
Chapter 6

	When we reached the foot of my dorm building, Rowan got out and, ever the gentleman, opened the passenger door for me.

	Shelly was standing outside the car. Seeing me climb out, she said, startled, "Yana, how did you…"

	I scratched my head. "I ran into Mr. Beckett on the way, so I caught a ride."

	"Mr. Beckett?" Shelly's voice lilted up at the end. She looked back and forth between me and Rowan several times, then shot Rowan a smile loaded with meaning.

	Rowan arched a brow, noncommittal.

	Before leaving, Rowan reminded Shelly about the tutoring later; Shelly waved a hand, impatient.

	I quietly tugged Shelly's sleeve. "The legend's so good to you—why do you look so unhappy?"

	At that, Shelly glanced back at Rowan, then looked at me, incredulous. "Can't you see who he's actually good to? A guy who treats his cousin like a tool doesn't deserve pity."

	That last line she deliberately threw back over her shoulder, chin high, loud enough to carry.

	Baffled, I followed her gaze and looked back too. Rowan was still leaning against the car door; seeing me turn, he gave a little wave.

	I blinked, and something strange and unnameable stirred in my chest.

	My roommates seemed to have guessed the result of my confession to Marcus. Back in the dorm they only pulled me into stories about elective-class hijinks, never once mentioning the confession. It moved me until my eyes stung.

	The tutoring had originally been set for the next afternoon—an in-person session this time, which had my roommates thrilled.

	But Shelly had something come up, so it had to be pushed back.

	Learning Rowan had a free day, Shelly shoved me forward and, with the air of doing a good deed to the very end, called out to him, "I signed the two of you up for an event. Remember to treat me to dinner."

	The event Shelly meant was a holiday field day put on by the school's volunteer association.

	I had a feeling Shelly had misunderstood something, but considering how accomplished Rowan was, deliberately denying it would only make me look like I was flattering myself. So I swallowed the explanation.

	The event didn't start for over an hour; Rowan said he wanted to walk around campus.

	I nodded and made a "after you" gesture.

	This was a living good-luck charm; I reminded myself to bank some karma for finals—couldn't afford to be careless.

	Rowan didn't know whether to laugh or cry. He crooked a finger and flicked my forehead lightly.

	I blinked. "Is that… a blessing?"

	For some reason that line hit his funny bone, and he burst out laughing.

	I curved my lips along with him, and the mood turned easy.

	"This is the newly built cafeteria, everyone loves it. But the old cafeteria used to serve special breakfast buns—the panda buns especially, I… am I being kind of boring? Let's go check out the activity center."

	I cut myself off in time, sighing inwardly that I always loved oversharing these dull little things.

	Rowan tilted his head at me. "Panda buns? Are they made with black sesame?"

	I looked at him in surprise, and after a long moment, nodded faintly.

	I'd shared these panda buns with Marcus many times, every time hoping he'd ask why there were panda buns.

	How did they make the black parts?

	Then I could've told him about that wonderful, silly little invention.

	He never asked once, naturally, and the topics I'd so carefully prepared always died on the vine.

	See—this conversation wasn't actually so hard to continue.

	The event started, and we got to the venue before the crowd.

	Four people per team. After confirming the roster with the volunteer-association students, two familiar names jumped out at me.

	What cursed karma was this?

	"Yana, what a coincidence!" Bella grabbed me, all excitement. "Wow, we're teammates with Yana—Marcus, come look."

	"No coincidence." I expressionlessly pried her hand off and turned to the volunteer-association student. "Excuse me, can I switch teams?"

	The volunteer student looked at Rowan, who nodded.

	The smile froze on Bella's face. She blinked, tears welling, then sidled up to Rowan, voice sweet. "Classmate, your girlfriend seems to have a bit of a grudge against us."

	Rowan stepped aside without a flicker. "Don't get the wrong idea. I just don't want to team up with you."

	Bella cocked her head. "Are you afraid we'll drag you down? No need to worry, Marcus

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 8

	Rowan had clearly handled a boat before; a craft this small dodged every obstacle easily in his hands.

	Thinking of how the others had just disparaged him, my heart ached. "Mr. Beckett, getting dragged into the crossfire because of me—I'm really sorry…"

	"Shh. Come look at this."

	I glanced around and only then realized our little boat had somehow drifted into a secluded side stream, shrubs drooping over the banks, the distant library tower visible if I looked up.

	He pointed to a cluster of branches dangling beside us.

	Following his gaze, I saw a butterfly chrysalis mid-transformation clinging to a twig.

	Rowan turned to me, his eyes bright. "I spotted a few adult butterflies just now and drifted along after them. Sure enough, there were more."

	I looked at the little creature's markings and murmured, "Is this a tortoiseshell?"

	Rowan nodded. "It is."

	That I could even recognize it was pure accident.

	Long ago, I'd broken a butterfly specimen and spent a whole night looking things up, learning just a smattering.

	I glanced at Rowan; his face was serious.

	Seeing how focused he was, I figured this butterfly must have something special about it, so I turned my eyes back to it.

	Rowan looked at me, then suddenly reached over and patted my head. "It can only become the most ordinary tortoiseshell there is. It emerges neither early nor late. Nothing special at all."

	I looked around—sure enough, plenty of butterflies were already fluttering about.

	Then…

	He smiled. "It completes its mission in this unremarkable corner, and the two of us are lucky enough to witness the greatest moment of its life."

	Looking at that all-embracing smile of his, some line of defense deep inside me began to crumble. I had a feeling his next words wouldn't be simple.

	He went on, "Yana, the world is made up mostly of ordinary people. For an ordinary person to spend a whole life completing their own mission is already a magnificent thing. There's no need to forever trail behind someone else, to keep caging yourself by measuring against their brilliance—and no need to force the cocoon open."

	"After all, everyone emerges in their own time. And the scenery of each life is different too."

	"That one flower you met before you broke from your cocoon, the one you couldn't stop thinking about—maybe it was only a hope you reached for at the bottom of your life. Worth remembering, but it shouldn't become a shackle you use to put yourself down."

	"What does talent matter? What does luck matter? No one can guarantee success on just one of them."

	…

	When we came back out of the side stream to the main race course, Rowan steered the boat to the bank. Seeing my confused face, he gave a sly smile. "Let's take a championship home."

	It turned out "win the boat race" didn't mean being first to the finish—it meant finding the token and returning to the start.

	The real rule had to be read by reversing the order of the game instructions; by now plenty of students had caught on and were turning their boats around, scanning the banks.

	After we got back to the start and onto shore, I still felt a sense of unreality.

	Rowan handed me the prize list and had me pick a few items, then went off to the redemption desk.

	I stood where I was, waiting for him.

	The underclassmen I'd originally teamed with walked straight up to me, faces full of apology. "Sorry, senior, we thought you were from T University, messing with us on purpose, so we…"

	I was a little surprised. "Why?"

	The boy pointed at Bella and Marcus, not far off. "Those two—they're from T University. The guy's okay, but the girl was so high and mighty, saying she was a returnee from studying abroad, not like us who only know how to grind out test answers. Then one of our cross-disciplinary seniors quizzed her on actual subject knowledge and left her speechless."

	The girl said hesitantly, "I get the feeling she doesn't know that what people here look down on most are the ones with bad grades who go abroad, skip the entrance exam, pay their way, and come back as 'returnees.'"

	"You two seemed close, so we assumed you were the same as her…"

	I gave a helpless smile. "Actually, we are the same—it's just that I really can't do the final-exam questions."

	The two froze, then their faces fell too. "Fair point. As if anyone can actually do final-exam questions."

	A sudden cry of surprise came from the redemption desk, followed by someone shouting, "Rowan Beckett! When did you get back?"

	"Quick, the living legend—stop him!"

	"Legend, bless my experiment data!"…

	Everyone was joking, of course; they all knew studying could only be done by yourself. It was mostly meme-ing, and the place dissolved into laughter.

	Rowan was very tall and stood out in the crowd; he waved at me from a distance. Biting back a laugh, I quickly gestured for him to soothe his "fans" first.

	In the chaos, someone suddenly grabbed my arm, pulled me out of the crowd, and led me to a quiet pavilion.

	When I saw who it was, I made a speechless face for the first time.

	Honestly, I understood Marcus less and less.

	Marcus clearly caught the distaste on my face. He said coldly, "Do you really like him?" His voice was icy, nothing like the careless, easygoing Marcus from my memory.

	I drew a deep breath and met his eyes frankly. "I think so."

	I hadn't expected it myself—just yesterday I was still hopelessly devoted to Marcus, my whole life starting to go gray, and yet today I could face him this calmly, and even feel my heart pound for another guy.

	"You can't be with him."

	I turned away, not, as I always used to, straining to keep the conversation going by asking "why." I just looked silently at the lively crowd in the distance.

	Marcus seemed unused to my coldness and said, a little uncomfortably, "You… you're not good enough for him."

	Only then did I lift my eyes to him. "You ditched your girlfriend and dragged me here just to tell me I'm not good enough for him?"

	


Chapter 9

	"I only ever liked you, Marcus. I never did anything illegal, anything immoral. Why are you so determined to grind me into the dust?"

	Marcus opened his mouth to explain, but couldn't get a single word out.

	Feeling something wet on my face, I wiped it away carelessly and looked straight at him, saying softly, "Marcus, you saved me back then. No matter how much you disdained me, I chased you for ten years like you were a god—as if the entire meaning of my life was to follow you forever."

	"I once loved you more than anything. The only thing I forgot was to love myself."

	Marcus was clearly stunned by this. He mumbled my name, "Yana."

	I frowned. "Honestly, the day I confessed, you could have just kindly turned me down."

	Maybe if he'd rejected me outright then, I wouldn't have come to hate him this much.

	He hadn't rejected me directly because he wanted the endless supply of being wholeheartedly trusted and adored that he got from me.

	He was used to my chasing, but he detested my love.

	"Marcus, I'm actually grateful to you. If you hadn't been so outstanding, I'd never have made you my goal, and I'd never have fluked my way into S University."

	Marcus's face had gone pale. He reached out to wipe my tears; I turned my head and dodged.

	"Yana, it's not like that. I wasn't trying to question your ability. I just… couldn't stand being a failure in your eyes. The day you confessed, I really did panic, I didn't know how to face you—and I only found out today that Bella's been using my phone to message you these past months…"

	I cut him off, my face calm. "It's all in the past, Marcus. Now I'm going to chase my own happiness, and you should hold on to yours."

	Marcus looked at me, and dropped his hand, defeated.

	Then he suddenly smiled. "Yana, you won't fall for someone else. You won't."

	I had no interest in arguing, because over there Rowan had finished his photos and come out, and was looking around for me.

	Before I turned to go, Marcus caught my hand and pleaded softly, "Yana, wait for me. Once I've sorted all this out, could you… like me again?"

	I shook his hand off, waved toward the distance, and said, "Not a chance, Marcus. I only have one decade."

	The grip on my hand vanished, and without the slightest pause I turned and walked away, not sparing him a single backward glance.
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