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Chapter 89 – Winter And The New Citizens, Part 1

	·

Strangely, somehow time went by uneventfully without anything happening at all.









The commotion over choosing the crown prince gradually settled down as well after some time passed. The season for socializing has now ended, and all the nobles that were just so active in the royal capital have each returned to their own domains, since it’s difficult to keep a topic going forever no matter how controversial it is.









Although I say that, it hasn’t calmed down completely yet. That commotion definitely caused factions to form within the nobility supporting either prince, especially with regards to nobles in the royal palace.









Just like the other nobles, Earl Terejia and I also returned to Kaldia at the end of summer. There seemed to be no movements from the northern nobles that we remained on guard against, nor was there any contact from Faris about the activities of the sisters in the Nordsturm domain. With the usual high amount of work as well as dealing with the autumn harvest, autumn was almost over already before I realized it.









“The snow should be arriving soon……”









“Ahh, is it already this time of year? One year sure went by fast.”









It’s now the last month of August, and the air in Kaldia has a chilly bite to it, snow should be arriving at any moment. Regardless of the calendar date, when snow arrives, that means winter is here.









Ever since I’ve returned to the Mansion of Golden Hills from the royal capital, I’ve had virtually no time to even leave, every day has been hectic with sending out letters, compiling information and reports, writing documents, learn from Mrs. Marshan’s lectures, work with Earl Terejia, or practicing the bow and sword…… Well, that’s how I spent every day, so it’s no wonder that an entire season passed before I noticed.









I’ve been spending every day so habitually like this that I didn’t even realize how exhausted my body was until now, so I sighed lightly. It became a white mist that quickly dissipated in the chilly air.









I’m currently wrapped in a thick woolen cloak, and riding east together with Claudia by horse. Before a full-fledged winter gets here, I need to check on the state of the village for the new citizens.









“You don’t seem to have any ambition or aspirations at all right now, Alicia-dono. You’re probably feeling tired? You should take a rest and relax a bit at Teo’s.”









“It’s Eliza, Claudia-dono.”









“Mm, sorry.”









“……I suppose you’re right. I am a little tired.”









I was so tired that I didn’t even have the energy to pretend I wasn’t as I nodded to Claudia. She also seemed to be slightly fatigued as she replied, of course you are.









Ever since Earl Terejia started feeling unwell earlier this summer, he hasn’t gotten much better. Of course, I can’t let the work he usually does be not done, so I’ve gotten a lot more familiar with his work.









No matter how hard I work, I can’t do everything by myself, so I’ve left all military work related to the domain up to Claudia, Gunther, and the oldest soldier in the army, Calvin. Unfortunately, Gunther and Calvin basically don’t know how to read or write, so all the documents are left up to Claudia.









Also unexpectedly, Claudia has gotten quite busy as well, she’s basically taken over the role of army instructor from Earl Terejia. Not only does she teach the army personal combat techniques, she’s also sharp in tactics and strategy. It seems that she’s extremely skilled at everything military.









It’s clear to see that both of us are overworked. It’s hard because I lack people I can use.









“It’s hurts that ‘Elise’ isn’t here right now……”









Even though I know there’s nothing I can do about it, I couldn’t help but let that comment slip out.









“Well, he was brainwashed before. It can’t be helped.”









Claudia seemed to make an attempt at consoling me. “Elise” – or Ratoka, I’ve been keeping him far away from the other Elise this autumn, as well as keeping him under surveillance. The Nordsturms seem to be connected to the group of sisters that planted anti-nobility sentiments in him in the past. They might find out about Ratoka’s existence and take advantage of him somehow to slip through a crack in our defenses. That’s why I’m on guard.









I know. I was the one who came up with, and carried out the idea to confine him. Even so, I can’t keep a hold on my emotions.









Is this, any different from what I did to Kamil?









“…………”









“……Eliza-dono?”









I shook my head to try and clear it of these dark emotions.









“……Nothing. On our return tomorrow, I was thinking about staying at Nezu village.”









“Ahh, those girls. It’s good that the wounds in their hearts are healing.”









Claudia nodded, and our conversation ended there. We traveled the rest of the way in silence.














“My lord! You’ve finally arrived.”









At the entrance to the new village, Teomer was standing there and greeted us, waving his left hand. Claudia and I both waved our hands as well in greeting.









“Hey, Teo. It’s been a while. How are the preparations for winter going?”









“Long time no see. I see that you barely have any energy just like usual. As for winter preparations…… It’s going well, is what I would have liked to say.”









Looking at him, Teomer’s skin seems to be considerably tanner than before after spending an entire summer in Kaldia. He used to be a little reddish, but now he’s closer to the color of wheat.









“The irrigation work isn’t as far along as I expected.”









Teomer gave me a brief report as we entered the village gate. There’s no other villages close by to here, but we did have a wall built around the village for crime prevention.









When I entered the village, I saw several inelegant stone buildings, with only the foundations built. Similarly, there were also only a few paths that had been paved with stone, and their own self-made nomad tents as well as the simple tents donated from other domains were lined up all over the place.









This is the current situation in the village for the new citizens. I see six more buildings than when I was here last time and had to go to the royal capital. However, this isn’t enough for six hundred villagers to live in. Originally these buildings are meant for about five people to live in, and right now double that number is living in each building. Even so, there’s still about four hundred people still currently living in tents.









“Right now, we’re having the children and elderly live in the ‘buildings’ and our own tents, but……”









“It’s unreasonable to pass winter in Kaldia with only tents. Since you’ve taken all this trouble to become my citizens, I can’t have you all dying and going to visit Misorua in less than one year.”









When it’s spring in this area, melted snow from the Amon Nor mountains will cause the water levels of lakes and rivers to overflow and even flood. That’s why we have to elevate the level of buildings we construct here, and we’re doing flood control work at the Sera River and the surrounding lakes, but since there’s many people among the new citizens that aren’t suited for labor work like children and the elderly, in addition to the fact that they aren’t used to doing this type of work, it seems that things have been progressing slower than expected. On top of all this, this village is the farthest one from the Mansion of Golden Hills, as well as being located far away from other villages. It’s risky to have such an isolated and ramshackle village face the deep snow of winter in Kaldia by itself.









“……Alright. I’m sorry, but let’s have all the new citizens stay in the area under direct control for this winter.”


Chapter 90 – Winter And The New Citizens, Part 2




After confirming with Teo that his tribe would agree to spend winter in the area under direct control, there were no more big projects for the time being. I spent the rest of the day on listening to how people’s lives were, what basic necessities were insufficient, learning who was sick and injured, learning all the finer details to the best of my limits. Based on all of this, I need to decide on what needs to be purchased and what Lord Carson’s carpenters should work on first, next spring when they arrive. As soon as I get back to the mansion, I need to talk to Bellway about it all as well.









For dinner, I asked them to make me whatever they usually ate, and for lodging I just asked to stay in one of their simple buildings with some other children. My new citizens that have very little concept of a nobility system and the difference in rank between commoners and nobles accepted readily.









The meal that night consisted of pumpkins, boiled fish from the river, horse milk, some vegetables mixed with fish, and a cheese soup. The pumpkin’s texture was smoother than I thought it would be, and not as sweet as I expected, but still delicious. Although everything I described seemed normal, it tastes like they probably put cheese into every dish. Since they keep a small herd of goats, they must also have some way of obtaining citrus fruits for the acidity necessary in the process of making goat cheese. Now that wild fruits have been lost to Kaldia, even cheese is considered quite a luxury item.









“So this is a pumpkin. How delicious! It’s a vegetable with such a rich taste!”









“Indeed.”









Claudia seemed to really like the pumpkins. She took the second serving offered to her in silence with a stuffed mouth and an expression full of joy.









Later in the evening, I listened to children the same age as me tell stories about fishing and hunting, and I think I strangely fell asleep for the first time in my life while chatting excitedly without having to think about anything difficult at all. I thought that it was actually just pure and fun. To the extent where I felt a little lonely the next morning.














“My lord!? Wh, what……?”









When I returned to stay at Nezu village, the mayor’s wife was so shocked…… Or maybe I should say she was terrified. Well, I guess I did visit unannounced, so it can’t be helped.









“Ahh, sorry for surprising you. ……I came to see those girls from before, I just happened to stop by here after a trip to the village for my new citizens.”









“Those, uh, girls?”









I confirmed it again for the mayor who still seemed to be puzzled. After I nodded, they hurriedly tried to have those girls summoned right away, while I rushed as well to stop them.









“C, call them here immediately!”









“Wait, you don’t need to call them here to see me. I’ll go visit them myself.”









Those two village girls seemed to be regaining their energy despite a lingering fear of men. Although they couldn’t do any work in the fields or heavy labor, it seemed like they were maintaining the agricultural tools, making ropes, and taking care of some chickens.









I didn’t have the time to chat with as many villagers as possible like in the village under construction, so after I asked some villagers about their winter preparations, I continued on my way back to the mansion. It’s already been five years since Earl Terejia’s become my guardian and begun enacting his policies in Kaldia, it seems that life is returning here little by little. I wonder if it’s about time that we can begin producing cloths and threads on our own again without having to rely on imports.









It might be fine to purchase some goats from Henznaut domain next year. Or maybe if the new citizens’ goats do really well and increase in number, I can buy some from them. I have to revive technologies and techniques in Kaldia.














With new citizens’ tents were lined up on a hill north of the Mansion of Golden Hills, I saw the sight of clear skies after the first snow of winter for the first time. Although Earl Terejia had told me about how it looked last year, I missed it back then. At that time I was busy with work as well as recuperating from my long sleep, so I hardly stepped out of the mansion.









Now I can avoid having the new citizens being forced to deal with unfamiliar weather and an unfamiliar land all by themselves. There’s many elderly and children among them, and in a new land with different customs, they’ll reach a high level of dissatisfaction quickly if I don’t do anything for them.









That’s not all though, there’s also benefits to having them here. The largest village in all of Kaldia, Claria village, which is located south of the area under direct control, seems to be interested trading with the new citizens as well as learning about their culture. Although Claria village is fairly close to the area under direct control, it happened to be the village least affected by my father’s rampage, and it was also the village where Earl Terejia’s aid reached first. A lot of soldiers in training come from this village, and the regular Kaldia army also has many soldiers with family members in this village, so anti-noble sentiments are quite weak here. Also, since there’s a lot of commoners from other domains that end up staying here if they visit Kaldia, it’s a place that’s also friendly to the new citizens.









“Last year, we traded our pumpkins, livestock, dairy products, and cloths for things like bread, eggs, straw, rye, and so on. I think some people also got cooking utensils.”









According to Teo, it seems that bartering is something their tribe does often. As for some of the older Kaldia citizens that experienced life before my father’s despotic rule, it seems that cheese was what they wanted the most. It seems that there’s a few words in common between the Artolan language and some words from ancient times in the Jugfena region, so they’ve been able to communicate with each other at a basic level.









“If possible, please actively trade this year. Claria village is well populated, and things of all sorts gather there, it also has a lot of contact with the other villages. It’s the most appropriate location for you guys to be accepted by the villagers.”









I also chatted with Teo about how his tribe was spending winter as I helped him corral the horses in a simple wooden fence that my soldiers had helped construct. Although the Shiru horses are smaller in size than my army’s horses, it seems that they’re quite compact and muscular all over with excellent stamina. Although they’re trained, they still have wild temperaments and it was a bit difficult for me to get through the fence as I wasn’t used to them.









“But at the moment we can’t afford to sell any of our livestock, nor are we able to produce cheese.”









“……I believe I can have lemons imported. Would you be able to make at least a little cheese? In exchange, how about providing you an additional ten goats in the spring?”









At any rate, if I buy goats for my domain, the Shiru tribe would be the best at taking care of them anyways. I also intend to give some goats to Claria village and Nezu village where they already have the ability to take care of livestock again, but since I’m buying a new type of goat for the first time, I want to let the Shiru tribe handle the goats first and hopefully be able to pass down some techniques on goat handling.









“Ten goats, eh…… Alright, I’ll have a word with the other chiefs about this.”









“You’re a great help. Also, will you go and see the cavalry troops sometime this year?”









“Ahh, that won’t be a problem. Also, you should be there as well, can you participate? How else will you lead if you don’t know how to handle a horse and form battle formations?”









Although my newly established cavalry troops from last year are guided by retired cavalry troops from Earl Ruktoferd’s domain, the instructors return to Ruktoferd for the duration of winter. And so this time, I’m hoping to improve my cavalry’s efficiency by having the Shiru tribe that’s used to being on horseback year-round observe their training. It seems that there’s some fundamental differences in how to handle their horses.









“Even though it’s winter, as long as life has stabilized for the tribe, it should be fine to have some warriors join the army……”









“Is that really fine? Aren’t they considered an important existence to protect the tribe?”









“No, now my people are currently protected by you, not our warriors. Didn’t you also pick up the path of the warrior, in order to protect our pride?”









Teo was grinning devilishly as he said so. Indeed, it’s as he says.









“……I suppose. There’s no problem with treating you as my private soldiers.”









“Use us well. You’re our King now.”









–Mmm??




I heard myself being addressed as something that I’m almost sure I misheard, but I decided to ignore it. Maybe to them the position above that of their chief is simply their King. That’s probably all it is.


Chapter 91 – To Kill Him Or Let Him Live, Which Is My True Intention?

·

As a traditional stone building constructed in my great-grandfather’s time, the Mansion of Golden Hills gets quite chilly in winter. In rooms without a fireplace, the cold feels like it can pierce down to your bones, and the floors and walls are icy cold as well.




Of course, the dungeon with no functions for warmth installed in it whatsoever is even colder. While there are some small holes drilled in the dungeon leading to the ground for ventilation, it seems that the dungeon is actually even colder during winter than our storage facilities.




There’s quite some strong wind drafts in winter, and the fires lighting up the dungeon were weakened significantly by it. I clasped my thick fur cloak tightly around my body as I descended deep into the dungeon, listening to the sound of someone rattling the iron bars.




“What’s wrong, you’re causing such a commotion?”




“Let me out of here! Please! I’ll freeze and die……”




The painfully distressed voice coming from the other side of the iron bars was one of the two prisoners I had secretly kept for myself and put in here earlier this summer, a blonde-haired bandit with a tall, lanky body. His light clothes didn’t do very much to ward off the cold, and he was shivering. His originally blonde hair was also changing to a muddy hue of dirty blonde, becoming matted with filth.




“Shut up…… Don’t do something like beg for your life……!”




From the adjacent cell, the other bandit, the first one I interrogated, was shouting weakly in anger with all his remaining strength. It seems that since he’s middle-aged, it’s taken a harder toll on his body. I wonder if the blonde bandit is shivering more because of the cold or because of everything that’s happened to the other bandit. When I just stood there silently without saying anything to either of them, the blonde bandit turned around and started yelling at the other bandit in frustration and impatience.




“You shut up! If you want to die so much, go die by yourself!! I…… don’t want to freeze to death here!”




“You bastard…… Have you forgotten your loyalty to our gods…..!?”




“Who cares about that!!”




The blonde man was smacking the iron bars. It seems that after being imprisoned for so long, his spirit was finally giving in to the cold of winter and the threat of losing his life.




“Hey, I’ll tell you anything…… Anything at all…… Help me, please let me out of here…… My feet, my feet hurt so much I can’t bear it……!”




His feet hurting so much that he can’t bear it, he’s probably talking about frostbite. Since I didn’t give them any shoes or socks, it seems that his feet developed frostbite first, before his fingers. It’s now been seven days since the first snow of winter, and temperatures have dropped harshly. His injuries have probably already undergone necrosis.




“……I see. Sure, it’s fine. If you tell me everything you know, I’ll let you out of there. I’ll also have your feet treated.”




I think I sound terribly similar to a cat right now. I can even feel myself licking my lips for once.




“Really!?!?”




“Of course. To be honest, I can’t afford to keep taking care of people that take too long to decide anyways.”




As the blonde man shouted in elation, the other bandit was moaning with an anger-filled voice.




“What’s, this! How can this be!!”




“You just shut up!!”




“You bastard, are you this shameless!”




I merely watched silently and observed as both men lost all their self-control and shouted angrily at each other. It doesn’t seem like they are acting. I ignored their continued arguing, and had my soldiers take the blonde bandit out of his jail cell.




“Valon! Don’t go!!”




Finally, the door to the dungeon closed, leaving behind the sorrowful cries of the remaining bandit. I told my soldiers that were helping the blonde bandit named Valon to stand to take him to the interrogation room in the barracks, while I went upstairs to call for Rashiok.




On the third floor, I found Rashiok sleeping in front of Ratoka’s room. Why is he here, I wonder. Because I’m self-conscious about having Ratoka placed under house arrest again, I’ve been avoiding him these days. What I will say to him, what he might say back to me, it’s only natural that I have no idea what to tell him.




On the day that I talked with Chief Priest Faris, I had Ratoka return to the Mansion of Golden Hills immediately without listening to any of his excuses.




Last winter, after I woke up from an entire month of sleeping, Ratoka had told me in detail why he’d thrown a rock at me. The story according to Ratoka seemed to be that ever since his birth, his mother had gone insane and constantly abused him, and he also picked up a hatred of the nobility from the villagers, which developed into a killing intent against the domain lord. His story had never mentioned anything about sisters planting the seeds of anti-noble sentiments.




That’s why I judged things to be dangerous. There’s many people gathered in the royal capital. I was worried about the risk of those sisters who seem to be connected to the Nordsturms somehow finding Ratoka again and “reusing” him in some way.




Ratoka never mentioned the sisters since he didn’t have any suspicions towards their activities – also, because Ratoka didn’t want to mention any of his memories involving his personal emotions. Meaning, there’s a definite crack in Ratoka’s spirit from which the sisters can slip into and potentially take advantage of.




But even if I tell that to Ratoka right now, he wouldn’t be able to understand the truth behind my actions. All I can do is, keep away from him, and keep him safe and protected while also keeping him under house arrest.




……Of course, this is just what I’m telling myself.




It’s obvious that my emotions might not agree with what I’m doing. Honestly, I truly don’t want to do such a thing to him.




Rashiok made a sound of surprise in his throat at seeing the look of self-loathing in my eyes. While draconis are highly intelligent, they don’t have as many complicated things to think about like humans do, so they express their emotions simply.




If you don’t want to be hated by Ratoka, then just don’t do anything that Ratoka would hate you for, it’s just that simple, is what Rashiok’s eyes seemed to be trying to tell me.


Chapter 92 – Piercing Words

·

I intended for Rashiok to be there alongside me at the interrogation of the blond bandit Valon. That man isn’t used to the existence of such a large beast. Rashiok’s presence alone should be enough to terrify and fluster him greatly.




However, Rashiok wouldn’t move from his position in front of Ratoka’s room. Since he’s much bigger than I am, no matter how much I pushed him, he wouldn’t budge. This rascal, I kept calling him various names mentally. I couldn’t help myself and suddenly remembered a wide variety of colorful and vulgar swear words from my previous life. I glared at the draconis laying there casually, taking up most of the entire corridor while wagging his serpentine tail back and forth.




Will I have to give up on bringing Rashiok with me? I don’t absolutely have to have Rashiok with me at the interrogation. The bandit’s spirit had already been weakened by the cold to the point that he was begging for his life. I thought about it and figured I could also use various other methods if I had to return the bandit to the dungeon, so I let go of Rashiok and was about to leave.




……At that moment, I fell flat on my face in the hallway. I’m feeling an intense pain and heat from my nose right now. Thanks to the carpet flooring, it didn’t hurt as much as it could have, but it still hurt. More importantly, there’s something else. There’s a terrible pressure on my back. I’m pretty sure it’s Rashiok’s front paw. I can also hear his breathing really close to me, so his face is probably close to me. He also seems to be holding onto the edge of my cloak so that I couldn’t stand back up, and he was the one who made me fall over, what a rascal.




I raised my face a little and pressed my hand against my nose, feeling a warm liquid trickling down. My nose is bleeding.




“…………Rashiok.”




I managed to utter his name the best I could with my face to the ground, but the weight on my back wouldn’t disappear. I grudgingly wiped my nosebleed a little with my sleeve rather than letting it drip. While my clothes are rather expensive, the carpet is even more so.




Then, a small figure started coming up the stairs. It’s Ratoka, holding a book under his arm. What timing.




“Eh…… Huh?”




Ratoka seemed to be more confused than anything else. Of course he would be. I could only imagine how different I looked from usual, with my nose bleeding as I’m laying flat against the floor with Rashiok’s paw pressing me down.




“……Um, what are you doing?”




“What does it look like I’m doing?”




Hearing the frustration in my voice, Ratoka hurriedly came over and knocked on Rashiok’s head a few times as he was still sitting on top of me. Then finally, the weight casually disappeared from my back.




That bastard. Once again, I cursed at Rashiok mentally. So this was his aim to begin with.




“Uh…… For the time being, let’s stop your nosebleed.”




With an indescribable expression on his face, Ratoka opened the door to his room.




There was a bed, a desk, a chest of drawers, and a bookshelf with some papers and books on it. In the year since this room had become Ratoka’s, nothing had changed except that there was now a bookshelf. It’s only natural since I haven’t given him any other furniture nor a salary. However, looking around the room while sitting on his bed, I couldn’t help but feel that his room seemed so wide and empty and a little cold, and I wondered if I should give him a sofa.




“Here, a cloth to stem your nosebleed.”




Ratoka’s mouth was bent into the shape of the へ character as he looked to see how I was doing. As soon as he saw that I was still holding my nose with my tunic’s sleeve, he took out a clean cotton cloth for me from the first aid kit on his shelf and also opened the window in his room for me to get some fresh air. I obediently sat still for a while, and my nosebleed naturally stopped bleeding on its own. The pain from face planting is also fading. But if I leave right now, I have a feeling that Rashiok will do the same thing to me all over again.




I was momentarily confused over what to say, but I ended up asking:




“How is Elise-sama doing?”




“She had a small seizure earlier today, and she’s now resting. Lately she’s been having seizures more and more often. Even though she’s been getting fevers less often than before, in this past year……”




Ratoka hasn’t had any work to do while Elise had been sleeping. He seems to be passing the time by reading books, and he just happened to have gotten a new book to read when he returned to his room. Like Ratoka said, when Elise first came here, she often did nothing but sleep as she lacked physical fitness and would always be getting fevers, but after staying a while in the more temperate climate of Kaldia, her physical condition improved and she was no longer bedridden like before. That’s why I furrowed my eyebrows at the report that her seizures have become more common again.




“The doctor is examining the current situation, but it also seems like Elise herself agrees that she’s getting worse.”




“Please encourage her as much as possible. I’ll do what I can to visit her whenever possible as well.”




Elise’s seizures are also greatly influenced by her state of mind. If she feels weak mentally, she’ll have more seizures.




“Please do that. Ever since you’ve put me here again, you haven’t visited Elise even once.”




“……Is that so.”




It’s Ratoka that I wanted to avoid, not Elise, but since Ratoka is still in charge of dealing with Elise for me, I’ve been avoiding Elise’s room as well. I’ve been making the excuse to myself that I’m too busy with work to go see her, but actually I’m feeling quite guilty about not going to chat with her. When I just nodded without saying anything else, Ratoka just stared at me.




“……I can’t even be myself and I have to use someone else’s name, I’m not allowed to use my own.”




His voice was strangely cold. I looked again at Ratoka in surprise. He seemed to be expressionless, nothing but ice.




“Do you not even need me anymore?”




He almost spat that at me, then he seemed to awkwardly deride himself.




“……The fact that you didn’t kill me, I know that I’m supposed to be grateful and not think about it. But I’ve always been wondering. Just why you went to the trouble of giving me an education, and keeping me by your side. It seems that you like me quite a bit. Are you just spoiling me?”




“That’s not it.”




Despite me saying so, I was in doubt of myself. I could see what Ratoka is saying. Even I was slightly aware of it, that I had sealed off my emotions this past year.




“I don’t think I’m wrong. I think you’re overlapping me with Kamil.”




My throat froze up. Even though I wanted to tell him to stop, I couldn’t say anything.




“You’re just using me as that guy’s replacement.”




My head feels hot. Various emotions are running through me to the point that my hands are shaking. My vision is flickering.




He knows. Better than I do myself, he’s seen into the inner workings of my heart better than I have.




“-Ah,”




A tiny sound escaped from the back of my throat. At that same moment, someone knocked on the door to Ratoka’s room.


Chapter 93 – My Current Answer

·

“Eliza, ‘Elise.’ Are you both here?”




“……Earl Terejia? Yes, Eliza-sama is currently here.”




Since I was currently unable to respond to anything right now, Ratoka replied for me. A tired-looking Earl Terejia quietly opened the door and came in for some reason together with Rashiok. It seems like Rashiok is gently nudging Earl Terejia. Maybe that’s why the Earl appears slightly confused.




“……Is something, the matter. Earl Terejia.”




A terrible sounding voice came out of me. It seems that I’m still quite shaken. Earl Terejia turned towards me, and suddenly raised his eyebrow.




“……No, I want to know what’s going on as well. Rashiok brought me over here.”




“Rashiok did?”




“That’s right. ……Something like this happened before as well. The day of that battle at Fort Jugfena.”




Rashiok, the subject of our discussion, was merely sitting in front of the door. Is this to make sure that nobody can leave? I think he wants us to talk things out. While the three of us remained confused, Rashiok suddenly howled.




We just kept looking at each other for a while. Finally, Earl Terejia was the first one to speak up.




“Shall we just chat for a little while in front of the door like this?”




Ratoka was licking his lips nervously. I also felt really awkward as well. We had just been talking about a topic which neither of us wanted a third party to hear.




“I think that what ‘Elise’ said earlier wasn’t wrong at all. Eliza, you have indeed been overlapping ‘Elise’ with Kamil.”




It’s impossible for me to insist on that not being the case anymore if even the Earl is saying so. I can only admit to it. I nodded bitterly, while the Earl continued speaking.




“I haven’t seen you too much these days recently, but I can still tell. You’re afraid of repeating the same thing with Kamil’s death all over again.”




– I felt like my vision had just cracked into two pieces like a shattered mirror. Something that I didn’t want to know, didn’t want to hear, even more so than that I was overlapping Ratoka and Kamil with each other, was being said by Earl Terejia.




“The same thing?”




“Aye. You couldn’t place your trust in someone, and as a result he died. And now, you’ve become afraid of trusting others. Isn’t that right, Eliza?”




As an old man, his gaze is quite sharp. However, there was no emotion expressed in his eyes. Not anger, not pity, nothing. I felt like all my strength left my body, and I collapsed onto the bed. I was afraid of meeting Ratoka’s eyes. I covered my eyes with one arm, and took deep breaths.




“……Yes. That’s right.”




Once again, I have no choice other than to admit this as well.




“If even Claudia-dono didn’t notice anything, I didn’t think anyone else would. As expected, you know me very well, Earl Terejia.”




The earl didn’t reply to my words.




“Even so, I didn’t even know it myself until you told it to me so directly. I probably didn’t want to see or think about it myself.”




Even though I know it’s unseemly, my voice was trembling. On the contrary though, I think it would be funny if I could speak normally right now.




“……What do you mean?”




My shoulder couldn’t help but jump at Ratoka’s sudden voice. I wasn’t able to read his emotions from just his voice alone.




This time I smiled at myself in self-deprecation.




“I thought that it was meaningless to trust people, until Kamil died. Actually, it might be better to say that I was being unreasonable. At any rate, the earl meant the thing about me being unable to trust people.”




Ratoka was looking directly at me. – In his eyes, I saw disdain.




“Just like the earl said, in the end Kamil died because I couldn’t trust him. When we were confused by the baboon magical beast pretending to imitate a human voice, Kamil protected me and ended up dying. ……But if it hadn’t been for me not trusting him, he probably wouldn’t have ended up dying.”




“……Then, are you now thinking about doing the opposite and relying on people more instead?”




“Ahh, that’s right.”




I nodded, while Ratoka closed his eyes. He’s taking deep breaths. He’s deeply furrowing his eyebrows, and I can see him clenching his fists tightly and attempting to suppress his emotions.




“-Is that so.”




That was all he squeezed out of himself. It was such a cold voice. It made me feel like I was looking into a mirror, talking to a reflection of myself. His behavior where he’s freezing his emotions and that icy voice, it strangely resembles me.




Suddenly Ratoka turned his back on me. Rashiok standing in front of the door stepped aside. Ratoka quietly left the room now that the path to the door was now clear. Earl Terejia who had remained silent while watching us let out a sigh.




“As always, being so difficult.”




“…………”




“At any rate, since I was obviously summoned here for something, I felt like I had to speak up and say something about how I saw things, forgive me.”




“……No need to say sorry. Please excuse Rashiok for his actions.”




At any rate, if the earl hadn’t spoken up, probably all three of us would have ended up leaving the room without saying anything. Maybe it would have come out of me someday if we had just continued waiting in silence, but neither the earl nor I have the free time for that.




After Earl Terejia left the room, only Rashiok and I remained. Rashiok approached me and laid down at my feet. His ears and tail were drooping, and he was looking at me with a gentle expression.




“……I’m not angry at you, you know.”




Rashiok nudged my feet with his nose as I spoke those words lacking in any energy.




“Oi! I thought that you were supposed to help me if I told you everything I know!!”




The bandit in the interrogation room was crying and screaming. According to the soldiers, he had been shouting for all this time. It seems that at first he had tried to beat down the door, but since it was too painful to do so, now all he was doing was shouting.




“Did he say anything useful?”




I had asked Gunther and Claudia to take charge after I had him moved to the interrogation room. I was told by my soldiers that the moment he entered the interrogation room again, the bandit voluntarily started offering information on the bandit group’s goal.




“……It seems that they were going to meet up with a certain woman, in order to assist her.”




“A woman?”




“It seems that her name is Diferis. She’s currently in the Ogren domain. It’s a domain located in the heart of the Nordsturms’ seat of power.”


Chapter 94 – Promise With A Demon

	·

When I interrogated the bandit Valon based on what Claudia and Gunther had just told me, it didn’t seem like he hid anything at all, there was nothing that seemed overly suspicious and he immediately told me anything I asked him.









He said that he came to Arxia to fulfill a mission given to him by his church.




He said that his mission was to meet with a woman named Diferis waiting in the Ogren domain, and to assist her.




He said that some people in the bandit group, himself included, believed in the West Alfena sect of the Revua church, and that the church that had given them their mission was the West Alfena church.




He said that the believers were nobles from the Densel Dukedom.




He said that the rest were real bandits, hired by the nobles.




He said that the woman named Diferis was making large amounts of generous donations to the West Alfena church.




He said that he was told to go through the Kaldia domain in order to reach the Ogren domain.









It’s been about half a year since I caught the bandits, but this is the first time that I’ve heard all these things.




“What was Diferis going to have you guys do?”




“Well, I don’t really know the details. I think it would probably be some anti-Arxian related activities.”




Anti-Arxian activities, eh…… What I kept thinking about was of course, the suspicious movements of the Nordsturms, and those sisters that keep coming and going from their domain. Especially since those sisters are spreading anti-noble sentiments, they’re a dangerous factor that could undermine order in Arxia.




I believe that Marquis Nordsturm’s wife is from the Ogren domain. It would be natural to consider the Ogren domain complicit in their suspicious movements.




“Then, is the Western Alfena church intending to invade Arxia? Or perhaps destroy Arxia?”




“Of course, to destroy it. Since this is an infidel’s country based on the Xia sect…… Well, that’s what fanatics like my cellmate Remis believe in. I’m different. Well, my parents are believers, but I only joined the church for money. Since, I can make a profit. Just like Diferis, there are many both inside and outside of Densel that wish for Arxia’s destruction and will give us a great deal of funding.”




According to Valon, that’s why he was willing to talk now since he was afraid of dying, as he wasn’t a fanatic believer like the rest of them were.




It seems that the other man still in the dungeon is named Remis. Well, since he’s going to be nothing but a frozen corpse soon, I no longer hold any interest in him.




But anyways, all of this got me thinking. If what Valon says is true, the Western Alfena church is basically a church in name only, and is actually more like some sort of anti-Arxian terrorist organization or group. What’s more, it has many supporters.




“If that’s the goal of your church, their supporters’ goal must be very easy to understand.”




“……Ahh, indeed. Other than the fanatics among them, it’s mostly merchants that are donating money, as well as some nobles. There are some merchants that are aiming for control over regional products found in Arxia’s vassal states, and there are also many weapon and drug dealers. Also, the nobles want to expand their territories.”




Meaning, these people would benefit if war broke out. The merchants aim to profit from war, or to take control over some of Arxia’s vassal states, so they’re investing in a terrorist organization. Since their nobles want Arxia’s land, it’s also advantageous for them to invest in terrorists so that Arxia is already weakened before any actual war breaks out.




……Also, nobles from my own country, the Nordsturms, might be involved in all this. It feels like some hot, passionate feelings are beginning to bubble up from within me, slowly coming to a boil.




“But, if your church is up to such large undertakings, I would have expected the name to be a little more famous.”




“The Western Alfena church is only a small sect, a tiny church. Since the original Revua religion that it’s under is so large, it’s like they’re hiding under an umbrella.”









……Unlike the Xia religion in Arxia, the Revua religion has several major sects. However, since it’s structured so that there’s many small sects under each one, it’s indeed difficult to gather information on the smaller churches. None of the main churches should have a name containing either of the words “Western” or “Alfena.” It’s impossible to investigate. There’s too many small churches to possibly find out about them all. It’s especially difficult to learn about one if it’s so small in scale that it’s only known to locals.









While I was thinking in my mind without saying anything out loud, Valon also waited for me silently for a while. But while I was in the middle of my thoughts, I heard his voice again.




“Do all Arxian children have such disturbingly high intellect?”




“……Well, who knows.”




“You don’t even look like you’re ten yet. If you had been born in Densel, it wouldn’t be strange at all if you were considered to be possessed by a demon and killed off.”




Well, if he had seen how I was when I had just been born in Arxia, he probably would have considered me a demon from an even earlier age. But anyways, he continued speaking.




I noticed that I couldn’t help but furrow my eyebrows again. The Xia religion doesn’t have the concept of demons, but in the Romur Ringwall languages used in the eastern countries, it’s a commonly used word there. Due to my memories from a previous life, it’s a word that’s easy for me to understand.




That’s why I had a reaction. Thanks to the standards of my previous life’s memories, I’d always considered the actions of the unscrupulous Kaldia family to be the “work of demons.”




“Demon…… Eh.”




Then I considered the words I was about to tell this man. They’re definitely words that won’t put the Kaldia family name to shame, the work of demons.




“I understand everything clearly now. I shall keep my promise with you.”




“-Really!”




He seemed delighted at the news, while I smiled slightly at him in return.




“Yes, of course.”




I stood up. At the same time, I had the two soldiers to the left and right of Valon restrain his arms, and force him down from his chair and kneel in front of me. I took a slender sword from Gunther who was behind me, and held its tip to Valon’s throat.




“……Eh?”




His smile froze. That was his final word. My slender sword sliced above his clavicles, right through the soft fleshy part of his throat and exited close to his cervical vertebrae. Immediately after, reddish-brown blood started flowing from his mouth, and covered the floor.




“I forgot to tell you, but you’re already dead now. Meaning, only dead people are going to leave my dungeon.”




His eyelids were blinking furiously and he kept sputtering blood, while his lips moved like he wanted to say something. No voice came out, but his lips were moving so tremendously that I felt as if he was being driven by demons.




Well, things are like this already. Eliza Kaldia was cursed from the moment she was born into this world.




I had never intended in the first place to ever release any of the bandits. They hurt my people and committed crimes. It’s only natural that they should die in compensation.


Chapter 95 – Despite My Grief, I Was Unable To Take That Hand




“Eliza-sama, it’s time for dinner.”




The voice surprised me. During this afternoon, I was staying in my room, working on finishing all the paperwork, but I seem to have gotten too absorbed in working. When I raised my head, I felt a dull sensation on my back and neck. It seems that I’ve been working for too long without rest. Since there’s a lack of sunlight during winter, I’m always using candles, and I noticed that it had almost burned all the way down.




“Ahh – thank you very much, Mrs. Hortensia.”




My new nanny, Mrs. Hortensia, was the person standing in front of the door who had called me. It seems that she came all the way to my room to call me as I wasn’t coming out. It was already completely dark outside, and she had a lamp in her hand. The lamplight was flickering, reflecting off of her eyes.




“I’ll get going right now.”




After carefully putting my quill pen back in its pen stand so that the ink wouldn’t run or spill, I stood up. Mrs. Hortensia entered my room, and she began helping me put on my robe to replace my coat. While the inside of my room is kept warm by a hearth which had a heating system that could send warm air to my room through a central fireplace, the corridors didn’t have that system.




“……Eliza-sama.”




Just as Mrs. Hortensia helped me button up the last button of my robe, she suddenly started speaking to me. She had a relaxed smile, and was looking at me with a gentle look in her eyes.




“Eliza-sama is a splendid person. You work your hardest to try and fulfill your duties as a domain lord.”




She took my hand and wrapped both her hands around mine. She still smiled softly at me when she saw my surprise, and she began talking slowly as if trying to persuade me.




“But, before any of that, Eliza-sama is still a child. Even though you have the position of an adult, you shouldn’t treat yourself as if you were an adult.”




She was basically treating me just like a child.




“……I can’t do that.”




My thoughts were bitter as I muttered that out loud. Mrs. Hortensia’s words were warm and soft, just like a spring breeze. They suddenly invaded my dry, cracked heart.




That was why, it was so bitter. It was scary. I felt like I wanted to get rid of this feeling that I wasn’t used to.




A piece of firewood from my fireplace snapped with a loud crackle. However, Mrs. Hortensia never looked away from me at all, almost as if she didn’t hear it.




“No. You must realize that you are still a child, and treat yourself accordingly.”




She was so direct with me. Even though her gaze seemed gentle, it was also strong. This was scary.




“Eliza-sama. It is true that when Earl Terejia hired me, he did instruct me to treat you as an adult. However, you are still a child. I am certain that because nobody treats Eliza-sama as a child, that is why you are always so busy having to think about difficult things.”




“……Stop, please.”




I could hear myself clenching my teeth.




It was as if there was a voice screaming in the back of my head to not listen to her, to not let her say anything more. It was difficult to breathe. I felt as if I was being choked by something soft like cotton.




“In this mansion, it’s an unfortunate thing that there’s nobody here who knows how to raise children. That’s why nobody knows how to just let Eliza-sama have fun and relax. Anyone that used to treat Eliza-sama as a child is no longer here.”




Mrs. Hortensia’s tone of voice was invading me with such warmth and affection that it was breaking me into pieces. This time she took her hands that were wrapped around mine, and placed them on my shoulders.




This was no good. I couldn’t let this go on any further. The innermost part of my mind was screaming at me.




I wanted to escape from here. Despite thinking so, I couldn’t move at all. Her arms enveloped me while I stood so still as if I had grown roots. It was as if her hands were made to mend broken objects.




“At your age, you should still have the right to be acting spoiled to others.”




The words she whispered in my ears were like honey to me, giving my mind a sweet numbness. Just like warm milk, she had a sweet, gentle smell. My skin had been missing the warm sensation of human touch.




I just let my muscles relax and leaned against her without using any strength at all.




I considered myself as being strong-armed into this. This was an irresistible warmth. It was completely different worlds, inside and outside of her embrace.




My eyes felt a little hot. The back of my throat hurt as well – it was hot and painful.




“……Eliza-sama? Are you crying?”




I was breaking down. At the same time that lukewarm water accumulated in my eyes and started spilling over, Mrs. Hortensia’s hands rubbed my back.




“–Please stop.”




Even so, I still couldn’t allow myself to just keep sobbing shamefully like this.




“Please let go of me, Mrs. Hortensia.”




At the same time as I said that, I pushed against her shoulders with my hands. Her look was one of slight surprise, then it changed to what I understood as pity.




My heart was pounding. The feeling in my chest was so intense like it would burst at any moment.




I covered my eyes with my sleeves, and stumbled backwards. Mrs. Hortensia didn’t try to hold on to me. When I lightly sat down with my back against my desk, I finally felt a strange sense of relief.




“……Please go ahead to the dining hall. I’ll come along shortly.”




I heard Mrs. Hortensia sighing gently.




“I shall do as you say. But, please, never forget what I just said.”




With that final comment, she left only the sound of her footsteps behind. All strength left my body and I collapsed where I was sitting.




My hands were trembling. I was shivering in fear at something other than that sweet temptation.




Just why did I reject Mrs. Hortensia’s words just now, I wonder.




These contradictory feelings of mine made me want to cry again, and I kept desperately grinding my teeth. Still, in the back of my head, I kept telling myself that it was just fine like this.


Chapter 96 – Running Away To My Neighbors

	·

“Eliza-sama, feed those horses over there as well, will you?”




“Got it, I’m on it.”




Children about my age are running about, pouring horse fodder into buckets. I had also joined these children, having added a large amount of horse fodder into a bucket I was now carrying, heading for the group of horses they indicated to me.




The bucket is heavy, and the horses move about freely, so if I don’t act fast I won’t know which horses are the ones I’m supposed to feed. Although it’s winter, this is still work that will make you sweat. However, quite unexpectedly, this is quite enjoyable, even fun.




“My lord, are you okay?”




“Yes, of course.”




As I nodded to Teo who came to see how I was doing, I must have really looked just like a child to him. With a wry smile, he left without saying anything else.









Ratoka, Earl Terejia, and Mrs. Hortensia had each in succession shaken me badly inside, so now internally I was a mess, as if a storm had just passed through me.




Although it’s a little pathetic to tell anyone, but truth be told, I can’t take any more mental shakeups right now. Especially if someone else is like Mrs. Hortensia, and tries to treat me simply as a child, I’m terribly afraid that something within me will collapse and break down.




Right now I’m feeling afraid of everyone living at the Mansion of Golden Hills. This phobia of trusting others has made even me realize that I’m currently a little mentally unstable. I’m also a little surprised at this little bit of immaturity inside of me.




That’s why – I decided to escape from there. Or in other words, I became a runaway of sorts.




I absolutely can’t bring myself to ignore my work. That’s why, I only ran away to my neighbors’ tents, the new citizens that are currently passing their first winter on the nearby hills. In the morning I’ll still return to the mansion to do my work, but I only sort out and work on the documents with highest priority and importance, and leave promptly at noon. I’m actually only half a runaway.




Originally during winter, my time during afternoons wasn’t spent on work anyways, it was my time to practice martial arts and train with the army, so it’s no problem to only work this much every day. After I’m done training at the barracks each day, I don’t return to my room at the mansion, and come back to the tents instead.




Of course, I’m just escaping reality. I realize this quite fully.




But even so, if the environment around me changes, some other things will change as well. It greatly reduces the chances of meeting someone I don’t want to deal with, such as Mrs. Hortensia and Ratoka. Hopefully this gives me a chance for my emotions to settle down. Well, time should solve all problems, including ones such as my age and my feelings.




“Eliza-sama, have you finished over there?”




When I somehow managed to finish feeding all of the horses that I was tasked with feeding, a girl about my age called out to me.




It’s been almost two weeks since I started living with the Shiru tribe. I’ve been staying at the tent with only children, the same one as when I made my inspection before.




“Ahh, it’s done.”




“Then that’s all for today. Let’s go get something to eat together.”




She grinned and held on to my hand, as we returned to our tent. When I first came here, I kept getting lost among all the tents that looked the same to me, so now the kids here have acquired a habit of having someone lead me by my hand through the tents so that I don’t get lost.




“Here, wipe yourself with this towel. If you’re all sweaty you’ll catch a cold, so make sure to wipe properly, okay?”




“I know. I’ll be alright.”




The children in the tent basically treat me as a “newcomer.” The children find it amusing to help take care of me as I’m not used to life among the Shiru tribe.




The older children aside, even the younger children behave as if they’re my older brothers and sisters, it’s quite interesting. It’s quite a fresh feeling to be taken care of for once, instead of having to take charge of others.




With no worries, no cares, I really have this feeling of relief.




I’m wearing some clothing typical of the Shiru tribe that was handed down to me. Usually tunics and dalmatics are the clothing most typical of the Jugfena region, and although there’s not much difference in the tailoring, the embroidery has much brighter colors than our region, and there are many animal motifs such as birds and horses rather than plants.




I carefully wiped my entire body. Without her needing to tell me, wiping down sweat properly had been drilled into my bones during my first three months of training at the barracks. While their clothes are a bit different and possibly made from different materials than the clothes I’m used to, I’m already getting used to them.




“Hey hey, what are you going to do today, Eliza-sama?”




“Today…… I have to go train with the army.”




When the sun passes the midday point, Gunther should be arriving soon at the entrance to this simple makeshift village to fetch me.




“Ahh. So much work. Hang in there.”




I nodded at her encouragement, and crawled out of the tent. I was instantly attacked by the cold, biting air. Thanks to heat from a nearby fire, the cold didn’t pierce down to my bones, but it was still cold.




When I covered my nose with my hand as it was hurting from the cold and watching my foggy breath in the air, the girl followed me out of the tent and put a long piece of cloth around my neck. Is this a scarf? Arxia doesn’t use this type of clothing.




“Wrap this around your neck properly. It’s a serious matter if you get a cold.”




“Ahh, s…… My bad.”




Sorry, is what I would have usually said, then I remembered that I was with children and changed my phrasing. To them, they only know simple ways to apologize. The first time I said “my apologies” to them, they all tilted their heads at me quizzically.




“You should only say my bad if you really catch a cold. At times like these, you should say thank you.”




The girl seemed so proud of herself as she said so, and I laughed slightly. Since when had I forgotten how to do such simple things, I wonder? Just like she said, it’s certainly a strange thing to receive a scarf and apologize for it.




“Thank you.”




“Mm, such a good child.”




The girl grinned widely and caressed my head. I was finally infected by her as well, finding all of this funny, and a smile appeared on my face.


Chapter 97 – Snow Crystals, Part 1







Outside the window, snow is beginning to fall. Although I’m almost done with today’s work, the timing is still bad.




I removed the item I was using as a reading stone to hold documents in place, and thought about the work I still had to do while examining the lump of glass in my hand. Beautiful glass like this with few impurities is a luxury item, much more valuable than something like window glass, that’s when I suddenly had a flash of inspiration.




“Eliza-sama, what’s the matter?”




“Ah…… Nothing. Nothing’s the matter, Mrs. Marshan.”




I responded to her and nonchalantly placed the reading stone into my sleeve like nothing had happened. Luckily for me, she didn’t notice anything.




As always, it’s still Mrs. Marshan’s job to teach me about my political work. Since there’s still much that I haven’t learned yet, it’s a reassuring thing to know that I can always call for her at any time I need to. She’s a talented teacher who has Earl Terejia’s recognition, she’s skilled in a wide range of different fields, and she has a sharp mind that always has a fast and accurate response for any questions I ask her.




While she did tilt her head quizzically at me when I was busy affixing myself on my reading stone, but she didn’t pay it much mind, and returned her attention to the papers she was working on. It seems like she was reading essays written by both Elises. Mrs. Marshan is also in charge of educating all children at the Mansion of Golden Hills.




I returned my line of sight to my own work. I still have a few remaining reports and applications from my army to go over, and I need to rewrite and simplify the most important documents as well as sign them. Also, in tandem with that, I need to write up purchase orders for what the military needs, and sign those as well.




After all that I need to organize them and submit the documents to Earl Terejia. If there’s no problems, the contents of the documents will be carried out. I punched a hole through each documents and strung them together, finally finishing my desk work for today.









“Are you finished?”




Mrs. Marshan relaxedly pulled up the hem of her dress as she came over. Up until now, she’s never even once worn the dalmatics and tunics common to the Jugfena region. She always wore a simple, plain one-color dress with a proper collar.




“Yes, there’s no problems. How about on your end?”




“I’m finished as well.”




While Mrs. Marshan smiled elegantly, suddenly her expression clouded over as she looked at the papers in her hand. One of the two Elises, or maybe both of them, may have bad grades, I wonder.




“Um…… How are the other children you’re in charge of teaching doing? Are they properly learning under your guidance?”




“Eh? Uhh…… They’re mostly fine.”




Maybe it was a little too unexpected for her to hear me asking this question, she seemed to nod absentmindedly at me. However, she continued to remain out of character as she spoke again.




“However, it seems like recently one of them hasn’t been taking what I say to heart…… Although that one is still working hard, it seems like as if there are other distractions going on.”




“Distractions……”




I recalled Ratoka’s face from when we confronted each other on that day. A surprised expression, a worried expression, a bitter expression, a dark expression filled with anger…… In just a short moment, so many different expressions were expressed across his face.




I wonder if Ratoka was as emotionally fragile as I was right now, if he had been hurt by that day as much as I was.




“As for Elise the viscount’s daughter, it seems that she’s been having seizures quite often lately, and her condition is poor. As for Elise the apprentice, maybe she’s been worrying about her.”




“……I’ve heard about this as well.”




This is also a story that hurts to hear. Even though I had told Ratoka that I would go and visit Elise, all I’ve done instead is run away from the mansion.




Even though Mrs. Marshan almost certainly doesn’t know about the argument between me and Ratoka, it seems like she’s detected something from my eyes. But in the end, I couldn’t say anything, and lowered my eyes to avoid her gaze.




She probably wants to say let’s do something about it. If not that, she probably wants to ask what happened. But, she didn’t approach the topic at all.




Mrs. Marshan is my governess. Among all the servants, only the governess will end up leaving for another household once her work here is finished. That’s why she never tries to have anything to do with any problem that residents of the Mansion of Golden Hills may encounter. The more people that are living here, the more obvious this has become.




That’s why I deeply feel the irony of how I feel the safest next to her out of all the residents here.









“W, welcome back, Eliza-sama!!”




“I’m back.”




On days that I don’t have to participate in military training, I’ll return to the new citizens’ makeshift tent village to have lunch, and do the work that’s given to me here, before returning again to the mansion for martial arts training.




“Eliza-sama, don’t you get tired from work?”




“It’s started to snow, aren’t you cold?”




“She’s gotten wet from the snow! Take her to warm up by the stove!”




As I entered the tent, I was suddenly surrounded by children. While still busy chattering, one of them took me by my hand and led me to the stove in the center of the tent.




“Ahh, I’m fine. I rode Rashiok here today.”




“Rashiok, he’s Eliza’s friend, the scaled flying wolf dragunia, right?”




At Rashiok’s name, the children suddenly all got into a commotion. I did talk a little about Rashiok before with them, it seems that they remember.




“Yes. In Arxia, we call him a wolf dragon, or a draconis.”




“Is he still here?”




“Yes, he’s still here. He’s waiting outside the tent.”




Apparently the children seemed to be interested in the wolf dragon, and they cheered as I pointed to the tent’s entrance.




“I want to see it!”




“Exactly what I was thinking. It’s cold outside, can we have him come in?”




“Yeah yeah!”




Their eyes that were shining with curiosity, as well as their bright smiles made my chest feel slightly fuzzy and warm. How direct they can be is so dazzling, as well as enviable.




It’s a way of thinking that I can’t have for myself. Even Ratoka who had a twisted childhood growing up, or the sickly Elise, seem so far away to me, sparkling in the distance.




Claudia’s image overlapped with their appearance. She’s a girl that’s so direct in everything that it’s almost unbelievable she’s also a noble girl.




Then, I finally realized it. When Claudia first came to my domain, I didn’t how to deal with her. At first, I was always exhausted because of the way she acted.




In retrospect, that might have simply been me feeling a twisted kind of envy. I can never be like these children, or be like Claudia.




I truly believe that it was a good thing for me, leaving the mansion.




I envy them. However, I’m not like them, and now I can honestly admit to myself that I can’t become like them.




Knowing myself clearly, this is definitely a requirement for me to be able to solve my own twistedness.


Chapter 98 – Snow Crystals, Part 2

·

I called Rashiok into the tent, and the children were all agog in amazement, but also excited as they surrounded him.




“-Wow!”




“It’s okay, he’s just like a horse or a sheep, he’s docile as long as you don’t do anything bad to him.”




I smiled wryly at the overwhelming excitement coming from the children at seeing a real live draconis for the first time, while I stayed by Rashiok’s side and stroked his nose. This is also the first time that Rashiok’s ever been surrounded by such a large number of children like this, but he just took it all in stride although he seemed a bit confused.




“Eliza-sama, is it alright to touch him?”




“Since Rashiok has scales instead of fur, you have to pet him gently.”




“O, ok.”




Several of the older children, gingerly began to start touching Rashiok gently in turn. They made sure to be extra careful.




“Wow, his scales are glistening.”




“This is completely different from a horse!”




Maybe they all now believe that Rashiok isn’t any danger to them, the other children began to reach their hands out to pet Rashiok as well. Since they’ve been dealing with livestock ever since they were born, it only took them a little while to get used to Rashiok. The older children have already petted Rashiok without incident, so the rest of them relaxed unconsciously as well.




After that, they observed Rashiok even more closely with great interest, and some of them seemed to really enjoy the feeling of stroking Rashiok’s scales, while some of them stood off to the side after looking, with an expression of great satisfaction on their faces.




I tightly grasped the reading stone in my pocket, and called out to some of the children who had finished with their interest in Rashiok.




“Hey, do you guys know what shape snow is?”




“Eh? Snow’s shape?”




I couldn’t help but feel a little excited inside when I saw all of them having blank looks on their faces. All of them confirmed to me that they didn’t know the answer. Some of them asked if it was similar to grains of earth.




“So you haven’t seen it, eh.”




“But how do you look at it? They’re too small, and look like grains.”




“I brought a secret tool with me today.”




And after saying so, I brought my hand out and opened my fingers. Calling it something like a secret tool, I tried my best to contain the laughter I was feeling inside, and I could feel my cheek muscles twitching as I held it in.




“What is this? Wow. It looks like ice.”




“That’s not it. Doesn’t this look like glass?”




“Hey, for some reason Eliza-sama’s hand seems a little weird.”




“Yeah. It looks bigger than usual…… Ah, maybe this is what you can see snow with?”




As I nodded to the child who seemed to understand what this was for, the children’s eyes began to sparkle with the light of curiosity.




“I want to see snow!”




“Yeah, I want to see as well. Shall we go outside?”




The children all nodded to each other, and each of them began to tightly wrap their scarves around themselves. I thought that this might take them a while, but some of the girls that really enjoyed helping others had everyone’s scarves wound up around them in the blink of an eye.




After they prepared themselves against the cold and everyone exited the tent, even though it shouldn’t be that late yet, the sky had already gotten quite dark and covered in snow clouds. Although it’s slightly dim, the snow piled up on the ground seems bright in comparison.




This time, the children all surrounded me. I laughed a little as I remembered the way they had just surrounded Rashiok earlier, and I held out my hands to accept some snowflakes onto my mittens.




Then, on top of the snowflakes on my mittens, I placed my reading stone. Well then, is the crystallization of snow in this world a hexagonal flower shape just like my original world, I wonder?




Looking into the lump of glass on my hand, I saw a beautiful hexagonal flower, just like how I imagined.




“I can see it!”




As I held my hand out to the children, they looked at it with great interest, then suddenly there was a huge uptick in their excitement levels.




“Wow! It’s pretty!”




“What is this?”




As the children raised their voices and made a commotion, I could see some adults peeking out of the tents nearby in confusion.




“Well, snow is incredible. It looks like a flower.”




There was an expression of wonder on her face another girl commented, and I felt joy in my heart as well. As I expected, it looked like a flower.




“Let me see, let me see! ……Oh, it’s true. Is this what snow is shaped like? Amazing.”




A man who was watching from another tent came over and looked into the reading stone, and agreed with the earlier girl’s comment as he patted her head and praised her. Ahh, that’s right. Patting someone’s head while praising them will make them feel better.




I remembered back to when I was having Ratoka work for me, we never even touched each other. Children should be praised more often and receive more affection, I realize my mistake now. As he patted some other children on the head as well, he put his hand down and looked at me in a bit of confusion on what to do. He seemed like he was hesitating on what to say, but then he returned his line of sight to the other children.




“……Don’t catch a cold out here now.”




And with a gentle chuckle, he returned to his tent. While I silently watched him leave, someone suddenly patted my head from behind.




“Eliza-sama, you’re incredible.”




And with that, it was like a floodgate was opened and all the children came rushing over to pat me on the head as well. I’m being pushed around on all sides, I feel like a piece of food they’re fighting over.




“Hey, it’s about time to eat!”




When one of the children who had stayed with Rashiok called out to us, the children filled the entire area with cheers. Like always, someone was holding my hand and guiding me, but today there’s so many kids around me that I can’t even tell who’s holding on to me. They’re everywhere around me, and their warmth is much stronger than that of my mittens.




“-Ah. Everyone being together, it’s so warm.”




Someone noticed this fact and said it out loud, and it was decided from then on that the children would move together in great clumps like this from now on.


Chapter 99 – Exiled Prince

Life was peaceful as I spent time with the Shiru tribe children. It’s said that only during times like these when one’s heart is tranquil that one can explore their true inner self.




Spending all this time with children my own age, I can now objectively observe my own strangeness. No, maybe I should say instead that I was forced to deal with my own immaturity and anxiety, even if I didn’t want to.




I’ll admit it to myself. My spirit is still immature. As the days passed by, I felt like I was actually more immature than the Shiru tribe children. I was born as and have been living as Eliza to my current age of eight years old without having matured at all over this time. This may be because of the memories I’ve inherited about my past life by some sort of mistake, making me into a fake adult.




Definitely, my sense of reasoning came with my memories. It’s a fact that I used my memories to establish my own personality, since Eliza’s original personality hadn’t been established yet.




However, these are still just memories that another girl experienced before, it doesn’t feel like a personal experience. I’m going to separate myself from her will and her emotions. If I don’t do this, there’s no way that my spirit will grow and mature.




And so within my ugly, twisted inner self, confusion was scattering about inside me.




Ratoka treats me as an adult and his guardian. Earl Terejia gives me all the responsibilities of an adult. My heart remains too immature as of yet to respond to them.




Also, there’s Mrs. Hortensia who tries to treat me like a child. If I take her gently offered hand, I would feel like I’d be shirking all my responsibilities. It would mean that I’d stop relying on my own strength alone. I definitely won’t forgive myself for my own sins.




For someone who doesn’t even know herself, how can I accurately place trust in others? Whether it’s running away from the painful memory of Kamil’s death, or placing a false sense of trust in my previous memories, all of this is simply me acting shamefully.




For me to have only realized all of this now, just how foolish can I be.




It’s thanks to these children that I can now laugh at and recognize my own foolishness. They know that I’m the domain lord. However, they also know that I’m still a child as well, and gently remind me of that fact.




……Well, while I’m accepting all of this, it’s still taking some time for all of my emotions to sort themselves out.









I stayed with those children on that snow-covered hill for two full months. Finally the skies are beginning to clear up, and winter should be ending soon. This year is almost over.




During a rare break when the weather was completely clear, a messenger pigeon came from the royal capital.




“It’s an announcement from the royal family.”




Earl Terejia’s face was drained of all its color and his hands were shaking as he handed the message to me. It was indeed stamped with the royal emblem.




I haven’t seen Earl Terejia or experienced such a painfully heavy atmosphere since the last time we were all together in Ratoka’s room, and I adjusted my shirt’s collar, trying to forget about that time.




“What did the king say in it?”




When I inquired about the message, Earl Terejia found it unusually difficult to speak. Normally his eyes filled with wisdom and suspicion would be peering over the contents of the letter. Almost as if he wanted to make absolutely sure of what was written there and to check its veracity.




He kept me waiting for quite a while, but he finally answered in a much quieter voice than usual.




“……It’s been decided that Prince Albert’s going to enter a monastery.”




……Huh?




The sound of creaky furniture seemed to fill the entirety of Earl Terejia’s office. I only started noticing the sound after what seemed like an endless amount of deafening silence.




“Unbelievable, could that really be?”




I couldn’t help but speak what the Earl was probably thinking already. It’s only natural. All I could think about was how unbelievable this was.




“Does this mean that Prince Albert’s being exiled from the royal family?”




“……That is indeed what it means if he becomes a monk.”




Ridiculous. How could such a ridiculous thing happen? And why now of all times. Just losing the position of crown prince was already incitement enough for Planates before, and now this happens.




And on top of all that, just why is he getting exiled from the royal family. Such a thing, it’s almost as if –




“Could the royal family and the Ar Xia Church be hoping for a war?”




When I muttered those words out in a daze, Earl Terejia’s eyebrow immediately arched upwards.




“Be careful what you say.”




I realized what I had just said, and I apologized for my misconduct. Even if it’s Earl Terejia, there are things I can’t say.




Ever since the time of the Arxia Kingdom’s previous incarnation, the Sacred Holy Lawful Kingdom of Arxia, the Arxia Kingdom’s power has only been used to protect followers of the Xia religion. War only means defensive wars. Even threatening or provoking other countries, and declaring war, our kingdom finds this unacceptable.




“Well, I meant to say that this will probably become a situation. By making Prince Albert completely ineligible to inherit the throne, this is dangerously pushing Planates, or I should say the Rindarl Union, into becoming even more hostile.”




The voice that ended coming out of my own throat sounded terribly cold.




Well, it’s only to be expected. If Planates becomes an enemy country as well, as part of the eastern border defense line, Kaldia would be greatly affected.




If war breaks out, I hardly have enough soldiers I can mobilize. I’d have to conscript the citizens into the army and onto the battlefield. It’s hard for the Kaldia army who’s already low on troops to recruit enough soldiers, so conscription is the only method.




Are my citizens going to have to fight? For such unclear reasons? Am I going to have to force them onto the battlefield, even though I had decided to compensate for my family’s sins to them?




“Calm down. Those in the royal court will probably be able to persuade the king. As one would expect, since nobles are in charge of their citizens, this is something they cannot ignore. Just like you.”




Thanks to the earl’s coaxing, I was able to calm down, at least on the surface. I just nodded back to him reflexively.




……However, inside me dissatisfaction and anxiety were swirling about like a tornado.




Chapter 100 – Side Story: Stars Yet Unseen

The oldest memory I could recall, was traveling in a desert somewhere. Behind my father’s cart, I was being held in my mother’s chest as the golden ground and the blue sky traveled past me so quickly.









“Alright, Kamil. Come with your mother.”




As soon as we returned to her home country of Arxia, mother made me join the temple. I thought that I would always be walking behind her, but why did it turn out like this……




In the unfamiliar chalk buildings, my mother who walked around with a lordly manner, seemed like a stranger to me.




“Welcome back, Iris-sama.”




The women here were clad in pure white as if for a funeral, and they all bowed their heads towards mother as she passed by, I thought it was strange.




“Mother, where’s this?”




I couldn’t help but become anxious, and I tugged on mother’s sleeves as she walked in front of me. I’ve begun to grow much faster recently, and I was almost as tall as my mother already who was short among women.




“What is it, Kamil?”




The voice that responded to me, had no warmth to it at all, I wondered if this really was mother’s voice after all.




“Um…… Where are we?”




“This is Shanak Temple. The origin of the gods…… The god Misorua’s castle. My home…… And from today onwards, yours as well.”




Mother’s words came out like she was singing, and I couldn’t even understand half of them. This is going to be my home? But the stories I had heard from father about his home while we were traveling, hadn’t mentioned anything about temples at all.




Father had saved money since he was young, and he was finally able to construct a large mansion. I had heard about energetic servants that would work happily for him. There’s no way that he could have been talking about those lifeless seeming women I passed by just earlier.




“……Where’s father?”




And why is it that, father didn’t come back together with us? Last time I saw father, he had been on his way to a trade where he was selling the other party goods for a grand dinner. We should have been sleeping on the carts tonight like usual, and returned home tomorrow together.




“…………”




Without even the slightest sign of a smile on her face, my mother ignored my question. At this time, I was extremely confused. My mother in front of me seemed like a completely different person, and the pure white building surrounding me without even a single window felt like it was suffocating me.




I know absolutely nothing. Even though that had been the norm during our travels, why is it making me so uneasy now.




“That man who had no holy power, had no right to ever step foot in this sacred temple.”




“Eh……?”




I don’t, quite understand. That man, could she possibly mean father? With the current conversation, it didn’t seem like she could be talking about someone else, but I can’t believe that mother would refer to father like that.




“……Kamil. You’re my son. Your power shall be devoted to Misorua.”









I had been born while my merchant father was traveling around various countries. Father had taught me how to be a merchant, and before I realized it, I had always thought that would be my course in life.




Mother had taught various skills and knowledge to me as well, and once again, before I realized it, learning became natural to me as well.




“Now, Kamil. Do as I teach you.”




Mother whispered something in my ear as she indicated at the pale white neck of a woman. The woman who was tied up in mother’s restraints, wasn’t even able to cry out in fear and her face was ash white.




Mother placed her hand on my shoulder. I emptied my mind as much as I possibly could, and swung down the short sword in my right hand without any excess movements.




Without wavering, the sword cut off the woman’s head. Since I knew that if I pulled on the sword that blood would splash, I let go of the sword just like that.




“Wonderful. As expected of my child.”




– Amazing, well done. As expected of my son.




Mother’s laughter as she seemed so happy, overlapped with my memory of father’s voice. I felt like fatigue was piling up on me, and I shook off mother’s hand on my shoulder. Recently, I feel like it’s annoying whenever she tries to talk to me, and I have nothing I even want to say to my mother.




“Misorua will surely be pleased as well.”




I know nothing about stuff like that. Unlike my mother, in my mind I spat on it.









“If you would like to leave this place, won’t you come with me?”




I felt extremely lazy. Because it was too annoying to turn my head, even though it was rude I only looked in his direction. Even though he was old, his posture indicated that he was vigorous in his old age. I could instantly tell at a glance that he was different from all the lifeless people in the temple. I had been exceedingly bored until this man suddenly arrived, and now some curiosity has finally returned to me.




“……Oi you, who are you?”




Since the man hadn’t introduced himself, I eventually asked him.




“My name is Sigmund Teresia. I’m a noble.”




“Ah…… a noble, eh. As expected.”




To my confident statement, he lifted his eyebrows quizzically. As a noble, maybe he’s protesting my complete lack of manners.




Right now, I don’t care about anything. Even if I’m not being courteous to him, please, go ahead and have me flogged or execute me or do whatever you like, is what I thought.




One month ago, I killed my mother.




I had gotten so tired of her existence. Unbelievably, I’d managed to poison her food with the poisons she had taught to me. But I didn’t really think that I’d succeed. I guess mother had never expected that her own son would use her own techniques to kill her.




And two months ago, father had died.




One year ago mother had taken me and left father because father had fallen down so far that it was too miserable to look at. As a major merchant who had done whatever he liked, hanging out with rotten nobles and traveling to other countries, his life had become quite depraved.




But in the end, I heard that he was executed for poisoning some nobles somewhere.




Poisoning, eh. Even using the same method, I am indeed my father’s son after all. My mother had changed so much, that I had my suspicions.




“I’ll say it again. If you would like to leave this place, come with me.”




The old man informed me in an adamant voice. I had taken a minute to look back on the events of this past year. Living here every day in this chalk white temple with no warmth and no beauty, had sapped my spirit. Just like my mother who was from here.




Compared to those lifeless shrine maidens that I had thought were so strange when I first arrived, there was almost no difference between them and me now who might as well be a dead person.




If I remain here, I’ll probably die just like this. Probably, just like my parents. That was all I was certain of.




“……Got it. I’ll go with you.”




That was my answer, and he nodded firmly.




Chapter 101 – Remnants of the Artolas Kingdom









Today’s lunch was pancakes, pumpkin stew, and goat yogurt.




Arxia’s never had fermented dairy products before. The first time I ate them here I felt like I was eating something extremely “valuable,” but I got used to them after eating them every other day here. Rye is ground into flour and provides batter for the pancakes, and they have a rather plain taste to them. I’m really fond of all this food because none of this type of cuisine can be found in Arxia. If only sugar could be added to this pumpkin stew as well, I’m sure it would gain a delectable sweetness.




During the hustle and bustle of lunchtime, the children around me got to chatting about the schedule for this afternoon.




“Hey hey, did you know that some of our parents are going over to teach the army how to take care of their horses today?”




“Ehh, even I know how to take care of horses!”




“According to Eliza-sama, people in Kaldia don’t raise horses very often. Just like the farmers’ children.”




The farmers’ children that they’re referring to, are the orphaned children left behind by the refugees. Since the farmers’ children have far different lifestyles and work habits from the nomad children, they live in separate tents, as under the current simple tent system that everyone here lives in, it’s impossible for them to live together. While the thought that the farmers’ children would probably need to know about horses for their lifestyles popped into my mind, the Shiru children all nodded in agreement with each other.




Well, anyways.




“It’s not the same at all. The Kaldia army is King Eliza’s warriors.”




Hearing this, one of the children sitting right behind me sharply raised his voice.




“Those who can’t even become warriors are of a lower class, don’t group them together!”




“Really, are you still going on about that, Athrun?”




The other children all seemed to be tired about whatever this topic was and fell silent as the kid glared around at everyone.




The kid named Athrun was a sullen boy with blue hair who was now looking downwards with a surly expression. While there’s a fleck of shadow in his eyes, there’s still an intense will emanating from his silver-blue irises. He’s one of those that usually doesn’t hang out with me, so I didn’t recognize him. I see, so his name is Athrun.




“By the way, although Athrun’s mother is from the Shiru tribe’s Jugar clan, his father was a farmer.”




The girl sitting next to me explained this to me in a small voice, probably because she noticed my attention was on Athrun. She snuck a surreptitious look at Athrun, then continued whispering to me hesitantly.




“When we started fighting with Densel, Athrun’s father had wanted to become a Jugar clan warrior. But, we only allow those of Shiru heritage to become warriors. So in the end, his father wasn’t allowed to participate in battle, and both his parents were killed by Densel at the refugee camp……”




“……I see.”




Well, I definitely think he has quite a sad backstory.




Among the Shiru tribe, there are clear distinctions made between warriors and non-warriors. Those that are made into warriors are given 2 horses each from the Shiru tribe’s common property, and they also receive training in the spear and bow ever since childhood. Although the requirements to become a warrior differ slightly from clan to clan within the Shiru tribe, one thing they all have in common is that they only allow boys from the Shiru tribe to become warriors.




The Jugar clan is a patriarchal clan. Since Athrun’s father wasn’t of Shiru heritage, he wouldn’t be able to become a Shiru warrior no matter how much he wanted to become one.




Now I understand the basics of Athrun’s situation, but there’s still one thing I’m worried about. The girl who had just told me about Athrun was about to return to eating her meal, but I interrupted her to ask a question.




“……He said ‘lower class’ earlier, what exactly does that mean?”




From the flow of the conversation – I guessed that it probably had to do with outsiders to the Shiru tribe, the farmers. However, I don’t feel that there’s such a large gap between the nomads and the farmers to make such a distinction.




In fact, since they’re going to move to Kaldia and live here from now on, the Shiru tribe is going to have to abandon their nomadic lifestyle and take up an agricultural one. They don’t have the luxury of discriminating based on backgrounds against the farmers.




“Ahh…… Um. In the past, the Shiru tribe’s warriors were always considered the ‘King’s Spears,’ the protectors of their chosen king, so it’s more glory and honor than the farmers, that’s what it is, I think.”




Although it seemed like the girl herself didn’t really understand her own explanation too well, I understood her explanation about “lower class” very clearly.




The “King’s Spears” is a term from the former Artolas Kingdom, they represent the nobles, or ruling class of Artolan society. Meaning, social statuses have carried over from Artolas even after its destruction by Densel.




I put down my bowl of pumpkin soup and stood up. From the edge of my vision, I saw the girl who was just talking to me blink in surprise. I didn’t pay her any mind, and I walked up to Athrun.




Since I had suddenly stood up all by myself, of course all the other children gathered their attention on me. Since Athrun was still looking down at the ground, he was the only one that didn’t notice me, until I walked directly in front of him.




“Athrun.”




At my voice, he snapped his head up. There was great surprise in his silver-blue eyes as he looked at me.




“……What?”




“I happened to hear part of what you were talking about just earlier. What does ‘lower class’ mean?”




All Athrun could do was stand there and nod hesitantly. He seemed to have a confused expression, as if he himself didn’t know why he wasn’t able to answer me.




“I never want to hear you using that term again. The Shiru tribe is now considered to be citizens of Arxia first and foremost, and no longer citizens of Artolas. In Arxia, the Shiru tribe is no different from commoners. All commoners have no distinctions from each other, and are only below the king of Arxia and then the nobility.”




I strongly emphasized the part that there was still someone above the Shiru tribe in rank, while there was no longer anyone below their rank. Although I still wonder if he really understood why I was remonstrating him, he did mutter “I got it” in the end while making aへ shape with his lips.


Chapter 102 – The Reason For Quarreling

seems that without me realizing it, the stories about me showing the shape of snowflakes and letting everyone at the Shiru children’s tents meet Rashiok have been heard by the farmers’ children. Well, I probably should have realized that it’s impossible to stop children from gossiping, and it’s fine, anyways.




Come to think of it though, recently children have been sticking to me so much with me as the center of attention that it’s like I always have a flock of them following me around everywhere, so I have been thinking about setting some boundaries.




“The Shiru children are hogging Eliza-sama! We want to play with her as well!!”




“Eliza-sama’s living in our tent! There’s nothing wrong with anything!”




“It’s unfair that only you guys get to play with the draconis!”




“Even if you say so, none of you came over to become friends with Eliza-sama until now!”




“Why haven’t you guys ever called for us!? You’re just hogging Eliza-sama! Isn’t it more fun to play with everyone!?”




“It’s not like I’m the only one with Eliza-sama, so how can I be hogging her! Besides, Eliza-sama isn’t a toy!!”




A Shiru girl and a farmer boy were struggling to pull me in their direction from opposite sides, having an argument. Well, simply speaking, this is a children’s quarrel. Judging from their comments, it seems that the children are getting a little overly fond of me.




Maybe I’ve done a bad thing. From their point of view, they might not want to let go of me when I have to leave them. But still, being tightly packed in by dozens of children every day, it’s an indescribable feeling and it’s causing me to break down. It’s, a bit crushing.




“Then, it’ll be great if Eliza-sama can stay in our tent starting from today!”




“Stop saying such silly things, Reka! Didn’t the clan leaders decide where Eliza-sama would be staying?”




The farmer boy holding on to me by wrapping his arms around my stomach behind me seems to be a boy named Reka who speaks with a bit of a countryside accent. Since I haven’t interacted with the farmer children in the other tents at all, I don’t know him at all. The other girl who’s pulling me is a Shiru girl named Tira that’s currently in front of me with her arms around my neck; she’s usually in charge of helping take care of me. Although they’re bickering, it’s more like friendly banter, so I think they actually get along pretty well with each other. However, why are they getting so heated up with me in the middle?




Is this where I should step in and tell them to stop arguing over me? I just tried to lose myself in thinking and ignoring reality in front of me, but I soon regretted it when my vision began to darken.




I finally felt an icy sensation in my head, along with a painful throbbing sensation. Urk, my neck, my stomach, they hurt so much from being tugged on.




Ahh, am I going to die here? Dying of suffocation thanks to a girl who’s only one or two years older than me pulling on my neck, or will I be crushed to death, or choked to death……









“Oi, you guys had better cut it out already! Reka, Tira! Eliza-sama’s turning pale.”




At that moment, a boy cut through the wall of children surrounding me, making me view him almost like a hero descending from the sky in the nick of time. He peeled both Reka and Tira’s arms off of me, and knuckled both of them on the head. He’s about the same height as Tira, and is shaking his silvery-blue hair. – Oh my, this guy’s definitely familiar.




“……, Athrun?”




When I muttered the name I learned the other day, he instantly turned his head towards me. On his face was a look of surprised innocence, shock that I remembered his name.




“You…… remember my name?”




“Of course. Rather than that, thank you for helping me. It was getting a little painful.”




“It was probably a lot more than painful. You were turning dreadfully pale.”




I just looked directly into his look of surprise, and shrugged. It was indeed painful enough that I had prepared for death. Now that I look closer at him he smiled a slight smile which was somehow a bit mesmerizing, and then he gingerly started pulling me by my sleeve. When I noticed what he was doing, Athrun was getting angry with and scolding Tira who had calmed down and looked like she was apologetic, as well as a boy who’s exactly my height and a little shorter than Tira.




Well, this boy seems to be the one from earlier called Reka. While his eyes were darting in every direction nervously, he apologized to me together with Tira.




“I’m really sorry, Eliza-sama……”




“I definitely won’t do this again, Eliza-sama……”




With Tira and Reka’s apologies, the surrounding children seem to have regained their senses as well, and they all looked a little guilty as if they had done something wrong.




Well, now that some of their eyes are watering up, erm, how to say it, now I’m starting to feel like I’m the one who’s guilty of doing something bad in reverse. Well, to begin with, it’s really because of my lack of thought in not stopping them.




“N, no…… I’m sorry as well to everyone. Even though I was showing off some rare things, it was unfair of me to not call the children from the other tents as well.”




I remembered Reka’s words from the argument just earlier, and I lowered my head in apology and self-reflection as well. If someone with a lot of new and interesting toys just made friends with a lot of other people but not with you, well, of course that would make you feel left out.




The main causers of the quarrel in the first place, Reka and Tira, as well as Athrun looked at each other with looks of incomprehension as if they couldn’t understand why I was apologizing as well. And when they looked at me again, Tira stuck her tongue out at me mischievously, while Athrun had a wry smile and Reka seemed to be overjoyed with a big smile on his face.




“The next time I come up with something fun, I’ll invite you guys along as well. I’ll talk to Teo and ask if I can stay in the farmer children’s tents as well. Will that be alright with you?”




While Reka was looking overjoyed again as expected, he also turned around to look at all the other farmer children and nodded at them – the ones that were complaining it was unfair – then he turned back to me and replied “that’s great!” It seems that although Reka is slightly short, he’s probably one of the leaders among the farmer children.




“I never would have expected Eliza-sama to apologize to us, but anyways if Eliza-sama wants to come play with us, that’s totally fine. We’ll make sure to get along with the Shiru children.”




As Reka grinned widely, Tira apologized as well to him as a leader among the Shiru children, and they made up at the end with a hug. Is this what making up with each other is supposed to be like, I wonder.




Both of them had also lowered their heads when Athrun came to arbitrate between them. Just the other day there had still been some class struggles between them left behind from the time of the now defunct Artolas Kingdom, but it seems that these divisions weren’t deeply ingrained into them yet and that they’re children that listen to reason. Well, I could only smile wryly as I’m still a little older than they are mentally even though I’m roughly the same age as Tira and the others on the outside.




“……Reka. Um, can you stop using the term, ‘Shiru children?’ For all of us, the Shiru tribe, or lower class, none of that exists anymore. All of us are now Arxians, and have become citizens of Kaldia.”




Athrun turned around and said that to Reka with a complicated expression on his face. It looked just like his expression from the other day. Did he understand my meaning, is he agreeing with me, is he carrying out my will?




“……Mmm. I got it, I won’t say that term anymore.”




I wonder if Reka was there as well on that day a few days ago, Reka took a glance at me then nodded joyfully.




Chapter 103 – Army Reorganization

In this last month of winter, the snow is finally beginning to clear up little by little. There’s still a little while left until my eighth birthday’s celebration though, as the custom here is to celebrate it a bit after my actual birthday has passed.




“Teo, how are things?”




I was asking Teo to tell me the results of training the Kaldia army for three months on how to handle horses like the Shiru tribe does. With a serious expression, he checked each of the army’s formations, examining how they moved, commanding them by raising his voice and using hand gestures.




“Agil and Calvin’s squads have excellent results. They have quick responses to commands, and their horses are orderly. There’s also no problems with Gunther’s squad. However, Locks and Renon’s squads are still a bit lacking. They need to get more used to horses.”




The members of Locks and Renon’s squads that he pointed out nodded in response, while stopping to catch their breaths. These two squads are composed solely of new recruits that have entered the army earlier this year in spring, so their horse handling is conspicuously much more unskilled than the other squads. Their training period as apprentice soldiers has just ended in fall, which is when they started training to become cavalry soldiers, so it can’t be helped.




Anyways, today’s training is now over. I dismissed the soldiers, and dismounted my horse as well. Teo came up to me looking like he was thinking about something. He was also thoughtful enough to offer me a towel to wipe my sweat off with. While doing so, he also spoke his mind.




“……My lord, I have a proposal.”




“Hold on a minute. We also have something to propose to our lord.”




What’s going on, before I could even reply, another voice cut in from the side. When I looked to see who it was, Gunther, along with Calvin and Agil, were all heading over to speak with me.




“Got it, I’ll listen to both proposals. Summarize them for me.”




I’ll listen to both proposals, then make a decision based on my best judgment. Teo and Gunther seem to have decided on who would go first based just on eye contact, and Teo gave his proposal first.




“Well then. My recommendation is that the entire Kaldia army should be converted into cavalry troops.”




It’s a simple proposal. His reason is most likely the difference in skill level between the cavalry squads and the other half of the Kaldia army – the infantry squads. As a new type of unit, I put the best soldiers into it. The soldiers that were judged to have abilities necessary for battling on horseback were incorporated into the cavalry squads, and as the domain lord I participate in and supervise their training every day. However, this has caused both the average skill level and morale of the remaining infantry troops to drop as they weren’t picked.




In the first place, Arxia treats cavalry soldiers and infantry soldiers differently. Cavalry troops have stronger attack power and mobility, and since they also need special training in horse handling, they usually obtain higher ranks than infantry troops. In the royal army there’s also the title of knight, which can then lead to noble peerage.




“……And Gunther’s proposal?”




“My proposal is, could you just let me be an infantry squad captain instead?”




Uh, oh. I somehow managed to stop myself from making any sounds of surprise. Teo and Gunther were now glaring at each other. Well, it’s only natural, their proposals completely conflict with each other.




“Gunther, is that really fine?”




More surprisingly, Gunther is asking to step down from the position of cavalry squad captain and become an infantry squad captain, which is basically like a demotion. Before creating cavalry squads, due to my father’s reign of tyranny causing bandits to run rampant and the army to become disorganized, the Kaldia army lacked a formal army rank system. As for the army’s leader, I had just put Gunther in charge before as he was the most skilled and obvious choice.




Although Gunther wants to be the infantry squad captain, the Kaldia army technically doesn’t have this position currently. So if he becomes an infantry squad captain instead of a cavalry squad captain, his rank will technically go down and he would no longer be considered the leader of the army.




“Ahh. I’m more used to fighting on my feet. You can just have Agil and Calvin lead the cavalry squads. Calvin’s also the longest-serving soldier as well as the oldest in the army, the other soldiers really believe in him.”




I do know that Agil has been constantly acting as Gunther’s adjutant before, but I haven’t paid as much attention to the older soldier Calvin up until now. When I observe him closely, as a soldier – not to mention a former bandit – he has quite a calm atmosphere about him as our eyes met.




“Then, you think that the two of them should become commanders?”




Since even everyone in my army gathered together is still less people than one division of an actual army, with so few people it’s simple to do ranks. At the top is me, the domain lord, and under me are a few commanders. Beneath the commanders are squad captains, and their adjutants. After that there’s only regular soldiers and apprentice soldiers in training. Since I’m now taking on the role of their leader, I have a different relationship with the regular soldiers and apprentice soldiers.




“No, I’m saying the three of us should concurrently serve as commanders and squad captains in the army.”




“I won’t allow that. The roles of commanders and squad captains are fundamentally different. The commander is the one who gives orders, while the squad captain leads soldiers to carry out those orders. Doing both simultaneously isn’t possible.”




I furrowed my eyebrows and immediately rejected this idea of his. Commanders are usually in the back of the army, while squad captains have to lead from the front, it’s incompatible. In the first place, if a commander is in the front lines and gets engaged in combat and can’t give orders, the system of command would break down. Then the whole meaning of having army ranks in the first place would be lost.




I know that this is a good timing to reorganize the Kaldia army’s system of command. I already informed Gunther about the message a while back from the king and how it was likely that relations would worsen with the neighboring countries. Both of us agreed that we should prepare for the possibility of upcoming battles.




It’s been just a little over two years since I finished my military training in the barracks myself. I know that they’re no longer leading unruly lives like when they were bandits, they’re now used to living in an orderly and disciplined fashion, they carry and act out all my orders, and they have the realization that they’re part of the military now.




However, as for making them into more of an actual army, the blunt reality is that there aren’t enough soldiers, nor do they have enough experience and education. The only person in the army with an education is Claudia, who’s serving both as my bodyguard and is in charge of dealing with all military documents, it’s obvious that there’s not enough people with the ability to do this work.









When I looked at Gunther again after thinking about how to organize the army all this time to myself, he had a much calmer expression than I would have expected of him considering I flatly rejected his idea. Maybe he knew from the start that I would probably reject it.




“In that case, we don’t need commanders until the size of our army gets a bit larger. The three of us can serve as squad captains. Just like before, my lord can be the commander of the entire army. After all, we don’t have that many soldiers. At any rate, none of the soldiers are leader material other than the three of us. If such a guy joins the army, you can consider making him a commander after giving him some experience.”




“……Well, this sounds reasonable.”




In order for such a leader type to join the army, I need to put more effort into recruitment. I also reminded myself mentally to give Claudia an official army position soon. I took a glance at Teo, making another mental note to think about how to integrate the Shiru warriors into the Kaldia army system of command. And, I still need to take care of his proposal as well.




“I don’t know if I have all the details, but Gunther wants to lead infantry still, right? In that case, consider my proposal unnecessary.”




Since I nodded and said Gunther’s proposal was reasonable, it seems that Teo is maturely withdrawing his proposal. Since Teo is still technically an outsider to the Kaldia army, this is also a reasonable action by him.




“No, your proposal was useful as well. Thank you, Teomer. Gunther, wait a little while on reorganizing the army. I’ll think on it.”




I don’t really have the knowledge necessary to do something like reorganizing the army all by myself. When I said that I’ll think on it, I really meant that I’ll discuss it with Earl Terejia. Gunther probably knows this as well, and he didn’t have any objections.




Before the snow thaws in spring, I’m going to have a thorough new system of command in place, and I also want to increase the number of volunteers joining the army as much as possible.


Chapter 104 – Meeting

I’m now completely accustomed to a lifestyle of moving back and forth between the Mansion of Golden Hills and the new citizens’ simple makeshift village, and I was just thinking about hurrying the construction of the domain lord’s mansion in the center of Kaldia at the end of winter.




“Eta…… Elle…… Eri……”




I had just finished my work and was on my way back to the tents from the mansion when I started to hear a voice coming from above me.




What’s this? I looked up at the window above me suspiciously, and I saw sparkling golden blonde hair framed by the blue sky.




“Eli…… Eliza-dono!!”




“…………Yes, what is it?”




I somehow managed to swallow my sigh, and responded to her. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt this familiar feeling of not knowing how to deal with her.




Of course, this voice belonged to Claudia. The strange words I heard earlier must have been her mangled attempts to get my name right.




“It’s been so long since I last saw you! I think it’s been over two months!”




Claudia seemed to be excited to see me as she grinned widely and stepped onto the windowsill.




“That’s dangerous, Claud-”




Before I could finish saying Claudia-dono, I was interrupted, because the person herself was ignoring my warning and was hanging out the window. Of course, Claudia is preparing to jump from a second story window.




I held my breath. It felt like my heart was going to stop beating.




“Hm? Did you say something?”




And with that, she jumped and landed with soft, lithe catlike movements, and stood there grinning at me with an idiotic expression on her face.




I’m unable to close my wide-open mouth. Just what is she. She’s just impossible. Please get out of this otome game world and back in the shonen manga you belong to. Although, I would honestly be very troubled if she wasn’t here by my side.




This sight was just too shocking for me, so much so that I was trembling all over. Even though I know it’s bad manners, I couldn’t help but vent by shouting at her.




“JUST WHAT WERE YOU THINKING, JUMPING DOWN FROM THE SECOND FLOOR!”




“Uwa!?”




Maybe Claudia’s ears are extra sensitive, she grabbed them really tight after I shouted suddenly at her. Her sky colored eyes were looking at me wide and round with surprise, but I continued my words with a strong force behind them.




“Please stop doing these things outside the realm of common sense. I thought that my heart was going to stop.”




“Eliza-dono……”




With a blank expression, Claudia muttered my name. Then, she seemed to get happy about something, an innocent, delighted expression lit up her face. Ahh, she really looks like a young child when she’s smiling like this. She’s too pure.




“Got it, I swear to never do it again. I didn’t think that you would be that worried about me!”




“Hah?”




What’s this about me being worried for her?




Some words I never would have expected to hear from her came out of her mouth, and this time it was my turn to have a silly expression on my face.




“Weren’t you worried that I would injure myself?”




The very atmosphere around us seemed to lighten as Claudia laughed happily. I tried to come up with some sort of response, but I just couldn’t think of anything to say to Claudia.




“Umm, that’s…… Just what exactly did I mean……”




I have a helpless feeling of wanting to surrender. Claudia was nodding to herself assuredly, saying “yes, that must be it” while striking her palm with her fist. She’s really in a world of her own…… It’s been so long since I’ve been tired like this. It feels like I’m dealing with an incomprehensible opponent.




“There’s a request from Elise-dono.”




I didn’t pay attention to what she said at all. I had a blank look of not knowing what was going on, but Claudia grabbed my wrist without minding that at all.




What’s she doing?




“Ok, let’s get going!”




Where to?









By the time I finally realized what it was that Claudia had said, she already brought me to the room where Elise was recuperating at.




“Ah, Eliza-sama.”




Elise seemed to be simply pleased to see me, but Ratoka who was there as well dressed in maid attire froze at the sight of me. Even though I also felt this was a very uncomfortable situation, for the time being I’ll focus on the noble girl Elise first and put everything else out of my mind.




“It’s been a long time, Elise-sama. I apologize for not coming to see you for so long.”




Despite having some free time for myself since the beginning of winter, I do feel really guilty as I’ve been avoiding this place intentionally.




“No, don’t worry about it. Eliza-sama is the domain lord and must be busy with all the work. Besides, didn’t you send ‘Elise’ to accompany me in your stead? Just for that, you have my deepest gratitude.”




“That’s fine if that’s the case then. I heard that you’ve been having some more seizures recently, how are you feeling now?”




Elise slowly took her gaze off of me to look outside her window, and showed a gentle, lonely expression. It made me a bit anxious, and it also made my heart tighten up in pain.




“I…… still am unable to go outside yet. But it’s okay, it’s still not as bad as before I came here.”




“Elise-dono……”




I suddenly got a flash of inspiration and wondered if this mild-mannered noble girl would have fun playing with the Shiru children. Even though she can’t run around like they can, it might bring her some comfort just to hear about their experiences and daily life.




……It might be a good idea to think about who from the Shiru children I want to invite. I still need to talk with Earl Terejia, but on top of taking care of Elise, it’s my duty to help her regain her health any way I can.




As I started mentally listing candidates in my mind, Elise began to talk about the fun times she had lately with Ratoka and her maid Maya. Since this is what she typically will always talks about, I definitely think that I can give my idea a try.




“If me sending ‘Elise’ over to you has helped Elise-sama to have even a little more fun, then that’s a great thing.”




“Yes. I’ve had so much fun. Thank you very much.”




At Elise’s innocent, charming smile, once again her purity gave my heart a terrible blow.


Chapter 105 – Rope Making

“My lord wants to choose some children to go to the mansion to become playmates? ……Honestly, I’m a little lost, what’s all this about?”




Teo furrowed his eyebrows as he weaved some ropes on the floor. His face said that he didn’t understand what was going on.




I already talked with Earl Terejia a bit about finding some playmates for Elise, and he had no problems with it, so now I’m asking Teo.




“I suppose it can be a little confusing, but simply speaking, I want some kids to come over to the mansion to be friends with a girl that’s staying there.”




“My lord can’t accompany her? That’s why you need some other children to be her friends?”




It’s exactly as Teo says. If only I could do it myself. However……




“I’m unable to go there very often. Also, there’s someone there that I find meeting awkward……”




As I thought about Ratoka, I felt a bitter taste in my mouth. I put him with Elise because I didn’t have anywhere else to leave him and it was a fact that I needed someone to help take care of Elise, but that still doesn’t change the fact that I myself have stayed far away from Elise.




The main reason for the chasm between us, Ratoka saying I was using him as a substitute for Kamil, is still piercing and hurting my heart even now. Seeing Ratoka again, it felt like my heart was being mangled.




Kamil, my citizens, the nameless gravestone, me…… I can’t explain it well, but I think that Ratoka is currently a living embodiment of my traumas.




He looks so similar to me. He’s a victim of my father’s persecution, which also caused his mother to go insane. Into the emptiness that Kamil left behind, did I really slowly put him there. All of these feelings were gathering up into me and shaping into disgust and guilt.




Even now, I still can’t forget that time when he threw a rock at me.




“……Honestly speaking, I don’t have anyone truly close to me that I can trust now.”




I’ve gone off topic due to my emotions interfering too much with my thoughts. Thinking on how to fix my accidental revealing of my inner self, I decided to change the topic to a plan that Earl Terejia brought up the last time I spoke to him about playmates for Elise.




“What’s this all of a sudden?”




Teo tilted his head. His expression says that he can’t keep up with this sudden change of topic.




“I need more personnel, and right now there’s not even any candidates. Not only is it me, Earl Terejia is also quite isolated as a noble, so I can’t count on him for this either.”




Kamil was the only one being educated to support me in the future, but he’s no longer here. Claudia’s useless at everything other than being a bodyguard, while Mrs. Marshan’s age is too far apart from mine.




“……Ahh, so that’s what it is. Meaning, having some playmates enter the mansion, they’re also candidates for becoming your closest aides in the future.”




Teo managed on his own to infer the connections based on what I said so far. It’s very helpful that he’s so quick to understand.




“Living at the mansion will probably be for the long term. After all, Earl Terejia was the one who came up with this idea to help me find future candidates to assist me.”




Elise needs some playmates to keep her company, and I also need to raise some candidates to become my closest aides in the future, this is two birds with one stone. Well, this isn’t a bad thing for anyone.




With the exception of their battle prowess, objectively speaking my new citizens are still much weaker in other areas than Kaldia’s original inhabitants. Regardless of the fact that my own original citizens aren’t really involved in making decisions in Kaldia, the new citizens will probably strongly feel like newcomers themselves.




However, things will greatly change if they provide several of the lord’s closest aides. The domain lord’s existence still has an incredibly huge influence on the citizens.




“……I have to talk with the other chiefs before I can give you permission. In short, I can allow it as the leader, but you still need to ask the children in question themselves if they want to go to the mansion.”




“That’s fine.”




It’s unavoidable that people will dislike being ordered by their domain lord. After all, I’m asking children to become playmates for a noble guest of mine. It would be easier if I needed some adults to do a job, but since I need children, I’ve decided that it’s better to choose someone that will probably get along well with Elise.




At any rate, they wouldn’t be living at this mansion all the time anyways. When winter’s over, I intend to return to the village under development with the new citizens, and after that it would be nice if I could come back to visit my summer mansion again on occasion if I have the free time.




As for raising close aides, this isn’t something that can be rushed, so there’s no hurry.




“And, who specifically do you have in mind?”




“Tira.”




“That was an instant reply.”




“At the tents, she went out of her way to take good care of me. ……Her assistance was incredibly helpful. As she’s both good at taking care of others and explaining things well, I think she’ll be perfect as a noble girl’s playmate.”




She’s been very patient with me who entered their lives so suddenly. And she helped me so much. When I think about it, my chest feels warm, and also a little clogged up.




“Got it. I’ll talk with the other chiefs about this tomorrow.”




“I’ll leave it up to you.”




After our conversation finished, Teo went right back to making his ropes. Since I didn’t have anything else planned and there was only a little time left until dinner, I watched in interest as Teo made ropes as I’ve never seen this process before.




While Kaldia citizens also know how to make ropes, I’ve never seen them during the process. Right now I’m really curious how it’s done.




Several minutes passed in silence as I watched Teo work on his ropes, then he finally turned his attention to me again.




“……What are you doing?”




“Watching you make ropes.”




“Ahh…… How about I teach you how it’s done?”




He didn’t say that being watched made it difficult for him to work. No wait, even if he doesn’t mind, it’s not like I really want to learn or anything.




“For future reference, sure.”




Teo seemed to send me a warm look as he nodded and moved next to me. What exactly is that look supposed to be for?


Chapter 106 – What Do People Call This?

Snow has mostly stopped falling, and the sun is starting to show itself more often through the clouds, spring is almost here. Vivid yellow flowers began blooming in places where the accumulated snow was melting, warm winds were now blowing down the Amon Nor mountains, and the melted snow also caused some flooding along the Sera river as the dams weren’t completed yet.




“Next year we’ll definitely be living over there for winter instead, right?”




“It’s difficult to move in winter. I think the adults will definitely complete a dam by this time next year, though.”




“Hopefully we can all live in a proper village soon.”




From the small hill that my mansion sits on, I can see a fairly wide swath of the flat Kaldia territory. The three children that I decided to pick from the new citizens for Elise’s new playmates, Athrun, Tira, and Reka, were looking eastward and chatting with each other. I watched them from behind, and although it may have been unnecessary, I ended up joining their conversation at that point.




“……Some craftsmen from another domain are coming over soon to help us build furniture. The adults will have more work to do then as well.”




“Ah, I know about that! Eliza-sama hired them, right?”




“Ahh, err……”




Reka turned around after noticing me and had a big smile. I nodded in embarrassment, but Reka and Tira took both my hands and were jumping up and down in joy.




“I’m really looking forward to it! I wonder if Eliza-sama’s new mansion will be finished soon as well?”




Usually Reka talks in a slow drawl as part of his accent, but maybe he’s a little overly excited today, his rate of speech has really picked up. Since Tira usually takes such good care of me like an older sister would, I’m more used to her excitement.




“There’s still plenty of time for that, I think. Although it’s a small mansion, five years time is the standard.”




Although I don’t want to pour cold water on their hopes, I’ll still tell them the truth. Besides, constructing their new village is the number one priority for me, work on the new mansion can be delayed until that’s finished.




Reka is clearly pouting now. He’s sticking out his lips, and his eyebrows are tightly furrowed.




“Ehh~ Then, it’s fine even if we don’t finish that dam first. I don’t want Eliza-sama to not have a place to spend the winter. Hey, Eliza-sama, we can come back here again for next year’s winter.”




“Oy, Reka. Don’t bother Eliza-sama with your selfish requests.”




“Besides, even if we’re living here again next year, that doesn’t mean that Eliza-sama has to live with us?”




“Aw……”




After being scolded by Athrun and Tira, Reka glumly fell silent. With a wry smile, I reached my hand out to his head, and although he was a little confused at first – I patted him lightly on his hair a few times.




“I’ll go and see you guys. As much as I can.”




“Really!? It’s a promise!”




Children are really so simple, and their emotions change so quickly. Reka was instantly all smiles again, and with the momentum that came with his excitement, he easily jumped back onto his horse.




“I’m going to go back first and help prepare lunch!”




After saying so, Reka rode down the hillside so quickly that I didn’t even have time to respond. Athrun, Tira and I could only smile wryly at each other.














Claudia looked quite improper as she was sitting on her desk used for work, swinging her feet. The early spring sunshine was shining down from the window behind her, so I couldn’t make out her expression clearly due to the glare.




I was sitting in a chair directly across from her, counting the time pass by in silence. Claudia was the one who had called me over saying she had something to tell me. At least this time she didn’t jump down from a second floor window while calling out to me, so I suppose this is better. However, she’s been quiet for quite some time now, with her mouth bent into a へshape. I don’t really know what to say to her in this situation either. For once, she has a thinking face and she’s furrowing her eyebrows.




The sound of the water clock indicated that the time just reached noon. Claudia raised her face and looked at me as if she just realized I was sitting here. She still seemed a little confused when she met my gaze, and greeted me hesitantly.




“Eliza……-dono? Er, Elena-dono? No wait, it’s Eliza-dono, I think I got it right. Um…… There’s something I’d like to ask you.”




I want to applaud myself for not getting a sore neck yet, looking directly at her and waiting for all this time. I’ve been kept waiting for so long, what could this important thing that she has to say to me be?




Come to think of it, Claudia’s finally been able to remember my name more accurately as of late. Ahh, I feel slightly dizzy from the mental fatigue of waiting so long……




With a slight sigh in my voice, I replied to Claudia.




“Yes, what is it?”




“Ah…… um. Hopefully you won’t be angry at me.”




This is really rare, Claudia started in an apologetic manner before her main question.




“This is from quite a while back, about the bandits we caught earlier last year. At that time, why did you do the dirty work personally?”




Claudia was tilting her head, and her golden hair was making soft swishing sounds.




I see, so it’s about that. She must know that my emotions are stable now. Probably, she didn’t ask me right after that incident out of consideration for me. As always, her intuition is like the wild instinct of an animal, she can detect my emotional state so well.




“There were various reasons. I can’t explain it easily – but if I had to say, I think I just wanted to kill him since he deserved to die.”




“What about the other bandit? Did he just freeze to death in the dungeon……”




“Ah, probably. I thought it was too bothersome to kill him directly. Him dying just like that without anyone knowing was quite convenient, really.”




Claudia nodded silently. She’s refraining from commenting further, and she may not agree with me, but she does understand my reasons. Seeing her reaction, a mystery popped up in my mind.




Why was it that I always considered Claudia so useless?




It’s something that I’ve only realized recently myself, but I can be quite selfish. Thanks to my previous life’s memories, I want to be treated like an adult, and while I acted as mature as I possibly could, I always relied on other adults, just like a child would.




But when an adult like Mrs. Hortensia came along, and wanted to treat me as a child, and when it seemed like she would spoil me to her utmost extent, I was terrified and my spirit broke down.




That’s why – I liked having Kamil around. He was important for me. We were children together, we were fellow humans, we were friends, and I was also his lord, even now, his memories still pierce my heart.




I couldn’t trust him, and I sent him away from me, so of course I would feel guilty about his death.




And, Claudia meets the same conditions that Kamil did. She’s just as pure as the Shiru children, and she’s a person who I’m very grateful to because she accepts me as I am.




So, why is it that I can’t see her the same way I saw Kamil? This is an incredible mystery to myself.




“Got it. Sorry to have taken up so much of your time. I probably should have asked you much earlier.”




Her confusion just earlier disappeared like it never even existed, and Claudia was back to her cheerful self again. And just like that, she left the room.




Then somehow, I managed to come up with an answer to the mystery in my head.




Perhaps, to me, she’s neither an adult nor a child. Also, I probably see the Shiru children the same way.




I still can’t decide whether or not I should call her my friend. Even though, I can now tell myself so easily, that Kamil was my friend.


Chapter 107 – Athrun’s Oath

The skies are clearing, and the snow is melting. After the snow completely melted around the Mansion of Golden Hills, we returned to the village under construction. Nothing big happened this past winter, and I confirmed in the new village that everything was alright with the water sources and supply.




“There’s a lot of garbage this year as well.”




Teomer was muttering to himself with a frown on his face. The stone path for the village under construction was still incomplete, with dirt exposed everywhere and dead branches and plants scattered about. It’s also quite muddy, and there’s even some fish lying around here and there, with a few of them bouncing up and down. I suppose this is all due to the recent flooding.




“Well, the bright side is that this provides us with quite a nice supply of fish for the time being.”




Teo could only shake his head as he gave orders to his warriors to gather and wash the fish laying by the roadside. It was really muddy and they weren’t used to this type of food gathering, so it took about half an hour to collect and clean all the fish we saw.




“I’ll also go wash myself in the river before returning. The temperature should be just about right.”




During winter, my new citizens had borrowed the bathing facilities in the barracks, but that facility only has hot water when it’s time to cook food. I think that something can potentially be developed to automatically adjust the flames and provide fuel as an upgrade to modernize the bathing facilities, but unfortunately Kaldia doesn’t have the means to do so. So unfortunately, my new citizens still don’t have their own place to bathe yet. This was one of Kamil’s plans that he left behind, but it seems like there’s still quite a while until it can be realized.




……I don’t have enough money, time, or personnel. Maybe I should write down the ideas that I want to actualize but don’t have the means to do yet. There would be no meaning to it if I forget what I wanted to do in the first place if I have the ability to do so in the future.









The next morning I had the Kaldia army help in gathering up the new citizens’ tents and belongings, and help transport it all by horseback. By noon, the hillside that had been full of tents was already well on its way of returning to its original state.




“Somehow, it feels like I’m returning to a nomadic lifestyle.”




Reka next to me seemed to be having fun while looking all around him. Since the children aren’t of much help with the heavy labor and to not let them get in the way, I’ve gathered them here with me to help with the process of collecting the small metal parts that help bind the tents to the ground. Not only were the Shiru children with me, the farmer children were here as well, and even the children that usually stayed with their parents were here today.




“Unfortunately, this is only for today. I’ll work hard and finish everything so I can come and visit you guys as much as possible.”




“If Eliza-sama works hard, you can really make it happen. Our King would never lie, right?”




“Well, whatever a domain lord says is close enough to a proclamation. I can’t say things I’m uncertain of.”




I answered Reka while I continued to collect the small metal parts. After all, I figured I’d help everyone personally as well. Tira just happened to meet my eyes then as she was sitting in front of me, and she smiled at me. I kept pulling up the small metal parts that fastened the tents, carefully wiped the dirt off of them, and tied them into bundles by wrapping ropes several times around the parts. The new citizens prepared this rope themselves, just like Teo.




“By the way. Sometimes you guys call me ‘King’ instead of lord, why is that? The King of Arxia is the only King in Arxia.”




As I continued to work with my hands, I figured that now was a good timing to ask this question I’ve always been wondering about. I’ve been called “King” by them several times now, and it’s perked my curiosity. Although only other Arxian nobles can understand the Artolan language they speak, it’ll still be quite a bit of trouble if someone hears the children calling me their “King” and can understand it.




“Eh? Mm, but don’t the people in your army also call you Charlie?”




“Oh, do you know the meaning of Charlie as well?”




Even now, I still don’t know why people kept calling me Charlie. Even though Mrs. Marshan is proficient in her language abilities, she didn’t know either, and Kamil started this trend of calling me Charlie that somehow spread to my entire Kaldia army. That’s why I figured that maybe Kamil was using a term from another language or he just made up a name entirely to call me by.




That’s why I’m shocked that Reka, with his Artolan heritage, knew this word. I had thought this possibility to be the unlikeliest, but maybe it’s just that some ancient words have been left over here in the Jugfena region. The Arxian language in the Jugfena region and the Artolan language share an archaic root language. Of course, there are many similar sounding words between the languages.




“Let’s see…… We call you our King simply because that’s our term for the person ranked above our clan chiefs. That’s all.”




That’s all, he says, as he smiled as if he knew some secret I didn’t. I feel from his expression like he’s still not telling me everything, but I have no evidence to base this on, so I’ll let it go. When I happened to look at Tira though, she seemed to have listened in on our conversation as she had the same secretive grin that Reka did.




“Ok, it’s time to get moving! Hurry up and move, Gunther will lead the way!”




In the distance, I heard Teomer giving the order to move out. I had left Teo and Gunther to decide between themselves who would lead everyone on the way, and it seems that it will be Gunther. It seems that the two of them became quite friendly with each other over the winter training the army did. Is it because they’re close in age, I wonder.




“Alright, we should probably get moving as well.”




Tira wrapped up the last bundle of metal parts with a small sigh in her voice. Looking around at all the other children, I also saw those that were disappointed like she was, as well as children that seemed really excited and were having lots of fun.




Among all the children, I noticed that a certain silvery-blue head of hair that really stands out in a crowd was missing. He’s also one of the earliest to physically mature among his age group, so even without his hair color he’s easy to spot due to his height alone. But no matter how much I looked for him, he wasn’t there with the other children.




“By the way, where’s Athrun today?”




“Eh? Well, since he’s so big, maybe he’s helping some of the slightly older children.”




The children that are ten and older are helping the women gather all the cloths and bundle them together on horseback. I looked over in that direction, but I still didn’t see Athrun at all.




“What do you need Athrun for?”




“Nothing. I just got curious since I didn’t see him around.”




“Mmm. Oh, perfect, Athrun’s returning just now!”




Reka pointed behind me, as I turned around and looked. Some children were leading a group of horses in this direction, and Athrun was among them.




“Sorry to keep you waiting! We’ve brought the horses, so let’s begin loading!”




A girl who seemed about fifteen years old was acting as their leader and giving orders. It was easy to tell at a glance that all the children bringing the horses here were several years older than the children I was with. Since our work is finished as well, they probably noticed and headed over to help us get started with the moving.




During all this, Athrun came up to me and slapped me genially on my shoulder for some reason.




“Eliza-sama, I have something I’d like to say to you.”




What’s this about? Is it something that I have to take care of right now? As I finished packing the tools in my hand into a sack, I turned around to face Athrun silently. As if he wasn’t saying anything so serious, he told me something without any hesitation.




“I’m going to enter the Kaldia army starting today.”




……With such a simple sentence, it was like he dropped a bomb on me.




“……Huh?”




Although he had told me he had something to say, this was more along the lines of a proclamation. I had no idea what was going on, so all I could do was blink and keep looking up at the much taller Athrun.




“If I can’t become a Shiru warrior, I can at least fight for our King and the Kaldia army. That’s why, I’m going to join your army. Enter it, and stay there.”




Although I had indeed planned on recruiting new members for the army soon, it seems that my first applicant has shown up from an unexpected place. He’s a young boy with determined eyes and a direct gaze that look like he’s made a decision he definitely won’t step back from, so my face couldn’t help but put on a serious expression automatically as well. Then, I stood up and nodded as gracefully as possible.




“I shall allow you to enter my army. I look forward to your accomplishments. – Thank you for becoming my warrior.”


    Chapter 108 – My second birthday celebration

    Now that the harvest season has concluded, this year as well I’m going to wear dignified formal red and black colored knight attire with silver adornments for my own upcoming birthday celebration. Earl Terejia suggested that I leave my hair down this year, but just like last time, I decided to leave it bundled on my head. Since my deceased father always kept his hair long and we look so similar, I want to avoid looking like him as much as possible, both for my own sake and to avoid my citizens seeing his shadow in me.

    Last year I didn’t hold my birthday celebration since I was in the royal capital officially entering the Arxian church in their religious ceremony, but this year I’m holding it again, as a good opportunity to see how things are in my domain.

    This year as well the celebration will last for three days, with a big feast on the first day in all the villages. Since this year’s parade by my army will also include the Shiru warriors who have become something like another personal army, it should be quite grand. We also started our recruitment process for the army, and about ten or so people from nearby villages with plenty of hands to spare signed up. They’re not going to participate in the parade because they still lack too much training, but that shouldn’t make any difference.

    Another reason why things will be grander this year compared to two years ago is that the economic situation in my domain is gradually recovering, so we made the parade appropriately grander as well. If the parade seems worse off even when people’s living standards are improving, then it would give the citizens unrest and uneasiness.

    That’s why, this time I’ll be riding on Rashiok for the parade. Also thanks to the previous incident where Ratoka threw a rock at me, this time maybe riding on an intimidating beast will prevent such a thing from occurring again.

    Rashiok’s finally stopped growing, and he’s a bit taller than a warhorse is. Since I’m still too small, I can’t ride atop him unassisted, so despite the fact that Rashiok didn’t like it, I used a saddle whenever I would ride Rashiok.

    “Things seem rather quiet this year.”

    “……Ahh, you mean the citizens?”

    “Is that so?”

    Gunther and Claudia were riding next to me and serving as my bodyguards, and since they’re quite experienced at this, I can probably trust their insights. Gunther has a face that says warrior written all over it, but Claudia just looks like a normal beautiful girl as long as she keeps quiet.

    Gunther seems to be much more relaxed this time around than during the tense atmosphere from two years ago, and while Claudia doesn’t know about the details from the last celebration, she was still carefully observing things and on guard just in case anything happened. Her instincts are like a wild animal’s. Maybe I’m spending too much time thinking about idle things, but they’re at exactly my eye level because Rashiok is taller than the horses they’re riding on.

    Just like the previous time, the citizens had created a path of flowers for us to parade through, and in the first village we passed through, Claria village, people saw us off with smiles. Since this village is the closest one to my Mansion of Golden Hills, it has the most visible amount of change from my influence. The people were smiling at me just as they did while interacting with the Shiru tribe earlier this winter.

    “Cheers to our domain lord! May Eliza-sama and Earl Terejia-sama always remain healthy! Cheers to our domain lord!”

    During our parade on the flower path, they kept calling out to me. It seems like the villagers are cheering for me.

    “They’re cheering you on. Isn’t that nice, my lord – oi?”

    Gunther who was laughing heartily suddenly stopped in surprise and his voice rose up an octave at seeing me. Somehow I managed to remain sitting upright and look forward, but tears were streaming down my cheeks. I think it’s lucky that I don’t wear any makeup yet as I’m still a child.

    “Oh, ah, after we leave the village, let’s take a short break.”

    “We can’t have you parading in front of everyone with a crying face, after all.”

    It felt like I could even hear them smiling wryly just from Gunther and Claudia’s words. They sound surprised, but also have heartwarming words for me at the same time. Maybe Rashiok understands my crying as well, he’s using his long, snake-like tail to pat me on my back. His ears keep flickering in a manner that’s pleasant to watch, and the sunshine is glittering off of his scales.

    There was no feeling of heavy tension in the other villages either, but it seemed like the villagers’ eyes were still looking for something in me. Life is getting better for them as well, but as the domain lord, there’s still some sense of distrust towards me remaining. Cyril village, the village last time where the rock incident occurred, had the heaviest remnants of an unpleasant atmosphere remaining. While I could feel a few glares directed at me here and there, most villagers in Cyril village just watched us silently as if this was a funeral procession.

    Two years have passed since I’ve begun actively taking part in my public duties. Since these villagers almost never see me though, it’s impossible for them to judge me since I’m never around. I’m willing to accept their harsh gazes.

    When we visited the last village on the parade route this year, Nezu village, everyone looked at me with an entirely different type of expression. There were those that were smiling gently at me, those with an expression of awe as they stared directly at me, there were a variety of reactions but they all seemed to be so warm.

    “My lord, hey, over there. Take a look.”

    Gunther pointed to his right with such a happy expression on his face. When I looked in that direction, standing by the edge of the flower path in front of a group of girls, were the two short-haired village girls from before, waving their hands at me. They were wearing flower crowns on their heads, with dark red as the main theme.

    I was so happy at seeing them, that I couldn’t keep control of my expression anymore. My eyes and mouth couldn’t help but crinkle into a smiling face. While they kept waving at me, they also started shouting to me.

    “My lord, I wish you the best of luck!”

    “Happy birthday, my lord!”

    Suddenly, the villagers standing on both sides of the path cheered thunderously and threw something in the air. It was colorful and fluttery, and I could see that it was flower petals the same color as the flowers the girls were wearing in their hair, and the inner corners of my eyes couldn’t help but get hot again.

    I must be too young still, I can’t control my tear ducts at all.

    Being welcomed so endearingly by Nezu village like this, having so many people smile at me, it’s a little embarrassing.
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