Chapter 11

The silence stretched so long I thought perhaps he would call the guards, or have me dragged out, or coldly agree and end this all with imperial dignity.

Instead he asked, in a voice gone strangely hoarse, "So this is your decision."

"Yes."

"You would rather leave me than stay alive beside me?"

The question struck so deep I could barely breathe.

Not leave him.

Never that.

If I could have chosen freely, I would have chosen him from the very beginning. Him in the ruined wing. Him in the snow. Him with the Little Cat asleep in his lap. Him before the throne swallowed his name and turned him into a ruler first and a man second.

But wanting was not the same as being allowed.

And there were too many dying people outside those walls.

"I would rather do what I can while I still can," I whispered.

He closed his eyes.

When he opened them again, whatever softness had once lived there was hidden so deep I could no longer reach it.

"Go, then," he said.

I stood frozen.

He didn't look at me. "If that's what you want, then go."

The words should have relieved me.

Instead they hollowed me out.

I bowed because that was the only thing my body still knew how to do. "Thank you, Your Majesty."

My voice sounded very far away.

I turned and walked toward the door.

I had only taken a few steps when his voice came again, low behind me.

"Wren."

I stopped, but I didn't turn around.

For a moment, I thought he would call me back. I thought he would say my name the way he used to, before the throne, before all this distance, before we had both learned how to wound each other.

Instead he asked, "When did you decide it?"

I gripped the doorframe.

"Just now," I lied.

He gave a quiet, bitter exhale. He knew I was lying. Of course he did.

But he said nothing more.

I opened the door.

Cold air rushed in from the corridor, carrying the smell of snow.

Behind me, there was the sound of something striking the floor.

I turned instinctively.

Julian had taken one step after me too quickly and knocked the leg of the chair aside. It toppled over with a hard crack against the stone.

He didn't seem to notice.

He was just standing there, one hand half-extended, as if he had meant to stop me after all and had been too late by a single breath.

My heart clenched so sharply it hurt.

But I still walked out.

By the time I turned into the next street, the palace walls were already out of sight.

Dawn had broken.

The last of the snow was being crushed into the stone road beneath passing cart wheels with a gritty, creaking sound.

The Empress Dowager had likely returned by now.

The snow had stopped. The sky was clearing.

The whole world seemed washed clean.

Steam drifted up from the breakfast stalls along the street, white and soft against the cold morning air.

I sat down in front of one of them.

The charcoal brazier beside the stall had burned to a deep, glowing red. The owner lifted the lid off a pot and ladled out a bowl of hot soup for me, the steam rising higher at once.
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Before I even took a bite, my eyes stung.

I hurriedly wiped away the tears at the corners of them.

Maybe it was only the heat from the bowl in front of me, but my nose felt painfully sour.

The stall owner took one look at me and sighed. “Miss, I don’t know what you’ve been through, but there’s not much in this world a bowl of something hot can’t help with.”

I gave a shaky laugh.

I had never been someone to fuss over food.

But for a moment, I remembered Julian.

I remembered the days when he and I had still lived in the Abandoned Palace Wing, before everything became so complicated, when survival itself had felt like victory.

I remembered him once hauling cargo for an entire day just to earn me a bowl of dumpling soup.

He’d run all the way back with it tucked carefully inside his robe.

His ears had been red from the cold, and he’d stood there grinning at me like a fool. “Go on,” he’d said. “Eat it while it’s hot.”

That night, he had held the bowl against himself the whole way back.

Even then, it had still gone a little cool.

And I had eaten it anyway.

I remembered that too.

Back then, Julian had probably watched me lower my head over that bowl without telling me he hadn’t eaten a single bite himself.

I lowered my head now and drank a mouthful of the hot broth.

Warmth spread through me, but it only made my chest ache harder.

When I looked up again, my lashes were still damp.

The stall owner was startled and immediately fumbled for a cloth, muttering, “Who on earth made a sweet girl cry like that? Which bastard bullied you? Tell me and I’ll curse him for you.”

It was such a plain, clumsy kindness.

And yet who could honestly say they wouldn’t be moved by it?

In a world like this, the people who were supposed to stay by your side could still be torn away by rank, by fate, by things neither of you could fight.

Only this ordinary human warmth—this little bit of smoke and fire and food on a winter morning—felt real.

If I could borrow it for even a moment, that was enough.

So I wiped the tears from my face.

The warmth of ordinary life was a good thing.

As long as I stayed a little longer, the Shadow Guard would find me soon enough.

Once they did, Julian would be able to stop worrying.

But Rowan was too kind.

And if they traced me to him, that kindness would become a danger.

He was a good man.

The place I needed to go was never going to be with him.

If I was truly leaving, then I had to go somewhere no one would ever be able to find me.

Julian Vale stood beneath the palace eaves.
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The Shadow Guard quietly reported the rest. After leaving Ping City, she had taken a room at an inn, stayed there one night, and left behind a single trunk.

“What was in it?” Julian asked at once.

The guard presented it with both hands.

Inside were only a few simple belongings.

Nothing important.

But that was exactly the problem.

If she had intended to travel far, she would never have brought so little.

Even the physicians from the Imperial Medical Bureau had said that the epidemic in Ping City was worsening by the day, and that even the doctors rushing there might not make it back alive.

And yet, when she had spoken of the place before, she had said lightly that once she went there, no one would ever be able to find her again.

At the time, he had thought she meant only that the roads would be chaotic and difficult to trace.

Now it was obvious.

She had already made up her mind.

She had deliberately lured away the men sent after her, then slipped off alone.

No one knew which road she had taken after that.

If her only purpose in sending away those guards had been to escape him, then there had still been no need for her to vanish so thoroughly.

Unless she had truly intended this from the beginning—

Not wanting him to find her.

Not wanting anyone to find her.

But if she was heading into the epidemic, what then?

Could he really send more men after her?

Could he drag her back by force again?

Julian’s breathing turned ragged. His chest felt as if it were caving in under some invisible blow.

The Shadow Guard quickly offered the final item recovered with her things: a folded change of clothes, washed clean of blood, the stitching neat and familiar.

“As for the garment she was wearing when she left the palace,” the guard said carefully, “it was already too badly stained to keep.”

Julian’s fingers closed into a hard fist.

So she really had gone, carrying almost nothing, leaving no room for anyone to follow.

And beyond the northern roads lay frost, snow, and endless wind. No one knew whether she had already collapsed somewhere before ever reaching her destination.

Even now, perhaps she was lying in some desolate place, with no one to take her home.

That thought struck him like a blade.

For the first time in his life, he felt a fear so sharp it hollowed him out from within—the terror that if he was one step too late, he would lose her forever.

The Shadow Guard remained kneeling in silence, not daring to raise his head. Outside, the mountain-dark night pressed down heavy and still.
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The room around me seemed to blur. I could no longer tell whether the tears running down my face were mine or simply the body’s last response before letting go.

Julian’s voice kept coming, desperate now, as if he were clutching at the edge of a cliff with both hands.

“Don’t go. Wren, don’t leave.”

“Stay with me.”

His words tore at me.

I had once thought I could bear it. I had once thought that if I kept my distance, if I never crossed the line, then the pain would be manageable.

But I was wrong.

From the beginning, I had been the one who couldn’t walk away.

That little courtyard.

The one we had once talked about like it was a real place, like it could actually be built somewhere beyond all this blood and power and duty.

A tiny yard with a few flowers, a warm room, a place where there would be a cat curled in the sun and no one would have to bow their head to anyone else.

I had never been able to forget it.

And neither had he.

I could almost hear his voice from long ago, speaking to me with that rare softness he only ever showed when he was with me.

“Wren, do you know? The moment I saw you, I was already trapped.”

“I can’t let go of you.”

“From the very beginning, I’ve wanted to keep you by my side.”

Back then, I had thought those words were only half true.

Maybe I had even been scared of believing them.

Because once you believed, there was no turning back.

The world had never been kind to either of us.

I had crossed into this place by accident, becoming a palace maidservant with no family, no future, and no real right to belong anywhere.

He had been abandoned in the Abandoned Palace Wing, cold and unloved, as if the entire court had decided he was meant to rot there in silence.

If leaving was the best choice for me, then staying was the only choice he had ever made.

And yet even now, he was still reaching for me.

His fingers closed around my hand with a strength that was almost painful.

“Wren,” he said again, and this time the plea in his voice was unmistakable. “Promise me you won’t forget.”

“I won’t forget,” I whispered.

I didn’t know whether he heard me.

Maybe he did.

Maybe he didn’t.

The lines of his face grew hazier and hazier, as if the distance between worlds was already closing in.

I could hear water somewhere. Or maybe it was only the blood rushing in my ears.

A final wave of weakness swept over me, and I could no longer hold on to the shape of his face.

The system sounded once more.

“Transition initiating.”

Ah.

So this was really goodbye.

My eyelids felt unbearably heavy. In that last moment
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