Chapter 11

For years, he had pushed himself overseas, working desperately, building a life with one goal in mind: one day he would come back strong enough to protect Claire, strong enough to make up for what he had done.

The first thing he did after returning was look for her.

What he hadn’t expected was to find out she had been with Adrian.

So he went to see him.

They met at a café.

“You’re Adrian Sterling?” Ethan asked, looking at the man across from him. His tone was calm, but there was a sharpness beneath it that was hard to miss.

“I am.” Adrian lifted a brow, hostility already in his voice. “And you’re Ethan Rivers? Claire’s first love?”

“Yes.” Ethan didn’t deny it. “I came here today to tell you something clearly. The person Claire loves is me. It has always been me. The three years she spent with you were nothing more than a mistake. So from now on, stay away from her.”

“A mistake?” Adrian let out a cold laugh. “What gives you the right to say that? She’s with me now.”

“She was never really yours,” Ethan said firmly. “She was only with you because you looked like me. I’m the only person who’s ever been in her heart.”

“Bullshit.” Adrian slammed a hand onto the table and shot to his feet. “Claire already agreed to start over with me. I’m the one she loves.”

“Is that so?” Ethan looked at him with the faintest trace of mockery in his eyes. “If she really loved you, then why was she completely unmoved when you flirted with other women? Why didn’t she care when you forgot her birthday? Why did she leave you without hesitation the moment she found out I was back?”

Every word hit Adrian like a blade.

Because he knew Ethan was right.

Claire’s tolerance, her calm, her endless willingness to let things slide—it had never come from love. It had come from indifference. She had put up with everything because she simply hadn’t cared enough to fight.

“Even if she didn’t love me before,” Adrian said through clenched teeth, stubbornness burning in his voice, “I can still make her love me. I can give her more happiness than you ever could.”

“No,” Ethan said, shaking his head. “You can’t.”

His voice stayed even, but it landed harder than a shout.

“You don’t even know what would make her happy. All you ever knew how to do was enjoy how good she was to you. You never once truly cared about how she felt.”

“In the three years you were with her, you know exactly how much she suffered.”

Ethan paused, then went on. “Back then, I didn’t leave because I hated her. I left because her father was responsible for my parents’ deaths. I couldn’t face her, and I couldn’t face what I felt. Every single day since then, I’ve regretted it—regretted being a coward, regretted never giving her an explanation.”
Chapter 12

“Now I’m back. I’m going to make it up to her. I’ll spend the rest of my life loving her and protecting her. I hope you’ll let us be together.”

Adrian froze.

He had never known there was a past like that between Claire and Ethan. He had always assumed Ethan was just Claire’s first love, the one who never left her heart. He had never imagined there was something this deep, this tangled, binding them together.

All at once, he felt like a fool standing between them.

Everything Claire had ever given him had been built on Ethan’s shadow, and he had stupidly mistaken it for love.

“Why should I believe you?” Adrian asked, bitterness still clinging to his voice.

“You don’t have to believe me.” Ethan met his gaze steadily. “But you should believe Claire. She deserves a better life. She deserves to be treated with sincerity. And you can’t give her that.”

With that, Ethan rose and walked out of the café.

Adrian stayed where he was for a long time, unable to move.

Ethan’s words had detonated in his mind like a blast.

For the first time, he began to look back at everything he had done over the last three years. Slowly, painfully, he started to understand that what he felt for Claire might never have been love at all—maybe it had only been unwillingness to lose, and the selfish urge to possess what he thought was his.

He remembered the way Claire had watched him flirt with other women, calm and unreadable. He remembered the faint smile she wore when he forgot their anniversary. He remembered the finality in her back as she walked away after ending things. He remembered that old account on her phone, every post filled with a love that had never belonged to him.

So that was the truth.

From beginning to end, he had only ever been a stand-in.

A ridiculous one, used to fill the emptiness of Claire’s longing.

Adrian picked up the coffee on the table and drank it in one swallow. The bitterness slid down his throat and spread through his chest, darker and sharper than ever.

At last, he understood that some relationships were wrong from the very beginning. No matter how hard he tried, he could never change where this would end.

He decided to let her go.

Not because of Ethan’s warning, but because he finally realized Claire deserved better—and he was incapable of giving her the happiness she wanted.

When Ethan found Claire, she was walking in the small garden below her apartment building.

The sun was sinking, and the last gold of evening lay across her like warm silk, outlining her in light. She wore a white dress, her hair loose over her shoulders. There was a quiet calm on her face. She looked thinner than before, but somehow lighter too, as if something inside her had finally loosened.

Ethan’s heart slammed against his ribs, and his eyes stung instantly.

Five years.

After five whole years, he was finally seeing the girl he had never stopped thinking about.
Chapter 14

“When I came with you to meet your father that day, I recognized him the moment I saw him.” His voice trembled slightly, as if he had been dragged back into that terrible afternoon. “Before my father’s company went under, I’d seen his picture. He was the partner who took all the company’s money and left my father with nowhere to turn.”

Claire went still.

“In that moment, it felt like my whole world collapsed,” Ethan said, his eyes reddening. “On one side, there was you, the woman I loved. On the other, the man who destroyed my family. I couldn’t face you, and I couldn’t face myself. I hated your father, but I hated myself even more, because I had fallen in love with his daughter.”

His voice dropped lower. “That day, your father called me into his study. He didn’t deny anything. He only said he was sorry. He told me he’d made a terrible mistake in a moment of greed, and that he’d been living with guilt ever since.”

Ethan swallowed hard, the memory clearly cutting through him even now. “I looked at him and felt like someone was carving into my chest with a knife. I thought about revenge. I thought about making the Bennett family pay for what happened. But every time I thought of you, I couldn’t do it.”

He lifted his eyes to hers, pain written plainly across his face. “So I chose to leave. I was afraid that if I stayed, I’d do something that would hurt you. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to control that hatred, and you’d be trapped in the middle of it. I thought leaving was the best thing I could do. I never imagined it would make you suffer this much.”

Claire stared at him, stunned.

She had never known.

All these years, she had believed Ethan left because he hated her father and, by extension, could no longer bear the sight of her. She had thought that was why he disappeared without a word.

She had never imagined he had been carrying something this heavy. This much pain. This much conflict.

“Then why come back now?” she asked, her voice unsteady.

Ethan reached for her hand and held it firmly. His gaze was steady now, no longer avoiding hers. “These past few years, I’ve been working nonstop overseas. I wanted to come back only when I was strong enough, when I had enough of my own footing to protect you.”

He paused, then continued quietly, “And I’ve been in therapy. I’ve spent years learning how to let go of that hatred. I finally understood that hatred solves nothing. It only keeps hurting more people.”

His thumb brushed lightly over her knuckles. “I came back because I wanted to make things right with you. I want to give you a home, Claire. The kind of home you always wanted.” His voice softened, but the sincerity in it only deepened. “Please give me one more chance. Let me spend the rest of my life loving you. Let me make up for what I did.”

Claire looked at him, and fresh tears slipped down her cheeks.

How could she not forgive him?
Chapter 21

One night, Claire had to work late.

Ethan came to pick her up.

A light rain had started by the time Claire got off work.

Ethan was waiting for her outside the office building, an umbrella in his hand. The moment he saw her, he strode toward her, passed the umbrella to her, then shrugged off his coat and draped it over her shoulders.

“Are you cold?” he asked, reaching for her hand.

Claire smiled and shook her head. Leaning into him, she said softly, “No. Not when I’m with you.”

Ethan wrapped an arm around her, holding the umbrella over both of them as they walked slowly through the rain. Raindrops tapped against the fabric in a soft, steady rhythm, like a gentle song. The streetlights glowed through the mist, washing them in warm gold and outlining the two of them in quiet intimacy.

“Ethan,” Claire said suddenly.

He looked down at her. “Yeah?”

“Let’s get married.”

He froze for a second and stopped walking altogether. Rain had dampened the hair at his forehead, but his eyes were startlingly bright. “What did you say?”

Claire lifted her face and met his gaze, steady and sincere. “I said, let’s get married. I want to be with you forever. I want us to build a real home together.”

Ethan’s heart slammed against his ribs. His eyes turned wet almost at once.

He pulled her into his arms and held her tight, his voice rough with emotion
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