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Chapter 1 Public Rejection

Ji City.

The Xu family's birthday banquet.

A sudden stir broke out at the entrance of the grand ballroom in the largest hotel in the city.

Claire Hartwell had been watching the doorway all evening. The moment she saw the man appear, her eyes curved into a smile. In high heels, she hurried toward him.

Yet when she was about three meters away, she abruptly stopped. Her heart pounded uncontrollably in her chest.

Ethan Kingsley, dressed in a dark tailored suit, moved through the crowd with a tall, commanding presence. He stood out effortlessly, refined and striking.

His expression carried his habitual detachment; every gesture radiated quiet authority and elegance.

Before Claire could reach him, several well-bred young women had already approached to greet him.

Seeing this, the light in her eyes dimmed. A trace of disappointment flickered across her face as she lowered her gaze.

"There's no gold on the floor. No need to stare so hard. Even if there were, I imagine I look better than gold, Claire."

Ethan's deep, magnetic voice sounded beside her ear.

Claire looked up sharply and met his smiling eyes. She had not expected that he would ignore the girls who had tried to strike up conversations and walk straight toward her instead.

The head of the Xu family, Renee Hartwell, noticed Ethan and stepped forward with a genial smile.

"Ethan! You and our Claire seem so close. How about I arrange a marriage between you two?"

The words silenced the entire hall.

In that instant of stillness, the air itself seemed to freeze.

To Claire, the world went mute. She could hear nothing but her own shallow breathing as she waited-waited for Ethan's answer.

He curved his lips in a faint smile. When his gaze shifted to Renee, something flickered briefly in his eyes before a trace of mockery surfaced.

He looked at Claire, holding her in his gaze for a moment. No one could tell what he was thinking.

Her fingers tightened around the fabric of her gown. Her palms were damp with sweat; her lips pressed tightly together.

As if sensing her nervous anticipation, Ethan's eyes rested on her face for two seconds. The darkness swirling in his gaze was unreadable.

Suddenly he asked, "Claire, is this your idea-or your father's?"

Her heart leapt into her throat. How could she answer that in front of everyone?

The Xu family's upbringing would never permit such boldness. And even if it did, she still had her pride.

So she remained silent.

A shadow crossed his eyes. He lowered his gaze lazily and spoke in a voice loud enough for the entire hall to hear.

"Thank you for the honor, Renee. Claire is a lovely and rather unique young woman. But I don't have unusual tastes."

His casual tone carried unmistakable ridicule.

Renee's eyes sharpened for a fraction of a second. Then, with the composure of age and experience, he burst into laughter.

"Just a joke! Our Claire is still young. Even if you wanted her, I'd keep her by my side a few more years."

Claire's face turned pale. The joy she had felt moments ago sank into the abyss.

She lifted her eyes slowly. When they met Ethan's, they were suddenly sharp-then quickly smoothed into calm stillness. She studied him carefully, as though seeing him for the first time.

She had wanted to speak, but the words lodged in her throat.

In the end, she gave a faint smile and lowered her gaze, concealing the bleakness that flickered within.

After a long pause, she turned to her father with a gentle smile meant to soothe the anger she sensed beneath his composure. Her voice was calm, steady, and firm.

"Dad, you must have been carried away by the celebration. Ethan may be the most eligible bachelor in Ji City, but he's eight years older than I am. To me, he's truly too old. My tastes may be unusual, but not so unusual that I'd fall for a middle-aged man."

Ethan narrowed his eyes at her. He had underestimated her. Even after being humiliated, she remained composed.

His gaze sharpened, scrutinizing her as though determined to see through every layer.

Claire lifted her head and offered him a radiant smile.

"Ethan, I wish you a better match."

That year, Claire was twenty-one years and ten months old-just two months shy of twenty-two.

She had experienced the only secret crush of her life.

It ended before it was ever confessed.
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Two months later.
4: 30 a. m.
Ji City.

The Presidential Suite on the twenty-eighth floor of a luxury hotel.

Pale light filtered through the gauzy curtains, illuminating the aftermath of chaos. A man's shoes and a woman's heels lay scattered across the floor. Stockings hung from the arm of the sofa. A skirt had fallen in a heap. Shirts, jackets, and undergarments were strewn everywhere, buttons torn loose and rolling across the hardwood. The trail of disarray led all the way to the bed.

On the bed, a slender woman with graceful curves lay cradled in the arms of a tall, well-built man. Her long curled hair spilled over his forearm. Their bodies were pressed together in intimate proximity.

"Mmm-"

She shifted slightly, only to feel a sharp ache that made her inhale sharply. Her long lashes trembled. Her delicate brows knitted together. For a split second she seemed dazed-then her eyes flew open.

They were strikingly beautiful eyes. Luminous, almost feline, as though they could speak on their own. Light flickered within them, adding a vivid spark to her already elegant features.

She froze.

Then she turned her head abruptly to look at the man beside her.

The moment she recognized him, her eyes widened in shock. A scream almost escaped her lips, but she clamped a hand over her mouth.

Ethan?

God.

She had actually slept with Ethan?

Last night...

Wait.

She had gone to a bar with Serena Chambers and several others. They ran into Ethan there. She remembered drinking-someone had handed her a glass. Who was it? She couldn't recall. She only remembered that after finishing the drink, something felt wrong. Everything blurred after that.

And then... this happened?

Claire felt like she might be sick.

How could she have ended up in bed with Ethan?

After he had publicly rejected her father's proposal two months ago, she hadn't seen him again. Running into him last night had been pure coincidence. She never imagined it would lead to this.

She looked at the man sleeping beside her.

He lay sprawled lazily against the pillows, dark hair falling against his forehead. His eyes were closed, lashes thick and long. His nose was straight and sharply defined; his lips thin and firmly set. Even in sleep, there was an undeniable magnetism about him.

Whatever else could be said about him, nature had favored him. His features were almost flawless-like carved jade.

Claire allowed herself one lingering glance before quickly lowering her gaze. A trace of bitterness and regret flickered through her eyes.

She needed to leave. Quietly.

She carefully slid one leg off the bed. The movement sent a sharp ache through her body, forcing a soft gasp from her lips. Clenching her teeth, she steadied herself and stood.

The moment her bare feet touched the cold floor-

Her wrist was suddenly seized.

With a sharp pull, she lost her balance and fell backward onto the bed.

She landed against a warm, smooth, solid chest.

"Ah!" she cried out.

"Why are you screaming?"

Ethan's voice was low and husky with sleep, rich and magnetic.

"I- I..." Claire pressed both hands against his chest, trying to steady herself as she forced herself to meet his gaze. "Ethan..."

The moment she looked into his eyes, her breath caught.

They were dark and fathomless, like a deep pool with no visible bottom. Cold. Sharp. Detached. His brows arched slightly, and there was unmistakable contempt in his gaze.

"What?" he said lazily. "Leaving right after you've had your fun?"

The mockery in his tone struck her like a slap.

Her heart skipped. She stared at him, wide-eyed.

"Last night-"

He let out a short, derisive laugh.

"So. You finally succeeded in seducing me. Must be pleased with yourself." His eyes swept over her with open disdain. "Claire, I didn't expect you to be this... uninhibited."

She blinked in stunned disbelief.

Was he serious?

They had both been involved. Why was he speaking as though she alone were at fault?

"What exactly do you mean?" she demanded through clenched teeth.

He gave a faint smirk and threw the covers aside.

He rose from the bed completely unhurried-and completely naked.

Claire instantly lowered her head, refusing to look at him.

He moved with deliberate calm toward the wardrobe, pulling out clothes. The rustle of fabric filled the room for several minutes.

Only after the sounds stopped did she dare look up again.

Fully dressed, impeccably composed, he looked every inch the refined elite.

Four words surfaced in her mind instantly:

A well-dressed beast.
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Ethan stood there, every line of his flawless features sharp and aristocratic. His cold expression, accentuated by tightly pressed lips, made him appear even more distant and proud. Long fingers wrapped around a bottle of mineral water. He twisted it open with effortless grace, lifted it, and drank it down in one smooth motion. Even that simple act carried the dominance of someone accustomed to power. Every gesture radiated command and masculine confidence.

Claire rose slowly to her feet. She had already made up her mind.

"Ethan," she said steadily, "if last night was a mistake, then you bear half the responsibility. Let's both forget it happened. That would be best for everyone."

"Claire!"

His voice cracked through the room like a whip.

"You seduced me," he snapped, "and now you want to shift the blame onto me?"

"What?" She stared at him in disbelief. Anger surged up before she could stop it. "I seduced you? If you hadn't responded, do you think I could have forced you?"

"What did you say?"

He dropped the empty bottle and strode toward her. Each step seemed deliberate, heavy with pressure. The air tightened as he approached.

In those few seconds, countless thoughts raced through Claire's mind.

Her first time was gone. She hadn't even had time to process that loss before he turned the tables and accused her first.

It had taken two people. She couldn't possibly have done it alone.

Even if responsibility were divided evenly, at most she bore half.

Yet his tone implied she alone was at fault-while he walked away untouched, spotless.

"Seduced him?"

The word alone made her furious.

After he had publicly rejected her father's proposal, did he truly believe she still harbored expectations? She had long given up any illusions. If anything, she had avoided him.

Why would she ever throw herself at him?

Before her thoughts fully settled, he was already standing in front of her.

He looked down at her with overwhelming superiority, locking his gaze onto her small, stubborn face. Her eyes held defiance-mixed with a flicker of fear.

His lips curved coldly.

"So?" he asked.

She paused, then replied evenly, "So we go our separate ways."

"You sound very casual about it." His gaze sharpened. "Don't tell me it wasn't your first time."

Her eyes widened. A flash of hurt crossed them, quickly masked by a cold smile.

"Don't tell me you think one night created feelings between us," she shot back. "Are you planning to cling to me now?"

His expression darkened instantly. His eyes turned icy, like a predator ready to strike in the dark.

"Claire," he said quietly, each word precise, "three years. You belong to me for three years. That's the price of provoking me."

She froze.

Shock. Disbelief.

One chaotic night-and now she owed him a contract?

A humorless laugh escaped her.

She remembered that earlier day-how he had sent her a bouquet of blazing red roses. She had thought it was a confession. The very next day, he publicly rejected her father's proposal.

And now this?

"No," she said firmly. "I refuse."

He frowned slightly and glanced at the expensive Vacheron Constantin watch on his wrist.

"I have photos of you," he said calmly. "Intimate ones. Think carefully before you refuse."

Her body went rigid.

Cold spread through her veins.

Despicable.

How had she ever thought he was a prince?

He was nothing more than a prince with a blackened heart.

There was no point continuing this discussion.

But the threat-that was dangerous.

Her gaze shifted subtly. His phone lay on the coffee table.

If he had taken photos, it would have been with that.

After a brief calculation, she nodded.

"Fine."

At her agreement, the tension in his jaw eased slightly.

"Then tell me one thing," she continued.

He arched a brow. "What?"

"At my father's birthday banquet-why did you humiliate me in public?"

He looked at her for a long moment, then smiled faintly, his tone edged with mockery.

"So you finally couldn't hold it in."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4

[image: ]


Claire pressed her lips together and spoke plainly. "Answer me directly. Don't play games."

To her surprise, Ethan gave a slow, wicked smile.

"I won't tell you," he said lazily. "But I can tell you this-Claire, you'd make a very suitable lover. And that's all you're suited for."

With that, he turned and walked toward the bathroom, clearly done with the conversation. He still had to get ready; there was a meeting waiting for him.

Rage surged through Claire.

She sprang to her feet, grabbed his phone from the coffee table, and strode to the window. Glancing down, she saw a concrete courtyard separated by a metal railing far below.

Without hesitation, she flung the phone out the window.

By the time Ethan emerged from the bathroom, she was gone.

His sharp gaze swept the suite. Then he noticed a slip of paper pinned beneath a glass on the coffee table.

He walked over and picked it up.

Several neat lines were written across it:

Ethan,
I'm sorry. I saw your phone fly out the window, but I couldn't rescue it in time. Fortunately, you're still alive. As long as you don't die, you can always buy another phone and replace your SIM card.
As for your proposal, my reply is one word: Get lost.

His cold brows lifted slightly. For the first time, a trace of expression crossed his face.

Claire.

It seemed he had underestimated her.

The little white rabbit had fangs after all.

Fine. He would wait.

-
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Claire kept her head lowered as she walked out of the hotel.

Her first time was gone.

Just like that.

Now that the adrenaline had faded, the pain hit her fully. Every step tugged at sore muscles, sending sharp reminders through her body.

She checked the time.

5: 30 a. m.

She cursed under her breath and broke into a run. If she could get home before anyone woke up, maybe she could smooth things over.

But when she slipped through the door, her mother was already awake.

"Where have you been?" Elaine Hartwell demanded, frowning. "You were gone all night."

"I went out with Serena. We stayed out too late, so I didn't come back."

Elaine didn't explode, but her expression remained stern. "Don't stay out that late again. You're a young woman-have some propriety."

"I know," Claire replied obediently.

"There's a lunch invitation today at Uncle Chen's place. Dress nicely. Don't embarrass me."

"I won't. I promise I'll look presentable."

She slipped toward her room. "Don't call me for breakfast. I'm going to sleep a bit. I'll eat at lunch."

She collapsed onto her bed.

Before ten in the morning, she was dragged up again to get ready.

Standing before the mirror, she carefully shaped her brows and applied a touch of lip gloss. She wore a light lavender chiffon dress and seven-centimeter heels. Her long black hair was twisted into a neat updo, revealing a slender, pale neck.

When she finished, she studied her reflection.

Tall. Elegant. Poised.

A faint hint of vanity surfaced-until last night's memory intruded, souring her mood instantly.

The Xu family had most of their relatives overseas. At present, Claire was the only child at home, so she accompanied her parents alone to the restaurant.

The moment they entered, she saw Serena.

Serena was beautiful in a sharp, wild-rose kind of way-confident, calculating.

Before Claire could speak, a low male voice sounded behind her, resonant and steady.

"Sorry. I'm late."

She froze.

Turning around, she saw Ethan.

But what shocked her more was Serena's reaction.

The moment Serena saw him, she smiled brightly and hurried forward, slipping her arm intimately through his.

"Ethan, you're here."

-
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Claire's gaze fell on Serena's hand looped through Ethan's arm.

He did not stop her.

Shock rippled through her.

Ethan had always been mildly fastidious about physical contact. Yet now, he allowed Serena to stand so close.

Serena had always embodied polished sophistication. She possessed a striking, almost dangerous beauty-an alluring figure paired with a confident, radiant smile that carried the aura of an international star.

"Ethan," Serena said sweetly, still holding his arm, her red lips curving with subtle meaning as she cast a faint glance toward Claire before addressing the group. "Let me make a formal introduction."

She turned to her parents and to Claire's parents.

"Dad, Mom, Renee, Aunt Xu-this is Ethan. You all know him. Starting today, he's my boyfriend."

The words fell like a hammer.

Claire froze.

Renee was equally stunned.

She stared at Ethan. His expression remained calm, distant as ever.

Then he spoke.

"Uncle Chen, Aunt Chen, hello. Serena and I officially began seeing each other today. I didn't expect Renee and Aunt Xu to be here as well-I assumed it was a family lunch. It seems I've been presumptuous. Today doesn't count. I'll visit properly another day."

He had acknowledged it.

Last night, he had been tangled in sheets with her. By noon, he declared himself Serena's boyfriend.

The irony was almost unbearable.

The color drained from Claire's face. A chill crept upward from her feet, spreading through her entire body. Though sunlight streamed through the windows, she felt as if she stood in the middle of a frozen wasteland.

Her breathing stalled.

It felt as though an invisible hand had seized her chest and torn it open. The pain was silent but savage, shredding through bone and blood alike.

"Claire."

Serena's voice broke through her thoughts.

Claire looked up instinctively-first toward Ethan.

He was already looking at her.

Their eyes met. His gaze was deep, unreadable. When he saw her watching him, the corner of his lips lifted faintly.

She forced out a quiet sound. "Mm."

Serena's tone was light, almost playful. "Claire, this is my boyfriend. From now on, your Ethan is my boyfriend. Given our relationship, you should call him brother-in-law."

The words struck harder than any slap.

Claire swallowed the pain and made her expression soften.

"Congratulations," she said lightly. "Serena and Ethan together-truly a match made in heaven."

A low chuckle escaped Ethan's lips. There was unmistakable mockery in it, though he said nothing.

Renee's expression had darkened noticeably. He glanced from Ethan to Claire, then said stiffly, "Congratulations, Ethan. You and Serena are indeed well matched. I wish you a lifetime together."

"Thank you, Renee," Ethan replied, polite but distant.

Renee turned to Steven Chambers. "Brother Steven, perhaps we'll excuse ourselves today. Since Serena brought her boyfriend home, we won't intrude on your family time."

The Chen couple seemed to understand the awkwardness. Two months ago, at Renee's birthday banquet, he had publicly expressed his intention for Claire and Ethan to be together-only for Ethan to reject it outright.

It had been humiliating.

Now Ethan declared he would be with Serena instead.

And Ethan was the rising star of Ji City's business world-an ideal son-in-law many families coveted.

Claire inclined her head politely to the room and followed her parents out.

Her heels clicked crisply against the floor-sharp, echoing sounds in the heavy silence.

Behind her, Ethan turned his head and watched her retreating figure.

His eyes narrowed.
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No one touched the food.

The ride home felt like a forced march. Claire sat in the back seat with her parents; even the driver remained silent. The air inside the car was heavy, suffocating.

Once they arrived home, Renee called her into the study.

"Claire," he began, his tone controlled, "is there truly no way for you to be with Ethan?"

She paused, caught off guard. "Dad, what do you mean?"

"Make him favor you," Renee said bluntly.

She stared at him. "Today-right now-he's already with Serena."

"They're not officially engaged yet."

Her brows knit together. "What are you suggesting? That I steal him?" Her voice sharpened. "I would never be the other woman. You know how much I despise interfering in someone else's relationship. Even if I had feelings for him-which I don't-I would never destroy what he has with Serena."

Her position was clear.

Without giving her father a chance to respond, she turned toward the door. Just before stepping out, she stopped and spoke quietly.

"I don't have the same emotional tolerance you and Mom do. I won't live that way. No matter what you want from me, remember this-I may be your daughter, but I am not a chess piece in your hands."

This time, she walked out without looking back.

Behind her, something slammed violently against the door, shattering onto the floor.

She did not turn around.

All she felt was a deep, spreading desolation.

-
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That night, Serena called.

Her voice was bright, cheerful, overflowing with excitement. Claire could only respond with muted acknowledgments. She didn't know what to say.

"Come downstairs," Serena urged. "I have a gift for you."

"That's not necessary," Claire replied. "I appreciate the thought, but you don't need to give me anything."

She truly didn't want to go.

Yesterday she had been tangled in chaos with Ethan. Today he had proposed making her his lover-then publicly chosen Serena as his girlfriend.

Was that mockery?

She could only ever be his mistress-while someone else stood beside him openly?

She had long told herself she didn't care.

Yet tonight, the bitterness refused to settle.

"Oh, don't say that," Serena insisted. "I need your help with something."

Claire hesitated. If she refused again, Serena would likely come upstairs.

Sure enough, Serena added, "If you won't come down, I'll come up."

"I'm coming," Claire said quickly.

She changed clothes and stepped outside the old residence.

A luxury Maybach was parked at the curb.

She didn't need to look twice to know it was Ethan's.

Regret flickered briefly-perhaps she should have let Serena come inside instead. But since she was already here, there was no turning back.

As soon as Claire appeared, Serena stepped out of the car.

Claire walked forward slowly. She had assumed Ethan would remain inside.

Instead, he opened the door and stepped out.

He leaned casually against the car without closing the door, lit a cigarette, and only then shifted his gaze toward her.

She froze for half a second before offering Serena a composed smile.

"Serena. Ethan."

"Claire!" Serena greeted warmly, stepping forward and taking her hand. She placed a high-end gift bag into Claire's hands.

"What is this?" Claire asked instinctively.

"A dress," Serena replied.

Confusion flickered across Claire's face.

Serena glanced back at Ethan before turning to her again.

"Claire, Ethan and I are getting engaged this weekend. This is for you to wear to our engagement ceremony. And when we get married, I hope you'll be my bridesmaid."

The words landed softly-

And yet, they struck like thunder.
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Claire's eyes stiffened for a fraction of a second. Something tightened sharply in her chest. Her gaze shifted toward Ethan. He was smoking, his eyes lowered, not looking at her.

She pressed her lips together lightly. "Of course. It's my honor to be your bridesmaid."

Her easy acceptance made Ethan lift his eyes at last.

Claire turned to him and smiled. "Congratulations, Ethan. You found your perfect match quickly."

His eyes narrowed slightly. He exhaled a slow stream of smoke. The white haze rose between them, obscuring his expression.

"Claire," he said calmly, "I should thank you for Serena and me."

She arched a brow.

Before she could respond, Serena laughed lightly. "He means we met because of you. Claire, you're our matchmaker."

Claire tugged at the corner of her lips. Her face was pale, but she maintained her composure.

"Oh? Then I'm honored," she said lightly. "But destiny belongs to the two of you. They say five hundred glances in a past life earn a passing encounter in this one. You must have accumulated quite the merit to end up together."

Serena smiled with layered meaning. "Claire really knows how to talk."

Ethan added lazily, "A passing encounter means the glances weren't enough. I wonder how many glances it takes to share a bed. Perhaps seven or eight hundred?"

Claire's gaze froze for a split second.

Even now, he wouldn't stop taking subtle jabs at her.

She forced a soft laugh. "If there's a next life, you can calculate it yourself. That's assuming there is one."

She knew exactly what he was doing.

Next weekend-August 28-was her birthday.

He had chosen that very weekend to announce his engagement. From confirming a relationship to engagement in a single week.

What was he trying to prove?

Claire didn't understand.

She only knew one thing: Ethan was someone she could never afford to provoke.

-
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The engagement ceremony arrived quickly.

As long-time family acquaintances, the Xu family was naturally invited.

The banquet was held in the grand ballroom of the largest hotel in the city-the same place where Renee's birthday celebration had been held.

Claire stood quietly in a corner of the hall, holding a glass of juice. She watched the scene with cool detachment.

Last time, in this very place, he had rejected her father's proposal.

This time, he was getting engaged to another woman.

Life truly was a melodrama.

And there was no opting out.

A stir rose from the corridor near the lounge.

Claire looked up.

Serena appeared, fully dressed for the evening. She walked with graceful poise, radiant and dazzling.

After scanning the room, Serena spotted Claire and smiled before walking toward her.

When she reached her, she smiled again. "Ethan and I have excellent taste. That dress looks perfect on you."

So they had chosen it together.

Claire nearly laughed at the absurdity.

Fine.

Let it serve as a reminder.

Blindly admiring someone always came with a cost.

Facing Serena, she kept her expression calm, speaking less and less. She silently warned herself to keep distance from now on. She refused to become anyone's entertainment.

She lowered her gaze slightly and offered a polite reply.

"You both have impeccable taste. Otherwise, how could you two be such a perfect pair?"

She even blinked playfully at the end.

Serena smiled without answering immediately. Her eyes traveled up and down Claire thoughtfully.

"What are you smiling at?" Claire asked.

Serena's smile deepened. "I'm smiling because Claire seems more like a woman lately. Not long ago you looked like a girl. Now you've become very feminine."

The words made Claire stiffen.

Did Serena know something?
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Chapter 8
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Another stir rose from the direction of the lounge.

Claire and Serena looked up at the same time.

Ethan stood among the guests, tall and striking, set apart as though he did not belong to the crowd at all. He wore a perfectly tailored dark suit. His expression was cold and unreadable. His sharp gaze swept across the ballroom like a hawk surveying its territory.

When his eyes landed in their direction, he seemed to pause briefly.

Claire could not tell whom he was looking at. For a fleeting second, she felt his gaze settle on her-but perhaps that was only wishful thinking. It should have been Serena. After all, Serena was his fiance now.

From this day forward, Serena would carry that title.

Ethan strode toward them.

Claire was undeniably beautiful. Serena elegant and radiant. Ethan tall and commanding. The three of them standing together created a striking image-one that inevitably reminded people of the scene two months earlier, when Ethan had publicly rejected Renee's proposal.

Now, seeing them together again, the guests could not hide their surprise.

Claire smiled graciously. "You two must be busy. Don't worry about me-I'll grab something to eat."

Before either of them could respond, she slipped away.

She retreated to another corner of the ballroom. A recessed alcove hidden behind draped curtains offered privacy, likely meant for guests to rest or smoke. It was quiet there.

She took a slow breath.

The practiced smile fell from her face. She let out a faint, self-mocking laugh.

Claire, it's time to wake up.

Inside, laughter and music continued. Outside the curtained alcove, the night sky pressed against the windows, dark and silent.

Then, a low voice sounded beside her.

Familiar. Unsettling.

"Claire. Have you thought about my proposal?"

She turned.

Ethan's eyes met hers-dark, seductive, impossible to read.

She curved her lips faintly. "Proposal? I don't remember any."

She was playing dumb.

His mouth tilted slightly. "The hotel. That proposal. Interested in continuing?"

"No," she replied evenly.

"Do you know why your father wants you to marry me?" he asked.

She lowered her gaze briefly, smiling faintly. "I'm not interested in knowing. Excuse me."

She offered him a polite smile and turned to leave.

But the moment she did, his hand closed around her wrist.

Her brows drew together. "Let go."

He chuckled softly. "If you agreed to my terms, there wouldn't be an engagement tonight."

She paused, then smiled again-cool and controlled. "You think too highly of yourself."

"A man must never lose his confidence."

She laughed openly. "You flatter yourself calling yourself a man. Perhaps you should first understand what that word means. It takes more than anatomy to qualify."

His eyes narrowed, locking onto her face. "Then tell me. What is a man?"

"A man has responsibility," she replied. "Something you clearly lack."

"Are you blaming me for not taking responsibility for you?"

She hesitated. That was not what she meant. What she meant was simple: if he had chosen Serena, he should act accordingly.

But she refused to explain herself.

She tried to pull her hand free.

He tightened his grip instead.

Behind the curtain, the sound of approaching high heels echoed faintly.

If someone saw them like this-

"Let go," she said sharply.

He did not.

A flash of resolve ignited in her eyes. Without hesitation, she lifted her leg and struck toward him swiftly and precisely.

He had anticipated it and stepped back in time.

"Claire!" he snapped.

She yanked her hand free at last.

Her lips curved in cold disdain.

"Get lost."
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Chapter 9 Public Humiliation

The engagement ceremony had hired a professional emcee and was staged almost like a full wedding. It was said to be a rehearsal for the future wedding banquet. Everything was identical to a marriage ceremony-except for the certificate.

Claire had to admire Serena's obsession with perfection. If she wanted everything flawless, why not just get married and register it properly?

Claire remained in the corner, eating. Whenever she was in a bad mood, her smile grew brighter and her appetite doubled.

When the ceremony began, she was still nibbling on a slice of matcha cake, not even bothering to look toward the stage. At that moment, Ethan noticed the figure secretly eating in the corner and curled his lips slightly.

Sensing something off, Claire turned around and met his eyes.

She froze for a moment but did not avoid his gaze. He was getting engaged in front of everyone. He would not dare behave inappropriately in public. Even if he was angry about her kicking him earlier, he would not act recklessly.

After all, at this moment, he was Serena's fianc.

Claire met his gaze head-on, a trace of open provocation flowing in her eyes.

Ethan looked back at her in silence. The intensity of his sharp stare made her feel as if it could bore straight through her.

She narrowed her eyes slightly, brushed back her bangs, and when no one was paying attention, made a gesture at him.

She raised her middle finger.

For a split second, she thought she saw a storm surge in his eyes.

But this was a man who never showed his emotions easily.

Then she saw him smile. The curve of his lips grew increasingly strange and cold.

His lips formed silent words: "You're finished."

Claire responded with a wide grin and raised her middle finger again before tilting her head away, refusing to look at him any longer.

The engagement ceremony between Ethan and Serena proceeded as scheduled.

The emcee asked, "Mr. Ethan, are you willing to become engaged to Miss Serena? From this day forward, whether in wealth or poverty, in sickness or in health, will you love her, remain faithful to her, and marry her in the future?"

The entire hall waited for his answer.

In that instant, Claire turned her head in curiosity and saw that he was staring intently at Serena.

There was indulgent affection in his eyes-so excessive it felt cloying.

They were perfectly matched, a talented man and a beautiful woman. Harmonious. Elegant.

And she-she was the joke.

The cruelest irony was that she had been violated, yet was accused of seducing him.

Watching the look he gave her sister, Claire stood there, dazed.

She reminded herself that this man was poison-lethal poison. She needed to stay far away.

The emcee seemed to repeat the question and even added, "... are you willing to become engaged to Miss Serena?"

A faint smile rested on Ethan's face-polite, gentlemanly. Completely different from the man he had been in bed the previous night. Then he had been a beast. Now he was a well-dressed predator.

At that moment, Claire heard his deep voice resonate through the hall:

"What I want to say to Serena-please look at the big screen."

He did not answer directly.

Claire had no idea what would be shown. But when the screen lit up, an enormous image of a bed appeared.

On it, tangled sheets. Within them lay a woman with long black hair cascading over her back. She was naked, facing away from the camera. Only her upper body was visible-but her entire bare back was exposed, smooth and luminous, pale as carved jade.

And the woman in the photo-

was Claire.

Her.

She froze in horror.

The screen began flipping through the images like a slideshow presentation. Photo after photo of her bare back in various poses-her face partially turned away, nothing explicit revealed, yet intimate enough to leave no doubt.

Within seconds, the entire banquet hall erupted in chaos.

Chapter 10 Disgraced

Claire stood in the corner, feeling as though needles pricked her back. Every gaze directed at her carried mockery and ridicule.

Suddenly she lifted her head, her eyes shooting toward Ethan.

He had been facing the guests the entire time. When he noticed the crowd's reaction, he seemed momentarily surprised. He turned around, saw the images on the screen, and frowned, about to speak-only to be interrupted by Serena.

"I'm sorry," Serena said calmly. "I picked up the wrong disc. I didn't expect to bring Claire's nude photo shoot by mistake. Ethan had no idea. He did give me a disc-I thought that one contained his confession to me. I must have mixed them up. I apologize."

It was classic Serena-gracious, composed, elegant. When she smiled, she radiated sincerity and confidence. Her tone was polite and measured. Even when she lied, it sounded convincing. In fact, she appeared to be the one saving the situation.

Yet the tangled sheets on the bed were clearly hotel linens, with the hotel's logo visible.

Who did a nude photo shoot in a hotel suite?

And who displayed it publicly without editing?

Claire glanced at Ethan. He did not look at her. His expression was indifferent, calm, unreadable.

Pretending.

She clenched her teeth and turned to Serena, who wore an apologetic smile.

"Claire, I'm sorry. I accidentally showed your private photos to everyone."

If Claire said nothing now, she would truly seem like an easy target.

She had never taken nude photographs. How could they possibly be hers?

Those photos were taken by that bastard Ethan.

As for who had decided to show them publicly-she did not know.

Fine. She would not settle accounts with him today. Revenge could wait.

Taking a breath, Claire lifted her head and smiled calmly at the guests.

"I remember these photos being in my room. How did they end up here? Serena, did you happen to visit my house and take them?"

The hall erupted again.

All eyes shifted to Serena. Had she deliberately tried to smear Claire?

Serena remained unruffled, effortlessly deflecting the accusation.

"I haven't been to your house since I came back. It's been four or five years-I was in the United States. Claire, didn't you bring them to my house once to show me?"

Claire knew she was at a disadvantage. With those photos displayed, she could hardly defend herself.

"Really? I don't recall ever going to your house either. Serena, your memory seems excellent-yet you forgot this? I wonder who is so determined to ruin my reputation. Quite the ulterior motive."

She smiled faintly and shot another glance at Ethan.

He looked back at her, a wicked and dangerous smile suddenly curving his lips.

At that exact moment, another image flashed on the screen.

This one included a man-his face unseen, only his body visible. They were pressed intimately together. The lower half of the image was heavily censored, yet it was obvious what had occurred.

Claire froze.

Ethan's eyes darkened, bottomless and unreadable.

"Stop it!" Serena suddenly shouted.

But several more images flashed before the screen finally halted.

The engagement ceremony had devolved into chaos. Claire's scandalous photos had become the center of attention. Whispers filled the hall. The situation slipped out of control more than once.

Claire drew in a deep breath, steadying herself. Then she turned and began walking toward the entrance of the banquet hall.

Someone had clearly orchestrated this humiliation.

She would not collapse.

Head held high, she walked toward the door. Guests turned to watch her leave.

She wore a nude-colored gown, cinched at the waist, emphasizing her slender figure. The soft ruffles of the skirt flowed with each graceful step, like a living watercolor painting brought to life-elegant and mesmerizing.

But upon closer look, her steps were not entirely steady.

Chapter 11 Leaving in Ruin

When Claire reached the entrance, Renee, the patriarch of the Xu family, was standing there.

She froze, a flicker of grievance rising in her chest. In a low voice, she called out, "Dad."

Smack-

A sharp slap rang out at the doorway of the banquet hall.

The sound drew even more attention from those who had been watching the spectacle.

Renee seemed to have used every ounce of strength in that blow. His body trembled as he shouted at her, "You've gone too far! You've brought disgrace upon this family!"

Claire said nothing. She tilted her head slightly to the side. A red, swollen handprint bloomed vividly across her face.

Renee, shaking with fury, demanded, "Who was that man?"

She answered coldly, "Are you finished? If you're done, I'm leaving."

Smack-

Another slap. This time, her face was swollen beyond recognition.

Suddenly, she burst into laughter.

"Ha... ha ha..."

Then she turned and walked away.

People whispered that the second daughter of the Xu family had gone mad.

The next day, Ethan left for Hawaii with Serena. It was their engagement trip.

That same day, entertainment headlines featured Claire's scandalous photos.

The story of the Xu family's second daughter-pure on the surface, corrupt underneath-spread across the internet at lightning speed, climbing to the number one trending topic on major websites in Ji City.

She received a call from Ethan. At that moment, he should have been in Hawaii with Serena.

His voice came through the phone, distant across the waves, making Claire feel as though it belonged to another lifetime.

"How have you decided?" he asked.

She let out a cold laugh. "Decided what?"

"Given your situation, do you think you can survive in Ji City?" His tone suggested he already knew exactly what she was facing.

Her grip tightened around the phone. Yet she laughed lightly. "Thank you for your concern. Tell me-if I Photoshop your face onto that photo, what do you think people would say?"

A faint chuckle traveled through the line. "You're welcome to try."

Her jaw clenched. "Ethan, don't push your luck. What goes around comes around."

His voice grew more languid. "Claire, be my woman for three years. I'll restore your reputation."

That proposal ignited her completely.

"I refuse," she said through a cold sneer.

He laughed softly. "We were quite compatible that night."

"Get lost!" It was the first time she had ever cursed someone, and the words came out harsh.

That night-the mistake.

Who had handed her that suspicious drink?

She had been drugged. But what about him?

If he had truly been drunk, could he have done what he did?

He wanted her as his mistress. She could not fathom what he saw in her.

"I have no interest in sharing a man," she said icily. "Goodbye."

She hung up.

Claire was about to pack her belongings and leave. She was renting a small apartment now. Her father had frozen her credit cards. The little savings she had were barely enough.

But she knew-she had to go.

A knock sounded at the door.

She opened it and saw her mother standing outside.

Before she could speak-

Smack.

Mrs. Xu slapped her with full force.

One blow after another in life-and no comfort. From her parents, all she received were slaps.

She laughed at herself again.

Seeing her smile, Mrs. Xu trembled with rage. "You're still laughing? You're the laughingstock of all Ji City. Do you have no shame?"

Claire's eyes turned cold. "You're not qualified to lecture me about shame."

Shock flashed through her mother's eyes.

Claire smiled faintly once more. "Everyone in Ji City can look down on me. But not you. You're my mother. And you're hardly more virtuous than I am."

Mrs. Xu stared at her, eyes wide and unblinking. After a long silence, she said coldly, "You can't stay in Ji City anymore."

Claire had already intended to leave. Yet being driven out by her own mother struck her harder than expected.

She gave a bitter laugh and slammed the door shut.

That very night, she left Ji City.

Chapter 12 The Female Ultraman

Three years later.

Jin Corporation Headquarters.

Top floor, CEO's office.

A tall man stood before the floor-to-ceiling windows. A cigarette burned slowly between his long fingers. The tailored Italian suit accentuated his upright frame, making him appear even more striking. His features were sharply defined-thick brows, dark eyes, a straight nose, and thin lips that carried a trace of cold detachment.

His brows were slightly furrowed as he turned his gaze toward the immaculate, expansive desk behind him. A sharp glint flickered in his eyes.

On the desk lay a single printed sheet, covered in bold text.
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Dear single men and women being pressured by your parents to bring home a partner...

Dear couples stuck in relationships you desperately want to end but can't seem to break free from...

If you're facing the above problems, come to us!

Welcome to the Professional Boyfriend & Girlfriend Studio.

Full-time service. Time and location at your convenience. Rental fee negotiable.

Our services are limited to unmarried adults. Under eighteen? Please click X.

If you need someone to pose as your partner to fend off parental pressure-look no further.

Our men are handsome, our women are beautiful. Universally adored. Flowers bloom wherever we pass.

As the saying goes, better to build ten temples than ruin a marriage. We strongly support that principle. Married individuals, please click X.

If your marriage has truly failed, kindly visit the Civil Affairs Bureau. We do not handle divorce cases.

We may not be saints-we occasionally read a little questionable literature-but we absolutely respect love and marriage.

We simply help you break up with that impossible partner-provided you truly cannot continue.

We can play the role of your new "significant other" to push things along. Light acting required. Physical contact limited to holding hands. Kissing is off the table.

This is a market economy. Everything has its price. We charge fairly, based on demand. Once quoted, no bargaining.

Please regard this profession and our pricing principles with neighborly goodwill and global harmony.

Fees are discussed in person, but here's a simple guideline:

The more handsome you are, the cheaper it gets. Less attractive? The price goes up.

Yes, we judge by looks. In front of stunning beauties and charming men, money is practically dirt.

If you rival Pan An or outshine Xi Shi, I might slam the table and waive the fee entirely.

Curious what I look like?

Presentable enough for any formal occasion-or I wouldn't dare advertise.

Interested parties, please contact via email. Calls are discouraged; I do not answer while on assignment.

One client at a time. Reservations required.

Statement: This is honest work. We earn our living through our own labor. Haters may kindly roll away.

Contact: Female Ultraman. Phone:...
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After reading it, the man's handsome face tightened slightly in thought.

He was Ethan.

As he studied the document, a faint spark of excitement slowly surfaced in his narrowed eyes.

Claire... you're finally back.

Three years have passed. I'd like to see how well you're doing now.

He picked up the phone and dialed the number listed.

Beep. Beep-

The call rang twice before being cut off.

A moment later, a message appeared:

Hi. I'm currently working. Please text if you have business.

Ethan's grip on the phone tightened before he slowly set it down. In the end, he did not send a message. His thoughts sank back into silence.

He stared at the advertisement-like page.

The entire day, he remained shut inside his office, not stepping out once.

Chapter 13 Reunion at the Hotel

Five-star hotel lobby.

Two women and one man stood in the center of the hall.

A fashionably dressed woman blocked the path of a man and a woman, rushing forward to grab the tall man in the suit. Her voice was sharp and desperate.

"Adrian York, didn't you say you were going to marry me? Why did you change your mind?"

The handsome man, dressed in a tailored Italian suit, smiled faintly. A flicker of impatience passed through his charming eyes.

The woman beside him, wearing a white dress, was Claire.

She spoke calmly, "Miss, he doesn't love you anymore. He loves me now. A man who changes his heart so easily isn't worth keeping. Even if you married him, you'd end up divorced. You're beautiful. You can find someone better. Don't waste your life on this."

"Shut up!" the woman snapped. "Who are you?"

"Me?" Claire pointed at herself, then at the man beside her. "I'm Adrian's current partner. You're the past. Go home. Your mom's probably waiting for you to run errands. As for this charming but heartless man-I'll take him off your hands."

"You old woman!" the woman shouted. "How dare you steal Adrian from me?"

"Yours?" Claire let out a mocking laugh. She glanced at the woman's overly enhanced figure and shook her head with a dismissive sigh. "I'm twenty-five. Not old. He said you're twenty-nine. So who's older? And tell me-did you brand him with your name, or..."

"You-!" The woman's face flushed red, then pale.

Adrian remained silent, merely blinking his attractive eyes, expression unreadable.

"What?" Claire continued coolly. "Adrian is my husband now. See? Here's our marriage certificate."

She held up two small red booklets in front of the woman. Their joint photo was clearly affixed inside, stamped with an official-looking seal.

"You're married?" the woman gasped.

"That's right." Claire shrugged and gave her a sympathetic look. "What, you want to join me tonight and serve him together? I wouldn't mind. But I'm not sure he has the stamina."

"Claire!" Adrian narrowed his eyes in warning. She had crossed a line-questioning his ability.

"Fine, fine." Claire immediately slipped into a coaxing tone, wrapping her arm around his. "See? He's upset. Let's go, darling Adrian. I know you're more than capable. One-night marathon, remember? Let's head upstairs."

"Adrian-" the woman cried in anguish. "How could you marry someone like her? Adrian-"

"Goodbye! I'm exactly the kind of woman here to rescue you," Claire said brightly, linking her arm through Adrian's.

They were about to leave when Claire lifted her head-

And froze.

Not far ahead stood a tall, imposing figure. Two people accompanied him-one man in a dark suit, one woman in a white suit-like a coordinated pair in black and white.

Claire's body stilled. She narrowed her eyes, her gaze turning cold and disdainful.

It was Ethan.

He stood at an impressive height, his proportions impeccable. A perfectly tailored dark suit fit him like a second skin, paired with polished black shoes, a silver watch, and a subtle ring. His short black hair, slightly wavy, accentuated his sharply defined features. The faint curl of his lips suggested a wicked, chilling smile.

He stood there leisurely, as though he had been watching for quite some time.

And he had witnessed everything.

Chapter 14 Long Time No See

His gaze fell first on the two red booklets in her hand. Then it lifted slightly and settled on Claire's face, expression unreadable.

He looked down at her from above, imposing and unyielding.

From this angle, Claire appeared thinner than she had three years ago-more delicate, almost fragile enough to shatter at a touch.

Ethan did not speak.

Claire smiled faintly instead. She stepped forward, walking toward him with measured calm. When she finally stopped in front of him, she looked straight into his eyes and spoke slowly, word by word.

"Long time no see, Ethan. I trust you've been well."

Ethan stared at her, his brows tightly drawn, his displeasure unmistakable. His dark eyes turned suddenly cold, a sharp glint of hostility flashing within them.

Claire sensed it-but did not care.

Inwardly, she could not help but note that three years had left no visible mark on him. He still looked youthful, still carried himself with effortless confidence-if anything, even more refined, more commanding than before.

And in these three years, how many times had her heart died?

She had lost count.

Whether he had married Serena, she did not know.

He stood there unchanged-tall, composed, his gaze sharp enough to seize a person's soul.

"Not that long, Claire," Ethan replied in a low voice, layered with implication. The way he said her name was dangerously magnetic, roughened with a subtle huskiness.

Not that long?

Three years. Over a thousand days and nights. Tens of thousands of hours. Millions of minutes.

He called that not long.

She held his gaze steadily, her red lips parting. Her voice was clear and composed.

"I have somewhere to be. I'll take my leave."

She turned to go.

"Wait."

His voice was calm, yet commanding-an authority that pressed down without raising volume.

Claire had already stepped back beside Adrian. He looked between her and Ethan with visible curiosity. Ethan's name frequently appeared in business headlines across Ji City, a rising power among the new elite. In just three years, he had built a reputation as a commercial prodigy. It was said that whatever he set his sights on, he could easily control.

When Adrian's eyes met Ethan's, he found the other man already studying him. The glance was brief-yet laced with unmistakable disdain.

Claire turned back toward Ethan and smiled lightly.

"Yes? Something else?"

Ethan walked toward her.

She watched him approach without retreating.

In a few long strides, he reached her-and without warning, took the marriage certificate from her hand.

"Hey! What are you doing?" Claire reached to grab it back.

He simply lifted it slightly higher, unhurried, and opened it.

Inside was indeed a photograph of Adrian and Claire together, stamped with an official seal.

Ethan narrowed his eyes. His gaze shifted sharply to her face.

"You're married?" he asked coldly.

Instinctively, Claire glanced at Adrian-a silent plea for him not to expose the act.

Adrian blinked once, signaling his understanding.

Relieved, Claire faced Ethan again.

"Yes," she said evenly. "I'm married."

Chapter 15 The Presidential Suite Is Waiting

Ethan's gaze shifted back to the marriage certificate. As he examined it, a faint, playful curve formed at the corner of his lips.

He was looking at the official seal.

Claire's heart skipped. Had he noticed something?

Whenever he wore that expression, she had the urge to curse. Afraid he might see through it, she swiftly snatched the certificate back from his hand, lifted her chin, and said crisply, "Ethan, aren't you going to congratulate me?"

He angled his body slightly, his eyes sweeping over her face before withdrawing indifferently. He said nothing.

Claire did not press. "Don't forget to give me a generous gift. You're a powerful CEO now-don't be stingy."

She deliberately ignored the oppressive presence radiating from him.

Adrian spoke up. "Since you two know each other, why don't you introduce us?"

The moment he finished, Ethan's eyes shot toward him, then withdrew again, displeasure evident.

Adrian, good-tempered as always, pretended not to notice being completely dismissed and maintained his polite smile.

"Of course I should introduce you," Claire said lightly. "This is the fianc of a close family friend of mine. You can call him Serena's brother-in-law."

She turned to Adrian. "Come on, Adrian. Say hello."

Before Adrian could respond, Ethan cut in. His tone was unreadable. "Since we've run into each other, let's sit and talk. Mr. Yi, you may leave."

Adrian blinked, opened his mouth, and found himself speechless.

Claire refused immediately. "I really have something to do. You can sit by yourself."

In her mind, his suggestion to "sit" meant something entirely different.

Under the bright lights of the hotel lobby, Claire saw him frown slightly. His lashes lowered, his unfathomable eyes rippling with an unreadable emotion. Then suddenly, he bent down and leaned close to her ear.

His voice was so low only she could hear.

"Claire, I've changed my mind. Come to the presidential suite from three years ago. I'll be waiting."

She nearly exploded. The fact that she did not slap him was already restraint.

Her eyes widened as she glared at him.

He smiled faintly. The chill in his star-like eyes did not reach the surface, yet his voice was dangerously husky.

"Be good."

Then he actually reached out and lightly patted her shoulder.

The instant his fingers brushed her, a strange numbness spread through her body. His words sent goosebumps across her skin.

Three gentle words-yet spoken with unmistakable command.

Unbelievable.

What right did he have to order her?

She owed him nothing.

Even as she thought this, a faint mocking smile curved her lips.

"I'm very busy," she replied lazily. "You're the grand CEO now. I'm just an ordinary worker-someone who's been cast out of her family. I wouldn't dare associate with someone as important as my dear brother-in-law. People might say I'm trying to cling to wealth. I can't handle that kind of ridicule."

Ethan's lips curled with amusement. He clearly did not believe her. "You don't strike me as someone who's afraid of anything."

She gave him a perfunctory smile. "If your eyesight is failing, perhaps you should see a specialist. I'm not an ophthalmologist. I can't cure your vision problems."

He stepped closer again, lowering his voice. "If you don't come, I can't guarantee what tomorrow will look like."

At such close range, she could feel his breath against her face. The warmth made her momentarily dizzy, but she forced herself to remain steady.

She ground out two cold words.

"Despicable."

Chapter 16 It Takes One to Know One

"It takes one to know one," Ethan replied calmly.

Claire watched his lips move. Those perfectly shaped lips-once burning against hers-brought back memories she had tried to bury. For a fleeting second, her gaze grew unfocused.

Sunlight streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows, outlining his coldly handsome face. His sculpted features seemed almost unreal beneath the glow, radiating a suffocating charm.

She snapped back to herself quickly.

Taking a step backward, she forced a bright smile and pushed every memory out of her mind.

"Fine," she said lightly. "Then wait."

Her smile widened. She slipped her arm affectionately through Adrian's and said to Ethan, "Goodbye."

Ethan did not move. The corner of his lips lifted slightly-half smile, half threat. Claire could see the dark fury swirling beneath his calm exterior.

But so what?

To her, he was nothing now.

Yes, they had shared one night.

But that was all it had been.

She did not even know whether he had married Serena. In her heart, it made no difference. He had always belonged to Serena.

She was no longer the woman she had been three years ago. Time had hardened her. Beneath the scars, she was steel.

Ignoring the weight of his piercing stare, Claire pulled Adrian toward the elevator.

Behind her, two sharp eyes felt like needles against her back. She kept walking, never once turning around.

Inside the elevator, as soon as the doors closed, she immediately released Adrian's arm and stepped a full meter away.

"All right. Job done. Adrian, payment please."

He looked at her with a half-smile. "Seems like I helped you as well. Let's call it even."

"No," she replied instantly. "Pay up. I never agreed to waive the fee just because you helped me."

He did not rush to take out his wallet. Instead, he asked curiously, "What's with the marriage certificate?"

"Oh, that?" Claire pulled out the two red booklets. "Made them last night in Photoshop. Had someone stamp a fake seal. The words on it actually say 'Get rich, get rich, get very rich.' No one noticed. My skills are impressive. If I quit this line of work, I could make a living forging seals. Now pay me, Mr. Yi."

He raised a brow. "You made it yourself?"

"Of course. How else would I cut costs? Do you know how hard it is to survive in this business? You're still hesitating to pay-how many brain cells do you think I sacrificed to earn that money?"

At her choice of words, his eyes narrowed slightly, a dangerous glint surfacing. He said nothing.

She caught the look and immediately raised her brows. "What? Trying to dodge payment? I helped you break up with that woman. I saved you and her. If you start defaulting now, how are we supposed to keep working together?"

That made him laugh softly. He pulled out a pen and checkbook from his inner suit pocket, wrote swiftly, and handed her a check.

"Double the amount. Consider the rest a tip."

Claire glanced at the figure and instantly brightened. "Adrian, I knew you were the best."

He lowered his voice. "That so-called brother-in-law of yours... I don't think his interest in you is simple. If you need help, call me."

"You said that. Don't go chasing women and forgetting to pay next time."

"I won't. We've done business long enough. We understand each other."

"Good." She folded the check carefully. "I might really need you someday."

Years of drifting had taught her one thing-always leave yourself an escape route.

Chapter 17 The Man Behind the Mask

It was already evening when Claire returned home.

She was tired, but today had been profitable. With the commission from Adrian safely in hand, she felt lighter. At least for the next stretch of time, she would not have to worry about money.

She had just finished showering. Her hair was still damp when her phone buzzed with a message.

An unfamiliar number.

She opened it.

Female Ultraman, do you dare come rescue me? If you do, I can offer one million. Address: Seaside Golden Bay, Villa No. 3.

Claire frowned slightly.

This was the first time anyone had spoken to her in such a tone.

It was not fear that made her hesitate.

It was the number.

One million.

Coincidentally, it was exactly the amount she currently needed.

She glanced at the clock. 8: 30 p. m. Not too late.

She could handle it.

She replied:

I dare to come. But make sure you meet my service requirements. I don't work outside my scope.

A moment later, a response arrived:

Of course. We'll discuss details in person.

She hesitated again.

Where did you find me?

Online. I've heard Female Ultraman works with integrity. I prefer doing business with professionals.

Claire stared at the message for a few seconds, then typed two words:

I'm coming.

She changed clothes. For a first meeting, she preferred a fashionable yet composed look-elegant, understated, reliable.

Fifteen minutes later, she was in a taxi.

Villa No. 3 was not far inside the Seaside Golden Bay compound. A four-story villa stood there-imposing, refined, beautifully designed.

She rang the doorbell.

Soon, someone came out.

"Are you Miss Female Ultraman?"

Claire could not help laughing softly at the title. She nodded. "Yes."

"I'm a house attendant. Please follow me."

The attendant smiled politely, displaying careful training and restraint.

Claire noted the refinement. Whoever lived here was either wealthy or powerful-likely both. Even the staff carried themselves with quiet discipline.

She followed inside.

The vast living room opened before her. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the night sky. Standing by the window was a tall, slender man.

He wore a white casual home outfit. His proportions were strikingly balanced.

For an instant, the silhouette reminded her of Ethan.

Damn it.

She shook her head sharply, but instead of clearing him from her thoughts, the movement made her slightly dizzy.

The attendant stepped aside.

"Sir, Miss Female Ultraman has arrived."

"Mm. You may leave."

The man's voice was deliberately lowered, rich and commanding.

Claire's heart skipped faintly.

The man turned.

She stiffened for a split second-

Then quickly composed herself.

He was wearing a mask.

A large black-and-white skull mask covered his face.

At first glance, it was startling enough to freeze anyone in place.

But Claire did not scare easily.

What puzzled her was why he would choose such a mask-especially one so deliberately intimidating.

As she processed this, the man began walking toward her. Each step was steady, controlled, deliberate.

This was a man of iron resolve.

Strange. Unyielding.

She had just reached that conclusion when he spoke.

"Claire, you're as beautiful as ever."

Chapter 18 Drawing Up the Plan

Claire paused slightly when she heard how he addressed her.

So he knew who she was.

A bitter laugh rose in her chest. Three years ago, she had dominated entertainment headlines. The scandal had made her infamous-Ji City's favorite joke. It was hardly surprising that someone still remembered.

Still, the thought stung.

Perhaps she would never wash away that humiliation in this lifetime.

Then the man spoke again.

"I heard
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