Chapter 11

So I never knew that Julian stood by the bed watching me for a long time.

In the end, he bent down quietly and pressed a light kiss to me before he left.

By the time I picked up my medication and walked out of the hospital, a few of the younger nurses were giving me strange looks.

The nurse who brought me my prescription finally gave in to her curiosity and asked, “Are you Dr. Mercer’s girlfriend?”

I shook my head.

“But Dr. Mercer never treats female patients like this.”

She looked at me with open envy. “And honestly, something this minor wouldn’t normally require him at all, but he actually did your physical therapy himself…”

She looked like she was about to squeal. “Really, we were all so jealous just now.”

I couldn’t help glancing back.

The hallway behind me was empty. He was nowhere in sight.

Something heavy settled in my chest. I gave the nurse a small smile and stepped into the elevator.

He told me to come back three more times, but I already knew I probably wouldn’t.

The next night, I worked late and got back to my rented apartment exhausted enough to collapse. Just as I was about to sit down, Blake called and told me to come over.

I didn’t want to go. But he sounded half-drunk, and his temper was bad enough to make my skin crawl.

I sat on the edge of the bed in a daze for a while. In the end, I still picked up my phone and bag and went out.

Halfway there, another message from Blake popped up on my screen.

Hey, babe, grab two boxes of condoms on the way over. And make sure you get the largest size.

I closed the chat app with a blank expression.

Strangely, I didn’t feel any sadness at all. Not even a trace.

When I got to the hotel, I took the things I’d bought upstairs and knocked on the door.

The one who opened it was that little princess, Sophie Lane.

I handed the bag to her and turned to leave.

But Blake, drunk out of his mind, called after me. “Nina, get your ass back here.”

“Blake, don’t be mad,” Sophie said in that fake-sweet voice of hers. “Maybe your girlfriend just doesn’t want to come in because she minds me being here...”

I just stood there and watched her put on her show.

“What do you mind?” Blake sneered. “Don’t act like I don’t know you. You don’t give a damn how many women I have around me.”

He grabbed my arm and dragged me into the room.

“Quit pretending to be innocent. Why wait until after the engagement? I can have you right now.”

He shoved me hard onto the couch, yanked open the tie of his robe, and moved to pin me down.

I looked at his face then—ugly, twisted, disgusting.

And all I could think was that maybe he’d just climbed out of bed with Sophie.

How many women had there been this past year?

He was filthy. Rotten.
Chapter 12

My stomach turned so violently I thought I was going to throw up.

Just before he could touch me, I snatched up the ashtray beside me and smashed it against the coffee table.

It shattered.

Blood spilled all over my hand.

Sophie screamed.

Blake was clearly shocked too. There was anger in his eyes, but fear mixed in with it.

“Blake, either you wait until after the engagement,” I said, sitting up slowly, my voice so calm it barely sounded like mine, “or right now, one of us ends up in the hospital and the other ends up in jail.”

I didn’t even know what I was trying to do.

But whatever happened, if I could delay it one more day, then one more day was worth fighting for.

And if I really couldn’t escape this in the end...

Then I’d accept it.

I’d count it as being bitten by a rabid dog.

For whatever reason, Blake hesitated. Then he actually took two slow steps back.

I seized the chance and stumbled out of the room.

The second I got outside the hotel, I crouched by the curb and threw up.

My right hand was a mangled mess, blood dripping onto the pavement.

A moment ago, I hadn’t felt any pain at all. Now it came roaring in, sharp enough to drill through bone.

I forced myself back to my feet, flagged down a cab, and went to the nearest hospital.

It wasn’t until I got there that I realized it was City Hospital.

Julian Mercer’s hospital.

I could only pray he wasn’t on shift today.

While the nurse cleaned the wound, the pain made my whole body shake.

But I clenched my teeth and didn’t cry.

I’d probably cried all my tears dry the day my parents died.

“If it hurts, then cry,” a low, gentle voice said from behind me. “Don’t force yourself to hold it in.”

The next second, I was pulled into a warm, solid embrace.

The air smelled faintly of disinfectant, threaded with a trace of tobacco.

Everything else about him was clean and cool.

Familiar. Safe.

I didn’t have to look up to know it was Julian.

The tears came anyway.

His long fingers covered my eyes gently. “Hang in there. We’re almost done.”

My tears ran freely, soaking his palm.

Only when the wound had finally been cleaned, treated, and bandaged did he take his hand away.

Then he brought me back to his apartment.

On the way, I told him I wanted to go home, but he refused in that quiet, immovable way of his.

My hand was injured, so he even helped me shower.

Even though we’d already been that intimate, I still felt awkward about it.

“I can wash slowly by myself…”

“If the wound gets wet, it could get infected. Be good and listen to me.”

When he was done, he wrapped me in a large bath towel and carried me to the bedroom.

“I’ll be right next door. If you need anything, call me.”

He touched my forehead, then started to get up.

“Julian…”
Chapter 14

I shook my head. “Julian, there are things I can’t tell you. The only thing I can say is this—unless Blake agrees to break up, I can’t leave him.”

His gaze sharpened. “What exactly do you owe him?”

I wanted to say: a lot of money. My mother’s enormous ICU bills after she spent two months fighting for her life.

And the crushing compensation from the accident.

Later, after the doctors declared her brain-dead and said there was nothing more they could do, they removed her healthy kidney and gave it to someone who needed it.

That was when I found out both my parents had signed organ donation consent forms before they died.

I had cried until my whole body went limp. Through all of it, Blake had handled everything at the hospital himself.

“Please don’t ask,” I said softly. “Anyway, if Blake won’t let me go, then I can’t leave him.”

I lowered my eyes and slowly stood. “Thank you for taking care of me these past few days, Dr. Mercer...”

I bit my lip hard. Then I looked at him one last time, my eyes red. “We shouldn’t see each other again.”

After I said it, I turned and walked out of the dining room.

I changed clothes, put on my shoes, and left.

Julian didn’t come after me.

That was the third time I had rejected him. I knew exactly what that meant.

He would never, ever come looking for me again.

Then the Sterling family suddenly moved up the engagement date.

The reason they gave was that Lila’s condition was getting worse.

They wanted to hold the engagement while she was still well enough to leave the house.

Evelyn Sterling phrased it like she was discussing it with me, but I knew perfectly well I had no room to refuse.

I could never repay what I owed the Sterlings—what I owed Blake. The debt was too big. In the end, the only thing I had left to offer was myself.

So I accepted in silence.

The whole Sterling family seemed visibly relieved, especially pleased.

They chose to hold the engagement ceremony at a luxury estate in the western suburbs.

Blake and I were expected to arrive three days in advance.

Once the date was set, the Sterlings threw themselves into inviting relatives, friends, and every important connection they had.

Julian came too, of course, along with his parents.

They were treated as the most honored guests in the room.

What I hadn’t expected was the beautiful young woman with them.

The young woman had her hand looped through his arm, and the two of them looked far too close.

I only glanced once before looking away.

A few days had passed. Everything had settled.

What had happened between Julian Mercer and me—that brief, rainstorm kind of affair—already felt unreal, like something I had dreamed up in a fever and lost by morning.

Julian’s mother was exactly what you’d expect from a woman of her status: elegant, soft-spoken, and gracious in a way that made people lower their voices around her.
Chapter 21

Someone had lifted my clothes and was swabbing down my entire abdomen.

Cold alcohol spread across my skin. Dazed, I forced my eyes open wider.

There were several people around me in surgical gowns and masks. My vision was too blurred to make out who they were.

Not until the lead surgeon pulled on his gloves and stepped to the table.

I saw a pair of eyes—still, dark, cold as a frozen lake.

Those eyes fixed on me for a moment, then slid away with utter indifference.

I couldn’t move. I was nothing but an animal bound for slaughter, waiting for the knife.

At first, panic flashed through me.

Then, just as quickly, my heart went quiet.

I recognized those eyes. They looked so much like Julian’s.

But they weren’t his.

The doctor lifted the scalpel and lightly cut into my flesh. Blood spilled out at once.

Then the operating room doors burst open with a violent crash.

Everyone jerked around in alarm.

Police officers rushed in.

But I only saw him.

Julian Mercer was wearing a spotless white shirt.

I’d rarely seen anyone make white look that clean, that untouched.

So when the blood from my body spread across his shirt in a streak of red, I felt a sudden, aching need to apologize.

But I couldn’t make a sound. Every inch of my skin, every nerve in my body, felt like it belonged to someone else.

All I could do was
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