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      Prologue


      They say there are many points in one’s life when fate diverges dramatically. It was after finishing his first year in the Royal Academy and upon returning to Ehrenfest that Wilfried experienced one such point for himself.


      There were only three people in the archduke’s office: Wilfried, Karstedt, and the archduke himself. The tension in the room was so thick that one could have cut through it with a knife; it was extremely rare for Sylvester to dismiss their retainers and speak to his son not as the aub, but as a father. The purpose of their discussion, Sylvester revealed, was to gauge what Wilfried thought about being engaged to his adopted younger sister, Rozemyne.


      “I’ve arranged this talk so I can hear your opinion away from anyone who might try to sway you,” Sylvester said. “So, what do you think about this?”


      Wilfried hadn’t the slightest idea why an engagement was being proposed with Rozemyne, of all people. He knew that many other duchies had taken an interest in meeting with and even marrying her, considering the trends she had started in the Royal Academy—he had even replied to many such potential suitors by alluding to the possibility that her marriage prospects would be settled at the upcoming Archduke Conference. Not once, however, had it occurred to him that he might be the one engaged to her.


      “Considering that she’s an archduke candidate who came first-in-class and already has powerful friends, I had assumed she was going to marry someone from a high-ranking duchy,” Wilfried replied cautiously.


      “You’re right. And if she were a normal archduke candidate, that’s what I would have done. But we can’t risk sending Rozemyne to another duchy.”


      A normal archduke candidate...? The peculiar response gave Wilfried pause; Sylvester clearly knew something that he didn’t.


      Everyone in the Royal Academy had been talking about how abnormal it was for Rozemyne to have placed first-in-class even after spending two years in a jureve, but this felt like more than that. It was as though Sylvester was referring to something even more abnormal, even more significant... But those concerns faded away as Sylvester started listing off more standard reasons they couldn’t allow her to go.


      “As you know, I adopted Rozemyne to spread the industries she started in the temple throughout the duchy. Nobody knows more about them than she does, so we suffered a lot during the two years she was asleep. The new industries haven’t yet taken root in Ehrenfest; in fact, my guess is that we’ll need at least another ten years before they do.”


      Perhaps it should have come across as odd to Wilfried that a supposed child was developing industries for personal gain before she had even been baptized or that she knew the most about these industries when Ferdinand was in the temple as her guardian. But he had seen her fount of knowledge and crippling obsession with books firsthand, so he accepted Sylvester’s words without any particular doubts.


      “It does make sense that keeping Rozemyne unmarried for ten years isn’t an option when other duchies are already expressing interest in her...” Wilfried mused. It was one thing to have a man remain unwed, but unmarried women were considered past their prime after entering their twenties. If they intended to marry her into another duchy, it would need to be within the next six or seven years; ten simply wasn’t an option.


      “Right. Not to mention, if we were to marry Rozemyne off into a higher-ranking duchy, we can assume it would soon start its own thriving printing industry,” Sylvester said. “And that wouldn’t exactly be good for Ehrenfest.”


      Rozemyne’s obsession with books was no laughing matter—anyone could see that she would start spreading printing wherever she went, and if she were married into a prosperous duchy with excessive wealth and manpower, their progress in the industry would surpass Ehrenfest’s in the blink of an eye.


      Wilfried immediately came to realize that, as the archduke, his father was making the right decision in stopping Rozemyne from marrying into another duchy.


      “Plus, there’s way too much uncertainty with her,” Sylvester continued. “We don’t know if she’s too sickly to bear children, and while Ferdinand says she’s been getting healthier by the day since waking up from the jureve, we’ve got no proof she’ll stay healthy forever.”


      Prior to the poisoning incident, Rozemyne had been so weak that running around or getting hit with a snowball was enough to make her collapse. She was showing gradual improvement, but would she recover enough to be fully healthy? Those who married into other duchies as first wives would often find their hold on their position becoming extremely precarious if they were unable to have children.


      “And that’s not all. Rozemyne’s obsession with books makes her painfully shortsighted, and she speaks and acts in ways that are completely inappropriate for a noble. Sure, she’s achieving top grades, but her poor behavior makes her a problem child. She’s caused you a lot of problems in the Royal Academy, right? Imagine the damage she might do if she moved to another duchy.”


      Rozemyne’s... a problem child...?


      Sylvester had spoken with a wry smile, as though he expected nothing but agreement... but in truth, Wilfried was shocked beyond words. Despite having only recently been baptized herself, Rozemyne had identified the serious gaps in his education and then composed for him a learning schedule centered around resources she had made herself. She had completed her studies as a member of the archducal family while at the same time performing her duties in the temple, somehow managing to learn in a matter of days that which had taken Wilfried an entire month. But most shocking of all, despite having slept for two years after protecting Charlotte, she had still managed to come first-in-class in the Royal Academy, achieving better grades than literally all of her peers.


      And yet, Sylvester was calling her a problem child. Wilfried felt a wave of disappointment wash over him; the girl who had set the bar at a seemingly unattainable height was now no better than he was. It was as though something he had considered a paragon of perfection had suddenly been revealed to have been heavily flawed all along.


      But, thinking about it, Father is right...


      Rozemyne was selfish when it came to books and the library—she never showed restraint, nor did she allow her opinion to be swayed. Furthermore, she was causing major problems during socializing by forming so many bonds with royalty and nobles from the higher-ranking duchies. Things had gotten so bad, in fact, that Sylvester had ordered her to sit out the Interduchy Tournament and the award ceremony. Wilfried now understood that this was because his father had determined that not taking such actions would have caused great harm to the duchy.


      I see... She is a problem child.


      No longer was Rozemyne the perfect archduke candidate, well above anyone’s reach. She had become a major cause for concern, one who couldn’t risk being married into another duchy.


      As Wilfried nodded along in agreement, Sylvester’s expression clouded a little. “Not to mention, Rozemyne will probably want to stay in Ehrenfest forever,” he said. “At the very least, I want to grant her that.”


      Rozemyne apparently had some reason for wanting to stay in Ehrenfest. Wilfried wasn’t sure what that reason was, but he wasn’t particularly curious either. If she had instead wanted to marry into another duchy but was being made to stay in Ehrenfest for political reasons, perhaps he would have been more interested... but he was curious about something else.


      “I understand why we can’t send Rozemyne to another duchy... but why engage her to me?”


      “Because you’re the best man for the job. The only members of the archducal family she can marry are you, Ferdinand, and Melchior.”


      Plus Lord Bonifatius and Father himself, but I see the problems there.


      “Melchior’s not an option, since he hasn’t been baptized and therefore won’t receive the king’s approval during the Archduke Conference in spring. Ferdinand isn’t an option right now either, since the Leisegangs want him to be the next archduke.”


      “For what reason?” Wilfried asked. “Does Uncle have some history or problem stopping him from becoming the archduke?”


      As far as Wilfried was concerned, Ferdinand was a skilled member of the archducal family and not someone he could compete with after he came of age. It was his understanding that his grandmother, Veronica, had only hated Ferdinand and taken such extreme precautions to prevent him from becoming the archduke because he wasn’t her blood relative, but there didn’t seem to be any bad blood between Sylvester and Ferdinand. In fact, surely Ferdinand would make a good archduke.
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      “It wouldn’t be good for Ferdinand to become the next archduke. First of all, it’s a known fact that he entered the temple before, and even if it was to evade Mother’s constant attacks, it’s still a political scandal. It’ll no doubt come up every single time we feud with another duchy.” Sylvester then grimaced. “He’d probably handle that on his own somehow, but we don’t need him struggling even more than he already is.”


      Again, Wilfried nodded his understanding. He had been unaware that entering the temple was enough to tarnish a noble’s reputation.


      “Secondly, Ferdinand becoming the archduke would weaken your and your siblings’ positions. There’s no avoiding that people get treated differently based on how close they are to the ruling aub. Charlotte’s going to be married into another duchy, and her marriage prospects will change dramatically depending on whether the next archduke is her blood-related brother or my half-brother.”


      Wilfried swallowed hard; he hadn’t thought about his younger siblings’ futures. Of all the archduke candidates from other duchies he had met at the Royal Academy, it was true that few were on good terms with their half-siblings. It was something he had largely forgotten about—after all, he and Rozemyne got along well, as did Sylvester and Ferdinand—but half-siblings were generally treated as being from separate families.


      “Thirdly, Florencia’s and my blood relations to Frenbeltag’s archducal couple means our two duchies are tightly knit. There’d be no avoiding our diplomatic relationship crumbling if my half-brother and adopted daughter took our place, and we can’t afford to make enemies of the west when we’re already on bad terms with Ahrensbach to the south.”


      Wilfried paled as he recalled their duchy’s position on the map. Ferdinand marrying Rozemyne and becoming the next archduke would satisfy the Leisegangs but gravely damage interduchy relations. The same strong blood relations that were currently helping Ehrenfest would serve to hinder it.


      “And lastly... this is a personal reason, but it’s also the most important one for me. To Florencia, Ferdinand becoming the archduke would be a slap in the face after all the years she’s struggled and endured here. I couldn’t do that to her.”


      Florencia had married into Ehrenfest as Sylvester’s first wife and given him three children after his passionate propositions had won her over. To have his half-brother and adopted daughter become the next archducal couple would lead to rampant speculation among the other duchies that Florencia and her children were in some way terribly defective.


      It’d be a slap in Mother’s face...?


      Veronica had scorned Florencia to no end, even going as far as to snatch her dear son away the moment he was born. Her actions had torn Florencia apart, and it was only after learning this that Wilfried had realized just how much his mother loved him. He agreed with Sylvester with all his heart—he couldn’t make her any sadder than he had already.


      “I thought about marrying Rozemyne down in status to an archnoble, but then we wouldn’t be able to replenish the foundation’s mana properly,” Sylvester explained. “The Leisegangs would kick up a fuss too. All in all, it’d be a huge loss for Ehrenfest.”


      “I guess that really does just leave me...” Wilfried said. It spoke volumes about how few options Ehrenfest had that they would choose someone whose reputation was stained by having entered the Ivory Tower.


      Sylvester’s expression twisted ever so slightly. “She’s not a bad match for you, y’know? You’re in a tough spot, since you were raised by my mother and involved in the Ivory Tower incident. It’s not rare for people in situations like yours to get a second chance of sorts through marriage and end up improving their position. Marrying Rozemyne will serve to prop you up in the same way it would have propped up Ferdinand.”


      Even nobles outside of the archducal family often married for the sake of greater protection, mana, manpower, wealth, and connections. Marriage was just one tool in the arsenal—a single bargaining chip to be placed on the table.


      “No matter how hard you work now, nobles are going to judge you harshly. If you marry Rozemyne, however, you’ll secure and publicly establish your position as the next archduke. The Leisegangs will have no choice but to support you as her husband,” Sylvester said. “Speaking long-term, this should even repair the divide between the Leisegangs and the former Veronica faction. It’ll also grant the former’s longstanding wish to have an archduke who carries their blood, so that should make them easier to deal with.”


      But no matter how understandable Sylvester’s reasons and predictions were, Wilfried couldn’t imagine a future where he was married to Rozemyne. It just didn’t feel right, somehow.


      “What does Rozemyne think?” Wilfried asked after a moment, avoiding a direct answer to Sylvester’s initial question.


      Sylvester winced slightly as though he had just bitten into something nasty. “We warned her about the likelihood of a political marriage back when her adoption first went through. According to her, she doesn’t care who we marry her to as long as she gets full access to the book rooms in the castle and the temple. And if we marry her into another duchy, her only concern is how many books they have.”


      In other words, Wilfried was going to be less important to her than the book rooms. It was exactly the response one would expect from Rozemyne, but that didn’t make it any more pleasant to hear. It wasn’t the kind of reason he wanted a girl to have for marrying him.


      “Er, Father... What will happen if I refuse to marry Rozemyne?” Wilfried asked. He had been called here to voice his opinion, not accept an archducal order, which meant there was bound to be some other option available.


      Sylvester grimaced again, this time making no effort to hide his bitterness. “Then, Rozemyne will become my second wife,” he answered.


      “What?!” Wilfried exclaimed, screwing up his face in disbelief. He hadn’t expected that response in the slightest—especially not from Sylvester, who had refused to take a second wife and declared publicly that he needed only Florencia.


      “Bonifatius isn’t an option since he and Rozemyne are blood relatives, but she and I share no such connection. I can stop other duchies from taking her by marrying her myself... but the other duchies won’t be happy about that at all, and I still only want Florencia as my wife. It would end up being a purely political marriage, and not one that would make anyone happy.”


      Sylvester wasn’t wrong about that. The very idea that he might take Rozemyne—a girl who was more or less the same age as his son—as his second wife made Wilfried sick to his stomach. Charlotte would no doubt lose her mind as well.


      “Can I talk to Oswald and the others about this?” Wilfried asked. “It’s all just so sudden, I...”


      “I was hoping that you’d decide here, but alright. I want to announce Rozemyne’s engagement to the nobles at the spring celebration feast, so try to get back to me as soon as you can.”




      Upon returning to his room, Wilfried discussed with his retainers whether it was a good idea for him to get engaged to Rozemyne. The Ivory Tower incident had made it clear to him that their futures were directly connected to his own, and so he thought it only logical that he should ask their opinions.


      “Where’s this coming from?” was the response he received. “Neither of you are old enough to be talking about marriage, are you?”


      Nobody could blame his retainers for being so surprised—it was of the utmost importance to ensure that one’s partner had a mana quantity that was compatible with one’s own, and nobles only began to sense those with a similar mana quantity to themselves when they hit puberty. Setting up an engagement at too young an age was a risky move, as there was always a chance the two due to get married wouldn’t be compatible after all. Under such circumstances, the engagement would either be canceled, or it would continue anyway at the cost of them never having children.


      “We can’t send Rozemyne to another duchy before the new industries take root, but other duchies are already probing about whether she’s available. Father wants an engagement that can earn the king’s approval and ward off other hopeful suitors at the upcoming Archduke Conference.”


      “Aah. She did make quite a stir at the Royal Academy...” His apprentice retainers nodded, having seen her shenanigans firsthand.


      “Despite it being quite rare for women to take the position, the Ivory Tower incident means that Charlotte is the strongest candidate among the nobility to become the next aub,” Oswald said. “However, if you marry Lady Rozemyne, will you not become the next archduke instead?”


      “Father said the same thing. According to him, whoever marries her is all but guaranteed to become the next archduke,” Wilfried replied with an affirming nod. His retainers blinked in surprise a few times and then exchanged looks.


      “But did Lady Rozemyne not say she intends to be Lady Charlotte’s ally?”


      “Either way, she can’t refuse the engagement if the archduke orders it.”


      “In regard to bringing the former Veronica faction into the future, you would do a much better job than Lord Melchior. It really is in the best interests of the duchy for you to become the next archduke.”


      Wilfried slowly looked around as his retainers spoke their thoughts. They were all wearing delighted expressions, no doubt celebrating the idea that he might be engaged to Rozemyne.


      “If you get engaged to Lady Rozemyne, Lady Charlotte will end up being removed from the race entirely. This is the perfect opportunity for you, Lord Wilfried.” These words of support came from Ignaz, one of the apprentice scholars, and the other retainers all nodded along in agreement.


      Wilfried felt a pang of guilt knowing that he would be getting ahead of Charlotte through a simple engagement, but he shook his head and rejected those feelings.


      Father said it’s normal to use marriage to improve one’s situation. This isn’t cowardly or unfair in the least.


      “You don’t seem happy about this, Lord Wilfried, but does this being an option at all not prove that the aub has recognized your efforts and growth?” Lamprecht asked. “We as your retainers have even been allowed to learn the mana compression method, which is nothing short of a significant development.”


      “Lamprecht is correct. Your perseverance in continuing to work hard despite the Ivory Tower incident is being rewarded,” Oswald added.


      Wilfried was overjoyed to receive this praise; his efforts really were being appreciated. He was filled with an indescribable sense of satisfaction, as if everything was finally starting to bear fruit. It put him more in the mood to view his engagement with Rozemyne optimistically.


      “Is it a good idea for me to get engaged to Rozemyne...? I mean, I understand that it means we’ll get married in the future, but I don’t even know what marriage really is...”


      “As you and Lady Rozemyne are not yet of an age where mana can be sensed, it will only be at a later date that you both truly understand. Considering your position now, however, this is a very good opportunity for you.”


      “Couples are family in the same way that siblings are, so while you would be building a new relationship, it would not be too different from what you have now.”


      “There are many political marriages that absolutely have to happen despite the two involved not seeming compatible at all, so at the very least, this isn’t as bad as it could be.”


      “Fear not; I believe you will grow to be a happy couple, in the same way that your parents are.”


      His adult retainers maintained that, even though he didn’t understand now, he would surely come to understand in time. Wilfried couldn’t intuitively understand marriage, considering that he had been raised by his grandmother, but he at least recognized that his parents were on really good terms. Perhaps he and Rozemyne would be the same way.


      Hm. That’s not bad at all.


      Wilfried nodded to himself, imagining the kindness he had seen Florencia give Sylvester on a regular basis. Rozemyne always treated him harshly despite being so sweet with Charlotte, but if this engagement made her start being nice to him as well, it might not be all that bad.


      “Following this engagement, Lady Rozemyne will certainly contain the Leisegangs, as they are her family. That will make future politics much easier for you.”


      “Right. I can just leave the Leisegangs to Rozemyne.”


      It was an especially alluring prospect, considering that, as it stood, the majority of the nobles voicing complaints were those affiliated with the Leisegangs. The more Wilfried listened to his retainers, the more motivated he became to accept the engagement. This optimism reassured him that discussing things with them had been the right decision after all.


      “Hm... I understand all of your perspectives. I’ll accept the engagement to Rozemyne,” Wilfried said with resolve, earning cheers from his retainers.

    

  

  
    
      The Feast Celebrating Spring


      The feast marking the end of winter socializing and celebrating spring was due to be held a few days after I said my goodbyes to Lutz and returned to the castle. Following its conclusion, the giebes would return to their home provinces and spring would officially begin.


      “Would this outfit not suit you perfectly, milady?” Rihyarda asked.


      “Given that this is the spring feast, I believe this green one is much more preferable,” Brunhilde replied.


      Rihyarda and Brunhilde had chased me down the moment I returned to my castle chambers, each with an outfit in hand. I looked between the clothes and their intense expressions, but I had no idea which was the right call.


      And honestly, I don’t care which one I wear.


      I couldn’t help but falter in the face of such ferocity, buying time for Lieseleta to slide between us and hold out a hairpin. It was the one I had gotten most recently—the one I had purchased from Tuuli when ordering the one for Eglantine.


      “Lady Rozemyne, will this hairpin do for the feast?” Lieseleta asked.


      “Indeed. I will use this new one,” I replied with a nod.


      Lieseleta turned to smile at Rihyarda and Brunhilde. “I believe the outfit Ottilie selected to begin with will best suit this hairpin. Shall I bring it for you?”


      “Please do.”


      Once my outfit was selected, my attendants proceeded to seek permission for each accessory I was going to wear, down to my shoes. It didn’t require much effort on my part; I merely granted permission as they lined them up before me one by one.


      “Lady Rozemyne, what was decided during the meeting with the merchants at the temple? We have finished making the documents necessary for us to prepare our entry into the printing industry,” Hartmut said, showing me the papers. I had just said goodbye to Lutz and the others, so remembering what had happened in the temple made my heart ache. I looked over the documents to distract myself.


      “You are quite a skilled scholar, Hartmut. These documents will do just fine. Philine, could you add these to the box we are going to be delivering to Mother?” I asked as I signed the documents and passed them to Philine. I then took out some other documents from a box we had brought with us from the temple and held them out to Hartmut. “These are Justus’s records of the meeting with the Plantin Company and my opinion piece on the subject. His reports are quite well put together, such that you may wish to follow his example—although I would recommend that you not attempt to learn the one unusual talent he displayed in the Royal Academy.”


      “I am not sure his unusual talent should be so easily dismissed; it seems quite useful to me.”


      The curiosity in his voice sent a wave of panic through me. “It’s not for you to learn, Hartmut. Not now, not ever.”


      “But whyever not? Surely you understand the value of information as well, Lady Rozemyne.”


      “It just doesn’t suit you. Nothing feels off about Justus cross-dressing because he has an androgynous face and is a bit on the shorter side, but you are more tall than not, Hartmut. You also have broad shoulders, and you are still in your growing period, are you not?”


      Hartmut had grown a bit over the winter and that would probably continue. It wouldn’t be long before he just wasn’t built for dressing as a girl.


      “Furthermore, it’s not easy to cross-dress in a way that draws no suspicion. Justus mastered the adoption of vocalization, language, and behaviors after years of grueling work and research in order to satisfy his obsessions, but without such experience, such attempts would only end in disaster.”


      Ferdinand might have seen no issue with having a cross-dresser in his service, but I certainly didn’t want one. Hartmut was giving me a hard enough time already, what with his attempts to spread the Legend of the Saint and his desire to make researching me his life’s work.


      “If you cross-dress, I will have you relieved of your retainer duties at once,” I said, finalizing my thoughts on the matter.


      “Now, that wouldn’t do. I suppose I’ll need to give up on cross-dressing after all...” Hartmut murmured, his shoulders slumped in disappointment. I let out a relieved sigh, and I saw that Ottilie and Rihyarda were making equally relieved expressions.


      Everyone was busy with their own work, so I started making progress on what I needed to do as well. I was going to fulfill my promise to Lutz by making more books, and to that end, I needed to prepare more manuscripts to be printed. I began editing the textbook transcriptions from the Royal Academy and adding to the romance story I had stopped partway through until, soon enough, Lieseleta called out to me.


      “Lady Rozemyne, Lady Charlotte has invited you to a tea party. It is a little sudden, but she has suggested tomorrow afternoon.”


      “So long as it won’t cause any problems among my attendants, I am more than happy to accept,” I replied. As far as I was concerned, my schedule was free until the feast.


      “Lady Charlotte will surely be overjoyed; she has been waiting for your return this entire time,” Lieseleta said with a gentle smile. “I will pass on your response at once.”


      Wilfried was also invited, which meant it was going to be a tea party between us three siblings. Thinking about it, this was the first time we were having such a tea party. It began peacefully, with me having brought sweets of my own for us to share.


      “My apologies for the sudden invitation,” Charlotte said. “I wanted us to distribute the Spring Prayer workload now rather than later so that we’ll each know what preparations we’ll need to make.”


      Spring Prayer was our first topic of discussion. Wilfried and Charlotte were apparently going to help out this year as well, so we spread out a map of the duchy and started going over who would cover which areas.


      As the blue priests would deliver chalices to the giebe-ruled provinces, we only needed to travel around the Central District. If we included Ferdinand, we had four people on hand, which really cut down the area each of us needed to cover. Perhaps Spring Prayer would be over before we knew it this year.


      “I am scheduled to take the Gutenbergs and leave for Haldenzel’s Spring Prayer once our duties in the Central District are complete. I would also like to check up on Hasse, and so it would be convenient for me to handle the east side of the district, where the city is located.”


      “The people of Hasse certainly think highly of you, Sister. I see no issue in entrusting the east to you. I’m sure those in the monastery will be relieved to see you once again,” Charlotte said.


      “Yeah.” Wilfried nodded in agreement. “Rozemyne for the east side, then.”


      We ultimately decided that Charlotte would cover the south, Wilfried the west, and Ferdinand the north. All we needed now was for Ferdinand to give his approval.


      “Still, do you two truly not mind assisting with Spring Prayer?” I asked. “Will you not find the necessary preparations hard to manage?”


      “I have already had my outfit made, so you don’t need to worry,” Charlotte replied. She was now too tall to wear clothes my size as she had done last year, so she had arranged to have her own made after resolving to continue helping me.


      “And I had mine made two years ago when Uncle told me to help with the Harvest Festival. I couldn’t use your clothes, since they’re all covered in embroidery,” Wilfried explained. My blue ceremonial robes from my days as a shrine maiden were decorated with patterns depicting flowers and flowing water, so regardless of the actual fit, they weren’t something a boy would feel comfortable wearing. It was one thing for him to have worn them during his first Spring Prayer, considering how abruptly the situation had developed, but he didn’t want to keep wearing them after that.


      “Traveling is no easy matter. Are you going to be okay?”


      “The worst part of it all is that potion. It recovers my mana and stamina, sure, but it tastes absolutely putrid,” Wilfried said with a grimace. Charlotte nodded in agreement, wearing a conflicted expression that conveyed a sense of disgust beyond words.


      “Indeed. Your temple attendants said that you also stomached those potions while traveling for Spring Prayer and the Harvest Festival. To think you would endure so much for our duchy’s sake, giving up your mana and drinking scores of those nasty things despite your ill health... I remember thinking at the time that you were more than a saint—that you were, in truth, a goddess. To make matters worse, the taste lingers for so long that it even taints meals eaten days later. After drinking one for the first time, I truly believed that Uncle was just antagonizing us.”


      Charlotte gave a heavy sigh while shaking her head, although I couldn’t quite understand why; it was my understanding that Fran had accompanied her on both occasions, and the potions he had brought with him were the better-tasting ones. The thought crossed my mind that it might be amusing to have them continue believing the potions were a deliberate provocation nonetheless, but I soon decided to tell them the truth.


      “You may trust that Ferdinand was not trying to antagonize you,” I said. “In fact, the potions you drank can be considered the very crystallization of his kindness and consideration. They taste positively divine compared to the original ones.”


      “That foul concoction is brimming with... kindness? Consideration?” Both Wilfried and Charlotte recoiled at the mere thought. I informed them that the original tasted unbelievably worse—with the one positive being that it was much more effective—which earned me looks of clear admiration.


      We continued to talk for a while until Charlotte suddenly pressed her lips together and lowered her indigo eyes, as if driven into a metaphorical corner. There was a pause before she raised her head and looked at me head-on.


      “Sister, is it true that you will soon be engaged to Wilfried...? I could not believe my ears when Father told me at dinner the other day.”


      I nodded. “Aub Ehrenfest would not joke about such a matter. As I understand it, this is a critical move for the sake of our duchy.” It was the best possible way to organize the political factions, secure me the book rooms, and cement our ability to make books in Ehrenfest.


      Not to mention, marrying into another duchy would mean saying goodbye to everyone in the lower city forever...


      Charlotte picked up her tea with a somewhat clouded expression. “It came as quite the surprise for me. I had thought you were going to be my ally, Sister.”


      “I’ll always be your ally, Charlotte. You can count on me. I’m your big sister, after all.”


      As I puffed out my chest, however, a wave of realization washed over Charlotte. She regarded me with conflicted eyes, as if wanting to point out I was misunderstanding something, but in the end, she just gave a defeated sigh. She glanced over at Wilfried and then looked back at me.


      “I find myself worried to death about you, Sister.”


      Waaait, what? I just said that she can count on me. Why is she the one suddenly worrying?


      “Is this engagement an attempt by Father and Wilfried to deceive you? You must not fall for their ploys, even if you are being offered books in return!” Charlotte exclaimed. Given her concerns, I could hardly admit to her that I was being promised not just a few books but two entire book rooms.


      I smiled reflexively, trying to buy time to think of an excuse... but before I could, Wilfried shot Charlotte an annoyed look. “I’m not tricking Rozemyne, alright? I only learned about this engagement the other day. I was just as surprised as you are, since I also thought Rozemyne was on your side. I never thought for a moment that she’d ever agree to get engaged to me.”


      Hearing their discussion allowed me to deduce what they were actually referring to when they talked about me “allying” with someone—in this context, it apparently meant supporting someone in their attempt to become the next aub.


      “Wilfried... did you end up agreeing to be engaged to me?” I asked.


      “Yeah. Everyone said that married couples are family in the same way that siblings are, so it shouldn’t be too different from what we have now. Also... having you on my side will change a lot,” Wilfried said, shooting Charlotte a somewhat guilty look.


      I knew from Ferdinand that nobles were centralizing around the Leisegangs to prop me up as the next aub. The archnobles in Ehrenfest that owned the largest swathes of land had started to mobilize, and it only made sense that those serving Wilfried would recognize this. In other words, this enthusiasm for our marriage to succeed was coming not from Wilfried, but from his retainers, who wanted to clear their charge’s name and organize Ehrenfest beneath his banner before the schism broke the duchy apart.


      But that doesn’t matter if Wilfried doesn’t want to go through with it.


      I was fated to have a political marriage no matter what happened, so I asked only that I receive full access to the castle and temple book rooms. Wilfried, on the other hand, was in a different position entirely. He had also been raised differently.


      “If you have thought hard about this and come to a conclusion yourself—that is to say, without simply following the opinions of those around you—then I am fine with this decision, Wilfried.”


      “You are?”


      “Yes, of course.”




      The feast celebrating spring was held the day after our tea party. It marked the end of winter socializing and so it was usually attended by all the nobles in Ehrenfest.


      Ferdinand had instructed me to arrive as late as reasonably possible, so I waited with Wilfried and Charlotte for a while in the room closest to the grand hall. The three of us would enter on Rihyarda’s signal... although it was a bit more complicated than that, since we each had our retainers with us. Our group was actually pretty sizable.


      One’s position in the grand hall largely depended on status, with archnobles sitting at the front closest to the stage while laynobles gathered at the back near the entrance. We marched toward the very front amid the sizable crowd of nobles.


      Now that she was serving as one of my retainers, Philine, a laynoble, was going to be positioned at the front among the archnobles for the first time. She was doing her very best to appear calm and keep her head held high, but her expression was stiff, and I could see her legs trembling.


      Damuel, who was also a laynoble, allowed a smile to play over his lips as he saw Philine’s nervousness. He moved to one side, his new position making it a bit harder for the surrounding nobles to see her. I seemed to recall Brigitte having done the same for him in the past so that he wouldn’t have to endure so many eyes being on him.


      “I’ve been in your position before, so I know how you feel right now,” Damuel said. “It takes some time, but you just have to get used to it.”


      “...I’ll do my best,” Philine replied. She nervously glanced in his direction, and then a calm smile crept onto her face, suggesting that she was feeling at least a little better.


      Yup, that’s what I like to see! All my retainers on good terms with one another.


      Nobles started to approach us, no doubt wanting to greet the archducal children, but the archducal couple arrived before they could. A relieved sigh escaped me. Just as Ferdinand had said, we had managed to get through this without being surrounded.


      Sylvester stood on the stage and looked sagely across the grand hall. “Flutrane the Goddess of Water’s pure streams have washed away Ewigeliebe the God of Life and rescued Geduldh the Goddess of Earth. Blessed be the melting of the snow!” he declared.


      And thus began the feast celebrating spring.


      “First, I’ll announce our honor students,” Sylvester continued. “Five students—an incredible number—achieved high enough grades to be recognized as honor students.”


      Cheers of approval and eager applause filled the hall. I was the only one to have come first-in-class—there were separate first-in-class achievements for the knights, attendants, scholars, and archduke candidates once those courses began—but Wilfried, Leonore, Cornelius, and Hartmut were also following me onto the stage as honor students.


      “Excellently done, Rozemyne,” Sylvester said with a smile. “Here is a gift to commemorate your success. May it prove useful to you.”


      He presented to me a relatively large feystone. I was impressed with how big it was, and as I looked it over, I noticed others had received stones of their own.


      “It is a joyous occasion for there to be so many skilled students among those who will one day support Ehrenfest. All students should hone themselves and work to achieve even higher grades. As was pointed out during the awards ceremony at the Royal Academy, consider it your duty to focus on finishing not just quickly, but with high grades as well.”


      Thus ended the moment of recognition for the honor students. It seemed the Ehrenfest students had received a warning from the Royal Academy, since so many had been on the very cusp of failing. Our duty next year would be to fix that.


      As I returned to my seat, I looked over the honor students and gave a satisfied sigh. “My retainers truly are talented,” I declared.


      “We have no choice but to be,” Cornelius replied with an exasperated expression.


      I could understand where he was coming from; I had finished my classes in the Royal Academy as soon as possible and then immediately started visiting the library. My guard knights and scholars had needed to take turns accompanying me, usually sending whoever was free at the time, and since I was going there every single day, my retainers had been forced to desperately finish their classes as fast as possible to keep up with me.


      “Furthermore, it would not do for society to observe that you are an honor student while your retainers lag behind,” Hartmut added. He then gave me a proud smile. “I am putting in the utmost effort to prove I am worthy of serving as your retainer.”


      Leonore smiled as well. “It certainly is important for retainers to match their lord or lady. And I appreciate that, thanks to the Better Grades Committee, there is more cooperation among the courses. Students now find it easier to ask each other questions.”


      “Speaking of which... are we all in agreement that the knight course won the competition?” I asked.


      I had promised to give the pound cake recipe to the team that passed their tests the quickest and the team with the most honor students. The first-years had without a doubt finished their classes before anyone else and ended up with the most honor students, but since the latter achievement was due in part to my own accomplishments, that reward would instead go to those from the knight course, who had come in second.


      “I believe so. But the scholars will win next year,” Hartmut said with a breezy confidence that stirred my competitive spirit. “We are already preparing the textbooks to help with studying.”


      I looked up at him with pursed lips. “We first-years have finished preparing for our second year as well. Don’t assume you’ll win so easily.”


      “Indeed,” Brunhilde added. “We did not plan enough this year, but next year, the attendants will achieve victory. After all, making perfect preparations is a part of our job description.” There hadn’t been any honor students from the attendant course this year, so she was overflowing with motivation. Their written grades hadn’t been bad, so they were presumably planning to go all-out on the practical lessons.


      “I hate to crush your enthusiasm, but the knights will win again next year,” Cornelius said, victory written on his face. “The apprentice guard knights serving Wilfried have started using the mana compression method, and Grandfather is training them personally. Not to mention, Angelica has now graduated, which is a huge advantage for us in itself.”


      Hartmut nodded and then muttered, “Angelica graduating really hurts our chances...” with a deadly serious expression. Now that I thought about it, he was the one who had suggested taking Stenluke away from her as a handicap.


      “I look forward to next year,” I said with a laugh.


      In any case, it was decided that the pound cake recipe was going to be distributed to the first-years and the students of the knight course as a reward from the Better Grades Committee.


      After the honor students were announced, the average grades of all the duchies were announced. It seemed that we had come in eleventh place in the ditter section of the Interduchy Tournament, which, considering our history of coming in fourteenth, went to show how much we had improved.


      “Bonifatius will take charge of training the apprentice knights starting this spring to secure even better ditter grades. Do your best, everyone.”


      From there, Sylvester went on to discuss the attention Ehrenfest had received during the publishing of scholarly research. Hirschur, our dorm supervisor, had taken the lead and drawn much attention with her presentations on my drivable highbeasts, what she had learned from the royalty’s magic tools, and crest-attached schtappes. Our attendants, meanwhile, had received a middling but respectable appraisal for their hosting at the Interduchy Tournament. Sylvester said they would likely do better next year, considering the situation.


      As well as our duchy’s grades having increased across the board, Sylvester went on to explain that rinsham, hairpins, and pound cake had become trendy all throughout the Royal Academy. Archdukes from other duchies would soon be coming to negotiate business agreements for them, and Ehrenfest’s overall ranking was likewise going to be addressed during the next Archduke Conference.


      “This year, Ehrenfest started several new trends,” Sylvester said to the nobles. “From this point, we intend to spread printed books as well. I ask for your assistance in this endeavor.”


      Last of all, the new adults who had graduated from the Royal Academy were going to be premiered. It would be announced who they were going to work under not as apprentices, but as proper adults. Angelica was among them, meaning she would no longer be serving me as an apprentice, but as a full-fledged guard knight. This meant she could accompany me on guard duty even outside of the Noble’s Quarter.
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