Chapter 11

I had even harbored something ugly and selfish inside me. I had wanted every woman around him gone. I had wanted to be the only one allowed to stay.

Maybe that sounds pathetic. Maybe it is. But no one else knew how desperate I had been when I met him. He was the one who pulled me out of the mud. He was the one who gave me a chance to start living again.

So after graduation, I stayed with him willingly.

I went with him from one dinner to the next, one stop on the business drinking circuit to another. I took glass after glass meant for him. I knew he hated drinking, so every time, I drank in his place until I was too drunk to stand.

Whenever I caught that rare look of approval in his eyes, my face would heat and my heart would race. And on the nights when I could lean against his shoulder under the excuse of being drunk, I would feel a kind of peace so complete it frightened me.

There were always women around him.

Some were there because a public event required a date. Some had been pushed at him by his family. Most of them lasted less than three months.

I lasted year after year for only two reasons: I could drink, and I knew how to obey.

The longer I stayed, the more clearly I understood the distance between us. The gap in class was a chasm, impossible to cross. There was never going to be an equal future for someone like him and someone like me.

He would never marry me.

He used to say those words often. Later, he didn’t even need to. I already knew.

If you choose the shortcut, you have to accept the thorns that come with it. I had always been clearheaded about that. Adrian Sterling was never going to be where my life ended. So when Vivian Hale returned, I left without hesitation.

The light that had once dragged me out of the swamp deserved, I thought, to finally embrace the light he had been waiting for all those years.

I just hadn’t expected Vivian to be that ruthless.

The report came out on Friday. Right on schedule, I went to the restaurant near the hospital.

Vivian Hale was already there.

She sat by the window, sipping coffee with perfect grace, looking so calm and composed that she might as well have had the ending memorized in advance.

Once Assistant Hale collected the report, they brought me over to the table. I reached for it, but Assistant Hale pressed a hand over my wrist and gave me that polite, distant smile I’d come to hate.

“Since you seem so confident in the result, Ms. Bennett, why don’t we let Mrs. Hale reveal it? That would be fairer.”

A warning bell rang faintly in the back of my mind, but I still nodded.

“Fine.”
Chapter 12

The corner of Vivian’s mouth lifted in a victorious smile. She took the report, skimmed it, then tossed Adrian Sterling’s test results onto the table in front of me.

“Care to explain this, Ms. Bennett?” she asked, her voice dripping with ridicule. “Adrian hates being lied to. Especially when it comes to a child.”

My eyes dropped to the page.

99.99% probability of paternity.

Those words hit like a slap. My heart clenched anyway, even though the result was so absurd it almost made me laugh.

Assistant Hale quietly stepped away, leaving the two of us alone.

I picked up the report and read it over several times. It didn’t take long to understand exactly what had happened.

No wonder Vivian had been so sure of herself. She’d tampered with it from the start.

That day, every sample had passed through her hands and Assistant Hale’s. Switching them would have been effortless. Maybe I’d looked too obedient. Too easy to bully. Younger than her, softer than her, easier to crush.

But she had forgotten something.

I had spent three years fighting to survive as a club hostess in a nightclub lounge. After that, I’d followed Adrian through more business drinking circuits than I could count. I had heard every filthy trick women were accused of using to climb through romance, every dirty suspicion dressed up as social wisdom.

I tossed the report back in front of her.

Looking at the panic flashing across her face, I suddenly felt a strange flicker of pity.

“Vivian,” I said softly, “you’re really afraid of me.”

The smile on her face froze. A flash of alarm crossed her eyes.

“You know perfectly well this baby isn’t Adrian’s.” I leaned in slightly and gave a quiet laugh. “But you needed to make it look like it was, didn’t you?”

Her eyes widened. She opened her mouth to deny it, but I didn’t give her the chance.

“You went to all this trouble because you wanted Adrian to see this so-called proof with his own eyes. You wanted him convinced that I’m exactly what you’ve always wanted me to be—a shameless woman who never learns, trying to use someone else’s child to keep clinging to him.” I looked straight at her and peeled back every layer of her plan, one word at a time. “You wanted whatever guilt and lingering attachment he still has toward me to turn into disgust. Into anger. You wanted him to be the one to shove me away for good, so you’d never have to worry about me again.”

I paused, watching her face drain of color.

“Because you understand better than anyone that ten years can’t just be erased. No matter what you do. That uncertainty in his heart—that unresolved piece of the past—is what scares you most.”

I had hit the mark.

She shot to her feet and slammed the report onto the table, done pretending.
Chapter 14

Freezing water ran down my hair, soaked through my clothes, slipped beneath my collar. The cold bit all the way to my bones, and I shuddered.

“Are you done making a scene?”

His voice was flat, but there was a chill in it that cut deeper than the water ever could.

I closed my eyes.

For a moment, I was back ten years ago.

It was the first year I’d been with him—the first time he’d ever taken me to one of his important business dinners. I’d been too nervous. While pouring wine, I’d accidentally splashed a CEO’s shirt cuff.

He had done the same thing then too. In front of an entire table of people, he’d dumped a whole bottle of wine over my head and rebuked me in that same calm voice.

“What, cat got your tongue? Apologize to Mr. Shaw.”

But this time, I didn’t panic the way I had back then. I didn’t stand there swallowing tears in silence.

I just found it ridiculous.

So ridiculous that tears nearly came anyway.

I forced back the sting in my eyes, lifted my head, and met his gaze. My voice came out hoarse and shaking, but every word was clear.

“Adrian Sterling, I never did anything to wrong you. Not once.”

“For ten years, I did everything you asked. When you told me to drink for you, I drank—even when it landed me in the hospital with gastric bleeding, I never refused. When you told me to entertain people, I did—even when they put their hands on me, even when they took every liberty they wanted, I never fought back. When you told me to get rid of the baby, I did—even when I nearly died on the operating table, I didn’t hesitate for a second.”

I looked at him with burning eyes, my voice cracking under the weight of it. “Wasn’t I obedient enough, Adrian? Then why? Why would you treat me like this?”

His gaze darkened, but he said nothing.

I pulled at my lips, trying to smile, but tears spilled down before I could stop them.

“I was always good,” I said brokenly. “I never caused you trouble. When we ended things, I left cleanly. I didn’t ask you for a cent. I even deleted every way to contact you so I’d never have the chance to cling to you again. I truly hoped you’d be happy. So why are you doing this to me?”

My throat closed up so badly I couldn’t keep going. I could only stare at him, almost stubbornly, desperate for an answer.

Over all these years, I had rarely cried in front of him.

But this time, I couldn’t hold myself together anymore.

His dark eyes locked onto me. His throat moved slightly.

My tears hit the floor one by one, hot enough that it felt as if they were landing on his chest instead, scorching straight through to his heart.
Chapter 21

One faint crease in my brow, and she knew I was losing patience.

One look in my eyes, and she could tell I was tired.

More than once, when a dinner dragged on and I was out of patience but couldn’t leave without causing offense, she would slip an arm around my neck and playfully insist that she wanted to go home, giving me the perfect excuse to stand up and leave.

She suited me.

So I was willing to deal with some of her problems in return.

The debt collectors who hounded her. The difficult clients at the lounge. The damp, narrow basement she lived in.

One time, drunk enough to forget herself, she leaned against my ear and whispered, “Adrian Sterling, you’re my light. My salvation.”

I had found that ridiculous.

Salvation should be selfless. Freely given. Expecting nothing in return.

I was a businessman. I only acted when there was something to gain.

I helped her because she was useful.

There had always been plenty of women around me.

Some were there because business demanded it. Some were women my family put in front of me as blind dates. Most of them lasted less than three months.

Even I found it strange that I had tolerated Sophie for so long.

As the years passed, more and more people began to dislike her. Some made things difficult for her openly. Others did it in secret. After leaving the lounge, she occasionally picked up roles in low-budget web dramas for extra spending money. Once, after I came back from a trip to Europe, I noticed bruises all over her body. When I asked, she told me a wire rig had malfunctioned during filming and she had fallen.

I gave a quiet scoff. She was being set up over and over again every month, and still she endured it.

Worse, even with injuries all over her, she still came to take care of me.

She bit her lip the whole time, trying not to make a sound. It was obvious she was in pain.

That night I lost interest.

I lit a cigarette and told her to accompany me to a formal gala the next evening. Before that, she had only ever gone with me to business dinners. The people around me all treated her like something disposable—something they could summon and dismiss at will.

But the moment she walked into that high-profile event on my arm as my date, those filthy little thoughts began to disappear.

After I dealt with the people who had been undermining her, I told her lightly, “If you’re carrying my name, then act with more confidence. Don’t embarrass me.”

She nodded with a smile, cheeks flushed, then leaned in and kissed me.

I never disliked kissing her.

Sometimes, when she was sick and feeling miserable, I would pull her into my arms and kiss her forehead to calm her down.
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