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Chapter 9

"Beatrice is wonderful too. Girls ought to focus on needlework and proper accomplishments... ah... no, that's not what I meant..."

It was only when Beatrice shot me a provoking look that he realized he had misspoken.

I had already let out a cold laugh.

Then I tossed down the practice staff, turned, and walked back to Willow Court.

Maybe it was because I couldn't stop thinking about it during the day, but that night, I fell into a dream so long it felt endless.

In the dream, after I was brought back to Ashford Manor, Beatrice Vale still pressed me down at every turn, openly and in secret.

But at first, I never met Juliet.

Not until eight years later, when I had already become the empire's greatest woman general, did she finally return. By then, she had already missed the First Prince's bride selection, and she quarreled bitterly with the Marquess and Lady Ashford over it.

Not long after that, the First Prince was named Crown Prince.

And his Crown Princess was Beatrice.

The Juliet in my dream wasn't like the Juliet I knew at all.

She was exactly what the maids and old attendants whispered behind her back—spoiled, vicious-hearted, and incapable of speaking a single honest word.

After the Crown Prince ascended the throne, she climbed into his bed by any means necessary and became a high royal consort. From princes and princesses to the women of the inner court, no one knew how many had fallen into her hands.

If she wanted something, she would stop at nothing. Human lives meant nothing to her.

Compared to Beatrice, who had entered the palace first and become queen, Juliet was more like a poisonous snake lurking in the dark. Once she fixed her eyes on someone, that person never lived long.

In the end, Beatrice fell to her. Juliet had her subjected to living mutilation.

The Marquess and Lady Ashford severed ties with her because of it.

But just as she was about to take the queen's seal and stand beneath only one person and above all others—

she died beneath my tasseled war spear.

The dream had felt too real, too terrifying. When I woke, my back was slick with cold sweat.

"That was awful."

I slapped a hand against my chest, trying to calm myself.

I'd startled Juliet awake. She frowned and looked at me.

"What was awful? Did you have a nightmare, Clara?"

I nodded, still acting shaken.

"I dreamed that when I grew up, I used a turning thrust and pinned you to the city wall in one strike."

Juliet's whole body went rigid.

The color drained from her face.

When she looked at me, her expression was so complicated it almost carried a trace of fear.

I hurriedly threw my arms around her.

"You're so gentle and kind, Juliet. How could I ever kill you? I must've been too excited yesterday after finding out I had a gift for combat, so I..."

But she shoved me away so suddenly I nearly lost my balance. She stared at me with a strange look in her eyes.

"Besides that, what else did you dream?"
Chapter 11

After I hit the water, I adjusted myself and looked up. Juliet was standing at the edge, her face tight with nerves.

“Oh dear,” she said, “my foot slipped just now, and I pushed you in by accident. I’ll go call someone to pull you out at once…”

I was just about to tell her there was no need—that she only had to lower the bucket—but she had already turned and run off.

Left with no choice, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the shears I had brought with me from our needlework. I separated the blades and jammed them into the cracks in the well wall, climbing up little by little.

Luckily, I had been strong since childhood, and I had plenty of strength in my arms. The blades wedged firmly between the bricks.

And because I was small and light, it didn’t take long before I pulled myself up.

Once I climbed out, I assumed Juliet had gone in a panic to call for help.

But when I returned to the courtyard, I found her lying in a reclining chair in the sun, humming to herself.

The moment she saw me dripping wet, she froze.

“How did you get out?”

Then something flickered in her eyes, and she smiled.

“Clara really is amazing. You can swim, and you can even climb out of a well that deep.”

I nodded and grinned like a fool.

“Of course. My father taught me survival skills from the time I was little. Swimming and climbing walls are easy.”

After I changed into dry clothes, the ten-year-old First Prince and the eight-year-old Second Prince suddenly came to visit.

They had come to see Juliet.

Neither the Marquess nor Lady Ashford seemed surprised. The princes’ mothers were cousins of the Ashford family, so the children had known one another since they were small.

The two princes were exceptionally kind to Juliet. The First Prince in particular seemed to have the idea of making her his future princess.

Of course, they were all still too young, and matters of marriage and advantage had not yet been brought openly into discussion.

Even so, it meant I was seeing members of the royal line up close—something I would never have dared imagine before.

When Juliet saw them, she glanced at me instinctively.

Then she took my hand and led me forward with her to bow.

The First Prince frowned when he saw how much Juliet and I resembled each other.

“So you’re the one they picked up outside?”

I pressed my lips together and nodded.

The Second Prince stared at my face for a moment.

“So she really does look like Juliet. No wonder that filthy thing got it wrong that day…”

Juliet cut him off at once.

“Your Highness, why don’t we go on an outing today? I heard the maples outside Saint Aurek Abbey have started turning red.”

The Second Prince scratched his head, looking disgusted.
Chapter 12

“What’s so great about red leaves? There are cliffs all around there too. The chrysanthemum fair in the capital would be much prettier. We came to ask you to go see that with us.”

A glint flashed through the First Prince’s eyes. He looked at me, then patted Juliet on the head.

“If Juliet likes red maples, then we’ll go see the red maples.”

“Your Highness, I want to go too. May I?”

Beatrice Vale had appeared at the courtyard gate at some point. She looked up at the First Prince with pitiful eyes.

One brow lifted on his face, and a half-smile touched his mouth. To my surprise, he agreed.

…

The Maple Grove Beyond the City outside Saint Aurek Abbey looked, from a distance, as though the horizon itself were burning.

Whenever the wind rose, tiny red leaves came fluttering down and spread themselves across the blue-gray stone path, soft beneath our feet.

I carried the Little Rabbit my father had bought for me and walked slowly behind Juliet and the two princes with Beatrice beside me.

Both princes doted on Juliet and spent the entire way coaxing and indulging her.

They didn’t even notice that Beatrice and I had fallen behind.

I had assumed that since Beatrice had run over so eagerly, she would cling to the First Prince and Second Prince the whole time.

She had always liked taking whatever belonged to Juliet.

But she didn’t.

Instead, she stayed beside me and occasionally teased the rabbit in my arms.

The way she looked at me was even stranger than Juliet’s had been today.

“I’ve always wanted to keep a rabbit too,” she said. “But Father and Mother told me it wasn’t proper for a noble young lady. I didn’t want them to dislike me, so I kept trying to become the perfect lady instead.”

She lifted her eyes to the sea of red maples and gave a soft laugh.

“Sometimes, I really envy you.”

“Envy me for what?” I asked despite myself, lightly scratching the rabbit behind one ear.

The little thing rubbed against my palm in bliss, easing the tightness in my chest a little.

Beatrice’s steps slowed. She bent to pick up a maple leaf that had fallen near her feet, rubbing the veins of it with her fingertips.

“I envy you,” she said quietly, “for always being so steadfast. So strong.”

I was speechless.

“How am I strong?”

We were both eight years old. How much stronger could one child be than another?

Though I really was healthier than she was.

She looked at me for a long while, then shook her head.

“Not the you who is here now…”

After a low sigh, she suddenly gathered her skirts and hurried ahead to catch up with Juliet and the princes.

Juliet turned and laughed sweetly at me.
Chapter 14

“Your Highness, if you want the support of the marquess’s household, you must marry either me or her. But there’s a taboo against marrying twins into the royal line, and the palace would never accept a girl raised by filthy gutter trash. So what should be done... surely I needn’t spell it out.”

The First Prince’s mouth curved slightly. He turned to the guards, who had already wolfed down the bread rolls.

“Seize Clara Ashford,” he said. “Throw her off the cliff.”

Only then did I fully understand.

I looked at Juliet in disbelief.

“Juliet... you’re joking, aren’t you?”

She looked at me with pity.

“Blame that disgusting father of yours. Before you entered the manor, at the Jewel House, he mistook me for you and rushed at me and the First Prince with that pair of silver bangles in his hand. I hate people like that most of all. Dirty people.”

I set down the pastry and looked at her quietly.

“So you had the First Prince’s guards throw him into a pigsty and burn him alive?”

She froze for a moment, then laughed.

“That’s right. So you’ve dreamed quite a lot, haven’t you? We became enemies long ago. No one was supposed to know about that. I was willing to spare you—to draw you to my side—but there was no helping it. You’re too dangerous.”

I let out a bitter laugh.

“So everything I saw in my dreams was true after all.”

Juliet frowned when the guards still didn’t move. Then she noticed them swaying on their feet. One after another, they crashed to the ground and couldn’t get back up.

At last, she and the two princes realized something was wrong. They whipped around to glare at me—

just as I flung a handful of white powder into their faces.

A moment later, their legs gave out too, and they dropped to the floor.

Beatrice Vale went down with them, though she had only been standing aside to watch the show.

Juliet struggled on the ground, unable to rise. She glared at me viciously.

“You—where did you get a sleeping draught? Did you know all along I’d make a move against you? You came back too, didn’t you?”

I shook my head.

“The herbs came from the doses you sent me to fetch from the manor apothecary every day. I made this by studying the medical books you used as props and grinding the mixture myself.”

I crouched beside her, took the dagger from the First Prince’s belt, drew it, and held the blade against Juliet’s pale face.
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