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    Chapter166 – The archduke family’s situation, part 3

    

    “Eh, Reka will remain here? Why……”

    “Claudia and Bellway are coming to give me a report on the current state of Kaldia, and they’ll attend Grays’ birthday party with me. Athrun, Reka, and Ratoka will take a day off to rest on that day. Tira will be with me as my maid. I’ll give her an extra vacation day later.”

    I was making preparations for the archduke family’s evening party in three days, chatting with Athrun and Tira. When I told them that everyone but Tira would be resting, Tira appeared confused. She’s probably feeling uneasy about having to attend an evening party without her childhood friends.

    “……Vacation?”

    Athrun tilted his head. ……Ahh, come to think of it, there’s no concept of vacation in this world. Regardless of your social status, working is considered a part of life, and there’s no such thing as taking extended breaks.

    “I mean that you won’t have any work to do and you can use your time freely as you please. If you want, you can take a walk outside the school, or just relax in the dorms. Just, please tell me what you intend to do by tomorrow.”

    Well, it’s not like they’ll have no work whatsoever…… and honestly, I wanted to take Reka along with me. The evening party at the archduke’s family residence will be huge, and most students at noble school will be attending. Of course, this includes Innefort who was responsible causing the incident with Reka.

    Although Reka wasn’t injured seriously, the memory of many people surrounding and beating him still hasn’t healed.

    “Understood. I’ll let Reka and Ratoka know.”

    I didn’t directly say out loud that it would be safer for the three of them to be together, but they seem to have realized this as they nodded. Especially if they want to go out and explore the royal capital, I definitely hope none of them goes alone.

    “As Tira is a maid, I think that she’ll be going outside of noble school for various things more often than Reka and Athrun in the future. I hope that she can get used to it with this opportunity.”

    “Eh, but…… Isn’t it unusual for nobles to bring servants along when going to a party for nobles?”

    “Well, it’s expected for those that become earls. Earl Terejia did that as well. Even if I haven’t been an earl for even a year yet, the ranking still trumps over the fact that I’m still a student and not an adult. And Claudia and Bellway are adults that come from noble families, so there shouldn’t be a problem.”

    Tira nodded in understanding. She’s a Shiru girl, which already was a position of authority in her old Artolas Kingdom, but it’s still difficult for her to get accustomed to the Arxian nobles that just won’t shut up about noble ranking.

    As I am a girl, after I become an adult, I’ll no longer be required to wear this type of ceremonial male clothing, and I’ll be expected to wear dresses. When that happens, I can already guess at the shower of criticism that me and my servants will be receiving when I don’t change my clothing style.

    Men are the only ones in this society that are supposed to do jobs like bodyguards and combat positions, and noble girls are supposed to have female servants, with noble boys having male servants. That’s why, Tira’s education as a maid is more important than Reka’s. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to use Ratoka as my maid “Elise,” he might grow to look less feminine one day in the future.

    Although, in noble school, I need to attend many almost exclusively male classes, that teach you how to be a proper domain lord, so Reka’s needed there, but…… I can’t expect Tira whose work is to be my maid to do things like prepare my weapons or lead my horse for me. Although, Tira herself is superbly skilled at handling horses. I still have to consider appearances and what people will think to some extent.

    The archduke’s residence is on the corner of the royal palace grounds. It’s adjacent to Arktoria castle which is used for administrative purposes and the House of Lords. It’s less than half of Arktoria castle’s size, and is known as Dovadain castle…… it was originally used as a place for visiting foreign royalty to rest at, but after the construction of Arktoria castle which could also serve that purpose, and the fact that Arxia stopped having diplomatic relationships with most other countries according to its isolationist policy, it’s a castle that was repurposed for the archduke’s family.

    Eric’s birthday is in autumn, while Grays’ is in spring. This is actually the first time that I’m visiting Dovadain castle, since I’m usually absent from the royal capital for my domain’s harvesting season, and I’ve been busy with the Rindarl war lately.

    Lebrecht, the third son of the Dovadain family, is Grays’ younger brother, but because Eric is older, Lebrecht is treated as the third son instead of the second. It’s clear to see that being close to the crown prince has its benefits for Eric, there are rumors in the House of Lords already that Lebrecht is highly likely to go abroad from Arxia in the future.

    Since Eric was already a part of the crown prince’s retinue even before entering noble school, it’s likely that he can become a king’s aide in the future, but Lebrecht doesn’t have that option. Although Eric is treated the same as a legitimate child, the chances of him inheriting the archduke family’s power are quite low. Even his cousin, the Crown Prince Alfred, is higher in the succession order than he is. And Lebrecht is second in the line of succession after Grays, so Lebrecht is basically treated as a backup in case anything happens to Grays, and everybody knows this.

    “Lebrecht-sama goes out in public even less than Eric-sama does, and this will be the first time that all three brothers will be appearing in public at the same venue.”

    “Have Grays and Eric appeared together in public before they became teenagers?”

    “Yes. At the ceremony for the Royal Army last year, the two of them attended together with the crown prince.”

    I nodded and said “I see” to Bellway, and thought a bit about Lebrecht. No matter how much I dug into my memories, I couldn’t recall hearing his name before from anywhere.

    According to my memories from the otome game, I only knew about “two sons” from the archduke’s family and didn’t see Lebrecht’s name. In the game, the only people from the archduke’s family that appeared were the archduke, Grays, and Eric, just these three people. If I take into consideration the game’s timeframe which is supposed to begin next year…… it means that next year, Lebrecht should have become a noble school student together with us, but he wasn’t in the game.

    I can’t remember the details like what was in the game’s conversations or the names of all the characters, but…… I’m certain that there wasn’t a character like Lebrecht in the game.

    Of course, I’ve met many important and influential people that weren’t mentioned in the game before, but Lebrecht is a special exception I need to pay attention to. He’s the younger brother of two of the main characters, Grays and Eric, and he’s someone who should be attending noble school soon, but for some disconcerting reason, he never went to school in the game.

    ……I can’t stop myself from thinking about the game scenario even though my memories are hazy after so many years have passed, maybe I’m just an idiot.

    



    Chapter167 – The secretary Bellway has better acting skills than I expected

    

    The party I’m attending at the archduke’s residence is on a much larger scale than any I’ve ever been to. Only the royal family would be able to host a larger party, but they’re usually more frugal, so the archduke family’s party is the grandest in all of Arxia.

    The venue where the party is to take place is so large that I feel my huge mansion back in Kaldia could easily fit into this huge courtyard, that has plenty of space for all the nobles to gather here in its hallways, its dining hall, salon, and even game room. ……It’s a bit dizzying to think about, I believe just this place’s maintenance costs must exceed Kaldia’s annual tax revenue. These were all originally constructed into Dovadain castle as this place was intended to entertain foreigners that wouldn’t be taking part in Arxia’s evening parties.

    “Eliza-dono, they even have the incredibly rare Barcova meat here! As expected of the archduke’s party.”

    “I know, but please act a little more restrained, Claudia-sama. Don’t forget that you’re supposed to be a maid here……”

    This place is so large, that I haven’t seen any nobles I’m acquainted with yet. Bellway was scolding Claudia whose eyes were sparkling at all the food available here, while I had Ratoka bring an appropriate amount of food for me and I sat down in an empty area to rest.

    Before the time comes to greet the archduke’s family, there’s still a few things I need to take care of. I might as well fill my stomach while I’m at it. –I’m not used to this type of venue, my red eyes definitely won’t sparkle like Claudia’s.

    “There are waiters that will bring food to your table.”

    Ratoka who was dressed as my male servant today, brought us back some juice and drank together with us. It seems that there are servants just for the purpose of being servers for tonight’s party so that the nobles can enjoy their food in luxury without having to move. If the master gives permission, it seems that they can even join the dance.

    The rules are quite different at a party of such a large scale. This is because most of the invited guests have brought their family members and servants tonight.

    In Arxia, according to law titled nobles and their close relatives are the center of legal relationships, for example before Claudia being my knight, she’s still a member of the Rolentsor family, or that knights’ daughters and younger sisters will also be recognized as nobility. Bellway’s from a noble background, but he’s from a branch family that’s too distantly related and thus doesn’t have noble status, and since several generations have passed in his family without a noble title, his family’s been deprived of noble status.

    These strict laws are in place to prevent the needless expansion of the noble class and diluting its worth, but it also complicates the relationship with servants in noble society. Considering that some servants are also the younger children of noble families, it’s impossible to prohibit all servants from participating in eating and drinking. But just because a servant is highly educated, it’s still difficult to tell if the servant is from a noble family. So that’s why, at most evening parties, servants are also allowed to eat and drink, as well as dance, while serving the guests at the same time.

    “Well, since Eliza-dono usually lets me eat whatever I want, this is just normal for me. We really have such a good boss, don’t we, Bernard-dono.”

    “Ahh, yes, indeed so. Eliza-sama is such a generous person. By the way, my name is Bellway.”

    I felt almost nostalgic listening to their interaction, as I began trying some of the food the servants brought to me. Ratoka also tried something he was interested in, sticking his silverware into the food, and it disappeared instantly down his mouth as he ate ravenously.

    Considering the special task I’m about to have him do for me, I have to give him this kind of allowance. After we ate and drank whatever we wanted, I handed my glass of juice to Ratoka, and lightly tapped his arm.

    Ratoka stood up while continuing to eat, and took a step backwards. Then, he just happened to collide with a servant passing by, and both of them tripped and fell.

    They only fell on their butts lightly. The sound wasn’t loud, but the remaining juice from my glass splashed out from Ratoka’s hand with a splishing sound, onto the clothes of two people sitting on the marble floor.

    Bellway hurriedly jumped up and assisted in place of Ratoka with wiping off the juice. The servant seemed a bit stunned. Bellway asked the two people if they were injured, while making his face red with embarrassment as he kept bowing apologetically. Then, he roughly dragged Ratoka up, as Ratoka was still sitting stunned on the ground, looking at the servant.

    “This is all because you were way too careless. Making such a mistake like this – how dare you stain our master’s name with mud.”

    Because of Bellway’s loud scolding, curious gazes were beginning to look in our direction.

    “I, I’m so sorry -”

    “This is his excellency the archduke’s castle, don’t open your mouth without permission, you low commoner. –It was a mistake to have someone as stupid as you become a servant. You’ve caused the clothes that you were given to become dirty. Don’t show your face in front of me again, until these two nobles’ clothes, and your own have been cleaned of any stains!”

    He’s saying those words quite naturally. I used my deceased father as a reference for Bellway’s lines. His attitude of treating his servants like this without losing control of his emotions, always felt so harsh and uncaring, rather than just being cold.

    The servant seemed confused as Bellway kept apologizing and asking for permission to use the archduke’s castle facilities to clean the clothes, but he ended up showing Ratoka the way. Ratoka continued to fake being in a daze, as he disappeared from my line of sight.

    Now then, his communication skills have surely improved from a few years ago, so will Ratoka be able to achieve my goal today, I wonder.

    



    Chapter168 – About the southern countries

    

    After quite some time had passed, it was finally time for the organizers and host of this party, the archduke’s family, to come out and greet everyone. Because there were so many guests, as an upstart lesser earl, I was fairly far back in the greeting order.

    “Greetings and salutations, Your Excellency the Archduke. It is such a great honor to be invited to your son Grays’ birthday party tonight. I would like to take this opportunity to offer a prayer to Misorua for your son Lebrecht-sama as well, and also the entire Dovadain family, for your continued good fortune.”

    “I shall gratefully accept, Earl Einsbark.”

    “It’s a joyous occasion that you are able to be here tonight for the sake of me and my brothers. We can all relax here tonight, free from the pressures of noble school. I hope that you will enjoy the remaining entertainment planned for tonight.”

    The archduke had the same blue eyes as his sons and only briefly responded to me, while Grays took over the rest and lightly gave me a formal prepared greeting as required by etiquette. Eric who was standing a little behind them avoided my gaze and didn’t say anything, and the archduke’s wife sitting next to him also remained silent, while Lebrecht was sitting in the center gave me the impression that he was very uncomfortable being here. Because Eric wasn’t hiding it, it was obvious to see even though this was a public venue that there was some discord within the family.

    Even after leaving from where the archduke’s family was sitting, I observed them for a while longer at a distance. As they greeted other nobles, it seems that all of them had some interaction with each other, except for the archduke’s wife, she never spoke to Eric. Even if there was something, she would only nod, and I could tell even at a distance that she had a tense expression.

    “-Oh, isn’t this Lord Kaldia, I mean, Earl Einsbark.”

    Suddenly a voice interrupted my thoughts and a familiar face entered my sight. It’s Cornell, the youngest son of Margrave Freche. He was escorting his fiancee Feria Rogshia, and happened so see me so he came over to greet me. I was a bit surprised that Margrave Freche’s third son would be invited, but then I noticed some people that looked like Cornell’s two older brothers behind him. I recall that both his brothers should be barons. Which means, since Cornell doesn’t have a title yet, he should be here accompanying them.

    “How have you been, Earl Einsbark?”

    “……It’s been quite a while, Cornell-dono, Feria-dono. Because it’s easy to get confused with the other members of the Einsbark family, you can just call me Kaldia like before.”

    “I see, then I’ll call you Earl Kaldia. I didn’t think that I’d meet you here. I had been wanting to contact you recently.”

    “What is it that you wanted?”

    If he wanted to contact me, I can only imagine that it must have something to do with their upcoming marriage. But just because of their marriage’s situation, I doubt that Margrave Freche would ask me about it.

    “Even in the Freche region, we’re well aware of Earl Kaldia’s achievements on the eastern border. –My father seems to be concerned about the assorted smaller southern countries. He wanted to contact and discuss some things with the Jugfena region domain lords.”

    The assorted smaller southern countries…… I tilted my head at the unexpected topic.

    Although Kaldia is on the eastern border, so I mostly pay attention to the situation with our eastern neighbors, in truth only the Genas domain separates Kaldia from the southern border as well. Although, the threat from the southern countries is much lesser compared to Rindarl.

    The southern countries are too small in size, even if they ally together, they wouldn’t be much of a threat to Arxia. Among those countries, there’s too many new countries appearing as well as old countries being destroyed due to constant infighting, that development is far behind there, and their soldiers, citizens, and resources are all exhausted.

    “Is there a country that’s suddenly become powerful, is that why he’s concerned?”

    “Ahh. Apparently, Rindarl is intervening in the southern countries’ wars. On Rindarl’s southeast border, some countries have become Rindarl’s vassal states.”

    Intervention. It’s something that the isolationist Arxia would never come up with. In the first place, when thinking about national defense, it’s convenient for Arxia if other countries are constantly at war with each other, and it’s more advantageous if the southern countries continue to rise and fall, so there was no reason to intervene in their affairs. Although, in accordance to Arxia’s national laws and religion, Arxia doesn’t do anything to purposefully intensify their conflicts either.

    “If you have the spare time, I’d like to hear more details on this right away.”

    “Got it. I can leave greeting the archduke to my older brothers, let’s go meet my father.”

    “Wait a moment. The person who wanted to talk to me wasn’t you, it was Margrave Freche?”

    I’m shocked that Margrave Freche wanted to talk to me personally. I was even slightly impolite, forgetting etiquette in my surprise. But, Cornell nodded affirmatively, saying “father said that would be good for him.”

    I don’t know how Margrave Freche would benefit from talking to me, but margraves have their own interests to consider. As long as there’s no disadvantages for me, it won’t hurt me to hear what he has to say.

    “……Got it, let’s go.”

    



    Chapter169 – A demon’s machinations

    

    There’s no accurate map of the assorted southern countries. Countries’ borders change daily, along with the appearance or disappearance of new and old countries, it’s impossible to map completely.

    Margrave Freche handed me a current version map on what he knew about the southern countries, with some of the main countries marked.

    “This is the information that I’ve personally collected on the southern countries, but I’ve only shared it with Earl Ruktoferd and the Upper House of Lords so far……”

    There were only four labeled countries. Jenhans, Nazric, Epadena, and Pactoshiki.

    ……Seven years ago, Kamil shared with me that he was from Pactoshiki, a country which is in the southwest. Jenhans is a country directly south of eastern Arxia, Epadena was the largest of the southern countries, and occupies the southeastern portion of the continent. Also, Nazric had no land of its own on the map.

    “Recently at the end of this spring, Nazric lost a war with Epadena, and the country was subjugated. Using its momentum, Epadena’s swallowed up several small countries around it and has been expanding rapidly.”

    Epadena’s current leader seems to be a conqueror fixed on expanding by military might. It’s said that as for the countries adjacent to Epadena, without caring about cultural differences or ethnicities, they’ve been conquering all their neighbors and incorporating their land into Epadena through force.

    Since several small countries on Rindarl’s southeast border have become their vassal states, does this mean that Epadena has been receiving aid from Rindarl? However, I need to make sure.

    “However, isn’t something of this degree common in the south?”

    Otherwise, countries wouldn’t come into existence and fall so quickly in the south. Conflict is endless there, borders keep getting redrawn, countries expand or contract, or a new country becomes independent and causes more strife. I need to find proof that Rindarl was involved, either directly or indirectly.

    “Indeed. But, something changed recently about Epadena’s strategy when invading other countries. ……Epadena had been fighting their war with Nazric for four years, at a stalemate.”

    Four years. ……Four years, eh.

    Claudia next to me whispered something to Bellway, and he got up. The two of them are some of the only literate people around me, and while they take care of a narrower range of responsibilities, they often deal with numbers. Maintaining our combat strength, daily operations and administration, the flow of money necessary for all this.

    It takes a strong country to declare war. If you want to supply combat lines far away from your country, you need even more resources. For example, human resources for leading the army and its soldiers, logistics, a source of weapon production, other combat materials and food sources, and you also need a stockpile in the national treasury that can maintain the state of any newly conquered country and help in assimilating them in an orderly fashion.

    For countries that are constantly in danger of invasion from one another, to the extent where the map is constantly changing, they shouldn’t have the ability to come up with such national strength.

    “So, has Rindarl intervened?”

    “Oh, you’re quite perceptive. Rindarl…… or rather I should say, the Giograd Dukedom from Rindarl, they were trading weapons and resources to both Nazric and Epadena during the war. Perhaps I should say instead that Giograd was selling to both sides.”

    So, due to the intense, long war, Giograd was able to make an enormous profit by selling weapons and resources to both sides.

    “How was Epadena paying for all this?”

    There’s still a huge gap between the economic strengths of Giograd and Epadena, to the extent where they couldn’t possibly be trading equally with each other. In fact, Epadena’s war with Nazric was at a stalemate for four years. Judging by Epadena’s size on the map, it shouldn’t be a country like Arxia that still has the strength to develop economically while remaining at war for so long.

    So just what has Epadena been using to pay their debts? Just as I had a bad premonition, Margrave Freche smiled sardonically.

    “……By the way, Lady Kaldia, I don’t think that you’re as bad of a person as rumors in the royal capital are making you out to be.”

    “What?”

    Just what is this sudden topic, I was completely surprised, while the margrave shook his head.

    “Your strategy in that one battle doesn’t seem like it’s capable of being conceptualized unless you know what true evil is. Judging you to be overly cruel, that’s just the incompetent inland know-nothing nobles that have experienced nothing but peace for too long.”

    “……Ignorance in nobles is unforgivable.”

    “I know very well that they’ll cry just about anything. Anyways, back to the main point. What Epadena is paying to Giograd, is humans.”

    Humans…… My premonition came true, and I couldn’t help looking away from Margrave Freche for a moment.

    However, this makes it clear. Giograd’s objective for intervening in the south is slaves…… in other words, they view the southern countries as a manpower resource.

    Buying and selling humans, this is considered a great evil according to the teachings of the Ar Xia church, and it’s a serious crime in Arxia. As for my late father, after ruining the economy in Kaldia with his despotic laws, he sent the unemployed citizens to other domains as “laborers,” which he also used as a bribe to avoid paying national taxes.

    Although he managed to make it look on paper like it was just for labor, in actuality it was no different from him being a slave merchant. For this and all his other crimes, I would have ended up executed along with him when they were discovered, if I had never stopped him.

    Epadena’s basically doing what my father did. If they have nothing else to sell, sell humans.

    “Right now in Rindarl, the place that requires manpower the most would be Densel……”

    When I muttered that, Margrave Freche’s gaze became even sharper as he looked at me, and his expression also contained pity.

    But right now, I don’t have the time to care about what his emotions are. I need to consider what will happen on our currently stalemated eastern border, if Giograd supplies Densel with their recently acquired slaves.

    “……Is it something like that?”

    Although it’s in quite a roundabout manner, it seems that there’s a connection between the southern countries’ situation and our current eastern border defense problem.

    Currently the royal army is in charge of the battle against Densel. ……Without any prior knowledge, I doubt that they’d be able to handle the inhumane tactic of using slave soldiers. The knights in the royal army care too much about chivalry, it’s a weakness for them on the battlefield.

    “Twenty days ago, an envoy from Pactoshiki came to the southern border of my domain for the first time in eleven years, and gave me detailed information about the southern countries’ situation. Epadena is now in the process of conquering Jenhans. It seems that even in the countries that have allowed Epadena’s military to pass through, quite a large number of people are disappearing.”

    “Pactoshiki…… that’s one of the few countries with permission to trade with Arxia. Considering that they even sent an envoy to inform us, does this mean that we have a friendly relationship with Pactoshiki?”

    “That’s correct. A little over ten years ago, an Arxian merchant group seems to have visited Pactoshiki, and contributed greatly to its economic development. They also helped spread the teachings of the Ar Xia church there, and although I don’t know what will happen since Pactoshiki is so far away, Pactoshiki has also sent us an official request for protection, as a fellow country that believes in the Ar Xia church.”

    It seems that Pactoshiki’s main goal must be their official request, they must really view the development in the southern countries as dangerous if they’re requesting our aid when we’re so far away from them.

    ……A merchant group that visited Pactoshiki a little over ten years ago, this can only mean that the merchant who was executed for my crimes must have been among them. Meaning…… Kamil’s father.

    



    Chapter170 – The end result of four years

    

    The nobles were already beginning to return home, and it was late at night with the moon high in the sky. In order to retrieve Ratoka, we left the party and headed for the back door. So that the door guard wouldn’t notice us, our horse-drawn carriage was parked a little ways to the side of the road.

    Bellway went back first. He needs to write letters on my behalf, to let some other places know about what Margrave Freche just told me.

    At the time that we decided on beforehand, Ratoka came out. Seeing him, Claudia silently moved to the coachman’s seat.

    “……Thank you for your efforts, Elise. How was the result?”

    “I was pretty lucky. I think you’ll be satisfied with the information. ……Why are you glaring at me?”

    Ratoka was beginning to sweat and his face was paling, while he pouted his lips in dissatisfaction. Why am I glaring, he’s asking?

    “You got lucky? Is that so. Didn’t I tell you not to overdo things and put yourself at risk, you idiot!”

    My voice came out much louder and angrier than I expected. However, I wasn’t able to contain the hot emotion boiling in my stomach and get it under control.

    Ratoka’s left arm was completely swollen. He probably has a broken bone. While grinding my teeth, I used a thick fan as a substitute for a piece of wood, and wrapped some cloth around his arm in a makeshift splint.

    “Who beat you, and why?”

    If he had been able to acquire the intelligence successfully, he probably wouldn’t have been beaten by the security for being a suspicious person.

    In the first place, I had him infiltrate the archduke’s family’s servants. I knew that there was some risk involved. ……But the fact that Ratoka returned to me with a broken arm made my blood boil over.

    Normally, my anger should be directed at the people that dared to hurt a citizen of my domain, but right now my anger was being directed irrationally at Ratoka.

    But, I still know that being angry at Ratoka is unreasonable. So I desperately swallowed and pushed down my anger, until it was only a quiet whisper of rage.

    “A, a male servant…… Actually I shouldn’t have been beaten. It’s just that, there was a guy who was pestering the laundry woman that was my information source. So, in order to protect her, teehee.”

    What’s with that teehee. Don’t make it sound like your injury isn’t a big deal. Ratoka’s expression kept saying that it was nothing to him, and even though I just desperately pushed down my emotions, now irritation was welling up within me.

    “Rather than such a thing, be happier. Although I got injured, what about the archduke family’s situation? The laundry woman was a maid back in the day and knew about it. I was able to investigate properly for you. You want to know, right?”

    “Such a thing, you say……?”

    Even though his lips were so pale, he was still smiling, something feels off about his expression. And at the same time, I finally understood what emotion this was.

    “…………Got it. Report the information you obtained to me.”

    “Like I said, you don’t need to be so angry. I even worked so hard for your sake.”

    Both of our voices were tense. The atmosphere was filled with irritation as Claudia drove the horse-drawn carriage.

    “I’m not being angry now. I just said to give me a report. You may want to be praised, but unless you have results, your injury will have been in vain. Hurry up and tell me.”

    As expected, Ratoka deeply furrowed his eyebrows. Due to my irritation, what came out of my mouth sounded five times worse than what I intended, I realized this.

    “Just what are you saying! What are you unsatisfied with!? Don’t joke with me!!”

    “……That’s what I should be saying!! What am I unsatisfied with? You’re treating your own injuries too lightly!! You should be angrier, you should be in pain, you idiot! I said I wanted information on the archduke’s family, but rather than that, your body is more important!!”

    “What!? I’m important!? That’s……”

    “You are one of my citizens! Listen up, for a domain lord, their citizens are who they should protect first and foremost!! You got hurt carrying out such an unimportant task, and you’re treating it as trivial!? You’re the one who should stop joking around, don’t just debase your personal value as a citizen of Kaldia!!”

    With the momentum of my anger exploding, I was ranting, and when I finished I noticed Ratoka’s eyes were wide open in astonishment and he was frozen solid. My head was cooling down now. Eh, just now, why was I so angry? Embarrassment, anger, confusion, and even masochism, all those emotions welled up within me, and I reflexively covered my mouth.

    I couldn’t help but look, I noticed that Ratoka’s mouth was trembling.

    “Y, you, did, did you really mean that……?”

    “This is an order from your domain lord, forget everything you heard just now, get off the carriage, and run home.”

    “Impossible.”

    Now Ratoka’s shoulders were trembling as well. It feels like even a gust of wind could blow him over right now.

    Indeed, for me to have said the things I just did, I feel like there’s so much to laugh at. I mean, it’s such a slip of my character for me to say the things I really wanted in a fit of anger.

    But, I just couldn’t forgive Ratoka’s nonchalant attitude towards getting injured. And all the same, even if he returned without injuries, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if I wasn’t able to provide some security for him.

    “……You, this is…… This is what’s called trust – isn’t it?”

    –I expected Ratoka to explode at me, but opposite from what I was prepared for, his voice sounded shaky and almost teary.

    Huh? When I hurriedly looked directly at him, he was wiping tears from his smiling face with his uninjured arm’s sleeve.

    “Sigh – it took so, so long…… Later than me……. Honestly-”

    “Y, you’re noisy. ……Shut up, Elise. Also, use neutral gender pronouns instead of male ones, to refer to yourself.”

    With difficulty I managed to squeeze those words out, and all my emotions other than embarrassment had cleanly left me.

    



    Chapter171 – How to manipulate an argument

    

    Two days later, after a day of rest on an off day, I returned to noble school and greeted people around me as necessary, then I went to go greet Sieghart of my own volition for the first time.

    “Good morning, Sieghart. It’s a pity that I didn’t see you at the party two nights ago.”

    “Ahh, good morning, Kaldia. Well, actually…… I didn’t go to the birthday party at the archduke’s residence.”

    The general commander’s grandson sounded weaker than usual. When I looked at the center of the classroom, Eric and Grays, who had finally returned to class after such a long absence, were glaring angrily in Sieghart’s direction.

    Ahh, I have to deal with this early in the morning. I really didn’t want things to become like this because of me, Sieghart and Eric should be getting along with each other originally.

    “……I remember you said that you would participate, so what happened?”

    “The morning on the day of the party, my grandfather heard about what happened at school, and ordered me to stay at home and not participate in order to learn self-discipline. No, I should say that self-discipline was only an excuse. As a warrior, I must follow up on anything I say to the very end.”

    Oh? I see, it’s a boycott.

    General Commander Rolentsor’s style is to never stand down and withdraw from anything that has been decided upon. And it’s evident to see from the Arxian royal army, that he has a firm hold over them and strictly upholds the code of chivalry.

    The commotion that began from my win in the mock duel using tactics considered underhanded, has now become a direct confrontation between me and Sieghart on one side, versus Eric on the other side. In order to resolve this conflict, it depends on if Eric can officially take back his insults to me in front of everyone, this has already become a matter of nobles’ pride.

    “I see, so that’s what the general commander has done…… Then, Sieghart, I have something I’d like to request of you and your grandfather.”

    “Request?”

    “Yes. I’d like to resolve this situation. Definitely before it gets any bigger and the archduke hears about it.”

    “Wait a minute, the archduke? Just what exactly do you want me to do?”

    “Nothing that major. I’d just like for you to write a formal request letter, on my behalf.”

    Sieghart furrowed his eyebrows even deeper, indicating that he didn’t know what was going on.

    “……Kaldia, what are you plotting?”

    “What’s with that? Plotting, you make me sound like I’m up to something nefarious……”

    “My bad, your expression just now made me think that you had some evil scheme in mind, though.”

    Just what type of face was I making? I could have sworn that I didn’t allow my facial muscles to even twitch. Being a bit unsatisfied with myself, I couldn’t help but touch my cheek silently.

    I had Sieghart write a letter of formal request for Baron Eric Teal Dovadain to visit the Jugfena royal domain, as the representative on behalf of the royal family, the archduke’s family, and the House of Lords, in order to console the soldiers exhausted from the long, ongoing war.

    The official request letter to Eric was filled with formal, stuffy, speech, but that was the essence of the letter. Sieghart’s face kept twitching as he kept looking back and forth between the letter and me.

    “K, Kaldia…… are, are you serious about this?”

    “Of course. I already received consent yesterday from Earl Einsbark who’s in charge at Fort Jugfena, as well as Ergnade who’s the leader of the Jugfena knights, in fact they think it’s an interesting plan and will help me with my goal.”

    The grinning face of my adoptive father Ergnade appeared in my mind. Unlike for me, my plan had no benefits whatsoever for Ergnade and his brothers, they’re helping me mostly because they think it’s amusing.

    “Eh, but, Fort Jugfena is on the frontlines, right? How are we going to get the archduke to agree to sending his son Eric, even if Eric is only the second son, to the frontlines when Eric’s not even a military officer……”

    “No, Fort Jugfena isn’t on the frontlines, right now it’s just a military base supporting from the rear. Recently the House of Lords made a decision, and supplies are being stored there. There’s a simple hospital that’s been set up there, so it should be the perfect place for a consolation request.”

    “Ah, I see…… But, will Eric go there obediently?”

    “He’ll go. ……I can’t say the details, but at any rate the Upper House of Lords will have to send a person with an appropriately high enough rank as a commander to the front lines before the next battle.”

    Although I immediately shared the information I received from Margrave Freche with the eastern border, the army will be able to prepare for things in advance, but it can’t make a move.

    There are three separate chains of command for the soldiers on the border currently. The first and largest group is the royal army commanded by Marquis Rolentsor. The second group consists of Earl Einsbark and his Jugfena knights and commoner soldiers stationed at Fort Jugfena. And, the third group are the border domain nobles’ armies, meaning Margrave Genas’ army and the Kaldia army.

    The only group that’s allowed to move independently and attack without direct permission from the king, is the royal army. Of course, during war the other two groups have permission to respond to and deal with any Rindarl attacks, but in other words they aren’t allowed to decide attacks on their own. Basically, not all of our forces are allowed to make decisions on their own to engage the Rindarl troops.

    ……The laws regarding warfare are somewhat complex in Arxia, this is because Arxia primarily adopts a defensive strategy, but in times of war, there are provisions that also allow it to invade other countries. However, permission is needed from the king in order to attack enemy troops or territory, and we’re only permitted to invade countries that are currently attacking us. This type of law is in effect because Arxia views itself as a non-aggressive country, while leaving provisions in place to attack enemy countries if we are attacked first.

    The Sacred Code which is the origin of Arxia’s laws contained no mention of requiring the king’s permission. However, in order to not get involved in war and worsen the relationship with the neighboring countries, the non-aggression laws were enacted.

    ……Currently, the enemy is about to use slave soldiers forcibly drafted from a defeated country. I expect that the morale of the largest group of our soldiers on the border, the royal army, will take a huge hit from this. In order to prevent this, even if only a little – the king, or at least someone related to the king coming to visit and console the soldiers, it’s the most effective type of performance to boost their morale.

    Considering the scale of the battle, actually it should have been someone even higher ranked like Grays or the crown prince……. But with the risks involved, the House of Lords was willing to compromise and send Eric instead, that’s how I got my proposal passed through even the Upper House of Lords.

    Besides, in the formal, stuffy speech words of the official request to the archduke’s family, I hinted at knowing the archduke’s family’s secret problems. Remembering the information that Ratoka brought back to me on the archduke’s family, I smiled to myself. Marquis Rolentsor hates scandals more than anything, and the archduke definitely wouldn’t welcome a scandal either.

    So of course, the archduke wouldn’t interfere with sending Eric to console the soldiers, he was basically forced into having to send Eric.

    Obviously, in order to console the soldiers and rally their morale, a speech must be prepared for Eric to give to the soldiers.

    I’m already a person that’s a part of noble society. I’ll settle this problem using nobles’ methods. ……I’ve manipulated Eric into a situation where he’s going to be forced to swallow his pride and the insults he said against the soldiers.

    After Eric is dispatched to the border, I shall ask him to withdraw his previous remarks, and if he still doesn’t, it’ll become necessary for the archduke himself to resolve his own family’s situation. And besides, with this it should relieve some of Eric’s unresolved anger and maybe correct his personality issues, along with settling this entire problem.

    I see, I can understand now how it may have seemed like I was plotting something. But I was just trying to do what I thought was best for the security of Arxia, how odd.

    



    Chapter 172 – To Fort Jugfena

    

    I don’t know the details of the exact procedures that went on in the Upper House of Lords for the approval, but it seems they agreed to dispatch Eric to Fort Jugfena without incident. Since time was short, the notice for Eric came immediately.

    For some reason I was also included in the request to go to the frontlines, and so I requested a break from noble school. Even if the enemy slave soldiers are defeated or captured, what should be done with them if they’re captured, should they be executed, it’s highly likely that it’ll cause Arxia’s soldiers’ morale to greatly decrease as Arxia doesn’t have slavery. ……While I don’t want our main forces consisting of the royal army to lose morale, I don’t know how they’ll handle things, but I want to personally manage any slave soldiers that my Kaldia army captures, in the future.

    Maybe I’ll decide that I have the know-how to handle foreigners since I’ve absorbed the Shiru tribe into my domain already, or maybe I’ll decide to “dispose” of the slave soldiers and execute them immediately. Or, it could even be both.

    After I submitted a leave of absence notice to the Upper House of Lords, I was informed that I would be given a special examination to test my academic knowledge upon my return. In some ways, this resembles my previous world surprisingly closely.

    And so, I set out from the royal capital and headed for Fort Jugfena, together with Eric and Marquis Rolentsor, returning to the battlefield for the first time in half a year.

    It took two days to arrive at Fort Jugfena by horse-drawn carriage. I suppose it should be only natural that we’d rest at Kaldia which was on the way, right?

    For someone just recently promoted to an earl, to be visited by a member from the archduke’s family along with a marquis, this would normally never happen. Therefore, there’s only enough employees of at my Mansion of Golden Hills to maintain the place, there’s not enough people there to deal with these high-ranking guests.

    Bellway who was the current leader of the servants at the mansion, hurriedly hired some more people from the surrounding villages, and barely managed in time to make the arrangements to hospitably accommodate them.

    “……This is unbefitting of my ranking, it’s such a small place.”

    As always, the first words that Eric said were quite rude as he got off the horse-drawn carriage, but his tone didn’t sound like it was mocking anything, it sounded more reflexive.

    “Its owner probably didn’t think that she would receive a noble title promotion, by the next time she returned.”

    “Ah, right. Then again, no descendant of Kaldia would want to believe that any ancestor of theirs would gain accolades through winning with cowardly tactics, now would they?”

    “Indeed, I have no idea what kind of children I will have, or if I will even ever have children. If I think that my children could be like the previous domain lord of Kaldia, I think that I’d never have children in that case.”

    Of course, Eric’s not just referring to my father, he’s obviously talking about me as well. Just thinking about if my children would be able to kill people without flinching or batting an eye, it’s quite daunting to consider.

    Even though I made such a remark, Eric still sharply shrugged his shoulders and glared at me. It seems that my statement was unintentionally grating on his nerves.

    ……Ahh. I see. It’s not strange for my self-deprecating comments to have touched Eric’s nerves. Since I learned from Ratoka that Eric killed his own mother, and is so distant from his stepmother.

    For our departure on the following day, my soldiers of the Kaldia army were also making their preparations, as they were coming along as well. From here on I’m no longer going to go by horse-drawn carriage, I shall be leading them while riding Rashiok. In the past three years, with the successful integration of the Shiru warriors into my army, as well as an increasing number of villagers that have signed up for military service, my army’s undergone some expansion and I now lead them while riding Rashiok.

    It’s been a few months since I went off to noble school, but Rashiok seemed to be doing quite well. His snake-like tail kept wagging, and he was light on his feet as he rushed to me. He had an affectionate expression as I stroked his neck, and his ears were twitching as a sign of pleasure.

    “I’m sorry that I haven’t been able to see you lately. I would have liked to take you to the royal capital as well, but that would have been a little……”

    Even though he couldn’t communicate with me in my language, he desperately growled in return like he was trying to chat with me. Somehow it felt like I could understand what he meant, as I closed my eyes and continued stroking his neck.

    “My lord, you’re quite happy today for some reason, aren’t you?”

    “Mm?”

    Just like the previous time we went to Fort Jugfena together, Paulo was leading my horse for me, as he chimed in with his peaceful tone of voice. Somehow, this all feels quite nostalgic. Paulo’s gone through puberty since then and is much taller than last time, but it seems that his personality remained the same.

    “Ahh, ……at any rate there’s so many bothersome things in the royal capital. Although I can’t exactly relax and take it easy back in Kaldia, I wanted to come back here as soon as possible after finishing noble school. Rashiok is here as well.”

    “It’s not just Rashiok, we’re here as well. Because whenever my lord isn’t here, we wouldn’t have the occasional fancy food, so we wanted you to come back soon. Ahh, I wish I was born two years later. Then I would have been young enough to attend to you in the royal capital together with Athrun, it’s such a pity……”

    “What, you miss me just because of food? I’d like to distribute more abundant varieties of food throughout Kaldia, though. I hope this war gets settled soon so I can spend more time on Kaldia.”

    “Please keep up the good work. But, remember not to push yourself too hard.”

    Paulo hummed through his nose while making all these oh so casual comments, and he chuckled. In a horse-drawn carriage a little bit apart from us, I could sense the painful gazes of Eric and Marquis Rolentsor on us.

    



    Chapter 173 – Come to think of it, speaking of……

    

    Even though summer was just about over, when we arrived in the Jugfena royal domain, it still felt like the peak of midsummer. With the Amon Nor mountains to the east, hot air gets trapped in eastern Arxia. So of course, Jugfena will have higher temperatures than the royal capital, and while Kaldia is also warmer than the royal capital, it’s cooler than Jugfena due to the cold drafts that will sometimes blow down the Amon Nor mountains in Kaldia.

    “Hey. Thanks for your hard efforts in escorting them here. The Fort Jugfena knight order and I shall take it from here. ……You had to come here earlier than I expected. I was hoping that you’d be able to enjoy your school life a little longer.”

    Ergnade came out from the black iron fortress to welcome us. He probably has the position most suited for this task, as he’s the younger brother of the current Earl Einsbark with Wiegraf having taken over the title.

    “While the order did indeed come earlier than expected, there was no problem at all, as I’m always ready to move out at a moment’s notice. Ergnade, I thought you were on the frontlines……”

    “No, I was called back here a while ago. There have been no movements recently on the frontlines, so things have been left to my subordinates, and I’m basically in command now of scouting and reconnaissance. I never would have imagined though that you’d learn about such major enemy movements from Rindarl, while in the royal capital.”

    “Due to being away from the battlefield, perhaps it was easier for me to notice their roundabout actions. Besides, it was Margrave Freche that gave me this critical information.”

    “Ohh, Freche, eh. It seems that your network of connections is spreading at an astounding rate. The Rolentsor family, the Terejia family, the Moltons and the Freches, and my Einsbark family, the next one seems like it’ll be the archduke’s family.”

    “It was just luck that we were in the same class. She’s just fortunate to have the opportunity to know so many people.”

    Ergnade and I glanced over at Eric who was getting down from the horse-drawn carriage with a sullen expression on his face. He’s here primarily because he still wouldn’t withdraw his insults for the sake of his own name’s honor, so he’s in quite the bad mood. On top of that, he has to travel with me who he doesn’t like, so his mood was steadily worsening.

    “I see, he’s the one.”

    “Yes, he’s Baron Eric Teal Dovadain, representative of the Upper House of Lords.”

    Although the Einsbark family is deeply involved with the royal family and the Upper House of Lords, Ergnade basically almost never goes to the royal capital. This is his first time meeting Eric.

    “I guess I’ll guide him to my older brother. You should have your soldiers rest first. Just like always, we’ve left the second through fourth floors of the same southern building from before empty for your army. I’ll let you know when it’s time for dinner, so be ready.”

    “Understood. I thank you from my heart, for caring about the well-being of my soldiers.”

    “……I think that I wouldn’t mind though if you started responding ‘yes, father, thank you very much’ instead.”

    Ergnade finished our conversation by making a joke and slapping me lightheartedly on my shoulder, but I just stared at him in silence. I remember the strange expression from the last time I tried calling him father.

    Even before entering noble school, I was at Fort Jugfena, so I’m already familiar with the layout of this place and the location allotted for our usage. There was no argument over who would get what room, and everyone picked their own places, being used to this fortress already.

    “Just like always, the fourth floor will be reserved for my lord, along with Claudia, Oscar, me, and Teo.”

    “Ahh, you’ve taken the trouble of ensuring things. Thank you, Gunther.”

    “Not at all…… anyways, what should we do about Rashiok?”

    “Eh……?”

    I took a look at Rashiok who was resting in the empty space between the fort buildings and its wall, which was where I was taught how to wield the halberd so long ago by Ergnade, Rashiok looked comfortable there for some reason and didn’t seem like he wanted to move. Because we’re currently in a state of war, I can’t expect other military troops to help manage my draconis, and as the person responsible for him, I should be the one taking care of him. Well, Rashiok had been fine on his own until I got called here to Fort Jugfena, but……

    There was another draconis sitting there next to Rashiok. The other draconis was a bit smaller than Rashiok, has scales that were almost pure white, and its wings were a shade of vermillion. Well, since Rashiok seems to be larger than usual according to what’s in the books, I suppose this one should be about average size?

    From what I can tell, this draconis doesn’t seem to be one of Rashiok’s siblings. His siblings that were left here before at Fort Jugfena, should have similar colors to him, albeit with slightly different color tones on their wings.

    “Ah…… Well, aren’t they just pairing up?”

    Seeing me observe the two draconis, Gunther spoke up hesitantly.

    “Pairing up……?”

    “Probably. I don’t have any evidence though.”

    Pairing up…… Got it. Rashiok is already a mature draconis, it wouldn’t be strange if he finds himself a mate.

    I see, while thinking that, I looked away from the two draconis. When I think about how it could be his mate, I felt a little embarrassed to watch them any longer.

    “Come to think of it, speaking of finding a girlfriend…… Gunther, how about your end? Even Teo informed me earlier this spring that he’d gotten married.”

    When I mentioned what I just thought of to Gunther, he suddenly spat out his drink. ……Did I say something so strange to that extent?

    He’s already quite a bit past the suitable age for marriage, but well, considering the fact that he’s working in the army, there’s no helping it. But, something that can’t be helped even more is that he’ll soon be approaching the age where it’ll be too late for him to get married.

    I don’t know his exact age, but he should be about 20 years older than me, roughly. So at an estimate, he’s in his early 30s…… I see…… (TL note: Cast of characters indicates that Gunther is exactly 20 years older than Eliza, so he’s 33.) Just as I was thinking that he’s already at the age where I should be calling him uncle instead of viewing him as an older brother, Gunther glared at me, muttering “mind your own business, brat!”

    “If you have someone in mind, please hurry up and notify me. I will help you get married as fast as possible.”

    “What!? You’re annoying!”

    Gunther definitely seems to care about this subject at least a little, and another thing just happened to come into my mind. As for Claudia, just how is she doing in that regard? Expecting to hear anything out of her on this topic will be utterly useless, but according to her family’s wishes, she was intended to have found someone to marry in her early 20s, and she’s now 23.

    ……When I return to Kaldia, I need to check on this situation as early as possible. As one of my most trusted retainers, her marriage is something that has to do with me as well, after all.

    



    Chapter174 – Getting stepped on

    

    When Ergnade called for me to come to the dining hall for higher-ranked personnel, Wiegraf was already waiting there for me, smiling and waving hello. Maybe it’s because I have a closer relationship to the Einsbarks, I was called before Eric or Marquis Rolentsor.

    “Eliza-dono. I’m glad to see you well.”

    “Greetings, how are you doing, Earl Einsbark?”

    “Mm, I’m the same as always. It’s good that there haven’t been many injured soldiers lately. I’m also grateful to the Fort Jugfena knight order for helping bring my adopted niece here safely. Please, go ahead and enjoy this insignificant meal.”

    He waved at me and indicated my seat, which was right next to him. My adopted child relationship with Ergnade should extend only to the two of us, legally. What’s with him, calling me his adopted niece. I’ve never even heard of such a term.

    I think that my thoughts may have shown slightly in my facial expression, as Wiegraf tilted his head with a hm? expression.

    “Don’t make such a face, you should just give up and accept being called an adopted niece by my older brother.”

    As I sat on the chair, I casually avoided looking at him. Back when Ergnade first proposed that I become his adopted daughter, he made a comment that I wasn’t sure if it was a joke or not, asking if his family had discussed adoption with me yet. Then afterwards, letters indeed arrived from Wiegraf and Volmar for additional adoption proceedings, causing my cheeks to twitch just thinking about it. That was still back when I had no military achievements yet, so I declined politely, saying that there would be no benefits for them, but……

    “I already receive plenty of protection from Ergnade, any more than this is……”

    “Indeed. In fact, perhaps in a few years Ergnade may be the one receiving your protection.”

    “……Surely you jest.”

    Although he’s the third son, Ergnade is the direct descendant of the now Marquis Einsbark who’s ruling over the northern domains given to him that was confiscated from the Nordsturms. On top of that, he’s the leader of the Fort Jugfena knights, a powerful position. For an upstart like me to reverse the power balance between us in just a few years, it’s inconceivable.

    “Ahh, okay, that was a joke. However, your name is now known far and wide, so I’ll be delighted if you contact me about adoption as well at any time. As long as it’s before you officially become an adult, even a secondary adoption is okay. After all, it’ll be too late if we wait another few years.”

    Wiegraf was chuckling much like his father would have. ……I think that those from the Einsbark family can’t help it, they love joking around too much to the extent where they even joke about serious matters.

    The atmosphere in the dining hall remained jovial, until Eric finally arrived. Apparently he must have been uncomfortable eating with people so closely connected to me, he only responded curtly to Wiegraf’s welcome.

    As I explained the situation at school between Eric, Sieghart, and me to the Einsbarks beforehand, Wiegraf and Ergnade were rather lukewarm in their attitudes toward Eric, but he didn’t seem to notice. Well, it’s better if he doesn’t notice. There’s nothing as troublesome as a child that’s throwing a tantrum – I couldn’t help but think back to what happened with Ratoka several years ago.

    “……no time to relax. There’s an immense enemy army of more than 100,000 soldiers, including at least 30,000 slave soldiers, that will soon be pressing up against our borders. That’s why I went to the trouble of returning here to the border, at top speed.”

    Eric’s irritation level seemed to reach its maximum, right as we had stopped making idle chatter and were discussing methods to deal with the enemy slave army. Just as I was giving them the bad news, I glanced over at Eric, wondering if I had left him alone for too long.

    “Wonderful. Knowing the exact severity of the danger you’re dealing with, is one of the most important things on the battlefield.”

    Ergnade was grinning as he made such a comment. Since I had given him such bad news, I didn’t expect that he would praise me. Eric was now looking at Ergnade with a blank expression of amazement.

    “However, the enemy soldiers haven’t arrived on our borders quite yet. According to our scout teams, it doesn’t seem like their reinforcements have already reached the frontlines. We use draconis that have excellent senses which can detect enemies from afar and read the wind. When the enemy’s troops amass and attack our border, we’ll be informed beforehand, so rest assured.”

    “……Draconis.”

    Was it the one I saw? Eric’s face seemed to be distorting into a sullen expression again. He looked at me for an instant, and he furrowed his eyebrows even deeper. Does he have something against Rashiok? Although, Rashiok was by my side during our entire trip here, so I don’t think Rashiok has ever done anything to him before.

    Then, Eric suddenly changed his distorted expression into that of a smile as he spoke up.

    “If the draconis is such a useful beast, wouldn’t you also like one for a personal bodyguard, eh, Marquis Rolentsor? I was thinking this on the way as well, but a draconis seems like a suitable beast for the future king to ride. If its sense of smell can detect people from so far away, it must also be able to detect poisons and metals. As such, don’t you think it would make an excellent gift for the royal family?”

    I was speechless. I could sense the malice dripping from Eric’s words, this was a direct attack against me. Other than me, all the people here were closer to the “future king” than I am.

    ……I see. So, he wants to separate Rashiok from me? I could hear the sound of my teeth beginning to grind unconsciously.

    



    Chapter175 – Gaze into the abyss

    

    “I see, indeed that may be the case.”

    Marquis Rolentsor nodded. At seeing that the marquis obviously agreed with him, Eric shot me a triumphant look for an instant. I avoided his gaze, and looked at my spoon instead.

    “Then, shall we make an agreement about the next baby draconis you receive here?”

    “I believe that their breeding season is in spring. I don’t know when we’ll be fortunate enough to acquire another baby draconis, but I’ll make the arrangements.”

    The next moment, Marquis Rolentsor and Wiegraf were making a gentleman’s agreement for a future baby draconis, while I could see Eric with a stupefied expression, as if he was saying “huh?”

    Well, he wanted to separate Rashiok from me by any excuse, but unfortunately for him, a draconis never changes its master. There’s no records in history of what a draconis may do if it’s forcibly separated from its master, as it’s never been done before, considering the fact that draconis are both extremely rare and powerful.

    “……If it’s to be a draconis for royalty, I think a silver-white one would have a better appearance. While silver-blue is also a rare color, silver-white stands out more and complements the royalty.”

    I remembered the white draconis that was getting close to Rashiok earlier today, so of course Ergnade and Wiegraf must also know about that draconis, as they were grinning. It feels like they must intend to plan on using that draconis instead in a future breeding plan.

    Whether or not one of Rashiok’s children will become a royal draconis is something I don’t know, after all, there were three of Rashiok’s siblings that were sent here to Fort Jugfena before, and two of them were female. Judging by the evidence that a wild draconis actually came here as well, due to the fortress being located at the feet of the Amon Nor mountains, the draconis here will have a much easier time finding a breeding partner, than Rashiok who usually travels around with me.

    Eric’s face showed that his mood was even worse now due to things not going his way, and everyone else was also showing cold expressions. Well, that’s just how things are. And when you think about it, a draconis with only one wing like Rashiok wouldn’t make a suitable gift for the royal family. Besides, I’m not sure Rashiok would enjoy that type of atmosphere either, being with the royal family.

    Apart from all that, even if it was allowed, it would only be the king or the crown prince that would receive a draconis, certainly not a second son from the archduke’s family born from a concubine who was sent close to the frontlines without much resistance.

    ……Without letting others know, I sighed mentally. Although I didn’t intend to denigrate Eric’s status for the way he was born, I realize that it’s a fact of life in this world that your parents determine your social status from the time you were born, and I feel like it’s affected my way of thinking just a little.

    If I had been born a commoner in this world, then I would just be a commoner. But I was born into a noble family like the Kaldias, and the blood of that unimaginably evil family runs in me.

    Early next morning, before Eric’s scheduled speech for the soldiers, Fort Jugfena was already on full alert and combat ready at a moment’s notice. Before sunrise, enemy scout troops had been detected invading the border. Of course, Fort Jugfena didn’t have the luxury of just letting them do as they liked without responding, so our soldiers went out and captured all the enemies.

    “It seems that all the captured enemies have been branded with slave markings. Until we decide what to do with them, I’ll leave them here, is that alright?”

    “I can lend you our prison, that’s fine.”

    “I see. Then, I shall borrow the key to the prison from you for the time being, and imprison them in the two-floor underground dungeon below the training grounds.”

    I had that conversation with Wiegraf earlier this morning, and I was now holding on to a heavy key ring. While playing with the keys, causing a jangling sound, I took Gunther and Ratoka with me, to the underground dungeon where the slave soldiers were imprisoned.

    If the enemy scouts have arrived, their main army will be attacking at any moment. Ergnade and Marquis Rolentsor have already taken some soldiers to our most frontline position. I wanted to confirm the status of the slave soldiers as soon as possible before it was decided what to do with them.

    “Elise, Gunther, if you’re feeling uncomfortable, feel free to leave the dungeon immediately.”

    After letting both of them know that they could leave if they wanted, I unlocked the heavy door and descended the steps down into the dungeon. I imagined a dungeon like the one underground in my Mansion of Golden Hills, but this one wasn’t in such bad taste. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all made of polished stone, although the air inside was a bit stuffy. The slave soldiers were locked together in a big jail cell in the back, and as we approached, some of them noticed and were looking at us.

    ……There’s no light of life in their eyes at all. I reflexively looked back at Ratoka behind me. Back when I was talking to him while he was in my jail cell, he had those same eyes.

    “What?”

    “Nothing……”

    I turned my head back around, and began inspecting each of the captured slave soldiers one by one. They’re mostly silver-haired, tan-skinned children around my age, which are physical characteristics that you wouldn’t see in Arxia, they appear quite malnourished, and they were huddling close to each other with exhausted expressions. From among them, I noticed one who was observing me quite closely. Even when I looked directly at him, he didn’t try to avert his golden eyes, and I beckoned to him.

    “You there, come out front.”

    After calling him, I regretted making him come out front, because when he stood up and I could see him more clearly, he was dragging his thin body as he supported himself with his hand along the wall. This slave soldier who seemed just a little bit older than me, was missing his right leg.

    



    Chapter176 – Listening to the boy’s circumstances

    

    “Ah……”

    At almost the exact same time, Ratoka also noticed that the slave soldier boy was missing his right leg, and both of us exclaimed in unison.

    ……Come to think of it, this is the first time I’ve met someone who’s missing an arm or a leg. I haven’t been on the battlefield for long enough, so I haven’t seen enough injured soldiers yet.

    The slave soldiers would have already been inspected for weapons before locking them up in here, but they were just wearing ragged cloths that were unable to conceal anything. Consider how thin and weak they all appear, I doubt that our soldiers would treat them violently.

    When they were captured, I heard that they put up almost no resistance, and I suppose that throwing an injured slave like this boy into a unit consisting of only young slave soldiers would be only natural. As I was thinking so, the boy who was now standing seemed to be in pain, standing up with great difficulty.

    “Do you, want, something?”

    His voice was listless and dry. While he had an accent, he was speaking in Arxian. I hid my surprise.

    “How and where did you learn the Arxian language? I recall that Nazric never had any interactions with Arxia.”

    I answered him in the Nazric language, and it was easy to tell that the boy was stunned. Although his expression didn’t change much, his eyes indicated that my words stirred some emotions deep within him. For an injured slave soldier like him to be unreasonably forced to join a scout unit, it was evident that he was exhausted as would be natural, but I could also tell that he’s the type to suppress his emotions. Meaning, he’s the same type as me.

    “…………”

    He seemed lost for words, and desperately kept squinting his eyes. It would appear that he’s carefully considering his words. This is something that isn’t possible for ordinary commoners. Now then, just who is he? This boy.

    “……I’m, probably not who you think I am. While Nazric indeed never had any direct contact with Arxia, it’s actively traded before with other countries that in turn trade with Arxia. For us smaller southern countries, the development of the huge northern country of Arxia could influence our very fates. My country Nazric desperately studied knowledge about Arxia. This information was drilled into us. I learned Arxian in class as part of that knowledge……”

    I nodded in response to the flood of information that suddenly came pouring out of this boy who seemed only slightly older than me. As I took a step closer, the boy seemed to shrink back in fear of me. I thought for a moment on what to do, then I mentally snorted at myself because I had already decided what I should do already. I will do it just because I want to, although it could be said that it wouldn’t be very noble-like of me.

    Fortunately, this time it was very clear to me just what I should do.

    “Elise, go to Ergnade and report to him that I’m removing a prisoner from the dungeon. Gunther, please give him some of our provisions, and make sure he receives some food. Also, summon Oscar over to me.”

    As I abruptly ended the conversation with the boy and gave brief, direct orders to my two subordinates behind me, I could tell that everyone here was looking at me with various feelings. In the captives’ listless eyes, I could finally see another emotion.

    Being surrounded by me, Oscar, Ratoka, and Claudia, the boy from earlier who may have been feeling pressured by all of us seemed to have calmed down after eating some food we gave to him, but when I asked him what his name was, he choked up again. He said earlier that he wasn’t who I thought he was, meaning that he wasn’t a noble or royalty after all, so why was it that he had so difficulty saying his own name? Seeing that I was furrowing my eyebrows, he hurriedly explained things to me.

    From what he told me, Rindarl forbade their slaves to use their names, and called them by numbers instead. If someone was found calling others by their names or using their own name, they would be punished severely.

    It’s an inhumane slavery system. I thought back to my battle at Ritox Plateau late last year. Considering the fact that I impaled and burned Rindarl prisoners of war to death back there, should I really be lecturing Rindarl about what’s inhumane?

    “Well? In the end, what’s your name supposed to be?”

    Ratoka interrupted from behind, saying he couldn’t believe such a ridiculous story, but I told the boy to ignore Ratoka, and with a bit of a bewildered expression, he answered that his name was Vanita.

    “Ok then, Vanita. I think you understand that I need to find out some information from you, so first tell me what you have to say about Rindarl, and how it was that you came to be here.”

    “We…… because I have some knowledge about Arxia, I was brought here. We were sufficient as scouts, and if we were captured and killed, I heard that it would lower Arxia’s morale.”

    I also found out from Vanita that the scout unit consisted of slave children brought from various different places. And, everyone had some friends or relatives that were also enslaved, whose lives would be forfeit if a slave betrayed Rindarl. Before they departed, there was also a rumor spread around that a few of them were real Rindarl child soldiers infiltrating the slave unit, spying on them, so while the slave children were on their way to Arxia, none of them, including Vanita, had considered betraying Rindarl at that time.

    “Before you departed, do you know where their main forces were located?”

    “I don’t know the direction because there were no landmarks…… I was brought to a building that they constructed with stone walls, and given instructions there. Before then, everyone had been together, with their family members and friends that are now hostage. After that, we were blindfolded, put on horses, and we arrived at some forest, then we walked all the way towards this black iron fortress that we could see from the forest.”

    “What exactly was your group ordered to come here and find out?”

    As scouts, they’re still far too young, and as far as I can tell, none of them have even received any military training. Well, there’s the possibility that a few of them have been trained as scouts before, but either way, they should have been given some specific mission, instead of being sent here aimlessly just to lower our morale.

    Vanita took a good look at me. Then, with fear in his voice, he spoke up again.

    “……Our job was to see if there was a black-haired, red-eyed child here. A demon that drinks people’s blood, we were supposed to find out if Earl Kaldia was currently at Fort Jugfena.”

    His voice left quite a deep impression because he was clearly being serious, while Oscar, Ratoka, and Claudia suddenly looked at me.

    –After thinking for a moment, I shook my head slightly. For the time being, let’s trust this boy’s words.

    



    Chapter177 – Trustworthiness

    

    Rather than not trusting the information Vanita gave me about being a slave soldier, I didn’t trust what he told me about himself. Not minding the fact that my room was now dark, I kept thinking back to what he told me.

    Being chosen because he was a child who learned about Arxia before, it sounds like there’s nothing wrong with his story. But, even with having received some education before, his story sounded too logical…… that’s just the feeling I got.

    There was nothing extra or insufficient in his story, and it was quite coherent. Such skills in the art of conversation come only come with training, he must be a person who knows how to apply his knowledge.

    Unfortunately, I know almost nothing about Nazric to begin with, but Vanita gave me a deep impression that he was more intelligent than he should be. I definitely need to confirm his story again from another child, but the problem is who to choose.

    According to Vanita’s story, the slave children were spying on each other, and that there was the possibility of real trained child soldiers from Rindarl mixed in with them.

    So, I need to carefully consider just who to ask questions of next. ……But, I don’t have the time to leisurely decide. Since we’re now on active combat alert, and battle could begin at any moment, I have to command my Kaldia army, attend meetings with the other leaders, write reports on logistics and supplies, review information…… in addition to that I have to pay attention to the actions of other nobles and the House of Lords, confirm and follow the royal capital’s orders…… it’s almost enough to give me a headache, I have a mountain of work piled up.

    “Um, hey.”

    While thinking about what to do next, I heard Ratoka as he entered my dark room with a lit candlestick. When I looked at him to encourage him to go on, he seemed a bit lost on what to say. It was a bit similar to Vanita’s atmosphere from earlier today, but also somewhat different. Either way, Ratoka was being hesitant.

    “……Um. Is it alright if I go visit the underground dungeon?”

    “You’d like to talk with the captives?”

    I didn’t think that it had that much to do with him, but I could also understand why he cared.

    “Ah, there was something, that caught my attention.”

    I couldn’t help tilting my head at how vague he was being. Then, Ratoka spoke up again in a small voice.

    “Ah, no, um. It’s fine if you didn’t notice anything.”

    “……What was it that caught your attention?”

    I must have missed what he noticed, so I briefly ordered him to tell me. I don’t know if it’s because we’ve known each other for so long, or if because Ratoka usually doesn’t talk about this sort of thing with me, I feel like he’s being far too roundabout and needs to get to the point.

    “Um…… I was wondering whether it would bother you if I talked to the prisoners. ……Sorry.”

    I couldn’t help but be speechless at what finally came out of his mouth after much hesitation. His hesitance, plus the apology that he felt necessary to add at the end, told me what I needed to know.

    ……Ratoka has been immensely affected by my lack of trust towards others, and even now he’s being greatly influenced by me. As my body double, I share almost everything with him. Now I know that trust is a mutual relationship, accumulated over time, this is something that I’ve learned myself through experience.

    Because of his silly outburst in the horse-drawn carriage a few days ago, I foolishly believed that would clear the air between us of any remaining ill feelings. But he seems to believe that I still don’t trust him completely. Something which has been ongoing for so many years, wouldn’t disappear so easily, I see now.

    “-No, sorry. About that, I’m the one who should apologize.”

    It felt like there was mud congesting my chest, as I chose my words as carefully as possible and said them directly, which finally caused Ratoka’s expression to become less tense.

    “R, ridiculous. Because you and I aren’t of equal status, it’s only natural that I should apologize if you don’t believe in me, and that you should be doubtful of me. ……I know at least that much.”

    Even while saying that we weren’t equals, as if I wasn’t there, Ratoka stole my cup of cold black tea from my hand and gulped it all down. Hmph, I almost wanted to snort and laugh out loud at his incongruous behavior.

    “Okay, go ahead. In fact, I was just wanting to give someone the order to go observe the prisoners. I’ll leave it to you, Elise.”

    “Understood, ‘my lord.’”

    Ratoka exited the room, as he addressed me by the title my soldiers usually did, a title that he normally would never use for me.

    



    Chapter178 – Condolences

    

    In wartime, Arxia’s army basically has only one overall strategy.

    First, defend against the opponent’s attacks. Second, wait for the enemy army to retreat, be defeated, or annihilated, then counterattack. Third, quickly achieve preset goals, such as occupying strategically important locations. It’s quite a simple pattern, maintained by Arxia’s huge standing army.

    Well then, the enemy’s scouts have invaded our border, so Ergnade and Marquis Rolentsor already took some troops to the frontlines. However, the few soldiers that they took with them fall into pattern one, they’re squads that are meant for defending this fortress. Fort Jugfena’s main forces are still currently stationed here.

    Before Marquis Rolentsor finishes giving orders on the frontlines and returns, Eric is supposed to give a speech to the troops stationed here on behalf of the Upper House of Lords, and – he has several other tasks he needs to accomplish.

    “Just what is it, you say I have work to do.”

    When I informed Eric who leisurely came to my room like he had all the time in the world that he had work to do, he made an expression that indicated he felt it was bothersome. Since he’s asking what he has to do though, instead of outright refusing, it seems at least he hasn’t forgotten what he came here to do.

    “Consolations. There’s a makeshift hospital that’s been set up at this fortress to accommodate injured soldiers. For the royal army themselves, I’ve heard that it’s Marquis Rolentsor who’s personally consoling the troops on the frontlines, and he outranks even the archduke on military matters.”

    “Mmm…… Hey, why do you know? You have nothing to do with the royal army, right?”

    “No, because I’ve established a personal knight order, I have the position of an informal military officer in the royal army.”

    The owner of a knight order isn’t included as one of the members. However, the owner will be registered in name only as a military officer in the royal army. This system is in place to remind us that personal knight orders belong to the country first and foremost, before belonging to any individual. It’s only a nominal job title, and doesn’t even come with a salary like a normal military rank would.

    ……Although it’s supposed to be in name only, because of it I’m now basically being treated as Eric’s babysitter, and from time to time I’m also treated as a military officer similar to Ergnade and the others. While I’m also rewarded for my achievements, there’s something I still don’t understand. I had no intention of becoming a full-fledged military officer, so why was it that somehow people were treating me as one, without me realizing it?

    Well, I also know that Ergnade is rewarded handsomely for his achievements in combat, so I can somewhat understand. And for the Kaldia domain that’s certainly no economic powerhouse, reward money is always welcome.

    According to Arxian military law, informal military officers are basically treated like outsourced jobs. And since there’s no concept of outsourcing fees here, reward money isn’t paid by the military budget, but treated as a private expense instead.

    “This is an order from Earl Einsbark, that Baron Dovadain should finish meeting with and consoling the soldiers here before General Commander Rolentsor returns.”

    “……Ah, got it. I’ll go.”

    Was he getting too bored these past few days, he listened to me easier than I expected.

    The makeshift hospital where Eric was to do his consolations, was just a simple extension of the medical office in the fort. Even so, it was also a place where many seriously injured soldiers had returned to from the frontlines, as Fort Jugfena was currently in the rear of the frontlines.

    “Urk……!”

    Eric entered the nursing area with an unwilling, frowning expression, but the moment he stepped into the room, he caught his breath.

    Soldiers were all over the room – no, perhaps I should say former soldiers. Many of them were missing an arm or a leg, or badly burned, it was clear to see that they were in excruciating pain.

    “Eric-sama, there’s no need to hesitate, please go and console each of them individually and ask how they are doing. None of the patients in this room will be able to fight on the battlefield anymore, and now they’re just waiting to be picked up by their own domains and families.”

    The doctor informed Eric about the soldiers here, but Eric seemed frightened, as he backed away from the patients’ beds.

    “……Urgh, …………”

    The doctor and I shook our heads slightly at Eric’s reaction. While I had expected he would be shocked, it seems that the soldiers in this room were still too much for him.

    There are no lightly injured soldiers in this hospital. In the first place, the lightly injured wouldn’t need to return from the frontlines. The only ones here were those that were seriously injured, to the point where they wouldn’t be able to move or fight. Although I explained the situation here to Eric beforehand, because Eric lives a daily life with no bloodshed whatsoever, he has no way of comprehending the sight before him, even though he has knowledge about it.

    If it had been the crown prince or Grays here however, I doubt either of them would have been as shaken as Eric. They should have received an education to expect such things.

    Now then, how will Eric go about consoling these soldiers? My job was just to bring him here, and in the end, I’m not connected to the royal army soldiers like he is, so I can’t replace him to console these soldiers on his behalf. Besides, that would completely destroy Eric’s image.

    ……How annoying. Why is it that I have to do something like educate a boy that’s my age? Well, it was my idea in the first place to give him a taste of the real world out there to help him mature, so I guess it can’t be helped.

    



    Chapter179 – Traumatic

    

    Well then, it happened just as I was mentally sighing about Eric..

    “Eeeee!! Why, why is the vampire here!? Noooooo!! I don’t want to die, I don’t want to dieeee!!”

    Suddenly, a crazed shouting arose from the corner of the nursing room. I clicked my tongue at being called a vampire, while the doctor headed over to see what was going on. Eric was frozen in shock for a moment with his shoulders trembling, then he looked around the room aimlessly.

    “Please calm down, don’t get excited! Someone! Sedatives!”

    “No! No!! There’s so many, I don’t want to be the vampire’s bait anymore!!”

    “Why is the vampire back here!? I thought the vampire was currently at noble school!!”

    “I can’t even fight anymore! Stop it, I don’t want to kill anymore or die!! I can’t even fight anymore, I’m even missing a leg now!!”

    With the first scream getting everyone’s attention, subsequent screams arose all at once, and the room suddenly was awash in commotion. I detected many eyes on me, containing clearly negative emotions such as condemnation, contempt, and fear. The doctor hurriedly ushered me out of the nursing room, and like he was attached to me, Eric came following after.

    When I closed the door to the adjacent room in an attempt to block out the sound, I finally let go of a heavy sigh.

    Among the royal army’s soldiers, my infamous reputation is commonly known. They seem to be strongly emotionally opposed to me due to my methods of attacking enemy units and dealing with enemy prisoners, which runs directly contrary to their ideals of chivalry and benevolence.

    I hadn’t taken into consideration that my appearance would cause them mental trauma…… even through the closed metal door, I could still hear the doctors and soldiers dealing with the panic that my appearance caused, and I unconsciously chewed my lower lip.

    For them, I’m a symbol of death, violence, and the battlefield. As the hubbub continued in the distance, my emotions felt like they were condensing into something leaden.

    “Baron Dovadain, my apologies. It seems that the place where you were to give your condolences has become chaotic. I shall let Earl Wiegraf Einsbark know that I’ll have some other person take you here again on another day, so you can return to your room now.”

    Eric seemed unable to comprehend the situation at all, he just kept staring with a frozen expression on his face at the closed door leading to the nursing room as I talked to him. He finally looked at me when I finished speaking, with an expression of utter confusion.

    “T, that just now…… what was that about? Why is it that, our own country’s soldiers fear you so much?”

    “……The battlefield is a place that easily damages people’s hearts.”

    While urging Eric to walk out of here with me, I decided to answer him. I had thought that it was necessary to educate him anyways, so I suppose this could be a good opportunity. When he visits here again to give his condolences, it’ll be better if he’s able to handle it better and come up with some words to say.

    “For enemies on the battlefield, it means that you’re fighting each other and trying to kill each other, which can create a sense of denial and mental suffering in humans. And as Eric-dono already knows, I’ve already killed many enemies mercilessly, even prisoners. The injuries those soldiers from earlier received caused them to have weak hearts because they don’t ever want to return to the battlefield again. So, without being able to distinguish between allies and enemies, anything that reminds them of the battlefield causes them to be terrified.”

    “Damaged hearts……”

    “Injuries and death don’t only happen to your body, it can also happen to spirits. For example, it’s incredibly common for a person to have a phobia of fire if they were burned before, and all living creatures fear pain that they understand the cause behind. In order to keep living, in order to not die, they fear getting injured.”

    While giving a basic explanation of psychological damage to Eric, I also thought about my own citizens. The hellish life that they had under my late father’s rule, scarred their hearts deeper than anyone. Although it was necessary, what followed after with my and Earl Terejia’s rule amounted to what was essentially shock therapy. I felt a sense of regret that I wasn’t able to take better care of their hearts.

    “…………You.”

    From behind me, Eric said only one word, with nothing else to go on, not even a question.

    “Me?”

    I had no idea what he was trying to say, and I tilted my head as I asked him back. Eric himself seemed unsure what to ask me, he was furrowing his eyebrows deeply.

    “……You, um, well, didn’t personally kill those enemy soldiers, did you?”

    He finally ended up asking me a question in quite a roundabout manner. Even though the royal army also consists of commoners, their pride wouldn’t even let them consider a tactic like the one I used before. Since they’re not even in the same chain of command as me, they’ve never even participated directly in battle together with the infamously villainous me.

    “…………Are you really fine? Acting like nothing happened, even with something like that,”

    He trailed off with a whimper as I glared at him. While his words were cut off, I perfectly understood what he was trying to say.

    “They simply weren’t my citizens.”

    I shrugged as I answered him. I didn’t mention if I was fine or not.

    I could sort of say that I was fine, but it’s also partially true that I wasn’t. Right now my feelings are sleeping deep within me, and unlike my citizens, maybe they’ll come up floating to the surface again at a time that I can’t control.

    


    


