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      Prologue


      Lying in her canopy bed, the reigning monarch of the Elven Queendom, Queen Lif VII, moaned balefully for help. “My head’s aching again,” she groaned to a nearby maid. “Fetch a healer.”


      Although the queen couldn’t see past the lace that covered the canopy bed, she sensed the maid rushing out of the room to fulfill her request. As Lif waited in bed for the healer to arrive, she pressed a hand to her head. Ever since that Wicked Witch of the Tower mushed up my brain, I’ve been getting these terrible migraines, she thought. She must have cursed me with this pain to remind me who’s really in charge.


      After conquering the Elven Queendom with her army of dragons, the Wicked Witch had captured Queen Lif and used sorcery to read her mind. She had said that she wanted to make sure that Queen Lif was telling her the truth, but the elf believed in her heart of hearts that the witch had really done something to her brain to assert her dominance. In truth, Ellie in her disguise as the Wicked Witch hadn’t actually placed a curse on Queen Lif—the migraines were a post-traumatic effect of undergoing Ellie’s excruciatingly painful memory probe. But since Lif did not realize that a traumatic event was the cause of the migraines, the queen was doomed to believe that she was cursed until such a time that the Wicked Witch told her otherwise.


      Curled up in bed, Lif kept wincing in pain. This is all because my poor Hardy-Wardy—Lif caught herself and turned her heart to stone—Everything that’s happened is all the fault of that stupid boy! He should never have bothered that witch in the first place!


      The Wicked Witch’s mysterious tower had suddenly appeared in the forest west of the royal capital one night, prompting Hardy—Queen Lif’s son and the commander of the elite White Knights order—to embark on a search-and-destroy mission to the tower after receiving multiple reports that a Red Dragon resided within the hard-to-reach structure. He had felt compelled to take on this mission that turned out to be fatal for him due to the political pressure exerted on him by the chancellor, who was part of the faction that was seeking to end matriarchal rule in the Elven Queendom.


      Why would he attack the tower just because it had one silly dragon living in it? Lif rued. He should have bided his time and made sure he knew what he was getting into! I always let that wretched boy have his own way just because he was a little tougher than most. I can’t believe I raised an oaf who would blindly rely on brawn to solve each and every problem under the sun!


      The part that Lif left out of her unspoken tirade was that she had sanctioned the mission to the mystery tower that had ended so disastrously, but due to her traumatic fear of the Wicked Witch, Lif compulsively rationalized away her role in bringing about the present state of affairs by heaping all of the blame on Hardy. Lif was able to maintain a semblance of mental balance by falsely absolving herself of any responsibility.


      Lif was still cursing and scapegoating the version of Hardy she had made up in her head, when a chirpy, flamboyant voice drew her out of her thoughts. “If your terrible headache has caused you to be bedridden, perhaps my extra-strength pain medication will provide the relief you are sorely seeking.”


      “Pain medication?” Lif scoffed incredulously. “I’ve no need for that stuff. Just summon a healer at once—” It took Lif several seconds to realize who she was talking to. Her face turning pale—and not due to the migraine she was suffering from—she slowly pushed aside the lace curtain of her canopy bed and confirmed her fears. Standing before her was the Wicked Witch of the Tower, clad in a hood that made her face almost totally invisible (as it should, since it was an SSR Faceveil Hood). Flanking her on either side was a young man and a boy Lif had never seen before. The elf queen sprang out of bed like a jack-in-a-box, and knelt on the floor before the witch with her head bowed low.


      “P-Please forgive my impertinence, Great Witch!” Lif yelped. “I didn’t realize you would be coming to pay me a visit again!”


      “We neglected to send notice of our arrival, so there’s no need to blame yourself,” the witch said. “You may raise your head.”


      “I thank you, Great Witch,” Lif squeaked, deeply relieved that the witch didn’t seem angered at all.


      “By the way, I meant what I said about having extra-strength medication to help your headache,” said the Wicked Witch. “Would you care to try some?”


      “No! I’m p-perfectly fine now!” Lif said quickly, visibly sweating. “One look at your majestic countenance immediately healed me of the pain in my head, my liege!” Lif was deathly afraid of imbibing any drugs or elixirs concocted by a witch who was the cause of her headaches in the first place, but the truth of the matter was that the shock of the Wicked Witch and her entourage turning up in her bedroom had made her forget all about her headache. Her expression convincingly conveyed that she was no longer in pain, so the witch moved on to the reason for her presence.


      “I am paying you a visit today to introduce you to my new retainers, and to ask you for another favor,” the Wicked Witch said. “Orka, Khaos, if you please.”


      “My warmest greetings to you, Your Majesty,” said the young man. “My name is Orka, and it is an honor to meet you. I provide security for the Great Witch, but I am also authorized to serve as the Great Witch’s surrogate whenever I speak to you in her absence, so I look forward to your cooperation on those occasions.”


      Lif’s cheeks unwittingly went a shade redder on hearing Orka’s charming opening remarks. “Oh my. How very gentlemanly of you,” she said in an uncharacteristically high-pitched voice.


      It was no mystery why she was so flustered. Orka’s soft features made him more handsome than any elf male in the queendom, and he had the voice to match. He was a good 175 centimeters tall, wore a cloak over his black-and-white garments with matching black boots, and had a fiddle slung to his hip. Orka’s most distinguishing and dashing feature, however, was the fact that his hair was black one side, white the other, and tied into a long, thick braid that stretched all the way down his back. Although Orka was a human, Lif was totally enraptured by his handsomeness, to the point that she even forgot about her abject terror of the Wicked Witch of the Tower.


      Next, it was the boy’s turn to greet her. “I’m Khaos,” he said brusquely.


      “Oh, um, hello, Lord Khaos,” Lif replied. “I am Queen Lif VII of the Elven Queendom. It is an honor to meet you.”


      Her voice still had an unnatural lilt to it, but unlike her astonishment at Orka’s handsomeness, in Khaos’s case, she was shocked at his overly hostile attitude toward her even though he was as short as a preteen. Khaos was wearing a hood, so Lif couldn’t tell exactly what he looked like, but from what little she could make out, Khaos had silvery-white locks and handsome features that even rivaled Orka’s. However, he seemed so unapproachable that his antisocial attitude appeared to extend even to the Wicked Witch.


      Is he allowed to be unapproachable to someone he works for? Lif wondered. Orka grinned softly at the elf queen as he sought to smooth things over.


      “Please forgive my younger brother, Your Majesty,” he said. “He’s incredibly shy, so he adopts that rather inhospitable attitude to mask his discomfort. He’s still young and inexperienced, so it would be best if you simply disregarded his behavior with good humor.”


      “Oh, it doesn’t bother me at all, thank you,” Lif said, extremely aware that Khaos was irked by what Orka had just said.


      “Well, now that you have met my two deputies, I will move on to the primary purpose for this house call—namely, the favor I wish from you,” the Wicked Witch said.


      Lif gulped nervously. “And might I ask what this favor may be?” The puppet ruler of the Elven Queendom was prepared to do anything for the witch, even if it was something as extreme as handing over a thousand elves to be living test subjects for some experiment or other. She was quite willing to sacrifice a multitude of her own subjects if it meant avoiding having the witch messing around inside her head again.


      A trembling Queen Lif waited for the Wicked Witch of the Tower to voice her request.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Confrontation


      “Father! I refuse to go along with this!” protested Clowe, the crown prince of the Human Kingdom, shrilly airing his objection in the king’s executive office in the palace—though in truth, the royal estate looked more like a slightly oversized mansion than a stately palace.


      The prince was sitting beside his sister, Princess Lilith, and the pair were facing their father, the king of the humans. Clowe was 170 centimeters tall and would’ve looked unquestionably handsome as befitting of a prince if it hadn’t been for his receding hairline, his marked lack of charisma, and the fact that he always looked morose and fatigued.


      “I have no quarrel with Lilith attending the summit in the Principality of the Nine,” Clowe continued. “In fact, it would serve our purposes well, since there’s an unwritten rule that you must take at least one other member of the royal family with you, father.”


      Naturally, this unwritten rule only applied to the Human Kingdom. Ostensibly, it existed to ensure that the king had someone of similar status to provide him with backup during the summit, or to take his place if an issue arose, but the real reason for this unofficial convention was so the other nations had a high-value hostage they could seize if the situation ever called for it. During previous summits, both Clowe and Lilith had attended the gatherings, despite being arguably too young to take on the role of surrogate.


      “But where I draw the line is Lilith hiring adventurers associated with the Wicked Witch to be her bodyguards!” Clowe fulminated. “The summit is being convened to plan a response against the tower witch! The other nations already eye us with suspicion because we toured the tower! We can’t go giving them any more reasons to distrust us!”


      “If I may get a word in edgewise, dear brother,” Lilith interrupted sharply, “I have already had the guild seal the agreement with the Black Fools for them to provide me with security throughout the summit. You cannot now ask me to cancel this contract and embarrass my good name and that of our royal household. And another thing! The Black Fools reached A-rank the fastest out of all the parties on record. I guarantee they are qualified enough to provide me with protection, and you really shouldn’t slander them simply because they frequently visit the tower city.”


      “Those visits are the source of the problem!” Clowe bellowed in frustration. “To repeat myself, this summit is about how to deal with the Wicked Witch of the Tower. If we bring along people that are associated with the witch in any way, the other races may very well accuse us of being accomplices to espionage!”


      “They’re not spies!” Lilith yelled back. “The Black Fools aren’t the only party that carry out quests at the city at the foot of the tower, and no party should be punished simply for doing their job! I will ask you to refrain from needlessly maligning the Black Fools like that.”


      “Nobody’s forcing you to hire bodyguards who are so closely connected to the witch!” Clowe rebutted. “Our knights are just as capable of providing you with security. Or are you saying that you doubt the abilities of our own soldiers who have sworn an oath of loyalty to our kingdom?”


      “N-No, absolutely not. But...” Lilith was at a momentary loss for words since there was no way she could tell him her real reason for hiring the Black Fools to be her bodyguards. After all, she was planning to depose her father at the summit and take his place as monarch so that she could carry out reforms for the betterment of her people, and for the plot to go off without a hitch, she needed her coconspirators, the Black Fools, to serve as her security detail. She couldn’t risk using the kingdom’s own knights as her bodyguards since the royal court was teeming with spies sent by other nations, and if one of those spies ended up serving as her escort and caught a whiff of her scheme, the other nations would likely order her assassination.


      Lilith’s power level had finally reached 100, though she disguised her elevated stat with the aid of a magic item. Although she had reached the presumed level cap for a human, it still compared unfavorably to the higher power levels common among the other races, and in addition, Lilith was still a beginner as a fighter, which meant she would be totally vulnerable to any trained nonhuman assassins. In particular, Lilith would be exposed to much more danger during transit to and from the summit than she would face in her own palace. Because of this risk, she needed the Black Fools to provide her with protection, since she had complete faith in their skills and their loyalty.


      At the same time, Lilith was in no position to tell Clowe that she didn’t trust the knights who served the courts due to their ranks being filled with spies who could have her assassinated at any time, so all she could do was ball up her fists and rebut his protests with some kind of justification, speaking in a livid tone that she hoped would sound convincing.


      “I spent my own money on hiring the Black Fools to provide me with top-notch security because of the harrowing amount of danger we face nowadays out in the realms,” Lilith said. “Are you suggesting, dear brother, that you have no faith in fellow humans who wish to prove their fealty to the royal family by serving me?”


      “That witch was the one who made the world more dangerous!” Clowe retorted. “In case you’ve forgotten, it was that witch and her minions who massacred those beastfolk! Even little children in our own kingdom talk about the slaughter!”


      “That’s only because the Great Witch punished those beastmen for all of the horrific crimes they had committed against humans!” Lilith pushed back. “And it was the beastfolk who declared an unwinnable war against the Great Witch, so they deserved everything that happened to them. I will not allow you to accuse the Great Witch of being the aggressor in that!”


      “How could she not be the aggressor?!” Clowe yelled. “That witch killed every single beastfolk soldier on the battlefield. She even admitted it herself!”


      Lilith continued to litigate for the Wicked Witch. “But it was the beastfolk who first committed criminal acts—”


      “Enough, you two. Settle down,” the king interrupted, putting an end to what had turned into petty sibling squabbling. With his hair grayed by many years of stress, the king looked more like an emaciated hospital patient than a monarch, complete with sunken cheeks and bony wrists, but because of his position, his voice carried enough weight to silence his two children. Clowe and Lilith realized they had allowed their passions to get the better of them, and they awkwardly looked away.


      “Clowe. Lilith,” the king started. “Speaking for myself in a personal capacity, I am very moved by the passion you each display for our kingdom. However, I’m afraid I shall have to side with Lilith on this issue. Our reputation demands that we do not unilaterally revoke a signed contract without good cause.”


      “But father, that arrangement was made with adventurers of low birth,” Clowe said. “No one would care or even notice if we decided not to honor an agreement with that class of people.”


      The king shook his head. “Even if it was a promise we had made to a commoner, it is our duty as their betters to see it through. Failing to honor an agreement, no matter how trifling it may seem, would sow seeds of rot that would lead this nation to ruin. Clowe, as heir apparent to the throne, you must be more prudent in your discourse.”


      “F-Forgive me, father,” Clowe said. With her brother deciding to fully withdraw from the conversation, Lilith shrewdly used this opportunity to extract a clear assurance from the king.


      “Father, does this mean I am wholly free to hire the Black Fools as my personal bodyguards for the summit?” Lilith asked.


      “Yes, that is your right,” the king confirmed. “However, they must not be treated any differently from the other guards.”


      “Of course, father,” Lilith said excitedly. “I greatly appreciate your support.”


      “Since the summit primarily concerns the witch, I believe it could work in our kingdom’s favor if we were to bring people who know her,” the king continued. “The other nations may think highly of such inside knowledge.”


      “Even so, I can’t thank you enough, dear father,” Lilith said, smiling brightly like the teenage girl she was.


      He’s indulging her too much, Clowe thought bitterly.


      Once the king had dismissed his children, Clowe immediately shot up from his seat and went to leave the room. Lilith was about to follow suit when the king stopped her.


      “Lilith,” he said to grab her attention.


      “Yes? What is it, father?” Lilith replied.


      The king didn’t answer Lilith immediately, instead regarding her with a gaze filled with weariness, sadness, regret, and hesitation. The silence continued for several more seconds before the king finally said with resignation, “Actually, it’s nothing of concern. You may take your leave.”


      Lilith briefly looked back at him in confusion. “Thank you. I bid you well,” she said, before bowing her head and rising from her chair to leave her father’s office. The king gazed after his daughter until she had made her way out of the room and shut the door behind her.


      After leaving the office, Lilith made a beeline for her private chambers with the Yume clone following closely behind, and once inside, she took a seat by the window, glad to finally be able to relax.


      “Yume, could you bring me some tea?” Lilith said.


      “Right away, Your Highness,” Yume replied.


      This exchange took place under the watchful gaze of Nono, who was standing some distance away from the two. As Lilith’s head maid for many years, it had been her job to prepare the tea for her charge, but now she could only stand and spectate, feeling a mix of bewilderment and disgruntlement at being replaced. Her reaction didn’t escape Lilith’s notice, but she wasn’t about to tell Nono that she knew all about her double life as a spy working for the Demonkin Nation. Nor was Lilith going to tell her betrayer, who she had once viewed as a sort of older sister, not to make her tea ever again, or in fact, to even come near her. Instead, Lilith pretended this bit of unspoken awkwardness hadn’t happened.


      Yume returned with the tea, which Lilith sipped as she internally celebrated her latest victory of getting her father to approve the Black Fools’ appointment as her bodyguards. I’ve cleared the first hurdle! Lilith thought excitedly. I’m drawing ever closer to my goal!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Fake Yume


      Nemumu’s brow crinkled, showing her aggravation. “How can they make you wait for so long, Lord Light? Is there no limit to how disrespectful they can be?”


      “It’s fine, Nemumu,” I assured her. “Remember, we’re supposed to be a party of adventurers. Even if we are A-rank now, we shouldn’t expect to be treated like royalty by actual royalty.”


      Myself and the two other members of the Black Fools were staying in a suite at an upmarket inn in the Human Kingdom’s royal capital. We had come here to serve as bodyguards for Princess Lilith during the international summit that was scheduled to take place shortly in the Principality of the Nine, and we were waiting to hear from Lilith about whether the plan to depose the king of the Human Kingdom during the summit and install her in his place was still on track. Due to the sensitive nature of the mission, I was using my gacha cards to make sure the suite we were in was secured against eavesdropping, surveillance, and all other kinds of magical snooping. Naturally, Lilith was eager to have our assistance in usurping her father, but due to her standing, it would only have raised suspicion if she had reached out to us the moment we had arrived in town. But Nemumu obviously wasn’t taking this seemingly dismissive treatment too kindly, even if it wasn’t necessarily intentional on the princess’s part.


      “I’d much rather Her Highness take all the time she needs to contact us, m’girl,” Gold said. “That way, we can relax and take in the sights of the city while enjoying the local drinking and dining establishments.”


      “Well, unlike you, Gold, I don’t care for the food and drink they have up here on the surface,” Nemumu said snippily. “In fact, I can’t believe you actually like eating and drinking the garbage they make up here. Is something wrong with your taste buds?”


      “Indeed, there are times when the food is absolutely ghastly or the options are sparse due to a lack of ingredients, but other times, you’ll find grub that is genuinely delectable,” Gold said. “For example, I remember you enjoying that dried octopus you had at the Dwarf Kingdom port city, milord.”


      “I did like that a lot, yeah,” I said. “Each bite was jam-packed with flavor.”


      “So do you still wish to denigrate all the food up here on the surface world, m’girl?” Gold asked Nemumu. But even though he had managed to rope me into being on his side of the argument, Nemumu stood her ground, albeit by going off on a wildly different tangent this time.


      “Any food that Lord Light enjoys is the only exception to that rule,” Nemumu sniffed. “In fact, if there is a particular food that Lord Light likes, I’ll make it my favorite dish for the rest of my life, however terrible it tastes!”


      “Ah, well, my apologies, then, m’girl,” Gold said, clearly exasperated. “I was wrong to try and debate such a committed fanatic of milord’s.”


      Nemumu inhaled sharply through her nose in triumph, thinking that this meant she had won the argument. But before any of us could utter another word, there was a knock at the door. Nemumu got up and answered it, opening the door to a member of the inn staff who told us that a messenger from the palace had arrived to see us. Because the staff member was male, he blushed the moment he laid eyes on Nemumu and relayed the news in rather a nervous fashion, but for her part, Nemumu didn’t pay any mind to the man’s behavior, simply telling him to send the messenger up to our suite.


      Normally, we would come downstairs to meet the messenger since protocol demanded we do nothing to inconvenience someone from the palace, but in this case, we needed the messenger to come up to our suite since it was a secure space where we could have a highly confidential conversation. A few minutes after the staff member had left, there was another knock at the door, and when it was opened, we found Yume in a maid uniform standing in the doorway. Or more accurately, the messenger who had arrived at the door of our suite was a clone of my sister that had been made using the UR Double Shadow card.


      While I idly watched the fake Yume crossing the lounge, I posed a question to Nemumu. “Can you sense anyone trying to listen in on us?”


      “I do not detect anyone attempting to eavesdrop on this room,” Nemumu said. “Although there are people watching the inn from outside.”


      As the Level 5000 Assassin’s Blade, Nemumu was top of her class when it came to tracking the movements of bad guys from a distance. If Nemumu told me that nobody was actively trying to listen in on our conversation, then I could trust what she was saying was true, with the counterespionage gacha cards just adding that extra layer of protection. After being assured that it was all clear, the fake Yume dropped to one knee and bowed her head to me.


      “Permission to speak, Master Light?”


      Her choice of words made me hesitate briefly. “Uh, sure, go ahead.”


      “My sincere thanks,” said the fake Yume. “I believe the people running surveillance on this inn are agents in the employ of Crown Prince Clowe of the Human Kingdom.”


      I momentarily struggled with how to engage with this fake Yume. While it was true that she was here to give us invaluable information, I couldn’t get past how this Yume acted more like a stuffy servant than my own flesh-and-blood sister. The UR Double Shadow was able to make a near-perfect copy of a person down to their looks, voice, and gestures, but I simply wasn’t used to seeing my baby sister kneeling down before me and treating me like I was her lord. Maybe I’d get used to it after a few more encounters like this, but it was definitely going to require some time to adjust.


      “Master Light?” the fake Yume said with a touch of concern. I snapped out of my stupor and did my best to smile back at her.


      “Sorry, I was just thinking about how the Double Shadow card had done a little too good a job when it made a physical copy of my sister,” I said. “Look, I’m afraid this is all a bit too weird for me, so could you maybe not act so formal?”


      “I beg your pardon, Master Light,” the fake Yume said. “It should have occurred to me sooner how jarring this might be for you.” The fake Yume stood up, closed her eyes, and briefly scrunched up her face. Then she cleared her throat and adopted a bright smile like the real Yume would have done in this situation.


      “Hi, brother!” she said sweetly.


      I invited the fake Yume to take a seat on the sofa. After thanking me, she sat down and began her report.


      “Prince Clowe says he doesn’t want to take your party along to the summit, since you’ve shown up in the city at the Great Tower a whole bunch of times,” the fake Yume started, acting more like the real Yume now. “He reckons it wouldn’t look good to the other races if Princess Lilith hired you. In fact, Princess Lilith said the prince was so against the idea of hiring your party that he argued with the princess in front of the king. She said you should keep an eye out for her brother tomorrow when you come to the palace to discuss your bodyguard duties before the journey.”


      “I see,” I said. “Then, yes, it’s pretty much a given that the people watching this inn work for Clowe.”


      “Even if she is a clone, I can’t bear the thought of those lookouts doing any harm to your dear sister,” Nemumu said coldly, a hint of homicidal intent about her tone. “Should I go and eliminate our stalkers to make sure that doesn’t happen?” I knew I could trust Nemumu to kill the lookouts without anyone noticing even though it was broad daylight, but I shook my head at the idea.


      “I agree. It makes my blood boil that there are people out there who might try to lay their hands on Yume, even if this one was made using a gacha card,” I said. “But I think it’s safe to assume they won’t try anything, so we should do our best to keep out of trouble too.”


      “I’m with you on that, brother,” the fake Yume piped up. “If they’d wanted to do something to me, they would’ve done it before I got here. Plus, I don’t think Prince Clowe would want one of Princess Lilith’s maids getting hurt because it’d cause a huge ruckus.”


      “But we can’t rule it out either,” I concluded. “Nemumu, watch over Yume as she heads back to the palace, but stay out of sight. If those guys do try to attack her, just stun them instead of killing them. We don’t want to cause a stir.”


      “Understood, Lord Light,” Nemumu said. Truthfully, I’d rather put any attackers through enough pain and suffering that they would regret ever being born, but a healthy captive was much more useful as a potential bargaining chip. In any case, having Nemumu as a lookout was just a precautionary measure to ensure the fake Yume’s safety, nothing more.


      In the course of our meeting with the fake Yume, she told us about all of the other things we should watch out for during our visit to the palace the next day, as well as a few other key details. Once we were done and I’d given her permission to leave, the fake Yume reverted to her professional royal maid persona and left our suite. Soon after Yume had left, Nemumu departed from our suite as well, disappearing like smoke without even opening the door in order to tail the clone of my sister.


      ✰✰✰


      Late in the afternoon the next day, the Black Fools and I arrived at the palace right on schedule. I was frankly pretty underwhelmed by the size and look of the building, but it housed the royal family all the same. Because we had an appointment, all we had to do was answer a few of the gatekeepers’ questions before they promptly let us in. Though if we were going to encounter any issues during our visit, it was probably going to be Prince Clowe’s doing, according to fake Yume’s report. And as it happened, our guide didn’t lead us directly to Lilith, who we were supposed to be meeting in a conference room to have an in-depth chat about the trip. No, our guide first took us to what seemed to be a training ground for soldiers, where Clowe stood waiting for us with his arms crossed and a bunch of knights behind him. If I were to venture a guess, the manservant who had led us through the palace was either one of Clowe’s underlings or he’d been paid off.


      “Are you people these ‘Black Fools’ Lilith has hired to provide her with security?” Clowe asked in a low voice. “If so, why does your party consist of a child with a creepy-looking mask, a knight who’d look laughably out of place on a real battlefield, and a scrawny, feeble-looking woman who...”


      Clowe stopped mid-sentence, which was puzzling since I thought he was gearing up to use his authority to remove us from Lilith’s security detail, if this sudden fault-finding session was anything to go by. But after bad-mouthing me and Gold, Clowe suddenly became tongue-tied when addressing Nemumu. His hostile scowl had softened, and he even started to blush as his eyes fixated on her. Clowe uncrossed his arms, self-consciously straightened his hair, and cleared his throat.


      “So you’re a member of the Black Fools too, are you?” Clowe asked.


      “Yes, she is one of my partymates,” I said, speaking for my crew.


      “I wasn’t asking you!” Clowe boomed. “You lowborn adventurers aren’t allowed to address a member of royalty without our say-so! Humble yourself!”


      This belittling comment obviously irritated Nemumu, but for the record, we were supposed to be commoners who had just happened to rise to the level of A-rank adventurers. This meant for the sake of appearances, Clowe was supposed to be our better, though I couldn’t help thinking that the prince was definitely overcompensating for a bunch of other issues. I knelt and bowed my head in deference to him, and Gold and Nemumu followed suit.


      “Woman, are you a member of this party?” Clowe asked again. “You are permitted to speak.”


      “Yes, I am a full-fledged member of the Black Fools,” Nemumu said, a noticeable edge to her voice. Anyone else would have been able to tell how pissed off she was, but due to how completely enamored he was with her, this little detail flew completely over Clowe’s head.


      “You are as beautiful as a million flowers, and your voice puts the sound of fairy wings to shame,” Clowe gushed. “I never would have guessed that a stunning woman like yourself would choose to toil away as an adventurer.”


      Clowe drew closer to Nemumu, his cheeks glowing hotly. “Might I ask your name, my belle?”


      “Nemumu.” I could tell that she was resisting the urge to simply click her tongue in indignation at him, and she answered in such a way that made it crystal clear that she would rather be left alone. But Clowe was unable to pick up on such signals.


      “A lovely name for an exquisite woman with such a charming voice,” Clowe marveled. “My dear Nemumu, I wish to invite you to become my personal maid. If you accept, you will no longer have to expose yourself to the dangers that come with being an adventurer, and I guarantee you will have a safe and secure lifestyle in this palace—”


      “Not interested,” Nemumu said curtly. Clowe apparently hadn’t been expecting to be turned down so quickly, for his smile turned stiff for a few seconds. The faces of the knights behind him all twitched in surprise as well. But Clowe soon recovered and beamed at Nemumu once more.


      “It would be better if you reconsidered, Nemumu,” Clowe said. “I’m next in line to the throne, and if you were to become my maid, you would no longer have to worry about continuing your filthy, dangerous life as an adventurer. Here in the palace, you won’t encounter any monsters or bandits or anything else that would do you harm. Come to me and you will open the door to an extravagant life that is well beyond the reach of any normal adventurer. You will be given dresses and fineries of a kind you can only imagine, and your beauty will blossom even more. So I implore you to rethink my offer, my dear Nemumu.”


      “I have already considered it, and I refuse,” Nemumu said bluntly again.


      “But why?!” Clowe screeched. Despite the prince literally screaming in her face, Nemumu kept her cool and explained herself as if she were reading from a prepared list.
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      “As far as I’m concerned, my only place in this world is serving at Lord Dark’s side,” Nemumu explained. “There is nowhere else that is safer, more extravagant, or more meaningful than serving under Lord Dark. I will not leave him for anything, even if you were to move the heavens and this mortal plane for my sake. Even in death, my soul will continue to serve my one and only master, Lord Dark.”


      Tone it down, Nemumu, I begged her in my mind. You’re going to reveal yourself as the Assassin’s Blade from the Abyss, not someone from an adventuring party if you keep saying things like that.


      “What? Who’s this ‘Dark’ character?” Clowe asked.


      “The one wearing the mask is Lord Dark,” Nemumu replied. Clowe and his entourage shifted their gazes to me, and I looked up at them too. His eyes were full of jealousy that a boy like me could command the loyalty of a woman as beautiful as Nemumu, to the point where she was even dedicating her body and soul to me. Since I’d been through much worse treatment than a few dark glares, his envious eyes meant nothing to me. I was curious about one thing, however.


      Why has Clowe brought us all the way over here? I wondered. I thought he was trying to stop us from becoming Lilith’s bodyguards. I can sense other people lingering around these training grounds besides the knights, but they’re showing no signs that they’re about to reveal themselves...


      “Is that you, brother?”


      Everyone in the practice arena turned toward the source of the voice, which turned out to be Princess Lilith walking toward us, accompanied by the fake Yume. The princess went pale and a nervous sweat formed on her brow when she saw me and my party kneeling before Clowe, who had been glaring at us up to this point, but now that Lilith had arrived, the prince looked somewhat worried, as if he had just been caught doing something inappropriate.


      Seriously, what did he want from us? I thought again, still clueless over why we had been led to this particular location.


      “D-Dear brother!” Lilith screeched. “What is the meaning of this?!” She looked even more ashen-faced as she drew closer, her knowledge of my real identity obviously causing her to feel mortal terror over my reaction to her brother not only making me of all people kneel before him, but also the glaring and sneering that had been aimed at us up to this point. Lilith probably assumed I would be so angered by my reception that I would retaliate by literally wiping the Human Kingdom off the map. She has nothing to worry about, I thought. Stuff like this is way too mild to send me over the edge.


      With a sour look on his face, Clowe turned his head, leaving Lilith to address me and my party. “You may all rise. I grew concerned when you were late in coming to see me, but I never imagined you had been brought to this part of the palace.” Lilith turned to Clowe, positioning herself in front of us, as if to shield us from him. “Dear brother, I expect there is some reasonable explanation for this?”


      “I apologize for relocating your bodyguards without your say-so.” The sour look disappeared from Clowe’s face, but he sounded far from apologetic. “But as your brother, it is my duty to make sure they are skilled enough to take care of my precious sister. I brought them out here to the training grounds to put them through a trial.”


      “There is no need for them to prove themselves,” Lilith retorted. “The Black Fools are an A-rank party. Or are you suggesting the guilds don’t know how to grade adventurers?”


      “No, I don’t doubt their rank,” Clowe said. “But please understand that I will continue to worry about your safety until I have seen how capable they are with my own eyes. If they fail to pass the test, I shall have them return from whence they came.”


      Oh, now I get it, I thought. Clowe was trying to give us the boot by setting us a “trial” that was no doubt all but impossible to pass. And he would even have done it behind Lilith’s back if he hadn’t gotten sloppy and allowed himself to be caught in the act. Clowe had wasted time hitting on Nemumu, temporarily forgetting all about the trial he planned to put us through, which gave Lilith enough time to find us and intervene. But that was all beside the point. A stupid trial would never have tripped us up in a million years. I had been needlessly racking my brain over why Clowe had brought us here to these training grounds, but it turned out he was just being a jackass who was unknowingly setting himself up for failure.


      “Father already gave his permission for me to hire them as my security detail!” Lilith protested. “It is not your place to interfere!”


      “I have every right to be concerned for your safety, Lilith,” Clowe insisted. “Why are you so against the idea? Are you worried that your bodyguards aren’t really up to the task of passing the trial I have set for them?”


      “No, I’m not worried at all!” Lilith clapped back. “Their capabilities have already been guaranteed by how the guilds have ranked them!”


      “I have already said that I do not question their rank,” Clowe intimated. “But as your brother, I...” They continued speaking past each other like this, simply reiterating their points over and over—a telltale sign that the argument was going nowhere. Clowe, in particular, seemed determined to do everything he could to stop us from attending the summit due to the Black Fools’ connection to the Wicked Witch. But before their verbal spat could go much further, I raised a hand to interrupt them both.


      “May I have a word?” I said.


      “Lord L— Um, Mr. Dark?” Lilith said. “Everything’s perfectly fine. I’m just trying to set my brother straight!”


      “Of course, Your Highness,” I said amicably. “But we are running short on time if we wish to discuss how we will keep you safe during the trip. I believe this disagreement will be settled much more quickly if we simply tackle this ‘trial’ Prince Clowe has set for us and gain his trust.”


      The prince clicked his tongue in disapproval at this, prompting Lilith to shoot a confused look in his direction. “Dear brother?”


      If I were to hazard a guess at the reason behind his reaction, I would say it was down to Clowe still having it in for me due to Nemumu proclaiming her undying loyalty to me, meaning he didn’t want to hear my voice period. But as Lilith lacked this key bit of context, her bewildered eyes bounced around between me and Clowe, trying to work out what was going on.


      “Princess Lilith, do we have your permission?” I asked.


      “Mr. Dark...” Lilith hesitated before finally giving in. “Very well. I will allow you to undertake the trial.”


      “Thank you, Lilith,” Clowe said. “Now I’ll get to see for myself whether you truly have the mettle to safeguard my sister.” The expressions of prince and princess couldn’t have been more different: his marked by a triumphant grin, hers remaining dour. But I hadn’t been kidding: we had come to the palace to take care of important matters, and I had no time for these petty attempts at one-upmanship.


      “But don’t forget, dear brother, that I need to speak with the Black Fools about my voyage,” Lilith said. “If this trial turns into a prolonged affair, I will insist that you end it prematurely.”


      “Oh, don’t worry on that score. I assure you the trial will be quite simple and won’t take long at all,” Clowe replied. “And in the short amount of time it takes, we will find out for sure just how skilled they are, which is why I had them brought to these training grounds in the first place.”


      “Wait...” Lilith said, her eyes narrowing. “What are you planning to do with them?”


      Clowe treated her to a haughty smile. “Merely testing how qualified they are to provide you with protection.” He snapped his fingers, which turned out to be the signal for the people who had been hiding to show themselves. The lurkers were three demons who looked alike in appearance, so I figured they must be triplets. All three were 170 centimeters in height, with two of them wearing light armor, and one wearing a robe and carrying a staff, making him look like a mage. In short, they looked like a typical adventuring party.


      “Allow me to introduce the Northern Wind Stormwinds, an A-rank adventuring party,” Clowe announced pompously. “I paid a king’s ransom to get them here to test your might against them in a mock battle. I’m certain they will ensure this trial is short and definitive. Don’t you agree? And if the Black Fools lose the mock battle, they will resign as your bodyguards. But there’s no need to panic, because the Northern Wind Stormwinds have agreed to replace them as your security detail if it comes to it.”


      “Brother!” Lilith yelled. “How could you arrange this without consulting me?!”


      “And why should whether or not you were consulted matter?” Clowe asked. “All your hired hands need to do is beat them.”


      Clowe smirked uncontrollably at Lilith’s protests. While the siblings were having this little back-and-forth, I sized up our opponents. Looks like Clowe’s planning for them to be Lilith’s minders rather than her bodyguards. And why the heck did they pick a name like “Northern Wind Stormwinds,” anyway? That’s like saying, “My head aches from a headache.”


      Gold and Nemumu chimed in with their own thoughts, both signaling that they were all in with going along with Clowe’s test.
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