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Then my first winter in London arrived.

One morning, I stepped outside to head to class and saw a tall man standing at the Harts’ front door. He rang the bell a few times. No one answered.

When I opened my gate, he turned around.

That was the first time I met Ethan Hart.

Sophia and Daniel’s only son.

Actually, I didn’t recognize him at all, because the photo Sophia kept in her living room was of her son at one year old.

She’d told me that stage was when he’d been cutest, so she liked to keep it where she could see it.

The adorable baby in that picture and the tall man in front of me were two entirely different species.

What I saw now was a strikingly handsome East Asian face, with a pair of particularly beautiful eyes.

And once my gaze dropped lower, taking in his proportions, a completely unhelpful thought appeared in my head.

He would make an excellent figure model.

Because of my own assumptions, I instinctively took him for another overseas Chinese student.

“Hi,” I said. “Can I help you?”

He explained, simply and directly, that he was there to visit his parents. That was when I realized who he was.

“Aunt Sophia and Uncle Daniel went to Brighton to visit friends recently,” I told him. “Didn’t they tell you?”

The very handsome young man went visibly silent.

A moment later, he thanked me. I was in a hurry to get to class and didn’t pay attention to where he went after that.

Two days later, Sophia invited me over for hot pot, and Ethan was at the table.

That was when we were properly introduced.

I learned that Ethan was usually busy with the family business and rarely had much free time, so he’d come by to see his parents while they were in one of their early-retirement, travel-the-world phases.

“Chloe, eat more meat,” Sophia said, dropping food into my bowl. “You’re too thin.”

She put food into her son’s bowl too, but Ethan, somewhat ungratefully, said, “Mom, I can do it myself.”

So all her overflowing enthusiasm redirected itself entirely toward me.

I ate in silence.

Ethan ate in silence too, mostly because his father had started putting food into his bowl instead.

After dinner, I headed home, and Ethan was sent out to walk me back.

He looked at my yard and smiled. “The first time I saw it, I thought my parents had bought the place next door too.”

The two gardens really did have a similar style. It was just that Sophia and Daniel’s was much more orderly.

Ethan didn’t leave right away. He was staying next door for the time being.
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Almost every morning when I went out, I saw him in the yard moving potted plants around for his parents. Sophia said his timing was perfect—he had all that excess energy, and now he finally had somewhere to use it.

At the beginning of December, on a weekend evening, I planned to go out and stock up on supplies.

Sophia, as usual, seemed incapable of letting her son sit idle for too long. She smacked Ethan lightly on the shoulder and said, “Chloe, it’s dark already. It’s not safe for you to go out alone. Ethan’s free—have him drive you.”

I couldn’t refuse.

Ethan, meanwhile, behaved as if he’d been hired in London purely to be ordered around by his mother. She told him to do something, and he did it.

So he drove me to the shopping center.

We were quiet for most of the drive, though every now and then he’d ask me a question—how school was going, whether my coursework was heavy. The way he asked was oddly like an elder I hadn’t seen in years, polite and faintly concerned.

Ethan bought a few things too. When it came time to check out, he reached for my items as well, clearly intending to pay for everything in one go.

I refused, snatched my groceries back out of his hands, and paid for them myself.

Ethan: “...”

He looked at me with a kind of helpless amusement.

On the way home, we passed through a quieter stretch of road, so Ethan slowed the car.

Then, suddenly, I said, “Stop for a second.”

The car rolled to a halt.

I got out and walked a few steps back. Under a streetlamp, a tiny kitten was shivering violently, crying itself hoarse.

There was no sign of any other cats nearby.

Ethan got out too and came to stand beside me, silent as he looked at the kitten—so young its eyes hadn’t even opened yet.

We both understood the same thing.

If we did nothing, it would die on this winter night.

Not long after we got back into the car, snow began drifting down outside.

The filthy little kitten in my arms seemed to fall asleep once it was warm. It was so dirty I couldn’t even tell what color it was.

On the night of London’s first snow, Ethan and I found a cat.

Keeping a newborn kitten alive was a serious challenge.

The vet told us she was healthy. Once they cleaned her up, we finally saw what she actually was—a long-haired calico. But she was still so little her eyes hadn’t opened yet, which meant she had to be bottle-fed on a strict schedule.

I took her back to my cottage and set alarms through the night to get up and feed her.

Ethan had wanted to take her home himself, but he didn’t live in London full-time, and he was long past the age of bringing home a pet on impulse and leaving his parents to deal with it. When he was in town for longer stretches, I left Snowy with him while I was in class.
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When I finished the piece, I didn’t post it to my page either, even though plenty of people kept asking to see it.

Just before Christmas, Ethan flew back to China.

Before he left, he gave me my Christmas present early: a diamond bracelet.

“But I didn’t get you anything,” I said, staring at it in surprise.

“It’s fine,” he said. “It doesn’t have to be transactional.”

That was how Ethan was. He had appeared in my life so suddenly, and then just as suddenly returned to his own.

By the time he left, it had been almost a month since we’d brought Snowy home. She was still a fluffy little ball of fur.

I kept getting along well with the neighbors next door, and whenever I had class, Snowy was entrusted to Sophia like a kitten in daycare.

But Ethan and I hadn’t lost touch. Every now and then, he’d message me to check on Snowy and ask how she was growing.

I sent him photos and videos.

And at last, I figured out how I could thank Sophia and Daniel.

I told them I wanted to design a set of clothes for them.

Maybe because I was studying design, they happily agreed to let me use them as practice. So whenever I had time, I took all their measurements.

While I was measuring them, my kitten kept meowing at my feet.

So I made her a sweater too.

It was simple—so simple it only took half a day.

My life had settled into a calm rhythm, with little pockets of joy in it. The only miserable part was that graduate school still came with group projects, and those alone were enough to make me question my will to live.

Before Chinese New Year, I finished the outfits I’d been making for Sophia and Daniel.

Sophia’s was a pale aqua embroidered qipao. Daniel’s was a black suit, but the embroidery at the cuffs matched the pattern on Sophia’s dress exactly.

They both seemed a little surprised by my skill.

Daniel, especially, couldn’t stop praising them.

They cherished the gift so much that they decided to wear the outfits on Chinese New Year’s Eve.

And yes, I spent New Year’s Eve family dinner at their house too.

But just as we were sitting down, Ethan arrived in a rush, looking like he’d come straight from the airport.

“I came back for the holiday,” he said. “If it’s New Year’s, the whole family should be together.”

When he learned the clothes his parents were wearing were my design, he went quiet for a moment, then looked at me.

“What about mine?”

It genuinely hadn’t occurred to me that he would come back during the holiday. He always seemed busy, and Chinese New Year usually meant endless social obligations. Back when I lived at the Sterling estate, the holiday season had always been full of formal dinners and appearances.

Though I supposed they’d found me too socially embarrassing to bring along much.

At the table, I picked up a chicken drumstick and placed it in Ethan’s bowl, then smiled at him.

“Happy New Year’s Eve.”

He looked at me for two seconds, then accepted my obvious double standard with the air of a man resigned to his fate.
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I had no idea who the first person was to catch that eerie coincidence, but the story had already spread across Chinese social media.

Some people guessed the account must secretly belong to their precious Princess Lillian.

That theory got shut down quickly, though, because Lillian had been in China the whole time.

When Ethan arrived, he paid close attention to what people were saying about me online.

The first thing he did was pull me into his arms. Then he lowered his head and asked softly, “Your last name is Sterling, and that woman in China is a Sterling too. Do you think you can tell me about your family now?”

For the first time in all these months, I was finally able to talk about the absurd, melodramatic mess of the first twenty-odd years of my life in a calm voice.

Ethan had clearly not been raised in anything like that kind of family. After listening, he stayed silent for a long while, then tightened his arms around me again.

“Do you still have any proof from your earlier work?” he asked, brushing my cheek with his fingers. “How are you this gentle? They bullied you that badly, and you still never said a word.”

He looked at me and said, “Chloe, you’re a designer. Your reputation matters. I think you deserve your name cleared.”

He said I was too soft.

Then he poked my cheek and added with a grin, “Although, to be fair, it is really soft.”

I glared at him.

That only made him happier.

Those old sketches had already become the first released collection for Lillian’s brand. I had seen the photos before. Honestly, once they were turned into actual finished pieces, they didn’t look all that much like my original designs anymore. After that, I stopped paying attention.

But now I thought it over, opened my laptop, and organized all the old evidence I still had saved—my screen recordings, my draft originals, everything.

Then I posted an update.

Right after that, I changed the Chinese name listed on my profile page.

Jiang Jitang.

As for the truth, people could piece it together themselves.

What surprised me, though, was something else.

Someone on a Chinese platform had exposed the gossip the Sterling family had worked so hard to bury—the truth about me and Lillian, about who we really were.

It was written from a detached third-person perspective. No names were used, but it still spread like wildfire.

Not everyone in their social circle was stupid, after all.

Who randomly adopts a teenage girl out of nowhere?

People had always assumed I was Richard Sterling’s illegitimate daughter.

No one had guessed it was something even more dramatic.

A true heiress and false heiress scandal.

That day, I had just stepped out of the studio when I suddenly heard someone call my name in Chinese.

I turned—and saw a face that felt like it belonged to another lifetime.
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They Sent Away






