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      Prologue


      Once the Archduke Conference was over, the nobles and giebes in the castle were all informed of the decisions that had been made. One of the more important outcomes was that two brides from Ahrensbach were being wed into the duchy.


      “Aah! They permitted Freuden’s marriage!”


      The exclamation came from Viscount Sidonius Wiltord, who had just heard from the archduke that his eldest son, Freuden, was being permitted to marry. Considering that the marriage had already been refused once before, this was marvelous news—so marvelous that his voice cracked as he spoke it aloud, and the letter shook in his trembling hands. He knew exactly who to thank for this gift.


      “I must inform Lord Grausam at once,” he said to nobody in particular.


      An ordonnanz soon began its journey from Wiltord to Gerlach. Both provinces were in the south of Ehrenfest, and their giebes were considered the very center of the former Veronica faction. The white bird shot through the wall of Gerlach’s summer estate just as he was eating dinner with his family, attracting the attention of all those gathered.


      Gerlach’s youngest son, Matthias, was the first to react. He turned at once, his dark-purple hair swaying as he dropped his fork and immediately readied his schtappe. It was a response that now came to him naturally as a medknight due to enter his fourth year at the Royal Academy. His blue eyes carefully followed the ordonnanz; only under the most urgent circumstances would one send such correspondence after sixth bell.


      The white bird circled the dining room leisurely before settling down on Viscount Gerlach’s arm. “Lord Grausam, this is Sidonius,” it said. “Aub Ehrenfest has sent word to me. It seems that, due to a discussion with Ahrensbach during the Archduke Conference, my son Freuden has been permitted to marry Lady Bettina. I shall tell you the details myself the next time we meet in person.”


      Matthias continued to stare at the ordonnanz. He knew there was no reason to doubt what he was hearing—it was an update from Giebe Wiltord, a man who was very much not their enemy—but he struggled to believe his ears even as the bird spoke its message a third time.


      “Lord Freuden and Lady Bettina’s marriage was rejected years ago,” Matthias muttered. “To think it would be permitted now, when the aub knows that reversing his decision will cause unrest in the duchy... Is this truly happening?”


      The mana shortage was being felt all across Yurgenschmidt, and Matthias knew from his intelligence gathering in the Royal Academy that Ahrensbach was especially devastated. It made no sense that its aub would willingly relinquish a mednoble to another duchy. Sending an archnoble or a member of the archducal family had the potential to secure a stronger relationship with a duchy that could support them in turn, but mednoble marriages offered nowhere near as much influence.


      Grausam scoffed at his son’s confusion. “Did you not hear the message?” he said. “This was decided during the Archduke Conference.”


      “I am wondering why Ahrensbach would take such an interest in a mednoble marriage. I cannot imagine they would push for something so minor without some ulterior motive.”


      “Aub Ahrensbach must truly care for these two young people. A betrothal dissolved by the decision of an aub brings no happiness to anyone. You should understand that better than most,” Grausam replied, his gray eyes boring into his son. It was an evasive answer, and Matthias quickly concluded that no amount of prodding would get him the information that he wanted.


      “Greater duchies certainly are magnanimous,” Matthias said, withdrawing from the topic of conversation. Grausam returned a satisfied nod, while Matthias’s mother gave a pleased smile of agreement.


      “This marriage would have been doomed if not for Ahrensbach’s support,” she said. “Today is a blessed day.”


      “Father, shall we go to Wiltord to celebrate?” Matthias’s older brother Janrik asked. “I would like to hear more about this whole situation.”


      “Indeed. If we are fortunate enough, they might assist with your marriage as well,” Grausam replied.


      Matthias’s mother nodded her agreement. “Let us go as a family. Now, what gift should we bring for Freuden?”


      There was nothing unusual about such a spontaneous trip—the approval of a once rejected marriage was cause for celebration, and Gerlach was on good terms with Wiltord—but Matthias felt a profound sense of unease nonetheless. He found it strange to see everyone celebrating Ahrensbach, seemingly unconcerned that it had supported an attack on the Ehrenfest archducal family. Perhaps this blind support stemmed from Ahrensbach’s status as a greater duchy and the misplaced assumption that all greater duchies were deserving of such worship. Either way, it was much too different from how things were in the Royal Academy, where the Ehrenfest students all worked together to spread trends and boost the duchy’s rank.


      Gerlach borders Ahrensbach, so supporting them has thus far proven beneficial to us, but I cannot see this continuing to be the case.


      Wilfried and Rozemyne’s engagement had just been announced at the feast to celebrate spring. Ehrenfest would surely begin to centralize around them and continue to grow and develop while spreading Rozemyne’s trends and inventions to other duchies. The future was clear to Matthias, and yet, for some reason, his family was proactively attempting to maintain diplomacy with Ahrensbach. Why?


      No matter how I look at this, supporting Ahrensbach is a losing bet.


      Matthias’s mind raced with all that he had learned at the Royal Academy. One needed only look at Bindewald, an Ahrensbach province bordering the duchy barrier, to see that Ahrensbach was still devastated from the mana shortage. There also seemed to be a dispute of sorts over who would become the next aub: the archduke’s youngest daughter Detlinde or his granddaughter Letizia, whom he had adopted. Matthias had heard that Detlinde was at an advantage, both due to her age and because Ehrenfest, where her mother Georgine was from, was rising through the ranks. He was largely unsure about the details, though.


      Father must assume Lady Detlinde is going to be their next aub. That was the only way Matthias could understand continuing to support Ahrensbach as Ehrenfest rose through the ranks. He crossed his arms and fell into deep thought, shaking his head as he mulled things over. Does Father plan to become a bridge between Ehrenfest and Ahrensbach...? No, I can’t imagine him doing anything like that.


      Despite how much Matthias dwelled on the situation, he had not reached a satisfying conclusion even by the time they were due to leave for their impromptu visit. Wiltord and Gerlach would at times perform knight training exercises together, and this trip was being used as an excuse to do just that. As an apprentice knight, Matthias was required to participate.


      “Hey, Matthias. Been a while.”


      Upon his arrival at the Wiltord summer mansion, Matthias was first approached by Laurenz, the giebe’s second son. He was also an apprentice knight, so Matthias had spent more time with him than he had with other noble children.


      “Laurenz. Congratulations on your brother’s marriage.”


      “Yep. The whole family’s excited about it.”


      Matthias and Laurenz celebrated their reunion while the giebes exchanged greetings. They were genuinely happy to see one another since meeting with friends was a rare occurrence while spending time in one’s home duchy.


      “How about you two hurry on to training? It really is shameful how far you are trailing behind Lord Cornelius and Lady Angelica,” Grausam said, making his displeasure more than apparent. He had attended the Interduchy Tournament with his wife for Janrik’s graduation, so he had watched the ditter games and seen this skill gap firsthand.


      All this because he’s proud we Gerlachs have archnoble-level mana...


      Long ago, when Gabriele of Ahrensbach first married into Ehrenfest, the Giebe Gerlach of the time married one of her retainers. It was for this reason that Matthias’s house had a great enough mana capacity to rival some archnobles, despite them only being mednobles. They would rank up to archnoble status if the eldest son of the house displayed such an impressive mana capacity for three consecutive generations, which was why Grausam was especially sensitive about any perceivable gaps between them and the archnobles.


      “That would be due to the excellence of Lady Rozemyne’s mana compression method,” Matthias replied. “It is not just Lord Cornelius and Lady Angelica either—the other guard knights of the archducal family are increasing their mana capacities equally as fast.”


      “That method was devised by a lowly commoner—and while she was serving as an apprentice blue shrine maiden, of all things. We need only discover it for ourselves.”


      So he said, but if the method truly was that easy to figure out, the archduke would not have started charging money for lessons or controlling who could attend them. Matthias had no way of learning the Rozemyne Compression Method solely because he belonged to a different faction. Just how many children in the Royal Academy were bemoaning being in a similar situation? He could remember the agonized cries of the other students of the former Veronica faction all too well.


      You belittle her as a former commoner, Father, but do you know a compression method more effective than hers? Of course not. No matter how hard I work, the chasm between our mana capacities will guarantee my defeat every time.


      Defiance toward his father blossomed within Matthias as the frustrations he had swallowed down in the Royal Academy were suddenly unleashed. “If you are so dismissive of a lowly commoner’s method, you must have a better one of your own, no?” he said. “You wouldn’t insult it while lacking one yourself, surely.”


      Grausam fell into thought for a moment. “I will need permission, since this is not something that I devised myself... but I will ask our lady whether I may teach you,” he replied. It was an answer that caught Matthias entirely off guard—and who was this “lady” he was referring to?


      As Matthias blinked in confusion, Viscount Wiltord voiced his agreement. “That would be wise. You have been working quite hard for her sake, Lord Grausam, have you not? I see more muscle on you now, even.”


      “I need a fit body so that I might respond to any of our lady’s needs or demands without hesitation,” Grausam replied.


      Father certainly does put his all into whatever he sets his mind on... Matthias thought as he glanced down at his father’s abs and saw that he was indeed more muscular than he had used to be.


      “In any case, Matthias—you need to participate in this training. There is no point in knowing the compression method if you aren’t training to match it,” Grausam said.


      Wiltord nodded. “Laurenz. Join him,” he said. “We don’t want you shaming yourself at the Interduchy Tournament.”


      And so, both Matthias and Laurenz were shooed out of the parlor. Matthias glanced over at Laurenz as they made their way to the training grounds. Laurenz looked so much more like a knight than he did, being taller and fitter despite being one year younger. Matthias clenched his fists and tried tensing his arms, but even then his muscles paled in comparison. He didn’t seem to get any more buff no matter how hard he trained, and it frustrated him that he looked more like a spindly scholar than anything.


      “Hey.” Laurenz suddenly pulled Matthias from his sad musing, his orange eyes shining with excitement. “Do you really think Lord Grausam is going to teach us that compression method he spoke about?”


      Matthias wasn’t the only one agonizing over the mana disparity that was resulting from Rozemyne’s mana compression method; Laurenz and all the other students of the former Veronica faction felt the same way.


      “I understand your excitement, Laurenz, but... who do you think their ‘lady’ is?”


      “Probably Lady Georgine. Not that I have any proof...”


      Matthias likewise wanted to avoid jumping to conclusions—after all, their fathers had never actually referred to this person by name, and they always sent their letters to nobles in old Werkestock of Ahrensbach, who may not have even been connected to Georgine. She was Matthias and Laurenz’s first guess because their families had rejoiced over “our lady arriving” back when she had visited with her retinue three years ago, but they lacked the evidence to prove anything.


      It must be Lady Georgine, right?


      Matthias thought back to the woman he had seen so many years ago, but the memory was fuzzy at best. He had been younger then, and she had visited only to attend a tea party that his father had not allowed him to attend. He recalled the deep red of her lips visible behind a thin veil, her elegant attitude fit for a queen as she received greetings... and the off-putting servile ingratiation with which his parents had treated her. He had reconciled to his parents’ behavior only after hearing that they had served Georgine before she was married into Ahrensbach.


      Georgine had to be quite skilled to have become first wife of a greater duchy after being married off as a mere third wife. It was possible that she had taught Matthias’s parents the compression method before then, much like Rozemyne had taught her retainers.


      That said, would she teach Ehrenfest nobles her method now that she’s the first wife of Ahrensbach?


      The mana shortage in Ahrensbach truly was critical. Surely it was a much wiser decision for her to teach her method to her own duchy’s nobles, rather than Ehrenfest nobles like Matthias and Laurenz. Not a single reasonable explanation came to mind, and that was the main reason why Matthias was not entirely convinced they were referring to Georgine.


      “I suppose there’s no point dwelling on it forever,” Matthias said. “I’m more curious about why they’re giving more training to knights when we’re already so busy with the sudden Starbinding.”


      Laurenz clapped his hands together in apparent realization. “Oh yeah. Father was talking about doing more joint training with Gerlach too.”


      Upon hearing those words, Matthias felt a sudden wave of uneasiness; why were the giebes having their knights attend more joint training sessions now, of all times? This feels just like when Father was summoned after the attack on the archducal family...


      Matthias doubted that his father would ever attack the archducal family—there were eyewitnesses who claimed to have seen him in the grand hall—but his suspicions somehow still remained. The queasy feeling from back then resurfaced.


      “Laurenz, do you know the details of the ceremony?”


      “Nope. Just the basics. It’s going to be held at the border gate instead of the castle. Sounds like the archducal families of both duchies will be showing up.”


      “You mean... Ahrensbach’s archducal family is going too?”


      “Yeah, since Aub Ahrensbach’s niece is marrying Lord Lamprecht at the same time.”


      This was the first Matthias was hearing of that. He had wondered why a greater duchy would involve themselves in the marriage of a mednoble, but now it all made perfect sense—it had been to strengthen their push for one of their own to marry Lamprecht, who served Ehrenfest’s archducal family and was the son of its knight commander. Ahrensbach was sinking its claws as deep into Ehrenfest as it could.


      “This isn’t good...” Matthias muttered. “Should we warn the aub?”


      “You can try, but we’re kids; I doubt he’ll take us seriously. Plus, think about what might happen to us after. I can’t imagine our fathers would ever forgive us...” Laurenz replied. He sounded deflated, but Matthias struggled to tell whether his warning was truly out of concern for their safety.


      “I know how you feel. But if we follow after our parents without understanding their intentions, we’ll end up walking down the same road as Roderick,” Matthias cautioned, remembering the boy who had suffered the consequences of mindlessly obeying his father. He may not have been able to change his own faction by will, but he could at least express his intent through actions. He wanted to choose whose sake to work for—to decide for himself who he saw as his lord or lady.


      “Just as Janrik said, Lady Rozemyne isn’t being established as the next aub despite being best suited for the position,” Matthias continued. “This engagement has locked her into being the first wife. Still, I think she’ll remain at the absolute center of Ehrenfest—that the duchy will continue to revolve around her. And with that in mind, I can’t overlook our fathers working against the archducal family. You know... maybe Lady Rozemyne will believe us.”


      “If you can get a meeting with her, that is. Sounds like even Leisegang nobles are having a hard time there,” Laurenz replied. Matthias had never considered that her guard would be so tight that not even nobles of the same faction could meet with her.


      “If this were the Royal Academy, we could at least contact her indirectly through her retainers, but...” Matthias trailed off. There were few enough opportunities for apprentice knights to speak with guard knights during training sessions, and now that they had returned to Ehrenfest, there were practically none at all.


      “You sure are a worrywart, Matthias. We can’t say for sure if something’s going to happen. Besides, what are the chances they’d try to attack a place with two aubs?” Laurenz said, ever the optimist. “Not like stressing about it now will change anything.”


      Matthias glared at Laurenz, his arms crossed. “If our fathers really are planning something then we need to act. Otherwise, it’ll be too late.”
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      Matthias was certain that his father had at least some involvement in the Ivory Tower incident; the man had exchanged countless letters with Ahrensbach around that time and seemed aware of what had happened even before winter socializing. That was why Matthias could not discard the possibility that his father had likewise been involved with the attack that had put Rozemyne to sleep for two years.


      “It’s important to expect and prepare for the absolute worst,” Matthias said. “Do you disagree?”


      “Matthias, you... Man, you really are like Lord Grausam,” Laurenz chuckled. “You think ahead and form all sorts of plots just like he does. Like father, like son, huh?”


      Matthias responded only with a frown. At least on that particular day, it was a comparison he did not welcome.

    

  

  
    
      Apprentices and the Temple


      Thank goodness that’s over... You complained WAY too much, Sylvester!


      The objection-filled private discussion about the Archduke Conference and the upcoming Starbind Ceremony had finally come to a close. I returned to my room and immediately began reading the letter that Hannelore had sent me. She mentioned that the Ehrenfest book had been light, easy to hold, and—since it was written in modern vernacular—an exceedingly smooth read. Her heart had apparently throbbed when she read the knight love stories and saw the illustrations. She even asked me to lend her any other romance stories I might have.


      You can count on me! I’ll ask Mother to pump out even more!


      Ferdinand had rejected my romance novel, so my intention was to encourage Elvira and the fiction-loving women in her faction to continue their passionate endeavors.


      Next, Hannelore can borrow Royal Academy Stories. It has a lot of romance in it. Eheheh...


      After reading the letter, I looked at the book Hannelore was letting me borrow. It was covered with rich decorations and so extremely thick that I struggled enough just lifting the cover. There was no way I was going to be able to hold it, so I found myself wishing I had a slanted book stand like the ones in the temple’s book room.


      Inside the book were ancient tales from Dunkelfelger written in archaic, hard-to-decipher text. The first few were written in a more narrative fashion like stories based on the bible, but as I continued turning the pages, it began feeling more like a history textbook. If this was factually accurate then the duchy had existed since what was pretty much the birth of the country.


      They might have rewritten events to prop themselves up, though. I’ll need to cross-reference with a bunch of works from other duchies to be sure.


      Dunkelfelger was a duchy founded on the principles of the warrior spirit, so many of its stories were about knights who persevered no matter how many times they lost. They fought, and fought, and fought until they eventually won in the end. It was exciting to read tales that reflected the cultures of the duchies they came from. The book was packed with things I didn’t know, which meant there was plenty for me to transcribe.


      “Philine, Hartmut... I imagine you are going to be busier in the coming season as you travel between the temple and the castle, but please do assist with transcribing this book,” I said.


      “Does this mean the aub is allowing apprentices to accompany you to the temple?” Hartmut asked, his voice tinged with excitement.


      “Indeed. After discussing it with Sylvester, it has been decided that your permissions in the Noble’s Quarter shall now extend to the temple. That said, the only rooms in the temple for noble retainers are the two rooms for guard knights, and only adult guard knights may stay in them. The rest will need to commute.”


      “Understood,” Hartmut replied, agreeing at once. There was an unmistakable sparkle in his orange eyes.


      I turned to look at my female retainers, concerned that they might be uneasy about the idea. “Having permission to enter the temple and actually going there are separate matters,” I said. “If your family is opposed to you entering the temple or you feel uncomfortable with going there, you may continue staying behind.”


      “No, that’s okay. I want to try the temple food Angelica was talking about,” Judithe replied, actually sounding excited. She didn’t seem too opposed to the temple, which was somewhat of a surprise considering how poorly it was seen by noble society. Perhaps it was because, like Brigitte, she hadn’t been raised in the Noble’s Quarter.


      Philine asked whether she would be able to see her little brother Konrad in the orphanage. I would need to contact Wilma beforehand, but it seemed safe enough. Meanwhile, Leonore was agonizing over the situation as an archnoble. Cornelius recommended that she try visiting the temple before making a decision, so she settled on doing that. I certainly thought it was a better idea than refusing to go based on prejudice alone.


      “It seems that all of my apprentice scholars and apprentice guard knights will be accompanying me on this first trip, but what of my apprentice attendants?” I asked.


      Lieseleta exchanged a glance with Brunhilde. “I would like to prioritize the embroidery,” she said. “Once the outfits are made, I would appreciate the chance to see the home in which you were raised, Lady Rozemyne, but...”


      “Fear not, Lieseleta. The temple is not going anywhere. You may prioritize Schwartz’s and Weiss’s outfits,” I replied. Ferdinand was being very picky about the quality of the clothes anyway, so I greatly appreciated a young noblewoman with deft hands taking care of the embroidery for me. She gave a refined chuckle as she reached for the sewing box.


      “In that case, I will remain in the castle and embroider as well. I assume we are not needed there, since you have your temple attendants,” Brunhilde said. She then went on to point out that her and Lieseleta’s presence would only deprive my temple attendants of work—a valid point that I admittedly hadn’t considered. “I will focus on my castle work, but please do call me for any meetings on dyeing or the like. Incidentally... I received word from my father the other day. Groschel has finished preparing to import the printing industry. He said that he will soon be contacting Lady Elvira.”


      I inhaled sharply. “That is much sooner than I expected. I had assumed they would need more time, since such preparations require dealing with commoners.” Maybe the other provinces would finish just as quickly.


      Brunhilde responded with a polite giggle just as I began considering whether I should rethink my printing plans. “Our house shares blood with Lady Elvira and received much advice from Giebe Haldenzel, which enabled us to finish so quickly.”


      “I see. In that case, once Wilfried has performed the final checks, we can go to Groschel with the Gutenbergs. I am excited to see what kind of place it is.”


      “Please take me with you,” Brunhilde said. I nodded my approval. We would want a guide, anyway.


      Once I had finished directing my retainers in the castle, an ordonnanz arrived from Ferdinand stating that we would be returning to the temple tomorrow after breakfast. I brought my retainers to him when the time came, which earned me a strange look.


      “This is quite the crowd,” Ferdinand remarked. “Do you truly need so many people?”


      “Think of this as a guided tour for the apprentices,” I replied. “I plan to show them the temple and explain their respective workloads. When there are no meetings, the scholars can work in shifts, and only two guard knights need to accompany us. But in any case, will you not be glad to have extra helpers?”


      Naturally, I intended to bring them all with me when it came time to help Ferdinand with his work. He nodded with a quiet interjection and gazed across my apprentice guard knights. His lips then curved into a slight grin of amusement.


      I returned to the temple via highbeast with Hugo and Rosina. It was strange to be surrounded by my retainers’ highbeasts as well. Fran and Monika watched with widened eyes as we all landed by the temple. I also saw several stiff expressions among my retainers at the sight of the gray priests and shrine maidens who were here to welcome us.


      “Fran, Monika, these are my retainers,” I said. “They are henceforth going to be visiting the temple on a more regular basis. Everyone, this is Fran, my head attendant within the temple, and this is Monika. They are not of the castle, but please consider them your equals as those who serve me.”


      “Thanks to Fran, I can focus on guard duty in the temple. The gray priests Lord Ferdinand trained are really good,” Angelica noted, puffing out her chest as she praised Fran for letting her escape the tedium of paperwork. Some chuckles leaked out and the tension in the air quickly faded.


      “Now then, I shall go to my chambers to get changed. Damuel, Angelica, use that time to take everyone to the rooms for guard knights.”


      “Understood!”


      I entrusted the two of them with guiding my retainers before following Monika and Fran to the High Bishop’s chambers, where I then explained the circumstances to Zahm. “My apologies,” I said to him. “I imagine you might find it quite nerve-racking to have nobles walking around the temple.”


      “You need not worry about us, Lady Rozemyne,” he replied. “As you are the archduke’s adopted daughter, we have known for quite some time that this day would come.”


      “After a brief rest, at third bell, we will be leaving to help the High Priest. I intend for my retainers to experience life in the temple for themselves. Damuel and Eckhart can manage, so I am sure the others can as well.”


      Fran gave a bemused smile, no doubt thinking about how my retainers were being thrown into work so soon after arriving. “Will Lady Angelica be guarding the door as always?” he asked.


      “Yes. It is important for them to see how things will usually be.”


      Zahm and Fran left for the kitchen to prepare tea, while Monika stayed behind to help me get changed. “Monika, if any of the visiting nobles say anything nasty to you, or you feel that you’re in even the slightest bit of danger, please do tell me right away,” I said. “I do not want any of you to be hurt while I am unaware.”


      “As you wish. I will report even the smallest detail,” she replied with a relieved smile. As expected, she had been nervous about so many unfamiliar nobles visiting the temple.


      Once I was changed, I called everyone over. Refreshments had already been prepared, so I took a demonstrative bite of Nicola’s sweets and sipped the tea that Fran had poured for me.


      “It’s been too long since I had temple sweets. I don’t even get to eat these at home,” Cornelius noted as he happily reached for some. He was of a higher status than any of my other retainers, so it was only after he started eating that everyone else followed suit.


      “Wow. These are so tasty...” Judithe murmured. “Have Angelica and Damuel been eating sweets this good this whole time? Lady Rozemyne, I want to do as much guard duty here in the temple as possible.”


      “You may take up guard duty here, but only on days when you do not have apprentice training,” I replied. She was practically tearing up with disappointment, but Damuel and Angelica more than sufficed. I was much happier having the apprentices prioritize their training with Bonifatius.


      After tea, Damuel explained what guard duty in the temple entailed. I asked Monika to show the two apprentice scholars how my work desk was arranged and whatnot, then looked over the letters and boards that had piled up in my absence.


      “I suppose we should send immediate responses to these letters from the guildmaster and the Plantin and Gilberta Companies,” I observed. The guildmaster’s letter contained questions about the waschen and the dyeing competition; the Plantin Company’s said that Johann had finished the safety pin, and that they wanted to know the Gutenbergs’ next destination as soon as it was decided upon; and the Gilberta Company’s reported that my summer hairpin and the hairpin for Ella were now both finished. “Fran, I will meet with the guildmaster, the Plantin Company, and the Gilberta Company three days from now. Please send out letters of invitation.”


      “As you wish.”


      Come third bell, I brought my temple attendants and noble retainers to the High Priest’s room. Angelica took her usual position at the door the very instant we arrived, as if worried that someone might attempt to steal her spot. My apprentice guard knights gasped at the state of the room before staring in shock at Eckhart and Damuel, who were casually doing paperwork.


      “For as long as I am in the temple, I assist the High Priest with his work every single day,” I explained to my noble retainers. “I am delighted to have you all working with me.”


      “Seeing as you have this many lackeys to handle the busywork, Rozemyne, I suppose I can teach you new jobs to do,” Ferdinand said. And with that, I evolved from a mere calculator that obeyed instructions to the head of the temple budget. I truly was working my way up in the world.


      “Lady Rozemyne... do you really do this every single day?” Judithe asked.


      “I do. Now, come on. Your hands have stopped.”


      “I see. Guard duty in the temple isn’t easy at all...” she muttered, but her sad whispers were drowned out as fourth bell started to chime.


      My retainers took turns eating lunch, as per usual. Philine and Judithe were both moved by the deliciousness of temple food, and while Cornelius was already used to eating delicious meals at home, he was enjoying the opportunity to try new things. Leonore, however, was looking somewhat down.


      “Leonore, did the food not suit your tastes?” I asked. “You seem to be frowning.”


      “Oh, it was quite delicious. I was simply thinking that we might have a hard time welcoming you or Lady Elvira to our homes when you have grown accustomed to eating such amazing meals every day.”


      After lunch, I gave Zahm several work-related instructions and then started leading my retainers to the orphanage. Philine was walking with an extremely anxious look on her face.


      “Don’t worry. Konrad’s fine.”


      Damuel tried to reassure Philine, since he always accompanied me to the orphanage, but she responded only with a weak smile. I needed to make sure she saw her little brother as soon as possible.


      Fran and Monika opened the door to the orphanage to reveal the gray shrine maidens and pre-baptism children kneeling in wait. “You may all return to work,” I said. “Konrad, do come here.”


      The gray shrine maidens stood up and returned to their work, clearly conscious of all my noble retainers. Konrad cried, “Sister!” and started running toward Philine, having been urged forward by Dirk, but quickly slowed down to a walk after noticing all the eyes fixed on him.


      “Konrad, I’m so glad to see you safe. How’s life in the temple?” Philine asked with an overjoyed smile as she pulled her younger brother into a hug.


      “I’m fine. Everyone’s nice, the food’s good, and Dirk’s here too. Lady Rozemyne told me you were living in the castle now. Do you feel lonely?” he asked.


      “I’m fine too, since I have friends who work with me. I do miss you though, Konrad. I wish we could see each other more often...”


      I gave a relieved sigh, pleased to see that Philine and Konrad were on good terms. I assumed they would want some time alone, so I decided to show everyone else the game corner of the dining hall. There were copies of all the books the Plantin Company had printed thus far, the karuta and playing cards, and several toys for babies.


      “The orphanage has this many books and toys?!” Cornelius exclaimed with wide eyes.


      “Indeed. Aub Ehrenfest was similarly stunned when he visited,” I said. Of course, Sylvester had been disguised as a blue priest at the time. “We use the orphanage to test toys and then start selling whichever ones are best received. The fact that all of the children here can read and do math is something that I am very proud of. They are learning all the skills expected of an attendant before they even turn ten.”


      “I had heard about this, but seeing it with my own eyes is something else,” Hartmut said, no less surprised than Cornelius was. Leonore looked around the dining hall and nodded to herself, noting that it was cleaner than she had expected after hearing all the rumors.


      I gave a proud chortle. “The entire temple is clean because everyone works to keep it that way, and the children are all respectful thanks to their polite upbringing.”


      “All that we have now is thanks to Lady Rozemyne’s blessings,” Wilma said with an angelic smile. “We are all endlessly grateful for all that she has done,” she said. Her glowing words of praise prompted an immediate response from Hartmut, who eagerly leaned forward.


      “You there. I would like to hear more about what Lady Rozemyne has done here,” he said, his intensity causing Wilma to take a step back. She was deathly afraid of men, so I stepped between them to protect her.


      “Hartmut, I will not allow you to do anything untoward to Wilma,” I declared, defensively holding out both arms.


      “Untoward...?” Hartmut repeated, his expression deflating in an instant.


      The sight of our exchange made Wilma giggle. “Lord Hartmut, if I were to elaborate on Lady Rozemyne’s splendor, we would most certainly be here for the rest of the day. There is no time for such talk now, but perhaps we can speak later.”


      “Thank you. I would love to hear about Lady Rozemyne’s saintly deeds in the orphanage.”


      “Wilma! Why would you even suggest that?!” I cried. The very thought of her talking about my saint legends took me by surprise, as did the idea that Hartmut would be making frequent and eager trips to the orphanage. It was as though she shared his fervor on some deep level.


      How could this happen? I thought I was protecting her. What changed...?


      There were a few lingering concerns, but it seemed that my retainers all came away with good impressions of the temple. That was good.

    

  

  
    
      A Discussion with the Lower City


      My meeting with the guildmaster and the Plantin and Gilberta Companies was scheduled for the afternoon three days after my retainers first arrived at the temple. I was a bit tense about having scholars attend a meeting with people from the lower city, but Hartmut seemed excited as we made our way to the orphanage director’s chambers.


      “Lady Rozemyne, what will you be discussing with the lower city merchants?” he asked.


      “My main interest is how the lower city has been faring since the entwickeln,” I replied. “Aside from that, I intend to discuss accommodation for the merchants coming from other duchies with the guildmaster, explain where the Gutenbergs will be going next to the Plantin Company, and receive my ordered products from the Gilberta Company.”


      Hartmut noted all this down, while Philine watched and copied him. It wasn’t long before we arrived at my chambers, which were already prepared for our guests thanks to Monika and Nicola. Angelica was standing outside the door, while Damuel and Cornelius were guarding the inside. Leonore and Judithe were absent, since they had training today.


      Hartmut, Philine, and Cornelius looked around curiously when we reached the second floor. “Lady Rozemyne, I do not believe this furniture suits someone of your status,” Hartmut noted with a small wrinkle of his nose.


      I nodded. His observation was accurate. The previous orphanage director had apparently been of mednoble birth, which meant this furniture was suited for a mednoble. At no point had it ever been appropriate for my status; back when I was a commoner, it was much too expensive, and now that I was the archduke’s adopted daughter, it was much too cheap.


      “This room and its furniture comes from a time when I did not know my father’s status, and yes, it certainly does not suit my status now that I have been adopted by the archduke,” I explained. “However, it only sees use when I meet with commoners, so there is surely no need to expend resources on replacing it.”


      “I believe it would be an effective way to further establish how superior you are to them,” Hartmut replied, but I wasn’t about to waste precious resources on furniture I used so rarely. There was no way he could make me care about this.


      “Hartmut, the commoners we are due to meet are all aware of my status, and just as nobles view the richest merchants as no different from the poorest farmers, commoners see the richest archnobles and the poorest laynobles as nobles all the same. Changing the furniture will not change their perception in the least, assuming they notice it at all. If we had the money to replace barely used furniture, I would rather spend it on something more important.”


      “Something more important... Such as?” Hartmut asked, seemingly so fixated on providing me with chambers befitting my status that no examples came to mind.


      “Books, naturally. Or perhaps creating new printing presses, developing new bookcases, or saving for the eventual creation of my own personal library. There are endless productive uses for money, are there not? New furniture is very low on the priority list.”


      “Lady Rozemyne, as nobles, it is crucial that we prepare environments appropriate to our status,” Cornelius said, backing up Hartmut with a bemused smile.


      “In other words, create an environment fit for myself. Understood. I shall save money to the best of my ability and strive to purchase book after book so that I may one day create a library suitable for the adopted daughter of an archduke.”


      “We are not talking about libraries.”


      “Oh, but we were talking about productive uses of money, were we not?”


      No matter how desperately Cornelius tried to explain his viewpoint to me, I could not imagine a bigger waste of money than replacing the furniture. Still, considering that my noble retainers had already found something to take issue with, I was starting to get a little nervous about whether this meeting would go well.


      Just as I quashed all the remaining complaints about my furniture situation, Fran came upstairs with some tea. “Your guests should be arriving soon,” he informed me, and hardly a moment later, Angelica announced that they had indeed arrived. She opened the door and Gil brought them all upstairs, having waited for them at the front gate. I could see Gustav, Freida, and their attendants, as well as Benno, Mark, Lutz, Otto, Tuuli, and Theo.


      “Blessed be the waves of Flutrane the Goddess of Water who guided us toward this serendipitous meeting.”


      Gustav gave the appropriate greeting as the representative of the group, speaking even more politely than usual due to the number of nobles they were meeting with for the very first time. My retainers responded in turn, and then I gestured to the provided seats. Of the commoners, only Gustav, Benno, and Otto sat down as the representatives of their respective stores.


      “Klassenberg and the Sovereignty were selected as our business partners during the Archduke Conference, as planned,” I said. “We have verification paper for the Merchant’s Guild to use in identifying the merchants arriving from these specific areas.”


      I signaled to Hartmut, who handed over the other halves of the verification sheets we had given to Klassenberg and the Sovereignty. The paper for Klassenberg was red and the paper for the Sovereignty was black, making it clear which was which. This was all thanks to the colored ink that Heidi had developed.


      “This paper has a quality wherein smaller pieces are attracted to larger pieces, as seen here,” I explained, showing the merchants how to cut the edges of the verification paper and use it for its intended purpose. “Please remember to check that the pieces of paper the visiting merchants bring are drawn to your own pieces. We instructed that they give each merchant a sheet larger than this board so that the sheet can be broken into no more than eight pieces, which should hopefully control the number of visitors we receive. If you are approached by anyone whose paper is too small then you may refuse to do business with them. We will handle the matter if necessary.”


      “So the paper is a magical device that even commoners can use? This will be most helpful,” Gustav said, carefully accepting the sheets before passing them to one of his attendants.


      “How is the lower city? Does it remain clean enough that we may hold our heads high when merchants of other cities arrive?” I asked. We had beautified the city with the entwickeln and the wide-range waschen, but if the commoners who lived there weren’t careful, it would all end up filthy again in no time.


      Gustav nodded with a smile. “I was watching from the top window of the Merchant’s Guild on that fateful day, and the sight was truly shocking enough to deprive me of speech. Lights suddenly shone in the sky, and an instant later, torrents of water crashed against my doors and windows. I reflexively stepped back, but the next thing I knew, the water had already vanished, and the lower city’s roads and buildings were as white as those in the Noble’s Quarter. I had already been given some idea of what was going to happen, but goodness, the archduke’s power was truly something to behold.”


      Mm...? Isn’t he talking about the waschen that Ferdinand used, not the entwickeln that Sylvester poured his all into? It seemed that the entwickeln had gone largely unnoticed, since it mostly changed underground stuff, while the waves of the waschen had been what left a big impression on the commoners. Oh well. It’s not like the details of how the city ended up so clean really matter here...


      “The soldiers and we of the Merchant’s Guild spread the news all throughout the city, so none remained outside at the time of. I have not been informed of any injuries or disappearances following the magic.”


      Whew. So nobody was caught up in the entwickeln, drowned in the waschen, or ended up having a heart attack.


      “There were some buildings in the southern part of the lower city that had water slip through the cracks of their doors and windows, which resulted in their interiors becoming as clean as the streets outside,” Benno said. He then shot Lutz a meaningful glance, so I inquired as to what had happened.


      “I’m told that my family home was one such building. My mother bemoaned that if she had known what would happen, she would have kept the windows open from the start,” Lutz explained while awkwardly averting his gaze. The mental image of Karla boldly waiting for the water with the windows thrown open made me laugh. She probably would have been able to stay standing even after getting blasted.


      “Unfortunately, that wide-range magic is quite costly and cannot be performed so frequently,” I said. “In any case... is the city being kept clean?”


      Tuuli, who was standing behind Otto, gave a proud smile. “But of course. My father and all the soldiers are patrolling the streets with sharp eyes, warning all those who would dirty them. The city is a sight to behold from the very north to the southernmost point,” she said.


      It seemed that speaking to Dad and the soldiers in Hasse had been the right choice after all. I couldn’t help but smile as I imagined him and his soldiers working hard for my sake.


      “That is relieving to hear, but I have one more concern,” I said. “There will soon be a surge of merchants coming to Ehrenfest from other duchies. Will there be enough inns and eateries to support them?”


      “There will not be enough high-quality inns given the lack of need for them up until this point and the fact they cannot be built so suddenly,” Gustav replied. “This year, we plan to have the major store owners house them, and to that end, we have sent word instructing them to prepare their homes. Thanks to the archduke limiting the number of visitors, we should have enough space if we merchants and the inns work together.”


      He went on to explain that they planned to use the Italian restaurant to host a celebratory dinner welcoming the merchants. That seemed like a good move to me, since we had just spread awareness of our unique cuisine at the Archduke Conference. As I was nodding along in agreement, Freida raised her hand. She was involved with the operation of the Italian restaurant.


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    




















































  

OEBPS/Images/Characters3.jpg
. Afifth-year archduke candidate from
Lestilaut Dunkelfelger the Second.

A second-year archduke candidate from
Hanl‘lelOre"""""'"Dunkelfelyger the Second.

. Assixth-year archduke candidate from
Adolphiner«--++++++preuanthel the Third,

. A second-year archduke candidate from
Ortwin- "Drewanchyel the Third.

A fifth-year archduke candidate from

Detl |nde""""""""Ahrens ach the Sixth. Georgine’s daughter.

. Assixth-year archduke candidate from
RUdlger""""""""Frenbelcyagthe [

In charge of the High Bishop’s
chambers.

l“chargeofthengh Bishop’s Lamprecht

chambers.

Acookwho helpsinth ioi
Fiigh Bishop's chambers. Brigitte

A cook who helpsin the Aurelia

«Alibrary magic tool.

«Alibrary magic tool.

Ferdinand’s guard knight. Karstedt’s son.
Ferdinand’s scholar. Rihyarda’s son.

Wilfried’s guard knight. Karstedt’s son.

Rozemyne’s former guard knight who
returned to lligner.

Lamprecht’s bride.

igh Bishop’s chambers.
In charge of the workshop. Grausam:Giebe Gerlach. Matthias’s father.

-+In charge of the workshop. Sidonius Giebe Wiltord. Laurenz’s father.

Incharge of the orphanage. i} i P,
e Freuden- e 8er brother

Bettina reuden’s Bride.
amuel’s older brother and a layscholar.
-Sylvester’s mother. Currently detained.

| ngO"""""meﬂ" of acarpentry workshop.

Zack:#+++++Asmith. Comes up with ideas.
A smith. Turns ideas into reality. Sigiswald-«- The Sovereignty’s first prince.
Ink craftswoman. Josef's wife. Anastasius: - The Sovereignty’s second prince.

eseseneeelnk craftsman. Heidi's husband. Eglantine: A member of the Klassenberg archducal family.

Ahrensbach’s first wife. Sylvester's older sister.

ower city Merchants l

Head of the Plantin Company.

Benno’ sright-hand man.
««+A leherl apprentice.
Head of the Gilberta Company.
«++A seamstress for the Gilberta Company.

A leherl of the Gilberta Company. \n orphan forced to sign a submission contract with Count Bindewald.

...Guildmaster of the Merchant’ s Guild. ozemyne’s former attendant from when she was a shrine maiden.

Gustav’ sgranddaushteranda Philine’sittle brother, nowin the orphanage.

Frei da ‘coinvestor in the Itafian restaurant. chefworking for Gustav.






OEBPS/Images/Characters1.jpg
Rozemyne

The protagonist.
After growing alittle, she now looks
like an eight-year-old, but she still

hasn’t changed on the inside. She NA \ - :
will do anything she can to read \ N Summal’y of

books in the Royal Academy, which . / Part Three:
sheis attending as a second-year. = E -

v o

Wilfried

Sylvester’s oldest son, Rozemyne’s older brother,
and a second-year at the Royal Academy.

-

Charlotte

Sylvester’s daughter, Rozemyne’s little sister,
and a first-year at the Royal Academy.

d © 03 WIIIA [[94 PALJI/ AONDMOY ‘PISIA

2u181095 UL M aSUD] 210U 10] B dWEID] dJaYdsoLue Y| *s)00q delayjoad 01 wie oy ui ssaiBo4d Apeas apew pue ‘dfised

Thearchduke of Ehrenfest. He adopted
Rozemyne, making him heradoptive father.

Florencia

Sylvester’s wife and the mother of his three children. Rozemyne’s adoptive mother.

Karstedt

The commander of Ehrenfest’s knights. Rozemyne’s noble father.

Elvira

Karstedt’s first wife. Rozemyne’s noble mother.

Bonifatius

Sylvester’s uncle, Karstedt’s father, and Rozemyne’s grandfather.

a:
[3
a
)
=~
o
o,
©
o
=,
5
Q
o
)
N
[}
3
<
=]
©
£
o
©n
b
o
Q
=~
o
a
5
O
-
5
=
®
3
©
ey
S
=
o
Q
3}
<
[}
=
- 4
<
S
S
- 3
[}
S
©n
=
©
o
£
S
=
X
-
£
S
£
=
o
o
~<
o
o
=
©
o
o
a
o
o
©n
©w
o
a

1sowje auhwazoy yorym Surinp ‘paddeupis| sem a130j4ey) pue ‘desy [edny,
paidope s,ajnpydie ay3 pue doysig y3iH ay3 sesjiom 1y yiim ‘djqou e Suiodaq 1a3je Asnq AjSuipaadxa sem aukwazoy

ay3 ur spaes Burkeyd pue eanaey pjos ‘ssa1d Sunurid sy paysiuly ays ‘o) aaeds a[331] A1an yam say o] Suiney 1o3ySnep






OEBPS/Images/FrontMatter1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
—

=
1
L

T
GA‘_






OEBPS/Images/FrontMatter2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Insert1.jpg
..‘\ . . ‘.'- WL- of ‘i :
T\ TN
-\ -

' T )
3 ’ [ O\ o
i g b
h i o \ ,
R, ad o u’.,.'
N \ i N\
' .'\"‘ \ ‘i}’ :'. ; . > ‘\ | |

: /%' ‘ //
3 - f\\&

o

i .-;(-






OEBPS/Images/Characters2.jpg
Hirschur-
Rauffen-
Solange*

Rihyarda

Head attendant. An
archnoble who cared for
Ferdinand, Sylvester, and
Karstedt when they were
kids.

Philine
Asecond-year
apprentice layscholar.

A third-year apprentice
medknight.

Lieseleta

Angelica’s little sister
and afifth-year
apprentice
medattendant.

Angelica
Lieseleta’s older sister
and amedknight.

Damuel

A layknight. Stayed in
Ehrenfest.

+++Ehrenfest’ sdorm supervisor.
Previously taught Ferdiand.

++«Dunkelfelger’ sdorm supervisor.|

esesThe Royal Academy’ slibrarian.

Brunhilde

A fourth-year
apprentice
archattendant.

Cornelius

Karstedt’ssonanda
sixth-year apprentice
archknight.

Ignaz:
Traugott-

Matthias: ===+

Laurenz:-
Roderick-

3a sixth-year apprentice
archscholar. Ottilie’s
son.

Leonore

Afifth-year apprentice
archknight.

A third—wara_pprentice archscholar

serving Wilfried.

A fourth-year apprentice archknight.
Rihyarda’ sgrandson.

A fourth-year apprentice medknight
inthe former Veronica faction.

A third-year apprentice medknight
inthe former Veronica faction.

A second-year apprentice medscholar
inthe former Veronica faction.






