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    First Edition


	One

	"Joshua Carter, could you please love me?"

	Ruby Bennett closed her eyes, and tears escaped from between her tightly shut eyelids, tracing paths down her cheeks before falling to the ground.

	Joshua Carter stood silently for a long time, hands in his pockets. With his high nose bridge and thin lips, he always seemed ruthless, especially at this moment.

	"Joshua Carter, please. Love me, okay?" Ruby Bennett's eyes remained closed, tears streaming down her face and seeping into the corners of her mouth.

	The bitter taste slowly melted on her tongue and spread through her entire being.

	Joshua Carter struck a match and lit a cigarette. The sudden flare illuminated Ruby Bennett's desolate and hopeless face, like a moth determined to fly into the flame, resolute yet tragic.

	"I can pretend to love you, if you want," he said impatiently, throwing the cigarette to the ground and crushing it under his heel as he looked at her.

	Ruby Bennett was stunned. After a moment, she blinked, then suddenly smiled, as if she hadn't heard Joshua's reply. She just stared intently at Joshua Carter.

	He had always been this cruel; she had always known that. So why had she given him her heart so unreservedly back then?

	Ruby Bennett closed her eyes, trying to recall how she had first met that aloof, lean boy, and how he had captivated her at first sight.

	Their first meeting was on a hot summer day.

	Back then, Ruby Bennett was a naive rich girl, so naive that she dared to venture into the rough neighborhood across town to see what it was like.

	She was shocked the moment she stepped off the bus.

	There were no tidy roads or manicured gardens here; instead, narrow concrete paths wound between buildings, and tattooed men loitered, squatting or standing by the roadside.

	Ruby Bennett was frightened. Her intuition screamed that this was no place for her.

	She turned to look, but the bus had already driven far away.

	Suppressing her fear, Ruby Bennett kept her head down and hurried past the burly men, praying she could leave safely.

	In her panic, she wandered into a dead-end alley. As soon as she turned around, several leering men surrounded her.

	She retreated step by step, while the men pressed closer, spewing vulgarities with lewd and vicious expressions on their faces.

	Her legs gave way, and she collapsed to the ground, trembling with fear.

	The men reached for her. Her screams and cries echoed through the alley, but people ignored them.

	She thought she would die there that day. Numbness set in, and she lost all hope.

	Heaven always offers a glimmer of hope when people are in despair.

	Joshua Carter was that turning point, appearing at the alley's entrance during Ruby Bennett's most critical moment.

	That was enough to make her fall for him for life.

	Ruby Bennett remembered very clearly that when he appeared at the mouth of the alley, he was backlit.

	She had to squint to clearly see his cold face and those dark, intense eyes.

	He coldly told the men to back off.

	The result was obvious: he was surrounded and beaten.

	His lip was split and bleeding, and his whole body was bruised.

	Ruby Bennett screamed in terror, offering them money to stop. He glared at her angrily and yelled, "Idiot, shut up if you want to live!"

	She shut her mouth, which seemed to ease his mind slightly. Seizing an opening, he grabbed the leader by the throat and punched him hard in the nose and eyes several times, leaving the man's face covered in blood.

	He still didn't let go, tightening his grip on the man's neck. The others struck him with metal pipes, drawing blood, but he gritted his teeth and held firm.

	Only when the man in his grasp turned bluish-purple and his eyes bulged did a cold smile touch Joshua's lips.

	Standing opposite him, Ruby Bennett looked at his murderous eyes and cold smile, and suddenly felt that although they were only separated by a few paces, those few paces constituted an entire world.

	 


Two

	He eventually led Ruby Bennett out of the alley. Faced with a teenager more ruthless than a starved wolf, the thugs retreated in disarray.

	He approached Ruby Bennett, who lay limp on the ground. His face was covered in blood, which he didn't bother to wipe away. His dark eyes stood out starkly against the crimson.

	He extended a hand to Ruby Bennett, pursed his thin lips, and remained silent, his eyes filled with impatience and reproach.

	Still shaken from her narrow escape, Ruby Bennett grabbed his hand. He pulled her up firmly.

	His hands were warm and dry with prominent knuckles, steadily holding her still-trembling, slender fingers. Unconsciously, she felt a sense of ease and followed him out of the alley.

	Once out, he let go. Ruby Bennett felt a sudden emptiness where his hand had been.

	She looked down at his long, strong fingers, and unconsciously raised her own hand, trying to recapture the sense of security and comfort she had felt moments before.

	He suddenly raised his arm and pulled Ruby Bennett into his embrace.

	The scent of his sweat, mixed with smoke and blood, forcefully filled Ruby Bennett's nostrils, leaving an indelible mark on her for the rest of her life.

	Ruby Bennett looked up at him, her face flushed, but then her eyes caught sight of the thugs from before, and she immediately froze, too scared to move.

	A lean, middle-aged man stood in front of the thugs, grinning without saying a word.

	Ruby Bennett was at a loss, letting the boy drag her towards the man. "Jake Harrison, this is my woman," he said with a smile.

	The man named Jake Harrison glanced Ruby Bennett up and down, his smile unwavering but silent.

	The thugs behind him shouted, "Joshua Carter, you're lying! No one's ever heard of you having a woman!"

	It was then that Ruby Bennett learned the boy's name was Joshua Carter. Amid her panic, she suddenly thought that Joshua Carter was a beautiful name.

	Joshua Carter ignored the thugs' shouts and simply stared intently at Jake Harrison.

	Jake Harrison and Joshua Carter locked eyes for a moment, then suddenly burst out laughing: "Well done! You've found yourself a fine girl!"
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