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chapter 1: Her or Her Life
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At the Hyatt Hotel gym, Alexander Bennett stepped out of the tennis room, wiping the sweat from his forehead as he walked. His white athletic outfit was soaked through and clung to his powerful body, outlining muscles so striking that the attendants in the gym could hardly close their mouths. With that dangerously handsome face of his, he stirred up a wave of restless attention wherever he went, from men and women alike.

His brows were locked in a deep frown. His long, pale fingers pressed hard against his temples as another surge of irritation swept over him for what felt like the hundredth time that day.

In truth, he preferred boxing. He used to come here often to spar with Tyler Grant. That was what he called truly satisfying. But now, he did not know whether he would ever feel that kind of release again.

Tyler's real name was Lucas Ray. He was Alexander's sworn brother and confidant, a man who had gone through life and death with him. Alexander had entrusted many of his businesses to him. Lucas was ruthless when handling affairs, but fiercely loyal as a person.

"Alexander, this is the information on a woman named Natalie Snow. The last call Tyler made before he disappeared was to her."

Henry Whitaker approached quietly, his voice careful and restrained, afraid of disturbing him. He handed a file to Alexander.

"Tyler's woman?" Alexander did not take the file. His sharp brows only tightened slightly, his tone indifferent.

"We can't confirm that yet. They didn't have much close contact. They hadn't seen each other for an entire year, not even before Tyler disappeared. She was the one who saved him during that incident five years ago."

"Oh?"

Alexander lifted his eyes. His dark gaze was unfathomably deep, like a pool whose bottom could not be seen.

Five years ago, during that accident, if Tyler had not saved him, he would have been assassinated. Tyler had risked his life for him. Back then, Alexander had thought he would never see Tyler again. Yet a few days later, Tyler had returned safely. So this girl was the one who had saved him.

He took the file from Henry. There was a photo attached to it.

The girl in the photo was delicate and fresh-looking, with pretty features and smooth hair tied into a ponytail. She wore a white short-sleeved T-shirt and a pair of faded jeans. She still looked like a student, simple yet graceful. There was a faint elegance about her, mixed with a clever liveliness. At a glance, she seemed like the kind of girl who was both kind and intelligent.

Looking at the smiling girl in the photo, Alexander's lips curved faintly.

In a way, this girl could be considered his lifesaver as well.

"Natalie just graduated from university this year. She only has one aunt at home. Her aunt works as an accountant at the Education Bureau. We couldn't find any other family members. I suspect someone tampered with the records."

Silence followed.

"Bring her to me."

"Alexander, why don't I spar with you for a while?"

Henry asked cautiously.

Alexander had been in an extremely foul mood lately. Even though his boss treated him as a friend, Henry had always been good at reading people's expressions and knew better than to overstep. Everything still depended on Alexander's mood.

Especially after what had happened to Lucas, the words friend and brother had become visibly tense between them.

"I'm already sweating. I don't feel like boxing today. Tomorrow."

—
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At a yogurt shop on a small street corner.

"Natalie, this is the last time we sit here like this. From now on, you and I are strangers. Go back and tell your aunt to stay away from my father!"

"Lingling, you must have misunderstood. My aunt isn't that kind of person. How could she possibly... seduce your father? We grew up together. You should know very well what kind of person my aunt is..."

"Natalie! Stop talking. Drink this yogurt, and we'll part ways here."

Hannah Hall pushed the cup of yogurt toward Natalie.

Natalie's delicate brows knitted together like two struggling little worms. She still wanted to say something, but Hannah snapped, "Drink it."

Natalie obediently drank the yogurt.

"Lingling..."

Natalie wanted to continue, but Hannah had already stood up and walked out.

At the entrance, Hannah's lips curled into a sly, wicked smile. She walked toward several men standing not far from the door.

"The girl inside wearing the blue dress is yours today. Make sure you take good care of her."

"Miss Hall, nothing will go wrong, right? In broad daylight like this..."

"I'll take responsibility if anything happens. Cowards!"

Hannah tossed a thick stack of red bills into the men's hands, her face full of contempt. A bunch of grown men, and they were still acting so timid when a woman was being delivered straight to their door.

Her high heels struck the ground in a crisp, forceful rhythm as she strode away.

Natalie, after today, you and your aunt will be the same—nothing but ruined women. Cheap trash anyone can have.

The thing that would hurt her aunt most was knowing that the person she loved most had suffered because of her.

Hannah let out a satisfied laugh.

Let's see you try to seduce my father again.

Natalie walked out of the yogurt shop before she could even process what had happened. A sleek black car of obvious value stopped beside her. Before she could clearly see who had come, she was dragged into the car.

The car drove off.

The men Hannah had hired were left standing there, staring at one another in confusion.

Inside the car, Natalie froze.

A stunningly handsome man sat before her. He looked fresh and elegant, yet capable and sharp. His bearing was remarkable, his temperament extraordinary.

Was this a kidnapping, or was she being kidnapped by beauty itself?

"Who are you? I don't know you, do I?"

Only one thought remained in Natalie's mind: they must have grabbed the wrong person.

"You're Natalie?"

"Yes, I'm Natalie. But I don't think I know you. You..."

"You know Lucas?"

The handsome man cut her off coldly.

"Hm?"

Natalie went silent, her mind spinning rapidly.

"Two months ago, he called you. What did he say?"

Why should I tell you?

That was what Natalie wanted to say, but she did not.

The man clearly had not come with good intentions. Judging by this situation, he might be one of Lucas's enemies. She had to be careful with every word.

Five years ago, on her way home from school, she had run into Lucas, who had been wounded by a gunshot. He had used a gun to force her to take him to an abandoned warehouse. Following his instructions, she had removed the bullet for him and helped him make a phone call.

Afterward, Lucas had always wanted to repay her. Natalie felt he was no ordinary man—or rather, someone she could not afford to provoke—so she had refused him. Still, Lucas had secretly helped her many times as repayment for saving his life.

Two months ago, Lucas had suddenly called her and said he was leaving the city. He made that call as a farewell.

She had never told anyone about it. How had these people found out?

Could it be that something had happened to Lucas?

Even if something had happened, it had nothing to do with her. She had already saved him once. She would never get involved with him again.

"I'm not close to him. You must have made a mistake. Please let me go. I don't know anything about his affairs. You really have the wrong person. I have nothing to do with him..."

Natalie lowered her eyes to the man's black suit. His face was stern and meticulous, making her immediately think of the underworld figures she had seen on television.

She had been right to stay away from Lucas. He really was not a decent man. Look at this. Five years had passed, and he had still managed to drag her into trouble.

Damn him.

Why did he have to make that call? Who asked him to say goodbye?

He was truly a disaster.

Henry's face darkened.

He had seen countless people and knew he would not be able to get anything out of her right now. He simply stopped speaking and let Natalie continue muttering to herself, repeatedly declaring her "innocence" regarding Lucas.

Alexander came out of the bathroom.

After washing away the sweat from his body, he felt slightly more relaxed physically, but the weight pressing on his heart remained as heavy as a mountain, impossible to cast off.

Henry dragged Natalie in and pushed open the hotel room door.

The moment Natalie saw that it was a hotel room, fear flooded her so completely that she could not speak. Tears swirled in her eyes as she clung tightly to the doorframe.

She could not go in.

Absolutely not.

Once she went in, she would never get out.

This man had to be Lucas's enemy. Lucas had dragged her into this.

Henry barely used any strength before throwing her into the room. She landed directly on the man sitting on the sofa. Hearing the door close behind her, she instinctively turned to look. Then, trembling with panic, she pushed against the man's chest and scrambled to her feet, backing away several steps.

Tears of terror poured down her face like a mountain stream, endless and impossible to trace back to its source.

"Please let me go. I really don't know anything. I saved Lucas's life. He treated me very well. If you dare bully me, I'll tell him. He'll definitely avenge me. He won't let you get away with it!"

Natalie had always been an obedient, ordinary girl. She had never been to such a luxurious hotel, nor had she ever encountered such mysterious people. She was so frightened that her words came out in a jumble.

"Didn't you just say you weren't close to Lucas?"

"I'm not close to him, but I saved his life. He definitely won't stand by and watch me get bullied for no reason. You'd better know what's good for you and not touch me. I... he really will avenge me!"

As she spoke, Natalie wrapped both arms tightly over her chest.

She was terrified to the extreme.

Today was truly cursed. She must have left the house without checking the calendar. First, Hannah misunderstood her. Then she was captured by these two demons.

Was her innocence really going to be destroyed here today?

"Henry, there's an issue with the land in Wanshan. Go take a look."

"Yes."

Henry nodded. Without even glancing at the crying girl on the floor, he left.

Natalie swallowed hard.

At first, she had thought they were planning to gang up on her. Now it seemed that was not the case.

But even though one evil spirit had left, a king of hell was still sitting here. And the expression on his face was even colder and more merciless than the man before him.

How could such a flawlessly handsome face look so wicked?

What exactly did this man want from her—her body or her life?

She was unwilling to give him either.

She had not lived enough yet. Her aunt still needed her, and she could not bear to leave her. Her innocence was the most precious thing she had, and she was even more unwilling to lose that.

Fear made her legs soften until she could barely stand.

Then a strange heat began to stir inside her body, like poisonous insects crawling beneath her skin. Her mind seemed to be bewitched by something beyond her control.

She looked greedily at the sharp, sculpted face before her and, to her horror, found herself wanting to move closer to him.

But her legs gave way.

Her body tilted to the side and collapsed.
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chapter 2: Drugged

[image: ]


"Hey! What's wrong with you?"

Alexander caught Natalie just as she was about to fall.

Natalie collapsed into his arms. Her hands slipped around his neck, and her soft body pressed tightly against him. Her face rested against his chest, then rubbed against him lightly.

The burning heat of her body seeped through the thin fabric of Alexander's clothes and traveled along every nerve in him.

A moment ago, she had been like an aggressive little rooster, full of fight and words. How had she turned so weak and pliant in the blink of an eye, like a docile lamb?

He lowered his head and looked at her.

Her face was flushed crimson. Her dazed eyes fixed on him, and for a moment, Alexander thought he saw her swallow. Then, like a bewitching little creature, she lowered her lashes and wrapped both arms around his waist, clinging to him tightly as her head kept rubbing against his chest.

She was not fully conscious.

She had been drugged.

Alexander pushed the girl in his arms into the bathroom and turned on the shower. Cold water poured over her, and he hoped it would bring her back to her senses.

Natalie hugged her arms and trembled. The icy chill on her skin and the burning heat inside her body tormented her like two opposing punishments. It was truly like being trapped between fire and ice.

With a loud thud, she collapsed.

Alexander helped her up, but her legs seemed numb. She had no strength to stand at all and fell weakly against him once again.

He brushed aside the wet hair plastered to her face. Her complexion looked terrible, shifting between several shades as though she had fallen seriously ill. Her lips had turned dark, almost as if she had been poisoned, and she looked faint enough to be on the verge of collapse.

Yet none of it could conceal how exquisitely beautiful she was.

Her features were delicate and refined. Her fine black brows, her clever little nose, the perfect height of its bridge—everything seemed carefully shaped by a master craftsman. Though her eyes were dim and unfocused, they carried an added touch of fragile allure. Her lashes trembled like two butterflies fluttering beside a misty river.

She looked like a fox spirit from an old legend, beautiful enough to steal a man's breath away.

Water droplets slid down from her forehead, trailing along her flushed neck before resting on the elegant curve of her collarbone. Her lips were darker than before, as if the poison inside her was spreading. When she moved them faintly, Alexander had the sudden absurd urge to draw the poison out of her himself.

In the end, reason still held him back.

He turned his gaze away from her captivating face and lowered his eyes, refusing to look at that dangerous beauty any longer.

But the moment he tried to avoid her face, he saw that her soaked dress clung tightly to her body, revealing the graceful outline beneath.

Perhaps the chill on her skin was gradually fading. Perhaps the drug in her body was taking stronger effect. Her face grew redder and redder, like ripe fruit in an autumn orchard, tempting enough to make a man want to take a bite.

Natalie lifted her misty eyes and looked at Alexander. She seemed innocent, pitiful, and helpless all at once.

Alexander felt his own body growing hotter.

The girl in his arms would not stop holding his waist. Her hands moved restlessly over his back, then slid to his chest.

"Woman, you brought this on yourself."

His restraint finally snapped. He cupped her face and kissed her hard, almost with a hint of anger and retaliation.

Natalie responded clumsily, as if she had tasted honey for the first time. From the way she kissed him back, Alexander could tell she was inexperienced. Or rather, she had no skill at all.

On the bed, pain dragged Natalie briefly back to consciousness.

There was a breathtakingly handsome man above her, and everything around her seemed blurred by heat and confusion. She wanted to push him away, yet her body betrayed her. Her heart clearly resisted, but the drug left her unable to control herself.

Tears poured from her eyes like seawater breaking through a dam.

Alexander felt a stab of pity. He raised his hand and wiped away her tears, but the more he wiped, the more they fell. Her tearful face was painfully beautiful. He wanted to stop, but her fragile loveliness only fed the fire inside him.

This was Alexander's first time as well. He was just as unpracticed, feeling his way through unfamiliar waters. But the scenery along this river was too beautiful, and he could not bring himself to leave.

By dawn, Natalie had been worn out and finally slipped into unconsciousness.

Only then did Alexander fall beside her like a child who had finally had his fill. He lifted a strand of hair stuck to her face and gently stroked the tear marks that had not yet dried.

For the first time, the ache in his heart felt startlingly real.
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chapter 3: Fleeing in Panic
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Blazing sunlight poured through the spotless windows, filling the room with a sharp, dazzling brightness.

Natalie opened her eyes and shifted her aching body slightly. She felt as though she had been run over by a car. The sight of the sleeping man before her made blood rush instantly to her head.

His features were handsome and flawless, as if carved by divine hands. He slept peacefully, like a prince from a Greek myth, carrying an air of natural nobility even in slumber.

Everything from the night before flashed vividly through her mind.

Tears surged up at once.

With a sudden movement, Natalie sat up, waking Alexander.

He opened his eyes and saw Natalie curled inside the quilt, trembling as she cried, looking pitiful and helpless.

A wave of bitterness rose in his chest.

He had lost control last night.

The woman he loved had disappeared. His closest brother, Lucas, had disappeared as well. Some people said Lucas had run away with his woman. Alexander did not believe it, but that disbelief was only a reason he used to convince himself. Rumors never rose out of nothing.

And at this exact time, the woman Lucas cared about had been brought to him.

She had also provoked him.

Whether it had been revenge or desire, it had already happened.

Alexander sat up with practiced elegance, picked up his clothes from the floor, took a check from his pocket, and tossed it onto the bed. His voice was cold, as empty of warmth as the expression on his face.

"Write whatever amount you want."

The girl's sobs kept sounding beside his ear, irritating him. He drew in a deep breath. When he spoke again, his low voice carried a magnetic weight, like the deepest note of a piano.

"What did Lucas say to you when he called two months ago?"

"Why are you dragging me into this just because you're looking for him? I already told you I'm not close to him! You bastards!"

Natalie snapped out of her crying and finally exploded. She lunged at Alexander, hitting and scratching him.

His back had been turned to her, and the sudden attack caught him off guard. He turned around and seized her wrists.

"Are you insane?"

"Yes, I am insane! You bastard! Shameless scum! I curse you to die a horrible death!"

"You were the one who seduced me last night. And even now."

As Alexander spoke, his gaze dropped to her bare upper body.

"Ah!"

Natalie looked down and realized she was completely exposed in front of him, while both her hands were still held tightly in his grip. She instinctively curled inward, then screamed at him with a force that seemed to shake the room.

"Let go of me!"

The moment her hands were released, she grabbed the quilt and buried herself inside it. Her crying came muffled from beneath the covers.

Alexander felt something wet on his face. He raised his hand and touched it, only then realizing that this wild girl had scratched him hard enough to draw blood.

This girl truly did not know the height of the sky or the depth of the earth. From childhood until now, who had ever dared to offend him, let alone leave blood on his face?

She must be tired of living.

He had been angry at first, but when he saw her hiding under the quilt like an ostrich, her sobs sharp and grating, Alexander let out a faint sigh.

He had wanted to apologize for what happened last night. But she was too agitated, so he said nothing and went into the bathroom.

Slowly, Natalie exposed half of her head from beneath the quilt. Seeing the man walking naked toward the bathroom, she quickly lowered her head in embarrassment.

Then she saw the check he had thrown on the bed.

The heavy sense of humiliation nearly crushed her.

Was this the reward she got for saving Lucas?

She hated Lucas.

Even more, she hated the nameless bastard from last night.

Alexander stood beneath the shower. Behind the curtain of falling water, all he could see was the shy, alluring look Natalie had worn the night before.

Her soul-stirring eyes had been hazy yet lively, filled with helpless longing and timid retreat. She had looked like a clumsy little fool.

Then there was the way she had acted just now, all claws and teeth one moment, then shy and humiliated the next. It was unexpectedly endearing.

A faint curve appeared at the corner of Alexander's mouth.

Water washed over his face. The scratches she had left stung faintly, but he was no longer angry about them.

When Alexander came out of the bathroom, the room was empty.

The girl had already left.

He walked to the bed and saw that the check he had thrown down was still there, untouched. He picked it up, his face unreadable.

The vivid stain on the sheets had already darkened.

It was the most precious thing the girl had owned. She had left it here without a single word and fled.

His heart gave a heavy thud, as though someone had carved a piece out of it, leaving only an empty hollow behind.

That girl had thrown Alexander into confusion.

He had even forgotten that he already had a woman he deeply loved.

Last night, he had given his first time to that mysterious girl.

A knock on the door pulled Alexander back from his thoughts.

"Alexander, here are the clothes you asked for."

Henry walked in carrying two bags, his eyes glancing slyly at the messy bed, which looked like a battlefield.

"Leave them here."

Alexander reached out and pulled the quilt over the bed, covering the bloodstain.

Sharp-eyed as ever, Henry had, of course, seen the glaring mark he was trying to hide.

It seemed his boss had finally crossed that line.

He wondered what kind of woman had managed to make Alexander give himself away.

Alexander took out the men's clothes and put them on. His gaze lingered on the women's outfit in the other bag.

It had been meant for her.

But she had left wearing the same wet clothes from last night. That dress seemed to have been torn by him. He did not know whether it had been enough to cover her body.

Natalie walked blindly along the street, tears flashing in her eyes.

Her clothes were not only wrinkled but torn. She moved through the street like a thief, dodging people's gazes as best she could.

"Natalie! What happened to you? Were you out fooling around last night? Look at you, only coming back now when the sun is already high. My, my, how intense. Your clothes are even torn like that."

When Natalie was almost home, Hannah blocked her way with a look of malicious delight.

Natalie had not eaten or drunk anything at the hotel last night. Thinking carefully, the only thing that could have caused it was the yogurt Hannah had given her.

"Hannah! It was you? You drugged that yogurt?"

"Yes. So what?"

Hannah answered cleanly and without hesitation.

Tears fell from Natalie's eyes, one after another.

"Why?"

"So you and your aunt can both become ruined women."

Natalie clenched her teeth.

Was this really the best friend she had treated with all her heart?

She raised her hand and swung it hard at Hannah.

"I warned you and your aunt a long time ago. You were the ones who provoked us first! Just because you don't have a happy family, you're jealous of other people's. You're the shameless ones. This is the punishment you deserve!"

Hannah grabbed Natalie's raised hand and shoved her away with force.

Weak as she was, Natalie fell to the ground. She watched helplessly as the girl she had grown up with walked away in triumph.

A cold sweat pierced through her back and shot straight to the top of her head. Even the roots of her hair seemed to stand up. It was as if all her strength had been drained away, and she sat there collapsed on the ground.

A long time passed before she finally gathered herself and returned home.

Her aunt immediately shot to her feet.

"Natalie! Where did you go last night? I was worried sick! What happened to you? Why are your clothes torn like this?"

"I went camping with some classmates last night. My clothes got caught on some branches by accident."

Natalie lowered her head and hurried into her room. She did not dare let her aunt know the truth.

Her parents had abandoned her when she was little. Her aunt had remained single all these years because of her, and she also suffered from depression.

Natalie absolutely could not let her aunt be hurt by this.

"You still should have called me. Don't you know how worried I was?"

"My phone ran out of battery. I'm sorry. I meant to borrow a classmate's phone to call you, but I got carried away and forgot. Please don't be angry. I won't be so careless again."

Only then did her aunt let the matter go.

Natalie sat heavily on her small bed.

Thinking of what had happened the night before, her heart shattered.
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chapter 4: Meeting Again
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Yueteng Group.

Ellie Adams, the secretary, knocked on the CEO's office door with a stack of documents in her arms.

"CEO Bennett, these are the files for this round of applicants. Mr. Lewis has already screened them carefully. These five are the best candidates. He would like you to evaluate them personally."

"Mm. Have them wait in the small conference room. I'll be there shortly."

"Yes."

Ellie led the five selected applicants into the conference room with a practiced professional smile.

"Please wait here for a moment. The CEO will be here soon."

Facing the recruitment process of a major company, Natalie was not nervous at all. Though her family's financial situation had only allowed her to attend a third-rate university, her grades were good enough to surpass even the top students from first-rate universities.

"CEO Bennett."

Natalie looked up at the sound of the secretary's voice.

The moment she saw that impossibly handsome face, her heart clenched violently. Cold sweat shot straight to the top of her head, and a chill crawled down her back.

The confidence that had filled her a moment earlier shattered at her feet. She could almost hear it breaking against the floor.

Her body, which had just stood upright, slowly bent down again. At that moment, she hated herself for standing at the front. Her face burned hot with shame. She wanted to run, but the only door in the room was right in front of the CEO.

That humiliating night—she had thought she would never have anything to do with him again.

How could the world be this small?

The sky was vast, the earth was wide, so why did he have to be the CEO of Yueteng?

Alexander looked approachable enough.

"Have a seat, everyone. I've reviewed your files. You're all quite impressive. Yueteng needs capable young people with real skills like you."

As the CEO spoke, every applicant looked up at him properly.

Every one of them except one girl, whose head was almost lowered to her waist.

What was going on?

"You there. What's wrong? Are you feeling unwell?" Alexander asked.

"Yes. I'm a little unwell. I'm sorry. I'll leave first."

Natalie knew he was talking to her. She stood up, still lowering her head, bent at the waist, and hurried toward the door.

"Wait."

Alexander recognized her.

"Do you need something?"

Natalie turned her head aside. Her panicked steps did not stop.

"If you don't, I do. I'll be leaving now."

"Wait."

Alexander's voice sharpened.

Then he turned to the others.

"You can report for work tomorrow. You may all leave now."

Natalie followed the others toward the door, but Alexander stopped her again.

"Natalie?"

"Mm."

Natalie clenched her teeth, still not daring to raise her head.

She had thought today would be a good day, the starting point of a new life. It turned out her instincts had been wrong. Her luck could not possibly be worse.

Her mind spun rapidly.

This devil must have known long ago that she had applied here. What exactly was he trying to do? She had already said she had nothing to do with Lucas. Why still refuse to let her go?

"Why won't you look up? Did you do something guilty?"

After Natalie ran away that day, Alexander had not asked Henry to look for her again. He felt Natalie might truly not know where Lucas was, and he had not figured out how to face the first woman in his life. So he had not disturbed her.

Unexpectedly, she had come to him again on her own.

The girl before him looked like a shy mimosa, timid in a way that made her seem real—and oddly endearing.

Guilty?

Damn it.

Wasn't she the one who had been hurt?

Natalie lifted her eyes.

Their gazes met.

She saw that his sharp eyes seemed ready to devour her whole, but at that moment, a fire was burning in her chest.

"I already told you, I'm really not close to Lucas! Why are you still holding on to me? What exactly do you want?"

"I know."

"You know? Oh. Then I'm leaving."

Unexpectedly, the man did not get angry. Natalie could no longer keep shouting. She turned and fled.

Seeing that Natalie was about to leave, Alexander instinctively reached out and grabbed her.

That one pull made Natalie think he was going to force her again.

Her usually quick mind had no time to think. By instinct, she swung her hand with no mercy, using almost all her strength, and slapped that mesmerizingly handsome face.

"Don't touch me, you bastard!"

Caught off guard, Alexander released her, his face blank with shock.

Bang!

The door was slammed shut.

He had been hit.

A door had been slammed in his face.

Someone had shown him open contempt.

And it had been a woman.

This was the first time in Alexander's twenty-six years of life.

For the first time, he had been stunned by a girl's slap.

Who would believe it if he said it aloud?

Even he himself was shocked.

Once he calmed down, Alexander came to a conclusion about Natalie: she struck first to gain the upper hand, twisted right and wrong, and accused others before they could accuse her.

That was Natalie, who looked simple, harmless, and innocent on the surface.

After running out of Yueteng's tall, imposing building, Natalie finally cried.

She had thought she could forget that cruel night, but it had been torn open again, like salt scattered over an unhealed wound. The pain was almost unbearable.

"Filthy. Disgusting. A wolf in human skin. A hypocrite pretending to be decent."

Natalie wiped hard at her blurred eyes with her sleeve, cursing all the way as she walked.

Henry heard that after interviewing the new employees, Alexander had remained in his office and had even given orders that no one was allowed inside.

What was going on?

Alexander had always been a man with a sense of proportion. Even when he had been troubled lately, he had never brought his emotions into his work.

Holding a document, Henry knocked on Alexander's office door.

In the past, he and Tyler could come and go through this door freely without even knocking. But now, Henry did not have the courage to walk in.

He took out his phone and called his boss.

If Alexander would not open the door because he did not want to see anyone, then talking by phone should still be possible.

"Alexander," Henry said quickly the moment the call connected, "the issue with the land in Wanshan has been handled. Are you in the office? I brought the documents and need your signature."

"Come in."

Seeing that the call had ended, Henry relaxed his tightly drawn brows and pushed the door open.

Alexander was sitting in his executive chair, with the chair turned away from him.

"Alexander, here are the documents."

Henry placed the documents down. After waiting for a while without receiving any instructions, he wrinkled his nose slightly.

"If there's nothing else, I'll head out first."

At that moment, Alexander turned the chair around, picked up the only gold pen of its kind in the world, and signed his name on the document.

"Begin construction according to the original plan."

This was Alexander.

No matter how serious the matter, it would never affect his normal work.

That was also why Henry, a man who had been a genius since childhood, had grown into a top-tier talent, and had undergone special training, was willing to follow him wholeheartedly.

Henry reached for the documents on the desk.

Then his dark eyes accidentally caught sight of a delicate palm print on Alexander's face.

Good God.

If he had not seen it with his own eyes, how could Henry possibly believe that someone had dared to slap Alexander?

Thinking back to the morning at the hotel, when Alexander had asked him to deliver clothes, Henry had also seen scratches on Alexander's face.

Using fingernails to scratch someone—what man would fight like that?

Only a woman.

The person who scratched him that day and the one who slapped him today had to be the same pair of delicate claws.

It seemed Alexander's heart was stirring again.

Because there was simply no denying it. If Alexander had not allowed her to hit and scratch him, how could she have succeeded?

"Yes."

Henry picked up the documents and turned toward the door.

"Henry, if you're free tonight, come out for a drink."

"Uh..."

"You don't have time?"

"No. I do."
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chapter 5: Misfortune
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On the crowded street, people flowed past in endless streams.

Because of the loneliness in her heart and the helplessness pressing down on her now, a panic Natalie had never felt before surged over her like a tide. It was not only because she had run into that hateful man at Yueteng. Somehow, she felt as if something terrible was about to happen.

Where could she find a job that paid well and actually suited her?

Her aunt's depression seemed to be getting worse lately. She could not sleep through the night, and things at work had not been going smoothly either. There were always petty people making trouble for her behind her back.

Her aunt had endured so much hardship to raise her. Now that Natalie had graduated from university, it should have been time for her to repay her aunt. She had wanted her aunt to resign or apply for medical retirement and rest at home.

So she had to be strong.

She had to find another job as soon as possible.

Over the past two months since graduation, Natalie had run into walls everywhere while job hunting. Large companies rejected her because she had not graduated from a prestigious university. Smaller companies offered salaries that were far from ideal, with almost no chance for advancement.

After much difficulty, she had finally found Yueteng. She had thought it would be like a great phoenix tree, and that one day a plain little mountain hen like her might fly onto its branches and transform into a blazing phoenix.

Who would have thought that before she could even reach the tree, the future phoenix would be burned into a scorched chicken instead?

When she received the call from the police station, Natalie was completely stunned.

Only then did she truly understand what it meant for misfortune to pile upon misfortune.

"Rebecca Ingram is suspected of embezzlement, bribery, falsifying documents, and other serious crimes. The amount involved has reached ten million. You cannot see her right now, and she cannot be released on bail."

"That's impossible! My aunt would never do something like that. She must have been framed. Please, let me see her just once."

Natalie's tears fell uncontrollably as she pleaded with the stern, impartial officer before her.

"What she committed is a serious crime. The forged documents that passed through her hands harmed students. Batch after batch of students were sent abroad under the name of overseas study, only to be trafficked to different countries for unknown purposes. Do you think she has any way out of this?"

"No! That's absolutely impossible! I believe my aunt isn't that kind of person. Please, let me see her."

"If you want to see your aunt, fill the ten-million-yuan hole first."

The officer left, giving her only a cold back.

Embezzlement and bribery?

Was this some kind of joke?

Her family was so poor they could barely make ends meet. Her aunt was a civil servant, but the little salary she earned had gone toward Natalie's education and her own medical bills. After the two of them covered their basic expenses, there was almost nothing left each month.

Was that what the life of someone who accepted bribes looked like?

Falsifying documents?

How was that possible?

Her aunt had always taught Natalie to be honest and upright. Everyone knew how timid her aunt was. Whenever a cockroach appeared, Natalie was always the one who had to deal with it.

Would someone like that have the courage to commit such a crime?

Her aunt was smart. She would never be stupid enough to take such a dangerous risk.

Was this a nightmare?

If so, why couldn't she wake up?

Tears drowned Natalie completely.

She had to get her aunt released first.

If her aunt stayed in that place, her illness would only worsen.

But ten million.

It was an astronomical number, a distant and untouchable mystery.

Where was she supposed to find that kind of money?

"Natalie, I heard something happened to your aunt. My, I really couldn't tell. So your aunt was that capable after all. There's a saying, isn't there? You can't judge a person by appearance, just as you can't measure the sea with a bucket. That must have been written for your aunt."

"Hannah, shut up. My aunt would never do something like that!"

"Is that so? Then why did the police arrest her? Hmph. You and your aunt are exactly the same. All you know how to do is pretend. She's a vicious wolf in human skin. She hurt so many innocent students. Both of you deserve to go to hell."

Hannah sounded as if she was speaking up for those students, but every word was really a curse against Rebecca and Natalie.

Natalie cried until her whole body went weak.

Arguing back was useless. Since childhood, she had never been Hannah's match.

When she returned to the empty home, there was no longer her aunt's caring voice to greet her. Natalie was devastated.

But she was no longer a child.

She could not sink into grief like this. She could not sit and wait for death. She had to save her aunt.

Yes.

She had to save her aunt.

There was only one person who might be able to help.

The phone Natalie took out slipped from her trembling hand and fell to the floor. She picked it up as if it were a burning coal. After hesitating for a moment, she finally dialed a number she had never called before but had always remembered by heart.

Tears washed over her pale face.

In her heart, she longed for someone to answer the call, yet she was terrified that someone would.

"Sorry, the number you have dialed cannot be connected..."

Was this fate?

Natalie's trembling teeth bit into her lip until it bled. A salty, metallic taste instantly spread through her mouth.

She sniffed and dialed another number.

This time, the call connected.

"Hello."

"Hello... I'm looking for Nina Ingram."

Natalie hesitated before finally speaking.

"Madam and Master have gone abroad on vacation."

"When... when will she be back?"

"Not until next month. May I ask—"

Natalie did not listen any further.

The phone slipped from her hand and fell to the floor.

So this was fate.

More than ten years ago, when Natalie had accidentally seen her mother's phone number, her aunt had told her, "Don't disturb her. Life hasn't been easy for her either. I'll take good care of you."

Yes.

Her aunt had taken very good care of her.

Her aunt had given her selfless motherly love. Natalie had grown up in warmth and happiness.

But her aunt had suffered for it.

When Natalie was three months old, her single mother, Nina, had abandoned her to her younger sister, Rebecca, so she could marry into a wealthy family. Nina had told them not to look for her, because she did not want that rich man to know she had once had a child.

For the sake of her sister's happiness, Rebecca had endured every hardship over the years without ever disturbing Nina's life.

And so, Rebecca and Natalie had been completely erased from Nina's world.

When Natalie was ten years old, she had seen her mother for the first time in her aunt's photo album.

Rebecca had told her everything and asked her to understand her mother's difficulties.

At ten years old, Natalie had still been too young to understand much. Perhaps because the word mother felt so unfamiliar to her, or perhaps because she had grown used to a life with only her aunt and no mother, she had not felt too much pain over being abandoned.

But now, when she had nowhere left to turn and finally thought of her mother, that woman could not offer them even the slightest help.

Natalie's heart ached deeply.

Only now did she realize that it was not that she had never cared about being abandoned. She had simply listened to her aunt and chosen not to disturb her mother's happy life.

Her own sister had raised her daughter for her.

Now that sister had been framed and imprisoned.

Yet Nina was off enjoying a vacation overseas.

Nina had taken selfishness to its absolute limit.

When Hannah appeared, Natalie was trying desperately to search through every connection she had.

But what connections did she have?

Especially connections capable of producing ten million yuan.

The money she had borrowed from classmates and friends, plus the savings she had secretly earned from part-time jobs behind her aunt's back, added up to only a few tens of thousands at most.

"Natalie, I heard that if you want to get your aunt released, you have to fill that ten-million-yuan hole first."

Natalie ignored her.

Hannah had never truly wished her well. Whenever she appeared, what else could she possibly do except mock and humiliate her?

"Natalie, I know you can't get that much money. But I have a way."

Natalie lifted her tear-filled eyes in suspicion.

"Don't look at me like that. It's true. I really do have a way. It just depends on whether you're willing to sacrifice for your aunt."

"What way?"

Hannah leaned close to Natalie's ear and whispered.

Natalie stared at Hannah with bloodshot eyes from all her crying.

She had underestimated just how cruel Hannah could be.

"If you don't want to do it, then pretend I never said anything. I'm leaving."

"Wait."
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chapter 6: Chivalry and Tenderness
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Emperor's Desire was absolutely a place designed to flaunt wealth and power.

If the rich wanted to burn money, this was the right place. Food, drinks, entertainment, pleasure—everything here gave people a taste of paradise on earth. Once someone stepped inside and indulged for the night, it would be conservative to say they could leave without spending at least a few hundred thousand.

Even being able to say they had spent the night at Emperor's Desire was considered impressive. After all, anyone who could afford to enjoy themselves here was either rich or powerful.

The place tested men's limits at every moment. The air was thick with ambiguity. Women in revealing outfits, with heavy makeup and seductive figures, moved in and out of men's arms, displaying their charm without restraint.

Around a shining steel pole, a "siren" twined with effortless grace.

She wore a dark blue gauze dress, with a pale blue shawl fluttering as she moved. She looked like a blue butterfly dancing in the air, stirring the blood of countless men and women.

She moved around the pole with practiced ease, her graceful body soft and fluid like a snake. Her long black hair swayed with the music, drawing wave after wave of heated cheers from the crowd below. The excitement rose endlessly, filling the entire venue.

Then, suddenly, a patterned snake as thick as a bowl and nearly three meters long appeared on the pole.

After a burst of startled cries, the room fell silent.

The snake's appearance did not disturb the enchanting dancer in the slightest. She continued her light, graceful movements, dancing with the snake on the pole. The two "sirens" worked together seamlessly, as if they had been born for the same stage.

This was the highlight of Emperor's Desire tonight.

And the reason Emperor's Desire stood above all other nightclubs was precisely because it featured the famous dance between a beauty and a serpent.

In an instant, every person present was dazzled. Applause and shouts surged like the tide of the Qiantang River, thunderous and unstoppable.

The person capable of turning a midnight show into such a roaring success, making people willingly leave behind stacks of cash, was none other than the club's manager—Lucas.

As the hidden owner of Emperor's Desire, Alexander rarely came here. Everything at the club had always been managed entirely by Lucas.

Ever since Lucas disappeared along with Madison Clark, Alexander's girlfriend, people had begun saying that Lucas had betrayed him and run off with the woman his boss loved most.

That was truly the behavior of someone who had grown tired of living well.

Alexander had searched everywhere, but he still had not found Lucas or his girlfriend. Even if they had vanished from the world, there should have been some trace left behind, like mist in the air.

But the two missing people had left no sign at all.

At that moment, Alexander's hawk-like black eyes swept through the crowd and caught sight of a figure.

With the prices here, Natalie probably could not even afford a glass of plain water in this place.

"Alexander, what brings you here today?"

Julia Young, the club's madam, swayed over with a flattering smile.

Alexander's cold eyes shut everything out.

Julia hurried to please him. Since Lucas's disappearance, this was the first time the real boss had appeared.

"Alexander, this way, please."

As she spoke, she led him toward a VIP room.

Soon after, she brought in more than a dozen curvy, seductive women.

Not one of them dared to step forward. Everyone knew this man was not to be provoked, and he was famously indifferent to women.

"Get out!"

Henry's voice exploded like a bomb, frightening Julia so badly that she fled in panic with the women.

"Wait."

At Alexander's command, Julia stayed behind.

"Alexander, Henry, which girl caught your eye?" Julia asked carefully.

Henry received a look from Alexander and sent all the women out, leaving only Julia in the room.

"Has anyone new come in recently?" Alexander asked quietly.

Julia stepped forward and poured wine for Alexander and Henry, answering with extreme caution.

"No. Ever since Lucas left, we haven't recruited anyone new."

Alexander's thick brows lifted slightly, and worry creased between them.

"What is Natalie doing here?"

"Natalie?"

"Speak!" Henry shouted, his voice so fierce it seemed capable of shaking the room apart.

"Yes, yes, I'll talk."

Julia was so frightened by Henry's shout that she nearly wet herself.

"She came here to sell herself..."

Smack!

Alexander's palm slammed heavily onto the table. He shot to his feet so suddenly that Julia collapsed onto the floor in terror. Even Henry froze for a moment.

"Alexander, Henry, this has nothing to do with me. She came here on her own. She seemed desperate for money, and she wanted a huge amount—ten million..."

Julia was still crying on the floor and explaining herself, but Alexander and Henry had already left the room at some point.

Upstairs, Alexander kicked open the door of the presidential suite.

A man's angry curses came from inside.

"Who is it? Who dares ruin my good time?"

Natalie clutched the quilt tightly to cover herself, crying in fear.

"Damn it! Who are you? Tired of living—"

The arrogant man on the floor was a well-known figure in his own right. But the moment he saw Alexander enter, his face changed dramatically, shifting through several shades as if he were performing a face-changing trick.

Natalie's sobs made Alexander's already cold face turn even more severe. Combined with his powerful presence, the entire room seemed filled with the breath of death.

"Alexander—ah!"

Before the heavyset man could finish a sentence, Alexander kicked him unconscious.

The girl on the bed was trembling into a ball. From beginning to end, she did not dare raise her head even once.

Although she had agreed to come this time, she would never have sold herself if not for the ten million.

A coat was draped over her, covering the torn and disheveled clothes on her body.

Feeling a pair of arms wrap around her, Natalie closed her eyes and tilted her head back. Tears flowed silently like spring water.

She accepted it.

For ten million, she accepted it completely.

"Natalie! Wake up!"

Natalie opened her eyes. Through the blur, she saw Alexander's enlarged face before her.

For an instant, he seemed to turn into a devil in her vision, lunging at her with claws and teeth bared.

She began clawing wildly at Alexander. The humiliation turned her at once into a fierce little tigress.

"You? Why is it you? Don't touch me! Beast! Let me go!"

A heavy sigh escaped Alexander's nose.

He saw that wildcat-like girl again. But this time, she did not seem fully conscious.

"Natalie, wake up."

After restraining her hands, Alexander saw tears streaming from her pitiful eyes. His heart felt as if someone had carved out a piece of it, leaving it empty and aching.

"Be good. I won't hurt you."

He pulled Natalie into his arms. The small body trembling against him was terribly cold.

"Don't be afraid. I won't touch you."

The little wildcat in his arms seemed to sense the warmth in his gentleness and gradually quieted down.

Alexander lifted Natalie and carried her out.

To Henry, he said, "Everyone involved in this—I don't want to see a single one of them again."

"Yes."

Henry watched Alexander leave with Natalie in his arms. His dark pupils shifted thoughtfully.

Could Natalie be the woman who had taken his boss's first time?

If he had not personally seen Alexander's tenderness toward Natalie just now, Henry would have assumed Alexander had taken her only to retaliate against Lucas.

But based on what he knew of Alexander, and from what he had just witnessed, Henry faintly sensed something else in him.

Beneath the iron bones of a ruthless man, there was a tenderness that belonged to a protector.
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chapter 7: Pleading with Him
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When Natalie stepped out of the warm bathtub, she felt much better.

She picked up the spotless white bathrobe hanging on the rack and wrapped it around her fair, delicate body. The robe was large—clearly meant for a man. As she rolled up the long sleeves, she lifted her eyes and looked around the luxurious bathroom, unable to stop the fear from rising again.

She opened the bathroom door and cautiously poked half her head through the crack.

Outside was an enormous room, decorated in cool tones. The lingering terror from earlier still had not fully left her body.

"Come here."

"Ah!"

The sudden voice startled Natalie so badly that she nearly stumbled at the bathroom doorway. Fortunately, she caught the doorframe and swayed a few times before finally steadying herself.

After calming down, she followed the sound and saw Alexander sitting on the sofa by the window.

"Come out. I won't touch you."

His tone sounded sincere.

Natalie hesitated for a moment before taking a tiny step forward.

"Are you planning to stay in there for the rest of your life?"

Looking at Natalie, who resembled an injured little lamb, Alexander could hardly believe she was the same girl who had scratched him, slapped him, and slammed the door in his face.

Natalie finally shuffled slowly over to him.

She stood before Alexander like a child who had done something wrong, as if waiting to be punished by an adult.

"Sit."

Natalie lifted her eyes and glanced at him.

Before she could even see him clearly, his wolf-like gaze frightened her into lowering her head again. She even took several steps back.

Alexander's already furrowed brows tightened further.

His clear, dark eyes, deep as a bottomless pool, studied the girl in front of him.

Her long hair was still wet and dripping, smooth as if pressed by an iron, yet flowing like a waterfall. His bathrobe was far too long on her, covering her all the way down to her ankles. The sleeves had been rolled up several times, making her look like a child who had secretly put on an adult's clothes.

Her bare feet pressed against the floor. Because of fear, her toes curled tightly against the ground, round and tense. She was gripping so hard that the veins on her feet stood out pale and strained.

Her small, delicate hands were also twisting together, her knuckles whitening from nervousness.

Her anxiety was painfully obvious.

Alexander tossed a pair of men's slippers at her feet.

"Put them on."

Natalie felt heat rise to her face and neck. She knew she must be blushing. Lowering her head, she obediently stepped into the slippers Alexander had thrown over.

They were huge.

It felt as if she were standing inside two boats.

"Are you going to make me keep looking up at you?"

"Hm?"

Alexander's voice sounded as though it had come from an ancient castle—deep, magnetic, and faintly mysterious.

Natalie lifted her eyes again. The moment she met his gaze, she once more lowered her head before she could make out his expression.

"Sit."

Alexander patted the space beside him, signaling for her to sit.

Natalie bit her lip and obediently sat down where he indicated.

They were close enough for Alexander to see the red mark where she had bitten her lip. The whitened spot soon flushed again, becoming even redder than before, moist and delicate.

For an instant, Alexander had the urge to bite it himself.

It had taken some effort just to get her to sit down. He could not frighten her again.

He seemed to let out a slow breath.

He looked at the young woman beside him. Although her head was lowered, he could still see her fair, smooth face, clean and translucent, almost untouched by the dust of the world. The eyes she had briefly raised were like clear spring water, rippling with life.

Even in an oversized bathrobe that did not fit her at all, her rare purity could not be concealed.

Was she a little fairy who had accidentally fallen into the mortal world and lost her way?

She had been his first woman.

Ever since that night, she had lingered in Alexander's mind like opium. Yet every time he found himself thinking of her, he forced himself to think of his missing girlfriend instead.

Although people whispered behind his back that his girlfriend had run away with Lucas, he still could not quite believe it.

Perhaps something had happened to her.

And while she was missing, he had been with another woman.

Each time, he used that guilt to drag himself back from his thoughts of Natalie.

But now, Natalie sat before him like a lotus emerging from water.

Once again, he felt heat rising in his body.

"If you needed money, why didn't you come to me?"

Natalie suddenly lifted her eyes.

Her aunt, suffering and helpless, appeared clearly in her mind.

With a thud, she dropped to her knees at Alexander's feet. Tears surged with the ache in her throat, spreading uncontrollably like a rising tide.

"Please lend me ten million. I need it urgently. Please. I'll pay you back."

Even Natalie herself did not believe she could repay that amount. How could she possibly convince him to lend it to her?

Through her tears, she saw the man before her.

His face was cold, without the slightest expression.

"Alexander, I swear I'll repay you. In this life, I'll work like an ox or a horse for you. I'll spend my whole life paying you back. Please."

"Get up first."

Although he had only met her three times, the first two times she had been so proud. This time, she was like a wounded little bird separated from its flock, trembling in the rain, unable to fly or move.

The sight made his heart ache.

Natalie shook her head. Her posture made it clear that if he did not agree, she would not get up.

Without hearing Alexander promise to save her aunt, anxiety gnawed at her heart.

"You gave me a check before, didn't you? I didn't take it then. Please give it to me now. I'm begging you."

Through her tear-filled eyes, Natalie saw Alexander's brows crease.

It looked almost like unwillingness.

Of course.

Ten million.

Back then, he had given her a check, and she had refused it. Now she had come to ask for it again. How could there be such a fool in the world? He was not a merciful deity.

Thinking of this, Natalie hugged Alexander's leg and moved closer to him on her knees.

"Please save my aunt. I... I'll repay you. I definitely will. Please."

As she spoke, she did not know what else she could use to repay him.

Perhaps only this body.

With a despair that still carried a trace of hope, Natalie raised her hand and pulled down the large bathrobe on her body.

Her pale shoulder was exposed, soft and tempting, carrying a faint scent that stirred Alexander's restraint.

But seeing her grief-stricken, desperate expression, Alexander had no heart to think of desire.

He had never been a man who took advantage of someone in danger.

People said a single coin could break a hero.

Ten million meant little to him, but to Natalie, it was a mountain. No wonder such a proud girl had lowered herself to this point.

He reached out and pulled the bathrobe back up to cover her.

But the
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