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Chapter 9

Bringing up the general was meant to cow me. Bringing up Celeste Ashford was meant to needle me. They were always like this, every word hiding another barb.

“One month's wages docked. Twenty strokes. Starting tomorrow, you're no longer handling the kitchen supplies. You'll be in charge of the privies.”

“On what grounds?”

“On the grounds that I am the general's lady.”

She shrieked and struggled like a madwoman, but I had her dragged away at once.

“Willow.”

I called the next name. She had come in rolling her eyes too, but after seeing what happened to Ivy, she had the good sense to behave.

“My lady.”

“Kneel outside my door for ten hours. Slap yourself a hundred times. Any slap that doesn't make a sound doesn't count.”

She was the one who had used errands to spread rumors about me beyond the manor. She was also the one who had tampered with my meals, leaving me so ruined that even my monthly bleeding had stopped.

Celeste Ashford's most loyal hound.

She glared at me, but said nothing. In the end, she obediently went to kneel.

It was as if she were holding back one great breath, waiting only for her mistress to return and hear her complaint.

By the time I was done, everyone below had gone pale and shaky with fear.

“Clara.”

The girl hurried over to me without daring to lift her head.

Around us, the others had already started whispering among themselves, no doubt wondering what fresh cruelty I meant to use next.

Instead, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a few folded papers.

“Here,” I said. “Your bondservant contract. Leave the manor. Find honest work, and see that your mother gets the treatment she needs.”

As I spoke, I had Susie bring over a small box for her.

Inside were a few pieces of jewelry.

Clara dropped to her knees at once, knocking her forehead against the floor so hard I could barely stop her.

“There’s no need for that,” I said. “You were good to me. You’ve earned this.”

After that, I read through every last name.

Some received their bondservant contracts and silver.

Some received slaps and the cane.

By the end of it, every decent soul had been sent out of General Vale’s Manor, while the vile, scheming ones were the ones left behind.

There was an old saying, wasn’t there? Birds of a feather flock together.

I had done General Vale’s household the favor of putting it in order.

On the fifth day of Lucian Vale and Celeste Ashford roaming the countryside at their leisure, I finally found Susie a good match.

I gave her every coin I had left.

“I chose this young physician myself,” I told her, “but I’ve never been a good judge of character. I’m afraid I might be wrong about him. So whatever happens, keep this money for yourself. Do not hand it over.”
Chapter 11

He stood with his back to me, just like the first time I had seen him in my last life.

So this was the man I was meant to save?

He was handsome.

They said he was brave in battle too, and upright by nature.

What a pity he was doomed to die young.

But that was all right. With me here, I would get him through his death cycle.

The memories rose up all at once, but in the blink of an eye, two lifetimes had already passed.

Then he turned around.

His clothes were rumpled. The stubble on his face had grown in wild and uneven. He looked filthy.

“Lydia Hartwell!”

The moment he saw me, his brows drew together. He looked even uglier that way.

And he was still calling my name.

Disgusting.

Still, it didn’t matter. I only had to look at him for one more day, and then I’d be free.

“You went to the palace?” he snapped. “Have you lost your mind? Did I show you a little kindness and make you forget your place?”

As he spoke, he strode over and seized my wrist.

“What did you go to the palace for? To beg the Queen to punish Celeste Ashford again? Why can’t you leave her alone? I told you this would be the last time. After this, I’d give you whatever you wanted. Why still won’t you let her go?”

I said nothing.

I let him drag me as he pleased. The past rushed through my mind, but now it all seemed unable to stir even the slightest ripple.

“Look at what you’ve done to this household,” he went on. “Which servant under this roof hasn’t been left bruised and battered? You vicious witch. And after all that, I still thought I could start over with you.”

In his agitation, he flung me hard to the floor.

“Lydia Hartwell, I’ll give you one last chance. If you plead for Celeste, we can still begin again. But if the Queen punishes her—”

He broke off and turned to look at me, his eyes bloodshot.

And I, staring up at the man I had protected for two lifetimes, the man I had loved for two lifetimes, smiled instead.

“And what then?”

“Then I’ll cast you out of General Vale’s Manor. I’ll send you away with a letter of repudiation, and that will be the end between us.”

Then he barked, “Guards! Take my lady back to her chamber. From this moment on, she is not to step outside it.”

On my last night in this world, I was confined to my own chamber.

The food they sent in had gone sour. For all I knew, one of the maids had spat in it before it reached me.

The older servant women passing through took one look at my sorry state and could barely hide their smirks. The doorway was packed with guards, dark and silent as a wall. No matter what I said, none of them answered.

Good.
Chapter 12

It meant there was nothing left here for me to miss.

I lay sprawled across the bed with one ankle hooked over the other, humming an old song from the apocalyptic real world under my breath. Somewhere in the middle of it, I drifted off.

When I opened my eyes again, still fogged with sleep, Lucian Vale was standing beside my bed with a dagger in his hand.

Blood was dripping from my wrist.

“Celeste had a hard journey back,” he said. “She vomited a great deal of blood. She’s in critical condition. She needs your springblood.”

I stretched lazily, then looked at him with a small smile.

“Take more this time. I’m afraid she won’t get the chance to drink it again after this.”

His expression sharpened. “What do you mean by that?”

“Aren’t you casting me aside?”

He let out a breath and looked away.

“I’m searching for other remedies. I won’t keep taking your blood forever. Your constitution is unusual—by tomorrow there won’t even be a mark left. Just help her for now.”

Then his gaze shifted back to me. “What exactly did you ask for when you went to the palace? Why did His Majesty say nothing and only tell me to wait for the decree tomorrow?”

I smiled.

“A birthday surprise for you. For your twenty-seventh year.”

He stared at me without blinking, like there was something he wanted to say but couldn’t quite force out.

“Anything else, General Vale?”

After a long pause, he said, “It seems... you haven’t used that wicked sorcery of yours in a very long time.”

That was true. I no longer had the binding heart curse.

Otherwise, I would have ordered you to walk straight into the fire and burn with it.

“Lydia,” he said quietly, “this is enough. As long as you don’t harm Celeste, and we live peacefully... perhaps we can try again.”

I smiled and nodded.

There was less than a day left before I would leave this world.

The guards outside my door were gone. In their place, a maid brought in a full table of dishes and announced that Lucian Vale would be joining me for supper.

At last, after so long, the system's voice sounded in my head again.

[Host, all material rewards assigned to this world have been distributed. You are about to depart.]

It had been a long time since I'd heard it.

[Do you still insist on leaving?]

“If I don't leave, what? Stay here and keep serving as someone's blood bag?”

[Request confirmed. Official countdown beginning.]

Lucian walked in just as the countdown started.

[100.]

Damn system. What kind of countdown needed to count this long?
Chapter 14

“No wonder you were trapped in so many death cycles.” I looked at him coldly. “You really do deserve to die.”

He was a celebrated general, famous since his youth. No one had ever humiliated him like this. Part of me almost wished he'd lunged at me and dragged me into a full brawl.

But before he could explode, a voice came from outside.

Of course. There was no way Celeste Ashford would let him finish a peaceful meal with me.

[20.]

“General, Miss Ashford is vomiting blood without end.”

Lucian shot me a vicious look and turned for the door.

But at that same moment, I coughed up a mouthful of black blood. Even the wounds that had already vanished from my body began to throb again beneath my skin.

So this was it.

I was really leaving this time.

He spun back at once. “What's wrong with you?”

He hurried to catch me as I swayed, helping me upright. I wiped the blood from the corner of my mouth.

Outside, the steward called again.

“General, I'm afraid Miss Ashford doesn't have much time. Her ladyship was fine just a moment ago—perhaps we should call for a physician to see to her.”

[10.]

“I'll have someone fetch a physician. I'll be right back.”

I grabbed his wrist.

[9.]

“If you come back, I won't be here anymore. I haven't finished cursing you out.”

He frowned and shook off my hand.

“When I return, you can curse me all you like. Take care of my lady.”

As I watched his back disappear, I gathered every scrap of strength I had left and shouted after him,

“Lucian Vale—if you ever grow a conscience, then die at my graveside. Only then will I rest easy.”

[5, 4, 3, 2, 1!]

Okay.

Perfect.

When Lucian Vale rushed to Celeste Ashford's rooms, the sight of the blood pooled beneath the bed stopped him cold.

“General, you’ve finally come.” The physician's voice was tight with urgency. “Miss Ashford’s condition is critical. I’m afraid only Lady Hartwell’s springblood can save her now.”

But the image of Lydia from moments earlier flashed through his mind, and for the first time, Lucian hesitated.

He had just promised her that things would be different. That he would treat her well from now on.

“Is there no other way?” he asked, his voice low. “We can’t take any more of her blood.”

He had barely finished speaking when Celeste suddenly coughed up another mouthful.

Lucian hurried forward and caught her in his arms. Against his chest, she spoke in a faint, fragile whisper.

“Lady Hartwell is so precious. I’m the one who doesn’t deserve this.”

Lucian clenched his jaw.

“I’ll go myself.”

He told himself this would be the last time. He would send Celeste away today—immediately.

His blade was steadier than anyone else’s. If he did it himself, Lydia would suffer less. In the end, it would only hurt for a moment, and her wound would heal quickly enough.

He had seen it before. Every cut, every injury on Lydia’s body had faded within two days, leaving almost no trace behind.
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