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      Chapter 1 - June

      In all my years growing up near the coast, I had never truly loved the sea—until now.

      I closed my eyes and welcomed the breeze as it swept toward me, lifting my hair and cooling my skin. The air hung warm and salty, almost charged. Each breath restored something in me.

      My phone buzzed—almost certainly my mother again. I made sure not to hurry to answer—or even look at it. Ever since she’d learned I’d resigned from the hospital, she hadn’t stopped insisting I’d made a terrible choice. The biggest mistake of my life.

      She called every day until she realized I wasn’t going to pick up. Then the messages came—each one more furious than the last, accusing me of being irresponsible and ruining my life. She asked how I could live with myself, knowing I’d wasted their money and effort raising me to become a doctor.

      I was a useless piece of shit if I wasn’t out there working as a doctor.

      It hurt to know that this was how my mother measured my worth. Especially now, when it would’ve been nice to be appreciated for existing.

      My mother wasn’t the only one searching for me.

      Everyone had been searching, ever since I slipped out of Shanghai without a word.

      When Dad saw my resignation email, he hesitated. He called it a sabbatical—long overdue, he said—and told me I could take it for as long as I needed.

      I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to return. It felt amazing to finally step away from other people’s problems—no longer having to be responsible for someone’s joy in life—someone’s chance at having children.

      I no longer had to worry about the number. The only thing most people seemed to care about when it came to me—the high IVF success rate that meant my patients bet their chances of a happily-ever-after on me. Like a racehorse with a great winning record.

      Still, it was comforting knowing that if I ever chose to return, Dad would make it easy.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of rumors had spread about me at the hospital. What were the nurses saying? And how had my personal assistant, Siti, reacted?

      Siti had been assigned to the new doctor—an ambitious, highly regarded specialist from Scotland, a Cambridge graduate who’d finished at the top of his class. Every now and then, she would send me emails summarizing everything that happened at the hospital.

      I teared up when I saw a picture of the Andersons and their newborn. The couple had undergone twelve rounds of IVF and were on the brink of giving up. They were down to their last frozen egg when they found me. Miraculously, the treatment had worked on the first try, and the mother carried the baby to full term without complications. They finally became parents—in their mid-fifties.

      For now, I was simply grateful to be left alone.

      I made it a habit to send a picture of myself every day to my family’s private messaging group. It was the sensible thing to do—to reassure them I wasn’t lying in a ditch somewhere.

      From time to time, I’d throw in a sarcastic comment about what Chloe had done. Disappearing on us, letting us believe she was dead for ten years. It was a relief to finally say how I really felt about her running away. Better late than never.

      I turned my back to the sea, readying myself for my daily selfie. I was careful not to include the Penang Bridge—a landmark that could give away my location—in the shot before my camera timer counted down to zero.

      There were only three small wooden boats today. Counting them had become my daily obsession. Though the weather this morning seemed perfect to me, I wondered if the storm last night had made the fishermen think twice about going out.

      “Here’s your coffee.”

      “Thank you.”

      I smiled at the friendly Caucasian man who’d apparently taken charge of my orders since the first day I came to the café. Maybe it was because he realized I spoke nothing but English—or maybe he simply liked handling my order himself.

      “Are you here on holiday?” he asked, his thick accent hinting he might be German.

      “Kind of…” I started to explain. “Yes, I guess I am.” Then I realized—I didn’t owe anyone an explanation.

      “What about you?” I asked, lifting the cute gray-and-green cup and saucer. The local brew was served sweet by default, mellowed by condensed milk and a buttery roast that gave it that rich, unmistakable aroma.

      As much as I loved it, I really should cut back.

      Well… one more cup wouldn’t kill me.

      “I live here now,” he paused, then added, “I met my wife while backpacking across Asia.” I couldn’t help but wonder if his wife was local. Maybe I’d save those questions for another day.

      I buried my nose in my cup, and he retreated, sensing that the conversation was over.

      I could never tire of watching the sea now.

      Even though I’d been to the beach many times, it never lost its pull.

      My big brother conveniently lived in a large house with its own private stretch of shoreline in Myrtle Beach, but it just didn’t feel quite the same.

      But somehow, it felt better here.

      Everything was slower, more relaxed, and I had never felt this at ease in my life.

      Even though the heat would be unbearable in about an hour, I didn’t mind it at all.

      I’d gotten used to the weather quickly—shorts, flip-flops, and freedom to do absolutely nothing.

      Then it was time to move indoors.

      Over the last month, I’d visited countless playful, novelty-style museums.

      When I said fun, I really meant fun.

      There was the Wonderfood Museum, the Ghost Museum, the Upside Down Museum, the 3D Trick Art Museum, and the Camera Museum.

      There were also some of the more proper ones—museums dedicated to local history and culture, like the Pinang Peranakan Mansion, the Batik Painting Museum, and the Indian Heritage Museum.

      And those were just the ones I managed to visit in my spare time, on the days when I wasn’t too lazy to wander around town in the sticky, unbearable weather.

      Other times, I ducked into a cool, comfortable café and lost myself in a few pages of whatever book or magazine I could get my hands on.

      Reading purely for pleasure felt like a luxury.

      For years, I’d never had time to read anything other than medical journals, case studies, or patient files.

      Whenever I found a good novel, that nagging feeling that there was always something more pressing would creep in—and I’d abandon the book before I could finish even a few pages.

      It wasn’t that I had trouble getting into a story.

      I just felt ashamed for actually enjoying myself.

      I stared at the black-covered book on the table—Haunting Adeline.

      A story so popular on TikTok, a book that had practically lived on my bedside table for at least a year—or God knows how long—and I’d finally managed to get past chapter two.

      Guilt-free.

      Honestly, I never expected to see the book sold here.

      I’d assumed people here were more conservative—that even mentioning sex was considered taboo.

      “Hey!”

      A familiar voice cut through my thoughts, reminding me I wasn’t really alone in the busy café.

      I knew he was arriving today, yet somehow, seeing him still caught me off guard. Especially since I was living in his house, using pretty much everything he owned.

      “Dannie.”

      He leaned down and kissed me on the cheek.

      “Morning, I thought you weren’t getting here until the afternoon.”

      “Yeah, I finished work earlier.”

      His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows; his top buttons undone, revealing a glimpse of his broad chest.

      I couldn’t help feeling a little warmer just looking at him.

      “You didn’t have time to change first?”

      He glanced down at his clothes—his shirt and suit trousers, obviously too formal for this laid-back town—and chuckled.

      “I wanted to check on you first. But I’d forgotten how hot the weather is.”

      Without another word, he sat across from me and waved to the elderly Chinese man taking orders at another table.

      “One kopi peng,” he called out before the man reached us. Then they exchanged a few more words in a Chinese dialect I didn’t recognize.

      “You look well rested.”

      I nodded in agreement just as a strange awareness hit me.

      My shoulders had dropped.

      My posture relaxed.

      My eyes were soft.

      My breathing was slow.

      I had nowhere to be, no responsibilities to bear.

      So this was what it felt like—to actually unwind.

      It was strange how I’d forgotten what that even meant.

      The constant knot of anxiety that used to sit at the bottom of my belly was gone.

      I made a mental note to check my blood pressure at some point—maybe at a walk-in clinic for a small fee.

      Dannie slouched in the red plastic chair, his posture easy as he exhaled deeply.

      “Isn’t this beautiful?” he said, shaking his head from side to side as if he couldn’t quite believe the view himself.

      “Yes. There’s something magical about this place.”

      The view wasn’t spectacular by any means.

      The water was muddy, the color gray.

      There were thousands of beaches that outshone this one easily—plenty of oceans back in the States.

      The old man returned with an iced coffee in a bluish, opaque plastic cup, a small orange plate stacked with toasts, and a white ceramic bowl of half-boiled eggs. He mumbled something under his breath, and Dannie handed him a red note—maybe two or three dollars’ worth. The old man set down a few coins in change before shuffling away, leaving us alone.

      “You can’t eat this,” I said, wrinkling my nose.

      What Dannie ordered was a local dish. I’d noticed plenty of cafés, “kopitiams,” they called them, serving the same thing. It was a well-loved breakfast here. The slices glistened with butter, or maybe margarine, sprinkled generously with castor sugar. The eggs looked perfectly poached at first glance, but their whites still shimmered—barely set. And the drink, of course, was syrupy and sweet, something I’d reluctantly grown addicted to.

      “You can’t get this anywhere else,” he said. “Some restaurants tried to mimic it in Hong Kong, but it’s just never quite the same.”

      He drew a circle of soy sauce over the eggs, then dusted them with white pepper before dipping the sweet toast into the bowl like a sauce.

      “You have to try this.”

      “No.” I shook my head, horrified at the thought of dipping bread into raw egg. Before I could finish, Dannie flicked the spoon—and the toxic-looking bite landed straight into my mouth.

      “Fuck.” I stared at him, eyes wide, jaw slack. “This is fucking amazing!”

      He laughed as I shamelessly stole his breakfast, pulling the plate and bowl toward my side of the table.

      “Should I order another one for myself?” he teased.

      I didn’t answer—too busy devouring his. He grinned, already shouting the second order across the room. The old man barked something in reply, acknowledging it.

      “I guess it’s safe enough if all these people eat it every day,” I said weakly, trying to reason with myself. But my mouth—and my heart—clearly wanted more.

      “How have you been?” Dannie asked, his voice sharp and firm, his eyes cutting straight into mine.

      When I left Kai’s penthouse last month, I flagged down the first taxi I saw and went straight to the airport. I didn’t have a destination in mind—only that I needed to get out of there. At the airport, I bought the first flight leaving Shanghai.

      Everyone called. But I let them all go to voicemail.

      Except Dannie.

      “I’m good.” I smiled. “Never been better.”

      He nodded lightly, his gaze searching mine, as if checking whether I meant it. “Then I’m happy for you.”

      “I want to thank you for letting me stay at yours. It was a lovely place.”

      Dannie had offered me his home the moment he found out where I was. He texted me his address and the building’s access codes—no questions asked.

      A few days later, during a call, I learned that he was part of a program called Malaysia My Second Home. One of the requirements was to own property worth at least one million Malaysian ringgit—around two hundred and fifty thousand US dollars.

      The property he’d bought was in a community popular among expats.

      “How did you know I was here, by the way?” My heart skipped a beat as I realized that I’d never told Dannie where I was staying.

      “Linda told me.” Dannie caught my unease and added quickly, “She said you’ve been coming here every morning for coffee.”

      “Ah, I see.” My shoulders relaxed as I stopped scanning the café for people hiding behind bushes. “Of course she did. She’s the one who recommended this place.”

      Linda and her family lived next door to Dannie. They’d moved to Penang so their daughter, May, could attend an international school here. After failing to get into their preferred school in China, Linda and her husband decided to sell everything they owned and move to Malaysia.

      I was genuinely shocked when Linda told me their story. I couldn’t believe the trouble they went through just for their child’s education. Her best friend’s son had been accepted into Harvard Law, Linda told me proudly—as if her daughter was already on an Ivy League waitlist just by attending the same school.

      It reminded me of some of my patients who flew across the globe to see me for IVF treatments—desperate for a chance to have children.

      “She loves it in Penang so much that she started a sort of Chinese parents’ association,” Dannie said, sipping his iced coffee through a straw and letting out a satisfied sigh.

      “Oh? Is that why her house is always full of visitors?”

      “Yes, you noticed that too? She’s known for her Hunan cooking. I’m surprised she hasn’t invited you over.”

      I smiled, thinking of the friendly woman. “Oh, she has, but I kept declining her invitations.” The truth was, I just wasn’t comfortable attending a dinner where I didn’t speak the language or know anyone. “Maybe next time.”

      Now that Dannie was here, I wouldn’t mind going with him.

      It had been a month since I last saw Dannie, but it felt as if we’d just seen each other yesterday.

      I’d considered renting an apartment through Airbnb—turning down his offer had been my first instinct. But his text came almost instantly, apologizing that he wouldn’t be able to check on me until the following month.

      He knew I wanted to be left alone.

      He always did—better than I knew myself, sometimes.

      Everyone else demanded that I pick up their calls, or that I return to certain places.

      Kai called daily. His voicemails started with pleading, then shifted to desperation, and finally to demands to see me. He kept insisting I trust him—promising he had a plan, that everything was under control.

      I’d heard enough. Each voicemail said the same thing in a slightly different tone. In the end, I blocked his number.

      If trust can be earned, then it can be lost.

      When it hit me that I was falling in love with Kai, my head warned me I was going to get hurt. My heart told me to trust him—that he was trying, that he was proving himself to me. What I ended up with was disappointment—one after another.

      I thought I understood heartache.

      But I didn’t.

      None of the sadness or loneliness I’d felt before compared to the damage a few words from him could cause.

      I watched as Dannie’s eyes brightened with excitement when his toast and eggs arrived.

      “You want more?” he asked, clearly not minding if I did.

      “You go ahead,” I said, watching him enjoy the delicacy in front of him. “Actually, I changed my mind.” I snatched the last sugary slice off his plate, waiting for him to raise his voice—or at least scold me—for stealing his favorite food.

      Instead, he just beamed at me like an idiot.

      “We should start coming here every day.”
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      Chapter 2 - Kai

      “I’m doing everything I can to be with you. Love you.”

      I hit send—again. It had become a ritual. A form of self-punishment I refused to break. For three weeks now, that tiny flicker of hope was the only thing keeping me sane.

      Within seconds, the red warning icon appeared. Then another popped up, asking me to try again later.

      Either June had changed her number… or she’d blocked me.

      I preferred the latter. Because I was a fool—and I deserved it.

      For now, all I could do was keep trying. Maybe one day—when she could spare an ounce of pity and let me back into her life—I’d know she was ready.

      My text would go through.

      That would be my sign. Proof that she was ready to listen again.

      Still, disappointment slammed into me when that red exclamation mark stared back.

      Every. Single. Time.

      It comforted me, in a cruel way, that her brother couldn’t reach her either. Not like me—completely cut off and cast out of her world. Lincoln had at least received a message in the family group chat, letting them know she was safe.

      Apparently, she was “relaxed” and “having a good time by the sea.”

      Somewhere she didn’t want me to find her.

      There were moments I suspected my best friend was hiding something. That maybe he was helping June avoid me—tucking her away in his beach house, spinning this story about her being “by the sea.”

      But Lincoln wouldn’t do that. It was too cruel, especially for someone who’d lived through that kind of loss.

      He knew what it felt like—losing someone you loved. His wife, Chloe, had once vanished for a decade before he found her again. He understood what that kind of absence did to a man—how it hollowed a man from the inside until nothing but guilt and longing were left to rattle around your chest.

      It had taken a week for Lincoln to speak to me again. He’d heard how violently my mom had attacked his baby sister—and how I’d failed to protect her.

      He had every right to hate me.

      Part of me agreed with him.

      For years, he’d understood how badly I wanted to break free of that woman’s control. Boarding school. University in the States. Building my business outside China. All of it had been my rebellion, my way of clawing distance from her grip.

      But when it truly mattered—when June needed me to stand up to her—I failed.

      Choosing my parent over June was the lowest point of my life.

      The mad woman’s tantrums were nothing new. If she wasn’t raging at me, she turned her venom on her husband, his mistress, or their son. Eventually, she’d calm down, regret it, and pretend nothing had happened.

      I told myself it was duty that made me stay.

      Pity.

      Fear.

      Take your pick.

      But deep down, I knew—someone like her would never find happiness. And I’d inherited her weakness: the need to please the person who hurt me most.

      That was how she’d gotten me to date the women she handpicked.

      How she made me say yes to marrying Lucy.

      The sigh that escaped me was long, hollow. Defeated.

      I sat there, staring at the polished black marble floor. Soft gold and gray veins glimmered under the warm backlight from the shelving behind me. I twirled my chair slowly, watching the reflection shift, letting the patterns morph into unfamiliar shapes—like clouds I used to chase as a boy.

      “Li Zhong.”

      Her soft voice startled me, even though I’d been expecting her at this exact hour.

      “Good morning, Angela.”

      The older woman stepped into the room, her tan skin warm under the morning light. She wore a loose cotton blouse and beige slacks, her silver-streaked hair pulled neatly into a bun. I had specifically asked her to dress casually—no scrubs, no nurse’s uniform that might alert the old woman to Angela’s real purpose in this house.

      Her eyes were sharp and observant, the kind that saw far more than one ever admitted. That was precisely why I hired her.

      “Mrs. Li appears to be in good spirits today,” she reported, her tone professional, even soothing. “However, she’s asked to see you again—the fourth time this week.”

      I shook my head without hesitation. “No.”

      The answer came quickly, before my conscience could soften. She deserved no rewards, no affection. Not after what she did.

      Still, a flicker of guilt twisted inside me. The woman hadn’t set foot outside in weeks.

      “Speak with Andy,” I said finally, loosening my tie. “Have her arrange something.”

      Compassion. A useless, dangerous thing.

      The moment it surfaced, I crushed it down. Heat rose in my chest as resentment burned through reason, my mother’s voice echoing in my mind—shrill, vicious—and the memory of her nails raking across June’s face.

      “That’s wonderful news. She’ll be thrilled to see you,” Angela said lightly, clearly mistaking my pause for agreement.

      I exhaled sharply and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Actually, invite a few of her friends over for Mahjong. Have Andy pull a guest list.” I paused, as if it had just occurred to me. “And make sure her medication dosage is increased slightly. Keep her calm.”

      Angela’s lips pressed into a firm line. “Yes, Li Zhong. I’ll handle it.”

      “Good.”

      I waved a hand to dismiss her, and she gave a curt nod before stepping back, bowing slightly as she left my office—a space no one entered without my permission.

      Angela came highly recommended by a friend—a man who had survived a family empire far more toxic than mine.

      He told me she had a way of handling difficult parents, the kind who thrived on control and emotional warfare.

      I didn’t ask for details. I didn’t need to. She was perfect for what I needed, even if I could never explain why.

      I knew she was sick—had been for years. But in her world, sickness of the mind didn’t exist. You were either sane or insane. There was no middle ground. No treatment. No redemption.

      That was why she never helped Jenny.

      To her, Jenny’s breakdown was self-inflicted—a weakness, not an illness.

      Once you admitted you were broken, you gave the demon a name. And once the demon had a name, it owned you.

      But enough was enough.

      I’d put up with her madness for long enough. Her moods, her impossible standards, her manipulative games.

      But the moment she laid hands on June… that was the line I could never cross again.

      The memory struck me in fragments: June’s face, pale and pleading. One hand reaching for me, the other pressed against her stomach where my so-called mother’s knife had found her.

      I hadn’t slept properly since that night. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her again—her lips forming my name in silence, begging me to help.

      I should sell the penthouse.

      It used to be my refuge—a space untouched by the crazy woman’s control. Now it felt cursed, a mausoleum of my failure. Even the marble floors seemed to whisper reminders of what I’d lost.

      I rose from my chair, the brown leather groaning beneath me, and stretched until my neck cracked. The sound echoed faintly against the hum of the air conditioning.

      From the corridor, a large silhouette appeared. Tall, broad-shouldered, moving with quiet precision. I allowed myself a small smile.

      “Dave, my most trusted man,” I called. “How are you today?”

      “I’m okay, boss.” His voice relaxed, but he looked different. Thinner. Sharper. The man had lost at least fifteen pounds since I last saw him.

      “You sure you’re ready to be back?” I asked. “You could’ve taken another month.”

      He shrugged, offering a faint grin. “Didn’t feel right sitting around while you were here alone.”

      “What’s your plan today?” I asked out of habit. I never actually needed to. His plans were mine by default.

      “Whatever you have in mind, boss.”

      Dave’s voice carried that usual calm—a mix of soldier’s discipline and streetwise patience. The new scar across his scalp caught the light, pale against his dark skin, like a caterpillar crawling slowly across the curve of his skull.

      He didn’t try to hide it, and the scar didn’t seem to bother him.

      I minded.

      Every time I saw that scar, it reminded me what loyalty looked like—and what my choices had cost others. Dave had followed my orders to the letter, nearly dying in the process while protecting the woman I loved.

      “How about lunch out today?” I said, masking the heaviness in my chest. “I’ve been meaning to try that new place on the waterfront.”

      His eyes lit faintly. “Food? You don’t have to ask twice.”

      I smirked. That was Dave’s one weakness.

      Feeding him was the closest thing to thanks I could offer.

      “We’ll go after we stop by the office. Andy should be there soon.”

      Speaking of Andy, I’d tripled her salary after what happened. Not because she asked, but because it was the right thing to do.

      Her loyalty had never been in question, but gratitude, I’d learned, needed to be shown in currency, not words.

      People were easy to replace.

      Loyalty wasn’t.

      And I was done losing the few people I trusted.

      My self-imposed thirty-minute limit in this house was up. That was as long as I could stand to be here—long enough to make sure the insane lady was stable, medicated, managed… and then I was gone.

      Angela handled the morning updates now—vitals, behavior, mood. If anything seemed off, she contacted Dr. Jackson directly. I didn’t even have to ask.

      Jackson had been treating my cousin Jenny at the facility for years. Keeping him on my payroll gave me control—over her care, over Mom’s, over the chaos that used to swallow this family whole.

      Confidentiality gets flexible when the checks clear fast enough.

      I shouldn’t have wondered about June, but I did.

      Every morning, she found her way back into my thoughts like the tide—steady, inevitable.

      The old me would’ve sent someone to track her down. Quietly. Efficiently. Just to know where she was, what she was doing, whether she was sleeping, eating, breathing. That was how I showed I cared—through control.

      But Lincoln had warned me.

      Give her space, Kai. Let her breathe.

      He was right. If there was even a chance that June might forgive me someday, I had to stop chasing ghosts.

      I adjusted my cufflinks, the habit grounding me as I strode toward the main door, my pace brisk.

      Work.

      The office was the only place I could bury the noise in my head.

      Numbers didn’t bleed.

      Contracts didn’t cry.

      “Kai, my son.”

      The voice froze me mid-step.

      My so-called father stood by the elevator, one hand in his pocket, the other straightening his unnaturally dark hair, slicked back with gel.

      Behind him, his other son trailed in like a shadow—silent, wide-eyed, uncomfortable.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked flatly.

      “Is that how you greet your daddy?” His voice dropped, reprimanding. That old practiced sternness, the kind that made him sound like he still believed he had authority.

      Forcing a thin smile that didn’t reach my eyes. “You picked the wrong house for that lecture.”

      My gaze shifted to the younger man behind him. “And what’s he doing here?”

      I jabbed a finger in my half-brother’s direction. “Last I checked, Mother banned your other family from setting foot in this place.”

      The old man’s jaw tightened. “Manners, Kai. Have I not taught you⁠—”

      “No, Dad,” I cut him off, the word Dad dripping with irony. “You didn’t teach me much of anything. You were absent for most of it, remember?”

      I took a step closer, my voice calm but edged with steel. “How about his manners? Shouldn’t he be greeting his big brother? Or am I just as much a stranger to him as you’ve always been to me?”

      “Shut up!” His voice cracked through the air, hand rising in a reflex he probably didn’t even realize he still had.

      I almost smiled.

      Got you.

      My words had done exactly what I intended—dragged the mask right off his face.

      That man had never been known for his temper. Not with the woman he chose to marry.

      Which meant if he’d finally snapped… something had changed.

      And I wasn’t sure yet if that was good—or dangerous.

      “You can’t hit me.” My voice was low but steady, threaded with the kind of calm that made men like him uneasy. I shook my head slightly, curling the corner of my lip into something between a smirk and a warning. “I’m much stronger than you.”

      Then I turned—slowly, deliberately—to the teenage boy standing behind him. “And him.”

      I hadn’t practiced martial arts lately—hadn’t needed to—but every muscle in my body remembered. The drills, the bruises, the lessons he’d paid for but never cared to watch. It was all still there, waiting beneath the surface.

      “I need to talk to my wife.”

      Dad’s voice cut through the tension, sharp and commanding, but it didn’t move me.

      He closed the distance, ignoring me entirely, but I stayed rooted. I held my ground, unblinking, the way he’d once taught me to when facing an opponent stronger than myself.

      Only now, the lesson was his to learn.

      He stopped inches from me. I could see the fine lines around his eyes, the scent of his aftershave clashing with the stale smell of his cigarette breath.

      “Move,” he said.

      Turning slightly, I avoided his breath but not his gaze. My chest lifted higher. My feet anchored to the marble floor.

      If I moved, I’d lose.

      And surrender wasn’t in my blood.

      “You can talk to me.”

      “No,” he growled. “I want to talk to your mother.”

      I closed my eyes and inhaled through my mouth. Of course. That was what this was really about.

      He wanted something—he always wanted something.

      And with his bastard son now old enough to be paraded around like an heir, I could guess—his timing was unmistakable.

      It was time.

      He was here to settle something—once and for all.

      Divorce. Recognition. Legitimacy for his mistress and bastard son.

      Whatever polite word he’d dreaded since he first walked out.

      And it had finally arrived—at the worst possible time.

      “No.” My hand came up, palm flat against his chest. The fabric of his suit was rough against my skin. I pushed, not hard, but enough to make him step back. “Whatever you want to say to her, you can say to me.”

      I turned to Dave. Our eyes met, a silent exchange passing between us. I didn’t want the old woman disturbed—not today, not ever. But I also knew if we stayed here any longer, she’d sense something was wrong.

      Dave wouldn’t lay a hand on him unless I said the word, but he had no problem escorting him out if it came to that.

      “Get the car ready,” I grunted, not looking away from him. “You can join me in the car if you want, but you’re not staying.”

      It was my way of compromising. Or giving him an exit before things got ugly. If the old bastard knew me at all, he’d take it.

      “You shouldn’t talk to Dad like that.”

      The voice was low, coarse, cracking with the strain of adolescence.

      I turned toward the kid. My annoying teenager.

      Last time I’d seen him, he was barely reaching my shoulder. Now, he stood almost eye-level with me.

      His shoulders had filled out, and his jaw was trying to sharpen—and I hated it.

      Hated that he’d inherited the same height, the same eyes, the same genes that made him look like me.

      The idea of him growing taller, stronger, looking down at me one day—it made my skin crawl.

      It wasn’t in my control—unless I hired someone to break his fucking legs.

      “Get the fuck out now—while you can walk on your own legs.” My tone dropped low, lethal. I moved toward the door, ignoring the two pairs of eyes burning into my back. Their stares were empty threats.

      Dave could handle an old man and a trembling boy on his own. I didn’t even have to lift a finger.

      We soon reached the main entrance of the apartment. Clare stood by the car, brows raised at the sight of Dad. The driver opened the back door nearest to me. I gestured for that man to go first.

      A man in suit emerged from the visitor parking bay. Clare’s instincts kicked in—she moved to block him until I lifted a hand. I recognized him immediately—my father’s driver and assistant.

      Dad’s mistress never allowed female staff around him now. Not after the affair. She’d tried everything—older women, less attractive ones—but it didn’t matter. The old bastard didn’t have a type. His type was anything with legs and a pulse.

      Muttering to his assistant, he slid into my car. The driver backed off right away.

      “Not you.” I blocked the kid as he tried to follow. “This ride’s not for you.”

      “But…” he stammered, his voice breaking. “Daddy⁠—”

      Between the acne and the wobbling voice, it was hard to take him seriously.

      The window rolled down. Half of his face appeared, his expression softening. “It’s okay, son. Go with Uncle Rong. I’ll see you at home.”

      The warmth in his voice—gentle, patient, almost loving. Emotions I didn’t want to name stirred.

      My little jerk nodded obediently, and something twisted in my chest.

      Jealousy. Perhaps.

      Or something uglier.

      I couldn’t recall a single moment he’d spoken to me with that kind of softness.

      Perhaps he had, once—but I couldn’t remember.
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      Chapter 3 - June

      Though I was practically the guest—the lodger—in Dannie’s home, he acted like it was the other way around.

      He handled everything as if the walls belonged to me, not him. Whether it was okay to use the remote, to turn on the light, or even to close a door.

      “You know I don’t own this place, right?” I chuckled, watching him hesitate by the window, one hand clutching the curtain.

      “I know,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “But I just wanted to make sure you’re…”

      He paused, pulled a face, and searched for the right word. “Settled.”

      Was “comfortable” really the word he meant? He had asked me how I was earlier, and I’d given him the polite, automatic answer: I’m fine, thanks. Which, in truth, meant: Please don’t ask me more.

      He tiptoed around like someone afraid to disturb the air. Moving from room to room like a restless shadow—bedroom, kitchen, living area—opening and closing cupboards as if he were rediscovering a space that no longer belonged to him.

      I lay sprawled on the recliner in front of the TV, a paperback open but forgotten on my lap.

      It was supposed to be one of those “dark and twisty” romance novels everyone raved about online, but my focus was shot.

      He was more entertaining than anything on TV.

      It was easier to track his movements than follow the words on the page.

      “What are you looking for?” I asked finally, curiosity breaking through my quiet. “Whatever it is, there’s a chance I might know where it is.”

      “Some batteries,” he muttered, rifling through a drawer. “I thought I had some spare somewhere.”

      “Oh—yeah.” I bit my lip, guilty. “I stole them from your AC remote.”

      He froze, then started grinning. His face flushed red as he fanned himself with one hand. “I knew I wasn’t going crazy.”

      “You weren’t,” I teased. “I meant to replace them, but it… slipped my mind.”

      “It was you, huh?” He winked, still grinning as he fanned his overheated face. “Aren’t you boiling in here? Why don’t you have the AC on?”

      “I’m used to it, actually.” I started to rise, shoving my book aside. “Do you want it on?”

      I stood too quickly, and a sharp groan escaped before I could stop it.

      “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      Dannie crossed the space between us in three long, graceful strides. He moved like he used to dance—quietly, but with purpose.

      I shook my head. “It’s okay. I’m alright.”

      “Let me see.”

      He guided me gently back down into the recliner. His touch was firm but never forceful.

      “May I?” His hand hovered at the hem of my blue tie-dye T-shirt.

      I nodded. “Like I said, I’m alright.”

      He lifted the fabric just below my chest, revealing the faint, faded red lines that ran along my abdomen—scars that had healed but still whispered their story.

      “Did you go to a doctor?” he asked carefully.

      “I am a doctor, remember?”

      “So you didn’t go to the doctor.”

      Silence was my answer.

      He was right.

      “I…” I opened my mouth to argue, but nothing came out.

      Every reason I thought of—too tired, too scared, too ashamed—sounded pathetic even in my own head.

      “I understand,” Dannie interrupted gently, saving me from the weight of my own excuses.

      “I have done the same thing—avoiding the doctor. You tell yourself you’ll be fine. Because it’s not life-threatening. You don’t want people to fuss. You don’t want people to think you want them to fuss. You’re afraid they’ll see the truth—that you’re hurt. That you lost. That you’re weak.”

      His voice quiet as he crouched beside me. “I’ve been there. I really do.”

      I stared at his reflection on the dark TV screen instead of at him.

      Not everything he said was true, but he wasn’t far off.

      My vision blurred.

      “You reacted the only way you could,” he continued, quieter now. “Fast. Then once you got here, you didn’t want anyone to know. You were too proud to ask for help. You thought you could handle it alone. You’d rather die than let anyone see you broken.”

      His words hit harder than I expected.

      “Enough.”

      The roar tore from my throat before I could stop it—raw, trembling, full of hurt.

      “You’re right,” I snapped. “You see right through me. Are you happy now?”

      “Not really.”

      He reached out, his large hand cupping my cheek. His thumb brushed away a tear before I even realized it had fallen.

      “I know exactly how you feel,” he murmured. “And it’s going to stay with you longer than you think.”

      “What will?” My voice came out in a whisper.

      “The attack.”

      He touched one of the marks on my stomach, and instinctively, I flinched.

      “You’re not in pain, are you?”

      “No.” I shook my head gently.

      “It’s just your body,” he said, voice low, almost clinical now. “It remembers. Flinching, jumping—it’s doing what it needs to do. It’s trying to protect you, even when there’s nothing left to fight.”

      I breathed out a long, shaky sigh. “I knew this. I learned about this in med school.”

      But I never expected it to happen like this—stabbed by a middle-aged woman, the mother of my crush.
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