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Chapter 9

Julian, however, was furious. He dragged me a long way off before speaking.

“Who told you to go handing your things to strangers?”

I truly did not understand him.

If I offered something to him, he did not care for it. If I gave it to someone else, he took offense.

“It wasn’t random,” I said. “You seemed on good terms with him, so I thought he must be decent.”

“Then why did you deny it when I said you were a maid?”

“Because I’m not one. And your mother told me that when we’re out, I’m to call myself your sister.”

To my astonishment, Julian fell silent and thoughtful, and his expression turned darker and darker.

“So that’s it,” he said at last. “So that’s it... All this time, the way you’ve been currying favor with me—both you and Mother had that intention?”

He left me there, mounted his horse, and rode off.

When we returned home, he went to see Lady Ashford in a fury. I do not know what he said to her.

But after that, Julian never allowed me to go to the Royal Academy again, and Lady Ashford no longer seemed eager to arrange any courtship prospects for me either.

As for the cloak and hat I had given away, I never hoped for any good news from it.

Then spring came.

Instead, an invitation arrived from Fairfax House for an Ashford young lady to attend a spring visit, along with two pots of orchids.

At the time Clara was still very young, so Lady Ashford declined.

That was when I gave up completely.

Even Clara, still little more than a child, had noble families making inquiries about her.

As for me, no one came.

...

Now that I knew that boy had been Adrian, everything finally made sense.

Those two pots of orchids had been meant for me.

“What are you thinking about?”

Julian climbed into the carriage and sat down beside me.

“Nothing.”

I turned my face away and did not look at him.

That night, Julian behaved like a different man. Instead of returning straight home, he took Clara and me through the evening market.

The streets were loud with voices, bright with lantern light, and for the first time since my rebirth, the world felt vividly, undeniably real.

In my previous life, Julian had never accompanied me out. If there was anything I needed to buy, he would simply have the shopkeeper summoned to the estate.

But now, after returning with all his memories, he truly had changed. Rouge, perfume, silk, ribbons—he asked me about every little thing, whether I liked it or not.

He even chose flowered hairpins and set one in my hair himself.

If this had been the old me, I would have been overwhelmed with gratitude.

But a whole lifetime stood between us now.

It was like biting into a peach you had long imagined would be sweet
Chapter 11

“Of course she can,” Clara said. “Cousin Lydia likes you so much. When you were studying at the Royal Academy, she went to fetch you in the middle of a snowstorm. I still don’t know why the two of you argued, but you rode home on horseback, and she walked back alone through the snow. She was ill for more than half a month after that.”

I stopped where I was, silent.

I wanted to hear how Julian would answer.

“Heh. You don’t understand,” he said, his voice still carrying that familiar chill. “She wasn’t doing it for me. She was doing it for herself.”

His tone was as cold as ever.

Just like the man himself.

I was disappointed, but at the same time, oddly relieved.

For one brief moment, after hearing Adrian’s words, after learning that in my previous life Julian had died because of me, I had thought perhaps there had been something of me in his heart after all.

It seemed I had been wrong.

He simply could not bear the disgrace of the words I spoke before my death, words that had stripped him of every shred of pride.

So even his death had been for himself.

Inside, Clara paused, then said seriously, “Brother, you can’t say that about Lydia. You promised Mother you would take good care of her. Otherwise why would Mother ever have agreed to let her marry you? And the reckless way you acted back then was already beyond—”

I pushed the door open and cut her off.

“A card has arrived.”

Every spring, the Queen withdrew to the abbey to pray for blessings. For three days, the gates were closed to the public, and no common visitor was allowed inside.

The abbey grounds happened to be thick with peach blossoms, too beautiful to waste, so over time a spring garden gathering had begun to be held there. Year after year, it gradually became a place where great families brought their daughters for supervised courtship meetings.

And the invitations to that gathering came directly from the Queen’s household.

They were worth more than gold.

This was Clara’s first time ever receiving one.

“Sister-in-law, come with me,” she said at once.

I hesitated. “...Am I allowed to?”

Julian took the invitation from her and read it twice before saying, “Not this time. Every invitation is issued to a specific name.”

Clara refused to give up.

“There’s only one? Brother, can’t you find a way to get another?”

Julian gave a cool, faint smile. “Do I look that capable?”

I lowered my eyes, my fingers curling around the card hidden in my sleeve. Even my fingertips felt hot.

The truth was, I had one too.

I simply did not know how to say it.

Julian noticed my unease at once.

“What is it?”

He stepped closer and reached for my hand, but the moment his fingers touched mine, he stopped. Then he pulled the invitation from my grasp.

“Sister-in-law received one as well? Why didn’t you say so?”
Chapter 12

After reading it, his face turned dark at once. Clara leaned over to look too, then made a small awkward sound.

There really were two invitations.

One was addressed to the eldest young lady of the Ashford family.

The other was addressed to Miss Lydia of the Yu family.

I was Lydia.

“Perhaps the palace made a mistake,” Clara said, glancing between our faces and choosing her words carefully. “Maybe they didn’t know Sister-in-law is already married. Should we send it back and have the name corrected?”

Then, after a pause, she added more cautiously, “Or... perhaps it doesn’t need to be corrected?”

Julian’s grip tightened so hard on the card that his knuckles turned white.

“If they know enough to know there is such a person as her, do you think they would not know that much?”

I snatched the invitation back from him.

“Why think so much into it?” I said. “Perhaps they were simply being precise. Back then, there were no full formal marriage rites, and even the household records were never changed. Strictly speaking, it does not count as a proper marriage.”

Julian let out a sharp laugh of anger.

“It’s been more than three years. You still refuse to acknowledge this marriage?”

I met his eyes and answered, one word at a time, “I acknowledge it. The law does not.”

Back then, Lady Ashford had been gravely ill. Julian had married me under the excuse of warding off misfortune.

It had made sense.

But it had never been proper.

Everything had been done too hastily. There had not even been time to send someone back to my hometown to complete the legal marriage papers and household records.

Perhaps the Queen’s household had intended to invite Julian Ashford’s wife, only to discover no such person officially existed. In the end, they could only address the card this way.

Julian frowned.

“When I married you, yes, it was rushed. But don’t you understand? If Mother had passed away then, there would have been a formal mourning period of three years. I was afraid there might be...”

He broke off abruptly and did not finish.

Nor did he continue arguing.

“Forget it,” he said at last. “If it matters to you, I can make it right now.”

Three years.

In all that time, he had never once thought of making it right.

Now that he had returned with memories of our past life, he remembered?

Was that truly for my sake?

Or because of Adrian?

“It does not matter to me,” I said. “And there is no need to make it right.”

I looked at Julian calmly and lifted the invitation in my hand.

“But since I’ve been invited, may I go?”

He was plainly unwilling, yet in the end he still said, “If you want to go, then go.”

Then he turned to Clara and added, “Keep an eye on her.”

Clara nodded at once, solemn in her promise.

The hilltop abbey was old and weathered, its stone walls softened by spring flowers spilling over the slopes.
Chapter 14

He was slowly packing the dishes away. At my words, he lifted his eyes to me.

“You’re right. It does sound improper. I simply hadn’t decided how I ought to address you instead. Miss Ashford? Or perhaps Lydia?”

“Mrs. Ashford,” I corrected. “You may call me Mrs. Ashford.”

His fingers stilled.

“No.”

He looked at me steadily.

“Do others call you that as well, or am I the only one expected to keep such rules?”

My gaze dropped by chance to his hands. There were several small burns along his fingers.

My heart gave a little jolt.

Surely he had not made it himself?

Then again... perhaps he had.

I looked away at once.

Well. One ought not to be too hard on a man after eating what he brought.

“Call me what you please, then.”

Adrian nodded, as calm as if we were settling some matter of household accounts. “Then I shall compromise and call you my lady. Leave out Ashford. It sounds better that way.”

“How is that a compromise? That is plainly going further.”

“Why?” he asked. “When I meet married women, I call them ‘my lady’ all the time.”

Utter nonsense.

“If you call me that,” I said, “then what will you call your own wife in future?”

He answered with careless ease. “Lydia.”

I blinked. “What?”

Adrian looked at me directly, his expression so open it was almost disarming.

“My future wife is called Lydia.”

I drove the shameless man out.

From the other side of the door, I heard him ask softly, “Shall I come again tomorrow?”

“No,” I said, annoyed. “I do not wish to see you.”

The next day, someone knocked on my door again.

I went to open it, only to find an unfamiliar maid standing there.

Clara, beside me, looked surprised. “There’s a private kitchen at the abbey?”

The maid gave a neat curtsy and explained that the Marchioness Fairfax had sent food for all the younger people she was close to. A cook had been brought in from a restaurant below the mountain.

Clara had already been complaining that the abbey meals were impossible to endure. At that, she immediately went back to fetch her own share.

Only then did the maid smile and hand the hamper to me.

“But yours, miss, was prepared by our young master himself.”

My thoughts fell into confusion at once. I hurriedly took it from her and thanked her.

Days on the mountain were short, and the nights came early.

Though we were staying on the same hill, if Adrian did not deliberately come looking for me, we would not meet.

Then I received a letter from Julian.

In it, he wrote that after long consideration, he had decided to give me a proper wedding, one conducted with full honor and ceremony. He hoped I would no longer be angry with him.
OEBPS/OEBPS/cover.jpeg





