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Chapter 9

For a moment, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. My chest ached with such bitterness I could hardly breathe.

What kind of life was this?

As if heaven thought I had not suffered enough, a sudden downpour broke over my head. But Adrian Ashford always seemed to appear when I needed help most. He came running through the rain with an umbrella, his lips curving faintly as he stopped before me.

“Clara,” he said softly, then, as if correcting himself for the world’s sake, “I came to bring you home.”

“Thank you.”

Warmth stirred in me despite everything, and I walked back with him.

All along the way, he tilted the umbrella as far toward me as he could, though it left most of his own body exposed to the rain. By the time we reached the house, his shoulder and half his back were soaked through.

Three days later, I was to lose even that small comfort.

“I leave for the Imperial Capital in three days to take up my post.”

The instant we stepped through the gate, Adrian’s words doused the warmth in my heart like cold water.

So soon.

I forced myself to nod as though it did not matter. “All right. I’ll sort through your things tomorrow so you can take them with you.”

“Clara.”

He stepped in front of me, blocking my path. His dark eyes shone with a quiet, earnest plea.

“Will you come with me?”

No one could have asked such a thing and left me unmoved.

But I was still, in name, his elder brother’s wife. Edmund had only just died. By the customs of the empire, unless a woman had formal separation papers, widowhood meant staying where she was and living out her days in enforced chastity.

Adrian looked at me with a steadiness that made my heart tremble.

“This town and these walls were never meant to imprison you,” he said. “There is a whole world waiting in the Imperial Capital. And besides… you have the child. You have me.”

I was selfish too.

Perhaps it was his words that swayed me. Or perhaps I understood too well how hard life was for a woman alone in this world—harder still for one carrying a child.

But more than anything, it was what happened that night while I was packing.

As I folded our things together, the tiger jade pendant slipped from among my clothes and rolled across the floor. It spun once, twice, three times, and came to a stop right against Adrian’s shoe.

He bent to pick it up, smiling in surprise. “Well now. How did something I lost years ago end up here?”

My heart clenched.

“Yours?” I asked at once. “Your brother told me it had belonged to your late mother—that he had lost it by accident.”

Adrian gave a small nod. “That much is true. But he gave it to me afterward. I lost it years ago, on New Year’s Eve, after I pulled a little girl out of the river. I never found it again. I never thought I’d see it returned…”

Whatever else he said after that, I did not hear.

A loud buzzing filled my ears. My thoughts went white with shock.
Chapter 11

By the middle of my pregnancy I had begun craving cold things. Adrian refused to allow it, and even caught me sneaking out to buy ice.

“Clara,” he said, frowning as he hauled me into the carriage, “you never listen.”

I puffed out my cheeks and shrank into the corner. Seeing how dark his expression was, I could only soften and tug lightly at his sleeve.

“Just this once,” I pleaded.

“What did I tell you?”

He sighed, helpless, then lowered his eyes and noticed the damp tips of my shoes. At once he caught hold of my foot. “You go out underdressed, and now your shoes and stockings are soaked through with snowmelt, and you didn’t even notice.”

“I’m not cold,” I mumbled around the bit of ice in my mouth.

He ignored me completely.

Without the least hesitation, Adrian took off my shoes and stockings. Before I could react, he tucked both my feet against the warmth beneath his coat.

Even through the thin layer of cloth, the heat from his chest spread over my icy toes. It felt as if that warmth shot straight to the top of my head.

My face burned. I struggled on instinct. “Adrian—this isn’t proper.”

His hand tightened around my ankle, not letting me pull away.

He narrowed his eyes. “Here and now, I decide what’s proper.”

My heart jolted so hard it hurt.

The truth was, I liked him. I had liked him for a long time. But because of who I was to him—because of the taboo between us—I had never dared admit it, not even to myself. I kept lying to my own heart, insisting I felt nothing.

That lie lasted until the Lantern Festival.

That night we had gone out together to admire the lanterns. He had left to buy me a pulled-sugar figurine because I had been craving sweets, but he did not return for a very long time.

I grew worried and went to look for him.

At the willow-lined lake, I found him with a young lady in his arms.

They were staring at each other.

They looked perfectly matched.

The girl’s round eyes were wide, her cheeks flushed pink as she said, “Thank you for saving me, sir.”

“Oh.” Adrian answered coolly and released her, then bent to pick up the shattered sugar figurine from the ground.

He seemed ready to turn back and buy another, but when he lifted his head and saw me across the crowd, I unconsciously stepped back.

Just that half-step was enough to throw him into panic.

Adrian came quickly toward me and caught my hand. “Don’t misunderstand,” he said at once, tripping over his own words in his haste. “She nearly fell into the water. I was just passing by and pulled her back.”

Only then did I realize how sour and bitter my heart had already become.

“Oh?”

I smiled as if I didn’t mind at all. “You are at an age to marry, after all. I wonder which noble family that young lady belongs to.”
Chapter 12

“Don’t say that.” Adrian gripped my hand more tightly. “I don’t want to marry anyone. I only want you.”

“Sir!”

The girl he had saved came skipping over. Startled, I snatched my hand out of his.

No matter what he said, she insisted on inviting Adrian to dine at an inn as thanks. He refused, so she changed tactics and turned to me with a bright smile.

“And who are you to my rescuer?”

“I’m his sister-in-law,” I said awkwardly.

“They say an elder brother’s wife is like a mother,” she said, blinking up at me with practiced innocence. “You wouldn’t mind if Brother Adrian spent some time with me, would you?”

I ignored the way Adrian’s face had gone thunderously dark and forced myself to nod.

“Of course not.”

What right did I have to mind?

Adrian was furious.

Without the slightest concern for her feelings, he pulled his arm out of her grasp and said flatly, “No. I’m going home.”

“Oh, don’t be like that.”

Seeing she couldn’t change his mind, the girl turned and clung to me instead. “Then Sister, come with us too.”

She was very good at reading people.

Dragged along by sheer insistence, I ended up going to the inn with her, and Adrian had no choice but to follow.

The whole meal, she sat pressed close beside him, smiling so hard her face nearly glowed. She poured his wine, picked food onto his plate, and showered him with attention. When she learned he was the famed General Adrian Ashford, her eyes practically lit with stars.

“At Stoneford Pass,” she said eagerly, “you were magnificent. I heard that place was easy to defend and nearly impossible to take. How did you do it?”

She had finally landed on a subject that interested him. Adrian, who had been cold and dismissive at first, gradually began to answer at length. Before long they were speaking easily, back and forth, full of shared topics.

I felt jealous.

And ashamed.

Suddenly I felt so small and out of place that I set down my chopsticks, thinking I might slip away without anyone noticing. But the moment I stood, I collided with a burly man coming the other way.

“I’m sorry,” I said at once.

The man leered. “First time I’ve ever seen such a pretty little married woman.”

His br

Not long after that, word came down from the palace that Adrian had been ordered to teach Princess Lilianne to ride. Before long, whispers were all over the Imperial Capital: General Ashford was going to become the princess’s husband.

At first, I told myself it had nothing to do with me.
Chapter 14

At last the pain overwhelmed him, and he fainted. I kept watch through the entire night, and the next morning, following the physician’s instructions, I changed his dressing.

The medicinal powder stung badly enough to wake him.

“Did I hurt you?” I asked.

My heart felt as though it were being cut apart. Before I knew it, tears were already running down my face.

He hurried to soothe me instead. “It doesn’t hurt. Truly, it doesn’t. Don’t cry.”

That only made it worse.

I broke down completely.

Adrian looked stunned.

Clumsy and flustered, he reached up to wipe my tears, a half-grin tugging at his lips in that infuriating way of his. “Sister-in-law... you do have feelings for me, don’t you?”

I sobbed and admitted it at last. “That day, when I said you and the princess were well matched... I was only speaking out of jealousy. I didn’t mean it. Adrian, I... I only thought I wasn’t worthy.”

“I’m not like my brother.”

He cupped my face in both hands, his expression steady and earnest.

“It doesn’t matter whether a woman is a highborn lady or a farmer’s daughter. The only thing that matters is whether she is you.”

“Clara,” he said, “I want to marry you.”

This time, I did not refuse him.

I opened my heart at last and let myself hope.

What came instead was a bolt from a clear sky.

Half a month later, someone from the palace came to deliver the news.

“General Ashford has defied the crown’s command. He is being held in the dungeon pending judgment.”

I caught the messenger at once. “What happened?”

The man gave a scornful laugh. “He actually dared refuse the marriage. The Third Princess taking a liking to him was a blessing beyond measure.”

I couldn’t get into the dungeon cell. No one would hear my grievance no matter how I begged. In the end, I went to Princess Lilianne.

She had been expecting me.

With a bright smile, she said, “Adrian refuses a toast only to drink a forfeit. I even sent him an embroidered handkerchief, and he still wouldn’t take it.”

Then she tilted her head and looked me up and down. “What is so special about you that he would refuse me and choose to care for you instead?”

I dropped to my knees and pressed my forehead to the floor. “Your Highness is radiant as a jewel. Only a hero without equal is worthy of you. Please—have mercy on us.”

She flung her bowl aside and rose in a fury. “If I cannot have him, I would sooner destroy him than let someone else keep him.”

A chill raced through me. I asked softly, “What is it you want me to do, Your Highness?”
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