Chapter 11

But the color had drained from her face, and no amount of composure could hide the tension gathering in her expression.

The moment Adrian’s eyes turned to her, she reflexively clutched her stomach and called out shakily, “Adrian…”

Her eyes were red, and she turned her face away in panic.

I saw it clearly then.

There was nowhere left for her to run.

He stared at me for a long moment, his voice rough when he finally spoke.

“Claire, have you really been planning to keep this from me forever?”

My throat tightened so badly I could barely breathe.

“I…”

“Who told you that?” Adrian took a step closer, his gaze fixed on me. “Who told you the child wasn’t mine?”

I bit down hard on my lip and said nothing.

He let out a short, humorless laugh, but there was no amusement in it at all. “You’d rather believe some forged report than ask me one question? Claire, in your eyes, am I really that untrustworthy?”

My fingers curled into my palms.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to ask.

It was that I’d never had the courage.

I came from the orphanage. I had never belonged anywhere. Someone like me had no right to stand beside someone like Adrian Sterling in the first place. The moment anything went wrong, my first instinct was always the same—I was the one who should leave.

Adrian’s jaw tightened. Then, after a long silence, he said in a low voice, “Do you know what hurt me the most?”

I looked up at him.

“It wasn’t that you doubted me.” His eyes were dark and steady, almost frighteningly calm. “It was that the first thing you thought of was running.”

My chest clenched.

He was right.

From the beginning, all I had thought about was escape.

If the child wasn’t his, I would leave.
If the Sterling family refused to accept me, I would leave.
If that woman’s pregnancy was real, I would still leave.

I had already prepared myself for the worst before he had ever said a single word.

Adrian suddenly reached out and pulled me into his arms.

I froze.

His embrace was so tight it almost hurt, like he was afraid that if he loosened his grip even slightly, I would disappear again.

“Claire,” he said against my hair, his voice low and strained, “listen to me carefully. I never touched that woman.”

I went rigid.

“She was using me. Or rather, using my name.” His arms tightened. “The pregnancy test and medical report had nothing to do with me.”

My mind went blank for a second.

I didn’t dare move. I didn’t even dare breathe too hard.

Then I heard myself ask, almost in a whisper, “Then why didn’t you explain?”

Adrian went quiet.

After a few seconds, he said hoarsely, “Because by the time I found out, you were already gone.”

The words hit me like a knife.

I shut my eyes hard.
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He lowered his head, his forehead nearly resting against mine. “I was angry. Angry that you didn’t trust me. Angry that you sentenced me without even giving me a chance to defend myself. But more than that…” He paused, and when he spoke again, his voice had gone even lower. “I was scared.”

I looked at him in shock.

Adrian Sterling was afraid?

He gave a bitter laugh. “I was afraid that no matter what I said, you still wouldn’t stay.”

My heart trembled violently.

For years, I had thought I was the only one hurting.
The only one who had been abandoned by fate.
The only one who had been left behind.

But at that moment, looking at him, I suddenly realized that all these years, he had been suffering too.

I opened my mouth, but before I could say anything, he released me just enough to look me in the eye.

“Do you still have that report?”

I hesitated, then nodded.

“It’s in my phone.”

“Show me.”

My hands shook as I pulled out my phone and opened the file I had kept for so long that it had nearly become a scar. I handed it to him.

Adrian glanced down at it, his expression turning colder with every line.

A few seconds later, he gave a harsh, quiet laugh.

“This is fake.”

I stared at him.

He lifted his eyes to mine. “Claire, do you really think I’d let something like DNA paternity testing happen without knowing?”

My lips parted, but no sound came out.

He tapped the screen with one finger. “The hospital name is wrong. The formatting is off. Even the doctor’s signature is forged.”

I felt the blood drain from my face.

I had clung to this thing for so long.
Believed it.
Feared it.
Let it destroy us.

And now he was telling me it was fake.

Adrian looked at me, and the anger in his face slowly gave way to something heavier. Pain. Helplessness. Heartbreak.

“How much have you suffered because of this?” he asked quietly.

That was all it took.

The tears I had been holding back finally fell.

I turned my face away, but he caught my chin gently and made me look at him.

“Claire.”

His voice was no longer cold.

“If you don’t trust anyone else, trust me this once.”

My vision blurred completely.

I bit my lip and nodded through tears.

Adrian exhaled, like he had been holding that breath for a very long time. Then he took out his own phone.

“I’ll call Evan,” he said. “He can verify the report immediately. If someone really forged it, we’ll find out who.”

I wiped at my face and asked hoarsely, “Do you think… someone did this on purpose?”

Adrian’s expression turned grim.

“Yes.”

His answer came too fast, too certain.

A chill ran down my spine.

He looked at the screen, then back at me. “Claire, I need your phone too. The report, your message records, anything related to this. Don’t delete anything.”
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I sat with Grandfather Sterling for a long time.

By the time night settled in, Adrian was already waiting at the door. The moment he saw me, he stepped forward at once.

He took the sleeping child into his arms and said quietly, “Claire, Evan checked into it. The woman I had dinner with that night was your friend from the orphanage.”

My breath caught.

Adrian’s gaze darkened. “And the child she was carrying wasn’t mine either.”

I stared at him.

“Before that, she and Miles had been staying at the same hotel.”

Then, on the second day, after they were caught by the police, the child was handed over to someone else. They even wiped away the rest of the trail.

It was obvious now that none of it had been an accident.

My fingers tightened. “So... they really did all of that on purpose?”

Adrian looked at me and said in a low voice, “Claire, I’m sorry. I should’ve found out sooner.”

I looked at him for a long moment.

Then I said softly, “It’s over.”

He froze. “Claire—”

“I’m not blaming you anymore.” My voice was tired, but calm. “I just suddenly realized something.”

I paused, then looked at the sleeping child in his arms.

“No matter what happened before, this child is still the one we both love most.”

“It was drugging. I’m sure of it.”

The moment Evan said that, my whole body went cold.

I sat there stiffly, fingers clenched around the blanket, but I couldn’t feel any warmth from it at all. It was like someone had smashed a bottle over my head and left me drenched in ice water.

When Evan had first come in, he’d looked exhausted, his hair still damp as if he’d run here without even drying it properly.

Now he took a breath, glanced at me, and his voice softened a little. “Don’t panic yet. Listen to me first.”

I forced myself to look at him.

“The dosage wasn’t heavy,” he said. “And based on the time frame, it should have been a fast-acting compound. The important thing is, you weren’t exposed for long.”

He paused, then added, “From a medical standpoint, there shouldn’t be any lasting damage.”

I stared at him. My throat felt dry. “So… I’m fine?”

Evan shook his head slightly, his expression serious. “Physically, probably. But Claire, that isn’t the point.”

He looked straight at me.

“If someone really did drug you, then this wasn’t an accident.”

My mind buzzed.

I heard myself ask, “Then why… why didn’t I notice?”

Before leaving, Evan had gone back over every detail with me again. He asked what I had eaten that night, what I had drunk, who had been near me, whether I had ever felt strangely dizzy or overheated before everything blurred.

And then, all at once, something hit me.

That night…

At the private party venue, I had been tugged into a drinking game.

And after that—

I had started feeling wrong.

That night, before I went back to my room, Evan Carter called to let me know he was tied up and wouldn’t be able to help for the time being.
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Evan didn’t even look at him. He strode straight to the command vehicle and took over everything himself.

He glanced once at the live tactical display, then quickly tapped in a string of commands. In seconds, Adrian’s approximate location was locked in, and several possible approach routes from different angles appeared on the screen.

The moment he confirmed where Adrian was, he began laying out the rescue plan.

He went over every detail with me carefully, step by step, and promised me more than once that he would bring Adrian—and the child—back safely.

I said I understood.

When I looked up again, there was only Adrian in front of me.

I panicked. “Where’s the child?”

Adrian’s gaze slid past me and landed behind me instead. The answer was obvious enough. He hadn’t chosen to bring the child here, which meant this had never been a simple one-on-one confrontation.

“There’s nothing else around here,” I said, my voice tight.

He still didn’t answer. Instead, he raised his gun and aimed it straight at my chest.

Evan reacted at once and threw himself in front of me.

Adrian smiled.

Bang—

A gunshot split the air.

The bullet tore through the cold wind and struck squarely between Adrian’s brows.

Almost at the same instant, the bodyguard standing behind me had his eyes go wide before collapsing heavily to the ground.

For one brief second, the woman who had been standing there froze
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