Chapter 11

Faster than a rabbit.

Edmund Ashbourne wasn’t a fool. Until he had fully secured Lucian to his side, he would never dare reveal the truth about twins as an ill omen.

So when he heard I had returned with Lucian, he didn’t dare let Vivienne show her face at all.

“Commander Lucian…”

Edmund and Lady Ashbourne came hurrying out to greet us, instantly putting on a performance. They grabbed my hands and started weeping as though they were loving parents reunited with a lost daughter.

“Vivienne, this child…” Edmund said, voice thick with false emotion. “When she heard the Commander had left the capital, she thought he had abandoned her, and in a moment of foolishness she ran away. Her mother and I have worried ourselves sick. Thank heaven she was fortunate enough to cross paths with the Commander…”

It had all happened too suddenly. His lie was so clumsy it was almost laughable.

Lady Ashbourne clutched my arm and, when Lucian wasn’t looking, viciously pinched me. Her eyes flashed a warning, ordering me to play along.

I deliberately cried out, covered my arm, and leaned straight into Lucian’s chest. Hiding half my face, I said in a wounded voice, “Mother, why did you pinch me? Wasn’t it Father who sent me off to that godforsaken wasteland to ‘temper my character’? Why is this suddenly my fault?”

I could almost hear Edmund and his wife grinding their teeth to powder, but with Lucian standing there, they had no choice except to keep acting.

“You child, what nonsense are you—”

“Lord Ashbourne.”

Lucian was young, but the weight he carried was nothing a civil official could match.

He clasped his hands behind his back and stepped in front of me, shielding me with his body as naturally as if it were instinct.

“She may be a little willful,” he said evenly, “but she is still my betrothed.”

His voice was calm, but every word landed hard.

“My temper is not a good one, and I am fiercely protective of what is mine. I hope the two of you will treat her with more kindness in the future.”

He paused, then added, “If you find her too unruly, I am willing to move up the wedding. Once she enters my household, I can discipline her myself.”

The color drained from both their faces.

In their minds, Lucian had never cared much for me. That was why they had felt no burden at all when they sent me away.

To them, Vivienne was better than me in every possible way. Trading her for me should have left Lucian nothing but grateful.

But now he had crossed mountains and wilderness to bring me back to the capital with his own hands. At last, they were beginning to feel afraid.
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“Yes, yes, of course,” Edmund said stiffly. “You are right to correct us, Commander. I was merely too anxious for my daughter. In the future, we will be more careful in how we instruct her.”

Lucian gave a brief hum of acknowledgment, then turned to me.

“Once the Oracle Chamber selects an auspicious date, we’ll marry as soon as possible.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of Vivienne in the distance, bracing herself against a tree as she secretly watched us.

I stepped forward at once, wrapped myself around Lucian’s arm, and smiled up at him as sweetly as I could.

“I’ll be waiting.”

His body went faintly rigid.

His expression, however, did not change in the slightest.

He only gave a small nod, then turned and headed for the Royal Palace to report back.

The mood in the main hall of Ashbourne House was foul enough to curdle milk.

The three of them looked ugly in three different ways.

Lady Ashbourne glared at me first, her eyes sharp as carving knives. “You really are something, aren’t you? Even from that far away, you still managed to snare Commander Vale.”

She had always despised me. If she could have had me butchered on the spot, she would have.

I planted one foot on a stool, folded my arms, and answered in a deliberately sweet, breathy voice, “What can I do? Lucian Vale is hopelessly in love with me. He caught my scent and came chasing after it. Who was supposed to stop him?”

Lady Ashbourne was just about to explode when Vivienne caught her by the arm.

“Mother, don’t be angry. I have a solution.”

I looked Vivienne over carefully.

She had been under treatment for nearly two years, but she still didn’t seem fully recovered. When she spoke, the corners of her lips tilted ever so slightly, giving her that soft, gentle look people always mistook for a good temper.

“Vivienne,” Lady Ashbourne said at once. “Speak.”

Vivienne glanced at me, then turned back to her mother. “If Commander Vale likes this temperament of mine, then let her learn to act like me and keep approaching him that way. As long as he doesn’t notice the difference, once the marriage is completed, it’ll be settled beyond dispute. By then, no one will be able to do a thing about it.”

I clapped at once. “Brilliant. Truly brilliant.”

Vivienne smiled at me. “Little sister, if you help me this once, I certainly won’t mistreat you.”

She paused, then added softly, “Even if you can’t stay at Ashbourne House, I’ll still find you a good place to go.”

By the end of it, the hatred in her eyes was impossible to miss.

Three days later, Vivienne did exactly as she’d been told and climbed over Lucian Vale’s garden wall.

She landed squarely on his favorite holly shrub.

Then she kicked the door open so hard the hinges gave a long, miserable creak.

Lucian didn’t even look up. He kept writing as if nothing had happened.

Vivienne strode over and slapped a hand onto his shoulder, trying to sound fierce.

“What is this? Chicken scratch? I could do better with my toes.”
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“How could I not know your heart? But with that ill-starred thing still in the capital, I can never rest easy.” Her voice lowered. “The Master of the Oracle Chamber said it himself all those years ago—if she remains in the same place as you, she’ll bring you harm.”

A chill slid down my spine.

“We should have killed her outright from the start,” Lady Ashbourne went on. “But the oracle said you were fated for disaster, and only if she suffered in your place—only if she bore your pain and blocked your misfortune—would you live a peaceful life.”

I crouched beneath the window, a blade of foxtail grass between my teeth.

I’d always thought Edmund Ashbourne wasn’t ruthless enough. I’d often wondered who I had inherited my own temper from.

Now I knew.

Lady Ashbourne was the one with a butcher’s heart.

“It isn’t a problem at all, Mother,” Vivienne said lightly. “I’m still counting on my sister to keep suffering for me and ward off my bad luck. Let her enjoy a few good days first.”

She was still smiling.

Smiling so gently, so sweetly, that anyone who saw her would think her incapable of cruelty.

Lady Ashbourne glanced around, then leaned in and lowered her voice.

“Everything at Skylark House has already been arranged. Once you and Lucian are settled, we’ll send her there.”

My jaw tightened.

“Once she enters Skylark House, it won’t matter how capable she is. She’ll never escape.” Lady Ashbourne’s lips curled coldly. “And the oracle said the gravest sins of the flesh draw off calamity best. There’s no better way for her to take your misfortune on herself.”

Vivienne’s smile turned softer still. She threw herself into Lady Ashbourne’s arms.

“Thank you for loving me so much, Mother.”

“You are my heart,” Lady Ashbourne said, stroking her hair. “If I don’t dote on you, who should I dote on?”

...

I spat out the chewed-up grass root.

Then I dusted off my skirts and slipped away in silence.

After Lucian had lashed Vivienne with that cold, cutting rebuke last time, she decided I must have tricked her.

If she wanted me to impersonate her and go to him again, then she had to see with her own eyes how we behaved together.

So I dropped onto the cushioned daybed like I owned the place, lazy as a cat, legs spread without a shred of decorum.

“What day are we choosing?”

Lucian didn’t even look up.

“The one in the middle.”

“Fine.”

His pen moved across the page in quick, clean strokes. I leaned over, curiosity getting the better of me.

“What are you drawing that for?”

It was a bridal gown.

“For you,” he said.

For me?

I gave a mocking little laugh, then bent close to his ear on purpose, pure malice in the gesture.

“Lucian Vale, you don’t even like me. So why put on this act of devotion?”

He didn’t answer. He kept sketching the pattern along the sleeves, calm and intent, serious enough to make a saint weep.

I was close enough to him that Vivienne, hiding up on the roof, craned her neck in rage.
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“He’s paid an enormous sum in gold and silver,” Madam Rook said. “And I’ve even prepared a little gift packet for you, to bring you luck.”

I took the packet and smiled.

Luck? What nonsense. If you wanted something done, you relied on yourself. Waiting for fortune to hand it to you was just a waste of time.

That night, the patron arrived under cover of darkness, hidden beneath a cloak.

Through the gauze window, I studied his silhouette with care.

Mm. He looked awfully familiar.

On the Crown Prince's day of rest, he did exactly as I'd expected and came to see me.

The moment he sat down, he started cursing—first at this, then at that, and before long he was cursing his father too.

After he'd exhausted himself, he shoved a handful of gold nuggets into my palm and covered half his face as he asked, almost warily, "You won't repeat any of that, will you?"

I blinked at him with wide, wounded innocence. "How could I? This place is locked tighter than a vault. It's not as though I can go anywhere."

That seemed to comfort him. He patted my cheek approvingly. "True enough. Once a bird gets shut inside Skylark House, it doesn't fly back out."

Then his tone softened into lazy assurance. "Still, don't worry. As long as you're content to be my confidante, no one here will dare lay a hand on you."

He lifted his hand and stroked my face again. "And really, for some country girl, you do look remarkably like Vivienne Ashbourne."

He narrowed his eyes, studying me with drunken interest. "The only thing that doesn't match is your temperament. She's gentle and proper. You..." He smiled. "You've got something sly in you. Something a little wicked. If I'm honest, you're more interesting."

I stared at him, listening.

"So don't envy her," he went on. "At best, she'll marry Commander Vale. And that man of hers? I'll deal with him sooner or later. But you—you're mine." He grinned, pleased with himself. "That puts you a step above her."

My eyes immediately filled with grateful tears. I pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at my dry, very untearful eyes.

"Your Highness is so good to me, I hardly know how to repay you." I lowered my lashes, then looked up shyly. "I've recently learned a new dance—one performed atop the hand. If it pleases Your Highness, let me offer it to you as a blessing. May everything you desire come to pass."

"Good, good! Dance, then! Dance!"

He clapped like an excited child, delighted at once.

I smiled and flashed him a look from beneath my lashes, then curled my fingers around his sleeve and drew him toward the gilded cage.

I'd been learning this dance from the Girl in Red over the past few days. I hadn't mastered its true essence, but I had enough of it to mimic the shape.

The Crown Prince urged
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