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      Act Two: Academy / The Iron Princess of Thorns

      Chapter 1: Otome Game

      The False Heroine

      The Royal Sorcerers’ Academy—the longest-standing educational institution in the Kingdom of Claydale, where members of the aristocracy could enroll on the year they were to reach the age of thirteen—was attended by the majority of noble children.

      It had initially been established to teach those with an aptitude for aether how to control that power. But in the more than one hundred years since the kingdom merged with the former Dukedoms of Dandorl and Melrose, the academy had evolved. Now, the three years of coursework were intended to bridge wealth-related educational disparities within the nobility, thus elevating the nation’s overall standards by teaching aristocratic children everything they needed to know as members of the ruling class.

      Over the past year, the most talked-about topic at the academy had been the enrollment of the crown prince, Elvan. Though some knew him as a meek prince lacking in ambition, he had nevertheless secured three fiancées hailing from families of influence within the kingdom and thus begun steadily solidifying his position. At the time of his enrollment a year ago, one of his fiancées, Lady Patricia Hoodale—daughter of a duke and the likely future third queen—had already been in her final year. Meanwhile, Lady Clara Dandorl—daughter of a margrave and likely future first queen—had enrolled alongside Elvan as a first-year student. This had created a somewhat restless atmosphere throughout the academy.

      And this year, with the arrival of even more students, the academy was expected to be even more abuzz.

      The year after the crown prince’s birth, many noble families had conceived children of their own in hopes of forming closer ties with the royal family, leading to a larger-than-usual incoming class. Furthermore, illustrious figures such as Elvan’s younger sister, Princess Elena, as well as his third fiancée, Karla Leicester—daughter of a count and likely future second queen—had also entered the academy.

      “What a wonderful stage this academy will be!”

      At the start of the school year, which marked the dawn of a new period in high society, a girl—one of many students making their way to the entrance ceremony—walked briskly along the open central pathway. Next to her was a young steward. The girl’s blue eyes and reddish, dark-blonde hair stood out, and her small frame—particularly childlike among the nobility, whose growth was often accelerated by aether—combined with her restless behavior made her look like a baby bird.

      Unlike the rest of the students, this girl had obviously not been educated as a noble. Her large eyes drooped slightly at the corners, giving her a somewhat sleepy appearance. Thanks to her petite stature, even her knee-length skirt, which a noble lady would’ve considered immodest, seemed acceptable. The aura about her was inexplicably charming.

      “Look at how magnificent this place is, Theo!” she exclaimed. “I’m going to be a student here! Isn’t that wonderful?”

      “Please, calm down, my lady. Move a little more to the side, and...please, let go of my arm...” The young steward, a boy of Krus descent, looked a bit awkward as the girl clung firmly to his arm.

      The academy’s central pathway was clear so that carriages bearing high-ranking nobles would not be obstructed, and lower-ranking nobles deliberately avoided walking in the middle. Theo had tried to reprimand the girl upon feeling the others’ critical gazes fall on them, but she simply tightened her grip on his arm.

      “Theo! I told you to call me ‘Licia,’ didn’t I?” The girl chided him like an older sister, employing a tone far too mature for her age. “We’re practically family now, so don’t be so formal with me!”

      “My apologies.”

      Interpreted charitably, her words could have implied that she saw even her own servant as family. But her sweet, almost flirtatious tone and the overly familiar closeness she maintained with Theo went against the protocols for men and women of noble standing, which lent an oddly alluring air to her childlike appearance.

      Just as the awkward, out-of-place display began to draw the attention of the surrounding students, a black carriage arrived. A young lady with dark hair, wearing a navy dress and a burgundy robe, stepped out of the vehicle. Her unsettling aura and sickly visage made even the students who didn’t recognize her instinctively step aside and clear a path for her.
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