
Chapter 6

	The price of a hangover is a splitting head.

	I pounded at my skull, but inside I couldn't help bubbling with joy.

	Adrian hadn't changed. He'd been in love with me all along. How wonderful.

	I tidied up and went to the company, light on my feet—just thinking of him, even the headache vanished.

	Zane messaged to ask how it went. I told him, "I just love dogs."

	He told me to get lost.

	At the foot of the company building, I saw Adrian looking at Wendy with a pained, awkward expression.

	Wendy was in business attire—looked like she was hoping to come back to work.

	I walked over and looked at her kindly. "And where is Miss Keller employed now? My, it ought to be much better than Cole & Rhodes. Looking so sharp—seems the new company's rules are quite strict."

	Wendy froze in place, and only after a long moment squeezed out a smile. "Don't say that, Ms. Rhodes. Cole & Rhodes was wonderful…"

	I slipped my arm through Adrian's and smiled. "Darling, catching up with Miss Keller?"

	Adrian looked at me blankly, a little disbelieving, his ears going slightly red.

	"All right—now, I know you two are perfectly innocent, but I do get jealous. From now on, keep your distance from young women, understand?"

	Adrian nodded dumbly. Wendy looked at him in disbelief, opened her mouth to say something. I gave her no chance, taking Adrian's hand and turning to leave.

	In the elevator, I leaned in, grinning. "Like that little name, darling?"

	Adrian came to his senses, his ears redder still. "Don't go saying that recklessly—we're at the company."

	I swayed my head side to side. "Darling, what's for lunch?"

	He pressed a fist to his lips and gave a light cough. "How about that Japanese place you like?"

	My eyes curved with my smile. "Sure."

	Japanese food was a taste I loved, but still recovering from illness, I seemed not quite sensitive to flavor yet.

	Partway through, I pretended to go to the restroom and slipped off to a mall to buy him a watch.

	The one on his wrist was still the one I'd given him for his birthday three years ago; the band was already worn.

	When I came back I hid my hand behind me and made a show of disdain. "Your watch is old. Time for a new one."

	He pressed his lips together and said nothing.

	I produced the new watch. "Switch to this one, all right?"

	Adrian smiled faintly—still the boyish look I loved. "I'll give you one chance. Put it on for me."

	What a tsundere.

	Things between Adrian and me seemed much smoother now, and I finally began to relax.

	But I kept feeling I'd forgotten something.

	


Chapter 7

	I quietly made another trip to the States for a follow-up.

	The day I got back, I was about to head to the company when everything suddenly went black before my eyes.

	In the instant I was bagged and hauled away, I was utterly stunned.

	I hadn't imagined that, in this day and age, anyone still used such a primitive kidnapping method.

	I didn't even struggle—someone capable of abducting me this crudely probably didn't have the brains to check me for a tracker.

	But I knew the necklace Adrian had given me a couple of days ago held a tiny tracking device. He was afraid he'd lose me again.

	It had melted my heart, so I hadn't called him out, just let him be—and now, today, it came in handy.

	I decisively pressed the emergency-contact number, then, in the next second, secretly tossed the phone out—if they saw it, they'd surely smash it.

	The car rocked and jolted, the bumps making my head throb worse.

	Finally the car stopped. Someone carried me out and dumped me on the ground, binding my hands and feet.

	The bag was pulled off. Reflexively, I scanned my surroundings—an abandoned, half-finished building, top floor.

	I looked up and saw a familiar face. Wendy.

	She was no longer the delicate beauty she'd been; her clothes were tattered.

	But the way she looked at me was full of the same old hatred.

	I tugged my mouth into a smile. "Miss Keller. Long time no see."

	Wendy's eyes were bloodshot, her voice hoarse. "Ms. Rhodes. Long time no see—though it feels like every single day."

	I watched her without a flicker. "Miss Keller short on money? I can give you some. How about you ransom me to myself?"

	I was bargaining—and goading her.

	Sure enough, she slapped me, furious. "Bitch! Who wants your money! What do you know! Because of you—you drove me away from Adrian! I was worthless to him… I had no value anymore! He didn't want me!"

	The blow knocked my head to the side. I ran my tongue along the inside of my cheek and, careless of the danger, asked, "You mean President Reyes of Newport Group?"

	Vincent Reyes—her previous patron. It seemed the things I couldn't piece together before, the thing I couldn't quite recall, all strung together now.

	She'd actually fallen for her own patron, and been planted at Adrian's side.

	Wendy didn't know my preferences—but for Vincent Reyes, finding them out would have been child's play.

	When I fired her, she lost her use value, and Reyes washed his hands of her.

	How… laughable. How naive.

	"If not for you, why would he not want me! It's all your fault, you meddling bitch!"

	I looked at her, puzzled. "You shouldn't be short on money. What's with this getup?"

	She seemed struck where it hurt and slapped me hard again. "Bitch! None of your business!"

	Blood trickled from the corner of my mouth, but I had a rough guess now.

	Too many people in those circles pretend to be single. For a man like Reyes, if the wife wasn't from some powerful family, hiding a marriage would be effortless. I'd long heard he had a secret marriage—looked like it was true.

	Wendy was no match for Vincent Reyes.

	I glanced at the clock on the wall. About time.

	I drew myself up into the lofty manner I'd always used with her, and mocked, "Mistress, are you? What makes you think you've got the goods to land Reyes? And what makes you think you learned to be anything like me? Not fit to hand me my shoes."

	She let out a mad shriek and lunged to shove me off the building.

	The rope on my legs had long since been loosened by me. My hands still couldn't move, but it's true an arm can't out-wrestle a thigh—I clamped myself around a pillar, and she couldn't push me.

	In a kind of frenzy she let go of me, then remembered to go for a knife. I sprang up and ran.

	But I'd still underestimated her. Just as she was about to catch me, she stabbed the knife forward.

	A wet, tearing sound—

	I heard the blade sink into flesh, but I looked down and it wasn't me.

	The one wounded wasn't me. It was Adrian.

	Wendy's knife had plunged into the side of Adrian's waist. She let go of the dagger in shock

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 8

	When I woke, it was already night.

	The ward was empty, only a note left by Adrian on the nightstand.

	"Lina, they won't let me stay with you. Don't worry, I'm fine. Rest well. See you tomorrow."

	Aggrievement threaded through every line. I laughed softly.

	Just then, my phone screen lit up.

	It was two in the morning—eleven a.m. in the States.

	I answered.

	"Ms. Rhodes, your follow-up results are in. Your tumor has recurred; you'll need another surgery. Whenever you're free, please come as soon as you can."

	The phone slipped from my hand. I closed my eyes, and the tears fell quietly.

	Why—why couldn't I escape it after all?

	I lifted the blanket and walked barefoot to Adrian's ward.

	His face was pale, looking all the more fragile in the moonlight.

	I reached out to touch him, then could only draw my hand back. I was afraid—afraid he'd wake, and I wouldn't know how to say goodbye.

	Especially after watching him nearly… die in front of me. In that moment my heart had nearly stopped.

	If he faced the news that I might die, he'd only spiral worse.

	I looked at him greedily a long while, and in the end, gently closed the door.

	The next day, just as the sun rose, Adrian inched cautiously into my room.

	Seeing I was awake, he relaxed his steps. "Want anything to eat? I'll send someone."

	My eyes reddened, tears about to spill. "From now on, don't take a knife for anyone, do you hear me?"

	He was at a loss. "There's no anyone—only you. I just can't stand to watch you get hurt in front of me…"

	I covered my face and broke down crying. "Adrian, if being with me will only bring you disaster, then I'd rather we never see each other again."

	Adrian came to my side and patted my head gently. "Don't think nonsense. I'm fine, aren't I?"

	Zane's voice came from the doorway. "You're fine—and now Catalina Rhodes owes you her life forever."

	Cold and unsparing.

	Adrian froze. "What?"

	I cried until I couldn't stop.

	Zane went on. "You don't know what she's like? You really don't understand her. Your very existence will only deepen her guilt, her sense of indebtedness. Down the line, do you think what she'll remember is that she loves you—or that she owes you?"

	Zane was Zane. A piece of sophistry that even I had to bow to.

	But Adrian, caught in the thick of it, couldn't hear that Zane was deceiving him. All he heard was that his presence would make me suffer, would wear away at what we had.

	He looked at me, eyes red. "Tell me yourself—do you want me to stay with you, or not?"

	I cried a long while before slowly steadying, and said softly, "Adrian, he's right. Even now, I really can't see you. Seeing you only makes me remember all the terrible things."

	Adrian gazed at me a long, long time. At last he reached out, meaning to tuck the loose hair behind my ear, and stopped just short.

	He gave a bitter smile. "I'll go. Until the day I no longer put any pressure on you."

	And he did leave.

	He moved mechanically, never even noticing I'd slipped the necklace into his pocket.

	That tracking device—now I had to take it off.

	After he left, I wept aloud.

	Zane patted my shoulder, heartsick. "I keep saying that dog has no brains—he'd actually believe that! He really doesn't understand you. If you ask me, I'd just slap him and make him stay by your side—you'd be happier that way."

	I shook my head through my tears. "Don't blame him. He's too foolish. You… help me, help me look after him. I'll try hard to live… and come back to treat you to a meal."

	


Chapter 9

	I went home. All these years busy building the company, I'd given my parents too little of my time.

	I stayed home a week and finally got my parents to accept that I needed surgery—though I still didn't tell them this was the last chance.

	That Monday, I sat in the car to the airport, my mind full of Adrian.

	Once again, I hadn't even said goodbye to him.

	He was so foolish—who knew when he'd realize I'd gone abroad.

	I almost wanted to laugh. It wasn't until yesterday that I learned from Zane: after one drink, Adrian remembered nothing of what he'd said or done.

	A dull ache pressed in my chest—so he didn't remember me telling him I was sick. That was why he'd gone abroad before… no, that was why he hadn't.

	He'd forgiven my abandonment without ever knowing the reason, and thrown himself in front of a knife for me without hesitation.

	And even so, I still chose not to tell him.

	For one simple reason: between being abandoned by me, and my death, he could surely bear the former more easily.

	I boarded the plane, looked back one last time at my homeland, and then never turned back again.

	I don't know how long I slept. I came down from the plane dazed and dizzy.

	The airport was vast; I'd come four or five times and still always lost my way.

	I groped my way forward. At the arrivals gate, I seemed to see a very familiar figure.

	Then I shook my head, almost laughing—I was hallucinating now. It really had gotten bad.

	It wasn't until I'd walked out of the airport that I suddenly heard someone calling me from behind.

	"Catalina Rhodes!"

	I thought it was an auditory hallucination and didn't turn.

	"Lina! Turn around!"

	My steps halted. I turned.

	The person I'd longed for, day and night, was standing right across from me.

	I froze.

	He walked over and took my hand.

	He said, "I've got you now. We'll never be apart again."

	THE END
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