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  Chapter 1 Reborn

The cellar was freezing cold.

Liliana Johnson was covered in blood, her body a mess of open wounds, and her face clawed by deep, raw gashes.

Her severed pinky had begun to scab over, and the hollow where her right eye used to be gaped open in a horrifying void.

One glance, and it was enough to make you flinch.

The creaky door swung open.

A bucket of icy water slammed down on her.

Still dazed, Liliana shivered, a ghost-like voice cutting through the silence and dragging her back from unconsciousness.

"Liliana... Wilson's lost his mind."

It stabbed through her heart like a needle.

That man who once seemed unbreakable... had gone mad?

Liliana blinked slowly, vision foggy, only to see Marsha Johnson looming above her with a terrifying smirk.

"Surprised it's me?" Marsha asked, voice thick with twisted satisfaction.

She tapped a knife against Liliana's cheek like it was a toy, eyes gleaming. "I've been waiting for this moment forever... ever since the day they brought you back to the Johnsons. Waiting for you to suffer, waiting for Wilson to drift away from you, waiting for the whole family to fall apart."

Tears had long since dried at the corners of Liliana's eyes. Her voice was barely a whisper. "Why?"

She never realized just how deep her sister's hatred went.

Marsha slowly unsheathed the knife, a strange look flashing in her eyes. "Why? No, seriously, why? You were gone for fifteen years. Gone. Everyone gave up on you. I stayed, I waited, I did everything right... and now you come back from some forgotten place and suddenly you're the golden child? That was supposed to be me."

"Dad adored you like you were perfect. Mom—your stepmom, remember?She doted on you like you were her own. And Wilson's completely insane about you. You don't even see it, do you? You're just this clueless kid from nowhere, and somehow you got everything I ever wanted. Why?!"

"So you drugged Mom and Dad? Got someone to attack me? Played tricks to tear me and Ethan apart?" Liliana choked on her tears, everything cracking inside her.

Marsha gave her a look of fake pity. "Wow. You're really that naive. You think all that happened without Ethan's help? How'd you think I got you here? Why do you think our parents died without leaving a single clue?"

"What... are you talking about?"

A buzzing sound filled Liliana's head. Her brain felt like it was collapsing in real time.

Marsha grabbed her chin, sneering. "The guy you've been hopelessly in love with? He's the real villain here. Why do you think he stayed by your side all those years? Because once you married him, he'd inherit the Johnsons' fortune. If it weren't for Wilson losing his mind, this whole family would've been ours by now."

Liliana froze, her whole body going ice-cold, like she'd plunged into pitch-black water.

This... this was the truth?

She had blamed Wilson.

Thought he trapped her, manipulated her, destroyed her relationship with Ethan, even killed her parents. But all that? None of it was true.

She'd hated the wrong person all this time.

"Wilson..." Liliana murmured his name like in a trance, empty eyes staring into nothing.

Marsha's grin warped into something darker. She thrust the knife into Liliana's chest, blood instantly soaking through her already mangled clothes. Her voice was a low, twisted murmur.

"Wilson... that psycho. I sent him your finger, your hair, your eye, your blood... all bottled up real nice. That devil went off the deep end. And when you die? I'll make sure he gets your ashes too. He never once looked at me, even when I was right there."

Blood spread out on the floor in thick puddles.

Amidst Marsha's demented muttering, a face flashed before Liliana's eyes—Wilson Clark, unnervingly handsome, wild and intense.

The confusion in her gaze slowly faded.

Why?

Why did Wilson lose his mind for her?

Why was Wilson so obsessed?

Why... was she the one?

Darkness caved in from every side.

Before she could make sense of it all, her eyes closed...

A sharp, stabbing pain pulsed from below. Liliana gasped and jolted awake—

Only to find herself staring into a pair of narrow, sharp eyes—steel-gray and cutting, like blades glinting beneath the surface.

The man above her held her gaze, a trace of cold amusement flickering at the corners of his mouth. Then, without warning, he leaned in—and bit her lips.

A chilling voice sliced through the air, sudden and sharp, sending a cold shiver down her spine.

"Liliana, you were the one who came to me first."

Wilson—how on earth was he here?!

Before she could even react, the man's aggressive moves completely overwhelmed her senses.

A low whimper escaped her lips, and soon, she was completely lost in his rhythm...

She had no idea how much time passed.

When she came to, a soft blanket was covering her. From behind the partition, a trembling voice pleaded,

"Mr. Clark, please! I was wrong... I'll never do it again!"

"I didn't know Miss Johnson was your fiancée, I swear I didn't mean any harm!"

Familiar surroundings slowly came into focus. Her lashes fluttered as she blinked, startled by what she saw.

This was Rosevale Residence. The place where she'd first slept with Wilson.

Back then, she'd been drugged after getting kidnapped, managed to escape, and somehow stumbled into his room—and into his bed.

And afterward, she'd believed Marsha's lies, convinced it was all part of some trap Wilson had set.

Wait, could it be... she had come back to the moment when she and Wilson first met? Had she... been reborn?

Before she could think too far, a horrific scream tore through the air.

"Ahhh!"

Then came the gruesome crack of bones breaking, followed by Wilson's calm, detached voice:

"Take him out. Don't dirty the floor here."

That voice—it froze her blood. So damn familiar.

It really was... Wilson.

Panic surged through her as she scrambled to sit up. Her legs gave out before she was even fully upright, and she collapsed to her knees. The sound caught his attention.

His tall frame appeared, and a pair of warm hands reached for her.

Liliana looked up.

The top two buttons of his shirt hung open, revealing a glimpse of a toned chest beneath. His eyes—deep-set and steel-gray—held a lazy intensity, like a predator who never needed to chase because everything came to him eventually.

His jaw was sharp, his cheekbones high, and every line of his face looked like it had been carved by something dangerously precise. Handsome in a way that made you want to look twice—even when your instincts told you to run.

There was something unhinged just beneath the surface, a quiet obsession lurking in the way he watched the world, like he could burn it all down just to keep one thing for himself.

Liliana felt her heart lurch. She instinctively backed away a step.

Picking up on her fear, Wilson yanked her into his arms without a word, the other hand gripping her jaw as he stared down coldly at her.

"What this time? Planning to report me for destroying the evidence?"

Last time, after she'd been taken back to the Johnson home, all she'd heard about Wilson came from Marsha.

They said he'd been abandoned in the wild and raised by wolves. That he looked dumb and acted cruel. That he was heartless, had no family ties, and even had his own uncle thrown in jail. They called him a monster, a tyrant.

She had believed it. She even tried to call for a breakup multiple times.

So when she'd slept with him back then, the last thing she mumbled before passing out had been, "You psycho rapist, I'm going to have you locked up."

Looking at him now...

This was the moment where his obsession began in the last life—and where her hatred toward him first took root.

She always thought he was just some lunatic tyrant who forced her to stay by his side, who had her monitored 24/7, not letting her out of his sight for a second...

But remembering the man who went mad for her in that life, her lashes trembled.

Maybe... maybe she had never really understood this so-called "maniac."

Just then, she heard a low voice in her head, frustrated and stuffy:

Wilson:[She's really that scared of me?]

What the hell?! She had unlocked some bonus prize in this second life?

She... could hear his thoughts? Like actually hear them?

And wait—was that a hint of... sulkiness in that voice?

Liliana blinked, wide-eyed.

She had only ever known Wilson as this stormy, violent man.

But turns out his mental monologue was... kinda cute?!

Looking up at this dangerous but undeniably hot guy, she nervously swallowed and tugged on his sleeve, trying to explain, "N-no, Wilson, I just really don't like blood..."


  Chapter 2 Call the police?

Seeing her movements, the cold edge in Wilson's dark eyes faded a little.

He wiped the blood off his fingers and effortlessly picked up Liliana in his arms. Narrowing his eyes, he called over a maid and instructed, "Clean up the blood on the floor."

Wilson:[She doesn't like it.]

Liliana caught the second half of his unspoken sentence, and something stirred inside her.

Last time around, Wilson had tried to keep her by his side by force. She spent half her life fearing and hating him, and in the end, he lost his mind because of her.

And Ethan Brooks, the man she once loved so much, destroyed everything she once had.

Looking back, she'd really been blind.

Her head leaned against Wilson's chest. She thought, maybe... maybe it's time to give herself a shot—not run from him this time.

As she got lost in her thoughts, Wilson carried her to the bedroom and gently set her down on the bed, wrapping an arm around her. He looked down at her, his voice low:

"You know who I am?"

Liliana froze slightly. "Wilson?"

He leaned in closer, a dark intensity in his eyes. "Remember what happened last night?"

She coughed lightly and nodded.

He grabbed her chin between his fingers, staring her down with narrowed eyes. "Still planning on calling the cops?"

Seriously holding a grudge!

Liliana awkwardly said, "It—it was a misunderstanding."

His gaze grew colder, making her scalp tingle.

"I wasn't thinking straight after what happened last night... I'm sorry, okay?"

In her last life, she'd really called the police after being egged on by Marsha.

That move completely trashed her reputation.

Wilson's dark eyes bore into her as he sneered, "Oh? And how else were you gonna defend your beloved Ethan if not by tossing me into jail?"

Liliana stiffened. Just hearing the name Ethan made her feel like the air turned cold.

Back then, Wilson couldn't stand to hear her mention Ethan.

Every single time ended in disaster.

Quickly, she raised her small hand and swore angrily, "He means nothing to me now, I must've lost my mind to fall for him. Can't I see clearly now?"

Wilson eyed her, as if weighing whether she meant it.

He already knew all about her and Ethan's history.

Back before she'd come back to the Johnson family, she'd met Ethan at an art exhibit.

He was sweet to her, and she'd crushed on him for years. After she returned to her family home, with the Brooks and Johnsons being close, they naturally got closer.

She'd even tried to break off the engagement a few times—just for Ethan.

And now, somehow, his little fiancée seemed like a different person overnight.

Wilson:[She's got the act down]

Glancing back at her, he said, "You better mean what you say."

Liliana: This is too much! I'm being real this time!

But Wilson didn't even give her the chance to talk back. His eyes pinned her in place as he said, "I'll have Lucas check if you got hurt last night."

Her face turned bright red. She stammered, "N-no need, really. I felt totally fine last night."

The second the words left her mouth, she wished she could stuff them back in.

Totally fine, really?

Wilson's eyes clearly shifted at that.

Actually, it worked out. He didn't like other men touching her anyway.

"Shower and come eat after."

With that, he shot her one last look and closed the door behind him.

Liliana finally breathed out, crawling out of the blankets and heading for the bathroom to clean up.Liliana stared at her reflection, frozen for a second—wait, was she really that out of style back then?

The girl in the mirror had pretty delicate features, but her skin looked rough from years of farm work. Her full bangs covered up those bright eyes, and she was wearing—yikes—some seriously cringe-worthy underwear.

She slowly drifted into old memories. When she first returned to the Johnsons, she'd always thought her parents didn't love her enough because of the broken engagement. That, plus being constantly praised by Marsha and Ethan for being "simple and pure," made her stick to this whole country-girl look—cheap clothes, no makeup—and she actually believed Ethan liked her that way.

It wasn't until Wilson brought her to live with him and hired stylists for her that things started to change.

Back then, she honestly thought Wilson saw her as some pretty bird in a gilded cage, only into her looks.

Now, unpacking the high-end skincare products Wilson had set up for her, she couldn't help but scoff. "Seriously, was I brain-dead or what?" she muttered.

With how she looked at the time, if Wilson had really only liked her face, then he must've been blind.

But... why did he like me, really?

She sighed, ditching the thought altogether.

After washing up, putting on light makeup, and slipping into the outfit Wilson had prepped for her, she headed downstairs.

Downstairs.

Wilson sat at the dining table, casually sipping coffee. The rich aroma drifted through the air as steam curled from the dark ceramic mug. His pale, usually sharp features looked noticeably softer today. There was a lazy ease in his posture and a flicker of quiet satisfaction in his eyes—he looked stunning, almost unreal.

Lucas Dayton, sitting nearby, felt a chill crawl down his spine.

The last time Wilson had looked this relaxed was right after he threw his uncle's entire family in jail.

Recalling the butler's earlier call—something about "checking up on a girl"—Lucas's eyes suddenly lit up. He slapped his thigh, grinning.

"Hey, Wilson—don't tell me you finally got lucky last night or something? You're way too chill today!"

Wilson shot him a sidelong glance—cool, but not nearly as cold or annoyed as usual.

Lucas, now twice as hyped, kept going.

"Now that's what I'm talking about! I mean, come on—look at you: the status, the money, the face. Women should be throwing themselves at you. But nooo, you've been hung up on that countryside girl from the Johnsons. Even hired people to keep tabs on her, like she's some national treasure..."

At that moment, Liliana had just reached the bottom of the stairs when she heard Lucas's voice. Her steps faltered, and her face went blank.

She and Lucas had never gotten along.

In her last life, when she couldn't stand Wilson, Lucas had been downright nasty to her. And clearly, nothing had changed in this one—here he was again, badmouthing her behind her back without a hint of shame.

"I'm just saying," Lucas continued, oblivious, "that Johnson girl? Plain as toast, totally out of touch, and let's be honest—kinda dumb. Blind, too, if you ask me. Just a basic face, nothing special. I never understood why you'd agree to marry her just because your granddad wanted it. But hey, glad you came to your senses now!"

He was still going when Wilson, still sipping his coffee with infuriating calm, tilted his head slightly and glanced over his shoulder.

Lucas blinked in confusion—then froze.

Standing at the foot of the stairs was a girl so stunning it felt like the air shifted around her.

She was dressed in a luxury BRE outfit worth tens of thousands, her features delicate, a perfect blend of cool elegance and soft innocence. Her long hair cascaded down her back in smooth waves. She had the kind of figure that made heads turn, and an aloof, icy presence that somehow made her even more magnetic.

But those soft, rose-tinted lips, and the warmth that flickered in her gaze? That tenderness made you want to draw closer. Protect her. Be chosen by her.

Lucas's jaw dropped.

Wait—this was the girl Wilson had been hiding all this time?

Damn.

She wasn't just beautiful—she was on a whole other level.

And she looked nothing like that "countryside girl" he'd just been trashing.


  Chapter 3 That "ugly" country girl

Liliana walked past Lucas without so much as a glance and sat down next to Wilson.

Wilson's gaze followed her, his usually sleepy eyes now tinted with a deeper shadow.

Liliana silently started eating. Beside her, Lucas was suddenly in a chatty mood and wouldn't shut up. "Damn, who are you, angel? Got a name—or should I guess? And hey, do you come with equally gorgeous sisters?"

She ignored him, but Lucas grew even more enthusiastic. "How'd you and Wilson meet? Man, you're way cuter than that plain Jane from the Johnsons. Don't worry, bro's definitely gonna dump her. That whole relationship? Wilson's way out of her league—it's like watching a prince date a peasant."

Liliana clenched her jaw. A peasant? Seriously?

Lucas went on, unaware he was digging his grave. "Oh, you don't even know, funniest part? That country bumpkin Liliana actually had the nerve to diss my bro! Blind, I swear! Ugly and blind! She and Ethan are just two peas in a pod!"

Liliana: I'm DONE.

"Excuse me?" She slammed her fork down, eyes blazing. "Tell me, who is the country bumpkin ? Who is blind an ugly? Big mouth, bigger ego, and nothing to back it up."

Lucas blinked, confused. Why was she so mad all of a sudden?

Wilson turned slightly, caught off guard—but then that lazy smirk tugged at his lips.

His voice, calm and smooth, dropped: "Butler, Mr. Dayton's clearly had one too many. Take him home—let him sober up."

Lucas's eyes widened in horror. What the hell?! He didn't even DO anything!

But the moment he met Wilson's cold, deadpan stare, he zipped it, sulking as the butler led him out.

On the way, he pulled the butler aside and whispered pitifully, "What on earth did I say to piss him off?"

The butler shot him an almost sympathetic look. "Mr. Dayton... that was Miss Johnson just now."

Our boss's one and only.

Miss Johnson?

Lucas's pupils practically dilated as he sucked in a breath. Only one sentence ran through his head: Holy. Freaking. Crap.

That "ugly" country girl... was the actual goddess?

Once Lucas was out, the dining room felt noticeably quieter, just Liliana and Wilson left now.

Wilson scanned her head to toe, eyes lingering, which—god knows why—put Liliana on edge.

Wait. Am I really that bad-looking?

Right then, she looked up and locked eyes with him.

Suddenly, she heard the Demonlord's completely unfiltered thoughts, dripping with obsession:

Wilson:[Lili... what are you doing to me? All I can think about is tasting you..]

What the hell?!

Her cheeks flushed red instantly.

"I—I'm done," she muttered, dropping her utensils, desperate to leave. But just as she was about to bolt, the butler came back in, clearly flustered.

"Sir, Mr. Brooks and Miss Marsha are here... they said they're here to take Miss Liliana home... and... they brought the police..."

Wilson's once-lazy gaze sharpened like a blade, locking onto Liliana.

Liliana froze.

In her last life, right after they'd... well, you know—things between her and Wilson completely fell apart.

She ran back to the Johnsons, desperate and confused. Marsha had pushed her to call the cops, whispering it was the "smart thing to do."

Then, of all days, it happened—her grandfather's birthday party. The police showed up, saying they were investigating a rape case.

Marsha had banked on her not saying a word about her relationship with Wilson, letting the truth blur just enough for people to assume she'd been attacked by some random thug.

And just like that, the blame came crashing down.

It was her fault for going out at night. Her fault for partying with the wrong crowd. Her fault for ruining the family's name.

Her reputation was in tatters. Mr. and Mrs. Johnson, devastated and ashamed, handed her over to Wilson for "protection."

But that only pushed her further away from them—and deeper into a nightmare.

And now, in this life? Just because she hadn't gone home in a while, Ethan and Marsha pulled the same stunt? Trying to drive a wedge between her and Wilson again?

Seriously?

Liliana could feel Wilson's sharp gaze on her—it sent a chill straight down her spine.

"Let them in," Wilson said finally, his face calm, unreadable.

Liliana bit her lip and tugged on Wilson's sleeve, eyes pleading as she pouted, "Wilson, I swear I didn't call him here..."

Wilson reached out and gave her head a gentle pat, voice soft but laced with something dangerous. "Mm-hmm, I'll deal with it"

Liliana shivered at once.

Soon, the butler led Ethan, Marsha, and the police inside.

Marsha's eyes landed on Liliana and briefly showed a flicker of surprise.

Why did Liliana look so composed... and stunning?

Given how much she used to hate Wilson, shouldn't she be falling apart right now?

As Marsha puzzled over it, one of the officers glanced at Wilson, then turned to Ethan. "Is it him?"

Ethan gave a dark chuckle and nodded. "Yes, officer. That's the guy! He took advantage of Liliana when she was drunk last night. Arrest him now, please!"

The officer looked to Liliana. "Miss Johnson, did this man take you last night and... touch you inappropriately?"

Liliana narrowed her eyes at Ethan, silently assessing him.

This was the man she'd once been so hopelessly in love with? The guy crying wolf, pretending to be the righteous one? It was disgusting.

Only now did Ethan notice just how stunning Liliana looked all dressed up. If he'd known she'd turn out like this, maybe he would've tried getting her for himself...

That thought passed through his mind quickly. He reached out, gently holding her hand, and his tone turned sickeningly soft and sorrowful. "Liliana, I just heard about what happened last night. It's all my fault. I should've protected you from that monster..."

Before Liliana could even respond, Ethan was already acting like some devoted lover, and she nearly gagged from the cringe.

"No matter what he did to you, just tell the police. Don't worry—I'd never judge you for it..."

"Smack!" Without warning, she slapped him right across the face.

She glared coldly at him. "Sorry, but I'm the one judging you. I don't deal with trash."

Ethan stared at her, stunned. "Liliana, do you even know what you're doing?"

Was she out of her mind? Slapping him over Wilson?

But she wasn't done yet.

She strutted right over to Wilson, wrapped her arms around his, and planted a kiss on his cheek. Then, with a playful blink, she turned to the officers. "Officer, I was just being all lovey-dovey with my fiancé. This guy here's making stuff up—I want to report him for slander."

Ethan clenched his teeth. "Liliana, it was obvious Wilson forced you! Don't you care about your reputation anymore?"

Before he could finish, Wilson pulled Liliana tightly into his arms, shot Ethan a cold glance, and said flatly, "Call the cops. Show them out."

Her cheek was pressed against his chest.

Wilson lowered his head, and at the memory of Ethan's gross, possessive look, an obsessive thought bubbled up inside him—

Wilson:[I need to lock her away. Keep her where no one else can see her. Ever.]

Liliana froze.


  Chapter 4 How is that possible?

After Ethan and Marsha were escorted out, Liliana finally lifted her head from Wilson's arms.

The warmth from his chest disappeared instantly, and something dark flickered in Wilson's eyes.

She stared at the man in front of her with a hint of frustration. Back in her previous life, Wilson had literally locked her up—it had been suffocating. Just the memory made her scalp tingle.

There was no way she could go through that again.

And the sad part? Because of how she had handled things before, Wilson had spiraled. His obsession got worse, and his mental state kept slipping.

This time, if she could even nudge the outcome in a better direction, she had to try.

Maybe it was time they had an honest talk.

"What're you thinking about?" His voice was low and oppressive. A large hand wrapped around her waist, and he tilted her chin up, forcing her to meet his eyes.

Wilson:[She is regretting letting Ethan go?]

Faced with his cold, intense gaze, Liliana couldn't help but let out a silent laugh.

She blinked and said carefully, "Wilson. I was just wondering... what exactly are we now?"

His eyes narrowed faintly. "What do you mean?"

Liliana took a deep breath, trying to be patient. "I mean, we're called fiancés, sure, but it's just a name. We barely know each other, and then... that happened."

He had loved her in that last life, no doubt. But he'd never even given her a chance to get to know him. Just walls and chains, metaphorical or not.

Since he clearly had no clue how to love someone right, maybe she'd teach him step by step.

Thinking about their toxic past, Liliana frowned slightly. "I've never liked Ethan. But you and I—we only just met. So if you really do like me, then pursue me. Win me over. Make me want to stay. But don't try to keep me by locking me away or cutting off my freedom. That'll only break me. And I know you wouldn't want to see me cry like that, right?"

She'd never understood why he loved her in such a twisted way. Maybe now, this time around, she would.

Wilson listened to all that without saying a word, his face blank. But then he lifted a hand, brushing her cheek lightly, and said, "You look beautiful when you cry."

Wilson:[Especially in bed.]

Liliana nearly choked.

This man—this Demonlord—his brain definitely didn't work like normal people's.

Seriously, it was just filth, top to bottom.

Her annoyed expression didn't go unnoticed by Wilson. He gently ran his fingers along her face, voice calm and low: "Got it."

Wilson:[Lover. Fiancée. Didn't really matter. She is mine, either way.]

There was a weird hush between them.

Time ticked by...

Then suddenly, Liliana tiptoed and pressed a tiny kiss to the corner of his lips. "Wilson, couples can do things like this too. Don't you want that?"

Her face turned a little pink, eyes sparkling, and something dark and possessive stirred inside him.

He wanted to keep her right here.

Sweet, soft, his, forever.

Just seeing the light in her gaze made his eyes shift slightly, and he finally leaned down and gave a featherlight kiss to her forehead.

A quiet, low voice followed.

"Alright."

Liliana beamed with a touch of sly delight and held her hand out toward him with a teasing voice: "Well then, tonight's Grandpa's birthday party. As someone trying to win me over, would you come as my date, Mr. Clark?"

Everyone thought of him as this demonic, terrifying guy—cold, cruel, even hideous. But she was going to prove just how wrong they all were.

Wilson stared into her eyes. Her thick lashes fluttered slightly, and those clear, soft eyes effortlessly carved their way into his heart.

He couldn't think of a single reason to say no.

Meanwhile.

Freshly bailed out from the police station, Ethan looked like a mess. He stepped out with a gloomy face and immediately called Marsha.

"What the hell happened?" he snapped. "Why the hell did Liliana speak up for Wilson? And where did those guys you sent disappear to?"

Marsha, hearing the whole story, felt just as thrown off.

She was sure the plan had been foolproof—drug Liliana and send a few thugs after her. So how did Wilson end up showing up instead?

But that wasn't the worst part—Liliana used to hate Wilson with a passion. Why was Liliana suddenly protecting him like she actually cared?

Her original move had been to use Liliana's name to call the cops, stirring up trouble that would drive a wedge between Wilson and Liliana. With the Clark family's power, Wilson would walk away unscathed, and once the trust between them broke down, she could swoop in and marry into the Clarks.

But now... all of that had gone up in smoke.

She took a sharp breath. "Look, we can't let this blow up any further. If Wilson suspects anything, we're screwed. But don't stress, Ethan—that idiot just lost her mind for a second. Tonight, at Grandpa's birthday party, I've got something else lined up. Just stick to the plan and follow my lead..."

Night rolled in.

At Rosevale Residence.

Liliana stood frozen in front of an entire row of jaw-droppingly expensive gowns and jewelry. "All of this... for me?"

Across from her, Wilson sat calmly on the sofa, resting his head on one hand like it was no big deal. "Yeah. A gift for my girlfriend."

Okay then, way to pick up on things fast.

She'd barely said she wanted a dress. Wilson didn't even blink—just made a call. Minutes later, racks of couture gowns and enough diamonds to light up a runway were dropped off like it was nothing.

Last lifetime, he'd sent her gifts too, but she never thought much of it. But now, seeing the sheer scale... her scalp tingled.

As she stood there, dazed, Wilson walked over and bent his head slightly. His voice was low and matter-of-fact: "Don't like it?"

"N—" She hadn't even gotten the word out when he said coldly, "If it's not to your taste, burn it."

Liliana rolled her eyes hard. "No. I mean, I do like them!"

Seriously. Ready to torch millions without even blinking.

Wilson finally cracked a rare smile. Liliana sighed and picked one of the more understated dresses to go change.

But then her wrist was caught.

She was spun around in one smooth move, and he gently tucked a loose strand of her hair behind her ear, like some charming devil out to steal her soul.

"So... where's my return gift?" he murmured.

Liliana blinked, momentarily caught between a scoff and a blush. Then, with a smirk tugging at her lips, she leaned in just a little and said:

"Return gift? Hmm... what if I unwrap it in front of you later tonight?"

......

Half an hour later.

Liliana sat in the car on the way to the Johnson estate, shooting a helpless glare at the smug man beside her.

Wilson looked smugly content, her hand wrapped in his as that familiar cocky smirk played at the corners of his mouth.

"Let's go," he said lazily.

Back at the Johnson estate.

Ethan stood by the window, dressed formally but clearly in low spirits.

Not far from him, a few girls with full-on glam were whispering among themselves.

"Why's Ethan here all alone? Shouldn't that wild girl Liliana be hanging off his arm?"

"Shh! Word is she's been two-timing, all for money. Hooked up with some sketchy rich guy."

"Are you serious? She's still the Johnsons' second daughter, right? Why would she do something like that?"

"Oh please, second daughter or not, the Johnsons clearly don't care about her. She's practically a hick. There's no way she fits in here..."

But just as they were gossiping, a wave of gasps came from the door.

"Oh my god, who is that goddess? She seriously looks like a runaway princess, she's too gorgeous!"

"And that guy next to her—wow! Pretty girl and hot guy, they're blinding my eyes!"

"I don't know who she is, but she's insanely stunning."

The group of girls turned to look towards the entrance—and their faces immediately blanched.

That woman... was Liliana?

No freaking way!


  Chapter 5 I'll beat you every time I see you.

The woman standing outside looked every inch the aristocrat—composed, luminous, untouchable. Her eyes held a cool gleam, like starlight reflected off glass, and her lips, tinted a soft rose, curved with just enough indifference to draw you in. Every delicate feature was etched with elegance, distant yet mesmerizing. She wasn't merely beautiful—she was poised, polished, and perfectly out of reach.

The rose-colored evening gown she wore clung to her with effortless grace, its fine silk catching the light in a way that whispered quiet luxury. She didn't need to try—she simply existed, and the world adjusted around her.

Beside her stood a man cut from the same cloth—tall, sharply dressed, with a face too precise to be kind. His cold, patrician features and unreadable expression gave him the air of someone born to command, not to please.

Together, they looked less like a couple and more like a portrait—flawless, distant, and entirely untouchable. The kind of beauty that silences a room.

People were struggling to believe—this stunner was actually that plain Jane Liliana?!

And the man by her side... who the heck was he?

Marsha, standing at the doorway with the others, faltered. She hadn't seen her for just a couple of days, yet this idiot had totally transformed!

Then her gaze landed on the man next to Liliana, and a wave of jealousy swept across her face.

Wilson?! He actually came with her?

Everyone thought Wilson was cold and impossible to deal with, like a walking iceberg. But she knew better—he was amazing, and yeah, ridiculously attractive.

Now here he was, showing up at this party with her. That thought alone made Marsha's chest tighten.

She quickly smoothed over her expression, put on a gentle smile, and walked over. "Liliana, I was so worried you wouldn't come tonight. These past couple of days, you've been avoiding home. Mom, Dad, Ethan and I were all so worried about you."

"Oh, really?" Liliana glanced at her, a ghost of a smile playing at her lips. "Didn't Ethan mention I've been staying at the Clarks'? I thought you two told each other everything."

Marsha flinched, her eyes flicking nervously toward Wilson. She bit her lip. "What are you trying to say, Liliana?Ethan's into you. Why would he tell me everything?"

Liliana blinked innocently, then added with a slow, pointed tone, "Maybe you didn't know... some people really don't have a brain in their head, trying to mess with me and Mr. Clark. How ridiculous."

Before her words even faded, a graceful, fashionable woman walked over with a warm voice. "Sweetheart, you're finally back. You're not upset with us anymore?"

Mrs. Johnson took her hand, wiping away the tears in her eyes. "Mom's been so worried about you."

Marsha stood by, her eyes flickering with sarcasm, knuckles tightening. Her mother had never been that tender toward her.

Liliana looked at her mom, her nose suddenly stinging with emotion.

In her past life, Mom had always loved her deeply. No matter how badly she messed up, her mother had stood by her side. But in the end, Ethan and Marsha's scheming had led to Mom's death. She hadn't even gotten to see her one last time.

That horrible ending—she'd make sure it never happened again.

"Mom, I'm sorry. I won't act like that anymore."

Surprise and joy filled Mrs. Johnson's eyes. She squeezed her daughter's hand tightly. "That's my good girl."

As the two embraced, Liliana felt a shift in the air—and not in a good way.

She turned and saw Wilson beside her, his gaze dark as he stared at her clasped hands with Mom.

Is Wilson seriously jealous... of her mom?

Liliana sighed and gently reached for his hand. "Mom, I come with Wilson."

Mrs. Johnson paused, surprised. Back when that engagement had been arranged, Wilson was still a withdrawn, scrawny boy. Now, he was all grown up—tall, handsome, surprisingly charming.

Still, she couldn't help but wonder... how on earth did her daughter end up with someone like him?Wilson had arrived, but Mrs. Johnson couldn't ask much in front of all the guests, so she brought Liliana and Wilson upstairs with her.

As soon as they left, the room basically exploded.

"Wait, that was really Liliana? No way! She used to be such a mess—who knew she'd turn out like that? And the guy with her, that's really Wilson?"

"Wilson is hot as hell! Who the heck started those rumors he was ugly? Liliana totally scored big time!"

"I'm telling you, the one who took the biggest L is Ethan. Liliana's juggling two guys—Ethan in the front, Wilson at the back."

"Not exactly cheating though, Wilson is her fiancé. If it were me, I'd pick Wilson in a heartbeat!"

...

While everyone was whispering, Marsha's eyes darkened. She leaned toward a servant and murmured a few instructions.

Not long after.

Liliana was upstairs chatting casually with her mom. Since Wilson couldn't stay in the room too long, he headed back downstairs. Sitting alone in the lobby, his face gradually turned stormy—the longer Liliana stayed upstairs, the worse his mood got.

Seeing it was about time, Marsha shyly walked over to him, looking a little guilty. "Mr. Clark," she said, haltingly, "Liliana seemed a bit upset earlier... She's cooling off in the garden now. If you're getting impatient waiting, maybe I could take you to her?"

Wilson's eyes narrowed coldly, staring at her for a moment before letting out a low, "Alright."

Meanwhile.

Liliana had just stepped out from Mrs. Johnson's bedroom when a servant sneakily approached her, keeping his head ducked. "Miss Liliana," he whispered, "Mr. Clark asked me to let you know he's waiting by the lake in the garden for you."

Liliana's eyes lingered on him briefly. She nodded slightly, then walked toward the lake, deep in thought.

...

A few minutes later.

Marsha led Wilson down a pebbled path toward the lake. She curled her lips up in a small smile, her heart racing with excitement.

She'd made sure someone lured Liliana to meet Ethan by the lake.

Once Liliana got there, Ethan just had to bait her a bit...

If anyone caught them looking cozy, the rumors would spread like wildfire—and Liliana's rep would go up in flames. Pretty or not, no one would forget it.

Just then, a servant came running from the lake, clearly panicked. Marsha's eyes lit up for a split second before she pretended to stop the girl with a worried tone, "What's got you running like that?"

"Miss... Miss Marsha, it's bad—Miss Liliana and Mr. Ethan... at the lake..."

Yes! It worked! Caught red-handed!

Marsha's heart leapt, but she forced a troubled look onto her face. "What happened to them?"

The servant scratched her head before blurting out, "They're—fighting!"

Wilson casually lifted his eyes, dark as ever—like deep, still water. Then, silently, he started walking toward the lake.

By now, a small crowd had gathered around the scene, all with tense faces.

Liliana stood there, face set with fury, throwing punches at Ethan. Her voice was sharp and full of rage.

"You scumbag! Trying to seduce me, huh? Dream on!"

"You think you can mess with my fiancé and get away with it? You called the damn cops on us? I've been too damn nice to you!"

She raised her fist again.

"I'm warning you—come crawling back one more time, I'll beat the crap outta you every single time!"


  Chapter 6 No one can stop me.

"Miss Liliana, Mr. Clark and Miss Marsha have arrived," a housemaid whispered nearby.

Ethan was still whining his excuses while a crowd gathered, gossiping nonstop.

Liliana only caught the last part and assumed someone was speaking up for Ethan. She didn't even glance back, just kept swinging. "Doesn't matter who shows up, it won't stop me!"

Marsha stood there frozen, watching Liliana land every hit like she meant it. Internally, she was shocked—when did that timid country bumpkin get so fiery?

Didn't she used to be crazy over Ethan? So why was she beating the crap out of him now?

"Mr. Clark," Marsha darted a glance at Wilson, trying to gauge his reaction. His eyes were dark and unreadable, but there was a noticeable chill in them.

She perked up.

It didn't matter how Liliana changed—Wilson would never go for someone who acted like a shrew in public.

"Liliana just got back from the countryside," she said with a staged sigh, her voice soft and understanding. "She probably doesn't know how things are done here. Sorry for all this mess. It's really not her fault."

"What a mess she is—zero class!"

"Can't believe someone like her got engaged to Wilson!"

"Looks mean nothing if she acts like trash. Saying others have bad intentions? Please. She probably set the whole thing up herself. Poor Ethan!"

Voices in the room swelled louder, all throwing shade at Liliana.

Wilson's eyes flickered.

Marsha thought he was embarrassed and quickly added fuel to the fire: "Mr. Clark, maybe you don't know... but she and Ethan were totally into each other. They were pretty much planning a wedding—"

His cold stare cut her off mid-sentence, sending chills down her spine.

That glare was murderous, and the bystanders immediately hushed, finding the sudden drop in temperature extremely uncomfortable.

No one dared say a word—he had that 'don't mess with me' vibe that froze the room solid.

A servant, clearly terrified, raised her voice: "Miss Liliana, Mr. Clark is here!"

Liliana's hand paused mid-swing. She turned and spotted Wilson standing at the doorway, practically radiating ice.

She dropped her arm instantly and, without missing a beat, let out a hurt little whimper and rushed into his arms like a helpless lamb.

"Wilson, someone bullied me when you were gone."

She looked up at him, eyes wide, lips trembling—nothing like the woman who'd just been throwing punches minutes ago.

Everyone stared in disbelief, mouths slightly open.

Hadn't she always been the one who kept her mouth shut, even when she was mistreated? Since when did she learn to flip the script so fast—and do it with such confidence?

Everyone waited for Wilson to push her away in disgust.

Except... he didn't.

Instead, he wrapped her in his arms like she was made of glass, comforting her like nothing about this shocked him at all.

"Don't worry—I'm here now." He softly patted her head, as if calming a scared kitten.

The moment he did that, Liliana seemed even more wronged and softly muttered, "Ethan got handsy with me. He wasn't just being friendly—he knew exactly what he was doing"

Wilson kept patting her shoulder gently while his gaze lifted slowly toward Ethan, who looked like he'd been hit by a bus.

"You're lying, Liliana!" Ethan snapped through gritted teeth. "You came on to me first!"

Liliana had absolutely shown no mercy—first her fists, then her purse, swinging fast and hard. Ethan hadn't even had a second to dodge before he got wrecked."You think you're prince?" Liliana lifted her head from Wilson's arms, her tone sharp and mocking.

"With a face like that? You're not even a fraction as good-looking as my fiancé. Honestly, someone like you doesn't even deserve to look at me."

Ethan's expression twisted like he'd swallowed a bug—angry and humiliated.

He always thought his looks could rival any celebrity, and people lined up to chase him.

So what the hell happened? Just a few days ago, she was still all smiles saying she wanted to marry him. Why was she acting like a whole different person now?

Wilson's lips tugged slightly, almost imperceptibly, as he said coldly, "You're eyeing my fiancée in front of me?"

There wasn't much emotion in his voice, but the underlying threat sent chills through everyone nearby.

"Mr. Clark, it was clearly Miss Liliana who threw the first punch!" someone in the crowd protested.

Liliana looked over, quickly locking on the speaker in the crowd, voice laced with disdain.

"He tried to touch me—what, I was supposed to just stand there and let it happen?"

"Did anyone actually see that? Maybe you're just making it up," the person scoffed.

She gave a cool, emotionless smile.

"Which part of your brain are you using? You didn't see what happened, so what gives you the right to talk like you know everything?"

The person shut up instantly.

Marsha stepped in with a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Liliana, you've known Ethan for ages. He's not that kind of guy. This must be a misunderstanding."

"No misunderstanding," Liliana replied, her gaze icy.

The second she saw Ethan by the lake, she'd figured it out—Marsha and Ethan were working together again.

Thinking back, they'd schemed against her more than once in her last life.

Marsha hadn't expected Liliana to be this tough. She frowned.

"Liliana," she said with a fake smile, quickly switching focus back to Wilson, eyes full of meaning.

"Mr. Clark, Liliana and Ethan have always been close. I'm sure this is just a misunderstanding."

Wilson's eyes turned cold as steel when he glanced over. A storm brewed beneath the surface.

Wilson:[Close? Misunderstanding, huh?]

Liliana instantly felt alarm bells ringing.

They were just barely getting over the last rough patch—she couldn't let that go to waste.

She tightened her grip around his waist and said anxiously, "I've got nothing to do with him. He literally tried to mess with me just now! He's disgusting!"

The storm in Wilson's eyes calmed, just a little.

He pulled her tighter into his arms, voice steady but lethal: "Anyone who dares to lay a finger on my fiancée better be ready to disappear for good."

His gaze swept across the room—calm, cold, and utterly terrifying.

It was clear: anyone with bad intentions, he wouldn't let it slide.

Ethan shuddered.

Marsha clenched her jaw, shooting Liliana glare after glare when no one was watching.

A hick like her—what made her worthy of Wilson's protection?

She was seething inside, but she knew better than to go up against Wilson openly. Shooting Ethan a death glare for being useless, she forced a smile and tried to smooth things over.

She said some nice-sounding fluff, barely managing to ease the tension.

Wilson didn't say much more, but shot Ethan a warning look that said everything.

Ethan? Totally overpowered by Wilson's presence. Lucky for him, Old Mr. Johnson showed up just in time to steal the spotlight.

Guests swarmed the living room, offering kind words and handing over gifts.

"Happy birthday, Grandpa! Wishing you a day filled with love, laughter, and everything that makes you happy." Marsha said sweetly, presenting her gift.


  Chapter 7 Country bumpkin.

Old Mr. Johnson had a well-known passion for fine art and collectibles, so naturally, every guest arrived bearing gifts that matched his refined taste—each more lavish than the last.

Marsha played along, presenting a rare vintage fountain pen from a limited edition collection. The moment he unboxed it, Mr. Johnson's eyes lit up with delight.

"Liliana, didn't you bring something for Grandfather?" Marsha asked, her smile bright and innocent.

But the way she phrased it—"didn't you"—wasn't a question. It was bait, meant to stir the room.

Whispers started almost immediately.

Liliana glanced at her coolly. "It's Grandfather's birthday. Of course I brought a gift."

Marsha knew that. She'd seen it. But that didn't stop her from setting the stage for public embarrassment. It was obvious she was trying to humiliate her.

In her past life, Liliana had been too naive—mistaking malice for kindness.

"And what did our dear Liliana bring?" Marsha asked sweetly, though the glint in her eyes betrayed her: part smug, part cruel.

She had deliberately nudged Liliana toward purchasing a "rare" painting—one she knew was a forgery. Today would be the perfect time to expose it. She could already imagine the fallout.

Everyone thought of Liliana as the poor, sweet girl who came from the countryside. But once she embarrassed the Johnsons in front of their elite guests, would they still side with her?

Marsha was ready to watch her crash and burn.

But one glance at Marsha's expression, and Liliana saw right through her. She offered a faint smile. "Didn't you already know, Sis?"

Then she calmly pulled out a professionally framed painting and handed it to Mr. Johnson.

"I searched forever trying to find the right piece, but thanks to my sister's suggestion, I finally found this. I hope you'll like it, Grandpa."

Wait—did she know it was a fake? Was she dragging Marsha into this on purpose?

Marsha quickly jumped in. "I merely made a few casual suggestions. Liliana made the final call on her own."

Mr. Johnson wasn't paying attention to the tension between the sisters. He simply beamed at Liliana. "If it's from you, sweetheart, I'll cherish it no matter what."

As it turned out, the painting was an original by a well-known artist. Mr. Johnson examined it carefully, turning it over and admiring the brushwork with obvious affection.

"This is very thoughtful, Liliana. I love it."

Then, a sharp voice cut through the room.

"That painting looks like a fake."

Heads turned.

"Wait, seriously? She gave her grandfather a fake on his birthday?"

"Typical. What did you expect from that backwoods girl? No taste, no class."

"How embarrassing..."

The buzz in the room grew louder with every second.

Liliana turned toward the voice. Predictably, it was Chloe Fletcher—Marsha's close friend.

She feigned surprise. "You know art, Miss Fletcher? That's interesting. I paid a fortune for this at an auction. Are you sure it's a fake?"

Mr. Johnson's expression darkened. "Miss Fletcher, you do realize that making false accusations can have serious consequences, yes?"

He'd always felt sorry for Liliana, having grown up outside the family. Now that she was finally home, he was especially protective. Seeing someone attack her like this? Not a good look.

Chloe didn't flinch. "I happen to know the current owner of the original piece. He's a dear friend, and he would never part with it. What you have here, I'm afraid, is a copy—at best."

From her angle, she cast a quick glance at Marsha, eyes gleaming with satisfaction.

They both knew the painting was fake. After all, Marsha had steered Liliana toward it in the first place.

This was their moment. The one where the "country girl" would finally be exposed and humiliated.

But Liliana didn't flinch either.

"Spreading false rumors is a serious matter, Miss Fletcher," she said calmly.

"This painting was purchased with my sister right beside me. She even studied art history and authentication. Are you questioning her expertise now?"

Chloe's smugness faltered. She shot Marsha a glance, waiting for a signal.

Marsha's smile had stiffened.

If the painting turned out to be fake, she'd go down with it—after all, she was the one who recommended it.

"You must be mistaken, Liliana. I've been swamped with work lately. I haven't gone art shopping with you." Her tone turned firm, feigning confusion. "You're probably thinking of someone else."

Liliana tilted her head as if deep in thought.

"Maybe I did mix it up. I've been so busy, things blur together sometimes…"

Someone in the crowd spoke up, "Didn't Ms. Marsha study fine art authentication? Why not have her take a look?"

Another chimed in, "Yes! We've got an expert right here."

Marsha's expression flickered, but she quickly recovered, lips curling into a proud smile. She tossed Liliana a smug glance, chin slightly lifted.

Let's see how long the countryside princess can hold out.

"The painting, please," she said coolly, stepping past Liliana toward Mr. Johnson.

He didn't hesitate—he'd known Marsha since birth and trusted her judgment.

Marsha turned the painting over with practiced care, then looked up with a troubled expression.

"It's not authentic," she announced.

Then, in a soft, almost sympathetic tone, she added,

"I'm sure Liliana just wanted to make Grandpa happy. Maybe she couldn't get the real thing and settled for this instead."

Mr. Johnson frowned, eyes narrowing in thought.

Around the room, the guests were already whispering again—this time, louder.

"If you can't get something genuine, at least give something sincere. But a fake? That's just low."

"She's pretty, sure—but clearly not raised with class. I guess the rumors were true."

"Can't believe they're sisters. Look at Marsha—still covering for her, even after this. What a difference."

The criticism rolled in like waves.

Wilson's brow furrowed.

Damn it. I didn't prep a gift.

What can I do to shut them all up?

But Liliana looked completely unbothered.

She reached over and gave his hand a reassuring pat, as if to say, Don't worry. I've got this.

She turned back to Marsha with a calm expression.

"Seems like your eye for art might be a little rusty, Sis."

Marsha had been bragging about her art expertise for years, all to win Grandpa's favor. But in truth, she barely knew the basics.

Her confidence came from one thing only: she'd watched Liliana purchase the fake herself—under her guidance.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Marsha's smile vanished.

Liliana offered a polite smile. Two could play this game.

"Come on, Marsha. Even experts make mistakes. Maybe you're just tired today—had a moment of blurred vision."

Then she turned her head toward the back of the room, her voice clear and refined:

"Mr. Adams, would you mind taking a quick look and telling us what you think?"


  Chapter 8 This painting is authentic.

Everyone turned to follow Liliana's gaze.

In the corner sat a poised middle-aged man with silver-streaked hair and the quiet authority of someone who'd spent a lifetime surrounded by priceless art.

"Oh, right! Mr. Adams is here," Chloe said with a laugh. "Who better to verify it?"

That man was none other than Henry Adams, the curator of the Metropolitan Art Museum, and without question the most qualified person in the room to authenticate a painting.

"If you won't take my word for it, let's hear what the expert has to say," Marsha offered with a pleasant sigh, glancing Liliana's way.

She was certain the painting was a fake—after all, she'd made sure Liliana bought it. Volunteering Henry Adams herself gave her the upper hand, making her appear magnanimous while painting Liliana as defensive and petty.

Liliana didn't flinch. She simply nodded politely. "Sorry to trouble you, Mr. Adams."

"No trouble at all," Henry replied with a small nod before making his way toward the artwork under the gaze of a now-silent room.

Marsha and Chloe exchanged a confident look. They were already savoring the fallout.

The rest of the guests were practically holding their breath, eager for the drama to unfold.

As Henry carefully examined the painting, Marsha couldn't contain herself.

"It's a replica, isn't it, Mr. Adams?" she asked, a little too eagerly.

Henry glanced at her calmly, then turned back to the room. "It's authentic."

The entire room froze.

Marsha's face paled. "What? That can't be right…"

"Are you sure?" she pressed. "Maybe take another look?"

A wave of murmurs swept through the crowd.

Henry Adams was a world-renowned expert. The odds of him making a mistake were slim to none.

Liliana tilted her head slightly, her tone mild. "What made you so sure it was fake, Marsha?"

Now all eyes were on Marsha and Chloe, the earlier excitement giving way to skeptical whispers.

"I always thought Marsha was elegant and generous," someone murmured. "Shouldn't she be happy her sister gave such a thoughtful gift?"

"Doesn't really look like sisterly love to me," another said. "Feels more like rivalry."

"You think they're close? Please, they're just putting on a show."

"And Marsha's supposed to be some kind of art expert, right? Yet she called it fake immediately? Either she's clueless… or she was trying to humiliate Liliana on purpose."

"Maybe both."

Marsha could hear her reputation unraveling in real time. Her ears burned, but she couldn't afford to lose composure.

Forcing a tight smile, she said, "I suppose I've been out of the art world too long. My instincts aren't what they used to be. I apologize for causing a scene."

It was a careful retreat—blaming "rusty skills" and calling it "a scene" to minimize the damage.

Liliana watched her sister with cool admiration.

Classic Marsha—twisting words, spinning the narrative. No wonder it had taken her so long to see through the act in her last life.

"Liliana, I'm truly sorry you had to go through that," Marsha said sweetly. " I owe you an apology."

Her voice was soft, composed—the perfect picture of grace. To the untrained eye, she looked like a noblewoman making amends.

Liliana gave an inward scoff but kept her expression serene.

Fine. If Marsha wanted to put on a show, she'd play her part.

"I'm sure you didn't mean to embarrass me," she said with a polite smile, lingering ever so slightly on the word "mean."

"We're family, after all. Just a little misunderstanding—no hard feelings."

Marsha heard the barb loud and clear, but she had no choice but to match the tone.

"Thank you for being so understanding, Liliana," she said through gritted teeth.

"Oh, don't mention it." Liliana smiled sweetly. "Good thing Mr. Adams was here, or the misunderstanding might've gotten even worse. Maybe next time, sis, double-check your art knowledge. These little mix-ups can be... unfortunate."

A few well-dressed guests nearby chuckled under their breath. No one believed Marsha's excuse about her "declining skills," and Liliana's passive-aggressive remark only drove the point home.

Old Mr. Johnson gave a light laugh in an effort to smooth things over, and the crowd gradually began to drift away—but the whispers about Marsha's blunder lingered.

She could hear them. Feel them. And each one stung.

As Liliana laughed quietly with Wilson across the room, Marsha burned.

Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Ethan—still bruised from their last encounter—sitting alone, brooding.

She gathered the hem of her gown and made her way over.

"Still want revenge?" she asked, her voice low and smooth.

Ethan looked up. Marsha was watching Liliana like a hawk, her eyes full of simmering hatred.

That look—it was familiar. It made Ethan feel like he wasn't alone in his rage.

His eyes followed hers, landing on Liliana.

He'd hoped to win favor with Mr. Johnson today, but thanks to that woman, he'd shown up looking like a street brawler.

All he could do was make an appearance and leave before the whispers started.

"If she really ends up with Wilson, you're out of luck," Marsha murmured. "So why not do something about it now? Get her alone. Make your move. Once that happens, what choice does she have but to marry you?"

And once she did, her reputation would be ruined. No more sympathy. No more doting parents. Just shame.

Ethan's lips curled slightly. "You have a plan?"

If he'd known she looked this good underneath all that countryside plainness, he wouldn't have waited so long.

Marsha smiled. "This is the Johnson estate. Around here, there's nothing I can't pull off."

She leaned in, whispering something in his ear. Moments later, the two had reached a silent agreement.

Five minutes later.

Marsha returned to the party with two glasses of wine in hand, her expression warm and polished.

"Liliana," she said gently, "I still feel terrible about earlier. Let me make it up to you with a drink?"

No one offers something for nothing.

Liliana raised an eyebrow slightly, then smiled with polite suspicion. "Didn't you already apologize?"

"I did," Marsha said earnestly. "But I still feel awful. Just one drink—it would really mean a lot."

Liliana's smile didn't falter. "I'm not great with alcohol. Wilson usually doesn't let me drink."

Damn it. She's gotten smarter—and she's hiding behind Wilson now?

Marsha's smile froze for a breath.

Just then, a well-dressed woman nearby chimed in helpfully, "Miss Liliana, your sister's being so sweet. Maybe just a sip? Otherwise she'll feel guilty all night."


  Chapter 9 There's something wrong.

One person started it, and soon the ladies nearby jumped in.

"Liliana, I've known Marsha for years. She's always been kind. This was just a misunderstanding—why not give her a break and accept her apology?"

Chloe sighed dramatically. "I guess I kind of messed things up by speaking too soon. People misunderstood you because of me. But Marsha only wanted to help clear things up for you. Don't be too hard on her, okay?"

The message was clear—if she didn't drink the wine Marsha offered, it'd make her the bad guy.

"If I drink, Wilson's probably gonna be mad at me," Liliana said with a light laugh.

Marsha was really playing her cards right. Who knows what tricks she used to get these people to side with her without question?

"You're not even married yet, and he's already this controlling?" a lady nearby commented.

Chloe immediately chimed in, pretending to be outraged. "If Mr. Clark truly cared about you, he wouldn't be trying to control you like that."

Liliana could totally hear the shade in that, but she didn't bite.

She was actually relieved Wilson was off talking to her grandpa—if he heard all this, he'd probably flip out.

"Liliana..." Marsha's voice trembled, and she squeezed out a few weak tears.

She looked so heartbroken, like she was being crushed by her sister's refusal to forgive her. Basically the poster child for "poor, wronged girl."

More ladies joined in, trying to gently coax Liliana into drinking.

All the chatter was starting to give her a headache. She looked around—no sign of Wilson—so she picked up her glass and drank it.

Only then did Marsha smile, and the ladies gushed about how sweet the sisters were.

"You two are sisters! Don't let a tiny argument tear you apart."

"Your parents would want to see you getting along."

And so on.

The women talked like wise old sages while Liliana sat there, zoning out, waiting for the night to be over.

Then suddenly, her eyelids felt heavy. The chandelier above her started to wobble in her vision.

She caught a glimpse of Marsha's subtle smirk, and her heart sank. The wine was spiked.

How did she not see it coming? She'd thought Marsha was just putting on a show to save face. But turns out, there was more to it.

"I think I'm a little tipsy. Gonna run to the restroom real quick," Liliana said politely, using the table to steady herself as she stood up.

Once inside, she rushed to the sink and forced herself to throw up everything she'd eaten that day.

Her head felt clearer, but the drug was still lingering a bit—she was slightly dizzy.

Staring at herself in the mirror for a few seconds, she pulled out her makeup and added a bit more blush to her cheeks.

If Marsha wanted to play dirty, fine—she'd play along and see what her sister was really up to.

After tidying up, she stepped out of the restroom.

She exaggerated her stumble and leaned heavier on her steps. With the flushed cheeks, she totally looked like someone who'd had one too many.

"So Liliana wasn't kidding—just one drink and she's already out of it," Chloe laughed.

"Liliana, you really shouldn't stay downstairs like this," Marsha said with fake concern, then told the maid to help her upstairs.

Liliana let most of her weight fall onto the maid, staggering as she walked.

And behind her, Marsha had a sly little smile she tried to hide.......

The servant helped her onto the bed and then quietly left the room.

As soon as she was sure the coast was clear, Liliana snapped out of her "drunken" act. After a quick scan of the room, she swiftly hid behind the door.

A few minutes ticked by before she heard soft, sneaky footsteps outside.

When the footsteps stopped right at the door, the lock clicked, and someone—it was clear they were trying not to be noticed—crept inside, heading straight for the bed.

"Ethan?" Liliana narrowed her eyes, catching his shadow moving across the room.

So, Marsha and Ethan really didn't give up, huh? One failed trap wasn't enough—they had to try again.

Startled by her sudden voice, Ethan spun around. But when he saw her, he immediately lit up with a disgusting grin. "Liliana, were you waiting for me?"

She rolled her shoulders to shake off the goosebumps and shut the door behind her with a snap. Her voice was light and airy, almost teasing. "Yep, been looking forward to this."

—Looking forward to beating the crap out of you.

Ethan, all smug and clueless, stepped closer. "I knew it! You've always loved me! There's no way you'd actually let go that easily."

"Of course not," she replied, eyes cool now, smile turning sharp.

This man had ruined her in another life. If he thought he could get away with it again, he had another thing coming.

"Liliana," he said, hand over his heart like an actor in some bad drama, "you've finally come around, huh? Realized I'm the only one who's truly good for you?"

"Wilson is a total head case. Being with him? A nightmare. But with me? You'll get the love and care you deserve," he added wistfully, practically drooling affection.

Liliana had to fight down the wave of nausea.

"If we just take that final step, make it irreversible, even Wilson can't undo it. He won't have a choice," Ethan murmured as he reached out to touch her face.

That was the last straw. Without hesitation, Liliana balled her fist and landed a solid punch right smack on his nose.

"Ahh!" Ethan staggered back with a shout, covering his face as blood started trickling from his nose.

"You crazy—what the hell, Liliana?!" he yelled, voice muffled by his hand.

Liliana gave him a deadpan smile. "You're so thoughtful, showing up like this—must've known I didn't get to knock
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