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Chapter 9

But after Vivienne had suffered a loss of face in my chambers the last time, and now had risen in a single leap to such a rank, there was no chance she would let the matter rest.

Sure enough, I had barely managed a few quiet days in bed before a summons came from the Empress Dowager.

The current Empress Dowager had been the late emperor’s principal wife, but she had never borne a son of her own. Back when the princes had been tearing one another apart for the throne, she had devoted herself to Buddhist prayer and acted as though she cared for nothing in the world.

But if she had truly been free of attachment, why had she so hurriedly called her niece into the palace the moment Adrian’s seat on the throne was secure?

No good ever came from a summons that arrived this suddenly.

And of course, it was exactly what I expected.

Vivienne stood smiling beside the Empress Dowager, one hand looped affectionately through the older woman’s arm. Adrian was there too. The three of them together looked almost like a family.

The swelling on Vivienne’s face had not completely faded. She looked down at me from above and said sweetly, “Now that I’ve only just received my title, I ought to have gone to pay my respects to Your Majesty first. But I heard you were unwell, and His Majesty took pity on my weak health and excused me from the formality. Your Majesty won’t blame me, will you?”

Her voice was soft enough to sicken me.

Beside her, Adrian said nothing. He sat drinking tea in silence, and every so often he exchanged one of those tender, lingering looks with her as though the rest of us were not there.

“Oh, enough,” the Empress Dowager said with a smile. “The Empress is the very model of kindness and generosity. Of course she wouldn’t hold it against you. I hear from Vivienne that you often go to speak with Master Fa’an about scripture. You must have an affinity with the Buddha. The prayer scriptures for today’s blessing ritual haven’t yet been copied. Why don’t you do it for me, Empress?”

Vivienne tilted her head and added, with open mockery in her eyes, “Aunt, I’ve heard that if one kneels before the Buddha while hand-copying scripture, the prayer is far more sincere. Her Majesty is so proper and filial. She would surely want to do it that way, wouldn’t she?”

The Empress Dowager hesitated theatrically. “Well... what does Your Majesty think?”

Aunt and niece played off each other perfectly, hemming me in from both sides.

Adrian still did not speak. He only watched me.

He was still angry. He was waiting for me to lower my head first.

I looked away and refused to meet his gaze.

And he understood.

He set down his cup with a sharp crack. His

Chapter 11

In the middle of the night, a letter lured me to a remote palace residence.

I stood in silence, looking at the sheet of paper on the table. It had claimed to contain news of the Ashford family. That was why I had come. But the moment I saw who was inside, I knew it was a trap.

A flurry of footsteps rushed closer. Then the doors were thrown open with force.

"Oh? Your Majesty, what are you doing here?" a voice cried in exaggerated surprise.

Vivienne Carrington swept in in rose-colored silks. Adrian entered behind her, his face dark and unreadable, and at his side came another beauty.

Lady Lark.

When she had first entered the palace, she had been neglected and left to sicken. I was the one who had taken an imperial physician through the snow to save her life when she was nearly dead.

Vivienne looked around the room, and when she noticed the screen at the back, a smile touched her lips.

"Lady Lark invited His Majesty and me over just now," she said sweetly, "claiming she had a little performance for us to enjoy. But the performance never appeared. Instead, why would my dear sister be here alone in the middle of the night?"

Lady Lark, who had been silent since entering, suddenly dropped to her knees before Adrian.

"I accuse the Empress of adultery."

"What?" Vivienne said sharply, though the gleam in her eyes was almost impossible to hide. "What nonsense is Lady Lark talking about?"

I had shut myself away for days. It seemed Vivienne had finally grown anxious.

So the Carringtons must have feared that pig-headed girl would ruin matters and had kept the poisoning from her.

"Her Majesty used to be examined by Chief Physician Warren," Lady Lark said quickly, "but lately he has not been seen, and instead a new physician has taken his place. That physician, Julian Pierce, goes to Phoenix Court every single day and stays there for hours at a time."

I set down my teacup.

"Your residence is very far from mine," I said. "And yet you seem to know everything that happens in my chambers. You even know which physician I usually use, and how long he stays each day."

Lady Lark stiffened, then lifted her chin. "Your Majesty need not try to frighten me. I have a witness."

She signaled with her hand, and someone familiar was brought forward.

"Oh my," Vivienne said, covering her mouth. "Isn't that Ivy, one of my sister's personal maids?"

Lady Lark looked almost smug. "Everything I said was told to me by this maid herself. Ivy, repeat what you told me before."

I looked at Ivy kneeling on the floor, shaking from head to toe. She bit down hard, then said, "I testify that I accidentally discovered Her Majesty in Doctor Pierce's arms."
Chapter 12

"After Her Majesty realized I had seen them, she threatened my family's lives and ordered me to keep silent. Tonight, she even made me help arrange this secret meeting. I know this is a grave crime. I truly had no choice but to tell Lady Lark."

I nearly laughed.

"Ivy," I said, "you claim you stumbled onto my secret meeting. If I were truly meeting a man in secret, would I not have stationed guards outside?"

"You say I threatened your family into silence. Then why do you dare tell Lady Lark now? Have you suddenly stopped caring whether your family lives or dies?"

"And if you meant to accuse the Empress of an affair, why go to Lady Lark instead of going straight to His Majesty? It seems the two of you are rather close."

My gaze dropped to her wrist.

"And that bracelet on your hand is quite exquisite. Rare, too."

Ivy jerked her hand back as if burned. Great beads of sweat rolled down her forehead and struck the floor.

"I-I'm not lying!" she cried. "Doctor Pierce is behind the screen. I saw him go in with my own eyes!"

"Your Majesty," Vivienne said at once, unable to hide her eagerness, "why not have the place searched? That way my sister's innocence can be properly proven."

I turned to Adrian.

He had said nothing since entering the room. His expression was blank, but under the candlelight there was something shadowed and terrible in it.

After a long moment, his hoarse voice finally sounded.

"Search it."

The screen was dragged aside.

And a figure stepped out.

“Your Majesty,” an aged voice said, cutting through the silence, “this old monk, Fa’an, pays his respects.”

“What? How is that possible?” Lady Lark collapsed to the floor at once, scrambling forward on her hands as if she could still find some way out.

Ivy was already frozen in terror, rooted where she stood.

“Her Majesty wished to hand-copy scripture and pray for General Ashford’s soul,” Master Fa’an said calmly. “This old monk was moved by the Ashford family’s sacrifice, so I remained nearby to recite sutras.”

A few plain sentences, and his presence there was explained.

“That’s impossible! Your Majesty, then Julian Pierce—” Vivienne snapped back to herself and tried to speak, only for Adrian to cut her off.

“Enough. This farce ends tonight.” His voice was level, but every word landed like ice. “The maid who slandered her mistress will have her tongue cut out and be beaten to death. Lady Lark is to take her own life.”

The cold indifference in his tone was enough to chill the blood.

After sentencing those two, Adrian turned to the last person left standing.

Vivienne had gone pale with shock. She had never seen him look at her that way before.

There was no warmth in it at all—only cold finality. But in the next instant, the look was gone, as if it had never been there.
Chapter 14

“Your Majesty, why have you burned so much incense today?”

As she helped me dress, she kept gently scolding under her breath, just as she always had. Maeve had been with me since childhood—from General Ashford’s estate, to Adrian’s princely household, and then into this palace that devoured people whole.

“You’ve hardly been eating these last few days. How can that go on? Just look at you—you’ve grown so thin. When we return, we really should summon a physician to take a look.”

“All right, all right, you little worrier. Let’s go.”

Master Fa’an had not lied before. I really had been asking him all this time to chant scriptures and pray for my family.

When the frontier raiders broke through Smokehaven, the common people had all been evacuated from the city. Only the Ashfords had sworn to stay and defend it to the end. In the end, not even their bones were found. I had arranged a cenotaph for them, set up memorial tablets, and invited the master to pray over them.

Today, I had come to bring them home.

But when I arrived, the things I had placed there with my own hands were gone.

“Where are they?” I demanded of the palace servants nearby.

They dropped to their knees in a wave, heads lowered, stammering without daring to answer.

“Oh, so that ugly little box belonged to you, Sister?”

Vivienne Carrington stepped out from the side with a smile on her lips. “A few days ago, His Majesty granted this place to me and said anything here was mine to dispose of. I saw that box and thought it hideous, so I had it thrown away.”

My fists clenched so tightly my nails bit into my palms. I glared at her. “Vivienne Carrington, are you looking to die? Where did you throw it?”

She only smiled wider, careless and amused. “You’re angry already? Don’t you want to know what was in that letter from last time?”

She studied my face, then leaned close and spoke slowly into my ear.

“The troops sent to reinforce your father were led by my grandfather. He deliberately delayed for several days. But really, who knew your family would be so useless? The city fell after only a few days.”

My head rang. For a moment, I could hardly hear her at all.

“And there’s more,” she went on lazily. “His Majesty knew about it too. And yet he never punished my grandfather for a thing—”

Her words ended in a shriek.

I hurled the teacup straight at her forehead. Scalding tea ran down her face as the porcelain struck.

Then I was on her like a madwoman, slapping her again and again. Maeve lunged forward and blocked the servants who tried to rush in. The whole place descended into chaos.

Then someone seized my wrist from behind.

“Elena! Have you lost your mind?”

Adrian had come in a hurry. His brow was knotted, his voice sharp with anger.
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