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    Chapter149 – Between the royal capital and the battlefield

    

    As the word about what I did to the captives spread, it seems that my adoptive father Ergnade was quite successful in overwhelming and crushing the enemy troops.

    After several battles, Arxia was able to capture all the critical strategic locations in the Great Plains and the Bandishia Plateau, and the movements from the Rindarl side stagnated due to the precipitous drop in their soldiers’ morale, as well as worsening public sentiment in their country for support for the war.

    But, the Rindarl Union wouldn’t respond to attempts to negotiate a ceasefire or a truce, and the Arxian Kingdom decided to adopt a strategy of primarily defending its own territory without invading the enemy, so just like that, with winter arriving soon, the two countries were locked in a stalemate.

    After the successful routing of the enemies by Ergnade and his older brothers, my name was beginning to get famous as well in both Arxia and Rindarl, and the next thing I knew, I was summoned back to a special military meeting held separately from the House of Lords.

    Well, I can probably guess at the reason I was summoned, and so I arrived at the royal palace again right on the cusp of winter. For my achievements in battle, I was rewarded with gold, and an official second-tier medal with my family name engraved on it.

    The medal was rose red, engraved with the word Einsbark, made from a gemstone that remarkably resembled the blood-red color of my eyes.

    ……This medal is one given to commoners or lower-ranked nobles for military achievements. In the medal system of this country, this one should be ranked fourth from the top.

    Also, the name engraved on this medal given to me says Einsbark.

    When I received land for my domain before, it was quite bothersome, but I wonder if Ergnade had something to do with it, like pushing his credit in battle on to me, he seemed suspiciously overjoyed compared to me.

    I don’t need to receive a second honorary reward like this, my head felt heavy. It’s not useful at all in preventing my citizens from going hungry, and the only thing it will do is increase the jealousy that other nobles have toward me.

    After returning to my mansion, one day in winter, I called Ratoka to my office. He now works as Claudia’s assistant, as well as helping Bellway and Mrs. Marshan run errands.

    As always, there was still a strange type of distance between us, apart from occasionally acting as my double, I usually don’t call for him much.

    According to Ratoka himself, he’s usually busy…… and since Claudia often chats with him, she says that he’s grown up to look much more like a beautiful girl than I do, so I try not to have him near me. Maybe it’s because he lacked nutrition when he was younger, but even though I’m one year younger, I’m actually much taller than he is, which apparently also hurts his self-esteem.

    “You called for me?”

    “Yes, I called for you…… Elise. Before we talk, could you straighten your hair, it’s a mess.”

    “Ah, it’s because I was just training together with Claudia earlier.”

    After he finished fixing his hair, Ratoka once again asked, “what is it?”

    Apart from being my body double on occasion, sometimes when I bring him out of the mansion with me, he’s either a maidservant, or a steward, it depends on what the circumstances require. Therefore, we’ve prepared several wigs that can greatly change the impression he gives off, and his long hair was trimmed to shoulder length because it was in the way.

    “You know how noble children are required to go to noble school in the royal capital in spring when they turn thirteen?”

    “Of course. What about it?”

    “The rules there allow for servants to be brought. Well, I should say that it’s a custom for all nobles to do so.”

    Ratoka seems to have understood what I meant, he was looking at me with a complex expression. It’s good that he’s so observant.

    “Please prepare for when spring comes and I have to go to the royal capital. While I’ll be at noble school for three years, I’ll still probably return to Kaldia quite often, so we don’t need to bring much luggage. As for clothes, please prepare servant clothing, military clothes, and the Kaldia knight order’s clothes.”

    “……Understood. Um, who else will be coming with us?”

    “Athrun from the Kaldia army, and the children named Tira and Reka from Pioneer village. I don’t think I’ll take anyone else. It’ll be quite inconvenient to take more with me.”

    As always, Kaldia lacks human resources. I don’t know if it’s because I’ve become famous lately, immigrants have been slowly trickling in from other domains, I still haven’t decided how I want to help them settle in. There’s a law however that states you must live in a domain for one year to acquire rights as a citizen of that domain, so I won’t be able to consider recruiting from the immigrants until next year at the earliest.

    ……I believe that my domain has already returned to a similar living standard compared to the other agricultural domains, and even with my lack of personnel, I’m still promoting the development of my domain.

    The average lifespan for commoners in this country is in the mid-forties, while nobles typically live to mid-fifties or mid-sixties.

    Because the generations change so quickly, I can’t afford to make any plans that are too long-term. I have to do what I can, while I can, so I always have a chronic personnel shortage.

    



    Chapter 150 – To noble school

    

    Noble school. This place is required by law for noble teenagers to attend from thirteen years to fifteen years of age. It’s the only general education institute in the country, and it primarily focuses on teaching the contents of the Sacred Code and national law, as well as economics, history, geography, ethics, social studies, and the neighboring countries’ languages, it teaches all basic academic classes, and you can even major in some of these classes and pursue research here.

    Although it’s an educational facility, it’s already normal for noble children to receive an education in their own household to some extent, it seems that this school was established by the church in order to give nobles a thorough education in the Sacred Code and on their own country’s history and development.

    That’s why, all noble children are required to live for three years in the dormitories here, and make connections with nobles the same age as them that will be their peers when they come to power.

    Other than winter vacation, permission is required from the head of the household in order to leave the school premises, and nobles that aren’t researchers, teachers, or students are also prohibited from entering the school grounds.

    Because of all this, the noble school that takes up a vast amount of land in the southwest portion of the royal capital, is almost on the scale of a small city, and it has its own unique society nicknamed “the second royal capital.”

    On the day of the new student orientation ceremony, I headed for noble school together with Ratoka, Athrun, Reka, Tira, and a woman named Cornelia Heideman.

    Mrs. Cornelia Heideman is someone who works for the Terejia family in the royal capital as a housekeeper, and she’s acting as my guardian in lieu of Earl Terejia, bringing me to noble school. Maybe it’s that Earl Terejia, or perhaps, the Terejia family, they want to observe me and see how things go.

    We’re going to the school with so few servants and very little luggage because I already sold off my tiny residence in the royal capital, and had my things brought over to the dormitory already. I had my servants in my former royal capital’s residence head over to the dormitory, and dispose of any unnecessary household items.

    “Eliza-sama, what kind of place is noble school?”

    In our rented carriage headed for noble school, Reka was excited at first to see the noble school at first, but maybe he got tired of seeing the endless school fence, he asked me a question.

    While his command of the Arxian language is still poor, in just a few years he’s learned quite a lot and is quite chatty now. It’s different from a few years back, when he was a lot quieter.

    However, it seems that someone sent by a major family in the royal capital has a different opinion about his question.

    “Don’t speak to your master with such a carefree attitude.”

    Before I could answer him, the cold Mrs. Heideman began scolding Reka strictly. It was so sudden that Reka, Tira, and Athrun all looked at her with surprised faces. Even Ratoka who’s had experience in various public events as a maidservant, had an expression of discontent on his face. I was confused for a few seconds as well on how to deal with this, before I said something.

    “……Mrs. Heideman, I don’t really have any limitations on what they can ask me in private.”

    “Then, please take care to change that. Servants being so casual with their master will be terrible for your reputation. People should be aware of their own statuses and behave appropriately.”

    I know that already. There are some major differences in how nobles from the royal capital treat their servants in comparison with nobles with their own domains. Those in the royal capital like to keep contact with the servants to a minimum, and servants must not look directly into the eyes of nobles, this is all to maintain their so-called dignity as nobles.

    Indeed, for Earl Terejia as well, whenever he was in the royal capital he only had other young nobles following him around and doing his errands. For a family of such high status like the Terejias, they seem to have followers from the lower ranked nobles like viscount and baron families.

    Since nobles themselves aren’t allowed in the school, usually a lot of servants come from lower ranked noble families, most commonly distant relatives to noble families without enough claim to nobility themselves…… noble children from families ranked earl or higher will surely have servants and followers like that.

    Although I don’t really feel like doing it, now that I’ve become a lesser earl, technically I’m supposed to accept the daughter of another noble family as an apprentice maid, something like that. But since I was only a Viscountess half a year ago, I have no connections for this. Besides, I decided it would be easier for me to take along people that know me better, so that’s why I brought along Tira and the others.

    At the very least, I need to have some servants that are trustworthy enough to know about and help me with the secret of Ratoka being my body double, so my childhood friends from the new citizens are necessary to me. Tira, Reka, and Athrun shall become my maid, servant, and bodyguard.

    “Then allow me to teach you, before being my servants, they’re first and foremost my retainers. ……Ahh, I’m taking them as my servants because they have a deep connection to Kaldia.”

    I bluntly told Mrs. Heideman that I trusted in their abilities. I took the trouble of bringing servants I wouldn’t have to be on guard against, it’ll be annoying if I’m forced to hire some servants I don’t know just to fit in with other nobles.

    It seems that Mrs. Heideman who works in the royal capital for the Terejia family doesn’t have a good grasp on the retainer system that’s usually used by domain lords. All she did was close her mouth after stubbornly saying “well, don’t say I didn’t tell you so,” and it was easy to tell from her attitude that she was dissatisfied.

    “Earl-sama, we’ve arrived at the main entrance to the noble school.”

    Just as the atmosphere was getting heavy in the carriage, the driver informed us of our arrival. The carriage that had already been decelerating, stopped completely. Mrs. Heideman got off the carriage without a single word, but her face was twisted somewhat unpleasantly.

    “Mrs. Heideman, please help me take care of the payment for the rented carriage. Since it’s my first time, it’ll be reassuring to have an adult along.”

    Ratoka’s intervention finally relieved the atmosphere. ……Perhaps I should reward him with his favorite fruit later. Because he saved me the trouble of having to deal with this troublesome person on my first day of school. No wait, am I being too nice?

    When I got out of the carriage, the school gate in front of me overwhelmed my field of vision. On a path paved with bricks, was a beautifully decorated arch which served as the gate. Behind it, I could see a white school building. Also, above it was a perfect blue sky, beautiful weather for orientation day.

    It’s quite a splendid sight. It’s not as glittery as the royal palace, it can be said that the noble school has a majestic and refreshing appearance befitting that of an educational institute filled with rich history and tradition.

    ……However, this wonderful view was slightly ruined by the memory of a certain otome game’s cheaply drawn title and logo also set against the backdrop of this scene.

    Come to think of it, just what have I been doing, I shook my head, slightly disappointed in myself. I wasn’t even all that busy recently…… I almost completely forgot about it because it had no relation to the battlefield. I only remembered it again now that I’m here.

    Although honestly, I wouldn’t care if I had forgotten, there’s only unpleasant memories, that might not even be useful for me.

    –This school was the main setting of that otome game.

    So, how much will the situations have changed? When I remembered back to poisoning my family, I smiled bitterly. At that time, I was more aware of what would befall me in the game, and I felt a stronger sense of hatred and fear.

    But anyways, how about now? Looking at this familiar sight even though I’ve never been here before, I gradually tried recalling what memories I could.

    Although I can still conveniently remember some things about my previous life, I never really cared too much about the details of the otome game, and didn’t think it had much value for me.

    ……Well, it’ll probably come back to me if I see someone familiar, so I don’t need to try too hard right now. And besides, people are alive in this world, they won’t act according to the game’s script. It’s totally meaningless, trying to guess how someone would act based on something as two-dimensional as a game, although knowing what will happen in the future in some fixed game scenarios, could definitely be useful.

    



    Chapter151 – Useless things

    

    “Oi, look…… that’s Earl Kaldia. Black hair and blood-red eyes, there’s no mistake.”

    “Ahh, is that the atrociously brutal earl that enjoys blood……”

    In the hall filled with chatting students, I could hear some voices talking about me. Since I’m an earl and the second highest-ranking student in school after the crown prince, I’m attracting a lot of annoying attention.

    There are far more court nobles that live in the royal capital compared to domain nobles. Apparently in the “second royal capital” of the school, rumors about my infamy have spread quickly from parents to children.

    While observing the power balance that was subtly different from the House of Lords, I slowly walked around the hall, looking for anyone that seemed familiar.

    There’s supposed to be an evening party for welcoming the new students later tonight, and I thought about if I should attend, but being a recently promoted noble, I don’t want to attract unnecessary attention. And besides, I can feel everyone looking at me, saying whatever they like, and honestly, it doesn’t feel good.

    Although I was planning to leave after I found someone I recognized from the otome game, I wasn’t able to find anyone like that. ……At any rate, I don’t really have anything to say to such a person regardless, apart from basic greetings, so how about I take my leave now? Just as I was getting tired of all the attention in the hall, someone tapped me on my shoulder.

    “Hey, Earl Kaldia…… no, Einsbark. Congratulations on your noble title promotion.”

    When I turned around, I saw an astoundingly handsome boy with blonde hair and blue eyes. I managed to suppress my surprise.

    “Crown prince Royal Highness……”

    This person who was smiling softly at me was the crown prince of this country, Prince Alfred. With a dazzlingly brilliant smile, he held out his hand to me.

    I took his hand, and after a moment of confusion, I kissed the back of his hand. He greeted me when we haven’t even been formally introduced to each other yet, there’s no proper etiquette on what to do in this situation, but from his expression, maybe he had wanted me to shake his hand instead.

    I’ve seen him a few times before when visiting the royal palace, but this is the first time I’ve seen him up close and gotten a good look at his face. And now, I’ve remembered that he’s one of the capture targets from the otome game, and that he’s supposed to be the freshman representative who will give the opening speech later. Now that I’m seeing him directly, some hazy memories are coming back to me about the otome game, just like when I reached the school’s door.

    I recalled that the crown prince had a close relationship with the other capture targets, and when I looked at the people next to him, as I expected I was assailed with more familiar faces.

    It’s such a strange feeling. I’ve forgotten their names, but I remember some other basic information about them from the character list.

    According to my vague memories, these guys next to him are the son of the archduke, and the grandson of the Arxian Royal Army’s general commander Marquis Rolentsor, they’re definitely people that will be in positions critical to the future of this country.

    They’re definitely going to be pillars of support for the crown prince in the future. ……I wouldn’t be surprised if this school gets attacked by those with nefarious plans in the future. It feels like too many important people have gathered here as freshmen with me this year.

    I remembered the woman that invaded our kingdom, and set so much of the commoners’ district on fire, but I kept those unpleasant memories to myself.

    Well, it’s probably due to my high ranking that the crown prince took the trouble of coming to greet me, due to social status within this school. Of course, there are noble children here from higher-ranked noble families than I am, but according to the laws of this country they’re still treated as nobles without titles. Most students haven’t obtained their own noble titles yet, after all. I think there may be a few students here that have inherited a baron or viscount title, but I seem to be the only one with a title of earl.

    “……I’m so happy to be noticed by Your Highness like this. It’s a great honor to be congratulated like this by you.”

    “Mm, I’m happy to hear that we’ll be in the same class. I’ll be in your care from now on.”

    I finally managed to eke out some polite words required of me by etiquette, and the prince smiled back beautifully.

    Ahh, this is…… With such an excellent appearance, I believe I can understand why many people would be attracted to him.

    His excellent appearance is one of his qualities. The first prince Albert is known for his intelligence, but evaluations about his appearance say that he’s only average. The second and crown prince Alfred who’s in front of me now, however, has a matchless appearance that makes me doubt my eyes with just how fine he looks.

    The fact that he was in the same class as me, I expected that as well based on the game of course, and unlike the first prince – his bloodline has no controversy, coming only from Arxian royal blood.

    “Hey, if possible, I’d like it if you weren’t so stiff around me. You’re not my vassal yet, you’re still my father the king’s vassal, and besides this place is just a school. I’d like to just be friends with you, how about it?”

    While I was busy thinking in silence and lost in this social situation I didn’t understand at all after too much time on the battlefield, the crown prince’s voice brought me back to my senses again. Maybe that’s why he seemed dissatisfied with my kissing the back of his hand, I must have been too formal.

    ……If possible, I’d like to agree. If I’m able to say that out loud, how joyous it would be. He’s not just an otome game character, after all. However, I absolutely can’t allow myself to make friends with someone for such a silly reason.

    “I apologize if I’m being too formal. Your Highness will be the future king. I can’t allow myself to be impolite, please forgive me.”

    “But, are you going to be so formal for three whole years? I think that it’ll just be tiring for everyone. Given our ranks, I think that we’ll be seeing each other quite often.”

    ……No, of course it won’t be too tiring. What is he talking about, this crown prince.

    Although I’m the second highest ranking noble in school after the crown prince, once I leave school, I’ll be just an earl again. What’s more, I’m an upstart inheritor. Unlike a higher rank like a marquis or a margrave, my social status isn’t appropriate for getting close to the crown prince.

    There should be some dukes’ daughters here as well, so I think he’d be better off going to find them instead. In noble society, people of different statuses hanging out together would only plant the seeds of useless friction. Even now, I’m still dealing with the annoying consequence of receiving that medal.

    Although I say this, my social status is much lower than the crown prince’s, so unfortunately, I’m unable to refuse his direct request.

    “……As Your Highness wishes.”

    In the end when I was forced to agree with him, the crown prince showed off his gorgeous smile again. It’s quite blinding, my eyes are getting dizzy, please stop it.

    “Thank you, earl. By the way, I was curious. Could you please tell me why it is that you’re wearing clothing for boys?”

    “According to the school regulations, students with noble titles are supposed to wear formal military attire.”

    “Well, I know that, but still……”

    I suppose it’s only natural for the crown prince to be confused with what I’m wearing. As always, I wore ceremonial clothing for males.

    This noble school has no school uniforms, and most noble children just wear their own clothing that they like. Especially the girls, it’s normal for most of them to dress up every day and accessorize because other nobles’ eyes will be on them. The majority of girls that aren’t engaged will desperately be trying to find a partner here at noble school.

    But just as how the crown prince was wearing the clothes of his knight order, I was also currently wearing the military uniform of the Kaldia army, because of the rule where nobles with titles must attend school wearing military clothes. This rule is meant to make their statuses stand out from the other students.

    “……Is that rule really necessary for female students to follow?”

    “I am the first example of a female student with a noble title that this school has ever had, so it applies to me as well.”

    Also, the reason why I’ve always been wearing this style, is still the same as before. Since there have never been any underage female domain lords like me before, there’s a lack of official rules regarding formal attire for girls. That’s why I’ve always been wearing knight attire or my military uniform whenever I attend social gatherings such as evening parties, I never change it.

    “These clothes are more practical than skirts, and I happen to like wearing this style as well. I’m glad that I don’t have to spend any unnecessary money on accessories. Your Highness has no need to worry about my clothes.”

    “……Um, ……I see. It’s fine if you like it, then.”

    The crown prince seemed even more confused as he nodded.

    



    Chapter 152 – Balance between cracks and adhesives

    

    “Oh hey, since we’re here, how about I introduce you to my friends?”

    “Alright, it’ll be my honor to meet them.”

    “Everyone, allow me to introduce her to you. This is Lesser Earl Eliza Kaldia Einsbark. Eliza-dono, these are Archduke Dovadain’s sons, Viscount Grays and Baron Eric. And this is Baron Sieghart from the Rolentsor family.”

    “As he just said, my name is Eliza Kaldia Einsbark.”

    The lineup of handsome boys in front of me is quite an impressive sight. As expected of otome game capture targets. I suppose it’s typical since all of them are from powerful noble families with long histories. I vaguely feel like their faces are younger than I remember, but it’s probably because I’m meeting them a bit earlier than when the game started.

    “Mmm, so you’re the one we’ve been hearing about. When I heard about your military accomplishments, I was very surprised to find out you were a girl.”

    “I know. Rather than knight attire, wouldn’t a dress look better on you?”

    Everyone around us seemed to be astonished at our gathering, and listening in while chatting about us.

    The boys introduced to me named Grays and Eric were chuckling impolitely while saying some inconsiderate things without even formally introducing themselves. The sons of Archduke Dovadain also have royal blood in them, they’re the crown prince’s cousins. Both of them have completely inherited their father Archduke Dovadain’s looks, and the two of them appear so similar that they could almost be twins despite me knowing the fact that they have different mothers. They had red shoulder-length hair tied behind them, with matching light gold eyes. In the game, they had looked like this as well.

    In the game I could have sworn that both of them were supposed to be high spec, but am I remembering things incorrectly? In a public place, right after the crown prince’s introduction, they’re directly being so disrespectful to me. I feel like their heads are rather empty.

    “You seem to resemble your father’s appearance greatly. It’s almost like you’re a living incarnation. ……And as for the battlefield, you were quite lucky. I have confidence that our military is quite well-trained, and we would have won anyways. You managed to defeat a small unit that happened to have a high-ranked commander in it, this can’t be anything but sheer luck.”

    Although I didn’t allow my facial expressions to move even one centimeter, I wasn’t able to dodge their malevolent verbal barbs.

    “She’s like her father, eh. I’ve heard about him, the infamous demon domain lord that raped and pillaged his own citizens, and devastated his own domain, right?”

    Maybe Eric has a sense for how to strike at weak points, he irritatingly added some more malicious information. I furtively glanced at my surroundings. The people around us listening in, seemed to be drowning me in an unpleasant, sinister atmosphere. The crown prince, and the other member of his retinue Sieghart who hadn’t spoken yet, were the only ones who seemed like they were thinking about how to stop Eric.

    “-Yes, there’s no mistaking the infamy of the previous domain lord. The terrible deeds my father did to his own domain were really troublesome. Even now, the reconstruction still isn’t complete. I wish that he was able to have been stopped five years earlier.”

    “What a ridiculous thing to say. If your father had died five years earlier, you wouldn’t have been born.”

    “If I was born earlier, then there wouldn’t have been any problems.”

    I sparred with him calmly. I predicted that my answers would incite him. Eric was shaking his head in irritation. It seems like my answers are getting under his skin.

    –I suppose that we’re now going to be more distant from each other.

    I know that Eric isn’t a direct descendant like Grays and Sieghart, and that his bad temper is most likely the result of his mother being a mistress. Even after graduation, the higher ranked noble children will still associate with each other, and maybe he’ll get left out, I think he’s just taking things out on me, how troublesome. Since Eric is an illegitimate child, he probably doesn’t have a job lined up for the future.

    “Eric.”

    Eric was glaring at me and seemed like he was about to explode, when Grays stopped him by tightly clamping his hand onto Eric’s shoulder. He whispered something to Eric, and dragged him away.

    Well, although I’m supposed to have a higher rank, there was no respect for me at all. I don’t particularly want to worsen my relationship with Grays as well, but I’m probably going to have to deal with high-ranked nobles like the archduke’s family in the Upper House of Lords in the future. There’s nothing I can do about it, so I’ll just leave them alone.

    “……My friend was rude to you.”

    Sieghart awkwardly lowered his head towards me. Being the grandson of general commander Marquis Rolentsor, he had black hair and a sharp glint in his reddish-brown eyes. He has an intrepid face much like his grandfather, and he seems to have ambition as expected for a descendant of the greatest military family in Arxia. He’s also the tallest of the four boys, and is in the best physical shape, it was easy to tell that he’s a military noble.

    My name as well as the Einsbark name are both known as military nobles as well, but compared to him I feel like my body is dreadfully tiny. I guess the huge gap between us is because of gender?

    “Please don’t mind that. I seem to have hurt his feelings as well.”

    As I shrugged my shoulders, Sieghart seemed to sigh in relief. I can see a resemblance to Claudia in his actions, it definitely feels like they’re related.

    “How has Marquis Rolentsor’s health been? On the battlefield, he took good care of me.”

    “If you’re asking about my grandfather, you must know him well. While we did live in the same house, he hasn’t been there since the war began. It seems that he’s been quite busy lately.”

    “Ahh, then he’s probably still dealing with the aftermath of the recent battles. There’s a lot of injured soldiers, and many captured prisoners as well. Not only that, the enemy has invented a new weapon. Since the war hasn’t ended either, he must prepare for the next battle.”

    The royal army is commanded by the kingdom, while domain armies are personal armies. That’s why in war between countries, most of the fighting is done by the Royal Army and royal knights. Since Marquis Rolentsor has such a solemn personality, he’s probably taking the lead in doing the work. I thought about how Ergnade was quite busy at this time as well.

    “……How about injured soldiers in the Kaldia army?”

    The crown prince who had been silently listening to us for a while asked a question in a soft voice. Maybe he already knows how many were injured in the Royal Army, he had a serious expression on his face.

    There weren’t many large-scale battles in the war – most of the battles were between small forces, and what’s more, Arxia hasn’t been in any major wars for 600 years. The population has increased greatly since that time period, along with the number of children.

    “Fortunately, my army was almost unscathed on the battlefield. My army is primarily made up of cavalry troops…… it’s a bit of a different configuration from the Royal Army which is primarily infantry.”

    “Ah, that’s good to hear. You won your first battle, and your troops were almost unscathed? You must be a very reliable leader.”

    The crown prince seemed to be happily praising me, but I felt my lips slightly twisting into the shape of a smile.

    “Thank you for the compliment.”

    I see. He doesn’t know yet about the details of the first battle I participated in.

    



    Chapter153 – School life is a handful

    

    Alright then. My school life began with a bit of an argument with the archduke’s son, but other than that there didn’t seem to be anything new or special about it.

    It’s because there isn’t much change to my daily routine no matter where I am.

    Oscar and Claudia send messenger soldiers with political paperwork for me to take care of on occasion, I’m confirming reports and giving instructions on the continuing irrigation work in my domain, I check the food production statistics of my domain and calculate the amount of food that we need to import…… and for some reason Fort Jugfena is also sending me intelligence reports on Rindarl for me to peruse over.

    Something like an intelligence report, is only supposed to be read by the highest military commanders and the commanders of important strategic locations. It can’t be viewed otherwise unless the House of Lords approves of it.

    ……I’m currently exempted from having to participate in battle because of attending school, so why is Wiegraf sending me detailed intelligence and the proposed battle plans for future clashes? Well, perhaps he’s just looking out for me since I fought together with him and his brother Ergnade, and all three of us helped to put together the plan for the display at Ritox Plateau. No, it could also be that he wants me to have as much information as possible, just in case I need to return to the frontlines for some reason.

    Because of all my work related to my domain and the current war situation, it’s difficult for me to concentrate on my studies. As for all my classes every day and how to deal with learning it – it’s simple, I have a body double……

    “Hey, today as well that bastard Eric pulled on my hair, and stepped on the hem of my cloak. I thought this was supposed to be an upstanding educational facility? Oh, and the teacher gave an overview of the lecture’s content. What’s going on?”

    “I want to hear more.”

    Ratoka who just returned from classes was asking me in confusion about what was happening, although I only responded succinctly. ……Although, hair pulling, stepping on the hem of a cloak, that Eric sure is immature. Is he a child? Well, he’s thirteen…… uh, I suppose he is a child.

    “You want the details of the lecture? Um, it was a lecture about the Artolan legal system. Then, it was a comparison on differences between the laws of Artolas and Arxia, even though we both use the Sacred Code as the basis, we discussed why there would be differences, we analyzed its influence, and predicted about what would happen if we adopted some of their laws, things like that.”

    “Comparing laws? What was the textbook used?”

    “The title was ‘Observations on Differences in other Sects’ Laws.’ It’s a book from the church.”

    “Ahh, I’ve read that book before. There’s no problem then. You’ve read it before as well.”

    Yep, Ratoka nodded, as he told me some more details about the class. I know that it can be daunting for someone else to attend classes and do all the homework for me, but I’ve given Ratoka an education and training before so he can handle it. If I had to do these things in addition to my normal workload, it would be an unreasonable amount.

    Well, it’s not like I make Ratoka do it all the time, I still go and attend classes myself when I can, there’s just no helping it…… Well, that’s what I told myself.

    But anyways, I glanced over again at his appearance. Even from an early age I felt like his facial features and all the colors matched mine so well, now that we’re both maturing his face resembles mine even more, to the point where even Claudia will sometimes get us mixed up. When comparing side by side, Ratoka’s face actually seems more feminine, and because he’s been by my side for so long, he can accurately imitate my expressions and reactions without any suspicion. That’s why I’m having him go to classes for me……

    “……What?”

    Has he been taking lessons from Claudia’s sharp senses, Ratoka noticed me looking over at him. I told him it was nothing as I took my eyes off him.

    It’s now one month after I’ve entered school, and I still haven’t discovered the person that I’ve been searching for. Since we’re still having only basic classes though, and we’re supposed to be stuck in class for most of the time, there’s no helping it that I can’t move around. It should have been easy to find the person I’m looking for just based on appearance, but every time I myself go to class I have to deal with the crown prince’s appearance being an assault on my senses with how brightly he stands out, so it’s quite a bother.

    Today when I decided to attend class for once, just like always my eyes were drawn to the sight of his luxurious head of shimmery blonde hair glittering as it reflected the sunlight from the window. His terribly conspicuous appearance draws everyone’s attention at all times, whether he wants to or not. Maybe if I see him more often I’ll get used to it, and I’ll build up a resistance?

    I briefly greeted him and sat down in an empty seat. I don’t want to have to be invited by the prince to sit with his group by the time more students come and most seats are taken. It would be quite a bother, as I can easily imagine how much of a commotion that will cause with the other noble students if that happens.

    All of these classes have already been drilled into my head by Mrs. Marshan, so the only real reason for me to come to class is to have opportunities to get in contact with the crown prince and find out what he wants, this thought kept going around and around in my head.

    ……I understand why Ergnade and the others would be concerned about me. I’m someone that can help the war effort. Besides, they gave me their family name, even if we’re not related by blood, we’re as close as real relatives. I can also understand how the Terejia family is keeping an eye on me because I’m the one who was raised up by Earl Terejia.

    However, I have no idea what the crown prince’s intentions are towards me. After I graduate from noble school, I’m going to return to my own domain. As someone who’s going to control the entire kingdom in the future from the royal palace, why does he try to keep getting border noble that’s only a lesser earl involved with him?

    Although I’ll have to tolerate it patiently for three years, dealing with other nobles isn’t something that I enjoy. I just want to stay by myself, I don’t want to affect my domain…… Since I can’t go against the crown prince, I’ll just deal with the nobles here the best I can with my poor abilities and stay silent as much as possible.

    Crack, I put too much force into my hands as I kept thinking. Then, I heard a snapping sound from between my hands.

    “…………”

    I’ve done it now. I snapped my pen.

    Well, I did know that my pen was getting quite old and reaching the end of its lifespan. But, I still kept using it because it was still usable. It’s not like I have a superhuman grasping strength like Claudia does.

    But now, the problem is that I don’t have a replacement pen. While I was the one who broke it, I didn’t think that it was going to break this quickly, and I just stared at the remnants of the pen in my hand.

    ……What should I do about the class? Should I try writing with just the top half? I still need to share class information with Ratoka, so I’d like to take notes on the teacher’s lecture.

    “Excuse me, Earl Kaldia.”

    Someone quietly called for me from beside me, and I finally took my eyes off my pen. When I saw who it was, I reflexively let out a small gasp of surprise. The boy who was talking to me was the exact person I was looking for all this time.

    He looked like an exact younger copy of Margrave Molton – despite that, he seemed to not stand out for some reason – Margrave Molton’s son that he doted on so much sat down next to me.

    “Please, go ahead and use this.”

    Why did I never notice him, with his distinctive silver hair. While I was frozen in surprise as if I was seeing something I couldn’t comprehend, he handed a brand new feather pen to me.

    “-Thank you. You’ve been a great help.”

    Although I was thinking about looking for him and greeting him, now that the person I couldn’t find was sitting next to me, and I still couldn’t get over the shock that he had been in the same class all this time, my mind went blank and I could only respond foolishly to his offering his pen.

    ……Although, with his hair color, and his face, why didn’t his presence draw my attention instantly, like his father or the crown prince?

    



    Chapter154 – Two different greetings

    

    “You’re well acquainted with my father? Wow. Really?”

    “Of course. I get along quite well with your father. I even sent you gifts for your birthday celebrations before.”

    As we walked together in the brightly lit hallway towards the school dining hall, I had a conversation with the person I finally found after all this time, Margrave Molton’s son, Zephyr Molton.

    He has beautiful silver hair, and his eyes are a deeper emerald green compared to his father’s – I’m still confused about how I could have missed him, seeing him up close now. Maybe the crown prince just stood out way too much, causing me to miss him.

    “……Ah, do you mean those baked confectioneries?”

    “Yep. You have a good memory.”

    “Every year, when they arrive, father will be so pleased, acting like it’s from one of his best friends. I always thought that it was from a noble in the royal capital though……”

    “My domain doesn’t produce any local specialties. That’s why I buy sweets in the royal capital and send them over.”

    “Ah, got it,” Zephyr smiled softly in response. Comparing his expressions with his father, they’re not alike at all. His gentle smile makes him seem like someone you can easily approach. It seems that while they look alike, many personality traits are different.

    As we got closer to the large dining hall, the number of students in the hallway increased. Zephyr didn’t seem to mind, but for him to be seen associating with me and my bad reputation, I could sense everyone’s curious and distasteful stares.

    “……Ahh, come to think of it, I’m sorry, but I have to do something in the library before lunch. See you later!”

    As we turned around a corner, I took this chance to come up with an excuse to leave. If we’re seen entering the dining hall together, it’ll attract too much attention.

    The Molton family isn’t one that has a particularly strong influence or reputation in the royal capital. The Molton domain is geographically located too far away from the royal capital, and Margrave Molton only spends a limited amount of time here.

    However, the Molton domain is one of the biggest producers of jewelry thanks to extensive gem mines, so they often earn money by trading in the royal capital. I’m sure that they would like to avoid causing any trouble in the royal capital if at all possible.

    Even if the merchants here already know what type of person Margrave Molton is, the school is an isolated environment and it’s difficult for me to calculate how much of a negative influence associating with me will be for Zephyr.

    “Is that so? Ah, er…… mm. Then, see you later, Earl Kaldia…… er, Einsbark.”

    Zephyr tilted his head slightly as he said goodbye, which I’m sure the other students noticed. I accepted this, and waved goodbye to him.

    “You can just call me Kaldia, Molton. Otherwise it’s a bit easy to get confused with the other Earl Einsbark.”

    “Ahh, that’s right. Hm…… you can just call me Zephyr as well. Molton sounds too much like my father.”

    “Let’s do that then.”

    He nodded as he left. It seems that his father and him are both similarly chatty. Even though he’s just as welcoming as his father, it gives me a strange feeling. So are their atmospheres similar after all, or am I just feeling nostalgia because of their similar welcoming chattiness?

    “-Oi.”

    I heard a voice from behind me, and I reflexively turned around while holding my coat so that it wouldn’t get in my way. While turning around I also jumped back two steps, and I smacked away the hand that was reaching for my hair.

    I heard a small moan of pain from the hand’s owner. Because I couldn’t see him coming, he probably thought that this was a good chance to attack me.

    “……Excuse me, Baron Dovadain. My apologies if I scared you – it’s a habit from the battlefield.”

    I barely managed to refrain from pulling out my sword, and I informed Eric about my habit In a steely voice. Honestly, if I hadn’t controlled my reaction a little, I probably could have sliced him in half. Gunther drilled my reflexes against ambushes deep into my bones.

    At any rate, I’m someone who was on the battlefield. Eric should at least take that into consideration. I can’t just kill the members of the archduke’s family however I like, though.

    “And, did you need something from me?”

    “……Where are you going. Isn’t it lunchtime right now? Just what are you planning to do, going in the opposite direction of the dining hall, away from where everyone is? Are you planning to slice someone’s servant into little pieces?”

    I tilted my head at his voice filled with enmity and sarcasm. Just what does he mean, saying I plan to slice someone’s servant into little pieces? It’s such an unexpected comment, that I can’t tell if it’s a dark joke meant as some sort of greeting or if he seriously thought that was what I was planning.

    “I’m headed for the library. I thought that I’d see if they had any books on irrigation.”

    “……Irrigation? What is that?”

    “There’s lots of undeveloped land in my domain. Preventing floods, and creating a water transport system near rivers and lakes so that people can live there is what irrigation is.”

    “Oh. Aren’t you the hard worker.”

    Even though I answered his question, Eric was still quite brusque and seemed frustrated. It’s bothersome to deal with him, so I decided to leave, when he stopped me again.

    “I’m not done talking with you yet!”

    “……What else is there?”

    “Alfred seems to have a high opinion of you, but Grays and I don’t trust you yet! Know your place and don’t get too close to Alfred, you upstart lesser earl!”

    Know your place, doesn’t this kind of not apply to me? I know better than anyone the distrust and loathing that many nobles have towards me. I’m the one who’s confused on why Crown Prince Alfred is taking an interest in me.

    “As for whatever deep thoughts His Royal Highness may be thinking, I wouldn’t know, as I’m merely a lesser earl. However, since His Royal Highness can think for himself, and as he was born with a silver spoon in his mouth, I’m sure he’ll soon learn more about social statuses just by spending time at this school.”

    “Huh? What does that mean?”

    While Eric was still tilting his head in confusion, I merely said “sorry, excuse me now since I really need to go to the library,” left him there just like that.

    What does it mean? It means that I know full well the difference in status between the crown prince and myself. Sigh…… in order to put some more distance between the crown prince and myself, should I find an excuse to go back to Kaldia some time? I’m the head of the household anyways, so I can give myself permission any time I feel like it.

    



    Chapter155 – Mock duel

    

    (TL note: After checking it out, it seems that Jeff Molton’s first name was originally indeed intended to be Zephyr. Therefore, I’ve changed his name, even though he doesn’t appear in this chapter.)

    I held the tip of my rapier horizontally, pointed at the throat of the general commander’s grandson Sieghart. Although normally wider swords should be used in battle, as rapier techniques are mostly ceremonial.

    My opponent Sieghart set up an elegant pose with his in front of his body, as someone who will surely enter the Royal Guards knight order in the future, he was probably educated in the finest ceremonial rapier techniques there are.

    “I’ll begin.”

    “Please go ahead.”

    Since rapiers are light short swords, it’s a high-speed duel. Even though Sieghart said that he’ll begin attacking, he took his time in testing my defense for openings, without going for direct attacks.

    No matter how light it is, you need to have adequate muscle strength in order to maintain the proper sword stances. If we keep dueling defensively, I’ll be at a disadvantage due to my limitations in stamina. Taking that into consideration, I began my offensive.

    I purposely crossed swords with him, and managed to avoid being hit by his next slash, using the momentum from our swords clashing to jump back. Clang, while our swords weren’t broken, there was a grating sound in the air while I almost lost hold of my sword from the impact, having to pull on the edge of my coat to find my balance again, as I put distance between us and fixed my combat stance.

    ……As expected of the foremost military family in this country. There are no flaws in his defense whatsoever. It’s quite evident that he’s extremely skilled in handling his sword.

    “Beautiful moves, Rolentsor.”

    “It’s all thanks to countless hours of practicing!”

    Turning on one foot, I avoided his sword which instantly came at me again, and blocked his attack with my sword. Originally in ceremonial swordplay, once you trade blows you’re supposed to draw back, but – reflexively, I stepped forward into his bosom.

    “Wha!?”

    Screech, a high-pitched metallic sound was ringing. Even though Sieghart obviously had more muscle strength than me, I was pushing back his rapier with my own. I had the advantage in positioning, and he was forced just slightly off balance.

    I increased the speed of my movements even more, and I stomped down diagonally – aiming straight for his feet.

    There was a pleasant sound as my foot connected against his, and the general commander’s grandson fell face forward onto the thick mat. Just as I was about to reflexively attack his wide-open back with my sword as he poised both his hands to break his fall, the instructor shouted “that’s enough!” at that moment.

    I threw down my sword, then I finally remembered that this was only supposed to be a practice duel, which caused me to really want to clench my head.

    –This is bad. I’ve gone completely overboard. Unconsciously, I moved according to the familiar movements of my training, but I shouldn’t have done that here.

    “……Eh, huh?”

    Sieghart seemed to be terribly confused as he dazedly looked at me. “Are you alright,” I asked him. While he didn’t shake his head, his head was bleeding slightly from what I did to him. Still, I kept asking him if he could stand up, while he just remained sitting there in his daze, and I just repeated my question over and over while hurriedly extending my hand to him, and he finally took my hand and pulled himself up.

    “Sorry, I…… are you hurt?”

    “No, I’m fine……”

    The general commander’s grandson who was just slightly taller than me kept looking at me with a confused expression. I think he was about to say something, just when he opened his mouth, the instructor called out my name, with an “Earl Kaldia!”

    “Ahh, Earl Kaldia. What was that, that underhanded swordsmanship?”

    Listening to the instructor’s shocked reaction, I reflected on my actions that this was just as I expected. The training ground for the practice duel suddenly became abuzz with commotion when it was completely silent during our duel.

    “Swordsmanship is something that’s supposed to be elegant, beautiful, fair, and clean. It’s inconceivable that you, a noble, would use such a tactic suited for commoner soldiers!”

    “……My apologies.”

    This time was my fault. Normally I hold back when swinging my sword around. ……The general commander’s grandson was too strong, I wasn’t able to help myself because he was the first one I couldn’t win against unless I used my full abilities.

    This mock duel between Sieghart and I, was originally intended by the instructor to be a demonstration of ceremonial swordplay, in order to teach the other students that hadn’t learned it before.

    If I win using tactics that aren’t a part of ceremonial swordsmanship, then it won’t be an example for the other students. Because my opponent only used ceremonial swordsmanship, I’m the one who broke a rule here. It’s completely considered my fault.

    “-Humph. As expected, cowardly methods befit the cold-blooded earl famous for killing unarmed enemies without even flinching. Doing such an ugly thing, winning with no pride or honor at all. Just like a low-class commoner.”

    Eric’s voice instantly came ridiculing me from the side, when right after his rant Sieghart roared at him. “ERIC!!” Sieghart is someone who’s talented enough to know that my combat style is necessary on the battlefield, so he’s probably defending me because of it.

    “Eric, I can’t let this insult pass. Take your words back right now!”

    “Oh, um, Rolentsor, wait a moment. It was my bad just now…… Please calm down.”

    He tried convincing Sieghart in a subdued voice. I suppose this situation is bad for him. For someone who will likely be the future general commander by the crown prince’s side to be seen shouting angrily at Eric like this in class, it will cause rumors.

    “But, your words just now were an insult to every soldier on the battlefield. It’s unforgiveable.”

    “Even so, what he says is true. I used a style that wasn’t appropriate for this place, my earlier sword technique was indeed learned from commoners. It doesn’t change the fact that I used an underhanded technique during the duel. My apologies.”

    I whispered that to Seighart so only he could hear it, but it was obvious for anyone that Eric had been ridiculing me. The commotion in class kept increasing in volume, to the point where the noble instructor was shouting “quiet!”

    The crown prince and Grays just happened to not be here today due to official business, normally they would be able to help contain the commotion.

    ……Ahh, this is terrible. For Eric who was trying to “preserve honor in duels” to get shouted at by his friend Sieghart like that, his pride will greatly suffer. And now, nobody’s here who can help calm him down.

    “……What are you talking about, Sieg! It’s because of dirty tactics, that you always lose!”

    Sure enough, when Eric’s temper flared up and he started shouting angrily back at Sieghart, I involuntarily leaned my head back and stared at the ceiling. I already knew that trying to reason with children was an impossible task, and that it would only lead to loud arguments – this is something I know from experience.

    “…………What?”

    Now I heard Sieghart’s low voice filled with anger. I kept scolding myself mentally for my major blunder in not holding back being the cause of this gigantic mess.

    



    Chapter156 – The reason for children arguing, my second experience

    

    “My head hurts…… I don’t want to go to school……”

    “What are you saying, weren’t you the one who said I shouldn’t switch in for you for a while?”

    Ratoka was chewing his breakfast while talking, furrowing his eyebrows in puzzlement. Ever since that mock duel, I hardly ever had him substitute in for me. Based on the situation, I judged that it would be difficult for him to take my place.

    “Hey, you should eat your breakfast properly as well. Just what exactly happened? I’ve never seen this type of expression on your face before.”

    “……You’re being noisy. I don’t want to talk right now, Elise……”

    I kept clenching my head, while Ratoka stopped eating, picked up a piece of bread and smeared some jam on it, and stuffed it into my mouth.

    “Hurry up and eat. You’ll be late for the next class unless you leave soon.”

    ……Urk. My head hurts. I don’t want to go to school. I mean, why do I need to keep going to classes I’ve already learned? Rather than doing something meaningless, shouldn’t I use my time more productively instead on my domain lord work?

    Am I the type of student to skip classes though? That thought kept circling around in my head as I listlessly ate my breakfast.

    “Good morning, Kaldia. Are you alright? You don’t look so good……”

    “Ahh, Zephyr…… Good morning.” (TL reminder: Jeff -> Zephyr, see last chapter TL note)

    Zephyr sat down next to me and looked over with a concerned expression. I decided to go to class in the end, although I feel like I may feel worse if I don’t take a break soon. He often talks to me like this, even though his reputation may be affected. Lately I’ve been worrying as well if he’s suffered because of it, so as a result I’ve been chatting with him more often.

    “My body’s fine. I’ve just been dealing with too much lately, I’m a bit tired.”

    “I see. Try not to overdo things? Um…… it’ll be difficult for everyone if a domain lord collapses.”

    “Ahh, thank you for your concern.”

    He should also know the real reason why I’m not feeling well. However, I’m very grateful to him that he isn’t asking me to talk about it, it’s very difficult for me right now as it feels like my heart is being stabbed.

    “Good morning, Earl Kaldia, Molton.”

    “……Good morning, Rolentsor.”

    “Good morning as well to you, Baron Rolentsor.”

    Sieghart came over to us like it was the natural thing to do for him, his nonchalant expression saying he felt like he belonged, and I softly clutched my head again.

    It’s been 10 days since that mock duel. However, after the argument between Sieghart and Eric on that day, they’ve been arguing each time they see each other every day now. Crown Prince Alfred and Grays still haven’t returned yet from their official business, so there’s nobody that can mediate between them.

    And on top of all that, the general commander’s grandson now hangs out with me every day as if to guard me from Eric.

    This is why my head hurts.

    For Sieghart who’s a member of the prestigious Rolentsor military family, he can easily make a connection with Eric who has royal blood from Archduke Dovadain who is the king’s younger brother, if they just talk it out, I’m sure they can go back to being good friends again and forget about their argument.

    The crown prince and the two brothers from the archduke’s family have a social status that’s far too different from mine, if at all possible I don’t want to associate with them, but the general commander’s grandson is a different story. I already get along quite well with several members of the Rolentsor family, and taking the future into consideration I think that I wouldn’t mind if I had a friendlier relationship with just Sieghart from the four capture targets.

    However…… this situation is bad. Since I’m in the center of it all, it’s really bad.

    After that mock duel – Sieghart forced Eric to apologize twice for his insults that went overboard. I also apologized myself, only to Sieghart.

    Of course, Eric became more distant from us after this incident. Then, Sieghart declared in front of the entire class, that he wouldn’t renew his friendship with Eric until he apologized sincerely.

    Even though Sieghart seems quite calm now, the way he’s dealing with this whole matter is…… he’s just a stubborn child, although I can’t say that directly to him.

    This is terrible. ……Because of me, there’s now a rift in the crown prince’s retinue. Right now it’s still only to the extent of a children’s quarrel, but when I think about how the story might be twisted by the time the crown prince returns…… my head hurts.

    “Come to think of it, I think it’s about time…… if it’s okay with both of you, I’d like to call you by your first names. Especially since I’ve heard that Earl Kaldia already has a good relationship with several other Rolentsors?”

    “……Mm, ahh……?

    “Or would you prefer if I just call you Kaldia like Molton does? In my opinion, I think that we’re friendly enough now where I’d like to be granted this permission.”

    “Ahh…… I suppose……?”

    During my headache Sieghart kept bothering me about something, but honestly I didn’t really pay attention to what he said and just responded with something that seemed appropriate. Then I noticed how happy he suddenly seemed to be, which snapped me back to my senses with a bad feeling.

    “Is that so, thank you. Then I’ll be in your care, Kaldia. Is it alright if I also call you Molton then?”

    “Oh? It’ll be my honor, becoming friends with you. Go ahead and call me Molton if you like.”

    ……Wait a moment. This is a conversation about what to address each other as?

    Among nobles, what they call each other in private is a huge indication of their level of friendship. At first you’re supposed to address them by their proper name or title, they’ll use honorifics when they get to know each other, and when they become close friends they’ll start calling each other by name.

    Now I’m deeply regretting that I responded without paying attention. I hope that this won’t cause the fighting to intensify even further…… and, when I noticed Eric glaring in our direction ferociously, my all too sweet dream was dashed instantly.

    Before the crown prince returns, I need to figure out how to manage Eric and Sieghart.

    ……Ahh, my head hurts. I want to go back to my room and sleep.

    



    Chapter157 – Dealing with accusations during a children’s meeting

    

    “We’re going out. Reka, Tira, please make the preparations.”

    “……Eh?”

    I got a reply from my guardian that I contacted for the first time after I came to noble school. After I confirmed the contents of Earl Terejia’s letter, I placed it in my desk drawer, and Tira who thought she would just prepare my school things like usual raised her voice in surprise.

    “Out? Does that mean we’re going outside the school?”

    “Yep. First we’re going to Earl Terejia’s residence, then the House of Lords, and after that will depend on the situation. Elise will come as ‘Ratoka’ today. He’ll act as my personal attendant.”

    “Understood.”

    Saying that he’s going as Ratoka today, means that he’ll be wearing men’s clothing this time. With an expression that said he was tired of having to wear annoying maid clothes all the time, Ratoka quickly left the room to go change together with Reka.

    “……Wait a moment. We’re going to the House of Lords as well?”

    “Arktoria Castle which contains the House of Lords only permits nobles to enter. You guys can just wait for me at the entrance. There’s no need to be so nervous, Athrun.”

    “Nah…… It’s not that I’m nervous. Are you going to be alright, taking us with you? Taking us Shiru tribe members close to the royal palace, won’t it be a problem?”

    “It won’t be a problem,” I answered the anxious Athrun as I looked him over from head to toe. The Shiru tribe that originally lived in the plateau have slightly darker skin than people from the Jugfena region, but their facial features are just about the same. Besides, I wondered why Athrun thought it would be a problem.

    In my domain, I’ve successfully kept any negative feelings about the Shiru tribe under control. In fact, my original citizens have positive feelings towards them, as they’ve helped spread domesticated meat, milk, and dairy products in Kaldia. Even though we’re not in Kaldia now, there really shouldn’t be anyone holding such negative feelings toward the Shiru tribe here. And when the war with Rindarl begin, many Shiru members joined my army for the war effort, and the current atmosphere in my domain is that discriminating against them is taboo.

    Athrun’s line of sight moved to Tira standing behind me. Tira is the only pure Shiru kid among us, and it’s a bit evident that her skin is somewhat darker than the farmer’s child Reka and the half-Shiru Athrun.

    “Arxia has many people with darker skin. There’s plenty of people from the southwest with even darker skin than the Shiru tribe. Your features may be considered rare in the eastern part that we reside in, but it’s common for nobles’ servants to come from all over the place, so nobody will find you strange at all.”

    “I see……”

    Athrun nodded, but it still seemed like he wasn’t in full agreement. ……Well then. In noble school, there’s very few people that know just where Tira and Athrun came from.

    Maybe those who are extremely well informed will figure out from their skin color that they came from the Artolan refugees that Kaldia accepted, but like I just explained to Athrun, it’s common in Arxia for there to be tan skin even darker than theirs. With no evidence, not counting children, any nobles with an education wouldn’t make a fool of themselves without proof.

    I turned from Athrun and looked at Tira. She was still smiling calmly and softly, but since Athrun seemed to be so worried, as their guardian I feel like I should say something about this.

    “Tira, in the end Mrs. Heideman is just someone from outside Kaldia. No matter what she said that day, don’t worry about it. You’re always my citizens first and foremost, and I won’t let even the Terejia family insult you guys. I don’t mind even if I have to issue a formal protest to Marquis Rittergau. I’m going to meet his younger brother today, anyways.”

    “Oh, I didn’t mind it. Personally, I think that I can trust my lord, Eliza-sama more than anyone else, and believe what you say. ……Um, you know, for us Shiru tribe, the word of an outsider is worth less than the baying of our livestock. That’s why, it doesn’t really matter what other people say.”

    I nodded at Tira’s words. Servants usually have different ranking systems divided by gender. For Mrs. Heideman who was the head housekeeper, it must have been a blow to her pride when she learned that Tira who’s only my maid had a larger room given to her than what Mrs. Heideman probably had.

    Since the Terejia family has profited from the demands created by war, for them to send her for the purpose of disparaging the Shiru tribe couldn’t have been their intention. If Mrs. Heideman had been using the Shiru tribe as an excuse to attack Tira, it’s because she couldn’t find any other faults. Tira’s such an excellent maid.

    “……Shiru women are so strong.”

    Athrun finally seemed relieved as he muttered that. Ratoka finished changing and came back at this time, and just like that this matter was settled.

    I suppose I need to start paying attention to Mrs. Heideman’s movements, and judge based on the situation if I need to fire her. For the Terejia family to have saddled me with such a useless person, it’s a good chance that they’ve given me. The Terejia family isn’t a solid rock after all, maybe this will become a useful attack card in the future.

    



    Chapter 158 – The archduke’s family situation, part 1

    

    It’s really been so long since I last saw Earl Terejia.

    “I haven’t come to greet you for such a long time, my apologies.”

    “No, it’s fine. I was the one who should have been there for your school’s opening ceremony.”

    The earl was casually resting on a couch, and it feels like his expression is just slightly less strict than usual after seeing me return here. Ever since he arrived in Kaldia to become my guardian, the situation had been so bad in my domain that it took up so much of his time, that’s why the earl that I usually see was always so strict.

    “I’ve heard that you’ve been feeling worse lately……”

    “It’s just some light coughing. My family is making a big fuss out of nothing every time I want to get some bed rest for a day or two. There’s no problem.”

    “Is that the case? I’m glad to hear it’s not serious.”

    “Humph, everyone’s treating me like an old man at death’s door. Even though my older brother is still energetically working in the castle every day. Shouldn’t he be the one treated like me because he’s even more of a workaholic?”

    After my tenth birthday, Earl Terejia started staying in the royal capital for longer periods of time. And when I was promoted in noble rank, he ended his regency of taking care of Kaldia for me, and returned to his royal capital residence permanently.

    He has no children or anyone who will inherit his title, and lately he hasn’t been attending House of Lords meetings much either. Apart from doing some accounting for the royal palace which was his original work and the basis for his noble title, he’s mostly retired now, and spends his time enjoying himself in his mansion.

    “……Well, it’s whatever. Anyhow, I hear that you’ve been caught up in a troublesome situation?”

    He still holds much information on the other nobles’ weaknesses, and even now many nobles in the royal capital will often come to consult him on various matters. As always, my guardian seems to have a little too much influence.

    Well…… it’s exactly because he has so much information that I’m coming to consult him this time, though. Since my noble rank was promoted, I’m going to have more and more dealings with other nobles in the future.

    “Yes. Actually, Eric-dono from the archduke’s family is giving me some trouble……”

    “It’s just like the situation you wrote me about in the letter? After I read it, I instantly disposed of the letter.”

    I simply confirmed by nodding. Before I came to visit him, I gave him a report on the tangled relationships between me, the crown prince, and the three members of the prince’s retinue. Since I also wrote my personal thoughts about them in my report, it would greatly trouble me if someone other than the earl saw it, and the earl and I are now deeply connected and on the same boat, so of course he would never betray me and he shredded my letter. That’s what he meant when he said he disposed of it.

    “Yes. Also, I don’t understand why Eric seems to have such strong feelings of enmity toward me for the things I said. Although I did want to verbally attack him so that it would be easier for me to be distant from the crown prince.”

    “It seems like you haven’t talked much to the Rolentsor boy or Grays yet? Especially Grays, you haven’t talked to him since the first day other than greeting him?”

    “It felt like an appropriate distance to keep from Grays-dono, it felt comfortable this way. Does it have to do with the archduke’s family education as well?”

    I don’t know what type of person Archduke Dovadain is, as he hardly ever attends House of Lords meetings. As the younger brother of the king, he’s a major figure in the Upper House of Lords, but from what I can tell, he almost never gets involved in politics.

    “……The archduke’s family, eh……”

    However, it appears that even Earl Terejia who’s spent time in the Upper House of Lords before doesn’t know much about the archduke. In a rare instance, he didn’t have much to say, and his usually strict face became even grimmer.

    I kept drinking my black tea as I waited for him to say something. While waiting for the earl’s information, I reviewed the facts I already knew about the archduke’s family.

    No matter how much of a child he may be – even if Eric is only an illegitimate son, he’s still from one of the most important major noble families, and his behavior is too strange. Every time he behaves inappropriately, it makes me raise my eyebrows in wonder at just what kind of education he received in the archduke’s family, and he’s done so more than once.

    He’s the son of a concubine, with how much he resembles Grays and the way he acts, he probably received equal treatment to Grays. Then, his education shouldn’t have been all that different from Grays.

    Among the crown prince and his retinue, Grays is the only one who hasn’t spoken to me much. Does he already have his sight set on being the next archduke I wonder, it feels like he has an attitude where he doesn’t even pay attention to a mere upstart lesser earl.

    And, I feel like his attitude is to be expected. Sieghart being from a military family is an exception, but the crown prince and his two cousins that are the archduke’s sons shouldn’t be showing this much interest in me.

    ……Since noble school has its own isolated society, it’s unavoidable that the crown prince and other nobles would pay attention to me since I have the second highest noble ranking.

    However, that only applies inside noble school, once we’re back in normal noble society, I’m still just one of many lower-ranked nobles. With regards to military noble families, the Rolentsors and the Einsbarks are much more accomplished than I am. The crown prince is being way too friendly with me for some unknown reason…… but I’ll leave him alone for now.

    The mystery is in the difference between Eric and Grays. Being from the archduke’s family, Grays is distancing himself from me appropriately, but Eric isn’t doing so. But if they had different educations and were treated differently in their family, Grays and Eric shouldn’t be so close to each other. Even though one is the heir and the other a bastard son, they get along just like twins would. Since Eric is allowed to be equal to Grays, then why is it that their attitudes toward me are so different?

    ……I really don’t want to stick my nose in other families’ household problems, but in order to manage Eric, so that nothing bad happens to me in the end, I’m going to have to learn more about whatever his bothersome family issues are.

    



    Chapter 159 – The archduke’s family situation, part 2

    

    “……How much do you know about the archduke’s wife?”

    Just as I was finishing the last sip of my black tea, Earl Terejia finally spoke up.

    “I’ve heard that Grays’ mother is the official wife, and Eric’s mother is a concubine, and that the archduke got married when he was still one of the possible heirs to the throne.”

    “The archduke’s concubine Marleen is from the Provents family…… which is a branch family of Marquis Zellutelutsviha’s family, and the archduke’s official wife Otelia is from Duke Zastin’s family. The archduke married them both at almost the same time, and again they almost simultaneously gave him two sons, Grays and Eric, in the same year. I don’t know in detail if his two wives get along well or not. Marleen almost never goes out in public.”

    “Zellutelutsviha……”

    “Marleen’s a princess of Zellutelutsviha. In order to deepen the relationship between the royal family and the independent Marquis territory, it was a common type of political marriage in order to increase friendship with Zellutelutsviha.”

    In the Red Karan mountains, there’s a unique area in Arxia known as the independent Marquis territory. I didn’t know that Eric’s ancestry hailed from such a region. Well, unless Eric’s temper is because of a special type of mental disorder in Zellutelutsviha, I don’t see how this is very useful so far.

    “Also, from what I’ve heard, the concubine Marleen was originally treated the same as the official wife Otelia. That’s probably why Eric has a higher status than Otelia’s second son as well.”

    Come to think of it, I received an invitation recently to Grays’ birthday party first, meaning he’s older than Eric. I didn’t pay much attention to it, since nobles typically send out a huge amount of invitations just for courtesy.

    Considering my current relationship with Eric, I really want to decline it, but……

    “Was originally, does that mean it’s not the case anymore?”

    “Marleen passed away approximately five years ago.”

    I looked at Earl Terejia as he fell silent.

    “……I didn’t know about that. The concubine being treated equally to the official wife in the archduke’s family, as well as her having passed away, it’s not well known to many people.”

    I would remember any knowledge about the royal family and the archduke’s family as it’s common sense to do so. If there’s something I didn’t know, it probably means that it wasn’t meant for a lower-ranked noble like me to begin with.

    “The archduke’s family held only a small private funeral for Marleen, and it seems that they only told the relevant parties.”

    “I see, does this all have to do with Eric’s outrageous behavior?”

    “I can’t say with absolute certainty, but I did start hearing bad things about Eric’s reputation right after Marleen’s death. He lost his mother, he’s alone in a complex family situation, it’s conceivable that his personality may have become a little twisted in such a scenario.”

    ……As he said his personality may have become a little twisted, it felt like the earl was taking a very deep look at me. Well, in my case, my personality may have become twisted when I killed my parents, Eric’s case is probably a lot different from mine.

    “So the exact reason is unclear, correct?”

    “That’s all I know. It’s because I hardly have any dealings with the archduke’s family.”

    After that, he stopped talking, and finished his already cold tea.

    It seems that if I want any more information than this, I’ll have to find it myself, eh. I do have the birthday party invitation coming up, so that’s a potential chance I could use. I’m going to have to adjust my schedule again…… I suppose I should leave everything I don’t have time to handle personally to Ratoka.

    In the afternoon, just like I planned, I went to the House of Lords. Since there aren’t many people staying here during spring, the meetings usually aren’t as important. Usually what they do in spring is things like confirming the national budget, hearing cases involving people from the palace, stuff of this degree.

    I took the fact that the House of Lords usually doesn’t have anything important going on at this time into consideration when I decided to leave school to go and collect information today. Since the House of Lords is where nobles gather, it’s a place where I can gather information even if there’s no meeting today as some nobles will still be there.

    “Hello, how are you today, Earl Ruktoferd?”

    “Ohh, if it isn’t Earl Einsbark. How are you? How’s school life treating you?”

    “It’s a fresh experience for me every day. I’ve never had so many people of the same age around me before.”

    The first noble that I saw and greeted was Earl Ruktoferd. His domain is one of the few that produces warhorses, and Kaldia’s first batch of horses was from the Ruktoferd domain as well. And since a retired soldier from his army was the one who helped teach my cavalry troops how to ride horses, I’ve known and had dealings with Earl Ruktoferd for a long time.

    “What are you up to today, then? I thought that there wasn’t anything on the agenda today about the Kaldia domain……”

    “Actually, I wanted to consult with you about something today, Earl Ruktoferd. It’s about the Shiru horses that my domain took in……”

    Although it hasn’t reached the extent to where I can export them, the number of horses in Kaldia have been steadily increasing every year. The Shiru horses are smaller than warhorses from Ruktoferd, and aren’t as suited for traveling long distances or pulling heavy carriages, but their lightness, ease of handling and top speed are excellent qualities for my light cavalry on the battlefield to become a mobile strike unit, and it seems that others have become interested in purchasing some from me lately as a result of my success in battle.

    Meaning, Kaldia could possibly become Ruktoferd’s business competitor in the future. The earl seemed slightly confused that I would consult him, but he politely said “alright, I’ll hear you out” as he led me to an empty resting area in the House of Lords.

    Honestly though, the Shiru horses are just bait to get the earl hooked in conversation, my true goal is to hear more from him about the eastern border’s situation since he regularly supplies the border with horses…… After talking about horse breeding, I can steer the conversation in that direction. I talked with the earl about the possibility of breeding Shiru horses with his horses and creating a new breed of warhorse, improving the species slowly over the next fifty years, a grand plan to undertake.

    Of course, I was able to achieve my actual goal as well. Thanks to our conversation, I learned that the stalemate on the eastern border was still continuing, and that the royal army’s lower-ranked troops were slowly becoming disorderly.

    About 10,000 soldiers are basically occupying enemy territory now and remaining there. While Arxia is forbidding them from making any further attacks, they must always be on guard for ambushes from Rindarl, it’s a stressful situation for the soldiers.

    ……It’s only a matter of time before our soldiers’ morale begins to drop as well. I shall inform Ergnade of this situation. He’s not a member of the royal army himself however, so I don’t know if he’ll be able to intervene effectively.

    



    Chapter 160 – Like a board game

    

    (Translator note: Thanks to a sharp-eyed reader, either I missed a paragraph in Chapter 138, or the author added it later, probably the former as I may have overlooked it originally. It’s actually a pretty important one, as many people have been asking what happened to the Nordsturms. I’ve edited the original chapter, and I’ll also repost it here for the convenience of people that don’t want to reread a whole chapter:)

    Chapter 138, missing paragraph:

    After the incident, the corpse of Marquis Nordsturm, leader of the northern nobles, was discovered. This was also information that was concealed from the public. His funeral was carried out quietly in secret, and the nobles just know that his successor only inherited a low-ranked noble title for some reason.

    There were rumors that he couldn’t bear the disadvantageous evidence piling up against him, and that he committed suicide, but the truth was unclear. The new leader of the Nordsturm family was his eldest, and also said to be his only son, a young man with wheat-yellow hair like his father. Melchior disappeared during the incident, and hasn’t been found since.

    Eliza chapter 160 – Like a board game

    The next day when I returned to noble school, “good morning,” just as Zephyr greeted me, he was roughly pushed aside, by someone I hadn’t expected to see so soon.

    It’s Eric. He was glaring at me as if he had something against me, an expression that seemed like he was dissatisfied with something. ……It feels a bit pitiful that I have to deal with opponents like him that are even shorter than me.

    Before I could even ask just what he wanted, I noticed Zephyr falling from the violent shove, about to hit a desk, and I reflexively grabbed on to Zephyr’s arm. I managed to catch him right before his head hit the corner of the desk.

    Maybe I pulled Zephyr too hard, this time he staggered forward. I was about to support his shoulder with my left hand, but my arm was still trembling from the impact so he slipped from my hand, so I had to catch him in my arms.

    Even though I do exercise regularly, of course I don’t have the strength to hold someone my size for a long period of time, but he was a bit dizzy and had trouble standing by himself. –Since it couldn’t be helped, I gently rolled Zephyr onto the floor.

    “……That was dangerous. You almost hit your head.”

    “T, thank you, Kaldia. You saved me……?”

    Even though he thanked me, I feel like there was a question mark at the end of his sentence, is it because I ended up rolling him onto the floor? I made sure to do it gently so that he wouldn’t get injured, but I don’t quite recognize the expression he’s making right now.

    I pulled Zephyr’s arm again to finally help him stand up, then turned around and looked at Eric. He seemed rather shaken, and he stood there frozen. However, the moment he noticed me looking at him, he started moving awkwardly, and he slowly changed his expression to an apologetic one as he looked away from me and at Zephyr.

    “……Uh, my bad, Molton. Um…… because I wasn’t paying attention, you may have been injured.”

    …………What, was that supposed to be an apology? Is Eric a commoner or a low-ranked noble? It doesn’t seem like an apology that should come from the high-class archduke’s family that can have the most luxurious lifestyle, living off of the people’s taxes.

    As Zephyr was about to hurriedly say something like “not at all,” I pulled on his arm and stopped him. Zephyr is the eldest son of a margrave. As a member of a higher-ranked noble family, he should consider proper noble behavior at all times. Since Eric obviously isn’t being very polite, there’s no need to be polite to him back, even if he’s from the archduke’s family.

    Zephyr seemed surprised as he didn’t say anything, and I coldly stared in Eric’s direction. Eric also wasn’t saying anything. I don’t know why, but his willful expression suddenly seemed to be at a loss for what to say.

    “-Kaldia, Molton. Even Eric’s here as well. What just happened?”

    With a dubious expression on his face, Sieghart arrived. That’s when Eric’s atmosphere of confusion suddenly vaporized.

    Eric turned around, and left the classroom just like that. He can’t deal with his emotions, so he ran away, is that what it was? He’s at a moody age, maybe something like that.

    And in the end, I didn’t even find out what Eric wanted from me……

    “Um, there’s something I’ve always been thinking that I haven’t said before. Could it be that Eric just wants attention from Eliza-sama?”

    After I finished talking about what just happened, I heard a shocking comment from Reka, causing me to blink. I moved a piece on the chess-like board game I was playing with Athrun, then I looked over at Ratoka and had a simple exchange with him.

    “Did you understand what Reka was talking about just now?”

    “Nope, not at all.”

    From the edge of my vision, I noticed that Tira was giggling, and even Athrun seemed to be looking at me as if I was a small child. It seems that only Ratoka and I don’t understand what’s going on.

    “When the two of you first met, didn’t you make him into your opponent?”

    “It’s because he was making fun of me. It seems that he’s disliked me ever since then, so I’ve continued to treat him that way.”

    “That’s, why it is. He also wants to make friends with Eliza-sama, but doesn’t know how to do so. It’s probably because he didn’t have any friends to begin with. He has no idea how to become friends with Eliza-sama, nor does he know how to make up with friends after fighting.”

    ……That extremely rude behavior is the only way Eric knows how to communicate?

    “He tried to do something resembling an apology, correct?”

    “He has an older brother, right? Maybe he doesn’t know how to apologize for what he thinks are small things.”

    As expected of children that had somewhat more normal childhoods, I got the feeling that Reka’s explanation was quite convincing.

    ……Noble children have a special environment growing up. Besides, Eric probably had a more unique environment than most, since his mother died five years ago. I honestly hadn’t considered that it would cause his communication skills to drop so precipitously……

    “……By the way, I don’t have any intention of making friends with Archduke Dovadain’s sons, you know.”

    “Eh, how come?”

    “Other nobles are already unhappy that I received rewards from the king, if I try to get closer to a powerful family like the archduke’s, it’ll increase their negative feelings towards me even further. I still want to limit my bad reputation as much as possible.”

    “Mm…… I see. Eric wants to be friends! But because of the adults around you, you can’t make friends with children your own age, such a sad story……”

    Athrun who was having difficult figuring what move to make next in our chess-like game finally moved his knight. When I attacked his knight with my archer, Ratoka whispered something in Athrun’s ear. Hey, giving advice isn’t fair.

    “Is that so? Even if I improve my relationship with Eric, I don’t feel like I’d have much to talk with him about.”

    Tira joined our conversation as she poured some black tea for me. She also brought a small dish of confectioneries to go with the tea, so I took a baked good and placed it in my mouth, thinking about what she meant as I chewed.

    “Is Eric’s problematic behavior well known among nobles?”

    “Hmm. The other nobles probably know about it through the servants that work here.”

    “What about the eldest son Grays, will Eliza-sama consider having a better relationship with him?”

    I nodded at this question. In Grays’ case, I feel like before the question of “do I want to make friends with him,” there’s this huge gap in our social statuses that’s getting in the way.

    “Given the current situation, any noble would think that the archduke family’s power will be inherited by Grays, not Eric. In the first place, Eliza-sama was being cold to Eric in order to distance herself from the crown prince and Grays, right?”

    “……Even if I make friends with Eric, I doubt that Grays’ opinion of me would change, and it’s really questionable if he’d be able to influence the crown prince…… Nobles’ viewpoints aren’t that simple. No matter how bad Eric’s reputation or evaluation is, he’s still a member of the archduke’s family, and there will be some sort of backlash if I get close to him.”

    “I see. Arxian nobles are so complicated, unlike the King’s Spears in the Shiru tribe.”

    The former Artolas Kingdom was a country consisting of many ethnicities and didn’t really have a nobility system, but something similar to nobles in social status existed there. Among the citizens of Artolas, the Shiru tribe was one of the closest related tribes to their king. It seems that they often served the king directly.

    “I don’t know how complex it really is, but it’s definitely a different way of thinking. The Arxian king has absolute power as the symbol of royal blood descended from the first king of the Holy Kingdom of Arxia, Ahar Xia. He doesn’t choose representatives from the most powerful clans to serve him, it’s quite a different system from our King’s Spears.”

    “Worshiping the bloodline as sacred, it’s so inconceivable. Even though we’re all believers in the Xia sect, why are our customs so different?”

    I shrugged my shoulders and dodged answering that last question. That’s a question for theologists, not for a domain lord that doesn’t even believe in this religion and only considers how she can use religion to her own advantage to help in ruling her domain.

    “Ah, Athrun. You’re in check.”

    “Damn it……”

    Athrun and Ratoka simultaneously groaned as I moved my knight to attack their king. They’re still so weak. The only person who I’ve never defeated in this chess-like strategy game is Claudia.

    



    Chapter 161 – Outstanding margrave


    A margrave, this noble title is classified as a high rank in noble society. Margraves are usually given out as a title to nobles that maintain something critical to Arxia. For example, court nobles that work in the highest-ranking financial jobs, nobles with the most strategically important borders that need defending, or nobles with domains that produce a large amount of food eaten by everyone, or nobles with rare resources in their domain, these nobles will all be designated as margraves.

    So, nobles that are margraves obtain their ranks differently from nobles that are earls. Only a handful of high-ranked nobles have the title of margrave.

    Margrave Molton has his title because of rare resources in his domain. His previous generations were only lesser earls, but eventually the Molton domain began to develop and produce various gems, including two really rare gems called Esmeralts and Vardalias in this world, which is how he obtained his title.

    “Thank you for coming tonight, Earl Kaldia. Usually I just stay by myself in my residence, and this is honestly just a tiny evening party, but I’ll be happy if you can enjoy yourself.”

    “Of course, it’s my honor to be invited to your son’s birthday party, Lord Molton.”

    The beautiful deep blue Vardalias matched his eye color on the jacket Margrave Molton was wearing, and as always, I found it difficult to believe he had a son the same age as me as he smiled brilliantly.

    A building resembling a castle was standing behind him. I can’t imagine what it’s like for him to sleep there by himself. It’s definitely a residence befitting one one of the few higher-ranked nobles. Its size and value completely outclass my former residence in the royal capital, as I was only a low-ranked viscountess back then.

    “……So, why was it that you took the trouble of having me enter through the back entrance?”

    For some reason, he had me come through the back door of this wonderful mansion. The margrave smiled mischievously, which I thought was rather cute.

    “Actually, my beloved second son Lucius is the main character tonight, he’s quite a fan of yours. He’ll be entering noble school next year, and I was wondering if you could tell him some stories about it.”

    And that’s what he said. I clutched at my head.

    Even though he often travels in and out of the royal capital, I don’t know whether to say that his actions are a little strange, or that he just likes going at his own pace…… I don’t know how to describe it, this was just so sudden.

    His appearance and gentle personality are probably why the royal capital’s social circles treat him as an overly gaudy existence. He’s too sincere and direct. For a domain lord, his personality stands out too much.

    “I wish you could have informed me of this earlier. I didn’t prepare any presents for him, after all.”

    “It’s fine, there’s no need. You are his gift, after all. Since it’s not a busy time for nobles, I’m just asking you to do a little baby-sitting.”

    “I’ll be troubled if you just give me away as you please. ……Also, any child that’s my fan must be an unusual one. My reputation should be infamous.”

    While I casually chatted with Margrave Molton, he guided me to the room where Lucius was waiting for me. Even though my three young servants didn’t say anything, I could also detect their confusion as they followed behind us. I informed them beforehand that the margrave was a bit of a unique character, but they probably don’t realize just how different he is because they haven’t interacted with any nobles from the royal capital yet.

    A young child who seemed almost pale with nervousness was waiting together with his older brother Zephyr who was being a good brother and trying to calm him down. This child is probably Lucius. He also has his father’s silver hair, he’s got even clearer emerald-green eyes than Zephyr, but his face must resemble his mother, he looks almost feminine.

    “……Ahh, Zephyr. I’m no good after all. When I think about how to do a greeting, my chest keeps hurting……”

    “It’ll be fine. Lucius, you can do it. You’re much better than last year. Didn’t our tutor praise you as well?”

    “But brother, she always scolds me to speak more clearly like you, without stuttering…… I can’t do it well. I think it’s impossible for me.”

    “When you give your greeting, father and I will be by your side. That’s why you can calm down and not worry about things. Yep, take a deep breath, exhale, inhale, inhale, inhale-”

    Lucius continued to take deep breaths to the limit of what his lungs could handle, but then he began coughing, and he glared at Zephyr with tears in his eyes. Zephyr handled it with a cool expression and a mischievous smile, looking almost exactly like Margrave Molton from earlier.

    Zephyr and his father give off really different impressions, but their behavior is so similar. Shouldn’t it usually be the reverse?

    “Hey Zephyr, don’t get Lucius into a bad mood before he has to come to the hallway, you know?”

    Margrave Molton was chuckling with laughter as he spoke up. The brothers looked up and noticed their father, and froze solid when they saw me standing behind him as well. Well, I’m sure it would be surprising since their father suddenly brought me in unannounced through their back door.

    Besides, I had refused Zephyr’s earlier invitation to his place. It’s completely his father’s fault that I ended up coming here after all.

    I was a little lost on what I should do, but I ended up waving to Zephyr who was still frozen solid.

    “……Kaldia?”

    “Good evening, Zephyr.”

    “Eh, eh? What’s going on? I thought you said you had something else to do today?”

    “Ahh, yes, something else to do. It’s because I was invited by a certain jokester father, to apparently come and attend his second son’s birthday celebration, that’s why.”

    Sorry, I can’t go, I had rejected his invitation a few days ago. Hey, don’t stare so seriously at me, even I didn’t know what your father was thinking. I’m confused as well, but with things as it is I can only go along with whatever Margrave Molton says now.

    “……Father?”

    “Hm? I invited and brought over my friend, isn’t that something natural?”

    While Margrave Molton had this wonderful smile, I was amazed to the extent of wanting to hide my face. He’s such a no-good father, both spoiling his children so much and playing so many jokes on them.

    However, he seemed to have a proper trusting parent-child relationship with them. Even an outsider like me could tell that Zephyr wasn’t actually frustrated at his father’s harmless although tasteless joke, even if he looked a bit dissatisfied.

    Actually, I’m just a little bit envious of them.

    As an aside, Zephyr told me that his brother Lucius was quite sickly and couldn’t quite manage having a conversation with me, so I ended up spending some time chatting with Zephyr.

    Well, maybe it was better after all that I didn’t prepare a present. Seeing the current situation, he might have difficulties even with basic greetings.

    After Lucius got over his nervousness though, he was able to channel his excitement into a better direction, and he properly gave his greetings. The margrave seems to understand his children well and is skilled at dealing with them. I truly apologize for thinking he was a little strange. As expected of the outstanding margrave. He has such a way with children and their worries.

    



    Chapter 162 – Before I realized it, I experienced a family relationship

    

    “……Mm, delicious. I never thought that I’d be able to taste fish and other seafood from the northwestern Fushobari region in the royal capital.”

    “Is it good? I’m glad to hear that you enjoy it. As for the fish…… chances to eat it are limited, as it’s a bit difficult to transport fish all the way to the royal capital. If you go closer to the sea, there’s even more delicious foods that you can taste there.”

    “It must taste even fresher there.”

    “Yep. Cut the fish into thin pieces, grill it, and season it with rume vinegar. It’s out of this world, how delicious it is.”

    “Gerberries and oinocera oil also go wonderfully with fish.”

    Rumes and gerberries are some strongly sour fruits that grow in the northern Fushobari and Ugaria regions, they can be made into fruit jams, processed into vinegar, or even cooked into fruit pies.

    “I see,” I nodded, and I remembered a similar taste from my previous world, a drink called lemonade. Even though I can’t recall the specific game scenarios clearly anymore, my mind is coming up with such an insignificant memory now, it’s amazing how it works. Well, in my past life I had only played this game as a way to pass some time, it’s only natural that it would be easier to remember things from my daily life.

    “And, here’s a rume pie. You still have enough room to try it, right?”

    “Ahh, I’ve heard of it, but never tasted it before. I shall try indulging myself.”

    “Okay,” Zephyr gave me a slice of pie, and seemed to exchange an expression like he was trying to hold back his laughter with Lucius. Although I was a bit dubious, I placed the pie into my mouth, and chewed.

    “…………, …………Nn……!!”

    An unimaginably sour taste started spreading out in my mouth all at once. The sourness was stronger than anything I’ve ever tasted. It’s such a sharp taste. Well, it’s not so strong that it will linger on in my mouth, but it’s so acidic.

    At seeing my reaction, Zephyr exploded into laughter. Although I almost thought about glaring at him, I changed my mind, smoothed out my facial expression, and decided to pick up the remaining part of my pie slice. Since the pie was also considerably sweetened, once I got used to the sourness it was actually quite delectable.

    “Kaldia, what do you think? Is it savory?”

    “……I was a bit shocked at how sour it was, but yes, it’s quite scrumptious.”

    “Everyone who tries rume for the first time reacts just like how you did. I’m sorry, but if I told you how sour it was, you would have been mentally prepared and it wouldn’t have seemed as sour. That pie’s main flavor isn’t even the sourness of the rume, anyways.”

    “Since young children are forbidden from eating rumes, everyone in the Fushobari region tries it for the first time around the time they become a teenager. I tried it for the first time myself just a few days ago, but unlike you, I gave a loud shout at how sour it was.”

    “Ah, I see,” as I responded, Lucius offered me some wine to wash the taste out of my mouth. It was definitely delicious, but I definitely felt a need to rinse the sour acid out of my mouth.

    ……This, I have an idea. I absolutely have to make my double Ratoka try this. I won’t stand for being the only one to experience this sourness. Although, it was both sour and mouthwatering at the same time.

    “Zephyr-sama, Lucius-sama.”

    A girl that seemed like she was a teenager held the hems of her dress and approached us at this moment. Judging by the emblem embroidered in her dress, she must be from a branch family of the Moltons. Zephyr and Lucius welcomed their relative warmly, and briefly introduced her to me. However, is her social status a bit low I wonder, I only learned that her name was Irche.

    “Alright then, Irche. What’s the matter?”

    “The master is in the main hall and has a message for you. He says it’s about time to come to the ballroom for the dance. After the pavane dance, the two of you are to go to the great dining hall…… Especially Lucius-sama, since you’re the main character for tonight, please spend a little more time in the dance hall.”

    Zephyr and Lucius were smiling ambiguously. ……Um, maybe I’m not good at reading this expression, but doesn’t this mean that they think it’s troublesome? I see Margrave Molton hovering around the House of Lords every time there’s a discussion about jewelry taxes on the agenda as well.

    “……Well, birthday celebrations are basically dance parties at this age.”

    As I muttered my concurrence with Irche’s statement, Zephyr took my arm with a smile as if he had thought up of some good idea. Huh?

    “Earl Kaldia, please come attend together with us. Today there will be many beautiful young ladies gathering at the Molton residence tonight, so I would like to use this chance to announce to them all that there’s already a girl that I’m taken by.”

    “……Very well. I’m saving myself for Rashiok, though…… Jokes aside, I might as well go to the dance hall together with you. Since Margrave Molton went to the trouble of inviting me, I’d feel bad about staying in the dining hall for the entire time.”

    I made a joke that came from the classical literature I had been reading recently in class. While socializing in the dance hall is a bit bothersome, Zephyr and Lucius should be more accustomed to it than me, and it might not be bad to go with them as their friend.

    Although come to think of it, aren’t those words that are usually said to a girl you intend to marry? I’m someone who always wears male clothing though, and I’ve never even thought about marriage.

    “Earl Kaldia, who might be this Rashiok person you speak of?”

    “Oh, he’s my draconis, a magical beast that I’m raising. Of course, I was just joking when I said I was saving myself for him.”

    When I entered the dance hall together with Zephyr and Lucius, all the noble girls’ gazes gathered upon us at an amazing speed. I was being pierced by so many glares that I think I would have been dead if this had been a battlefield. In some ways, it’s scarier than armed enemy soldiers.

    ……Although they’re the hosts, I suppose I must acknowledge that Zephyr and Lucius were more popular with girls than I realized. At noble school, maybe Zephyr pales in comparison to the crown prince’s features, but his beautiful silver hair and azure eyes from his father probably cause him to be adored by many girls. Actually, it’s unusual for his appearance to be inconspicuous. Meaning, the crown prince just stands out by a ridiculous amount.

    In order to not be bothered by all the noble girls, I took half a step away from the others.

    “Uh, um, Zephyr-sama. Who might this be?”

    However, before I could get any further, I heard Zephyr introducing me. Ehh, why me? As the hosts, they need to use me to block this wall of flowers, are they that desperate?

    Zephyr ended up introducing me to the flock of girls as his classmate. I wonder if they know my infamy, the teenaged girls stepped back from me and some hid their faces with fans, but all the girls that appeared my age came closer to me for some reason……

    “E, Earl Einsbark, could you dance one time with me……”

    “No, um, please do me the honor of having this dance!”

    “Hey! Didn’t you girls say you were going to dance with Margrave Molton first!”

    “Earl, do you like the sarabande dance? I’m confident about my sarabande dancing!”

    Oof, I was pressured with invitations to dance from all sides, as I managed to take another half step. Then I was able to put one step’s distance between us.

    “As expected of the earl that everyone in the royal capital is paying attention to. You have so many other admirers, apart from myself.”

    Lucius seemed to be pleased with all the adulation I was receiving for some reason. No, I think you’re the one that’s strange here for admiring someone with as bad a reputation as me. The reason why I’m a hot topic in the royal capital was because of my cruelty, there’s no reason to admire anything there.

    Look at this, these girls all have expressions like they’re on the battlefield, fighting over me. This is probably nothing more than nobles that want to make a connection with me for their own ends, no matter if I’m good or bad, just because everyone has been talking about me.

    



    Chapter 163 – The noble school’s upper-level section, part 1

    

    One day, when my classes were over and I returned to my dormitory, I noticed that Reka didn’t come out to greet me from the servants’ living area. I noticed a young boy that was one of Zephyr’s servants rushing over towards me, does he have a message for me from Reka, is he busy with something?

    “Earl Kaldia……! Your servant, he went to the upper-level section of the noble school……!”

    He seemed out of breath, so first I told him to take a seat and calm down. I told him to catch his breath, so he obediently started taking deep breaths.

    “And, why exactly was it that Reka went to the upper-level section?”

    “……Okay. He was ordered to return a book to the library in the upper-level section, or else…… The one who ordered Reka was the son of the Innefort family.”

    “Innefort…… He’s a northern noble. Got it. I thank you from my heart, for your generosity in letting me know.”

    After giving my gratitude to Zephyr’s servant who was still catching his breath, I headed for the upper-level section as quickly as my feet would take me.

    For school life, it’s common for servants to go around everywhere to assist in things such as classroom or food preparation.

    Of course, there are rooms just for servants, and there are some that go around with their servants at all times when they’re not in class, but the majority of nobles and their servants will move separately most of the time.

    Because there are many lower-ranked nobles that are friendly with their servants, it seems that it’s often the case that some nobles will hang out together with their servants as friends. Higher-ranked nobles typically don’t even notice the existence of commoner servants, so they wouldn’t even think of going around together with their servants, and they’re much less likely to have servants with them when going from class to class.

    And, even if all servants are commoners, there’s an unwritten rule that students shouldn’t give orders to other students’ servants.

    The classes are divided based on academic ability, and that’s supposed to be used to judge the students rather than noble rank in theory, but there’s always going to be those types from the higher-ranked nobles that enjoy things like harassing the lower-ranked nobles’ servants.

    ……However, unwritten laws are unwritten laws. It’s just something that nobles set up out of respect for each other, but it’s not an actual rule that must be followed.

    As I kept heading in the direction of the upper-level section in search of Reka, I passed many horses on the wide school grounds.

    The upper-level section allows adult servants to accompany the nobles there. If Reka who’s just a child goes there, he’ll be treated as a commoner without the protection of his master. If he’s unlucky, he might encounter some nasty noble who will cause an incident.

    –As expected, after it became widely known about the conflict between Eric and me, factions started forming among the students.

    The fact that the crown prince and Grays have been absent from school for so long is also a cause, but it also means I still have time to resolve this somehow before they return. Factions appeared because Eric and Sieghart were both originally influential members of the crown prince’s retinue, and I took the attitude that it had nothing to do with me, but I’ve already been caught up in the middle of it all.

    The current situation is that the Kaldia faction, including Sieghart, has a great majority, and the students in Eric’s faction are being excluded. For example, the seats in the cafeteria. Using the power of numbers, those in Eric’s factions are forced to sit in the corners and the seats for lower-ranked nobles.

    There’s no thought involved in this factional struggle at all. It’s nothing more than a noble power game, the desire to be better than someone else using the advantage of numbers or noble ranking. And for me whose name has been put onto this faction as the head, it’s something I really don’t want.

    After all, there’s no benefits in this for me whatsoever, but the negative feelings from those being bullied in Eric’s faction will all concentrate on me. And now, the end result is that they’re breaking an unwritten rule, in order to harass my servant. While cursing under my breath, I grabbed the reins of a horse.

    



    Chapter 164 – The noble school’s upper-level section, part 2

    

    Unlike noble school which is compulsory education for all noble children, the upper-level section is for those that wish to continue their studies even further. There are three types of students there. First are those that are studying to become instructors themselves, or high-level civil officials. Some other students are studying research and development in various fields. And the last type is, those that are granted special permission to stay at school for an extra period of time, if they haven’t found anything to do as a noble yet.

    There are exams that must be taken for the first two types of students, but there’s none for the last category. And unlike noble school, the upper-level section doesn’t have a term limit.

    Of course, some people will actively search for jobs, especially within the royal palace, but noble society basically depends on your connections and achievements. Meaning, the third type of students in the upper-level section are those that have been mostly abandoned by their families, considered as too troublesome, and just remain at noble school.

    ……Well, they haven’t truly been abandoned by their families, because they would have been forced into the monastery if that was the case, so these students still have some hope. And so, these students that remain here at the noble school’s upper-level section mostly have a rank of earl or higher.

    Anyways, the upper-level section has a group of students with reasons to be dissatisfied with the way their life is going. These students are considered problematic, to the extent where even the House of Lords has had discussions about them before. This is due to them often causing violent incidents against the servants of lower-ranking nobles.

    Students at noble school typically have very little contact with students in the upper-level section. While we’re all in the same school, the school grounds are so vast that there’s a great amount of distance between our dormitories and their section. Occasionally however, our servants and their servants might interact with each other.

    It’s difficult for lower-ranked nobles to complain directly about higher-ranked nobles. Especially if it’s only for what’s considered as a small matter, such as injuring some commoner servants.

    “Reka!!”

    I finally found Reka a little ways off the forest path between the dorms and the upper section, a place where nobody hardly ever went. This was the first time I’ve ever been thankful for having uselessly acute hearing. Thanks to hearing the soft sounds of people talking, I was able to find Reka through the maze of trees.

    Reka was lying on the ground, surrounded by some teenagers that appeared to be servants. He was wheezing in pain from his chest, and I also saw blood dripping down from his head. The teenagers around him appeared quite buff, and it was evident from their appearance that they were northerners. When they noticed me, I could see their strong contempt for me in their eyes.

    In the group of teenagers, only one boy was standing in front of Reka as if to protect him from the others, and he looked at me with no particular emotion in his eyes at all. His eyes are purple, a rare gemstone-like color. I feel like I’ve seen them before –

    “Humph, let’s go.”

    When I returned to my senses, it was already too late. The teenagers escaped into the woods and ran off. It’s going to be difficult to follow them on horseback, nor is there any meaning to catching just one or two of them.

    Besides, Reka who’s lying prone on the ground is more important. I jumped off of my horse, and I kneeled next to Reka, by the purple-eyed boy’s side. I called Reka’s name, but he didn’t respond. It seems that he’s unconscious.

    “Wait a moment, it’s better not to move him. I think he may have a concussion, because they were beating his head.”

    The boy next to me spoke up, and I agreed with his assessment. I inspected his injuries, checked his breathing, and focused on ascertaining his current condition.

    “…………Eh, what’s going on?”

    “Reka, you’ll be alright. Don’t move yet.”

    Fortunately, Reka finally woke up. As for what happened to him, Reka was much calmer about it than I expected, and I confirmed that he wasn’t in any confusion although he had a headache. I gave him an order to lie there for a little while longer and rest.

    Reka’s cheeks were red and swollen. As the purple-eyed boy said, it definitely seems like they were beating his face, which could have caused a concussion.

    “Just rest there quietly for a while. If your head keeps hurting, I can call for someone to come get us.”

    “……Nn, okay.”

    He obediently laid there and slightly nodded, while I took off my coat and used it as a pillow for him. I was going to change out my coat soon anyways, so I don’t mind if it gets dirty. Even though I became an earl, I found it too bothersome to change my coat’s design, so as expected in the end Earl Terejia gave me a lecture about it……

    When I stood up, the honorable purple-eyed boy who was waiting patiently for me spoke up lightly.

    “……I never would have imagined that I’d meet you again.”

    Although there was the shadow of something melancholy in his expression, he laughed gently. “Ahh,” I nodded in response to him.

    I see, he’s – the hidden capture target of the otome game, named Alb, whose settings and story I didn’t know, he must have been a student from the upper-level section.

    



    Chapter 165 – Shadowy violet gems

    

    “……So you’ve become a student. It’s good that you were able to leave the monastery.”

    “Yes, that’s so. I concur.”

    I used words that would probably be safe to say, and he nodded. However, a tinge of darkness remained in his voice. He must still have a complicated family situation. Considering that he was forced into a monastery when he was only a child before, there must be some difficult unavoidable things in his life even after several years have passed.

    “……I didn’t enjoy my life in the monastery.”

    He suddenly added on that comment, and I nodded ambiguously.

    Well, of course it’s only natural. I don’t really know the details of life at a monastery, but much like my previous world, it’s an ascetic, austere lifestyle of giving up one’s desires and serving others. If he was forced to join the monastery, instead of going of his own free will, of course he wouldn’t like it.

    “Your servant, will his injuries be alright? It seemed like his opponents were also commoners.”

    “His head has stopped bleeding, and I think he’ll be okay. No bones are broken either.”

    Then I thanked him for helping my servant, and he smiled. While his smile was elegant, it also seemed lifeless and fatigued, he’s giving me the same impression as our first meeting. I couldn’t help but think about why he would feel that way, but unfortunately as I didn’t know anything about him, I couldn’t do anything about the bad taste I was feeling.

    It feels like his gloominess has increased since the time I met him at the monastery, and it reminded me of the heavy atmosphere when my citizens were all glaring at me when I first became their domain lord and met them.

    ……However, he’s not one of my citizens. I cut away my growing sympathy towards him. I’m the lord of Kaldia. I can’t afford to care about others equally if they aren’t my citizens.

    I think the last time I met him was approximately four years ago. I’m a little relieved that I still think the same way, that my citizens are the most important to me.

    Well, the conversation’s died down. However, I want to have Reka resting for a while longer. I can’t leave here, I’m going to have to stay here until this boy in front of me leaves. I’m feeling an uncomfortable silence between us now since I cut away my sympathy for his situation, and I don’t know what to talk about as we barely have any connection to each other at all.

    “……Did you enter noble school this spring? Or was it one year ago?”

    In the end, he was the one who spoke up first again.

    “It was this spring.”

    “I see. Then, that’s quite a big deal. This year’s freshman students include an incredible number of influential students.”

    “……Ahh, that’s right.”

    Well, I’m here right now in this forest precisely because of their influence, my voice came out softly as I was thinking that. Maybe he detected something from my tone of voice, he moved his line of sight from Reka directly to me.

    “What type of person…… is the crown prince? Is he just like a royal priceless treasure that’s been protected in the castle for all his life?”

    He immediately looked aside again. It seems like he really wants to keep this conversation going. Maybe he has no intention of getting involved with the factions that have been forming recently, or perhaps it’s not well known in the upper-level section, he started out by asking a question about the crown prince who’s been absent on business for such a long time.

    Well then, how to answer him. I don’t know what his opinion of the crown prince is, so I’ll have to choose my words carefully.

    “……He seems to be suited for the position of crown prince. No matter where he goes, he’s the center of attention. I think that’s a difficult quality to find.”

    “I’ve heard myself that he’s by far the most handsome prince in the history of the royal family. But, I’ve never seen him at all, even once. ……It’s difficult for me to imagine just what his appearance must be like. For example, I think that you as well also have an excellent face that would break the hearts of countless girls.”

    Break the hearts of countless girls, just what does that mean? I didn’t think I had such an appearance that would cause such a commotion……

    I don’t really get if he’s praising me or insulting me, it’s an odd feeling. While my appearance that’s inherited from my father may indeed be considered beautiful by normal standards, I feel like it’s far from the feminine beauty of women, and besides, I hate this face from the bottom of my heart, so I can’t think of it as an excellent appearance.

    “I’m nothing in comparison to the crown prince. The crown prince is skilled in every area, he’s an excellent person.”

    Well, just like everyone else, my face with my father’s features is nothing compared to the crown prince’s handsome appearance. Looks, noble ranking, academic ability, the crown prince is top level in every aspect, he’s got a much better reputation than a certain infamous upstart domain lord.

    “……I see, is that the case.”

    However, he only tilted his head slightly, while the shadow in his purple eyes seemed to get darker.

    “Apart from the crown prince, there’s one other first-year student that everyone has their attention on. An excellent lady who even has the attention of the prime minister and king.”

    “Lady?”

    I tilted my head. I’ve never heard of such a girl.

    “……You’ve never heard of her?”

    “I’ve never heard anything like that at noble school. Is she someone from the royal family?”

    The boy shook his head saying no. Then, it must be the daughter of some duke’s family. If even the king and prime minister are paying attention to her, it must be a noble from the royal capital.

    “Maybe due to the crown prince, she doesn’t stand out as much in comparison. I heard that she was rewarded for her achievements on the battlefield, though……”

    Achievements on the battlefield, so maybe it’s someone related to the Rolentsors. The war with Rindarl has been dragging on for quite some time, so there’s many people that have received accolades in battle, so I can’t narrow it down just with this.

    For women, there are some that will be in charge of combat strategy, even if they don’t personally fight on the battlefield. Both boys and girls in the Rolentsor family for example receive an education in military strategy and martial arts, so it wouldn’t be strange if this girl was from an excellent military family……

    “Is the crown prince really more outstanding than this lady? The girl’s the same age as the crown prince, but will he stand for it if he loses to her in combat strategy? What do you think?”

    “……Indeed. The crown prince was raised up to the position of heir over the first prince in an uncertain situation. Isn’t it natural to expect so?”

    I couldn’t help but avoid his eyes. I felt a chill running down my spine, and regretted saying what I did.

    Almost imperceptibly deep in his eyes, when he opened his eyes slightly, I noticed an incredibly dark emotion bursting out from within.

    


