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Chapter 9

In the middle of the night, a nightmare jolted me awake.

When I opened my eyes, I felt something soft pressed against my side.

I turned my head and saw Ethan curled up next to me, wrapped in his blanket.

He was still asleep. His thin, reddened lips were pressed together, and his hands were only clutching his own blanket, not me. There was nothing suggestive in the way he leaned against me.

If anything, it felt more like an animal instinctively seeking out another living thing—two small creatures huddling together for warmth in a world too big for them.

The thought made me laugh a little.

So apparently being around Ethan Sterling wasn’t like sleeping beside a tiger.

It was more like sleeping beside a tabby cat.

The hotel’s ornate artificial fireplace gave off a soft crackling sound, its fake flames glowing warm orange over the two of us.

The fireplace was fake. The sound of burning wood was fake. The firelight was fake.

And yet, in that moment, it still felt warm.

Beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, the night view of Kingsford City glittered in all its drunken luxury and impossible splendor. Against the black sky, tiny white flecks drifted down.

The first snow of the year.

I let him stay there against me and slowly drifted back to sleep.

The next morning, when I woke up, Ethan was already up.

He was leaning at an angle beside the floor-to-ceiling windows, watching the snow come











Chapter 11

“Sophie Reed! Who do you think you are, stopping Ethan from seeing me?”

I still hadn’t swallowed the bite of king crab in my mouth. I just looked up at her in stunned disbelief.

Ethan reacted instantly. He caught her wrist before she could touch me.

His brows drew tight, a cold fury rolling off him. “Vanessa, what the hell is wrong with you? This has nothing to do with Sophie. I’m the one who didn’t want to see you.”

Several staff members rushed over at once, watching Ethan’s expression carefully.

They read the room fast, then decisively grabbed Vanessa and pulled her back.

Ethan said flatly, “She is not my friend. From now on, if she comes looking for me, stop her at the door.”

The staff bowed at once and answered respectfully.

Vanessa’s face went blank again, like she simply couldn’t process what she was hearing.

Then, as they dragged her away, she twisted around to glare at me with pure hatred, her face flushed red and ugly with rage.

I kept eating for a while after that before I realized Ethan had gone quiet.

I snuck a glance up at him.

That was when I realized he’d been sitting there with one hand propping up his chin, just watching me eat.

A wave of embarrassment hit me.

This hotel looked like a castle. The people it hosted were obviously all wealthy, powerful, or both. I was the only genuinely poor person at the table. Had I just made a fool of myself with my table manners?

I stole another look at him from the corner of my eye.

Ethan sat at the head of the table, with several attendants standing behind him at the ready. He looked languidly at ease, broad shoulders resting against the back of a red velvet chair, one arm draped over it. His clear eyes were half narrowed on me, and he looked... pleased.

He wasn’t laughing at me.

So I probably hadn’t made a complete fool of myself.

I was just about to keep eating when Ethan suddenly spoke, his tone lifting slightly, almost playful.

“What are you staring at?”

I panicked and blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “Because you’re really good-looking. And... kind of unusual. You make people feel like there’s distance around you.”

“Ugh, that’s so stupid. Stop talking.” He jerked his head away like he’d been shocked. The tips of his ears seemed to be heating up. He lifted a hand to cover one ear, then tried to act casual by sliding it down to the back of his neck. “You—seriously, I hate talking to girls like you who are this clueless. Uh... not hate exactly. I just mean—why are you saying things like that in broad daylight? Forget it.”
Chapter 12

I smiled and wisely said nothing.

He stumbled over himself for a while longer, then cleared his throat with exaggerated seriousness and finally recovered his usual proud, untouchable air.

“Hey, Sophie. Don’t go back to that dorm anymore. That cramped dump with people packed on top of each other—doesn’t it make you sick just thinking about it? Windsor Crest isn’t far from campus. I’ve got an estate there. I’ll transfer it to your name tomorrow. You can live there instead.”

For a second, my mind went completely blank.

All I could hear was my heartbeat slamming against my ribs.

An estate.

For me?

He was giving me an estate?

My brain exploded into pure ecstatic nonsense.

Rich people are amazing. Luxury is delicious. Bless old-money heirs. I love you, mysterious benefactor of real estate. See you tomorrow, house. Is this what it feels like when your ancestors finally smile on you? Dear universe, activate the god of wealth immediately.

In a daze, I asked, “Is the house red and blue?”

He arched a brow. “What?”

I came back to myself and broke into a huge grin. “Uh, nothing! Yes, yes, thank you, thank you. Tomorrow. Definitely tomorrow.”

Ethan turned his head away and laughed under his breath, sounding completely helpless.

A few more months passed.

Ethan and I stayed together, if that was even the right word for it. Our relationship was flat and lukewarm, and we never did any of the intimate things real couples were supposed to do.

Then my birthday came.

Ethan bought me an expensive evening gown, reserved an entire private dining room, and took me out to dinner.

The restaurant was elegant, all soft lighting and expensive fragrance. The cake had so many tiers it barely looked real. It was beautiful.

A little tipsy, we drifted into one aimless topic after another. Somehow, we ended up talking about my name.

Leaning back in his chair, Ethan said casually, “Sophie. Reed. Did your parents pick it because it sounded graceful? It suits you. They must’ve really loved you.”

I froze.

Ryan and I were twins, but my parents had only ever wanted a son. To them, I was the extra child. The unnecessary one.

Only my grandfather paid any attention to me at all, and that was because I got good grades.

When I was thirteen, in my first year of middle school, I bombed a math exam and only ranked second in my grade.

My grandfather told me to take off my shirt, carry a switch on my back, and go to school to make a public groveling apology to my teacher.

But I was thirteen. My body had already started to change. I wasn’t a little kid anymore. I didn’t want to take off my clothes in public.

And... my classmates would have seen me.

It would have been humiliating.

I refused. No matter what, I refused.

He got so angry he said I would never amount to anything in this life.

Then he had a heart attack.

He never made it.
Chapter 14

Then I went back to my seat, lowered myself into the chair, and pretended to be very busy with the important task of eating cake.

Heartbreak or not, there was no reason to punish my stomach.

Actually—no, that wasn’t right. It wasn’t like I had anything to be heartbroken over in the first place. Ha.

I just suddenly remembered the day Ethan made that huge public proposal to Vanessa.

With rose-colored petals raining down everywhere, I’d looked into Ethan Sterling’s beautiful, narrow eyes.

And there, reflected in them, had been my own completely ordinary face.

Kind of like a toad staring into a jeweler’s mirror.

Well, obviously we didn’t match. Ha.

So really, there was nothing to be sad about.

I was a girl with a promised estate, after all.

No melodrama allowed. The world might be falling apart, but apparently a luxury house could patch anything up. Capitalism was brutal like that. No one was obligated to be sad. Maybe I had a shot with a crash after all—if by “shot” you meant a circus act. Step aside, clowns, the head clown has arrived. Next time I’d just say my name meant beauty enough to sink kingdoms and stop adding extras, because clearly I was already extra enough. Ethan-and-Vanessa forever.

I ate a few more bites of cake, then lifted my wineglass and used it like a mirror to check my profile.

Yeah. Still flat. No sculpted angles, no dramatic bone structure.

Nothing like Vanessa’s sharp, gorgeous side profile.

But so what?

With this flat little face, hadn’t I still earned my way into Kingston University through the high school innovation competition? Hadn’t I won the top-tier National Merit Scholarship? Hadn’t I stayed number one in my major the whole time?

So what if my profile was flat? I could still succeed flat-faced. I could still become stronger flat-faced. I could still learn to be good to myself.

I laughed under my breath.

Okay. Maybe I really was a little drunk.

Bracing one hand on the table, I pushed myself to my feet and walked out of the private dining room.

The city glittered around us, bright and restless, while the night air cut cool against my skin.

The second I stepped out of the restaurant, I walked straight into someone.

Before I could stumble, a hand caught me and steadied me firmly.

I looked up.

And found myself staring at an old friend from high school.

Logan Bennett.

He’d been rich back then too, but he was spectacularly stupid. A gorgeous face, a family fortune, and exactly one usable skill: racing cars.

In high school, he’d once filled out every single answer on all six exam papers. Total score out of seven hundred and fifty.

He got ninety-three.

It was the kind of academic disaster people still told stories about. Our homeroom teacher had nearly flatlined looking at his report card.
Chapter 21

His voice came out rough. “There’s nothing going on between me and her...”

Then, as if he’d suddenly snapped back to himself and realized how low he’d just bent, he straightened at once and put his pride back on like armor, becoming that arrogant, untouchable Ethan Sterling again.

“N-no matter what, Sophie, if you dare leave with him tonight, then we’re finished. Completely.”

There was the slightest tremor in his voice.

I pulled my hand free and answered with that same dumb little smile, “Okay, okay. We’ll do it your way, then. We’re finished. Bye, bye.”

Then I turned and walked away with Logan.

When I pulled my hand back, something cool seemed to drip onto the back of it—but I didn’t have the time to care.

Two months passed in a blink.

Logan Bennett was no longer my side guy. He’d become my friend.

And in the end, I still hadn’t agreed to date him.

Yes. I was starting to learn how to say no.

I turned Logan down, and he’d been weirdly delighted about it. He said I’d finally learned how to refuse people. Then he announced that from now on, every time I rejected someone, he’d give me a hundred thousand dollars.

I’d almost gone into ecstasy on the spot.

So for the past two months, I’d been studying, refusing unreasonable demands, collecting Logan’s money, and practicing my old-money smile like it was a competitive sport.

Spring had arrived.

That day, I was in a classroom organizing my competition prep materials when I suddenly saw pink petals drifting past the window like rain.

I leaned out and looked up.

Several helicopters were crossing the brilliant blue sky, scattering flower petals so thick they almost blotted out the sun.

The Campus Gossip Forum was exploding.

[Last time Ethan Sterling used the flower-petal stunt to confess to Vanessa Hale. This time he’s doing it for Sophie Reed!]

[Uh, sorry, who’s Sophie Reed?]

[She’s a senior in bioengineering! Top of her year. Crazy smart. She’s about to compete in a national academic competition too.]

[Wow, a gorgeous genius?]

[Not gorgeous. I’ve seen her in person. Totally average, okay? Dresses badly too. Her profile is rough. Honestly kind of ugly lol.]

[Dead. Even rich heirs can have weird taste, huh? He can go for this?]

[That’s such a nasty thing to say… My lab data was a mess before, and Sophie was the one who found the problem for me. Everyone in our department knows she’s brilliant, kind, always willing to help, and actually really funny. We call her the lab’s savior in private. Does someone have to be stunning to deserve love? And she’s not ugly.]

[She helped me too. If you ask her a question, she always answers. Her problem-solving is insanely clear.]
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