
Chapter 6

	I put Julian's good brain to work hustling the ring-toss stalls, scoring plenty of cheap wins — but only a few at each stall, so as not to spark their fury.

	Then I'd use those items to stock my own stall, far more economical than fronting the money to buy prizes myself.

	I lay in bed, and just thinking about it filled me with glee.

	But soon, these "happy" memories suddenly took on an inexplicable weight, pressing on me until I couldn't breathe.

	It was all over.

	Those beautiful memories could never come back.

	Neither could the person.

	Sleep deserted me entirely. Not long after, my phone rang.

	Secretary Foster told me to go somewhere immediately; the company had an important task that needed me.

	Suspecting nothing, I changed and went to the destination.

	The Star Old Street.

	The place everyone called the night market.

	Not long after I arrived, Julian and Sienna's car pulled up in front of me.

	I drew a deep breath and said with a smile, "Mr. Mercer, Miss Sienna."

	Sienna had studied abroad ever since high school; this was her first time in J City, so Julian had arranged a guide to show her the local culture and customs.

	She held Julian's arm and, without sparing me a glance, said, "Thank you for the trouble."

	I stood ahead of them and introduced the history of The Star Old Stree , the old shops here, the stalls that had stood here for over a decade.

	I stole a careful glance at Julian.

	His eyes were still as an ancient well.

	Who could have guessed that seven years ago, he too had run a stall here, and fried up one perfectly round egg crepe.

	And now, those memories were nothing but baggage to him.

	How could he possibly remember.

	I conscientiously introduced every spot, though whether the two of them were even listening was another matter.

	As we walked, my thoughts churned back to long ago.

	Like how Julian had been brought to tears by the hot-and-sour noodles at this corner shop.

	Like how Julian had been so good at chess that a few old men once blocked his way and wouldn't let him leave.

	Like how Julian and I, after earning three hundred bucks in one afternoon, had extravagantly added a double portion of braised pork to our noodles.

	I stood outside a secondhand appliance shop and said without thinking: "Remember this owner? Because you said his process for fixing freezers was all wrong, you got him so worked up he challenged you — dismantled two fans and two refrigerators for a face-off, and lost in the end."

	The words barely out, I caught myself and rubbed my hands awkwardly in place.

	Why bring this up? He wasn't the familiar Jules anymore. He was Mr. Mercer, he was Julian — anything but Jules.

	Sienna had slipped away from the group at some point, leaving Julian and me staring at each other.

	He lifted his gaze a fraction and said, neither warm nor cold, "So you're using these random little things to cozy up to me?"

	A faint mockery. "So what method are you going to use this time to win my trust, so I'll promote you and raise your pay? Or maybe — keep on being my..."

	He didn't finish the last three words.

	I knew he meant to make me suffer, and it did feel like a fishbone in my throat, a thorn at my back.

	"Don't worry, Mr. Mercer. I don't mean anything by it. I wouldn't dare have any other intentions." I practically clutched my own heart to swear it.

	The words stuck in Julian's throat.

	Maybe it was just my imagination, but I thought I saw disappointment in his eyes — though how could that be.

	After a long silence, he said in a low voice: "Sienna isn't feeling well, she's gone back. I'm a little hungry. Go buy me something to eat."

	His imperious manner actually put me at ease — because it let me keep severing him, piece by piece, from my memories.

	Resetting my understanding so that Mr. Mercer did not equal Jules also gave me a small, atoning sort of peace.

	At least in the time that remained, I still had the chance to make it up to him.

	"Mr. Mercer, anything you don't eat?" I asked.

	Inwardly I thought: no scallions or ginger, likes vinegar, likes spicy.

	"No vinegar, no spice, extra scallions and ginger."

	A taste I couldn't name welled up. I agreed, then went to a few shops and picked out the snacks he used to love.

	When I came back with them, Julian was gone.

	Secretary Foster called to tell me Mr. Mercer had returned and I should go home.

	That whole bit had just been to toy with me; I understood the meaning. What left me lower was that I'd lost yet another chance to be alone with him.

	Then came a fresh worry.

	These snacks came with no receipt. Would Ms. Sutton let me expense them?

	


Chapter 7

	Next day at work.

	The manager called me over, glowing, and asked if I had a personal connection with the chairman.

	I had no idea what he meant.

	Only afterward did I learn I'd been reassigned as the chairman's assistant.

	The manager explained that all his earlier harsh demands on me had just been character-building, and asked me to put in a good word for him sometime, not to forget how good he'd been to me.

	The "personal connection" that finally made sense to me was probably just that Julian wanted to take his revenge on me — keeping me close made it easier to deploy his methods.

	Last night's unexpensable snacks were the most direct proof.

	I kindly reminded him he'd better not tell anyone he was on good terms with me, or else—

	The manager clearly got the wrong idea and winked his left eye. "I get it, I get it. Keeping it quiet."

	My workstation was moved to the door of Julian's lavish office; the moment anyone inside stirred, I had to be on standby.

	About what I expected.

	Julian had no shortage of troublesome tasks; the phone at the assistant's desk barely stopped ringing.

	Even the office water had to be a specific brand of imported spring water I bought at the mall; printed documents came out every half hour, though most of the time those files just got tossed in a heap on the floor.

	Often a single cold word from Julian would have me running my legs off.

	A few days later, I took a stack of receipts — mixed in with the ones from the night market — to finance.

	Ms. Sutton had eyes like a hawk and picked out the night-market ones precisely. "These two can't be expensed."

	She said with a straight face: "A twenty-dollar bowl of hot-and-sour noodles, a nineteen-dollar beef pancake. Wren, do you think the company is your home?"

	I wasn't the least bit ruffled, sweet as could be: "Ms. Sutton, don't be upset, these really were bought for the company. The amount's small, sure, but we employees can't very well eat the cost ourselves."

	"Thirty-nine dollars of food, and you want to put it on the company? How about I just expense it personally for you? Throw in another sixty-one to round it out?"

	I cracked a joke right back: "Sis, I'm not pulling your leg, and thirty-nine isn't exactly nothing."

	Ms. Sutton was immovable, but for the sake of that thirty-nine, I silently apologized in my heart and said: "Sis, maybe you don't know I've been reassigned — I'm the chairman's assistant now."

	"Want to know why I got reassigned? It's because the chairman and I knew each other a long time ago, and we're actually pretty—"

	Ms. Sutton pressed for details. I rubbed my hands and said nothing more; you need an air of mystery when you're flaunting borrowed authority — say too much and the magic's gone.

	"Chairman!" Ms. Sutton greeted, all smiles, toward a spot behind me.

	Instinctively

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 19

	A year later.

	Julian pushed my wheelchair on a walk in the park.

	The doctor said my condition was recovering well; with luck I'd soon be back, roughly, to my old state — though of course never quite comparable to a healthy person.

	That was already more than enough for me.

	Speaking of which, I had Julian's father to thank — he'd referred the doctor.

	The sun was bright, the summer wind carried a touch of restlessness and the scent of flowers from somewhere unknown.

	Lots of people were taking photos in the park. Julian spotted something, settled me in a safe spot, and rushed off to pick something with the others.

	A moment later, he came jogging back holding a dandelion he'd picked, wanting to show it to me.

	On the way, the dandelion scattered in the wind.

	Crestfallen, he ran back to pick another.

	But for me—

	just then, in that very moment, a vast sea of dandelions had already bloomed across my heart.

	Beautiful, and full of romance.

	(The End)

Bonus Chapter

	Julian's father was a very strict man; on the lesson of respecting a child's wishes, he was plainly deficient. But that didn't stop him from using his power to drag his runaway, "unfilial" son back home.

	After returning, Julian never gave up trying to flee, not for a moment — but this time, Conrad wouldn't give him another chance.

	"If you don't want to be controlled by me, then wait until you've got the leverage to talk to me as an equal."

	Julian, a book-loving engineering type, was forced to immerse himself in the world of business — because he needed to grow, needed to amass his own power, to stand a chance arm-wrestling his father.

	Over those years, he kept tamping down the urge to see Wren. Through sheer effort, he finally seized the initiative, and even found the time to prepare, for the day he'd meet her again: the horse ranch, the guesthouse, the eco-park.

	But after deliberately buying out Wren's company, he discovered Wren seemed to have a boyfriend.

	Nothing stays the same forever; he should have known.

	There was no way Julian would give up, so he brought in Sienna, did everything he could to keep them apart, to wreck their relationship, and even contacted Riley's club, using money to get Riley into competitions so he'd be too busy.

	He used these less-than-honorable methods, and relished them.

	All because of Wren.

	His Wren.

	He used a lot of methods on Wren too, especially because seeing Wren meet with Riley made him miserable — more so when he thought Wren might not end up with him.

	The man who never got drunk got drunk — and then, at the last second, sobered up.

	Thank goodness he hadn't actually been drunk; otherwise, Wren would surely have been angry.

	But then he discovered Wren wanted to leave, and it left him completely at a loss. If not for Sienna's help, he'd probably have ended up crying alone by the river.

	But by accident, Wren was resigning — and dropped little Merren.

	Little Merren was that robot, Julian and Wren's "child" — a child who, when he asked "who do I like," would answer "Wren," and when he asked "who does Wren like," would answer "Julian Mercer."

	His heart had ached so much then; all he could do was apologize, telling little Merren: "Mama didn't mean it, Mama doesn't dislike you, don't be sad. Once Papa wins Mama over, I'll make her apologize."

	Later, when Julian and Wren finally cleared the air — in the most improbable of settings — he didn't keep his promise to little Merren: "Little Merren, it's perfectly normal for Mama to discipline her child, you can't be mad at Mama."

	"You hear me? Even if you're a robot you should understand, right!"

	There was no way Julian would let Wren suffer the slightest grievance, so little Merren would just have to take one for the team.

	One day, later.

	Wren asked Julian: "Why did you think Riley was my boyfriend? Shouldn't you have looked into our past beforehand?"

	Julian hastily swore he'd looked into nothing but Riley's job.

	He said with total confidence: "I wouldn't bother checking that. I trust completely."

	Then, during a break one time, Julian asked Wren why, in the end, she'd gone along with his father's arrangement back then.

	Wren said: "One time, I saw you fresh out of a shower — the skin on your body sun-cracked and dry, and the eczema you'd gotten from sleeping on the floor."

	Julian understood.

	He let out a long, long sigh.

	He knew: he could never leave his Wren again.

	At nineteen, Julian had been taught what liking someone was, what following one's heart was, what holding fast was — and in all the years after, he kept on practicing it.

	And he would keep on, until the end of the world.

	This was a promise about a lifetime.

	(The End)
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