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Chapter 9

Through the window, I’d seen Lady Vivian make a show of concern, instruct the maids to attend him, and then leave after only a brief appearance. Later, while the maid outside dozed over the brewing medicine, Lucian burned with fever so badly he nearly rolled into the brazier.

I had been terrified.

I slipped inside without a sound. He slept fitfully, restless and flushed, so I sang to him under my breath until he quieted.

It was also the only time I had ever been allowed to hold him.

I never expected Lucian to remember.

I lowered my eyes and lied. “The young master must be mistaken. A servant like me was never allowed into the main quarters.”

Lucian saw only my refusals, my reluctance, and my distance. Fury flared across his face. He shoved me hard.

“If you don’t want to, then get out! Who needs you anyway?”

It happened too fast for me to react.

I lost my balance and crashed to the floor with the bowl. My palm hit first, straight into the shattered porcelain.

Blood spilled at once.

These past two years with Jonah had spoiled me. I was no longer as good at enduring pain as I used to be. The moment the porcelain cut into my palm, I sucked in a breath and nearly cried out.

“Lucian!”

Adrian Ashford rose at once, his gaze turning sharp. Lucian seemed to realize what he had done only then. He stared helplessly at the









Chapter 11

When Julian learned that the three of us would be going to the northern frontier together, he was delighted. The departure date was not even set yet, but he had already begun rummaging through trunks and cupboards, muttering to himself about which books he needed to bring.

When he went outside to say goodbye to the neighborhood children, he did it cheerfully too.

“My father, mother, and I are leaving,” he announced brightly. “From now on, I won’t be able to help you with your copywork anymore.”

I laughed softly and stepped outside to call him in for supper.

Then suddenly someone caught hold of my sleeve from behind.

Startled, I turned around.

It was the end of an early spring evening. Lucian had slipped out of Ashford House in nothing but a thin inner robe, bits of grass still caught in his hair. He must have run all this way. At whatever Julian had said, his face had gone deathly pale. His sickly eyes were red-rimmed, shining faintly with tears.

“Where are you going?”

I had no idea how Lucian had slipped past all the layers of guards at Ashford House, or how he’d found his way through the capital’s twisting streets to my door. By the time he arrived, he’d even lost one of his shoes.

I was at a loss. He was still ill, unsteady on his feet, and had practically collapsed into my arms. I couldn’t very well throw him straight into a carriage and send him back.

Hearing the commotion, Jonah came out. Lucian looked at him with open hostility. Jonah’s face didn’t change. He only reached out and said, “I’ll carry him inside first.”

“Don’t touch me.” Even weak as he was, Lucian still refused to let Jonah lay a hand on him.

It was Julian, standing nearby with a little frown between his brows, who said flatly, “Try to have some sense. Mother hurt her hand. She can’t carry you.”

Lucian went rigid. After a moment, he lowered his head and pushed himself upright out of my arms. Clutching the hem of my sleeve, he muttered, “I can walk on my own.”

The turmoil at court had only grown worse. Adrian Ashford was busy trying to hold on to his power, and Lady Vivian sent people again and again to fetch Lucian home. It was no use. The little tyrant listened to no one’s orders but Adrian’s.

So he stayed in my house, dragging out his illness and refusing to get better.

More and more things from Ashford House began filling our courtyard—every toy and trinket Lucian usually liked to play with. At first a whole flock of maids and old nurses had come along too, but Lucian found them irritating and drove them all away.

Julian grew quieter by the day.

Lucian hogged my time and insisted I feed him his medicine myself, and Julian, sullen and silent, spent more and more nights bent over his books by lamplight.

That evening I made sweet dumplings and urged Julian to eat before going to bed early.

“Studying for the academy matters,” I told him softly, “but your health matters too. No one masters anything overnight. Take it slowly.”
Chapter 12

Julian looked at me and asked, “Mother, when are we leaving?”

Outside the door, Jonah was wiping down his dagger. At the question, he flicked me a glance.

Before I could answer, Lucian called from the inner room that he was dizzy again.

Everything looked calm on the surface, but beneath it, the current was already running hard.

The next day Jonah went out on duty. I was in the kitchen when I suddenly heard Lucian crying.

I hurried into the courtyard.

Julian stood there with his fists clenched stubbornly at his sides, a scratch slanting across his cheek. Lucian was gripping his gold collar necklace in one hand and yanking at the protective charm hanging from Julian’s neck with the other.

“Why do you have to fight me for it?” Lucian shouted, tears still clinging to his lashes. “I already said I’d trade you for it, didn’t I?”

Julian’s knuckles had gone white, but he didn’t give way. “It’s mine,” he said stubbornly.

“Give it to me!” Lucian lunged for it again, fierce even through his tears.

I stepped between them at once and bent to look at the scratch on Julian’s face. He lifted his eyes to mine in silent grievance.

Lucian grew angry and reached for me. “That charm was yours to begin with. You gave it to me. What’s wrong with taking it back?”

After one scene after another, I was exhausted down to my bones. I turned slightly and avoided his hand, then said quietly, “The one I gave you was cut to pieces by your own hand long ago. Have you forgotten?”

His eyes seemed to sting at that. He choked on a breath and said, “But that doesn’t mean you can give one to someone else.” He repeated it with childish, stubborn force. “Even if I don’t want it anymore, you still can’t give it to someone else.”

And then, over and over, he called Julian a bastard—said he had no mother of his own, so he had come to steal someone else’s.

The foulness of it made my ears ring.

I lowered my eyes, disappointment settling cold and heavy in my chest, and looked at him. “Is there truly no one in Ashford House who has taught you better?”

The courtyard gate shoved open with a creak.

A woman’s voice rang out, sharp and unpleasant.

“How my son is raised is hardly for someone without breeding to question.”

Adrian Ashford had only just returned from morning court. He was still dressed in his official robes, violet silk bound with a jade belt, standing beneath the plum tree looking impossibly handsome—and impossibly cold.

It was that face that had once fooled me into thinking he was different from other powerful men.

Back then, he first saw me at Prince Adrian of Qi's residence. He had looked lean and elegant, every inch the refined gentleman. He understood music. When nerves made me strike the wrong note on my lute, he had only turned and smiled.
Chapter 14

Lucian flinched and stepped forward at last. Adrian seized him and strode away with him at once. Lucian stumbled, then turned to look back at me.

I didn't look at him.

I only lowered my head in silence and lifted a hand to soothe Julian's tense little face.

Jonah was coming home later and later, and every time he did, there was a deeper weight between his brows.

“The court is determined to strip military authority from Ashford House in full view of everyone.”

The matter of transferring the Eastern Field Camp to Stonewatch Pass had thrown the court into endless dispute. Adrian Ashford’s allies had spread through every level of government over the years. The moment debate began, a swarm of censors and officials sprang up to argue that the move violated precedent and would unsettle the troops. They had managed to stall the King again and again, until no final decision could be reached.

The sky over the Royal Capital was about to change.

Outside, the snow had stopped. There was no wind. In the stillness, the white drifts slowly softened and melted.

The roads were trampled into filthy slush. On my way to the academy to fetch Julian, I saw soldiers seizing quite a few young scholars in long dark robes.

When Julian came out, he paused at the gate to bow farewell to his teacher. Then he spotted me, and his eyes brightened. He ran straight over.

He took my hand, and as we walked, he said, “Master said lessons will be suspended for a few days.”

“Why?” I asked.

Julian shook his little head and recited with great seriousness, “Master said: ‘When honorable men remain in the wilderness and petty men hold office, then the sovereign must clear away evil and set the realm aright. This is the moment for men of talent like us to rise and cry out in righteous anger for our lord.’”

He looked puzzled after finishing. “Mother, what do you think Master is going to do?”

The snow under our feet grew darker and dirtier with every step, soaking through the tops of our shoes.

I lifted my gaze into the distance, toward the palace. A flock of black birds rose there, wheeled, and flew away into the blurred dusk and thin fog until they disappeared.

“To do what a scholar believes is his duty.”

Study and labor for a lifetime, then offer everything to the sovereign. Leave one’s name in the records, shining as plainly as the sun and stars.

This was what scholars had always believed, through every age—believed to the death.

Julian tilted his face up at me.

“Mother, you know so much. Did you have a teacher once too?”

I lowered my eyes. A faint glimmer trembled there.

“Yes,” I said softly. “Someone taught me.”

Not a teacher.

My father.

My father, who had been the same as those scholars with their thin fates and bitter loyalties.

That day, an uninvited guest came to our home.
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