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    Prologue 



    



    My Husband with a Bounty on His Head Found Me



    



    Cordelia Bryson left her husband five years ago. Since she didn’t even go through the divorce process, some might call it a midnight escape.



    



    But she still saw his face every day—on the newspaper she subscribed to and the village bulletin board outside.



    



    It wasn’t to boast about how remarkably handsome he was, nor to remind people that he was once one of the most promising entrepreneurs in the eastern part of the New Continent.



    



    No—it was because of the bounty.



    



    The enormous amount of money on his head.



    



    Cordelia sighed as she looked at that familiar face posted on the bulletin board again today.



    



    “Still not caught, huh.”



    



    Just when one notice was taken down, a new one would go up. And each time, the bounty was higher. How was that even possible? It’s not like he committed treason or anything…



    



    “…Lucas.”



    



    Cordelia softly murmured the name written under his black-and-white photo.



    



    What kind of feelings is a normal person supposed to have when someone they once lived with—someone they once loved—is now branded a criminal?



    



    Sadness? Desperation?



    



    “But what more should I feel for someone who lied to me and never trusted me to begin with?”



    



    He had ruined Cordelia’s family, then deceived her—someone who knew nothing—and married her. It was far too late for her to generously understand and think he must have had his reasons.



    



    She was too exhausted for that.



    



    So Cordelia chose to forget him when she left. Just like she abandoned her original name and once-noble status.



    



    Now, the only thing that truly mattered in Cordelia’s life was her child.



    



    She tore her eyes away from the bounty notice and glanced at her wristwatch—only to gasp in shock.



    



    “Oh no, I’m going to be late!”



    



    Cordelia hurriedly got on her bicycle and glided through the quiet streets of a western city in the New Continent.



    



    Compared to the dazzling East where the wealthy elite resided, this place was practically the boondocks.



    



    Cars, lemon-hued sidewalks, well-trimmed tree-lined streets, department stores shaped like three-tiered white wedding cakes…



    



    The radiant East had been filled with endless parties and social events…



    



    But beyond the massive lake park, she also remembered a place overflowing with crime, blood, and poverty. The thought made Cordelia narrow her eyes.



    



    Forget it.



    



    What mattered now was not being late for her child’s recital.



    



    She had taken a half-day off from work, but was already late and felt horribly guilty for missing the beginning.



    



    Her child had been so proud to recite a poem that Cordelia loved for the competition.



    



    When she asked if they could memorize the entire seven-part poem, the child had nodded confidently with an air of pride.



    



    Cordelia felt proud—her child was so brilliant—but that shining look in their eyes always made her chest ache.



    



    That expression, that cleverness… they all came from her husband.



    



    “…Huh?”



    



    But just as Cordelia reached the area near her child’s school, she froze in disbelief.



    



    That car—it wasn’t unfamiliar. Wasn’t that the antique-style black car produced by Dussen Corp?



    



    A coincidence. It has to be a coincidence.



    



    She knew it was her husband’s favorite car model, but surely not…



    



    However, when she caught a vague glimpse of the people inside, her heart dropped.



    



    They were his men.



    



    “Haa…!”



    



    No, this couldn’t be happening.



    



    Cordelia couldn’t even think to properly secure her bicycle—she just ran in a daze.



    



    If she were alone, she might’ve simply ridden away and escaped.



    



    But now that she had a child, her entire consciousness was focused on that child’s safety.



    



    She took a wide detour, making sure not to be seen, and dashed toward the small schoolyard.



    



    And of all times—her son’s voice rang out.



    



    “‘And is that Woman all her crew? Is that a Death?’”



    



    His voice, reciting the poem, rode on the crisp autumn breeze and reached her ears with sharp clarity.



    



    “‘Is Death that woman’s mate?’”



    



    And through the tall trees overlooking the schoolyard, she saw him—a tall man standing in the shadows.



    



    Even with the dappled sunlight and leaf-shadows blotting him like a dark mosaic, she could recognize him instantly.



    



    The large frame draped In a long frock coat, broad shoulders, and platinum blond hair, fine in texture.



    



    “Whose kid is that? Smart one. Memorized all that?”



    



    His lazy, amused voice made her breath catch in her throat.



    



    Was this real? After five years, was this really how they would meet again—like this?



    



    The man slowly turned his head.



    



    A sliver of sunlight slanted across his face, brushing past his left eye.



    



    Those deep teal eyes curved like a crescent moon as they locked onto hers—as if to draw her in.



    



    His face and build were intense, like a beast, yet strangely enough, his eyes held a languid seductiveness that gave him a decadent aura.



    



    “It’s been a while, my dear wife.”



    



    “Ah…!”



    



    “Have you been well, forgetting all about me?”



    



    And when Cordelia met his gaze, her legs nearly gave out beneath her.



    



    “I thought I was going to die every single day without you.”



    



    The husband—now a fugitive in the New Continent—had appeared before her and their son.



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     

  
    Chapter 1 



    



    1. The Worst Wedding Anniversary 



    



    Cordelia DuCaine was born in an era when all things once noble were crumbling.



    



    The everyday life that used to earn the respect of the people of the estate, the refined manners between gentlemen and ladies, the 300-year legacy of her family—and the just as numerous rooms of their grand mansion.



    



    “Good day, my lady!”



    



    “These are roses sent by the villagers, miss. They’re thanking you for your recent charity.”



    



    “Hardrian roses. A flower truly befitting our lady.”



    



    Her violet eyes blankly recalled those days spent in the Hardrian Empire of the Old Continent, her homeland across the sea.



    



    After settling in the New Continent with nothing but faith in her businessman husband, she had made a point never to think back to that past.



    



    “What good does it do to remember a ruined family?”



    



    Cordelia’s family, the House of Hastings, had been a prestigious noble line for over 300 years, but they fell into ruin due to poor investments.



    



    Her father had passed away early, a nonexistent presence in her life, and her mother—driven to despair after dragging all their acquaintances into the same financial ruin—eventually took her own life.



    



    The once-grand castle and estates, rich in history, were stripped away by creditors. At just twenty-two, Cordelia was even abandoned by her fiancé, a duke, who broke off their engagement.



    



    “If only that had been the worst of it…”



    



    She hated remembering the days when she barely scraped by working as a governess, constantly hounded by debt collectors.



    



    And now, at twenty-four—what had become of her?



    



    As the taxi carried her forward, Cordelia glanced at the 2-carat pink diamond ring glittering on her left ring finger.



    



    From head to toe, she was dressed as regally as she had been in her wealthiest days as a count’s daughter.



    



    This transformation was thanks to her marriage a year ago to Lucas DuCaine, a businessman from the New Continent.



    



    People had whispered endlessly about how lucky a fallen woman like her was to marry someone like him.



    



    They were right—but Cordelia wanted to believe that he had proposed because he loved her.



    



    “You should get to work, Lucas.”



    



    “Hmm, only after one more kiss.”



    



    Under the moonlight, his platinum blond hair shone like silver, and his deep teal eyes gleamed with a predatory intensity.



    



    With a striking face that radiated invincibility and a perfect figure made even more stunning in a three-piece suit—he looked like a man who feared nothing in the world.



    



    A man like that—every morning, he kissed her as if he never wanted to leave, embracing her like a boy charging into the arms of his first love.



    



    “I lost count of how many times I was flustered by that kind of affection in the beginning.”



    



    Cordelia had never been one to express emotions openly. From a young age, she’d lived as the representative of the Hastings estate, and even in front of the most familiar of servants, she kept her feelings hidden. She wasn’t born with a naturally friendly or expressive demeanor, and in truth, she’d long accepted that about herself.



    



    But just as a drop of color once absorbed into a white canvas can’t be removed, Cordelia wished this new life of hers would last forever.



    



    Which is why—on this day, their very first wedding anniversary—



    



    She felt utterly disgusted with herself for tailing her husband.



    



    Right then, the taxi stopped in front of an unfamiliar building—the destination of her quiet pursuit.



    



    “We’re here, Mrs. DuCaine. The Eisner Corporation Office, just like you asked.”



    



    “Thank you.”



    



    Sigh. Cordelia let out a sigh tinged with self-loathing as she glanced nervously around the area.



    



    Wasn’t this place close to the slums of Hell’s Rem? A lawless zone plagued by turf wars and even daylight shootouts.



    



    And her husband was here? She shouldn’t have let that woman’s words get to her.



    



    Louisa Vanderbilt—the youngest daughter of the powerful Vanderbilt family, a giant in New Continent finance.



    



    She claimed to be Lucas’s college friend, but constantly acted as if she knew more about him than Cordelia did. That woman had even dropped by their newlywed home uninvited more than once.



    



    Cordelia had always found her to be a thorn in her side, but she endured it—for a while.



    



    She had no family, no connections in this foreign land. Lucas was her only anchor, and she didn’t want to make enemies so soon.



    



    But last month’s party had been the breaking point—when Louisa made it her mission to mock her outright.



    



    “Oh my, has it already been a year since you got married? Time really flies, doesn’t it? But you, my dear, haven’t changed a bit.”



    



    “…I’m afraid I don’t quite follow, Miss Vanderbilt.”



    



    “You’re still the same clueless noble lady, that’s what I mean. You still don’t really know Lucas, do you?”



    



    “It seems you’ve had quite a bit of champagne. Perhaps your escort—”



    



    “That dress you’re wearing—do you know what money Lucas used to buy it? The very funds that destroyed your family.”



    



    She should’ve just scoffed and walked away.



    



    But the mention of her family had caught her off guard—and she’d missed her chance.



    



    That woman had looked so delighted with herself—just remembering it made Cordelia’s stomach churn.



    



    “Your family’s investment in that coal mine back in the Old Continent, remember? It was supposed to be a sure thing—until oil surged and every noble in the Empire started going bankrupt.”



    



    “I’d appreciate it if you refrained from insulting my family, Miss Vanderbilt.”



    



    “Aren’t you even curious how incredible Lucas had to be? How a company no one had heard of—Eisner—ended up monopolizing oil like this?”



    



    “…”



    



    “Oh dear, I’m so sorry. You really didn’t know anything before you married him? You know even less than I do?”



    



    With a sweet smile, Louisa extended a slip of paper. On it was the address of the company “Eisner.”



    



    “Consider this a gesture of goodwill. You should visit. Lucas has meetings with his inner circle there every Thursday morning.”



    



    “Thank you for your unsolicited advice. I hope your champagne hangover isn’t too harsh.”



    



    Back then, Cordelia had turned her back without taking the note—haughty and composed. Why would she be swayed by the words of a woman with a sweet face who was clearly desperate to sleep with her husband?



    



    Besides, she knew the name of the corporation Lucas managed—it wasn’t Eisner.



    



    If he were involved in coal or oil, no matter how much she loved him, wouldn’t that have felt… unsettling?



    



    But that woman, unhinged as she was, turned out to be alarmingly persistent.



    



    Later, she sent Cordelia a newspaper article about Eisner.



    



    The company had been accused of spreading malicious rumors about a coal mine—though the case had ended due to a lack of evidence, the photo in the article nearly made Cordelia faint.



    



    “The people in this photo…!”



    



    The men accused of spreading the rumors were none other than Lucas’s subordinates—the same ones who had attended their wedding.



    



    Their rough appearances had been hard to forget.



    



    Hadn’t she been told that they’d worked with Lucas for years?



    



    “No… This can’t be.”



    



    She told herself that just this one out-of-character act—this unseemly bit of spying—would crush her doubts once and for all.



    



    But as she entered the lobby of the Eisner building, an employee came out to greet her right away.



    



    “I’m here under Miss Vanderbilt’s reservation.”



    



    “Yes, of course. Please follow me, Mrs. DuCaine. Your husband has already arrived.”



    



    “…”



    



    Her heart thudded, hot and heavy with a growing sense of dread.



    



    “No. This is just one of Vanderbilt’s nasty tricks. If anything seems off, I’ll leave immediately.”



    



    She still hoped this wedding anniversary could be a perfect day.



    



    She wanted—truly wanted—to finally put her feelings into words and tell Lucas just how grateful and happy she’d been for the past year.



    



    Lucas… even though I came to you with nothing—not even a proper dowry—you always treated me with warmth. Thank you. Because of you, I was able to find courage in this new land.



    



    And I know I don’t really deserve to say this, but… I truly, deeply love you.



    



    But the closer she got to the meeting room, the colder and stiffer her feet became.



    



    That was because the voices leaking through the crack in the door were disturbingly familiar.



    



    “Hahaha! I can’t believe a day like this actually came! The nobles are sucking on their fingers now—it’s hilarious!”



    



    The men laughing crudely were her husband’s subordinates.



    



    They’d always acted so courteous around her—she had never heard them speak this way before.



    



    “Honestly, that coal mine? If it hadn’t been shaken up, it might’ve been tougher.”



    



    “But thanks to Mr. Lucas’s groundwork, the mine collapsed. Half the Hadrian nobility went down with it.”



    



    Her heart dropped like it hit the floor.



    



    Especially because the soft chuckle that followed the praise… was her husband’s voice.



    



    “All that? Why are they making such a fuss over something so easy?”



    



    “But Mr. Lucas, how much longer do you plan to keep the missus as your wife?”



    



    No. They couldn’t be talking about her, could they?



    



    “Didn’t she live like a maid after her family went bankrupt? But then you went and did that at the goddess’ party… hahaha.”



    



    “Sure, she was pretty. But let’s be honest—she was so desperate, it was pitiful.”



    



    Cordelia clamped her hand over her mouth.



    



    It was true—she had been desperate when Lucas came to the Empire.



    



    At the time, the family who was sheltering her had started pressuring her to become a second wife.



    



    “Someone like you is nothing but leftover goods,” they’d said.



    



    That was why she wore a hand-me-down dress, one size too small, and attended the party anyway.



    



    But in their eyes, she must’ve looked like a woman frantically trying to catch a man’s attention.



    



    The shame of that memory returned in full force, crawling over her skin like ants.



    



    Then came a voice she recognized—William Seymour, Lucas’s closest college friend and also his subordinate in business.



    



    “I heard you deliberately spread the word to the Hastings side—that it was a sure-win investment, even worth betting everything on.”



    



    “It’s a free market. Grown adults can invest however they want. How is that my fault?”



    



    “Still, did you really have to bankrupt the entire Hastings family?”



    



    “…I had to.”



    



    Unlike the others, who were caught up in the thrill of it all, Lucas’s reply came in a calm, almost indifferent tone.



    



    “I had to push them that low… so that a lowborn bastard like me could ever dream of touching a noble lady.”



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     

  
    Chapter 2 



    



    2. The Worst Wedding Anniversary 



    



    The feeling that the ground might give way beneath her wasn’t just a figure of speech. Cordelia stood there in a daze, unable to even reach for the doorknob.



    



    “This… can’t be real.”



    



    My husband… ruined my family…? And then proposed to me afterward?



    



    “Ha—Hah…”



    



    Cordelia hastily clutched her chest.



    



    Back when she was eighteen—the fiancée of a duke—she had suffered a terrible accident after falling down a hill during a nighttime walk. That year, she had spent so much time bedridden, she could barely recall standing upright.



    



    Thankfully, no scars had remained, and she appeared fine on the outside, but ever since then, emotional shocks could trigger dizziness and shortness of breath—a lingering, private ailment.



    



    No. Get a hold of yourself.



    



    She had never told Lucas about this flaw. She couldn’t bear for the man she loved to think she might be mentally unstable. She couldn’t collapse here, of all places.



    



    But as she tried to step back, her heel hit the hallway wall with a loud thud.



    



    The loud chatter from beyond the door instantly died.



    



    And before Cordelia could turn and flee, the door flung open violently.



    



    William Seymour stood there, his face twisted in anger—and even worse, he had a pistol in hand.



    



    Cordelia nearly crossed herself and muttered the name of a god she hardly ever prayed to.



    



    “I said no one should be wandering around at this—wait, what—Lady Duquesne?!”



    



    The expressions of the men inside changed in an instant. They had all assumed a subordinate had made some mistake and were frowning—until they saw who was standing in the hallway. Then their faces turned pale. They all glanced between Cordelia and Lucas, awkwardly scratching the backs of their necks or silently mouthing words they couldn’t quite say.



    



    But her husband didn’t look the least bit flustered. He simply raised one eyebrow.



    



    Casually waving a hand to quiet his panicked subordinates, he strode toward Cordelia with a calm, easy grace.



    



    “Get back to work, everyone. Enough commotion.”



    



    “Y-Yes, sir…”



    



    At Lucas’s curt command, William quickly closed the door. As the hallway fell into a deathly silence, only the two of them remained. Lucas took Cordelia’s hand and began walking toward the exit.



    



    She couldn’t make sense of the situation, not in her mind, not in her heart—and yet, when they reached the exit and she looked up at her husband, his face was chillingly calm.



    



    “Fancy seeing you here, my dear. What brings you to a place like this, all alone?”



    



    “Well… I heard something strange from Miss Vanderbilt.”



    



    “You and Louisa are that close? Close enough that you’d sneak around spying on your husband?”



    



    “I—”



    



    “Disappointing. So you don’t trust me after all?”



    



    Lucas let out a dry laugh, and Cordelia stared up at him with wide eyes. Her vision was beginning to sting, heat blooming at the corners, but she would not break down.



    



    She had never allowed herself to—not once in all her twenty-four years. Not as the only daughter of the Earl of Hastings, not with how strictly she’d been raised.



    



    “You’re right. I was wrong not to trust you. But… what about what I heard in that room just now?”



    



    Please, tell me it was a lie. Say it was all a joke. Say it’s some strange New Continent humor I just don’t understand.



    



    “You said you deliberately involved my family in that coal mine investment.”



    



    “…”



    



    “You know what happened to them, don’t you? My mother died, others went bankrupt—so many people suffered because of that!”



    



    So many people in her homeland—the Empire in the Old Continent—had been harmed.



    



    They had seen the prestigious Hastings family take the lead and invested heavily without hesitation.



    



    These were nobles, yes—but ones making their final desperate bids to stay afloat in a changing world. That catastrophic failure had destroyed countless noble houses.



    



    Thanks to that, the Hastings family had become a public disgrace in the Empire. That was why Cordelia, after her family’s collapse, had to live through those years without help—even from old friends.



    



    “Tell me it’s not true, Lucas. That it was all coincidence—that incident, and this office too.”



    



    She wanted her husband to reassure her. If he did, Cordelia could forget everything she had heard in that office—the dreadful words, the mockery from his subordinates.



    



    At that moment, Lucas slowly ran a hand through his hair. His face showed no sign of urgency, but a faint trace of irritation flickered across his features.



    



    “…Ha. Shit. What a nuisance.”



    



    “Lucas?”



    



    “You were going to find out eventually.”



    



    With a sigh full of annoyance, Lucas gave a slight, indifferent smile, as if humoring a child’s whining.



    



    “Where should I begin? First off—yes, I did deliberately involve your family.”



    



    “…!”



    



    “But the decision to invest was entirely up to your late mother and the family’s board. No one told them to invest everything they had.”



    



    “B-But… there was no reason to bankrupt the count’s house. You did it just so you could marry me, didn’t you?”



    



    “That’s right. A noble background like yours—something we don’t have in the New Continent. You know how obsessed the old man is with that kind of thing, don’t you?”



    



    The color drained even more from Cordelia’s face. The “old man” Lucas referred to was none other than her father-in-law. A wealthy commoner, he had been overjoyed when a daughter of the Hastings family married into his house—as if she had brought the radiance of an angel with her.



    



    It was the only dowry she could offer, and while it had stung, she had found solace in it…



    



    “Lucas… but why me?”



    



    “Hm?”



    



    “There were other women from noble families… even ones who had fallen like I had…”



    



    At that, Lucas smiled as he always did. Still handsome, still graceful—but this time, he looked more like a devil who delighted in the torment of others.



    



    “Because you were the most pitiful.”



    



    “…What?”



    



    “Plus, you were once called the ‘Hadrian Rose,’ weren’t you? When investing, you always want to buy at the lowest price.”



    



    “…!”



    



    “I’m quite grateful to your ex-fiancé, you know. Thanks to him, I got the best deal.”



    



    At the mention of her past, Cordelia bit down on her lip.



    



    Back in the Empire, she had once been engaged to none other than Duke Clement Berkeley, the highest-ranking noble. Until her family fell and the engagement was called off.



    



    She was too stunned to say anything. And Lucas, still smiling, looked like he hadn’t a care in the world.



    



    “I’ll make sure the people inside keep quiet. No matter what you hear, don’t ever think of coming back here again.”



    



    He casually turned on his heel, but before fully turning away, he looked at Cordelia one last time and gave a faint smile.



    



    “By the way, I’m impressed, wife. Not a single tear, even in this situation. Truly, you are a remarkable person.”



    



    “……”



    



    “I’m glad I proposed to you.”



    



    After that, Lucas turned his back on his helpless wife and walked back to the conference room where he had just come from.



    



    Cordelia didn’t know how long she had stood there in a daze. But at some point, she snapped back to reality and found herself leaving the office building.



    



    As soon as she stepped outside, the sound of a gunshot echoed through the air, followed by what sounded like someone’s dying scream.



    



    “Ah…!”



    



    Her entire body froze, as if her muscles had turned to stone. Should she go back inside and check? It didn’t sound like Lucas’s voice, but what should she do?



    



    But he had told her not to come in… In a panic, Cordelia frantically hailed a taxi.



    



    “Ugh, huff.”



    



    Was that just a hallucination? No, she had seen William holding a gun. No matter how much it was for business, oh, my God…



    



    “Ah, ahh.”



    



    Cordelia couldn’t even sigh aloud in the taxi. She covered her mouth with both hands to stifle the sound.



    



    Her first wedding anniversary, which she had hoped would be perfect, had turned into a nightmare in an instant.



    



    After some time, Cordelia finally arrived at her home in the affluent “Millionaire Row” in the eastern part of town. She barely managed to hold back the dizziness threatening to make her vomit, and the servants rushed to greet her.



    



    “Madam, are you alright?”



    



    “……!”



    



    Cordelia’s face instantly drained of color as she met the eyes of the servants. The well-dressed staff members all seemed to be concerned about her, but… did they know that Lucas had been deceiving her? Were they laughing at her behind her back? Were they complicit in this criminal behavior?



    



    Over the past year, what had they really thought behind their polite greetings? What were they hiding under their masks?



    



    Her mind felt like a muddied swamp, completely chaotic. But Cordelia steadfastly smiled, as if she were still the dignified mistress of the house.



    



    “It’s nothing. Don’t worry, everyone. I’m just tired and plan to rest, so there’s no need to bring me any drinks.”



    



    “Yes, madam.”



    



    Cordelia pretended as if nothing had happened and gracefully ascended the beautiful central staircase, heading toward her bedroom. Suddenly, she remembered how happy she had been the first time she arrived here.



    



    While most mansions on ‘Millionaire Row’ were lavish chateau-style buildings, her newlywed home was uniquely designed with a solemn, almost religious feel, making it stand out among the others.



    



    Cordelia recognized it as a style from her homeland at a glance. Even the flowers in the garden seemed to be native to her homeland, and she had thought it was all a thoughtful gesture from her husband, intended to comfort his homesick bride.



    



    ‘But was it care, or mockery?’



    



    Where had the sincerity ended, and where had the deception begun? No, could there have been even a single ounce of sincerity from the beginning?



    



    Lucas seemed to show a sense of relief, as if he had been holding back his true feelings all this time. Had he been pretending to accommodate her all along?



    



    From the very beginning, when they first met?



    



    “Ha…”



    



    Cordelia collapsed onto the floor of the bedroom, overwhelmed. But the memories of the time she had spent with her husband in this room made her feel like she was suffocating.



    



    Moreover, the moment when she and her husband had first met kept replaying in her mind, slowly spinning in her thoughts like a carousel.



    



    It was when she was still in her homeland, the Hardrian Empire on the Old Continent. Her family had fallen into ruin, and just as she was about to fall into despair, Lucas had appeared as her savior.



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     

  
    Chapter 3 



    



    3. The Fallen Rose and the Savior of Gold 



    



    Once, Cordelia was the only daughter of a prestigious family representing the southern region of the Hardrian Empire.



    



    Everyone said she was born with a blessed life. Not only did her family boast a history spanning 300 years, but their wealth, supported by vast hills and fertile agricultural lands, allowed Cordelia to live a life as luxurious as any princess.



    



    And Cordelia’s natural beauty was the most important part of that perfection.



    



    With her creamy white skin, elegant and slender face, and well-proportioned features, her figure was both slim and curvaceous. Her violet eyes, which the people of the Hardrian Empire praised endlessly, created an even more refined air due to her long, thick lashes. Her beautiful hair, colored like the rich earth of her homeland, appeared warm and inviting.



    



    She was truly the epitome of beauty in the Empire, often referred to as the ‘Hardrian Rose’—a name that everyone admired.



    



    Sadly, her father passed away when she was young, but since there were no male heirs in the family, she became the sole heiress. Whoever married her would inherit the vast countship, making her a living golden rose.



    



    Thus, Cordelia knew early on that her life was considered ‘perfect’ by everyone else. Because of that, she also realized that she could never complain about her circumstances.



    



    Even when her mother harshly punished her with a switch, saying, “You must be even more perfect,” Cordelia accepted it as the price to pay for living the life of a flawless woman.



    



    However, that perfection began to unravel when she turned eighteen.



    



    It started when she went for a late-night walk and ended up seriously injured, unable to move for an entire year. It left her mentally unstable, and perhaps this was the beginning of her downfall.



    



    No, the true cause was her mother’s decision to invest all the family’s wealth into one venture.



    



    Because of that, even her long-time fiancé, Duke Clement Buckley, discarded her like a useless thing.



    



    “I’m sorry, Cordelia. Even though we were engaged for so long, it’s best that we end it here.”



    



    After that, her mother took her own life, and every day, people chased her, tormenting her with relentless debt collectors. She had already given up all her wealth, but it was only then that she realized how quickly the interest could accumulate.



    



    Thus, people who had never even spoken to her before began eyeing her like a rare porcelain vase with a crack in it, ready to buy her for a pittance.



    



    They spoke kindly, calling her their lover, but the pressure to become their mistress was endless.



    



    All she wanted was to repay her debts, but the world kept offering her dishonorable ways.



    



    Then, when she was twenty-three, struggling to pay off the debts by working as a tutor, disaster struck. The owner of the place where she worked began to harass her, and eventually, he made a direct demand.



    



    “How long are you going to act so high and mighty, Cordelia Hastings? Huh? Come be my wife.”



    



    “Let go of me! I am the caretaker of Mr. Kai’s children.”



    



    The man was at least ten years older than her late father, and his eldest son was the same age as Cordelia. If she became his second wife, the gossip would be unbearable. However, when Cordelia refused, the owner’s eyes gleamed with greed.



    



    “Don’t want to? Then leave this house right now. And I’ll spread rumors so you can never work as a tutor again. I’ll say you’re the dirty woman who seduced me in my own bedroom.”



    



    “…!”



    



    “If your family has fallen, you should snap out of it and obey.”



    



    The fall of her family—Cordelia would come to fully understand how terrible a punishment it was for an unmarried woman with no blood relatives.



    



    At that point, Cordelia had only two choices: either become the man’s second wife and live in shame or succumb to the unbearable debt collectors and take her own life.



    



    But just as she was cornered, an unexpected third choice appeared.



    



    The son of the great new-world tycoon, the ‘DuCaine Family,’ came to the city near where Cordelia was struggling.



    



    Lucas DuCaine held a series of golden feasts, attracting people of her age group from all over. And Cordelia received an invitation as well.



    



    ‘Should I go?’



    



    What would it even mean to go? Who would care about a woman burdened with debt?



    



    However, as the pressure gradually intensified, Cordelia could no longer endure. Desperate for an escape, she decided to attend the party Lucas had organized. She hoped that, at the very least, she might find someone who could hire her as a tutor or a lady’s maid, someone who seemed “decent” enough.



    



    She never wanted to recall how miserable she felt inside at that time.



    



    She couldn’t forget how ridiculous she looked in the dress she borrowed from the child she was tutoring. The dress, with its delicate ribbon on the shoulder, looked pure and lovely on the girl, but when Cordelia wore it, she felt like nothing more than a woman pretending to be modest.



    



    And all of this took place in front of Lucas DuCaine, who was shining with wealth, confidence, and success—someone who seemed like a living golden savior.



    



    Lucas, however, reached out a hand to her, who was on the verge of becoming a wallflower due to her shame.



    



    “Would you care to dance with me, Lady Hastings?”



    



    The man, illuminated by the dazzling chandelier lights, was breathtakingly beautiful. After that ball, he even invited her out a few more times.



    



    In the Empire, an invitation from a man of the opposite sex was nearly the same as a proposal.



    



    As Cordelia met him again and again, she became more and more captivated by his confidence, his devilishly charming smile, and his witty remarks.



    



    She knew full well that if this man seriously considered her as a marriage prospect… she would have to thank the heavens and kneel on the ground, even if it meant the end of her pride.



    



    But when he actually proposed, the guilt of going to such a man empty-handed was overwhelming. Even though she had fallen so far, her modest morality still lingered.



    



    “Mr. DuCaine, I’m ashamed, but I have no assets to bring as a dowry.”



    



    As she spoke, Cordelia kept her gaze fixed on the ground. She wore the shoes her student had discarded, and her everyday clothes were patched to hide their wear.



    



    She had believed that at least she was repaying her debts in an honorable way. But in that moment, standing before Lucas, everything felt so bleak that her fingertips seemed to ache.



    



    “I still have debts to repay… Marrying me would be a loss for you, Mr. DuCaine, except for my family name.”



    



    “Lady Hastings, please, lift your head.”



    



    When Cordelia hesitated but finally looked up, Lucas gently took her hand. He gripped her trembling hand firmly and softly kissed the back of it. Even though his lips barely touched her skin, the mere sensation of his lips brushing against her made her whole body tingle.



    



    “Do you think I’m the kind of man who would haggle over dowries when I’ve fallen in love with a woman?”



    



    At that time, he smiled dazzlingly. That radiant, boyish smile was impossible not to fall for.



    



    “Just come as you are, Cordelia. As you are, to me.”



    



    After that, Lucas easily paid off the remaining debts of her family, took her out of the household where she worked as a governess, and even arranged for her to move to the New World.



    



    Cordelia crossed the ocean for the first time on a luxurious passenger ship with Lucas. Even as the old continent faded behind her, she never looked back.



    



    Wasn’t she scared of leaving everything she knew behind?



    



    Of course, she was scared. It was tough even after they arrived. The upper class in the New World was glamorous and wealthy, but because she had no title, they looked down on her as a noble from the old continent.



    



    Strange places, unfamiliar accents, the local prejudices in the eastern New World… All of it was overwhelming at times, but Cordelia found the courage to face it.



    



    Because she loved her husband.



    



    And that wasn’t just because he had saved her from a greater fall.



    



    … The good memories were beautiful, like a carousel with soft, translucent lights. But when those memories reached their end, only the cold reality greeted Cordelia once again.



    



    Her beloved husband had deceived her. The fall of her family, their marriage—everything had been part of his plan.



    



    “You think I’m the kind of man who would haggle over dowries when I’ve fallen in love with a woman?”



    



    You said that… you said you had fallen for me. I, too, have just now found the courage to say I love you for the first time. How could you deceive me like this and act as if nothing is wrong?



    



    Her gaze naturally fell to her wedding ring, which only made her heart sink further. If only it weren’t so dazzling. The pink diamond glittered too brightly, almost as if it were mocking her.



    



    Only then did the tears, frozen by the numbness of confusion, start to fall down her cheeks. She couldn’t bring herself to cry out loud, afraid someone might hear her.



    



    After forcing the painfully brilliant wedding ring off her finger, she curled up and silently wept.



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     

  
    Chapter 4



    



    4. You Haven’t Lost Anything



    



    Cordelia couldn’t even begin to guess how long she had been crying. The pink diamond ring still lay discarded on the floor, and she sat curled up in the corner of the room, still in her wrinkled outing dress.



    



    She felt like a lost child.



    



    Everything in this house felt suffocating. It was a newlywed home, furnished with the latest designs from across two continents and decorated with ornaments from the most luxurious department store in the East.



    



    Just yesterday, it had felt beautiful and precious—now, in the blink of an eye, it had all become a façade, a hollow illusion.



    



    Even the inanimate objects seemed to mock her. Cordelia couldn’t bring herself to sit on a chair or the bed. So ever since she returned, she chose instead to slump on the cold floor.



    



    “…What am I supposed to do?”



    



    After crying her voice out, what escaped her now was a hoarse, bitter laugh.



    



    From childhood until now, she had only ever been taught how to be a proper lady and a respected mistress of the house.



    



    To treat tenants and servants with dignity. To maintain grace and elegance in any situation.



    



    But no one had ever taught her how to act when betrayed by the man she loved.



    



    Even if such lessons existed, she doubted she could remain rational enough to apply them in reality.



    



    If only she could run away from reality. If only she could fall asleep and wake up to find everything changed.



    



    But Cordelia had already tasted hardship, struggling alone after her family’s fall from grace.



    



    It was a time she never wanted to experience again—one that had left her not only with shame but also one hard-earned lesson.



    



    That lesson was this: when you stop thinking in the face of despair, it only makes things worse.



    



    “Haa…”



    



    So, once the tears stopped flowing, Cordelia took a deep breath and began to think about what came next. Her heart still felt like it was being torn apart, but her mind was turning—her body and soul felt completely out of sync.



    



    “So what happens now? Even if I know everything, would Lucas still try to maintain this marriage?”



    



    Logically, it didn’t seem possible to go back to the way things were. Her fluttering heart whenever she saw him, all her efforts to be a good wife—every bit of it had been so thoroughly denied.



    



    And yet… she didn’t think her husband would want a divorce.



    



    “He married me because I was a noblewoman. So he probably wouldn’t want to let go that easily.”



    



    But could she be the one to demand a divorce? All she had was suspicion—just something she overheard. Even without legal knowledge, she could guess that wouldn’t be enough.



    



    Even if she did have evidence, the chances of success were absurdly low.



    



    “Could I even find a lawyer good enough to go up against the Duke family?”



    



    She couldn’t be sure of that either, and if things went wrong, she might be the one to suffer a brutal backlash. They could charge her with defamation or disrespect, demand astronomical alimony, and turn her into a debtor for life…



    



    “Horrible.”



    



    Cordelia shivered like she had caught a cold. Nightmarish memories resurfaced—debt collectors with bloodshot eyes tearing apart the Hastings estate, seizing cherished heirlooms as if they were loot.



    



    “This one too! Take it!”



    



    “Lady Hastings, hands off! Your mother’s keepsakes? Sorry, everything has to be auctioned off!”



    



    “Haven’t paid this month’s interest yet? Ha. Why not reconsider now? Someone like you—salon owners would pay a fortune for your company.”



    



    As Cordelia found herself unconsciously reliving those times, she clamped both hands over her mouth. No—if she wasn’t careful, her long-dormant panic attacks would return.



    



    “Ah… I really hated those days.”



    



    She never wanted to fall into that kind of life again. But she had no way of predicting what would happen next—or how her husband would respond.



    



    So all she could do was wait and make a careful decision based on his next move.



    



    Until then, Cordelia could only pray—desperately—that all of this was just a lie.



    



    Lucas returned that evening.



    



    As if nothing had happened in the bright light of day, he entered the dining room with a cheerful expression, just like always.



    



    “Good evening, my dear.”



    



    “Welcome home, Lucas.”



    



    “I must say, I’m impressed. After that kind of conversation, you’re holding up quite well.”



    



    “…”



    



    Cordelia gazed at Lucas silently. Her husband had always had a smooth and easy manner of speaking, but those words—those particular words—stabbed straight through her heart.



    



    It was true—she had worked hard to reduce the swelling in her eyes and dressed herself more meticulously than usual to avoid any sign of weakness. To Cordelia, it was no different than putting on armor before stepping onto a battlefield.



    



    But this wasn’t how she wanted to face the man she loved. Still, if she showed any weakness, she’d only become prey. In the world of beasts—and in high society—the law of the jungle reigned supreme.



    



    Show your flesh once, and they’ll tear it apart with a smile on their face.



    



    So Cordelia swallowed the overwhelming urge to collapse and stared straight at Lucas.



    



    “What are you planning to do now, Lucas?”



    



    “Planning to do?”



    



    “I know you deliberately destroyed my family. So—are you planning to get rid of me too?”



    



    “Hmmm.”



    



    While Lucas considered his response, Cordelia squared her shoulders and sharpened her gaze on purpose.



    



    She needed to know what he was thinking—but at the same time, she didn’t want to know. Their anniversary had already been more than enough of a nightmare.



    



    And just as she feared, Lucas responded with a hint of cynicism curling at his lips.



    



    “If you were hoping for a divorce, I’m afraid that’s unfortunate, my dear. I have no intention of letting you go.”



    



    “What… You deceived me like this, and you seriously think we can have a normal marriage?”



    



    “And why couldn’t we?”



    



    “Lucas!”



    



    Cordelia’s voice rose instinctively in disbelief, but Lucas merely shrugged one shoulder with ease.



    



    “Yes, I used underhanded tricks to marry someone as noble as you. But I never held a gun to your family’s head or told them to squander all their wealth.”



    



    “…Didn’t your friend just say earlier that you set the whole thing up to drive us into a corner?”



    



    “But business and gambling aren’t sports. There’s no rule that says you have to play fair.”



    



    Lucas still looked at her with an air of composure, and when Cordelia stared at him in stunned disbelief, he offered a charming smile.



    



    “Think about it, my dear. You haven’t really lost anything.”



    



    “What…?”



    



    “You escaped a life where you would’ve been the old lecher’s second wife, and now you still get to live comfortably.”



    



    As if to remind her of their surroundings, Lucas swept his open palm through the air. The dining room gleamed with electric light and silver tableware, straight out of a luxurious catalog.



    



    But Cordelia could only inhale sharply in disbelief. What other husband would so blatantly deceive his wife like this?



    



    “But it’s all a lie.”



    



    “Does that matter?”



    



    “How can it not matter?”



    



    Cordelia stared at him, truly bewildered.



    



    Even if business wasn’t a sport—setting people up to fail, deceiving her, and yet acting like it was nothing at all—she felt like she’d fallen into a bizarre, faraway land where nothing made sense anymore.



    



    Even if her understanding of the world was limited, wasn’t spreading slanderous rumors about a competitor a crime?



    



    “The gunshot I heard on my way out earlier…”



    



    “You didn’t really need to know that, but this time—no, he didn’t die.”



    



    “…”



    



    The more she heard, the dizzier she felt. Cordelia couldn’t help but feel foolish, yet she was forced to ask a desperate question.



    



    “Lucas… were you always like this?”



    



    “Yes. This is the kind of person I’ve always been. You’ll have to live with it.”



    



    Lucas let out a slow sigh, as if already bored with the conversation.



    



    “Unfortunately, everything’s out in the open now… but nothing’s going to change, my dear.”



    



    “…”



    



    “We’ll go on living like this, have a child when the time feels right. Sure, we’ll start to annoy each other—but we’ll bear it, just like every other couple does.”



    



    If someone she hated from the start had been this cruel, she could’ve just scoffed and brushed it off.



    



    But because she loved him, the devastation and disappointment were all the more unbearable. Whether he knew that or not, Lucas smiled casually.



    



    “Oh, right—happy anniversary, my dear. I left a pearl necklace in your room. I thought it would suit you.”



    



    “…”



    



    “Meeting you might be the greatest stroke of luck in my life.”



    



    At his mocking, deceitful words, Cordelia’s lips trembled faintly.



    



    Luck, he called it.



    



    To her, meeting him had been salvation.



    



    The words “I love you”—which she had meant to say for the first time on their anniversary—crumbled like a dry leaf in her mouth. Her mouth went dry, and when she swallowed, it felt like the bitterness pierced straight down into her heart.



    



    Disappointment, betrayal, and pain burned hotly inside her chest. And amid that aching swell of emotion, a chilling realization suddenly flashed through her mind.



    



    “Just now, he said we’d have a child when the time is right…?”



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     

  
    Chapter 5 



    



    5. A Cheap Mouth 



    



    A child, in a relationship like this? Cordelia’s mouth went dry, and nausea welled up in her throat.



    



    But she forced herself to suppress any sign of the turmoil inside. A child, an heir, succession… Even in a household that didn’t need to pass on a title, the topic was natural.



    



    Cordelia was the last of the Hastings direct line—and a daughter, at that—so she couldn’t inherit the family title. With no male relatives left in the collateral branches either, the earldom had already come to an end. All that remained was the name, once glorious.



    



    If she ever wanted to pass the countship on to her child… she would have to remarry into nobility.



    



    That meant she couldn’t pass down the old glory to a child with Lucas.



    



    All she could give was the noble spirit that once defined her lineage.



    



    A sense of right and wrong, a heart that knew those with more should give to those with less—maybe just that much.



    



    But what Lucas had said earlier still rang in her ears, too jarring to forget:



    



    “But all of this is a lie.”



    



    “Does that matter?”



    



    She lowered her head and gripped the silverware tightly. If she had remained ignorant, if she hadn’t known the truth, even having a child might have been purely joyful. But no matter how hard she tried to deny it, the bliss of ignorance was already over.



    



    What tormented her even more was that her feelings hadn’t vanished in an instant. If only love could shatter as easily as these silver utensils.



    



    If only it had been the kind of betrayal she could shut her eyes to and forgive.



    



    But the collapse of her family… the deception… even the criminal acts—and, worst of all, his utter indifference to it all. Everything was driving her mad from the inside out.



    



    Even while her heart ached as if it would break, her reason screamed that bringing a child into this relationship would be utter madness.



    



    “But I can’t avoid the marital relationship forever. So if it does happen…”



    



    Cordelia lifted her head slightly and looked at the man before her. Lucas still wore that smile, leisurely watching her expression.



    



    “No matter what… I’ll never raise the child beside you.”



    



    It was a painful decision to make on their wedding anniversary, but it was a cold, realistic one.



    



    The infamous “coal mine investment” that had bankrupted many noble houses of the Old Continent’s Hardrian Empire—including the House of Hastings.



    



    It was supposed to be a stable source of income. But then, just at the wrong time, oil made a grand return as a favored fuel, and everything collapsed.



    



    If the coal mines had been large enough, maybe they could’ve held out longer against the tide. But then came the rumors—conveniently timed—that the mines held less coal than initially believed. The shift was swift and brutal. The Old Continent’s coal industry crumbled almost overnight, and dependence on the New Continent became inevitable.



    



    The groundwork for this collapse had been laid long ago, but the massive flow of capital into the Eisner Corporation—spearheaded by Lucas—only happened recently.



    



    So now, Lucas and his associates were lounging in a social club on Millionaire Row, sipping cognac in the middle of the day. Under any other circumstance, it would’ve been a day worth celebrating in grand fashion.



    



    But William and the other men kept sneaking glances at Lucas, gauging his mood.



    



    Since arriving, Lucas had been singularly focused on the billiards game, and the atmosphere around him was deadly intense.



    



    Crack! Crack! He slammed vicious smashes across the table, leaving his opponent stunned and unable to keep up. No one could read what he was really thinking.



    



    Finally, unable to stand the sharp, echoing sounds any longer, William cautiously spoke.



    



    “Ahem, Lucas. I imagine the lady was… quite shocked, wasn’t she?”



    



    CRACK! The corner of the lounge rang again with the violent sound of the cue ball striking. Only after his opponent, clearly overwhelmed, shook his head in defeat did Lucas slowly straighten his solid upper body.



    



    William and the others instinctively flinched. Every one of them had been beaten by those hands at least once back in university. And the ones who had gossiped about Cordelia DuCaine’s past? They weren’t here anymore.



    



    But contrary to expectations, Lucas let out a relaxed laugh.



    



    “Oh, as if. My noble lady wife didn’t waver in the slightest.”



    



    “Oooh…”



    



    “And even if she had, it wouldn’t have made the slightest difference.”



    



    “Well then, congratulations are in order, right? You’re one step closer to the inheritance now, thanks to all this.”



    



    Richard DuCaine’s wife had passed away early without bearing any children. So unless he remarried, people speculated that the long-time associate Randolph Aubert might inherit the business.



    



    Then one day, out of nowhere, Lucas appeared, claiming to be Richard’s “son.” Rumors spread that he was the illegitimate child of a noblewoman from the Old Continent. Naturally, the Eastern aristocracy was prepared to shun him.



    



    That is, until Lucas enrolled at university and, with perfect grades, discreet fistfights, and overwhelming charisma, forced every one of them to kneel at his feet.



    



    “Lard-brained bastards flapping their gums,” he would sneer in his refined Old Continent accent—crude and cutting. It didn’t take long for followers to gather around him.



    



    His keen Investment sense, massive nerve, and ruthless decisiveness. That dark, dangerous allure of being a noble’s bastard.



    



    On top of that, he helped shed the DuCaine family’s label as “nouveau riche grown fat on dirty business.” And wasn’t he now married to the daughter of one of the most prestigious noble families of the Old Continent—someone no commoner could ever dream of?



    



    He truly was the golden boy of the “land of opportunity.” William, who had bet his life on Lucas, nodded in agreement.



    



    Just then, a woman’s voice, lightly laced with amusement, broke in.



    



    “So, Lucas. What did your wife think of all this?”



    



    “Louisa Vanderbilt.”



    



    Lucas turned his head to see a woman with lush, pearl-colored hair swept up elegantly, her green eyes gleaming like a cat’s. A dainty predator disguised with a fragile, innocent face, ready to swallow anyone whole if they got too close.



    



    Lucas gave her a slow smile, as if only just now noticing her presence.



    



    “Life must be boring for you lately. I hear you ran your mouth pretty cheap around my wife.”



    



    At Lucas’s harsh and vulgar jab, the rest of the group in the club fell silent.



    



    In business and at social events, she was the center of attention with her polished manners and confident demeanor—but among their old university classmates, no one dared speak of how much of an unhinged bastard Lucas used to be.



    



    Louisa lowered her eyes with a pitiful expression. In an instant, tears began to pool in her large eyes.



    



    “I’m really sorry… I didn’t know your wife would actually show up… sob But to do that to Henry…”



    



    Henry was Louisa’s plant inside Eisner. Without Lucas’s permission, and simply at Louisa’s request, he had committed the crime of letting Cordelia into the office.



    



    “I was so shocked when Henry came back without an ear… sob I felt so terrible…”



    



    “Why don’t you stop wiping away those fake tears? Pretty impressive, even without eye drops.”



    



    “…Tch.”



    



    When her tears failed to get a reaction, Louisa finally gave a playful pout. She’d long since become intimately familiar with the dirty side of business since childhood. In the New Continent, it was easier and faster to shoot someone than wait for the law to catch up.



    



    So when Henry came back missing an ear and bleeding everywhere, she hadn’t been shocked in the slightest.



    



    Weakness was evil. Only the strong and wealthy were supreme. That was why Louisa looked at Lucas with eyes full of fervent admiration.



    



    “But Lucas, honestly, I was impressed. Isn’t your wife the kind who’s always had servants do everything for her? And yet she went to a place like that, all on her own?”



    



    “Louisa. If you pull one more stunt like that, I’ll personally recommend a marriage proposal to the Vanderbilts on your behalf.”



    



    Lucas’s cold rebuke made Louisa, who had been smiling with her eyes, stiffen.



    



    “To help your adoptive parents finally make the decision they’ve been dying to—selling you off to a noble family as quickly as possible.”



    



    “…Lucas, how can you say that? You know how much I like you—”



    



    “If you plant one more unnecessary thought in my wife’s head, I won’t let it slide next time.”



    



    “Oh, then won’t you please not let it slide?”



    



    Louisa stood up and slipped her fingers through Lucas’s tie ring.



    



    “I like everything you do. I wouldn’t mind finding out right now exactly how you won’t let me go.”



    



    Everyone in the club watched the scene with bated breath. Every time Louisa acted seductively with that innocent face, countless men had fallen over themselves to offer her gifts and court her.



    



    But Lucas, thoroughly disgusted, brushed her fingers off with ease and scoffed.



    



    “I’ll admit, you’re pretty easy on the eyes. But not once have you ever turned me on.”



    



    “…!”



    



    “So keep dreaming—in your bedroom, with your new lover. Just don’t ruin my plans by throwing one of your little tantrums.”



    



    “Lucas!”



    



    Louisa whined, but Lucas cleanly ignored her. He still had a long road ahead.



    



    What Richard truly wanted was a legitimate noble title. After being endlessly scorned in the Old Continent, his one lingering regret had followed him to the New Continent. His only remaining wish was to obtain a title before he died.



    



    But as Lucas turned back toward the billiards table, Cordelia came to mind again.



    



    He had sent her away in a daze when she first learned the truth, but by evening, she’d stood firm and asked him, “What exactly are you after?”



    



    And what had she said?



    



    “Then doesn’t it matter?”



    



    Even in this mess, she still clung to ethics. In some ways, it was clear she hadn’t changed at all.



    



    But to manipulate someone else’s life and then feign innocence—now that was some nerve.



    



    “So divorce is out of the question.”



    



    After all, he had married her to make her miserable. Letting everything explode now didn’t seem so bad. He had crushed the Hastings family and broken her engagement to that duke bastard for exactly this purpose.



    



    Lucas slammed a powerful massé shot into the billiards table.



    



    His revenge against the count’s house wasn’t over yet.



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     

  
    Chapter 6 



    



    6. I Can’t Have a Child 



    



    It was the busiest part of the day.



    



    Empire City, the heart of the Eastern Seaboard, was bustling with the noise of merchants and visitors, from small shops to luxury department stores.



    



    Among them, Iridescent Department Store was widely regarded as the best.



    



    The three-story white building, decorated with arch-shaped reliefs on all sides, was a gleaming palace of capitalism. The elegant curved botanical wallpaper and the bright golden floor, which seemed to shimmer as if water droplets would slide off, made the lobby shine even brighter.



    



    Today, the manager of Iridescent Department Store stepped out with a polished, welcoming smile.



    



    “Welcome, Mrs. DuCaine!”



    



    As the daughter-in-law of the DuCaine family, Cordelia was naturally one of Iridescent’s top customers. She wasn’t wasteful, but her sharp eye ensured she only bought the finest items, and often Lucas himself would buy extravagant gifts for her!



    



    Cordelia gave a nonchalant smile and lightly nodded in acknowledgment.



    



    “Good afternoon, Mr. Lester. I’ve come to rely on you once again.”



    



    “Oh, please don’t say that. By the way, Lucas-sama bought a gift for you last time—did you like it?”



    



    “…”



    



    Cordelia gave an ambiguous smile. Of course, the pearl necklace she had received on the worst anniversary came from here.



    



    Wherever she went, people said how lucky she must be to have her husband’s love. At one point, she believed that too. She knew she shouldn’t get too proud of such compliments, but they still made her quietly happy.



    



    Now, however, it only brought her pain and self-loathing, like pressing on a bruise.



    



    In this situation, if she were to attempt self-defense through divorce, how ridiculous would she look in front of others?



    



    Yet, Cordelia smiled even more gracefully and nodded.



    



    “Thanks to your recommendation, he was able to find something truly beautiful. Thank you.”



    



    “It’s an honor!”



    



    Cordelia listened as the manager excitedly talked about the newly arrived brands. She pretended to be interested, nodding along and listening just enough to not show her indifference.



    



    However, during the conversation, the manager noticed Cordelia’s expression and, at the perfect moment, asked a question.



    



    “Oh dear, it seems I’ve been too perceptive. If you’re tired, I can guide you to the lounge, Madam.”



    



    “Thank you. And please have Miss Caroline Smith attend to me for service.”



    



    “Understood. This way, please…”



    



    The manager led her to a private lounge, unlike a typical break room. This was a lounge reserved only for upper-class women, where one did not need to permit anyone else to join unless they were invited. Even the department store staff wouldn’t know of the secret here.



    



    The woman who attended to the aristocratic ladies in this lounge was, unknown to most, a doctor practicing without a license.



    



    While waiting for Caroline, Cordelia gazed expressionlessly out the window at the view of the department store.



    



    After the worst anniversary, she had spent several days alone, suffering in anguish. The deep sense of betrayal and disappointment caused by her husband only grew more painful the more she thought about it, and it was almost too much to bear.



    



    But no matter how much she wanted to deny reality, no one would make a decision for her.



    



    And she knew well what the right thing to do was in this situation, and what choice would be best for her.



    



    ‘I can’t have a child with Lucas.’



    



    Just before the anniversary, she had desperately wished for it, but now she understood it was an unallowable outcome.



    



    However, she couldn’t hold off on having a child forever. So, the only option left for Cordelia was to leave him.



    



    Not through a legal divorce, but by running away in the dead of night. Whether it was possible or not, she had to start planning.



    



    Her heart ached as though it might tear apart, and her mind, though numb, relentlessly urged her to figure out what to do next. Without doing so, it felt like she might die inside.



    



    Finally, a young woman in her twenties, dressed in a neat purple department store uniform with her light brown hair pinned up, entered.



    



    “Welcome, Miss Caroline.”



    



    “Madam, I have come at your summons. Do you need more medication already?”



    



    Cordelia had met this woman through a connection from the Old Continent. After a serious injury when she was eighteen, the doctor had helped her find specific places where this particular medicine was sold among women.



    



    “Miss, from now on I won’t be able to examine you, so you’ll have to visit these places on your own.”



    



    Not only did physical flaws affect a woman’s ability to marry, but they also led to continuous suffering afterward. Such women were often left with nothing when divorced, accused of having “hidden flaws.” At best, they ended up in psychiatric hospitals.



    



    For this reason, Cordelia had kept this fact from Lucas. At first, she felt guilty, but now, thinking about it, she also found a bittersweet sense of victory in knowing that she, too, was hiding something.



    



    Anyway, some of the places the doctor had pointed out to her included this woman. Caroline had entered medical school but never received her license. Instead, she had turned to running a completely secretive business serving only the highest class of women, like the department store’s customers. If she were to leak any customer information, she would be arrested for practicing medicine without a license, which made her business just as risky.



    



    “Miss Caroline, I would like to be prescribed contraceptives, not my usual medication.”



    



    “…”



    



    Caroline made a puzzled expression but didn’t ask anything further. After all, she was operating illegally, so there was no benefit in prying into her clients’ secrets.



    



    However, as the silence dragged on too long, Cordelia urged her in impatience.



    



    “What’s the matter? Is there no suitable medication?”



    



    “I can prescribe it, Madam. However, it is a very strong medication, so you will need to stop the current one you are taking.”



    



    “…”



    



    “Will that be alright?”



    



    Cordelia nodded silently. There were times when the pressure from the Eastern upper class had made her feel the need for medication. But now, there was something more urgent at hand, and the psychological pain was something she would have to bear herself.



    



    When she left the department store, Cordelia’s bag held a new bottle of medication. The recommendation was to take it regularly and abundantly, which made her sweat cold as she held it in her hand.



    



    The thought of taking a harsh drug she didn’t even know about filled her with fear. She had truly wanted to have a child, but now she wondered if she really needed to go this far.



    



    “No, this is the right choice. Don’t be afraid.”



    



    Cordelia tried to calm herself as she reflected on her situation while heading home. Although she lived in the wealthiest neighborhood, every single asset was in her husband’s name.



    



    So, the first thing she needed to do was start with selling some jewelry that wouldn’t be missed…



    



    “…”



    



    Cordelia absentmindedly looked down at her left hand and bit her lip. The bright pink ring was gone, and her ring finger, now thinner due to poor circulation, was unpleasantly visible.



    



    She still wasn’t used to this emptiness. She had genuinely loved the man who gave her that ring as a token of his affection, beyond its monetary value. But now, she couldn’t bring herself to wear it again, no matter how much she tried to act indifferent.



    



    Every time she looked at the ring hidden deep in her vanity drawer, memories of happier times would flood her mind uncontrollably.



    



    “Lucas, this is the prettiest ring I’ve ever seen. But isn’t it a little too much?”



    



    “What are you talking about? How could anything be too much for you, Cordelia?”



    



    Liar. That ring, those sweet words… it was all a lie, wasn’t it? Then everything I felt—my happiness, my gratitude—was a lie too.



    



    If love itself was a lie, what could I expect from the father of my child?



    



    “Let’s not be afraid already. Selling the jewelry is just the start, I’ll be able to manage on my own.”



    



    She had once been the mistress of a manor. Though she couldn’t return to the Old Continent, the New World was vast, with rapidly growing cities.



    



    “If I just get out of the East, no one will recognize me.”



    



    There were countless places where she could live and make do. She wanted to hold on to even the slightest bit of hope rather than continue to suffer over her husband’s actions.



    



    However, when she arrived at the mansion, the housekeeper rushed toward her with an uneasy look.



    



    “Excuse me, Madam.”



    



    “What is it?”



    



    “Actually, Mr. Richard inquired about the family dinner scheduled for this Friday.”



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     

  
    Chapter 7 



    



    7. A Horrible Family Gathering 



    



    When Cordelia’s response was delayed by a beat, the housekeeper quickly added more details to explain the situation.



    



    “Your lordship said he would attend, but Madam, I came to ask if you perhaps have another social engagement at the same time.”



    



    At that moment, Cordelia had to make a considerable effort to avoid letting out a sigh of frustration. Of all times, to receive a message from her in-laws. A family dinner? They must have known the cause of the Hastings family’s downfall, yet they still didn’t realize how much they must have mocked her for trying to adjust.



    



    That thought made her want to lie and say she was unwell and avoid the gathering altogether.



    



    Even her father-in-law, whom she had once thought kindly of, would be unbearable now, and the subordinates of her despised father-in-law would probably be even worse.



    



    But then again, who knew? Just as she had made her own plans after her confrontation with Lucas, perhaps Lucas had other plans in mind.



    



    ‘Rather than events happening that I don’t know about, it might be wiser to endure, even if I dislike it.’



    



    Suppressing her disgust, Cordelia forced a soft smile.



    



    “I understand, Elma. Please tell them I will, of course, attend.”



    



    The couple’s home was just a ten-minute drive from her father-in-law’s mansion. However, this short distance felt like an unbearable punishment to Cordelia.



    



    It was agonizing. Sitting next to this man, in this car, was unbearable.



    



    ‘I can’t stand thinking about the past.’



    



    Normally, during the drive together, conversations naturally started between the couple. Since Cordelia, who usually spoke little, was often silent, her husband would begin the conversation by pointing out things outside the window, suggesting places they should visit next or places he thought she would enjoy.



    



    As they approached the restaurant they had once enjoyed, Cordelia squeezed her eyes shut, unable to bear it.



    



    ‘How do you know about places like this, Lucas?’



    



    ‘Were you planning to take me here someday?’



    



    ‘Were you planning to take me here someday?’



    



    ‘You’re probably the best flirt in the New World.’



    



    Forget it, Cordelia. It was all a lie.



    



    Just look at this man. I’m the only one silently agonizing here—does he even feel the slightest discomfort in this silence?



    



    ‘No, it’s because he feels no guilt even after I found out. That’s why he doesn’t waver.’



    



    To erase the futile memories of love, Cordelia forced herself to speak.



    



    “Lucas. Your father knew, didn’t he? That you deliberately ruined my family.”



    



    “That’s what you’re curious about?”



    



    “Yes. I need to know what kind of mindset I should have when facing him.”



    



    Lucas rested his arm on the window frame and gave a crooked smile.



    



    He had intentionally left her alone for a while, thinking she needed time to adjust to the shock—but so this was the kind of question she finally came up with.



    



    Normally, people with no blood ties and no support would swallow their pride and desperately beg not to be thrown away, wouldn’t they?



    



    Lucas had seen only those kinds of people for years, so Cordelia’s reaction was… refreshing. Even in ruin, did she think she was fundamentally different from the bottom-feeders?



    



    But then, Lucas’s smile twisted.



    



    Lady, you’re no longer noble—so why act like you’re still above them?



    



    “The old man knew everything and gave his permission, Madam. Even an empty shell makes a fine calling card when it says ‘father-in-law to a noblewoman.’”



    



    “…”



    



    He had said It with a deliberately spiteful grin to provoke her, but Cordelia’s expression remained calm as she stared straight ahead.



    



    And that’s when Lucas noticed—Cordelia wasn’t wearing the beautiful wedding ring that had never once left her left hand.



    



    In that moment, a sharp, unpleasant feeling flickered through his narrowed eyes.



    



    That ring he had put on this noblewoman’s finger had been his pride—his proof that he had clawed his way up from hell.



    



    So this is how you quietly show resistance, huh?



    



    As Lucas clicked his tongue in bitter amusement, Cordelia lowered her gaze and asked quietly,



    



    “Will the Randolphs be there today as well?”



    



    “So I’m told.”



    



    “He’s your rival, so I wouldn’t know the details. If he had known, he would’ve gotten a bride the same way.”



    



    “That man doesn’t have the courage or the brains, so that would’ve been impossible.”



    



    Randolph Aubert was Richard’s right-hand man. He was about ten years older than Lucas, had been involved in business longer, and had a significant following. But when Lucas suddenly emerged and began to stand out even more in business, factions naturally began to split. Since the heir hadn’t been officially named yet, the behind-the-scenes competition was fierce.



    



    Cordelia also found that man incredibly unpleasant. His eyes gave off a sleazy vibe, and his large frame made him feel intimidating.



    



    But if that man was also involved in criminal acts… If the entire Ducaine family had gained their power that way from the start… then hadn’t she known absolutely nothing about her in-laws?



    



    Ugh, my head is spinning.



    



    Randolph, however, had married a year earlier than them, to a baroness from the Old Continent. Unlike Cordelia, whose family had collapsed, his wife’s family was still perfectly intact.



    



    Feeling a renewed surge of injustice, Cordelia struggled to keep her composure and looked out the window.



    



    “At least Randolph must have had some basic sense of ethics—unlike you.”



    



    “Ha!”



    



    Lucas let out a sharp laugh at the veiled insult. Cordelia often still spoke of morals like a strict young lady teaching commoners their place.



    



    There was a time when that tone didn’t feel unfamiliar. In fact, there was a time he’d stubbornly listened to her sermons on purpose.



    



    ‘Luke, wouldn’t it be good for you to read this when I’m speaking kindly? I picked it just for you.’



    



    But that woman had long forgotten those days. And wasn’t she the same hypocrite who acted like she was above it all while choosing Lucas Ducaine for his money?



    



    “If Randolph has at least a shred of ethics, what do you have, Madam? Shame? Connections? I don’t recall you bringing a single dowry to the table.”



    



    “How could you expect that from a household you ruined? How could—?”



    



    “I may have dragged your family into it, but it was your mother who threw everything into an investment she didn’t understand. Blame your virtuous lady mother who was mad for money.”



    



    At that moment, Cordelia couldn’t even bring herself to defend her mother.



    



    Even if the whole thing had been a setup, her mother hadn’t consulted her once before pouring their entire fortune into that investment—and then escaping through death.



    



    “And even if I ruined your life, I’m still the one who saved you from being sold into the bed of some decrepit noble. Don’t forget that, Madam.”



    



    When the headlights of the car illuminated the familiar massive mansion, Lucas bit his lower lip and finally looked away from the frozen Cordelia. At last, he felt a little better.



    



    “Well then, time to put on a happy face, darling. Let’s go meet my family—I can’t stand them either.”



    



    Cordelia’s father-in-law, Richard Ducaine, was the very embodiment of the phrase “self-made man of the New Continent.”



    



    As a young man, he had been a disregarded commoner in the Empire. Abandoning his family and acquaintances, he arrived in the New Continent completely alone.



    



    And through countless illegal acts, he had earned the title of a wealthy man. Beneath him lay a gang of parasites who stirred up trouble across various businesses—and even lower, the trampled corpses of those he’d crushed.



    



    Perhaps because of the memories of surviving while covered in blood, he had grown obsessively convinced that anything short of being the best was worthless.



    



    Thus, even among the elite mansions of Millionaire Row, the Ducaine estate was exceptionally enormous.



    



    It wasn’t just the castle-like exterior that was extravagant—the estate held over a hundred rooms, two swimming pools, two art galleries, and even an illegal underground railway for direct coal delivery.



    



    And while that last feature was clearly against the law, nothing had proven impossible in the face of wealth. Especially in the New Continent, where the judicial system was far more lenient than in the Old Continent.



    



    Cordelia stepped out of the car, feeling as if she were suffocating. As she finally got out, a careful, soft voice greeted them as if trying to read the room.



    



    “Oh my, Lucas! Cordelia! Welcome!”



    



    It was Alicia, Randolph’s wife, who greeted them first. With a thin face and dull, brown-streaked blonde hair adorned with extravagant feathers, she fluttered over gracefully.



    



    Beside her, Randolph approached with a face full of hostility.



    



    “Well, the two of you are here? It’s been a while.”



    



    With his massive frame stuffed into a suit, the man looked like a beast in formal wear. When he crossed his arms, the pressure in the air turned violent.



    



    Meanwhile, Alicia linked arms with Cordelia, smiling slyly. As she kept a generous distance from the men, she leaned in and whispered with a saccharine tone.



    



    “Was there an accident on the way? Considering you two live the closest?”



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     

  
     



    



     



    



    Chapter 8 



    



    8. The Horrible In-Laws Gathering (2) 



    



    Cordelia looked at Alicia, who was smiling sarcastically, with indifferent eyes.



    



    Alicia was not related to her by blood; she was merely the wife of her father-in-law’s closest aide.



    



    Yet, in this household, she acted like an unofficial sister-in-law and always spoke in this roundabout, mocking way.



    



    If someone asked whether all nobles behaved like this, Cordelia would have thought otherwise.



    



    Speaking indirectly was supposed to mean knowing how to refuse or suggest something without offending others — mocking others, regardless of status, was simply wrong.



    



    “Has the formal dinner already started, Alicia?”



    



    “Hehe. Oh no, not yet.”



    



    Alicia’s murky green eyes sharpened at last, as she silently scored Cordelia from head to toe on her appearance today.



    



    “Cordelia, you’re from a much older and more distinguished count’s family, aren’t you? Richard dotes on you so much for being such a cultured daughter-in-law.”



    



    “……”



    



    “So you should come early and show your face. Especially since you haven’t contributed much to this family.”



    



    Richard’s wife had passed away early without bearing any children, so honestly, if Lucas hadn’t appeared, the closest aide could have inherited the business.



    



    Thus, from Alicia’s perspective, Lucas’s appearance seemed to have torn away all of Richard’s favor from her husband.



    



    And when Cordelia, bearing the name of the Hastings family, arrived, it only deepened Alicia’s feelings of inferiority.



    



    No matter how ruined her family fortune was, a count’s daughter-in-law was still a point of pride for the DuCaine family.



    



    At first, Cordelia had tried hard not to mind Alicia’s constant petty provocations.



    



    ‘Even if there are factional fights within the family, I at least wanted to get along publicly.’



    



    Having grown up an only child, Cordelia had secretly longed for a relationship where they could lean on each other like sisters, which made Alicia’s prickly nature all the more hurtful.



    



    But now, Cordelia, who had stayed silent for as long as she could, let out a cold sigh.



    



    She had been trying not to show her feelings of betrayal toward her husband in front of others, but her patience was reaching its limit.



    



    “Alicia. I’m sorry if my late arrival disrupted the preparations. But there’s no need for you to remind me of it by belittling your own family.”



    



    “What? When did I ever do that, Cordelia? I was just—”



    



    “If you don’t remember, that’s fine. I just hope you’ll refrain from doing so in the future.”



    



    Alicia’s face turned red as she glared at her. Cordelia, who outwardly seemed like a graceful woman who could overlook the petty matters of the world, was actually someone who, out of guilt, would often give Alicia gifts or take care of tedious household chores for her.



    



    Alicia had enjoyed that kindness all too comfortably — but this was the first time Cordelia had called her out so directly.



    



    “Cordelia, are you trying to—”



    



    But just then, as they reached the end of the stairs,



    



    “There you are, Lucas! Cordelia!”



    



    Appeared the very cause of this subtle competition — her father-in-law, beaming brightly.



    



    The middle-aged man, with sharp blue eyes and stylishly graying blond hair swept back, opened his arms wide to welcome the couple.



    



    The way he smiled with such seasoned ease reminded Cordelia of Lucas — and made her shudder inwardly with fear and a sense of betrayal.



    



    “It’s been too long, Cordelia. Have you been well?”



    



    “It has indeed been a while, Richard. I hope you’ve been in good health?”



    



    “Healthy as ever! Seeing my beloved daughter-in-law makes my heart feel lighter. Come, let’s go inside.”



    



    Richard peeled Cordelia away from Alicia’s arm and personally escorted her into the house.



    



    Behind her, Cordelia could feel Alicia’s fierce glare burning into her back.



    



    Yet for Cordelia, all this attention was nothing short of horrifying — because the one who had benefited most from her family’s downfall was none other than her father-in-law.



    



    The more she thought about it, the more foolish she felt for having once been intimidated by such a man, for having fumbled to apologize whenever Alicia threw words soaked in jealousy at her.



    



    ‘I was pathetic to ever think I could fit into this family.’



    



    The house that had once dazzled her with admiration now seemed like nothing more than a palace decorated with greed and deceit.



    



    And today was no different.



    



    In the most luxurious dining room, an extravagant full-course meal — with over ten different dishes — was laid out for just five people.



    



    ‘This is excessive, even for a family dinner.’



    



    Even as a count’s daughter, Cordelia had never seen anything like this among family.



    



    But this was Richard’s taste, so there was nothing she could do.



    



    By the time the steak, still dripping with blood, was served, her father-in-law began to steer the conversation.



    



    “Come to think of it, has it already been over a year since you two got married, Lucas?”



    



    “It has, Father.”



    



    “I’ve prepared a gift. Take it with you when you leave. And Cordelia, congratulations.”



    



    “Thank you very much.”



    



    Here it comes. Cordelia inwardly broke out in a cold sweat, but she forced herself to smile as if nothing were wrong.



    



    “Haha. I hope you’ve had a wonderful first year together. I’ll be praying that a boy resembling you and Lucas will soon arrive in your household.”



    



    “…Yes, thank you.”



    



    “It might be a bit embarrassing, but I’ve also included some medicinal herbs that are good for the body. I hope you’ll find them to your liking.”



    



    “Yes…”



    



    She had heard words like these several times even before her wedding anniversary.



    



    Normally, she would have simply brushed it off as her father-in-law’s well-meaning wishes.



    



    But now, it chilled her to realize that this was a man who could kill without batting an eye.



    



    The thought made her shudder and feel a fresh wave of fear.



    



    If Lucas had helped grow this family’s influence, just how had he done it?



    



    And just how actively had Richard supported those methods, even if they were wrong?



    



    Cordelia gripped her napkin tightly in both hands under the table.



    



    Fortunately, the attention soon shifted away from her — to the couple sitting to Richard’s right.



    



    “But while Lucas here is steadily climbing the ranks…”



    



    Richard’s words, tinged with a clicking of his tongue, carried a clear rebuke.



    



    Randolph, who had been glaring at Lucas with smoldering eyes, flinched.



    



    “Lucas managed to resolve the oil business deal, but lately your performance has been… disappointing.”



    



    “Richard, sir—!”



    



    “And the wine business I entrusted to you — even though Prohibition has been repealed, why is recovery still so slow?”



    



    “T-that’s…”



    



    “Haa. When Lucas was involved, the results were decent. But it seems you’re struggling on your own, aren’t you?”



    



    At Richard’s heavy sigh, both Randolph and Alicia turned pale.



    



    Watching from across the table, Cordelia felt sick to her stomach — but Lucas didn’t just let the situation slide.



    



    “Please don’t be too hard on him, Father. Haven’t we heard that some great men are late bloomers? Randolph is just storing up his strength to become one of the greats.”



    



    “You— Lucas—”



    



    “Come now, let’s have a toast to Randolph!”



    



    Lucas raised his glass with a sparkling smile toward the trembling Randolph.



    



    What are you looking at, you idiot?



    



    The mocking glint in his eyes said it all, and watching Randolph grit his teeth in impotent rage was pure entertainment for him.



    



    However, when Lucas cast a sideways glance at his noble wife, the smile disappeared from his face.



    



    ‘Tch. Her self-control is something else.’



    



    She must have realized exactly what the old man had been hinting at, yet she neither paled nor trembled.



    



    With her long, elegant neck, impeccable posture, and slightly lowered brows, she maintained a flawless, composed elegance without a single crack showing.



    



    She had been like that since she was fourteen — no wonder.



    



    Still, something about it made a low burn of frustration stir inside him.



    



    Especially considering she didn’t even bother to wear the wedding ring he had given her…



    



    Before long, the main course ended, and by the time le fromage — the cheese course — was served, Richard casually spoke.



    



    “When the meal is over, Lucas, come to my study. There’s something important we need to discuss.”



    



    While father and son were away, the room where the two women of the house remained was tense as a sheet of ice.



    



    Cordelia’s stomach churned — the earlier chaos that Richard had stirred up at the so-called family feast had left her feeling completely nauseous.



    



    ‘Feels like I’m practicing morning sickness even though I’m not pregnant yet.’



    



    As she was lost in that bitter thought, Alicia — who had been silently glaring at her with hard, sharp eyes — finally curled her lips into a sneer.



    



    “Ha. Unbelievable.”



    



    Normally, Alicia would have tried to maintain a show of dignity, almost competing with Cordelia.



    



    But right now, her anger was so intense that she let the sarcasm bleed out unfiltered.



    



    “Cordelia. No matter how much Richard dotes on you, how can you be so clueless?”



    



    “Pardon?”



    



    “No matter how prestigious your family name might have been, didn’t your tutors ever teach you how to read a room?”



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    



     

  
    

    
      9. The Price of Becoming a Noble
    

    Alicia couldn’t stand it anymore and got up from the lounge chair to face Cordelia. Her hands, which were holding the fan, were shaking so much that her bones were sticking out.

    “Do you know who gave you the Old Continent connections that Richard has now? It was me, I gave it to you by marrying Randolph!”

    
In fact, Alicia knew deep down that this was an exaggeration.
Alicia’s parents were low-ranking nobles, so they had nothing to boast about as Old Continent connections, and the wealth that Lucas had brought her out of nowhere had a much greater influence on the Duquesne family. However, in this situation, even if she was calm, she didn’t want to think about such objective things.

    
“You’ve managed to seduce a man and make a fool of yourself in my family.”

    “Alicia-.”

    
“And you’re going to take all the credit like this?”  “A ball?”

    
Cordelia, who had secretly expected this kind of reaction to her father-in-law’s biased behavior, widened her eyes at the remark, “taking the ball.”

    
“Alicia. It was wrong of your father to scold Mr. Randolph during dinner. But what did I take away from Alicia?”

    
“Don’t you know what the problem is? Do you have to say it out loud, Cordelia? Oh, you have no sense!”

    
In fact, she was the one who had no right to shout here, but she couldn’t admit it. Instead, Alicia glared at Cordelia with jealous eyes.

    
Her feather decorations and pink silk dress were the best new items she had bought at Iridescent Department Store. But why did it seem like she was giving better things to this woman, and only collecting old things for herself?  Her brown hair was braided thickly and held up with a thin mother-of-pearl pin, which was annoyingly elegant, and the lavender dress that covered her body like a silk cloud was also so enviable. The fashion here was clearly more colorful, and the decorations with gorgeous jewel tassels strangely faded in front of Cordelia. 

    
In the end, it was as if she was personally showing that no matter how much time passes, there is no such thing as a trend that can overcome a dignified tradition. 

    
However, it was also hurtful to nitpick over such things. Alicia decided to go in a different direction since it had already come to this. 

    
“Honestly, it was funny that Lucas suddenly showed up as Richard’s son, but what do you think of ignoring the achievements my husband has made so far? Lucas was the only one called earlier!”

    
“Do you want me to stop taking my husband’s side, Alicia? Just because your father praised your son?”

Honestly, in this situation, the factional strife of the Dukes and the like was far from Cordelia’s priority.

    
Cordelia pressed her temples against the feeling of a headache coming on. Alicia grumbled, then straightened her back and her eyes widened.

    
“You’re trying to make me the only one who’s strict, and that’s really amazing.”

    
“…….”

    
“You’ve contributed less to this household than I have, and yet you’re overstepping your bounds. Cordelia, you owe me an apology for dinner today.”

    
Cordelia narrowed her eyes and looked at Alicia with a pitiful look. Her inferiority complex had exploded and she was feeling self-pity, so she thought this was a trick to get something from others.

    
She didn’t really intend to apologize, but she asked, wondering what exactly she wanted.

    
“How exactly do you want an apology?” 

    
“Richard’s birthday party next month. Cordelia will take care of it all by herself.”

    
“Alicia, I remember that garden party I hosted last month by myself.”

    
“Alone? I remember that party with you, too.”

Cordelia barely managed to suppress the dry laughter that almost burst out at his impudence.

    
Can you describe seeing the party venue late, tearing off the ribbon here and there, and then running to Richard to score points as ‘together’?

    
It was a petty calculation that was worse than those who worked diligently. However, Cordelia changed her mind the moment she was about to insult him in a noble way and answered.

    
“……Okay.”

    
Alicia’s eyes widened in surprise at her own suggestion. She thought Cordelia would stiffen her mouth and preach that it was unfair to do such things alone.  But Cordelia lowered her eyes and nodded in agreement, which surprised the one who asked.

“Good?”

“Yes. If that will relieve Alicia of her frustration today.”

Cordelia nodded obediently. Alicia realized too late that she was showing too much interest, but she quickly covered her mouth with her fan as if she didn’t.

“Huh, right. Even if you don’t have any sense, it’s fortunate that you have a sense of shame.”

    
“…….”

    
“And keep order, Cordelia. I’ve been taking care of Richard in this house since before you came in!”

    
Alicia turned her back and left the living room first, perhaps feeling relieved after saying everything she wanted to say.

    
Cordelia finally leaned back in her chair, exhausted after the heated argument.

    
‘He probably thinks I’m easy to manipulate.’

    
In fact, she knew it wasn’t fair at all, but when she thought about it, it occurred to her that it could be a good opportunity.

    
‘If I host the banquet, I’ll be able to secure a wider range of attendees.’

    
Her husband’s acquaintances and family connections, who would obviously come looking for her, were all of little help to her right now. They would all know she was being tricked but would keep their mouths shut.

    
However, no matter where she chose to go, it was better for her to actively seek out new connections that would be helpful.  Originally, Alicia had been in this house longer, so she had taken care of the invitation list herself. But now that things had come to this, even if she suffered some losses, Cordelia’s intentions would not be revealed if she did it alone. 

    
However, despite her own thoughts, she anxiously thought of her father-in-law’s office across the hall. 

    
What could this greedy family have in mind? 

    
	* * * 
Even when you’re old, it’s not pleasant to hear a sermon from a dignified father. 

    
However, Lucas didn’t show any signs of worry even when Richard was right in front of him. He had never crawled cowardly since the day they first met, so now that his head had grown thicker, there was nothing he could do about it. 

    
'Richard also knew Lucas’

     fearless nature, so he took out a cigar with a smile on his face without showing any displeasure. 

    
“This oil business is completely in the hands of this family. You’ve done well, Lucas.”  “You’re welcome.”

“Don’t be so humble. I know best that thanks to you, the Duquesne family has completely escaped the days when they were ridiculed as gangsters.”

Richard looked at Lucas and smiled bitterly.
“It was worth giving the surname Duquesne to a slum-dwelling slut.”

    
“…….”
Lucas looked at Richard leisurely without saying a word, but he snorted inside.

    
They say they don’t share a single drop of blood, but he used him more than anyone else, so why is he pretending to make such a great sacrifice now?

     What’s more, the name ‘DuCaine’ is a baseless name with a fancy word that makes it sound like a nobleman.

    
However, Richard continued his story, drunk on satisfaction.
“It’s been six years already, Lucas? You came under my command in Hell’s Realm…….”

    
“…….”

    
“Even then, I thought you were no ordinary trickster. You killed my subordinates in that area, and you were still so brazen-.”

    
“What’s the point of talking about those shabby days?”

    
Lucas’s squinted eyes narrowed even further.  First of all, the old man’s rambling on about old times was irritating. Doesn’t everyone have one or two painful pasts they want to forget?

The days when they left their hometown, Hadrian’s Empire, and drifted to the slums here, doing all sorts of dirty work and surviving. Who would want to look back on something like that as if it were a beautiful memory?

But more than anything, the old man’s way of talking so long and hastily was quite ominous. If your tongue is long, the real story that comes out at the end is bound to be a headache.

Richard took a deep drag on his cigar and slowly spat it out.

“That’s right, reminiscing about old times is a waste. A waste of time, a waste of money…”

“Why would someone who knows that say this?”
“But you know. Isn’t there something important left from those days?”

    
“…”

    
“The deal between us. The promise that I would be given a title of nobility.”

That was the main point. Lucas slowly raised the corners of his mouth.  Richard looked at her now without a smile, his eyes shadowed by his bulging brow bone.

    
“You were very sarcastic, saying that even if I adopt a child and marry him into a noble family, it’s not like I have a title myself.”

    
“Yes, you were reckless. I still appreciate you sparing my life.”

    
“Ha! But I thought it was valid, and I gave you a foothold to get what you wanted.”

    
Richard gestured to the door with his chin.

    
“Cordelia outside.”



  
    

    
10. The Commoner, Servant 

    
Lucas smiled with the corners of his mouth curled inward. Man, this greedy person is not easy.

    
If he had not been confident, he would have ended up as a ‘bottom-up nouveau riche’ instead of a proper ‘great tycoon’… … .

    
However, if you look at the splendid side of the East, they all had similar roots. Weren’t they those who had been driven out of the Old Continent for various reasons and flowed to this ‘land of opportunity without a king’?
But in the end, in order to trample on others and rise to the top, they did not hesitate to resort to dirtier methods than anyone else. Even Richard, who had over 100 rooms, committed crimes, including murder, for his own business.

    
And Lucas also wanted to climb to the top by doing so.
He wanted to trample on the noble nobles and the natives of the eastern New Continent and then look down on the scenery. 

     In order to do that, Richard Duquesne was still needed.

     Because the presence or absence of the surname ‘DuCaine’ changed the very starting point of this precious second life.

    
“I guess you’re just getting wrinkles because of that worry, ah, bur, ji.”

    
Lucas emphasized each syllable of the title mockingly.

    
“I appreciate you helping me get a wife. And the cost you invested in that has already been paid off with this project…….”

    
The cost he invested meant college and education that would correct Lucas’s behavior so that he could imitate a clean human being.

    
“Of course I will keep my promise about the noble title. Preparations are going well, so please be patient.”

    
“I don’t need honors that come with age. Bring it when I’m even a year older.”

    
“Yes, as you command.”

    
“I don’t need a baron or a viscount. I absolutely need an earl, so take care of it.”  In the end, he was just complaining because he was anxious about his birthday. Lucas made a rough conclusion in his head and left the room. 

    
Thanks to his marriage to Cordelia, the Duquesne family was envied by many as a ‘family with a daughter-in-law of a count.’ 

    
However, Cordelia had already returned the family title to Hadrian. This was because of the imperial nobles’ custom of not wanting to see their great family lineage continue through a commoner husband.

    
But in times like this, people should not despair, but seriously consider whether they lack the money to solve the problem..

     The upper class of Hadrian’s Empire had already been shaken once, so there were many who had difficulty raising funds. 

    
If you were to turn a blind eye to some tricks and give them money, would there really be people who would fall for it? 

    
‘The Eisner business is only the beginning of this plan.’ 

    
However, when he stepped into the long corridor leading from Richard’s office to the reception room, a man who was barking like a dog blocked his way. 

    
“What did you, Richard, say?” 
“Randolph.” 

    
Lucas smiled at the old number one who looked cold and cold. 
“It’s about business. You don’t know, so get out of the way.” 

    
“You, are you acting so arrogant as if you were the heir to this family?” 

    
Randolph grinned with a face full of indignation.  He was the one who helped Richard and started many businesses… … !

    
“You’re not even Richard’s biological son-.”

    
“Oh, Randolph. Didn’t your father tell you not to say that out loud?”
“Ugh……!”

    
Lucas snickered and tried to pass Randolph.

    
Do you think that guy has ‘a minimum of ethics’, Cordelia?

    
Well, I already knew that you had ruined your eyes for men by abandoning me and maintaining your engagement to the Duke of Berkeley… 

    
Thinking about that, the unpleasantness hidden behind his relaxed mask grew thick like a snake’s coil. To his temper, this was a warning sign.

    
However, Randolph, who couldn’t read his mind, continued to sneer at him viciously from behind.

    
“Does your wife know who you are? How many dirty things have you done here?”

    
“…….”

    
“How many people have you killed-.”

    
“Oh, that’s right.”  Lucas blurted out a cheerful word, then immediately turned around and punched the bastard in the face with his fist. 

    
As the saying goes, since his days as a servant in the Empire, he had been a battered man since he came here penniless and worked his way up from the bottom. 

    
That’s why the sound of his finger bones touching Randolph’s nose was crisp and refreshing.
“Ugh!”

In an instant, Randolph covered his nose and rolled on the floor. Blood spurted out through the gaps between his fingers like drops of water from a fountain. Thanks to this, the expensive wool carpet was given an avant-garde design.

“Ugh!”

“It’s wise to keep your snout while it can move. I’ve never heard of a miracle where teeth grow back in old age.”

“Ugh, ugh……!”

“Then, it’s important to use your brain to choose what to say and what not to say.”

He grabbed Randolph’s collar that was lying on the hallway floor and smirked. He was smiling, but his eyes, which were hit by cold shards of ice, made the person he met feel a chill.

And the strength of his grip was so terrible that Lucas only held on lightly, but Randolph felt his eyes turning red.

    
“Just say one useless word to my wife.”  “Ugh!

    
“You know, but there’s nothing I haven’t done to get here, right?”
“Ugh……!”

    
Randolph gasped for breath from the overwhelming force and fell. Unfortunately, just before he could really breathe out, he heard the commotion from the end of the hallway and the sound of heels began to clank loudly.

    
The first to show up at the end was Alicia. She wasn’t even on good terms with her husband, but she screamed when she saw Randolph lying on the floor with blood pouring out of both nostrils.

    
“Ahhh, Randolph! Randolph, are you okay? My nose! Oh my……!”
“Ugh. Ugh!”

    
Lucas crossed his arms, looking down at the ugly couple. Alicia had a fancy feather decoration on her head, and whenever she moved in anger, she looked like a pink flamingo quickly lowering and raising its head.  But when he looked up from the chaos on the floor, there was a woman at the end of the hallway, staring at him intently.

Cordelia’s purple eyes were gradually turning into disappointment and contempt.

    
	* * *

    
Cordelia had thought that only women fought, but she had never imagined that a fistfight between grown men would break out across the hallway.

    
She arrived at the couple’s house and hurriedly followed Lucas, who had strode ahead of her, silently, up the central staircase.

    
“Lucas, what did you do? What did you hit Randolph for?”

    
She furrowed her brows as she watched Lucas’s back as he continued to walk silently with long strides.

    
He was a kind, affectionate, and sometimes sly husband who made her feel uneasy about how to respond.

    
However, she felt a new sense of distance because she could not figure out what kind of person this man was.

    
‘How did you hide this appearance?’

    
And fear began to creep into her skin. The gunshot she had heard as she left the Eisner building was still echoing softly in her eardrums.

    
But at that moment, Cordelia’s eyes caught Lucas’ left hand. She had thought that only Randolph had bled, but even that large left-hand joint was scratched and bruised.

    
Although she felt betrayed by her husband, she reacted before she could stop worrying about him for a year.

    
“Lucas, you! Wait a minute-!”
“Oh, really.”

    
Only then did Lucas react, irritably brushing his bangs back.  ‘Does your wife know who you are? How many dirty things have you done here?’

    
Hearing those words, the blood vessels in the back of his neck began to heat up. He no longer regrets his corruption in order to survive here.

    
If he hadn’t made that choice, weeds would have grown green on his corpse by now.

    
‘But why.’

    
Why is the miserable past he left behind making him so angry today of all days?

    
I wanted to think that it was because the old man kept nagging him that he was on edge.
But that alone couldn’t make him so disgusted. Everything in the world was so annoying.

    
“Ha.”

    
He finally burst into laughter when he got to the bedroom. The reason Randolph’s words were the trigger was, he had to admit, because he hated that past so much.  He once lived as a servant to the Countess Cordelia Hastings, and because of this woman, he kept making choices that would lead him to hell. But she didn’t recognize him at all.
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