Chapter 11

Still holding my hand, Evelyn turned and sneered at Adrian as he approached from a short distance away.

“What exactly is this supposed to mean, Lord Blackwood? Bringing a little temptress like this openly to the Dowager Lady’s birthday banquet? Claire hasn’t even married into your house yet, and this girl is already calling her ‘sister.’ Aren’t you afraid people will laugh at you?”

Adrian walked over, glanced at me once, then looked away.

He seemed thinner than before. There were deep shadows beneath his eyes.

At Evelyn’s words, he only let out a cold laugh and took Lyra’s hand.

“What is there to laugh at in showing the world the woman I truly cherish?”

There were too many young lords and ladies gathered nearby. The moment he said that, their eyes all turned to me.

Measuring.

Mocking.

But I had already found the answer I wanted today. I had no interest in stooping to answer such cheap provocation.

I merely dipped in a slight curtsy. “If it pleases you, Lord Blackwood.”

Then I took Evelyn’s hand and turned to leave.

“Claire Ashford.”

Adrian’s voice came from behind me.

“Remember this—you were the one who gave me up first. After today, don’t come crawling back to beg me. I’d like to see who would dare marry you if I refuse. Just wait and rot away unmarried in your family home.”

I didn’t stop walking.

Not until we had gone some distance did I look back.

My brother had already joined them.

And his eyes would not stop straying to Lyra.

“After living through all of that, you still haven’t seen him clearly? You still like him?”

Evelyn’s voice cracked through my thoughts like a whip.

I hurriedly pulled my gaze back and raised a hand. For once, I let a little mischief show. “You’ve got the wrong idea, sister. How could I? If I don’t skin him alive, that’s already mercy.”

Evelyn sighed. “The hard part is this—even if Duke Blackwood wants to break off your engagement to Adrian, Adrian himself doesn’t seem willing to let go. His family stands too high now. They hold military power, and he himself won first place in the martial examinations. I couldn’t kill him for you even if I wanted to.”

I almost laughed, and answered in the same half-teasing tone, “Then maybe the two of us should join forces. We might have a sliver of hope.”

“Don’t joke with me.”

Her brows drew tight. “What are you going to do? You’ve been given a second chance. You cannot walk back into the same fire.”

“I won’t.” I looked at her instead. “You should worry about yourself. You were never formally engaged to my brother, but the marriage contract still hasn’t been withdrawn. I imagine that will bring you trouble too.”
Chapter 13

Only Evelyn Ward had fared worse. She’d taken a wound to the arm, but not before driving her sword through the beast’s hind leg and forcing it to retreat.

If Evelyn had not known how to fight, she might have died in its jaws.

In my first life and this one alike, Lyra had found different ways to hurt Evelyn—yet hurt her she always did.

I held the secret report in my hand, my face gone cold, then told Rowan, “Find a way to kill them.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Rowan had only just turned to leave when I frowned and stopped her. “No. Not yet.”

A few days ago, a Blackwood House carriage had passed through the main avenue. A gust of wind had lifted the curtain, and inside sat Adrian Blackwood and Lyra, along with several disheveled courtesans.

For the last two days, the whole city had been buzzing with gossip that Adrian had been publicly debauching himself with prostitutes in the street. Because of that, people had begun to say that my wish to break the engagement had not come from my own misconduct after all.

The disgrace that had dragged my name into the mud was slowly being washed clean.

Lyra had already done so much for me. To kill her wolf companions now would be wrong.

“Later,” I said at last.

The day summer began, an imperial decree arrived at our estate.

Bandits had risen in Linton Province in the northwest, and my brother had been ordered to lead the campaign against them.

It had happened in my first life as well.

Back then, the man who had recommended my brother to the Emperor had been Duke Blackwood.

At the time, Adrian and I had already been betrothed. Once great houses were joined by marriage, they had to support one another if they wanted their alliance to endure.

Because of that, Adrian’s father had often advanced my brother’s career at court.

Afterward, my brother returned from the campaign in triumph and was granted a real post—Deputy Commander of the Imperial Guard.

This time around, the one who recommended him had become Evelyn’s father instead.

Whether my brother would still be blessed with the same luck, however, remained to be seen.

On the day he set out, Evelyn came riding up as well.

Just as she had in my previous life, she said she was worried about him going alone and wanted to accompany him and look after him.

They were already informally promised to one another, so no one found it improper.

But my brother’s expression was sour from the moment he saw her. He looked at her as if everything about her offended him.

I remembered the portrait in his study, the ink not yet dry—an elegant beauty with Lyra’s luminous face.

The thought made me laugh.

Unfortunately, he saw.
Chapter 19

“After I ate them, I burned with fever for three straight days. When I woke, every skill I’d built was gone. My body had changed. From that day on, I could never practice martial arts again.”

“You later said you’d investigated it. You told me it was because I’d been willful and fined a servant his wages. He had no money left to buy medicine for his mother, and after she died, he poisoned me for revenge.”

My voice sharpened without warning.

“But I never did.”

The mask of grief and decorum cracked. Anger surged out of me before I slowly forced it back down again.

“Still... never mind. I told myself none of that mattered. Before Mother died, she made me promise I would stand by you, that we would support each other. She told me to forget.”

A laugh rose in my throat.

And this time, I truly laughed.

“She told me to forget, so I obeyed. I forgot that as a child I once dreamed of riding to war beside Father and Mother. I forgot I had once been strong. I forgot I had learned real skill. I forced myself into becoming the most proper, flawless noble daughter in the Capital.”

I looked at him and smiled faintly.

“But brother... what exactly did I ever do to deserve your hatred?”

“You...” His eyes snapped open.

Even half-dead, they burned with venom.

“You’re a woman,” he rasped, glaring at me with naked fury. “You were born to sacrifice for the men of your family. To give. To serve. It was you who refused your place. You wanted to surpass men—as a woman. You deserve to die.”

My expression did not change.

But inside, something settled into icy clarity.

Then suddenly he seemed to remember. His eyes widened, madness flashing through them.

“I remember now. I remember everything! It was you—it was you who harmed me! And Evelyn Ward too! You two vile bitches! You were working with those mountain bandits from the start!”

He coughed up two mouthfuls of blood, then tried to shout.

“Guards—! Someone—drag Claire Ashford out and beat her to death! Then report that Evelyn Ward colluded with the bandits—I want them dead! I want them both dead!”

Watching him like this, I understood at once.

A strange smile curved my lips.

“So. You were reborn too.” I tilted my head. “When did it happen? When you were gravely wounded? Or just now?”

He ignored me and struggled to rise, still trying to call for someone. Within moments, the bandages that had only just been wrapped around him were soaking red again.

My hand drifted gently to his wound.

Then I pressed down hard.

Hot blood surged over my fingers instantly.

The veins stood out on his forehead. Even his scream came out as a raw, strangled rasp. When he looked at me again, the hatred in his eyes had finally curdled into terror.

I watched him quietly.

“Never mind. I’m no longer curious. Since you’ve been reborn, then there are some things you ought to understand by now.”

“In your last life, you looked down on me, yet it was my engagement to Adrian Blackwood that won you advancement.”
Chapter 21

Rowan drew her blade across Lyra’s path, forcing her back, and I retreated two steps myself.

“Claire...” Lyra took another two hesitant steps forward. Rowan’s sword bit lightly into the slender line of her throat, drawing a thin streak of blood, but she only looked at me with wounded eyes. “Claire, I crippled Adrian Blackwood. You don’t have to marry him anymore.”

“But you didn’t kill him,” I said coldly.

She froze.

Lyra had never seen this side of me before. Panic flashed across her face, and she hurried to explain, “I will kill him. Don’t be angry, Claire. He just got lucky this time—someone found him and got him away. Next time I’ll definitely kill him.”

She looked at me carefully, earnestly, but didn’t dare come any closer.

“I only heard your brother was badly hurt, and I was afraid you’d be upset. Claire... you’ve been crying.”

I smiled. “So that’s why. It’s nothing. Life and death are in fate’s hands. I’m not upset. As long as Adrian dies, that’s enough for me.”

The moment she saw me smile, her eyes lit up. “He will. I’ll kill him soon. I promise.”

“Good. You’ve seen me now. I’m tired, so go.”

The smile on Lyra’s lips stiffened, but she still nodded. “All right. Then get some rest, Claire. I’ll make your wish come true as soon as I can.”

After she left, Rowan stared at the fresh red blood staining her blade.

She had watched Lyra grow up with her own eyes. In the end, she couldn’t quite harden her heart. “My lady, now that her attempt on Adrian Blackwood has been exposed, and she’s injured, and she knows no one in the Imperial Capital... she—”

“Don’t overthink it. We still have a performance to give tomorrow. We need our strength. Go and rest.”

The gentle smile never left my lips.

My brother did not survive the night.

On the day of the funeral, the Emperor came in person. He stood before my father's memorial tablet and spoke for a very long time, as if he were mourning an old friend no one else could understand.

He spoke of their youth—how he had once been an overlooked prince, while my father had been the legitimate heir of the general's estate. There had been princes far more favored than he was, men with stronger backing and brighter prospects, and yet my father had chosen him without hesitation. Chosen him, protected him, and helped carry him all the way to the highest seat in the realm.

The Emperor wept as he spoke.

Everyone praised him for his loyalty. For his sentiment. For how deeply he valued old bonds.

I covered my mouth with a handkerchief so no one would see the mockery curling at my lips.

Crocodile tears, shed only after the bird was gone and the bow no longer needed.
Chapter 38

Over the next half year, the Crown Prince made repeated blunders in matters of state and was rebuked again and again. One assignment after another fell apart in his hands.

At the same time, fresh talk about legitimate and secondary birth status swept through the Imperial Capital once more.

Only this time, the house at the center of it was no longer the Evermont estate.

It was the Crown Prince and Sebastian.

And what people used for comparison was equally simple: the Crown Prince’s string of foolish failures over the past months, set against Sebastian’s recent diligence and rising competence.

“Did you already foresee this when you first proposed that line of argument, Aster?”

Sebastian looked at me with a smile that was not quite a smile.

“The Crown Prince has sat secure in the Eastern Palace for years,” I said. “Your Highness cannot match his influence at court. But a ruler stands because of the people, and the people can just as easily overturn him. If that’s the case, then let the whole realm watch this struggle for the heir’s seat. Let them decide which prince they would rather see rule.”

Sebastian laughed.

With all his advisers still present, he pulled me into his arms and kissed me.

His fingers closed around my chin, forcing my face up. His eyes darkened.

“You truly are a formidable woman.”

I buried the humiliation where it belonged and made my smile brighter still.

That night, hot water
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