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Chapter 1 — Taken to the Hospital

"Madam, the young master has returned. He asks that you come downstairs."The door opened as Emily stepped in.

"Did he say why?"Kelly Su lounged against the headboard, the empty space beside her still cold. Clearly, he hadn't come home last night either.

"I don't know,"Emily replied, eyes cast to the floor. "He only said you should come down quickly.""Alright. Leave me."Kelly threw back the covers and got out of bed at her own pace. Seeing her rise, Emily retreated.

She washed up without hurry. When she descended, two people were already seated in the hall—a man and a woman. Kelly halted, eyes narrowing.

The man was her husband, Aaron Ling, president of Ling Group. The woman... childhood sweetheart, first love.

"Anne, you're here. Come sit,"Carol Luo greeted warmly, as if she were the mistress of the Ling residence.

Aaron turned his head. The woman on the stairs wore a chiffon dress that highlighted her grace. Yet...

"Why so early? What's the matter?"Kelly stepped down, gaze fixed on the pair.

"What do you mean? We missed you, so we came to see you,"Carol laughed, leaning closer to Aaron.

"How thoughtful,"Kelly curved her lips, but unease stirred as she noticed his gaze linger on her stomach.

"Come with me."Aaron rose, his eyes unreadable.

"Where to?"Kelly stood still on the stairs.

"To the hospital. Don't worry."Carol also stood.

"The hospital? Why?"A flicker of hope lit Kelly's eyes.

"Of course, for an abortion—no, just a check-up. It won't take long,"Carol corrected herself hastily.

"Let's go,"Aaron strode toward the door.

"Check-up?"Kelly's hearing was sharp. That slip had killed her fragile hope. "My health is fine. I don't need it.""Aaron has his check-up every year. See how well he treats you?"Carol stepped up and tugged her hand.

"I won't go. Why should I?"Kelly yanked free, eyes wide with disbelief.

"Don't make trouble. He's doing this for you."Carol stumbled back, nearly falling, only to be steadied by Aaron.

"For me? No, for you. He's mine."Kelly retreated, the truth crashing down. Pregnant, and he wanted her to abort.

"You should consider Aaron. He can't afford scandal,"Carol urged, her voice soft yet cutting.

"I will not go."Kelly's eyes blazed with resolve as she mounted the stairs.

"That's not your choice."Aaron's voice dropped, dark as an abyss. At his command, two men rushed in.

"Don't do this, Aaron. She didn't mean it. Give her a chance,"Carol clung to his arm.

The image stung Kelly's heart-the handsome, the woman delicate, their clothes in matching tones, a perfect pair.

"Don't pretend to care. I'm not going."She spun and ran for the stairs.

"Take her,"Aaron ordered. The two men seized her. "Forgive us, Madam.""What are you doing? Let me go!"Kelly struggled, but they lifted her bodily toward the door.

"Aaron, what do you want? Let me go!"Terror flashed across her face.

"Careful. She's pregnant,"Carol warned, eyes on Kelly's frantic thrashing.

Aaron pressed his lips thin, gaze icy. To him she looked nothing like the elegant woman she was, only a madwoman fighting restraint.

"Let me go! I won't go!"Kelly screamed as she was shoved into a car. She tried to escape, but the men pinned her inside.

Aaron and Carol entered another car. Both vehicles pulled out toward the First People's Hospital.

"Please calm down, Madam,"one urged. Though they restrained her, they dared not use force against the president's wife. Her wild struggling left scratches on their faces and hands.

"Where are you taking me? Let me out!"Fear gnawed her chest. That single slip from Carol replayed in her mind.

The cars reached the hospital. Orderlies with a stretcher waited at the entrance. The men dragged Kelly out and onto it, holding her down.

"Let go! Aaron, how can you-"Her cry rang out, raw and broken. Pinned to the stretcher, she turned toward him and Carol, her eyes bloodshot, demanding an answer.

Chapter 2 — Sent to the Operating Table

"Be careful with her. During the procedure, make sure she isn't harmed,"Carol instructed the medical staff.

"Don't worry, Miss Luo. Abortion is the simplest procedure we perform. There will be no complications,"the doctor assured.

Aaron's eyes darkened. He said nothing.

"I don't want it! I won't have an abortion!"Kelly's struggles did not stop her from hearing every word. Her eyes widened in shock. This was his child-barely two months old-yet he wanted it gone?

"Anne, calm down. You're still young. You'll have other chances to conceive,"Carol coaxed softly.

"Get away from me. Don't play kind. Aaron, please-don't do this."Kelly begged.

"Take her in,"Aaron ordered, his gaze fixed deeply on her.

"No! Don't! Aaron, you'll regret this!"Kelly cried out as the gurney wheeled forward. Panic gripped her chest. That was her child.

"Aaron, don't do this!""You'll regret it!"Her screams echoed-"Help me!"-but were swallowed by the closing doors of the operating room. The scene had already drawn the attention of patients and visitors, though security kept the crowd at bay. Whispers spread nonetheless.

"She'll understand one day,"Carol murmured when she saw Aaron smoking, his brows furrowed.

"Go home,"he said flatly, stubbing out the cigarette. He motioned for his men to escort her away.

"Then take care,"Carol nodded and left.

Over an hour later, Kelly was wheeled out. The anesthesia still held her under. Pale as the sheets, she lay unconscious, her brows drawn tight even in sleep.

"Have Emily come care for her,"Aaron instructed. His aide nodded and made the call.

"Baby... baby...""Don't take my baby..."Kelly jolted awake, drenched in sweat. The sterile white room and the sharp tang of disinfectant pressed in on her. Terror flooded back. Her hand flew to her flat belly. Nothing. She tore back the covers, trying to rise.

"Madam, you can't get up. You just had surgery. Tell me what you need and I'll get it for you,"Emily held her down gently.

"What did you say?"Kelly turned to her, disbelief filling her wide eyes.

"You're still young. There will be more children,"Emily whispered.

"No... no, it's not true. You're lying!"Kelly shoved her aside, ripping out the IV needle. Blood dripped to the floor as she staggered toward the door. "I'll ask them myself. My child is still here!""Madam, don't!"Emily chased her, but two suited men blocked the door. "Please go back inside.""Move!"Kelly glared, her pale face twisted with fury.

"Madam, there's no use. The young master's decision cannot be changed,"Emily pleaded, tugging her back toward the bed.

"No! I don't believe it!"Kelly shook her off and lunged again. But the men held their ground, ignoring her cries, her curses, her fists.

"You're bleeding,"Emily gasped, seeing the blood seeping from Kelly's hand where the needle had been torn free. A pool was already forming. "Please, let's bandage it.""Leave me alone! I'm going out!"But her strength was failing. Her voice, once sharp, rasped with exhaustion.

Hesitant, Emily called Aaron.

From the other end came his cold reply: "Let her make a scene. Just don't let her leave.""But she's getting worse..."Emily tried, her voice softening. She pitied the woman hoarse from screaming.

The line went dead. The men at the door, unsettled by the commotion, did not dare move without orders.

In the end, seeing her body trembling from rage and weakness, Emily had the doctor administer a sedative. The room finally fell silent.

When Kelly opened her eyes again, her body felt leaden. Slowly, memory returned. Her hand pressed over her stomach beneath the blanket. A single tear slid down her cheek. Baby...

"You're awake? You must be hungry. Have some porridge. You need rest,"Emily said gently, setting the bowl beside her.

"Where is Aaron?"Her voice rasped, harsh and foreign to her own ears.

"The young master is busy,"Emily deflected, bringing the porridge closer.

"Call him. I want to see him."Kelly's hand clenched over the quilt, her face drained of all color.

Chapter 3 — Let Her Smash

"I'll call him after you finish your porridge,"Emily promised. She raised the spoon to Kelly's lips, and Kelly opened her mouth to eat.

When the bowl was empty, Kelly refused more. She stared at Emily until, with a helpless sigh, the woman dialed Aaron's number. The line rang once before he answered.

"Hello.""Young Master, is awake.""Put her on."His lips curved faintly; the silence told him she wasn't making a scene.

"Aaron."Kelly's voice was steadier now after eating.

"Focus on recovering,"he said.

"How could you? Don't you fear he'll come to you at night?"Tears filled her eyes. Her hand clenched the phone until her knuckles whitened.

"He was only two months.""So what? He did nothing to you.""It seems you still need rest. I'll give you time."The call cut off, leaving only the dead tone in her ear.

"Die!"Kelly hurled the phone. It shattered into pieces across the floor-just like her heart.

"Madam..."Emily saw her flushed eyes and ragged breaths, worried.

"Get out. Out!"Kelly swept everything off the table. The crash of glass and metal filled the room. Still unsatisfied, she stumbled barefoot to smash lamps, chairs, anything within reach.

"Please, stop!"Emily backed away in fear. Shards littered the ground. Kelly's crimson eyes looked feral. Terrified, Emily fled the room.

"Baby..."At last Kelly collapsed on the floor, knees drawn up. Her hands and feet were cut and bleeding from the glass, but she felt nothing.

"Young Master, is smashing everything in the ward. What should we do?"Emily reported.

"Let her. Just don't let her leave,"came Aaron's cold reply before he hung up.

At some point she fell asleep. When she opened her eyes, she was back on the bed, alone. She laid a hand over her belly, stroking beneath the blanket.

The door opened softly. A nurse peeked in, cautious after hearing stories of her rampage. Seeing Kelly quiet, the nurse came in slowly, started her IV, cleaned her wounds, and left without a word. Kelly remained motionless.

"Madam, are you hungry? There's porridge,"Emily asked gently. Kelly's silence had convinced her-continuing to fight was useless, and the Young Master despised troublesome women.

Kelly nodded faintly. Relieved, Emily quickly brought the porridge to feed her.

Afterward, Kelly lay with her eyes closed. Emily, exhausted from days of care, rested on the cot beside her.

Kelly stared at the wall, eyes wide open. Minute by minute, hour by hour. At last she turned her head toward the cot. Emily was sound asleep.

Silently, she rose. It was already five in the afternoon. At the door, the two guards posted were slumped in their chairs, dozing after days of tension. Weak as she was, Kelly slipped out.

Step by step, she climbed the stairs. The setting sun streamed through the windows, painting her thin figure in a fading glow. The loose hospital gown hung off her frail frame, her pale face ghostlike against the light.

"Young Master, something's wrong-is gone."Emily awoke to an empty bed. The guards confessed they hadn't seen her leave. Panic-stricken, she called Aaron.

"Send people to find her."His brow furrowed as he tossed aside the contract in his hand. His assistant, mid-report, fell silent.
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Chapter 4: Don't Come Any Closer
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"Is it that Susu is missing? How can she be so willful? After what she's done, how can she still make a scene?"Seeing Aaron's furrowed brow, Carol expressed her confusion over Kelly's actions.

"Mr. Edward is coming soon. Perhaps I should go instead. Don't worry, I'll find Susu."Carol stood up as she spoke.

Aaron remained silent, leaning back in his executive chair.

"I'll go then."Receiving no response, Carol got up and hurried to the hospital.

When Carol arrived at the hospital, Emily and the security guards were searching separately. The hospital surveillance showed no sign of Kelly leaving, and she wasn't found on the inpatient floors either. Seeing Carol, Emily anxiously told her about Kelly's situation.

"Don't worry, Emily. She just had an abortion and is weak. She couldn't have gone far. Let's search the nearby area first.""Look, there's someone up there!"On the hospital lawn, someone glanced up and noticed a figure sitting on the unrailed edge of the fifth-floor rooftop. The setting sun cast its light on her, enveloping her in an aura of desperate sorrow.

"Yeah, what are they doing up there?"Others looked up and confirmed someone was indeed there.

"Could they be... thinking of jumping?"someone wondered aloud. It wasn't uncommon in hospitals for patients, unable to cope with their illness, to choose suicide. This person likely intended to end their life.

"Quick, call the police!"Someone pulled out their phone to alert the authorities.

Emily and Carol happened to be passing the lawn. Hearing the conversation, they looked up and saw the slender figure on the roof. Their faces paled, and they immediately rushed upstairs.

Emily also called Aaron: "Young Master, it's terrible! The young mistress is trying to jump off the building!"Aaron was in a meeting. The Business Development manager was presenting, his report met with Aaron's grim expression, sharp, narrowed eyes, and an intimidating chill. The manager spoke uneasily in the tense, silent conference room.

Aaron absently answered the incoming call. After hearing Emily's one sentence, his frown deepened.

"Let the hospital handle it."He hung up. His phone call interrupted the manager's presentation, leaving everyone uncertain whether to continue.

"Redo it."Aaron put away his phone and stood up. His handsome, sharply defined face was taut. The staff, intimidated by his unapproachable aura, didn't dare breathe until he left, finally relaxing.

Emily and Carol reached the rooftop and immediately saw Kelly sitting on the edge in thin patient garb, one foot already dangling over the void.

"Young Mistress, come down quickly! It's too dangerous there!"Emily shouted urgently, moving closer to pull her back.

"Don't come any closer, or I'll jump!"Kelly yelled, stopping Emily's advance. Her frail body leaned further over the edge, causing panicked screams from the crowd below.

"Susu, why are you doing this? You can have another child. Chen didn't want this either."Carol held Emily back, looking at Kelly with concern.

Emily glanced at Carol, seeing her worried expression, then turned back to Kelly, afraid she might actually jump.

"Susu, you're still young. You must understand that Baby couldn't come into this world. By pushing Chen like this, you'll only make him angrier with you,"Carol said.

"Heh, angry? What right does he have to be angry?"She should be the angry one. Her child was gone.

"Susu, you know why he did this. It's because you wronged him!"Carol took a step forward, trying to persuade Kelly to come down.

"Stay back!"Kelly pointed a scalpel she had stolen from the nurse's station earlier at Carol. Her face was pale, eyes blazing with hatred, and her slender shoulders hunched together, making her appear even more fragile.

Chapter 5 — If You Don't Divorce Me, I'll Jump

"Madam!"Emily gasped when she realized Kelly held a blade, startled and terrified. She rushed forward but was stopped by Kelly's warning glare.

"Where is Aaron? I want to see him!"Kelly shouted, swaying unsteadily on her feet. Her actions alarmed the crowd below. Doctors and nurses hurried up, trying to persuade her back, and even the police had been called.

"Young Master is already on his way. Please calm down, Madam,"Emily pleaded. The Ling family was a first-tier household in A City. If the matriarch learned of this chaos, her anger would fall on Kelly alone.

"I want to see him!"Kelly's reason was gone. Her figure trembled in the cold wind, desperate to confront Aaron. Since the moment she was forced into the operating room, he hadn't once appeared. Coward-he had killed her child and dared not face her.

"Yes, yes, he's coming. Anne, please come down first?"Carol's eyes flashed with annoyance, though she masked it quickly and stretched a hand toward her.

"Don't come closer! One step more and I'll jump!"Kelly pointed at Carol, her bloodshot eyes full of loathing. This woman was Aaron's first love, always at his side. If they were so in love, why had he married her?

"Alright, I won't move. You come here."Carol's tone softened, cautious. Around them, doctors, nurses, and police tried to coax her down, but Kelly's eyes stayed sharp and watchful. One wrong step and she would leap.

Aaron reached the rooftop and saw the standoff. His eyes, dark as obsidian, grew sharper, unreadable.

"Mr. Ling, is she your wife?"Chief Wang asked, surprised. He had been dispatched to handle the case, and only now discovered that the would-be jumper was the president's wife. No one in A City had known Aaron was married-and the woman was beautiful, but no socialite.

"Yes."Aaron nodded, shook the chief's hand, then glanced at Kelly teetering on the edge. His gaze slid away, and he did not move closer.

"Why does want to jump?"Chief Wang asked. A woman resorting to this must have secrets untold.

"She's unwell,"Aaron replied coolly.

At that moment, Carol hurried over, eyes full of concern. "Aaron, what do we do? Anne refuses to come down.""Miss Luo."Chief Wang nodded in greeting.

"Chief Wang."Carol smiled, recognizing him. The social circles of A City were small; it wasn't surprising to meet acquaintances. She slipped her hand through Aaron's arm, standing close at his side.

"And how do you intend to handle this?"Chief Wang's eyes narrowed in curiosity. Everyone knew Miss Luo accompanied Aaron, but the one threatening to jump was his wife. Truda Yu awkward triangle, indeed.

"Aaron! If you don't divorce me, I'll jump!"Kelly shouted when she saw him, yet he didn't move toward her. She took another step closer to the ledge. Her face was ghostly white, her heart frozen, the hospital rooftop her last battlefield.

His eyes turned to her, lips pressed tight. Carol clung to his arm. "Anne is too willful. She thinks this can win you back, but you hate being threatened. After what she's done, how can she still cause such shame?""Miss Luo, do you know why the patient is behaving this way?"Chief Wang asked pointedly.

"I... I don't know. I'm just worried for her.""Do you know why she was admitted?"Carol avoided his gaze, turning instead to Aaron. "Aaron... what now?""Aaron, I want a divorce!""Mr. Ling, she's unstable and weak. Calm her down first,"the attending doctor urged.

"God, she's going to jump!"someone cried as Kelly edged closer, her balance shaky.

"Aaron, just agree to her for now, bring her back first,"Carol urged, panic clear.

"Anne, wait! Aaron will agree!"she shouted desperately.

"Divorce!"Kelly's body swayed in the wind. Her voice carried across the rooftop as the crowd screamed.

"Please, Aaron, agree to her. She's lost enough already,"Carol begged, clinging to him.

Aaron's face turned darker, his gaze icy enough to freeze. Carol lowered her head, cowed.

"Mr. Ling, her emotions are unstable. You must stabilize her first,"Chief Wang pressed.

"I won't divorce."Aaron strode forward a few paces, stopping ten steps from Kelly. His words were cold, final. Doctors and nurses froze in shock. They had thought he would coax her back, but instead his denial cut sharper than a blade.

"I want a divorce!"Kelly screamed, eyes wide, her face paler than snow. The cold wind whipped her thin body as her slippered feet slid closer to the ledge.

Chapter 6 — The Divorce Agreement

"I want a divorce!"Kelly's eyes widened, her face pale as snow. The cold wind bit into her fragile body, yet Aaron gave no answer. Her slippered feet edged closer to the ledge, the gusts threatening to send her down.

"No! Don't!"Doctors, nurses, and police all cried out, terrified she would jump.

"Aaron, what are you doing? She'll die like this."Carol's lips pressed tight, her beautiful eyes locked on him, fingers clenched as though restraining herself.

"Blood-she's bleeding!"someone shouted. All eyes turned. Crimson spread down Kelly's pant leg, soaking the fabric.

"Quick, get supplies for hemostasis!"the attending doctor barked. A nurse sprinted downstairs.

"Aaron, agree to her,"Carol urged, her hand clutching his arm.

"I want a divorce!"Kelly's gaze fixed on him, burning with anger, hatred, and disgust.

"Even if you die, you'll remain my wife."Cold words fell from Aaron's lips. Without another glance, he turned away.

"Aaron, don't! She'll die. Please, just agree for now!"Carol pulled him back, panicked. Chief Wang blocked his path as well. "Mr. Ling, agree to her first."Blood was spilling fast, yet this remained unmoved. Ruthless.

"Aaron...""Mr. Ling...""So much blood...""Miss, Mr. Ling has agreed. You can come down,"Chief Wang finally called toward the ledge, seeing that Aaron had at least stopped walking away.

Carol clung to him, adding softly, "Anne, Aaron has agreed. Come down now.""Yes, Madam, the Young Master has agreed. Please come back.""I want the divorce papers!"Kelly's hand clenched the scalpel as she stood at the edge, forbidding anyone near. Her voice was icy.

"Alright, alright, wait a moment."Carol hurriedly instructed the assistant to fetch the documents.

"They're on the way. Come down first.""No. I want to see them."Kelly refused to budge. Without the papers in front of her, she would not move.

At last, the assistant returned with two copies of the agreement-already signed by Aaron. Kelly added her name and clutched her copy tightly. Only then did she allow herself to be taken to the operating room, as her wound had become infected. She spent the night under surgery.

When she awoke in her hospital bed, the sterile smell of disinfectant stung her nose. White walls surrounded her. The room was silent. Emily entered soon after, carrying porridge, but froze at the sight of Kelly lying still, calm, so unlike the desperate woman who had threatened to leap.

"You're awake, Madam? Hungry?"She poured the porridge into a bowl.

"I want to be discharged."Kelly's voice rasped.

"Your body is weak. The wind caused infection and fever. You must recover first. Once you're stronger, you can leave,"Emily replied gently, though Kelly only closed her eyes in silence.

For days afterward, Kelly remained quiet. She ate, took her medicine, never argued. Aaron never came. When the doctor finally declared her fit to leave, Emily prepared to bring her back to the Ling residence-but Kelly refused, returning instead to her own apartment.

"Young Master, wouldn't return to the estate. She went back to her place,"Emily reported.

"Let her,"Aaron said flatly, hanging up to continue his work.

Moments later, Carol entered. His handsome face, absorbed in files, radiated power and indifference. Her heart quickened. Memories of his strong arms embracing her made her cheeks flush. "Aaron.""You're here,"he said, eyes still on the documents. His pen moved quickly.

"My mother made ginseng soup and all your favorite dishes. Come to my house for dinner tonight."She leaned against him lightly.

"Later.""Alright."She stepped aside, watching him with adoring eyes, every reflection of him mirrored in her gaze.

She snapped a quick photo on her phone, tapped a few times, then slipped it away.

"Let's go."Aaron closed the final file, grabbed his coat, and headed out.

The Luo residence stood in the wealthy southern district, a four-story villa surrounded by tall locust trees. As the car entered, the butler hurried to greet them.

"Young Master Ling, Miss.""Where are my parents?"Carol asked.

"The Master is in the study, there is in the kitchen,"the butler replied warmly, ushering them in.

"Why is Father always in the study, even when Aaron visits?"Carol pouted, clutching Aaron's arm.

It wasn't his first time here, and he moved without hesitation, taking a seat in the living room, expression shadowed. Carol sat beside him, peeking toward the kitchen.

"Butler, ask my mother to come out. Aaron is here.""Yes, Miss.""Ah, son-in-law, you're here. Dinner is nearly ready."Bella Luo emerged, well kept and graceful though already forty.

"Good evening, Madam."Aaron greeted politely.

"No need for formality. Just call me Mother."She smiled, clearly pleased.

Chapter 7 — Entangled at Midnight

"There's no need to be so formal. Call me 'Mother,'"Bella said with a smile, her eyes full of approval as she studied Aaron. The more she looked, the more satisfied she felt. But... he had been married before, and that was something her husband disapproved of.

"Mom!"Carol's face flushed, stamping her foot in protest.

"Look at you, still so shy,"her mother teased before turning back to Aaron. She had already heard the rumors from the hospital and felt displeased, though none of it showed on her face. She kept the conversation warm and lively. Simon Luo came downstairs, his eyes landing on Aaron. With a cold snort, he sat opposite without a word.

"Dad, this is the jade inkstone Aaron bought for you,"Carol said sweetly, placing the gift before him.

When they left the Luo home, Aaron drove while Carol sat beside him, content. He had spoken little during the evening, but he had stayed with her father to play chess, and that alone left her deeply satisfied.

"I wonder how Anne is now? You're divorced already... what will she do from here?"Carol asked softly, watching his profile.

Aaron's lips tightened. He said nothing, but the air around him grew cold.

Seeing his mood, Carol fell silent. Her face reddened again as she took out her phone, typed a message, and sent it with a small, pleased smile....

In her apartment, Kelly stood on the balcony, staring into the starry night. A thin coat draped her shoulders, the room behind her dark. She hadn't moved for a long time.

Her phone chimed. A message. She opened it: a picture of a man's sharp profile, lips faintly curved, as though smiling.

Delete. Kelly set the phone aside, went inside, grabbed her clothes, and walked into the bathroom. Steam rose around her. Only in the scalding water did her dry eyes ease....

"Aaron, don't go tonight, please?"When his car stopped in front of her apartment, Carol clung to his arm. The heat of his strong muscles turned her cheeks crimson.

"Go back."His cold eyes turned on her, extinguishing her hope.

She watched his car disappear, stomped her foot, and drove after him. But his car sped through two traffic lights and left her far behind. Furious, she slammed the wheel, then headed instead for the Ling residence.

Inside his car, heat surged under Aaron's skin. His brows knit, his dark eyes narrowing with a chill. He yanked off his tie with one hand, trying to breathe. He swerved sharply, taking a different road....

Bang, bang.

Knocks rattled Kelly's door. Fresh from the shower, she frowned. It was already ten at night-who could it be?

She crept closer. Without a peephole, she called out twice, but no one answered. Still the bell rang, relentless. With no choice, she cracked the door open.

A large hand shot through the gap, shoving it wide. Before she could react, she was yanked into a hard chest, iron arms crushing her waist. His lips sealed her startled cry. The door slammed shut, and she was pressed against it, trapped.

The scent, the heat-familiar. They had not been together many times, yet her heart roared in chaos. She writhed, shaking her head, trying to resist, but her strength was nothing to Aaron. His grip was unyielding. His free hand roamed.

"No..."she gasped when her lips found a sliver of air. They were divorced. He had no right.

But to him, she was a fire that fed his own. His breath burned hotter, unstoppable, consuming her. Clothes fell piece by piece.

Her fists pounded his back, her teeth bit him, blood seeping between their lips. It only seemed to excite him more. He crushed her deeper into the tangle until she could no longer breathe.

Her body betrayed her. Her mind screamed no, but control slipped away....

Morning light filtered over the bed. The air still carried traces of what had happened. Kelly stirred, aching everywhere. Reaching out, her hand met only cold emptiness. She opened her eyes, rose without a word, and showered away the marks.

"Madam, are you awake? Breakfast is ready."Emily knocked softly.

"Emily, take me back,"Kelly said after dressing.

Emily, who had been visiting daily with meals, knew nothing of the night before. Pleased by Kelly's words, she nodded quickly.

They took a taxi to the Ling residence. Kelly went straight to her room, gathered her belongings into a single bag, ignored Emily's attempts to dissuade her, and returned to her apartment. She made a few calls, then went to bed early.

"Madam, the day after tomorrow is Ling's birthday. Young Master said he will come to fetch you home,"Emily mentioned while preparing lunch.

Kelly glanced up from her phone. "I'm not going."They were divorced. She had no wish to return.

"But the wants to see you."Kelly said nothing.

On Ling's birthday, Aaron did arrive, clad in a black tailored suit, tall and commanding. Kelly wore a simple pink chiffon dress, her fair skin luminous.

They walked together into the Ling estate. Side by side, yet an unbridgeable gulf stretched between them.

Chapter 8 — Parallel Lives

Neither of them spoke until they stood before Ling.

"Mom,"Aaron greeted.

"You're still so thin. How can you ever carry my grandchild like this?"Ling glared coldly at Kelly. Her displeasure was obvious. Kelly's eyes didn't flicker. She gave no reply.

"Is this your attitude? Is this how you treat your elders?"Ling snapped, lifting a book as though to strike her.

"Mother, who upset you so much?"Aaron caught her hand and pulled Kelly aside.

"You two-you're nothing but trouble."Ling lowered the book with a cold snort. "Go make sweet-and-sour ribs for me."The words were aimed at Kelly.

Silent, Kelly turned toward the kitchen. Voices trailed after her, but she blocked them out.

"Madam, is it sweet-and-sour ribs the wants?"The servants already knew. They smiled knowingly and made room for her.

Her hands moved with ease. This was the one dish she could make. When it was finished, she ignored the looks cast her way and carried herself to the ancestral hall instead. The incense smoke curled in the dim light, portraits of the family's forebears lined up before her. Master Ling had passed a year ago. He had been the only one who truly cherished her-and it had been by his insistence that she married into this house.

She lit incense, bowed three times, and whispered a few words before leaving. By the time she returned to the dining room, Ling and Aaron were already eating together, smiling as though nothing were amiss. Though not a major birthday, friends and acquaintances were invited later that day, making the house lively.

Guests began arriving after lunch-friends, business associates, and relatives. Among them were the Luo family, the Wang family, and some of Aaron's childhood companions. Kelly recognized few. She stood silently at the side, watching the bustle.

"Ling, may you always be as radiant as today."May He, one of Aaron's friends, embraced her warmly. His bright smile made him seem even more handsome.

"Thank you. Why are you alone? How are your parents?"she asked.

"They're well. Father's always busy. Mother, though-she keeps saying she wants to visit you for a few rounds of battle."May laughed, meaning mahjong.

"Good, good. I'll be waiting. Aaron's inside-go join him."May went in and quickly spotted them: Kelly and Aaron sitting apart, distant as two rivers that never touched.

"Madam, forgive me for being late,"Carol said with a laugh as she entered, holding her mother's arm.

"This girl insisted on shopping for gifts. Don't mind her,"Bella added, handing over a carefully chosen present. Ling smiled, passed it to the butler, and replied warmly, "We're all family. No need for gifts-your presence is enough."But the glint in her eyes betrayed her delight at the expensive offering.

"How could I come empty-handed on your birthday?"Bella said, pleased at her host's reaction. With her daughter so close to entering the Ling household now that Aaron was divorced, it was wise to curry favor.

"Go find Aaron, he's inside,"Ling urged. She could see the longing in Carol's eyes and pushed her forward. In her heart, she had already chosen this girl as her daughter-in-law.

"Alright. Don't work too hard, Mother, Madam,"Carol said sweetly as she went inside. Her gaze landed instantly on Aaron, seated apart. May sat at his side. Across from him sat Kelly. Why is she here?

"Aaron."Carol slid into the seat beside him, linking her arm through his, her smile carefully practiced. Today she wore Chanel's latest lilac dress, the fabric hugging her figure. Leaning close, her neckline fell within his line of sight.

"Well, if it isn't Miss Luo,"May teased with a low whistle, eyes wide. He had never seen her dressed so boldly. Normally she was conservative, mocked even for her plainness. But today she glowed.

"He,"Carol greeted with a sweet smile.

Then her eyes turned toward Kelly. "Anne, how's your health? After a miscarriage, you need to take care. If you need anything, tell me-I'll help."Her expression was tender, her voice gentle.

"Miscarriage? No way..."May blurted, his eyes darting among the three of them. A childhood sweetheart. A wife. And all sitting together like strangers. What a tangled web.

Chapter 9 — Humiliation at the Birthday Banquet

I truly didn't know how Aaron managed to endure it.

"Thank you, but I don't need it."Kelly had sat quietly the whole time, her pale face calm, as if none of it had anything to do with her.

"How could you not? Your health is already weak. After going through all that, you must take care of yourself. Right, Aaron?"Carol turned to Aaron, catching the flicker of shadow in his eyes.

Guests continued to arrive, diluting the awkward air in the hall. Childhood friends of Aaron came, many on behalf of their parents, some accompanied by their mothers like Carol. The Ling estate bustled like a miniature banquet hall.

King Wang came representing the Wang family, bringing along his youngest sister, Wang Yuruo, an eighteen-year-with bright, curious eyes.

The birthday feast was lively, to Ling's satisfaction-especially watching her son and Carol entertain guests together. A perfect match, golden boy and jade girl. But then her gaze fell on Kelly, still sitting off to the side, motionless, silent. The sight infuriated her. Here she was, the birthday star, working tirelessly to greet guests, while that woman sat like she was sulking.

"Madam, Hu is sick. The asks you to serve drinks in her place,"Emily said apologetically, pushing a cart over.

Sick? At this time? Kelly stood, glancing around. The house was full-clusters of people chatting, elegant ladies surrounding Ling with laughter, Aaron and Carol deep in cheerful talk. Yet not a servant in sight. She nodded, took the cart, and began.

Emily shook her head at Kelly's back and went on with her duties.

Kelly kept her head down, serving quietly as guests helped themselves. -

"Ah!"A sharp cry rang out, followed by a heavy thud. All heads turned.

Startled, Kelly looked up. A young woman in a chiffon dress lay sprawled before her cart, a tear splitting her skirt to reveal pale legs. Red wine drenched her bodice, hair in disarray, the picture of disgrace.

"Do you have eyes at all? You ran straight into me!"the woman shrieked, pointing at Kelly.

"Yes! We were standing right here. What kind of servant are you?"another voice snapped.

"My God, how could she? Ruining the party like this!"Murmurs rippled across the crowd.

How? Kelly had checked-no one had been there. Still, she had collided, and that was on her. She bowed her head slightly. "I'm sorry. Are you alright? Shall I take you to a hospital?""Sorry? That's it? Look at me! This dress is from France-it cost a fortune! Can you pay for it? And my arm is hurt. A hospital? As if! Where's Ling? I want her to see what kind of people you employ!""What happened?"Carol and Aaron arrived at the commotion. Seeing the disheveled girl on the floor and Kelly with the cart, Carol hurried over. "Anne, are you alright?"Then she turned. "Megan Wu, are you hurt?""How could I be alright? Carol, you know her?"Megan stood with help from her friend, her face twisted with anger.

"What's going on?""This servant barreled into me without looking! My French dress-ruined the first time I wore it. No, I want her to pay!"Megan jabbed a finger at Kelly.

"Anne, how could you? You mustn't be so careless,"Carol scolded softly, eyes full of reproach.

Kelly felt the stares all around-some pitying, some mocking, some curious. Their marriage had never been made public. Some here knew, some did not. Then she felt it-a gaze cold as ice piercing her to the bone. She looked up.

Aaron's sharply cut face was dark with fury.

Chapter 10 — The Slap

That look on his face-like he might devour her whole-made Kelly's blood run cold. She dropped her head quickly.

"Exactly. How can you be so reckless?""Anne is my friend. She was wrong this time. I'll pay for your dress-please, don't be angry."Carol tried to smooth things over. Watching her humble herself for the sake of a so-called servant, the crowd murmured praise for her kindness.

"Carol, you're too good to her. She won't even apologize. Fine, I won't press it further-but she should kneel and apologize to me."Megan snapped, her voice sharp.

"This... isn't right, is it?"Carol faltered, face troubled.

"I'm only letting it go because of you. Surely such a simple thing isn't too much to ask?"Megan pressed.

A servant colliding with a guest-if there were no compensation, then a sincere apology was expected. Eyes turned toward Kelly.

Slap.

Ling strode over, her face dark. "Is this how you work? You can't handle the smallest thing? Get out!"She raised her hand and struck. Kelly's head whipped aside, her pale cheek instantly branded with five angry marks. The force was clear.

"Miss Wu, the dress will be compensated. Tonight's fault lies with us. Aaron will visit your company soon. Please, enjoy yourself."Ling smiled as she addressed Megan.

"You're too kind, Ling. Then I must thank you on Father's behalf."Megan had no choice but to soften her tone. She had gotten what she wanted.

"Everyone, it was a misunderstanding. There's a performance over there-please, enjoy."Ling ushered the guests away with a practiced smile.

The birthday star herself had spoken; no one dared spoil her mood. They dispersed.

"Anne, I'm sorry. I didn't handle it well. You've been wronged,"Carol said apologetically.

"It was my fault. Thank you, Miss Luo."Kelly's cheek burned, but though she disliked Carol, the woman had at least spoken up for her. Courtesy demanded thanks.

"No need. We're family. But your face must hurt-go put some medicine on it.""You've shamed the Aaron family enough. Leave now,"Ling said coldly once the guests were soothed.

"Yes."Kelly had no wish to stay. She turned to go. Aaron stood nearby, watching coldly, detached, like a stranger.

Outside, the night air bit at her skin. She shivered. The mansion glowed behind her, full of light and laughter. Her coat was still inside, but she would not return for it.

The Ling estate sat halfway up the mountain, accessible only by car. She walked slowly down the road. By the time she reached the city, it would be deep into the night. There was no bus stop here, no taxis either. She had no choice but to walk.

The banquet ran until ten. Guests left one by one in their cars. Through it all, Carol remained by Aaron's side, collecting the blessings of many.

By the time Kelly reached the city, it was already eleven. She took a taxi back to her apartment, bathed, and prepared for bed. Her cheek still burned; she pressed ice to it until the pain dulled.

The next morning, she carried her bag into the city center, wandering through the mall, picking up necessities. By noon she was tired and looked for somewhere to eat, her hands full of shopping bags.

"Aaron, it's been so long since we had lunch together. Join me today?"Carol pushed open his office door, smiling.

"Alright."Aaron closed the file in his hands, stood, and took his coat.

They left together. The secretaries in the outer office greeted them with polite smiles. "Goodbye, President. Goodbye, Miss Carol.""Goodbye."Carol's sweet smile lingered as she walked beside him.

Chapter 11 — A Strange Meal

"The President and Miss Carol look perfect together. Like a golden couple-so enviable."The secretaries whispered as they watched the two walk past.

"Yes, I wonder when we'll be drinking their wedding wine.""As if you'd be invited. You're just a secretary.""Even from afar, it's worth it just to see."Hearing this chatter sweetened Carol's heart. She clung tighter to Aaron's arm.

"Aaron, do you think Anne might be unwell today?"she asked in the elevator, recalling last night. His expression chilled instantly.

"What do you want to eat?"he asked instead, once they reached the car. Opening the door for her, he waited until she was inside before closing it and getting behind the wheel.

"Let's have barbecue. We went once before-it was so good."She smiled wistfully. "Remember? You can't eat spicy food, but Du Zhen provoked you, so you poured chili oil over everything and forced it down. I was terrified, but you turned out fine.""You still remember that?"His features softened a little. The car passed the department store, heading toward the restaurant.

"How could I forget? It was unforgettable. Without you, I don't know what I would have done."She left the thought unfinished.

"Don't dwell on the past."He parked, got out, and opened her door again. Together they walked toward the entrance.

"Go on in first."But, he veered away. Carol barely had time to react before he was striding toward the side street.

"Aaron-"she called after him.

"What are you doing here?"His voice was sharp. Kelly turned, arms full of shopping bags. His brows furrowed.

She hadn't expected to see him. Her expression flickered. She shifted the bags to her other side.

"Cat got your tongue?"His frown deepened. She seemed nervous.

"Nothing."She forced herself calm, gaze skimming the shop window. "I have things to do. I'll go first."She spun away.

"Eat first. I'll take you home."He caught her arm. She flinched at the touch. The unwillingness in her face tightened his jaw. He pulled her toward Carol.

"I can eat on my own."After a few steps she noticed Carol waiting ahead, watching. Jerking her arm free, she said sharply, "Miss Carol is waiting for you. I'll go alone.""You want me to kiss you right here?"His face darkened at her defiance.

"Anne, you're here too? What a coincidence. Let's eat together."Carol hurried over, sensing the tension.

"No. I still have things to do. You go ahead."Kelly turned to leave.

"You're already here. How could you just walk away? We can catch up."Without giving her a chance to refuse, Carol seized her hand and pulled her inside.

The doorman held the door.

Her grip was too tight to break. Kelly had no choice but to follow. Carol was warm and eager, pulling out a chair for her, then sitting beside her. Aaron took the other seat at Carol's side. A waiter came to take their order.

"Anne, what do you like? This place is special-you can even cook some dishes yourself. Aaron and I came last time."Carol handed her the menu.

"Just the set meal A."Kelly ordered at random, barely glancing at the page.

Chapter 12 — Shielded From the Soup

"So Anne likes spicy food too?"Carol covered her mouth with a smile, eyes sparkling as she looked at Aaron.

Kelly had accidentally ordered the extra-spicy black pepper beef set.

"You've just had surgery. You can't eat this. Let Aaron and me choose for you."Carol pushed the menu toward him, leaning close to point out dishes.

He ordered several light, suitable options for Kelly, while Carol picked her own and prepared them with practiced ease.

Kelly kept her head down, eating silently. Across from her, Carol and Aaron conversed with ease, laughter flowing naturally, their rapport effortless.

Compared to them, she was an outsider-without a place, without words.

"You two enjoy. I need the restroom."She rose quietly. Their warmth excluded her.

"Go ahead, be careful,"Carol said with a smile.

Kelly nodded and left.

"Look at them-such a handsome and beautiful woman. Even their food choices match. Perfect couple,"a waitress whispered.

"They must be dating,"another replied.

"Looks like it."Kelly heard as she passed. Lips pressed tight, she walked faster.

When she returned, the meal was nearly finished. Just as she approached, a waiter carrying a steaming pot of soup stumbled with a cry.

"Ah-watch out!"The soup tipped, aimed straight at her.

She braced for the burn. But in the next instant, a shadow blocked her view. Strong arms pulled her in, shielding her.

A hiss of pain filled her ears. She looked up-Aaron's bronzed face was close, brows drawn tight, lips pressed hard against the pain.

"Aaron! Are you hurt?"Carol rushed forward, panic written across her delicate features.

"I'm so sorry! I didn't mean to!"The waiter dropped to his knees, shaking.

"Doctor! Where's the doctor?"Carol clutched at Aaron, voice frantic. Hot broth had soaked his back, staining his black suit with grease.

"Are you alright?"He released Kelly just enough to check her arm, where splashes had burned her too. She stood frozen, eyes wide with confusion. Why had he taken the brunt of it?

"Call someone, quickly. Aaron, are you okay? Anne, you bought clothes today-you can change."Carol turned to grab Kelly's shopping bags from the table.

With a clatter, their contents spilled across the floor. Baby bottles. Wipes. Tiny clothes. Only baby items-nothing for herself.

"No-!"Kelly lunged forward, too late. She shoved past Aaron to gather the scattered things.

"Anne, what is this? Why would you buy all these? Could it be...?"Carol's voice trembled, disbelief plain in her widened eyes. She didn't finish-the implication hung in the air.

Aaron's frown deepened, a hard line carved between his brows. His gaze turned to ice, anger radiating in waves.

"Why put yourself through this?"Carol whispered. Watching Kelly clutch Baby items to her chest, she sighed, then glanced back at Aaron. His expression was storm-dark, eyes fixed coldly on Kelly's trembling figure.

Chapter 13 — Baby Items

The waiter edged closer, voice trembling. "Sir... I-I'm so sorry. It was my fault you got burned. Please don't hold me responsible."Kelly kept her head down, gathering Baby items scattered on the floor. She could still feel Aaron's gaze drilling into her back-icy, suffocating, making her skin prickle.

"Aaron, where are you going?"Carol cried out as he strode away without hesitation. She hurried after him.

By the time Kelly finished collecting her belongings and stood up, Aaron was gone. Relief swept through her. When the waiter offered to take her to the hospital, she firmly refused and went straight home.

In the shower, she stripped off her soup-stained clothes, wincing when fabric stuck to the burn on her arm. Peeling it away ripped the wound open, and pain knifed through her. After washing carefully, she applied ointment and wrapped the injury in gauze.

Then she dragged out two large suitcases and began packing-her personal things and Baby items, filling them both. When Emily came back from grocery shopping and spotted the suitcases in the living room, she froze. "Young Madam, what are you doing?""Emily, you don't need to come here anymore. Thank you for everything you've done for me,"Kelly said, bowing slightly in gratitude. The woman had looked after her both at the Ling residence and through her hospital stay.

"You're too polite. This is my duty. But... what are you planning?"Emily still couldn't make sense of it.

"I'm no longer the Aaron family's Young Madam. From now on, just call me Anne."Kelly smiled faintly, offering no further explanation.

"... Then I'll go prepare dinner."Emily could see she didn't want to talk. Still uneasy, she quietly resolved to call the master later.

Kelly sat staring at the packed cases. At last she made a phone call and then waited quietly.

Soon Emily emerged from the kitchen with dishes. "Young Madam, the food is ready. Please, eat.""Thank you. Sit with me this time-maybe it'll be our last meal together."Kelly's eyes crinkled with a rare, calm smile.

"That wouldn't be proper. You eat. I'll just watch."Emily refused firmly.

Kelly didn't insist. She ate slowly, savoring the quiet. Afterward, Emily left. The doorbell rang. Kelly opened it, and several movers in uniform came inside. She directed them to carry the heavy boxes down first, then picked up a lighter bag herself.

But the moment she stepped outside, she froze.

Across the street, Aaron stood stiff and cold, eyes fixed on the moving truck. His presence was like a shadow pressing down on her.

How was he here?

As she descended the steps, his gaze locked on her. The deep crease in his brow formed a harsh mark. "What do you think you're doing?"His tone was as frigid as his face.

"This is my business,"Kelly replied evenly. She noticed he'd changed into a fresh suit. He must have already treated his burns. None of it mattered-he had Carol now. And besides, they were divorced.

"Have I indulged you too much?"Aaron sneered.

"Mr. Ling,"Kelly corrected coolly, meeting his eyes, "where I go is my freedom. We're divorced. I don't owe you explanations.""Mr. Ling?"His lips twisted, eyes narrowing. "Such formality. Angry, are you? But Kelly-don't think for a second I'll ever allow you to run into another man's arms."With that, he seized her wrist and dragged her toward the car waiting at the curb...

Chapter 14 — Do You Like Biting?

"What are you doing?"Kelly cried out in shock. Aaron's sudden grip on her wrist was so strong that pain shot up her arm. She wrenched and twisted but couldn't break free. "Let go of me! Where I go has nothing to do with you.""Looking for that other man?"Aaron's tone was like a blade. "Or is it that I'm not enough for you?"He yanked her toward the car, flung open the door, and shoved her inside with brute force. She had no strength to resist. He followed her in, sealing her off in the narrow space of the back seat.

"I don't know what you're talking about!"Kelly pressed against the door, her heart hammering. His presence filled every inch of air, suffocating her. She pulled at the handle, but the door wouldn't budge.

"Two years ago, my grandfather forced me to marry you against my will,"Aaron sneered, eyes filled with contempt. "He would never have imagined what you'd do. If he knew, he'd crawl out of his grave."His grip on her wrist was merciless, as though he might snap bone.

"I don't understand you. Grandpa is gone-why drag him into this?"Kelly struggled to shake him off. Panic made her voice tremble.

"Drive,"Aaron barked. His face was so dark it terrified the driver, who slammed his foot on the accelerator without daring to look back.

"Stop the car! Let me out!"Kelly thrashed, then sank her teeth into his arm. She bit hard, hard enough to taste blood. But Aaron didn't even flinch. His muscles were like iron, unyielding beneath her teeth.

When she finally let go, panting, his hand snapped up to grip her chin. He forced her face toward him, eyes burning with rage.

"Do you like biting?"His voice was low and dangerous. Before she could respond, his mouth crushed down on hers. His kiss was brutal, punishing, forcing her lips open. Pain shot through her jaw as he bit down harder than she had. Her fists beat against his chest, but it was like striking stone. No matter how she twisted or fought, he held her in an unbreakable cage until she was breathless, limp in his arms, lips swollen, face flushed.

The driver had long since raised the partition, blocking out the scene behind him.

When Aaron finally pulled back, his eyes were flat and cold, as though nothing had happened. Kelly shoved at him weakly and straightened herself, trying to restore dignity.

He tapped the partition. The driver lowered it immediately.

"Back to Ling Manor,"he ordered.

"I'm not going,"Kelly snapped.

"That's not your choice,"Aaron said, lips curling in a humorless smile.

"We're divorced,"she shot back, turning to him. Her voice shook with both anger and defiance.

"And what of it?"His broad frame leaned into the seat, his profile carved with ruthless lines. He didn't even glance at her.

"You-"Kelly's chest heaved, fury burning through her. Divorce meant freedom. It meant she no longer owed him anything. Yet here he was, binding her again, as if nothing had changed...

Chapter 15 — Back to Ling Manor

The car stopped in front of Ling Manor, a grand villa among a neighborhood of the wealthy and powerful.

"Get out."Aaron was already standing outside, his expression cold. Kelly, however, sat still in the backseat, refusing to move.

"If you don't mind, I can always make you."He bent down to the open door, his black eyes burning faintly like embers. That look alone was enough to make Kelly's heart lurch-she knew too well what he was capable of. Terrified of what he might do inside the car, she hurriedly stepped out.

The driver wasted no time pulling away, grateful to escape the icy pressure radiating from his employer. If he lingered a moment longer, he was certain the president would fire him.

"Move."Aaron strode toward the villa, his steps long and certain. Kelly turned in the opposite direction, heading for the gates instead. They were divorced-she had no intention of setting foot inside again.

But she barely made it a few steps before he seized her arm and dragged her back toward the house.

"I said I'm not going in!"she shouted angrily, twisting against his iron grip. Her face was tight with fury. She had never realized until now how domineering this could be.

"Young Master, you're home!"Emily, the housekeeper, came rushing out when she heard the commotion. Her eyes widened at the sight of the two of them but she quickly masked her surprise.

Without a word, Aaron hauled Kelly upstairs. Kelly stretched her free hand toward Emily in desperation. "Emily, help me!""I-I still have work to do."Emily ducked into the kitchen in haste, unwilling to interfere. Whatever quarrel was brewing between husband and wife was none of her place to meddle in.

Abandoned, Kelly glared daggers at Aaron's back as he dragged her all the way into the bedroom.

"You're staying here."His voice was hard as stone. He left her in their room and walked out again. He had already abandoned an important meeting earlier; he could not stay longer.

The bedroom hadn't changed. It was the same bridal chamber the late Elder Ling had ordered to be decorated according to her tastes. For two years she had slept in this room. Now, being forced back here, every detail stung her eyes.

"Madam, dinner is ready."Emily appeared again, finding Kelly still seated in front of the vanity, staring blankly at her own reflection. She had been sitting there for an hour.

No matter how broken she felt, Kelly refused to neglect herself. She adjusted her clothes, composed her face, and went downstairs for dinner.

"I made your favorite-steamed bass. Please try it,"Emily said gently.

The moment Kelly neared the table, the faint fishy smell hit her. Her face paled, fingers clenching tight. She forced a smile. "I'll just freshen up first.""Of course."Emily smiled back and returned to the kitchen to bring out the rest of the dishes.

Kelly fled into the bathroom, gripping the sink. Cold water splashed over her face again and again as she tried to calm the suffocating tightness in her chest. Only when the dizziness eased did she recompose herself and step out.

"Dinner is served, Madam,"Emily reminded her kindly when she emerged. Kelly's face was bloodless as she moved slowly toward the table.

It was the hardest meal she had ever forced herself to eat. Every bite tasted bitter, but she finished quietly before fleeing back upstairs.

Chapter 16 — No Threat

After washing up in the bathroom, Kelly's face looked even paler. Exhaustion weighed her down, and as soon as she lay on the bed, she drifted into sleep until five in the afternoon. Her stomach growled when she woke, so she went downstairs.

"Young Madam, what would you like for dinner tonight? I'll prepare it for you,"Emily asked with a warm smile.

"I'm not picky,"Kelly replied softly.

"Alright, I'll get started then."Emily headed into the kitchen while Kelly wandered through the courtyard.

Ling Manor was vast, filled with towering trees-so many that the grounds felt monotonous in their uniformity.

That evening, Aaron did not return, though Kelly was used to it by now. At some point, the manor's locks had been changed, and after Emily finished cooking, she left for the main Ling residence. Alone, Kelly had planned to slip away once Emily departed, but to her surprise, she found herself unable to leave.

Meanwhile, at Ling Residence, the evening meal welcomed Carol's arrival. Ling was visibly pleased.

"You finally decided to come see me?"Ling beamed as she drew Carol to her side and instructed a servant to bring another set of chopsticks.

"I've always wanted to spend more time with you, Auntie, but the company's been too busy. Tonight I can finally stay, as long as I'm not in the way,"Carol replied sweetly, her smile warm.

"Busy or not, you must eat. Look how thin you've gotten! Honestly, I don't know how Aaron is taking care of you-such a lovely girl, wasting away like this."Ling fussed, spinning her around, her gaze lingering on Carol's slender figure, smiling with satisfaction.

"I'm not thin-I've always been like this. Aaron takes good care of me,"Carol said, basking in the older woman's attention. Her earlier gloom was swept away by the affection.

"Come, sit and eat."Ling pulled her close, and the two dined together like mother and daughter, chatting easily.

Afterward, they strolled through the garden to digest.

"Carol, why didn't Aaron come with you? What's keeping him so busy?"Ling asked. His birthday banquet had passed days ago, yet her son hadn't visited once.

"He said he's been tied up with an American contract, in back-to-back video conferences. I heard he might even have to travel abroad, so he hasn't had time to see you,"Carol answered, her gaze dropping, a fleeting shadow crossing her face.

"That boy-no matter how busy he is, he should never neglect his mother, let alone you. Tell me honestly, what is he really occupied with?"Ling's sharp eyes missed nothing. She knew her son's temperament too well. Carol was an exceptional match, yet he still kept her at arm's length.

"It's just the contract with the Americans, Auntie. Don't worry, Aaron will take care of himself."Carol's voice softened, growing smaller with each word.

"Enough. I know his temper better than anyone. He may have his difficulties, but you must be patient with him. That other woman... she's no threat."Ling's gaze warmed as she looked at Carol.

"I..."Carol's eyes brimmed, her lips trembling.

"What's wrong? Has someone hurt you?"Ling startled at the sight of her reddening eyes. She had never seen Carol on the verge of tears.

"N-no, it's nothing,"Carol quickly turned away, hiding her face.

"Was it Kelly? Did she bully you?"Ling seized her shoulders, searching her expression. The instant Carol faltered at the name, Ling understood.

"N-no... Anne treats me well. It's just..."Carol lowered her gaze again, hesitating, her face written with uncertainty-as though torn between speaking and staying silent.

Chapter 17 — Divorced, So What?

"I like Aaron, I love him. But I know Anne is his lawful wife. As long as he stays by my side, I'm content. But isn't she supposed to be his wife? Why aren't they living together?"Carol asked, her brows furrowed, fingers nervously twisting the buttons on her blouse.

Ling's body stiffened, irritation flashing briefly across her face. Forcing a smile in front of Carol, she said warmly, "Silly girl, anyone can see Aaron loves you too. Don't bother with that woman-she means nothing. I'll always be on your side. Now, it's late. You should head home and rest.""Mm. Auntie, you rest early too."Carol nodded obediently, picked up her bag, and left Ling Residence. — Ring ring...

Aaron's phone buzzed. Without glancing at the caller ID, he answered brusquely, "Where is that woman? Bring her back.""Son, what matter are you dealing with?"Ling's voice carried no room for refusal.

"I'm in the middle of reviewing a U. S. contract,"Aaron replied, his brows furrowing out of habit as he scanned the documents. The deal had run into sudden complications.

"Whatever it is, put it aside. Just remember to bring her back."With that, she hung up, leaving no chance for protest.

Aaron set the phone down and returned to his work. — Kelly stirred from a half-dreaming state, sensing a heavy presence at her side. The faint, smoky scent of tobacco teased her nose, snapping her awake. In the dark, she saw the outline of a tall seated at the edge of her bed. The realization startled her fully conscious.

Her wide eyes adjusted just in time to catch Aaron's sharp gaze cutting through the shadows. For a moment, a glimmer flickered there-gone almost instantly.

"Did I wake you?"he asked, his voice low.

Kelly said nothing. Lifting her quilt, she rose and left the room. — The next morning, before she was even out of bed, Emily entered. "Young Madam, Master asked that you come downstairs early.""What for?"Kelly's drowsiness vanished in an instant. Her eyes hardened, her body tense.

"Please don't misunderstand,"Emily said quickly, noting her sudden vigilance. "Master only asked you to come down because he's heading back to the main house.""That has nothing to do with me."Kelly's voice was cold. Why should she care if Aaron returned to Ling Residence?

"Master said you're to go back with him,"Emily explained, her tone cautious.

"If he wants to go, he can go. I won't."Once, as his wife, she would have followed. But now, divorced, she owed him nothing.

"But..."Emily faltered. She knew Kelly's reluctance stemmed from the last humiliating time she'd been dragged to the hospital, but she couldn't defy the master's command either.

"Fine. I'll go down."Seeing Emily torn, Kelly chose not to make it harder on her. She got up and went to wash.

Ten minutes later, refreshed, she descended the stairs.

In the living room, Aaron lounged back in his chair, obsidian eyes unreadable, locked on her.

Her lips tightened as she came down step by step. Her voice was icy. "What do you want from me?""Come back with me,"he said simply, standing and heading for the door.

"We're divorced. I'm not going."Her child was gone, their marriage annulled. They were nothing to each other now.

Aaron turned, his eyes flashing with a cold glint. "Divorce or not-you're still my woman.""You..."Kelly froze. His words struck like a whip, as if he believed she belonged to him forever. But she belonged to no one.

"I don't have time to argue,"Aaron cut her off, striding toward her. He seized her hand and pulled her toward the door.

She lowered her head and followed without struggle. Resistance was pointless; without the code to the locks, she couldn't leave anyway. That was the only reason she let herself be taken back to Ling Residence.

Chapter 18 — Feeling Wronged?

The Ling estate was as quiet as ever. Ling loved her peace, which was why she never lived in Ling Mansion. The villas here were spaced far apart, ensuring no one disturbed her.

"Young Master, Young Madam-you're back."Butler Zara Lin greeted them warmly, adding that Ling was waiting upstairs.

On the second-floor lounge sat Ling, dressed in a royal-purple cheongsam, her posture flawless-the perfect image of a society matron.

"Mother,"Aaron greeted, taking a seat at her side.

"So
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