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Chapter 9

“Funny, considering it’s not like you’ve never slept with someone younger.”

“When we were eighteen, we gave each other our first time. And those four years after that… we worked well together.”

“Adrian,” I cut in, “you were the one who ended things back then. You’ve never been someone who gets confused about what you wants, so what exactly are you doing now?”

He stayed silent for a long time.

Snow drifted down between us, fine and unbroken.

“I want you,” he said at last. “Claire, after all these years, you’re still the person I feel most at ease with.”

I smiled.

“But you’re not one of my options anymore.”

A trace of curiosity crossed his face. “What do you like about him?”

“Twenty grand a month in living expenses,” I said. “Thoughtful. Obedient. Always there when I need him. And when I don’t, he doesn’t bother me.”

His expression tightened.

“But I can give you more. Feelings, career, life—everything would be better than before.”

I looked at him and shook my head.

“Back then, yes, money mattered. So did the fact that being with you could take me farther. But now I don’t need that anymore. Don’t you understand?”

He froze, like he’d just taken a punch straight to the face.

“So that’s what it was?” he said. “You were only with me for the money?”

“What else would it have been for?” I said with




























Chapter 11

I took a step toward her.

“I signed an employment contract, not a bill of sale. You’re his fiancée, not the lady of the manor.”

I held her gaze and said evenly, “This isn’t the Middle Ages. Did no one bother to tell your family?”

She choked on her own outrage, suddenly unable to speak.

Then the crowd split apart.

Adrian walked in.

The second he saw the mark on my face, he yanked Vanessa away from me.

“Vanessa, what the hell are you doing?”

Her eyes instantly reddened, and she stumbled back onto the floor.

“Adrian, I waited for you for five years, and now you’re calling off our engagement because of her—”

He cut her off, his voice turning ice-cold.

“We broke up because you left the country back then. Claire was never the third party.”

“Adrian, you haven’t married all these years because of her, haven’t you?”

Her eyes were shining with tears now, her voice trembling.

“But so what? You two will never be together. She’ll always be the woman you can’t bring into the light.”

He ignored her.

He walked over to me and looked at my face.

“Does it hurt?” He lifted a hand, like he wanted to touch my cheek.

I turned my head away.

“Mr. Pierce, keep your fiancée under control. If this happens again, I’ll call the police.”

His hand stopped in midair.

“It won’t happen again,” he said.

I didn’t look at him.

I pulled out my resignation letter and handed it over.

“This is my notice.”

He lowered his eyes to it and gripped the paper tightly.

“Claire, you don’t need to resign over this.”

“Right. I don’t.”

I let out a dry laugh.

“It’s just that you made a few vague comments and let the whole company speculate about our relationship. It’s just that your fiancée rushed in here and slapped me, and now in everyone else’s eyes I’m the woman who wrecked someone else’s relationship.”

“Claire—”

His gaze darkened, guilt flickering through it.

“I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have had to go through this.”

“I’ll make Vanessa apologize to you.”

I cut him off coldly.

“Adrian, I don’t want to see you again.”

I turned to leave.

He grabbed me hard.

“Don’t go.”

His grip was tight, and for a moment I saw something raw in his eyes. Loss. Desperation.

“Claire, that day you asked me if I’d ever liked you.”

“I didn’t admit it then. But the answer is yes. I care about you. I love you.”

“It took me too long to realize it. I just never had the chance to tell you.”

His hand was shaking.

“I don’t know why, but after you left, everything felt empty. I stayed in that hollow house night after night, unable to sleep. It was like you’d never been there at all. You didn’t leave a single trace behind…”

He stared at me, voice rough.

“Claire, I used to think you were just comfort. That it could’ve been anyone. But it couldn’t. It was only ever you.”

“I’ll take care of everything. Just wait for me a little longer, and then we can be together openly.”

I listened until he finished.
Chapter 12

Then I pulled my hand free.

I turned and looked at him.

“Adrian, if I hadn’t gone to Stanford five years ago—if I’d stayed and kept clinging to you, over and over again—would you still love me?”

He opened his mouth, but no answer came.

“You wouldn’t. You would’ve thought I was cheap. You would’ve gotten sick of me.”

“This isn’t love. You just can’t accept that I don’t care about you the way I used to. You can’t accept that the obedient pet you were used to suddenly stopped being controllable.”

He lowered his head, his voice scraping raw.

“That’s not what this is…”

I looked at him quietly, then smiled a little.

“Adrian, that day you asked me if I’d never liked you, I lied. I liked you for years. For so many years.”

“I didn’t know what liking someone was. I didn’t know what love was. I only knew that even when I knew I shouldn’t, I still couldn’t stop myself from sneaking glances at you. I was like a thief, watching you date other people, living in a house that was never mine, fantasizing that if I’d just been born there too, maybe I would’ve been able to keep up with you.”

His lips moved, but he still couldn’t say anything.

“When you asked if we should try it—when you undid my clothes—I felt so cheap. And still, I was pathetically happy, because I finally had the person I’d wanted for so long.”

“Those four years were the happiest years of my life, and the most painful. I kept telling myself there was no future for us, but I was still pathetic enough to crave every scrap of kindness you gave me.”

“For four years, I kept cutting back the feelings that kept growing inside me. They grew, and I cut them down. Over and over. Even later, in another country, I’d wake in the middle of the night and feel that dull ache in my chest all over again. It hurt too much. I don’t ever want to go through that a second time.”

“Adrian, love is not something I need in order to live.”

“The person beside me could be anyone.”

I looked him in the eye.

“But it will never be you.”

He stood there in silence, his eyes reddening.

“I’m sorry…”

“You don’t have to apologize.” I shook my head. “Adrian, I don’t hate you, and I don’t resent you. If anything, I should thank you. Without you, I never would’ve had the chance to study, never would’ve had the chance to get where I am today.”

“Adrian, let’s never see each other again.”

“And please—don’t bother me anymore.”

I turned around.

Then I walked away.

One step after another, without looking back.

Behind me, I heard him say, thick with tears—

“Okay.”
Chapter 14

“You didn’t know, did you?” she said softly. “All those years, he was watching you from the shadows.”

“He even fought with his whole family. He gave up the path they wanted for him and took over his mother’s business instead. He’d never admit it, but I know why. He wanted more freedom. More control. More say in his own life.”

“For years, he kept dragging his feet about marriage. I asked him if he was still hung up on you. He denied it. But everything he did...” Her voice thinned. “It was all for you.”

She smiled again, and this time the bitterness in it was impossible to hide.

“Hearing this now—does it make you feel good? Knowing he cared that much? That he loved you that much?”

I said nothing.

The coffee had gone cold.

So he had loved me.

Once.

But the wound had already scarred over.

The rain had stopped. There was no point in bringing an umbrella now.

The company was doing well.

My partners had all been the kind of brilliant overachievers who topped their fields, and our product had made enough noise in the market to turn heads. During our second round of funding, I saw Adrian Pierce's father at an industry conference.

Ten years had passed. Richard Pierce had aged some. There was white at his temples now.

Of course, his position had climbed even higher too.

But his eyes hadn't changed. They still carried that same measuring look whenever they landed on someone.

After the conference ended, he had someone ask me to come over.

"Claire," he said, looking at me with open approval. "You've done very well. People always say education can change a person's fate. In your case, it really did."

I nodded. "I still have to thank you for helping me back then."

He smiled.

"I know about you and Adrian. I've never approved of it all these years."

"But he's my son. When it comes to him, I can't always win."

He took out a set of papers and slid them across the table.

"You can be together. I won't interfere anymore. Aside from that one certificate, he can give you anything."

"If there's a child in the future, the child can carry the Pierce name. A family trust will be set up after the birth. And naturally, you'll receive a considerable sum as well..."

He had even brought settlement papers.

I looked at the document and didn't open it.

"No, thank you."

That clearly surprised him.

"Claire, men may not be reliable, but money is. You're a smart woman. You should understand that better than most."

I stood.

"I do like money. I've worked very hard to earn it."

"But I earn money so I can have more choices. More freedom."

"Not so I can become someone's accessory."

I turned and walked out.

The moment I stepped out of the reception room, I thought to myself that making my own money really did feel wonderful.

So did living to please myself.

Adrian had promised he wouldn't see me again, and he kept his word. He truly stopped disturbing my life.
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