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Chapter 9

Or worse—was this some elaborate form of revenge? Was he planning to marry me, keep me close, and torment me at his leisure?

Wait.

Did this have something to do with his secret?

Had I learned too much, and now he wanted to silence me—but thought killing me outright would be too easy, so he'd rather keep me by his side and make me suffer slowly?

His fingers suddenly tightened around my wrist hard enough to hurt.

Then he bent close to my ear and said through clenched teeth, "Clara Ashford, is there any chance at all of putting something normal inside that head of yours?"

I went silent.

I was forced to move into Ravenscroft Manor.

Officially, it was so I could prepare for marriage.

In reality, Adrian had me under house arrest.

He installed me in the courtyard next to his own and assigned an entire flock of maids and older attendants to keep watch over me, all under the elegant label of “protection.”

To be fair, my life there was much more comfortable than it had ever been at the Ashford estate. Every day, I ate, slept, and did absolutely nothing useful.

The only problem was Adrian himself.

Every day after court, he would come to my courtyard and sit there for a while.

He never said much. He just watched me.

He watched while I ate. He watched while I drank tea. He watched while I stared blankly into space.

After a few days of it, my skin started to crawl.

Is this man a pervert?

Does he have some bizarre hobby?

Or is he waiting for me to slip up and expose myself?

Seriously, if you're going to kill me, then do it quickly. This kind of psychological torture is destroying my mental health.

Across from me, Adrian sipped his tea while listening to my inner rant, his expression shifting in ways I couldn't quite read.

At last, one day, he snapped.

“Clara Ashford.”

“What is it?” I asked.

Inside, I was deeply annoyed. On the outside, I put on my gentlest smile. “Did Your Highness require something of me?”

Adrian set down his teacup. “Your sister. What has she been doing lately?”

I froze for a second.

Lydia?

Ever since Adrian humiliated her at the Spring Garden Reception, she'd shut herself up at home, supposedly preparing some grand comeback.

I thought back through the plot.

In the original story, this was exactly when the Southern Flood District ran into disaster. The Emperor was plagued by the crisis, and Lydia used the chance to restore her reputation. She presented a plan at court, proposing work relief and the use of cement to build the levees.

That move let her completely turn things around. The Emperor rewarded her with the title Lady of the County.

But I knew her cement formula was wrong.
Chapter 11

At the end, he looked at the page full of notes, then lifted his eyes to me. His expression was complicated.

“Clara Ashford,” he said quietly, “what exactly are you?”

I'm your father.

The answer flashed through my mind on pure instinct.

Adrian's face turned black as thunder.

“Clara Ashford.”

I coughed lightly. “What I mean is... I'm a fairy sent by heaven to save you.”

With my little bit of “off-the-record guidance,” Adrian quickly put together a complete flood control plan.

He didn’t challenge Lydia outright in court. Instead, he secretly sent men south to reinforce the levees and dredge the river channels according to my methods.

Meanwhile, Lydia was still making a grand spectacle of her so-called cement project.

She even mistook Adrian’s silence for compromise, as if he had finally recognized her brilliance and regretted not choosing her in the first place.

A month later, the southern rains came.

The floodwaters hit like a beast unleashed.

The stretch of levee Lydia had built didn’t even last a full hour under the force of the current before it gave way with a thunderous collapse.

The breach sent water roaring downstream, swallowing several villages whole.

When the news reached the capital, the entire court was shaken.

The Emperor flew into a rage and ordered Lord Ashford and Lydia thrown into prison pending judgment.

But the section under Adrian’s command held firm as iron, protecting the towns and people downstream.

Set side by side, the difference was obvious.

Adrian became a savior in the eyes of the common people all over again, while the Ashford family turned into the sort of people everyone wanted to spit on.

I sat in the courtyard at Ravenscroft Manor, listening to the reports filtering in from outside, my feelings too tangled to sort through.

I mean, sure, seeing the Ashfords brought down was satisfying, but that bargain-bin excuse for a father had still raised me all these years...

Then again, he hadn’t exactly remembered any fatherly affection when he’d tried to sell me off.

And Lydia—honestly, for a transmigrated heroine to wreck such a perfect hand this badly? That took talent.

Still... what was with Adrian lately? He’d been busier and busier. I hadn’t seen him for days.

Just as I was thinking that, the courtyard gate swung open.

Adrian strode in, looking travel-worn, dust still clinging to his clothes.

He didn’t even stop to change. He came straight to me, picked up my teacup, and drained it in one swallow.

“Miss me?” he asked, one brow lifting.
Chapter 12

Heat rushed to my face. “Who says I missed you? Don’t flatter yourself.”

“So stubborn.” He reached out and pinched my cheek. “Get ready. You’re coming to the palace with me.”

“What for?”

“To watch the show.”

The Imperial Study was steeped in silence.

Lydia Ashford and my father knelt on the floor, both of them in utter disarray, stripped at last of the arrogance they usually wore like court dress. At the far end of the chamber, the Emperor sat rigid in his seat, his expression so dark it seemed to drain the light from the room.

“Lydia Ashford,” he said, voice edged with fury. “Do you know your crime?”

Lydia burst into tears, looking as delicate and pitiful as a painting. “Your Majesty, mercy! I only meant to help the people! It was the cement—that cement formula must have been tampered with!”

Then she suddenly pointed at me.

“It was her! Clara Ashford! She was jealous of me. She must have sabotaged it in secret!”

I stood beside Adrian, completely dumbfounded.

She’s pinning this on me too? What does she think I am, some chemist who can control building materials from across the kingdom?

The Emperor turned his gaze toward me. “Clara Ashford. What do you have to say for yourself?”

I had barely drawn a breath before Adrian stepped in front of me.

“Your Majesty, this matter has nothing to do with Clara.”

His voice was cold enough to frost the room.

“The so-called cement Lydia Ashford presented was an immature technique to begin with. She was reckless and impatient, and she put it into use without proper testing. That is the true reason the levee collapsed.”

“And that is not all.” Adrian drew a stack of official memorials from his sleeve. “My investigation has uncovered that the poems Lydia Ashford claimed as her own were all copied from rare texts of the previous dynasty. Her reputation as a gifted lady was built entirely on deceit.”

Lydia’s eyes went wide. “You—you knew?”

Copied from lost books from an earlier dynasty? Clever excuse. Hard to fact-check when the dead can’t exactly search an archive database.

Privately, I gave Adrian my deepest approval.

He continued, unhurried and merciless. “Furthermore, the statecraft proposals she presented to Your Majesty may have sounded brilliant on the surface, but in truth they are riddled with flaws. They do not suit the realities of this empire at all. If they were implemented rashly, they would destabilize the very foundation of the realm.”

The more the Emperor heard, the uglier his expression became.

He had once believed Lydia to be heaven-sent—a rare blessing to his court. Now he looked at her as though she were a curse in human form.

“Guards!” he thundered. “Drag Lydia Ashford out. Give her fifty strokes and exile her three thousand miles from the capital!”

Then his gaze cut toward my father.

“As for Lord Ashford, the Chancellor—he has failed utterly in governing his own household. Strip him of office. He is never to serve again.”
Chapter 13

Lydia collapsed where she knelt, all strength leaving her. Her scream tore through the chamber.

“No! I’m the heroine! I can’t die! Adrian Ravenscroft—you’ll regret this! I’m the only woman worthy of you!”

Adrian watched in icy silence as the guards dragged her away. There was not the slightest ripple in his expression.

“The heroine?” he said at last, with a faint, scornful laugh. “That story was rewritten long ago.”

After the fall of House Ashford, I became an orphan with nowhere left to go.

Not that Adrian had any intention of letting me leave.

He went straight to the Emperor and requested an imperial decree for our marriage. The wedding was set for the eighth day of next month.

During the weeks of preparation, I had far too much free time on my hands, so I started experimenting in the kitchens at Ravenscroft Manor.

Hot pot, milk tea, fried chicken...

I brought every piece of modern junk food I could think of into this world.

At first, Adrian looked down on all of it and declared it unhealthy. After that, he somehow ended up eating more of it than anyone else.

One day, we were having hot pot in the courtyard.

Steam drifted into the cool night air. The broth bubbled softly between us. Then Adrian, without warning, asked, “What was your world like?”

I froze for a moment, then slowly set down my chopsticks and looked up at the moon.

“My world















Chapter 14

He lifted my hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it.

“Then thank you,” he murmured, “for taking me in, my wife.”

On the day of our wedding, the whole capital seemed to celebrate.

Adrian gave me a ceremony so magnificent it left every noblewoman in the city green with envy. A lavish scarlet wedding procession, glittering gifts, endless music, endless congratulations—he had given me all of it.

And then came the wedding night.

Adrian lifted my bridal veil and looked at me with a tenderness so deep it seemed to melt the air between us.

“Clara,” he said softly, “you’re beautiful.”

I lowered my head, suddenly shy. “You’re awfully smooth tonight.”

His mouth curved as he leaned closer, his breath warm against the side of my neck.

“Tonight,” he murmured, “shouldn’t we be getting to the important part?”

My fingers clenched in the bed linens.

Important part? What important part? The important part I think he means?

Oh God. I may have read plenty of explicit novels, but this is my first actual field operation. I am not ready.

With a body like his, is he going to be terrifyingly intense? Am I going to die of pain here?

Should I ask for a drink first? Maybe I need wine for courage—

Adrian froze.

Then he pushed himself up with visible restraint and looked down at me, half helpless, half amused.

“Clara Ashford,” he said, “at a moment like this, could you try focusing?”

I blinked up at him. “I am focused. I’m thinking about strategy.”

That made him laugh despite himself.

Then he lowered his head and kissed me, sealing off every last one of my racing thoughts.

“You don’t need strategy,” he murmured against my lips. “Leave it to me.”
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