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Chapter 1 – A Night's Dream
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The starlight glittered like diamonds. Moonlight spilled like frost. Pale violet curtains swayed in the breeze, stirring the air that still carried her faint fragrance.

"Jay..."

Her breath came ragged. Desire she could not control surged through her.

Heaven, if this was a dream, she would rather never wake.

But dreams end too quickly. No matter how she wished to stay, her mind stirred awake. Reaching for the sheets beside her, she felt only cold emptiness that pierced her heart. Again she dreamed of him. Again she dreamed of being with him... Shame made her want to strike her head against the wall.

She forced her arm to lift her half-sleeping body. Blurred eyes opened slowly. "Where am I?"

Instinctively, she checked herself. Beneath the quilt, her body was bare.

What happened last night?

Her head throbbed so hard she could not recall. Clothes were nowhere in sight. Wrapped only in the quilt, she slipped out of bed. From the bathroom came the rush of water. She stepped closer and called hesitantly, "Cecil? Is that you, Cecil?"

She knew it could not be him. Cecil would never cross that line. But apart from him, who else could it be?

She called his name several times. The water stopped. Silence pressed down. Then the bathroom door swung wide.

A tall, elegant man stepped out. His eyes were as deep as a dark pool.

"Harley Harley?"

Her gasp escaped. Him?

The man who vanished for six years. The man who had forced her to sign divorce papers.

Her world spun. She stood frozen, quilt slipping from her body unnoticed. She could only stare blankly at him.

"Harley, why are you here?"

"If it isn't me, who would you rather it be? Your Cecil?"

He approached slowly, graceful as ever. He reached toward her face. She slapped his hand away. "Harley, don't touch me."

She no longer wished to admit this man had once held her heart. She snatched her torn clothes from the floor, only to find them ripped beyond use.

Shock left her numb.

She looked up at Harley's cold face. Begging this ruthless man was useless. Better to rely on herself. She dug her phone out of the ruined garments and quickly dialed a number.

"Cecil, you—ah..."

Before she could finish, her phone was kicked away.

"Harley, what are you doing?" She glared at him.

"You tell me. What do you want to do?"

Damn it. She was calling Cecil Qiao. Did she plan to let him see her like this?

Even her usually gentle temper snapped. She shouted, "Harley! Bastard!"

He had left her. He had demanded divorce. What crime had she committed to deserve this?

Her whole body shook under his burning gaze. Tears gathered, but she held them back. Her teeth clenched. "Harley, do you want me to crawl at your feet, beg you for mercy? Let me tell you—never."

He thought stripping her of clothes would trap her? She lunged to the bed, yanked off the sheet, and wrapped it tightly around herself. The simple folds only heightened her figure's allure.

Did she mean to walk out like this?
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Chapter 2 – Your Tears Mean Nothing to Me
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Harley's face remained unchanged, his cold eyes following her as she moved toward the door. Just as her hand reached for the handle, his arm shot out. With a violent tug, the sheet slipped from her body and he hurled her back onto the bed.

The alcohol lingering in her system made her dizzy. Before she could react, his weight pressed down on her, leaving no room to escape. She fought desperately. "Harley, you left. Why not stay gone?"

"You think I came back for you?"

"Then explain last night." She turned her head, refusing to look at his handsome face so close to hers, or into those eyes that once sparkled brighter than starlight, yet now burned colder than the moon.

"Last night?" His lips curved into a dangerous smile. "I can help you remember—with action."

He yanked off his tie. One hand pinned her in place while his hot, forceful kiss devoured her.

She remembered the countless times she had once lain beneath him, accepting his endless kisses with shy unease but never resistance. But the man before her was no longer the same man.

"Harley, let me go!" She refused him with every fiber of her being.

The more she resisted, the more ruthless he became.

She clenched her teeth, holding back any sound, yet her voice broke in a choked whisper. "What you're doing... is no different from rape."

"What did you say, Derrick Derrick?" Rape? Damn her. She dared think that of him?

"..."

"Even if it is rape, isn't this what you like? Rusk Rusk. Cecil. You've even had a child. And yet you still pretend to be pure in front of me? With any man but not me?"

"The child is—"

"Whose is it? Tell me!"

She looked at him with tear-filled eyes. The truth trembled on her lips—yours—but she swallowed it back.

What would it change? He would not want it. He would not believe it.

Agony surged up and spilled out in tears.

"Crying? Your tears mean nothing to me."

In those merciless eyes, she saw her own broken reflection. Somehow she found the strength to shove him away and stumbled back, trembling.

He advanced again, lips twisted in a cold, cruel smile that never left his face. Step by step he forced her back until her body pressed against the edge of the bed. Nowhere left to go.

She curled up, arms around her bare body, voice hollow. "Harley, I'm sure you're doing well now. You can have any woman you want. Just let me go."

"Why should I?"

"Then why are you doing this?"

"I don't owe you an answer."

His eyes held no warmth, only ice. His hand stretched toward her again.

Her mind spun in chaos. Desperate, she sank her teeth into her pale wrist. The skin broke. Blood welled, staining his pristine sleeve.

Red on white. Stark. Blinding in the sunlight.

She felt no pain. The taste of iron filled her mouth. A mad thought gripped her: keep biting, tear deeper, let the blood flow, anything but the pain in her heart...
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Chapter 3 – He Was Nothing but a Devil

[image: ]


"Derrick! You're insane!"

He shoved her hard, showing no trace of pity. Weak as she was, the force sent her head crashing against the headboard with a dull thud.

For an instant, his smile vanished.

Her face turned pale, blood staining her lips. Yet she began to laugh—low, brittle, hollow—growing more desperate with every sound. "Harley, if your goal was to make me hate you, congratulations. You succeeded."

He was a devil. Cold from the inside out, with not a drop of warmth in his veins.

She thought of the past—how she defied her father's objections to be with him. Back then his family was poor. In university he studied by day, worked by night. To prove she could match him, she worked beside him, endured the hardships with him.

The day they graduated, they married quietly, signing their certificate. He had promised her someday he would give her a grand wedding, make her the most beautiful bride in the world. But before that vow could be fulfilled, he forced her to sign divorce papers and walked away.

She had been pregnant then, jobless and penniless, unwilling to go home to her father. She worked while carrying the child, just so her baby would not starve once born.

Through countless bitter nights, she prayed he would return, tell her it had all been a nightmare. But every hope only led to disappointment. Eventually, she stopped expecting anything at all.

Were it not for the child, she might have believed their love had been nothing more than a dream.

She tried to forget him, to bury the wounds. At last her life grew stable, calm. And then he came back.

Why? She had no answer.

Her thoughts drifted to the boy waiting at home. She had no time for him anymore. Her eyes dulled to ash. She lay back on the bed, her voice drained.

"Do it quickly then. This will be the last time. Hate me all you like, but after tonight we will never meet again. In Derrick's life, Harley no longer exists. Every memory of you will be erased."

If her body was the price to end this torment, she would pay it. As long as he never hurt her again.

He stared in silence, watching her pale face. Her closed eyes missed the fleeting change in his own expression.

He said nothing. He did nothing. She could not guess what he was thinking.

She opened her eyes and saw him still gazing at her. A broken laugh slipped out. "What, staring at me because you realize this ruined body no longer tempts you? Good. That's best."

She tried to rise, but before she could steady herself, he lunged forward, pressing her down once more. His voice cut sharp as ice. "You would trade your body just to sever ties with me, so you can live happily with Cecil? Derrick, never!"

After all his torment, her heart was numb. Dead.

"Cecil is a good man. A man a hundred times better than you. His family is honorable, his character upright. How could I let him take a woman already worn out by another man?"

She no longer cared what she said. Only by wounding herself could she drown out the pain he gave her.

He had been on the verge of letting her go. But her defiance reignited his fury. His dark gaze burned, locked on her. His face lowered toward hers, close enough that if she moved, her lips would touch his. Desire burned in his eyes.

Her lips trembled. Stained with blood, they glowed like a fatal temptation. He never intended to release her. The next second, his mouth crushed against hers—
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Chapter 4 – He Never Loved Her, Did He?
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Six years had passed. His kiss had grown more skilled, proof enough that in all this time he could not have been without other women.

"Even if you're nothing more than a worn-out shoe, whether Cecil wants to pick you up is his choice. But even if he does, it will only be after I'm finished with you."

He released her and pulled away.

His straight, cold back filled her vision. Tears once again blurred hers.

He was fully dressed. She was left bare. The contrast screamed of humiliation. And she—fool that she was—had almost surrendered to his kiss again.

Derrick, you're so stupid. So very stupid.

After being ravaged all night, now insulted again at dawn, her body was utterly drained. Perhaps all he wanted was to see her beg. Fine. She would yield.

Her eyes, hazy and weak, drifted to his figure by the window. "Harley... could you give me some clothes to wear?"

He stood at the floor-to-ceiling glass, sunlight gilding his outline in gold. He did not turn.

Six years had carved him into something dazzling, like a diamond. The gentleness she once knew had been consumed, leaving only brilliance hard and cold.

He was silent for a long time. When he spoke, his voice was distant. "Didn't you say you'd erase every memory of Harley? Then why come to me for help?"

So—he would not help.

Once they had loved so deeply. How could he be so final now? Perhaps he had never loved her at all.

A bitter smile touched her lips. "Harley, what is it you want from me?"

She could not see his face, but at those hollow words his brows furrowed sharply.

After a long pause, he walked to the nightstand and pressed the service phone.

He still ordered clothing sent up. Though the June heat was stifling, he chose garments modest enough to cover the marks on her neck and arms.

She had no time to cry, no right to mourn her shame. By the time she neared the Qiao family's restaurant, she forced herself to adjust her appearance, unwilling for anyone to notice.

Normally she greeted everyone warmly. Today she slipped through quickly, silent. Her odd behavior drew glances from staff and customers alike.

She fled to the lounge in the back, where Qiao's parents paced anxiously. She rushed forward. "Uncle Cecil, Auntie Cecil—where's Ian Derrick?"

"He's at school."

Qiao eyed her curiously. "Derrick, what's wrong? Didn't you go to a company banquet last night? Why do you look so worn out? Cecil got your call and rushed out to find you, even dragged his brothers along. Where did you go?"

Questions came one after another. Her body was weak, her mind scattered. She collapsed onto the sofa.

The elder couple exchanged puzzled looks. Seeing her state, they could not press further. Qiao signaled her husband. "Since Derrick is back, that's enough. Old man, call the boys. Tell them to stop searching and come home."

Once he left, Qiao sat beside her, gently patting her shoulder and drawing her head close. "Child, don't be sad. If you don't want to say, Auntie won't force you. But if someone bullied you, just tell us. Cecil and Ellis will make him pay."

With only sons of her own, Qiao had always treated Derrick like a daughter. Seeing her like this made her heart ache.

But how could Derrick explain what had just happened?

"Child, if you need to cry, then cry. Sometimes it helps."

Pressed against that warm, motherly embrace, she could hold back no longer. Her sobs burst out, raw and heavy.

Only when her tears were spent did the memories of last night flood back—one scene after another, impossible to forget.
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Chapter 5 – Enemy of All Women
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Yesterday the company held a dinner to celebrate the successful partnership with Tianxia Group. After the meal, the boss insisted everyone continue to a KTV.

Normally she never joined such events. As a photo columnist, she preferred going home early to spend more time with her son. But last night the boss was in high spirits. He declared no one could leave without special reason. She could not refuse and reluctantly agreed.

She remembered clearly: she only drank a single glass of red wine. Her tolerance was poor, but one glass was never enough to knock her unconscious. Then how did it happen—

Unless that glass was tampered with?

Then it came back to her: Harley was the new president of Tianxia Group.

So, was last night arranged by her boss, or orchestrated by Harley himself?

She had always kept a low profile, her work unremarkable, three years without enemies in the company. That left only one answer.

Harley.

It had to be him.

But if he hated her so much, why not simply avoid her?

"Derrick! Derrick!"

Cecil's voice rang out. He rushed in, finding her slumped on the sofa, face buried in her hands. His own face went pale. He dropped to a crouch before her, shaking her arm gently. "Derrick, are you all right?"

"No..." Her voice was faint, dazed.

His sudden reappearance, his sudden hatred, his sudden cruelty—she had been completely unprepared. Remembering his cold, merciless eyes made her shiver all over again.

Cecil pulled her into his arms, soothing her quietly. "It's over now. You're safe. You're home."

She had clearly been shaken. He did not dare press for details, only repeated his comfort.

But was it really over? She knew Harley too well. He was not one to let go easily. He had returned in full glory, striking her with ruthless cruelty. He had come back for her.

Cecil and the others urged her to rest a few days. She refused, insisting on going to work.

She endured the stares, the whispers. She straightened her back and reminded herself not to care. After all, she had endured enough gossip over the years to grow numb.

At the boss's office, his secretary, Ulysses Ling, pulled her aside in a hushed tone. "Derrick, what's going on between you and President Harley of Tianxia Group? Why did he carry you out last night? Did you know him before?"

Derrick said nothing. If the boss had arranged it, surely Ulysses would know. But her shocked expression seemed genuine. And at the mention of Harley, her eyes filled with starry admiration.

"Let me tell you," Ulysses whispered, "everyone saw it. You were drunk. And in front of dozens of eyes, he carried you out of the KTV. Right now, every woman in the company sees you as their enemy..."

The rest of her words faded away.

Derrick knew she could not continue working at Zhuoyue. It was not about gossip. As long as Harley was involved, she had to keep her distance.

At the office door, she knocked once, then entered without waiting for permission.

"Derrick, come in, sit."

The boss greeted her as warmly as ever, neither guilty about last night nor offended by her abruptness.

His composure left her speechless. She sat in silence for a long while before finally asking:

"That wine last night... what was in it?"
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Chapter 6 – Harley, Why Have You Come Back?
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"What do you think happened?"

"You mean it wasn't someone in the company who set me up?"

"Of course not." The boss chuckled. "Derrick, how long have you worked here? Do you really think a proper company like ours would stoop to that kind of trick?"

"Why not? People often trade conscience for profit." Even if Harley had planned it, the boss could not be innocent. He must have known beforehand.

"Derrick, don't be so extreme." The man was an old fox in his fifties, sharp-eyed, seasoned. He held her gaze for a long moment before speaking slowly. "Yes, I knew. But you should understand—no one can judge a family's quarrel."

The words said it all.

Derrick fell silent.

"Then I'll resign. That much is allowed, isn't it?" She had already decided: if necessary, she would give up her job to sever ties with that man.

"You think resigning will let you escape?"

The point struck deep. She had no answer.

The boss did not know the full story between them, but her firm expression told him enough. He sighed. "Derrick, what if I told you he only partnered with us because of you?"

"No..." Her chest tightened, breath caught.

"Don't deny it. I don't know what happened between you two, but honestly, I admire Harley. In just six years, he built Tianxia Group from nothing. Young, capable, rich, powerful..."

"What does wealth or status matter?" she cut in coldly.

Whatever he was now, it had nothing to do with her. She only wanted no more entanglement.

"Fine. Let's talk business." The boss softened. "Derrick, Harley insisted you be assigned to this photography project. You know this deal with Tianxia is critical for us. But I won't force you. Here's my offer: take three days off. Rest. Once the project is complete, I'll grant you paid leave—length of time up to you. How about that?"

"And if I refuse?" Her laugh was bitter. So much talk, yet in the end she was still a pawn in their deal.

"Don't decide so quickly. You have three days to think."

His confident smile made it clear he believed she would agree.

She stumbled out of the office in a haze. The future looked blurred, hopeless.

Keeping distance from Harley—that was all she wanted. Losing the job didn't matter to her. But what about Ian? After leaving Han before, she had endured long, hungry nights, homeless with nowhere to go. Must her son suffer the same again?

Harley, why have you returned?

Her phone rang, melody drifting into the air. She didn't even notice until a man passing by stopped. "Miss, your phone's ringing."

Startled, she fumbled it from her bag. The caller ID showed Ian's teacher. She answered quickly. Before she could speak, urgent words froze her blood.

"Derrick, Ian was in a fight. His head's injured. He's at the city hospital right now."
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Chapter 7 – So Young, Yet Already Carrying a Child
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"How did he get into a fight? How is he now? Is it serious?" she asked in a rush.

Ian was always such a good, obedient boy. How could he have gotten into a fight?

"It's hard to explain over the phone. Just come quickly!"

Panic seized Derrick. She darted to the roadside to hail a cab, but it was lunchtime rush hour, every car already packed.

The man who had reminded her about the ringing phone was still nearby. Seeing her flustered and nearly in tears, he stepped closer. "Miss, it's dangerous to dash into the road like that. Are you in a hurry? Do you need a ride?"

Strangers or not, she couldn't afford to think twice. She hadn't even looked at his face properly before clutching his hand as though it were a lifeline. "Can you take me to the City Hospital?"

"Of course." He gave a gentle smile.

By the time they arrived at the hospital, she hadn't yet seen Ian's teacher, but several other parents confronted her first.

"You're Derrick Ian's mother?" a woman snapped, striding up.

"Yes, I am. May I ask—"

"Ask what? What kind of mother are you? What child explodes like yours, can't even take a joke? My son is lying unconscious because of him. If something happens, can you afford that responsibility?"

The accusations came sharp and fast, breaking into sobs midway.

Derrick still didn't know the full situation. She wanted to wait for the teacher's explanation, but the woman grabbed her arm tightly, refusing to let her go as though she might run away.

Derrick bit back her irritation, forcing calm into her voice. "Madam, please let me—"

"Madam? Did you just call me madam?" The woman bristled.

"What's wrong with that?" Derrick thought distractedly. The woman looked mid-thirties, maybe older, heavy makeup failing to hide her wrinkles.

She was too worried about her son to notice the change in the woman's expression.

"Madam? Do I look that old to you? And you—what's so special? Pretty face, sure, but knocked up so young. A child without a father—no wonder he's so badly raised!"

"Watch your mouth!"

No mother could endure such words. Derrick's icy glare was so sharp that the woman flinched and fell silent. A younger woman hurried forward, tugging the angry one's arm. "Auntie, that's enough. Yi should be waking up soon. Let's go check on him."

Derrick glanced at the newcomer—a girl barely in her twenties, bright and lively.

"Bing Cecil, didn't I tell you to call your boyfriend? Why isn't he here yet?"

"He's busy with work. Let's not bother him..." Bing looked embarrassed.

"What do you mean, don't bother him? Is he even your boyfriend?"

Derrick had no interest in their chatter. She was about to slip into the ward when behind her came a voice—one she knew too well, one that made her blood run cold.

"Bing, what happened?"
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Chapter 8 – From Today On, She Would Treat Harley as Dead
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Derrick had no interest in their chatter. She was just about to step into the ward to see her son when a voice rang out behind her, one so familiar it made her whole body tense.

"Bing, what happened?"

Her heart froze.

It was him.

She turned, and there he was—too handsome, too familiar.

Harley.

He was Bing's boyfriend? That seemed impossible. But then again, after so many years, how could he not have women around him?

Derrick forced a bitter smile. She saw him walk toward Bing, not noticing that though his lips moved as if speaking to her, his eyes never left Derrick.

"You came at the right time, Harley!" the angry mother exclaimed, seizing her chance. She pointed straight at Derrick. "Her son beat my son badly. Tell me, shouldn't she pay compensation?"

Harley said nothing.

Bing followed his gaze and froze. From the moment he had stepped into the hospital, his eyes had been fixed on Derrick.

"Harley, do you... know her?" she asked softly.

"Should I?" He deflected, leaving her speechless.

Derrick heard. She looked back at him once. In those cold, indifferent eyes, she saw again that all hope was long dead.

Then came sharper words, this time from Bing's aunt, who had noticed Harley's attention. "Some people are just shameless. Knocked up at such a young age, raising a son as rude as she is. Honestly, people like that are nothing but a blight on the world. Better if she just—" died.

The last word almost left her mouth, but Harley's icy glare silenced her instantly.

Derrick's face turned pale. Her body swayed before someone steadied her.

"Derrick, are you all right?"

She turned in shock. "Cecil? You're here too?"

"I heard Ian was hurt, so I rushed over."

Cecil was a doctor. It was no surprise he had found out, and his concern for mother and child had always gone beyond ordinary friendship.

But facing this scene in front of him, Derrick felt unbearably humiliated.

She forced a smile, gently pushing away his support. Now was not the time to appear weak—especially not before Harley.

Straightening her back, she fixed her gaze on the hostile parent, her cool eyes steady. "We're both mothers. Why make things harder? Don't worry. I'll get to the bottom of this. If compensation is due, I'll pay. But if your son was at fault, he will apologize."

She paused, then added, her voice sharper: "And my son is not fatherless. If his father heard you speaking this way about a child, aren't you afraid heaven itself would strike you down?"

From this day on, she told herself, she would treat Harley as though he were dead.
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Chapter 9 – The Unwanted Child
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After speaking, she returned to the ward.

On the bed lay the little boy. He called out timidly, "Mom..."

Never before had he looked so unsure. Even when he fought, he never thought himself wrong. But now, he was afraid of making his mother sad.

Seeing the bandage around his head and his pitiful eyes, Derrick's heart melted instantly. She could not bring herself to scold him. Stroking his cold cheek, she asked softly, "Ian, does anything else hurt?"

He shook his head and glanced at the doorway. "Mom, how's Yi?"

"You care about him?"

"Yes." He nodded.

If something happened to Yi, it would only bring more blame upon his mother.

She sat by his bed, carefully gathering him into her arms, fingers smoothing over his little head. She sighed. "Ian, do you know you hit too hard?"

"Yes." He lowered his head, not daring to meet her eyes.

Yi, his classmate, was bigger than him. Yet Ian had struck so hard that the boy's head was injured, leaving him unconscious.

"Then why fight at all?" Though in her heart she already knew.

"Because he kept saying Ian is an unwanted child..."

"Just for that?" She almost smiled bitterly. Her son had heard such insults countless times before without raising a hand.

Ian rarely lied, but now he spoke so softly she barely caught it: "Mom, I didn't want to fight... but he said it in front of everyone. He said Ian is unwanted, and you're an unwanted woman..."

So—it was for her.

Once, she might have lacked the courage to face Harley's abandonment. But strangely, now that he had returned, she felt a sudden clarity.

"Ian." She pushed him back gently so she could meet his eyes. "Do you think you're really unwanted?"

"No." He shook his head firmly. "Ian has Mom."

"And do you think Mom is unwanted too?"

"No. Ian wants Mom."

Children were easy to soothe. With just a few words, the knot in his heart unraveled.

Derrick smiled faintly. "Then why let those words anger us? Let them talk. As long as we're together, we're happy, aren't we?"

"Yes!" He nodded hard.

"What a touching scene."

Cecil walked in, smiling, and ruffled the boy's hair. "Does it still hurt?"

"Uncle Cecil, it doesn't hurt anymore." Soon, the two were laughing together.

Derrick glanced uneasily at the tightly closed door, then turned back to Cecil. "Can you take Ian home first?"

"Why?"

He didn't understand at first, but when he followed her gaze to the boy, realization struck. "It's him?"

"Yes."

They could not speak openly in front of Ian. Years of friendship and trust made words unnecessary. Cecil nodded. "All right. I'll take him home and run more tests later. Don't worry."

"Thank you, Cecil." He always appeared when she needed him most.

He chuckled and tapped her cheek. "Silly girl, why thank me?"

Then he led Ian away, sparing him a direct confrontation with Harley.

Derrick steadied herself. By the time she stepped out of the ward, her mask of cold composure was firmly in place again.
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Chapter 10 – Rather Suffer Than Give In
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Fortunately, Harley had already left. She no longer had to face him directly.

As for the boy Yi, though not in danger, his head had been badly struck and his face scratched. After the teacher's mediation, Yi's mother finally "showed mercy," agreeing to settle the matter with fifty thousand yuan in compensation.

But even that sum was a heavy burden for Derrick.

She had nothing but her stubborn pride. No matter what, she refused to take Cecil's money, and she rejected the Qiao family's help as well.

She always said the Qiaos had already done too much for her. She could not take more. In truth, she wanted to keep her friendship with Cecil clean and simple. He was a man untouched by complication, and if money ever tangled them, the purity of that bond would be gone, leaving nothing but gossip and judgment.

She would not let Cecil, after helping her so many times, be dragged down in rumor for her sake.

Not long ago she swore she would avoid Harley at all costs. Yet reality mocked her—resigning was no longer an option.

How fate loved to play games.

To distract herself, to exhaust her body so her mind could not wander at night, she buried herself in work. No persuasion could move her.

It had been five days since she walked out of that hotel. The marks on her skin had faded, but whether from shame or denial, she still wore long sleeves and trousers. She pretended not to feel the summer heat, hiding in the bakery room of the restaurant. There, without air-conditioning, the ovens turned June into torture. None of the other staff wanted the job.

But she—she chose to suffer.

"Derrick! Derrick!"

Yu burst in like a sparrow on fire, chirping nonstop. "She's here again!"

Derrick kept her focus on her work, her tone steady. "What? Has the sky fallen?"

"No, but I'm about to step on a landmine!"

"If you know it's a landmine, why step on it?"

"No, it's not me—it's her! She came straight for me, made me step on it whether I liked it or not..." Yu waved her arms wildly, babbling nonsense. Thirsty in the stifling heat, she grabbed a bottle of water from the table and drained it, still unable to get her words straight. Finally, seeing Derrick's calm face, she gasped, "Derrick, aren't you hot?"

"Keep your mind still, and you won't feel the heat."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Yu's fiery nature could never reach such calm.

Derrick was no saint. She simply kept herself too busy to notice the heat at all. She finally asked, "What are you talking about? Which woman?"

"That one—the one with the worst temper. Not even that famous, but acts like a diva. The actress with... with those huge bombs for a chest. What's her name again?"

"Diana Diana."

"Yes, yes, that's her! I'll never understand. Why do men like that kind of brainless chest-on-legs? If you ask me, my little buns are way cuter than her meat bombs..." She glanced down and patted herself proudly.

"What about her?" Derrick cut her off, exasperated.

"She's awful. Always clinging to some handsome guy, then picking fights with any girl who dares look. Right now she's been sitting outside for three minutes and no one dares serve her tea. And this time she brought a man, Derrick—you wouldn't believe it. He's so handsome, so cool, but his eyes are terrifyingly cold. None of us dared get close..."

Derrick sighed. She didn't know whether to scold or laugh at them. "Stay here. I'll go look."

No matter how handsome, no man could ever catch her eye again.
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Chapter 11 – I Promise Not to Look at Her Man Again
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For twenty-six years, through all the men she had met, there had only ever been him. In her eyes, he was the only one.

She had never thought herself ugly, but at best she was plain and delicate. Back in college, he had been the campus idol for three years running. Cold in manner, distant in expression, he intimidated so many girls into silence. Only she had dared to confess.

She never imagined he would agree. Side by side, their looks were hardly a match. Perhaps it was precisely because she felt she could never truly "own" him that she had been brave enough to speak her heart.

And yet, against all odds, he became her boyfriend.

She tried so hard to be worthy of him. She clung to their love, willing to pay any price— even being cast out by her father.

Harley...

The thought of him blurred her mind. Yu noticed and blocked her path. "Derrick, don't go. If that woman makes trouble for you and Second Cecil finds out, he'll kill me."

"So we just let a guest sit out there with no service?"

Derrick shot her a look, took the tray, and said, "Relax. I promise not to look at her man twice."

Then she walked out.

Truthfully, she could not believe Harley had returned for her.

Six years ago, he had left without a word. Now, within five days, he had appeared before her three times.

Could she still turn back?

How foolish she was. Yu's description had been enough for her to guess, yet she still walked straight into it.

Six years had only made him more striking—his elegance now laced with a deeper, mature charm. Unlike other wealthy men, he wore no gold, no diamond rings, nothing gaudy. Even his hands were bare, clean, unadorned.

Her gaze fell to her own fingers. The ring. She remembered how they had survived two months of instant noodles to buy that modest pair of wedding bands. No diamonds, nothing grand, but to her it had always been priceless. She never took it off, terrified of losing it.

Now, its twin was gone. Only hers remained, mocking her with its lonely gleam.

Harley, had those years meant nothing to you?

Not wanting to drown in that memory, she lifted her eyes. From where she stood, she saw only the refined curve of his profile. He was still dazzling, so breathtakingly handsome it stole the air. The woman beside him all but glued her eyes to his face.

The other waitresses were all busy. She had no choice. And besides—he was here. Avoidance would not shield her forever.

She steeled herself and approached. Before she even reached them, the woman, Diana, snapped, "What kind of turtles are you? Even serving coffee takes this long!"

"Apologies for the wait. Please enjoy." Derrick lowered her head, set the coffee down, and treated the man before her as nothing but empty air.

But Diana's eyes widened, her lips curling into a sharp smile. "Derrick?"
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Chapter 12 – Humiliation
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Derrick and Diana—one a photographer, the other an actress. Not partners, but people who often crossed paths. To see Derrick now, dressed as a waitress, piqued Diana's curiosity. She was about to speak when she turned and caught Harley's eyes fixed on Derrick.

"Harley, do you know her?"

He ignored her.

Embarrassed, Diana pressed again, turning to Derrick. "Derrick, do you know him?"

"No." Derrick only wanted to leave.

Diana sipped her coffee and set the cup down with disdain. "The coffee here is getting worse and worse."

She reached for her purse, knocking over the cup. Cold coffee splashed across Derrick's wrist. It stung sharply, and she gasped, drawing stares from the dining hall.

Diana, unbothered, leaned against Harley, voice soft and sugary. "Harley, let's go. I've had enough of this place."

"Mm."

His deep, magnetic reply slipped into Derrick's ears. Against her will, she looked up. He appeared to comfort the woman at his side, but his gaze locked with hers, steady and deliberate.

Last time at the hospital could have been coincidence. But this—this was planned. He knew she worked here. He had staged this "encounter."

Diana's possessiveness was no secret. He must have chosen her for precisely that reason. Whether he liked her or not was irrelevant. What mattered was that he had come to make trouble.

No one noticed the little coffee cup tumble from the table, rolling to the floor at Diana's sandal. She glanced down and smirked.

Derrick didn't see it. Her eyes were fixed on Harley. She couldn't fathom it. He had been the one to leave. He had forced the divorce. She hadn't hated him—so why did he hate her?

The irony was unbearable.

She turned away, determined to ignore him. But Diana's cool voice stopped her. "Wait."

"What is it, Diana?" Derrick asked evenly.

"You dirtied my shoe. Shouldn't you clean it?"

Derrick looked down. Sure enough, a few drops stained the leather. Was this still an era where someone used such petty tricks to humiliate others?

She bit down her anger. "Diana, you're a star. I'm a waitress. You're in the spotlight, I'm insignificant. But under the law, we're equal. I haven't even held you accountable for deliberately spilling coffee on me. Don't you think this is going too far?"

Diana had never been spoken to this way. The murmuring of nearby customers deepened her embarrassment. She turned to Harley, feigning grievance. "Harley, look at this waitress—so rude. She stained my shoes. Shouldn't she wipe them clean?"

"She should."

Two words. Cold, merciless.

Derrick's heart clenched. After what had happened at the hotel, she had already given up on him. Yet he knew the truth of this scene better than anyone. And still, he chose to stand against her. Was this what remained of their marriage? To force her into humiliation?

Diana, seeing Derrick's pale face, mistook it for fear. She sneered. "A waitress should know her place. Do you realize, with just one word from us, you could lose your job—and this café could close its doors?"

That struck directly at Derrick's weakness. Her face drained of color.

Yu rushed up, whispering quickly, "Don't worry, Derrick. I called Cecil. He'll come soon and get you out of this."

But instead of comfort, the words made Derrick's face even whiter. If the Qiao brothers arrived, they would shield her. That would only deepen Diana's humiliation—and escalate the fight.

Harley, this is what you want, isn't it? To disgrace me?

Fury burned in her chest. If he wanted to see her bow, then she would bow.

She walked to the counter, took two tissues, and returned.

Harley's face darkened, his body rigid. His eyes never left her as she slowly bent down. No one could know what storm raged in his heart.

The entire restaurant turned their eyes to the table, waiting for the spectacle to unfold.
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Chapter 13 – Does Thinking of a Man Excite You That Much?
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"Yo! What's with all the excitement today?"

With a sharp whistle, a stylish man strolled through the café doors.

At the moment Derrick bent down, an arm wrapped around her waist. His teasing voice broke the tense air: "What is it? Money on the floor? I thought Derrick was the one who loved money. Since when do you care, Derrick?"

His playful tone shattered the heavy silence.

But Diana wasn't about to let things slide. She lifted her chin. "Ellis Cecil, stop fooling around. Your waitress dirtied my shoes. She should wipe them clean."

Ellis glanced her way but dismissed her as if invisible. His words were directed instead at Harley. "Brother, you look like a man of status. Pairing with a shrew is a waste. Our Derrick is far better—gentle, graceful, beautiful." He gave Derrick a cheeky pat on the shoulder. "The café's busy. You and Derrick should get back to the kitchen. As for serving the beauty? Leave that to me—the most handsome man here!"

Relieved, Derrick grabbed Yu and retreated into the back.

With Ellis present, the storm could be handled.

Later, after sending the "VIPs" away, Ellis found her in the kitchen. The others tactfully left them alone.

"Derrick, you and Harley know each other, don't you?" He didn't beat around the bush.

She froze. "You noticed?"

"Of course. I'm not blind."

So anyone who hadn't seen it must be blind too? She couldn't help a wry smile. "Sorry for causing trouble..."

"Trouble? We're family." He studied her quietly, his voice calm. "Ian is his child, isn't he?"

"I'd rather he wasn't." Her voice sank, heavy with bitterness. If only Ian weren't tied to him, her son wouldn't have been born to suffer.

Yu Ian.

The name meant blessing and kindness. But for a child shouldering such a debt, how heavy a burden would his life become?

Derrick's words trembled with sorrow. Once she had loved Harley with her life. Now, she almost wished her son wasn't his.

Ellis clapped her shoulder gently. "Don't be so bleak. Look at Ian—polite, well-mannered. That charm definitely came from his father."

"What?" She stared. After all that had happened today, he still praised Harley?

He smirked, gaze sharp. "Do you really think so little of me, sister? If Harley wanted trouble, do you think I could've sent him away so easily?"

"What do you mean?"

"Why would a man go out of his way just to make trouble? His eyes were on you from start to finish. It was obvious—he came for you."

"Impossible."

She denied it instantly. Whatever his intent, it couldn't erase the hatred in his eyes.

"Enough," she shook her head. "Ellis, let's not speak of him again. And don't tell Cecil about what happened today."

"Got it."

He checked his watch. "It's about time for afternoon visiting hours. You'd better get Ian something to eat."

"Mm."

Being in the restaurant, food was easy to prepare. She packed a small meal carefully into a lunchbox and set out for the hospital.

The weather was stifling, heavy with the threat of rain, pressing down on her mood.

At the hospital gates, she lifted the lunchbox, smiling faintly at the little sunny face drawn on the fried egg. Ian's smile rose vividly in her mind, sweeping away her gloom.

"Does thinking of a man excite you that much?"

The cold, hard voice dropped above her.

She didn't need to look up to know who it was.

Harley.

He only knew that Cecil worked here. He had no idea Ian was now hospitalized as well.

Derrick had no intention of explaining. She didn't even glance at him as she kept walking.

"Derrick!"
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Chapter 14 – A Meal's Resentment

[image: ]


How could Harley allow her to ignore him so coldly? With anger laced in his voice, he seized her arm.

Forced to face him, Derrick snapped, "President Harley, if you're so free, go find another woman. I, Derrick, am beneath your notice. Don't dirty your eyes with me."

"You hate seeing me that much?" His brows furrowed sharply, his voice low, straining against suppressed rage.

Her lips curled into a bitter smile. "Yes."

He stayed silent, eyes dark as a deep pool, fixed unblinking on her. Six years had reshaped her—her girlishness now refined into allure. But those eyes remained defiant, that spirit unyielding.

And what madness had driven him to trail her from the café to the hospital? If not for the tender smile she'd given that little lunchbox, he might never have stepped forward.

"President Harley, let go," she demanded icily.

But he didn't move.

"Please let go, all right? I don't want trouble with your woman if she sees this." She struck at his arm, struggling to free herself while guarding the meal in her hands.

He noticed—and tightened his grip.

"It hurts..."

The cry slipped out before she could stop it. Meeting his eyes, she bit her tongue. Foolish. Even in pain, she should never show weakness before him.

"Derrick!"

The shout came from a distance—Cecil. He'd guessed she would arrive around now and stepped out to meet her, only to find Harley's hand bruising her arm. Her pained expression erased any hesitation.

"Harley, you're hurting her. Please let go," Cecil said evenly.

Derrick, her arm drained of strength, turned to him in desperation. "Cecil, the dinner..."

She meant only to save the food. But in Harley's ears, those simple words twisted into something else entirely. His eyes chilled. Before Cecil could take the lunchbox, Harley yanked her toward him. She stumbled, and the box fell. Its neat contents scattered across the ground.

Derrick froze, stunned, then looked up. "You did that on purpose?"

He didn't deny it.

"Harley Harley!"

Fury blazed through her. Ignoring the pain in her wrist, she tore herself free. "Why would you do this?"

Because he couldn't stand her cooking for another man.

"Derrick, forget it. Don't be angry. I'll buy something else," Cecil offered gently.

She didn't hear him. Her eyes burned on Harley. "You force me to hate you!"

Each word spat out between clenched teeth.

"Just over a meal?" he asked at last.

"And what if it is?" That meal was her effort, her care—trivial to him, precious to her son. Now even that shred of joy was ruined.

"Derrick, let's go." Cecil worried her tears would fall if she stayed longer.

"Go? Can we? Would he let us?"

She laughed bitterly, lips trembling. "Harley, if time could start over, I would never have said 'I love you.' If time could start over, I'd rather never have met you. And if there were a way never to see you again, I'd pay any price to make it happen."
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Chapter 15 – The More She Doesn't Want to See Him
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A single meal.

A single meal was enough to force her hatred into words.

Harley saw only one thing—that in her heart, Cecil outweighed everything else. His cold gaze locked on her, sharp and unrelenting. Without another word, he turned and walked away.

Would he truly grant her wish?

Of course not.

The more she wanted to avoid him, the more he would make sure she saw him every day...

That evening, she received a call from her boss.

"Derrick, if things at home are settled, come back to work."

She didn't have to guess. Harley's hand was behind this.

"Boss, forgive me. I have to resign."

Her voice was firm.

"You know he came back for you. If you quit, he'll end his cooperation with our company."

"That's not something I can control. Please understand me." She had no reason to sacrifice her life for someone else's business.

"But do you think quitting means you can escape him?"

"I have no choice. I must resign."

A sigh. "Then prepare yourself."

Even without his warning, she knew her days ahead would not be easy. To spare the Qiao family more trouble, she told no one, and quietly began searching for another job.

"Derrick, I'm sorry. We can't hire you."

"Why not? You're still recruiting." Derrick laid her credentials on the desk. "This is my certificate. I majored in photography. I may not have vast experience, but I've been in advertising photography for five years. I can handle the work. Why won't you hire me?"

"Derrick, I'm sorry."

No more explanation.

She'd lost count of how many companies she had visited in three days, always hearing the same rejection.

There was no doubt—it was Harley's doing.

She thought back to six years ago, after graduation, when she'd stumbled from door to door like a headless fly, rejected everywhere until her boss finally gave her a chance. She had stayed on five years through sheer hard work. Now, one appearance from Harley, and it was all ruined.

Fine. If no company dared hire her, she'd settle for something less. Restaurants and shops were always hiring. The pay was low, but better than nothing.

She went to a Western restaurant.

The manager recognized her immediately. "Aren't you Derrick from Ledao Bistro?"

"I am." She nodded awkwardly.

He laughed. "Why would you come here looking for work?"

"I..."

How could she explain? She hadn't expected to meet someone who knew her.

Sensing her reluctance, the manager let it drop. "Let me tell you something. Out of ten restaurants in this city, seven belong to Ellis's circle, and the other three are his enemies. If we hired you, he'd be at our door with a knife." He grinned.

She froze. He was right—she hadn't thought it through. Everyone knew the Qiao brothers protected her.

Leaving the Western restaurant, she tried a Chinese one. Surely something so small would be easier. But she was wrong. She didn't understand the cutthroat rivalries of business or how dark people's hearts could be.

Why wouldn't even a tiny place hire her?

"Isn't this Derrick?"

The mocking voice froze her. She looked up and found herself face-to-face with Diana.

She turned to leave, pretending not to hear.

But Diana, still bitter over the humiliation at the Qiao restaurant, wouldn't let her go. She grabbed Derrick's arm and sneered, "What's this? Lowering yourself to beg for work at a little diner? But I doubt even they'd want you. Do you know why?"
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Chapter 16 – Was It Worth It, Doing This for Her?
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The last time at the Qiao family restaurant, Derrick had made Diana lose face. How could she possibly let such a chance for revenge slip by? As Derrick passed, Diana yanked her arm and sneered, "What's this? Lowering yourself to beg for work at a tiny restaurant? But I doubt even they'd take you. Do you know why?"

Derrick's face was expressionless. "Why?"

"Because no one wants to see their business shut down."

"What do you mean?"

"Go back to the Cecil restaurant and you'll see." Diana's laughter echoed as she walked away.

Derrick frowned. She hadn't been to the restaurant in three days—had something happened? Alarmed, she hurried straight there.

It was dinnertime. Usually the place was packed, but tonight the hall was empty, not a single customer.

Her stomach dropped. She stepped inside.

All the servers and cooks were gathered in the dining hall. Qiao Father, Qiao Mother, and Ellis were there too. Some played mahjong, others poker, others games on their phones. The loudest voice belonged to Ellis, who was clearly having the most fun.

Derrick froze. What on earth was this?

"Derrick, come quick!" Qiao Mother called out while glaring at her son. "This unfilial brat's been beating me round after round. Come, help me take him down a peg."

Derrick walked over, baffled. Seeing how cheerful everyone was, as if the lack of customers meant nothing, she forced a smile. "Auntie, I'll make you some tea."

"Yes, only your tea calms me."

"I'll take a cup too," Ellis added cheekily.

"You? Go play cards," Qiao Mother snapped.

"What? So only you can ask for tea but I can't?"

"You've got hands, don't you? Brew it yourself!"

Derrick, long used to their bickering, only smiled and headed toward the kitchen. Before leaving, she caught Yu's eye and gave her a small signal.

The two slipped into the back together.

"Derrick, what's wrong?" Yu asked.

"Why is everyone playing cards instead of serving customers?"

"Because... there are no customers," Yu said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"Why are there no customers?"

"Well..." Yu scratched her head, avoiding Derrick's gaze, words stumbling. "No customers just means no customers. How would I know why?"

"You're hiding something."

"Of course not! I could never hide anything from you."

Yu was terrible at lying. Her shifty eyes and refusal to answer directly were enough to confirm Derrick's suspicions. "Go on, I'll make the tea."

Grateful for the excuse, Yu scurried off.

Derrick sighed. Clearly, Ellis had spoken to everyone before she arrived, arranging this act so she wouldn't feel guilty.

But... was it worth it, doing all this for her?

She pulled out her phone, hesitated, then dialed a number.
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