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      10: I Don’t Want to Hear It


      “Well, would you look at that, Teddy. The queen deigns to leave her castle.”


      “Ah! Instructor! Instructor!” cried Teddy.


      Teddy rushed for Ern the moment he saw her. Her response was instantaneous. Even though she was facing away from me, the almost imperceptible slouch in her back straightened as the air around her shifted to match her overbearing presence. When she spoke to her assistants, there was no visible emotion on her face. Teddy grew noticeably nervous, but Samuel couldn’t have cared less.


      “What about the meeting?” Ern asked.


      “Well, the results already spoke for themselves,” said Samuel. “What more was there to say? Things have already wrapped up.”


      “Huh? What did you do?”


      “Don’t give us your exasperated sighs; we didn’t have a choice. If you’ve complaints, please take them up with the others. Measly assistants like ourselves don’t have the authority to go bossing people around.”


      “Samuel!” cried Teddy. “How many times have I told you to watch your tongue?!”


      “Yes, yes, you have my humblest of apologies. Now let’s put the topic to re— Oh, speak of the devil, look...”


      Samuel spun to gaze at the far end of the long corridor. It was empty up until the moment everyone’s focus was there, at which point a man appeared, and one I happened to have met. When our gazes locked, the looks on our faces said the same thing—“Oh.”—though one side was an irritated variation and the other intrigued.


      Yes, that’s right, I was on the irritated side.


      The man smiled as he made his way directly to my person; there was simply no avoiding him.


      “Lady Karen, what a coincidence, bumping into you at the House of Magic like this,” he said.


      “Er, indeed... Hello...”


      Lubeck was the last person I had expected to run into here. But I also happened to notice somebody else nearby. Another familiar face.


      You there. Yes, you, Moritz! Save me! No, don’t just ignore me! Say something! You can’t just pretend you haven’t noticed me at all and head on home! That’s far too cruel!


      “Ah! Sir Moritz!” I exclaimed. “You’re here. My apologies, Sir Lubeck, but you’ll have to excuse me. I have a matter to discuss with Sir Moritz.”


      I took Ern by the hand and strode over to Moritz, who was still doing his utmost to ignore us entirely as he headed for the doors. Well, I wasn’t going to let that stand. I barged through his baffled aides and made my presence unavoidable.


      “So even you visit the House of Magic on occasion!” I said. “What a surprise to see you here.”


      “Lady Conrad,” he replied. “Can I help you with something?”


      “I wouldn’t say ‘help’ exactly, but I couldn’t just ignore a familiar face, could I? Especially not when it belongs to you, Sir Moritz. We’re friends, after all. Right?”


      “That is news to me.”


      I could tell by the flicker of his glance in my direction that he was not especially pleased by the situation, but I had come to see this as his default expression. On this particular occasion, he wore his feelings on his sleeve—but that was no reason for me to back down. I knew he had his secrets, but all in all, I liked the man.


      “If it’s small talk you’re after, then might I recommend Vice Captain Lubeck?” said Moritz.


      “The two of you are out together today, I take it? What brought you here?”


      “Ah, Sir Abelein,” said Lubeck, who’d now caught up to us. “I see you and Lady Conrad are already well acquainted.”


      Why won’t he just give up?


      I nodded so as to politely answer the question with minimal interaction. Moritz offered an entirely different reaction.


      “Nothing of the sort,” he said. “We meet occasionally for matters of work. Nothing more.”


      “I see. She seems to flee at the mere sight of me. I couldn’t help feeling a little envious of you.”


      “It would seem you are letting your imagination get the better of you. Perhaps a touch disrespectful, no? One might consider your comment a slight against my person.”


      Saying as much is a slight against my person, Moritz.


      “Disrespectful? I meant no such thing. I said I was envious, Sir Abelein. Why, Lady Conrad has yet to even voice my name, and yet she called yours the way one would a friend.”


      “Lady Conrad is right there, should you wish to let her know. Alas, it has nothing to do with me.”


      Moritz strode off, with me dragging Ern behind me in close pursuit and the grinning Lubeck following after us. Moritz did not even offer another glance in my direction as we all headed toward the front doors. Lubeck was friendly with Moritz, but he received curt replies to all his questions and comments. That Lubeck remained steadfast in his attempts was a testament to his commitment. Moritz would have denied such a thing outright, but at a glance, they did look to be having quite the exciting conversation. I was working out how best to extricate myself from matters when I noticed Geoff. He was with somebody who simply could not be ignored.


      “My apologies for interrupting your most lively conversation,” I said, “but I must take my leave. I’ve just noticed an acquaintance I must speak with.”


      “Do ‘lively’ conversations always feel so hostile?” muttered Ern.


      An answer to her question didn’t matter. What mattered was that my excuse allowed us a convenient escape. The man accompanying Geoff saw me coming and offered a smile.


      “Arno!” I cried. “I never imagined I’d see you here, brother.”


      “I should say the same,” he replied. “But that’s not the matter at hand. I apologize for borrowing your guard. I assure you, I didn’t ask him anything strange or unusual. I do hope you’ll believe me.”


      It was Arno, my brother, now Wilhelmina’s second secretarial aide. Ern had mentioned that the imperial princess’s faction had reps visiting, and now I knew that Arno was among them. Ern hadn’t known that the representative was Arno, and it surprised her somewhat.


      “This is likely our first time speaking like this, isn’t it?” said Ern. “It is nice to make your acquaintance.”


      “I hear talk of you everywhere I go,” replied Arno. “As a fellow citizen of Falkrum, your achievements fill me with pride. Though, personally, it’s not your technological achievements so much as your many years of service taking care of my sister that I’m most grateful for.”


      “Oh, no...your sister is nothing but a good friend to me.”


      I could see in Arno what Marie had already reported to me. He looked far more relaxed and at ease. His expression was bright, and he looked healthy in both body and mind. It turned out he had come to the House of Magic as part of his duties as secretarial aide, but he had not attended the meeting that had been held. He’d heard that I was here and sought to meet me, but when he learned that I was talking with Ern, he called upon Geoff.


      “I don’t see Achim anywhere nearby,” I said. “Where’d he go?”


      “He’s elsewhere handling a separate matter today,” replied Arno. “It’s unfortunate. I would have brought him had I known that you were going to be here.”


      “I was here entirely by chance anyway.”


      There was much we had to catch up on, but our reunion was to be short-lived. Arno had not come alone, and he did not want to leave the others waiting.


      “I’m sorry, Arno,” I said. “I’m so happy I got to see you, and there’s so much to say, but this just isn’t the place for it.”


      “I’m just happy I got to see you at all. Travel safe, and let Emil know I’m expecting him to remain steadfast in his studies.”


      “He’ll know as soon as we arrive home. He’s been a little slack of late, and I’m sure your words will provide a much-needed kick in the butt.”


      The hug we shared felt as natural as I’d hoped. I got the sense that we were at least capable of conversing and discussing matters with more confidence now, but I wondered if Arno felt likewise.


      “Karen, do you mind if I speak to your brother for a moment?” asked Ern.


      “Oh, sure, as long as Arno doesn’t mind.”


      “I know you are short on time, Sir Arno, so should I arrange for us to meet at a later date?”


      “Time can always be made for requests from you, Lady Ern. My partners will have no problems with that, I assure you.”


      “It is something of a personal matter, so you need not worry too much. I’ll direct us to a better place to talk. Sorry, Karen, this is where we part.”


      “Don’t mind me,” I replied. “Bye.”


      I wondered what she was thinking. Arno, too, was clearly surprised at the sudden invitation. Not that he could turn such a request down. Personal or otherwise, it had come directly from a House Elder.


      And so Ern and I parted ways. The heated air of our simmering argument was gone, but I was very much of mixed emotions. Not that I had any way of putting voice to my feelings. Geoff and I headed to our carriage. Moritz was nowhere to be seen, but a handsome knight was there in his place, and there was no escaping him now. The smile on my face felt as fake as plastic, but I pushed through and spoke up.


      “Sir Lubeck, I apologize for being so flustered today. I never expected to run into so many acquaintances, and I fear I may have appeared rude.”


      “Pay it no mind, my lady. I wait here for no other purpose than to see you. I hoped that if you had some free time this afternoon, I might treat you to a meal.”


      This allowed me the first move, which I had essentially set up, having assumed that Lubeck was indeed here waiting for me.


      “My apologies, but I’ve business to attend to that simply cannot be ignored, and regrettably I must decline.”


      “A pity. Travel safe. I look forward to seeing you at the Emperor’s ball.”


      “Y-Yes, as do I. It will be the best time for me to thank you for your introduction to Garnier too...”


      “If it is thanks you wish to profess, then I ask only for a dance at the ball. It would make for a marvelous opportunity to get to know you better.”


      You don’t have to say it. I knew full well that I stepped on that particular land mine myself. I knew I would have to spend the day of the ball like a frightened gazelle avoiding predators, but here I offered only a polite smile. Lubeck hadn’t meant any harm, and I didn’t want to openly display my disgust.


      Lubeck had come on horseback, and he looked every bit the portrait of a gallant knight as he left...though I always felt awkward about our meetings.


      “I don’t know why, but I just can’t stand that guy,” I muttered.


      “How very unusual,” remarked Geoff. “You have always struck me as one capable of getting along with anyone.”


      “I can usually see my way through things on the strength of my smile, but with Lubeck I can’t help growing tense with each passing moment.”


      “Nothing else but to steel yourself for such occasions. Though admittedly—and this isn’t an easy thing for me to say—I’ve noticed that you’re apologizing quite a lot as of late. Be mindful that you aren’t overly apologetic.”


      “I will. Thank you for your advice, Geoff.”


      One might have called me amicable, but the flip side of that was you could also call me indecisive. It was perhaps my Japanese heritage, though with the passing of time I now felt less and less sure of what it meant to be Japanese. In recent days, however, it revealed itself in an excessive tendency to apologize. Achim had told me something similar, and I endeavored to be more vigilant.


      When we entered our carriage for home, Geoff told me what he’d spoken to Arno about. Arno had only asked after myself and Emil and how we were doing. He’d been noticeably relieved to hear that we were doing well. The Bahre name had come up once, but Arno had refrained from asking any questions.


      “In bringing up the Bahre family, we would have been entering Arno’s field of work,” mused Geoff. “I think it likely he wanted to keep the discussion contained to the matter of family. It seemed he really was at the House for his work obligations.”


      “But I wonder what part of his work is connected to the House of Magic?” I wondered aloud.


      “More importantly, are you okay, Lady Karen?”


      “Me? I... Where did that come from?”


      “I noticed a stiffness in the way you and Lady Ern spoke with one another. Did something happen?”


      I sometimes found myself forgetting that Geoff was once a prince’s trusted aide, and he was well-versed in reading people’s emotions. Still, Geoff made no move to poke his nose into my business and simply made it clear that he was there if I needed him. When I told him it was nothing to be concerned about, he let the matter drop and asked no further questions.


      “It’s okay,” I said. “Ern knows. She understands. She must.”


      A few moments later, our carriage came to a sudden halt. I almost tumbled from my seat but somehow managed to hold myself in place. Geoff opened the door, worried that something might be up, but relaxed his guard when he took in the situation. On the other side of the road was a soldier I had seen before, standing in front of a carriage, its door open.


      The man was one of Moritz’s subordinates and had been by Moritz’s side as they left the House of Magic. He was the one who had signaled to our driver to stop. He bowed politely to me and gestured for me to enter the carriage. Inside, I found Moritz waiting for me. He had a book in hand, which he put by his side when I entered. I knew the title. It was an adventure novel popular with the masses. Emil adored it.


      “I thought you said you didn’t have any business with me,” I said. “So imagine my surprise when I find you waiting for me.”


      “And I suppose you would have preferred to have discussed things in front of that knight?” replied Moritz. “Unless I was mistaken, you were looking for my help.”


      “I appreciate your concern.”


      By “that knight,” he obviously meant Lubeck. The obfuscation was perhaps because the carriage door was still open, though nobody was passing by.


      “Is it about the Bahre family?” I asked. “I can ready myself for a meeting at a moment’s notice.”


      “It isn’t.”


      “Then what other business is there?” I asked.


      “Lady Conrad,” said Moritz, “have you learned to dance yet?”


      Where in the...?


      How did he gain access to such intelligence?


      Was it Elena? Or her hubby, who’s suspiciously chummy with Moritz...?


      Moritz’s eyes narrowed to slits as he observed me closely. I was used to it by now, so it didn’t faze me, but the sinister look in his eyes combined with his short brows would have put most on edge.


      “I know it is your intent to attend the emperor’s party with Mr. Badinter, but His Highness assigned me as standby in case of a cancellation. The reasoning is preposterous, as far as I’m concerned, but if you need my help, then I ask that you get your things in order quickly.”


      So it was Reinald who ratted me out...


      “Why would Sir Reinald betray me like that...?”


      “Oh? Displeased, are you? Imagine that—an ordinary member of the nobility snubbing the kindness of royalty.”


      “Unthinkable,” I replied.


      “You still haven’t answered my question. Your dancing practice. How is it going?”


      “It’s...going. I’m doing my very best.”


      Moritz’s exasperated sigh made me want to lash out, but there was nothing I could say. It was incredibly frustrating. This sordid secret of mine was spreading far more than I would have liked. The plan was to wait on Claude’s return, but if for some reason his return was delayed, I now had to factor in Moritz.


      “By the way,” I said, “you appear to be on good terms with Sir Lubeck.”


      “You appear to be missing the section of your brain that comprehends reality,” replied Moritz. “I recommend having an expert take a closer look. Do you require a letter of introduction? Perhaps with the right doctor arriving at the correct judgment, you might find all the reason you need to avoid the emperor’s party entirely.”


      “You jest. I was merely attempting to strengthen our bond of friendship, so to speak.”


      “I have no interest in idle chitchat. Keep things short and to the point, please.”


      And yet, Moritz made no overt attempt to kick me out of his carriage. He was humoring me, in a sense, and surprisingly talkative in his own way. Ern had mentioned that Moritz had something of a soft spot for Six’s victims, and he struck me as a more interesting person than he let on.


      Moritz saw that I was deep in thought and glared at me.


      “Entertaining thoughts of little worth, I presume?” he muttered.


      “D-Don’t be daft! Erm... If I’m not mistaken, Lubeck seems very interested in me, and I wonder if that’s due directly to my link with the Bahre family?” I asked.


      “And you presume to have some other value outside of that connection?”


      “Yes, of course. You’re entirely right. Thank you. I feel like I can think more clearly now.”


      I had already considered the question that I put to Moritz, but there was just something about Lubeck; a creeping suspicion that perhaps there was more to his interest. However, when Moritz heard my answer, his eyebrow began to twitch.


      “I have nothing against those who are modest,” he said, “but you appear to lack any confidence in yourself whatsoever.”


      “It wasn’t intentional, I assure you. In any case, what other response was there?”


      “I simply despise those who do not see what an honor it is to receive His Highness’s generosity.”


      “Huh...? But if I were to accept his good graces with open arms, you’d only tell me not to get carried away.”


      “That is a bridge we’ll cross, should you get there.”


      I notice that you didn’t refuse my statement outright.


      Moritz then picked up his book and opened it to where he’d last left off. The gesture told me our time was up.


      “In any case, you’d best tread carefully when it comes to the Lubeck heir,” said Moritz. “He is among the emperor’s favorites, and he wields authority befitting such a position. He could have you killed in an instant.”


      “Thank you ever so much for that most ominous warning.”


      Perhaps what Moritz said was true enough. If Lubeck was made to understand that I would be of no help to him with regards to making inroads with the Bahre family, he might stop hounding me with his smile. In any case, Moritz was done—he wouldn’t even meet my gaze.


      So there’s no better time, I suppose.


      “The experiment today...” I started, “Ern’s new invention... Will it impact the future of the nation’s military forces?”


      For a brief second, Moritz’s fingers stopped flipping through the pages of his book. And while I’m aware that this is a rather pointless aside, Moritz was going through the pages so quickly I wasn’t even sure he was actually reading at all.


      “I will put aside the matter of where you might have acquired such information, but if it is just my opinion you are after, then I will say only this: not everyone is fit to wield something so incredibly dangerous.”


      “So it is being considered for warfare, then?”


      “You’d best consider what you’re asking, all the more so if you want to remain on good terms with Ern Quach.”


      His warning was blunt. Still, his words were as easy to grasp as they were prickly.


      “She is an Elder driven by her ambitions and desires. She thinks her talent will see her emerge above anybody and everybody, regardless of who they are. Since the moment she began work in the empire, not a single person has been able to rein her in.”


      “That’s how much attention she’s garnered?”


      “It goes well beyond mere attention. It is as if the empire is in the midst of a tremendously powerful storm, one that, if left to its own devices, might result in irreparable damage.”


      “Thank you for your wise counsel... But even the fiercest of storms eventually settle into quiet breezes. Calming one in an instant is near impossible, but no storm rages forever.”


      “All the same, time is of the essence. The girl has enemies on all sides, and she continues to find more. If action is not taken soon, it will be too late.”


      Things were far worse than I had presumed. I knew now that if Ern was to be reined in, it had to happen now. Moritz regarded me as if I were crazy. I could not work out why.


      “How I wish we could take things at a more leisurely pace,” I mused.


      At home, things were no more relaxed. There was clerical work to be done, dancing to practice, and word that Claude had returned to the imperial capital. He came to our house personally, but with unfortunate news: he could not accept my request. His reasoning came down to the life he currently led in the empire.


      “I am beyond overjoyed that you would consider this humble old man as your partner for the emperor’s birthday, but unfortunately I cannot accept. I am already wrapped up in the matter of the Bahre family, and while I am able to say that I have undertaken this job as a fellow former citizen of Falkrum, if I attend the party by your side, I am making it clear to everybody that I am allied with the Conrad family and, by extension, Prince Reinald.”


      The strength of the Badinter Detective Agency lay in the network it laid throughout the capital. It had no political authority, but it did maintain political neutrality, which meant it could gather intel from both sides. This was a great advantage, and as the head of the agency, Badinter could not simply throw it away.


      “However,” he continued. “I may have left my homeland, but I have not abandoned my past. I still think fondly on the fields I frolicked in and the sunsets that colored them. I ask only that you understand my position and the role my continued neutrality plays in my continued existence.”


      “You have made your case, and I will not force your hand,” I said, turning quickly to matters of what now had to be done. “We’ll need to send someone to the Moritz home posthaste. I’ll prepare a letter immediately.”


      It was decided: I would now be attending the ball with Moritz. But how strange the way life unfolds, I thought. When we’d first met, I never could have possibly imagined inviting him to a party.


      As for practice, Martina’s expression grew paler and more worried with every step I took during our sessions. Then, late on the evening before I was set to meet with the Bahre family, Ern returned home without warning.


      It started with a knock at my door. This came as a surprise, given that all the serving staff had long since retired to their rooms. I opened it to find Ern standing there, looking completely and utterly exhausted. Her work had clearly drained the life out of her. I didn’t know what had happened, but it wasn’t the first time I’d seen her like this. I decided to prepare some snacks of the sweet variety, but Ern stopped me.


      “Don’t bother; I can’t stay long,” said Ern. “I have to return to the House of Magic, and I won’t be back for some time. I wanted to see you one last time before then.”


      “And so you came all the way here?” I asked.


      “It would have lingered with you otherwise, no?”


      “You know me too well. If you hadn’t come home, I would have made another visit to the House of Magic.”


      It was the middle of the night, and yet Ern was set on returning to the House at first light. Her worry was that if she slept in her room, she wouldn’t be able to wake up in time.


      “Well you can’t sleep on the sofa. That wouldn’t make for a good night’s sleep,” I said. “Why not sleep in my bed? I’ll wake you in the morning.”


      “Where will you sleep?”


      “I’ll sleep with you,” I said, matter-of-factly. “We can squeeze in together, and besides, I’ve got an early morning myself, so there won’t be any sleeping in.”


      Ern was apprehensive at first, but eventually she crumbled to my pressure and we hopped into bed. It brought back memories of Falkrum and sharing a single bed with my siblings.


      “Oh, how very nostalgic!” I giggled.


      “Why do you have to make it sound so icky?” said Ern.


      “But really, how long has it been since you leaned on me like this? Oh, I’ve got an idea. How about we hold hands? Remember how we used to do that back when you stayed at my house in Falkrum?”


      “I did that because you got so lonely. I was just copying what my mother used to do for me.”


      “Oh, pishposh! I used to live all alone back when I was a Japanese person. You were all too happy to get cuddly.”


      “Because your room was freezing, Karen. You didn’t even have a heater. I could barely stand it.”


      “We didn’t live in a house nearly so cheap,” I countered.


      “Hmph. Enough about the past, okay? What’s the lord of the house doing sleeping right on the edge of the bed, anyway? Be bold, take the center...and also turn around, face the other way...”


      When I did as Ern said, she wrapped her arms around me. It made me feel like a body pillow, but oddly enough, I didn’t mind it. I mean, it really was incredibly rare for Ern to let herself be vulnerable like this, and I wondered if something had happened.


      We lay there in silence for some time, but with Ern, such silences were never uncomfortable. Just as the feel of her head against my back started to get ticklish, Ern spoke up.


      “I’ve never said anything like this before, because I always thought that if I did, I’d be destroying our friendship...”


      These were not words to take lightly. I could tell by Ern’s tone of voice that she was set to go on. What was this? Why did she have to start with a statement so worrying? In contrast to my internal panic, however, Ern’s voice remained totally calm.


      “But before that, I should apologize,” she continued. “I went too far when we last spoke. It’s not like you wanted to die when you did. What I said was awful.”


      “It’s fine,” I replied. “It’s not like I was any better. I knew you didn’t really mean it.”


      “But I’m not the only one who’s been through hard times.”


      “It’s fine, really. Everybody goes through times where they feel like they’re carrying the whole world on their shoulders.”


      We’d been friends for years now. I knew that Ern was having a rough time, and I knew her rage wouldn’t linger. I tried to let her know that I understood she was hurting, but in response all I got was a pained sigh.


      “Why don’t you ever get angry, Karen?” Ern asked.


      She squeezed me so tight it hurt. I wasn’t angry at all, but for some strange reason, this saddened Ern. It wasn’t like I wanted to make her cry. She was my friend. I just wanted her to stop living in a way that was only going to lead to suffering. But I didn’t know how to stop her either. All I could do was refute her assertion.


      “Where’d that come from? I never said I don’t get angry. It’s not like I’m trying to lie to you.”


      “I asked your brother about you when I talked to him.”


      Is she talking about the House of Magic? She did say it was a personal matter... Could it be that she wanted to talk about me...?


      “I’ve always thought it was a bit strange,” continued Ern, “but you were a Japanese person before you were reborn here, and so I thought maybe you just never let me see that side of you. But even then, your boiling point is still way too high.”


      “Don’t say it like I’ve never been angry before. I’ve been angry plenty of times.”


      “For the people around you, I’m sure you have. But whenever it comes to you personally, you almost always let things slide.”


      Well, perhaps that’s how it looks. And I’m certain my differing personality traits come down to where I came from, on some level.


      Still, I didn’t know what Ern was getting at, and I couldn’t find my voice to ask. Ern kept her tight grip on me the whole time, and the warmth of her body seemed to soak into my own. It was so strange. It had felt so nostalgic just moments ago, but now I felt compelled to brush her hands off and create space. I had to clench my hands into fists to bear it.


      “Ern, are you trying to say I should have gotten angry about the gunpowder?” I asked. “But even then, I was sure that you had your own circumstances to deal with and that you’d thought it through. And we’d already talked about the issue anyway. Cars, tools; I’m not against the idea of making them a reality here. What’s important is the people using them. That’s where the problems arise. People need to be properly educated so—”


      “That’s not it. That’s not what I’m talking about.”


      There was an authority in her tone, like a mother scolding a naughty child. I remembered then that Ern had been a mother in her life before this one. For a moment, I lost my voice as the image of my past mother flashed before my eyes.


      “Then, do you mean the way I put Conrad before my own survival?” I asked. “I know you were mad, but listen to me—I couldn’t just leave all the people that I’d built a life with. And it’s not like I was ignoring my own person when I made that decision either.”


      “Here’s what I see when I look at you...” started Ern.


      “Ern,” I uttered.


      But I couldn’t speak another word. I’d tried giving my response power, but my voice trembled. It sounded like I was agreeing with her, and I felt like I had to make my position clear. And yet I was sweating, even though it wasn’t hot. My heart was pounding to the point I felt it in my ears. And yet I just couldn’t stand the idea of her realizing. Knowing.


      Please, don’t say it.


      “It’s like you willingly take it all. Like you’re choosing to pile it all on your own shoulders. What are you so afraid of?”


      Stop it, please.


      Reacting as I was only made it look more like Ern was right.


      “No,” I said. “I’m... I’m not afraid, I...”


      “Then what is it? What should we call it? This thing that drives you, that compels you? Is it a danger? A threat?”


      “No, it’s not that, I...”


      “It’s awful of you to just ignore it. I know I’m no sterling example, but I’m at least willing to take stock of why I’m so obsessed with this power I have.”


      Ern’s grip tightened further, and her forehead pressed against my back. In the dim gloom of my room, our back-and-forth continued.


      “Things felt different before you went to Conrad,” Ern said. “Back then, when we were students, you at least spoke of all the things you wanted to do. You told me you wanted nothing more than to rid yourself of the shackles of the nobility and live freely.”


      “That’s because I didn’t have any responsibilities back then,” I said. “Nothing to defend or protect. I didn’t have to think about anything but myself. But things change, and so do our dreams for the future. Isn’t that always the case? Why is it so bad that I want to repay the kindness shown to me?”


      “I’m not saying it’s bad, and I couldn’t do the same as you even if I wanted to. I think it’s praiseworthy.”


      That word, “praiseworthy,” seemed to soothe the mess of thoughts swirling in my head. It allowed for a certain calm.


      “But you have to be careful about how far you walk down that path, Karen,” Ern continued. “You’re the opposite of me. You don’t cut away others, you cut away at yourself. You might laugh, but I really think that if our two personalities were balanced between us, we’d be just right.”


      “Ern, please, stop it.”


      “I don’t know if that’s fair. I had to sit there and take it when you wanted to have your intervention, but when it’s your turn you’re allowed to flee?”


      “Yes, even then. If I made you angry, then I’m sorry, but I just can’t listen to this anymore.”


      “I wouldn’t have said any of this if I were truly angry with you, Karen.”


      The words were honest, and yet I still didn’t want to hear them. I wasn’t against analyzing people and working them out, but I just couldn’t stand it when I was the one under the microscope. Ern could hear how serious I was, and with a sigh, she loosened her grip on me.


      “Fine,” she muttered. “This is as far as I’ll go...at least for today.”


      “Never again.”


      “No,” Ern stated. “I worry about you just as much as you worry about me. You could search the entire world and you’d never find someone who knows you as well as I do.”


      “I never asked for that.”


      “I know. But the reverse is also true. We’re in the same boat.”


      She’d caught me entirely by surprise with this attack of hers, and I never wanted it to happen again. Not that she’d listen if I asked her. All the same, I was beyond relieved to have been allowed an escape.


      “Stop crying,” Ern said.


      “I’m not crying.”


      “Liar.”


      Her voice was softer now, gentler on my nerves. And while she’d denied it earlier, I did wonder if perhaps this was a kind of revenge for what I’d brought against her at the House of Magic.


      “Karen, you have to take your own advice. You need someone around who truly understands you, just like you said I do. And you have to be more vocal about what you want, even if it’s just a little.”


      “But there isn’t anybody, and I am vocal, and besides, I go out and frolic about on the town; I’m a free spirit.”


      “Ugh, why do you have to be so stubborn?”


      Oh, shut up. You’re the last person I need to hear that from.


      I rubbed at my teary eyes (covertly, to ensure I wasn’t busted), and finally I felt the dust settling. My pajamas were damp with sweat, and I hoped it wasn’t making Ern feel icky. To my surprise, she continued to use me as her body pillow.


      “Oh, come on,” she said. “You can say what you want every now and again. And besides, no matter how wild things get, I’ll always be there to save you.”


      “I’ll think about it, then,” I said bluntly.


      It was the most I could muster. I was well past wanting to think about anything by this point. I closed my eyes, hoping to plunge my thoughts and consciousness into darkness, but no saving grace came.


      Why is it always times like these that sleep eludes me?


      “You’re the only person I care about outside of my parents,” Ern said. “At least let me have that much.”


      Stop. Enough. Any more and I’m going to burst into tears.


      Ern had nobody in this world on whom to enact her feelings of vengeance. In the same way, the answers I searched for weren’t anywhere in this world. They were within me. I had no tragic backstory like Ern. I had not gone through a living hell only to be reborn in another world with a grand purpose to fulfill. Mine was an existence that was not even worth putting to words.


      I was not born with any blessings. Ern was reborn as a main character. In comparison, I was little more than an extra in a movie, if that. It wasn’t something I felt all the time, but whenever I considered my rebirth, this trauma of mine always reared its head, and I hated it.


      I was just another ordinary person. It didn’t matter what I did.


      For that reason, I could only ever see myself as insignificant. Pitiful.


      That was all it was, when you got down to it.

    

  

  
    
      11: The Audacious and the Unrepentant


      Ern was gone when I woke. I knew she’d been around until about dawn, but I’d been stuck as her body pillow the whole night, and I was left aching as a result. I did my best to stretch out all the cricks and cracks I felt, but the endeavor was largely pointless. I left the manor exhausted, unable to hold back my yawns as the carriage trundled on its way. Even with his helmet on, I could feel the worry emanating from Geoff’s person.


      “So nervous you couldn’t sleep?” he asked.


      “My lack of sleep came from elsewhere, don’t worry,” I said. “But poor Emil. He was like a tightly wrapped bundle of nerves. It was like he thought I was setting off for unknown lands. He should know I’ve zero interest whatsoever in whoever my ‘real’ father is.”


      “I’m sure young master Emil has a lot weighing on his mind that goes unspoken. He would be greatly relieved if you were to speak to him about the matter yourself, I’m sure. You might want to make some time for it upon our return.”


      In this sense, Wendel was perhaps the stronger of the two boys. As I was leaving he’d simply seen me off with a smile and a strange little dance he made Charlot perform on his lap. Charlot was as easygoing as a cat could be, and the cat was happy to have her paws grasped in the boy’s hands, her stomach hair on display for the whole world to see.


      Geoff and I headed for the Bahre family residence, where we were set to meet Moritz. Admittedly, I had expected a family of the Bahres’ standing to live in one of the more impressive parts of town, but I was mistaken. Not that the home itself wasn’t impressive, just that the location took me by surprise. The Bahre family, you see, lived outside of the imperial capital.


      Their manor was located some thirty minutes out of the gates, in the midst of a forest, behind which was the grandeur of the mountains. There was a wide-open square, a stable, and a farming village nearby. It seemed, for all intents and purposes, like its own little self-sufficient domain.


      As we neared the manor proper, I noticed lookout posts and guardhouses manned by the family’s personal guard. The area was very secure and well defended, and in that was a tension entirely different from that of the imperial capital.


      The front gardens were of such size that walking a lap of them would have required a good chunk of the day, but this did not take away from the manor itself, which was a stately four-story affair.


      A butler who looked to be in his forties received us with a reverent bow. There was no need for any introductions on my part.


      “Lady Karen of House Conrad, I presume?” said the butler. “We’ve been expecting you.”


      We’d arrived a little early, but we were told that Moritz had already arrived. The butler led us through the halls, and naturally I took a good look at the manor interior. I got the sense that it was a place with a long history, kept in remarkably good condition. From the furniture to the art hanging from the walls, one got the impression the Bahre manor was a delight for any fans of antiques. Given its size, I had to assume that the Bahre family had quite the number of servants working for them, but I saw not a single one—save for the butler guiding us.


      The reception room we eventually arrived at was of a lavishness I had not encountered before. I had to assume it was designed especially for entertaining guests—it boasted arranged flowers, beautifully layered lace curtains, and even a chandelier. The only aspect of the room that felt out of place was the swords and spears decorating the walls. One or two would have felt entirely natural, but there were far more than that. I got the odd feeling that the room and its weapons were one and the same.


      The elderly man who greeted us upon our entry was a far more imposing physical presence than I expected. He sat on one of the room’s sofas, dressed in a loose-fitting, relaxed outfit, and the wrinkles around his eyes deepened as he smiled.


      “I give you Lady Conrad, my lord,” said the butler.


      “Thank you. Have a drink served for her, and prepare another for Sir Abelein, with extra sugar.”


      The old man, basking in the sunlight streaming in through the windows, was the current lord of the Bahre family. Moritz sat opposite him. There was no sign of Reinald.


      “I appreciate your kindness,” said Moritz, “but I am here only as an intermediary. I believe it best for me to take my leave if you’ve important matters to discuss.”


      “Hm? You aren’t curious about the circumstances?”


      “That is a discussion to be held between the concerned parties. I’ve no intention of getting between Lady Conrad and yourself. But I do hope you might extend your generosity and make a little time later to speak with my lord.”


      “Your ultimate goal, I presume? Seeing as His Highness is responsible for arranging this meeting between myself and Lady Conrad, I’ve no reason to deny him such a request.”


      So Reinald will be coming...later?


      Moritz offered the Bahre lord a respectful bow, then took his leave, though not before shooting me a covert glare, which I read to mean: “Don’t screw this up.” I wouldn’t have minded him sticking around if he was worried, but he had chosen instead to leave a good impression. That, or he really didn’t care about the circumstances, which was also entirely possible.


      “Please, take a seat,” said Lord Bahre. “I apologize for making you come all this way.”


      “Please, think nothing of it,” I replied.


      “Ordinarily it would be my duty to do the visiting, but I am no longer as sprightly as I once was. As such, I have to have people come to me.”


      He was over seventy, which was far older than I had imagined, perhaps because he exuded a certain youth. He was also far older than any of the other elderly people I knew, though this was not entirely surprising. Like Margrave Conrad, the capital’s nobility had far better access to nutritious food. This was especially true in the imperial capital, where food culture was far ahead of Falkrum, which made for a larger population of older people. Not quite as old as the Bahre lord, mind you, but Claude’s own effervescence was nonetheless a testament to the fact.


      “It is an honor to make your acquaintance, Lord Gerhard,” I said. “I am Karen, acting lord of the Conrad family. But there’s no need to stand on formalities, so please, call me Karen.”


      “Thank you. I am Gerhard, the head of the Bahre family. You may call me whatever you like.”


      “Lord Gerhard, then.”


      Aside from Geoff, who stood against the wall like another piece of ornamentation, it was only Lord Gerhard and I in the room. This surprised me. I had expected that Bertrand Lorenzi would also be here.


      “Now, what say we enjoy a little tea before we get into our more serious discussions?” offered Lord Gerhard. “I can offer sweets currently very popular among the capital’s youth, and I do hope they meet your expectations.”


      “That sounds delightful,” I replied.


      Lord Gerhard felt very much like a doting grandfather. His relaxed expression and casual tone of voice made me feel like I could let my guard down, but I couldn’t forget that he was still the head of a very influential family. And if the stories I’d heard were true, then he was a most unique character, and one who had been meticulously selected for his current position.


      “By the way, are you okay with animals?” asked Lord Gerhard. “We raise a number of cats and dogs—my grandchildren keep bringing them in from some place or another—and there’s a chance they might enter the room at some point.”


      “We only just started raising pets of our own,” I replied. “I must admit that sometimes they can be a challenge, as our cat sometimes pounces upon the table to steal our food the moment we let our guard down. Still, she makes up for that with her charm; just watching her groom herself is a kind of healing.”


      “That’s a relief to hear. I did tell the children to be on their best behavior, but I do apologize if you happen to get any fur on your dress.”


      “They’re living creatures, and there’s simply no avoiding it,” I said. “Pay it no mind. A little fur can be brushed off without any worry.”


      Perhaps he had seen how nervous I was—he was reputedly a man of such caliber. The butler brought in the tea, but to my surprise I was served two cups. One was the black tea I was accustomed to, but the other...


      “This tea...” I remarked.


      “You noticed. A guest deserves only the finest,” said Lord Gerhard. “The aroma is all of its own, isn’t it?”


      It stirred something in me. Long dormant memories. I was in disbelief as I sipped from the cup.


      “It’s delicious,” I uttered.


      “Ah!” exclaimed Lord Gerhard, delighted as he leaned forward. “Many find the flavor astringent, and the unusual aroma also puts people off. My grandchildren, in particular, can’t stand it, but you’ve taken a liking to it. I expected otherwise, and I must say it was a most delightful miscalculation on my part.”


      “Er... Is this perhaps made by roasting grains?” I asked.


      “You are more than just a simple drinker of tea, I see. Yes, that’s correct. This tea is a specialty product, brought here from a nation overseas. If you like this, perhaps you might enjoy trying some other varieties too?”


      He appeared ecstatic, and it did not seem he was putting on an act. I took another sip, and while the flavor was somewhat muddied, there was still no mistaking that it was genmaicha. I had never expected to run into brown rice tea here of all places, and so it was enough to make me question where I even was. This was a flavor of Japan, a flavor I had longed for, and so the shock was pleasant. Welcome, even. And yet, after my conversation with Ern the previous night, I couldn’t quite enjoy it wholeheartedly...


      “I appreciate your offer, but I’m very enamored by this particular tea. I would be delighted to indulge in another cup, if it isn’t too much to ask.”


      “I see. Then I’ll see to it that you are brewed another.”


      “Oh, but I would very much like to explore the rest of your tea selection afterward.”


      “Is that so!”


      The rest of Lord Gerhard’s tea selection was made up of the finest and most popular teas in the capital, and so it was no surprise that they were served together with a wide range of chocolates; still very much an expensive and luxurious treat. I helped myself to one, and the mix of cacao with tart fruit was a true delight for the taste buds. Lord Gerhard was only too happy to recommend his favorites from among his selection, and so conversation came easily.
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