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      1: So I’m Reborn, Now What?


      Stories about being reincarnated in another world were all the rage. Tales in which the main characters get up to all sorts of wild adventures. And just like everyone else, I enjoyed them too.


      But let’s get to the point.


      I, too, was reborn, though not in the way I would have hoped. I did not die of overwork, nor in an accident, nor in an effort to protect another...rather, I simply neglected my own health. If I’m being honest, when I thought of the people I’d left behind I wanted to tear my own hair out, but regardless, I was reincarnated. The memories of my new life began with my very first cries.


      Which brings us to my birth.


      So I’m reborn, now what?


      Um, aren’t I supposed to get some kind of revelation before the rebirth? Given a duty or something...?


      My first thought was “Where am I?”


      I couldn’t move freely, and I couldn’t see clearly. Nonetheless, somehow I knew that this place was not familiar. In contrast to my bewildered confusion were the happy couple overjoyed at the birth of me, their child. The man praised his wife. The woman, though still in somewhat of a daze, shivered with elation and wept at the sight of their adorable new daughter.


      While my vision and hearing were still hazy, what with me being a newborn and all, I still understood all the same that this was a joyous occasion. The sight of the couple brought warmth to my heart. “Aw, how wonderful,” I thought, as though the scene were not something I myself were a part of.


      My mother then brought her face close and spoke to me. I was powerless and could do nothing but watch and listen.


      “XXXX, XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX.”


      It was then I thought to myself, “Oh? Why don’t I understand anything she just said?” I could hear both of my parents, and the importance of the moment was not lost on me, but I did not have the slightest clue as to what they were saying.


      This was around the time that it really began to dawn on me that I had been reincarnated. I was originally born and raised in Japan. I was single, in my thirties, and I didn’t have any friends or acquaintances overseas. If I did, I’m sure I would have enjoyed my life more.


      I thought for a while, then I slept. I drank my mother’s breast milk, and then I slept some more. Some days later, I arrived at a conclusion.


      Oh, I’ve been reborn in an entirely different world.


      From then on, I did my utmost. I did the very best I could manage, though in hindsight, I think it would have been better to simply have done nothing out of the ordinary. I was quick to stand to my feet with support, and I had no strong dislikes. Both my parents and grandparents were delighted with my growth, but their happiness only made me more fearful. What worried me most was their language and how unique it was. The pronunciation was strange and unlike Japanese or English.


      Father, mother, big brother, big sister.


      I could understand that much, but I knew that actually speaking would prove difficult. Now, you may be thinking that I was an adult in an infant’s body and that I was immersed in the language. “With some study, surely you’d get a grasp of how the language works,” you say.


      If only it were that simple.


      I was in my thirties. My thirties! Now, I realize that’s still considered the realm of the young—at least where the elderly are concerned—but it’s not like I was a teenager. My brain was somewhat stuck in its ways. I had only ever been able to speak Japanese. Tackling a whole new language was not so easy a task.


      I had intended for my first word to be “mama,” but had instead called my mother by her actual name. I’d mimicked the sounds of what my father called her, thinking it would make her happy; I hadn’t expected that we’d kick things off on a first-name basis. In Japan, parents call each other “papa” and “mama” respectively. It was a mistake to think it would work the same way in this world. In this way, I began my new life, making lots of these kinds of errors as I did my best to play the part of a child.


      Now, let’s skip ahead to when I was fourteen, and my mother forgot me completely. This, I must say, was rather horrible. The worst part of it all was how quickly it happened. It was almost laughable. I was met by our servants when I returned home from visiting one of my few friends. Our family was middle-class, but nobles all the same, and we had servants boarding with us.


      “My lady,” said one, “your uncle and aunt are here.”


      “They are? This is the first I’ve heard of it.”


      “Their arrival was rather sudden. A hastily arranged meeting, it would seem. They’re with the rest of the family.”


      “Mother and father will be mad if I don’t at least say hello. I’ll be with them in a moment.”


      I was a well-behaved girl, so I made sure to wash my hands and ensure that my appearance was prim and proper before gently knocking on the door. This kind of thing was indeed the very height of bothersome for me, but to ensure a future in which I was free to do as I wished, leaving a good impression on my relatives was a must. And for all my complaints, it wasn’t like I ever had to do any chores, like cleaning or the laundry. In any case, I entered the room with a smile befitting my fourteen years.


      My mother took one look at me and was utterly bewildered.


      “And who might you be?” she asked.


      Naturally, everyone at first thought she was joking. However, their amusement quickly turned to panic when they realized she was entirely serious. Everyone was worried as to whether or not she was okay. Her condition, such as it was, did not improve. My older brother, older sister, and younger brother all took me in their arms.


      “What are you saying, mother? She’s our little sister, Karen,” said my older sister.


      “Daughter?” replied my mother. “I only have one daughter, and that’s you, Gerda.”


      “Father, something’s wrong with mother!”


      “How could you say such a thing to your own mother?!” barked my father.


      It was like something out of a stage play. My mother was taken to the doctor, and we, her children, were left as our relatives approached, one after the other, to offer hugs and kind words. Among all the consolations and promises that everything was going to be okay, I felt some relief at the fact that I was an adult in a child’s body.


      I mean, if a child was completely forgotten by her own mother? That’s a guaranteed recipe for trauma. But being who I really was, I could take it all in the way one might a dramatic performance. It came as a shocking surprise, yes, but I still didn’t even really know where I was. That and the fact I had a mother in Japan brought me a little solace.


      And yet life still had more surprises in store for me. Far more.


      As it turned out, I was not my father’s child.


      I skipped straight to the reveal there, but let me explain it from the beginning. It began with my mother’s selective amnesia. How, or why, it happened, we didn’t know. But what we did know was that all her memories related to me were gone. She no longer had a daughter by the name of Karen. In her mind, her children consisted only of my two older siblings and my younger brother. My family was thrown into a pitiful confusion. Desperate to spark my mother’s memories, everyone searched through the house for items of sentimental value.


      One day, amid such a search, a letter was discovered hidden in the depths of a closet. Upon closer inspection, my father found that it was addressed to a man. It turned out that the letter was proof of my mother’s extramarital affair. When my father went to my uncle for advice, the man flew into a rage. He promptly made the incident his own business and tracked down the man in question. During the interrogation, the suspect admitted to having had a brief affair with my mother.


      Naturally, my mother underwent a similar interrogation, and while she did somewhat vaguely admit to the tryst, she still did not know who I was. However, the more they investigated, the more a truth came to light that none wanted very much to even consider. In the end, I was not my father’s child. The timing of my conception and birth didn’t add up, and more to the point, I had inherited all of the physical traits unique to my mother’s partner in crime. It was thus concluded that I was indeed not my father’s child.


      And perhaps, you’d think, this is where it ends.


      Oh, you hapless fools; the confusion and chaos were so very far from over.


      The matter should have ended with my parents, but it spread to the rest of the family, by way of gossipy servants. Gerda, my older sister, was aghast. My relationship with my brothers also grew strained, and our home was thrown into panic. As a result, my father expelled me from the family and pushed me onto my real father. He didn’t really have any other choice. Though he had raised me since birth and he loved me regardless of the fact that we weren’t related, the rest of the family wouldn’t stand for my continued existence.


      After all, we were members of the nobility, and relatives to the Dunsts, a most distinguished family. On both my father’s and mother’s sides, our relatives were fastidious and scrupulous about all matters and, unbeknownst to me at the time, my grandparents visited often. My mother’s memories looked unlikely to return, and as such I disturbed the natural order of things by simply existing. My father was at his wits’ end.


      And so it happened! A plan to remove that which was stained! She who sullied the family name! The misfortune that befell me yet knew no end!


      My real father was the son of a gardener. He was a man who, by that point in his life, was married with children of his own. I was thrust upon him along with a sum of money, but all the same I was unwanted. The man himself was humiliated, and his wife and children were enraged. Oh, how I lamented my circumstances. If only my mother had chosen a nobleman for her tryst; perhaps then I might have found myself in a more favorable situation.


      “Well, whatever,” I had thought. “Once you hit rock bottom, the only way left to go is up.”


      I knew that, at the very least, things were not so dire that I would have to resort to selling my own body. I was glad then for my thirty years of prior life experience and my passion for life.


      My father (the real one) rented me a room in a shared residence. In Japan, you would call it an apartment. My neighbors were, by and large, women. You see, one of the positive aspects of being born in this new nation in this new fantasy world was that the women were afforded the independence to live and work on their own. A great number of the men also showed women a good deal of respect, to boot.


      That said, it wasn’t nearly as safe as my previous home of Japan, which I suppose simply goes without saying. As for exactly how unsafe the place was, if a woman went wandering on her own outside of the country, it was all too easy to imagine her being robbed, raped, and ultimately sold off. And if you were murdered for wandering off the beaten path, you wouldn’t get any sympathy; if you weren’t traveling with protection, then you essentially got what you asked for. The cities and towns were safe, of course, but the truth of the matter was that there were a lot of dangerous people about. It paid to protect yourself.


      When I’d been reborn, I’d wanted to work out why, but considering the meaning of my life was the very least of my worries once I was living on my own. Matters of the mind and spirit are best addressed when one has a certain stability in their life, and with my constantly being moved here and there, I was constantly left playing catch-up.


      That brings us here, to where our story begins. It was spring, and I was sixteen years old. I’d been living on my own for two years, and I now found myself sitting at a table in a classroom, pen gripped tightly in hand as I moaned over what to do. My friend Ernesta peered down at me.


      “Karen,” she said. “What’s got you so worried? What’s the point of a pretty face when you’re scrunching it up like that?”


      “Will you hear me out, Ern?” I asked. “I can’t decide where to work.”


      “Oh, my. Well, with your student record, you could go for anything so long as you don’t aim too high. You’re not in research work like me, so just go where you like.”


      “Your honesty is appreciated, Little Miss Honor Roll.”


      “Don’t mention it. You’re not too bad yourself, maintaining your position of around 100th in the overall school rankings so consistently.”


      “Sarcasm noted, genius.”


      Over the last few generations, our nation had been blessed by a number of good and upstanding kings. No despots and no tyranny meant that the standards of life and education were rather high. Schools were open to ordinary citizens and, as long as you could pay the fees, enrollment was allowed at the age of eleven. Any student who studied for two or three years could expect employment upon graduation. And so, a great many parents did their utmost to ensure their children went to school.


      Ernesta’s parents were one such couple, and she was studying on behalf of their efforts. She was an adorable girl, big round eyes and braided hair. I called her Ern for short. I watched as she took a seat in front of me and began counting potential jobs on her fingers.


      “Well, manners and etiquette aren’t a problem for you, so how about one of the Houses? If research work isn’t your thing, there’s always the front desk.”


      “Hmm...” I murmured, thoughtfully. “But there are an awful lot of...important, distinguished people at the Houses.”


      By “Houses,” we were referring to the House of Magic and the House of Knights. And while it’s embarrassing for me to write of “knights” and “magic” in a serious discussion, they were both dedicated to the ongoing peace of the nation in which I lived. Many who worked at the Houses came from noble lineage.


      “Then, how about snagging a Mr. Moneybags and sticking it to everyone? With a face like yours, it’s very much an option.”


      She’s off the rails, this one.


      Ern wasn’t speaking from any kind of sarcasm, however. She knew all about me, right down to my past, and it made her mad, hence the implicit suggestion. “Stick it to the fam,” essentially.


      “I’ll consider it, if I find a man worth snagging,” I said.
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      I’d enrolled at this school once I started living on my own. The moment my family had pushed me onto my real father, I was no longer allowed at schools attended by the nobility.


      “And what about you, Ern?” I asked. “You’ll join a House, I suppose?”


      “Yeah. I mean, I have these magical abilities, after all. And the last time, before this one, I didn’t get to do much of anything. In this life, I’m going to do what I want to do, and I’m going to be good to my parents.”


      “A bit early to be looking so far down the line, no?”


      “Not in the slightest,” said Ern. “As soon as you hit twenty or thirty, life passes you by in the blink of an eye.”


      “Yeah, I know that, but look at us. Right now, we’re both young.”


      Let me explain: Ern, like me, had been reborn. That said, she wasn’t Japanese, and her life before this one was a far, far cry from the one I’d experienced. In Ern’s case, she’d had children at a young age, spent her days scraping by, then died. She didn’t like talking about it so I wasn’t privy to the details, but one thing was certain—hers were not blessed, fortunate circumstances. I suspected that her past was the very reason she was so diligent about her studies. We’d become friends simply because we got along well together.


      “By the will of the Lord, yes, yes, we are. Our worries, too, are but a fleeting thing,” said Ern. “We should enjoy our new lives.”


      Ern was committed to her religion. And while her thoughts had changed a little here and there with her current situation, she nonetheless was a devout and ardent believer in God. I’d come here with my Japanese sense of religion, and so I only really believed in gods so far as it was convenient or necessary. Cheating, you say? I won’t hear of it. A mysterious life-form that is all-knowing, with magical powers and the ability to grant any wish? I had more important things to consider.


      Namely, the paper right in front of me.


      “But where do I want to go?” I murmured.


      As long as they paid their student fees, schools did their best to help students in their efforts to find employment. I, too, was hopeful that I’d receive that same support.


      But there was a problem. Oh yes, there was a problem.


      In short, my options for employment were limited. I had been expelled from a family of middle-class nobility. I was once a Kirsten, and the last thing I wanted was to end up at a workplace with close ties to them, what with all the constant rumors and power struggles. All a prospective employer had to do was dig a little into my past, and I simply wouldn’t hear the end of it.


      And while I was the daughter of middle-class nobility, my existence was a stain upon the Kirsten family name. But it’s your mother’s fault, Ern had argued. What did I have to do with the whole sordid affair? Frankly, that was my opinion too. However, that didn’t pass muster as far as noble society was concerned. My relatives staked their lives on their reputations. My mother’s grandparents, in particular, despised my real father. I’d heard that they had exploded with rage, but I hadn’t seen them since I began living alone.


      In any case, my current peaceful life was thanks to their good graces. And while money was admittedly tight, I nonetheless lived without much worry. Still, I did wonder how that might change once I graduated school and entered greater society.


      “Well,” I muttered, “I guess I’ll just submit my preferred employers.”


      My first preference was the position of trade accountant. Second, House secretary. Both offered good salaries. As much as I would have preferred to avoid work at one of the Houses, I’d arrived at it by process of elimination. In any case, my life goal at this point was to work for a time and save money.


      “I won’t get anywhere without some capital behind me,” I uttered.


      My grand plan, you see, was to leave the country at the age of twenty. I wanted to see the outside world. Given that I didn’t have a particular location in mind, I saw the need to lay a foundation and gain some experience in the workforce. Now, if some benevolent god had bestowed upon me some great task, or if I’d been able to see the status screen in some world with a simple leveling process, then perhaps my goals would have been decided for me. Unfortunately, mine was a more coldhearted and unsympathetic rebirth. But, reincarnation or otherwise, I still had to eat, and that meant I had to work. Besides, it wasn’t like this world boasted the number of evil and exploitative corporations that Japan did.


      Three days after I submitted my work preferences, my teacher called me for a meeting. Their eyes were red and puffy, and with each word they spoke, they seemed about to burst into tears.


      “My apologies, Karen. I wanted nothing more than to reward you with one of your preferences, but it is simply beyond my control.”


      That told me everything I needed to know.


      Someone’s been pulling some strings.


      My teacher was passionate about their students, and I had no doubt they’d attempted to negotiate on my behalf. I told them that their tears were a more than adequate apology and took the rest of the day off from school.


      The city I lived in was filled with a pleasant number of plants and flowers. The wind was quite strong that day, and you could hear it shaking the leaves in the trees. The red and yellow flower petals in the flowerbeds surrounding the school fluttered as I took a seat on a nearby bench.


      “Well then, what now?” I muttered.


      There was no energy in my utterance. I’d deliberately chosen safe options for potential places of employment, and even then I’d been shut down. As for future options, I either had to prepare myself for family-related bullying and aim higher, or aim considerably lower, or otherwise resort to begging for work. I wasn’t particularly keen on the latter, being that the places that would readily hire a sixteen-year-old couldn’t offer much in the way of a high salary.


      A barmaid or a shop clerk, huh...


      I don’t want to speak poorly of such jobs, but my dream was to one day leave this place for foreign lands. It was already going to be hard for me to find a good husband, and so I had to consider the worst-case scenario: that I would die alone. But, what if someday I fell ill? That was why I’d gone to school, so I could develop a secure set of skills to fall back on. But now, all of my studying felt as though it had been for nothing. I had thrown away years that I could have spent enjoying my youth, and now I was desperate for those years to mean something.


      And don’t you go calling me too much of a pessimistic realist. If money wasn’t an issue, I can assure you my teens would have been a complete and utter joyride.


      I crossed my arms and closed my eyes. The wind through the trees, the sound of nearby conversation; these were gentle, calming things, but to me they were little more than static. Then there was the sound of a carriage coming to a halt. The slam of its door. These sounds, by themselves, were fine, but when I heard footsteps approaching, I opened my eyes. This was unusual. A shadow fell across my feet. It belonged to a face I had not seen in some time: long, almond-shaped eyes, a sharp and handsome nose, and neatly combed hair. It was Arno, the eldest son of the Kirsten family.


      “What a surprise, brother,” I remarked. “To see you here in a place like this.”


      In contrast to my shock, my older half-brother wore something of an inscrutable expression.


      “It has been too long, Karen,” he replied, peering down at me.


      There was a touch of cold formality in his tone, but things were complicated—we were members of different families now. I should note that I didn’t hold anything against Arno. He had always looked after me, and when he found out that my father intended to expel me from the family, he had opposed the idea until the bitter end.


      “It has indeed,” I said. “I would say it’s been at least two years since we last met. You look rather tense. Are you eating properly?”


      “All the regular meals, every day,” Arno replied. “I’m happy to see you looking well. Are you eating properly?”


      “You don’t have to worry about that. My daily living expenses are covered, so I cook for myself and I’m eating my fair share of meat and vegetables.”


      Arno did not appear convinced of my financial security, however.


      “I see,” he replied, furrowing his brow.


      Behind my brother stood his foster brother. The sword at his waist was a clear indicator that he was Arno’s bodyguard. Like my brother, he’d been good to me growing up, and I waved a hello, but I received only a smile in return.


      “Brother, what are you doing here?” I asked. “Surely you didn’t just happen to see me while you were passing by.”


      “No, I have a matter to discuss with you.”


      “I thought as much. Oh, please don’t take that as a reproach. It’s nothing of the sort.”


      The fact of the matter was that Arno wouldn’t have come without a reason. He and my siblings were prohibited from making contact with me, after all. My brother had also been raised and educated to act as the right-hand man of the head family’s young master. As such, he carried the weight of the Kirsten family on his shoulders, and he would not be so rash as to meet me on a whim, no matter how worried he might be. I knew that my siblings were banned from seeing me because my older sister’s servant had told me, back when it was first decided that I was to be expelled. This was why I didn’t hold anything against any of my siblings.


      Arno offered me his hand. The message was clear.


      Come with me.


      But where? Well, I certainly wasn’t going to be so stupid as to ask that question. If my older brother had come all this way specifically to see me, then there was only one place we could possibly be going. I knew that I could reject his offer outright, but...


      “Hmm...” I murmured. “But if I don’t go, it only makes the situation all the more pitiful for you.”


      The school day was still ongoing, but public schools were fairly generous in this area. Some students left partway through the day to help their families and such, and doing so was fine, so long as it didn’t impact your grades or cause the school any trouble.


      “I’ll need you to inform the school about all of this,” I said.


      “We’ll make sure that the necessary people are informed,” replied Arno.


      So we boarded the carriage, and I sat opposite my brother. Riding in a carriage after so long reminded me of just how convenient they were. As I stared out the window it struck me then, quite deeply, that until I had been driven out of the family, the act of riding carriages had been just another forgettable part of daily life.


      “Karen, are you receiving an adequate amount to cover your daily living expenses?” Arno asked.


      “When I left ho...er...the Kirsten family, I received quite the sum,” I replied. “It meets my needs. I’m certainly not starving, if that’s what you’re asking.”


      “But what about clothes? From what I can tell, I gather that you don’t have much in the way of a full wardrobe.”


      “What? But you haven’t even seen... Oh, I see. You haven’t seen yourself, but you nonetheless have eyes.”


      Those eyes belonged to Achim, Arno’s foster brother, who currently sat by my brother’s side.


      “Ordinary families don’t have a different outfit for every day of the week,” I said, asserting that my wardrobe, or lack thereof, was a nonissue. “And besides, it’s not like I’m going wild and dirtying what I already own. I don’t need a full wardrobe for school.”


      Anyone who boasted a wide range of flashy outfits at a public school would only make themselves a source of ire. A difference in terms of noble and general sensibilities, I suppose.


      Here in the privacy of his carriage, Arno spoke without the strained tension from earlier. I felt myself relaxing, safe in the knowledge that he did not despise me.


      “And how is our sister?” I asked.


      “So lively and energetic that it’s quite a bother. She’s trying to manage the entire household, and we’ve our hands full trying to keep her under control.”


      “That certainly sounds like Gerda.”


      My older sister was a beautiful young woman. Lustrous black hair, smooth white skin; at first glance, she appeared the portrait of a gentle and placid nobleman’s daughter. In reality, however, her gaze overflowed with an unquenchable vigor. While many said that her strong will was her lone fatal flaw, that same fortitude was the very reason girls looked up to her.


      “Father has been worried about you,” Arno said.


      “Is that so?” I said, unable to stop the icy edge in each word.


      I knew immediately that I’d put my foot in it. My brother fell silent, and Achim looked suddenly uncomfortable. I tried to play it down by turning my gaze outside, but it did no good; the rest of our trip to the Kirsten home was spent in silence.


      Though there was an air of nostalgia to it now, the Kirsten household was your typical noble manor. The grounds were surrounded by a lattice fence, and when we passed through the main gates we were met by the sight of a scrupulously well-kept garden. The road from the main gate to the front door was paved with stone. All of this put the Kirstens clearly at the higher end of the middle-class nobility.


      The sight of the house and its surrounding environment brought back memories, both fond and unpleasant alike. Sentimental was not the word I would have used for my feelings as I passed through the front door, where I was met by a white-haired butler who bowed respectfully. The head servant, who had scolded me terribly strictly in the past, had a face on the verge of tears. I felt suddenly awkward, as though I should’ve apologized. These two had given me a plethora of sweets when I had finally left the manor for a different life.


      We headed directly to the living room, where our family had once often gathered. Now the room held my father, my uncle and auntie, and a host of other relatives. I was left confused by it all. Had I just walked straight into some kind of deliberate stress interview?


      “Long time no see, everyone!” I cried.


      I won’t deny that I was a touch, shall we say, peeved.


      I had considered a more formal, well-mannered greeting, but when my relatives had looked at me like a stinking, dirty rag left on an otherwise clean table, it angered me. You might call it childish, but guess what?


      I was, quite literally, a child.


      My mother was also in attendance, but as usual, she sat quietly in her place, observing me as one might a stranger. She nodded politely as I was shown to my seat. My father quieted everyone down and turned to me.


      “It has been a long time, Karen,” he said.


      His voice hadn’t always been so cold and unfeeling. He was a man with a deeper, more generous heart, and if Arno’s words were to be believed, then he was speaking this way on account of all the relatives present.


      “Yes, it has indeed,” I said.


      There was no trivial conversation to be had; my father got straight to the point.


      “Gerda is getting married,” he said.


      “Congratulations are in order.”


      “Her husband is the nation’s king.”


      “Well, isn’t that just won...nnngh?!”


      This was astounding news, though given my sister’s beauty, also plausible.


      Hold on just a moment. Isn’t the king almost fifty? And more importantly, he already has a wife.


      My father nodded, reading the confusion on my features.


      “More precisely, Gerda will become the king’s second wife. His concubine.”


      “Oh. But...how in the world did it happen?”


      “The king proposed, and Gerda accepted of her own volition.”


      The king proposed to her. That’s my sister for you.


      “There was, however, one condition: Gerda flatly refused to become the king’s concubine unless your honor was restored. She said that if her conditions weren’t met, she’d join a convent instead.”


      Wait. Seriously, wait. I’m happy my sister feels that way, but wait.


      “The king thus promised to ensure that your honor was restored,” said my father, once again reading my expression.


      “Huh...” I uttered.


      “The head family thus issued their order. As of today, Karen, you are once again a member of the Kirsten family.”


      Gerda! Gerdaaaa!


      I could barely utter even a single word. It was then that two portraits were placed in front of me. I looked up, puzzled, and saw a troubled look etched into my father’s face.


      “That brings us here,” he said, his face suddenly pale. “Being that you are of age, the head family declared it time you found a suitable marriage partner.”


      My uncle placed his hand softly on my father’s shoulder.


      “Allow me to take it from here,” he whispered.


      I felt a touch of relief flush through me when I realized that none of this was what my father himself wanted. I took the two portraits in hand and looked at them.


      “So the head family’s idea of restoring my honor is to hitch me to one of these two options, yes?”


      “Karen!” snapped my uncle. “Watch your mouth!”


      I matched his attitude with a silent glare of my own. Did he think I didn’t know better? One of the portraits was of a young man in his mid-twenties. Though I couldn’t speak for what he was like in person, in the portrait he was handsome, with long blond hair. The kind of good looks that left you moaning. The other portrait was of, no matter how much you squinted, an old man. He had a charming, friendly air about him.


      The plan seemed obvious: ditch the old man and go with blondie.


      My auntie pinched my uncle’s thigh. She must have realized that my overbearing uncle was only going to succeed in making me angry.


      “Do you mind if I explain things, Karen?” asked my aunt softly.


      In a calm manner, my aunt told me about the men in the portraits. The young man was from a distinguished family. He was a knight with a very bright future. The older man had retired to the countryside. He was a widower and lord of a frontier region; a margrave. My aunt went on in far greater detail, but she spoke almost exclusively of the younger man. I was young myself, after all. She also added that if I chose the young man over the older gentleman, I could also remain in the Kirsten household.


      Oh, what’s that? You’re wondering who I picked?


      Well, after some careful thought, I looked directly at my father. I felt that this was the last place on earth he wanted to be, surrounded by all his relatives like this.


      “I am to choose one of these two men, yes?” I asked.


      “Yes,” said my father, choosing to cast the sorrow in his eyes away from my own.


      And so I pointed down at one of the portraits.


      One month later, I stood tall and proud inside a countryside manor.


      “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance!”


      Before me was a man who was easily over sixty. My new husband.


      As for exactly why he was my choice, we’ll get to that in due time.

    

  

  
    
      2: Two Prospective Husbands: One Gorgeous, One a Geezer


      I saw my older sister once before I left. By then, her position as the king’s concubine was all but official. But much to my surprise, she was not going to live inside the castle. Even upon her official appointment, she would not call the castle home. This was strange. Usually, one would expect a concubine to live in the royal castle. It made the most sense with regard to security, after all.


      My sister, however, refused the idea of living a life in the inner palace. Her reasoning was thus:


      “How dreadfully exhausting to be under watch every hour of every day. At the very least, let me live where I please.”


      Gerda’s beauty was all the more refined since I’d last seen her two years ago, and her hair had fluttered when she’d spoken those words. She was as strong-willed as ever, and her confidence was apparent in her every word and gesture. Even so, her personality was not overbearing or unpleasant. Gerda was brimming with confidence, but she knew better than to flaunt it. Rather, she utilized it when necessary.


      I visited Gerda at a manor located some ten minutes from the castle by carriage. It was fenced, of course, and flush with greenery and all manner of colorful flowers. My sister had told the king, “When it is your wish to see me, let these sights stir your heart as you travel the path to my abode.”


      Gerda was not yet officially the royal concubine, but she had begun living in her new manor once the king had promised to restore my honor. She was so ecstatic about my visit that she was waiting for me at the manor’s entrance. We drew a great deal of attention from those around us as we embraced. Gerda then led me to her room where she made us tea.


      “One is supposed to leave things like tea to the servants,” she told me. “But here it’s not such a big deal.”


      The interior of the manor was a far simpler affair than I’d imagined. While it was sparse in terms of antiques, I could see that great care had been taken in picking out the furniture. It wasn’t excessively opulent, but it didn’t strike one as austere either. It was a good fit for my sister, a young woman who did not require much in the way of makeup or accessories. I had admittedly been worried that her placement as royal concubine would have made her more ostentatious, but it appeared that my worries were for naught.


      I took a seat on a sofa that immediately invited sleep and promptly lay down. It was just the two of us after all, and Gerda was well aware that her younger sister had something of a careless, slovenly streak. She merely told me to sit up should anyone enter, even though she herself maintained a graceful posture while she sipped at her cup of tea. We talked for a time, mostly about what I’d been up to in the time since I’d been alone. Gerda found little of it surprising.


      “I had Arno keep an eye on you,” she said. “I asked him to help you in the case that anything untoward were to occur.”


      “Oh, so you kept your eye on me.”


      “Of course I did. You’re our little sister. You were driven out of the family. Did you expect us to just sit there and accept it? ‘Oh, very well father, if you must. Kick her out. Now, would you like a cup of tea?’ We’re not heartless, Karen.”


      Gerda rested her chin on her hands and looked at me, her gaze mirroring something of exasperation.


      “If you ever looked to be struggling, Karen, I was going to take you with me and run away to our grandmother, posthaste,” she continued. “But you took to your new, solitary life calmly and quietly. You even looked like you enjoyed it.”


      Gerda let out a deep sigh. She’d been considerably worried at the time, and while I was grateful that she’d considered a getaway plan for the two of us, something she’d said tugged at me. I was puzzled by it.


      “When you say our grandmother, on whose side do you mean?” I asked.


      “On mom... On our mother’s side.”


      But wouldn’t she despise me for being the child of a forbidden tryst?


      I said as much to Gerda and she called me a fool. She said our grandmother had been putting on an act.


      “She didn’t have any other choice when it came to the head family,” Gerda explained. “The only reason things settled so peacefully is because our grandparents were so mad about all of it. Look at it this way: if the head family had been allowed to intervene, why, you’d be headed off to the countryside as we speak!”


      Oh, dear.


      I felt a fierce headache coming on.


      “But, all the while you haven’t been the least concerned about the rest of us,” said Gerda, “and instead you... No, enough of that. I’m not going to start complaining. It’s enough for me that you’re healthy and doing well.”


      Gerda let me rest my head on her knees, just like old times. She cared for me as deeply as she always had, and I could have lost myself in the moment except that I couldn’t ignore what she’d just said about our grandparents. I asked Gerda if father had known about our grandparents protecting me. She grimaced and shook her head.


      “Though he may have realized what they were up to, I just don’t know when it comes to father. Ever since mother lost her memory, he won’t talk to us about anything.”


      Things had remained strained among the Kirstens since my departure. I could see the sorrow it brought out in Gerda, so I changed the subject. Naturally, I asked about the king’s proposal which had, for all intents and purposes, changed her life. And yet, when I asked her how she had won the king’s heart, she responded with a puzzled tilt of her head.


      “I attended a lunch he organized, and he spoke to me. From that point on he had his eye on me. We met a few more times and then...he declared that he wanted me to become his concubine.”


      “Huh?”


      “Hmm?”


      “That’s it?” I asked.


      “That’s it, yes.”


      “And so you got married to a fifty-year-old geez...ahem. And so you accepted the proposal of a man thirty years your senior?”


      Gerda smirked when I caught myself about to say “geezer.” But she didn’t deny that he was one, given their age difference.


      “Karen, be sure to train that mouth of yours before you start entering social circles, yes? And in any case, it was the king. Some offers cannot be refused.”


      “Yes, but if you really didn’t want to...”


      “You must stop taking noble society so lightly. One day, you’re going to fall flat on your face.”


      “But you at least understand what I’m saying, don’t you?”


      “Of course I do, and I appreciate your concern.”


      I knew what she was telling me, but at my roots I was still Japanese. It was all too easy for me to assume that one could simply turn down an offer that they weren’t interested in. I was aware, however, that in this world such ways of thinking were considered highly disrespectful.


      Gerda let the hint of a smile cross her face. She brought her lips to my ear and told me not to worry. I could hear the confidence in her voice. Though she was my older sister and we shared the same blood, I was nonetheless startled at such a beautiful woman getting so close and whispering in my ear.


      “But if the king were to ask me to bear his child, don’t you think that would be wonderful?” said Gerda, her luscious lips forming the shape of a most alluring smile.


      “Oh? Is that what you’re scheming?” I asked.


      “You make it sound so uncouth when you use that word. The fact of the matter is, the king already has two children, which means that any child of ours would have little chance of inheriting the throne. I’m well aware of that.”


      “Yes, I see...”


      “But in this world, one never knows. The empire’s interference has only grown in recent years, and there are rumors that war may not be entirely an impossibility.”


      The mysterious smile that brought a glow to Gerda’s eyes marked a part of the girl that I did not know. I was shocked. My sister was far more ambitious than I had ever considered. I swiftly changed the subject; I didn’t want the queen or any of the king’s heirs setting their sights on me, by way of my sister.


      “Your manor is quite far from the castle,” I said. “Are you sure it’s better here than there? Don’t you think it will be troublesome if people start spreading rumors that you’re seeing other men?”


      “Oh, my,” replied Gerda. “And here I was thinking you were still a child! I stand corrected. I’m a royal concubine, dear, and as such rumors will always be prevalent. But I’d never get a moment’s rest in a place like the castle. Some say that everyone there is watched over even in their sleep. No, thank you.”


      “Oh, so you’ve already thought that far ahead.”


      “Well, you know me. In any case, I’m glad to see you’ve got the smarts to consider these sorts of things.”


      Well, that’s probably because I’m actually in my thirties.


      “Well, I am sixteen,” I said.


      “Yes, sixteen already. I apologize that I wasn’t able to celebrate your birthday.”


      “Never mind that; I know you had your standing to consider.”


      “You realize I can rebel a little more now, yes? I’m allowed a certain level of defiance in my position.”


      “Probably not a good idea to draw too much negative attention, sister.”


      “Think nothing of it. It’s not like I’ll be poking my nose into politics. All I have to do is spend time with the king here, so you can rest easy.”


      Gerda understood that her role differed from that of the queen’s. And I didn’t doubt that she would avoid political matters. She seemed intent on putting her energy into winning the king’s favor and attention. Until now, the man had never had a concubine. It was clear that he was positively smitten, and this would certainly shift the power balance among all the related families. Naturally, this extended also to me as Gerda’s younger sister.


      “By the way, is it true you accepted your marriage proposal?”


      Gerda interrupted my traipsing through nostalgia with her blunt question. I’d expected this. After all, this was the very reason I was visiting the manor in the first place.


      “Yes, about that,” I started.


      “I know it was forced on you, but the second son of the Rodenwalds isn’t a bad sort, I’m sure. His father, the marquis, also gave his approval, which means you can rest easy. You’ll be treated well.”


      You’re kidding. That’s the guy I turned down.


      I’d realized then that Gerda was still unaware of that fact. I’d already chosen the other option, and in doing so I’d left the Kirstens pulling their hair out.


      “Gerda...” I said. “Though I’m happy you feel that way, don’t you think forcing me into marriage is a little too much?”


      “I did think that initially, yes, but then I realized it would be good for your future. The king thought as much also.”


      How am I going to tell her...?


      Gerda was very excited about it all, and it felt harder and harder to say something.


      “Gerda,” I said timidly as I sat up. “You realize that I was offered two prospective marriage partners, yes?”


      “Oh, the other one? I suppose you mean the man that the head family recommended? The elderly man on the frontier? Arno was furious about that.”


      Now I knew that the frontier option had initially been the only option, meant to get me as far away from the center of the nation as possible. I knew I should’ve discussed things with Arno myself, but he’d been so busy since I last saw him that he hadn’t even returned home. The head family had been intent on pushing their marriage proposal through. But, through Gerda’s work—possibly with the help of the king—the Rodenwalds had been approached and another option was presented. Everyone had assumed I would naturally choose the younger option. Under normal circumstances, that was the logical choice.


      “My... There certainly are quite the number of people wrapped up in all of this,” I remarked.


      “And it would seem, thankfully, that they listened to our requests... Karen? Are you quite all right?”


      This is bad. It’s so bad, isn’t it? There’s no doubt about it, my actions have disgraced the king and Marquis Rodenwald.


      “Um, Gerda? I have a request.”


      “Yes?”


      There was a kindness in my sister’s voice that brought back memories. Before my mother had forgotten me, before I had been kicked out, we’d shared the same bed. We were sisters who did our fair share of bickering, to be sure, but we got along well now.


      “It would make me so happy if you would share some of your favorite earrings with me,” I said.


      “I’d be happy to, but aren’t our preferences rather different?”


      “Being able to look upon something that belongs to you would so cheer me up.”


      “Oh! Hold on just a moment, then!”


      Gerda leaped from the sofa while I crossed my arms and racked my brain. Things did not look good. They looked very bad, in fact. If I left things as they were, I had a feeling that I would be at the mercy of the others.


      I needed a plan. I’d been intending to have dinner with Gerda, but after some thought, I opted to cut my visit short. Gerda insisted on seeing me off at the gate.


      “The carriage appears to be running rather late,” I said.


      “Y-Yes. I wonder what could have happened?”


      With her attempts at conversation, Gerda made it painfully obvious that she was trying to buy time, but at this point I did not think she held any ulterior motives. Ten minutes had passed and, in my impatience, I decided to go looking for the driver. It was then that we were informed that the carriage was broken.


      “Well, there isn’t anything we can do about that,” said Gerda. “Let’s wait inside for a spell.”


      “Er, no,” I replied. “I suppose I’ll just walk home.”


      “You’ll walk home?!”


      “I’ll walk until I can pick up a hansom cab. I’ll be fine.”


      “N-No! No, you won’t! A young noble girl walking by herself?! You’re putting yourself in danger!”


      “Look at me, Gerda. Who’s going to think I’m a noble, dressed like this?”


      I was dressed simply, not unlike any other ordinary citizen. I didn’t wear any accessories either, and I knew that the immediate area was safe. A short walk would take me to busier streets, so I didn’t think there was any cause for concern at all. However...


      “Are you hiding something from me, sister?” I asked.


      I saw Gerda flinch.


      So she is hiding something.


      I knew it was best not to get involved in whatever scheme she had cooked up. If she was hiding something from me, I very much doubted that it would be good news for me. Gerda tried to take hold of my arm, but I weaved away and tried to make my getaway.


      “Well, it’s too late now,” Gerda remarked.


      She flashed a bold grin. I noticed her gaze was not on me, however, and I followed it to a black shape in the distance. I let out a squeal very unbecoming of a noblewoman. It was a carriage, and while I couldn’t make out the family crest, I could tell by the make of the carriage, the driver’s uniform, and the fine chestnut horses that pulled it along that it belonged to a distinguished family.


      “Gerda! What is this?! What have you done?! Ah, I’m so scared!”


      “Don’t worry, little sister. I just thought that the two of you might like to chat.”


      Gerda’s fists were clenched with excitement.


      Oh no. Oh no, I don’t like the look of this at all!


      I was right to be terrified. The carriage came complete with a number of knights, all of whom had the fierce and dignified pressure of military types. Had any children been around, I’m certain they would have burst into tears at the mere sight of them. There were females among the knights, to be sure, but they too showed not a hint of weakness. In a word, they were terrifying. To put it simply, the knights had that aura of professional military men and women who have long forgotten how to smile.


      Gerda! What have you done?!


      When the carriage door swung open, I shut my eyes tightly as its passenger alighted.


      Sister, you should reconsider the meaning of the word “surprise.”


      If she had done this with ill intent, then she could have called it a tremendous success. But I knew for a fact that she thought I would be delighted. The man who stood before me was so handsome that I couldn’t even look at him directly. He had a head of shiny blond hair and wore a graceful smile.


      “It appears we are late,” he said, taking my sister’s hand and planting a kiss upon her fingers. “I do hope you will accept my apologies, Lady Saburova.”


      “You made it in good time, Reinald. How is Marquis Rodenwald?”


      “In fine health, thank you. Regretfully, he is busy with other matters and could not be here to see you today.”


      “There’s no need to worry about such things with me. Compared to business with the queen, I am but an unimportant stone along the wayside, no?”


      “You judge yourself too harshly. I assure you that the marquis is honest about his regret.”


      Saburova was the new family name given to my sister as concubine. In her own shrewd way, she was playing the part of the sulky girl who didn’t matter, and she was enjoying it.


      Ugh, this is going to be such a pain to deal with...


      As I’m sure you’ve already gathered from the names, the man standing before me and my sister was the very man she expected me to marry. We weren’t any more than ten years apart in terms of age, yet seeing him in person had me trembling with fear.


      I’m so scared, ugh. I hate it! Why am I so scared?!


      Reinald had a face that went above and beyond mere good looks. It was a face carved by the gods themselves. He was also very clearly in great shape, and he cut a dashing figure at his full height. For a man to be made so incredibly beautiful pointed to the idea that the deities were not, in fact, of the belief that all people were created equal.


      Reinald turned toward me and took my hand, just as he had my sister’s a moment ago. It was such a graceful movement that I couldn’t help but blush. Fortunately, I did stop myself from squealing which, as far as I was concerned, was worth a passing grade. That said, I did not need Gerda uttering the words “Oh, my,” and coquettishly covering her face with her fan.


      “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Karen. I am Reinald, second son of the Rodenwald family. As I’m sure you’re already aware, I am your proposed fiancé.”


      He placed a kiss on my fingers. I could have done without it, honestly. Nonetheless, Reinald must have been used to seeing girls blush. He flashed me a smile so sweet that I almost sighed, such was its enchantment. He spoke a few words in a kind, gentle voice, but I didn’t hear them. My thoughts were elsewhere.


      Fiancé? The heck?


      I didn’t know for sure, but my guess was that these two had already assumed I’d turned down the old man and informed the Dunsts that I was marrying Reinald! The Dunsts would be tearing their hair out! Gerda, you fool!


      It was all so off the rails that I wanted to throw my head back and cackle with laughter, but I couldn’t. This had the potential to be disastrous. I now realized that even though I’d chosen the man I wanted to marry, that choice might’ve been completely ignored.


      I looked down so as to hide the twitching in my cheeks, but fortunately Gerda and my would-be fiancé didn’t cotton on to why. Gerda had gotten me into this mess and made it so I’d have to head home with Reinald, but I wasn’t going to complain. Throwing a tantrum here would be utterly shameless.


      Instead, as we parted, I threw Gerda a smile that said, “I won’t forget this!”


      In return, her smile replied, “Best of luck!”


      We were sisters, yes, but ultimately, and unfortunately, we didn’t always understand one another.


      Reinald helped me up into the carriage, which was surprisingly simple. The seats were upholstered leather, but otherwise the interior was sparse of decorations. This was a carriage intended for more practical use.


      “I have heard that you recently returned to the Kirsten family,” Reinald said. “I also heard you are attending school in the city. You will graduate fairly soon?”


      “Oh, um, yes, that’s right...” I uttered.


      I had feared that our conversation would be stilted and awkward, but Reinald was quite the skilled conversationalist. He was open and kind, and never spoke of any topics that were too difficult; he was ever aware of my age. He was, without a doubt, stunning to look at; had we been back in Japan I might well have been screaming and clamoring to take photos of him. As it stood, I simply couldn’t believe that a man destined for the hallowed halls of the most beautiful people of all time could have ever been one of my prospective husbands, and so it was easier to imagine it happening to someone else entirely.


      That being said, I still could not bring myself to look him in the eyes, and my conversational replies amounted almost entirely to variations of “Yes,” “Is that so,” and “I see.” It’s true that I wanted nothing more than to throw myself at his feet, but I had much bigger, more pressing concerns: namely, my current circumstances and the fact that my actions were going to bring shame upon both Reinald and Margrave Rodenwald. That said, I had no intentions of giving up on what I wanted either, which made looking at Reinald all the more difficult.


      All I could do was apologize internally for the fact that he would soon be known as a man whose fiancée ran out on him.


      “Miss Karen, are you feeling unwell?” Reinald asked. “Your mind appears to be elsewhere.”


      “Oh, erm, yes, I apologize. So much has happened of late, and it has left me rather exhausted.”


      Since my return to the Kirsten family, life had actually been easy and casual, but that was neither here nor there. In the end, we shared little in the way of meaningful conversation, making our private rendezvous anything but interesting.


      Gerda must have sent word to my family in advance, because my father and brother were ready and waiting for us upon our arrival. They introduced themselves to Reinald. At a glance, I could tell that while Arno maintained his composure valiantly, there was a raging storm within his person.


      “Sir Reinald,” I said, bowing respectfully when it was time to part. “I apologize for offering little in the way of conversation even though you were so gracious as to escort me home.”


      “Think nothing of it,” he replied. “There will still be many chances yet for us to better get to know one another.”


      Ordinarily, yes. Ordinarily.


      “My apologies...” I uttered.


      And so we bid farewell to my beautiful (if ultimately temporary) fiancé and his terrifying guards. Arno flashed me a hopeful look, as if asking “How’d it go?” but I had nothing to tell him. I went straight to my room and took my pen in hand immediately. I knew now that if I sat back and did nothing, then my temporary fiancé would soon become my actual husband.


      And that is trouble for me. Big trouble.


      I moved swiftly. Once my letter was written, I put it in an envelope along with one of the earrings Gerda had given me and addressed it to the concerned party. I prepared a few things, then went out into the garden to see the flowers at sunrise. I told the staff I was taking a brief stroll, but it was actually something more akin to a race against the clock. I took a ladder from the garden shed and used it to scale the fence around our property. I twisted my ankle climbing down the other side, but I didn’t have time to complain; I jumped into the nearest hansom cab, and headed straight for the only person I could trust.


      “What?!” cried Ernesta. “No! I don’t want to be a part of this!”


      “Then tell them I tricked you! You can tell them straightaway, but please! I beg of you!”


      I begged Ernesta for a small sum of money, and with it I headed for the outskirts of the capital, to the abode of my maternal grandparents. Naturally, they were shocked to see me. But if Gerda had been telling the truth, I knew that they would want to help me. I clung to my grandmother with tears in my eyes and I begged her to help me. It was like a scene straight out of a famous manga.


      In this way, the first hurdle was cleared.


      “I simply cannot marry that person,” I said. “I will wed the frontier margrave!”


      My grandparents could not hide their surprise at the fact that their granddaughter had chosen a sixty-year-old man over a literal Adonis, but my grandmother sympathized with the idea that Reinald was simply far too beautiful a specimen. My grandfather was less convinced, but being that this request came from the grandchild he felt they had neglected, he too acquiesced. My grandparents sent word to my family.


      That was the second hurdle cleared.


      That left only the letter I had prepared at the very beginning of this plan of mine. The letter had gone to the sixty-year-old margrave, and its contents said that all the preparations for our marriage were complete. The addition of my sister’s earring was to indicate that Lady Saburova herself had given her consent. In essence, I had Gerda trapped in a fait accompli. Admittedly, it pains me to admit as such in writing.


      I must say, when I look back on these times in my life, I think it a miracle that I wasn’t promptly beheaded for my actions.


      A reply then arrived from the margrave, which sent the Kirstens into a panic. They did their best to scold me once they understood what was going on, but I remained steadfast in my decision to leave for the frontier. The Kirsten family was indebted to the margrave and could not simply refuse or cancel the marriage, so it was thus made definitive.


      Mission accomplished.


      That said, the idea of returning to the Kirsten home was now terrifying for any number of reasons. I assumed that the house and its gardens at sunrise were the last I would ever see of the place.


      My grandmother saw my grandfather and me off with something of an awkward smile, and I returned it with a beaming, satisfied smile of my own. I was off to the countryside to get married to the Margrave of Conrad. At sixteen years of age, I was to become the wife of Kamil of the Conrad region.


      When I arrived, he welcomed me with a smile.


      “Welcome, Miss Karen,” he said. “I am grateful for you coming all this way.”


      “Margrave Conrad, it is a pleasure to meet you,” I replied.


      Everyone who was there, including the servants, could not hide their confusion. Which I suppose was only natural. It was unheard of for a daughter of the nobility to willingly, of their own volition, choose to move to the countryside.


      So, why would a sixteen-year-old girl choose a man over sixty (sixty-three, to be exact) as her husband? I’d be lying if I said that it wasn’t, in some small way, an act of rebellion against the Kirstens. But I wouldn’t dare give away my whole life for such a trivial act of revenge. My reasoning was simple at heart—it was all about my ultimate life goal. And while I did feel a touch bad about it, as soon as my grandpa hubby died, I intended to leave the country. That was what had driven me to my choice.


      At the age of fourteen, I had been forgotten by my mother and banished by the people I called my family. Could anyone have guessed that everything that happened after I was brought back was, in fact, just the tutorial section of it all?


      For you see, it is here where the curtains were raised on a life filled to the brim with ups, downs, and all manner of trouble.

    

  

  
    
      3: Hitched


      When the portraits of my prospective husbands had been placed before me, I fell into thought. I called for a meeting of the mind, in which multiple versions of myself voiced their various opinions, all of us looking for the most advantageous outcome.


      First, there was Reinald. It went without saying that he boasted near-matchless good looks. His handsome visage drew envy, bewitched sighs, and the blushing cheeks of young maidens. The idea of marrying such a man and living a life like the heroine of a romance novel wasn’t such a bad one, really. Reinald had money, a home in the capital, and could offer me a life free of trouble and worry. The fact that he was the second son of the family also meant less pressure; it was unlikely we would be expected to produce a son for the sake of having a future heir.


      Then there was the Margrave of Conrad, Kamil. He’d called the capital home in the distant past but, for some reason or other, he had retired to the countryside. He once had a wife and child, but they were gone now, lost to illness and to war.


      The above was all the information that I had to go on at the time I was asked to make my decision. And given that the choice was bound to determine the future, one would naturally expect a young girl to gravitate to Reinald.


      I, however, made my decision based on a different kind of selection criteria.


      In short, the old man was more likely to die first.


      Ordinarily, you might think that the margrave still had another ten or twenty years left in him. But you’d be thinking in terms of modern-day standards. In this world, he’d be lucky if he made it to seventy. And even that was because he was one of the nobility; if he were a commoner, he’d likely have already been on his deathbed.


      Reinald, in comparison, was in his mid-twenties, healthy, and in good shape. He still had a great many years ahead of him, and I wasn’t so heartless a person that I’d pray for my husband to march off and die in battle.


      You see, the heart of the matter was my desire to travel. I wanted to walk freely in another country somewhere, going where I wanted and eating whatever I liked. I wanted to see what different cultures had to offer. The reason for it was, of course, my life before I was reborn. I’d spent it entirely in Japan, where I was raised to be free. Naturally, it was going to have an impact when I found myself in a fantasy world, reborn as a noble. I didn’t have to worry about money, and I was drawn to a life in which I didn’t have to work.


      Yes, there are the forced strategic marriages, but let’s put that aside for the moment. I don’t want to get off track.


      “It’s a cold, hard world...” I muttered.


      The life of a noblewoman is a troublesome, bothersome thing. I didn’t want to work. I wanted to be slovenly. I wanted to be selfish. But, when I tried to be those very things, something felt amiss. In my first life, in Japan, I was just another regular citizen. This made me timid. Fainthearted, I tell you.


      Why? Well, as it turned out, I just wasn’t suited to the life of the nobility. I realized it the moment I began living on my own. During that period, I’d done a little work writing letters for people, and it was so fulfilling just to earn my own way. And the food I ate with that money? Simply delicious.


      In other words, I didn’t want to have to get by on somebody else’s money, I wanted a freedom that was entirely my own. To put things into starker relief, I wanted to drink a jug of ale and devour a whole roasted chicken without a care in the world for what anyone around me thought. Such behavior is a breach of etiquette as far as noblewomen are concerned, and it is strictly prohibited. So it became clear to me that to reach my dreams I would need to shed my noble skin, so to speak.


      Perhaps I hadn’t made the most of it, but nonetheless I knew what it was like to live free. I wasn’t suited to the job of supporting my husband in his endeavors, attending to our servants, studying this and that, maintaining appearances, or attending social events. That was all far too much for me.


      And so when asked to choose a marriage partner, I had settled on the Margrave of Conrad. Yes, I would still be expected to meet and interact with people in the countryside, but etiquette wouldn’t be nearly as strictly adhered to as it was in the capital. And while I was somewhat worried and anxious with regard to the margrave’s character, it was a gamble I had to take. Besides, by my grandparents’ account he was not a bad sort.


      We’ll get to the matter of the margrave’s personality later. For now, let me write about my time on the way to the frontier.


      I had asked for the journey to be a simple affair, and that it was. We had left with an entourage of guards and a number of carriages filled with luggage. On the way, we had met with the margrave’s guards, and this put us at ease.


      The frontier lands that the margrave governed were...about as simple as simple gets. I spent the journey looking at the scenery, but admittedly there wasn’t much in the way of things to look at. The highlight was perhaps the wide-eyed stares of a group of farmers in their fields. This was the very definition of the countryside, the boonies, the middle of nowhere. It was pastoral, peaceful, and quiet.


      We passed a forest and some plains, then climbed a gentle incline to the manor that was at the core of the Conrad region. It was located on higher ground than I’d expected, and there were no trees around, which encouraged strong winds. Fences surrounded the houses, and while it gave the place a feel of desolation, it offered a clear view of the surroundings. Bandits and thieves could be spotted very easily.


      I suppose the shock I felt was because I had expected the place to be idyllic; a little countryside village surrounded by woods, that kind of thing. The actual area itself, I found, was far more equipped and prepared for battle. I put this to my grandfather, who had accompanied me.


      “This region is very closely guarded, isn’t it, grandfather?”


      “That’s because it’s located close to the border. Should our neighbors look to invade, this place will bear the initial brunt of it. It is the responsibility of the margrave to report on any unusual activity and to make sure that his people are protected.”


      “My... He must be quite the man.”


      “You are now the Conrad region’s margravine, and to support your husband it is your duty to study up.”


      “Oh, you’re such a worrywart.”


      “Of course, I’m worried. You’re moving even farther from us now than you did the last time...”


      “Oh, come now, I already told you none of that bothered me.”


      “Be sure you don’t take that casual attitude in front of others, young lady.”


      It was advice from a grandfather to his granddaughter, and yet there was a certain shame in the man’s face. Perhaps the very idea that his own grandchild was set to marry a man of his own generation was enough to make him faint. Perhaps the reason that he joined me, through it all, was due to the guilt he felt for my expulsion from the family.


      As our carriage neared the manor’s unadorned gates, we came to a stop. The gates were opened, the carriage rumbled back into motion, and we traveled for quite some time before we came to another stop.


      “Everything is ready, sir.”


      My grandfather was first to alight from the carriage. While he did, I made sure that my hair and clothes were in order and rehearsed the bright smile I would wear upon my introduction. I had declined the accompaniment of personal maids for the wedding, which meant that I was, at least for this part of the journey, looking after myself. My grandfather had been stubbornly insistent about me bringing maids, but I had refused to budge. I told him I would find some upon my arrival.


      When my grandfather finally called for me, I came out doing my utmost to play my role. He put out his hand, and I took it as I slowly made my way out of the carriage. At this stage, however, I did not speak and kept my head politely lowered.


      “Margrave, this is my granddaughter Karen. Please take good care of her.”


      The two men appeared to be acquainted. In any case, it was only after my grandfather spoke that I raised my head. Standing before me were my new husband and his servants.


      “Welcome, Miss Karen,” said the margrave, “I am grateful for you coming all this way.”


      “Margrave, it is a pleasure to meet you,” I replied.


      As I supposed was to be expected, there were quite a number of people. Twenty, at least. I could also hear something of a commotion farther back, and I noticed some villagers had climbed the fence to get a better look at things. This wasn’t particularly surprising; it was only natural that rumors had spread about the girl who had willingly come to the countryside to marry an old man.


      I brushed away these thoughts and smiled at the elderly gent who was to be my husband. At a glance, he did appear to be the gentle sort. He was quite thin in terms of build, with a full head of white hair, and a subtle but stately beard. He looked like a very kind man, and without the beard I was sure he would have looked a little younger.


      The margrave reached out to me with his hand. I released my grandfather’s hand and put my hand over my new husband’s, bringing our official introductions to a close.


      “I’m sure you’ve had a long and tiring journey,” he said. “Take some time to relax in your room for a spell.”


      My grandfather and the count were going to discuss a few things over tea while I settled in. I was guided by an older woman who looked to be a true veteran among the staff and a younger maid about my age. The younger maid was to be my personal assistant. I wondered if perhaps she had been employed specifically because of her age.


      And though I keep on calling it the countryside, I could tell by the brisk efficiency of the staff that this was no ordinary frontier region.


      “Your room is separated from the master’s by three rooms,” explained the older maid. “You’ve only just arrived and there’s much still to get accustomed to. Please don’t feel the need to rush anything.”


      “I appreciate your kindness,” I replied. “Wow, this room is so pretty. And so spacious too.”


      “We were unsure if it would match the tastes of...someone so young...”


      “It’s perfect. So much better than something excessively ostentatious. I think I’ll get along just fine here.”


      I noticed a specific tone in the way the maid said “someone so young,” but deliberately ignored it. We entered the room and the windows were opened. The lace curtains fluttered as a breeze drifted in.


      The margrave’s manor was three stories built in the shape of a “U” with a garden at the center of it. The lord of the manor and his family resided on the third floor. The second floor housed the guest rooms, and the first floor was made up of the dining room, living room, and study. The servants, I was told, occupied rooms on both the first and second floors.


      “You can ask for any further details if you’re curious. Now, as for today’s schedule...”


      The younger maid looked nervous as the veteran continued to speak. As I listened, I looked around and observed my room. It was so sparse of decorations one might have thought it was lacking! But that was just fine! One might have thought it too simple for a young noblewoman, overly rustic, even. Perhaps other girls my age might have been disappointed, but when I looked more closely at the furniture, I could see that it was all skillfully crafted and ornately designed. None of it was cheap, that was certain. None of it was lavish or luxurious, which was perfect.


      “It’s a wonderful room,” I remarked.


      The words were my honest thoughts, and yet the young maid’s eyes went wide with surprise. The veteran looked a tad surprised too, but showed no signs of it impeding her explanations.


      “As for the wedding ceremony... Family members are set to arrive later. Dinner arrangements have therefore been prepared for my lord and lady alone. Unless, that is, it makes you uncomfortable...”


      “No, I don’t mind. That’s no surprise, considering how everyone feels.”


      It wasn’t an easy thing for the maid to bring up, and so she was surprised at how casually I accepted things. But I’d been expecting as much. I was not going to be welcomed with open arms.


      Incidentally, the wedding ceremony was not going to be the type of celebration held for a new wife. Everything was being done for a second wife. While it would have been fine to throw a party with all the relatives, that was not the case. I imagined that some relatives flat-out rejected the idea of our marriage from the outset. Saying that they would arrive later was just an attempt to brush things under the rug.


      Given that the wedding was forced in the first place, this much was to be assumed.


      “More importantly,” I said, changing the subject, “might I have a cup of tea? Being in that carriage for so long has left me terribly thirsty.”


      “Oh, I-I’ll prepare it immediately,” said the younger maid.


      “Nico, there’s no need to be in such a panic...” said the veteran. “Oh, that girl...”


      Nico seemed oblivious to the older maid, Mrs. Henrik’s, advice.


      “Her education leaves a lot to be desired,” continued Mrs. Henrik. “My apologies.”


      “It’s nice that she seems so energetic,” I said. “In any case, it’s been a pleasure to meet you.”


      “The pleasure is ours. While we likely can’t provide you the kind of refined hospitality you would find in the capital, we will do our utmost to ensure that you are comfortable here.”


      “Thank you. There’s still so much I don’t know, and much I’m sure I’ll ask you for help with. I hope you don’t mind if I lean on you for such things.”


      Mrs. Henrik was like the margrave’s steward, one of the manor’s head servants. She watched over everyone, including Nico, my personal assistant. My guess was that she was a bit shocked at how different I was from what she had expected. I could feel hints of it even though she maintained a prim and proper attitude. I was prepared to brush that off with a beautiful smile.


      Which reminds me... I know it’s a bit late to be bringing it up now, but in terms of looks I sat squarely in the realm of beautiful. While it was true I wasn’t anywhere near the realm of ungodly beauty that Reinald occupied, I can say with great confidence that I was some ten thousand times more beautiful than I had ever been as a Japanese person. After all, the Kirstens were a good family that had persisted for many generations. They had the luxury that nobles do in terms of being picky about who would continue their bloodline, so naturally that resulted in good-looking children.


      “Well, what now?” I whispered to myself.


      The windows were bay windows, complete with terrace chairs to look out over the garden. The view was truly stunning, and one could see even over the fence to the lands of the greater domain.


      “This room boasts the best view in the manor,” said Mrs. Henrik.


      “It’s breathtaking,” I remarked. “I had thought the place was sparse in terms of greenery, but I see there’s a huge forest over there.”


      “Some do their hunting over that way. However, past the forest, on the other side of it, are sheer cliffs, and beyond that lies the domain of our neighbors.”


      “Going there is prohibited?” I asked.


      “No, many of the domain’s inhabitants go as far as the lake. It’s fine to do so through the spring and summer.”


      There were guards on patrol in these parts. I had noticed a few here and there, with swords at their waists. It was an odd feeling, having their gazes look over me, the new resident, but I knew in time I would get used to it.


      “But this room really is splendid,” I said as I continued to gaze out at the forest. “It’s so beautiful.”


      I had managed to flee all the way to the frontier, but this was not where things ended. There was still much I had to do, and I could not afford to let my mind grow lazy. And more to the point, I had a problem looming in the very near future that required immediate attention. My thoughts had raced in search of an answer, but being that it all came down to the actions of the other party, there was little I could actually do about it.


      I am talking about our wedding night.


      Oh no, I don’t know anything about making children, ew. I’m scared now!


      I wasn’t so stupid as to try such a tantrum in person. I could have, of course, but it was the fool’s option. When I thought about the future, and what I wanted to do with it, I knew that making my way through the world playing the role of the fool would only end up exhausting me. That and, considering my personality, it wouldn’t be an easy act to keep up.


      I was prepared for the worst, so to speak, though I wanted to avoid it if at all possible. It would be one thing if the margrave was the sort of man to listen to reason, but that came down to luck. I told myself I’d first focus on gathering what information I could, and that was when I heard the door open. My maid Nico had returned with tea.


      “I-I a-apologize f-for the wait!” she stammered, nervousness hampering her language faculties. “I has brought you a pots of tea.”


      Mrs. Henrik looked as if someone had forced her to eat an especially sour lemon. All the same, she knew she could not scold the girl for her lapse in etiquette (and language ability) here. Nico’s face was bright red, all the way to her ears, and it was all I could do to keep a straight face so as to allow the girl to maintain her sense of pride.


      I took a seat, thinking that once I had relaxed and soothed my thirst I would move on to asking some questions, but then it happened.


      “Uh...” came the voice, followed quickly by a cry that went “Ahh!”


      Even if you were trying to be polite, you couldn’t have called Nico’s cry cute. In any case, the teapot she carried was sent flying through the air. Nobody could do a thing about it. Tea went everywhere, and a good portion of it all over my arm. I wanted to take my shirt off immediately, but it was tailor-made to fit perfectly. It was practically stuck.


      “Ni...” uttered Mrs. Henrik, and then, “My lady!”


      “Oww...” muttered Nico, who followed this with a scream of “M-M-My lady?!”


      Mrs. Henrik’s shock and Nico’s terror echoed throughout the room. I felt sweat beading on my forehead as I applied pressure to the burn. Pain pulsed through my arm, and a small corner of my mind marveled to think of how interesting my first day as the margrave’s wife had been going.


      A doctor was sent for immediately and one arrived quickly. She was a plump woman in her forties named Emma. She wasn’t especially beautiful, but she had a charming, friendly face. She was initially surprised to find me soaking my arm in a tub of water, but she quickly regained her wits and cut through my sleeve with a pair of scissors so she could more easily treat my burns.


      “The pain may linger for a time,” she said, “but there won’t be any permanent scarring. I’ll make some ointment for you when we’re done and have my son deliver it.”


      Mrs. Henrik was even more relieved than I was to hear that the burn would heal without scarring.


      “Oh, what a relief!” She cried. “Thank you ever so much, Emma!”


      “Think nothing of it,” replied the doctor. “It was very much due to your swift ability to react to the situation.”


      “Oh, that wasn’t me, that was Lady Karen. She told us to prepare the tub of water.”


      Doctor Emma, who was more accurately a pharmacist, was a licensed doctor employed as Margrave Conrad’s private physician. I could see that she and Mrs. Henrik were on friendly terms.


      “It is indeed very important to cool any burns as soon as possible,” said Emma with a smile. “You’re very well informed, Lady Karen.”


      “It’s just something I picked up in a book...” I muttered.


      “Nonetheless, such knowledge is important. As is the wit to put it to practical use. Now, let’s rub some ointment on it to help relieve the pain.”


      My arm was blistered and discolored. It stung when I took it out of the water, but the good doctor quickly wiped it with a cloth, readied it for bandaging, then applied some of the ointment she’d brought with her.


      “Ow...” I muttered.


      “It’ll hurt for the time being, but do your best to bear with the pain.”


      My burns did hurt when they were touched, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. The slimy green ointment stunk of herbs, and it was rather coarse too; it prickled as it sunk in. All I could do was grit my teeth and wait, hoping that the painkiller would eventually work its magic.


      “Thank you,” I said when Doctor Emma was done.


      “Don’t thank me, I’m simply glad to see that it wasn’t too serious. The pain will fade soon, so just be patient.”


      The doctor decided to stay and keep an eye on me, and to be honest I was glad for the company; it made for a nice distraction.


      “Doctor Emma,” I started. “You don’t hail from a noble family, do you?”


      The woman was well dressed, and while her clothes were neat and tidy, they looked rather old. It didn’t seem to me that she spent much money on her appearance. The fact that her skin also boasted a healthy tan was another giveaway.


      “My apologies, but no, I don’t,” she replied, with an embarrassed chuckle. “I do hope it doesn’t upset you. This is the countryside, you see, and it’s difficult to entice doctors from the capital to relocate to such a location. That’s why Kamil asked me to work for him. He knew of my training as a pharmacist, and so I have been his acting doctor since.”


      “My lady, Doctor Emma excels at her job,” added Mrs. Henrik, somewhat flustered. “The people of the region adore her, and she learned her skills from physicians in the capital. I can assure you that she is not simply an ‘acting’ doctor. She is, it must be said, exemplary.”


      Mrs. Henrik made sure to put an emphasis on exactly where Emma had learned her skills. I felt awful for the misunderstanding; it hadn’t been my intention whatsoever.


      “I apologize,” I said. “I was merely curious to know where you studied, Doctor Emma. I’m not concerned with your lineage, so please rest easy.”


      Mrs. Henrik, who had been resolute in defending the doctor, was now visibly confused by what I’d said. I was certain now that the two women were good friends. Mrs. Henrik’s reaction reminded me again of how she had treated me when we first met. She and Emma had probably expected me to be a young woman of high noble standing with a short temper and little knowledge of the world.


      Sweat once again beaded on my forehead, and I began to feel a slight nausea coming on. Doctor Emma brought out a handkerchief and dabbed at it. As a physician, she worked quickly and efficiently, but now that she was done treating my wounds, she felt much more like a kind, warm-hearted mother.


      “But what a pity for such a thing to happen in such a beautiful room,” she remarked. “Your first day here, and already a stroke of misfortune.”


      “I’m sure it will be cleaned in no time,” I said. “But more importantly...”


      Where did Nico go?


      Once she’d spilled the tea, Nico had essentially frozen. She stood in place as she wept, her face pale as a sheet. I’d had her fetch the water for the tub so she’d have something to do, but I hadn’t seen her since.


      “Mrs. Henrik, where is Nico?” I asked.


      The maid immediately took on the aura of a schoolteacher.


      “She’s gone to see the margrave,” was her reply.


      The furrow of her brow told me that the girl was being scolded. After all, I was the margrave’s bride, and on the day of my arrival Nico had spilled boiling tea all over me. With my grandfather also here in attendance, the Conrads had their reputation to consider.


      “Be sure to give the girl some sweets when she’s done,” I said.


      “Some sweets, my lady?”


      “If she has reflected on her mistake, I mean... Which I’m sure she will have. I’m certain she will be more than adequately admonished about all of this.”


      Nico had been almost completely useless from the moment I’d been burned. She’d simply stood there and cried. The extent of her panic told me that her mistake had been the result of nerves, and I wasn’t interested in punishing someone who was already so distraught. I also didn’t believe that she’d been putting on an act; anybody that talented deserved an award.


      “Please tell her to be more careful in the future,” I said.


      It wasn’t easy for me to remain composed, what with the burns and the sweating, but I was in pain. The fact I was able to maintain a modicum of composure at all was, I thought, commendable. In my thirties, I would have put an ice pack on my burns, then promptly collapsed at my desk. With that in mind, I gave myself a pat on the back for sitting in place and maintaining decent manners.


      “Understood... I will pass along your message,” said Mrs. Henrik.


      “There’s no rush,” I said.


      But Mrs. Henrik left the room in a flustered panic anyway. I was shocked by the woman’s haste, but the good doctor helped put things into perspective.


      “You’re not going to have Nico fired, I see,” she said.


      Oh, now I get it.


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    




















































  

OEBPS/Images/Characters1.jpg
T . 17 <&
& Reinald -3
I

Second son of Marquis
Rodenwald. A gentleman of
exquisite good looks and one
proposed fiancé for Karen.

’ r
and firstborn daughter
of the Kirsten family.
Married to the Ring.
A

§ brother’s bodyguard

nd foster brother.
=

\ \\
| | ©#The main character.
|10\ | | P [Reborn as the second
|11 1| daughter of the Kirstens, a
A\ll°| | middle-class noble family.
5 Her mother is soon to forget

~ her existence entirely...
N,

{

|
flofel






OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
Author:
Kamihara

Illustrator:

Shiro46

i i\
@ Tribulations or )
L My Next Lifeasa™ ]
A U
I8\ Noblewbman %

N4 m > MARRIED AND OFFTOTHE 4 \ :
A FRONTIER! Vi (
\ A, \
| — I d @
|
— ‘7‘/ V ’
Y, : o \%
<3 Y
y






OEBPS/Images/Insert1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Characters2.jpg
oy ——————————— %
(\’ The Trials and Tribulations of My \15
Next Life as a Noblewoman 1
B

I ‘

- |
haracters

L

AN

—
o

Elderly lord of the frontier,

living quietly out of the

public eye. A proposed
fiancé for Karen.

Son of Doctor Emma,
and the Conrad
Margrave’s heir.

|
Doctor Emma’s
adopted son.





