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Chapter 9

He suddenly remembered the aggrieved look on Sophie’s face that afternoon, when she’d said she didn’t have any money for ransom.

The corner of his mouth lifted.

“Fifty million,” he said softly. “Transfer it to her account.”

I didn’t find out until the next morning that I’d been “ransomed.”

Damian stood by the bed, leisurely fastening his cuff links. His expression was calm, almost indifferent, as he handed me my fully charged phone.

“It was returned last night,” he said. “Already fixed.”

I was still groggy when he added, in that same casual tone, “You were asleep, so I took a call from your ex.”

He paused just long enough for me to look up.

“Managed to scam fifty million out of him for your spending money.”

My eyes flew wide. I took the phone from him in a daze.

Then I saw the screen.

More than a hundred missed calls.

I froze.

Every single one of them was from Adrian.

Apparently Damian saw the number too, because one brow lifted faintly.

“Maybe I’m just very good at conversation,” he said.

“He seemed reluctant to hang up.”

Reluctant to hang up?

That was what he called it?

Damian bent to pick up his suit jacket and draped it over one arm. Shirt and tailored slacks outlined broad shoulders and a narrow waist so cleanly that heat rushed straight to my face.

My mind betrayed me at once, flashing back to the last few






















Chapter 11

I cut him off with a quiet, mocking laugh. Thinking back to that day, I felt nothing but a dead, awful calm inside me.

“You didn’t know?”

“Weren’t you the one who offered them fifty million as a thank-you bonus for helping you teach me a lesson?”

“It was a kidnapping that could have ended with money.”

“But because of one sentence from you, it turned into a punishment.”

“If someone hadn’t saved me, by now I probably would’ve been raped by every last one of them and filmed in who knows how many humiliation videos.”

I looked straight at him.

“Adrian Bennett, congratulations.”

“You got what you wanted. I really did learn my lesson.”

“I’ll never chase after you again.”

Adrian froze.

The anger in his eyes guttered out like a fire doused with water, leaving behind nothing but ash. His jaw worked as if he were grinding his teeth. After a long silence, he finally forced the words out.

“Forget it, Sophie.”

“Forget the kidnapping. Forget that man.”

“Forget the two of you…”

He cut himself off so abruptly it was almost jarring.

His lips trembled. In the end, he couldn’t say the rest. He drew in a breath, turned his face away, and when he spoke again, his tone had softened.

“Just pretend none of it ever happened.”

“If you still want to marry me, fine.”

“Other than love and loyalty, I can give you anything.”

For a second, I honestly thought I’d misheard him.

Had Adrian Bennett really just said that out loud?

Did he forget that he was the one who came after me first?

He confessed to me. Proposed to me. That happened when we were sixteen, not six.

Then we grew up, and he overturned every promise like it was nothing at all. He never once thought about what I was supposed to do after I’d already fallen in love with him—how I was supposed to take back a heart I’d already handed over.

Like a stray dog taken in off the street, only to be abandoned again.

Confused. Hurt. Whining in pain.

And somehow unable to go back to living alone.

In the end, it gives in to longing anyway, turns around, and runs after its old owner, wagging its tail, begging for one more scrap of the warmth it used to have.

Honestly… sometimes that dog would think—

It would’ve been better if you’d never taken me in at all. Better if you’d never come near me.

“No,” I said softly. “Let’s not.”

Anger and hurt tangled together until all that remained was a weary kind of resignation at my own foolishness.

I lowered my eyes and smiled, calm and steady.

“Don’t force yourself.”

“I’ve already let it go.”

“I’m not going to love you anymore. I’m not going to bother you anymore.”

“So there’s really no need for you to make such a huge sacrifice.”

“It’s over. From now on, you can go live whatever carefree life you want.”

I meant every word.

But somehow, my obedience seemed to upset Adrian even more.
Chapter 12

A flicker of panic crossed his face. His voice turned sharp with sarcasm and irritation.

“That sounds nice.”

“You’re not going to cling to me anymore? Do you even believe that yourself? Can you actually do it?”

“If you can’t, then stop forcing it. I never said you had to disappear from my world.”

“It’s just that I can’t give you love, not that I—”

My gaze dropped to the base of my ring finger.

There had been a ring there for so long.

But I’d only taken it off three days ago, and already the mark had nearly faded.

Just like the hope I’d clung to for years. Just like the past I refused to bury, refused to release.

In the end, letting go only took a single moment.

“Adrian,” I said, looking at him, “I can do it.”

His eyes narrowed at once.

He stared at me for several long seconds, his gaze dark and searching. Then, as if he’d already decided I would eventually come crawling back and prove myself wrong, he curled his lips into a faint smile.

“You’d better.”

“I have to.” Damian Sterling’s face flashed through my mind for no reason at all, and I smiled. “Otherwise, he’ll probably kill me.”

After that day, I kept my promise and put as much distance as I could between Adrian and me.

I stopped texting him every little thing, at every hour, for no reason at all.

I stopped paying attention to whoever he was flirting with or getting close to.

I stopped finding excuses to appear in front of him.

If our mutual friends were getting together and he was going to be there, I simply didn’t go.

Even Mrs. Bennett noticed I was pulling away. She messaged me a few times at first, but after a while, she understood where I stood and sent back a long, quiet sigh in words.

“I suppose we were never meant to be mother-in-law and daughter-in-law after all.”

A little over a month later, on Christmas Day, Noah Hayes came to my pottery studio.

He stood there watching me calmly guide a student through shaping clay, then lifted a brow and smiled.

“So this time, you’re serious?”

“You’re really done with that self-destructive jerk?”

I clicked my tongue and shot him a look. “It’s Christmas. Why aren’t you home with your wife instead of wandering around my studio?”

“Aren’t you worried the woman you worked so hard to win back is going to leave you again?”

The smile vanished from Noah’s face instantly. He grabbed a small lump of clay and tossed it lightly at my apron.

“I came to check on my little sister.”

“And this is how you check on me? By aiming straight for my heart?”

He snorted, brushing his hands together as if he suddenly found the whole conversation boring, then got down from the stool.

He placed a handwritten invitation on the table.

The paper was a soft blush pink, and the elegant script across it had clearly been written by his wife, who practiced calligraphy.
Chapter 14

By the time the last student had been picked up by their parents, it was fully dark outside.

Holiday lights glowed along the street, and with the snow falling thick and soft through them, everything looked a little more romantic than usual.

Damian came up behind me and wrapped both arms around me, pulling me back against his chest.

His lips brushed lightly against my ear, and his voice dropped into that low, magnetic register of his.

“The atmosphere’s doing all the work for me.”

He paused, then murmured, “Want to sneak out on a date, girlfriend?”

Honestly.

This man never quit.

At 10:10 that night, my usually dead social feed finally got an update.

“Merry Christmas.”

“To a certain sneaky boyfriend who kept making passive-aggressive comments about wanting us to go public.”

The photo underneath was simple.

Just my hand locked tight with his, our fingers intertwined.

Noah Hayes finally remembered exactly who Damian Sterling was.

Damian Sterling—the youngest heir ever to take over Sterling Group at twenty-five.

The day he stepped into power, he’d publicly declared that he was cutting off his father’s old criminal ties for good. Sterling Group was to go legitimate, top to bottom. No more dirty business. Nothing outside the law.

And somehow, by sheer force of will, he’d dragged a company from nothing into the top fifteen most recognizable corporations in the capital city in barely half a year.

A man like that—ruthless, legendary, the kind of figure people only talked about in lowered voices—what the hell was he doing in Sophie’s tiny pottery studio?

It couldn’t possibly be to learn ceramics.

His phone buzzed hard in his hand. The group chat had exploded.

[Holy shit! Sophie went public with someone?]

[And I noticed the real detail—the background behind their clasped hands is a bed.]

[At ten o’clock at night, too. Are they living together now?]

[Is it Adrian?]

[No. Adrian was with me drinking himself stupid all last night. He kept staring at his phone waiting for a message.]

The chat went dead silent for a few seconds.

Then someone finally typed:

[He wasn’t waiting for Sophie… was he?]

That one line sat there awkwardly.

No one sent anything else.

A bad feeling dropped straight through Noah’s chest. He immediately exited the chat and opened Sophie’s social feed.

The second he saw the ring on her slender index finger, he sucked in a sharp breath.

“Oh, hell,” he muttered.

“That suicidal jerk finally did it. He actually ruined everything.”

The day after Christmas fell on a weekend, so the pottery studio was closed.

When I left Damian’s place, I didn’t go straight home. I made a special stop at the mall instead.

I picked out a third-anniversary gift for Noah and his wife.

And, well... while I was at it, I bought someone a tie too. A belated Christmas present.

Ding.

The elevator doors opened onto my floor.
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