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Chapter 9

It was deep into the night before the last scattered lights along the beach finally winked out. Only then did you put away your brushes and, as usual, snap a photo of the painting to send to the gallery director.

You were still quietly happy over the rare sense of peace inside you when Adrian Sterling's call suddenly came through.

His voice was already edged with anger. "Where are you?"

Before you could answer, he launched straight into accusation.

"I told you already—no one else's existence would ever affect your position as Mrs. Sterling. From the beginning, the problem was that you wanted too much. I didn't expect Sienna to provoke you like that. I'll warn her. But she's young and impulsive, so try to be more understanding. So wherever you are right now, come home immediately and explain things to my parents. Tell them it was all a misunderstanding, that someone was deliberately trying to sabotage our marriage."

You let him finish before asking mildly, "So that's it? The misunderstanding is cleared up, we've made peace, and everything's fine now?"

"Yes." Adrian sounded relieved. "I've taken care of it. If you really can't stand Sienna, I'll consider breaking things off with her." He paused, then added with infuriating self-assurance, "Next week is our wedding anniversary. I'll deal with her before then. Make the necessary arrangements in advance. We'll stay at the house after that."

The note of condescending generosity in his voice was almost laughable.

And just like that, you knew it really was time to talk to him about the divorce.

"All right," you said. "Next week, then."

After the call ended, you realized how unnervingly calm you felt. His every word and mood no longer had the power to drag your emotions around the way they once had.

A week passed quickly.

You had already started planning the shape of your future. Once the divorce was done, you wanted to bring your parents to Fiji for a proper vacation. They had worked hard their entire lives and had never truly taken time to rest.

What you didn't expect was that the moment you walked out of the airport, the people waiting for you would include not only your parents, but Richard and Margaret Sterling as well.

Your parents' smiles looked strained.

Richard and Margaret, on the other hand, were beaming. Margaret came over at once, taking your hand warmly.

"Claire, something this important and you didn't tell us? You're pregnant—how could you travel alone? It's too dangerous." She patted your hand with affectionate reproach. "I've already given Adrian a piece of my mind. At dinner tonight, your father and I will talk to him properly. Once he finds out he's going to be a father, he'll admit he was wrong. He won't keep doing these ridiculous things."

The words I want a divorce from Adrian caught in your throat.

Looking at Margaret's kind face, you simply couldn't force them out.

The tension thickened, and
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“This is all your fault, Richard! You ruined Adrian! ‘Just playing the part’? Is that what you call this? Running around like other rich men and keeping a mistress? You made a little money at the right time and suddenly you think you’re untouchable—no shame, no decency, nothing! He cheats on his wife and still acts like he’s justified! I warned you before, and neither of you listened. You said I was just a woman and didn’t understand business, didn’t understand how men in your world operate. Fine—I don’t! But I do know that my wonderful daughter-in-law is in the hospital, and the baby she was carrying is gone!”

At those words, Evan’s tall frame went rigid.

You saw the look on his face and knew he was about to try to comfort you. You spoke first.

“In a way, maybe this is a good thing.” Your voice was calm—calmer than it should have been. “Before this, I kept thinking that as long as the baby existed, I’d never be completely free of Adrian for the rest of my life.”

Your mother let out a quiet sigh beside the bed. She forced a smile, though her eyes were red. “Dr. Shaw already told me. The baby… there was no heartbeat to begin with. Even if—even if Sienna hadn’t shoved you, you still would have miscarried in another month or two.”

You looked at her in surprise.

Then, slowly, the feeling settled.

Good. If that was true, then you could step into a new life with even less hesitation.

“Where’s Adrian?” you asked.

After all, there was no better time than this to talk about divorce.

You hadn’t expected him to hear the question the exact moment he pushed open the door.

For the first time, Adrian Sterling looked awkward—almost uneasy. A fresh slap mark stood out on his swollen face. He came to your bedside and dropped to one knee, his voice low and solemn.

“I’m sorry.”

Evan reacted before you did.

He turned cold eyes on Adrian. “I already told you. You don’t have the right to see Claire.”

As he spoke, he grabbed Adrian by the collar, open challenge blazing in his expression.

But Adrian, who had always been too proud to bow his head to anyone, didn’t fight back this time. He only looked straight at Evan and said, “Didn’t you hear her? She called my name. She’s still my legal wife. If she wants to see me, what exactly is your problem?”

Then he turned to you and began explaining himself, word by word.

“I didn’t know Sienna would do something like that. When I got out of the car, I saw the bodyguards trying to drag her away by force. So I instinctively assumed you were the ones causing trouble for her.”
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His tone was grave, almost as if this explanation should mean something enormous.

“No matter what our relationship was like before, we lost this child. As his father, I’m sorry. I’m grieving too. But what’s done is done.” He held your gaze, as if offering you something generous. “We can still have children in the future.”

Not a single tear fell.

There was no regret in you. No sorrow. No wavering.

Only something bitter and almost absurd.

You looked at him and said, “What makes you think there’s still a future for us? Adrian, let’s get divorced.”

The color drained from his face at once. His whole body stiffened so visibly it was almost shocking.

“Divorced?”

Margaret and Richard, who had been standing outside, hurried into the room the moment they heard that word.

Your voice stayed steady, your attitude unshakable.

“Yes. I said I want a divorce.”

“Because of Sienna?” Adrian stared at you in disbelief. “Because of some harmless, simple intern, you want to divorce me? Do you even hear yourself? In the end, wasn’t this whole thing just you throwing a tantrum and leaving home to force me to cut things off with her? Well, you got what you wanted. I even came here in person to apologize, and you’re still not satisfied? How far are you planning to take this?”

You looked at him and, at last, saw him clearly for what he was.

Arrogant.

Selfish.

And beyond saving.

Even with his eyes rimmed red and his breathing unsteady, everything about him betraying how shaken he was, Adrian still knew how to make his words cut.

“Fine.” A vein stood out at his temple. His whole body was trembling. “But when you calm down, don’t come crying back and beg me.”

Then he turned and walked out.

Margaret called after him, trying to stop him, but he never slowed down.

Evan said the hospital needed to stay quiet, so he asked everyone else to leave and let me rest alone in the room. I took the chance immediately and sent Adrian a text, setting a time for us to handle the divorce.

His reply came back cold and blunt.

Fine. Whatever you want. I’m busy with Sienna for the next couple of days. I don’t have time.

I stared at the screen, confused.

I didn’t understand why he was lying.

Because five minutes earlier, Sienna had been the one blowing up my phone with furious messages.

I don’t know what kind of disgusting trick you used to make Adrian stop seeing me and stop answering my calls! You vicious woman! Your whole family is made up of leeches, clinging to Adrian and refusing to let go! You forced him to break up with me. You’ll all get what’s coming to you!

I’d been wondering how I was supposed to find her.

The second I saw that message, I replied:

Meet me in three days. If you behave yourself, I might consider divorcing Adrian.

Sienna responded almost instantly with a single question mark.

Then another text came through.

Fine. You’d better mean it.
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I lifted my wrist slightly and said coldly, “Did you forget what you owe me?”

Back then, I’d thought she was the victim, so I’d shown restraint.

But she had known exactly what she was doing and still chosen to be the other woman.

And she had laid hands on me.

Now it was time to collect.

Before she could back away, I grabbed a fistful of Sienna’s hair and yanked hard. Then I swung my arm and slapped her straight across her carefully made-up face.

She struggled twice, trying to wrench free, and I took the opening to hit her again on the other cheek.

“You—” Sienna clutched her face, tears pouring down. “I’m telling Adrian! He won’t let you get away with this!”

I laughed, contempt sharp in my throat. “Adrian? He’s so selfish he only knows how to love himself. You really think he’d stand up for you?”

I hadn’t even finished speaking before Adrian’s car rolled to a stop at the curb. He hadn’t gotten out yet, but Sienna looked as if she’d seen a lifeline. Crying, she ran toward him and threw herself into his arms.

“Adrian!”

With tears and mascara smeared all over her face, she clung to him and sobbed, “Did that vicious woman threaten you again? She wouldn’t let you see me, she wouldn’t answer my calls, right? Thank God I saw you today. She even hit me just now… Adrian, you have to stand up for me…”

To my surprise, Adrian shoved her away with naked disgust.

“I already told you we’re over,” he said coldly. “Why are you still hanging on? Who the hell do you think you are? You were nothing but a cheap little plaything. Did you really start imagining you were Mrs. Sterling?”

His expression was arrogant and icy, so different from the cool, polished restraint he usually wore that it was almost like looking at another man.

He lifted a hand, and one of his bodyguards dragged Sienna aside. I vaguely heard the man mutter under his breath, “First time I’ve seen a girl this clueless. She got a new job lined up for her and a breakup payout, and she’s still shameless enough to keep chasing Mr. Sterling. She really thinks she’s the heroine of this story.”

Adrian ignored Sienna’s crying and strode straight over to me. Looking down at me from where he stood, he asked, “There’s still time to take this back. Are you sure you want the divorce?”

I took a disgusted step backward. “Whoever regrets it is a dog.”

His face went instantly black with anger. Without another word, he followed me into the county clerk’s office.

The paperwork went through with shocking ease. Adrian stayed grim-faced the entire time and didn’t even look at me. Only after everything was done did he finally throw out one cold sentence.

“There’s a one-month waiting period. I’m giving you one more chance.”

I waved a hand and offered him my most sincere blessing.
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