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      Prologue

      Toward the end of autumn, the merchants visiting Dunkelfelger for trade started returning to their own duchies, while the nobles of the castle began preparing for the weeks to come. Knights went on expeditions to the northern barrier, where they hunted feybeasts intent on sneaking into the duchy for the winter, and scholars informed the dormitory supervisor of new students, collected information from Sovereign nobles visiting home, and scheduled meetings with the aub and giebes over winter. Attendants, meanwhile, prepared to welcome nobles for winter socializing, brought cleaning magic tools to the Royal Academy’s dormitory, and checked the furniture there for any issues.

      Cordula, head attendant of the archduke candidate Hannelore, was making her way down a busy hallway inside the castle. She had received a summons from Sieglinde, the archduke’s first wife, requesting that she head to the noblewoman’s chambers.

      Lady Sieglinde would normally be in her office around now. What must have happened for her to summon me to her chambers instead?

      It must have been important, but Cordula kept her uncertainty from seeping through as she passed into the castle’s restricted area, where the archducal living quarters were situated.

      “Lady Sieglinde, it is I, Cordula,” she announced upon her arrival.

      It was not particularly rare for a mother to summon her daughter’s head attendant for a report. On top of that, Cordula had previously served as Sieglinde’s attendant, and she had spent plenty of time educating Hannelore, so she knew the chambers reasonably well.

      “Yes, come in,” Sieglinde answered. “Please take a seat. This might take a while.”

      Cordula did as instructed, albeit with some hesitation. Being summoned was not particularly rare, but being told to sit was. She took a few deep breaths to steady her nerves while waiting for Sieglinde to speak.

      “We have decided to select marriage candidates for Hannelore,” Sieglinde announced at last.

      Cordula inhaled sharply. In her third year at the Royal Academy, in the heat of a ditter match, Hannelore had taken Lord Wilfried of Ehrenfest by the hand and abandoned her team’s base despite being its treasure. She had, at that moment, resolved to marry into Ehrenfest.

      However, during the Interduchy Tournament that followed, Ehrenfest had stated that they wanted only an end to the ditter challenges being thrust upon them. They had no interest in taking a bride from Dunkelfelger, as they lacked the means to accommodate a greater duchy’s archduke candidate, and thereby rejected Hannelore’s proposal.

      The two parties’ negotiations had been anything but normal, but nothing changed the fact that Ehrenfest had won the ditter match. Dunkelfelger had needed to accept the refusal, and Hannelore had proposed that they could start by taking a step back and working out what would be of actual value to Ehrenfest.

      “Did we not tacitly accept that milady would focus on looking into what Ehrenfest truly wants?” Cordula asked.

      There were many reasons Hannelore’s parents had elected to leave her to her own devices despite Ehrenfest’s rejection. First, society looked harshly upon archduke candidates who brought defeat upon their home duchy. Second, it had been Lestilaut, not Wilfried or Rozemyne, who initiated the ditter match at the heart of the matter. Third, they wished to acknowledge Hannelore’s decision to work on fixing their relationship with Ehrenfest. And fourth, they believed that Dunkelfelger had much to gain from being on good terms with Ehrenfest, especially considering Rozemyne’s increasing closeness with the royal family.

      “Indeed, that was the case.” Sieglinde sighed. “But not anymore.” Plenty had occurred over the past year. Most notably, Hannelore had led knights into the war between Old Ahrensbach and Ehrenfest, securing the latter’s victory.

      “I thought the plan was to wait and see the general opinion now that Hannelore has made up for her shame,” Cordula said, her brow furrowed. “Has the situation changed yet again?”

      Sieglinde pressed a hand to her forehead. “The problem is that Hannelore absolutely refuses to bend. Cordula, has she said much about Ehrenfest of late? Have there been any exchanges of letters or gifts?”

      “No, my lady. Nothing of note has transpired.” Anything sent to Hannelore would have gone through all sorts of checks before reaching her, and if she had met with someone from Ehrenfest, Cordula would have reported it at once.

      Sieglinde let out another, heavier sigh. “I see. What in the world is that girl thinking?”

      Dunkelfelger had no way of probing into the status of Hannelore’s potential engagement—not when Ehrenfest had ordered them to “be silent as losers should be.” The most they could do was demonstrate Hannelore’s value. If that turned out not to be enough for Lord Wilfried to accept her, then there was nothing else to be done.

      “Ehrenfest did not speak about Hannelore during the Archduke Conference, nor did they have any of their merchants bring her letters or presents,” Cordula stressed.

      “And now that the merchants have returned home, we have no reason to expect any contact.”

      Cordula nodded. The only conclusion they could draw was that Ehrenfest had no intention of ever welcoming Hannelore.

      “How unfortunate,” Sieglinde mused. “I was hoping we could speak about our worth to Ehrenfest and what it might mean for us, but that no longer seems to be in the cards...” Hannelore continually defended Ehrenfest, insisting that she did not want to bother them further and that Lord Wilfried was “a kind soul,” but she refused to think about her own future or answer any questions about it.

      “Your intentions completely escape her, Lady Sieglinde. Milady is so afraid of being scolded that she tends to close her ears and stubbornly refuse to take notice.”

      Ehrenfest did not share their opponents’ reverence of bride-stealing ditter, so they had simply overturned whatever customs would inconvenience them. Many in Dunkelfelger had seen that as deceitful, asserting that the rules were in place for a reason and that their actions constituted trickery. As a result, Hannelore had begun repeating her defense of Ehrenfest almost on instinct whenever the subject came up, making it almost impossible to communicate with her.

      “Given the circumstances, I would say that I have been more than patient enough,” Sieglinde proclaimed. “Hannelore has spoken with Ehrenfest and Lady Rozemyne personally, has she not?”

      Hannelore had answered Rozemyne’s call to battle, played a key role in securing her victory, and then accepted an invitation to Ehrenfest’s celebrations. She had exchanged promises with Rozemyne and received a special invite to both the transference ceremony and her inauguration during the Archduke Conference.

      “And yet, Hannelore said nothing of the good she can do for Ehrenfest. Strange, is it not? I am starting to question why I was even told of her invitation—and why I approved it.”

      Hannelore was valuable to Ehrenfest—they had made that much clear when they invited her to their celebration. Rozemyne’s obtaining the Grutrissheit meant that Ehrenfest’s nobles had expected her to go to the Sovereignty, so her engagement to Lord Wilfried had secretly been canceled. There would have been no better opportunity for Hannelore to bring up marrying into the duchy.

      “If she had the time to petition Ehrenfest’s archducal couple to let Lady Rozemyne and Lord Ferdinand marry, then she had time to at least broach the subject of her own engagement,” Sieglinde opined. “Why did she not ask Lady Rozemyne to support her marrying Lord Wilfried? Instead, she merely accepted the offer of a hairpin. What a wasted opportunity.”

      Cordula understood Sieglinde’s frustration all too well. Her head had started to spin when she first received Hannelore’s report.

      “Hannelore had nobody to advise her on what to say to Ehrenfest’s archducal couple,” Cordula said. “We neglected to send any attendants or scholars with her, for Lady Rozemyne had said their true ditter would be concluded in a matter of two bells.”

      Hannelore had gone into battle in a position that would have allowed Dunkelfelger to sever ties with her if necessary. It would have been ideal to at least assign other retainers to her for the celebration, but Ehrenfest was much farther away than the castle of Old Ahrensbach; they had not stood a chance of keeping up with Hannelore’s group using the teleportation circles they had access to.

      “If only we could have reunited her with her retainers when we learned of her trip to Ehrenfest, where the knights were going to finish venting their enthusiasm...”

      Because that news had coincided with reports of their knights draining the region’s food and alcohol stocks, they had hesitated to add more noncombatants to the mix. More than that, though, they had not wanted to send more personnel while Rozemyne was unconscious following her theft of Old Ahrensbach’s foundation.

      “We could not have predicted that Hannelore would be invited to a celebration immediately after the fighting,” Cordula said. “Furthermore, we did not expect the knights we sent with her to provide no assistance whatsoever.”

      The knights who had joined Hannelore for the celebration had gone straight to the castle’s training grounds, and those who had stayed in Bindewald had waited in the giebe’s estate. Both groups had been so excited about their joint training with another duchy that they had mentioned nothing else in their reports. It really had been headache-inducing.

      Sieglinde and Cordula sighed at the same time. Outside of combat, Dunkelfelger knights were so very unreliable.

      “I should wish to learn from Lady Adolphine’s example,” Sieglinde mused. “She exposed Lord Sigiswald’s misdeeds before the avatar and new Zent, then secured her divorce without showing even a shred of weakness.”

      “I doubt Hannelore could manage such an approach. It would suit her better to pin Lord Wilfried down and demand conditions for their engagement.”

      Considering how long Hannelore had spent agonizing over what to do, mimicking Adolphine would clearly be too much for her. She was more the type to follow Clarissa’s example and earn her engagement by force, for while she lacked social dexterity, she had all the mana and combat potential expected of an archduke candidate.

      “I would accept any course of action from her, but alas, I cannot wait any longer. Not now that our duchy ranks higher than any other in Yurgenschmidt.”

      Indeed, in honor of their contributions to the invasion of the Royal Academy and the war against Lanzenave, Dunkelfelger had been granted the highest rank during the most recent Archduke Conference. Klassenberg had not been able to protest, and neither had any of the other duchies, for none of them had involved themselves in the battles that had saved the country.

      As for the second and third ranks, those had been given to the new duchies of Blumenfeld and Korinthsdaum, which were being run by former royals Trauerqual and Sigiswald, respectively. Klassenberg occupied the fourth space, and Drewanchel, the fifth, which constituted a rather severe drop for them both.

      “In truth,” Sieglinde said, “Lord Sigiswald probed Hannelore for an engagement during the conference.”

      “That is news to me...”

      “Hah. It cannot have been good for his image, since it came hot on the heels of his separation from Lady Adolphine. He must really wish to keep Drewanchel from glowering while he develops his new duchy.” A mischievous smirk spread across the noblewoman’s face. “He used such vague language that we are merely feigning ignorance of the proposal.”

      Cordula gave a half-smile. The first wife had retained the strong spirit of her youth. “Perhaps he should have spoken more clearly, then.”

      “I assume he will try again—though not until the next Interduchy Tournament, at the earliest.”

      As more time passed, Sigiswald would no longer need to mention his divorce. And as his new duchy, Korinthsdaum, had such a small archducal family, he would need a second or third wife posthaste. It was only natural that he would seek assistance from the highest-ranking duchy he could.

      “As it stands, his duchy ranks below ours,” Cordula said. “But the former royals still enjoy a great deal of power, so we might be hard-pressed to refuse any future advances.”

      “Quite... Next year, alongside the other duchies, Blumenfeld and Korinthsdaum will receive rankings based on their harvests and authority. I doubt they will remain where they are now, but who can say how long the prestige of being former royalty will matter to noble society at large.”

      Had a Zent arisen from a family entirely unrelated to the royals in power, then the previous royal family would have lost all status in the blink of an eye. Only because the divine avatar had seen fit to grant the Grutrissheit to Eglantine were they clinging to even a fraction of their former authority. Eglantine had taken Anastasius as her groom, and Cordula expected their immediate family to hold inflated ranks for quite some time.

      “Milady’s position certainly has changed.”

      Only a year ago, the stain on Hannelore’s honor had made her feel out of place even at home. Now, however, she had cleared her name by taking part in true ditter, made friends with the divine avatar, and proven her worth as an archduke candidate of the country’s top-ranked duchy.

      “She has done so well that even Drewanchel inquired about taking her hand in marriage,” Sieglinde said. “We refused them on the spot, of course.”

      “Oh my. Is that so?”

      Because of her duties as Hannelore’s head attendant, Cordula had not gone to the Archduke Conference and was somewhat out of the loop as a result. On the one hand, she wished to have faster access to news relevant to her lady’s future, but on the other, she understood that refused proposals were anything but urgent.

      “We cannot yet say how Lord Sigiswald and Lady Adolphine’s separation will impact Drewanchel and its relationship with the new duchies, and their drop in rank makes their interest in such an engagement perfectly understandable,” Sieglinde explained. “However, their interest in Hannelore came while they were chastising Lord Sigiswald for attempting to remarry so soon. I could not help but feel they were committing the same shameless act.”

      Sieglinde sighed, shook her head in exasperation, and continued, “I asked Lord Anastasius about the matter. As it turns out, when the divorce was settled, Drewanchel asked for a royal decree that would secure them a marriage with Alexandria. Then, when they were refused, they asked for a marriage with the Zent.”

      “And when they were refused a second time, they sought to marry Hannelore...” Cordula mused. “Even for a political engagement, that sounds far too self-serving.” It was not unusual to start with one’s best option before approaching less ideal alternatives, but Cordula could not stand the thought of her lady being looked down upon.

      Sieglinde went on: “Zent Eglantine has made it clear that she intends to prioritize Dunkelfelger and Alexandria over Klassenberg. In that regard, we should expect more greater duchies to seek an engagement with ours. We must be even more on guard during this year’s Interduchy Tournament and the next Archduke Conference. Even at the Royal Academy, we will need to keep our distance from other duchies. By choosing Hannelore’s potential suitors now, we shall give ourselves the means to deflect with bride-taking ditter if another duchy should propose.”

      Cordula nodded; sorting out a potential partner for Hannelore would make her next academic term all the more manageable. “I see now why this has to be done. But why take this approach over arranging an actual engagement?” Hannelore’s father could always decide not to wait for his daughter to work things out with Ehrenfest and choose her future husband for her.

      Sieglinde responded with a wry smile, “To light a fire under her, first of all. She has become far too complacent as of late. But I also wish to give my daughter some choice in whom she marries, especially with all that Lestilaut has put her through.” A proper engagement would deter other duchies far better than mere suitors, but Sieglinde wished to compensate Hannelore for all that she had done.

      “Even if we took the other approach, and Werdekraf chose Hannelore’s partner for her, the engagement would not be set in stone until the Zent approved it during the next Archduke Conference,” Sieglinde continued. “Choosing only suitors should at least give Hannelore a chance to make her own selection.”

      Sieglinde intended to be fully considerate of her daughter’s wishes. Hannelore could choose one of the Dunkelfelgerian suitors her parents picked out for her or, if she was proactive enough, move things along with Ehrenfest.

      An onlooker might see this as merely an act of compassion between a mother and her daughter, but Lady Sieglinde also means to repay Lady Hannelore for the damage her brother caused.

      Hannelore had wiped away the shame of her past defeat and strengthened her personal value through her friendship with the divine avatar. She could stay in Dunkelfelger if she so wished or marry into any other duchy of her choice.

      “The problem is,” Sieglinde ruminated, “no names come to mind. Can you think of anyone, Cordula? I think choosing archnobles would be ideal, to help quiet those who would argue that Hannelore should be the next aub now that she has taken part in true ditter. It is law that female aubs must be married to archduke candidates, so pairing her with an archnoble seems an excellent solution.”

      “These men would marry into her house, not the other way around, correct?”

      “Correct. It would be too great a loss for our duchy to reduce her to the rank of archnoble. Other duchies might even consider it a weakness to exploit.”

      Cordula nodded, tapped a finger against her cheek, and cast her eyes down in thought. Dunkelfelger had its share of unattached men who could match Hannelore’s mana. Someone from an archducal branch family would be ideal for marrying into her house and supporting Lestilaut with his duties as the next aub.

      “You have some understanding of what is going on beneath the surface, do you not?” Sieglinde asked. “Although I see all of the engagement requests sent to the aub, I cannot fully grasp the circumstances behind them.” In her capacity as Hannelore’s head attendant, Cordula was better able to acquire such knowledge.

      “Ohoho... Even my information network has its gaps. Gathering intel about Lady Reichlene’s faction has been troublesome, for a start. The second wife remains as vigilant as ever.”

      “We need not consider such people. In the interest of keeping things simple, let us only choose suitors from among our own faction. I do not want Hannelore being swayed this way or that by our rivals.”

      Perhaps due to her kind and rather timid nature, Hannelore had trouble ignoring others’ opinions and tended to bury her own thoughts rather than express them freely. On countless occasions, people had mistaken her silence for tacit agreement, and she had ended up on the verge of tears as she attempted to correct them. It took her a long time to make decisions, but she refused to change them once her mind was made up.

      “Marrying someone from another faction would place too great a burden on milady’s heart. But if we restrict ourselves to her faction... That leaves us only her and Lord Lestilaut’s retainers.”

      “Indeed. They will merely be potential grooms, so I will not require them to cancel any preexisting arrangements they might have. In the event that Hannelore succeeds in her negotiations with Ehrenfest, they will return to their previous engagements.”

      Aub Dunkelfelger would acknowledge those deemed worthy to marry Hannelore, but none of them would actually be engaged to her. They would be free to prioritize anyone else they had already made plans with.

      “Among my daughter’s retainers, who would make ideal candidates?” Sieglinde asked.

      “I am told that Luitpold is rather deep into arranging his own engagement, which puts him out of the question. We need someone who can reinforce Lord Lestilaut’s power base, do we not? In that case, I would expect his own retainers to be ideal. Neither Kenntrips nor Rasantark should be taken at the moment.”

      Kenntrips and Rasantark were Hannelore’s cousins. Both were sons of Aub Dunkelfelger’s elder brother, though they did not share a mother. Even before their baptisms, they had frequently been brought to the castle to help teach Lestilaut and Hannelore to socialize with the other children their age. In that regard, one could say they were longtime friends as well as family.

      “From what I have seen, both are rather fond of Lady Hannelore.”

      “Oh my... Is that so?” Sieglinde asked, eyes widening with surprise.

      “Kenntrips consoled and protected milady whenever Lord Lestilaut lashed out at her. As for Rasantark, I could see the admiration in his eyes as he watched her tearfully push through her intense training.”

      “You speak of when they were children, do you not? Does their fondness for Hannelore remain even to this day? It was my understanding that a wedge has since been driven between her and Lestilaut’s retainers.”

      Lestilaut had wagered his sister’s engagement without her permission, and she had thrown the game for love. The outcome had done much to change Dunkelfelger’s relationship with Ehrenfest but also severely damaged Hannelore’s relationship with her elder brother. In the event of such controversies, retainers had a tendency to side with their lord or lady.

      “For milady’s sake, Kenntrips and Rasantark strove to keep the dormitory in order during Lord Lestilaut’s absence,” Cordula explained. “Although, as you know, she is stubborn to a fault, and their concern ended up being for nothing.”

      The two brothers had taken issue with Ehrenfest’s refusal to marry Hannelore despite winning their ditter match. They felt that someone precious to them was being looked down upon, as did Cordula and all of Hannelore’s other retainers.

      “The ditter match started it all, which means the blame rests primarily with Lord Lestilaut,” Cordula said. “Still, Ehrenfest played their part by refusing milady’s hand.”

      Had their opponents accepted the proposal, as per the rules of their game, then Hannelore would never have been thought of as the archduke candidate who brought about her duchy’s defeat. Instead, she would have been the expert tactician who exploited even her elder brother for the sake of love.

      “Milady’s failure to grasp this, coupled with how desperately she defends Ehrenfest, has produced this unfortunate situation where others’ concerns do not properly reach her. Still, their feelings for her remain the same.” Kenntrips, Rasantark, and Hannelore’s retainers all still cherished her dearly.

      Sieglinde’s lips curled into a relieved smile. “I see. I shall consider Kenntrips and Rasantark, then.”




      Entering the Dormitory

      “Lady Hannelore, the preparations are complete,” Cordula said. “Let us depart.”

      It was the day of my return to the Royal Academy. I rose to my feet at my head attendant’s call, trying to seem calm and composed, but my spirits were painfully low. As nice as it was to socialize with other duchies, free from parental supervision, it was exhausting constantly having to worry about besmirching my name as an archduke candidate of Dunkelfelger. The past year, in particular, had seen so many changes that going to the Academy now felt more depressing than ever.

      “This will be farewell for quite some time, Lady Hannelore,” my adult retainers said, cheering me on. “We look forward to reports of your successes at the Royal Academy.”

      Once we had said our goodbyes, I exited my room with Cordula and my apprentice guard knight Heilriese. Our shoes clacked against the white stone underfoot as we made our way to the teleportation hall.

      The floors of Ehrenfest’s castle had been adorned with thick red carpets when we attended the victory celebration in spring. Here, the floors were completely bare. Dunkelfelger was one of the hotter duchies in Yurgenschmidt, so our carpets were embroidered with cooling magic, and we only brought them out to help battle the summer heat.

      “Gathering will start as soon as we reach the dormitory,” Heilriese announced.

      I nodded. We had to prepare materials for our classes, but there was also the matter of confirming whether our gathering spot had any to begin with. “We can only pray that we will not need to perform the healing ritual,” I said.

      “I wonder how the gathering spot will fare this year. Last I heard, Rasantark had resolved to impress you.”

      “I would rather not think about it.”

      It was customary in Dunkelfelger for second-years to enter the dormitory before anyone else. The third-years would arrive next, then the fourth, and so on, with the first-years then being the last to arrive. It was an unusual order of doing things by Yurgenschmidt’s standards, but it was the only way for the younger students to stand a chance of gathering what they needed for their classes.

      In other duchies, the eldest students would apparently arrive first, then hunt the more dangerous feybeasts to make the gathering spot safer for their first-years. Dunkelfelger, however, was a duchy of warriors, which made that consideration unnecessary. It was more important to keep the sixth-years from clearing out the entire gathering spot, leaving nothing for everyone else.

      Not to mention, Dunkelfelger needs more rejuvenation potions than the other duchies, owing to all the ditter we play.

      By teaching everyone the prayer to rejuvenate gathering spots, Lady Rozemyne had eased the battle for ingredients to a noticeable degree. Even then, the amount of mana it required meant it could not be performed lightly. Everyone was praying to obtain divine protections, but with the amount of mana that classes required, things were far from simple.

      Mother, Father, Lestilaut, and their retainers came to bid me farewell. I could see Kenntrips, my brother’s apprentice scholar and one of the boys chosen to potentially become my fiancé, waiting among them. Our eyes met, and he smiled at me. I smiled back without even thinking.

      I can only pray that was not awkward of me.
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      It had not been too long ago that Father had informed me of the potential suitors he had chosen for me. As well as being my brother’s retainers, Kenntrips and Rasantark were my childhood friends and family. I knew them well, but the sudden announcement had rendered me uncertain about how to interact with them.

      I placed a hand on my cheek, hoping my smile had not been unnatural in some way. The gesture prompted Mother to step forward.

      “Hannelore—for as long as you are on the Academy’s grounds, take great care to act in a manner befitting an archduke candidate of the country’s top-ranking duchy.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      The rise of a Zent with the Grutrissheit had resulted in the reformation of several previously deposed duchies and enormous changes to the duchy rankings during the last Archduke Conference. We were bound to feel the impact at the Royal Academy as well.

      “Blumenfeld and Korinthsdaum are expected to hold their current ranks for only a single year before the former royals’ status loses relevance, but some students will get carried away nonetheless,” Father began. “Only the Zent couple and Dunkelfelger the First will possess the authority to chastise those who let their newfound power get to their heads. For that reason, you must never forget your pride as the Zent’s sword, and...”

      Mustn’t I...? Because I really rather would.

      A quiet sigh escaped me as I stopped paying attention to whatever lecture Father was giving me. Being an archduke candidate of Dunkelfelger was already an enormous and exceptionally unpleasant burden, and something told me it was about to get a hundred times worse. The formation of new duchies, the changes to the Royal Academy’s curriculum, the reveal of shocking truths about the temples and their bibles during the Archduke Conference, and more would make gathering intel from other duchies an unbearable mess.

      For once, I actually bemoaned the fact that my brother had graduated.

      “It astounds me that such sweeping revolutions would come about when I, not my brother, must serve as Dunkelfelger’s representative,” I said. “Is it not cruel that my timing is this unfathomably poor?”

      “I won’t deny that your timing is tragic, but what right do you have to complain?” Lestilaut shot back with a grin. There was an unmistakable glint in his red eyes. “You made your burden all the worse by showing up to the Archduke Conference’s inauguration ceremony. Mother warned you not to go, remember?”

      I cast my eyes down. He was right. It had never even crossed my mind that simply attending an inauguration ceremony would attract so much attention. Mother had not wanted me to go—she had said the Archduke Conference was no place for a minor, invitation or no—but I refused to budge. Nothing would stop me from seeing Lady Rozemyne’s inauguration with my own eyes.

      “Well, Lady Rozemyne kept her promise and invited me...” I muttered. “Refusing her was out of the question.”

      Lady Rozemyne had looked stunning during the ceremony. The feystone necklace given to her by her fiancé, Lord Ferdinand, had sparkled wonderfully against her chest. Both had worn colors that accentuated their hair, making it clear at a glance how close they were. I was glad from the bottom of my heart to have seen the smiles of unwavering trust they gave one another.

      My nostalgic daydreaming must have spread to Lestilaut as well. “That certainly was a once-in-a-lifetime ceremony...” he mused aloud. “Lady Rozemyne’s hair was down, as she had yet to come of age, and the skirt she wore went only to her shins... Minors aren’t usually allowed at the Archduke Conference, but there we saw the birth of an underage aub.”

      A voice had cried out during the ceremony that there was no precedent of anyone underage becoming an aub, to which Lady Rozemyne had declared that she was the precedent. Zent Eglantine had then spoken in her favor, insisting that she would not even have the Grutrissheit if Lady Rozemyne had not transferred it to her. Nobody had protested after that.

      “Brother, the splendorous blessing that Lady Rozemyne gave us all once she had been recognized as an aub overwhelmed you so severely that you were unable to stay calm for the entirety of the Starbind Ceremony.” I shot Lestilaut a glare. “You have even more artwork of Lady Rozemyne and Zent Eglantine in your chambers, no? As I understand it, Eineliebe is none too pleased.”

      Eineliebe and my brother had married on the same day as Lady Rozemyne’s inauguration. Zent Eglantine had performed the ceremony as the Sovereign High Bishop. She really had looked beautiful, but I could understand why Eineliebe took issue with her new husband ceaselessly drawing other women.

      Lestilaut grimaced and told me to keep my nose where it belonged, but his business was very much mine. This was a matter of grave importance.

      “You should worry about your own situation, not Eineliebe’s,” he added. “Attending the ceremony has cost you greatly.”

      “Ngh... Curiosity alone was a poor reason to go. That, I admit, is one of my regrets.”

      Although I had only attended the inauguration and the Starbind Ceremonies held in the morning, being the only minor invited to observe the Archduke Conference had caused the entire noble populace to mark me as an especially close friend of Lady Rozemyne. They were entirely correct, of course—we had spent years together as members of the Academy’s Library Committee, researched religious ceremonies together, invaded Ahrensbach and fought Lanzenave together, celebrated together, arranged to have matching hairpins together...

      “I am overjoyed that Lady Rozemyne considers me her friend, but...”

      I ended my sentence there—I thought the rest went without saying—but Lestilaut elected to chime in anyway. “There is much to gain from being Lady Rozemyne’s friend, but trouble follows her wherever she goes.”

      Indeed, the problems that went hand-in-hand with Lady Rozemyne’s friendship had been looming over me since the conference.

      “Especially now that she has more sway over the Zent than anybody else,” Lestilaut continued.

      Father nodded gravely. “Indeed. On many occasions throughout the conference, Zent Eglantine openly consulted Lady Rozemyne rather than her home duchy of Klassenberg. It’s only natural that all the other aubs are desperate for some form of connection to Aub Alexandria.”

      Father was right, but actually obtaining those connections was a monumental task. An underage girl would naturally attract men seeking to marry her, but Lady Rozemyne already had a partner in Lord Ferdinand. He had obtained the Zent’s approval, exchanged feystones, and arranged an engagement ceremony in the brief period between the Lanzenave War and the Archduke Conference. Nobody could hope to best him.

      As someone who had seen the fighting up close, I knew that it was nothing but reckless to oppose Lord Ferdinand. He could formulate and execute several plans at once, meaning the only way to defeat him was to lay several traps and pray that he might wander into them. Otherwise, he was practically unbeatable now that he was properly engaged to Lady Rozemyne.

      “Lord Ferdinand will not take any other wives now that he has married a female aub,” Mother said.

      Lestilaut crossed his arms and nodded. “Some aubs proposed that he take mistresses alongside the aub, but he shot them down every time. He said that Aub Alexandria is every one of his goddesses.”

      “Oh my!” I exclaimed. “I was not aware of that. You simply must tell me more!”

      During my time in Ehrenfest, Lady Rozemyne had spoken dryly about her marriage to Lord Ferdinand, explaining it away as a political union devoid of romance. He must have won her over with his words and actions in the meantime. Her heart had surely been moved by his passion.

      I gazed up at Lestilaut, my own heart brimming with hope, but he just grimaced. “I don’t have anything more to tell you. He said it with a suspicious grin, so I don’t know how serious he was.”

      I was desperate for the details, but my brother cut the conversation short. It was a shame, really—the little he had told me sounded so sweet that it could have come straight from the pages of a love story. I resolved to ask Lady Rozemyne for the rest.

      On second thought, perhaps not. Her response will surely be as draining as when she opined about creating a library city.

      If an exciting tale of romance was what one desired, then Lady Rozemyne was the last person to ask. I knew that well from my experience in Ehrenfest.

      “As it stands,” Mother said, “Alexandria’s archducal family comprises only Lord Ferdinand, Lady Rozemyne, and Lady Letizia—although most still view the latter as an archduke candidate of Old Ahrensbach. She is currently engaged to Lord Hildebrand.”

      I gave a careful nod.

      “We will need to use this academic year to determine Lady Letizia’s relationship with Lady Rozemyne,” Father said. “And more, of course; I want to know how the lesser and middle duchies, not to mention Klassenberg and Drewanchel, are approaching the situation, and what they think about the new aubs. Find out as much as you can, Hannelore—and you too, Kenntrips.”

      Kenntrips nodded and said, “Understood.” He was a sixth-year apprentice archscholar, which meant we were pinning our hopes on him more than anyone.

      “We need as much information about the other duchies as we can get our hands on,” Father continued, a bitter look on his face. “Many will recognize the difficulty of establishing a direct connection with Alexandria and will attempt to reach them through you or Ehrenfest’s archduke candidates instead. They hope to secure Lady Rozemyne’s attention and her assistance in reforming their temples.”

      “Indeed,” Mother added. “Our joint research with Ehrenfest has led to plenty of our knights seeking Leidenschaft’s spear from our temple. Many of our other nobles go there too, hoping to obtain more divine protections, but I doubt other duchies would share their enthusiasm. You have a heavy burden to bear, Hannelore.”

      My mother was correct. In the event that I married into another duchy, I would surely be lumbered with the expectation of reforming my new home’s temple as successfully as we had reformed our own. I doubted that I would even be able to; a lot of our progress came down to the fact that so many of our knights sought to acquire Leidenschaft’s spear.

      Father had almost certainly chosen my two potential fiancés from within our network to preserve Dunkelfelger’s bond with Alexandria and to protect me from being wed into another duchy. My intention had originally been to marry elsewhere, as I was not particularly attached to ditter, but all of my life’s plans had since been turned on their head.

      “On the bright side, being at the top of the rankings means that no other duchy can force its demands on us,” Father said. “Had we not been so fortunate, we wouldn’t have been able to refuse that proposal from Prince Sigiswald. If you wish to avoid being married into Korinthsdaum in the future, then you will need to choose either Rasantark or Kenntrips as your fiancé and receive approval for your marriage during the next Archduke Conference.”

      I took an instinctive step back in the face of my father’s intensity. Kenntrips and Rasantark must have been the only men in our duchy who suited my mana, faction, and age. They were my uncle’s sons and my brother’s retainers; I was expected to take one of them as a groom and support Lestilaut in the future.

      Though, honestly speaking, I would rather not marry either of them.

      I did not have anything against them personally—I just was not ready for an engagement that would decide the course of my future. It surely had not helped that when Father announced them as my marriage prospects, my thoughts had turned straight to Lord Wilfried and the hand he had reached out to me.

      Kenntrips and Rasantark always speak so ill of Lord Wilfried and Ehrenfest.

      I glanced at the green-haired Kenntrips, who stood next to my brother as his apprentice attendant. Although he was exceptionally smart, he was unmistakably a scholar of the sword; he created all manner of violent magic tools meant to secure victory during our ditter matches at the Royal Academy. In fact, it had seemed to me that people expected more of him than they expected of the knights.

      “You are the pride of Dunkelfelger, Lady Hannelore,” he said, his smile reaching his gray eyes. “I am proud to have been chosen as a candidate for your hand in marriage.”

      Kenntrips had always been so kind. These days, however, it was common to see him with a rather grim look on his face.

      Rasantark, my other potential suitor, had already teleported to the Academy. He was an apprentice archknight in the same grade as me who greatly resembled Heisshitze and seemed to think of nothing but ditter. Choosing him or Kenntrips as my fiancé would almost certainly doom me to a life saturated with ditter matches.

      Although, that would still be better than marrying Lord Sigiswald, who attempted to court Lady Rozemyne and ended up separated from Lady Adolphine.

      Liebeskhilfe must not have had eyes for me. Lady Rozemyne proclaimed that her love for Lord Ferdinand was purely familial, but that did not change the fact she was now engaged to someone who truly cared about her. I could only hope to find someone who cherished me the same way.

      I am more in need of Liebeskhilfe’s divine protection than Dregarnuhr’s. O Liebeskhilfe, Goddess of Binding! I shan’t be so indulgent as to request a romance as dramatic as those in my favorite stories. I simply wish to have other options.

      As I squeezed the Liebeskhilfe charm Cordula had made for me, Father gestured me onto the teleportation circle. My head attendant nodded, then helped me into my winter overclothes. It was so hot in Dunkelfelger that I always waited until right before teleporting to put them on.

      I stepped onto the circle with Heilriese.

      “Hannelore,” Mother called, as if only then remembering something.

      “Yes?” I asked, turning around.

      “This is Raufereg’s first year at the Royal Academy. He is rather anxious about it, as you can imagine. Guide him well as an elder student and a fellow archduke candidate.”

      I fought against the urge to avert my eyes. Had they not thrust too much upon me already?

      Raufereg was the son of Father’s second wife. Because his baptism had come after the decision was made for Lestilaut to become the next aub, he was far more a knight than an archduke candidate. My retainers reported that he thought of nothing but ditter.

      Truth be told, I knew very little else about Raufereg. He spent his days training alongside the knights, whereas I focused on what was required of me as a member of the archducal family. We were neither the same sex nor in the same school year, so we had never trained together, but he must have been quite rowdy. Although his younger sister Lungtase had been permitted to attend the Grutrissheit transference ceremony, he himself had needed to stay away.

      Had he been born two years later, I would not have had to struggle like this. And how nice it would have been for Lungtase to be his elder.

      Such meaningless thoughts wandered through my mind as I stepped onto the teleporter. “The time has come for me to depart,” I announced.

      “Indeed. Keep a close eye on all that you can.”

      I would need to maneuver the changes to the duchy rankings, new curricula, my reputation as the divine avatar’s friend, two potential fiancés, and a half-sibling in need of guidance. It might have been the first time in my life that I was dreading the freedom of the Royal Academy.

      A sigh escaped me just as the teleportation circle at my feet lit up. Black and gold swirled around me, distorting my vision.



      “We gathered your share of ingredients, Lady Hannelore! Consider your classes prepared for!” Rasantark declared. He had rushed over to me the moment I arrived at the Academy, his chestnut eyes sparkling and orange hair bouncing with each step. “Now we can play ditter! We ask you to permit us to use the training grounds!”

      He sounds the same as ever, despite the fact we could one day end up husband and wife. Am I the strange one for thinking so carefully about how I should speak with him?

      Kenntrips and I were still trying to navigate the change, but Rasantark seemed to think nothing of the situation at all. Rows of apprentice knights stood behind him, champing at the bit. No pillars of light had appeared back home, no matter how hard we prayed, so they must have been eager to test out the results of their training in the temple.

      “Cordula,” I said.

      “I shall prepare your room. Please unlock the grounds in the meantime.”

      There was no real difference between gathering ingredients and going to the training grounds. I had no reason to refuse, but seeing Rasantark rejoice over ditter made disappointment swell in my chest.

      He is not a bad person. Far from it. But as a potential groom...

      Conceding to the request, I went to the training grounds with Heilriese. Thus began my fifth year at the Royal Academy.


      Welcoming Ditter

      We students of Dunkelfelger awoke at first bell, changed into more appropriate attire, and then launched into our training. Everyone took part, even attendants and scholars, so we started with a series of light exercises. Only when the apprentice attendants left to prepare our breakfast and changes of clothes did our training become more intense, but compared to what proper apprentice knights went through, it was still barely anything at all.

      Because it was my first morning back at the Academy, I concluded my training at the same time as the attendants and went to inspect the gathering spot with my knights. Rasantark had collected so many ingredients the day before, and I feared for how he had left things.

      How right I was to be concerned. At least I noticed the state of the gathering spot before the sixth-years’ arrival.

      When my inspection was complete, I returned to my room to bathe. Then I ate breakfast with the other students in the dining hall. This was normally when archduke candidates and the dormitory supervisor would make their announcements, so I took the opportunity to explain that our gathering spot needed to be healed.

      “We might have Lady Rozemyne’s healing spell, but that does not mean we can act without restraint,” I said. “You took things a little too far this time. I expect everyone here to assist in restoring the gathering spot after breakfast.”

      As a general rule, students could spend the time before lessons started however they pleased. It was rare to be told to do anything other than prepare for one’s classes. That, coupled with how much mana the healing spell would require, drew upset exclamations from my peers.

      “Wait, Lady Hannelore! Now that the training grounds are open, we plan to spend the morning—!”

      “You were the ones who ravished the gathering spot, showing not a trace of consideration for the sixth-years,” I said. “We are going after breakfast, and that is final.”

      I understood the others’ concerns—these few days between our arrival at the dormitory and the start of classes were usually reserved for ditter. Still, they had no choice in the matter; restoring the gathering spot would become so much harder when classes started and we had less mana to spare.

      Not to mention, it is my duty as an archduke candidate to oversee the gathering spot.

      My fists clenched, I surveyed the dining hall. I needed to stay strong.

      “I shall reseal the training grounds until the gathering spot is restored. There are matters more important than ditter to attend to.”

      At once, the apprentice knights began to whine.

      “This can’t be!” one shouted. “You would prioritize something over ditter, even after playing a true game?!”

      “No, wait! You have it all wrong!” cried another. “It’s because Lady Hannelore played a true game that she can make such a declaration!”

      “Ngh... Not to mention, she was chosen to participate despite her young age. We should expect nothing less! Her wisdom befits her status as the divine avatar’s closest ally!”

      “HOORAHHH! PRAISE LADY HANNELORE, THE PRIDE OF DUNKELFELGER!”

      Why do they bellow like drunkards? Was our breakfast laced with some foul intoxicant?

      I gazed across the unreasonably excited crowd, and my eyes came to rest on Professor Rauffen. He wore an amused grin as he ate his own breakfast.

      “Professor Rauffen, what are your thoughts on the matter?” I asked.

      “I think you are correct,” he said. “Ditter can wait until the healing ritual is complete.”

      Professor Rauffen looked over the students, an intense fire blazing in his blue eyes. Experience had told me he was an expert at keeping the knights under control—especially when he wore that expression—so I elected to leave the rest to him.

      “Students!” he roared. “I understand your passion for ditter better than anyone! But we cannot play by ourselves—we should all enjoy it together! Isn’t that right?!”

      Um, no. Not at all.

      “Shall we not wait for the first- and sixth-years to arrive so we can all play together, our hearts unburdened?” Professor Rauffen continued. “Race to the gathering spot after breakfast. Restore it so you can start brewing rejuvenation potions while the sixth-years are gathering. And of course... spare no effort to prepare the welcoming ditter to be played when the new students arrive!”

      “HEAR! HEAR! FASTER THAN STEIFEBRISE!”

      That phrase of Father’s certainly has caught on.

      Welcoming ditter was meant to light a fire under the new students, both through the excitement of the game and by making them so envious of their seniors’ highbeasts that they would strive to make their own to participate. Any active student could take part, even apprentice scholars and attendants. The tradition resulted in such a severe drain of our stock of rejuvenation potions—before classes had even begun, no less—that I honestly thought we would be better off without it.

      Of course, as strongly as I felt, I could never actually put a stop to welcoming ditter. It was a rare comfort for the scholars and attendants not chosen to be knights and, according to Professor Rauffen, made students a lot more invested in their practical lessons.

      Our duchy does tend to excel at practicals more than written lessons.

      I watched the apprentice knights as they spent the rest of breakfast locked in serious debate, trying to decide their teams. Professor Rauffen had joined in and was advising them on how to better balance the strength of each group. Our dormitory’s obsession with ditter was inevitable when our supervisor was the most excited of us all.

      Though I do not mind as long as the gathering spot is healed.



      After breakfast, I restored the gathering spot with my fellow students. They were free to do as they wished afterward, but most gravitated to the brewing room to prepare for classes and welcoming ditter. As there was only so much space, many sat in the common room while they awaited their turn.

      I, too, headed to the common room. I wanted to ask those waiting there about Ehrenfest’s books. Socializing required me to find out how the new publications were being received in Dunkelfelger and what others thought about them.

      “Is it not wonderful how many Dunkelfelger men have taken up reading? It would never have been possible without the publication of A Ditter Story and our duchy’s histories.”

      “Lord Raufereg takes no pleasure in studying, but even he seems to enjoy them. I overheard his retainers muttering that they wished for a version of A Ditter Story written in old vernacular.”

      “I cannot wait to see what Lady Rozemyne lends us this year. Her love stories are sublime.”

      “Lady Rozemyne is an aub now, is she not? Will your trade be with Alexandria or Ehrenfest?”

      I paused in thought. In my mind, they were Ehrenfest’s books, but Lady Rozemyne had moved to Alexandria. Perhaps I could trade with both.

      “Cordula...” I said, deferring to my head attendant.

      “Alexandria might not have its own books, but that should pose no issue. The aub lent us several to be traded with other duchies.”

      A quiet sigh escaped me; I could not have been more thankful for the thoroughness of Cordula’s preparations. I thought to take a moment to savor the good news, but Rasantark and several apprentice knights burst out of the brewing room before I could. They met my eye and rushed straight toward me.

      “Lady Hannelore!” Rasantark exclaimed. “Is it true what Professor Rauffen said?! Will you not be playing in the welcoming ditter?!”

      “Manners,” Cordula warned.

      Rasantark knelt before me, and the knights with him followed suit. He apologized for his rudeness and asked again, more politely this time.

      “Does that really surprise you?” I responded. “I have never once participated in welcoming ditter. I shall spend the time brewing for my upcoming classes, as I always do.”

      Those who intended to take part were given priority access to the brewing room. Those who did not carried out their brewing during the match. My decision not to play was perfectly normal to me, but Rasantark was stunned; I could see the shock in his chestnut eyes.

      “But we were beyond excited to play with you—with someone who has experienced true ditter...!”

      “Perhaps, but my retainers have already made their plans around my lack of participation.”

      As an archduke candidate, changing my mind on a whim would cause chaos for those who had planned around my current schedule. Rasantark was my brother’s retainer, so I thought he would understand. I was entirely unmoved when he instead slumped over.

      Whatever should I do...?

      Just as I moved to consult Cordula, Rasantark looked up again. So intense was the desperation in his eyes that I was struck with the urge to avert my own. He was always so troublesome when he got in one of his moods.

      I still remember the time he had me blast him with mana so he could test his response to an attack from an archduke candidate!

      Lestilaut could have run the test for him, but Rasantark’s pleas to have me do it had culminated in a ditter match between my brother’s and my retainers. The memory alone put me on guard as Rasantark continued to stare at me.

      “You need not participate, Lady Hannelore, but come watch the game, at least. I shall demonstrate my might so that you acknowledge me as worthy of your hand in marriage!”

      At once, the room buzzed with excited chatter. Someone even whispered, “This is like something out of a love story.”

      Indeed, it might appear that way...

      Resisting the urge to sigh, I allowed Rasantark to continue.

      “Just as Lord Ferdinand and Lord Heisshitze forged an unbreakable friendship through ditter, you forged a friendship with Lady Rozemyne. I wish to grow our love in the same manner. Then we shall marry, and I shall play ditter against Aub Alexandria!”

      So proud and excited was Rasantark that his cheeks had gone red. He was far from the only one—many of our spectators watched with rapt interest, taken with the glory of the idea. Sorry though I was to rain on their parade, I considered the whole spectacle a tremendous disappointment. Perhaps to Rasantark, this was the mightiest proposal he could muster, but the future he presented was far from what I desired.

      His only wish is to play ditter with Alexandria.

      Enjoying ditter within Dunkelfelger was one thing, but playing with Alexandria after my coming of age was completely out of the question. Whether he married me or not, Rasantark’s wish would never come true.

      “Lord Rasantark intends to prove his worth, and so soon after being chosen as one of Lady Hannelore’s prospective spouses!” one noble girl cooed. “How wonderfully forward of him!”

      “If only he had paired those words with the magic tools of courtship. Lady Hannelore would have been moved to tears!” another added. “Perhaps he was too busy preparing his feystone.”

      “I must lend him one of my romance novels. Which one was Lady Hannelore’s favorite, again?”

      “Lady Hannelore! After such a passionate entreaty, how can you not come watch the ditter match?”

      My mood grew worse with each bright and cheery squeal. I wanted nothing more than to bolt from the common room at once. I normally leapt at any chance to rave about romance novels, but the thought of being questioned about Rasantark or pressured into being with him made my skin crawl.

      I turned to Cordula, then stood, attempting to mask my true emotions with a smile. “Whether I visit the training grounds will depend on how Dregarnuhr the Goddess of Time weaves her threads. Do pray to her as well, Rasantark.”

      My response meant only that I would try to attend, assuming I had time to spare after brewing, but Rasantark beamed nonetheless. Guilt ate away at me as I exited the common room; so intense was my desire to avoid the ditter match that even his brightest grin made me feel despondent.

      My apologies, Rasantark. A marriage founded on ditter does not appeal to me in the slightest.

      Once we were back in my chambers, Cordula gave me a wry smile. “You might not appreciate having suitors thrust upon you, but you cannot simply continue to avoid them. Unless you are honest—with them and yourself—you will never come to a decision you can make peace with.”

      I pursed my lips. No matter how I thought about it, I would never be glad to receive an offer to watch a game of ditter. Rasantark would need to find some other way to impress me.



      I spent the start of welcoming ditter in the brewing room, which was almost completely empty. Most students attended the game whether they were taking part or not, and those who refrained tended to be the sort who would rather hole up in their rooms.

      “That should do it,” I said.

      “Indeed, milady. So let us go watch the game. The subordinates of Light do not look kindly upon those who break their promises.”

      Because almost everyone was attending the ditter match, I had been able to complete my brewing even faster than anticipated. As much as it pained me, I no longer had an excuse not to join them.

      I prayed so much, to no avail. Could it be that Dregarnuhr despises me already?

      Left with no other choice, I trudged back to my room, my feet as heavy as my mood. Then I started toward the training grounds, moving as slowly as I could get away with. I was still en route when I crossed paths with Kenntrips. Only once he had secured my retainers’ permission did he approach me.

      “Kenntrips wishes to watch the game with you,” Cordula informed me.

      “I do not mind, but... Kenntrips, would you not rather participate?”

      Kenntrips was so muscular that it never surprised me when other duchies mistook him for a knight. In truth, he was an apprentice scholar of the sword, and today was one of the few chances he would get to take part in a ditter match. This year in particular would demand a lot from him, as information was even more valuable than usual, so I wondered why he had abstained.

      “Many thought the same of you, Lady Hannelore, given your experience with true ditter. Rasantark despaired when he heard it was not so.”

      Kenntrips and Rasantark were only half-brothers, but one would never guess it from how close they were. They both had mothers from other duchies, so they had striven to adjust to Dunkelfelger’s ways together.

      “Enough about me,” I said. “Scholars have very few chances to take part in ditter, do they not? I remember how much you used to long for opportunities to play.”

      Kenntrips seemed taken aback for a moment, then chuckled. He took my hand, and we continued toward the training grounds.

      “People change with time,” he explained. “Playing ditter with my dormmates no longer entices me. Instead, I find my entertainment in gathering information. I do enjoy observing the tendencies of each knight and formulating new means of deploying magic tools, but I know no other game will match the thrill of our bride-stealing ditter with Ehrenfest.”

      Compared to all the chatter of the past few days, Kenntrips’s words were a breath of fresh air. It was strange, though; he sounded entirely like one of Father’s scholars.

      “I am not the only one who has changed,” he said at length. “You have as well.”

      I gazed down at myself. “Have I?” He was far from the first person to say it, though I was not sure I agreed.

      “You have grown into a fine archduke candidate. Upon arriving at the dormitory, I intended to check whether the gathering spot needed to be healed and request your aid if so, but Professor Rauffen informed me you were one step ahead. I express my sincere gratitude as representative of the sixth-years.”

      “In the past, I always entrusted such administration to Lestilaut...”

      Before my brother’s graduation, I would never have guessed just how much he had to oversee. Last year had given me a taste, as all the work he set aside in preparation for his ceremony had gone to me. As much as everyone had advised me not to encroach on my brother’s duties, since he was slated to become the next aub, I should have observed him more closely or gotten him to help teach me.

      “And that is not all,” Kenntrips continued. “We have known each other for years, but even I was shocked to hear how Lady Crybaby had made up for her past shame.” Nostalgia brought a slight crease to his gray eyes. “I would never have expected you to play true ditter—not even to save a friend.”

      “Um... I simply thought it was for the best,” I said. Hearing that nickname from around the time of my baptism made me embarrassed, to say the least. “As much as everyone praises me for my involvement, getting to play ditter was the last thing on my mind.”

      In the heat of the commotion, there had not been time to validate the information Lady Rozemyne was bringing us. We had doubted she would try to deceive us, but we had also wondered if she was giving us the whole picture.

      She hinted at having the Grutrissheit, but mere words exchanged through the aubs’ water mirrors were far from concrete proof.

      We had found ourselves in a tricky situation. If, as we had suspected, Lady Rozemyne was to become the next Zent, then we were duty bound to assist her. Any reinforcements we sent would need a member of the archducal family to lead them, but Aub Dunkelfelger, the Zent’s sword, had a greater obligation to the Sovereignty. If the situation there had gone south, then he might have been taken to task for taking knights into Ahrensbach.

      In the end, the decision had been made to have me lead the reinforcements. I already had good motivation—to clear my name and assist my dear friend. Not to mention, I was the safest option in case something went wrong. Because of my shameful misstep at the Academy, I was well suited to being cut off to spare the rest of our duchy from punishment.

      “Ideal choice or not, Lady Crybaby would never have led the charge into true ditter,” Kenntrips explained. “As you were, I also found it hard to imagine you marrying into another duchy—especially under such complex and confusing circumstances.”

      The retainer at the head of our group reached out a hand and pulled open the door to the training grounds. At once, enthused shouts, passionate cries, and all the other sounds of a fervorous ditter match shook the air. So awful was the clamor that I wished to cover my ears—but at that same moment, Kenntrips bent down to whisper to me.

      “Given how much you have changed, would you perhaps consider marrying into another duchy? If the idea appeals to you, then I shall do everything I can to help, no matter the cost.”

      “Kenntrips?”

      The very thought stopped me in my tracks. Father’s choices for my future husband were as good as a declaration that he wanted me to marry within our duchy. As I stared at Kenntrips, unsure how else to respond, he moved to escort me to my seat.

      Kenntrips had protected me since I was a little girl, intervening whenever my brother had grown too spiteful. As I gazed upon him now, however, I saw barely a trace of emotion on his face. I narrowed my eyes, watching him carefully. Maybe he was testing me.

      I waited for Kenntrips to take the seat beside me, then gave him a sound-blocker. “Are you suggesting that I marry into Korinthsdaum? That is beyond cruel.” As my brother’s retainer, he should have known that Lord Sigiswald was a man of ill repute. The main reason my father wanted me to marry a Dunkelfelger man was to refuse the former prince’s proposal.

      “Not at all, Lady Hannelore. I meant a duchy of your choosing.”

      “Were it that easy, Father would have arranged it long ago.”

      Kenntrips crossed his arms in thought and turned his attention to the training grounds, still clutching his magic tool. I watched as well, my eyes drawn to the whirlwind of highbeasts soaring through the air. As well as full armor, participants wore colored cloth over their capes to make it clear which team they were playing for. I could recognize some of them from the shape or color of their mounts, but they were hard to tell apart otherwise.

      That must be Rasantark.

      He rode atop a blue winged horse—a fitting choice for Dunkelfelger, I thought. I watched him for a short while before Kenntrips spoke again.

      “As much as Lord Lestilaut and the aub might want to keep you in Dunkelfelger, sparks would fly if they tried.” His lips barely moved, and he kept his eyes firmly on the game ahead of us.

      “What do you mean?”

      Kenntrips’s mouth twisted in a thin smile. “Perhaps I have said too much. I would not wish to trouble you with information that has yet to be substantiated.” He tried to change the subject by remarking on Rasantark’s location and performance in the game, but his blatant attempt to deflect only further piqued my curiosity.

      “I care not about the veracity. As it stands, I shall not spare a single thought for something as irrelevant as Rasantark’s performance.”

      After some hesitation, Kenntrips faced me again. “Perhaps if you tell me something I wish to know in return...”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, I am curious what those on the archduke candidate course think of Yurgenschmidt’s new aubs. Even as an apprentice archscholar, such information is out of my reach. If you assist me, then I might be convinced to reconsider.”

      Hearing the slight frustration in Kenntrips’s voice took me back. In exactly the same tone, he had used to complain that he could no longer play ditter as freely as before he became a scholar of the sword. Now he felt the same frustration over not being able to gather information from the archduke candidate course. I could not help but giggle at the comparison.

      “What?” Kenntrips asked, his brow furrowed.

      “Nothing. I simply find it endearing to see a part of you that has not changed.”

      “There is much about me that will not—cannot—change. Although... that goes for Rasantark far more than it does me.”

      Kenntrips pointed, steering my attention to Rasantark’s highbeast. Rasantark must have spotted us, for he was waving aggressively in our direction. It brought to mind a declaration he had once made while gesticulating in the same manner: “I shall serve Lord Lestilaut and play ditter!”

      Indeed, Rasantark has not changed in the slightest.

      “Very well,” I said. “I shall find out what you wish to know. As long as you uphold your end of the bargain.”



      “Professor Rauffen, I can’t wait to finish my practicals so I can play ditter too!”

      As we all sat in the dining hall, today’s game of welcoming ditter behind us, an excited first-year cried out. It was Raufereg, brimming with the enthusiasm one would expect of a ten-year-old. One by one, the other first-years shouted their agreement.

      Raufereg might not have had the same hair or eye color as my brother—he was the son of Father’s second wife, after all—but the way he acted reminded me exactly of a young Lestilaut. He gave me the impression that he was a bit of a troublemaker.

      My brother must have been the same way when he was a first-year.

      “Excellent,” Professor Rauffen said, pleased to have motivated the new students. “Make the most of ditter while you can, everyone. You won’t have as many opportunities to enjoy it when you get married and move to other duchies. Elsewhere, not even the knights play anywhere near as much as we do.”

      “What?! That can’t be!” one of the first-years cried.

      “How else are knights meant to spend their time?!” another added.

      As cruel as Professor Rauffen’s announcement must have seemed to those passionate about ditter, it was important to keep the apprentice knights grounded in reality. Otherwise, they would go on to cause all sorts of trouble for their partners. In most cases, they would react by refusing to leave the duchy at all, but I pushed that from my mind and smiled at the completion of yet another yearly tradition.

      “Lady Hannelore,” Raufereg called.

      “Yes?” I replied, setting down my cutlery.

      Raufereg started to approach me—a rookie mistake, as it prompted Heilriese and my other guard knights to take up defensive positions between us. We might have been related, but our mothers were of separate factions and seldom interacted, which meant we had spoken on a scarce few occasions. My entire body tensed up.

      Our fellow students, still infused with the fervor of welcoming ditter, watched with interest as Raufereg knelt in front of me. From where I was seated, I could see only his blue cape and blond hair. Unease spread through my chest as I fumbled to grasp his intentions.

      “Raufereg, what are you...?”

      “It was through the guidance of the married supreme gods that I met you,” he began. “Lady Hannelore, I wish for you to be my Goddess of Light.”

      The world around me started to spin, and the stir that ran through the crowd only confirmed my suspicions. Raufereg had just proposed to me. Was he even old enough to understand what he was saying?

      “My sincerest apologies,” I said, my eyes widening as I gingerly cocked my head at him. “I must not have heard you properly. Could you say that again?”

      Raufereg must have sensed the impending rejection because he continued, “I realize I am far too young, but I am told you seek a husband who can keep you in our duchy. I wish for nothing more than to participate in true ditter, so I ask that you consider me among your suitors. I trust you will understand my passion, as someone who has already experienced the wonders of true ditter.”

      A boy his age loving ditter was no surprise to me. A boy his age proposing, on the other hand... Was it not obvious that I would never agree to marry him? Not only was he my half-brother, but he was also four years my junior.

      “The aub chose my marriage candidates for me,” I said. “Your name was not among them.”

      “Even so! If you marry into another duchy, you will cease being able to play ditter!”

      Here we go again. Do my own suitors value ditter above me?

      Not even my mention of the archduke had convinced Raufereg to budge. I could feel the other students watching me closely, waiting to see how I would respond. I sensed they would judge me harshly if I turned to consult Cordula.

      I never expected this to happen. How on earth am I supposed to react?

      A single mistake in my treatment of this situation would result in persistent demands for proposal challenges. I swallowed... just as Rasantark and Kenntrips called out Raufereg’s name and carefully began to approach him.

      “Although it is perfectly normal for first-years to be swept up in the intensity of welcoming ditter, you seem to lack the blessing of Verfuhremeer the Goddess of Seas,” Rasantark said from my right, insisting that Raufereg calm down.

      “You might be an archduke candidate, but you have no authority to interfere with the aub’s decision,” Kenntrips continued from my left, a cold smile spread across his face. “If you wish to be considered, then you must speak with him first.”

      “I see Lord Lestilaut took arrogant retainers,” Raufereg spat. “How can mere archnobles interfere with a conversation between archduke candidates? Stand down.”
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      In terms of status, it was both rude and irregular for archnobles to inject themselves in a conversation between archduke candidates. Still, Kenntrips and Rasantark were unfazed; their eyes wandered away from Raufereg and instead focused on his retainers.

      “As long as the topic pertains to Lady Hannelore’s hand in marriage, we have the right to participate as her prospective grooms by the aub’s decree,” Kenntrips said. “You might not know this, since you have just begun attending the Royal Academy, but there is an order to things before one can propose. I would advise you to consult your retainers on this matter.”

      Seeing them in action, I realized that Kenntrips and Rasantark had probably been chosen as my prospective partners because they had the capacity to stand up to any archduke candidates seeking my hand in marriage. They were, in that regard, in an excellent position to protect me.

      Though I doubt Father expected an archduke candidate of our own duchy to propose to me before lessons even started.

      I sighed, able to feel my brother’s and father’s consideration for me. It would surely be best to reject Raufereg here and now.

      “My apologies,” I said. “I cannot accept a proposal from a child who does not even know the proper way of doing things.”

      I thought my refusal was clear: I was turning Raufereg down because he was simply too young for me. But when our meal came to an end and I could speak openly with Cordula, she explained just how sorely I was mistaken.

      “The aub decides your partner, milady, so we taught you how to refuse men of other duchies rather than those of our own. Perhaps this was yet another example of your poor timing, but any man of Dunkelfelger would interpret your rejection as an assurance that they need only learn the proper process for you to accept them.”

      Does that not mean I failed to reject Raufereg?!


The Advancement Ceremony and Fellowship Gathering

      The academic year began with the advancement ceremony. We feared what Raufereg might do—we had it on good authority from one of his retainers that he was desperate for a ditter match—so we would depart for the auditorium as early as we reasonably could. By arriving there first and taking our place at the front, as our rank required, we hoped to minimize his contact with other duchies.

      “Attach this magic tool to Raufereg so that he does not besmirch our duchy’s good name,” I told the overeager first-year’s retainers. “Aub Dunkelfelger and Lady Reichlene have both given their approval.”

      The magic tool in question would steal the voice of whoever was wearing it, preventing even the most zealous ditter fan from challenging anyone and everyone around them. Such devices had saved our students’ hides more times than we could count. Dunkelfelger could not function without them.

      “Raufereg and I are expected to act in accordance with our status as archduke candidates of the country’s top-ranked duchy,” I continued, driving the point home for his retainers. “He might be a new student, but if he says or does anything untoward, the aub will punish him—and you—as severely as he deems necessary.”

      The retainers all nodded, their faces taut with worry.

      “Now, let us go,” I announced, looking over the blue-caped students gathered in the common room. They numbered almost two hundred in all—an impressive sight, to be sure.

      Before we could depart, Kenntrips and Rasantark stepped out from the crowd and extended their hands to me.

      “It is our duty as your betrothed to escort you.”

      “My betrothed...?” I repeated. “You seem to be getting ahead of yourselves.”

      They had put me on the spot, almost pressing me to choose between them. I was unsettled, to say the least, but I put on my best smile and resisted the urge to back away.

      “Oh?” Kenntrips raised a teasing eyebrow at me. “Lord Raufereg could attempt any manner of unscrupulous behavior. Would you not appreciate the company of those who can restrain him?”

      “I would,” I said on instinct.

      Kenntrips took my left arm without missing a beat. Rasantark took my right. Then the pair led me out of the dormitory.

      Er, wait, um... Won’t we stand out a little?

      Perhaps I was being dramatic, I thought; my anxiety was always at its worst before a social gathering. But alas, despite my best attempts to ease my nerves, we drew even more attention than I had anticipated.

      And it is all your fault, Rasantark!

      “Your safety is my main focus, Lady Hannelore. Have you not always yearned for a knight to protect you from Lord Lestilaut?” he asked, a sentimental spark in his eyes. He was speaking loud enough for our retainers—and all the other students—to hear him. Nobody said anything, but I could sense them all staring at me.

      “Is this really the time or place to dredge up such... ancient history?” I asked, urging him to stop. He seemed not to notice. Amusement seeped through everyone’s expressions, making me wish the ground would open up and swallow me whole.

      “Everything went according to plan, up until my becoming an apprentice knight, but I never thought you, of all people, would give in to ditter and partake in a true game. Having no other choice, I altered my objective so we could enjoy it together.”

      Please, no more! It was wrong of me to play real ditter. I understand that well enough!

      “Leave it there, Rasantark,” Kenntrips interjected. “You might bring Lady Hannelore to tears.”

      “Er... Tears of elation?”

      “Of embarrassment.”

      Do not just state the obvious, Kenntrips! Now we have even more eyes on us!

      I wanted nothing more than to retreat to my hidden room, but we stuck to our plan and proceeded to the auditorium. We were first to arrive, as expected. Though we kept our eyes forward, we soon heard the students of other duchies enter behind us.

      “The downside of arriving so early is that I cannot greet my friends before the ceremony...” I said.

      “Perhaps not, but you have the fellowship gathering, your lessons, and social events for that. Would it not be better to speak with your friends away from the troublesome first-years, who are still so ignorant of the cultures of other duchies?”

      “Certainly. Their presence is anything but calming.”

      I was conversing with my retainers when a buzz suddenly spread through the room. The students of the new duchies must have arrived. Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed the gray capes of Blumenfeld start lining up beside us.

      Blumenfeld, the duchy ruled by Aub Trauerqual, had Lord Hildebrand as its first-year archduke candidate. There was no chance of us seeing each other—I was surrounded by students to shield me from Raufereg, and Lord Hildebrand was surrounded by his own retainers—but we would exchange greetings when we reunited for the fellowship gathering.

      “Blumenfeld is split into two large groups,” Kenntrips whispered, eyeing the students carefully. “The atmosphere around them is anything but good.”

      “They must have separated into those from the Sovereignty and those from Old Ahrensbach,” noted Luitpold, one of my apprentice scholars. “The group from Old Ahrensbach includes nobles of Old Werkestock, so they must be fairly resistant to their new aub’s rule.”

      Rasantark turned around with a start. “Lady Hannelore, Korinthsdaum has arrived. Rest assured, I shall watch them closely for any suspicious movements.”

      I do have guard knights, you know.

      Of course, I elected not to voice that thought; it seemed cruel to put out his enthusiasm. I exchanged a glance with Heilliese, who had the beginnings of a smirk on her face, before leaving Rasantark to lookout duty.

      Students of Korinthsdaum organized themselves behind us, wearing capes of a gentle reddish-brown hue. The remarks they made were completely inappropriate for a third-ranked duchy—so much so that our apprentice knights straightened up and sharpened their attention. I suspected that Korinthsdaum’s lack of an archduke candidate was to blame.

      “Lord Lestilaut and the aub were right to caution us...” Rasantark said. “Already, Korinthsdaum believes their rank makes them invincible.”

      “It falls to us to protect the lower-ranking duchies,” Heilliese added.

      I nodded in response. Though I knew not what Lord Sigiswald had said to his nobles as Aub Korinthsdaum, I understood the risk that they would make unreasonable demands of the duchies beneath them.

      Though it seems a bit pathetic that we of Dunkelfelger must prioritize keeping Raufereg under control over watching Blumenfeld and Korinthsdaum.

      The chatter by the auditorium’s door reached its loudest point yet. The students’ whispers and murmurs were quiet in isolation but formed quite the din when they all spoke together.

      “I see the capes of a new duchy, but... is that truly Lady Rozemyne?!”

      “The aub warned us to prepare ourselves, but to think her transformation was this drastic...”

      The students could not be blamed for their surprise; Lady Rozemyne had taken ill and vanished from the Royal Academy roughly ten days into the last academic term. She had been present for Lady Eglantine’s transference ceremony the following spring, but only a few archduke candidates had been allowed to attend.

      “Lady Hannelore, introduce me to Lady Rozemyne,” Raufereg said.

      “This is no place to cause a scene,” I shot back with a warning tone. “Be still until the fellowship gathering.”

      “Just think of Alexandria and Dunkelfelger playing dit— Ngh!”

      Raufereg choked, and a quiet sigh escaped me. The magic tool was operating as intended. We could rest assured that, at least for now, our greatest troublemaker would not cause us any further problems.

      The advancement ceremony began with a professor’s greeting. We were told that the rise of a Zent with the Grutrissheit had eased Yurgenschmidt’s mana shortage and that there was a chance students would return to obtaining their schtappes when they came of age.

      “But relying on magic tools for dit— NGH!” Raufereg clutched at his throat. His complaint had been cut short, but I understood what he had wanted to say. Magic tool weapons were harder to use than schtappes, which would put students at a disadvantage during training and ditter.

      “Perhaps,” Kenntrips said, having also understood Raufereg’s complaint. “But students will obtain more powerful schtappes as a result. A slight inconvenience during one’s school years seems a small price to pay.”

      “Indeed,” I agreed. “He is entirely correct.”

      Though their true objective is likely to prevent the rise of another underage aub such as Lady Rozemyne.

      One could not overstate the danger of someone being able to obtain a duchy without the means to rule it. In that regard, it made perfect sense for the Zent to raise the age at which students could acquire their schtappes.

      On top of the aforementioned change, the Royal Academy’s curriculum would return to its previous state. Nobles appeared strongly in favor of a slower, steadier process, but there was genuine concern that as time went on, fewer and fewer professors would remember the old courses and methods.

      The advancement ceremony concluded, and many of the new students grumbled about the longer wait before they could obtain their schtappes. I paid them no mind as I departed for the Small Hall with my apprentice attendant Andrea, my apprentice scholar Luitpold, and my apprentice knights Heilliese, Ultsdorf, and Nadimarie. Raufereg followed with his own retainers, frustration clear on his face as he prodded at his magic tool.

      On our way out of the auditorium, we passed the students of Alexandria. They stood in neat rows alongside their aub, wearing their new capes with pride. It eased my worries to see just how clearly Lady Rozemyne had won their hearts.



      “Lady Hannelore and Lord Raufereg of Dunkelfelger the First have arrived,” announced the white-caped Sovereign scholar by the door.

      We entered the Small Hall to find the seats that had once been reserved for the royal family still at the far end of the room. Zent Eglantine and Lord Anastasius occupied two of them, with Lady Rozemyne sitting beside them in a third. Alexandria the Sixth had its own seats elsewhere, so her placement must have meant to signify her special position. Having her sit with the Zent couple made perfect sense; as a divine avatar, she had brought Zent Eglantine the Grutrissheit and become the country’s first underage aub.

      To be frank, had she been sitting at her duchy’s table, I would have felt especially uncomfortable when it came time to speak with her.

      As the duchy at the very top of the rankings, we were expected to initiate the fellowship gathering. We would kneel to those who ranked above us, then return to our seats and wait as others greeted us in turn. Under normal circumstances, it was a rather methodical process, but Lady Rozemyne had returned to the Royal Academy an archduchess. Aubs always stood above archduke candidates, no matter their duchies’ placements. We ranked above every other duchy in Yurgenschmidt, but even we would have needed to rise from our seats and kneel if she had come to greet us.

      Had she come here alone, that might have been marginally acceptable. However...

      Alexandria had a second archduke candidate: Lady Letizia. Had the pair come to greet us, we would have needed to kneel for Lady Rozemyne, then rise so that Lady Letizia could kneel for us.

      One main purpose of the fellowship gathering was to teach the most dominant students of each duchy how to properly approach those above them in status and the duchy rankings. In that regard, it certainly was better to have Lady Rozemyne sit with the Zent couple than confuse the new students by seating her with Lady Letizia. It was an excellent opportunity to demonstrate that, although she was still a student, Lady Rozemyne’s status as an aub set her apart from everyone else. Those who thought they could simply approach her—or who assumed they could follow her example and become underage aubs themselves—would quickly realize they were sorely mistaken.

      Was it Lord Ferdinand who decided on this seating arrangement, perhaps? No... I should not like to think he has that much influence over the Zent.

      Archnobles and archduke candidates of the lower-ranking duchies began filtering into the hall. I waited until everyone was seated, then took Raufereg and our retainers to the table at the front of the room.

      Zent Eglantine seemed a tad weathered—from the burdens of her station, I assumed—but it did nothing to tarnish her beauty. In fact, she looked as resplendent as ever. Lord Anastasius had also changed, appearing more drained than before. Supporting the Zent could not be easy.

      My attention turned to Lady Rozemyne, who sat beside them. Her dark-blue cape resembled the black of night and went perfectly with her equally dark tresses. I knew she had moved to a new duchy upon becoming its archduchess, but it was strange to see her not wearing Ehrenfest’s color.

      Still, seeing her up close, my eyes are drawn elsewhere.

      Resting upon Lady Rozemyne’s chest was the necklace that showed she was now formally engaged. Elaborate metalwork held a most exquisite feystone—the work of Lord Ferdinand, to be sure.

      But that is not all.

      Slender chains spread across the backs of her hands, adorned with a series of tiny rainbow feystones. They did not shine at the moment, but they were the same ornaments she had worn during the transference ceremony.

      Could these, too, be tools that Lord Ferdinand made with his mana?

      The chains reached as far as her upper arms, as though her fiancé wished to stake his claim for all to see. I considered that scary in its own right, but more frightening still was the thought that Lady Rozemyne could need such protection in the first place. If someone as knowledgeable as Lord Ferdinand expected trouble, then trouble there would surely be!

      And yet, Lady Rozemyne appeared completely unperturbed. Her features bloomed in a pleasant smile. I knelt before her and the Zent couple and crossed my arms over my chest. My retainers did the same behind me.

      “I am overjoyed that, once again, Dregarnuhr the Goddess of Time has woven our threads together and blessed us with a meeting. This is Raufereg, the son of Aub Dunkelfelger’s second wife.”

      My introduction complete, I signaled my half-brother with my eyes, urging him to perform his first-time greeting.

      “Zent Eglantine, Lord Anastasius, Lady Rozemyne,” he intoned, “may I pray for a blessing in appreciation of this serendipitous meeting, ordained by the harsh judgment of Ewigeliebe the God of Life?”

      “You may.”

      “It is an honor to meet you,” he continued, reciting what he had been taught. “I am Raufereg of Dunkelfelger, come to learn the ways of a proper Yurgenschmidt noble. May our names be remembered.”

      “Raufereg,” Zent Eglantine said, her eyes tinged with nostalgia, “you truly do resemble a young Lestilaut.” Her omission of his title served to remind us that she really was the country’s highest authority.

      “Lady Hannelore,” Lady Rozemyne addressed me, the corners of her mouth still upturned. She had waited patiently for Zent Eglantine to finish. “It would seem that another archlibrarian has been sent to the Academy. Let us meet them for a tea party when Professor Solange is free. Each year, I look forward to our meetings. And you might be pleased to hear that Alexandria has a new book. Just the one, but I cannot wait to share it with you.”

      Even now that she had matured, Lady Rozemyne spoke of the same innocent topics as last year. It was really quite alluring.

      “Oh my...” I said. “Alexandria has started making books? I am most eager to see the result.”

      “You two...” Lord Anastasius interjected, his face twisted in a grimace. “The Sovereignty is far from accustomed to all the recent changes. Try not to make a mess of things, won’t you?”

      Is that glare truly necessary? I am anything but a troublemaker.

      Lord Anastasius’s rebuke sent an unpleasant jolt through my stomach, but Lady Rozemyne appeared unfazed. She placed an elegant hand on her cheek and turned to look at him.

      “Ferdinand warned me as well—and of course, I mean to be careful—but matters tend to escalate in the strangest of ways. It is quite unfortunate.”

      Seeing her in profile, I noticed that her usual hair ornament was nowhere to be seen. Just as many rainbow feystones dangled from its replacement, but the metal around them bore a more intricate design, and several new feystones dotted the stick. It was clearly more extravagant than its predecessor, a gift from Lord Wilfried, and there was only one man who could have prepared it for her.

      He loves her dearly. That much is clear to see.

      As I understood it, ornaments with mana chains were harder to wear than those without, as the presence of the creator’s mana was all the more intense. If, as I suspected, Lady Rozemyne’s accessories were all made by her fiancé, then their quantity and extravagance seemed to declare that she was fully comfortable with his mana.

      Surely she sees the truth of her situation, enveloped in his mana as she is. Or will she continue to assert that she loves him only “as family”?

      I returned to my seat, somewhat certain that she would.

      It was not long before Lord Hildebrand came over to greet us, now an archduke candidate for Blumenfeld the Second. He had new retainers, from what I could see. Perhaps the old ones had been punished for his errors, or only a select few had been able to move from the Sovereignty.

      As the former prince knelt before us and crossed his arms over his chest, I was struck with an odd sense of anxiety. Then I spied the schtappe-sealing bracelets on his wrists. Anyone unaware of the circumstances would assume nothing of them, viewing them merely as accessories.

      “Lady Hannelore,” he said, “once again, Dregarnuhr the Goddess of Time has woven our threads together and blessed us with a meeting.”

      “It is good to see you again,” I responded. “I am glad to see you well.”

      Lady Magdalena had asked me to look out for Lord Hildebrand, as he and I were both members of the Royal Academy’s library committee. Now that Professor Solange had another librarian to assist her, however, I doubted that our work together would continue much longer.

      Owing to his sex, that will afford me even fewer opportunities to socialize with him. If we can meet as members of the library committee, at least, then I can ask him about Blumenfeld and the other members of the former royal family.

      As an aub, Lady Rozemyne would also jump at the chance to gather such valuable information. More importantly, though, the existence of the library’s archduke-candidate-exclusive archive had been made public during the last Archduke Conference, and the presence of high-status committee members would be crucial to keeping the other students under control.

      Lord Hildebrand departed, and the archnobles of Korinthsdaum the Third arrived to replace him. I expected an unsavory remark or two—their fellow students had spouted them freely in the auditorium—but they said the usual first-time greetings and nothing more. The duchy’s archnobles, at least, seemed to understand the importance of discretion.

      The land now known as Korinthsdaum had previously belonged to the Sovereignty, so its nobles were less burdened by the mana shortage. They looked much healthier than those of Blumenfeld, I thought.

      Then came Klassenberg the Fourth: Lady Gentiane with her retainers. Last year, she had ranked above us. Seeing her kneel before me now was a potent reminder of how much things had changed.

      “I pray that we get along,” she said, then departed with a smile. Raufereg stared at her intently as she went.

      “Is something the matter?” I asked.

      “No,” he responded. “It’s just that Lady Rozemyne and Lady Gentiane carry themselves differently from any other girls I’ve met.”

      Was this how Lestilaut first became enraptured by Lady Eglantine?

      The women of Klassenberg acted nothing like those of Dunkelfelger. Perhaps that was why the men of our duchy were so drawn to them.

      May this fascination with other girls push every romantic thought of me from Raufereg’s mind.

      Next to arrive at our table was Drewanchel the Fifth. Lord Ortwin approached us with a group of archduke candidates in tow. So large was their duchy’s archducal family that each time a candidate graduated, another seemed to enroll in their place. Lord Ortwin explained that many of them had been adopted into the family for their talents and abundance of mana, and that they could expect to be made giebes after graduating. Completing the archduke candidate course would enable them to better understand and make use of the charms within their giebe estates.

      Lord Ortwin took his leave, and Lady Letizia of Alexandria the Sixth took his place. Because Detlinde, Alstede, and so many other members of Old Ahrensbach’s archducal family had been imprisoned for heinous crimes, her words and deeds were under immense scrutiny at all times.

      From what I had seen in the auditorium, Lady Rozemyne was doting on Lady Letizia to some degree. As if to confirm my suspicion, the latter shot a worried glance at the front table and received a warm, reassuring smile from her aub in response.

      I do not envy Lady Letizia’s position, but I am glad to know that Lady Rozemyne will protect her.

      Lady Letizia and I had exchanged first-time greetings at Ahrensbach’s castle during the Lanzenave War, and there was no need to repeat them. She knelt, focusing her attention on Raufereg.

      “Lord Raufereg, may I pray for a blessing in appreciation of this serendipitous meeting, ordained by the harsh judgment of Ewigeliebe the God of Life?”

      “You may.”

      “I am Letizia, an archduke candidate of Alexandria. May our relationship be long and prosperous.” She turned to me, her expression uneasy. “Lady Hannelore, I am told that Lady Rozemyne intends to welcome me into the library committee. I pray that we get along.”

      I gave her the kindest smile I could and replied, “Indeed. I am sure we will.”

      Hauchletzte the Seventh came to greet us in turn. A third-year male archduke candidate escorted two girls to our table, which reminded me that Raufereg had failed to escort me. I must have forgotten to mention it.

      Next came Ehrenfest the Eighth. Lord Wilfried and Lady Charlotte were its only representatives; Lord Melchior had attended the transference ceremony as Ehrenfest’s High Bishop but was not yet old enough to be at the Academy. Although we had met only briefly during our celebration in Ehrenfest, he had struck me as a responsible young man with a firm grasp of his duties. I compared him to Raufereg and sighed at how our duchy was failing its young ones.

      This obsession with ditter needs to stop!

      “Once again, Dregarnuhr the Goddess of Time has woven our threads together and blessed us with a meeting,” Lord Wilfried said. “Rozemyne—er, Lady Rozemyne—being made an aub has thrown your duchy into chaos as much as it has ours, I suspect, but I pray we remain on good terms.”

      Lady Rozemyne’s new status required even her own siblings to use her title in public. I understood their confusion; trouble of this nature was common when someone got married, but it was unheard of during one’s stay at the Royal Academy.

      I pray that Lord Wilfried is okay.

      He had, in essence, lost his fiancée to Lord Ferdinand. Most men would reel at the very thought, but Lord Wilfried appeared entirely unfazed.

      “We have brought you a book from Ehrenfest,” he told me. “Elvira insists that you have it.”

      “Sister—erm, Lady Rozemyne—was looking forward to its release,” Lady Charlotte added. “It would be delightful if we could all have a tea party together.”

      Upon her breast, I spotted a necklace with the same crest I recalled seeing inside Ehrenfest’s books. The lack of a feystone meant it could not have represented an engagement; it was made entirely of metal.

      “Lady Charlotte, is your necklace related to books in some way?” I asked.

      She gave a beaming smile and stroked the accessory in question. “Indeed, it is emblazoned with the same mark as the books printed in the Rozemyne Workshop. It is Lady Rozemyne’s personal crest, and I wear it to demonstrate that we remain connected even now that she has moved away.”

      “I asked the smith to give mine a cooler design,” Lord Wilfried chimed in, presenting his own necklace. It bore zero resemblance to Lady Charlotte’s, but knowing they each had one warmed my heart nonetheless.

      “I pray we have another positive year together,” I said, then watched them leave as they went to greet Lord Hildebrand.

      “So that’s Ehrenfest’s cowardly, irresponsible—”

      “Enough, Raufereg. This is neither the time nor place,” I warned, a sudden intensity in my smile. “Dunkelfelger is not like other duchies. Remember that, lest you make blunders of your own.”

      He remained silent for a moment, then said, “My sincerest apologies.”

      Ehrenfest and Dunkelfelger are not the same.

      I repeated those words in my head as I continued to receive greetings, a stabbing ache in my chest all the while.


      Sharing Intel and Starting Classes

      Once the fellowship gatherings were over, we made our way to the dormitory’s meeting room. It was time for the sixth-years, archduke candidates, and archducal retainers to come together and exchange information. Because the gatherings were held according to status, there were bound to be differences in what we had learned. Consolidating our findings would be crucial for future socializing.

      “Lady Hannelore, how were the archduke candidates?”

      “The representatives of the former royals’ duchies were more grounded and approachable than their behavior during the advancement ceremony led us to assume. Moreover, the lower-ranked duchies such as Berschmann and Lindenthal seem displeased that Sovereign land was meted out to Drewanchel and Blumenfeld. Beyond that, things are largely as our reports from the Archduke Conference claimed.”

      The lower-ranked nobles had voiced only their shock that the borders had been redrawn without their say or knowledge, but their frustration had been perfectly clear. Luitpold nodded in agreement before weighing in.

      “In terms of trade, Berschmann and Lindenthal enjoyed a considerable advantage from being so close to the Sovereignty. It is no wonder that they are upset. They did not express it, but middle duchies such as Lehmbruck and Neuehausen must also feel dejected. Over the next few years, we will need to pay close attention to the impact of the Sovereignty being reduced to the Royal Academy’s grounds.”

      “Lady Hannelore, do tell us about Aub Alexandria,” Kenntrips said, focusing his gray eyes on me. “We must pay closer attention to her than to anyone else this year.”

      Lady Rozemyne had stolen a foundation through true ditter, protected the Sovereignty from foreign invaders, and then bestowed the Grutrissheit upon Zent Eglantine. We had fought together in the Lanzenave War, but even I found it hard to believe how much she had achieved. The other duchies must have been at a complete loss.

      Sharing intelligence was the best way for us to determine how we should interact with Lady Rozemyne going forward. I spoke of how she had sat beside the Zent couple, the shocking number of protective charms she had worn, and the way other duchies had probed about her.

      “Furthermore,” I continued, “Lady Rozemyne seems to be doting on Lady Letizia. She means to add her to the library committee, for one thing. And as she has taken nobles of Old Ahrensbach as her retainers, she must be keeping an eye out to ensure they are not being mistreated.”

      “How was her relationship with Ehrenfest?” Kenntrips asked.

      “Largely unchanged, from what I could tell. She promised to hold a tea party with Lady Charlotte to properly introduce Lady Letizia.” I noticed grim looks on his and the other archnobles’ faces. “Is there a particular reason you wish to know?”

      “Much has changed in Ehrenfest since the Archduke Conference. Lord Wilfried seems to have lost much of his status within the duchy, and... Ah. I suppose they would not speak of such things in his presence.”

      The archnobles exchanged glances, then shared what people were saying about Lord Wilfried and the situation in Ehrenfest. Rumors abounded that his Goddess of Light had abandoned him, that Lord Ferdinand had stolen his fiancée, that his future as the archduke had been taken from him by his younger brother, and that the new favorite to become aub had attended the transference ceremony in High Bishop robes.

      “All suitable punishments for an irresponsible coward. Bride-stealing di— Ngh!”

      “Speaking of suitable punishments...” I said as Raufereg’s magic tool once again served its purpose.

      Back in Dunkelfelger, bride-stealing ditter was a way for men to forcefully obtain a woman’s hand in marriage when either—or both—of their families refused to permit their engagement. My brother had issued his challenge out of a desire to take Lady Rozemyne as his first wife. Ehrenfest had agreed, albeit only for the chance to make me Lord Wilfried’s second wife, and then seized victory in short order.

      However, when it came time for Ehrenfest to claim their prize, they had refused my hand in marriage. Had they not wanted it from the start, then they should never have requested it, but we could not blame them for their mistake; our duchies had misunderstood each other from the outset and only realized when it was too late. It was an accident that had come about because of choices made by children.

      Ehrenfest had its own politics to deal with, and while the contract between our duchies had been nullified, the damage had already been done. To the people of Dunkelfelger, besmirching the result of a ditter match was as serious as breaking a vow made to the gods.

      As far as our duchy was concerned, Lord Wilfried was a coward. He had proposed to me, won the right to my hand in marriage, and then refused to accept what was rightfully his. He had won me over with sweet words, not might, and then spinelessly cast me aside. Meanwhile, I was the shameless fool who had been seduced into betraying her allies, then ended up with nothing to show for it.

      “I erased my shame through true ditter,” I said. “Should the same redemption not apply to Lord Wilfried, who also took part and protected his duchy’s foundation?” Our knights might not have been there to witness it, but to my knowledge, he had fought to keep Ehrenfest’s foundation safe alongside the rest of the archducal family.

      “Even the rumors about Lord Wilfried are mistaken,” I continued. “I went to Ehrenfest for their victory celebration, and there I discovered that his engagement to Lady Rozemyne was dissolved much earlier than we thought, owing to the situation with Lord Sigiswald. Anyone who claims his fiancée was stolen or ran away from him is just plain wrong. Lord Wilfried encouraged her to rescue Lord Ferdinand.”

      I thought back to my short stay in Ehrenfest. The atmosphere had been electric as everyone rejoiced over Lady Rozemyne’s union with the then Prince Sigiswald. Had they really not understood that her breaking the chain of his proposal magic tool meant their mana did not match? It had frustrated me to no end, as had Aub Ehrenfest for approving their engagement before any color-mixing was performed.

      “It was because Lady Rozemyne was due to move to the Sovereignty that Lord Melchior was assigned to be High Bishop,” I explained. “Even now, I suspect Lord Wilfried is set to become the next Aub Ehrenfest. I have heard nothing that would suggest otherwise.”

      “Please try to calm down,” Cordula said. “I understand how you feel, but your knowledge extends only as far as the celebration. Perhaps things changed during the Archduke Conference.”

      Rasantark raised a hand, then spoke of a trip that Father and Lestilaut had taken to the temple upon their return from the conference. “Not even the knights who escorted them were allowed to attend their meeting. Thus, there can be no mistake that something of grave importance was announced during the conference. Let us prioritize learning the truth of the matter.”

      “Well said, Rasantark,” I agreed. Perhaps the situation really had changed since our celebration in Ehrenfest.

      I wonder what Lady Rozemyne thinks of everything being said about Lord Wilfried, a young man so considerate that he granted me a choice in our bride-stealing ditter match and offered her the encouragement she needed to rescue Lord Ferdinand.



      The next day marked the start of classes. Students of higher grades had very few lessons in common—even shared written lessons were divided into courses—so there was very little chance of us all coming together again.

      I instructed the new students to do their best with their written classes, then departed our dormitory. On my way to the archduke candidate course, Kenntrips gave me a “subtle” reminder to keep my ear to the ground.

      “Do not simply waste your time, uncertain when or how to speak to anyone,” he said.

      “Kenntrips, this is my fifth year; was repeating the same warning that you gave me in my first really necessary? It seems a tad rude, if you ask me.” As a new student, I might have wasted a day or two too anxious to approach anyone, but it would not happen again.

      Kenntrips and Rasantark both laughed.

      “Truth be told, I was thinking the same thing as Kenntrips,” Rasantark noted. “But can you blame us? Your first year was the only time you and Lord Lestilaut left the dormitory together.”

      Indeed, because they had previously served my brother, this was their first time accompanying me to my lessons. “Still,” I said, “there is no need to treat me like a new student. I, too, have grown.”

      “Then I am eager to see how your talents have matured,” Kenntrips replied, amusement dancing in his gray eyes. “I trust you will secure us plenty of new intelligence to report to Lord Lestilaut.”

      I took a step back, stunned. If my attempt to gather information ended in failure, Lestilaut would never let me hear the end of it.

      “In the event that I do blunder, I would appreciate you both keeping it a secret,” I said at last. Yes, it was a crude request, but at least nobody else was around to witness it.

      “Ah, Lady Hannelore. Good day.”

      Lady Rozemyne?! Oh, what must she think of me now?!

      I gasped and turned around to see her almost prancing toward me, a sparkle in her golden eyes that told me she was on the verge of releasing a blessing. Her spirits were as high as when I had ordered a hairpin in Ehrenfest, or when she had passionately described her plans for a library city.

      She must be thinking about books.

      “Good day, Lady Rozemyne,” I replied as she joined me. She was the aub of a greater duchy, and I, an archduke candidate of Dunkelfelger the First, so our combined retinue was uncomfortably large. Only when we reached our destination would they disperse.

      I hastened to the door Luitpold had opened for me, then waved my hand to dismiss my retainers. Kenntrips and Rasantark shot me quick looks of concern before going to their respective buildings. Lady Rozemyne entered the classroom behind me and similarly instructed her retainers to leave.

      “You may all go to your lessons,” she said. “Strive to succeed.”

      We walked across the classroom, completely alone. I considered asking Lady Rozemyne what she thought of the rumors about Lord Wilfried but quickly decided against it; there was a risk he could arrive at any moment.

      “You seem to be in a good mood,” I said.

      “Yes, indeed. I simply cannot wait for our practical lessons.”

      “Hmm...? I was under the impression you had passed them all.”

      “I have, which is why I now have permission to go to the library instead.”

      With that, Lady Rozemyne’s high spirits made perfect sense. While the rest of us were focusing on our practicals, she would be in the library, discussing its future with the librarians.

      “As you surely know, it was announced during the last Archduke Conference that the archive accessible only to certain archduke candidates contains old, valuable documents,” she continued. “We expect more archduke candidates and their archnoble retainers to visit the library to view them. The librarians mean to decide their best path going forward.”

      “Indeed, as only those registered to supply the foundation can enter, a disturbance of some kind seems inevitable.”

      No more than seven suppliers could be registered to a particular foundation. In the past, duchies with larger archducal families had prioritized registering adults over minors, whom they advised to focus on compression and growing their mana organs, but times were changing. Ever since Lady Rozemyne’s announcement that supplying mana while praying allowed one to obtain more divine protections, I suspected more duchies were urging their students to contribute.

      Of course, those same duchies had probably removed their students from the registration before their return to the Academy. At least for the winter, it made more sense to replace them with an adult who could actively contribute to the foundation and ease the burden on everyone else.

      “As well as that,” Lady Rozemyne continued, overjoyed, “we plan to sort the books received from the palace library, organize any duplicates, and start distributing Sovereign documents. Most appropriate work for a committee member, is it not?”

      Pleased though I was to see my dear friend so excited, my concern got the better of me. “But what of your retainers? You will not be there alone, will you?”

      Lady Rozemyne might have padded out her retinue with nobles of Old Ahrensbach, but that did not change the fact they were students. They could escort her to the library before lessons but would not be able to stay with her.

      “Your retainers have their own classes, do they not?” I pressed. “Have they also passed them all...?”

      “Oh, no. I would not thrust that upon them.” Lady Rozemyne stuck out her chest, brimming with pride as she declared, “Rather, I shall rely upon the mighty retainers that Ferdinand made for me.”

      Retainers he... made for her?

      As I cocked my head in confusion, Lady Rozemyne suddenly clapped her hands together. “Ah, that reminds me!” she exclaimed. “Lady Hannelore, how shall we give you your hairpin order? I could have an attendant deliver it to your dormitory, or we could wait until a tea party.”

      At once, my mood brightened. The hairpin I had ordered in Ehrenfest was designed to match Lady Rozemyne’s, and its colors would complement my hair. I had wanted one ever since seeing the hairpin my brother had given to Eineliebe.

      “If you would not mind, then having it sent to my dormitory would be wonderful,” I said. “I cannot wait to see it, and the longer we can match, the better.”

      Winter was an important season for aubs to gather intelligence. For that reason, I suspected that by the time I was done with my classes and could start holding tea parties, Lady Rozemyne would already be on her way home.

      “In that case, I shall send it as soon as today’s classes are done,” she declared. “We can match from tomorrow onward.”

      Archduke candidates would complete their shared written lessons within two mornings. They would not obtain the same grades, but they would all pass, at the very least. It was crucial to focus one’s time at the Academy on practicals, as they could not be completed elsewhere. Therefore, one normally finished studying for the written lessons at home in one’s duchy.

      Still, Lady Rozemyne stands in a league of her own. To think she would pass the rest of the practicals she needs to graduate without even being able to practice them.

      She had also obtained perfect scores in her written lessons, but that was to be expected. Our fellow students were more taken aback by the maturity of her appearance and the number of ornaments she wore. I assumed the latter were proposal and courtship magic tools meant to show her partner’s obsession, but Lady Rozemyne had insisted they were all protective charms.

      She claims that Lord Ferdinand made them as a precaution, as not even an aub can bring adult guard knights to the Academy, but he went too far. He used chains made of mana because they were “easiest to manipulate”? Merely an excuse, to be sure!

      I elected not to voice my suspicions—it would only be rude when Lady Rozemyne thought otherwise—but I could not blame the other students for looking uncomfortable as a result.



      “Lady Rozemyne.”

      We had just finished our morning lessons when Lord Wilfried called out. Lady Rozemyne turned to look at him.

      “It feels so... strange for you to call me that,” she said. “Is there something that you need?”

      No sooner had the pair started speaking than they seized the attention of every other student in the room. Some took their time putting away their mana pens, while others feigned checking for any belongings they might have missed. I, too, listened in on their conversation.

      “Do you intend to gather more stories this year?” Lord Wilfried asked. “Philine and the other apprentice scholars are concerned about where the compensation will come from...”

      “Philine might be my retainer, but she is still a member of Ehrenfest,” Lady Rozemyne replied. “This is a problem best resolved quickly. Shall we settle it at lunch or dinnertime the day after tomorrow? I will invite you, Lady Charlotte, and my retainers.”

      “That will do. I shall inform them.”

      Contrary to the rumors, they seemed to get along as well as ever. How glad I was to have been proven right; from the start, I had expressed my doubts that Lady Rozemyne would “abandon” him.

      That afternoon, we started our practical lessons. Lord Anastasius was our teacher, while Zent Eglantine was in charge of the archduke course for sixth-years. Never had I expected the ruler of our country to remain a professor.

      “As it turns out, the archduke candidate course was first conceived as a way for the Zent to educate their successors,” Professor Anastasius said, explaining why he and his wife were teaching. He then gave us our first task: in only four days, we had to recreate the end state of our garden boxes from last year.

      “So we need to create a city with entwickeln, correct?”

      “Should we expect to register feystone citizens again?”

      The other students spoke among themselves. For the past few years, I had stood beside Lady Rozemyne. Now that she was done with her practicals, however, I would need to perform the lesson without any company at all.

      How it pains me to be so alone. And with nobody to speak with, how am I to gather information? I can already see my brother laughing at me!

      Kenntrips and Rasantark might have been my engagement candidates, but they were my brother’s retainers first and foremost. They would report each day’s events to him, so my current situation was unfortunate indeed.

      “I shall use a rejuvenation potion,” someone behind me declared. One by one, the archduke candidates of lesser duchies were stepping back to rest. I could not turn around to look at them, as I needed to focus on my own garden, but I could hear them chatter as they enjoyed their break.

      O Dregarnuhr the Goddess of Time, hear my prayer! Please give me a chance to participate!

      Alas, I did not yet need to rest. I kept channeling mana into my box as Lord Wilfried and Lord Ortwin stepped aside as well. It took a short while longer, but I eventually used up enough mana to do the same.

      “I, too, shall use a rejuvenation potion,” I told Professor Anastasius, then went to the seats at the side of the room with my small vial in hand. “Lord Wilfried, Lord Ortwin, allow me to join you.”

      “Certainly.” Lord Ortwin stood up at once and escorted me the short distance to a seat. Practicals were performed while standing, so I welcomed the opportunity to rest my legs.

      As I downed the last of my rejuvenation potion, I noticed that Lord Ortwin was eyeing me. “Is something the matter?” I asked him.

      “I have heard rumors that, following the change of curriculum, duchies such as Lehmbruck and Ehrenfest will choose their next aubs from those who have acquired these new, more powerful schtappes.”

      Instinctively, I turned to Lord Wilfried. He shot Lord Ortwin a glare and smacked him on the arm.

      “Come on, Ortwin,” he said. “You were just saying there were loud voices in Drewanchel pushing for the same thing. In the future, those of us who obtained our schtappes in our first year will have the weakest schtappes in the country.” He looked at me. “How are things in Dunkelfelger?”

      I could only blink in response. Never had I expected the change in curriculum to have such a profound impact. Thoughts ran through my mind of the other duchies that had considered changing their aubs.

      “My elder brother is still slated to become our next archduke,” I said. “Nothing has changed there.”

      Lord Ortwin’s light-brown eyes widened in moderate surprise. “Is that so? I thought Lord Raufereg from the fellowship gathering would be considered to replace him. It is rumored that he has taken a shine to you, and I assumed your duchy would be just as eager as Drewanchel to take advantage of the new generation of aubs.”

      “Raufereg will never be the next aub, and I will never marry him,” I said, rejecting the idea with a shake of my head. “The age gap is much too great.” He also had a temperament far better suited for a knight than an archduke candidates. There was no place in the realm of diplomacy for someone who thought only of ditter.

      Most of all, Father entrusted my brother with the foundation during our game of true ditter.

      I was unsure of what the process had involved, but Lestilaut had stayed in the foundational hall while Father fought in the Sovereignty. It went without saying that he would become the next aub.

      “He might be younger than you, but he seemed the logical choice,” Lord Ortwin said, utterly confused. “Your marriage would keep you in Dunkelfelger, preserving its connection to the divine avatar, while simultaneously securing it an aub with a new schtappe.”

      A small wave of annoyance washed over me. I would never have expected someone to seriously entertain the idea of me marrying a boy four years my junior.

      “Much is changing about the Royal Academy’s curriculum, no?” I responded. “Father believes that those raised in a decade or so, in an era of peace when the curriculum has stabilized, will be the most ideal candidates to become aub. My brother has come of age and been Starbound, so his children should enter the Academy during that period.”

      “I see,” Lord Ortwin said. “That is one way of thinking about it.”

      I nodded. There was appeal in having an aub with a more powerful schtappe, but when it came to ruling a duchy, it seemed wiser to focus on temperament and administrative capacity. As far as I was concerned, there was zero chance of Raufereg being raised into a suitable archduke.

      “My father will remain in power for some time, and it is not as if my brother lacks the necessary talents to rule,” I said.

      Lord Ortwin lowered his eyes in thought and muttered, “Perhaps I could convince them with that same rhetoric...” Maybe he strove to become his own duchy’s next aub.

      Although he did not seem too invested in the position last year...

      I tilted my head, thinking back to Lord Ortwin’s past actions. I was still deep in contemplation when he suddenly stood, straightened his back, and called my name.

      “Yes?” I replied.

      “If you have no intention of marrying Lord Raufereg, and Lord Lestilaut is still expected to become the next aub... might you come to Drewanchel?”

      I stared at him, struck speechless. He had spoken so casually that, for a moment, his intention had completely escaped my notice. The top of his reddish-purple head sank beneath my line of sight, and two light-brown eyes gazed up at me. It took me even longer to realize he was kneeling.

      “By your grace, Lady Hannelore, may I wish to become your God of Darkness?”
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Propositions

      I would rather you didn’t!

      Lord Ortwin had no proposal feystone, and while his phrasing allowed me to voice my thoughts on the matter in response, I had never expected anyone to say such a thing to me in class. Lord Wilfried was shocked as well; he looked between us as if disturbed.

      “You never said anything about having feelings for Lady Hannelore,” he said. “And look how surprised she is. You could have at least started this conversation in private.”

      Lord Ortwin stood, then shook his head with a slight grin. “Were we anywhere else, her retainers would have prevented my approach. And if someone spotted us alone, it would damage Lady Hannelore’s reputation. That is not my intention—I do not mean to force an answer out of her.”

      “Good points,” Lord Wilfried said, then gave me a bright smile. “Fear not, Lady Hannelore—I shall make it clear that nothing is going on between the two of you.”

      How else could I respond but with an awkward “Thank you”? I took the sound-blocker that Lord Ortwin held out to me and awaited whatever he had to say.

      “My apologies for accelerating this process; it was not my wish to surprise you.” He squeezed his sound-blocker and sat back down. “However, this is my only opportunity to speak truly and hear your honest thoughts.”

      So he did not expect an immediate answer from me. That was somewhat nice to hear, I supposed.

      “To my knowledge,” he continued, “you have received a proposal from Korinthsdaum.”

      Have I...? I know Father is on guard against such a proposition, but I am not aware of one having already been made.

      Still, I gave a—rather noncommittal—nod. I had not been told of everything that had occurred during the Archduke Conference; something must have happened to put Father on his guard and give Drewanchel this impression.

      “Lord Sigiswald must be eager to expand his archducal family, which currently comprises only his wife and himself...” Lord Ortwin said. “But he lacks any measure of sincerity or consideration. Drewanchel knows that well.”

      I did not know much about how Lady Adolphine had been treated during her marriage—the matter was kept between Drewanchel and the royal family—but the outright hostile expression that had come over Lord Ortwin’s face was enough. My desire to marry anyone but Lord Sigiswald was stronger than ever.

      He must only have his eye on me because no greater duchy has a female archduke candidate in her final year, and I am the closest to coming of age.

      Despite being a middle duchy with a former royal as its aub, Korinthsdaum was doomed to fall in the rankings. For that reason, a union with Lord Sigiswald would do nothing to further Dunkelfelger’s interests. Still, the former royals’ authority was strong for the moment, and they had to be treated with the appropriate respect—at least until next year. Rejecting them before then would prove a tad draining.

      “It is thanks to the problems my elder sister faced that Drewanchel is so well positioned to counter pressure from Korinthsdaum,” he concluded.

      “I thank you ever so much for your concern, but I can evade their pressure simply by remaining within Dunkelfelger,” I said, trying to steer our conversation away from its current path. “Though I must admit, Lord Ortwin, I never realized that you aim to become an archduke.”

      “Much of my own situation has changed as well. In Drewanchel, one does not need to be closely related to the aub to be chosen as his or her successor. That is to say, now that she has returned to the duchy, my elder sister could at any moment be thrust into an unfavorable situation.”

      Although she had been given land to rule as reparations for her divorce, Lady Adolphine was not guaranteed good treatment from any future aubs. I could practically feel Lord Ortwin’s determination to protect his family.

      “My sister’s desire to establish a research city within Drewanchel appeals to me immensely,” he said. “I also wish to trade actively with Alexandria’s laboratory.”

      “And you believe that my friendship with Lady Rozemyne would make such negotiations progress more smoothly?”

      Lord Ortwin blinked, then chuckled and shook his head. “As nice as that would be, I do not expect much from you in that regard; I doubt Lord Ferdinand or Lady Rozemyne would give much quarter to anyone. Rather, that is work for the scholars.”

      As strange as it might have sounded, it gladdened me to hear that he was not underestimating Lord Ferdinand or Lady Rozemyne. I was also pleased to know he did not expect as much from me as I had anticipated.

      “Your acuity is impressive, Lord Ortwin. You must be aware, then, that my father has already chosen my suitors.”

      A woman’s father had the last say in whom she wed. Lord Ortwin must have known that it was pointless to propose to someone whose potential grooms had already been chosen, so what had driven him to approach me?

      “My knowledge is less extensive than you expect—and plagued with conjecture, I fear. Still, there are some things I do know.” Lord Ortwin began to count on his fingers. “Your father would have given you multiple options, you seem not to have chosen from among them, your half-brother Lord Raufereg proposed to you despite being four years your junior, and your eyes waver whenever the word ‘ditter’ is spoken.”

      For someone who claims not to know much, he is scarily on the mark.

      I pressed a hand to my cheek. I had intended to come across as a proper archduke candidate of Dunkelfelger should, but my true emotions had seeped through nonetheless.

      “From those facts,” he continued, “I determined that there must be some circumstance or unhappiness on your part that caused you not to choose a partner before others could start proposing to you. Furthermore, if your decision has been delayed, I expect there might be room for you to accept said proposals. If you wish it, then you might even be allowed to leave Dunkelfelger. Am I correct?”

      Drewanchel’s capacity for gathering intelligence and deducing truths left me pursing my lips, unable to say a word. I could not risk carelessly confirming or denying any of his beliefs.

      “My apologies,” Lord Ortwin said. “I did not intend to trouble you here. And as your true feelings are clear, I did not wish to propose to you at all.”

      “Come again?” I asked, blinking at him in confusion.

      Lord Ortwin shot a subtle look at Lord Wilfried, which told me everything I needed to know. I swallowed hard, and a chill ran down my spine.

      “It is common knowledge that Dunkelfelger lost its bride-stealing ditter match because of you. I would never have expected you to want to marry Wilfried, owing to his duchy’s rank and the fact that his engagement to Lady Rozemyne received the king’s approval. Truth be told, the news shook me to my core.”

      I squeezed my sound-blocker tighter and shot a furtive glance at Lord Wilfried. He seemed a little uncomfortable but also terribly curious about our conversation. Although he did not seem to know what we were saying, I doubted my heart could take much more.

      “That is enough, Lord Ortwin. Ehrenfest was a lower-ranking duchy to begin with; it should not be compared to the higher-ranking duchies used to Dunkelfelger’s proposals and bride-stealing ditter challenges. Lord Wilfried is completely unaware of my feelings.”

      “So I would imagine. Otherwise, he would not be watching us with that strange expression. If you had only confessed to him, he would have proposed to you—out of guilt and obligation, if nothing else. Has your decision to hold your tongue not caused you an immense amount of anguish back home?”

      I averted my eyes, staring down at my feet. He was correct, but what else could I have done? Aub Ehrenfest had told us personally during the Interduchy Tournament that an engagement with Dunkelfelger would only trouble his duchy. I could not bear the thought of putting a kind soul such as Lord Wilfried through so much misery.

      “You speak of the past,” I said. “I do not seek such a proposal.”

      “It is not too late if you do. As slim as the chance might be, Lord Wilfried could use Dunkelfelger’s support to regain his position as the next aub.”

      My heart stirred. Perhaps I really could be of use to Lord Wilfried and Ehrenfest. A rare sense of hope had sparked into existence within me.

      Lord Ortwin gave a chuckle. “If you do not intend to emulate Lady Magdalena when it comes to securing what you desire, then perhaps you might choose me instead? I can eliminate Korinthsdaum’s pressure and swear to cherish you as my first wi—”

      “You two—return to your gardens,” Professor Anastasius said, causing me to jump. “The lesson is not over.”

      Lord Ortwin gave me a reassuring smile. “Fear not, Lady Hannelore; we will not be chastised.” He then let go of his sound-blocker and turned to Professor Anastasius. “It is our right as top-ranking archduke candidates to emulate royalty.”

      “Indeed, which is why I chose not to interrupt you sooner,” our teacher shot back, then gestured to our desks with an intense grimace. “Your mana should have regenerated by now. Go back to your places.”

      From their interaction, I assumed that then Prince Anastasius had proposed to Lady Eglantine during one of their classes together.

      Lady Eglantine must have found that most troublesome.

      Many noblewomen dreamed of such a proposal; it was straight out of the stories we so eagerly consumed. I, too, had treasured the thought, but receiving even a taste of what Lady Eglantine must have gone through had made me realize how uncomfortable it was to be in such a situation without retainers to rely on for help.

      “I thank you for looking the other way,” Lord Ortwin said. “And thank you as well, Wilfried. It was because of you that I got this chance to speak with Lady Hannelore.”

      “Did it go well...?” Lord Wilfried asked.

      “Who knows? I took her by surprise when her father has already chosen her suitors. Not to mention, I do not intend to press her for an answer; what happens next is entirely up to her.”

      “Alright. As long as you aren’t being a pest,” he said, concerned for my sake.

      Lord Ortwin clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder and gave him a light push back to his desk. Then he reached out to me, silently requesting my sound-blocker. I watched Lord Wilfried go as I relinquished the tool.

      No sooner had the weight of the sound-blocker left my fingers than Lord Ortwin took me by the hand and pulled me toward him. I could only stare at him, taken aback by his sudden move. His light-brown eyes carried the intensity of someone driven into a corner, and seeing them so much closer than expected prompted me to gasp.

      “For now, my feelings might not be returned, but I have the patience and determination to wait for that to change.”

      Come again...?

      So surprising was his declaration that I could not respond. I stared at him, attempting to discern his intentions, at which point he started and placed a hand over his mouth.

      “Ah. Allow me to escort you to your seat,” he said, adopting a more neutral expression as he led me by the hand. His eyes wandered about as if searching for a way to ease the tension.

      “Um, Lord Ortwin...” I muttered.

      “My apologies. I should not have said that—not at this juncture. I would rather you focus on the advantages we could provide for both our duchies,” he said, speaking much faster than usual. He kept his head down such that his reddish-purple bangs fell over his eyes, evidently regretting his mistake.

      So strong was his discomfort that it spread to me as well.

      U-Um... Could it be that he proposed for more than just his duchy’s sake?

      My heart was racing, perhaps out of surprise. I spent the rest of my lesson with my head in the clouds.



      “Cordula...” I said, “matters have become even more complicated.”

      “I see you have regained the power of speech, milady. You had not said a word since your return,” my head attendant replied, her voice tinged with exasperation as she set about preparing tea. “Kenntrips was convinced that something drastic must have happened to render you in such a state. Might I ask you to elaborate? You did not accidentally upturn your garden, did you?”

      “I would never make such a blunder. Rather, um... Lord Ortwin of Drewanchel proposed to me during class.”

      “Excuse me? He proposed?” Cordula repeated, speaking sharply.

      “Not formally with a feystone, but he put the idea forward,” I said at once. “He is not rushing me to answer; he said simply that he wishes to know how I feel. How I... feel...?”

      From the start, Lord Ortwin had asked only about my emotions; he had paid no mind to how our marriage would potentially benefit our respective duchies. Slowly but surely, the pieces were falling into place.

      “Cordula... might I be as blind to the feelings of men as Lady Rozemyne?” As nobles, we were trained to mask our emotions; I should have seen the truth of the situation as soon as he brought up bride-stealing ditter.

      Or, no... Perhaps when he said my eyes move every time the word “ditter” is spoken.

      “You seem emotionally moved, milady... Might you be tempted to accept?” Cordula asked, crossing her arms with a contemplative frown.

      “N-No! Not in the slightest! And in any case, the matter of my fiancé is far too complex to be decided purely based on my own wishes. It is just that... this is the first time a man has harbored feelings for me. I was taken aback, is all.”

      “The... first time?” Cordula’s eyebrows almost touched above her nose. “Goodness, what a clumsy child you are.”

      “Erm, Cordula?” It was rare for her to speak so harshly.

      “It matters not. Forget I said anything. Still, you did not refuse him on the spot, did you? Though he insisted that you were in no rush to answer, there is a chance that he mistook your hesitation for interest. Your father might have chosen your candidates, but an archduke candidate of Drewanchel would be more than—”

      “I responded exactly as you taught me to,” I said, wary of the lecture to come. “But because of Raufereg’s proposal, he seemed to assume that anyone could throw their hat in the ring. He spoke much of how Drewanchel was immune to Korinthsdaum’s pressure.”

      Cordula pinched her brow and shook her head, her displeasure on full display. “You are the friend of the divine avatar, and the daughter of the top-ranking duchy’s first wife. We feared that many would attempt to propose to you here; to think that not even the aub’s selection of suitors would stop them. First Lord Raufereg, now Lord Ortwin... Men truly are unpredictable.”

      It seemed a stretch to lump Lord Ortwin with Lord Raufereg—the latter had proposed to me purely because he wanted to stay in Dunkelfelger and play ditter to his heart’s desire—but I agreed with the overall sentiment. The events of my recent practical had come as such a surprise that my heart still pounded in my chest.

      “For these men to have proposed out of the blue, Liebeskhilfe the Goddess of Binding must be intent on playing tricks around you.”

      Liebeskhilfe...?

      In an instant, I recalled my appeals to her, and the blood drained quickly from my face.

      “Cordula... Something has occurred to me.”

      “Milady?”

      “Now that you mention it, I prayed to Liebeskhilfe before coming to the Academy. I, um... did not request a romance as dramatic as those in the storybooks, but I did ask for more choices.”

      My head attendant said nothing.

      “And in the time since, I have received an increasing number of propositions, despite Father’s plans. Perhaps this truly is the work of a goddess.”

      Given all we had witnessed, no one could claim that the gods were mere fantasies. Praying at the Royal Academy was known to cause great beams of light to shoot up into the air—and if not even that sounded convincing enough, Lady Rozemyne had obtained the Grutrissheit and undergone a stunning transformation through the power of Anwachs.

      “I never thought this would happen,” I said, my eyes brimming with tears. “Whatever should I do, Cordula? I do not wish for any more choices.” My hands were full enough without Liebeskhilfe’s trickery bringing me yet more propositions.

      Cordula looked thoroughly troubled as she considered my predicament. “This might not be much of a solution, and for that I apologize, but perhaps you could pray in gratitude to Liebeskhilfe and state that your desires have been met in excess. If that does not change things, then you could pray to Verfuhremeer the Goddess of Seas.”

      “R-Right,” I replied with a nod. “I shall pray to them both, if necessary.”

      O Liebeskhilfe, Goddess of Binding! I thank you ever so much for the blessings you bestowed upon me. You have done enough! Because of you, I now have more options than I ever thought possible. I do not require any more.

      “Praise be to the gods!” I exclaimed just as an ordonnanz shot into the room. The white bird settled in front of me.

      “Lady Hannelore, this is Rozemyne. Have you returned to your dormitory? I intend to have my head attendant, Lieseleta, stop by with your hairpin order.”

      I watched the ordonnanz repeat its message twice more, then looked to my head attendant. Because of Lord Ortwin’s proposal, I had forgotten about Lady Rozemyne’s promise entirely.

      “We attendants shall go to the tea party room and make welcoming arrangements,” Cordula said. “You may inform Lady Rozemyne that the room is open, then join us there at once.”

      On that note, she departed, taking several of my attendants with her. I tapped the feystone with my schtappe and replied to Lady Rozemyne before going to the tea party room with the rest of my retainers.


      Hairpin Shockwaves

      “This is from Lady Rozemyne,” Lieseleta said as she handed a box to my head attendant. “She wishes to express her deepest gratitude for your assistance in rescuing Lord Ferdinand.”

      Cordula and the others started checking the contents, but my eyes were drawn to Lieseleta’s chest. Upon her breast was a necklace signifying that she was engaged. It must have been recent; from what I could remember, it had not been there before.

      Lieseleta had served Lady Rozemyne in Ehrenfest. Would all of Lady Rozemyne’s retainers move to join her in Alexandria? What did moving to another duchy truly entail? Question after question drifted through my mind.

      “Here you are, Lady Hannelore.”

      My retainers must have concluded their inspection. Snapped out of my trance, I peered into the box they held out to me. Inside rested two hairpins covered with small rlyzinies in bloom, far more stunning than the mock-up shown to me by Lady Rozemyne’s personnel. They must have tweaked the design with my hairstyle in mind. Normal rlyzinies were light purple and white, but these started red and turned white gradually, both to complement my hair and to match the divine color of winter. They could not have been more adorable.

      “Please, allow me to demonstrate how they are worn,” Lieseleta announced, then carefully slid the two ornaments into my hair.

      My attendants let out awed gasps and sighs. I had seen others wear hairpins such as these, but this was my first time wearing my own. A smile came unbidden to my face.

      “How do they look, Cordula?” I asked.

      “They suit you extremely well, milady. I thought the same thing when I saw Lady Eineliebe with hers, but there can be no mistaking the talent of Lady Rozemyne’s personnel. One would think the rlyzinies were real if not for their color, and they make your hair look all the more beautiful.”

      My other attendants followed suit, lavishing me with praise. While they listened to Lieseleta instruct them on how to style my hair with the new accessories, I gazed into a small mirror that had been brought into the room. I could not see exceptionally well from my current angle, but the colors really did complement my hair. Was it truly okay of me to accept such a splendid gift?

      “Lieseleta, do give Lady Rozemyne my thanks,” I said.

      “So I shall. She will be attending the scholar course tomorrow, and she looks forward to your hairpins matching.”

      “As do I.”

      Given the opportunity, perhaps I shall wear them during dinner.

      Lieseleta soon departed, and the tea party room was cleared out. I waited in my own room in the meantime; I could not eat without an attendant to serve me.

      “Just a little while longer,” I was told.

      “I do not mind,” I said, tilting my head slightly to hear the rustle of the tiny rlyzinies. I stood before my mirror and admired them, and the more I gazed upon them, the more a gentle smile spread across my lips. Soon enough, I was giggling.

      The flowers were so detailed and wonderful, and they suited my hair so unbelievably well. Lady Rozemyne’s hairpin craftswoman had seemed to have come of age just recently, but she already had more talent than most built up over their entire career.

      I wonder, will Lord Wilfried and Lord Ortwin also praise my new accessories?

      “How wonderful. It would move me to receive a hairpin such as yours from my escort partner.”

      I turned to see Heilliese gazing enviously upon my new accessories. Dunkelfelger had trade rights with Ehrenfest, so premade hairpins were available back home, but they simply could not compare to those made to order. Concerns about color and size were especially common.

      “We archnobles have no means by which to order our own, so even the premade variety are a delight to have,” she said. “But even so...”

      Heilliese sighed. My brother and those formerly of the royal family had enjoyed a rather unique privilege in being able to order hairpins through Lady Rozemyne.

      “I should like to order my own, if possible, but there is no one in Dunkelfelger who can make them,” Heilliese continued. “How long will it take our craftspeople to learn? I cannot envision them being ready in time for our graduation ceremony.”

      We would graduate together, and indeed, there was no good reason to assume that our duchy would have trained hairpin-makers before then. The two of us were still speaking about the matter when my apprentice attendant Andrea returned.

      “Lady Hannelore, my apologies for the wait,” she said. “Let us move to the dining hall.”

      By the time my retainers had arrived, several students had already eaten their food and departed the hall, leaving us with plenty of space. I spied Kenntrips and Rasantark, both with nearly clear plates in front of them, but Raufereg was nowhere to be seen.

      “Lady Hannelore. You certainly... took your time today.”

      As soon as the students in the dining hall noticed me, they looked to Kenntrips and Rasantark, uncomfortable expressions on their faces. My two suitors started when they saw me.

      I cocked my head in confusion, causing the rlyzinies adorning my hair to sway and further emphasizing my new accessories.

      “Lady Hannelore, um... May we have a moment of your time once you have eaten?” Kenntrips asked. The sudden tension was bad enough, but he looked genuinely unwell.

      I swallowed in surprise, unsure what grave occurrence had inspired this response. Then I turned to Cordula. I might not have had anything scheduled after dinner, but Kenntrips’s request was abrupt, to say the least. A change of plans would require my retainers to adapt, so I was unsure whether it was okay for me to agree.

      Cordula thought for a moment, then smiled. “I believe that will be fine. They wish to speak with you as soon as they can, and you have something to tell them in turn.”

      I do? To what is she referring?

      Before I could ask, Kenntrips put down his cutlery and stood, his face no less grim than before. “We shall prepare a meeting room. Enjoy dinner at your leisure, Lady Hannelore.”

      He signaled to his adult attendant, then strode out of the room. Rasantark finished eating and departed just as quickly. I was lost for how to respond.

      “Now then, milady... Let us entrust those preparations to the two lords. Focus on your meal for now.”

      I took my seat. The other students seemed equally disturbed; they shot me less than furtive glances as they ate, then also took their leave.

      “Something is clearly amiss,” I said, my head swimming even as I ate.

      Heilliese and Andrea merely exchanged glances. If there was something they wished to tell me, then they must not have been able to broach it here. I made a mental note to ask them later.

      “Speaking of which, Cordula...” I continued, “what did you mean when you said I have something to tell them?”

      “The matter with Drewanchel, of course,” my head attendant responded, exasperated. “As your engagement candidates, they need to be informed. You failed to completely refuse the proposition, did you not?”

      I averted my eyes and popped a small piece of herb-roasted hatel into my mouth. Indeed, it had slipped my mind that I would need to update them.

      Kenntrips promised to assist me if I wished to leave for another duchy. Is he a man of his word, I wonder?

      I shook my head. To even have such a thought made it seem like I was prepared to accept Lord Ortwin’s proposition, when that was anything but the case.

      “Is something the matter, milady?” Cordula asked, bringing me back to my senses. I must have been poking at my hatel in a trance because, when I peered down at my plate, I saw that it was something of a mess.

      I forced an innocent look and elegantly cut into my food, hoping to salvage the situation. “E-Erm... I do not see Raufereg anywhere. I suppose we are safe to keep him in the dark?”

      Cordula’s eyes wandered to the doors. “Indeed, Lord Raufereg was not formally chosen by the aub. Not to mention, he is to blame for Lord Ortwin’s actions in the first place. You are free to ignore him.”

      Eep! That is one terrifying look!



      After finishing my meal, I went to the meeting room where Kenntrips and Rasantark awaited me. Rasantark was only half seated, as though primed to bolt toward me at any moment, while Kenntrips’s incessant finger tapping belied his calm exterior.

      “Cordula, Heilliese—stay with me, if you would. The rest of you, please leave the room.”

      The meeting room was only small, so I sent most of my retainers away. We were about to have a rather private conversation, in any case, and they had their own matters to attend to.

      I took the seat that was offered to me, and Rasantark finally settled into his chair. Kenntrips squeezed his gray eyes shut before sighing.

      “Lady Hannelore, this might be blunt to the point of being rude, but I must ask nonetheless—were those hairpins a gift from Ehrenfest?”

      “Indeed,” I said. “From Lady Rozemyne, to be precise. She declared them proof of our friendship and an expression of gratitude for my assistance in her true ditter match. Do you remember the hairpin my brother gave to Eineliebe? Well, mine were made by the same craftswoman.” I reached up and touched the accessories in question. “Wonderful, are they not?”

      The pair exchanged puzzled expressions.

      “From... Lady Rozemyne, you say?”

      “Not Lord Wilfried?”

      Why would they be from...?

      “Ah!” I looked up with a start. “If they were meant as a gift from all of Ehrenfest, not just from Lady Rozemyne, then indeed, I will need to thank Lord Wilfried and Lady Charlotte too.” I had been invited to Lady Rozemyne’s personal library rather than to the castle to place my order, so I had assumed the hairpins were solely from her. More likely than not, they were actually a gift from the duchy as a whole.

      “That is not what we meant...” Kenntrips said, massaging the bridge of his nose as if to soothe a headache. “We are asking whether they came from your escort partner for the graduation ceremony.”

      My... escort partner?

      “O-Of course not,” I said, rejecting the notion without hesitation. “How could they have, when I don’t even have an escort partner yet? Not just Lady Rozemyne but the female students of Ehrenfest and Alexandria wear such hairpins whether they have a partner or not. Can I not do the same?”

      Cordula sighed. “I see the source of your confusion, as Lady Rozemyne wears her own hairpins and promised to give you some of your own so the two of you could match, but still... To the people of Dunkelfelger, hairpins from Ehrenfest are understood as gifts from escort partners given to women about to come of age.”

      In my excitement to have received new hairpins, I had paid no mind to how they might be perceived. I clapped my hands in a moment of clarity and exclaimed, “So everyone thought I had chosen a partner from outside my engagement candidates!” No wonder those in the dining hall had treated me so strangely.

      Heilliese slumped her shoulders. “I attempted to warn you before, but I see I was not clear enough.” When she remarked on my hairpins back in my room, she had apparently been trying to inform me of what they signified.

      My apologies...

      “I understand your reasoning, but all duchies other than Ehrenfest will come to the same mistaken conclusion we did,” Kenntrips said with a troubled smile. Truly, I had allowed my happiness to blind me.

      It was never my intention to put my engagement candidates through such anguish. Honest!

      Rasantark’s expression was gloomy to a ghastly degree, and his usually spirited chestnut eyes glared at my hairpins with vexation. It starkly contrasted the relief that Kenntrips now exuded.

      “Rasantark,” I said, “could it be that these hairpins do not suit me?”

      “No, they suit you exceptionally well, to the point that I now understand how one can fall victim to the Goddess of Chaos.”

      The Goddess of Chaos tended to represent complex feelings of envy and resentment, so his words hardly felt like a compliment. What had inspired such strong emotions in him?

      Surely he does not wish for a hairpin of his own, as Heilliese does.

      “Just my wretched luck,” he cursed. “To think my greatest rival in love would end up being Lady Rozemyne...”

      “Lady Rozemyne?” I asked. “Do you mean to say that you have feelings for Lord Ferdinand?”

      “Is that some kind of cruel joke?! I find it anything but amusing! I am a candidate for your hand, Lady Hannelore!”

      Seeing the tears in his eyes, I apologized without a second thought. But how else was I meant to interpret his apparent rivalry with Lady Rozemyne?

      “You expressed your envy of Lady Eineliebe’s hairpin before, so I planned to have one delivered through Lord Lestilaut once our engagement was settled,” Rasantark explained, his voice almost a shout. “And yet... Lady Rozemyne’s personal hairpin craftswoman has made you maximal-quality hairpins to your exact specifications! How can I ever hope to compete?!”

      The expression “my mind went blank” was surely invented to describe situations such as this. Rasantark’s words inspired a strange sensation within me, as though all the blood in my body had reversed its direction. It rushed to my face, and a loud thumping rang in my ears.

      “Um, if you would allow me to ask... Is that to say I am the one you have feelings for, Rasantark?”

      He stared at me, wide-eyed. Kenntrips looked just as taken aback.

      “Is that really a surprise?!” Rasantark exclaimed at last. “As a candidate for your hand and one in the process of courting you, I thought it went without saying that you are the sole object of my affection. I have made it very clear that I wish to protect you, fight alongside you, and so on!”

      I paused, trying to think of any times he had conveyed his feelings for me. None came to mind.

      “I recall you declaring that you wished to marry me so you could play ditter with Alexandria,” I said, rendered uncomfortable by my suitors’ pointed stares. “That is to say... I thought you cared more for ditter than for me.”

      Rasantark clapped a hand to his head, stunned silent by the fact that his meaning had been lost on me.

      “Lady Rozemyne invested eighteen large golds without batting an eye when the matter of translating Dunkelfelger’s history arose,” Cordula weighed in. “Few men will have the budget to compete with such lavish hairpins. Still, as they are from Aub Alexandria, and you have promised to match, I would advise that you continue wearing them.”

      Rasantark clutched at his chest and grunted. As always, when the rest of us were dancing around an uncomfortable truth, Cordula showed no mercy in taking us to task.

      “E-Erm, Cordula...” I said, “this was not my intention.”

      “Face the facts, milady—this is the consequence of your thoughtless acceptance of a new hairpin when the knights were entranced with true ditter.” It seemed that I was being scolded as well as Rasantark.

      “But I had no engagement candidates at the time, and would it not have been improper to refuse a gift? I never thought things would escalate as they have.”

      I had wanted a new hairpin, and the celebration in Ehrenfest had seemed a wondrous time to speak with Lady Rozemyne and decide which colors and flowers would suit me best. Never had my intention been to wound the hearts of the men chosen to court me.

      Rasantark was the picture of melancholy. I no longer knew what to say to him.

      “Not only did you fail to consider matters thoroughly, but your timing was also rather poor...” Cordula went on. “Or perhaps it was excellent. There can be nothing better than your hairpins for rejecting proposals from other duchies.”

      “Proposals from other duchies?” Kenntrips echoed, turning so suddenly that his hair swayed. “Even though she has candidates chosen by the aub?”

      “Indeed. Earlier today, Lord Ortwin of Drewanchel proposed to milady during class. She was stunned to learn that a man was taken with her. Had the two of you made your own feelings more apparent, this would not have happened. How ungraceful.”

      “What?! Drewanchel proposed during class?!” Kenntrips exclaimed, repeating the words in shock.

      “Does he mean to challenge us to bride-stealing ditter?!” Rasantark bellowed, his chestnut eyes gleaming. “I ACCEPT!”

      “Be calm, Rasantark,” Cordula said. “It was not a formal proposal, and milady turned him down.”

      “I see. Well, Lady Hannelore, Lord Ortwin is bound to yield when he sees your hairpins and comes to the natural conclusion,” Rasantark mused with a reassured sigh.

      In contrast, I found my own mood growing exceptionally dark. As my head attendant had said, I had informed Lord Ortwin of my engagement candidates and dodged his proposal. Perhaps my hairpins really would stop him from pursuing me, but it seemed cruel to deceive him when he had ultimately worn his heart on his sleeve.

      I suspect it will pain Lord Ortwin to see me wearing these hairpins the day after he proposed to me.

      He would not let it show, but still. Thinking back to the look he had given me upon noticing his mistake, I could only imagine how much it would eat away at him.

      I do not wish to hurt him. Explaining that Lady Rozemyne gave me the hairpins should prevent any further misconceptions. Although... I am surprised that I feel so compelled to act in the first place.

      Kenntrips brought his eyebrows together in a frown. “Lady Hannelore, what did Lord Wilfried say of this proposal?”

      “Hmm? Lord Wilfried...?”

      “Did he not attempt to stop it or present himself as a suitor?”

      My heart ached, and my throat became so parched that I found it hard to answer. Lord Wilfried had done nothing to interfere. At most, I could say that he, ever the gentleman, had ensured that Lord Ortwin’s behavior would not harm my reputation. Did I truly need to report that he did not even consider me someone he might wish to propose to?

      “He did nothing of note...” I said at length. “Lord Ortwin used a sound-blocker, and we were in the middle of class.”

      “I see.”

      Our bride-stealing ditter match with Ehrenfest was a thing of the past. I wished my peers would understand that and stop bringing up Lord Wilfried at every opportunity.



      The next day, I donned my new hairpins and went to class, my heart pounding for more than one reason. Lord Wilfried was there when I arrived, but I saw no sign of Lord Ortwin.

      “Are those the new hairpins you ordered to match Lady Rozemyne?” Lord Wilfried asked, having noticed them right away.

      “Indeed, they are.”

      It was not rare in Ehrenfest for women to wear hairpins of this nature. For that reason, Lord Wilfried said nothing of escort partners; instead, he informed me that Lady Charlotte had also received a new hairpin and that Ehrenfest was training new craftspeople to make them. We went on to discuss how I had placed my order.

      “Oh?” he said. “I didn’t know you spoke to the craftswoman directly. Well, her eyes see well and true—red rlyzinies certainly do suit you, Lady Hannelore.”

      “You are too kind.” As glad as I was to receive his praise, I could not help but feel a little embarrassed.

      “Lady Hannelore, are those Ehrenfest hairpins...?” Lord Ortwin asked when he eventually arrived, eyeing them with the same concern that Kenntrips and Rasantark had shown before.

      “Lord Ortwin, these hairpins—”

      “They sure are,” Lord Wilfried interjected, sticking his chest out with pride. “Who else but Rozemyne’s—excuse me, Lady Rozemyne’s—personnel would conceive of an idea as ingenuous as using red rlyzinies?”

      Lord Ortwin looked between his friend and me before putting on a weak smile. “Indeed. They suit you well...” he said, his voice just as strained as expected.

      “Erm, Lord Ortwin... The truth is—”

      “They truly do suit you well. I celebrate the ripening of your rafel.”

      My rafel...?

      Lord Ortwin must have thought I had chosen my escort partner—and that I had picked not one of my marriage candidates, but Lord Wilfried.

      “You are mistaken,” I said, frantically shaking my head. “This was—”

      “You three again?” Professor Anastasius griped as he entered the room, waving us away with a grimace. “Hurry to your places already.”

      Lord Ortwin slid past me on his way to his desk, moving as though to avoid me. I headed to my own, having lost my chance to clear up the misunderstanding.

      Professor Anastasius! You normally arrive much later! This poor timing is unbelievable!

      I thought to take my breaks when Lord Ortwin took his and speak with him then, but I never managed to catch him. He also returned to his dormitory for lunch immediately at fourth bell; by the time I had turned around, he was gone.

      Ngh... He is avoiding me, without a doubt.

      I was no more fortunate that afternoon and returned to the Dunkelfelger Dormitory having had not a single chance to clear the air. Little did I know, things had taken an  inconceivable turn in my absence.

      “Lady Hannelore, is it true that you accepted a proposal from Lord Wilfried?” my retainers asked as soon as I entered the dorm, looking anxious, one and all.

      “Come again?” I asked, cocking my head at them. “Wherever did you hear that?”

      “Losrenger and Lindenthal told us during our afternoon classes.”

      “Both lesser duchies have archduke candidates, so I understand the source of the rumor, but I cannot even begin to imagine how that misconception came about...” Lord Ortwin would never say something so careless, I thought, but perhaps he had spread word that Lord Wilfried was escorting me.

      “Did we not predict exactly this, milady?” Cordula asked, a beacon of calm amid the chaos. “Only a select few men could provide handmade hairpins of such high quality. And as yours are in the Ehrenfest style, of course people have assumed they came from Lord Wilfried.”

      The blood drained from my face. Would such rumors not cause him all kinds of trouble?

      “Whatever shall I do?” I asked my head attendant. “This is far from ideal.”

      “We all know how poorly he has treated you. Let him be a shield to block further proposals,” Kenntrips said. He had come to despise Lord Wilfried more than anyone since our game of bride-stealing ditter, and the anger in his voice brooked no protest. “It is unfortunate that the hairpins came from Lady Rozemyne. Had they been from Ehrenfest as a whole, we could have pressured Lord Wilfried to take responsibility.”

      “Enough of that, Kenntrips.”

      “You wish to marry into Ehrenfest, do you not? If that is your desire, then I intend to do all that I can to aid you.”

      “I do not wish to succeed through such methods,” I said with a glare. Putting an even greater burden on Lord Wilfried and Ehrenfest was not my intention in the slightest.

      Kenntrips sighed and gave a shrug. “In that case, perhaps you could consult Lady Rozemyne. Professor Rauffen informed us she would be present for music lessons and dedication whirl practice. You could ask her for a way to clear up this misconception, be it by wearing the hairpins only when you have lessons together or by having her announce that she gave them to you.”

      “Indeed, that is what I shall do. I trust she will aid me, considering that Lord Wilfried is involved. I thank you ever so much.” But despite my agreement, the green-haired apprentice scholar wore an exceedingly complex expression—one of dazed sorrow and inner turmoil. “Kenntrips?”

      “Being kind to Lord Wilfried is all well and good, but do try to be more faithful to your own desires. If not, we will each be bound to a star we did not wish for.”

      On that note, he moved to pass me. The smile he wore was steeped in sadness, so I could not help but grab his sleeve.

      “Lady Hannelore?” he asked, looking down at me curiously. Perhaps I had just imagined the sorrow in his expression, but I could not bear to say I had grabbed a man’s sleeve without purpose.

      “E-Erm... You spoke only of what I want. I wish to know your desires as well.”

      “You should already know them,” Kenntrips said with a laugh. Then he pulled his sleeve free and went on his way.

      I should already know...? But I cannot even begin to fathom what they might be.


      Music and Questions

      Our first music lesson was finally upon us. Despite my best efforts, I had failed to understand Kenntrips’s wish, the rumors about Lord Wilfried and me continued to spread, and Lord Ortwin remained ignorant of the truth about my hairpins.

      I shall consult Lady Rozemyne!

      Speaking with her would solve everything except the matter with Kenntrips, I thought as I made my way to the music classroom. Archnobles and archduke candidates took the lesson together, so the room felt much busier than usual.

      “There she is,” Heilliese said, indicating a young woman in a dark-blue cape. She had found our target so quickly because the latter’s hairpin matched my own. “Lady Rozemyne’s hairpin uses a red-to-white gradient of rlyzinies, as yours do, yet the colors still appear unique.”

      “The woman who made them took great care to choose shades of red that best suited the wearer. Mine is bright pink, whereas Lady Rozemyne’s is more of a deep crimson.”

      Indeed, although our hairpins used the same design, their colors set them apart and ensured that they suited us both.

      “Good day, Lady Rozemyne,” I said as I approached her, the flowers in my hair swaying with each step.

      “Good day to you too,” she replied. “Lord Wilfried informed me—through a very angry ordonnanz—that the hairpins I gave you caused a great amount of trouble for you both. I apologize for not anticipating this.”

      “I was just as careless. While I rejoiced over my new hairpins, my engagement candidates complained that they could not hope to top them.”

      I conveyed my exchange with Rasantark, trying to add humor where I could. Lady Rozemyne laughed, then clapped her hands together.

      “In that case, once you have chosen your escort partner, perhaps I could arrange for another special order to be made. I might have beat them to it, but I assume you would still want a hairpin from your partner, no? One can never have too many.”
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      Lady Rozemyne beamed, proud of her idea. She sported a new hair ornament each year and wore hairpins bearing the season’s flowers and the royal color whenever she visited Ehrenfest. They always paired wonderfully with her rainbow feystone hair stick.

      “I see you are wearing both your hairpin and your hair stick today,” I said. “Do you plan to wear more hair ornaments for our graduation ceremony?”

      “No more than this, but I do plan to have a new hairpin made to suit my coming-of-age dress. I also intend to use materials found in Alexandria to release a new line of specialty products”—a mischievous grin spread across Lady Rozemyne’s face—“but that is the most I can say for now. Do look forward to them.”

      As I understood it, Lady Rozemyne was the innovator behind so many of Ehrenfest’s recent trends. The very notion had once seemed absurd to me, but at this point, I thought she was capable of pretty much anything.

      “With you at the helm, Lady Rozemyne, I expect Alexandria to produce new specialty exports by the day. Your smile is so bright and joyful that I feel your happiness as though it were my own.”

      “I have established the library city of my dreams, obtained access to all manner of seafood, and restored connections that I nearly lost for good. I could not be more content.”

      I wished I could obtain such happiness, then remembered the extreme lengths that Lady Rozemyne had gone to for what she wanted. My expression turned neutral as I fell into thought.

      No, I do not think I could mimic her.

      I placed a hand on my cheek and sighed. Lady Rozemyne peered at me in response, amusement gleaming in her golden eyes. Her sudden growth spurt meant she now stood a little taller than me. It saddened me to have lost my one advantage over her.

      “Well, Lady Hannelore? What do you think?” Lady Rozemyne pressed. “Would you like the partner you choose to order you a new hairpin?”

      “If you would not mind, then yes.”

      Lady Rozemyne’s kind gesture would ease Rasantark’s misery. And although it would not heal the wounded hearts of the men who saw Lady Rozemyne’s and my matching hairpins, it would at least make the pain less severe.

      “Would you welcome an order from me?” asked someone I recognized.

      “Lord Ortwin? Erm...” Lady Rozemyne’s eyes settled on me.

      I merely stared at our new arrival, unsure what to say. He must have overcome his previous misconception. Then I saw Lord Wilfried behind him, fists clenched in support, and my relief gave way to dark, heavy misery.

      “As long as Lady Hannelore has chosen them, I do not mind who the order is from,” Lady Rozemyne answered.

      “Oh? I must inform the aub at once,” came the voice of a Korinthsdaum archnoble.

      We all turned to look. It was anything but rare to gather information by eavesdropping, but to openly announce what one had just heard? Lady Rozemyne and I exchanged glances.

      Was that not exceptionally rude?

      I furrowed my brow, unable to hide my displeasure, at which point Rasantark marched over from where he must have been watching nearby.

      “Should you not learn a tad more before relaying anything to Aub Korinthsdaum?” The smile plastered across his face did not reach his eyes, which instead gleamed with the light of a predator eyeing his prey. “Reporting only what you just heard might lead him to mistakenly assume that his proposal to Lady Hannelore has been accepted. Her father chose two candidates for her hand, and no nobles of other duchies stand among them. If anyone else hopes to marry her, they will need to prove their worth through a game of bride-stealing ditter.”

      “Rasantark, enough,” I said, not wanting to cause more of a fuss during class. “We must remember that Lord Sigiswald of Korinthsdaum is a former royal. He should need no reminders for how those not chosen by Aub Dunkelfelger must petition for my hand in marriage.”

      The archnoble grimaced and slunk away without another word. If, after this, Lord Sigiswald doubled down on his proposal to me, I suspected my father might lead Dunkelfelger’s ditter-starved knights straight into Korinthsdaum.

      I can only pray that they know better than to make fools of themselves.

      “That will do. Please allow me to spend class with my friends,” I said, instructing Rasantark to step aside. But for some reason, he moved to stand beside Heilliese. “Rasantark...?”

      “Do let me stay. There might be others who mean to trouble you,” he insisted, his smile genuine this time. “Archnobles will not stand down unless they come face-to-face with one of your chosen candidates. If I abandon you now, Cordula and Kenntrips will decry me as a failure.”

      Rasantark was now focused on Lords Wilfried and Ortwin. He seemed liable to goad Drewanchel into bride-stealing ditter, but as I racked my brain for a way to keep him in check, Lady Rozemyne burst into laughter.

      “Your candidates really must cherish you, if not even Korinthsdaum or Lord Ortwin gives them pause,” she said. “I must admit, I was a little worried about the character of the potential partners chosen for you, but I see now that I need not have been concerned.”

      I turned back to Rasantark with a start. Not long ago, I had been convinced that he had proposed to me purely for the sake of ditter, but now I saw the truth. He even kept a respectful distance while I greeted and spoke with other archduke candidates. Had the Korinthsdaum archnoble and Lord Ortwin not spoken of my hairpins, he would never have stepped forward so defensively.

      In some regards, he is not what I am looking for. But he is still going out of his way to be considerate.

      Until this point, I had put very little thought into Rasantark’s and Kenntrips’s hopes and emotions. Yet here was Rasantark, doing his best to protect me as one of my engagement candidates. Perhaps now was the time to take them both seriously.

      “Indeed,” I said at last. “They do cherish me, from what I can tell.”

      In hindsight, I was not showing them as much consideration as they were showing me. I would need to thank them for knowing how much to advertise themselves as my chosen suitors when interacting with other duchies.

      “I did not think you would say as much, Lady Hannelore...” Rasantark mused. “Does this mean I can start ordering a hairpin through Lady Rozemyne?”

      “Please do not interrupt us,” I said.

      In an instant, my newfound appreciation faded away. I glared up at Rasantark with a menacing smile, and he reflexively stepped back, insisting that he had only been talking to himself.



      “I see there is a variety of instruments being brought to class this year,” Lady Rozemyne said. Rather than everyone having a harspiel, roughly half of the room held flutes or percussion instruments.

      “Indeed, as we have entered our fifth year, we must start preparing for the songs offered to the gods during the graduation ceremony. Students not chosen for the sword dance or the dedication whirl are made to either perform or sing. Those skilled in instruments other than the harspiel are attempting to catch the professor’s eye.”

      “I suppose we really are close to graduating... I spent the bulk of my fourth year in the Garden of Beginnings, so I scarcely feel like a fifth-year.”

      I am surprised she feels like a student at all, considering her recent inauguration as an aub. Not to mention her tendency to return home halfway through the academic term.

      Although I chose not to say it, I suspected that leading Dunkelfelger into war and becoming the ruler of an entire duchy were largely to blame for Lady Rozemyne not feeling the appropriate age.

      “As it stands, I am glad to have grown, but my initial response was nothing but resentment for the gods...” Lady Rozemyne muttered with a sigh, turning her gaze upward. It felt as though she were looking at the gods themselves, so I straightened my back on instinct.

      “Speaking of the graduation ceremony—which goddess will you be whirling as?” I asked, hoping to bring her eyes back down. Lords Wilfried and Ortwin must have overheard, as they approached without a moment’s hesitation.

      “I, too, am curious,” said the former.

      “Based on the duchy rankings, I would think that you should be the Goddess of Light, Lady Hannelore,” the latter added. “But with Lady Rozemyne being an aub...”

      Just as the performers of the sword dance were chosen from the knight course, dancers for the dedication whirl were chosen from among the archduke candidates. Each year, archduke candidates would speculate on who would whirl as which god.

      Unfazed by all the eyes on her, Lady Rozemyne placed a hand on her cheek and gave a troubled smile. “I shall not be participating in the graduation ceremony’s dedication whirl. Instead, I will join those playing music.”

      “Come again?”

      Her answer caused not just me but every archnoble in earshot to stare at her in shock. It was the last thing any of us had expected. She had whirled so enchantingly since her very first year at the Academy, so not one of us had thought she would not be on stage for the ceremony.

      “Is there a reason for that?” I pressed.

      “As I whirled for the Zent’s transference ceremony, I have completed my offering to the gods. There is also a good chance that my whirling would open the path to the Garden of Beginnings, so to ensure everyone’s safety, it seems best for me to abstain. Involving the gods would create quite a mess for Ferdinand and the Zent to clean up.”

      Her primary concern is summoning the gods themselves?

      Lady Rozemyne smiled and tried to make light of the situation, but her reasoning for abstaining was so far removed from my every expectation that I knew not how to respond. My own concern over which goddess I would perform as felt childish in comparison.

      Lord Ortwin and I were rendered utterly dazed, forced to devote all of our focus merely to masking our surprise. Lord Wilfried, on the other hand, was used to Lady Rozemyne’s antics. He frowned and stared at her quizzically.

      “Are you sure playing music is safe when your songs fire out bless— I mean, when your songs produce many blessings as well...?”

      More than his impolite speech, it was the object of his concern that stunned us all. Certainly, when Lady Rozemyne played in class, the wondrous light of a blessing suffused the room alongside her music. Both whirling and playing an instrument counted as offerings to the gods; would the result not be the same in both cases?

      “We should not need to worry as long as I am not atop the whirling stage or the ritual carpet, so I plan to play my instrument in the corner, far away from them both. I might still produce a blessing, but it should create a pillar of light at most.”

      As trivial as you make it sound, creating such a spectacle would normally require the mana of an entire group of nobles.

      In the Dunkelfelger Dormitory, pillars of light formed only from the rituals before and after ditter, and only when there were more than ten players involved. Lady Rozemyne could make them on her own, and she considered them tame compared to what she was truly capable of. No wonder she was known as the divine avatar and had received the Grutrissheit from the gods themselves.

      “Lady Rozemyne,” Lord Ortwin said, “would it not seem out of place for Aub Alexandria to perform in the corner?” It would cause a commotion among the other students, especially when she had sat beside the Zent during the fellowship gathering.

      “I understand your concern, but Ferdinand would never permit me to perform somewhere as dangerous as the center,” she explained. “Not to mention, sitting in some gaudy chair far from the stage would only exacerbate the idea that I receive special treatment.”

      Lady Rozemyne was determined not to take the stage. I wondered if she would manage to persuade others to her way of thinking—few would consider playing an instrument as dangerous as she did.

      “In any case,” she continued, “I intend to remain very much in the background. A few blessings and pillars of light should blend right in during the ceremony.”

      Oh, Lady Rozemyne! There must be a limit to how abnormal one can be!

      So grand were her “dramatics” that my head started to spin. A student aub permeating the auditorium with blessings and music could never blend in with her peers. She would create more of a scene than Lady Detlinde had with her own performance. The more Lady Rozemyne strove to blend in, the more she would inevitably stand out.

      “Well, all that aside, I doubt we have much reason to worry...” Lord Wilfried said. “Uncle will make sure everything works out.”

      “Indeed, he will communicate with the Zent to ensure as much,” Lady Rozemyne insisted. “Not to mention, we have an entire year before our graduation ceremony.”

      Somehow, the pair before me seemed completely on the same page. Many had taken to bad-mouthing Lord Wilfried since the cancellation of his engagement, but the concern he showed for Lady Rozemyne proved just how kind he truly was.



      “Now then, everyone,” Professor Pauline began, “your tasks this year are to play the song to be performed during the graduation ceremony and a song that you composed with your music tutor. I am always delighted to hear so many new pieces. What have you all prepared, I wonder?” Especially brief songs would be rejected, but otherwise, we were free to devote our music to gods of our choosing.

      “Is this to say that, each year, there are as many new songs produced as there are students?” Lady Rozemyne asked me.

      “Not quite. This is a requirement only for archnobles and archduke candidates.” Many laynobles and mednobles lacked a dedicated music tutor to consult. Even if they had one, as they were studying so intensely for their graduation, they would not even have time to compose their own songs.

      Because so many students had such limited exposure to music, the professors had a hard time determining where everyone’s talent lay. They had to decide who should spend what little time they had on the harspiel and who should focus on other instruments instead. Professor Rauffen said as much each year when he had to announce how the instruments were being distributed.

      “Is that so?” Lady Rozemyne asked, cocking her head at my explanation. “Professor Hirschur rarely ever visits the Ehrenfest Dormitory, so I know painfully little about our teachers’ hardships. In truth, it feels strange having a supervisor who actually spends time in the dormitory she oversees.”

      A female supervisor had been sent from Alexandria to replace Professor Fraularm, but as I had not taken the scholar course, I had yet to actually see her. Kenntrips had informed me that she had lost her husband during the Lanzenave War.

      “I cannot even imagine a dormitory without a supervisor,” I said.

      “I doubt most would need to.”

      Without a dormitory supervisor at hand, what did the students of Ehrenfest do when they had inquiries about classes, wanted to retake exams, or received challenges to ditter matches? Did they have to contact Professor Hirschur by ordonnanz?

      I was still deep in thought when Lady Rozemyne raised a hand. “Professor Pauline, I have a question,” she said. “For the latter task, would it be acceptable to use a song I have already composed?”

      Our teacher paused. Under normal circumstances, the answer would naturally be yes. My brother had told me what to expect long ago—back when he was in his third year—so I had finished my composition well in advance. It was a fairly common practice, but Lady Rozemyne had gone above and beyond, and her previous songs were already rather popular. Professor Pauline must have been eager to hear something brand-new.

      “I shall accept any song that you have not already debuted,” she said at last.

      “Hmm... I wonder which one I should choose,” Lady Rozemyne mused aloud.

      At once, I was overcome with the urge to look away. Had she truly composed so many songs that she knew not which one to play? Having to devote attention to my other classes meant I had only recently finished my own composition. I intended to hone it with my tutor, but it would be beyond me to make another entirely from scratch.

      “Rozemyne,” Lord Wilfried whispered, not caring to address her formally.

      “Yes, Wilfried?” she asked in just as low a voice.

      “Professor Pauline means a song made with your instructor, not with Uncle. Do you have any?”

      “Of course. Rosina always yearns for new songs, so we have made plenty without his involvement. I see music as more than just a means to bargain with him, you know.”

      I exchanged a look with Lord Ortwin. Evidently, we both had the same question in mind.

      “Have you made plenty with his involvement, Lady Rozemyne?” Lord Ortwin asked hesitantly. “Erm, since the time you were in Ehrenfest, I mean.”

      Lady Rozemyne nodded as though it were a matter of course. “I would hum rhythms of my own creation. Ferdinand would arrange them to be played on the harspiel and give them lyrics,” she explained with a smile. “He did the majority of the work, so the accolades are squarely his.”

      In other words, she must have worked with him on the love songs she had already debuted.

      “Um, what of the songs you composed with Lord Wilfried...?” I asked.

      Lady Rozemyne blinked at me in confusion. “There are none. Not once has he asked to have a new song composed for him. Isn’t that right, Wilfried?”

      “Yeah,” he attested. “This is my first time actually needing one.”

      “It feels a bit late to sneak you one of mine, so please work closely with your tutor to create your own.”

      I had wished to point out how strange it was to compose love songs with a man to whom one was not engaged, but Lady Rozemyne must not have understood me. Had she really not made a single song with Lord Wilfried when they were together?

      She composed with her music tutor while Lord Ferdinand was absent, but not with Lord Wilfried? Could it be that, when they were engaged, Lady Rozemyne scorned and belittled him without meaning to?

      My heart lurched. Lord Ferdinand and Lady Rozemyne’s engagement born of mutual love was something to celebrate, but I feared that almost no consideration was being shown to the latter’s previous partner.

      “The professor appears to be free,” Lady Rozemyne said. “I shall go take my exam.” She then departed with her harspiel in hand, ready to pass yet another subject on the very first day of class. Professor Pauline insisted that she begin with her song to the gods.

      As soon as Lady Rozemyne readied her instrument, the other students stopped practicing to focus on her. It was normal for her playing to receive special attention, but this year, she commanded a greater presence than ever before. In her more mature, more stunning form, she could enrapture an audience before she played a single note.

      “I am one who offers prayer and gratitude to the gods who have created the world...”

      No sooner had Lady Rozemyne started to play than the blue ring on her slender white finger shone with the light of a blessing. Hearing her extol the virtues of the gods made it all too clear how much her voice had changed; her clear yet immature way of speaking had given way to the gentle, high-pitched tones of a woman. Many could only sigh in awe of what they were witnessing.

      “I was told you had a hard time adjusting to adult harspiels after your transformation, but that was superb,” Professor Pauline opined when Lady Rozemyne reached the end of her first song. “I shall now hear your original composition.”

      “At once,” Lady Rozemyne said. “I devote this next song to the supreme gods.”

      She launched into her next piece: a vow to spend eternity with one’s bound partner. The story behind her engagement to Lord Ferdinand had been announced during the Archduke Conference, so every duchy knew it well. Her performance felt like a celebration of their storybook romance and the joy it had brought them both.

      “After receiving the protection of the Goddess of Water and the guidance of the God of Fire, Lady Rozemyne must have eagerly awaited the ripening of her rafel,” one female student said.

      “At one point, I feared it had fallen into the hands of Forsernte the Goddess of Harvests,” added another. “I hope to one day read about these events in one of Lady Elantura’s books.”

      “Absolutely. I cannot wait for this year’s volume.”

      The girls were clasping hands over their mouths, whispering among themselves with sparkles in their eyes. I, on the other hand, was struck with a slight sense of unease.

      This was one of the songs Lady Rozemyne composed without Lord Ferdinand, was it not? Does that mean it was created when she planned to spend eternity with Lord Wilfried? Or would she have sung it to Lord Sigiswald when her engagement changed? No, I doubt it... She had abandoned everything to rescue Lord Ferdinand.

      The divine colors of the supreme gods dancing through the air made it clear that Lady Rozemyne and Lord Ferdinand would have a long and prosperous future together. Their dazzling light only emphasized the cruel darkness into which Lord Wilfried had been thrust. I glanced at him, but his eyes were cast down, making it hard for me to gauge his emotional response to the song.

      What does Lady Rozemyne think of his current situation? Is there anything I can do to help him and spare him the anguish of any further hardships?

      My fists clenched, I gazed up at the light and darkness swirling about her performance. I was overcome with a vague, lasting frustration toward one of my dear friends, and thinking on my own would do nothing to resolve it or the matter at hand. Rather than act on mere assumptions, it would surely be best to ask Lady Rozemyne what she and Ehrenfest intended to do.



      “Lady Rozemyne,” I said upon her return, my resolve steeled, “there is something I wish to discuss with you at length. Although this is rather sudden, might I ask for your time this coming Earthday? I shall prepare the tea and such.”

      “The day after tomorrow?” Lady Rozemyne asked with a giggle. “Ferdinand will need to approve, but I see no reason for him to oppose us associating. Given the chance, I should also like to introduce you to my new retainers. They really are adorable.”


      Tea Party Consultation

      “I thank you ever so much for your invitation, Lady Hannelore.”

      “Thank you ever so much for coming, and for granting me this time on your day of rest.”

      “Worry not—as it so happens, this is the only day when my retainers can move freely at this hour.”

      I turned my attention to those who had accompanied my friend into the room, and my eyes widened in an instant. All around her, there were magic tools that resembled Schwartz and Weiss.

      Goodness! “Adorable” was an understatement!

      “Eheh. Meet my retainers, made recently by Ferdinand,” Lady Rozemyne crowed. “The light-green one is Adrett. His main job is to search for documents in the Library of Alexandria. The brown one is Risa, and the red one, Nelly. They were designed to protect the library from attackers without damaging any of the books within. They would normally be stationed back home, but they serve as my knights here at the Royal Academy.”

      Each time Lady Rozemyne introduced one of her shumils, she gave its feystone an appreciative stroke. She reached toward the last of the group.

      “This light-blue one is Dinan. He is their captain of sorts, capable of both library work and guard duty. He can even speak, to an extent. Dino, this is Lady Hannelore, a friend of mine.”

      Dinan turned his sharp little eyes on me. “Hannelore. Friend of master. Memorized,” he said. “Dino” must have been something of a nickname.

      “Oh my. How adorable!” I exclaimed. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Dinan.”

      “I asked to have guards shaped like Lessy, but the idea was refused, as such creatures would unsettle my fellow students,” Lady Rozemyne explained. She spoke as though hoping I would side with her, but I had to agree with Lord Ferdinand; having tiny versions of the grun she used as her highbeast wandering about the Academy would cause problems, without a doubt.

      As we continued our conversation, Cordula and the others checked over the sweets Lady Rozemyne had brought from Alexandria and placed them neatly on the table. Only when my head attendant gave me the signal did I insist that Lady Rozemyne sit down.

      “We brought some sweets for you to try—our own twist on a recipe we purchased from Ehrenfest,” I announced. “You once used Dunkelfelger rohres to make pound cake, did you not? Well, these are rohre cookies.”

      Our court chefs had gone through extensive trial and error to make the best use of the recipe we had purchased during the spring Archduke Conference. Their excitement had resulted in a vast array of cookies for me to try—much to my own excitement.

      It was thanks to the chefs’ research that we knew to chop the dried rohres up rather than put them in whole. They had taken the recipe one step further, sandwiching cream and rohres between two thin cookies, but we had elected not to go that far today. As wonderful as the treat was, it was hard to eat elegantly. More experimentation was in order before we could start serving it at tea parties.

      Still contemplating the kitchen’s reports, I took a demonstrative bite of one of our cookies. Lady Rozemyne picked one up in turn, tried it, and then spent a good moment chewing with a contemplative look on her face.

      “I see you have done wonders with the recipe,” she said at last, beaming from ear to ear. “You even reduced the sugar content to account for the sweetness of the rohres. I am so pleased to know you have such experimental chefs.”

      She can tell that much from a single bite?

      “From Alexandria, we have brought rikose tarts,” Lady Rozemyne continued. “We, too, have used one of our duchy’s specialty ingredients to help make Ehrenfest’s recipe our own. In truth, I wished to incorporate Old Ahrensbach’s more popular recipes, but I doubt we will achieve much on that front. Sugar is too hard to obtain now that the country gate to Lanzenave has been closed.”

      My dear friend seemed troubled, and for good reason. Old Ahrensbach’s trade with Lanzenave had allowed it to dominate the sugar industry. Now that its gate was shut, its saccharine treats were far too costly to make.

      “Old Ahrensbach relied too heavily on sugar, intent on flaunting their status as the only duchy with an open country gate,” Lady Rozemyne said. “Based on just how much they imported, we suspect the archducal family and nobles saw goods made with local products as fit only for commoners.”

      She wished to pivot to recipes that used the duchy’s specialties, but most of Old Ahrensbach’s nobles preferred the flavors they were used to.

      “Old Ahrensbach’s nobles are accustomed to Lanzenave spices and sugar, so I cannot simply tell them to stop wishing for more,” Lady Rozemyne explained. “Though, I must admit, it is thanks to their passion that we are making such fast progress on developing our own spices.”

      Alexandrian nobles were immersed in research, eager to continue eating the recipes they had grown up with. Lady Rozemyne’s description of their laboratories warmed my heart.

      “We have made the most progress with sugar, so we should start exporting some next year,” she informed me. “Dunkelfelger has the perfect climate for its production, so perhaps we could negotiate during the next Archduke Conference.”

      Does she want me to pass this information on to Father before then?

      “Because of everything that happened, the honey found in the north of Klassenberg and Gilessenmeyer has been in especially high demand this year,” Lady Rozemyne said. “I expect even greater changes to come next year, when the Zent starts reopening the country gates.”

      This year, the Zent had put her all into redrawing the country’s borders and preparing the new duchies. She had announced during the Archduke Conference that next year, when things were more stable, she would restore our contact with the world outside of Yurgenschmidt.

      “Is Dunkelfelger ready?” Lady Rozemyne asked.

      “Our people have eagerly awaited the reopening of our country gate ever since your visit. However, as we acquired more land when the borders were redrawn, we are focusing our efforts there for the time being.” It would probably be a while before we asked the Zent to open our gate; it was more important that we integrate the Old Werkestock nobles and prepare our newly attained territory.

      “There were no changes to Hauchletzte’s and Gilessenmeyer’s borders, so I suspect they will ask for their gates to be opened first,” Lady Rozemyne mused. “Gilessenmeyer in particular will want to regain their honor posthaste.”

      I nodded in agreement, then asked my retainers to pour me some more tea. They acted at once, also putting new sweets on the table to replace the ones we had eaten. It must have been clear that the nature of our conversation was about to change because Lady Rozemyne’s attendants refreshed her drink before taking a noticeable step back.

      Determined, I gave Lady Rozemyne a sound-blocker.

      “So, what did you wish to discuss?” she asked.

      “I think you could stand to be more considerate of Lord Wilfried.”

      “More considerate of him...?” Lady Rozemyne echoed, her head tilted to one side. I could not tell whether she was scrutinizing me or truly did not understand my meaning.

      “It comes across as rather rude to have made love songs exclusively with Lord Ferdinand when you were engaged to another,” I said, referring back to our conversation in music class.

      Lady Rozemyne gave a troubled smile. “I started making songs with Ferdinand before my baptism, and we kept making them until circumstances saw him sent to Ahrensbach. Perhaps my appearance at the time made it seem harmless enough, but nobody warned me that what we were doing might be problematic. The harspiel concert we held was well-received, and many asked for more songs.”

      I had pictured Lady Rozemyne as the mature young woman before me now, but she had been but a child when she and Lord Ferdinand started composing music together. Still, she must have cared for him even at that age, so my concern for Lord Wilfried remained.

      “We created music of other genres, but love songs just so happened to sell the best,” Lady Rozemyne insisted. “I could not make them with my musician, as she was raised in the temple and had too limited an understanding of romance.”

      “Could you not have made them with Lord Wilfried, though?” I was somewhat taken aback by the idea of marketing sheet music, but the matter at hand was far too important to be put aside. “I cannot help but feel that you prioritized Lord Ferdinand at the expense of your own fiancé.”

      “My apologies. Lord Wilfried took no pleasure in practicing the harspiel, and I thought it improper to summon him all the way to the temple to compose.”

      Ah...

      I, too, found practicing the harspiel a chore, and the thought of being summoned to help compose music was anything but pleasant. Perhaps, at the time, Lord Wilfried simply had not cared that Lady Rozemyne was making songs with Lord Ferdinand.

      “Then I must apologize,” I said. “If the idea did not appeal to him, then forcing Lord Wilfried to participate would not have been wise. Might I assume Lord Ferdinand takes an interest in composing?”

      “He does, to the point that I could trade songs for favors and rewards. Money and passion are seldom enough to sway him, as the people of Dunkelfelger surely know from how often they tried to entice him into playing ditter.”

      During our music lesson, I had imagined Lady Rozemyne and Lord Ferdinand singing their love for one another while Lord Wilfried was none the wiser. Her mention of “favors and rewards” dispelled any such romantic imagery in a heartbeat.

      Yes, I remember now. This is Lady Rozemyne’s true nature. What led me to conjure up thoughts of romance?

      I thought back to a past attempt to speak with her about love stories, and my surprise when she had launched into a passionate rant about the library city she wished to create. Her accessories from Lord Ferdinand, all made with his mana, had felt like proof of their love, but I must have been mistaken. Or perhaps Lord Wilfried had erred in saying that Lady Rozemyne had been in love with Lord Ferdinand from a young age.

      “E-Erm, Lady Hannelore... If Wilfried had been interested in new music and recipes, I would have bartered with him as well, or at least sold them to him for the same price I charged my adoptive father. My songs would never have been too valuable to him anyway, as any new ones I produced inevitably reached him through Aub Ehrenfest.”

      I assumed she was trying to save face, but all this talk of bartering made my head spin. It had never even crossed my mind that she was charging even Aub Ehrenfest for her products.

      “You sell music and recipes to members of your family?” I asked.

      “Of course. Is it not important to demonstrate the value of one’s knowledge?”

      She needs to demonstrate her value to her own family? I... Oh!

      Lady Rozemyne was so exceptionally close with Lord Wilfried and Lady Charlotte that it had completely slipped my mind, but she had entered Ehrenfest’s archducal family through adoption. Unlike the aub’s children, she must have constantly needed to prove her worth as an archduke candidate.

      I was terribly embarrassed to have learned the truth of the matter—that my issue with Lady Rozemyne had stemmed from my own unfortunate assumption. But at the same time, I could now say with complete certainty that she was largely ignorant to how she was perceived.

      “I understand now that your songs were created not out of romance, but as the products of a stark business relationship. However, I maintain that choosing to perform a love song that you made with Lord Ferdinand was unwise. Each time there is an incident of this nature, Lord Wilfried is belittled over having his engagement canceled.” If she had gone with a regular song instead, we would not have needed to have this conversation in the first place.

      Lady Rozemyne furrowed her brow. “You speak of the song I chose for class, correct? It was a vow to keep a promise made with someone precious to you. What about that was romantic?”

      For a moment, we merely stared at one another. We had yet another grave misunderstanding on our hands.

      “The focus of your song—a promise between new family exchanged in the supreme gods’ presence... Were you not referring to your Starbind Ceremony?” I asked.

      “N-Not at all. It was about when I was adopted.”

      “And your wish to ‘always have our hearts as one, no matter the time or place’?”

      “Was my desire to stay connected to my old family, even as my status changed...” Lady Rozemyne whispered, shrinking with each answer.

      At last, we had reached the truth: Lady Rozemyne had wanted to express not a thriving romance, but her enduring love for her old family. I supposed that was clear now that she had told me, but adoptions were not common enough for most people to make the distinction. I would never have expected such a great disparity between the lyricist’s intentions and the meaning assumed by her audience.

      “Ngh... Do you think everyone saw it as a love song?” Lady Rozemyne asked.

      “Before, I saw it as a song expressing elation at being engaged to one’s beloved and impatience for their Starbinding. I sincerely apologize, but... I imagine most others thought the same.”

      Lady Rozemyne froze, covering her mouth with her hand. She might not have meant it as a love song, but I could tell the lyrics had come from her heart.

      Unsure how else to contribute, I released my sound-blocker and said, “Shall we ease our minds with a spot of tea?” I waved over our attendants, who had been watching us patiently despite the anxious looks on their faces.

      “Lieseleta, it seems my song of choice was interpreted as a love song...” Lady Rozemyne muttered.

      “Indeed, reports from the archnobles reached the same conclusion. Lord Ferdinand has already been informed.”

      “Come again?”

      “He stated that, although he doubted you chose a love song on purpose, there is little wrong with your classmates thinking otherwise.”

      As disparaging as they were, the rumors about Lord Wilfried were of no consequence to Lord Ferdinand or Lady Rozemyne, nor would they impact the pair’s royally decreed engagement. Thinking back to the Lanzenave War, Lord Ferdinand would not care at all as long as no harm came to his fiancée.

      No doubt Lord Ferdinand actively wishes to cause confusion, as he made perfectly clear before.

      Lady Rozemyne sipped her tea, enjoyed a few more snacks, and then picked up her sound-blocker. Thus resumed our private conversation. I understood now that she had no bad intentions; as long as I explained the situation to her, she would surely be more considerate of what Lord Wilfried was having to endure.

      “It would seem there have been misconceptions on many levels,” I said. “Lady Rozemyne, are you not aware of Lord Wilfried’s position or the rumors currently surrounding him?”

      “I am, but...” Lady Rozemyne placed a contemplative hand on her cheek. “I was made to change fiancés far sooner than many think—the consequence of an unexpected development—so this is anything but a new situation for him. You know this, do you not? You were there for our celebration in Ehrenfest.”

      I thought back to the Ehrenfest nobles speaking merrily about Lady Rozemyne’s engagement into the royal family. Lord Wilfried had seemed strong and unfazed, stating simply that there was no helping a royal decree.

      “The royal decree is to blame for this incident, and for the rumors it produced,” Lady Rozemyne said. “I am expected only to treat Lord Wilfried as I always have. Unless he outright asks for my assistance, I do not intend to provide it.”

      Was it just my imagination, or was Lady Rozemyne perfectly content with casting Lord Wilfried aside? I had thought her apparent lack of concern came from ignorance of what he was going through, but even now, she exuded none of the worry or passion she had shown when rescuing Lord Ferdinand.

      “I shall elaborate, but only to prevent any further misconceptions,” Lady Rozemyne continued. “The current situation is exactly what Lord Wilfried desired, so I doubt he would want my help to begin with.”

      “Whatever do you mean?” I asked. The very notion that Lord Wilfried wanted everyone to know of his shame seemed absurd to me. I clenched my fists under the table in fear of what my friend might say next.

      “Lord Wilfried never wished to marry me. He opened negotiations with the archduke, asking to be removed from his position as the next aub, long before the royal decree brought our engagement to an end.”

      It felt as if someone had struck me on the head. Lord Wilfried wanted to be removed from his position as the next Aub Ehrenfest?

      “But... why?” I asked.

      “You will need to ask him. It was quite some time ago, and many things have changed, so I know not what he thinks now. Even if I did, as the aub of Alexandria, I would not be in a position to tell you.”

      “That much is true...” I said, but it did nothing to quell my curiosity. “This news is such a shock to me. I thought you two were exceptionally close. It was with envy that I gazed upon your hair ornament and its wonderful rainbow feystones.” She had since replaced it with an accessory from Lord Ferdinand, but I could still picture its splendor.

      “Um... That, too, was from Ferdinand,” she confessed. “We only said it was from Lord Wilfried to avoid offending Lady Detlinde. Truth be told, Lord Wilfried has never once gifted me anything.”

      “Is that... so...?”

      Now that she mentioned it, I could not recall having seen Lady Rozemyne wear an engagement feystone from Lord Wilfried. It was not rare for those engaged at a young age to be unable to prepare one right away and to wait until they developed mana-sensing. I had thought the hairpin was a compromise for her to wear in the meantime, but apparently not.

      “The engagement was necessary for Lord Wilfried to become the next aub,” Lady Rozemyne said. “It was a political decision made without considering our mana. We never did anything that even resembled courtship.”

      I gathered, then, that their mana quantities had not matched. They could remain brother and sister, even if only through adoption, but staying engaged would ultimately have resulted in torment. I could only imagine the vast rift that must have formed between them when they developed mana-sensing.

      The more I thought about it, the more frustrated I became with Aub Ehrenfest for enforcing such an engagement in the first place. Lord Wilfried would never have been satisfied, unable to become the archduke without marrying a woman whose mana dwarfed his own, and Lady Rozemyne would have been doomed to a marriage that could never produce children.

      “For the duchy’s sake or not, I cannot imagine a crueler pairing...” I muttered.

      “At the time, we were both still developing our mana, so it was ideal for unifying the nobles of the duchy. Is that not the purpose of noble engagements?”

      “Perhaps, but you are my friends. I suppose it is good to know that you both supported the cancellation of your engagement.”

      “I am glad you understand,” Lady Rozemyne said, a relieved smile on her face.

      I was glad as well. If not for our conversation, I might have acted on an unfortunate misunderstanding.

      “To summarize, I do not think Lord Wilfried is so bothered by the rumors and his current status that you need to worry about him,” my friend assured me. “Let us set him aside and focus on something more enjoyable—especially as these sound-blockers present such an excellent opportunity.”

      I agreed and elected to put Lord Wilfried out of my mind. It was not right for a guest to feel the need to comfort her host.

      “Speaking of engagements,” Lady Rozemyne continued, her golden eyes gleaming as she leaned toward me, “you recently had your suitors chosen for you, did you not? I know Lords Kenntrips and Rasantark by name, but that is all. What kind of men are they? Lord Rasantark really seems to cherish you. Whom do you fancy most?”

      “Whom do I fancy...? Well, it is still too soon to say. Is there a reason for your excitement, Lady Rozemyne?”

      “Oh?” She tittered, doubtless amused by my response. “Were you not just as eager to ask me about my fancies?”

      “Although I expect to be asked those same questions during every tea party I attend this year, I did not invite you here so urgently to speak about Kenntrips and Rasantark.”

      “Perhaps not, but you would do well to prioritize them over Lord Wilfried. No matter what crisis a man might face, showing concern for anyone but your fiancé will only result in you being scolded. Even though it is none of their business, and you cannot help how you feel about him.”

      I was so overcome with embarrassment and shame that I wanted to weep. I had asked to speak with Lady Rozemyne out of concern for how she belittled her former fiancé, only to belittle my current engagement candidates in the process. Still, my mind was elsewhere. I could not stop thinking about what Lord Wilfried must be feeling, why he would give up on being an aub, and how I could be of use to him.

      I had no right to be annoyed with Lady Rozemyne.

      Despite the growing bitterness in my chest, I continued to smile and speak as though everything were fine. I did my best to smoothly turn the conversation away from my engagement candidates and toward what she was doing while the rest of us were in class, whether she would return home early as she normally did, and other such things about her life at the Royal Academy.

      “So, will you still be returning to Alexandria for the Dedication Ritual?” I asked.

      “Indeed. It is important for the duchy, and as I am leaving all of the winter socializing to Lord Ferdinand, there are many nobles I will need to meet upon my return.”

      It must have been problematic for her to be at the Royal Academy during such a rare opportunity to meet giebes of distant provinces, but as an aub, it was also important for her to unify the Alexandria Dormitory and ensure that those orphaned from the Lanzenave War—Lady Letizia included—were not being mistreated.

      “The Royal Academy has its library, and I do enjoy spending time with you,” Lady Rozemyne said. “Even so, I cannot help but miss home.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Do you not miss your family when spending time here at the Academy?”

      Seeing my dear friend cock her head at me, I cocked my own in return. Back home, where everyone had their own duties to attend to, I was used to seeing my family only when we gathered for dinner. My brother had come of age and left the northern building, so most of my time there was spent with Raufereg and Lungtase. Life at the Royal Academy was far more energetic, and mealtimes in the dining hall were always entertaining. Yes, it had its troubles—such as having to anticipate what Raufereg might do next, or how those obsessed with ditter would act outside of their parents’ supervision—but I was never lonely here.

      Why would Lady Rozemyne feel differently?

      As I understood it, Lord Ferdinand continued to live in Alexandria’s guest chambers, while Lady Letizia was in the temple. I doubted that her life back home was any more exciting than it was here.

      “In truth,” I said, “I am relieved to be free of my mother’s grumbling. You live alone in your castle’s archducal living area, do you not? Is it not more lively here at the Royal Academy?”

      Lady Rozemyne looked dumbstruck. Was I to blame?

      “Under normal circumstances,” I continued, “one might feel a tad lonely away from one’s usual assortment of retainers. But I would imagine most students enjoy being here at the Academy, away from their family—or rather, from their parents.”

      “Do you not wish to spend time with your parents, Lady Hannelore?” Lady Rozemyne asked. She spoke cautiously, as if attempting to gauge my reaction, but my answer was so obviously “no” that the very question took me by surprise. “I suppose I did not feel this way last year, but...”

      “Ah, yes. This is your first year away from your family in Ehrenfest. Perhaps you miss being apart from Lord Wilfried and Lady Charlotte?” It had felt somewhat isolating being here without my elder brother, especially when he had dealt with any incidents that arose in the dormitory. Lady Rozemyne must have felt lonely due to not having anyone to consult.

      “Indeed, that might be the case...”

      “In that sense, I suppose I have not truly been separated from my family. A normal archduke candidate only ever leaves their duchy for marriage, after all. Perhaps I will feel the same if ever I am wed elsewhere.”

      I wonder what that would be like...

      On many occasions, I had spoken to women who had married into Dunkelfelger, but they mostly complained about how hard it was to adjust to our culture. I myself vaguely wished to leave my home, though I had never seriously considered what moving to another duchy would entail. My education had covered how to act in formal situations as an archduke candidate of Dunkelfelger, but I was unsure what my life would be like elsewhere, or how I would truly feel about leaving. Lady Rozemyne’s lonesomeness made me apprehensive about leaping into an entirely new environment through marriage.

      “How is Clarissa? Does she miss her family as well?” I asked. We both knew her, and I suspected she was going through more or less the same thing.

      Lady Rozemyne thought for a moment, then gave a troubled smile. “She was Starbound in the summer, but I have not seen her yearn for her family in Ehrenfest or Alexandria. Perhaps she reserves those emotions for Hartmut, but the Clarissa I know is always in good spirits.”

      “That is to be expected, I suppose. This is the same woman who wished to marry one of your retainers purely so she could join your service.”

      I was eager to know the emotional state of women who had married into other duchies, but Clarissa was far from a useful point of reference. My mind wandered, searching for anyone else I could ask about, at which point the teleportation door connected to the dormitory swung open. A student hurried inside, whispered something in Cordula’s ear, and then departed just as quickly. The slight furrow that appeared in my head attendant’s brow meant it had to be bad news.

      Despite my curiosity, I could not interrupt a tea party I was hosting for the sake of a personal matter. I tried to suppress my anxiety as I gestured to my drink, asking to have it refreshed. Cordula brought over the teapot and spoke to me in a low voice as she poured.

      “Rasantark and Kenntrips seem to be dueling in the training grounds. The student wished to know whether they had permission. Professor Rauffen has been contacted, but...”

      Excuse me? What are those two doing?!

      Although fighting in the dormitory was forbidden, ditter played with the dormitory supervisor’s approval was perfectly acceptable. Thus, onlookers were unable to tell whether the duel in question was sanctioned, a continuation of training, or a personal clash. Professor Rauffen would normally have resolved the matter, but he must have been absent; I saw no other reason for a student to interrupt a tea party with a visiting archduke candidate.

      Whatever shall I do?

      “Lady Hannelore, have Dregarnuhr’s threads been tangled?” Lady Rozemyne asked, having no doubt sensed that something was amiss. “Forgive me, but I must take my leave. I have had my fill of tea and snacks.”

      “Please wait, Lady Rozemyne,” I said as she got ready to depart.

      “Pay me no mind; knotted threads are best undone quickly. Another tea party shall be held at the library soon enough. We may speak again there. Lieseleta, prepare for our departure.”

      Before I could insist otherwise, Lady Rozemyne bade me farewell. Cordula whispered in my ear to let her go, her features set in a bitter smile.

      “My sincerest apologies, Lady Rozemyne...” I said.

      “Think nothing of it. Had you invited more guests, there might have been a problem, but this was a private tea party between the two of us. There is no need to fret about me when a catastrophe might be brewing.” A mischievous smile spread across Lady Rozemyne’s face. “Furthermore, this is nothing compared to all the times I ended tea parties abruptly by losing consciousness.”

      On that note, my dear friend departed with her retainers and shumils. I was both moved by her adaptability and ashamed to have needed to rely on the compassion of my own guest.

      “Lady Hannelore, there is no time to wallow in self-pity. We must head to the training grounds at once,” Cordula warned me. “Those two are acting without permission, I would assume.”

      “Indeed. I did not authorize a duel, and as Kenntrips is an apprentice scholar, I see no reason to believe they are training as knights. Come, Cordula; we must stop them at once. I shall entrust cleaning up the tea party room to Andrea and the others. Heilliese, send away anyone watching the fight or training nearby. I will close the grounds for the time being. Luitpold, prepare a meeting room so that I may interrogate the culprits.”

      “Understood.”

      My orders given, I promptly departed with Cordula and my knights.
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