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Chapter 9

He’d secured early admission to one of the top law schools overseas. He had originally planned to leave after graduation, but because I’d avoided him, he’d moved up his departure.

He was gone for four years.

And by the time he came back, I had already married Adrian Sterling.

I had already become Mrs. Sterling in everyone else’s eyes.

“We’re here.”

Julian’s voice pulled me back to the present. I looked up and realized the car had already stopped in front of his building.

It was the apartment he’d bought downtown last year, only a short walk from his law firm.

When I got out, he came around too. He still had my suitcase in his hand, with no sign of giving it back.

In the elevator, he pressed the button for the twelfth floor. We were alone, and the silence between us felt unusually still.

Then, without warning, he said, “Claire, do you want to start a firm with me?”

I froze so hard I nearly lost my balance.

After I got married, I’d never touched legal work again. The Sterling elders had always said that Mrs. Sterling wasn’t supposed to work in the public eye, not if there was any chance it might reflect badly on either family.

Over the years, all I’d done was manage a few small businesses from home. I’d almost forgotten that I’d once been one of the top students in












Chapter 11

He was leaning against the second-floor railing, his shirt still unbuttoned, the scratches across his chest and the bruised marks on his skin painfully obvious. There was a warning in his tone when he said, “Lila embarrasses easily. If you show up out of nowhere like this, it puts her in an awkward position.”

I pressed my lips together, then looked up at him calmly.

“I know you’re in a hurry,” I said, “but we’re not divorced yet. If this turns into a scene at the family estate, that won’t be easy for you to explain either.”

Before he could respond, I added, “Tomorrow. County clerk’s office. Don’t be late.”

Then I took the gown and walked out without looking back.

Adrian Sterling was waiting outside the county clerk’s office right on time the next morning.

He was dressed as formally as ever: a black suit, a white shirt, a tie knotted with perfect precision. His wedding ring was already gone. All that remained on his left hand was a faint pale mark around his ring finger.

His expression was calm, unreadable. No anger, no sadness. When he saw me, he only gave a slight nod, and the first thing he said was, “Let’s make this quick. I have a video meeting at ten.”

Looking at that sharp, chiseled face, I felt dazed for a moment.

He had looked like that on the day we got married too—expressionless from start to finish, like a machine following a set procedure. Sign. Photo. Certificate. Done. He hadn’t smiled once.

Back then, even the clerk had hesitated and asked, “Sir, if today isn’t a good time, you can always come back another day.”

His face had gone dark on the spot. In a clipped, rigid tone, he’d replied, “I’m here voluntarily.”

He probably was here voluntarily today too.

Only this time, we were ending a marriage instead of starting one.

I had thought the divorce would turn into a long, ugly tug-of-war. Instead, it went through with startling ease.

Signatures. Photo. Final paperwork.

Less than half an hour, and it was over.

The moment the final divorce decree was placed in my hands, I let out a slow breath, as if a thousand pounds had finally been lifted off my chest.

Adrian stared at his copy for a long time, his expression complicated, distant, as if even he didn’t know what he was thinking.

He only came back to himself when the couple behind us politely asked us to move aside.

Then he slipped the decree into the inside pocket of his suit jacket, turned, and strode out so quickly it looked as if staying one second longer would suffocate him.

When I stepped outside, he was already on the phone by the entrance. His voice had softened into that familiar gentleness.
Chapter 12

“Yeah, it’s done. If you’re tired, get some more sleep. Once I finish my meeting, I’ll pick you up and take you to lunch. Tell me what you want, and I’ll have the kitchen make it.”

As I passed him, he suddenly called my name.

“Claire.”

I turned back and looked at him. “What is it?”

He pressed his lips together, his gaze flickering away. After a long pause, he finally said, “When you have time, you should go through the things you left at the house. It’s not really appropriate to keep them there anymore.”

“Have the housekeeper pack them up and throw them out.”

I didn’t wait for his response. I turned and got into the car waiting at the curb.

Julian had been worried it would be inconvenient for me, so he’d parked nearby and waited.

The car pulled away slowly from the county clerk’s office.

Through the window, I saw Adrian still standing by the roadside, staring after us with a lonely, hollow expression.

That same night, word of our divorce reached both families.

My parents called me home immediately. The second I walked through the door, my mother rounded on me with red-rimmed eyes.

“What were you thinking?” she demanded. “Men make mistakes. That’s normal. If you just endure it, it passes. But now that you’ve divorced him, haven’t you just handed everything over to that woman—Lila Quinn?”

She pointed at me, furious and frantic at once. “Call Adrian right now. Apologize to him, and set a date to get remarried. You had a perfectly good life, and instead you had to blow it all up with this divorce. Did you even think about our company? If the Sterling and Bennett families stop working together, do you have any idea how much we stand to lose?”

“I’m not remarrying him.” I looked straight at her, my voice steady. “Adrian and I are never getting back together.”

Her voice shot up at once, trembling with rage. “You say you won’t, and that’s the end of it? Easy for you to be so carefree. Have you thought about your father and me? Look at your friends. Which one of them doesn’t have their own private messes? They all keep the marriage intact on the surface. Who gets divorced over this?”

She went on and on, every sentence circling back to the same things: remarry him, business interests, social standing.

But no matter what she said, I didn’t waver.

In our world, broken marriages were everywhere. Couples bound by too much money, too many families, too many interests. Divorce meant tearing off a layer of skin, so most people chose to stay married in public and live separate lives in private.

Once, I had thought I’d become exactly what my mother said I should be.

Just endure it, and eventually it will pass.
Chapter 14

Adrian was dressed in a dark formal suit, sharp and severe as ever. Lila wore a pale pink dress and carefully done makeup that made her look especially radiant.

I stared at them in disbelief.

He had actually chosen today, of all days, to bring Lila to the family estate and force the truth into the open.

Adrian saw me too. His gaze flickered, then he gave me the slightest nod from a distance, as if that counted as a greeting.

Lila noticed me and looked like she wanted to come over and say hello, but Adrian caught her wrist and held it hard enough that her face went pale almost instantly.

At the curb, Julian’s car rolled slowly into view.

I stopped paying attention to the two of them, turned, and got in.

I hadn’t expected that departure to turn into a full week away.

Julian had taken a case at the last minute and needed to travel to a neighboring city to track down a witness. I was worried he’d be stretched too thin on his own, so I went with him.

The case turned out to be even more complicated than we’d expected. Just sorting out the evidence chain took four full days. Still, after all that tension, we won.

By the time everything from that case had truly settled down, three months had passed.

Spring had arrived in full. The weather was warming by the day, and the cherry trees lining the streets were in bloom, clusters of soft pink petals glowing in the sunlight.

And I was turning thirty.

Somehow, my parents had found out about Julian. Not only had they accepted the reality of my divorce, they insisted on throwing me a birthday party—supposedly so they could “properly introduce Attorney Hart to friends and family.”

Over the past three months, they’d asked about him constantly, never directly, always circling the subject. His family background. His work. His reputation. They’d even had people quietly look into his character.

And thanks to the case we’d just wrapped up, Julian’s name had spread fast through legal circles. He’d become the kind of rising star everyone talked about.

At a gathering, some former classmates brought him up with open envy.

“Julian’s already clearing seven figures a year,” one of them had said. “At this rate he’ll hit eight before long. The rest of you should really reflect on why you’re dragging down the profession.”

My parents liked him more with every passing day. If they could have locked things in immediately, they probably would have.

So the moment my birthday approached, they decided to host the party. Invitations were already sent out before they bothered informing me, the guest of honor.

I looked at Julian, half amused and half helpless. “Sorry. You still have to come with me and meet that many relatives.”
Chapter 21

“Adrian, I did love you once. A long time ago.” My voice stayed calm. I wasn’t angry, and I wasn’t hurt anymore. I was only stating a fact. “But that was in the past. The person I love now is Julian. So stop calling me. Wouldn’t it be better if we both just lived our own lives?”

I didn’t deny that I had loved him.

Those years when we grew up together, when everyone assumed we’d end up together one day… those memories were real. So was the kindness he once showed me.

But feelings change.

And when disappointment piles up high enough, love dies with it.

Life is like a chessboard. Once a move is made, you don’t take it back. I could accept every imperfect version of myself from every stage of my life.

And I could accept the ending Adrian and I had come to.

I hung up, turned, and headed for the bathroom—

Only to freeze when I met Julian’s eyes.

He was standing behind me in a bathrobe, his hair still dripping. I had no idea how long he’d been there, or how much he’d heard.

His gaze was dark and heavy, like the sea just before a storm. It made my heart jump.

After a brief silence, I decided to pretend nothing had happened and walked straight toward the bathroom.

I barely made it past him before he grabbed my arm.

Hard.

I couldn’t pull free.

The next second, he dragged me into the bedroom and threw me onto the soft mattress.

I stared up at him, alarmed. “Julian, I haven’t showered yet. I’m still damp from the rain.”

He looked down at me without blinking. There was something raw and possessive in his eyes, and it sent a shiver all the way down my spine.

Then he hauled me back up and started toward the bathroom with me in his arms.

“That’s fine,” he said. “I’ll wash you.”

“Wait—Julian, what are you doing?” I struggled, but he only held me tighter.

“You wanted to see what I look like when I’m jealous, didn’t you?” His voice brushed against my ear, low and slightly hoarse. “I’ll show you.”

The water in the bathroom was just right, and when Julian said he’d wash me, he meant it.

He did it with the same thorough focus he brought to work, patient enough to miss nothing, but there was urgency in his hands too—something unmistakably territorial about it.

Burning with embarrassment, I punched him once.

He caught my wrist easily and pulled me straight into the full bathtub with him.

That night, I learned exactly how much stamina Julian Hart had.

And exactly how skilled he was in certain other areas.

It was honestly astonishing.

The next morning, I couldn’t even get out of bed. My whole body ached like I’d been run over.

When my best friend called, I was using a massage gun on my waist and stomach muscles, and even my voice sounded weak.

“Hello? What is it?”
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