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The elegant chime of music rang beside my ears.

A whole crowd bustled around me, dressing me in a bride's gown—a pure white princess-style dress with layers of soft fabric that spilled around me like clouds. My shoulder-length hair had been pinned tightly atop my head, sweeping upward like an Olympic torch. When that was done, a pair of hands carefully placed a crown on my head. Its edge was set with glittering colored crystals, so dazzling it outshone even the jeweled tiaras worn by beauty queens on television.

The makeup artist had tailored my makeup to my face. A brown eyebrow pencil traced delicate willow-shaped brows. Long, curled false lashes instantly made my eyes look bigger, while pale green eyeshadow gave those willow brows an even softer, more lifelike charm. A large brush swept back and forth across my cheeks, and in the mirror I saw them gradually flush pink. It had to be blush, but somehow it made me think of words like lovestruck and spring fever. Every time my thoughts drifted there, my face grew warmer, adding an even deeper rosy hue. Finally, the makeup artist brushed color onto my lips—a glossy cherry red. Pouting at my reflection, I suddenly had the absurd urge to kiss myself.

"Wow—so beautiful!"

To a chorus of admiration, I lifted the hem of my white gown and stopped in front of a huge full-length mirror. I looked left, then right, then spun in a circle, admiring the lovely girl in the reflection all by myself.

"Fiona, it's time for the bride to enter," someone said from the doorway.

"All right, I'm coming."

I gave myself one last lingering look in the mirror, then gathered my skirts and walked toward the door. Just as I reached it, several adorable children came running over. Smiling sweetly, they lifted the enormous train behind me. A surge of delight rose in my heart, and I turned forward and continued on.

Holding a bouquet, I stepped into the church with a face full of happiness—then froze.

This was no church.

It was a palace.

Four gigantic stone pillars stood in solemn grandeur. Huge murals lined the walls, framed with glass tiles. From the ceiling hung an enormous European chandelier, so large it nearly covered the entire roof. Golden light poured from it and illuminated the whole hall. Rows of white marble seats were arranged in perfect order below.

There were only two words for the place before me: massive and magnificent.

Once I'd taken in the luxurious hall, I realized every seat was already filled. Everyone was staring at me with envy. My face warmed, and I continued forward.

When I reached Father Gabriel Vaughn, I turned to face the groom.

The man before me was impeccably dressed. A black formal suit paired with a black bow tie gave him an air of flawless elegance. But there was one terrible problem—

I couldn't see his face.

It was as though someone had censored it with a blur, like a scene unfit for children. I rubbed my eyes, but it was still the same.

Why?

Why?

I was about to marry him, and yet I couldn't even see what he looked like.

Then Father Gabriel Vaughn's urgent voice sounded in my ear.

"Fiona, do you take this gentleman to be your husband? For richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, will you love him all your life, until death parts you?"

"I..."

I suddenly had no idea how to answer.

"Do you?" Father Gabriel's expression grew impatient.

"I... I do," I said timidly, looking at him.

"Then, sir, do you take Fiona to be your wife? For richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, will you love her all your life, until death parts you?"

Father Gabriel turned to the man opposite me.

The man said nothing.

He lowered his head and remained silent. At once, I felt the atmosphere begin to shift. A moment later, he slowly raised his head. Though I still couldn't see his face, I could clearly sense the strange smile spreading across it.

"I don't."

I stared at him with wide eyes.

This is over, I thought. We've never even met. I don't know why I'm marrying you in the first place, but still—sir, I'm a girl. Couldn't you at least leave me a shred of dignity?

"Leave you some dignity?" the man said coldly. "Didn't you look in a mirror before coming out? With a face like yours, how dare you scare people?"

My heart nearly stopped.

He could hear my thoughts?

At that moment, I heard movement behind me and turned around. I would have been better off not looking. Four children were standing there holding a portrait taller than a person—a grotesque clown. Around the hall, laughter and snickering rose from the audience.

"What are you doing?" I snapped. "Why are you showing me a clown picture?"

"This is a mirror! The person inside is you!" the four children replied in unison.

What?

How was that possible?

I had been dressed like a princess!

I threw down my bouquet and slapped my own face. The image in the "portrait" moved too—exactly with my motions.

"What? How can this be? You're tricking me!" I staggered back two steps, unable to believe what I was seeing.

"No, Mom, this is really you," the four children said together again.

"Mom?" I repeated blankly.

"That's right. You're our mother!"

No. No. This couldn't be real.

Just because you're cute doesn't mean you can go around calling random people your mother! Besides, I'm not even married yet! Where did you all come from? How would I not know if I had children?

"Mom! Mom!"

The four children kept coming closer, step by step, and my head was already spinning.

I wasn't married.

I didn't want to be a mother!

I turned and ran for the palace doors, desperate to escape. But just as I reached the entrance, I tripped over something and pitched forward.

Oh no!

There were at least hundreds of steps outside that palace. With one misstep, I went flying through the air like a human cannonball.

"Ahhh!"

I bolted upright with a howl, only to find myself sitting in my own bed.

Mimi, who had been lazily napping in my room, let out a startled "meow" and darted out. At that moment, my mother pushed the door open and tossed a pile of freshly washed clothes onto my bed.

"My daughter really is close to her mother," she said, shooting me a sideways look. "Calling for her first thing in the morning."

"Heh... yeah. Of course. Mom and I are the closest," I said with an awkward laugh.

"All right, get up already. You finally come home on a Sunday and you're spending the whole day in bed. What a waste of youth."

As she spoke, Mom yanked open the curtains. Harsh sunlight streamed through the huge floor-to-ceiling window, flooding the room with brightness. My eyes, still unadjusted, squeezed shut at once.

"Mom!"

"All right, all right, get up! If you don't, there'll be nothing left to eat!"

After tossing out that threat, she turned and left the room.

The weather was beautiful. As my eyes slowly adjusted to the light, I saw warm golden sunlight pouring over everything. The room suddenly felt cozy, and I instinctively burrowed a little deeper under the blanket.

Then I remembered the dream.

What a relief. It had only been a nightmare.

Still in my pajamas, I shuffled into the kitchen and found something to eat. Honestly, I looked like some shut-in spinster refusing to leave the house—except I was only eighteen. After breakfast, I changed clothes and headed out, because Mom had ordered me to go enjoy this "bright and sunny" day.

I lived with my parents in a small villa on the outskirts of town. The house had two floors. Two white carved stone pillars stood on the European-style balcony, and large floor-to-ceiling windows were set symmetrically on both sides of the first floor. There was a flower bed in the yard—though calling it that was generous. In truth, it was just a few stubborn mystery plants and a patch of weeds. It was early spring, and in the yellowed grass, a few fresh green shoots had begun to poke through. Looking at them, I couldn't help thinking of that old line: wildfire cannot burn it all away; when the spring wind blows, it grows again. It really made me admire the tenacity of unknown plant life.

Around the flower bed was a low white fence, which also made me sigh inwardly. Public safety in this country must be amazing, I thought. A fence this low could be cleared in one jump. What was the point of having it at all?

Well, "villa" was putting it generously. It was really just a detached house with a yard.

A couple of years ago, this area had just been developed. The developer built a cluster of little villas here and started selling them under the slogan "a city in the fields." Grandpa had insisted this land would become valuable, urging my parents to buy quickly. He claimed the area would soon be heavily developed, property prices would soar, and we could sell later for a huge profit.

So, full of dreams of striking it rich, my family sold our city apartment. We even took out a loan to buy this place. Then we left city life behind and moved here as a family.

I became a boarding student and only came home once a week. At first, I couldn't stand it and was homesick all the time, but gradually I got used to it—or maybe just numb. My parents, meanwhile, had to spend more than an hour on the bus each way to get to work every day. Sometimes if they got home too late, they simply stayed overnight at their workplaces instead.

At first, because we were so caught up in the dream of making a fortune, none of us felt the hardship too strongly. But two years had passed, and the area was still bleak and deserted. Only a handful of families lived here, scattered sparsely throughout the little villa complex. Little by little, my parents gave up hope of getting rich from the house.

Whenever the topic came up, I couldn't help wondering whether Grandpa had been tricked by the developer—or whether the two of them had teamed up to trick his own daughter.

"Come here, Duke."

Standing by the floor-to-ceiling window in my room, I saw Duke lying there lazily. He was a wolfdog, huge and powerfully built. His kennel sat right outside my window. Since this place was practically in the middle of nowhere, my parents hadn't felt safe letting me sleep alone on the first floor, so they bought Duke two years ago.

As my self-appointed bodyguard, he had served faithfully ever since. Every time there was the slightest disturbance at night, he would erupt into a terrifying howl to scare off any possible intruders.

Unfortunately, he also scared me out of sleep half the night.

I bent down and unclipped Duke's leash, then led him around the house. Beyond the villa complex stretched field after field of wheat. The air was fresh, but the place felt unbearably lonely.
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I had to go back to school that afternoon, so after lunch I started packing.

There was so much to bring—clean clothes I'd taken home to wash, plus all the snacks I liked. The moment I thought about having to take the bus, my mood sank. It wasn't because I hated leaving home to study away from my family. No, the real problem was that cursed Route 514 bus.

Just listen to the number: 514. In Chinese, it sounded far too much like "I'm going to die." What an awful omen.

Before leaving, I always gave Mom a strange, pitiful look, hoping she would understand how hard my life was. But every single time, one sentence from her was enough to knock me flat.

"It's warmer when it's crowded," she said comfortingly.

Mom, honestly. You really never missed a chance to say something outrageous. It even reminded me of those ridiculous TV ads—wash a little more, live a little healthier.

In the biting cold wind, I stood waiting for the 514. That death bus came only once every half hour, and most of the time it didn't even show up on schedule. If you were one second late, it shut its doors and drove off without a shred of mercy. You could bang on the doors all you liked—it would never stop for you.

At long last, one bus came.

I froze where I stood.

Even from far away, I could see the bus was packed solid. The carriage was so black with people that the back window had completely disappeared from view. Still, I naively held onto the hope that the 514 would stop for me.

I was far too innocent.

That pitch-black beast of a bus shot past me like a gust of wind.

"Hey! I'm still here!"

I waved my arms and ran after it, but the bus showed no intention of stopping. Once I realized there was no catching it, I gave up and turned back awkwardly, staring down the road and waiting for the next one.

Sure enough, waiting for the 514 was exactly the kind of soul-scarring experience a person never forgot. The next bus didn't come until forty minutes later.

Thank you, gods of heaven and earth, for finally letting me get on one, I prayed silently.

I stumbled in through the front door and eventually found a spot standing near the back exit beside a middle-aged woman carrying a child. All the way there, I swayed back and forth with the rattling bus. There weren't many passengers, but everyone on board rocked in perfect harmony like seaweed in a storm. The roads were terrible, and the 514 itself felt like a vehicle rescued from a scrapyard, which only made the trip bumpier.

Then suddenly, I felt warmth on my leg.

A second later, a foul smell drifted up.

I looked down.

My heart nearly stopped.

A smear of yellow-brown baby poop was plastered directly onto my thigh.

My mouth twitched, but no words came out. The middle-aged woman apologized over and over, and I couldn't exactly keep pressing the matter, so I could only force a bitter smile and let it go.

After nearly an hour, I finally reached the city. But the suffering wasn't over. I still had to transfer twice before I could get to school.

When I was little, Mom once had my fortune told. The fortune-teller said I was cursed with terrible luck, that I was destined to run into more bad luck than anyone else for the rest of my life. Mom had begged the old man to help remove the disaster from my fate. He said it wouldn't be difficult—but he needed an offering for the "higher powers."

In the end, Mom even gave him the gold family ring Grandma had passed down to her. After that, the old fraud just danced and muttered in front of me for a while like some kind of spirit medium, then declared grandly, "The disaster has been resolved."

Mom had left fully satisfied.

Later, whenever the story came up, she always reminded me that I had better be filial to her in the future, otherwise I'd never repay her sacrifice.

Apparently that swindler hadn't cleared my bad luck properly, or how else could I keep running into disaster every single day?

A heavy haze hung over the sky, dark and gray like paper smeared with black ink. Carrying several large bags, I stepped through the gates of Yingcai High School.

The campus was almost deserted.

Very few students boarded at school; most lived nearby and wouldn't return until the next morning. The vast campus looked empty and bleak, and at first glance it was enough to send a chill down my spine. On top of that, rumors had been spreading lately that a pervert had been seen near the school.

So I stood frozen at the gate for a while before finally forcing myself inside.

Still, at least the darkness helped hide the miserable state I was in—especially the yellow-brown stain on my pants.

The campus was unbelievably quiet that evening. As I walked, I kept glancing around, hoping to notice anything suspicious before something bad happened.

Then—

What was that sound behind me?

I stopped instantly. My mind filled with all those bloody, terrifying scenes from TV dramas. I spun around.

Dozens of meters away, someone was standing there.

Motionless.

The face was hidden by the dark, but from the tall build alone, I could tell it was definitely a man.

I turned stiffly back around and quickened my pace, nearly breaking into a trot. But what terrified me was that the tall shadow behind me also sped up.

My blood rushed straight to my head.

No way.

Was Fiona really going to die young tonight?

Heavens! Earth! Didn't my family already pay tribute for this? You're not going back on the deal, are you?

Just as I was hurrying for my life, a large hand suddenly grabbed my shoulder.

"Ahhh—!"

My scream nearly split the sky apart. My heart leaped into my throat. The hand immediately let go, and I jolted forward to run. But before I could even take half a step, that same hand grabbed my shoulder again.

I was about to scream once more when another large hand clamped tightly over my mouth.

Mom, this is it. I'm done for. I'll have to be your daughter again in my next life.

As I flailed wildly, my hand suddenly touched the candied hawthorn skewer I'd bought on the way. In sheer panic, I yanked it out and stabbed backward at the person's head with all my strength.

"Ah!"

The person cried out and staggered back. My hands and feet were finally free, and I immediately shouted at the top of my lungs, "Help! Molester! Molester!"

At that moment, I heard footsteps behind me. I turned around and saw two beams of light swaying in the distance.

I could have cried from joy.

"Thank God! I'm saved!"

I ran straight toward my rescuers with tears in my eyes.

"So tell us—what exactly were you trying to do?"

Everyone in the room glared angrily at the person crouching on the floor.

The person in question was a tall boy wearing a sky-blue jacket and black jeans. Even his brown hair carried a faint clean fragrance. Maybe I had injured his face with that stab, because he kept his head lowered, one hand covering his face, and said nothing.

"Talk!" one of the security guards barked impatiently.

"I... I'm a student here," the boy said at last, sounding thoroughly wronged.

The moment he lifted his head, every hair on my body stood on end.

That face—

It was flawless. His skin was so clean and pale he looked like a porcelain doll. His brown eyes carried the faintest hint of red, and his long lashes made them even more striking. His lips were beautifully shaped, and his teeth looked as if they'd been carved from white jade. Only the corner of his mouth was swollen and reddened.

At once, I was overcome with guilt, as though I had destroyed a perfect masterpiece with my own hands.

In fact, it suddenly felt less like he had tried to attack me and more like I had tried to assault him.

A strange warmth gathered at the corner of my mouth.

Only when I noticed his expression shift from innocent grievance to startled confusion did I snap back to my senses.

"Th-then why were you following me?" I stammered.

"I'm a transfer student," he said pitifully." I didn't know where the classroom building was, so I wanted to ask you."

"Th-then why did you cover my mouth?" I demanded at once.

"Y-your scream was terrifying," he replied, stumbling over the words.

Terrifying?

My face turned red. I could only stand there in silence, pretending not to hear.

The security guard asked to see his student ID. After checking it and confirming that he really was a student, the matter was finally settled.

I dragged my things to the dorm in a miserable mood. By the time I washed up and got everything sorted, it was already past nine.

For me, this dorm room was practically a single. During the first semester of senior year, there had still been two of us, but the other girl had moved out the following semester, leaving me alone to guard the empty room like some abandoned palace consort.

With nothing better to do, I climbed into bed.

Lying there, thinking back over the legendary disaster of an afternoon I had just survived, I couldn't help letting out a few foolish little laughs before finally falling asleep.
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The moment I pushed open the classroom door, it let out a long creak.

Every classmate already inside turned to look at me in perfect unison, all with the same strange gleam in their eyes.

What was that look?

Oh, right.

The spirit of gossip.

My class was famous throughout the entire grade for being the school's biggest gossip hub. The moment anything remotely unusual happened anywhere in school, someone in our class would know about it first and then spread it with embellishments worthy of a tabloid journalist. Their dedication to gossip was practically professional-grade. Stakeouts, covert snapshots, tailing people, gathering firsthand "evidence"—nothing was beneath them. Of course, that level of devotion to entertainment came at a price, and a painful one at that. Our class was known as Class Zero.

Don't get the wrong idea—it wasn't some elite top class. It was the class the teachers had more or less given up on. And we hopeless cases had long since lost whatever pride we once had. Grades, rankings, achievement—none of it meant much to us anymore.

But the way they were staring at me now made my scalp prickle.

Had I become their latest topic?

That crowd showed no mercy. They wouldn't spare even one of their own.

But what had happened to me?

Why didn't I know about it?

"Fiona, are you standing guard at the door?"

A gloomy, heavy voice drifted from behind me.

I didn't even have to turn around to know who it was. I lowered my head and hurried straight to my seat. The students who had been staring at me also turned back around at once. Our Class Zero might have been the neglected disaster class no one cared about, but our Mr. Adrian Cole was famous across the entire grade for one thing:

He was terrifying.

He stomped toward the podium with heavy steps, and not one of us dared look at him. We were all afraid he would catch the fear on our faces, and once that happened, we would be miserable for an entire week.

"Everyone, quiet down. I'm introducing a new student," he said.

The instant we heard there was a new classmate joining our little gossip collective, every head shot up toward the front.

Standing beside Mr. Cole was a tall boy.

Porcelain-pale skin. Brown eyes tinged faintly red. Perfectly shaped lips. Teeth as white as carved jade.

And—

that swollen red corner of his mouth.

"Y-you..."

My lips twitched.

"Go ahead and introduce yourself," said the teacher.

"Hello, everyone. My name is Felix."

The boy smiled as he spoke. His gaze swept over the room, and when it landed on me, his smile grew even brighter.

My mouth twitched harder. I immediately lowered my head and covered my eyes, too mortified to look.

"Wow, he's so handsome," the girl at the next desk sighed dreamily.

I could only sweat in silence.

"All right. Felix, your seat is next to Fiona. "The teacher glanced in my direction." Fiona!"

"Here!" I shot to my feet automatically.

The moment Felix saw me stand, he walked straight over. Leaning slightly toward me, he said softly, "Hello, Fiona. We meet again."

Then, eyes curved in an infuriating smile, he sat down in the seat beside mine.

Just my luck.

I bit my lip hard, furious at my own stupidity the night before. Had he transferred into our class on purpose? Had he deliberately chosen the seat next to me so he could get revenge?

No way.

Could it be true after all? Was I really cursed with catastrophic bad luck?

I turned to glare at him. He had already arranged his things and sat down. Then, as though sensing my gaze, he looked up at me. His reddish-brown eyes were full of laughter.

My face heated instantly, and I dropped my head to stare at my desk.

"May class begin now?" a voice said near my ear.

"Go ahead," I answered absentmindedly, tracing random patterns on the desk with my finger.

"Then is Fiona planning to attend the lesson standing up?" the voice asked again.

Fiona?

Where was there a Fiona?

I was still scratching my head in confusion when it hit me.

Fiona?

Fiona!

I jerked my head up—and met the sharp, hawk-like stare of our teacher. The whole class was already trying not to laugh.

Only then did I realize I was still standing.

I sat down so fast it was practically a collapse, my face burning all the way to my neck.

At long last, Mr. Cole's Chinese class ended.

Normally, once his invincible, world-class sleep-inducing lesson was over, ninety percent of the class would collapse onto their desks like casualties on a battlefield. But today was different. A handsome new transfer student had arrived, and everyone was far too excited to sleep.

In no time at all, Felix's desk was completely surrounded.

The girls in particular abandoned all pretense of ladylike behavior. They bombarded him with questions, demanding his phone number, asking where he had transferred from, how old he was, and, most outrageously, even where he lived.

I had long known how shamelessly nosy my classmates were, but their level of lovestruck insanity still left me awed.

I sat there, watching helplessly as an enormous backside planted itself squarely on the edge of my desk, making me feel physically ill.

No. I could not survive this scene.

I got up to go outside and get some air.

"Fiona!"

Someone called after me.

"Weren't you the one shouting 'molester' yesterday? Come on, share your misery with us so we can all enjoy it."

What?

Me?

My memory immediately rewound—the dark night, the shadow, running for my life.

Cold sweat slid down my back.

It seemed... yes... I had in fact shouted that.

But wait.

There had been no one else there last night.

So how did anyone know what I'd yelled?

My eyes snapped toward Felix.

Enemies truly did see each other with reddened eyes.

I glared at him viciously, while he lowered his head, his face faintly flushed.

Was it you?

Was it really you?

Did you tell everyone?

You had a face that handsome, and yet you did something this low?

My name might not belong to some silver-screen goddess, and I might not be some breathtaking beauty, but at the very least I was presentable. Did you spread it around just so everyone could laugh at me? To mock how ugly you thought I was?

Furious, I shot him one savage glare, turned around, and stormed out.

I skipped the third and fourth periods that morning.

I didn't want to go back and be humiliated again, and I definitely didn't want to look at that face—however handsome it was—that now made my blood boil.

In the afternoon, during activity period, I wandered to the library out of sheer boredom. I leafed through the kinds of novels I usually loved, but for some reason they had all lost their charm. My eyes swept over the shelves, searching for a book that might finally draw me in.

"Fiona."

Someone called my name from behind.

I turned around and saw Felix standing there.

I snorted under my breath, turned back around, and continued looking at the shelves.

"Why did you skip class this morning?" he asked.

I ignored him and started walking away.

"When you were gone, the physics teacher said there's an exam next week," he said, raising his voice slightly. Then he added, "Did you skip class because of me?"

At last, I stopped.

I turned back to face him, my expression twisted. "Wouldn't you know better than anyone whether it was because of you?"

His face filled with innocent confusion, which only made me angrier.

Finally I snapped, raising my voice. "You're the one who told everyone what happened last night, aren't you?"

"I didn't!" he said quickly.

"If it wasn't you, then who was it? If you dared to do it, why won't you admit it?" I shouted, even louder this time, completely forgetting that I was standing in the library.

As soon as the words left my mouth, every nearby student looked up from their books and shot me intensely annoyed looks.

That only made me even angrier.

Naturally, I blamed this new humiliation on him too.

He opened his mouth as if to explain, but I had no interest in listening. I turned and strode out of the library.

Over the next few days, although he continued to sit on my left, I was completely determined not to speak to him.

Whenever we crossed paths, I acted as if he didn't exist. A few times, he clearly wanted to say something, but each time I turned my face away and ignored him. Gradually, I got used to treating him like an invisible person, and little by little, my anger faded.

At lunchtime that day, the cafeteria was packed. I stood in line forever before finally managing to buy food. After a long search, I found an empty table and sat down. Looking at the delicious meal in front of me, my appetite surged, and I began eating with absolutely no regard for ladylike manners.

"What's going on between Felix and Fiona?" a girl's voice said behind me. "Why did he ask us not to bring up the thing about Fiona shouting 'molester' anymore?"

"I don't know," another girl replied, "but it definitely seems like there's something unusual between them."

"Wait—how did you even know she shouted that?" the first girl asked.

"Oh, Sunday night I came back to school to grab something. When I got to that corner, I happened to hear someone screaming 'molester.' I looked over and it was actually Fiona. I laughed so hard I nearly fell over. The next morning, I told everyone as soon as I got to school."

I froze.

So... 

I had wronged him.

He had actually helped me, and I had repaid kindness with hostility.

I flared up all over again, spun around, and glared at the two girls.

"So it really was you two. The queens of gossip in our class. Your reputation is clearly well deserved."

I flung the words at them and lost all desire to keep eating.

After leaving the cafeteria, I started walking toward the classroom, but my steps gradually slowed.

What was I supposed to say when I saw him?

Should I apologize first?

Or thank him first?

By the time I reached the classroom, only a few students had returned. I had just sat down when Felix walked in, pulled out his chair, and took his seat beside me.

My face warmed at once.

I glanced slightly to the left and saw that his handsome face also carried the faintest flush. As if he had noticed me looking, he quickly opened a book and pretended to read, his movements a little stiff and unnatural.

Had I really gone too far?

Was that why he didn't want to talk to me now?

But... 

I hadn't meant to hurt him.
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The heating in the classroom was working a little too well. After lunch, the warmth made everyone drowsy, and after staring blankly at my desk for a while, I gave in and hurried off to meet the God of Sleep.

"Fiona! Fiona!"

Someone was shaking me urgently.

"What now? I still have a lot left to eat..." I muttered irritably, swatting away the hand that was trying to wake me.

"It's on fire!" someone beside me shouted.

On fire?

How could there be a fire?

Wait—

A fire?!

I snapped awake. The moment I jerked my head up, I slammed it hard into something overhead.

"Ow!"

I sat bolt upright, clutching my head, but before I could even react, someone seized my hand and yanked me up so hard I nearly flew out of my seat.

"Hey! Hey!"

I shouted as I was dragged half-running, half-stumbling toward the stairwell. But by the time we reached it, the stairs were already blocked by thick smoke. Gray clouds of it surged upward with frightening speed, swallowing the lower floors from view.

"We can't go down," the person in front of me said, stopping short. His reddish-brown eyes swept quickly over our surroundings.

It was him.

My heart gave a sudden jolt.

I still hadn't thanked him. I hadn't even apologized. And yet, at a moment when life and death hung in the balance, the person dragging me forward was Felix.

My eyes dropped to his hand, still tightly holding mine, and my face heated at once. I turned my head away.

"What's wrong? Are you feeling sick?" he asked, looking at me. His handsome face was full of concern.

"N-no. I'm fine," I said, shaking my head, though my cheeks were burning.

"If we can't go down, then we have only one choice. We go up."

With that, he tightened his grip on my hand and pulled me toward the stairs leading higher.

Our classroom was on the fifth floor—the top floor of the teaching building. Above us there was only the rooftop. He took the stairs two at a time and brought me to the iron door that led outside.

"This is bad. It's locked."

He shoved the door hard, but it had clearly not been opened in years. Rust had eaten into it so badly that it hardly moved at all. He kicked it several times, but aside from a few dull bangs, nothing happened.

"It won't open."

He turned, intending to lead me back downstairs, but by then the smoke had already swallowed the stairwell up to the fifth floor. We couldn't even see the steps anymore.

"What do we do?" I asked, staring at him.

His porcelain-smooth face remained astonishingly calm. He pulled me behind him, and together we backed slowly toward the door.

The smoke grew thicker by the second. The smell was suffocating. I started coughing violently, and my vision began to blur. There wasn't enough oxygen. My head spun, and black spots danced before my eyes.

I looked at him again.

He was still calm.

Then suddenly he turned around, pulled open his jacket, and wrapped it around me.

At once, the choking smoke faded, replaced by the faint clean scent lingering on his clothes. But my head was getting heavier and heavier. My body felt limp, like noodles with no bones in them, and my thoughts became hazy.

Then, all at once, the ground vanished beneath my feet.

It felt as if I were floating through clouds, my body rising and falling with some steady rhythm. Even through his jacket, a trace of smoke still slipped into my nose.

In the end, I couldn't hold on.

Everything went dark.

"Fiona..."

A familiar voice was crying softly by my ear, calling my name over and over.

Mom... is that you?

I tried to open my eyes, but my eyelids felt impossibly heavy, as though something enormous were pressing them shut.

"Doctor! When is my daughter going to wake up?"

I heard my mother's voice again. Then silence.

No way.

Was I never going to wake up?

Why wasn't the doctor saying anything?

Why was Mom crying like that?

And—

what about him?

How was Felix?

"Ow!"

Something stung sharply in my arm, and I cried out before I could stop myself.

"Fiona!"

When I finally forced my eyes open, I saw Mom standing there in tears. The moment she realized I was awake, her whole face lit up with relief and joy. Not caring that doctors and nurses were right there in the room, she threw her arms around me and held me tightly for a long time.

"What? Mom, are you serious? I was unconscious for three days?"

I stared at her in disbelief. She was peeling an apple for me, and seeing my expression, she could only nod helplessly.

"Then what about the fire at school?" I asked. "Do they know what caused it?"

"We really don't know," Mom said, handing me the peeled apple. "The school only said they were still investigating the cause. They didn't tell us anything else."

I took the apple, then hesitated before asking, "Mom... do you know how the classmate who was rescued with me is doing?"

"Classmate?" Mom looked surprised.

"Yes." I nodded quickly.

"I don't know," she said. "The school only notified us that you were in the hospital. They didn't mention anyone else."

"Oh..."

I bit into the apple and turned my eyes toward the evening glow outside the window.

I stayed in the hospital for three days.

During that time, school leaders and Mr. Cole came to visit me. Officially, they were there to show concern, but really it felt more like a routine performance. They all said the same empty things—rest well, take care of yourself, recover soon. At first I felt strangely flattered, but after hearing nearly identical speeches from visitor after visitor, I quickly became numb. It was hard not to get bored.

Still, while I was hospitalized, I kept wandering around the inpatient ward whenever I had the chance, hoping to see whether Felix was there too. Only after I had practically checked every room did I finally convince myself that he must be fine.

The day I was discharged, Mom immediately asked the school for a week of sick leave so I could recover at home. I told her it was unnecessary, but she insisted my fate was bad enough already, and that after surviving a disaster I absolutely had to avoid further misfortune—otherwise the exorcism that spirit medium had performed on me when I was a child would stop working.

I had no words left after that.

So I obediently followed Mom home.

As the old saying goes, if you survive a great disaster, blessings will follow.

Apparently, that was true.

The moment I got home, I was treated like an honored guest. Not only was I given delicious food and drinks, but I was also granted the supreme authority to order Dad around. Well, "order" was a strong word. He was still Dad, after all. At most, all I really did was beg him to cook me a few good meals.

The noon sunlight was beautiful.

I had just stepped outside with Duke on his leash when I caught sight of a figure flashing past inside the house next door.

Was I imagining it?

I narrowed my eyes and looked again, but the figure was gone.

I walked a little closer and saw that the yard next door had been cleaned spotless. The flower bed looked newly planted, and the soil was still damp, as if someone had just watered it.

As far as I knew, no one lived in the houses beside ours. When I'd left home the week before, that place had still been a mess, abandoned and lifeless.

Had someone just moved in?

Just as I was staring, the door suddenly creaked open.

Startled, I stumbled back a few steps.

But the moment I saw who had opened it, I froze—then immediately felt a rush of excitement.

It was Felix.

"Fiona," he said with a smile, his porcelain-fair face lit by that same charming expression.

My own face flushed at once, and I hurriedly covered it with my hand.

"Would you like to come in for a while?" he asked when he saw me standing there like an idiot.

"Uh... y-yes. Sure."

I started forward with Duke, but Duke suddenly stiffened as though he had seen something terrifying. He backed up two steps, lowered his body, and bared his teeth as if preparing to bite.

"Duke! What's wrong with you?" I tugged at the leash, scolding him in confusion.

"He's never like this. Wait a second!"

I dragged Duke back home, tied him up again, and then returned to Felix's house. He was still waiting at the door, and when he saw me, he smiled and led me inside.

The moment I stepped in, I shivered.

His house felt cold—unnaturally cold.

The floor-to-ceiling windows on the first floor were tightly covered by curtains, and perhaps because the house had been empty for so long, it lacked the warmth of human presence. That only made it feel more chilling.

I looked around as I walked in.

The atmosphere of his home was completely different from mine. The living room was furnished with antique redwood furniture, and the whole place felt like something out of seventeenth- or eighteenth-century England. From the bed frames and cabinets to the tables, chairs, and even the dishes, everything was decorated with elegant carvings and graceful lines. The rooms themselves were simple and uncluttered, while several large oil paintings hung on the walls, making the place look noble and tasteful.

I couldn't help thinking of my own house's aggressively "modern" design.

Compared to this place, ours was wasting perfectly good architecture.

"Tea?"

Felix's voice came from behind me.

I turned and saw him seated by a table, a silver tea set laid out before him.

"Ah... sure."

I sat down as well and accepted the cup he handed me. I lifted it to my nose and inhaled lightly.

"Wow. That smells amazing."

"If you like it, you can come over and have tea anytime," he said, smiling again with those reddish-brown eyes.

"Sure!"

The moment the words left my mouth, I wanted to bury myself alive.

Our misunderstanding still hadn't been cleared up. I hadn't apologized, and I hadn't even thanked him for saving my life. And yet here I was shamelessly agreeing to come drink his tea again.

Honestly, I was hopeless.

"Are you all right?" I finally asked, getting to the point at last.

"You mean, are you asking whether I was hurt?" he said.

The instant he asked it that way, the question somehow sounded strangely intimate. My face warmed yet again. I nodded stiffly without looking at him.

"I'm fine," he said.

I looked up at him, frowned slightly, and asked, "Then... how did we get out?"
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"We..." He seemed to hesitate, as if there were something he could not quite say." We both passed out. We were rescued after that. "Then he gave me that devastating smile again, the kind that could make a person lose all sense.

"Oh... I see..." I paused, then asked, "How long have you been living here?"

"Two days," he answered with a smile.

Although the house was elegant and beautifully old-fashioned, it somehow lacked warmth. The longer I sat there, the colder I felt. I gave an involuntary shiver, then, unable to resist being nosy, asked, "How come I haven't seen any of your family?"

"They're all abroad. I'm the only one here," he said, still smiling. When he noticed me shiver, he quietly poured me more hot tea.

"Thank you."

I lowered my head and sipped it. The tea carried an alluring fragrance that made me want a second sip the moment I swallowed the first. From the corner of my eye, I studied the handsome boy sitting across from me. His face was open and easy to read, his expression simple and unguarded. He looked so pure, so harmless. I remembered that night in the security office—how innocent he had looked even after being struck by my candied hawthorn skewer. The more I thought about it, the worse I felt.

And then there was my ridiculous misunderstanding.

"Thank you... and also... I'm sorry..." My voice was low, but every word came out clearly.

"Hm?" He looked at me with an expression of complete confusion.

"Thank you for saving me. If it weren't for you, I might already have been burned to death. And that day... I misunderstood you. You helped me, and I still took my anger out on you..."

I kept my head lowered as I spoke.

He chuckled softly. "Don't take it to heart. We're classmates, Fiona."

Fiona.

The way he said my name felt unexpectedly close, almost intimate. My face heated at once. The moment I met his eyes, my heart suddenly started pounding, and my cheeks grew hotter still.

"Fiona?" He waved a hand in front of me.

"Ah... right..." I snapped back to reality and gave an awkward smile. Then I asked stiffly, "So... when are you going back to school?"

"This afternoon. Tomorrow's Monday, so classes should be back to normal," he said, taking a sip of tea.

"Then let's go together. I've rested enough too. It's time I started studying properly."

The moment the words left my mouth, even I felt embarrassed. Coming from me, that sounded shamelessly fake. I smiled awkwardly, glanced around the room again, and then, suddenly, made up my mind.

"Felix!"

I sat up straight and fixed my eyes on him.

"Hm?" He looked startled by my sudden seriousness and only managed that one sound after a long pause.

I set down my teacup and placed a hand on his knee.

"Felix..." I said solemnly, staring at him with complete conviction. "Y-you... and I... let's study together!"

This time he was truly stunned. His hand shook, and tea sloshed out of his cup. For a long moment, he couldn't say a single word.

"Do you think I'm too stupid?" I asked pitifully, pulling my hand back.

"No, no, no," he said quickly." I just... wasn't expecting that. Sure... sure, of course."

After saying that, he lowered his head and took another sip of tea. A faint flush passed over his face.

"Good. Then come eat lunch at my house today!"

Before he could react, I grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the door.

"Ah—ah—"he cried out the whole way, but he still let me drag him along toward my house. I, on the other hand, couldn't stop smiling.

"Woof! Woof! Woof!"

Before we even reached the gate, Duke started barking wildly.

"What's gotten into you today?" I grumbled, dragging Felix into the house.

"Mom!" I called the moment I stepped inside.

Mom leaned halfway out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. "What is it?"

"Mom, this is the person who saved my life! If it weren't for him, I would've burned to death!"

I spoke with complete sincerity.

"N-no, not really. Fiona is exaggerating," Felix said with an awkward smile.

The moment Mom heard he was my lifesaver, she practically sprang out of the kitchen. She circled around him, looking him up and down so thoroughly that he visibly grew uncomfortable.

"Thank you! Thank you for saving our Fiona!" she said, grabbing his hand at lightning speed with a solemnity far beyond the occasion. "Young man, from now on, our Fiona is yours!"

Mom!

How were you even more direct than I was?

Even though her words were outrageously blunt, I still felt a small surge of secret delight deep down. I might not be especially smart, but even I understood this much—

I liked him.

No, more than that.

I had already fallen for him from the moment he held me during the fire.

He was handsome, upright, kind—everything about him drew me in. Even the faint clean scent he always carried had somehow become part of what I liked.

Felix looked as though he had been thoroughly frightened by everything that had happened today. He just stared at Mom's earnest face with his mouth slightly open, unable to say a word.

"Mom..." I hurried to rescue him.

Even if I secretly approved of what she was doing, I still had to pretend to be a little restrained.

"Mom, Felix is staying for lunch today. Get a few more dishes ready, okay?"

"Of course!" Mom agreed readily and disappeared back into the kitchen.

The two of us sat down again. Until Mom called us to eat, neither of us said a word. Only when she shouted my name did I finally smile and say, "Let's eat."

He smiled too, nodded, and followed me to the table.

At lunch it was just the three of us. Mom looked at me, then at Felix, and smiled in that knowing way of hers. The whole meal passed under a cloud of awkwardness.

The moment he finished eating, Felix fled.

He was probably terrified by this deeply unstable mother-daughter pair.

"Fiona."

I was packing my things for school that afternoon when I heard Mom call me. She sat down on the edge of my bed.

"Fiona... do you like that boy?"

She asked it with a smile.

My mother was very open-minded. She had already given up any real hope for my academic future. All she wanted now was for me to find a good husband one day, so she had always been unusually relaxed about romance. I fiddled with my bag and said nothing.

After a long pause, Mom spoke again.

"I think he's quite good. He's handsome, and he saved your life."

I looked at her and asked hesitantly, "Mom... if I went after him, what do you think?"

"Huh?" She looked startled.

"I mean if," I added quickly when I saw her expression.

Her gaze suddenly softened. It was a look I rarely saw from her. In a serious, heartfelt tone, she said, "You really are my daughter. You're exactly like me."

Then she reached out and gently patted my head.

"Wait, Mom... don't tell me you and Dad..."

I trailed off.

Mom nodded, then patted my shoulder again.

"Fiona, if you think he's worth it, then go after him bravely. If you like someone, don't let them slip away."

At that moment, my mother seemed impossibly tall in my eyes.

I threw my arms around her and said in a spoiled voice, "Mom, you're the best."

That afternoon, Felix and I set out for school together.

Before we left, Mom grabbed his hand once more and said earnestly, "I'm entrusting Fiona to you!"

It left me feeling strangely emotional, and I followed Felix onto the 514 bus like a bride on her way to be married.

When we arrived at school, we were told that the teaching building had been too badly damaged in the fire, so classes would be moved elsewhere.

The truly tragic part was this: there weren't enough classrooms, so only Class Zero had to relocate to the long-abandoned old campus.

The old campus was far from the new one, making daily travel extremely inconvenient, so the school decided that the students in Class Zero would have to board there.

All afternoon, Felix helped me move my things.

Before this, I had almost been the only person from Class Zero living on campus. But now, because the old campus was so far away, many of my classmates had to board too.

At last, I wasn't alone anymore.

The old campus was in the old part of the city. One look at it was enough to make anyone think of the scene of a crime from a horror movie. Broken glass and discarded desks and chairs were everywhere. Wild grass had already begun to grow through the cracks.

The whole place looked like a forsaken wasteland.

"No way..."

I stared in disbelief, my mouth hanging open.
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"Fiona!"

When I heard someone call my name, I turned around and saw Wendy Snow walking toward me with her four inseparable friends.

Wendy was one of the most famous girls in our school—the recognized campus beauty. She was stunning, came from a wealthy family, and rumor had it that her father was a real-estate tycoon in our city. She had enrolled the same year I had, and as far as I knew, ever since she arrived, gossip about her had never stopped. Most of it involved some rich boy or some handsome guy.

As for me, I usually kept a very low profile—plain looks, plain grades, plain existence—so my presence at school was practically negligible. Even though Wendy and I were both in Class Zero, I suspected I ranked as nothing more than another zero in her eyes.

And yet, judging by her tone today, she had clearly come looking for me.

But why?

"D-do you need something?" I asked, surprised despite myself.

"What's your relationship with Felix?" Wendy asked directly.

Oh.

So she had come because of him.

"Nothing special," I answered quietly." We're just classmates."

"Then why did he spend the whole afternoon helping you move your things?" asked Theo, one of the girls standing behind Wendy.

"Is... is that a problem?" I hated talking to them. They were intimidating in a way that made me shrink without meaning to. My voice lost all strength, and I couldn't even bring myself to look any of them in the eye.

"Fiona!"

Just as they were about to continue, Felix's voice suddenly came from nearby. He walked over and stopped at my side.

"Fiona?" Wendy repeated.

I glanced up slightly. Every one of them looked stunned. Then Wendy turned her gaze back to me, and there was something sharp and unreadable in her eyes—something close to killing intent.

"Hello," Felix said cheerfully to the group. Then he turned to me and added, "Let's go eat. I'm hungry."

As he said it, he wore that innocent, almost intimate expression again.

My mouth twitched.

"R-right. Sure," I replied.

He gave Wendy and the others a casual goodbye gesture, then turned and pulled me away. Instantly, I felt a chill sweep across my back, as though a gust of cold wind had risen behind us. I unconsciously hunched my shoulders. He seemed to notice, because he tightened his grip on my hand and quickened our pace.

There was no cafeteria at the old campus, so we had to eat on the street outside. But the street was just as bleak and deserted as the campus itself, with only a few tiny restaurants scattered along it. We went into one that was a little farther away and each ordered a bowl of noodles.

The noodles arrived.

But Felix didn't pick up his chopsticks.

He just stared at the bowl in front of him, lost in thought.

"Weren't you hungry? Why aren't you eating?" I asked.

"Oh. It's nothing." He looked at me, and the expression on his face shifted back into a smile." Fiona, does Wendy live in the same dorm as you?"

His smile faded slightly as he asked.

"No. Her room is on the first floor. Mine is on the second. Why?" I said around a mouthful of noodles.

"Are you close to her?" he asked again.

"Not at all. We've never even spoken before. Today was the first time she ever called my name."

I looked at that handsome face across from me and stirred the noodles in my bowl. The fact that Wendy had come to question me because of him made my cheeks grow warm all over again.

"Be careful of her," he said at last.

Only then did he move his chopsticks, though even now he didn't seem to have much appetite. He only stirred the noodles around absently.

I didn't understand what he meant.

Why did he want me to be careful of Wendy?

Why, like Mom, did he keep calling me Fiona?

And why had he held my hand and led me away that afternoon?

There were so many questions I wanted to ask, but none of them would come out.

As I looked at him, I remembered what Mom had said. She had told me to be brave, to go after the person I liked. At that thought, I found myself smiling. Suddenly I felt like Supergirl—overflowing with courage whenever it came to the person sitting in front of me.

After dinner, Felix walked me back to the dorm building.

The dorms sat in a remote corner of the old campus, a fair distance from the classrooms. Night had only just fallen, but that abandoned campus already felt even stranger than before. Other than the occasional group of classmates from Class Zero walking together, the place was nearly empty.

I stepped into the dorm building.

It was just as quiet inside.

Thankfully, the building only had two floors. If it had been any taller, I might have died of fright. Most of the girls from our class lived on the second floor. Only Wendy and her clique were staying on the first. I was in Room 202, sharing with Summer Hayes and Fiona Sinclair.

The moment I pushed open the door, I saw the two of them chatting together. As soon as Summer noticed me, she grinned and said, "Fiona, boarding is actually fun! I always thought you had it terrible living at school, but now that I'm doing it too, I finally get it. No more listening to our parents nag all day, and we get to chat and go to class together. This is freedom!"

"Is that so?" I said with a weak smile.

Freedom?

I wanted to cry.

All I could think about were the floor-to-ceiling windows back home... and the food in our refrigerator.

I was the pitiful one here.

It was their first night living on campus, so they were both excited. Even after lights-out, they kept pulling me into conversation, endlessly wanting to talk about everything under the sun. At first I listened.

After that... 

I honestly couldn't remember when I fell asleep.

The next morning, I texted Felix and asked him to have breakfast with me. Maybe because of whatever promise he had silently made to my mother, he agreed pretty readily. Since there still wasn't any cafeteria nearby, we ate breakfast from a roadside food stall and then walked to the classroom together.

The moment we stepped inside, I noticed a cup of soy milk and a piece of bread sitting on Felix's desk.

We each sat down.

I was still wondering what was going on when Felix picked them up and handed them to me.

"Fiona, didn't you say you get hungry all the time? These are for you. You can't study on an empty stomach."

Then he gave me that trademark smile again—the one that could destroy a person's self-control in an instant.

I stared at him, not knowing what to do.

I had no idea who had left the breakfast there, but it had to be from some girl secretly in love with him. Or possibly a boy with unusually intense tastes. Either way, if I accepted it, I might very well invite disaster upon myself.

"Um... that's probably not a good idea. Someone else gave it to you. If I eat it... I'll feel weird about it," I said awkwardly, my palms already damp with sweat.

"Oh, right. We can't have you feeling uncomfortable."

The next second, he turned half around and tossed the soy milk and bread straight into the trash can with a loud bang.

The sound drew the attention of the whole class. Everyone turned to look at us.

I froze.

Cold sweat rolled down my back.

But Felix acted as though nothing had happened. He calmly took out a book and started reading. Then, noticing that I was still sitting there in a daze, he smiled at me.

"Didn't we agree to study together? Let's begin."

As he said it, his smile widened until it looked like a flower in bloom.

"Ah? Oh. Right! Okay!"

It took me three separate sounds before my brain finally started working again. Then I hurriedly pulled out my books too.

It had been years since I had seriously studied anything.

The moment I actually tried, I realized the truth:

Studying was hard.

Really hard.

When I started reading English vocabulary that morning, I couldn't even manage the pronunciation, much less understand the text. But fortunately, Felix was a remarkably dedicated teacher. He taught me how to pronounce the words, how to read them properly, how to understand the meaning of a sentence. Little by little, I realized he was actually an excellent student.

Which only made me wonder even more—

Why had someone like him ended up in Class Zero?

This place was basically hell for good students.

Ours was the only class still having lessons at the old campus, and on top of that, we were the forgotten, unloved disaster class of the school. The administration claimed they were short on staff and couldn't send teachers specifically for us, so they assigned our teacher to handle every subject.

Dear heaven.

The man taught Chinese.

How was he supposed to teach us math, chemistry, and physics too?

Maybe students like me didn't matter, but what about someone like Felix? What if his future got delayed because of this?

Every time I complained about it to him, he said nothing. He only seemed to flush in that odd, restrained way of his.

Still, it really was hard on our teacher. After teaching Chinese, he had to drag himself into physics. At the beginning of the lesson, he couldn't even make sense of the definitions. At one point, while teaching, he said he needed to study one sentence in the textbook more carefully.

Then he went silent for so long that eventually—

both teacher and students fell asleep.

The next day, chemistry class was just as disastrous. Mr. Cole was straining so hard that his face had turned red all the way to his neck when Felix suddenly stood up and said with a smile, "Teacher, why don't I explain it for you?"

The moment our teacher realized someone was offering to take over, he didn't even bother arguing that Felix was still a student. Relief flooded his face.

"Yes, yes, yes! Felix is so eager to learn. Go ahead and teach in the teacher's place."

With that, our teacher stepped down from the podium beaming, clasped his hands behind his back, and retreated to the back door like a man who had just escaped execution.

Meanwhile, Felix walked calmly to the front and explained one problem after another with perfect clarity.

Most of us didn't understand a word of it.

But that hardly mattered.

The girls, especially, were mesmerized.

Every one of them stared at him dreamily, completely dazed. Halfway through, I snuck a glance toward the back door and saw that even Mr. Cole looked shocked. He seemed to be realizing, for the first time, the extraordinary ability of the student before him. He nodded, then shook his head, then nodded again as if he could hardly believe what he was seeing.

"You explained it really well," I said while eating across from him later." I saw Mr. Cole nodding. And also..."

I suddenly trailed off.

"And also what?" he asked, puzzled.

"And a lot of girls were calling you their idol," I said sourly.

For a moment he looked surprised. Then he laughed. His long lashes lowered over those reddish-brown eyes, making his expression impossible to read. That only made me more irritated. I shoved another bite of food into my mouth and turned my face away.

"Fiona!"

The instant I heard someone call my name, I paused with my spoon in midair and looked up.

Wendy was standing there smiling sweetly at the two of us.

"What a coincidence. You're eating here too?"

"Uh... y-yes," I answered too quickly, forgetting that my mouth was full of food. Several grains of rice immediately fell out.

"Heh... heh..."

I hurriedly covered my mouth and laughed awkwardly, while Felix kept eating as though Wendy weren't even sitting there.

"Hurry up and eat. It's getting cold," Felix suddenly said, looking up at me in a tone that sounded almost like an order.

"Oh."

I jerked slightly and answered at once.

As I lifted another bite to my mouth, I glanced sideways at Wendy.

Her smile was gone.

What had replaced it was pure anger.

And the target of that anger did not seem to be Felix, who was pretending she didn't exist.

It seemed to be... 

me.
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