo found me immediately. The moment she noticed I'd been staring, her cheeks flushed and she lowered her head. The woman beside her took one look at that reaction and clearly understood I was the reason they were here. Smiling, she tugged Momo—who looked slightly reluctant—over to my table.

"You're Ethan?" she asked.

I nodded. "Yes. And you are...?"

"I'm her neighbor," she said, sitting down with an easy smile. "You can think of me as someone who looks after her. She was too embarrassed to come by herself, so she insisted I come with her. You probably know what she's like."

Then she added, with a teasing edge," I was here with her yesterday too. And you made two beautiful women wait almost an hour. You know that?"

"I'm sorry," I said sincerely. "Yesterday really wasn't something I could help."

"Alright." She waved it off. "She already told me what happened. It's fine. She's forgiven you, and I'm not going to keep pressing it."

They settled in. Momo sat directly across from me. Just lifting my eyes, I could see that breathtaking face, and my heart wouldn't stop hammering.

Momo—the cold, untouchable school belle—was sitting across from me.

It felt unreal.

Unfortunately, what happened next left me oddly helpless: the one doing almost all the talking was her neighbor, not Momo. Momo barely spoke at all. When I tried to talk to her, she would only nod, or give a quiet little" Mm."

I was panicking inside. I had no idea how to get her comfortable.

At last, after finishing her coffee, the neighbor said she needed the restroom. She picked up her bag and walked away.

My chance.

Now it was only me and Momo at the table. Surely she'd talk now.

But the second the other woman left, Momo's face reddened even more, heat blooming across her cheeks so fast it made my pulse jump. I couldn't help finding it a little funny—this was nothing like the confident, playful way she'd been chatting online.

I tried gently. "Momo... are you still angry with me?"

She shook her head slightly. She met my eyes for a split second, then lowered her gaze again as if she'd been burned.

"Then can you tell me what we agreed on
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