
        
            
                
            
        

    
	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.

	 

	First Edition 

	 

	
When I tumbled into the book, the Best Actress's family was in the middle of a celebrity-kids reality livestream.

	Seeing the nanny conspire with an outsider to sneak the little young master away, I immediately threw myself at them and bawled my lungs out.

	The crying drew everyone running, and the nanny was caught red-handed.

	Heh heh. I'd single-handedly rescued one pitiful little male lead.

	Kiddo, you'll never have to wander the streets again!
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	Unbelievably, the nanny and her accomplice were hauled off by the police.

	I was grinning ear to ear, because I'd just changed the male lead's tragic childhood fate all on my own.

	Only, the little guy had been starved for days and dosed with sleeping pills by the nanny in the meantime; the poor child was on his last legs.

	The whole Hale household was thrown into an uproar.

	In the villa, Mr. Hale, rushing home at the news, wore a look of pure disbelief.

	Mrs. Hale—the Best Actress—cradled her son, hugging him close, her makeup ruined from crying.

	The reality show had been a spur-of-the-moment decision. To keep an air of mystery, she hadn't told the family in advance—and by sheer accident had stumbled right into the nanny's baby-snatching plot.

	Both parents were drowning in guilt. They'd chased their careers and neglected their son.

	They'd nearly lost him entirely.

	I sat on the couch watching the family of three reconcile through their guilt, deeply gratified.

	The male lead deserved to grow up happily in a loving home like this.

	"And how should we settle this little girl?" Mr. Hale looked at me and asked Mrs. Hale.

	I blinked my big eyes, neither crying nor fussing, awaiting their verdict.

	I was the one the production team had picked from the children's home to record the show alongside the little young master.

	Now that the show was off, they were considering whether to send me back.

	At that moment, the little young master, who'd been silent beside me the whole time, suddenly grabbed my little paw.
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	And so I was allowed to stay in the Hale household.

	The little young master was named Asher. I was named Remy.

	Grandpa Hale chose the names from an old saying: "ring out the old, ring in the new."

	I was two months older than Asher by bone age, so I was the big sister and he was the little brother.

	After the nanny baby-swap incident, Asher became deeply withdrawn—so severe that, in the whole house, he wouldn't let anyone near him except me.

	For that, Mr. and Mrs. Hale were endlessly grateful they'd chosen to keep me.

	Asher was quiet and aloof; I was sweet and well-behaved. One still, one lively—our personalities balanced each other.

	From preschool to elementary, then high school and university, my whole world was filled by Asher.

	But I knew I couldn't keep him company forever.

	Because Asher had a heroine of his own.
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	I met Vanessa Doyle at a milk-tea shop in the university district.

	Long straight black hair, sweet face.

	She worked part-time at the shop—independent, self-reliant, unbreakable.

	Holding my milk tea, I stared, eyes glazing over.

	So this was the so-called heroine's aura? I could practically see the halo above her head.

	Behind me, Asher tugged the strap of my backpack.

	"Let's go."

	I yelped a yes and hurried after him, glancing back every few steps.

	I accidentally walked straight into a wall of people, and Asher caught my arm.

	"Remy!"

	I'd stepped on his sneaker—the big footprint was the evidence.

	His gaze was cool, his expression displeased.

	I rushed to soothe him. "Don't be mad, little brother. That pretty girl was calling you just now!"

	"Don't know her." Asher's face didn't change as he frowned down at the shoe print, like the print mattered more than the pretty girl.

	Me: "…"

	You're really speedrunning your way to dying alone, huh.

	That's your heroine, you know!

	4

	The heroine had appeared.

	Back home, the more I thought about it, the more excited I got.

	As someone who'd fallen into the book, I naturally knew the plot.

	Even though my arrival had changed Asher's tragic childhood, not a single character who was supposed to show up had gone missing.

	When I read the book, I was a sucker for cute kids, and Asher was the kid I'd watched grow up.

	Now my kid was about to meet his sweet romance—how could I not be thrilled?

	When I get excited, I can't help giggling like an idiot.

	At the dinner table, Asher frowned.

	He sat ramrod straight, poised as a pine, every movement carefully cultivated.

	The Hale family's standards for their heir were strict from the start, even with Asher's personality flaws.

	"Eat."

	I cleared my throat, set the heroine aside for now, and announced my big news.

	"Asher, I got a love letter today."

	Asher's hand on his chopsticks paused. "Hm?"

	His tone was as flat as ever; one listen and you knew he didn't believe me, because he was looking at me with his eyes full of disdain.

	To prove I really had gotten a love letter, I dug a pale-blue envelope out of my bag and waved it triumphantly in his face.

	"See? Love letter."

	Asher's love letters—I'd been collecting them on his behalf from preschool to university, stuffing the drawers at home full, getting so many my hands went numb.

	But the depressing part was that his garden of admirers bloomed lush, while I didn't get a single flower.

	I'm not even bad-looking—why did no one chase me?

	Heavens! A love letter!

	Since the anonymous hand-knitted scarf I got on my eighteenth-birthday coming-of-age, this was the first love letter I'd ever received.

	I treasured it; even the fragrance on the paper felt one-of-a-kind, enough to make me swoon.

	No need to even eat dinner—love alone left me full.

	And then Asher took my backpack—with my love letter inside it!

	I couldn't win it back; he was a head taller than me.

	This guy grew up on fertilizer or something; when we were little I was even taller than him.

	Asher dangled my backpack and said, coolly,

	"Remy. Come here."
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	Am I, Remy Hale, someone he can summon and dismiss at will?

	Fine—for my love letter's sake, I obediently went over.

	I hadn't even gotten to read the letter yet; I didn't even know which sharp-eyed genius had penned it!

	I suspected he was retaliating out of jealousy, because nobody had written Asher a love letter today.

	"Fail calculus again, and you can forget about the love letter!"

	I gaped. "Asher, calculus and love letters—those two shouldn't be connected at all?"

	I was the perpetual bottom-dweller of an ordinary high school class, forever floating around the bottom two hundred of the grade. I'd risked life and limb just to test into the same university as him.

	Calculus is my nemesis!

	Asher flipped through my blank notebook pages, voice cool. "Start writing."

	Calculus remediation!

	"Have mercy!" I was about to drop to my knees.

	"I don't even have a family business to inherit—how is one little fish supposed to bear all this midnight-oil-burning torture?"

	Asher was like an AI machine with no emotions. "Then flip over."

	"…A flipped fish is still a fish!" I argued my case on principle.

	Asher pulled the materials out from under me and lifted his wrist to check the time.

	"You've got half an hour." Not a sliver of room for negotiation.

	I reached out and hugged his pant leg, pleading, "Bro, just give me back the love letter."

	You should know, I'd always styled myself as the big sister.

	This was the first time I'd ever called him "bro."

	Humiliating as it was, as long as he gave it back, I'd even call him "daddy."

	I'd lived twenty years to get one love letter—do you know how hard that is?

	But Asher was unmoved, his ice-prince persona holding to the end. Countdown:

	"Twenty-eight minutes left."

	Me: "…"

	He pinched the pale-blue letter between his fingers and gave it a wave. I flipped upright instantly.

	"I can do this."

	The power of love is mighty.

	That night Asher tutored me into the ground.

	Curbstomped by his IQ.
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	With my love letter confiscated, I clawed at the walls all night.

	Finally I decided: steal it!

	No morning classes the next day, so I gave up my sleep-in and sneaked over to crack open Asher's bedroom door bright and early.

	Asher's bedroom layout was the same as mine; I guessed he'd either tossed the letter in a drawer or stuck it in some book.

	On the big bed, Asher was still asleep.

	The peerless face of an untouchable flower: long, upturned lashes, cold pale skin, thin lips…

	Tsk. The beauty of a fictional character—unreal! Even after watching him grow up, the visual was still a critical hit.

	I stared a full five minutes before snapping out of it and quietly pulling open the drawer.

	Huh. Not there.

	On the desk sat a neurosurgery textbook.

	Looked like he'd read late into the night again.

	The bookshelf was packed with medical books, dense rows of them.

	Asher studied medicine; his goal had been crystal clear since childhood.

	Because the baby-snatch incident gave Asher his withdrawal, his parents, racked with guilt, never once interfered with his decisions.

	Asher had always been brilliant; he'd locked down a recommendation slot in his senior year, no need to attend school at all.

	Yet to keep crushing my IQ, he showed up to school every day anyway.

	Even now in university he wouldn't let me off—daily dorm checks, attendance checks, grade checks.

	Sigh. A bottom-feeder can't understand the world of a top student.

	Wait—I came to find the love letter!

	After ransacking the drawer, I scooped up that medical text and crouched by the bed, flipping through.

	"Why isn't it here?" Head down, I flipped pages furiously.

	"It's not there." A man's husky morning voice spilled over my head. I didn't notice at all and answered without looking up.

	"If not here, then where? Did you eat it?"

	The words out, I lifted my head—and met Asher's cool amber eyes. I shot straight up in fright.

	Just-woke Asher had his pajama collar gaping open, every line of his chest on display.

	An iceberg snow-lotus, petals unfurling.

	A wave of heat flushed the sides of my nose. I scrambled away clutching the book.

	Behind me Asher, mood unreadable, said, "You like it that much?"

	I covered my nose, done for.

	Love letter, whatever… all forgotten.

	I had a nosebleed.
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	A nosebleed first thing in the morning. The housekeeper said I had too much "heat" in me.

	Breakfast was a cooling porridge.

	With tissue stuffed up my nose, I kept my head down, firmly refusing to look at Asher.

	But Asher wasn't planning to let me off.

	"You still haven't answered my question."

	This scholarly persistence of his gave me a headache.

	"What question?" I played dumb—but the moment I looked up and met that face, my brain auto-replayed the nosebleed-inducing scene.

	Delete, delete, scrub it from the record!

	Asher, dead serious: "You really like that love letter?"

	"Obviously." I mumbled, head down, shoveling porridge into my mouth, knowing I was in the wrong and lacking confidence.

	"Who doesn't like love letters?"

	Asher was the well-fed man who couldn't grasp the starving one's hunger.

	Then again—I'd snuck into his room and rummaged through his things, and he hadn't even lost his temper!

	Asher lowered his eyes, expression unreadable. "I see."

	I froze. So agreeable today?

	I thought him admitting fault meant he'd give the letter back, but…

	Once again, I'd dreamed too sweetly.

	Bright and early, in our major's lecture, my friend Bea grabbed me and demanded:

	"Who wrote it to you? Spill, spill!" Since discovering the love letter yesterday, Bea had been floored.

	The letter had been slipped straight into my backpack, no mistaking it.

	"Sigh, fated to meet but not to be." I was listless—before the exam, Asher was dead set on not returning it.

	My peach blossom got pinched off before it could even bud. Cursed!

	Bea: "You don't even know who it's from?"

	I nodded. "If I'd known, I wouldn't have shown off in front of Asher. I should've opened it sooner."

	Bea looked thoughtful. "Do you have any suspects? Like—who's been slipping snacks into your desk? Who buys you a smoothie at gym class? That limited-edition figurine that got mailed to your dorm last time?"

	Oh, right. The letter being gone is gone—but as long as whoever wrote it is still alive, it's fine!

	Who says a person only writes one love letter? What if he writes a second?

	The first fell into Asher's hands; the second, I'd guard with my life.

	I bounced back to full health instantly.

	At lunch I went to the cafeteria to wait for Asher. What if the little brother had defied me? The big sister forgives, of course!

	But I waited and waited—no sign of him.

	From a few upperclassmen I learned Asher had been borrowed by a lab today to TA a dissection class for a professor.

	I made my familiar way over. Through the transparent glass, I spotted Asher inside.

	A white coat does look best on Asher. A student stood beside him, masked, face unclear.

	In a wide tray was a rabbit
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