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Chapter 2

“Excuse me, ma’am,” she said evenly, “could you please keep your voice down?”

She hadn’t opened the cafe to make money. She’d opened it because she liked the idea of it, because she wanted a place that felt like hers. So she’d never bothered cultivating that all-smiles, customer-is-always-right service attitude.

She lived by one rule: kindness for kindness, attitude for attitude.

If someone came at her with a bad face, she had no reason to give them a pleasant one in return.

Vanessa turned on her at once. “I’m arguing with my husband. What does that have to do with you?”

Claire arched a brow, the corner of her mouth lifting. Bracing one hand against the edge of the table, she said, “Your argument has nothing to do with me. Doing it in my cafe does.”

“You—”

“Enough, Vanessa.”

The man who had been mostly silent until now suddenly cut her off. He rose to his feet and gave Claire a small, apologetic nod.

“Sorry about that.”

The instant their eyes met, Claire went still.

His gaze was dark and deep, black as polished stone, and something about it hit with unnerving force.

It was the first time in her life she had felt her heart slip, all because of a single look.

She gave a brief wave to dismiss it, then turned and walked away.

That afternoon, Claire kept drifting off while she ground coffee beans behind the counter.

Every few minutes, those eyes flashed through her mind again—dark and deep, like black glass.

Maybe it had simply been too long since she'd been wanted by a man, she thought.

She and Daniel had met in college. He'd chased her hard back then, and after they got married, he'd always treated her well. He was attentive, dependable, decent. And yet she could never shake the feeling that something was missing.

Like a dish that filled you up without ever tasting good.

At ten that night, after closing the cafe, she headed straight for the cocktail bar she frequented.

The music inside pounded so loud it rattled through her bones. Claire stepped onto the dance floor and let herself go, moving with the rhythm, her body loose and fluid as she finally shook off the strain of the day.

She was almost thirty, but she drew more attention than the girls several years younger than her.

Her arms lifted high above her head, and the fitted crop top she wore showed off every curve to full advantage. Men kept drifting toward her, pressing close, trying to dance with her. She responded with easy heat, teasing just enough to pull them in—then slipped away the moment they started to think they had a chance.

Some of them were good-looking. A few were more than that.

None of them interested her.
Chapter 3

Losing interest, she stepped off the dance floor and slid onto a stool at the bar. She had just opened her mouth to order when a glass of whiskey appeared in front of her.

She looked up.

And ran straight into the pair of eyes that had unsettled her all day.

In that instant, she caught the scent of something dangerous and electric.

The man smiled and held out a hand. "Hi. I'm Adrian Sterling."

For one absurd second, Claire felt as if fate itself had leaned down and whispered in her ear: You're not getting away this time.

She arched a brow, then placed her slender hand in his. "Claire Bennett."

If she wasn't going to escape it, why not enjoy it?

By the time they left the bar, it was past midnight. Claire leaned against Adrian, tipsy and soft with drink.

He glanced down at her, his tone edged with suggestion. "Where to?"

"I need to go home," she mumbled, giving him her address.

The moment he heard it, some of the interest seemed to leave him.

By the time he drove her there, Claire had sobered up a little.

Adrian got out and opened the car door for her like a gentleman. Claire stepped out, long legs unfolding smoothly, her miniskirt riding high enough to hint at what lay beneath.

Through her hazy, alcohol-blurred gaze, she looked at the tall, handsome man in front of her and knew, with sudden dangerous clarity, that she wanted him.

Like parched earth desperate for rain.

In that moment, she cast aside the restraints of morality, slipped an arm around his shoulder, and gave him a slow, seductive smile.

"Want to come up?"

His eyes lit for a second. "That wouldn't be a good idea. You know I'm married."

"What a coincidence," Claire said, a sly smile tugging at her lips as she watched his expression dim. "So am I."

Then she leaned closer and added, "But my husband isn't home."

Just this once, she told herself.

Her life had been far too dull for far too long.

The room was full of a man's rough breathing and a woman's helpless moans.

Everything had already gone too far. The kissing, the touching, the heat building between them—Claire had been dizzy with it. But just as Adrian was about to take things further, she put a hand against his chest and stopped him.

"The condoms are in the drawer."

Adrian didn't move.

Instead, he caught her mouth in another kiss. Claire let out a startled sound, completely unprepared, and by the time she realized what he was doing, it was already too late.

They spent the night tangled together.

Afterward, Adrian reached into the pocket of his discarded clothes and took out a small white pill.
Chapter 4

"This is birth control," he said. "Take it."

Claire swallowed it with water while he watched.

Then he leaned in and kissed her forehead. "I'm sorry. I just didn't want to use one the first time. I'll be more careful from now on."

Claire looked into his dark eyes, and the depth of feeling in them seemed so real, so tender, that the last of her resentment faded almost instantly.

The next morning, after seeing Adrian out, Claire tidied herself up and got ready to head to the cafe.

She had just opened the front door when she froze.

Daniel stood outside holding a huge bouquet of roses.

"Daniel?" Her eyes widened in shock.

She had no idea why her husband—who was supposed to be away on business until next week—would suddenly be here.

Realizing how strange she must look, she hurried to cover it up. "We've been married forever. What are you doing buying me flowers?"

She bent down too quickly, flustered, and pulled out a pair of house slippers from the shoe cabinet for him.

"I passed a flower shop and saw them. They looked nice, so I bought them for you." Daniel stepped inside as he changed his shoes, then glanced at her. "Why haven't you left for the cafe yet? You're usually gone by now."

"Oh... I've been coming down with something lately. Maybe a cold. I couldn't wake up this morning, so I got a late start."

"A cold?" His expression tightened with concern. "Is it bad? Maybe you should go to the hospital and get checked out. Don't go in today. Stay home and rest."

Daniel was an ordinary-looking man, not especially tall, not the kind of man who turned heads. Back when she was younger, plenty of men better-looking than him had pursued her.

But no one had stayed as long as Daniel had.

Every time she looked back, he had been there.

They had been married for seven years, and he had always treated her well. It was only because of his job that he traveled so often. Some weeks, she barely saw him once or twice.

"Okay," Claire murmured, guilt twisting hard inside her.

After getting married, whenever loneliness got the better of her, she had sometimes gone out to bars or clubs. But it had never crossed any real line. A little flirting, a little thrill at most. She had never actually done anything that betrayed Daniel.

Not until last night.

She didn't know whether it was because she had been lonely for too long, because life had become too dull, or because she had fallen for Adrian at first sight.

Whatever the reason, she had cheated.

She had cheated on a husband who loved her that much.

While Claire was in the kitchen making dinner for Daniel, a restless unease kept gnawing at her.

Her mind was so distracted that when she was chopping vegetables, the knife slipped and sliced her finger.

She cried out in pain.
Chapter 6

She had known from the first moment she saw him that he was the kind of man she should never touch—like a drug dressed up as desire. Once she got too close, she would never be able to stop.

“Adrian,” she said quietly, “let’s pretend that night was just a dream. We can’t keep doing this.”

He said nothing. His lashes trembled.

Then, without warning, he grabbed her and shoved her into his car.

Claire gasped, struggling instantly, but Adrian climbed in after her and pinned her beneath him, trapping her flailing hands.

“How can you be this cruel?”

And then he kissed her.

It was nothing like that first night—nothing gentle, nothing hesitant. This kiss was hard, possessive, and fiercely demanding. Claire resisted at first, twisting against him, but under his relentless teasing and touch, her resistance slowly gave way.

Before long, she was kissing him back.

This went on for half a month, until Vanessa showed up.

“What the hell do you keep coming here for every day?” Vanessa snapped, looking as sharp and volatile as ever. “Which little tramp has you bewitched this time?”

She had known Adrian was a womanizer before she married him. She’d believed marriage would make him settle down, or at least rein himself in.

Instead, he’d only gotten worse.

Over the years, he had turned her from a bright, innocent girl into a bitter, neglected wife. It wasn’t as if she had never thought




















Chapter 9

She had never imagined that from the very beginning, he’d come to her with an agenda.

A chill crawled over her scalp. But there was no turning back now. Claire tightened her grip on the final divorce decree she still held in her hand, lifted her chin, and walked into the villa.

During the pregnancy, Adrian took impeccable care of her.

But the marriage he had promised never came.

He said they could deal with that after the baby was born. Right now, the only thing that mattered was her health and the pregnancy.

A proposal was supposed to come from the man, and she refused to lower herself by pushing for one. Besides, as long as she had this child, everything Adrian had would belong to her sooner or later.

She just had to be patient.

Ten months later, she gave birth to a healthy eight-pound baby boy.

Adrian was overjoyed. He held the baby in his arms and cried openly.

The next morning, though, he stormed to her hospital bed with a sheet of paper clenched in his hand.

His eyes were still as black as ink, and in that moment Claire realized she might never have truly understood him at all.

He flung the paper straight into her face.

“You fucking lied to me!”

Claire’s heart dropped. A sick sense of dread rose in her chest.

Weakly, she picked up the paper. The words DNA Paternity Test Report stabbed into her vision.

Then she saw the conclusion.

Not the biological father.

The words detonated in her mind.

“You filthy bitch,” Adrian spat. “And you thought you were going to be mistress of the Sterling house? Dream on.”

He slammed the door and left.

Claire’s tears slipped down soundlessly.

The baby was Daniel’s.

A chime sounded.

Daniel tapped open the message on his phone. It was the remaining payment Vanessa had transferred to him.

When Vanessa had first come to him and told him Claire was having an affair, he had nearly grabbed a knife and gone to kill them both.

But Vanessa had said, “A woman who’s been unfaithful to you isn’t worth throwing your life away over. I have a proposal. Find a way to get Claire pregnant during this time, and make her believe the baby is Adrian’s. When the time comes, Adrian will definitely divorce me, and I’ll get a very generous settlement. I’ll split it with you.”

“You and Adrian...” Daniel had asked, curious despite himself.

“I’ve been sick of him acting like some breeding stud and chasing women everywhere for a long time now. And you want to punish Claire for betraying y
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