Chapter 11

Back then, in those hardest days, he had held my hand and sworn more than once, “Just wait for me a little longer. Give me a little more time. When I make something of myself, I’ll give you a grand wedding no one will ever forget.”

In the end, he had not kept that promise.

And I—foolishly, stubbornly—had truly believed him.

I had followed him through lean years, eating rough food, wearing plain clothes, enduring one bitter day after another. Even when life was at its bleakest, I had never once regretted it.

When he first left and we were forced apart, part of me had still thought: perhaps if it happened again, if I had another chance, I would choose him all over again.

But later, when he returned to me after everything had changed, when he would not even look me in the eye and spoke only in evasions, I finally understood.

The man I had loved was gone. Or perhaps I had never known him at all.

Otherwise, why was it that now—now, when I had accepted this marriage and settled the matter—he was the one who could not bear it?

The deadlock stretched on.

At last, after standing there in silence for what felt like forever, Adrian forced himself to speak.

“So what if you’re marrying someone else?”

He said it lightly, almost casually.

“If the groom is sickly and half-dead already, then once he dies, you can simply come back to me.”

I stared at him.

For a moment, I thought I must have misheard.

How could he say such a thing so calmly? As though a woman’s marriage were no more than a stop along the road. As though if I entered another man’s house and was widowed there, I ought naturally to return and wait for him.

I looked at him and answered quietly, “That won’t happen.”

He frowned at once.

I went on, my voice still even. “Even if that day really came, I would have no reason to return to you.”

“Clara,” he said sharply.

I met his eyes.

At last, I saw it clearly.

The one who had walked away first was him. The one who had chosen future, status, and advantage over me was him.

And now, because I was willing to marry into the Ashford family and live out my days there, he found that unbearable.

What exactly was so unacceptable about it?

Was it because he could betray me, but I was not allowed to leave him behind?

Once I understood that much, even the last trace of pain in my heart faded.

Wasn’t that exactly what this was?

He had long since made his choice, yet he still could not stand to see me become someone else’s wife.

“Are you really going through with the marriage?” he asked.

“Yes.”
Chapter 12

He shook his head, as if he still could not believe it. “You… how could you marry a man in that condition just like that?”

I looked at him for a moment and said softly, “Then what else was I supposed to do?”

Someone in the room sneered first, and that was all it took. The air, already strained, turned sharp with contempt.

Then Lady Ashford flew into a rage.

No one even knew who had spoken out of turn.

Not that it mattered. More than one person there was thinking the same thing.

Was this not simply the Ashfords bullying their way into a marriage? Even my mother, who had always clung to propriety and appearances, had come in person to press me into agreeing.

Edmund Ashford gave a cold little laugh.

“What nonsense. Who wants to marry some dying man?”

He flung the words out carelessly and turned his head away, as if the very idea disgusted him.

The room fell silent for a breath.

No one had expected the spoiled young master to speak so bluntly in public.

I lowered my eyes. Out of the corner of my vision, I caught the change in everyone’s faces. My mother only forced an awkward smile and said lightly, as though trying to smooth it over:

“He’s still a child. Don’t take his temper to heart. Besides, if the eldest son can take a wife, perhaps things may improve afterward. That would be a blessing.”

The moment she said it, everyone understood.

And I understood too. The first day Lady Ashford had come to see me, she had already made the terms clear.

This was not merely a marriage. It was a healing marriage arrangement.

Their eldest son had been ill for years. He had spent most of his life coughing blood, swallowing medicine as if it were daily bread.

At first, the physicians had said only that he had been weak since childhood.

Later, when the family had the means to summon better doctors, every answer had been more cautious than the last.

A body like his was not one meant for long life.

From then on, although he remained the Ashford family’s eldest heir in name, everyone understood that the manor’s future did not truly rest with him.

As for Edmund, the younger son Lady Ashford treasured like a jewel—healthy, arrogant, favored in all things—

who knew whether the next master of the Ashford manor would not be him instead?

Because of that, Julian Ashford’s condition had long been a private joke behind closed doors.

And perhaps because his illness had dragged on too long, the family had suddenly become eager to settle his marriage at last.

I did not know whether they truly believed a wedding could change a dying man’s fate.
Chapter 14

If one path was already blocked, then I could only choose another.

And what was I choosing, really?

Whether Julian Ashford was good or bad, whether the Ashfords were kind or cruel—I no longer placed my hopes there.

As long as marrying into the Ashford family gave me a place to stand, a roof that could not be stripped from me overnight, and a little security I could truly hold in my own hands—

then I was willing to marry him.

My mother looked me over, and the disappointment in her eyes was impossible to miss. In her mind, a daughter who had once run away with a man should have learned her lesson by now and known how to cling to the better choice.

She thought I was still heartsick over Adrian.

What she did not know was that long before this, I had already understood something clearly: whatever promises he had once made me, whatever tenderness had passed between us, none of it could compare to the power and future he had chosen with the Hawthornes.

Compared to that, I was worth very little.

Since all talk of love had already proven itself laughable, then what was left to me was simple reality.

So after my mother finished speaking, I only lowered my eyes and answered quietly, “If the Ashford family truly means to go through with this marriage, then I have no objection. Julian Ashford may be frail, but he is still the eldest son of the house. If I marry him, I won’t be mistreated too badly.”

At that, my mother finally looked a little more satisfied.

Yes—Julian’s health was poor, and everyone knew it. If I married into the Ashford family now, people might say I was stepping into misfortune.

But from another angle, it was precisely because he was sickly, because he might not live long, that the marriage had fallen to me. Under the circumstances, this was already the best path left.

My mother had likely not expected me to agree so easily. The faint, mocking curve at the corner of her mouth disappeared, and her tone softened at last.

“If you understand that, then good.”

She paused, then added, “No matter what, the Ashfords are still a great household. Once you enter that family, behave yourself. Don’t stir up trouble and disgrace us again.”

Of course I understood.

I was marrying into the Ashford manor as the wife of the eldest son, not going there as some pampered darling.

Even if Julian truly was living on borrowed time, even if this marriage had been arranged partly as one of those superstitious healing matches people whispered about, it was still better than being dragged back into the old ruin of my past.

I accepted it calmly.

That was enough.

Within a few days, word from the Ashford family arrived.

The wedding date had been set.

From then on, the house grew busy. Trunks were opened, fabrics laid out, jewelry counted, servants coming and going without pause.

Everyone began preparing for my marriage.

And I—

had no objections.

Only—

waited.

Waited for the day the bridal carriage would come to take me away.
Chapter 21

I did not even look at her. “Then let her be pleased.”

The maid blinked, perhaps not expecting such an answer from me, and hurried away.

Julian gave a soft cough that might almost have been a laugh.

I turned to him.

He lowered the medicine bowl after a sip, and though his face was still wan, there was the faintest trace of amusement in his eyes.

“You’ve learned quickly,” he said.

I answered coolly, “If I must stay in this manor, I may as well learn.”

His gaze rested on me for a moment longer.

Then he said, low and even, “Good.”

For some reason, that single word made my heart tighten.

I looked away first.

Whatever this marriage would become, whatever this household still had in store for me, one thing was already clear—

I could no longer afford the luxury of wounded pride.

After the wedding banquet broke up, Lady Ashford did not linger long. Perhaps because Julian's condition was poor, no one made a fuss over the formalities either.

Not that I had any wish to stay.

I followed the others back to the Ashford manor. All along the way, no one said much.

Trouble started the moment we arrived.

A maid came forward smiling and said Lady Ashford had instructed me to go and wait on her in her rooms.

Julian smiled faintly. "No need. She should rest early. There's no reason to trouble my wife on her first night here."

Before the maid could answer, Edmund's mother—who had just stepped inside behind us—let out a cold laugh.

"Clara, before you even entered the house, you were already stirring up the men around you. And now, on the very first night of your marriage, you can't even spare a smile for your mother-in-law?"

That was a charge meant to shame me.

Before I could speak, Edmund cut in at once. "Mother, why waste words on her? A woman like this only knows how to cling to men."

His finger nearly jabbed into my face.

He clearly could not hold back any longer.

The words were already on his tongue, ready to spill.

But before he could spit them out, Julian's smile vanished.

"And what sort of breeding," he said quietly, "makes a younger brother point at his sister-in-law like that and bark in her face?"

Crack.

The sharp sound of a teacup hitting the table rang through the hall.

Lady Ashford's expression hardened. "Julian, do you truly think everyone in this house must indulge her? Edmund is young. If he misspeaks, I will teach him. Since when is it your place to scold him?"

Julian flicked a glance at her, his mouth curving in a thin, mocking smile.

"And since when," he asked, "is it proper for Mother to direct my household for me?"

"Julian!"

Until today, no one in this family had ever heard him speak to Lady Ashford so plainly. Even Edmund's face changed.

"How can you speak to Mother that way?"
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