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      Chapter 24: Life at the Grunewalds’ Residence


      Over a year had passed since Mercedes had come to live at the main Grunewald residence. Life here was oddly relaxed; while training and studying were compulsory, her father Bernhard left her alone as long as she completed what was required of her. In fact, so much of the knowledge available to her here was hard to come by elsewhere, so she was proactive when it came to learning. One piece of this was especially impactful to her: the art of Blood Manipulation, a method of increasing physical strength exclusive to vampires.


      “All right then, everyone. Let us practice the art of Blood Manipulation today,” announced the tall vampire who served as tutor to Mercedes and her siblings. He surveyed the room: Mercedes and Felix were present, alongside Gottfried, Monika, and Margaret. For some reason, Bernhard had invited all the children of the concubines (except for Boris, whose whereabouts were unknown) to the manor and afforded them the same education as Mercedes and Felix. He must have assumed another gem might be among them considering that Mercedes, the perfect daughter, had appeared from the place he least expected.


      “Unlike the other Falsch, the flow of our blood can grant us vampires extraordinary physical strength.” As Mercedes quickly jotted down these words, she pondered how there could be such a vast difference between human and vampire when her current body resembled her old human one so much. Before she had come to this manor, she had not known that blood flow could create explosive strength beyond that which vampires were normally capable of. Like humans’, vampires’ hearts pumped blood to every corner of their bodies, but vampires were able to accelerate that and heighten their physical strength in the process.


      “Blood Manipulation” was the name for controlling this speed at will to strengthen oneself, and despite having no knowledge of this art, Mercedes had already made use of it—the gravity training she had used to simply increase her strength. Increasing the force of gravity acting on herself naturally made her blood heavier as well. However, her body had resisted this, strengthening her heart and increasing both the speed and strength of the blood flowing through her body. In fact, she constantly increased the gravity acting on her, meaning she had been honing this art every second of every day. This was the secret behind her phenomenal strength.


      Considering how effective gravity training was, one might assume that every vampire should do it, but things weren’t so simple. This world had no concept of “gravity” or “attractive fields.” Geocentrism—the idea that the earth was stationary and the planets revolved around it—and flat earth theory were the two main principles of scientific education in this world; all the Falsch here, including vampires, who had developed into civilizations were ignorant of the fact that they lived on a sphere. Anyone who claimed as much would probably be laughed off by academics for the fact that those on the bottom would simply fall off. To the residents of this world, things falling from up to down was just a fact of life; they had yet to discover the concept of gravity. Thus, none with earth affinity in this world thought to use the ubiquitous power of gravity.


      Of course, that raised the question of what the gods from the Blue Planet had done to stay on their moon, and there were those who asked it. However, the response of the church (as surprising as it may be, vampires believed in gods and had such institutions) was thus: “That is just the work of the gods. Given their powers, they are able to walk along spheres.”


      Thus, none realized the obvious potential of manipulating gravity, and as an ability held by Mercedes alone, it gave her a unique advantage.


      “In that case, let us first focus on our hearts. Next, we shall feel the blood flowing through our veins...”


      Mercedes watched Felix as she listened to their tutor’s explanation. Ever since the incident that brought her here, he hadn’t done anything to meddle with her, but she was certain he had mixed feelings on the matter. He handled his mother—Bernhard’s legal wife—whenever she protested against her husband. Furthermore, while the events of that day had been partially caused by his oversight, it had been a tragic incident for him as well.


      Mercedes had heard from Bernhard that he hadn’t been able to extract much information from Boris. Apparently, he’d stumbled across the item on the black market just as his rage toward Felix had reached its peak...but the likelihood of that being a coincidence was low. Instead, it was safe to assume that an enemy of the Grunewalds had tried to use Boris to advance their goals. Mercedes had tried asking the Böse dämon Boris had summoned herself, but apparently, the demon had been sealed right after its birth and had no information to offer them except for the fact it was ordered to “defeat its enemies” and oddly never considered defying that demand. Most likely, this had been an order from its dungeon master, since they’re able to give commands to the monsters from the dungeons they own. Currently, ownership rights of the Böse dämon had been transferred to Mercedes, so she didn’t need to worry about it receiving any more orders...at least, that was what it had told her while it was making some vegetable stir-fry. Thus, the identity of the dungeon conqueror behind the incident remained shrouded in mystery.


      As an aside, the Böse dämon had moved into the main residence alongside Margaret and currently worked in the kitchens. Just where in the world was that demon headed? As infuriating as it was, though, its food was beyond delicious.


      ***


      In the colosseum built below the manor, Mercedes folded her arms and appraised the opponents her father had prepared for her. The elite education Bernhard offered her wasn’t just lectures; it included battles as well. Felix had likely received similar training ever since he was a young child.


      Her enemies numbered twenty in total. They were all vampires and all armed. She, on the other hand, faced them alone and bare-handed. It was twenty burly men against a defenseless young girl—from an outsider’s perspective, it seemed like an incredibly silly choice of opponent. But just who would prove the silly one in the end?


      “Begin!” Bernhard flung down his arm and announced the start of the battle. At his command, the twenty vampires kicked the ground and rushed forward. Their approach was ferociously fast, likely somewhere between fifty and sixty kilometers per hour. All of them took no preliminary actions before launching their attack. Normally, it would have been impossible to deal with such an onslaught, but luckily, Mercedes wasn’t normal. With her arms still crossed, she kicked lightly off the floor, passing through the small gap between two of the men and landing behind them. To them, it must have seemed like she had disappeared; at most, they may have noticed a quick shadow for just a second.


      “Sh-She’s gone...?”


      “No, look behind! She flanked us!”


      “Damn!”


      The men raised their voices, turned around, and once again went after Mercedes. But their shouts contained fear. All of them were former soldiers turned bandits, who had been captured by Bernhard once their luck ran out. He had offered to spare all of their lives if they served as his daughter’s training partners, but only if they managed to get at least a single scratch on her.


      At first glance, the men had shown visible relief when they saw Mercedes. They believed their task would be simple, and some even tried to hold back out of fear that they would injure her too badly and earn her father’s ire. However, Mercedes’s first movement led them to realize there was more to her than met the eye. Playtime was over, and they threw out one reckless attack after another, yet none could even get her to unfold her arms. Rather, she drew her opponents in as close as possible and dodged when their weapons were only a hair’s breadth away, using minimal movement. Then, she returned to her normal stance. In just a year, her fighting capabilities had improved by leaps and bounds.


      “Why can’t we hit her?! She’s not even moving!”


      “Our attacks are going right through her!”


      “It’s an illusion! Don’t be fooled!”


      She dodged so quickly it didn’t even leave an afterimage. Thus, all her opponents saw was an unmoving image of a young girl with crossed arms; they couldn’t even register that she was dodging. Obviously, this was no illusion, and the men’s assumption was completely off the mark.


      Mercedes glanced at Bernhard and saw that he watched her movements with a grin of satisfaction. Now, if she just routed the enemy, things would go exactly as her father wished.


      Mouth shut and eyes half-open, she watched an approaching blade. Dodging would be easy; her enemy’s movements were far too predictable. She let the blade approach as close as possible and...let it scratch her cheek. Bernhard didn’t even notice.


      Now, Mercedes went on the offensive. With a single kick, she mowed down all the men in her vicinity. The attack only lasted an instant, and at the end of it, she had regained her footing. Once again, she appeared to be still to her onlookers. After she repeated that same attack a few more times, all twenty men lay collapsed on the floor. Bernhard’s servants who spectated were stunned speechless; Bernhard alone clapped.


      “Wonderful. That was marvelous, Mercedes. Truly an elegant and overwhelming victory befitting of the Grunewald name. You excellently finished the battle in the minute that I offered you. Had you not been fooling around at the start, I have no doubt you would have finished even faster.”


      “No, I still have much to learn.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I failed to dodge one of their attacks. I lack diligence,” admitted Mercedes as she showed him the wound on her cheek. In a flash, Bernhard’s cheerful countenance slightly clouded over.


      “I see. You were close to perfection, but that is not permissible. Be more careful next time.”


      “Yes, father.”


      Mercedes bowed at her father before passing by him to leave. While she may have sustained an injury, she was certain she had still received passing marks. Felix underwent the same training, but his battles were always a tight contest. Their opponents may have been simple scoundrels, but they were former soldiers who had seen real combat. They had entered battles of life and death and emerged victorious; they were not weak. Felix would certainly struggle somewhat against a single one of these men, and perhaps fail against three. Mercedes, on the other hand, had faced twenty at once and walked away with only a single scratch. Naturally, Bernhard would still recognize her abilities.


      “Incidentally, Mercedes... Whenever I offer your opponents a chance to live if they meet certain requirements, you oddly suffer the minimum injury required to fulfill them.”


      “I mean...”


      “Did you think I wouldn’t notice?” As soon as those words left Bernhard’s mouth, a crushing sound resounded from behind her. She turned around to find blood—blood, blood, and more blood. There was a sea of it. Crimson liquid was sprayed throughout the room, and in the center stood Bernhard, wet with blood himself.


      “Rulers do not show mercy.”


      Mercedes was silent. She was frozen. Her father approached, and then he placed a hand on her head and patted her affectionately. It seemed unnatural.


      “Be cold. It will bring you to new heights. Next time, be careful.”


      “Yes, father...”


      “Good. Then let us have dinner. Besides that injury you purposefully suffered, you passed with flying colors. I’ll have the chef cook your favorite foods tonight.” Bernhard communicated that to her and exited the room, spirits high. His servants followed, leaving only Mercedes behind. She stood in the center of the room and looked down at the bodies piled before her. Their expressions were full of relief, certain that their success in injuring her would spare them. With that emotion still on their minds, her father had killed them before they could even process what was happening. All she had succeeded in was giving them false hope and thrusting them to rock bottom. She was certain that these bodies would simply be tossed outside and never receive a proper burial.


      “That didn’t go well.”


      Mercedes had shown them mercy. She had displayed naivety. Yet truthfully, she thought nothing of these bandits. She felt no pity for them; on the contrary, she simply thought they’d gotten what they had coming for them. Thus, if she’d wanted, she certainly would have been able to kill them. Without any hint of mercy or rage, she could have crushed them, the same way she would crush a bug or a monster.


      Actually, that wasn’t quite true. To Mercedes, the men were below monsters. She would feel nothing killing beasts who preyed on others just to fulfill their own desires. She was certain she’d lack even the slight rage she felt when killing monsters, and it scared her. Villainous as they may have been, the idea of killing a fellow vampire without feeling anything—not even the regret she felt when killing monsters—was terribly frightening.


      Case in point: She currently stood before their ruthlessly murdered bodies, and yet she didn’t even feel a hint of pity. Previously, when she’d killed monsters, she’d felt the slightest bit of discomfort, and that had made her happy. But right now, she didn’t feel that at all, and it scared her more than anything.


      This really didn’t go well, she thought once again as she turned her back on the scene of carnage and walked away.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 25: Christening


      “Monster Consumption” is a term that means exactly what it sounds like: eating monsters. The practice was not just common in the cities of vampires, but all throughout the world; between limited livestock and monsters that spawned endlessly, consuming the latter was clearly the better choice. Of course, the privileged were able to eat fat, juicy pigs and cows, but for most, meat only meant one thing—monsters.


      In the city of Blut—like in all cities—butchers could be found everywhere selling fresh monster meat, and today, one had a customer visiting for that exact purpose: a pitch-black demon who stood three meters high, a Böse dämon. On his neck was a collar that marked him as a monster owned by another, and in his hands was a shopping basket. At first, his imposing figure had spooked the vampires, but in the past year, he had become a regular customer.


      “Hey, chief! Back today, I see.”


      “Yes. Do you have anything good in stock?”


      “How’s this? Fresh orc delivered right at midnight! Most are caught in the dungeons, but this one was caught outside, so all the fruit and nuts it’d been eating have made it soft and sweet! It’s a real bargain!”


      “How perfect. I’ll buy it.”


      “Thank you! Come again!”


      After purchasing the orc from the butcher, the demon stopped by some more shops to get the rest of his ingredients. Vampires usually consumed blood alone, making dining a near luxury. As there was no need for foodstuffs, they sold for cheap, but that also meant little variety. Still, making good food from limited ingredients was how chefs displayed their skill.


      Upon returning to the mansion, the Böse dämon immediately began preparing the meal. First, he heated the potatoes. Then, he diced an onion and cut the orc meat into thin slices. Next, he beat some eggs of a Lecker Huhn—a bird monster that spawned in Practis Dungeon—and seasoned them with salt and pepper.


      Pepper had once been valuable and costly, but once Trein Industries had announced their invention of canned goods, the price fell dramatically, and now it could be bought at any average market. It was still rather expensive, but nothing compared to how much it once was.


      The demon fried the potatoes in a frying pan, and once they browned, he removed them and cooked the orc meat and onions together in the same pan. Then, he reintroduced the potatoes once the onions became an amber color and poured in the eggs. Once that was finished cooking, he shaped the dish and quickly transferred it to a plate, garnishing it with carrots and parsley. Finally, he made a homemade blood sauce of ketchup and monster blood to finish his special Böse dämon hoppelpoppel.


      “You’ve gotten quite skilled. Where’d you learn to cook like that?” asked his master, Mercedes, after waiting for him to complete the dish. She was normally expressionless, making it hard to read her thoughts, but now, there was a slight hint of admiration on her face.


      “You do know that we monsters spawn endlessly in the dungeons, yes?”


      “Yup. And I know they’re clones too.”


      “This is a simple guess, but I believe whoever I was cloned from had experience cooking. I never learned from anywhere,” explained the Böse dämon as he served some bread and soup. He had been locked away in a seal stone immediately after his birth, making it impossible for him to have received any training. However, dungeons made copies of individual monsters, meaning that if the original one had cooking experience, those skills would likely be passed down to all of its copies. That meant that monsters weren’t always just registered to dungeons, but that dungeons could make copies of monsters that had already received some experience.


      “I see. I hear that you’ve been watching over Margaret. It’s been a year, but just calling you ‘Böse dämon’ is annoying. If you’re okay with it, I’d like to give you a name.”


      “I have no reason to refuse. Please give me one.”


      “Right. In that case, starting from today, your name is ‘Shufu.’” The word meant “housewife,” and the diligent way he served Mercedes and her family meant he played that role admirably. Thus, she decided to simply christen him “Shufu,” a name as straightforward as her naming sense always was.


      “‘Shufu’... I shall remember it well. Thank you for bestowing a name upon me.”


      “No problem. We’ll be with each other for a long time.”


      “Indeed, master.”


      Thus, the Böse dämon received the name Shufu and renewed his vow of devotion to Mercedes.
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      ***


      Felix Grunewald was both the eldest son and child of House Grunewald. His mother was the eldest daughter of a family of eminent nobles, making Felix an elite and the product of two carefully chosen bloodlines. Naturally, everyone believed his future was bright.


      However, a shadow first fell on that future when he was only ten years old. Bernhard, his father, began to ignore him. His father had always been cold, but before that point, he still seemed to see some promise in his son. Then, when Felix reached ten years old, Bernhard saw the limit of his talents and became disappointed in the boy.


      Despite his young age, Felix could sense the disappointment and disgust that colored his father’s eyes and desperately tried to win back his approval. He devoted himself to studying history, arithmetic, literature, and martial arts, yet his father still wouldn’t acknowledge him. Instead, he bore children with concubines, making it obvious he was preparing backups to be his heir. Given the ages of Boris and Gottfried, it was clear that Bernhard had begun to doubt Felix’s abilities some time before he had given up on him completely.


      I’m your son! I’m the eldest! I’m the one who deserves to inherit the Grunewald name! He shouted that loud in his heart, desperate to convince his father of it. Then, on his fifteenth birthday, he decided to summon his other siblings and defeat them in battle before his father. He wanted to prove that he was the best among them. He wanted his father to accept him. But there was also a point to be made to his siblings—to teach them that he was the one and only heir to the Grunewalds and that they stood no chance against him. He wanted to put them in their place, but instead, it was Felix who was put in his. Those actions brought him shame; he had poked the brush, and what came out of it wasn’t a snake, but a dragon.


      Mercedes Grunewald—she was his half sister who had just turned eleven years old. Unlike Boris and Gottfried, she was a girl, much younger than him, and born to a non-noble woman. Felix hadn’t been concerned about her, to the point that he had neglected doing any research on her. It was only once he saw her at the party that he began to slightly regret that decision. She resembled him—their hair color, their eye color, the aura around them that made them unapproachable. But more than anything, it was her eyes that only seemed to gaze at others on a surface level. While their faces were completely different, his sister looked shockingly like Bernhard even at first glance.


      However, there wasn’t just a dragon; a snake had used that dragon as cover to likewise appear in the form of Boris, who released a monster in the ballroom. Felix desperately fought against it, but he was powerless before it. Then, just when he thought it was over, Mercedes crushed it with her overwhelming power. At first, Felix had thought that she and Boris had conspired together, and that the monster was merely putting on an act. However, he was wrong. She had defeated the monster with raw power alone, and as a result, she outshined Felix and became the hero of the day, reducing him to a mere foil. Felix had tried to use his siblings as a stepping stone, but ultimately, he became a stepping stone for her, making her performance shine even brighter. She won Bernhard’s approval and was invited to the main manor.


      That was when Felix realized that he of all people had united a father and daughter who should never have been brought together. His regret was immeasurable; he never should have bothered with Mercedes. Had he been more diligent in researching his siblings—had he left her and only her alone—there would still have been a sliver of hope that he could win his father’s approval.


      Now, however, all he could do was wallow in regret. Mercedes had no intention of becoming heir; in fact, she had planned to soon leave the city. Had Felix not overstepped, she would have been out of the picture entirely. But now, he had lost his dignity as eldest son as well as the future promised to him, and it pained him to no end.


      ***


      Huff... Huff...


      In the underground colosseum, Felix brandished a sword and panted. Three vampires lay collapsed on the ground before him, all bandits who had former experience on the battlefield as soldiers. While they had fallen from grace, they were no strangers to combat; a fifteen-year-old besting them while outnumbered should surely have been deserving of praise. Yet, even though his father looked at Felix, his eyes were no longer focused on him.


      “Eight minutes and twenty seconds to beat three of them. You’re done for the day. Return to your room.”


      “B-But father! I can keep going!”


      “I said you were done.” Bernhard turned around and walked away without even glancing at Felix. There wasn’t even disappointment in his father’s actions at this point. The small promise he had once seen in Felix had turned into disappointment, and now, it had shifted into utter indifference.


      The “dis” in “disappointment” implied reversion; it meant that Bernhard had once had hope in the boy, at least enough to lose. Now, however, there was nothing. Since he had found a new treasure in Mercedes, he did not care one whit for Felix. He could no longer even be called “wasted potential,” as he commanded none of his father’s attention. All of it went to Mercedes instead.


      “W-Wait! Did my sister... Did Mercedes clear her task?”


      “In fifty-five seconds. But first, she observed her opponents and let them attack. The actual fight didn’t even last ten seconds.”


      “Huh?”


      “She had twenty opponents, and I purposefully chose ones more skilled than those you just defeated. She suffered a single injury, though she allowed it on purpose, as I told her opponents that they would be spared should they land a single hit on her. And that wasn’t an outlier. She does it every time.” He spoke as if exasperated with her, but there was also a hint of enjoyment in his voice. It was the voice of a father proud of his daughter’s achievements—or rather, a man who wished to feel that pride.


      With that thought, Felix’s anguish only grew. Bernhard walked off without even sparing him a glance, leaving him all alone. Not knowing where else to direct his feelings, he slammed his fist into the floor.


      “Just what the hell am I doing...?”


      There was no one there to answer him.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 26: Edelrot Academy


      The night sky was clear and the moon glowed a marvelous azure as a lone carriage traveled along the illuminated road. Inside, Mercedes listlessly watched the outside scenery.


      “Edelrot Academy, huh?”


      She muttered the name of her destination aloud and recalled the events that had led to this moment—if they were really so complicated for “events” to be plural, that is. Edelrot was the only academic institution in all of Orcus and was located in the capital city of Abendrot. Mercedes’s father had pressured her into enrolling, and since the youngest age the school accepted was eleven, she was just in time for the start of the new semester.


      Of course, Mercedes had readily agreed to attend the academy. She had no intention of relinquishing any opportunities to gain knowledge and wisdom. Apparently, Felix was already going to school there, and the two of them rode in the same carriage. He wore a complicated frown.


      To think I’d be going to school after all this time.


      Mercedes’s lips twisted into a self-deprecating grin. She had been shocked to discover there were any schools in a world that was stuck in the Middle Ages, but even more shocking was the fact that she was headed there in a carriage. Who would’ve thought, given her capabilities?


      The school had no mandatory uniform, so she was thankful she could wear the outfit from her dungeon that she usually wore. Of course, the school did have a uniform custom-made with combat in mind, but only the students with the best grades were allowed to wear it. There likely didn’t exist any clothes out there sturdier than what she currently had on, so even if she did rise to the top of her class, she didn’t plan on wearing it.


      The carriage continued to shake as it made its way along a rough path. At this point, Mercedes had grown bored of watching the scenery, so instead, she touched the dungeon key in her pocket, displaying the inside of the dungeon. Felix couldn’t see this, as it was visible only to her.


      She had done little work on the dungeon, save for the lowest floor, which she had begun to customize to her liking. First, she had constructed a house that appealed to her nostalgia so living there would be easier for her. It was a typical two-story house from Heisei-era Japan, not the type of structure that could be found in this world. She had then built a pool and a hot spring a short distance away, the latter of which Kuro and Benkei frequently used. She’d also made a gym and filled it with training equipment and a jelly slime, which had now dark evolved into a swole jelly slime.


      She used the dungeon key to command some of the monsters to place a book in her line of sight so she could stave off her boredom with some light reading until they reached their destination. With each page she had a monster flip, she killed more and more time. Eventually, she had finished a whole volume. At this point, she noticed the sun had begun to rise and decided it was time to sleep.


      However, that was interrupted when the sound of quarreling reached her sharp ears. Under normal circumstances, one would dismiss it as just some trivial argument and leave it be, but given her boredom, she used her wind magic to better carry the sound to her ears.


      “There’s no doubt about it! The fifth prince of Orcus is inside! Capture him at all costs!”


      “Run, Your Highness!”


      “Leave this to us!”


      If only I hadn’t heard that, thought Mercedes as she began to regret her decision. This was a hassle—an incredible hassle. It was no ordinary squabble no matter how she spun it. From what she gathered, someone was about to get kidnapped while their guards tried to buy them time to escape. Plus, the words “fifth prince” in particular stuck with her. Hey, maybe that was just his name, but the chance was slim.


      Mercedes had no obligation to rescue a stranger, and their guards might have already handled it, but still, there was no guarantee the nation wouldn’t be plunged into turmoil on the off chance the fifth prince was kidnapped. If that happened, there’d be no time for school; it was possible the gates to the education she finally had a chance to attain would be closed. Thus, she reluctantly stood up and opened the carriage door.


      “H-Huh? What are you doing, Merc—”


      “I’ll catch up later. Go on ahead.”


      Her sudden actions had thrown Felix for a loop, but she left him behind and ran toward the voices. The terrain was mountainous, and save for the road, the abundance of trees made traversing the path difficult. However, that just meant she had to go above them. She jumped into the air, landed on a treetop, and then hopped between them at lightning speed.


      Eventually, she found a conspicuously opulent carriage surrounded by a group of men who were dressed in white with covered faces. Given the way they carried themselves, it was clear they were no amateurs.


      Fighting those men was a knight clad in armor. The fact such a guard was protecting this lavish carriage basically screamed that someone important was inside.


      Still, traveling in a plain carriage wouldn’t reflect well on a royal either. Clearly, the position could be quite annoying.


      There are about ten of the men dressed in white. I’ll have this finished in ten—no, five seconds.


      Mercedes jumped down from the trees and slammed her fist into the ground in a surprise attack. Immediately, the earth below fractured with explosive force, launching all of the men in white into the air. While they were unable to react, she took the opportunity to launch a dropkick into one of them, knocking him unconscious. Then, she used his body as a launching pad to once again jump into the air. She kicked her foot into another man, used him to leap back into the air, and repeated the process over and over.


      The time they spent airborne was minuscule, lasting only two or three seconds. Yet, in that short amount of time, Mercedes had dashed through the air and knocked out nine of them.


      However, the last man was more skilled than his comrades. He had spun in midair to dodge her attack and even drawn a short sword to counterattack. Still, Mercedes reversed direction in the air, dodging his blade before launching another kick at the man. It landed, and he went flying in the air until he hit a tree and lost consciousness. Then, all the men slammed into the ground while she softly landed and turned her back to the prince.


      Once again, Mercedes leaped into the air and left without saying a word. She doubted anything good could come out of involving herself with a prince.


      ***


      Mercedes caught up with the carriage just as she’d declared she would. After that, it was another two days rocked by the horses before they finally arrived in the capital of Abendrot.


      The city had been named after the nation’s founder and first king, Abendrot I, who had called the city home. Mercedes, however, wasn’t too interested in this piece of trivia; it didn’t even win a dull “uh-huh” from her.


      Edelrot Academy was a huge school that comprised the city’s entire western district. It was constructed in Gothic style, and its imposing form reached high into the sky. It was somewhat reminiscent of the famous Cologne Cathedral of Mercedes’s old world.


      The entrance was adorned with candles that illuminated the night. While the building was gray, it appeared red in the glint of the flames, amplifying its mystical ambience.


      “First is the entrance exam, I guess.”


      Mercedes had come to the academy in order to enroll, but there was still a chance her plans would fall through. First, all the aspiring students took an entrance exam, and only those who passed would be allowed to attend. Of course, royals and nobles could apply pressure and obtain an exemption, but Mercedes hadn’t been given that opportunity. This trial had been set by her father, who had the utmost confidence she could overcome it with her own abilities.


      The exam was divided into two separate sections: writing and practical skills. Three subjects formed the writing portion of the exam: history, arithmetic, and war studies. The last of these was a subject unique to Orcus and required students to answer questions regarding battle tactics, strategy, formation, and even weapon choices and monster weaknesses. Each subject was scored out of a hundred points, for a total of three hundred.


      Practical skills were also divided into three subjects, consisting of unarmed combat, armed combat, and magic. For these exams, students would fight an instructor in a mock battle. Each of these were also individually scored out of a hundred.


      Out of the six hundred total points, students needed to obtain three hundred and sixty to pass, meaning they needed about sixty in each subject. The bar to pass was set quite low, but that was probably on purpose; if it was too high, there wouldn’t be enough students to fund the school.


      Mercedes and the rest of the aspiring students were provided with feather pens and took their seats. The exam hall had sky-high ceilings reminiscent of a church and was full of desks and chairs.


      —First Subject: Arithmetic—


      Well, I guess this is about what you’d expect from an exam for eleven-year-olds in a world only as developed as the Middle Ages.


      The first exam was so easy it could have duped you into thinking it was full of trick questions. Even the math drill books sold to kindergarteners in Japan were easier. The students around her were counting on their fingers, but to Mercedes, it would be plain embarrassing if she failed to solve them. Within five minutes, she had completed every question, so she had to spend the rest of the allotted time in boredom.


      —Second Subject: History—


      This time, there were some questions that gave her a bit of a hard time. The knowledge from her previous life wouldn’t help her when it came to the geography and history of this world. Still, she had been a voracious reader since the age of five and had filled in a lot of gaps in her knowledge at the Grunewald residence. Thanks to that, she didn’t struggle. She was near certain she had gotten a perfect score in this section too.


      —Third Subject: War Studies—


      Mercedes struggled a tad more in this section than the others, as there were multiple questions where she knew the answer the test was looking for, but it didn’t align with her thinking.


      She had memories from her previous life, which gave her knowledge of wars from across Earth and battle strategies, tactics, and formations that her predecessors had developed over centuries of slaughter. Except those could be considered “incorrect answers” according to the playbook of this world.


      Therefore, she wasn’t going to write those “incorrect answers” in. She didn’t want to be treated like an iconoclast, nor did she want to attract attention for being a student especially knowledgeable in the art of warfare. With some frustration, she filled in the answers she thought the instructors were looking for.


      Next was the practical skills portion.


      —First Practical Skills Test: Unarmed Combat—


      The battle ended in an instant. The instructor invited her to attack, so she charged them head-on and gave them a light push. They flew through the air, and after they were knocked unconscious, the battle was concluded.


      Now that she had a basis for comparison, Mercedes now knew how her strength fared against others’ better than she once did, but she had underestimated how weak her instructor would be.


      She made a note to hold back a bit more next time. After that, she headed for the next test with all eyes on her.


      —Second Practical Skills Test: Armed Combat—


      Mercedes selected a spear as her weapon and won by knocking the instructor’s weapon out of their hand. Unlike the previous battle, she had restrained herself enough to keep them conscious. However, they were so pale that she realized she could go a bit easier next time. Later, the instructor would tell others, “My weapon was gone before I could even notice it was missing.”


      —Third Practical Skills Test: Magic—


      Magic was the only battle skill that Mercedes wasn’t particularly adept at—not that she was bad, she was just much worse at it compared to other martial arts. The Seeker card that revealed her skills rated all her other skills at level four or above and magic alone at two.


      Still, two was a score befitting full-fledged Seekers, and since Mercedes had been practicing, it had actually risen to three without her noticing. Not to mention, this was a test for eleven-year-olds, and the students who took it were all the children of nobles or wealthy merchants. They were elites, yes, but it was still a test for children. The school wasn’t looking for skill levels as high as Mercedes’s, and given her record in the practical exams, she would have scored far above the max if that hadn’t been a hundred.


      The look of surprise on the instructor’s face when Mercedes cut the targets to pieces with her wind blades wasn’t a trick of the light.


      ***


      With that, the exam was over. Representing the new class of students onstage were the top two scorers: the fifth prince and Mercedes.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 27: School Life Begins


      As representatives of the new class, all they had to do was read a prewritten speech off a piece of paper. Once that was out of the way, Mercedes headed to the classroom where she’d spend the next few years.


      Classes were divided by entrance exam scores, so the A Class that Mercedes was a part of consisted of the twenty top-scoring students. However, it was possible to change one’s class with improved grades, so staying at the top required continual effort.


      Mercedes casually looked around the classroom. Naturally, her eyes fell on the fifth prince. He was a handsome boy with captivating silver hair, and the girls in their class were already gazing at him passionately.


      Vampires were often stereotyped as having silver hair, but it was actually quite uncommon in this world. Most had blond, brown, red, or black hair. Rarely, you might see pink or blue, but silver was even less common. It was viewed as characteristic of noble blood and a trait only those born into the royal family inherited. Oddly, white hair was apparently common among the royals as well.


      Besides him, there weren’t any students who caught Mercedes’s eye. Given that entry into this class was a privilege held by only the best of the best, all of them stood out in some way, but nothing beyond that.


      “I see all twenty of you have made it.”
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