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Owens Hotel stood in the busiest and most prosperous district of City A. Its dark golden exterior walls and silver crystal-like glass shimmered beneath the blazing sun, making the entire building look dazzling and magnificent.

Inside the presidential suite on the top floor of the hotel, Monica Jennings had just finished showering. A single white bath towel was wrapped around her body. Her long, slender legs were crossed, and she held the remote control in one hand, flipping through channels without really watching anything.

The sound of running water came from the bathroom, and her heart, which had barely settled, began to stir again.

Today was her twentieth birthday.

Two years.

She had stayed by Chase Owens's side for two full years.

In those two years, she had gone from a pure, innocent girl to a woman who had endured every kind of humiliation.

The sound of water finally stopped.

Monica immediately cut off her wandering thoughts.

"What are you thinking about?"

The cold voice sounded behind her, and her heart tightened with unease.

"I was thinking about how I buried the two best years of my life on you, Chase. And while I'm at it, I'm also trying to vent a little of the resentment in my heart."

After hearing her words, Chase's face darkened instantly.

"Then perhaps I should tell you exactly how those two years were buried on me. And while I'm at it, I'll help you vent the resentment in your body as well."

Before Monica could react, the pitiful bath towel around her had already disappeared without a trace.

She bit down hard on her lower lip, her fingernails digging deep into the white bedsheet.

No matter how much it hurt, she would endure it.

She would not make a sound.

Because she understood very well that even if she screamed herself hoarse, this man would not give her the slightest bit of tenderness.

Time seemed to turn back to this very day two years ago.

That had been the beginning of Monica's nightmare.

She still remembered it clearly.

Two years ago, on September 17.

She had been in class at the time. She had only been enrolled at the Beijing Film Drama Academy for just over two weeks.

As soon as the first afternoon class ended, she received a call from an unfamiliar number.

It was a police officer calling to tell her that her parents had been in a car accident. Her father had died at the scene.

There was one thing that still haunted her even now: after her father died, even his body had disappeared.

Because of that, she preferred to cling to a self-deceiving thought - that perhaps her father was not really dead. Perhaps he was only hiding somewhere in the world, in a place she did not know.

Her mother had not died at the scene, but she was barely alive.

Coincidentally, three days before the accident, her father's company had declared bankruptcy.

On her eighteenth birthday, Monica slowly began to understand what it meant for disasters to come one after another.

She had no money.

But the mother she loved most was lying in the emergency room, and the medical expenses required were enormous.

She had nothing left.

All she had was her youth, and that was the only thing she could sell.

Even now, she still did not understand why Chase had appeared that night and bought her at "Midnight" for ten million.

Who was Chase?

He was the president of the largest financial group in City A, a famous stock market genius, and a legendary racing king who dominated wherever he went.

He was known for being cold-blooded and ruthless. He treated people with merciless cruelty and regarded women as ants - something he could crush whenever he wished, without the slightest hesitation.

Rumor had it that he never touched the same woman twice.

Thinking about it, Monica supposed she was rather special.

Two years.

Seven hundred and thirty days.

Almost every single day, she had reported to him.

For a man like Chase, someone as powerful and unreachable as him, Monica - who had been a well-behaved girl from primary school all the way to university - could not remember ever offending him before the night he bought her.

That night had also taken place in the presidential suite on the top floor of Owens Hotel.
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At that moment, Monica truly wanted to die and be done with it.

She still remembered those eyes - dark, deep to the bone, and bloodthirsty.

Even now, she had never forgotten them.

That day, he had forced her into a corner with nowhere left to run. Her entire body was pressed against the cold wall, her head lowered slightly. One of his hands was clenched into a fist and braced against the wall beside her, trapping her there. With the other, he showed no gentleness at all as he forced her chin up, making her meet his gaze.

His eyes were terrifyingly ruthless, but at that moment, all she cared about was her mother's surgery fees.

So she bit her lip, gathered her courage, and asked, "What about the ten million?"

Her voice was not loud, yet in the frozen silence, it sounded especially clear.

The corner of his lips lifted.

"Hah..."

He smiled faintly. The hand gripping her chin tightened slightly, as though he were toying with her, or perhaps punishing her.

"Ten million? I never said I would pay it all at once."

Perhaps the smile on his lips was too false, because even the words he spoke felt unreal to her.

Installments?

He was going to pay in installments for this too?

Monica widened her eyes and stared in disbelief at the breathtakingly beautiful man before her.

Yes, he was beautiful.

He was like a work of art.

They were so close that they could almost hear each other's heartbeat, yet she still could not find a single flaw in him.

"From today onward, you are my exclusive woman," Chase said.

He paused, clearly not intending to let her ask any questions. Then, with overwhelming dominance, he branded her with a label that belonged only to him.

"Remember this. Every part of you belongs to me. As for your mother's medical expenses and your brother's tuition fees, I will provide them according to how obedient you are."

Monica knew she would probably remember those words for the rest of her life.

Look at that.

This man was not only cold-blooded and ruthless; he was also despicable, shameless, stingy, and calculating.

A sudden, sharp ache dragged Monica back to reality.

After everything was over, Chase buried his face against her fragrant shoulder. It was a habit of his.

The faint scent of body wash drifted toward her. It was light and subtle, but somehow, when she breathed it in, her unsettled heart gradually calmed.

It smelled a little like pear blossoms.

"Today seems to be your twentieth birthday," he said. "I have a special gift for you."

A special gift?

Monica pressed her lips together lightly. Then she slowly opened her pale brown eyes and said weakly, "Chase, since when did you become so thoughtful? You're actually giving me a birthday present?"

Seeing how pale and drained she looked, Chase felt something flicker through his heart - something strangely close to pity - alongside the satisfaction of revenge that should have been there.

He frowned slightly in displeasure and forced five words out through gritted teeth.

"Marry me."

What?

He wanted her to marry him?

Monica absolutely did not want this kind of birthday gift.

For the past two years, every moment of every day, she had dreamed of escaping Chase's grasp.

She only wanted to live an ordinary life like a normal person.

But after all this time, heaven still had not heard the cry in her heart.

She would never marry Chase.

Not even if she died.

Chase was her devil. He had not only forced her to endure endless humiliation, but had also thrown her once peaceful and beautiful life into an abyss from which she could never climb out.

She smiled calmly and said, neither hurried nor flustered, "I won't marry you."

Chase let out a cold laugh. His expression darkened, but he explained to her with unusual patience.

"Of course, you can refuse. It's just that I can't guarantee your half-dead mother, or that brother of yours studying overseas, will continue to stay alive."

Monica's hands clenched the bedsheet tightly.

She had always known that Chase was a man who did exactly what he said.

He had no patience, either.

When he threatened her, he never repeated himself a second time.

"Chase."

Chase did not like hearing Monica call him by his full name at all.

Still, he liked seeing her so furious that she looked as though she might explode, her face flushed red. It was rather adorable.

"What can I do for you?"

Monica released the sheet, clenched her fist, and used all the strength she had left to punch him in the back.

She knew perfectly well that doing this was only making trouble for herself. She could not hurt him in the slightest. If anything, it was more like scratching an itch for him.

The person being hit did not feel any pain, but the force that rebounded back left her own hand aching.

Even so, she could not stop herself.

If she did not do something, she really would explode with anger.

"Chase, go to hell! A devil like you should die sooner and be done with it."

After hearing her words, Chase gently bit her small, reddened earlobe and said wickedly, "Do you want to go to hell with me?"

Without thinking, Monica blurted out, "Fine! Marrying you would be worse than death anyway. I might as well die with you and end it once and for all."

Chase increased the pressure of his bite slightly, clearly enjoying himself.

That was right.

He was a devil.

Many women liked to call him that.

Of course, Monica was not the first, and she would not be the last.

"I want to see you live a life worse than death," he said. "Actually, there are benefits to marrying me. The wedding will be held in one month. On the day of the wedding, I'll have Dr. Xavier Lawson perform your mother's craniotomy. I heard the surgery has a fifty percent chance of success."

One month from now, she would have to hold a wedding with Chase.

And on the very day of the wedding, her mother would undergo surgery.

From the bottom of her heart, Monica still could not accept the terrifying thought of marrying Chase.

But why?

Why did he have to arrange her mother's surgery on the same day as their wedding?

She bit her red lip lightly.

Monica was not stupid. She quickly understood.

Was it so she could not stay by her mother's side during the surgery?

This man had definitely arranged it on purpose.

Was it to watch her suffer?

To watch her live a life worse than death?

But other than swallowing her anger and accepting it, she had no other choice.

She held back her tears, refusing to let them blur her vision.

The only thing she had left now was strength.

In her heart, Monica told herself that even if she died, she would not cry.

Her pale brown eyes widened more and more. On the verge of exploding with rage, she shouted softly at Chase, "Tell me. Why do you want to marry me? The women who want to marry you could fill the entire Owens Hotel. I have no money and no power. Tell me - why are you forcing me to marry you?"

Compared with Monica's agitation, Chase seemed perfectly rational and calm.

He slowly said, "I'm marrying you so I can make your life even more miserable."

Boom. Boom. Boom.

Monica felt as though her head might explode at any second.

At the very beginning, when she had been elevated to the position of Chase's exclusive lover, she had often asked him why he wanted to make her life worse than death.

She knew he hated her.

But Chase kept his mouth shut.

No matter how she asked, he refused to tell her the reason.

Over time, she stopped asking.

But today, no matter what, she had to know the truth.

"Chase, what kind of deep hatred is there between us? Why do you have to make me suffer before you're satisfied?"
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Chase began kissing and biting at Monica again.

Two years had passed, yet he had not grown tired of her body. Instead, it had only become easier and easier for her to stir a reaction in him.

Sometimes, a woman's innocence only made a man even more unable to stop.

Chase narrowed his blue eyes slightly. Biting lightly at Monica's ear, he said coldly, "Very soon, you'll know."

After hearing his words, Monica suddenly became afraid of the day when the truth would finally arrive.

Right now, she was like a lone piece of driftwood floating helplessly across an endless sea, forced to prepare herself at any moment for the terrifying storm she feared most.

She hated this kind of life.

There was no sense of security at all.

This year, she was only twenty.

She was only a third-year university student.

So why did she have to carry so many burdens?

Her shoulders were too small. So many heavy responsibilities not only left her unable to breathe, but also threatened to crush her at any moment.

To many people, home meant warmth and happiness.

But to Monica, it did not.

Returning to that so-called home meant endless chores and endless ridicule.

Ever since the car accident two years ago, Monica had been living under someone else's roof, staying at her uncle's house.

After Chase had thoroughly tormented her, it was already seven in the evening when Monica walked out of Owens Hotel.

And what did seven in the evening mean?

It meant that by the time she got home, there would not even be cold leftovers waiting for her. Instead, there would be a huge pile of dishes for her to wash, six rooms of floors for her to mop, and homework from her younger cousins - who disliked her - to tutor.

As for her aunt, she would most likely have invited three friends over to sit down for mahjong. By now, they had probably already started playing.

Monica would not only have to serve tea and snacks to those women, but also pray nonstop that her aunt would win money.

Otherwise, her life would definitely be miserable.

Then there was her uncle.

Back when Monica's family had still been powerful, he had treated her as well as anyone possibly could.

But now?

Not only did he mock her from time to time, he was always trying to get her to squeeze some benefits out of Chase.

What he did not know was that Chase was stingier than anyone.

Monica had been his secret lover for so long, yet he had never actually given her a single cent.

However, he had given her plenty of things.

As long as Monica casually mentioned that something looked nice, the next day, that exact thing would definitely be delivered to her.

Colorful neon lights crisscrossed along the street.

Monica walked aimlessly.

It was already seven anyway.

What difference would it make if she went back a little later?

She felt tired.

So even she, it turned out, had moments when she wanted to indulge herself properly and let herself go for once.

She pushed open the glass door of Midnight Nightclub.

Inside was another world entirely.

Monica kept filling her glass with alcohol, pouring cup after cup down her throat.

At this moment, she did not want to think about anything.

She had come here to get drunk.

She had come here to let herself fall apart.

The strong liquor slid down her throat, burning hot and fierce, but at this moment, Monica actually found it damn satisfying.

Marrying Chase in one month?

Her brother's tuition?

Her mother's medical fees?

Her father's missing body?

All of it could go to hell.

Drink.

Once she was drunk, she would know nothing.

Once she was drunk, she would think of nothing.

"Pretty girl, in a bad mood? Let me buy you a drink."

Faced with Bruce Stone beside her trying to strike up a conversation, Monica unexpectedly agreed with forced enthusiasm.

"Sure. I'd love that."

Bruce lightly placed a hand on Monica's fragrant shoulder and said with a lecherous smile, "Pretty girl, let me take you to a private room. Drinking there feels even better."

Monica nodded.

And she actually followed Bruce away.

It seemed she was finally getting drunk, just as she had wished.

When they arrived in the private room, Bruce was not the only man there. There were three other thuggish-looking men as well.

Of course, all of them welcomed Monica's arrival very warmly.

They took turns forcing Monica to drink one stronger glass after another. Gradually, Monica grew quiet. Her head had already become dizzy and heavy.

Seeing that she was almost completely drunk, Bruce began touching her.

Monica, who had been sitting quietly, suddenly felt her whole body heat up.

That strange burning sensation made her, who had been on the verge of passing out, regain a faint thread of awareness.

She slowly began to feel the urge to tug off her own clothes.

She was hot.

So hot.

She lifted her eyes and looked at the unfamiliar Bruce in front of her. Her heart trembled. That faint bit of awareness told her that she was now in an extremely dangerous situation.

She tried to feel around in her pocket for her phone, but her hand was grabbed tightly.

Monica looked up and saw Cole Briggs holding her wrist. He grinned at her and said, "Pretty girl, what are you trying to do? If you're hot, I can help you take it off."

As soon as he finished speaking, Cole actually reached out to undo the button of Monica's jeans.

Caught between drunkenness and a fragile thread of clarity, Monica panicked. She suddenly slapped his hand away and said hoarsely, "Get away. Don't touch me."

Bruce, who had been playing with Monica's hair, began moving his hand downward.

At this moment, Monica was not merely restless anymore.

She was frightened almost to the point of madness.

She screamed.

"Ah!"

She shoved away the hands of the two men, stood up from the sofa, and prepared to flee.

As expected, the moment she stood, she was dragged back onto the sofa.

"Pretty girl, trying to run? No chance. Relax. We'll make you happy."

Waves of nausea surged inside Monica.

She forced herself not to vomit. Out of fear, she began clawing and struggling wildly.

"I want to go home. Let me go!"

Cole looked at the scratch marks on his arm and smiled obscenely as he lunged toward her.

"So you're a little wildcat, huh? We like wildcats."

After a tearing sound, the other two thugs who had been sitting on the sofa also stood up, ready to join in this vile assault.

Without warning, tears poured from the corners of Monica's eyes.

The burning heat inside her body stirred restlessly. She struggled with all her strength, but her hands were held down tightly, leaving her unable to move. All she could do was twist her body and kick her long legs.

"Please, let me go. Please..."

How long had it been since she had felt this helpless?

As if there were no answer from heaven and no help from earth.

Chase, where are you?

Save me.

Her hands and feet could not move. She kept crying, kept shouting.

She was truly terrified.

All the blood in her heart seemed to freeze together, stretched tight until it could not tighten any further.

If these four men defiled her body, she would rather die on the spot.

"Pretty girl, I couldn't tell before, but your figure is incredible. Brothers, we're in luck tonight."

Tears had already blurred Monica's vision. She lifted her head and spat in Bruce's face.

"Let me go right now, or you'll regret it. Even if I become a ghost, I, Monica, will never let you off. Never."

After being spat on, Bruce not only failed to explode in anger, but instead smiled in an even more sinister way.

"Pretty girl, if we let you go, that's when we'll regret it. Being haunted by such a fiery little ghost like you sounds exactly like what we want."

With one cruel motion, the last bit of cover before Monica's chest was torn away.

Somehow, she found the strength to break one of her hands free from the thug's grip. Crossing both arms tightly over her chest, she protected herself and cried out loudly, "All of you, get away! Don't touch me, or I'll die right in front of you!"

The two thugs on either side of her began pulling at her arms again.

Bruce found a piece of cloth and shoved it viciously into Monica's mouth, looking smug as he said, "Pretty girl, we'll show you what it means to drown in pleasure."

Monica completely broke down.

Even her final escape route - biting her tongue to end her own life - had been destroyed.

There was a kind of despair called living a life worse than death.

Bruce finally lost all patience and threw himself directly onto Monica.

Her hands were still locked tightly over her chest. She cried with heart-wrenching despair and struggled with everything she had, screaming as hard as she could.

Hearing that desolate cry, Chase felt as if his entire heart had twisted into a knot.

He kicked open the private room door, then kicked Bruce on top of Monica several meters away.

Immediately afterward, Chase took off his suit jacket and wrapped it around Monica's trembling body.

Behind Chase, Lillian Jenkins - the smiling killer - needed less than a minute to easily knock all four thugs to the ground.

"Don't touch me. Go away..."

Monica kept her eyes tightly shut, crying out in despair.

Chase swiftly helped Monica put her jeans back on, then pulled her tightly into his arms.

Fortunately, Lillian had come to the bar on business and had happened to see Monica follow Bruce into the private room.

Otherwise, the consequences would have been unimaginable.

"It's all right now," Chase said. "Don't be afraid."

His voice was still cold, but even Chase himself did not realize that his eyes were now glowing with tenderness.

The familiar voice entered Monica's mind, and her sobs gradually quieted.

Choking back tears, she asked, "Chase, is that you?"

The tears still lingering at the corners of Monica's eyes stabbed deeply into Chase's blue eyes and pierced his heart.

He knew how stubborn the person in his arms was.

There had been so many times when he had deliberately treated her without the slightest gentleness, yet even then, he had never seen Monica shed a single tear.

Gently wiping away the tears at the corners of her eyes, he said in a low voice, "Yes. It's me. I'm taking you out of here now."

For the first time, Monica felt that Chase's arms were so warm.

She curled into herself and moved closer into his embrace.

Chase lifted Monica into his arms and strode toward the exit.

When he passed Lillian, he stopped briefly.

Without even looking at the men lying on the floor, he said coldly, "Cut off one arm and one leg from each of them. Then send them all to Africa."

Lillian replied with a bright, sunny smile.

"Yes, Boss. Everything will be done exactly as you ordered."

After speaking, he watched Chase stride away. Then Lillian turned to the men lying on the floor and gave them an extremely warm smile.

Taking out the small knife he always carried with him, he walked toward them step by step and said with a smile, "Guys, you even dared to touch Chase's woman. Have you been living too comfortably?"

At the sound of Chase's name, the men on the ground immediately revealed expressions of utter collapse and despair.

They really had been blind.

Of all the women they could have touched, why had they touched this one?

A man like Chase was someone even Mayor Martin Hayes of City A had to show deference to.

Even if they had nine lives, they could not afford to cross him.

As they watched their arms and legs part from their bodies, they could do nothing but groan in agony.

They did not even have the courage to scream loudly, let alone resist.
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Hot.

Monica felt as though flames were burning all over her body. Without realizing it, she began tugging at the suit jacket wrapped around her.

She reached out with her burning little hand and suddenly grabbed Chase's arm as he drove.

Her eyes were hazy, her red lips pressed lightly together. Her voice was hoarse, carrying a faint, unfamiliar innocence.

"Chase, I'm so hot. So hot..."

Feeling the sudden heat from her hand, Chase turned his head and looked at Monica's flushed face.

He immediately understood what was wrong.

In a low voice, he cursed, "Damn it."

Then he stepped hard on the accelerator.

Chase's title as a legendary racer was not just an empty name.

The car was moving extremely fast, yet the person sitting inside could barely feel any bumps at all.

That was the result of a good car and a truly skilled driver.

Monica still clung tightly to Chase's arm. The jacket around her had already been tugged halfway open by her.

At last, the car stopped steadily in front of Owens Hotel.

Chase was helping Monica wrap the jacket around herself again when she suddenly lifted her head and gave him a seductive smile.

His face darkened instantly.

He supposed he should be grateful that the person beside her right now was him.

Meeting Monica's clear eyes, his blue eyes glimmered coldly. His thin lips curved slightly.

"Monica, you're playing with fire. Be careful you don't burn yourself."

Chase tried to pull his hand back, but he had no idea where Monica found the strength. She still held on tightly and refused to let go.

"I'm playing with fire because I want to," she muttered. "I like it. Chase, do you want me or not?"

Monica pouted slightly, making her rose-red lips look even more alluring. In her bright, transparent eyes, there was a desire he had never seen before.

Chase looked at her, both amused and helpless.

This woman had lost her mind.

He looked at Monica, who was staring at him with undisguised hunger, and finally nodded. Through gritted teeth, he squeezed out one word.

"Yes."

With a little more force, Chase freed his hand from Monica's grip and wrapped the jacket around her again without the slightest gentleness.

Perhaps Chase had never known what gentleness was in the first place.

He got out of the car, opened the passenger door, and lifted Monica into his arms.

As he walked, his face grew tenser and tenser.

This woman had actually started acting like this in public.

Having no other choice, Chase could only quicken his pace.

Fortunately, he had his own private elevator at Owens Hotel.

Inwardly, he swore that if this woman ever dared to go drinking alone again, he would throw her into the street and let the dogs have her.

When they reached his private presidential suite, Chase somewhat roughly tossed Monica onto the bed.

After being treated so ungently, Monica refused to accept it. Two streams of tears began pouring down her face, and once they started, they would not stop.

"Boo-hoo... all of you bully me. You bully me because I don't have a father to love me or a mother to protect me anymore. Chase is like this, my uncle is like this, my aunt is like this, and my younger cousins are all like this too. I'm not a dog. Why should I come when you call and leave when you wave me away? I'm a person too. I have my own thoughts. I have dignity I want to protect. I hate all of you. I hate every single one of you. Let me tell you, even a cornered animal will fight back. Tomorrow, I'll jump from the eighty-sixth floor and see how you can bully me then."

Monica began laughing wildly.

In her current state, a psychiatric ward would probably have welcomed her with open arms.

Chase frowned deeply, but he listened until Monica had finished speaking.

Damn it.

His heart actually began to ache again, sharp and unbearable.

He sat down beside Monica, pulled her into his arms, lowered his head, and kissed away the tears at the corners of her eyes.

The taste of tears was bitter and salty.

Perhaps that was exactly what Monica had truly felt in her heart over the past two years.

All the tenderness in the world was often revealed in moments people did not even notice.

At this moment, Chase was filled with conflicting emotions.

He clearly hated Monica to the bone.

So why could he not bear to see her sad?

Why could he not bear to see her cry?

Monica opened her bright, watery eyes and looked at Chase with a kind of reckless invitation.

She was the type of person who became unusually warm toward others after drinking, and right now, her condition only made that even more obvious.

Breaking free from Chase's arms, she suddenly used all her strength and actually pushed him down.

Chase, who had been unexpectedly knocked down by her, looked at Monica with a trace of innocence.

Monica's face was flushed pink, and she looked back at him just as seriously.

Chase lifted Monica into his arms again.

This time, however, he carried her to the bathroom.

For the first time, Monica took the initiative to help him remove his clothes.

For the first time, when she was with him, she was not squeezing her eyes shut.

For the first time, her face was not filled with pain.

Only when the sky outside had begun to brighten faintly did the two of them finally fall asleep from exhaustion.
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The scorching summer sun lazily slipped through the gauze curtains and fell across Monica's face.

She was sleeping sweetly, hugging what she believed to be the most comfortable pillow in the world.

She had no idea that the face of the person beside her had already turned as dark as a thundercloud.

It was no wonder Chase looked so displeased.

The blame could only fall on Monica's utterly classic sleeping posture.

Her face was pressed tightly against Chase's, and her drool had already dampened the right side of his face. Her arms were wrapped firmly around his waist with such force that Chase nearly found it hard to breathe. Even her long, beautiful legs were draped elegantly over his.

There was not the slightest trace of ladylike dignity in this sleeping position.

Chase truly wanted to roar at her, but deep down, he somehow could not bear to wake her.

Actually, once all those indecent movements were ignored, Monica looked rather adorable in her sleep.

She was like a delicate, lovable doll. Her long lashes curled upward slightly, and her pure face was as gentle and peaceful as an angel untouched by the mortal world. There was even a faint, innocent smile at the corner of her lips.

As Chase watched her, he actually forgot about the drool on his face.

Suddenly, a warm current called happiness crashed violently against the softest string in his heart.

Damn it.

He actually felt happy waking up in the morning and seeing this woman first thing.

He reminded himself fiercely in his heart that toward this woman, he felt only hatred.

Everything else was fake.

Everything else was merely a method of revenge.

Monica, who was just about to turn over and continue sleeping, sadly discovered that her pillow would not move no matter how hard she tried.

Reluctantly, she opened her hazy eyes and saw Chase's dark, brooding face right in front of her.

Boom.

Her mind went blank.

Monica entered a state of complete stupidity.

She tried hard to recall what had happened last night, but her mind was still empty.

Think.

Think harder.

Unfortunately, all she vaguely remembered was that she had decided to indulge herself for once. Then she had really gone to Midnight and drunk heavily. After that, she had encountered those predators and struggled desperately.

When she had completely fallen into despair, Chase had appeared and saved her.

As for what happened after that, she truly could not remember a single thing.

Releasing the claws she had wrapped around Chase, Monica looked at him pitifully and asked, "Um... I didn't do anything to you last night, did I?"

Monica knew that whenever she got drunk, she became far more enthusiastic toward people than usual. Once, she had even kissed her best friend Nathan Nolan wildly.

Finally regaining his freedom, Chase quickly picked up a wet wipe and cleaned the drool from his face.

After wiping it clean, he folded his arms across his chest and asked with great interest, "What do you think?"

Belatedly, Monica lifted the quilt and looked at the evidence someone had left all over her body.

Aches began surging through her.

From that, it was not difficult to imagine how wild last night had been.

Fortunately, today was the weekend.

Even if she could not get out of bed, it did not matter.

Anyway, she had already prepared herself for how she would face her uncle's family when she returned.

At worst, it was death either way.

She smiled slyly at Chase and said with full confidence, "Fine. Even if I really did do something to you, let's make this clear first. I have no money, and I don't have a life to give you either. Do whatever you think is best."

Chase hooked an arm around Monica's neck and said coldly and domineeringly, "Woman, from now on, you are not allowed to go drinking alone."

Monica coughed lightly.

If he used just a little more strength, she was certain he would strangle her to death.

She had not expected that dying would feel this uncomfortable.

Only when Monica's face had turned red and she began coughing nonstop did Chase finally loosen his grip.

After finally regaining her freedom, Monica discovered for the first time how wonderful it felt to breathe freely.

"Then next time I'll go with a friend. That should be fine, right? Why don't you just murder me and get it over with? You're almost thirty, yet all you know how to do is bully a little girl like me."

Almost thirty?

A little girl?

Chase stared at Monica with a gloomy expression.

He would not let Monica go to her death so easily.

He was going to torment her properly, to make her understand what it meant to be unable to live and unable to die.

"Woman, you'd better not have any thoughts of ending your life. Otherwise, I'll make a lot of people accompany you in death. You want to drink? Fine. But I am the only one allowed to accompany you. No one else is up for discussion. Also, don't call me that again, or bear the consequences yourself."

Monica secretly stuck out her tongue.

Was this man named Chase on his period or something?

His mood changed faster than the weather.

Pretending to be relaxed, she shrugged and said with an innocent expression, "Don't try to scare me. I'm already someone who's going to die anyway. Do you think I'm afraid of being frightened? Old man, do you know you're really domineering? Aren't you interfering a little too much? I'm going to drink with other people. I just won't drink with you. What can you do to me? I'm going to call you old man. Old man, old man, old man - "

Her rose-red lips were sealed over domineeringly, leaving Monica only able to make faint, muffled sounds.

Chase forced past her teeth with overwhelming dominance and entangled her tongue with his.

The kiss was fierce and possessive, drawing in the fragrance of her lips as though it were an addictive poison, one that could make a person lose all reason.

Monica had already begun breathing lightly, but Chase showed no intention of letting her go.

He liked kissing her.

He liked kissing her in this forceful, domineering way.

Only then would his heart be filled with the satisfaction of revenge.

Monica felt as though all the strength in her body had been stolen by this kiss. She gradually became soft and powerless.

But why?

Why had her arms already, without her realizing it, wrapped around Chase's neck?

In her heart, she cursed herself for being useless.

She clearly hated him, yet her body could not help responding.

Chase's kisses had always begun domineeringly and ended without the slightest gentleness.

Although Monica had long grown used to it, her heart still ached faintly, and a trace of disappointment drifted through her.

Her entire body collapsed completely into Chase's arms.

Right now, Monica needed time to recover her strength and steady her breathing.

If she stayed silent, then most of the time, Chase would remain silent too.

After two years together, she and he did not communicate much.

Most of the time, it was Monica chattering nonstop while Chase listened in silence.

A moment later, after recovering some strength, Monica began to display her specialty again.

At the same time, she secretly warned herself that this time, she had to go all out.

She had to convince Chase.

She did not want to marry him.

Even if she died, she would never marry him.
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Monica revealed a smile as bright as spring blossoms.

After all, Monica was studying acting. Playing a simple role well was not difficult for her.

She raised her head steadily and affectionately linked her arm around Chase's. With eyes full of soft tenderness, she looked into his slightly cold blue eyes. Then she parted her rose-red lips and said in a clear, sweet voice, "Chase, can I discuss something with you? Just one thing, all right?"

Chase felt goosebumps rise all over his body.

Thinking about it, Monica had never been this gentle with him before.

Of course, as for her purpose in doing this, Chase could figure it out even with his toes.

He coughed lightly, but the expression on his face remained as cold as an iceberg.

"Woman, you just don't want to marry me, do you?"

Monica immediately nodded.

It was not that she simply did not want to.

She especially did not want to.

She did not even want to dream about it.

With a face full of expectation and a smile as lovely as blooming flowers, she said, "Chase, please just grant me this, all right? If you're afraid you won't be able to find a wife, I can help introduce someone to you. I guarantee I'll find you a woman a thousand, even ten thousand times better than me."

Chase?

That form of address sounded much better than old man.

Chase looked at Monica attentively. Then he parted his lips and said indifferently, "You don't have to marry me. That's fine. Then your mother's surgery won't need to happen either."

In an instant, the expression on Monica's face froze.

Compared with her own happiness, she wished even more for her mother to recover.

Xavier, the most famous neurosurgeon in all of Asia, unfortunately happened to be a doctor under Owens Hospital.

Monica hoped that Xavier would be the one to perform her mother's craniotomy.

And as it happened, only Chase could fulfill that wish.

She puffed up her lips and forcefully shook off Chase's arm, saying gloomily, "Chase, I will definitely make you regret this. I'll make you regret marrying me very, very much. I won't wash your clothes, I won't cook for you, and I won't clean your room. Hmph."

Having his arm suddenly flung away made a faint, almost imperceptible sense of loss rise in Chase's heart.

He folded his arms across his chest, raised his brows slightly, and said coldly, "I don't mind. There are maids for those things."

Monica held back a vicious breath in her chest. Her face was red with anger, but then she suddenly came to a realization.

"I'm still a student. I can't get married. You promised me back then that you wouldn't affect my studies. A real man keeps his word."

As soon as she finished speaking, Monica began feeling smug from the bottom of her heart.

She seemed to have already seen the dawn of victory waving at her.

After a moment of silence, Chase said expressionlessly and calmly, "I remember someone said a few days ago that the beauty in her class married Victor Sterling. Since someone else can get married, so can you. Don't worry. It won't affect your studies. All you have to do is be my bride on the eighteenth of next month. Leave everything else to me."

Monica covered her face with both hands.

Her heart began to ache wave after wave.

It was all gossip's fault.

Why were women born with mouths that loved talking about everything?

Great.

Monica, this was called shooting yourself in the foot.

What did it have to do with her whether the beauty in her class married a Victor?

Why had she gone around telling people about it for no reason?

Monica was so regretful that her stomach twisted with regret.

Gritting her teeth, she said to Chase word by word, "Chase, why would you even remember gossip like that? I thought it would go in one ear and out the other."

Monica was telling the truth.

Every time she hummed and chattered to Chase about gossip like this, he would always be reading his magazine or some work proposal by himself.

In truth, Chase did not want to remember these boring pieces of gossip either.

But whenever Monica talked about them, the expression on her face was so excited, and the movements of her hands were so adorable, that before he realized it, he would be drawn in.

"Because my memory is fairly good," Chase said. "Woman, once I decide something, I never change my mind. You should start thinking about how to be my bride."

Was she really going to marry Chase?

The answer seemed to be moving step by step toward yes.

Did she have the right to run away and resist to the end?

The answer was no.

She could not abandon her mother, her brother, or her father, whose bones had not even gone cold.

She forced her tears back.

She truly did not want to bury the happiness of the rest of her life in the hands of this devil of a man.

She began searching for her clothes.

The urge to escape grew stronger and stronger in Monica's heart.

Even if it was only a temporary escape, she would still throw herself into it without hesitation.

The sound of running water reached her ears, meaning Chase had already gone into the bathroom to shower.

A yellow chiffon dress on the bedside table caught Monica's attention.

Enduring the soreness in her body, she got out of bed and picked up the dress. Only then did she realize that even her underwear had been prepared neatly.

Perhaps people who appeared cold on the surface were often much more thoughtful in their actions than those who seemed careless and easygoing.

Monica had to admit that Chase had excellent taste.

Whether it was the size or the color, everything was flawless.

Picking up the clothes, Monica hurried into the other bathroom and thoroughly washed herself.

When Monica finished bathing and walked out of the bathroom feeling refreshed, she saw Chase sitting on the sofa by the floor-to-ceiling window, dressed in a perfectly tailored suit. Elegant and composed, he was staring intently at the screen of his laptop.

A strange light began to glow in her pale brown eyes.

Indeed, a man focused on work was very charming.

In truth, Chase was not some second-generation rich heir.

Everything he owned today had been built by his own hands.

For a man like this, it would be difficult for women not to throw themselves at him with reckless enthusiasm.

Monica truly could not understand why a man like him had chosen her to be his secret lover.

Now, even more absurdly, he wanted her to marry him.

She looked at her own figure.

It could hardly be called hot and seductive.

Then she thought about her face.

It was not exactly devastatingly beautiful either.

At most, her skin was a little fairer than average.

"Hey, have you looked enough?"

The cold voice suddenly struck her eardrums.

Monica gradually snapped back to her senses.

This man was clearly still fully focused on his work. How did he know she was looking at him?

Pervert.

Picking up her bag, Monica reluctantly said goodbye to Chase.

"Old man, I'm going back. Hopefully, we never meet again."

Chase's face immediately darkened.

He said displeasedly, "Call me Chase."

Without thinking, Monica made a retching gesture and smiled with an innocent expression.

"Shameless old man. You're almost thirty, yet you still have the nerve to make a little girl like me call you that. Ugh..."

Before Chase could destroy her, Monica wisely chose to run for her life.
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Although Monica had been forced to sell her youth, she still knew she had to protect herself.

She took a deep breath.

She knew very well what she would face once she pushed open the door in front of her.

The sun outside was scorching. It was already noon, time for lunch. Rubbing her stomach, Monica realized that she really should be hungry by now. Since last night, she had not eaten a single grain of rice.

In the end, the door was slowly pushed open.

The moment Linda Jennings saw that she had finally returned, she picked up the feather duster beside her and charged over, whipping it down on Monica while cursing loudly.

"You wretched girl! You actually fooled around until now before coming back? The clothes haven't been washed, the food hasn't been cooked, and you haven't even tutored Yuna Young and Peter Payne with their homework..."

The feather duster struck Monica again and again, landing heavily on her body.

It hurt.

It really hurt.

But Monica did not cry, and she did not dodge.

She knew that once her aunt grew tired of hitting her, she would naturally stop.

If Monica tried to avoid it, she would only suffer an even harsher and more severe beating.

A thought suddenly drifted through Monica's mind.

Perhaps marrying Chase would not be such a terrible thing after all. At the very least, she would be able to leave this so-called home, a place that held no warmth or humanity at all.

Not long afterward, Monica would look back and find this thought terribly naive.

What she did not know was that marrying Chase would be the true beginning of her nightmare.

That would be the real abyss from which there was no return.

"Mom, why are you hitting Monica again? Stop it!"

When Monica saw her cousin, Quinn Jennings, rushing anxiously toward her, the wounds on her body still hurt, but a trace of comfort rose in her heart.

Her cousin was the only source of warmth she could find in this family.

Quinn tightly grabbed her mother's hand and signaled for Monica to leave quickly.

Monica only gave Quinn a pale smile.

She did not actually leave.

She remembered the countless lessons she had learned before. If she dared to walk away now, then later, what her aunt held would not be a feather duster.

It might be a hard leather belt.

It might even be a bamboo whip covered in thorns.

That kind of pain was truly unbearable.

"Quinn, don't worry about me," Monica said. "I made a mistake, so it's only right that I accept Aunt's punishment."

Quinn looked at Monica with heartache in her eyes. In the end, she could only slowly release her mother's hand and run back upstairs.

She hated herself too.

Every time, she was unable to help Monica.

Even more than that, she hated her mother for being so cruel and merciless, refusing to listen to her advice at all.

After Quinn left, the feather duster landed even harder on Monica's body.

Monica bit down tightly on her lower lip, which had lost all its rosy color.

No matter how painful, bitter, or unfair it was, it would eventually pass.

In her heart, she told herself, Monica, you have to be strong. Just endure it, and it will be over.

About ten minutes later, her aunt finally grew tired and stopped whipping her.

Holding the feather duster, she pointed it at Monica and said fiercely, "Hurry up and wash the clothes. Mop the floors. Then bring all the dishes and chopsticks from the kitchen and wash them again. Also, as punishment, you are not allowed to eat lunch or dinner today. If you dare let Quinn help you, or if she gives you anything to eat and I find out, let me make this clear first: I will punish you ten times worse than this."

Monica lowered her head slightly and calmly said, "All right."

After watching her aunt leave, Monica ran into the bathroom and began washing the clothes.

There was clearly a washing machine, but her aunt insisted that she had to wash everything by hand.

Two years.

Aside from Quinn, no one in her uncle's family had ever treated her like a relative.

At most, she was a free maid.

They could hit her whenever they wanted, scold her whenever they wanted, and force her to do whatever they wanted.

Thinking about it, she was not even as good as a maid.

Because she did not have the right to leave.

Her uncle had always threatened her. If Monica dared to move out, he would tell her brother, who was studying overseas, that their parents had been in a car accident.

Monica simply did not want her brother, who had such a gift for painting, to abandon his studies.

So she endured everything.

All the grievances, all the pain - she would carry them alone.

Her stomach began growling.

The aches from last night's madness surged toward her like waves. The wounds from the beating just now also began to hurt belatedly.

In the end, tears still slipped uselessly from the corners of Monica's eyes.

They fell into the murky laundry water, mixing with it.

No longer clear.

No longer crystal bright.

No longer something that would make anyone pity her.

Did she feel wronged?

She asked herself.

The answer was yes.

Utterly wronged.

Why was it that other people at twenty could enjoy a relaxed, colorful university life?

Why could they walk hand in hand with the boys they loved along shaded campus paths?

Why could they spend bright weekends shopping, chatting, and drinking coffee with a few close friends?

Why did her twentieth year have none of that?

All she had were endless threats, wounds that split her skin from time to time, meals that came and went without certainty, and housework that seemed impossible to finish.

And then there was Chase, that devil, torturing her both physically and mentally.

What was even more tragic was that she did not even have the right to die.

Chase had said that if she dared to die, he would make many people accompany her in death.

As she thought about it, Monica wrapped her arms around her legs and began to cry softly.

She was afraid that in a little while, she might not even have the strength left to cry.

Suddenly, Monica fell into a warm embrace.

Then Quinn's choked voice sounded beside her ear.

"Monica, if you want to cry, then cry as much as you need to. You can lean on my shoulder."

Monica reached out and hugged Quinn.

And just like that, she leaned on her shoulder and cried freely.

When a person suppressed themselves for too long, they really would break down if they did not release it properly.

In her heart, Monica felt grateful that she still had such a kind cousin by her side.

A long time later, Monica's sobs gradually quieted.

With a faint smile, she took the tissue Quinn handed her and gently wiped away the tears still lingering at the corners of her eyes.

Even if no one in the whole world loves you, you still have to love yourself well.

That had always been Monica's principle.

Last night had been an accident.

If she had been a little more rational and had kept using that principle to warn herself, perhaps she would not have gone to the nightclub to indulge herself.

Then she would not have encountered those predators.

Chase would not have needed to save her.

She would not have been beaten so cruelly just now.

And her stomach would not be empty and growling nonstop.

Even more tragic, all the pocket money she had saved over the past two years had turned to zero in one night.

Remember this.

Impulsiveness really was a damn devil.
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Watching the expression on Monica's face change in ways that were difficult to read, Quinn could not help asking worriedly, "Monica, what exactly happened last night? Did Chase make things difficult for you again?"

Quinn was one of the very few close friends Monica could confide in. Naturally, she knew about what had happened between Monica and Chase.

After taking a deep breath, Monica roughly told Quinn what had happened the night before.

Quinn was stunned. The words almost slipped out of her mouth.

"Chase wants you to marry him? And you have no choice but to marry him?"

Monica nodded lightly and said in a heavy voice, "Yes. According to him, it's so he can tie me to his side and torture me more easily. Quinn, I really don't know why Chase hates me so much. I truly don't remember ever offending someone like him."

Seeing Monica in so much pain, Quinn's heart ached too. She gently held Monica's hand and forced a smile.

"Monica, have you agreed to marry him? It's all right. One day, you'll know the reason. Since you can't remember, then stop thinking about it. Don't add more worries for yourself."

Monica's pale brown eyes slowly became hollow. With self-mockery in her voice, she said, "Heh. Who is Chase? If he wants me to marry him, how would I dare refuse? My mother's life and my brother's future are both in his hands now. By the way, Quinn, have you found a job yet?"

Monica envied Quinn.

She had already graduated from university and could start working. As for Monica, she had no idea how far away her dream of becoming an Oscar-winning actress still was.

Quinn looked directly at Monica, admiration rising from the bottom of her heart.

She admired her cousin. Despite facing so many disappointments in life, Monica could still remain so strong and optimistic. She had endured so many things that someone her age should never have had to face.

Because of that, Quinn cared for and cherished Monica even more than her own younger siblings.

She raised her hand and gently wiped away the tears still lingering at the corners of Monica's eyes. Smiling softly, she said, "Maybe marrying Chase won't necessarily be a bad thing for you. At least you won't have to be beaten by my mother anymore, and you won't have endless housework to do from morning to night. As for me, by coincidence, I've been assigned to Owens Hospital for my internship."

Quinn had studied medicine, so naturally, her workplace would be connected to a hospital.

A bad feeling rose in Monica's heart.

Heaven really loved playing tricks on people.

There were so many hospitals in City A. Why did it have to be Owens Hospital?

Monica hated seeing the people she cared about become involved with Chase.

"We can only take things one step at a time," Monica said. "I also hope marrying Chase won't be as terrible as I imagine. But Quinn, honestly, I don't want you to intern at Owens Hospital. With your abilities, it shouldn't be hard for you to get an internship at another hospital in City A."

Quinn understood that Monica was thinking of her, but she was considering a different side of the matter.

"Monica, I actually think there are benefits to me interning at Owens Hospital. That way, I can help take care of your mother and save you a lot of worry. If I'm at the hospital keeping an eye on her for you, then the weight pressing on your heart can at least settle a little."

Having someone trustworthy at the hospital to help take care of her mother could indeed ease many of Monica's worries.

But Monica did not want Quinn to be hurt in any way, and she certainly did not want her to step into this muddy mess.

Monica parted her lips slightly and was just about to speak when Quinn deliberately leaned closer and whispered beside her ear, "Monica, don't say 'but' to me. I've already decided. I'm going to intern at Owens Hospital. Same as usual, I hid some food under your bed. My mom's coming, so I'm leaving first."

Sure enough, less than five minutes after Quinn left, Linda arrived in grand fashion.

Her aunt viciously threw the dirty clothes into the water, splashing Monica all over.

"This piece of clothing wasn't washed properly. You wretched girl, are you trying to make me go out and embarrass myself? Are you planning to rebel?"

A harsh slap landed on Monica's left cheek, and a burning pain instantly spread across her face.

Was she supposed to cry again?

No.

Monica raised her head without showing the slightest weakness. Her rose-red lips curved into a beautiful arc.

She smiled.

That smile was like a wild lily blooming proudly on the steepest cliff, resilient and untamed, so beautiful it could scorch a person's eyes.

A bright red palm print had already appeared on her left cheek, but her expression remained calm. Her voice was steady as she said, "Aunt, I'll be careful. I won't let you go out and embarrass yourself."

In her heart, Monica sneered.

She was already embarrassing enough. No matter what she wore, it would still be embarrassing.

Her aunt snorted heavily, pointed at Monica, and said with a vicious, twisted expression, "You'd better. Otherwise, don't blame me for spreading the news that you're Chase's woman. You're truly useless. Other women become mistresses and end up covered in gold and silver. You've been one too, yet you haven't managed to get a single cent."

Monica's heartbeat skipped half a beat.

Her pale brown eyes began to turn cold.

She lifted her head and looked at the woman she called Aunt, the woman named Quinn Warren.

Even if Quinn was not related to Monica by blood, she was still her aunt in name.

Yet she could say such heartless words.

For a moment, Monica had the impulse to rush into the kitchen, grab the cleaver, and cut open Quinn's chest to see whether her heart was black.

What did it mean to lower your head when living under someone else's roof?

This was it.

Monica smiled calmly.

She was going to be an Oscar-winning actress one day. Playing such a small role was still within her ability.

Without even furrowing her brows, she said gently and composedly, "Aunt, I'll work hard. I'll try my best to squeeze some money out of Chase to help you with household expenses."

Quinn's eyes lit up, as though she could already see money waving at her.

The expression on her face instantly softened. She even crouched down beside Monica, her tone carrying a closeness so false it could not have been more fake.

"Monica, can you borrow some money from Chase first? Last night, I lost quite a lot."

Pfft.

Ask her to borrow money from Chase?

With that miser who would not part with a single cent, she might as well sell the things he had given her instead.

After all, Monica had no use for those luxury items in daily life.

"Aunt, how much money do you need?"

Beaming with joy, Quinn held up one finger. A moment later, she finally squeezed three words out through her teeth.

"One million."

One million?

That amount was not simply "quite a lot."

Monica shrugged, looking as though she was helpless to do anything.

"Aunt, to tell you the truth, Chase will never lend me money. But I can sell the things he gave me. Still, if you want me to come up with one million, I definitely don't have that much."
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After hearing Monica's words, Quinn's face immediately darkened.

That answer was not what she wanted.

Suddenly, she yanked Monica up from the chair and said aggressively, "I don't care. If you can't get me one million before eight o'clock tonight, I'll call your precious brother right away and tell him the whole truth. I'll also call a magazine and expose your relationship with Chase."

By the time Monica came back to her senses, Quinn had already shoved her out of the house.

Then her bag was thrown out after her.

Monica lifted her head and calmly looked up at the sky.

She realized that under the scorching summer sun, the sky was still just as blue.

Taking the small mirror out of her bag, Monica looked at herself and said, "Come on, pretty girl. Give me a smile."

Then she really did smile sweetly at the mirror.

One smile after another.

Only when the corners of her mouth began to stiffen did she finally stop.

She looked at herself in the mirror with such seriousness, speaking to herself with strength and confidence.

"That's right. It's nothing serious. Smile, grit your teeth, and tomorrow will be better."

As she walked aimlessly, she took out her phone and dialed Chase's number.

After all, Monica rarely ever took the initiative to call Chase.

Because of that, Chase, who had originally been in a video conference, actually paused the meeting just to answer Monica's call.

At last, the call connected.

Holding the phone, Monica
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