
Chapter 2

	The restroom.

	I splashed water on my face and felt a lot clearer.

	After fixing my makeup, I opened the door and froze.

	Damien was leaning against the wall, standing outside the door, watching me.

	I blinked and glanced down the hallway. No one else.

	"Were you waiting for me?"

	I asked him, testing.

	He scoffed. "Flatter yourself."

	With that, he turned to leave.

	I stood where I was, not moving.

	He took two steps, then suddenly looked back at me.

	"You don't have legs?"

	Me: …

	Damien didn't go back to the party. Instead he took me to the underground parking garage.

	In a dim corner, Damien trapped me between his car and himself.

	"Talk."

	"About what?"

	I looked at him, a little dazed.

	He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. "At the party just now, you came over to me. Didn't you have something to say?"

	I came back to myself and smiled at him. "I just wanted to ask you to dance."

	He stared at me, his eyes dark and heavy. "And?"

	I lowered my eyes. "Nothing else."

	Damien gritted his teeth and gripped my shoulders. "Nina, you've got nerve."

	He let go, abandoning me there, not sparing me another glance as he got into the car.

	The car's shadow vanished quickly, and the empty garage felt especially cold.

	I knew what Damien wanted me to say. But I didn't know how to say it.

	My senior year, before graduation, I broke up with Damien.

	"What makes you think I, Nina Vale, would marry a pauper?"

	"A single bag of mine costs half a year of your living expenses. Damien, what would you support me with?"

	My words were vicious, but Damien didn't believe them.

	He said I must be hiding something. He said if I really looked down on him for being poor, I'd never have been with him in the first place.

	It was true. I didn't mind that he was poor.

	But…

	I didn't give him another word of explanation.

	The next day, I left the country.

	I blocked every way of contacting Damien, including the friends we knew in common.

	I cut him off, unilaterally and completely.

	This time I'd said nothing again. Knowing his temperament, he'd probably never forgive me.

	


Chapter 3

	"Screech—"

	The sharp sound of braking cut in beside me, dragging my drifting thoughts back.

	I looked up and saw Damien's irritated face. "Get in!"

	The ride back, silence. Not a word.

	A faintly warm spring breeze blew in through the window, stirring up the last of the liquor in me.

	Looking at Damien in the driver's seat, his whole being radiating cold detachment, I rubbed my fingers together.

	"Damien, my foot hurts."

	I softened my voice, a thread of grievance in it.

	The old Damien spoiled me terribly.

	I'd imagined that when I saw him again, he might resent me, hate me, be cold to me.

	I thought I could bear it.

	But actually being treated this way, I found I couldn't adjust.

	Maybe it was the alcohol going to my head. I felt hazy now, wanting only for his eyes to be full of me.

	Damien still ignored me.

	I looked down at the hard black trim of the door, closed my eyes, and gritted my teeth as I gave it a kick.

	"Hiss—"

	My cry of pain startled Damien.

	At a red light, he turned his head, suppressing his anger as he looked at me. "If you want to court death, don't do it in my car!"

	I'd gotten a response.

	A scolding, sure, but I was satisfied.

	I closed my eyes and started to rest.

	At some point the car stopped, and Damien got out.

	I glanced out the window. We weren't at my place yet. I didn't say anything, just sat quietly.

	Before long, the door beside me opened, and a bag smelling of medicine was tossed in.

	"See to your foot. Don't leave some lingering injury and then pin it on me."

	Damien said it with quite an edge.

	I turned my head to look at him, meeting his black eyes, empty of emotion. "Why do you care?"

	He answered mockingly, "Afraid you'll die in my car."

	I braced the door he was about to close and threw the medicine bag back at him. "Even if I end up crippled, it's none of your concern."

	"Nina. Vale."

	He bit out my name, syllable by syllable.

	I didn't look at him, just kept pulling at the door on my own.

	The next second, my wrist was seized. Damien leaned in and pinned me down.

	His scalding breath spilled against my ear. Feeling the furious breathing of the man on top of me, I curved my lips, lifted a hand to loop around his neck. "Damien, do you still like me?"

	He said nothing, but he didn't refuse my closeness either.

	I let my lips brush, as if by accident, against the sensitive spot behind his ear.

	"Want to get back together with me?"

	I said it softly, with a thread of coaxing, slowly leaning toward his lips.

	


Chapter 4

	"Nina, am I your dog? Come when called, dismissed when you please."

	When our breaths mingled, my heart was pounding, but my soaring mood was utterly doused by Damien's icy words.

	He spoke with derision, straightening up to meet my eyes. "Before, you thought I was poor, not good enough for you. What now? See that I have money, so you want to toy with me again?"

	I shook my head.

	Hadn't he believed I didn't abandon him because he was poor? So why again—

	Damien gripped my jaw, his eyes going red in an instant. "I get back together with you, and then what? You play with me until you're bored, then throw me away again?"

	"No—never!"

	Meeting the bone-deep pain in his eyes, I looked away.

	Damien shoved me off, slammed the car door, and started the engine.

	The whole way after, not another word.

	Until I got out, Damien never looked at me again.

	Watching the car's shadow vanish in an instant, I curled my fingers and went into the villa.

	I pushed open the door. From the brightly lit room came peals of laughter. I had no mood for it; I turned and went upstairs.

	After washing up, I turned off the light and lay in bed—but I couldn't sleep.

	"I get back together with you, and then what? You play with me until you're bored, then throw me away again?"

	"No—never!"

	Damien's words replayed in my mind, over and over. I couldn't sleep at all.

	After a shower, feeling refreshed, my head finally cleared completely.

	Thinking of how rashly I'd thrown out the idea of getting back together with Damien, I felt a stab of regret.

	Alcohol really does ruin people.

	I opened my phone and typed in Damien's number.

	Only to be interrupted by an unexpected call.

	"Nina, are you pestering Damien again?"

	Kai's voice came through the receiver, full of anger.

	He was Damien's childhood friend. Ever since I got together with Damien, he'd lectured me daily, telling me not to wrong Damien—that if I was only playing, I should leave him quickly, because Damien couldn't take another blow.

	"I've told you countless times—don't go bothering him! Nina, he finally managed to forget you and live a normal life. Stay away from him. I'm begging you."

	Before I could speak, Kai hung up.

	Listening to the dial tone, I drifted, pulled back to the past.

	Seven years ago, freshman year, I fell for Damien at first sight.

	Back then it was purely lust at first sight.

	To win him, I played pitiful, did all kinds of sweet gestures—none of it moved him.

	Until his birthday, when I deliberately went out in the rain to deliver him a cake, overestimated my own constitution, and fainted at the foot of his dorm building.

	That untouchable flower on the high peak, Damien, was finally caught by me.

	He came to the infirmary to see me and asked, "Do you really want to be my girlfriend?"

	I nodded hard.

	His face was, in every feature, planted right on the soft center of my heart.

	"After we're together, you have to be responsible for me. Don't abandon me without a word. Can you do that?"

	Damien stared at me earnestly.

	Slowly shedding the thorns he wrapped himself in.

	I didn't think hard about his words then, too immersed in the joy of having finally caught him, eagerly making the promise.

	Kai also drilled it into me, by my side.

	I listened, but I never took it to heart.

	In the end, I still failed to keep my promise.

	I abandoned him.

	I'd tried to console myself—that I hadn't said nothing, that I'd given a reason; he just didn't believe it.

	But deep down I knew I'd wronged him.

	I didn't make the call.

	Stroking that familiar string of numbers, I deleted them one by one.

	His world—I shouldn't intrude on it again.

	Everything that happened today, let it be my last indulgence.

	


Chapter 5

	I didn't fall asleep until near dawn, so I got to the office a little later than usual.

	"Ms. Vale, you're finally here. Mr. Reed of Reed Group has been waiting in the conference room for almost half an hour."

	My secretary hurried over, anxious.

	"Which Mr. Reed?"

	"Damien Reed."

	As she finished, I caught sight of Damien through the glass wall, sitting in the conference room not far off.

	He seemed to sense my gaze and looked over.

	I looked away and told the secretary, "Have Vice President Dawson go in for me."

	After handling some work, I felt thirsty and buzzed the secretary to bring in a coffee.

	Not long after, there was a knock at the door.

	Without looking up, I called, "Come in."

	A coffee at just the right temperature was set by my hand. I picked it up, lifted my head to thank them, and froze.

	The person who'd brought my coffee was Damien.

	"Why are you here?"

	"The meeting's over."

	He sat down in the chair across from me, staring at me.

	A little uneasy, I lowered my eyes. "Thanks for the coffee. If there's nothing else…"

	"Nina."

	Damien suddenly cut me off.

	I looked up at him, lost.

	"What you said last night—does it still stand?"

	In that moment, something went off in my head with a bang.

	"…What did I say?"

	"That we… get back together."

	Damien said softly.

	The gaze on me had shed its cold detachment, taking on a trace of softness.

	My hand around the cup tightened.

	After a few breaths, I worked up the courage. "Damien, I'm sorry."

	"What do you mean?"

	My apology made his face pale.

	"I'm sorry—three years ago, when I broke up with you, I owed you an apology."

	"I'm sorry—last night the alcohol went to my head and I spouted nonsense again."

	With each "I'm sorry," his gaze turned an inch colder.

	"What you said last night—were you playing me again?"

	He asked me calmly, without a ripple of emotion.

	But I felt the air around us seem to freeze.

	I opened my mouth to say no, then feared he wouldn't give up, that he'd come find me afterward, that my willpower wouldn't hold and I'd want to flirt with him again.

	I hardened my heart and nodded.

	"Nina, I'll give you one last chance."

	"If you don't take your words back, this time we really are over."

	Damien closed his eyes, his voice hoarse.

	I said nothing.

	After a few seconds of silence, Damien opened his eyes, the cold returned to them, more distant than ever.

	Without hesitation, he stood and left.

	The instant the door closed, the spine I'd held straight crumpled.

	


Chapter 8

	"He's—"

	"Sir, are you done in there?"

	A clerk's voice came from outside the curtain, cutting off what I was about to say.

	The clerk outside kept urging, and Damien never answered.

	He stared at me intently, demanding an answer.

	"Sir? Sir? Are you still in there? If you are, please say something."

	The clerk's voice went from calm to anxious.

	Soon more clerks gathered.

	"What do we do? Did something happen?"

	"I don't know, I'm panicking—last time a customer who went quiet had a heart attack and nearly died. Don't tell me this one too…"

	"Shh, shh, don't say that, hurry and call again."

	"Sir? Sir? If you don't answer, we're coming in."

	The clerks outside sounded ready to act.

	Inside and outside were separated only by a curtain.

	There was nothing in the fitting room to hide behind. Once they pulled the curtain, everything would be in plain view.

	I pushed at Damien.

	He didn't budge.

	"Let go of me!"

	I didn't understand what he was so fixated on.

	"Tell me who he is, and I'll let you go."

	He pressed his voice low against my ear.

	"You—" I looked up at Damien, meeting the anger in his black eyes, and inspiration struck. "You're not jealous, are you?"

	"Who is he!"

	Damien ignored my question, stubbornly demanding an answer.

	"He's my cousin. Blood-related, my actual cousin."

	As I said it, I stomped on his foot.

	Damien winced and let go.

	"What is going through your head? Even
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