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Chapter 9

For a few seconds, you thought he might cry.

But all he did was clamp his jaw shut so hard it showed in his face, his eyes red enough to be almost alarming.

At last, he picked up the lunch bag and turned toward the door. When he reached it, he stopped, but he didn’t look back.

“I know you don’t believe me right now,” he said, his voice soft as a breath. “But I’ll prove it with time.”

A beat passed.

“This time, I won’t let go.”

He really hadn’t let go.

From that day on, Adrian started trying to work his way back into her life in a way that was almost painfully clumsy. He stopped showing up at the office in person, but every afternoon, right on schedule, a same-day courier delivered something to Claire’s office.

Sometimes it was a book, with a note in his neat handwriting on the title page—careful, restrained, and somehow unfamiliar at the same time.

Sometimes it was a vinyl record from her favorite band back in college, with a sticky note on the sleeve recommending a few tracks.

Sometimes it was nothing more than a single golden ginkgo leaf tucked inside a sheet of plain stationery, with no message at all.

There was never a name attached.

But she knew it was him.

The third time Evan Kingsley saw one of the packages arrive, he finally lost his patience and dropped it onto












Chapter 11

You leaned forward and held her gaze. "And do you really think Adrian Sterling doesn't know exactly what kind of woman you are? Back then, he chose you because you were obedient. Easy to control. But a man who's survived that many years in high-stakes business? Do you honestly believe he can't see through tricks this cheap?"

"Shut up!" She shot to her feet so fast she knocked over the teacup. Warm tea spilled across the table and soaked into the hem of her dress.

You eased back into your chair, calm as ever. "Did I hit a nerve? Or is it because... you've realized Adrian's heart was never really with you?"

Vanessa's eyes turned red. Not for show this time. Truly red, with tears gathering at the rims.

"Who do you think you are, Claire?" Her voice shook. "I was the one beside him for six years. I was there all those years. What gives you the right to come back and take him from me?"

You smiled. "Take him from you? Vanessa, if I'd actually wanted to take him back, you wouldn't even be sitting here talking to me."

You stood and picked up your bag. "Post the photo if you want. But before you do, ask yourself whether you can afford the consequences. I'm not the woman I was six years ago—the one who could only stand there and wait for whatever someone chose to give her."

When you reached the door, you glanced back once.

She was still standing there, shoulders trembling slightly, fragile as a leaf in the wind. Pitiful, almost.

"One last thing," you said evenly. "Anything you have to steal was never really yours. And if you were able to take it from someone else, that just means someone else can take it from you too."

When you stepped out of the private members' club, the late-autumn wind hit you full in the face, sharp enough to make you shiver.

You stood at the curb waiting for a car and, all at once, felt tired.

Not physically. It was deeper than that—a bone-deep exhaustion with the past, with old entanglements that refused to stay buried.

Your phone buzzed again.

This time it was a text from Adrian Sterling.

I’m downstairs outside your office. Can you come down and see me? Just five minutes.

You stared at the message for a long time, so long the screen went dark in your hand.

Then you typed back: Fine.

By the time your car pulled up in front of Starlight Entertainment, Adrian was already there.

He stood under a streetlamp, his shadow stretched long across the pavement, making him look strangely alone.

This time there was no insulated lunch bag in his hand. No gift. Just a thick manila envelope.

You walked over and stopped in front of him. “What do you need?”
Chapter 12

“Vanessa came to see you.” He spoke first, apology already threaded through his voice.

“Yeah.”

“I heard about the photos.” He held the envelope out to you. “This has proof of the planted PR copy she’s been buying for years to smear her competitors. And more. If she tries to cause trouble for you again, you can use this.”

You didn’t take it.

“What is this supposed to be, Adrian?” You looked at him, your tone edged with ridicule. “A noble act? Turning on your own people?”

He gave a bitter smile. “I just don’t want her hurting you.”

“Then why did you marry her in the first place?” you asked bluntly. “And don’t tell me it was for love. If there’s one thing you’ve never understood in your life, it’s love.”

He went silent.

Under the halo of the streetlight, you could see the slight tremor in his lashes, the vulnerability he couldn’t hide.

This man who had once always stood above you—controlled, untouchable, certain of everything—now looked as fragile as blown glass, as if one touch would crack him apart.

When he finally spoke, his voice was so hoarse it was almost inaudible.

“Because back then, I thought love was what you gave me.” He swallowed hard. “Unconditional devotion. Unconditional waiting. Always there. Never leaving.”

You looked at him steadily. “So you thought anyone could replace me?”

“No.” He shook his head hard, his eyes so red it was almost alarming. “No. I was wrong. Completely wrong. After I married her, I realized not just anyone could do that. Only you... only what you gave me...” His voice broke. “No one else could ever replace that.”

He lifted his head to look at you, and at last the tears spilled over, sliding down his face.

“Claire,” he said, “for the last six years, I haven’t been able to sleep through a single night. Every time I close my eyes, I see your back when you walked away. I see you crouched outside the county clerk’s office, crying. I tried drinking. I tried sleeping pills. None of it worked.”

“I went back to all the places we used to go. The owner of that dessert place asked me why you never came in anymore, and I couldn’t answer him. A clerk at the bookstore we always visited asked if you were sick. I couldn’t say a word.”

“That’s when I realized...” He let out a ragged breath. “My life was full of you. Everywhere. And I was the one who lost you.”

“I thought I could force myself to forget. But the second I saw you again at the concert...” He shut his eyes briefly. “That was when I finally broke.”

He took one step toward you, like he wanted to reach for your hand, then stopped halfway. His fingers hovered in the air, trembling.
Chapter 14

In the mirrored wall, your reflection looked pale and bloodless. You leaned back against the paneling and closed your eyes, your nails digging hard into your palm until they left angry red crescents.

It still hurt.

So even now, even after all this time, the moment anyone mentioned that child—

it still hurt.

When Claire got back to her office, Evan Kingsley was curled up on the sofa, playing a game on his phone. The second he saw her come in, he tossed it aside and crossed the room in a few quick strides.

“Claire, why do you look so pale?” He lifted a hand toward her forehead, wanting to check her temperature, but she gently leaned away.

“I’m fine.”

She went to her desk, sat down, and opened a file, trying to hide the turmoil on her face.

“Adjust next week’s schedule,” she said. “Cancel the dinner the night after tomorrow.”

“What happened?”

He crouched beside her chair and looked up at her, his eyes full of concern.

“Personal matter.”

Evan didn’t press. He just stayed there quietly for a moment, then said softly, “Claire... were you crying?”

“No.” She turned her head away, avoiding his eyes.

“Your mascara’s smudged.”

She froze. Instinctively, she touched the corner of her eye. Her fingertips came away damp, and only then did she realize she really had been crying.

He caught her hand before she could wipe at it. His palm was warm, chasing away some of the chill that had settled into her. “Don’t,” he said gently. “You don’t have to pretend to be strong in front of me.”

Claire looked at the young man crouched before her.

Six years ago, he had been all skinny limbs and nervous silence, trailing after her like a half-starved kid. Now he had grown into a broad-shouldered man, someone who looked like he could stand in front of her and block the wind itself.

And yet the way he looked at her was still the same as it had been back then—like the boy who had sat with her in a basement eating instant noodles, his gaze clean, wholehearted, and without reservation.

She asked in a low voice, “What if one day you find out I’m not as good as you think I am?”

His eyes lit with a grin. “That would be great.”

She blinked. “Great?”

“Yeah.” He smiled at her, bright and easy. “It’d take some of the pressure off. Makes chasing you a lot less intimidating.”

A laugh slipped out of her before she could stop it.

But the moment she smiled, the tears came harder.

He panicked instantly, scrambling for tissues. “Hey—don’t cry. I was kidding. You are good. Really good. Seriously, extremely, unbelievably good—”

“Come with me somewhere tomorrow,” she cut in, her voice thick and unsteady.

He stopped and looked at her. “Where?”

“The cemetery.”

The next day was overcast, the clouds so low and heavy they made the air feel hard to breathe.

You stood in front of the small headstone with a bouquet of white lisianthus in your arms. There was no name on it, only a date.

Six years ago today.
Chapter 21

You rested against his shoulder, breathing in the clean scent of soap on him, and for the first time in six years, the tight knot inside you began to loosen.

You drew in a slow breath and whispered against his chest, “We can try. Start with dating.”

His whole body went rigid.

Then he wrapped his arms around you even tighter, joy breaking through his voice before he could stop it.

“Really?”

You nodded, your face tucked into the curve of his neck. “But I need to say this now. If one day you get tired, or you meet someone better, you have to tell me. We end things honestly. No lies. No secrets.”

“That day will never come.”

He lowered his head and pressed a feather-light kiss into your hair, his tone solemn enough to sound like a vow for a lifetime.

“Claire, I’m not Adrian. I won’t let you lose.”

You didn’t pull your hand away. You let him hold you.

Maybe you really could try again.

Maybe this time would be different.

The rooftop door eased open, breaking the fragile stillness.

Adrian stood there with a document in his hand.

He had lost a noticeable amount of weight. His suit hung looser on his frame now, making him look worn down, almost hollowed out. But his eyes were clearer than they had been before—stripped of that old darkness, that constant layer of calculation.

“Sorry,” he said quietly, the apology plain in his voice. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. This is the equity transfer agreement. Once you sign it, I’ll leave.”

Evan let go of you and stepped subtly in front of you, his body shielding yours without making a show of it, his gaze fixed on Adrian with open caution.

You gave Evan’s sleeve a light tug to tell him it was fine, then walked forward and took the papers.

When you opened the file, you saw Adrian had already signed the last page.

His signature was steady and sharp, pressed deep enough into the paper to leave an imprint beneath it. Final. Irrevocable.

You picked up the pen and signed your own name where you were supposed to.

The scratch of the tip across the page was faint, but in that moment it felt like the sound of a final line being drawn beneath everything that had once existed between you.

“Claire.”

Just as you turned to leave, Adrian called your name.

You stopped, but you didn’t look back.

“That child...” His voice caught, thick with grief. “I gave the baby a name. Noah Sterling. Noah, as in remembering.”

Your whole body went rigid.

Pain closed around your heart so suddenly it felt like an invisible hand had clenched tight around it, crushing the air from your lungs.
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