
Chapter 4

	Logan's father had died young; his family was poor, and yet he was exceptional.

	He worked his way through school clearing trays for the cafeteria ladies, so I abandoned my whole circle of friends and dutifully ate cafeteria food with him every day.

	Troublemakers deliberately flung a tray at him, great splashes of grease spattering his clean uniform.

	Without ceremony I upended a tray over those people's faces.

	Then I grabbed them by the backs of their heads and hauled them in front of Logan. "Apologize to him!"

	I didn't know how to love a person.

	So I loved him the way my father loved me.

	He'd shot up tall fast, and yet still always wore old clothes from a couple of years back that no longer fit, the sneakers on his feet split open at the toes like gaping mouths.

	My boy, his radiance hidden under poverty.

	I didn't like it.

	So I bought him things by the armful, eagerly carrying the finest things in the world right to him.

	The way my father did for me.

	But he would always sigh softly, then pull me into his arms and rest his sharp chin on my shoulder. "Sable, I don't want any of this. I only want you."

	Back then, listening to his thudding heartbeat, I thought I was the happiest person in the world.

	It was only later I understood: what he wanted was my life.

	


Chapter 5

	The me of today leaned into a pack of men, forcing smiles to scrape together a meal — and in this moment I only prayed he'd grant me a little mercy.

	Don't tear away the last of my dignity and pride.

	His eyes were nailed to my face, deep and unfathomable as the sea. "A starving camel's still bigger than a horse. Even if the Quinn Group went bankrupt, Sable Quinn could never be in a place like this pouring drinks. She's studying in England."

	I lowered my head guiltily, my face burning hot.

	It was true. I should have been at the Royal Academy of Music, pursuing my master's.

	Mr. Dunmore shoved me toward the stage like he was showing off a treasure. "Mr. Reed, I'm telling you, our little Quinn's not half bad at singing either."

	The men present all clamored for a number.

	Everyone understood perfectly: in a setting like this, just like the various artfully arranged fruit platters on the coffee table, I was nothing but a little dish to go with their drinks.

	I sneered inside, though it didn't show on my face. From who knows where I found the nerve to stare straight at Logan and ask, "What does Mr. Reed think?"

	


Chapter 6

	Logan shifted into a more comfortable seat. "I'm all ears."

	I steeled myself and queued up a song — "What Kind of Man Are You."

	Logan sat on the couch listening intently, his burning gaze fixed on me.

	"Sounds like our gorgeous Miss Quinn's been hurt before," Mr. Dunmore needled.

	I returned to my seat, my voice heavy with meaning. "Who hasn't loved a few pieces of trash when they were young?"

	After a few rounds of drinks, my head was swimming. A room full of men, not one of them decent.

	I made an excuse and went to the restroom.

	Looking at myself in the mirror — exquisite makeup, allure in the corners of my eyes and brows.

	But the pretty eyes were lifeless, filled with the numbness and exhaustion of a life ground down.

	It was the look of the kind of woman I'd most despised — and yet I'd ended up living as exactly that.

	"Little Quinn, are you all right?"

	Mr. Dunmore's voice cut into my thoughts.

	Before I could react, he'd already slipped in like an eel.

	In the cramped space, I was cornered like a little cat.

	Watching him impatiently yank at his belt, cold sweat broke out all over me, every hair standing on end.

	


Chapter 7

	I pressed down on his hands, feigning calm. "Mr. Dunmore, you're drunk. The men's room is over there."

	He seized my hands and bent down, pushing the smell of alcohol into my ear. "Don't play dumb. Stick with me, and every contract I've got from now on is yours."

	Shame flared into anger; I ground my back teeth nearly to dust. "Mr. Dunmore must be joking. How would I dare swallow such a big cake all by myself?"

	Mr. Dunmore acted as if he'd gone deaf, pressing himself on me regardless.

	His body was unbearably heavy; I couldn't shove him off no matter how I strained, so I knit my brow and turned my face away to dodge the one he was leaning in.

	In the same motion I freed a hand to reach into my bag for the pepper spray.

	But it was then that I saw — someone was standing in the restroom doorway.

	When I made out that person's face, my heart sank, inch by inch.

	It was Logan.

	His wolf-like eyes were fixed on me and Mr. Dunmore, his gaze sharp as a knife.

	From his angle, at this moment, Mr. Dunmore and I were locked in an extremely intimate-looking embrace.

	In for a penny, in for a pound.

	My two arms wound their way up and around Mr. Dunmore's neck.

	Terrified Logan wouldn't hear me, I made every word ring clear, each one landing with weight. "One contract isn't enough. You'll have to raise the price."

	


Chapter 19

	He took my hand and led me away, the anger in his voice undimmed. "Out of respect, I'll call you an elder, and let today's matter rest here."

	"But if my aunt is rude to my fiancée again, don't blame me for forgetting old ties."

	My mind was a churning mess. I'd had no idea Sebastian Vane had this kind of relationship with Logan.

	He suddenly turned his head to speak to me, his tone already gone soft. "I didn't know you'd be here."

	I'd deliberately not told him — deliberately let him see this scene.

	Men always favor a woman who looks pitiful.

	He glanced at my dress, his gaze so calm no emotion showed. "The dress is dirty. Go change first."

	When I came back out, Sebastian was on the phone by the floor-to-ceiling window, his face severe, his frame upright.

	Unlike Logan's clear, handsome charm, every gesture of his was the bearing of a man who plotted from within his tent and meant to win.

	Seeing me, he cut off the call and strode over.

	For no clear reason I felt a little nervous and clutched at my gown.

	The hand gripping my skirt was deftly turned over by him, his fingers lacing openly through mine. "Come on. I'll take you around and introduce you to people."

	His hand was very warm, the heat passing into me bit by bit, until even my face flushed slightly.

	Amid the clinking of glasses, he ran interference on the toasts with effortless ease; by the midpoint of the evening, I hadn't touched a drop.

	He suddenly bent to speak to me, mere inches away, and my heart couldn't help but stir.

	But the next second I crashed, unprepared, into Logan's disbelieving eyes.

	


Chapter 26

	Logan's mother brought his seventy-year-old grandmother to call on us.

	His grandmother — that is, Sebastian's eldest aunt.

	Logan's mother had deliberately dressed plainly today, one hand supporting the white-haired old woman, the other lifting to dab at the endless tears in her eyes.

	The moment she stepped through the door, Logan's grandmother threw herself onto Sebastian and began to wail, the murky tears tracing their way down through the deep wrinkles of her face.

	It made her look especially aged and pitiful. "Sebastian, help your nephew."

	"He's the only one in our Reed family who's amounted to anything."

	"Working hard morning and night, he scraped together this bit of a business at last."

	Her gaze fell on me, as if she meant to bore a hole through me. "It can't be ruined by people harboring evil intentions."

	Logan's mother, reading the moment, produced a stack of documents. "Our Halcyon Electronics' new projects these past two years — the whole industry thinks highly of them."

	"Just put money in, and a profit's guaranteed."

	Sebastian's expression was dark and unreadable, his words airtight — neither agreeing nor refusing.

	No one could read his thoughts.

	


Chapter 27

	After the two of them left, Sebastian sat in the study leafing through the documents Logan's mother had left behind.

	My heart pounded violently.

	I understood better than anyone: no matter how good Sebastian was to me, the only thing he cared about was this face of mine.

	When all was said and done, they were the real family — and even if they hadn't spoken in years, broken bones still hang together by the sinew.

	I brewed him a cup of freshly arrived spring-tip green tea, and my hands wouldn't stop shaking as I carried it in.

	To him it was an everyday trifle, a small kindness; to me it was a life-or-death moment I'd schemed toward for years.

	I stole a glance at him, the yellow light falling on his taut face, softening his severity, lending it a touch of gentleness.

	But still I feared him.

	A bellyful of questions, and I didn't dare let a single one out.

	I set down the teacup and got ready to leave.

	He suddenly caught my hand, and unprepared, I was pulled down into his lap.

	My back was pressed against his chest, my nightgown thin enough that I felt the man's warmth clearly through it.

	His eyes were still on the documents. "Is it that good-looking?"

	I froze, and only after a while did I grasp what he was asking; my face went red.

	His breath was hot, his tone tinged with a smile. "Then sit closer and look."

	I was

	
	
	
	


Chapter 28

	I didn't understand the intent behind his question. How much did he know about Logan and me?

	I tried to make myself sound as calm as possible. "There seems to be something wrong with Halcyon Electronics' taxes."

	He was unconcerned. "Eighty percent of companies' taxes can't survive an audit."

	He crooked his knuckles and tapped them lightly on the desktop. "These new projects, though — they're passable enough."

	I silently closed my eyes, listening to his knuckles strike the desk one rap at a time, and the spark of light that had risen in my heart guttered out, little by little.

	That night, after Sebastian fell asleep.

	I got up and went to the balcony to smoke. The chilly wind fanned the cigarette tip to a glowing red, and blew the loose hair from my forehead.

	In my field of vision lay a muddy black; dawn was still far off.

	I stubbed out the cigarette and pressed send on the email on my screen.

	Logan, even if I want nothing else at all, I'll drag you down into this pit of hell with me.

	When dawn came, Sebastian had already left.

	It was the first time he hadn't had breakfast with me, but I didn't blame him at all.

	Because I'd dropped an enormous bombshell on him.

	


Chapter 29

	I cut into my steak at leisure, the knife and fork rasping against the plate with a sharp shing, keen as a butcher's blade.

	Mr. Hale's news came quickly: Halcyon Electronics hadn't secured Sebastian's investment, and its capital chain had snapped completely.

	Mr. Hale had reported Halcyon's years of large-scale tax evasion to the tax bureau; bankruptcy and liquidation were only a matter of time.

	Such good news — the victory I'd burned four whole years for — and yet I didn't have the courage to look at it myself.

	Because I knew the front pages today held more than just Halcyon Electronics. More of it was about me.

	More precisely, about the salacious gossip linking Logan, Sebastian, and me.

	That weeping line of Logan's — "I'm begging you, don't marry him" — had surely been heard by everyone.

	A nephew coveting his uncle's fiancée; such a scandal, happening within one of this city's top families.

	I knew very well my identity would soon be dug up. The once-lofty Quinn heiress, the renowned piano prodigy, would reappear at last — as this kind of lurid headline, tangled up with two men.

	I willingly laid out every shameful piece of the past I'd hidden away so carefully, bloody and bare, for everyone to see.

	Even though I understood better than anyone that in matters like these, the woman always bears the most of the wagging tongues.

	But I had to do it this way.
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