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    First Edition


Chapter 13

	Today the sky was cloudless, sunlight scattering itself recklessly over the rubber-scented field.

	People were heckling, and Gideon's fans were loudly jeering at me.

	Some even tried to make trouble on the track, getting in my way.

	Silas kept hauling the troublemakers off, running alongside me outside the track, shouting earnestly at the top of his lungs.

	"Sis, go go go! You're the best!"

	On the final stretch, the sprint, sweat had soaked my brow, my eyelids too heavy to lift, my chest letting out breaths like grinding stones.

	But not far ahead, I could see a figure of light waving both arms, standing at the finish, opening his wings like an angel, then pulling me into his arms.

	Gideon was half a step behind me, his face not looking good, forcing himself to walk up shoulder to shoulder with me at the finish line.

	I nestled in Silas's arms. He smelled faintly of sunlight.

	At that moment, this person kept nuzzling my face with his fluffy big head, eyes curving with delight.

	"You won! Amazing!"

	He looped one arm around my back, slid the other beneath my knees, and gently lifted me into a princess carry.

	When my view flipped upside down, all I could see were Silas's crisp, almost sharp lines—not the soft look he usually had—a charm where youth and maturity coexisted.

	"You really are too much for me," I sighed.

	How is any human supposed to resist a creature whose eyes hold only you, every moment, as if you were his entire world?

	"Put her down."

	Gideon blocked our path, expressionless, but a storm gathering at the bottom of his eyes.

	"Gideon," I lifted my head slowly and said, word by word, "don't make me look down on you."


Chapter 14

	In the days that followed, each of us kept to ourselves. Gideon and I became like two parallel lines that never crossed.

	After the college entrance exams, Silas brought up over dinner one night that he wanted to intern at the family company over the break.

	My stepfather looked surprised. He'd basically given up hope of Silas ever taking over the business.

	"You can try out at a subsidiary first. But you'll have to show me results."

	The unspoken meaning: he was now willing to groom Silas to take over the family business one day.

	Silas nodded, his gaze drifting naturally to me, and he blinked, his lashes long, like built-in eyeliner.

	I caught myself biting down on my chopsticks, the corners of my mouth lifting.

	The exams were just over, no results yet, and I wanted to head back to school to pack up my things.

	"Silas, want to go to school together?"

	Silas, who'd already been interning for several days and was on his weekend off, raised a pale, slender arm and said, beaming, "Sure."

	But the moment we got to school, Silas, the homeroom teacher's prized student, got dragged off to help organize files.

	I went to the classroom alone, packed up my things, and was about to go wait for Silas at the gate.

	The second I stepped out the classroom door, I saw a tall figure leaning against the wall. It was Gideon.

	I instantly took a step back, scanning the empty hallway around me a few times.

	It's not that I was being overly cautious—this guy had once, when no one was around, locked me in an empty classroom, just the two of us.

	He'd dragged a chair over and sat in front of me, staring at me without blinking.

	It took a long time before he murmured.

	"I really want to lock you in a cage. Never let you go anywhere."

	Gideon's face had gone even paler, like he might faint the next moment.

	"Can you really not like me? Even if I'd give you everything I have."

	"The Crane fortune, the power—or, if you want, my life?"

	He stood at the line where light met shadow, his tone sounding very calm.

	As if all I had to do was nod and he'd hand it all over, himself included.

	But I wasn't the original heroine, and I had no desire to get tangled up in a sickness like this.

	So, keeping my eyes on his every move, I edged backward step by step, planning to shut the door fast once I made it into the classroom.

	The farther from a creep, the better.

	He watched me retreat, expressionless—and then, in the instant the door was about to close, suddenly thrust out an arm, jamming it in the gap.

	The force was enough to flood his pale skin red as Gideon forced the door open.

	A hand reached toward me.

	I was a little scared, instinctively groping for something around me I could use.

	Then Gideon was suddenly slammed to the floor by a vast, invisible force.

	I watched Silas's eyes flood almost entirely with ink-black, his sharp teeth already breaking through his lip.

	A few pink tentacles flickered in and out of the air, one of them lashed tight around Gideon on the floor, nearly choking him to death.

	"Silas, calm down, calm down. You can't kill anyone—you'll be exposed."

	I kept soothing this person in front of me, pushed nearly past the edge of reason.

	In my mind there was only one thought: I couldn't let Gideon, who carried the male-lead's plot armor, learn Silas's true nature. I couldn't gamble on it.

	In my desperation, I thought of the one thing that could shock Silas most—fighting fire with fire.

	The instant our lips met, it was very soft, like jelly, a needle-fine tingle like an electric current spreading bit by bit from the point of contact through my whole body.

	Silas's tentacles went still. After a moment, one touched gently at the reddened corner of my eye, as if comforting me.

	"Don't be scared, don't be scared. I'm here. I came to protect you."

	That voice—soft to an almost excessive degree—shattered the too-calm armor I'd worn for so long.

	I couldn't help a small choke, and managed an "It's okay."

	"But what if he saw you?"

	Gideon shook his head, the red in his eyes not yet faded, and when he lowered his head, there was an inhuman, inorganic quality to him.

	"He'll forget."

	Mortals, when not permitted, cannot retain the sight of a god.


Chapter 15

	In the empty classroom, light and shadow fell through layers of leaves onto a single figure.

	He clutched his head and slowly sat up.

	His clenched fist gradually opened, revealing a green leaf.

	The most common plant in this season—plenty of them on the tree outside the classroom, often landing at random in some student's hair, silent and unnoticed.

	"What is this?"

	His expression was a little dazed.


Chapter 16

	After we got home, I sat cross-legged on the couch and lectured Silas about not exposing his true form.

	Silas was a little embarrassed that I now knew he was an octopus.

	He ducked his head, the back of his once-pale neck flushed fully ripe.

	After listening seriously to my lecture for a while, he suddenly snapped his head up.

	"How soon are you going to marry me?"

	The hand holding my water paused, set the cup down with a faint tremble, and produced an enormous question mark.

	Silas stared at me, bashful, his big eyes blazing with light.

	"Back in our homeland, being kissed by the opposite sex means you're going to marry them."

	Seeing I had no real reaction, he leaned in close, his cold fingertips touching my skin, sending a jolt through me.

	Pink tentacles spread upward from my calf, that suckered, octopus-grip sensation carrying a feeling I couldn't quite name.

	"And if I don't want to marry you?"

	Silas's tentacles coiled around my ankle, his long lashes trembling, his voice hoarse.

	"Then will you marry me?"

	For some reason, I felt my face go a little hot.

	But I still pushed him off and stammered, "L-let me think about it."

	The instant my bedroom door closed, I saw Silas curled into a ball clutching a fat cartoon plush—probably a little sad at being turned down, looking pitiful.

	Come to think of it, I was the one who kissed him first.

	In the middle of the night, I tossed and turned in bed, unable to sleep.

	Early the next morning, sporting two dark circles, I said to Silas, who'd been keeping watch at my door since dawn, "Getting married is too soon."

	"We haven't done any of the steps—confessing, dating, none of it."

	A little embarrassed, I said slowly, "Let's just start with you being my boyfriend."

	"Sis!"

	Silas's eyes nearly crinkled shut with delight, and he leaned in with boundless enthusiasm, like a hyperactive golden retriever, confessing his love to me from every conceivable angle.

	Half an hour later, I mercilessly pushed his face away, all my shyness gone.

	"I've heard enough, thanks."

	But at an angle I couldn't see, Silas's smile was very tender.

	He said, low, "I've liked you for a very, very long time. From the first moment I saw you."
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