for who you are, lpray she ﬁnds
meone to show her what real love looks like.”

“Get away from her!"” Carla spat, yanking Mara
back harshly. | told you not to go near that woman!
" Her voice was loud and vicious, cutting through
the murmurs of the other guests and silencing
their conversation as she shook Mara furiously

while the little girl burst into tears.

Estelle rose slowly, her face pale but composed. “

You'll hurt the child,” she said.

Carla spun around sharply, her eyes blazing with

fury

“Don’t tell me how to handle my child when you've
never had one!" She snapped, her voice filled with

venom. Estelle blinked.

That hit a deep nerve, but Carla wasn't done.

“Oh, wait,” Carla’s lips curled into a malicious
. smile. “You did once, didn't you?" -




But your carelessness cost you that, didn't it?"
Carla's voice dripped with cruelty, her smile
growing wider. “You killed your child, and now you

think you can come near mine?"

Gasps erupted from the crowd, followed by a
stunned silence. The words hung in the air like
poison, and for a moment, time seemed to freeze
Estelle stood motionless, her face unreadable,
though inside she was unraveling, icy pain tearing

at her with ferocity.

No one knew about the accident that took her
child, except for the boardroom attendees that
day when they had overheard her and Hunter's
conversation. She had been assured that the
information wouldn't leak. But now... how did Carla

know? Her gaze flickered at Hunter, just briefly, but

long enough for him to see the flash of pain and

suspicion she tried to hide.




emember telling her, or ha
did, maybe before he knew her full
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capacity for cruelty, it didn't give her the right to
mention it in such a heartless way. ‘

- “You're pathetic,’ Carla col




For a moment, he hadn't even realized he was
defending Estelle. But the shock on Carla’s face
when she spun around made it clear, and for the
first time ever, he didn't seem to care, even as she
whispered, "What did you say?” with her face

twisted in shock

ght to throw it in her face like that.”

The room turned icy, every eye now on Hunter and
Carla, watching the drama unfold with Ryan's
arms. unconsciously wrapped around Estelle's

Wrist

For a moment, Carla was speechless, her face

contorted with fury and disbelief. "Are you serious

right now?” she whispered, her voice shaking with
both rage and humiliation. "You're defending her?
In front of everyone?”




't even sure what he felt anymore,
: at something had shifted, irreversibly. His
 eyes slid to Estelle, who was already staring at

him as if she could see straight through him.
There was no triumph on her face, no smug
satisfaction. Nothing. And somehow, that blank
look she was giving him twisted something

painfully inside him.

“After staring at her all day..." Carla’s voice
interrupted his thoughts and Hunter's gaze
snapped to her in surprise. “Oh, you think | didn't
see it?" She hissed. “You think | didn't see the way
you stared at her the whole time? You haven't
taken your eyes off her since we walked in!" She
jabbed a finger into his chest, her voice rising in

pitch.

Hunter gritted his teeth, shame creeping up his
spine, worsened by the eyes of the crowd upon
them and the low hum of murmured gossip
circling the room. Carla shouldn't be doing this
here, with all eyes on them.




shuffled back a little, clearly affected by her
mother's harsh warning, but Estelle smiled against
the storm raging inside her. “I'm not a bad person,
sweetheart” she whispered to Mara, her tone
tender and soothing. “Sometimes people say

things that arent true .. because they're hurt”

Carla glared daggers into Estelle’s head, but
Estelle ignored her, focusing on the trembling
child. “I'm sorry you had to hear that, but you don't
need to cry, okay?" she said softly, brushing a tear

from Mara's cheek

Mara stared at her wide-eyed, sniffling, before

nodding shakily

With a soft smile, Estelle rose to her feet, her
expression hardening as she locked gazes with
Carla. In a cool, deliberate voice, she said, “The
only thing more pathetic than losing a child is

you've lost your humanity

e anymaor




Carla's face flushed red, her mouth opening and
closing in shock But before she could retorl,
Estelle turned and walked away with Ryan, he
head held high, leaving Carla fuming and
humiliated And soon enough, the event cailied an
as if nothing had happened, although some still

felt the tension stll lingerng i the ah
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