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Chapter 9

"They're part of a ring. They specialize in scamming men out of money and emotions. One of the women my ex got involved with belonged to this group. They have people who train them professionally. Once they target a man, nine times out of ten, he falls for it."

She swiped to the next image, then another.

"We've been tracking them for a long time, but we never had enough hard evidence to go further. A lot of the men they trap choose to stay quiet after the fact. Some are too humiliated to admit they were fooled. Others are terrified their families will find out and tear their lives apart."

Her tone sharpened.

"I looked into Claire. In that group, she usually targeted older men. I don't know how she ended up in your home or what exactly she was after. That's why I told you to keep an eye on her."

Then Detective Park opened more photos.

Claire with one older man.

Claire with another.

She flipped through them casually, but I was staring so hard my eyes started to ache.

Then I saw one face that made my blood run cold.

"Wait."

My voice came out hoarse.

Zoe stopped.

I took the phone from her and looked again, making sure I wasn't imagining it.

The middle-aged man standing beside Claire in the photo was someone I knew all too well.

Richard Sterling.

Richard Sterling.

Evan’s stepfather.

No—more accurately, his uncle.

Evan’s biological father














Chapter 11

“Sunny’s death was an accident,” Margaret said quickly. “If anyone’s to blame, it’s those two. They couldn’t even watch a baby who was barely a month old.”

After saying that, she shot me a vicious glare.

Then she hurried to pour Richard a glass of water.

“It’s early. You haven’t had breakfast yet, have you? What do you want to eat? I’ll have Nina make it for you.”

Just then, the door to the guest bedroom opened.

Claire came out, one hand bracing her lower back, her swollen belly obvious beneath her clothes.

“Aunt Margaret, I…”

The second she saw Richard, all the color drained from her face. She lowered her head at once, stiff and unnatural.

Richard didn’t look much better.

His eyes locked onto Claire as if he were trying to confirm something. His sharp gaze swept over her stomach, then moved to me and Evan, and finally landed on Margaret.

“Who is she?” he demanded. “What is she doing in my home?”

“She… her name is Claire Dawson,” Margaret stammered. “She’s… someone from back home. We know her.”

As she spoke, she instinctively glanced at Evan.

“When did this house become a shelter?” Richard snapped. “Why is every stray getting brought in here? Throw her out. Right now.”

I instinctively looked at Claire.

She was holding onto the doorframe, her eyes shimmering with tears, staring at Richard with a look of wounded resentment.

Resentment?

The expression was so strange it made me frown.

A second later, Claire shifted her gaze to Evan.

“Evan,” she said shakily, “how long are you going to keep hiding this? I told you before—once the baby is born, I’ll leave. I won’t destroy your family. You can even think of me as nothing but a surrogate to carry the child if that makes it easier. I’m only begging you not to send me away now. I… I have nowhere else to go.”

As she spoke, she started to drop to her knees in front of him.

Margaret lunged forward and caught her. “Claire, what are you doing? Get up. Be careful with the baby.”

“It’s all my fault.”

Without warning, Evan raised his hand and slapped himself hard across the face.

“The baby she’s carrying is mine,” he said hoarsely. “I got drunk and made a mistake. I ruined her. I’m a bastard.”

Then his knees buckled, and he dropped straight down in front of me.

“Nina, I’m sorry. I lied to you. Hit me if you want. Yell at me if you want. I’m sorry to you, sorry to Claire, sorry to this whole family. I deserve to die…”

As he spoke, he kept striking himself.

Again and again.

Every slap was hard enough to make my skin sting just watching it.

Maybe because I’d already prepared myself for this outcome, when he finally admitted it out loud, I didn’t feel as shattered as I had imagined.

If anything, I felt a strange sense of relief.

So this was it.

No more pretending.
Chapter 12

“No?” he said immediately, shaking his head. At some point, tears had already started streaming down his face. “I don’t want a divorce, Nina. I don’t. As long as we stay married, I’ll agree to anything. Anything. Please…”

“Really?” I gave a faint smile. “Then if I ask you to transfer the apartment, the car, and every dollar in the bank into my name, will you do it?”

“I will.” He didn’t even hesitate.

“And if I make you sign a written guarantee,” I went on evenly, “saying that if you ever betray me again, you leave the marriage with nothing—will you sign that too?”

“I will.”

“No!”

Margaret let out a shrill scream.

“I won’t allow it. Evan, what has she done to you? Has she put some kind of spell on you? Why do you obey everything she says? A woman who couldn’t even give you a son should’ve been thrown out long ago. Now that Claire is pregnant, the three of them should be—”

“Mom, shut up!”

Evan whirled on her and yanked her back so violently she stumbled. His eyes were bloodshot, almost savage.

“You know exactly what you’ve done. Don’t act like you don’t. If it weren’t for you, would my life have ended up like this? I told you I would never divorce Nina. Never. You kept pushing me anyway. What—do you want me dead?”

“You pushed me?” Margaret collapsed back onto the sofa, staring at him in disbelief. “Evan… you actually pushed me…”

“My stomach…”

Claire suddenly clutched her belly with both hands.

Cold sweat beaded across her forehead.

“My stomach hurts…”

Claire was having contractions by the time we got her to the hospital. By then, dawn had fully broken, and the doctor recommended she be admitted for pregnancy support treatment.

My mother-in-law stayed behind to look after her.

Evan and I went back to the penthouse to get some of Claire’s things.

On the way, I asked him when it had started between them.

He said it had been a drunken mistake.

The last time he’d gone on a business trip up north, Claire had happened to be an assistant at the company he was dealing with. He said he’d felt sorry for her—a young woman trying to make it on her own, someone from back home—and had spoken up for her a few times over dinner.

The people at that company were sharp. The moment they saw that, they assumed Claire was with him.

After that, whenever there were business dinners or social outings, Claire was usually the one accompanying him.

Then one night, a group of them went out drinking and ended up at karaoke. They’d all had too much. When he woke up, Claire was in his bed.

He said she’d cried hard afterward, but still told him she wouldn’t cling to him or cause trouble.

He’d felt guilty, so he gave her some money.

Then, half a month ago, Claire suddenly showed up and told him she was pregnant. She said the baby was his.
Chapter 14

For the past week, I hadn’t fought with him. I hadn’t screamed, and I hadn’t made a scene. I’d only stayed quiet, sorting through my thoughts in silence.

The calmer I became, the more frightened he was.

Every night, he woke from nightmares with a jolt, then went out alone to the balcony to smoke.

So when he heard my decision now, he got so excited he actually scooped me into his arms.

“Thank you, Nina. Thank you—really.” His voice shook. “You have no idea how much pressure I’ve been under. Ever since Sunny’s accident, every time I look at Claire’s stomach, I feel guilty. Guilty toward you. Toward Sunny too. Ever since we laid everything out that morning, I’ve had nightmares almost every night. I keep dreaming that you leave me. I was terrified.”

He held me tighter, talking faster and faster, like he finally saw a way out.

“I promise you, once the baby’s born, I’ll give Claire a sum of money and send her away. Then the three of us can move out and live on our own. Nina... sometimes I think maybe Sunny never really left us. Maybe she just came back in a different form to stay with us. Maybe the baby Claire’s carrying is our Sunny, coming back to us another way.”

The more he said, the more excited he became.

I bit down hard and said nothing.

Instead, I took him to a mall and carefully picked out two gold rings and a gold necklace.

Then I carried the gifts into Claire’s hospital room.

I took out the necklace and fastened it around Claire’s neck with my own hands. I thanked her over and over—for carrying on the Sterling family line, for doing what I had failed to do, for giving this family a child. I told her I would take good care of her until the baby was born.

Then I brought the pair of rings to my in-laws.

“Margaret,” I said softly, “I was wrong before. I was immature, and I did a lot of things that upset you. Everything you did was for this family, for Evan and me. You’ve worked so hard. From now on, I’ll take proper care of this home. I’ll treat Claire’s baby as if it were my own and do my duty as a daughter-in-law. I hope you’ll accept my apology.”

My mother-in-law glanced at the ring in my hand and gave a cold snort. “Good. At least you finally know you were wrong.”

Seeing that, Evan hurriedly took the ring from me and slid it onto Margaret’s finger.

She weighed it with obvious satisfaction, and a pleased smile spread across her face.

Then I took the men’s ring and walked over to Richard. I hadn’t even opened my mouth before he flung out a hand and snapped, “A useless bunch, all of you. You’ve dragged the Sterling family name through the dirt.”

With that, he turned and stormed off.
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