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      Chapter One


      As I opened the window, a light breeze brushed past my face. The sunrays beaming down shone with a bright intensity. Flowers were blooming en masse, their green leaves happily outstretched.


      Girls of all ages were fond of this time of the year, when spring was transitioning into summer, since it brought the promise of a wonderful future when they’d take their first steps as new brides. Her Highness Princess Henriette, the youngest princess of our kingdom, Lagrange, would soon be married, and her wedding would certainly be festooned with those blessed fluttering feelings.


      Or at least, we had thought it would be, until just a little while ago.


      “This place...”


      After disembarking from the carriage, we all gazed up in confusion at the building in front of us. Though the land it sat upon had a long history, the building itself was of a newer design, with fancy construction techniques and decorations that were popular just two hundred years ago. Thick, elliptical pillars lined the front, and the windows and roof were adorned with engravings. Above one of the third-floor windows was a smaller window—perhaps an attic?


      The most striking things were the giant statues along the front facade. The majestic appearances of legendary deities greeted all those who visited. These were incredible works of art that looked like they could come to life at any second.


      This was one of the many tourist locations in this city, so I’d known of it prior to my visit. The building was named the Parche Palace. It was on a smaller scale for a palace—about the size of a normal mansion. As one would expect, it once served as the residence for a noble named Parche. However, it was only called a palace because of how elegant the building was, and no actual emperor had ever lived in it.


      At present, it belonged to the grand duke’s family, so the name was a bit more fitting now, but that family resided in the larger Casterna Palace, which was nearby—they most likely didn’t even use Parche Palace as a vacation home. It was also vaguely unfit to be a guest house, as it was smack-dab in the middle of the city. There were no walls or fences surrounding it, only a mere plaza that led straight to the road. The neighborhood was filled with shops, hotels, and apartment buildings, and an appetizing scent wafted by, making my stomach growl after the long journey. This area was bustling with locals and tourists alike.


      At present, people were gathered to catch a glimpse of the bride from the neighboring kingdom who had just arrived. Royal knights accompanied her as her guards, and they did their best to prevent the crowd from getting near her. These foreign knights garnered attention as well, not only because their white uniforms were both practical and appealing, but also because they had been assigned to this mission with their looks in mind—they were all very attractive.


      Their leader in particular was a beautiful man who drew every eye, and the women in the crowd all cheered for him. This man, my capable husband, boasted both ability and an impeccable appearance. That’s right! Push that crowd back!


      After retraining my focus onto the building in front of us, I turned to the person behind me, who was stepping down from the carriage. “I wonder why we’re at Parche Palace. I thought we were supposed to head straight to Casterna. Was this detour planned?”


      “I didn’t hear anything about this either.” The black-haired princess shook her head, and her confused expression mirrored my own.


      We’d been traveling by land for several days. Just when we’d thought that the princess would finally be meeting with her beloved, we’d found ourselves taken to this place. Our entire entourage had no idea why, so I asked one of the officials from Lavia who was with us. “Pardon me, but why have we been taken here? This appears to be different from what we’d planned beforehand.”


      This man had greeted us at the border of our two kingdoms and accompanied us from there. He was only in his thirties, but he seemed to be quite coolheaded. He answered me with an insincere smile plastered on his face.


      “Her Highness and you all will be residing here until the wedding ceremony.”


      “We...were not informed of any such thing,” I replied.


      “Is that so? I cannot say why that is, but we merely guided you here per our orders. Parche Palace will be your place of residence for the time being.”


      The official did not appear to be surprised or bothered in the least, which led me to believe that he’d known about this from the start.


      What’s going on?


      I walked back over to Princess Henriette and told her what I’d just heard. Lord Simeon came over with a similarly puzzled look.


      “Was there some sort of miscommunication?” he asked.


      “I don’t believe so.” I quietly gestured toward the man from earlier. “That official knew we’d be confused. They seem to have made this decision without discussing it with us first.”


      Princess Henriette raised her eyebrows. “Prince Liberto ordered such a thing?”


      “We don’t yet know whether these were his orders or not,” I said. Though something like this would fall perfectly in line with the prince’s blackhearted nature, right now, we couldn’t say anything for sure. What we did know was that we probably wouldn’t be able to get any information out of the official.


      My husband promptly made the first decision. “Then I suppose we have no choice. Let us go inside. Debating about it here will only make things more complicated. We’ll confirm with the grand duke’s palace staff after winding down for a moment.”


      I nodded. “Agreed. It would be dangerous for the crowd to get any larger.”


      An ever-growing number of onlookers were staring at Princess Henriette. There were so many that carriages couldn’t pass on the road anymore. Things were starting to get perilous, not only because of the carriages but also because people were beginning to shove one another. There could even be people plotting immoral things in the midst of the fuss, and the knights we had on guard wouldn’t be able to handle it if the mob began to push forward. I felt that Lavia’s side could have predicted something like this happening and taken measures to prevent it, such as placing guards here beforehand. Honestly, Lavia hasn’t been very hospitable thus far.


      Left with no other choice, we had the official lead us. Princess Henriette waved farewell to the crowd as she followed him to the side of the building. The entrance there was plain, in contrast to the splendorous design of the front facade. That small door was intended to be hidden behind the grand statues.


      Once inside, we stepped into a small hall. At the end of this hall was a corridor leading deeper inside the palace, as well as a staircase to the upper floors. The ceiling, pillars, and handrails along the stairs were all gorgeously decorated in an old-fashioned style. That was fine, but...


      Everyone’s faces, including mine, stiffened as we peered around. Our doubts and suspicions only grew as we went farther in. The inside of the palace was dim and silent. Though the season was warm, I wondered if the chill here was because of the stone walls. That much was easy to deal with, but why was the air filled with the stench of mold and dust? One could tell that this place was not used regularly—that was just the kind of place it was. But couldn’t they have aired it out before welcoming their own prince’s bride, the princess of another kingdom?


      Our party exchanged glances as the official led us to the second floor. White dust covered my fingers as I trailed them along the handrail.


      What in the world is happening?




      It’s been a year since I married the person I love and began living as the young wife of an earl. I, Marielle Clarac—turned Marielle Flaubert—believe I have become a proper adult woman, as I turned twenty just the other day!


      My appearance...hasn’t changed, admittedly. But I do believe people have been telling me that I look less and less like a child these days. Of course they would, because I’m twenty now! Even my bespectacled face, which has no defining features at all, has surely become a bit more mature and intelligent-looking. Of course it has! Belief turns to truth!


      As an author, I’ve accomplished many things and have gradually gotten my name out there. Before, I was only known and supported by a certain sphere of fanatics, but nowadays, I receive letters from the general public as well. Being given a regular column in a newspaper also seems to be having a big effect. But naturally, I’m still lacking in many areas, so I shouldn’t get complacent and think that I’m perfect. I have to put forth more energy and do my best!


      Unfortunately, my feelings tend to become flippant in the spring. The weather is nice, flowers bloom, and just taking a walk makes me feel like something good is going to happen. My beloved husband Lord Simeon only becomes more and more handsome; his beauty and brutal, blackhearted flavor gets more polished by the day! I’d thought that I would fangirl over him less once we got married, but I was sorely mistaken. I’ve only been discovering new things about him one after another, and not a single day passes that I don’t fangirl over his increasingly adult charms. There lies a spark specific to our marriage, one separate from the spark we had during our engagement. The trust we now have for each other, and the relief we feel when the other is around, is deeper than it was before our marriage. Now that we’re family, we support one another through happy moments, fun moments, and sometimes hard moments. I couldn’t be happier.


      I wonder if Princess Henriette will be able to experience the same thing. I was sad that I wouldn’t be able to see my friend as much anymore, but I wanted to cheer her on as she embarked on her new life. I wanted her to have her own happy, fun days, even though Prince Liberto was truly blackhearted and had quite a tough outer shell. Nonetheless, I was sure that the two of them could forge their own bond. Despite everything, they were perfect for each other.


      Come now, the bell of celebration is ringing! Burst through the gates—at the end of the flower path lies a somewhat quirky but wonderful prince!


      From the bottom of my heart, I wish for the two of them to lead a happy life together.


      Congratulations!


      But perhaps...it was a bit too early for me to say that.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two


      The Grand Duchy of Lavia had close ties with its neighbor, the Kingdom of Lagrange. At the beginning of last year, Lavia’s heir, His Highness Prince Liberto, confirmed his engagement with Princess Henriette. It was made official while snow was still on the ground.


      The two of them met for the first time over six months after that. Though this was a thoroughly political marriage, Princess Henriette was genuinely in love and couldn’t wait for her wedding day. Once winter passed and roses started to bloom, the time for her to depart from her homeland to Lavia arrived.


      The morning of her departure from Venvert Palace, her brother, His Highness the Crown Prince Severin, called me over with an ambivalent look on his face.


      “I leave her in your care. Though...I’m not sure whether or not leaving that to you is a good idea.”


      “What do you mean by that?” I asked indignantly.


      “Just as I said. You’re a noisy, rampaging girl with a penchant for getting wrapped up in incidents—and you’ve only just turned twenty! Trouble brews wherever you go; storms and difficulties of all kinds follow you. Then, you rush headfirst into them and escape by a hair’s breadth! You would have died two or three times over by now if it weren’t for Simeon, mind you. I have no choice but to be worried about sending you to Lavia, of all places!” The prince prattled on with these lengthy lines, then finally took a breath. “However, Prince Liberto called for you, and Henri herself strongly requested that you be there, so...”


      “You rehearsed all of that, didn’t you?” I asked.


      “Quiet, you! Why, I never!”


      I puffed my cheeks out. “It’s not like I’m getting into these messes on purpose. They’re all just coincidences.”


      “I’m telling you off because of the frequency at which they occur!”


      “You don’t need to worry. This time around, the plan was to have an incident occur from the start, even before my involvement. This mess began on its own.”


      “That only makes it worse!”


      I had to turn away from His Highness’s tongue-lashing. Well, what do you expect me to do about it? The one causing the fuss this time isn’t me, but Prince Liberto!


      The prince of Lavia was six years older than Princess Henriette and would be turning twenty-seven years old this year. He’d been putting a certain plan into action for a while now regarding Lavia’s public safety, which was worsening by the year. The severity of the heinous crimes occurring in Lavia was even known overseas, and many of them were committed by a crime syndicate known as the Scalchi Familia. There was murder, smuggling, purchasing and sales of illicit drugs, and many other evildoings. Including their external members, it was said that the number of people involved with the Scalchi Familia reached four digits. Its upper echelon had only a few members, but at that level, they weren’t mere thugs. They held positions of power on the outside, with many connections to political and economic spheres. They worked with bigwigs from various fields, so they were a menace.


      Prince Liberto was trying to tackle them head-on. Of all things, he was currently trying to get them to plot to assassinate him. His plan was apparently to egg them on, then uncover them once they actually made moves to do it. The upcoming wedding ceremony was to be held with that plan at stake. The knights attending to Princess Henriette were even more on guard than usual, and they would have to become Prince Liberto’s strength when the time came. I was tasked with being his bride’s direct attendant.


      Prince Severin bared his teeth at me. “He appointed you for the job, citing the fact that you’re more used to being in peril than the usual woman. Do you know how it felt for me to be unable to deny that? Considering the situation, that type of person is indeed preferable. There really isn’t anyone more suited for the job than you. So, I had no choice but to relent! But why on earth are you so used to being in peril in the first place?!”


      “As if I could answer that!”


      My husband Lord Simeon wore a bitter expression next to His Highness. Beneath his pale blond hair, his shapely eyebrows were furrowed, and the white space between them was crinkled with lines. Even that face is wonderful! This Vice Captain of the Royal Order of Knights could make a crying child’s face freeze over. Within his deep blue eyes behind his glasses, agony and resignation coincided.


      His Highness wasn’t finished yet. “Is it really all right for me to task you with this when you haven’t undergone any training? A noblewoman you may be, but as a man in a position of power... No, as an adult, I had to debate long and hard about this. However, with Henri’s safety on the line, I had to take great care in considering who would be dispatched. No matter how I thought about it, you were the one fit for the job. I’m sorry, but please take care of her.”


      Despite the anguish coloring his face, he bowed his head to me. I’d thought that he was merely performing his usual complaints and jabs, but it seemed he was genuinely trying to apologize for involving me.


      I was happy he felt that way, but he didn’t need to be so solemn about it. He could have just said “sorry” and let that be the end of it.


      “Please raise your head,” I said. “There’s no need for you to worry so. My role is to stay by Princess Henriette’s side, so I’ll be protected next to her at all times, right? There will be plenty of guards, and moreover, Lord Simeon will be with us. Also, Prince Liberto is sure to prioritize Princess Henriette’s safety over anything else, so I’m sure we’ll be fine.”


      “When it comes to you, things that are sure to be fine always turn out to surely not be fine.”


      I’d gone through the trouble of being generous to him, yet his retort had been nothing but rude. Try as he might to say that he was just worried for me, his words only made me puff out my cheeks more.


      A voice from farther away cut into our banter. “Brother, how long are you going to linger there? Hurry up and leave so that we can depart.”


      Many people were gathered at the front entrance of the palace. In the center was the star of the show, Princess Henriette herself. Her parents, older sister, and loved ones were bidding her farewell.


      “You can chat with Marielle all you want at a later date,” she scolded. “I have to leave now, so please let her go.”


      “We’re discussing something important!” His Highness’s voice pitched upward at being told off by his beloved younger sister. “And, hey, wait! Don’t you have something to say to me? This is our final farewell! You’re not just going off to play! Why do you look like you’ll come right back home?!”


      “Final, sure, but we’ll meet again at the wedding and reception.”


      “I have to stay in Lagrange! I’m the only one of our family who can’t attend!”


      “Oh, right. Then this is goodbye, brother. Please stay well.” Her Highness smiled and waved her hand at him.


      Tears lined Prince Severin’s eyes. “You can’t just... Urgh, I could’ve attended if things hadn’t gotten so complicated...! Lavia isn’t safe! But counterfeit money is making the rounds here, and problem after problem keeps cropping up, so father and I can’t leave the kingdom at the same time, meaning I was the obvious choice to stay home... Aaagh!”


      “Enough. Between a parent and child, it’s only natural for the parent to be given priority.” Her Highness flatly shut down His Whining Highness.


      He looked reproachful at the further scolding. “At least let me complain about it! I won’t be able to see my own sister in her wedding dress. I’m the only one in the family who’s being excluded!”


      “Oh, you’re making such a fuss! I showed it to you while I was being fitted for it, didn’t I? We’ll send photographs, anyway.”
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      Prince Severin completely buckled after being treated so coldly. Lord Simeon looked after him as the prince faced a wall and muttered to himself.


      I walked over to the princess, who whispered to me with a chuckle.


      “I spoke with him plenty today and already said my goodbyes. He just doesn’t know when to let go.”


      “His cute younger sister is leaving. He can’t help it.”


      “Are we really so close that he’s this beat up over it? He’s never fussed over me this much.”


      “I think that’s a bit different.”


      “We’ll meet again soon anyway.”


      It would take about a day’s ride by boat to travel from Sans-Terre to Lavia’s capital, Latiry. Princess Henriette wasn’t going so far away that this would be a lifelong farewell. On top of that, Lavia was a very small kingdom. It was sandwiched between Easdale to the east and Lagrange to the west, making it seem more like a border region than a stand-alone kingdom. It didn’t feel as far away as other nations.


      His Highness Prince Severin and my best friend Julianne were to marry within the year as well. Naturally, an invitation had been sent to Lavia. Out of the grand duke’s family, Princess Henriette and Prince Liberto were sure to attend. In fact, the wedding and reception that the princess had spoken of earlier was her brother’s. The two kingdoms were close in both proximity and relations, so the brother and sister were sure to visit each other occasionally. Though they wouldn’t be able to meet freely, they would see each other regularly—that was how light this farewell was. Aside from a certain person, no one felt gloomy about it.


      And so, Princess Henriette left Venvert Palace, where she’d been born and raised. We didn’t travel by sea but took our time traveling by carriage. This was partially to show the citizens the path she was taking to her wedding and partially so that she could meet with those she knew along the way. We stayed at Castle Embourg near the border and met with Lady Laetitia and Lady Anna—I was relieved that the two of them seemed to be doing very well. The next day, we finally crossed the border, and the princess was sentimental yet filled with excitement. As evening approached on the sixth day, she finally entered the city of Latiry.


      This city, under the grand duke’s jurisdiction, was the ancient birthland of an empire. In current times, the form of the kingdom and its ruler were completely different, but traces of ages long past could be seen here and there. Though it was a modern place that was no less grand than Sans-Terre, ancient ruins were commonplace features of the city, making for an interesting atmosphere.


      One after another, mysterious sights appeared that made our hearts flutter. As we enjoyed the view outside the window of the carriage, we finally arrived at our destination, Casterna Palace...


      Or, at least, we thought we’d ended up there. But I’ve already told you about what happened when we first arrived.


      We were already encountering difficulties. Dark clouds were gathering even before the main event was set to start.


      If nothing else, the living room on the second floor was presentable. I was relieved that I wouldn’t need to worry about potential spiderwebs.


      “For now, I’m just glad that we get to rest in a place roomy enough for us to stretch our legs—not to mention one that’s not rocking back and forth. I don’t want to ride in a carriage for a good while. Let’s all take a break for the time being.”


      The maids were doing their best to think positively and calm down Princess Henriette, since she was probably the most confused out of all of us. She was currently sitting on an old but elegant couch wearing a slightly mystified expression. This type of furniture from decades ago wasn’t meant to be soft, so I was sure it wasn’t very comfortable.


      Though the room appeared fine at first glance, a closer look revealed that the furnishings were all very old. In fact, the whole building felt like it had been perfectly preserved from a past era.


      I went to my husband’s side, leaving the princess to talk to her maids. “Have you learned anything, Lord Simeon?”


      After giving a few orders to his subordinates, he gestured for me to stand by the wall near the doorway with him. He then spoke in a hushed voice so that no one else could hear. “I’m just as confused as you. We met with Lavia’s officials many times before the trip, but they never informed us of this change of plans.”


      Lord Simeon was beautiful like an illustration in a novel, with the perfect melding of delicacy and elegance—his face was calm. But deep within his light-blue eyes, doubt lingered, alongside a tinge of anger. It seemed Lord Simeon harbored the same feelings as the rest of us in regards to our plight.


      “If His Highness was the one who ordered this,” I said, “then perhaps something urgent occurred at Casterna Palace, and he can’t let us—or rather, can’t let Princess Henriette—go there.”


      Lord Simeon shook his head. “He would have contacted us if that were the case. It doesn’t seem like something prevented him from rushing a message to us.”


      My husband glanced to the side as he leaned against the wall. A woman pushing a cart stepped through the doorway, which had been left open. Was she a servant dispatched from the ducal palace? Tea and cups were situated on top of the cart, along with two large teapots. There was enough for everyone.


      Though the hallways and stairwells hadn’t been cleaned, the living room was in proper order, and servants were present. It was clear that someone had prepared at least part of this palace for our visit, so wouldn’t that person have had time to contact us about the change of venue?


      The servant placed a teacup in front of Princess Henriette. “Thank you,” the princess said. She then took the opportunity to inquire about our circumstances. “Um, I believe it’s almost time for dinner. Where will we be eating it?”


      The servant, who looked a bit older than us, answered without any trace of emotion. “Dinner was scheduled to take place in the dining hall, but we will bring it to this room if you so request.” Her tone was polite, but somehow coldly uncaring.


      Princess Henriette backed down from her innocent question. “I see. Then we’ll eat in the dining hall.”


      “Understood.”


      The princess had most likely wanted to believe that we were only in this small palace for a break from our travels and that we would be at Casterna in time to dine. Unfortunately, that didn’t seem to be the case.


      “Should we send a messenger to Casterna?” I asked, my voice somewhat melancholy.


      Princess Henriette twiddled her thumbs. “I’d like to, but...”


      Lord Simeon, still resting against the wall, folded his arms. “It’s almost sundown. We’re all exhausted, so we should call it a night.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Prince Liberto is sure to hear that we’ve arrived in Latiry. If he did not authorize us being rerouted, then he’ll do something about it. We could stand to wait a while longer.”


      “That’s true...”


      He was right. We were all tired after sitting in a rocking carriage for several days straight. We’d momentarily forgotten about our exhaustion because we’d been excited to arrive at a destination, but now that we were remembering it, it was taxing to think about having to resume traveling.


      When we peeked out of the doorway into the hall, we found that our luggage had been brought in without our permission and was haphazardly strewn about. I wasn’t sure whether to be pleased with the convenience or mad at the lack of authorization. As I pondered that little dilemma, the servant from earlier entered the room again. This time, she was carrying a basket full of wisteria and one other thing...


      “What shall we do with this item, Your Highness?”


      “Oh!” When Princess Henriette saw the basket, she stood up so quickly from her chair that it almost looked like she’d been launched from it. She jogged to the servant, took the basket, then removed the latch that prevented the lid from coming off. A black-and-white fluffball popped out from inside.


      “Pearl! I’m sorry! Sorry! I’m so sorry!” The princess quickly picked up the small dog, which had a short snout and big, round eyes—the little pup was happily wagging her tail and not yelping or crying out at all.


      This was Princess Henriette’s beloved puppy, Pearl. Still only a year old, she loved to play, but she was also obedient and didn’t cause too much mischief, nor did she bark a lot. The princess had put her into that basket right before leaving the carriage, but Pearl had been promptly forgotten about since she hadn’t made any noise during all the ruckus. The maid who’d been left in charge of her was profusely apologizing. We couldn’t blame her, since both Princess Henriette and I had also forgotten. Our attention had been stolen away by the immediate shock of disembarking the carriage in an unexpected location.


      Now that we’d all been reminded of Pearl, we began hastily searching for her necessities. The dog had to be prioritized over the humans, since unlike us, she couldn’t take care of herself. We rushed to dig her supplies out of our luggage. While we were making a fuss, Pearl began sniffing her new surroundings. While a cat might have been afraid of an unfamiliar new place, a dog likely wouldn’t be—in fact, Pearl seemed to be enjoying herself. She sniffed not just the floor, but also all of our feet.


      Lord Simeon looked conflicted as Pearl investigated him. “Pearl, I feel like you’ve known me long enough by now. You shouldn’t need to confirm my identity anymore.”


      I put my hand to my chin. “Perhaps she feels the call of nature, so she’s searching for a place to go.”


      Lord Simeon made an audible noise, scooped up the dog, then ran out of the room before I had the chance to tell him that we had potty pads for her. There was a brief moment of silence after he rushed out, and then we all burst into laughter. Confusion, discouragement, displeasure, doubt—all of our negative emotions were dispersed thanks to Pearl. We were finally able to laugh from deep within our hearts. Animals could truly soothe one’s soul.


      After that, displeased as we were, we finally felt like settling down for the night. For the foreseeable future, we’d be busy with meetings, preparing for the wedding, and many other things, so we just knew we would be receiving some sort of communication from Lavia’s side. Prince Liberto was, of course, going to send us a message without us worrying. We were fine! All we had to do for tonight was rest, so it didn’t matter where we did so...


      Or at least, that was what we told ourselves.


      “There...aren’t any beds?”


      As it turned out, our hopes had been naive. It definitely did matter where we slept for the night.


      One of Lord Simeon’s subordinates had called for him and then whispered this shocking report in his ear. The subordinate had gone to check on how the rooms would be split. At that point, he learned that not one single room in the palace had a bed.


      The rest of us quickly went to scope out the other rooms and confirm. It was just as we’d been told—no matter which bedroom we looked in, the only furniture inside each was a modest desk and chair. No bed. Not only that, but there was dust everywhere. I stood there, agape and astonished upon discovering that the spiderwebs I’d feared really were here.


      As one would expect, even Princess Henriette was upset by this development. She turned to the servant and demanded answers. “What is the meaning of this? We’re being told to stay in this place, yet not a single bit of preparation was done to welcome us. Do you expect us to sleep on the floor?”


      Though the servant should have ideally been apologizing for this utmost ineptitude, she merely responded with a blank face. “Not at all, my lady. Your room is the next one over.”


      That was correct: The only room that had an actual bed was the one right next to the first room we’d been led to. In other words, only the princess had a room prepared for her.


      “Just one bed isn’t enough and you know it!” the princess bellowed. “Do you know how many of us there are here?!”


      Our party consisted of four maids, thirty-six guards (including commanders), three planners, and me, for a total of forty-four people. Though the guards would rotate during the night, we would still need at least twenty-five beds.


      The servant didn’t budge. “There are quarters for your attendants on the fourth floor. There may not be quite enough space, but we ask for your understanding.”


      Our maids and guards exchanged glances. Fourth floor...? That small window I could see from outside? So far, we’d only checked up to the third floor, so we immediately made our way back up the stairs. As we’d expected, a narrow, plain hallway and six similarly plain rooms with low ceilings greeted us. Four beds had been squeezed into each one, with no other furniture in sight. Twenty-four beds, then. Looks like we have places to sleep, but who knows whether or not we’ll be able to rest in them.


      One of the maids uttered what we were all thinking. “No matter how you look at it, these are the servants’ quarters... We’re servants, but...”


      “W-We can be called that, but we’re not of such low status that we have to sleep in an attic...” stammered another maid. “We each have private rooms in Venvert.”


      “Forget us—the men here aren’t servants, are they?”


      “Maybe they’re considered civil servants since they work for the government?”


      “What kind of logic is that? None of this makes any sense!”


      By this point, all of us had come to the same conclusion: The way we were being treated couldn’t be explained away by a lack of communication or preparation. This was being done out of obvious malice. There was no doubt that someone was very intentionally treating us rudely.


      Princess Henriette was only growing angrier by the minute. She kept saying that we should argue with the staff once more. But if the culprit was doing this on purpose, it didn’t matter what she did. She would probably also be looked down upon in an argument for being a young woman.


      Lord Simeon took the initiative and gathered up the palace’s servants. “We do not intend on wasting any more time here on these pointless endeavors. We have one request—we would like to leave this place and head straight to Casterna Palace, as was initially planned. Do you agree?”


      There were only two female servants and four security soldiers present. The rest had all gone home for the night, including the one who’d greeted us in the first place. Unbelievable!


      For the first time, one of the servants showed a trace of fear. “We’re terribly sorry, but that cannot be done. We were ordered to have you all reside here, so it would be a problem if those plans were to change.”


      “Your side was the one who suddenly changed the plans on us. I’ll say it again: We do not intend on wasting any more time with you all. We’re leaving. Now.”


      Lord Simeon was talking perfectly calmly and not raising his voice—his expression was not particularly frightening either. However, his words were effectively shutting down his opponents’ protests. As expected of the Demon Vice Captain! You’re absolutely right! It’s simply a waste of time to deal with all the ifs, ands, and buts!


      The servants were indeed daunted by his unwillingness to listen. “Even so, sir...”


      “If there is an issue with this revised course of action, then take it up with the person who ordered you to accommodate us in this manner. Our only option is to do as we planned.” He then turned to his subordinates and addressed them. “Everyone, prepare to depart.”


      The knights began to move, ignoring the palace’s servants entirely. Those servants flailed about trying to stop them. “Please, don’t! Casterna’s front gates have long closed by now, and they won’t be able to tend to you even if you show up! It will be bothersome if you all ignore the orders we were given!”


      Lord Simeon’s eyes glinted. “I’ve already told you—everyone here is a waste of time. We won’t be listening any longer.” Though his voice and expression were as calm as ever, his gaze shot icicles through those standing in his way.


      The palace’s guards, who’d apparently been thinking that our knights were just pretty decorations, grew pale at the Demon Vice Captain’s sheer force of will.


      Lord Simeon looked back at me a bit reproachfully. “Marielle, come back to reality and get ready.”


      “Miss Marielle...” Princess Henriette was also staring at me worriedly. While our knights and maids chuckled, the palace servants were pulling back from the unfamiliar sight.
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