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      0. Duchess in the Attic

      After Opal had attended Hubert and Roanna’s wedding in Socille, she finally returned to settle in to Roussel’s march. She had been sitting directly onto the hard floorboards inside a room in the Roussel manor, taking out belongings in her old bag, when she heard a very familiar set of footsteps.

      “Opal?” her beloved called.

      “I’m right here, Claude,” Opal replied.

      She raised her voice so that he could hear her, and a few moments later, the door to the room opened.

      “I’m surprised to see you in the attic even in this manor,” Claude said. “You must really like these spaces.”

      “It feels like a secret base,” Opal replied. “And look. Isn’t this cute?”

      Claude slightly ducked his head to step inside the room, and Opal showed a doll that she’d been holding. The old bag was filled with toys and tools for kids, with the doll being one of them.

      “Is...it?” Claude asked. “It’s so old that it kind of creeps me out.”

      “Really? How so?” Opal replied. She pursed her lips at her husband before she turned to the doll and gently spoke to it, petting the toy. “You’re a bit dirty, but if I wipe your face, you’ll be clean in no time. And after washing your clothes, it shouldn’t be a problem at all, now, will it?”

      Claude regretted his careless, callous words, but he soon smiled when a memory came to him.

      “What’s so funny?” Opal asked.

      “It just reminded me of when we were kids,” Claude chuckled. “Haven’t you always spoken to your dolls in this way?”

      “And Julian always made fun of me for it. He said that dolls don’t talk, so it only looked like I was speaking to myself.”

      “That was one of the reasons you two fought.”

      Opal often fought with her brother, Julian, who was two years older than her. The dolls were one of many triggers for their spats. When Julian stole the dolls—Opal’s precious friends—away, Claude always managed to take them back and return them to their rightful owner. It was a nostalgic memory, but it was also one that renewed Opal’s annoyance at Julian upon recalling it. While she was lost in her thoughts, Claude took the doll.

      “Sorry about what I said,” he said. “I’ll have the doll cleaned later. Perhaps it might have been my mother’s once.”

      “You’re right,” Opal replied. “Thank you, Claude.”

      “No need to thank me. You were helping me organize our stuff, weren’t you?”

      “Well, I had heard some kids’ toys were being stored here, and I wanted to see if there could be anything for Lud. Look at this rocking horse. I feel like with a bit of polish we can use it again.”

      “Isn’t Lud a bit too young for that?”

      “If we support him, I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      “You think so?”

      Claude gently pushed the wooden horse with the tips of his fingers, his voice soft with a touch of loneliness. It rocked back and forth with soft squeaks. Earlier today, a housemaid long employed by the Roussel manor had shared how the kids’ toys were kept in the attic, and so Opal had snuck out to find some toys for Lud after putting him down for his nap. It had been about a year since Rudrick, Opal and Claude’s only son, was born, and Opal was finally getting a hang of childrearing.

      “I thought you had work, Claude,” Opal remarked as she stared at the gently rocking horse.

      “Ah, well...” Claude trailed off.

      He wasn’t a morning person, and often worked in the afternoons; his workload was often much heavier than Opal’s and he often was completely occupied until dinner. At times, he’d hole himself up in his study after dinner as well, and during those times Opal would offer a helping hand. It was very unusual for Claude to visit his wife before tea, and so Opal had suspected—rightly so—that something had happened.

      Claude gave a deep sigh. “His Majesty gave a summons.”

      “But we’re on vacation,” Opal replied. “We’ve only just settled down after returning from Duke McLeod and Roanna’s wedding! What will he make you do this time?”

      “Uh, well, actually, he summoned you too, Opal.”

      “Me as well? With you?”

      King Alessandro had called for Opal several times, but he’d stopped soon after Opal’s pregnancy. Her brow furrowed—just what kind of mess has His Majesty brought to them this time?

      “I’ll go alone,” Claude insisted.

      “But Claude...” Opal started.

      “I’m certain that His Majesty will ask for something troublesome. You’re far too kind, Opal, so I’ll know you won’t refuse him.”

      “The same could be said for you too.”

      Opal chuckled—she knew how often Claude had been tasked with unreasonable requests by the king. But a stern look soon came over and she shook her head.
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