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Chapter 9

Only after he finished did you finally piece together what he was accusing you of.

"You think I was the one who had that posted?"

"Wasn't it you?" he shot back, absolute certainty in his voice.

You let out a quiet, disbelieving laugh and lowered your eyes. "Adrian Sterling, how long have we known each other?"

"What does that have to do with anything?" he said, frowning.

You bent down to pick up your phone. One corner of the screen had split into a spiderweb of cracks. Tiny shards bit into your fingertips, sharp as poisoned needles sinking straight through skin and into your chest.

"Sophia, women get irrational when they're jealous."

"That has nothing to do with how long we've known each other."

He said it with complete conviction.

You laughed again, then looked up at him. Your eyes were full of disappointment.

You'd already told yourself you didn't love him anymore.

But the hurt still came anyway.

"So you've already decided I'm guilty," you said softly. "What exactly do you want me to do?"

"Delete the thread. And publicly apologize to Vanessa."

"And if I don't?"

For the first time, Adrian seemed to deflate a little. His voice dropped.

"Sophia, Vanessa is innocent."

"I know you don't like her, but if it weren't for her back then, I'd be dead already."

"Can you do this for me? Just stop making things hard for her."

"She isn't that calculating. She can't win against you."

For a second, you













Chapter 11

Even with rebirth, the Bennett family and the Sterling family were still bound together. Their influence ran too deep through Kingsford.

Which meant Julian Sterling really was your best choice now.

There were still six days left before your engagement gala with Adrian.

You lowered your eyes to your chat with Julian. He still hadn’t replied.

“He’s running the 3,000 too?” you asked.

Mia nodded. “Both Adrian and Julian are in it. The campus forum even has a prediction poll for the race, and Adrian’s way ahead. I mean, Julian may be the campus bad boy, but long-distance running is his weak spot. Everybody at school knows that.”

“So you voted for Adrian?”

Mia raised one finger and wagged it. “Nope. I voted for Julian. Whether he wins or not doesn’t matter. The momentum can’t lose.”

You couldn’t help laughing, and silently approved of her decision.

What you didn’t expect was to run into Vanessa on the way to the track.

She was wearing her uniform and holding a bottle of water. The moment she saw you, she smiled and greeted you first.

“Sophia. What a coincidence.”

Your smile vanished. Face expressionless, you moved to walk around her.

Vanessa suddenly twisted open the cap of the bottle, faked a stumble, and dumped the entire thing down your back.

The icy water ran along your spine. Your shirt was instantly soaked through, clinging tightly to your skin. The black bra underneath showed clearly.

Students passing by sucked in sharp breaths. A few of the boys even looked at you with naked, shameless interest.

Vanessa only tilted her head and smiled with practiced innocence. “Oops. My hand slipped. You’re not going to blame me, are you?”

Mia reacted before you did. Her temper exploded on the spot.

“What the fuck is wrong with you, Vanessa?”

“What did Sophia ever do to you?”

Mockery flashed through Vanessa’s eyes. Her red lips had just started to part when she caught sight of someone in the distance.

Her expression changed instantly.

She lowered her head, pretending to look aggrieved, and softened her voice by several degrees.

“I’m… I’m sorry… This is all my fault…”

“But I really didn’t do it on purpose. If you need me to kneel and apologize before you’ll forgive me, I can do that.”

She bit her lip, her eyes turning red, then bent her knees as if she were really about to kneel.

In the very next second, an arm shot across and locked around her waist, hauling her back up by force.

“What are you doing?”

The cold weight of a man's voice crashed down over the scene, and the chatter around them died instantly.

Vanessa Hale stumbled backward and hit the hard wall of someone's chest. She looked up and found herself beneath Adrian Sterling's sharp jawline.
Chapter 12

"It was my fault," she said quickly. "I just... accidentally spilled water on her."

Adrian's gaze lifted to you. The moment he saw how your shirt was plastered to your skin, he shrugged off his jacket on instinct and moved to drape it over your shoulders.

You raised a hand and stopped him.

His face darkened at once. "What are you doing? Do you want everyone here to get an eyeful?"

"If you're angry at Vanessa, I'll apologize for her," he said, his tone turning colder. "She didn't do it on purpose. Let's call it even, all right?"

Before you could say a word, Mia had already curled her lips into a mocking smile.

"Adrian Sterling, here to play hero for Sophia again?"

She folded her arms and looked him up and down. "No, actually, let me ask you something. What exactly gives you the right to apologize for Vanessa?"

"As Sophia's ex-boyfriend? Or as Vanessa's boyfriend?"

Adrian frowned and shot Mia an annoyed look. "Mia, don't start trouble for no reason. Stop trying to drive a wedge between people."

Mia gave a short laugh. "I'm driving a wedge? If you'd ever shown Sophia even a shred of real sincerity, I'd have carried you on my shoulders and wished you two a lifetime of happiness. But what the hell are you, really?"

"Mia." Adrian's voice dropped into a warning growl. "I've put up with you for a long time."

His fist clenched at his side, his eyes fixed on her.

Mia didn't flinch. "Adrian, I've been putting up with you for a long time too. You're trash—always wanting everything both ways."

The Carter family was one of Kingsford's rising names, nowhere near the level of the Sterlings. But for your sake, Mia had gone against Adrian again and again, even risking her family's future to back you up.

And all at once, the Mia in front of you overlapped with the Mia from your previous life.

Back then, when she'd learned Adrian had gotten engaged to Vanessa, she'd gone straight to him, slapped him across the face, and sworn she'd ruin him if she had to—anything to make him pay for what he'd done to you.

And what had you done?

You'd stood on the opposite side and told her, "At the end of the day, this is between Adrian and me. Don't you think you're overstepping?"

You still remembered the look on her face then—her pupils shrinking, shock and disbelief written all over her features. In the end she'd been trembling with anger when she asked, "Is Adrian Sterling really worth it?"

And you'd told her yes.

After that, she'd gone abroad and never contacted you again. Just like that, the only close friendship you'd ever had with another woman was over.

When you counted it all up, it was almost laughable. For Adrian, you'd lost your family, lost your best friend, and in the end even lost your life—and not once had you received even the smallest scrap of his favoritism.
Chapter 14

For a second, Julian just looked at you.

Then the corner of his mouth lifted, and he smiled—wild, dazzling, unrestrained.

It hit you so hard you almost forgot how to breathe.

Even years later, you would still remember the way he'd looked that day: the Sterling family's younger son in all his reckless, untamed brightness.

"If you want me to win," he said, "then I'll win."

Then he gave you a quick wave, turned, and ran back toward the check-in area.

You didn't understand what that little exchange had meant.

And you understood his words even less.

Was that his answer to the question you'd asked him two days ago?

Mia stared at you with naked curiosity. "Something's going on."

"What?"

"Between you and Julian Sterling? There is absolutely something going on."

You only smiled and said nothing.

When you looked back toward the track, Adrian was standing in lane three, still wearing that damp T-shirt.

His indifferent gaze swept over you before he turned and smiled faintly at Vanessa on the other side. His lips moved.

"Don't worry. I'll bring you back the championship."

Vanessa lowered her head shyly at once, and one of the girls beside her immediately started teasing.

"Mr. Sterling, you're so good to Vanessa."

"I seriously thought if you won, you'd definitely give it to Sophia. Guess not."

Adrian only curved his lips and said nothing. Then, as if on purpose, he gave you another lazy glance.

From lane two, Julian suddenly spoke up, his voice casual and lazy.

"Careful, brother. Don't get cocky."

"What if I take the title instead?" He paused, then added with a half-smile, "Though if I do win, I definitely won't be giving it to Vanessa."

He tilted his head slightly.

"Sophia, maybe."

Adrian's fingers clenched so hard his knuckles turned white. He looked ready to snap, but before he could, the volunteer's whistle cut sharply through the air.

"On your marks—!"

In the end, Adrian only shot Julian a dark, vicious look and said nothing else.

You knew exactly why Adrian disliked him.

When they were young, he had been afraid Julian would steal their parents' love. Now that they were grown, he was afraid Julian might reach for the position of heir to the Sterling family.

Back then, you hadn't had much to do with Julian either. It wasn't until senior year of high school, when you'd helped him once, and later kept running into him in the middle of fights, that the two of you had exchanged more than a sentence or two.

The starting gun fired.

Julian launched forward like a cheetah, his loose hair flying up, the white headband striking against the track like a flash.

And all at once, you couldn't understand it.

How could a boy this vivid, this bright, have no one to love him?
Chapter 21

If the man had been decent, Adrian wouldn't have interfered. But the one they had picked was a wealthy businessman well past fifty.

Adrian understood exactly how things worked in Kingsford. Any man with real money and status would never willingly marry an illegitimate daughter.

That was why he had no choice but to make this arrangement with Vanessa: a three-year engagement in exchange for the life she had once saved. After that, they would owe each other nothing.

To him, it was a worthwhile deal.

The only one being wronged was you.

Originally, he had planned to act first and explain later. But when he thought about how, out of spite, you had started getting closer to Julian Sterling, something inside him twisted with discomfort. So he had chosen to talk to you first.

He had been afraid you would be angry. He had even bought plane tickets to Finland to see the Northern Lights, planning to take you after the engagement gala with Vanessa was over—to make it up to you.

In the end, he never even got the chance to take them out.

Forget it, Adrian thought. We still have a long future ahead of us. What he had with Vanessa would only last three years.

Later, he would coax you properly. Even if you wanted his life in return, he would accept it without complaint.

And he was certain you never would.

Because you loved him.

...

After Adrian left, you turned off the bedroom light, but you stayed by the window.

He hadn't left right away. He had stood in the yard, lost in thought, and from where you stood, you could see every flicker of emotion in his eyes.

You knew he couldn't figure out why you were so calm.

In both your last life and this one, you had never really doubted Adrian's sincerity. You believed he had once truly loved you. Believed he had once intended to marry you.

But then something changed.

When it came time to choose, he chose to let you go.

Because he knew you loved him. Because he believed that, besides him, you would never love anyone else.

What he forgot was that love only survives when both people keep feeding it.

The engagement gala two days from now would be the first fork in the road of this life.

"So, Adrian Sterling... this time, you get exactly what you wanted."

You took out your phone, about to text Julian, when his message appeared first.

Adrian Sterling is getting engaged to Vanessa Hale.

Your fingertips paused.

He didn't say anything else, but you understood anyway.

If Adrian was going through with the engagement gala, then Julian would naturally become the one Evelyn Sterling cast aside. That engagement would never belong to you and him now.

Fortunately, you had never counted on Evelyn in the first place.

You replied: I've made arrangements.
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