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Chapter 1: The First Love of Duchess Pione
Translator: Soafp

When I, Pione Carmine, first met my fiancé, Ditto, I thought, "What a wonderful person."
My heart raced. My emotions were in turmoil. I immediately understood that this was the first love everyone talks about.
This was when I was still under 10, and I used to refer to myself as Pione.
"You’re Pione? Ah, you really do look just like Giselle."
The Fifth Prince, Ditto Filgard, with a smile like a blooming flower, stood beside my older sister, Giselle, who was also the Fifth Prince’s childhood friend. The smile he directed was not at me, but at Giselle...
"Ugh..."
Being shy, I remember not being able to say a single word even when Ditto spoke to me.
Giselle patted me on the back and laughed.
"Pione is just shy. Today’s just a meet-and-greet, that’s all. Hey Ditto, after this, let’s do a magic experiment!"
"Ah, of course. I have to succeed with intermediate magic this time."
I think it was from this moment that I began to feel something was off. I couldn’t get in between them.
I felt the loneliness.
This empire is a place where gender equality has progressed. A strong nation ruled by Empress Maria Filgard, who is also the empire's most powerful mage.
In this country, people with high abilities, regardless of gender, are favored.
Young ladies with low abilities are ignored by men, just like me...
I liked reading books more than honing my magic skills.
I liked writing poetry more than practicing swordsmanship.
I probably sent more than 100 letters to my fiancé, Ditto.
I fell in love with Ditto at first sight.
"Pione, I’m sorry, but I’m really busy with the student council president duties, so I can’t go on the next date. Sorry..."
Ditto, two years older than me, was active as the student council president in high school when I was in junior high. Beside him, Giselle stood close to him.
Everyone admired their relationship. The ideal couple. Of course, Giselle also had a fiancé— the son of the prime minister of a neighboring free city.
I knew the reason my chest was uneasy, but I avoided looking at the two of them.
"Pione, even if you send me this many letters, I can’t reply, haha. Please don’t send any letters unless it’s necessary."
Those words sounded terribly cold. It felt like there were no emotions behind them. The cold words gradually accumulated in my heart.
...But it’s fine. I thought that if I grew older, he would eventually notice me.
I’ve lived with this belief since I met Ditto.
Since then, not once has he replied to the letters I sent. Occasionally, when we passed each other at the academy, he would thank me for the letters.
I was hardly ever invited to parties. Even when I invited him, he would say he was busy with magic research and decline. On the rare occasion that he accepted, Giselle was always with him.
"Ditto is really hopeless without me, isn’t he? Honestly, he needs to get it together."
"Hey, that’s my line, Giselle. Without me, the research wouldn’t progress."
Three of us were together, but I always felt alone. It was unbearable.
Still, Ditto, who smiled at Giselle, was very charming. My heart raced. I never imagined that first love could be so painful.
Giselle probably also liked Ditto, just like me.
They look perfect together...
When I was in junior high, I was just a plain young lady, not particularly remarkable. I only had the title of a duke’s daughter.
I had nothing that could compete with Giselle, who was talented in everything and especially skilled in magic.
I was shorter than average, my magical abilities were below average, and my only talent was reading books.
At the academy, I was known as...
"Oh, that’s the duke’s daughter’s sister. She’s always just reading books."
"She’s cute, but isn’t she a bit too timid? She doesn’t seem to match with Ditto."
"I’ve never seen her with Ditto, even though they’re supposed to be engaged."
"I saw them talking once. She was so nervous and stuttering. She’s not used to talking to men. It was painful to watch."
Still... no matter what they said, I was Ditto’s fiancée. So, as his fiancée, I worked hard to make him like me.
...But that effort never bore fruit.
Chapter 2: It's easier to talk to people I don’t like
Translator: Soafp

The party celebrating my admission to the upper school. After so long, Ditto-sama invited me.
I was so overjoyed that I danced around my room. I spent hours fretting over what clothes to wear, and I even practiced speaking in front of my stuffed animals to make sure I didn’t stutter.
Since I still hadn’t grown much taller even after entering upper school, I wore shoes with a bit of a lift. I dressed as maturely as I could.
And then the evening ball began—
“Pione-chan? Your outfit seems a bit mismatched. I think a cute dress would suit you better. Oh, by the way, the advanced magic research was a success recently. It was Giselle’s thesis that was the key. You see, Giselle is—”
Even though I hadn’t seen Ditto-sama in so long, all he talked about was Giselle.
He started by talking about the thesis, praising Giselle’s magical research, and proudly showing off the magic-infused brooch that Giselle had given him...
I could feel my heart deflating rapidly.
I started to feel like a pebble by the roadside.
A fake smile plastered on my face, refusing to leave.
Why... why is it all about Giselle? I worked so hard on my makeup today! I wanted to say that.
But I couldn’t say it.
I was too afraid of being disliked for speaking up.
Ditto-sama probably loves Giselle. That’s common in the Empire—having mistresses even when you’re engaged is normal.
Even if I marry Ditto-sama, I’ll probably never be loved...
It’s sad, but I can’t cry. I know that Ditto-sama doesn’t like girls who cry easily.
“Oh, right, Pione-chan, congrats on getting into the upper school! You should aim to become a magic specialist like Giselle. Here, I’m giving you this book. Study hard, okay? Oh, there’s Giselle. She’s over there... Sorry, I’ll be right back!”
He handed me a book—Giselle’s magic thesis. Without looking at me, Ditto went straight to where Giselle was.
“Ah—”
Something leaked out from deep inside my heart.
My chest tightened. It hurt.
It was probably in that moment... that something went wrong inside me.
I thought this feeling would last forever. And when that thought crossed my mind, my heart turned cold. I wanted to cry. I felt so sad.
But even so, my feelings for Ditto-sama wouldn’t disappear.
They wouldn’t disappear, and that made my chest ache and hurt all the more.
(Haha, what is this? It hurts so much...)
Holding back tears, I fled to the empty balcony.
“Pione-san? What’s wrong?”
I thought I was alone on the balcony, but there stood a sharp-looking young man.
Seiya Mashima, the son of the prime minister from a neighboring country. He was the same age as me, and also Giselle’s fiancé…
We had spoken a few times at parties before, where we had a great time talking about books from the Free City in the neighboring country. It was a fun memory.
“No, it’s nothing. I just wanted to feel the night breeze.”
“I see...”
His sharp features made him look much older than he really was. Seiya-sama’s gaze was directed at Giselle, who was talking happily with Ditto-sama.
Then, Seiya-sama muttered softly.
“…If love is this painful, maybe it’s better to just lose such a feeling…”
Those words quietly slipped into my heart—
(Losing the feeling of love… Yes, if this emotion were gone, it wouldn’t hurt anymore.)
Those words stuck in my head and wouldn’t go away.
Now that I think about it, I’d been too caught up in my feelings for Ditto-sama, escaping into the world of books and poetry rather than bettering myself.
What if I didn’t have these feelings? What if I had actually tried harder?
“Yes... It would be best if we could lose them…”
“Pione-san… You too?”
“Yes, I think it's the same for both of us. It’s clear just from looking, isn’t it?”
“…Yeah, that’s true.”
After a brief silence, Seiya-sama gave me a small, shy smile.
“…I wanted to believe in Giselle. I wanted to love her and be loved. But seeing this… I’ll probably just end up in a loveless, superficial marriage.”
“I understand that feeling well… I’m sorry about my sister…”
“No, Pione-san, you don’t have to apologize. Haha, maybe I should have gotten engaged to you instead.”
“Yes, even though we both have feelings for someone else, I think we could have gotten along quite well.”
“…Hah, I’ve finally made up my mind.”
“Seiya-san?”
Seiya-san smiled gently.
“I have a special skill, you know. I can actually erase my own emotions. I’ve been hesitating, but if it means I won’t suffer from my feelings for Giselle anymore, I’ll do it. I’m sorry, Pione-san, for choosing the easy way out just for myself…”
Erase emotions? Skills like that were rare in the Empire, where such unique abilities weren’t widely known.
And then, something clicked in the back of my mind. The mansion, the library, the room at the back, the ancient book on the highest shelf.
I’m sure… it mentioned a way to erase emotions…
“Pione-san?”
“…Maybe I can do it too. Yes, I’ll give it a try. I’m tired of feeling this much pain.”
We looked at each other.
Seiya-san’s face seemed refreshed. I probably had the same expression on my face too.
I suddenly felt like laughing. And as soon as I thought that, Seiya-san started laughing. I couldn’t help but join in, laughing along with him—
Chapter 3: First love turns to indifference
Translator: Soafp

Thud, thud, in the library—
"Surely, this is the book! ...Um, 'How to Learn the Skill That Accelerates Personal Growth, Develops Mentality, and Erases Useless Emotions.'"
A tattered book.
It didn’t mention love, but I probably have a childish mentality. If I could rid myself of the feelings I have for Ditto, I could be free from this suffering.
Looking at Giselle’s book placed on the desk in the library, I was overwhelmed by unpleasant feelings.
Ditto doesn’t love me.
Then, I shouldn’t love Ditto.
I am suffering because I can’t do that.
I pick up the book and look inside.
"...A skill, not like magic, but a special power. To accelerate growth, the user’s emotions must be consumed... Hmm??"
As I continued reading, words started to appear before my eyes. This might be a magical book. It might even curse me.
Still...
Still...
[“Do you wish to activate skill growth? The subject's emotions will be converted, accelerating growth... Do you wish to activate skill growth?”]
I silently agreed in my mind.
In that instant, the library was bathed in light. No, it was the book glowing. I could feel something inside me disappearing.
It was my feelings of first love, the emotion of love, my feelings for Ditto.
A wave of nausea rose. I heard creaking sounds coming from my body. My head hurt...
...
...
...
When I regained consciousness, I was lying in the library.
I sat up. Pain coursed through my body. Still, I gathered all my strength to rise.
My clothes were too small and ripped. They were stretched tight.
"...Eh, did I gain weight!? Wait, did I grow taller? Something’s definitely different..."
I tried not to focus too much on my appearance.
I placed my hand on my chest.
The 'love' I once had inside me had vanished.
Even when I thought about Ditto, I didn’t feel anything.
"Indifference... An unimportant existence. What was I even doing before? If I can't do magic, I can just work hard in other fields. Love is... unnecessary. Yeah, it’s a success!! I did it!!"
The sound of hurried footsteps echoed.
Probably a maid.
"Pione-sama! Are you alright? We heard a loud noise... Huh? Pione-sama??"
A maid rushed into the library, breathless.
"Yes, I'm fine. I just felt a little dizzy."
"R-Really, is it really you, Pione-sama...? Ah, your body... and you look so mature..."
It seemed my appearance had changed as well. I’d better have a wise man (doctor) check me over.
"Call the warlock. It looks like I’ve undergone rapid growth somehow."
"Y-Yes! Right away!!"
The maid rushed out of the library.

[Ditto PoV]
Meanwhile...
I, Fifth Prince Ditto, was chatting with Giselle at the ball. Giselle looked as calm as ever, but I was sure I could never marry her.
She's too masculine. After all, a lady needs to be fragile, delicate, and cute, like Pione-chan.
Haa...
"What's with the sighing? You must've been thinking bad things about me, or maybe about Pione?"
"You're as sharp as ever, huh? Wait? Pione-chan's gone? Did she leave?"
"I don't know! You're her fiancé, so you should have kept an eye on her."
Just a moment ago, Pione-chan was on the balcony, but now she’s gone... Honestly, Pione-chan is so cute, it makes me nervous when I’m around her.
But I’m going to change! The research is wrapping up, and Pione-chan is moving to high school soon...
"By the way, where did Seiya-sama go...? Ugh, Seiya-sama... I couldn't even talk to him properly."
"Giselle, you’re always like that! You can’t say anything but harsh words because you're so tsundere..."
"I-I can’t help it! I don’t need to be lectured by you!"
Though we're hopeless, I decided to change now that Pione-chan is moving up to high school.
Giselle and I have finished most of our joint research, and now we just need to prepare for graduation.
So now, I can finally make time to spend with Pione-chan.
The first time I saw Pione-chan, she was so cute, and unlike Giselle, she was shy and kind... That was love at first sight.
Giselle and I have been childhood friends, always together, but I never felt any romantic feelings for her. She's more like a friend, beyond just the opposite sex.
Even being with Giselle, as Pione’s older sister, I wouldn’t be worried about any weird attention, and it also keeps away any other women. Giselle is scary.
“Do you think Pione-chan liked the entrance gift? I heard she’s bad at magic, so I hope she works hard.”
“That tone is creepy. Besides, knowing Pione, she’ll probably send a thank-you letter, right?”
“Yeah, that’s true. Pione-chan’s letters are amazing, you know? Her expressions are so well done... and, I can really tell how much she loved it, ehehe.”
“You should tell her that directly!”
“Eh, it’s embarrassing. Well, from tomorrow, I’ll have time with Pione-chan, so I’ll take it slow and be her fiancé.”
First, I want to go on a proper date. Up until now, I’ve been so busy with research that I wasn’t fully present even during dates... I need to reflect on that.
And since we can only be at the same school for a year, there’s a lot we can do—eat lunch together, spend time after school... yeah, so much to do!
Giselle taps my shoulder.
“Hey, you’re grinning. Do you really like Pione that much?”
“Shut up... Pione-chan is way cuter than rough Giselle, you know? Well, back then, it was more like I thought of her as a little sister... but now, it’s different. Yeah, this is love.”
“Haa... well, I hope you’re happy. I’ll make time with Seiya-sama too! Feels like I’ve done a lifetime’s worth of research, right?”
Just then, I was called from behind.
It was my older brother, Leon, the Third Prince...?
“...Hey, Ditto, you’ve liked Pione all this time? I didn’t see any signs of it. Honestly, I thought this engagement was a failure. I even thought you should switch your fiancée to Giselle.”
Leon, who suddenly appeared, said something confusing.
“Wha—! Leon, of course I like Pione-chan! I’m her fiancé! And, please, not Giselle... I could never marry someone like her!”
“I’d never want that either. I’m all about Seiya-sama.”
Leon sighed, rubbing his head.
“You ... come over here. I’ve left you two alone as fiancés, but I need to explain the situation a bit... This is why researchers are useless...”
I had no idea what Leon was talking about.
Wasn’t I supposed to have a happy ending, spending time with Pione?
Seeing my confused expression, Leon became expressionless. Crap, this is bad.
I almost collapsed from the overwhelming pressure.
"You know, if your fiancee is so important to you, why have you left her alone until now... YOU IDIOT!!"
And that’s when I learned the truth.
["The fifth prince Ditto and Pione are masked fiancés, and her sister Giselle is the one he loves."]

[Pione PoV]
A few days later...
Due to special circumstances, Duchess Pione grew a little faster than expected.
It seemed like the world thought of it as a minor issue. A few days had passed since then.
Looking at my reflection in the full-length mirror.
I’ve grown quite a bit. My body’s more solid, and if I work out a little, I could build muscle.
My chest feels tight, but at least the dress looks good... I guess that’s fine?
A maid in my room helps me get dressed.
“Pione-sama, today is a holiday, but the magic tutor will arrive at 10 o’clock. After that, at 1 PM, you have sword training—”
I’m not good at magic. Despite being a duchess, my magic abilities are only at the level of an average commoner. Still, knowing magic is necessary for living in this world.
Swordsmanship is also something essential in this world. In fact, it might be the most important thing for me now. It feels like my physical abilities have improved because of my growth.
If I could use swordsmanship...
Suddenly, something caught my attention in the back of my mind. A swordsman who ran a dojo in a corner of the empire—a man I met just once.
He wasn’t noble, just a commoner, but his swordsmanship was extraordinary.
At the time, I wasn’t interested in swordsmanship, so I didn’t think much about it, but now, things are different.
I checked the time. There was still plenty of time before magic lessons began.
"Understood. I’ll exercise lightly before having breakfast. Please prepare a dish with relatively high protein content."
The maid’s face turned unusually red. Maybe she’s sick? Well, it’s none of my business. It was probably just a cold from the chilly morning.
After changing clothes, I decided to head outside the mansion.
.....
"The personal maid of the Duchess must not get sick. Take the day off."
"Eh, eh? I’m not sick, though..."
"Follow the orders properly. Understood?"
"Y-yes!!"

As I walked through the mansion, I heard the sound of loud footsteps.
"Pione! Why haven’t you written Ditto a letter? And why are you avoiding him at the academy? You used to like him so much, what happened?!"
I ran into Giselle in the hallway. Well, it was more like Giselle was looking for me.
However, I couldn’t understand what she was talking about.
"Sorry, but I don’t really understand. Is there a need to meet with Ditto-sama at the academy? If he’s with you, Giselle Onee-sama, isn’t that enough?"
"No, that’s not it!! That’s a misunderstanding! You’re Ditto’s fiancée, right?!"
I am indeed his fiancée. However, just like Ditto doesn’t seem to care about me, I don’t have any interest in him either.
Right now, my biggest interest is training my body, learning swordsmanship, and acquiring various knowledge through books.
Lately, I’ve also become interested in the culture of neighboring countries. Maybe I’ll go visit Seiya. He must have used "skills" too.
"I’m sorry... but my time is limited... I’m going for my morning exercise now."
"Ahhh, so that’s why you haven’t been around in the mornings lately?! Ditto has been trying to find you, but you’re always gone... Wait, Ditto will be—"
Footsteps echoed down the hallway.
Ditto-sama was walking towards me with his servant, looking a bit sleepy.
"Ah, P-Pione-chan... g-good morning..."
This was the second time I’d met Ditto after my growth in the library.
The first time was just a brief greeting at the academy. At that time, I realized that even when facing Ditto, my emotions didn’t waver.
"Good morning, Ditto-sama. Are you working on magic research with Giselle Onee-chan again today? I’m going out for a bit, so please take your time."
"Eh, n-no, th-that’s not it!! I came here to see Pione-chan today!"
"See me?"
I was puzzled. The ball and tea party were still some time away. Even though we’re engaged in name only, we’ll have to attend parties together. If he was planning to discuss how we should act in public, I could understand that, but I honestly couldn’t think of any reason to talk.
"What do we need to talk about?"
It was a genuine question. I tilted my head.
Seeing my confused expression, Ditto’s lips trembled.
His eyebrows were furrowed. He was probably angry.
"Ah-haha, this is tough... Well, um, I just want to be with you, Pione-chan... You know, I’ve been really busy with research, so I couldn’t spend time with you, sorry. From now on, I’ll be with you."
"I don’t need that. I was fine alone."
For some reason, Ditto placed his hands on his head.
I tilted my head again.
Giselle muttered softly.
"He isn’t angry... It’s not that he wants attention... Are you really indifferent? Maybe I need to help him out a bit. —Pione, let’s spend the day together, the three of us!"
"Is it something necessary for your magic experiments? I’m terribly sorry, but I don’t have time today... Perhaps another time. Also, you don’t need to pretend to be my fiancée. I don’t think of it that way. Goodbye."
"Wait, what!? Pretend to be your fiancée? You don’t think anything of it? Eh? Eh!?"
There was nothing else to discuss. I was rude, but I decided to run out of the mansion.
Ditto’s mysterious shout echoed through the mansion. I didn’t really understand why.
I kept running through the imperial city’s lower town.
Though I was running at a relaxed pace, it felt good. I could tell my servant was following me from a distance.
(What was Ditto even trying to do? Well, it doesn’t really matter. I need to get to the swordsmanship dojo quickly.)
Chapter 4: The Ice Duke's Daughter at the Academy
Translator: Soafp

"Hey, have you heard? Our classmate Pione-sama is engaged in name only..."
"You're talking too loud. I was in the same class with her in the middle school, so this is already a well-known story—"
"Still, she’s so beautiful. I bet she’ll stand out at the Rose Society."
It’s been a week since I, Pione, changed. The meaningful holiday is over, and the days at the academy have begun again.
The classes felt so refreshing. Back then, I would have been so distracted by my infatuation with Ditto that I couldn’t focus on my studies and would just daydream.
But now, I don’t pay attention to my classmates’ voices. Honestly, I don’t care.
It wasn’t like this before. Even the smallest things, like hearing others talk about me, would make me feel uncomfortable.
Now, my heart feels light.
The weekend was really wonderful. When I barged into the swordsmanship dojo, the master was surprised, but he agreed to take me on as a disciple.
From now on, I’ll gradually improve my swordsmanship. I don’t have any particular talents. I’m just a girl who loves reading and poetry.
Oh, that reminds me. Yesterday, I stopped by a unique tea shop. It had a variety of teas from the empire and imported ones, all beautifully packaged. It was such a lovely space.
The elderly gentleman who ran the shop was a bit odd, but he treated me very well. The tea divination was so charming.
I think I’ll start incorporating tea into things I love.
It’s a small thing, but it makes me feel so happy. It’s like my old, gloomy self has flown away somewhere.
Sitting in my classroom chair, I start making various plans. There’s so much I need to work on, but that makes me feel so fulfilled.
The feeling of love has disappeared. But it’s not like all my emotions have vanished. The unnecessary emotions—those are all gone.
The bunny plushie, Pippin-chan, that I keep in my room. I thought that now that I had gained an adult sense of things, I’d become indifferent to it.
But no, that wasn’t it.
I could still hug it and feel the love. Pippin-chan, my beloved, precious friend.
I suddenly noticed a gaze. Looking around the classroom, I saw the young nobles smiling warmly at me and quickly averting their eyes when our gazes met.
One of them approached me. I didn’t know his name.
"U-uh, Pione-sama, if you would allow me, I would like to have a long-lasting relationship with you... I can take care of all the small matters..."
"I’m not interested. You’re interrupting my thoughts."
"I-I'm terribly sorry..."
This was a noble's usual social nicety. Something I hate. I feel no interest in it. So, I don’t care.
The young noble looked flustered and disappeared to a corner of the classroom.
The classroom buzzed with whispers. When I raised my head, the chatter quieted down.
There are more important things to think about than this trivial matter.
(Huh? I used to do all sorts of things to get Ditto’s attention... but... I don’t have any real friends.)
In fact, I find myself not caring about any of my classmates...
Oh well, I really don’t care. I’m indifferent. I guess it’s fine.
For now, I’ll fulfill my duties as Ditto’s fiancée, even if it’s just in name.
...I felt a little unpleasant. Yes, there’s still a feeling I can recognize as unpleasant.
Is it the family’s rules? Or is it because I’m Ditto’s fiancée? I don’t really understand right now.
My heart has cleared up, but the feeling of loneliness hasn’t disappeared.
I know that neither my family, my sisters, my fiancée, nor my classmates can fill this loneliness.
"Yeah, but still... let’s try moving forward."
To meet someone I can truly trust—
To understand the true nature of this loneliness.

During lunch break, the noble sons usually eat with their fiancées or people from their factions. I’ve always eaten alone. Ditto-sama has always been with Giselle.
Back in middle school, I used to write letters to Ditto-sama... I guess it was a pretty pointless use of time. But my handwriting improved, and I learned some difficult words.
"Why didn’t I get a reply, even though I wrote it in a question format? Well whatever."
After quickly eating a sandwich with lots of chicken, I decided to take a walk around the academy.
Suddenly, through the hallway window, I saw "Seiya Mashima" sitting alone on a bench in the courtyard, eating bread.
Seiya-sama has been attending the academy as a transfer student since middle school. He occasionally returns to the Free City, but...
Seiya-sama had a calm expression on his face.
Next to him, there was a book. It looked like an adventurous novel, full of pictures, from the Free City’s unique culture. It seemed like an interesting read.
"Maybe I’ll talk to him. I haven’t seen Seiya-sama since that day."
Seiya-sama, whose sharp features had only become more striking, looked even more handsome now. He had grown taller, too. He must have used some skills to do that.
"Giselle?"
Giselle ran toward Seiya-sama. For some reason, her face was flushed. She was holding a lunch box. I couldn’t hear their conversation, but the atmosphere seemed like she was saying, "Hmph, you’re probably alone, so I’ll eat with you!"
Oh, Seiya said something. Immediately after, Giselle shuddered and headed back toward the school building...
"I wonder what that was about. She’s his fiancée, but like ours, it's just in name."
Anyway, I was curious about the book Seiya-sama was holding. As I moved toward the stairs...
"Pi, Pione!! W-Would you like to eat lunch together?!"
The Fifth Prince, Ditto, appeared in front of me, accompanied by several of his followers.
"Eh, I’ve already eaten."
"What, that was fast?! N-No, it doesn’t matter! Let’s spend this lunch break together! We’re engaged, after all!"
Now that I think about it, I never properly asked about the letter I sent. Hmm, I guess I should confirm it—it feels weird not knowing.
(Wasn’t the last letter something like, "Ditto-sama, do you not love me? If you do, please respond..."? Ugh, I’m getting goosebumps.)
"Ditto-sama, may I please get a reply to the letter I sent before I entered high school?"
Ditto, who had been so energetic, suddenly froze.
Sweat immediately appeared on his face. He clenched his lips tightly.
"Th-the letter... yeah, the letter, right? U-um... I’m sorry."
"Oh, I see. Understood."
"Wait, wait, Pione!!"
I’m really glad I’ve erased my emotions. Saying sorry probably means I wasn’t loved after all.
"It’s not like that, Pione!! The letter... the explosion from the failed magic experiment with Giselle... it burned all of them... I was going to read them once I had a pile... but, but I do remember the contents of some of the earlier letters!"
"Huh?"
"Eh?!"
I couldn’t help but let out a stunned voice.
Ditto’s followers also gasped in surprise.
He hadn’t read the letters, and they had been burned... That was an answer I hadn’t expected. But it didn’t touch my heart at all.
The followers looked at Ditto with disdain. Yeah, that makes sense. Honestly, I don’t care.
"Ah, I see. Well, I guess that’s a bit much, but it’s whatever. Honestly, from a general human perspective, you’re a scumbag."
I don’t care... but something I didn’t understand started to well up inside me.
What is this? It’s like my old self is crying...
Yeah, I don’t care, but I can’t raise my head.
Suddenly, someone stood in front of me, as if blocking Ditto and me.
When I looked up, I saw Seiya-sama’s back, the same Seiya-sama I had seen in the courtyard.
Chapter 5: A man who could only work hard
Translator: Soafp

[Seiya Mashima PoV]
After Giselle interrupted my lunch, I entered the school building. She said she would come back, so I decided to move.
As I climbed the stairs, I could hear loud voices. It was Ditto and Giselle, talking to each other.
I didn’t pay them much attention and kept moving forward.
But then, I couldn’t help but overhear something I didn’t want to hear.
"Th-the letter... it... exploded... but..."
I stopped in my tracks.
I know I'm a weak, whiny guy and I shouldn't say this, but those were the worst things he could say.
And then, I saw Pione’s face behind Ditto.
...Why?
Even though she had an emotionless expression and seemed indifferent, to me... it looked like she was crying.
That’s why my body moved on its own.
Before I realized it, I was standing between Pione and Ditto.
"Se-Seiya, it’s really nothing. It’s just a little misunderstanding with Pione..."
"..."
Seeing Ditto’s face made something in me want to explode. He didn’t even understand what was wrong. He thought everything was about him.
Pione stood next to me. She didn’t need protection; it was as if she was telling me that.
Her expression was emotionless, but I could feel the emotions behind her. They reached me.
An unknown feeling was rising within me.
Should I call this sadness...?
At that moment, I reflected on my life, like a series of flashbacks.

I, Seiya, was born as the son of the Prime Minister of the Free City.
In the Free City, where skills were everything and magic didn’t matter, I had nothing but useless skills.
The Free City was a meritocracy, and even though I was the son of the Prime Minister, I wasn’t treated any better. Among my talented siblings, I was treated as the failure. Even in the elementary school of the Free City Academy, I was mocked and isolated.
I was always alone.
My childhood was nothing but painful. Yet, because I had some magic power, I was ordered to be engaged to the daughter of a Duke from the powerful Empire as a political tool.
"You’re my fiancé? Hmm, you seem useless, but just do what I say! Now, let’s go have fun!"
When I first met my fiancée, Giselle, I felt like I had finally found someone who would notice me. She wasn’t kind, but I thought it was just a childish way of hiding her feelings.
I wasn’t alone anymore. For that brief moment, the loneliness vanished.
Though Giselle spoke harshly, I started to realize that her words were the opposite of her heart.
I quickly fell in love with Giselle.
The two trips to the Empire each year became my only joy.
"Wait, you want me to show you around the Imperial capital? Sorry, I’m busy with magic experiments. Ah, Ditto—"
"Like I said, I can’t right now. Go talk to Pione or something. Ditto, let’s go hunting for materials!"
When I moved to the Empire as a transfer student in middle school, I looked forward to meeting Giselle at school.
But Giselle was always too busy with her research with Ditto, so I rarely got to see her.
Even when I invited her to a ball, she would turn me down. When I confessed my feelings, she said...
"H-Haa?! I-It's not I like you or anything... I mean, we’re engaged, but that doesn’t mean it’s a romantic thing, okay? You understand, right? I’m too busy with Ditto’s research..."
She told me she didn’t like me. My first love was causing me pain.
At that time, I realized that Giselle’s attitude wasn’t just a facade. That was truly how she felt...
But we were still engaged. I tried my best to get her to like me.
In the Empire, my magical power was below average. There was nothing about me I could boast of. All I did was dedicate myself to swordsmanship and studies with dogged persistence.
All for the sake of being useful to Giselle one day.
"What? Your fiancée doesn't love you? You idiot!! A member of the Mashima family shouldn't say such weak words!! You're not trying hard enough. Learn from your siblings!"
"Nii-san, you were sent away because you're useless even in the Free City, right? Haha! You don't need to come back ever!"
"You're a worthless child. You're not even my brother anymore. Disappear."
Those were the words from the monsters of the Free City—my family.
Living in a foreign land that I wasn’t accustomed to.
Classmates who looked down on me for my weak magic.
My heart was on the verge of breaking. And yet, I kept going—for Giselle, for the chance to become a noble worthy of her love.
Before entering high school, I wrote a letter to Giselle. I poured my heart into it, asking her to meet for tea.
To my surprise, she replied with a short note: "I might be able to come."
Still, that small message made me want to jump for joy.
I prepared a gift for her—a research paper I wrote on swordsmanship-based magical physics and a brooch. My swordsmanship master was astonished when he read my paper; it was the best work I'd ever done. The brooch, I found after spending hours agonizing over choices in a tea shop I had wandered into by chance.
I wanted Giselle to see it. I wanted her to be happy. I wanted my paper to be of use to her research. I wanted, after so many rejections, to express my deepest feelings to her.
We arranged to meet at her favorite café, the finest in the capital.
I ordered a cup of coffee and waited.
A terrace seat, in a prominent location.
Thirty minutes passed, then an hour, then two—time slipped by as the cold of winter started to seep into my bones. I blew warm breath on my numb hands to get through it.
My body was freezing, but I still believed. Still...
Even after waiting until the café closed, there was no sign of Giselle.
When I left the café, I saw something I could hardly believe. Giselle, walking happily with Ditto. They looked like nothing but a couple in love, the way they strolled together. All I could do was stand there and watch them pass.
I had known it all along—Giselle’s heart belonged to Ditto.
As my frozen body stood still, I felt my heart shatter, as if it had frozen solid and then broken into pieces.
On the way back, I cast the only fire spell I could manage.
It was warm.
I took the research paper I had spent hours, days, creating—and I burned it.
The brooch, I gently placed at the entrance of the now-closed shop.
That was probably the moment when my heart truly broke.
That cold night, as I walked back to the dormitory, my body frozen to the core, snow began to fall.
I had no coat. As I stared at the snow, I muttered:
"I don’t need these feelings anymore."
My love for Giselle had only caused me pain.
That first love would never bear fruit.
On the night of the ball when Pione and I shared something, that was when I finally destroyed what had once been precious to me—my feelings for Giselle.
And then came today’s lunch.
“Hey, um, I wouldn’t mind eating with you! … So, how about we eat together, just this once?”
“No, thank you.”
“I-I see, I guess you’re almost done eating, huh? Hey hey, um, about the Rose Society’s meeting, can we talk after school? Is that okay?”
“....I’ll give you an answer later.”
That was the conversation in the courtyard. For some reason, Giselle’s face was red, and she was trembling. I couldn’t tell if she was angry or happy.
Because, to me, it didn’t matter anymore.

My consciousness snapped back to the present.
In front of me stood Ditto, looking confused.
“Seiya? Hey, could you move out of the way? I need to talk with Pione.”
I ignored Ditto’s words.
Why? Because his face reminded me of those monsters from the Free City—selfish, arrogant people who broke others' hearts without a second thought.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a figure beyond Ditto—Giselle, walking down the hallway.
Noticing me, she smiled happily and ran over.
“Seiya~~!! About earlier, I’m so sorry for surprising you! Listen, I’m going to change! From now on, we can have lots of tea, go out together—oh, I’ll be waiting for you in the student council room after school!”
With that, Giselle turned to leave, as if nothing had happened.
What was love, really?
What did it mean to be engaged?
Who was I, even?
Before me stood Ditto, the fifth prince, and Giselle, the duke’s daughter. A torrent of emotions welled up inside me. Was it anger? No, was it sorrow?
Why did they treat people so lightly? Why did they toy with others’ hearts so carelessly?
A deep sadness filled my chest.
At some point, Pione was standing next to me, gazing into my eyes.
What were we to them, Pione?
I’m going to destroy everything.
“Wait.”
I said.
Giselle turned back, still smiling.
“Ehehe, what is it? Are you going to confess your love to me again?”
Her words hit me like a punch to the gut. The sadness only grew deeper. But I would put an end to this cycle.
“Giselle, if you don’t love me, don’t say things like that. I don’t have any feelings for you either… I’m not your toy, Giselle. Besides, the person you care about is right there, isn’t he?”
“Eh.....?”
My voice was flat, void of any emotion except sadness. I said it with detachment, because I no longer cared.
“Giselle, you should get engaged to Ditto. Let’s end our engagement. That’s what you really want, isn’t it?”
When a failure like me from the Free City throws away an engagement, I’ll be cast aside by my family, deemed useless.
But I didn’t care.
If there’s no path, I’ll carve one out.
No matter if hell awaits me, I’ll face it head-on.
Giselle stared at me in shock.
“T-that’s a joke, right? Please, tell me you’re joking… I-I didn’t know anything about love because I was so obsessed with my research, but now I’ve realized… I-I really do love you, Seiya! You can’t break off the engagement! The families would never allow it! No, no, I refuse… hic, hic… I-I love you, Seiya…”
Giselle was crying. Ditto and his entourage looked flustered.
And then—
My eyes met Pione’s.
Her expression seemed as if her own sadness had lifted just a little.
And for the first time, my heart felt just a tiny bit warmer.

Chapter 6: Coincidence in the Imperial Capital
Translator: Soafp

"...Excuse me, my classroom is that way."
"Yes, and mine is over there."
That was all we exchanged before we both nodded and walked in different directions. For some reason, I felt a little warmth in my heart.
When I returned to my classroom, the conversation among the other noble sons and daughters stopped. Rumors in this academy spread incredibly fast.
The quarrel between me and Ditto-sama and Seiya-sama's announcement of the engagement being called off must have spread throughout the school by now.
It can't be helped if we have an exchange like that in the middle of a hallway.
I recalled Seiya-sama’s words.
“—I’m breaking off the engagement.”
His voice was emotionless, cold, and sharp like a blade. Yet, there was a faint trace of sadness, a firm resolve that I could feel.
To declare a broken engagement is not something we can do on our own. Engagements carry heavy political implications, especially when an empress herself commands them.
To speak those words means walking a thorny path, opposing one's family. Seiya-sama, the son of the prime minister from the Free City—the one city even the empire fears, despite its strength over even demons.
Still, Seiya-sama made his decision. A choice to oppose everyone, if need be.
(I thought I’d live my life with a loveless marriage, as a mere placeholder fiancée...)
Ditto-sama, despite how he seems, is highly regarded within the empire. His magical research achievements are numerous, and his mana capacity is abnormally high. Ditto-sama has created more than ten original spells. He’s known as the “Genius Mage Doctor Ditto,” the fifth prince of the empire.
To turn against him and the family—such is the path of breaking off an engagement. But… wait?
...Strangely enough, I find that I don't really care anymore.
“But I’m still grounded in reality. I don’t have the strength to fight that battle… but I do have the will to live. Seiya-sama is strong… Maybe I can be strong too.”
I realized I just needed to keep moving forward. I felt as if I had glimpsed a new possibility.

“—Pione, for now, Ditto will be kept under control. I’ll make sure he and Giselle have minimal contact.”
Prince Leon, the third prince, sat before me.
We were in the academy’s reception room. The day after the incident, Leon had summoned me.
Leon, who most resembled Empress Maria Filgard, was the most popular among the citizens. On the other hand, the second prince, Luan, known for his reckless behavior, had the least support.
I actually liked Luan. Despite his reputation, he often shared stories about different countries. One time, he even talked about participating in a war in the Republic as a mercenary, though I don’t know if that was true.
“Pione?”
“Apologies. I understand about Ditto.”
The news of Seiya-sama’s declaration to break off the engagement spread through the entire academy in an instant. There was an uproar within the imperial family, and Leon had taken it upon himself to mediate.
Seiya-sama’s engagement with Giselle was currently on hold. Leon seemed intent on convincing Seiya-sama to reconsider. Rumors about Giselle and Ditto-sama being in a relationship were circulating, and many believed we, too, would break off our engagement.
Leon’s face was grim.
“To be honest, I don’t care about personal feelings. Seiya is the son of a prime minister, and Giselle is a duke’s daughter. With their status comes responsibility. —However, personally, I believe if things don’t work out, it’s fine to change partners. I think Giselle and Ditto should get engaged.”
He had the thought, but wouldn’t act on it. Still, Leon spoke to me kindly, trying not to appear intimidating.
“Ditto’s a hopeless case. Even so, he’s trying to love you in his own way. I know you have things you want to say, but… could you watch over him for a bit longer? We’ll make sure he’s thoroughly disciplined before the Rose Society meeting in a month.”
The noble world is full of complications.
I could tell that, no matter what I said, the engagement with Ditto-sama wouldn’t be canceled. His words were like those of an adult placating a child, indirectly telling me we weren’t really being treated as people.
A dark, heavy feeling settled in my chest. An unpleasant sensation lingered in my mind.
—Prince Leon, who appeared kind but wasn’t truly seeing me. Talking to him felt like conversing with a wall, leaving me feeling strangely isolated.
The old me would have shrunk away and felt overwhelmed.
But now, for some reason, my thoughts were clearer, sharper.
“...Empress Maria’s decisions are absolute in this country, aren’t they? Since she arranged Giselle’s engagement to Seiya, there’s no changing that…”
“That’s right. There’s only been one time her chosen engagement failed…”
“So there was a failure.”
“Well, it happens sometimes. But your compatibility with Ditto, according to the magical system analysis, was very high.”
Magic, magic, magic. Everything in this country revolves around magic. Even daily conveniences are supported by magical technology.
Recently, they developed “crystal communication,” a device that allows people to talk over long distances. It’s an incredible tool for instant information sharing, invaluable in warfare.
The empire is currently building a magical communication network across the land.
Leon sighed.
“Ditto won’t approach you for the time being. We’ll retrain him. You’ll observe. Giselle’s engagement won’t be finalized until after the Rose Society meeting. That’s all—discussion over.”

"I couldn't say a single thing I wanted to..."
After the meeting with Prince Leon, I decided to change my mood by heading out into the streets of the imperial capital. I planned to visit a tea shop and then go to the swordsmanship dojo.
Talking to adults is always tiring, but this time, it was a different kind of exhaustion. For some reason, Prince Leon felt scarier than before.
"Right, I just need to forget about it for now and change my mood. —Hello!!"
I shook off the negative feelings and opened the door to the tea shop.
The sweet scent of flowers and the rich aroma of tea embraced me. Just that alone blew away the stress of the day.
In the back workshop, they were brewing tea. That’s where the fragrance was coming from. The shop owner, an older gentleman, noticed me, winked, and waved without stopping his work. His white hair and mustache suited him perfectly, giving him the look of a head butler, with a gentlemanly air in the way he handled customers.
I looked around the shop.
"Oh, this herb can be used for tea too... The rose-flavored sweets look delicious."
But... seeing roses reminded me of the Rose Society. The Rose Society is essentially a "welcome party for new students," held in the school's rose garden.
I shook my head, trying to push thoughts of the Rose Society away.
The tea shop was packed with sealed tea leaves, baked goods, and even a few small accessories. Everything was absolutely adorable.
"I'll get the special herbal tea and the orange chocolate confit... Oh, maybe I should get a souvenir for Pippin-chan. This brooch looks like a good choice."
The brooch was shaped like a rabbit, something a child would love. It was made from some kind of unusual gemstone, and it was just so cute. There was only one left.
Just as I reached for it, my hand bumped into someone else's.
"S-sorry! I didn’t even notice you…"
"N-no, it’s my fault. I was just looking... This brooch is yours… I mean… Pione?"
I looked up to see Seiya standing there. His expression was as usual, but he looked... embarrassed.
His eyes were moving more quickly than normal. It was only a small change, but I could tell.
"Excuse me, I, uh, have somewhere to be—"
"Ah, Seiya-sama."
Seiya quickly left the shop. Hmm, it doesn't really... matter to me, right?
I felt a slight flutter in my heart. Maybe it was just my imagination.
"Uncle! I'll take this brooch, please."
Still feeling a little restless, I purchased the brooch, along with the tea and sweets, and left the shop.
Then, I slowly walked toward the swordsmanship dojo.

"Seiya, come at me seriously. If you want to surpass those monsters, you need to be able to defeat someone like me."
"Haaaaaaahhhh!!!"
I was too shocked to speak.
(Why is he here????)
For some reason, Seiya was in the dojo, sparring with the master.
I’m confident in my ability to assess people's strength.
The dojo master is, without a doubt, the best swordsman in the empire. I believe no one can beat him—not even the sword saints of the Imperial Knights. He’s a hidden master.
The dojo master, who was sparring with Seiya, wasn’t using his full strength, but he wasn’t letting his guard down either.
Seiya-sama's swordsmanship is immeasurable. For some reason, I can tell—he’s still growing, yet he’s already reached that level.
(…It’s kind of beautiful.)
At that moment, the dojo master noticed me, smiled warmly, and stopped his sword. Seiya, looking suspicious, also halted.
"Seiya, even in the heat of battle, you need to be aware of your surroundings. Look, your junior has arrived. A girl with limitless potential."
"…Pione, is that you???"
Seiya-sama glanced at me, then quickly turned his face away.
…What is this? I sensed he was embarrassed again. When I tilted my head in confusion, the dojo master let out a hearty laugh.
"Hahaha! This guy hasn’t really talked to girls other than his ex-fiancée. He has no idea what to say to you. You probably can’t tell ‘cause of his usual expression, but it’s the truth."
"Eh…? Seiya-sama, but we’ve had conversations before, right?"
"…Th-that was, well… me gathering up my courage to talk. To be honest, I’m not great at talking to girls. Ah, no, I’m not saying I’m bad with you, Pione. Actually, aside from Giselle, you’re the only girl I’ve ever really talked to."
"You're talking too fast, kid."
"Master, please keep quiet."
"You talk a lot with us, though. Guess it’s just that adolescent phase. Anyway, I thought I’d keep today’s practice short and throw you a little welcome party for entering the upper school."
The dojo master draped his arm over Seiya’s shoulder, laughing like a child. His carefree smile was surprisingly endearing.
Seiya looked embarrassed, but I could tell he was happy.
"Honestly, you two have such stiff expressions. Hey, how about it, young lady? Wanna join us for the party? You just entered the upper school, right? We should celebrate. Though, to be honest, it’s just some food I’ll whip up and some sweets from the tea shop."
The tea shop’s sweets!
I immediately answered.
"I’d love to join the party! Oh, but first, I need to practice. I’ll go get changed!"

Chapter 7: An unpretentious party
Translator: Soafp

At the back of the dojo, there was a kitchen with a large dining table, adorned with unfamiliar flowers.
As I stared at them, Seiya-sama, who was in the kitchen, muttered softly.
"…Those flowers only bloom in the Lubel region of the Kingdom."
"The Kingdom? Did someone travel there?"
"Don't worry about it. A friend asked me to go and pick them up from the Kingdom. …Uh, why are you staring at my hands? There’s nothing interesting about them, right?"
Despite the conversation, Seiya-sama didn’t stop his cooking. He wore a crisp black shirt and a rabbit-patterned apron… and his skills in the kitchen were impressive, like those of a professional chef. Does he have some sort of cooking skill?
Seiya-sama disappeared into the back of the kitchen. Actually, he was the only one preparing the food. The dojo master had let Seiya finish practice early to handle all the cooking.
The room was filled with a delicious aroma as Seiya efficiently prepared the meal. I wanted to help, but… I can’t cook. Why is Seiya-sama, a noble, able to cook?
"You're still here… I live in the dorms, so I cook for myself. Learning to cook was inevitable. Even though I'm the son of the Prime Minister of the Free City, I’m just a poor noble in name only, with no allowance from home."
Again, Seiya-sama answered the question I was silently wondering about. I must’ve been making a curious face.
"But… no allowance? That seems a bit harsh. I’m not sure what to say, but since you came here as the fiancée of a duke's daughter, I’d expect some kind of support…"
I don’t think Seiya-sama is a failure at all. His swordsmanship, his academic record in the academy’s lower division, even if his magic is weak, he is undeniably talented.
That’s my evaluation of Seiya-sama. Though I’ve heard the rumors in the academy that he’s a “failure” from the Free City, most of the students don’t think poorly of him. He’s seen as a tragic, talented student who had his fiancée stolen by Ditto-sama (well, except for his personality).
I’ve also heard that some noble ladies are drawn to his melancholic aura.
But if he were truly a failure, why would he be engaged to Giselle? Wouldn’t the adults have found it problematic to marry such a person to someone as brilliant as her?
…Maybe I should take a proper look at Giselle next time. I’ve avoided her all this time, but I don’t really know what kind of person she is or how she feels.
The more I think about it, the more questions arise.
And why was someone as brilliant as Ditto-sama (other than his personality) engaged to someone as incompetent as me?
"Maybe the engagement didn’t really matter to that family after all. But that’s enough talk about that. I’m managing fine… Um, Pione, could you go greet the guests? They’ve just arrived."
"Yes, of course. I’m looking forward to your cooking!"
Seiya-sama’s face remained expressionless, but he gave a small nod. He looked so cool.
The dojo was getting louder. As curious as I was about the food Seiya-sama was making, I headed towards the dojo.

“Pione-chaaan!! Wow, you’ve grown so beautifully! I’m so glad! I didn’t expect to run into you here, but I guess it’s thanks to my good karma.”
“Prince Luan!? What are you doing here? When did you return to the Empire? I had no idea!”
“I came back from the Kingdom last weekend. Pione-chan… yeah, you look healthier. Your expression is still a bit stiff, but the shackles seem to be gone. Yup—‘you broke them,’ didn’t you?”
“Huh?”
It was my first time seeing Prince Luan, the Empire’s second prince, in two years. Despite being in his mid-thirties, his skin was radiant, and his golden hair shimmered elegantly. His androgynous beauty was striking.
He was known as an eccentric within the royal family, living freely. I’d heard he once had a lover he was deeply in love with… though I didn’t know the details. Prince Luan remained unmarried.
And now, he said something cryptic.
“Broke… what?”
"Don’t worry about it. I was just happy to see you here in this rundown dojo."
"Sorry for the ‘rundown dojo’ remark, you damn prince."
The dojo master clapped Prince Luan on the shoulder, like they were kids playing around.
“Hahaha, it’s good to see you doing well too, Din. I’ll give you a souvenir from the Kingdom later, so forgive me, okay?”
“I don’t give a damn about souvenirs. Now, let’s see if you’ve gone soft. Time for some sparring! And hey, what’s the souvenir? Food?”
"Wow, Din, you really haven’t changed… Okay, let’s get in a little exercise before the party!"
The conversation moved so fast I couldn’t keep up. Even though Prince Luan was the Empire’s second prince, he was clearly on familiar terms with the dojo master.
Even though I hadn’t been the dojo master's student for long, he was certainly a mysterious person.
As more people gathered, it reminded me of the noble parties. I never liked being in large crowds. Whenever I attended evening balls or parties, I always just stood by the wall, avoiding attention.

That time was incredibly lonely.
What felt even lonelier, though, was when I was caught between Ditto and Giselle.
I wasn't recognized as a person. I was just an obstruction.
But now, in this situation, even though I’m alone, I don’t feel lonely. What’s different?
I’m curious about the training between the dojo master and Prince Luan, and I’m also curious about the food Seiya-sama is making.
And then—
"Aah, you're the girl with the rabbit brooch, aren't you? This must be a fortuitous encounter for us. How about a tea leaf reading afterward?"
The gentleman from the teashop said while adjusting his mustache.
Behind him, there was a fluffy figure holding a bunch of flowers... a rabbit?
Wait? A doll? A magical beast? No, what is it? It’s so incredibly fluffy!!
"Ah, let me introduce you. This is my companion and long-time friend, Alice the rabbit."
The rabbit, named Alice, hopped forward and held out a flower to me.
"Congrats on your admission! I’m giving you flowers!"
"Wow, thank you, Alice-san!"
"Hm? Aren’t you surprised? After all, I’m a rabbit!"
Alice was like one of those fluffy rabbits from a picture book in the Free City. But through my Eyes, I sensed something faintly beyond that appearance.
It was something that transcended the time in which humans live. I could feel the weight of hundreds or even thousands of years.
What is it? It's so cute, and I want to hug it... but...
I acted with the demeanor of a duchess.
I reached my hand out to the rabbit.
"I am Pione Carmine, the Duke's daughter. It is an overwhelming honor to meet you..."
Alice, the rabbit, took my hand and gave it a light kiss. It was so fluffy it tickled.
"Thank you, Pione. Hehe, I have a certain dignity, you know? People who can recognize it can tell, mokyu."
Just then—
"Master—! Stop playing around, the food’s ready, bring it over. ...Alice! You came too!! Wait, I’m going to make more carrot gratin soup now. Ah—"
I’ve never heard Seiya-sama speak with such a happy voice before… Could it be that he likes cute things?
When our eyes met, his expression quickly turned embarrassed again.
...The teashop owner, the dojo, the brooch... Do we share similar tastes?

The table was filled with a wide variety of dishes.
Pumpkin soup, potato potage, carrot gratin soup, and colorful salads. Salmon meunière, flounder carpaccio, chili pasta, and egg yolk cream pasta.
There was also a lavish selection of meats: roast beef, roast pork, roast chicken, and duck confit.
Inside the magical refrigerated storage were many fresh cakes the gentleman from the teashop had brought.
(Wait, there’s no way this amount of food could be prepared in such a short time!? Seiya-sama, with his cool expression, what kind of person is he?!)
Everyone at the standing buffet was enjoying their food and chatting freely.
The delicious food and cakes were enough to make anyone gasp in admiration.
Laughter and voices filled the air.
A warm, enveloping atmosphere of happiness.
The smiles of everyone made me feel so gentle.
Seiya-sama was presenting Alice with a handmade badge.
This was the first time I’d experienced a party like this.
I never imagined I could interact with people in this way.
Unlike at the noble gatherings, I didn’t need to wear a mask in my heart.
From start to finish, I felt nothing but a refreshing sense of joy.

The party ended, and we all helped clean up before saying our goodbyes.
Normally, this would be the time I should be at the mansion.
As I stood alone in front of the dojo, my personal maid approached me.
She looked a bit troubled.
What is this feeling...?
I’m so happy and joyful, yet... I can’t be free. No, it’s not that I couldn’t choose to be free. I simply hadn’t chosen that path.
I’m content with my position as a duchess. I’ve accepted that Ditto-sama is my fiancé. I’ve resigned myself to the belief that there’s no happy future for me.
I’ve been feeling sorry for myself, wallowing in my own self-pity.
Yet... I still want to move forward somehow.
The maid called out to me, noticing I wasn’t moving.
"Lady Pione, let's go home. Your mother is worried about you. And about Ditto-sama—"
If I sent the maid home alone, she’d be scolded by her superiors. They’d say that I wasn’t managing things properly. My selfishness inconveniences others.
"Yes, let’s go. But... could you walk a bit further behind me? I’ll have someone accompany me on the way back. Seiya-sama, I apologize, but could you escort me?"
I silenced the maid before she could protest.
"...How did you notice? ...Fine, it’s close by, so I’ll escort you."
Seiya-sama, who had been quietly watching from behind the building, stepped forward.
After declaring the engagement was broken, Seiya-sama would likely be forgotten.
But even after the party, warmth still lingered in my heart.
...Yes, Seiya-sama, I’ll destroy everything too.
In this moment, I made up my mind. It wasn’t a faint resolution. It was a firm decision, accompanied by a will as strong as steel.


Chapter 8: I look forward to the morning
Translator: Soafp

The night wind was still chilly at this time of year.
Seiya-sama walked beside me, as we strolled through the imperial city. The sun had set, and the streets were sparsely populated. A maid trailed a little behind us.
“Seiya-sama, shall we talk while we walk?"
“…I’m sorry, I don’t have the kind of stories that would please a lady. All I’ve ever known are swordsmanship and studying" 
“That’s fine, you don’t have to say anything to make me happy. I just thought we could talk about ourselves. We haven’t really had a proper conversation, have we?”
“Now that you mention it... We’ve seen each other countless times, but never really talked.”
“Exactly. Whether it’s before you used your skill, after you used it, or even about your childhood, anything’s fine. I’d like to hear your story, Seiya-sama. And I’d like you to hear mine too.”
“…Wait. I’ve already announced I’m breaking off my engagement. Once that happens, I’ll have no reason to stay in this empire. I won’t have any connection to you, the daughter of a duke. If you continue to be involved with me, it’ll only cause you trouble. Ditto and Giselle will be engaged, and you’ll find a new fiancé—”
I closed my eyes for a moment, listening to his words.
Yes, his voice sounded blunt and cold, but I could feel the kindness in it, his concern for me.
‘Being involved with me will only bring you misfortune.’
That feeling was conveyed clearly.
Before he could finish, I interrupted and began to speak about myself.
“Please, listen to the story of Pione’s life.”
I told him about being born as the daughter of a duke, but with little magical power, and no particular talents. How my future had been decided as a tool for a political marriage.
From my upbringing to my first love with Ditto-sama, my days at the academy, I told everything—without putting any emotion into it, just objectively recounting the facts.
And then—about finding that old book—
Seiya-sama’s expression changed.
“Wait, a book like that doesn’t even exist in the Free City. A book that lets you accept a skill? Impossible. Skills are innate abilities unique to each person. Is it a magic tome? No, a divine book? Something like that in the duke’s library, in an empire where magic is everything?”
“The cause doesn’t matter as much as the result. Either way, I used it to grow and erase my feelings for Ditto-sama.”
“I thought you had simply grown tired of Ditto. I thought your words at the soirée were a metaphor for something.”
“Maybe if I had married Ditto-sama and spent a long time with him, I would have come to hate him. But thanks to that book, I was able to dislike him ‘now.’ I’m glad.”
“…I guess we’re the same, then.”
“Yes, we are the same.”
A silence stretched between us, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was a natural silence, filled with a sense of calm and purity.
“Then, I guess it’s my turn to talk about my own life—”
But we ran out of time.
The maid hurried over to us, bowing her head.
“I’m sorry, but we’re nearing the estate. Giselle-sama noticed Seiya-sama and—”
“I see, understood. I’ll return to the dormitory.”
Seiya-sama hurried to leave without a proper farewell. But then he paused. Just for a moment, though it felt like he was contemplating for a long time.
He turned around, with a slightly embarrassed expression.
“Pione-san, starting tomorrow, I’ll be at the dojo. …Come anytime.”
For some reason, his expression at that moment sank deep into my heart.
I bowed my head and said my goodbyes.
“Yes, understood…”
And with that, we walked separate paths. For now, at least.

“Ugh, another research request has come in. Hmm, I can’t ask Ditto for help, so I’ll just have to handle it myself…”
When I returned to the mansion, there were no reprimands from my parents. Neither my father nor my mother cared much for me. As long as things went well with Ditto-sama, that was enough for them.
No one said anything about what happened between me and Ditto-sama at the academy… In fact, my parents were more furious about Giselle’s issues. They even said they’d go confront the Free City themselves.
As for Giselle… she was calmly sipping tea in the tea room, as if she had forgotten the whole incident, murmuring complaints under her breath.
She didn’t even look at me when I came home. It was as if she was interacting with thin air. Ever since the day my engagements was arranged, Giselle had been indifferent to me.
…Duchess Giselle. Though not as powerful as Ditto-sama, she had one of the highest levels of magic at the academy. Her research papers were highly regarded.
She loved research so much that she would even stay overnight at the academy… often with Ditto-sama, of course.
“What is it? Do you need something? If not, go to bed already.”
“Yes, Onee-chan. Um, about your engagement with Seiya-sama—”
“Hm? It’ll be fine? I didn’t do anything wrong, did I? He just misunderstood a few things. Besides, Seiya used to like me and say sweet things, so it must be some kind of mistake. Sure, I was sad when he said he wanted to break off the engagement… But, like Leon-sama said, I’ll just put in a bit more effort.”
"...And the rumors about Ditto-sama?"
"Fufu, such a ridiculous story. Me, a lover of that fool Ditto... Nonsense. Now, off to bed with you."
A peaceful conversation with my sister. Yet, even though I thought I had grown, my legs trembled slightly. I couldn’t understand her mentality. It frightened me.
She genuinely didn’t think she had done anything wrong. She still believed Seiya-sama had feelings for her, completely unaware of what she had done to him.
And—looking at her after so long, I was reminded of how she appeared when she was ten years old.
A child who had grown into an adult, without gaining anything that truly shines.
I couldn’t see anything radiant, nothing like the light that emanates from those prodigies, those so-called geniuses, who are regarded as monsters.
…Could it be that my sister is just an ordinary girl, spoiled as she grew up? A girl who simply loves research and worked hard at it?
Even so, despite what Seiya-sama said to her, she can sit here and drink tea so calmly... Something vital is missing. Something very important.
Maybe Ditto-sama is the same.
People who lack something.
People who maintain an abnormal degree of indifference.
The imperial family and duke’s house that produce excessively gifted individuals.
“Pione-sama, the bath is ready. Please, come this way.”
The maid's words brought me back to reality. ...Yes, I’ll keep observing Giselle. Leon-sama will educate her. As for Ditto-sama, he likely won’t come near me, but I’ll keep an eye on him from a distance.

"Pione-san, your movements are inconsistent. Can you see the sword path? But your body isn't keeping up."
"Huff... yes."
"To be honest, you're more capable than I expected. Let's stop here for today. Afterward, let’s have some tea."
"...You mean, for a student’s level, right?"
"As an adventurer, you’ve barely reached the minimum standard."
"I see, so I still need to keep up the effort! I'll be here every morning, so be prepared!"
"You’re already coming here every morning..."
"You said I could come anytime, right? Speaking of which, when you and Master were sparring, Seiya-sama, your balance was off at the end. Were you injured? Master’s feint at that moment—"
"Something happened in the kingdom... No, wait, how did you notice that?"
"Why, I’m not sure either. I just sensed it from the atmosphere."
After finishing our morning training at the dojo, we wiped off our light sweat and headed to the kitchen.
During practice, Seiya-sama seemed to lose the embarrassment of being with a girl.
He faced me seriously.
The gap between our levels was like heaven and earth... Of course, that was to be expected.
The reason Seiya-sama told me I could come to the dojo anytime was because he had packed his things and left the dormitory after that night.
He said it was to be prepared for whatever might happen.
‘Whatever, just use any free room. You’ll have to earn your own meal money, though.’
That’s what his master had casually said. Apparently, Luan-sama stayed at this dojo quite often too, even though he had his own room at the castle...
Seiya-sama was currently in a state of limbo until the evening gathering.

"Pione-sama, today’s tea is your favorite from the professor’s tea shop—a mint tea with a touch of orange peel to harmonize the aroma."
The maid who prepared the tea in the kitchen was my personal maid. She insisted on accompanying me to the morning training.
"Thank you, Henri. You should sit and—"
Before I could finish my sentence, Henri the maid had already moved back towards the dojo.
I wonder why… I felt a gentle aura from her.
“Pione-san, who is that maid? The way she erased her presence when she escorted you before, and again just now with her movements—it’s unusual.”
“Hm, I haven’t talked to her much, so I’m not sure. She’s been my personal maid since I was in middle school. But more importantly, Seiya-sama, please continue your story.”
It was the third morning of training. After school, some days I would go to the dojo, other days I might stop by a tea shop, and sometimes I had to head straight home.
But morning training was the one thing I made sure to always attend. After practice, Seiya-sama and I would chat, sharing our thoughts and stories at a leisurely pace.
This time together had become my favorite part of the day. Sipping tea, letting the slow flow of time wash over us, talking about ourselves or exchanging light-hearted conversations.
Seiya-sama had confided in me that he actually liked cute things... Yeah, it was pretty obvious. And he also admitted he had a sweet tooth.
As for me, I shared that I loved books. It’s probably the only thing I’m good at...
"Yeah, we’ve talked, like we did back in middle school... But before that, Pione-san, you mentioned yesterday that you like books. What kind of books do you enjoy?"
"Well, I’ve read through all the books in my estate’s library, and I’ve gone through most of the ones at the academy too. Now, I’d like to read the ones at the Imperial World Library. As for my favorites, there’s the romance novel Escaflowne in Love, the adventure epic The Adventures of Alfred, and for more serious reads, The Kingdom's Military Strategies, Vol. 8 and Barbatos the Republic's Hero: A Study in Tactics, Vol. 12. I could keep going!"
"...Ha?"
"Seiya-sama?"
Seiya-sama’s eyes widened slightly in surprise. It was a subtle change, one that others might not notice. But lately, I had gotten better at reading Seiya-sama’s expressions.
"...Can I ask you something? If I were to fight Master in a real battle, how do you think it would go? I'd like to hear your thoughts, given your wide knowledge."
"Yes, you'd die. Definitely die. But if there were another person with your skill level, or an advanced combat mage, and you planned your tactics well, your chance of victory would be about 70%. That’s assuming Master is as strong as he appeared in the dojo."
"...M-Master, that monster, and just me and one other person??"
"Yes, I think you'd be fine. Seiya-sama, you’re more than capable."
Chapter 9: Touch conveys feelings
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In the end, Seiya-sama's story about his past ended midway through his time in middle school, and we concluded our conversation by exchanging thoughts on strategy.
[…Pione-san, where did you get all this knowledge from? The Barbatos Tactics are so advanced that only a few researchers in the Free Cities can even interpret them. You're amazing. I'm nothing compared to you.]
That’s what he said as we adjusted our timing to head to the academy. Seiya-sama left first.
As I prepared for school, I tilted my head in confusion.
"That’s strange... Is Seiya-sama underestimating himself?"
Seiya-sama’s only skill was "suppressing certain emotions." Apart from that, he had a fairly average amount of magic power, able to use only a little magic. Yet, his swordsmanship, combined with magic, was top-level in this world.
Though faint, I could see a massive potential within Seiya-sama, as if he was enveloped by a great power. More importantly, he was still developing—his greatest strength was the immense room for growth.
"...I can’t even compare to him."
I’m just a girl who loves books. I can only use a little magic, and no matter how much I practice swordsmanship, it’s not at a level I could use in actual combat. No one knows my limits better than I do.
"Pione-chan, if you don't leave soon, you'll be late."
It was Luan-sama, who had been staying at the dojo, speaking to me while munching on what seemed to be an apple for breakfast.
"Oh, right... By the way, about Seiya-sama... Could it be because of his family in the Free Cities that...?"
"Hm? Seiya actually told you that much? ...I see, that’s a good sign. Yeah, Seiya thinks of himself as a failure, a dropout."
"But that's not true, right?"
"Yeah, in terms of ability alone, he could easily be part of the Hundred Blades of the Empire. And he's still only in high school. But because of his tragic past, he hasn't been able to fully unleash that potential. Well, using his skill helped improve things, though."
"I can’t believe he had such a harsh childhood... But surely, he’s happy now! He has Master, you, Alice-san, and the gentleman Uncle. So, he’ll definitely get even stronger, right?"
Luan-sama looked at me with a curious expression.
"Pione-chan, even knowing about Seiya's past, you don’t feel sorry for him?"
"No, I don’t pity him. I’ve only just met Seiya-sama. I can empathize with his situation, but feeling sorry for him would be disrespectful. Seiya-sama has been doing his best to live. So from now on, he deserves to be happy. No, he must become happy!"
Luan-sama suddenly burst out laughing, clutching his stomach.
"Hahaha! Wow, Pione-chan, you're something else. You know, you might just be the one to break the chains around Seiya’s heart. Anyway, I’m off to take a morning bath. Don’t be late for school!"
"Ah, yes! I’ll do my best!"
"And hey, Pione-chan, it wouldn’t be so bad if you were the one to make Seiya happy, you know? Haha!"
With that, Luan-sama grabbed his belongings and left the dojo.
Me, making Seiya-sama happy???
No, no, someone far more wonderful would suit Seiya-sama better.
...But, what if...
What if he found someone important to him again, only to be betrayed once more?
I quickly suppressed my thoughts before they could go any further.
Still, I hadn’t forgotten the firm resolve I made back then.
Yes, to move forward, I’ll destroy everything at the Rose Society.

"Extra! Extra!! A special edition on the romance between the Fifth Prince Ditto-sama and Lady Giselle of the Duke House! The Ice Knight of the Free Cities declares a broken engagement! Will the next Rose Society meeting be the final showdown? Read all about it in this article!"
The entire academy seemed to be buzzing with excitement.
The situation involving Ditto-sama had become common knowledge. The academy's newspaper club was wasting no time running special features on it.
"They really do suit each other, don't they?"
"There's no way Seiya-sama can compare to Ditto-sama."
"I’m not a fan of Seiya-sama. He seems a bit shabby."
"His hair is messy, and his clothes are so plain."
"But isn't it such a shame for Pione-sama? Fufu, Giselle-sama took Ditto-sama right from her."
"But I heard that Leon-sama is handling the situation. Why would someone as outstanding as Ditto-sama... I mean, why would he be engaged to a regular noblewoman like Pione-sama?"
When I entered the classroom, the ladies' chatter abruptly ceased.
Honestly, I didn’t care, so it didn’t bother me at all.
"Please, don’t mind me. Feel free to continue your conversation."
The ladies gave awkward smiles, glancing around before switching to more neutral topics to smooth over the moment.
Several young men seemed like they wanted to approach me.
But I was more preoccupied with the conversation I had with Luan-sama earlier that morning, letting my thoughts drift along.
Sympathy... ability... happiness... Seiya-sama's future... me, Ditto-sama... Giselle... Seiya-sama’s happiness...
No matter where my thoughts wandered, they kept returning to Seiya-sama. Even when I tried to shift my perspective, it always led back to him.
Hmm, maybe I need a short break.
Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen Seiya-sama much around the academy. Maybe I’ll visit the building where he spends his lunchtime later.

The Imperial Nobles Academy High School had a vast campus.
As I walked through the courtyard connecting the school buildings, the dappled sunlight filtering through the trees felt pleasant. I thought about how useful the developing "crystal communication" device would be in moments like these, when you wanted to secretly talk to someone far away. With just a crystal, you could communicate.
“Hmm, it would be really convenient if it had a feature to send messages. Maybe even record videos? I’d love it if it could also have cute illustrations.”
It was a beautiful, sunny afternoon. I ate a simple sandwich as I walked. It might be considered improper for a noblewoman, but I didn’t care.
The building where Seiya-sama was should be just ahead, on the third floor. Huh? Isn’t that near Ditto-sama's classroom?
“Things tend to go smoother when you don’t overthink them… Ah, Seiya-sama?”
A male student was standing under a tree as I passed by. He had his back to me, so I couldn’t see his face.
I sensed Seiya-sama’s presence, but something felt off.
The male student reacted to my voice.
It wasn’t Seiya-sama; his face was completely different. But the atmosphere around him—the smell of the Free Cities, the bloodline of Seiya-sama—everything was so mixed up that I couldn’t quite tell.
“...Why did you think I was Seiya? I don’t look anything like him.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. I must have mistaken you for someone else... My apologies.”
“...Wait.”
The male student was a size bigger than Seiya-sama.
He had a wild yet handsome face and was studying me with a curious expression. Studying me? What was that? Mental interference?
I felt like my mind was being controlled by something. My thoughts weren’t working properly.
But—something like that doesn’t matter to me. I don’t care.
In my mind, I heard the sound of glass shattering.
“How unpleasant to be stared at so boldly. Could you kindly leave?”
“What? Who are you? You just deflected my skill…?”
I took a step forward. I didn’t know who this guy was.
“It’s unacceptable to trample on a maiden’s heart like that. The impertinent deserve an appropriate punishment—”
“—What?!”
It was nothing more than a simple slap from a noblewoman. The only difference was that I struck at his ‘emptiness,’ a subconscious attack that wouldn’t harm him but would bring the shame of failing to dodge an ordinary slap.
Then, I lightly pushed the boy. Off-balance, he naturally fell to the ground.
Lying sprawled on his back, he stared at the sky and muttered something, chuckling.
“...You’re an interesting woman. So, you’re an acquaintance of Seiya’s, huh? Haha, I was bored since coming to the Empire, but this is fun. Hey—”
He started to get up and reach out toward me, but—
“Kureha!!! Keep your filthy hands off her!!! Get away from Pione-san!!!”
A thunderous voice echoed from the third floor of the building, and Seiya-sama launched himself from the window. Using explosive fire magic as a spring, he shot down towards us at terrifying speed.
I had never seen Seiya-sama so emotional before. His entire being was consumed by fury... But strangely, though he was angry, I could also sense an emotion that felt close to affection.
In Seiya-sama’s hand was a wooden training sword. It cut through the air with such force that it could easily cleave a person in two.
His power was incomparable to what I had seen during our practice in the dojo. This was a hidden strength even he wasn’t aware of.
The tremendous sound of impact—
“...Why are you here at the academy, Kureha-aniki? Why did you try to mess with Pione-san? Depending on your answer, I won’t show any mercy, even to you.”
Kureha-aniki... Seiya-sama had mentioned him before when talking about his family.
Seiya-sama pointed his wooden sword, now wreathed in flames, at the fallen Kureha.
And then... w-wait... huh??
Seiya-sama pulled me close with his left arm, holding me protectively. His grip was strong, but it didn’t hurt.
What is this? It feels like a scene straight out of "Escaflowne in Love" or something—
I could feel my face getting redder by the second... but I did my best not to let my expression slip. I almost felt like laughing... my lips were twitching with a strange, floating feeling.
“Hmph, I only came to clean up the mess after you called off the engagement. Damn it, this hurts. Are you seriously going to fight me? You may have gotten a little stronger, but you're still a loser. You know full well you can't beat me.”
“Shut up—”
Seiya-sama didn’t move an inch. His unseen power radiated from him, making his body feel hot. His intense expression, his hair standing on end, his gentle, warm heart—everything about him—
Yeah, somehow, he just seemed so amazing.
It was a completely inappropriate thought, but I couldn’t help thinking it.
“...Well, you’ve changed a little. You would’ve backed down before. Well, whatever. We’ll meet again. Later.”
Kureha-aniki waved his hand lazily as he walked away. Seiya-sama kept his stance with the wooden sword until Kureha's back disappeared from sight.
Yeah, I think I’ll stay like this just a little longer. I’ve been feeling tired lately, and this feels oddly comforting.
Then suddenly, I felt Seiya-sama’s body stiffen. His tension transferred directly to me.
Awkwardly, he turned his face towards me.
The mask of indifference slipped away, revealing an expression mixed with embarrassment, relief, and concern.
“So, uh, it was an emergency... Ah, I-I’ll let go now... My hand’s all tense, just, give me a second—”
“It’s okay, I understand. Take your time. Thank you, Seiya-sama.”
As we looked at each other, we couldn’t help but burst into laughter.
And yes, I knew that many of the students were watching us. But, honestly, I didn’t care.
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"H-he is hugging my Pione!! Hey, Giselle, what the heck is going on!? Oh, right... Giselle's not here... Damn it, just wait, I'm coming over there!!"
"Seiya-sama?! Why is he hugging Pione?! D-Ditto, what’s going on?! Oh, Ditto’s not here either... I’ve been restraining myself all this time from meeting Seiya-sama!!"
Ditto's voice echoed from the third-floor window, while Giselle's voice came from a bench in the courtyard...
"...This is a problem"
His voice was close, so close I could feel his breath. He smelled like a refreshing spring forest. Despite saying it was a problem, his voice sounded completely unconcerned.
“Yes, it is quite the problem"
Honestly, I didn’t care either. Everything about Ditto-sama didn’t matter to me. But, for Seiya-sama’s sake, I needed to handle this properly.
I stepped back from Seiya-sama and offered a graceful bow, the kind expected of a duke’s daughter.
“Thank you, Seiya-sama, for saving me. I wish you a pleasant afternoon.”
“Yeah, see you"
Without looking at each other, we parted ways. Even so, I felt as if we had silently understood each other.

“So, that’s what happened, Alice-san.”
“Mhm, young people’s stories are so fresh and lovely. Pione, could you pet my back?”
“Alright, alright.”
I was playing with Alice-san in the small garden behind the tea shop. Although she could take human form, she said it was too tiring and preferred not to. She loved having her back and head stroked.
“So, Ditto and the others were pestering you? Are you okay? Should I use my fluffy powers to take them down?”
“Haha, I’m fine. It seems Leon-sama showed up right away and sent the two of them back to their classrooms. Though Giselle did glare at me... Ugh, I might get scolded when I get back.”
“Why don’t you live in the dojo, Pione? Everyone there gets along! I love Seiya’s cooking. Oh! Here comes Seiya!”
Seiya-sama appeared in the back garden. When our eyes met, he didn’t look away. He gave me his usual calm expression (which was essentially expressionless).
“About Kureha-aniki... I’m sorry. He’s one of my six brothers, and he’s usually one of the more reasonable ones, but...”
“That’s one of the reasonable ones? He was incredibly rude.”
“I apologize... Normally, Kureha-aniki dislikes women and won’t speak to them at all. Despite his refined looks, many women are drawn to him, but he uses his ‘skill’ to make them lose interest.”
“A mental manipulation skill... That’s a frightening power. – Anyway, Seiya-sama, here, your turn.”
I handed Alice-san over to Seiya-sama. He gently stroked her, and Alice closed her eyes, falling asleep almost immediately. Seiya-sama’s mouth curved slightly into a smile.
“The Free City doesn’t really care about my broken engagement. I don’t know what orders Kureha-aniki was given to come here, but whatever it is, it’s probably nothing good.”
“Um... Seiya-sama, if you break off your engagement... does that mean you’ll leave the Empire?”
“I haven’t decided yet. I probably won’t be able to return to the Free City. I’m nothing but a failure, useless even as a political tool. My father will likely condemn me. I’ll probably head somewhere far away... Maybe to the great superpower of Michigan in the distant east—”
“U-um, Seiya-sama, do you dislike the Empire?”
“No, I don’t dislike the Empire. I’ve met wonderful people here. They’re my greatest treasure.”
“Th-then...”
At that moment, Alice started shaking and suddenly opened her eyes wide.
“Mokyu! Why don’t the two of you just get married? A duke’s family related to the Imperial Household and the son of the Prime Minister of the Free City. What a perfect match! Then I can visit often and won’t feel lonely!”
“……………”
“……………”
It was an unspoken option between us. Whether it was the right one, we didn’t know.
If someone like me, who had nothing to offer, ended up with Seiya-sama... I had no idea what kind of trouble I might cause him.
"P-Pione-san," "S-Seiya-sama,"
"Mokyuuuuu..."
I took a deep breath.
And then—
“Seiya-sama, I’ve decided... I’m going to destroy everything at the Rose Society.”
“...I see... Back then, I tried to destroy everything, but I failed.”
Seiya-sama gently took my hand. His grip, trembling slightly, carried a weight that was beyond his years. His feelings were conveyed to me.
Feelings that couldn’t be expressed in words.
“I’ve realized something... Destroying things can hurt people. If I were alone, I wouldn’t mind destroying everything. But—if it’s with you, Seiya-sama—”
“Yes, I was wrong too. Destroying is the easy way out. I couldn’t make the choice alone. But if you... if you would stand by my side...”
We still have a lot of growing to do. Alone, it’s impossible—but together...
“We’re comrades, right?”
“That doesn’t feel quite right. How about... friends?”
“Fr-friends... Haha, this might be the first time... I’ve ever had a friend.”
“Same here. You’re my first friend.”
The word “friend” felt special to me. Maybe, deep down, there was something more than just friendship between us...
Something started welling up inside me.
No matter what happened, I never cried. If I did, Giselle and my family would mock me. So, I made it a point to never cry.
Even as I grew emotionally and became indifferent to others—
I couldn’t hold back these feelings.
“I’m... no longer alone, am I?”
“Yeah, neither of us are alone anymore.”
Memories of my past flashed through my mind like a revolving lantern. I thought I no longer cared about them, but...
My vision blurred with tears. I glanced at Seiya-sama, who was covering his eyes.
So, he felt lonely too...
We shared our feelings in this warm place for as long as time allowed.

[Giselle PoV]
“This way, this way! Did you manage to avoid Leon the old geezer?”
“Yeah, don’t worry. That jerk of a brother’s such a pain.”
Ditto and I had a secret hideout. We rented a small house at the edge of the imperial capital and turned it into our personal lab. We had kept this place a secret from everyone since we were kids, sharing it only with each other.
“Seriously, you’re so slow. So, how’s Leon-sama’s ‘education’ going?”
“Oh man, it’s all about acting like a prince in front of his fiancée, writing letters, practicing conversations by pretending the maids are noble ladies... He’s such a goody-two-shoes. No wonder his marriage is a dead end.”
“Wow, Ditto actually went along with all that? I was just told to keep my distance. I guess it’s because no one really expects anything from me.”
Yeah, I was born as the daughter of a duke, a tool for a political marriage. That’s what my parents had drilled into me my entire life. Seiya-sama is wonderful, but I knew he was considered a failure in the Free City. I used to think love was enough.
“You idiot! Without your ideas, our research wouldn’t have gotten this far! You’re amazing, Giselle. No one gets it.”
“Ditto, people say things about you too, but I know you’re a good guy. Sure, you’re a bit of a clown and can’t read the room with women, but still.”
A silence fell between us.
It had been a while since I last saw Ditto. Just seeing him made me feel happy, even though I wasn’t in love with him or anything... His face looked a little red. Must be my imagination.
“I mess up everything without you around...”
“I can’t get my research done without you either...”
“Heh, let’s do this: today, we’ll look back at everything we’ve done to Pione and Seiya, like a research project. Let’s figure out what went wrong together.”
“You’re right, it’s important. We don’t have much time before the Rose Society.”
We wrote down everything we’d done so far on the board, just like a research project.
...
......
………
After writing it all out, we realized something.
We don’t think things through when we’re alone. But when we work on a goal together, we can figure things out.
“...Hey, aren’t we kind of the worst?”
“Y-yeah, honestly, we’ve been pretty awful. Why didn’t we realize this until now?”
Both Ditto and I knew we were liked by the other, and we used that as an excuse to neglect the other’s feelings.
“Haha... No wonder they hate us... I’m such a loser...”
“Yeah... this is... all our fault...”
We were deep in thought, unsure of what to do next. Ditto tried to lighten the mood with a joke.
“H-hey, why are you all dolled up today?”
“Y-you’re dressed up more than usual too!”
We awkwardly stepped back from each other. It felt strangely embarrassing... even though it was just Ditto.
“Hey... How do you even apologize? What can I do to get Pione to forgive me?”
“I don’t know... I don’t know how... I’ve done such terrible things... No way Seita will forgive me...”
Regret hit us too late. It was only ‘now’ that we understood. My heart had remained immature all this time. Even though I love Seiya...
Chapter 11: Rose Ball
Translator: Soafp

The Rose Society Ball at the Noble Academy.
It’s not just a simple welcoming event for new students but also an occasion to evaluate those entering the adult world as upperclassmen.
That being said, other than the fact that there are fewer adults, it doesn’t look much different from the usual evening gatherings. Everyone here has attended enough soirées, as you’d expect from children of nobility attending this academy.
There are very few noble ladies like me who dislike evening parties. After all, dazzling at such events is seen as the duty of a noblewoman.
The hosts are the student council of the academy. As guests of honor, the third prince, Leon-sama, and the Empress Maria-sama, the head of the Empire, are attending. Several other high-ranking nobles of the Empire are also present, but the focus of the event is on the students.
(I hate these parties...)
Evening parties are where I feel the most alone.
No one pays attention to me. I’m mocked and ridiculed by the other noble ladies, and my fiancé wears a bored expression, not even bothering to meet my gaze.
For me, soirées have always been meaningless.
But today is different.
The Rose Society Ball is already underway in the courtyard of the Imperial Noble Academy. We are watching the venue from afar.
Typically, the sons would attend with their fiancées, make greetings, engage in conversation, and enjoy a light meal. It’s mostly political, a place to form connections.
"Where is she!? Pione-sama is nowhere to be found!"
"The Rose Society Ball has already started! Don’t embarrass Ditto-sama any further!"
"Where is Giselle-sama’s fiancé?!"
"Damn, I can’t find her..."
"Oh... there she is."
Next to me, Seiya-sama is holding my arm, moving stiffly.
I’m not much better. My legs feel weak, and I nearly stumble with each step. Every time, Seiya-sama pulls me upright.
Will I eventually be able to walk naturally?
For now, my nerves are winning.
"Lady Pione Carmine, daughter of the Duke. My deepest apologies for the delay, we were held up in preparations."
"Seiya Mashima, son of the Free City’s Prime Minister. I escorted the young lady who lost her way."
We entered the hall.
All conversations ceased. It was as if time itself had stopped.
Someone dropped their plate. It was Ditto-sama.
"Who is that young man beside Pione-sama?"
"Wait... is that Seiya-sama?"
"No way... I’ve never seen him like that... He’s stunning... This is the first time I’ve truly understood what it means to be captivated."
"Aah..."
"Indeed, I’m at a loss for words."
"Is that Pione-sama? Her dress and hairstyle are marvelous, but the elegance she exudes is truly befitting of a duke’s daughter."
"She’s beautiful... I’ve never seen such a radiant smile."
"She’s the most beautiful lady in the Imperial capital right now... Her beauty is blinding..."
I couldn’t care less about the murmurs of the noble sons and daughters. This charade didn’t matter either.
We came here for one reason only.
Ditto-sama, for some reason, wore a serious expression and didn’t speak to me. He seemed to be deep in thought.
Giselle, too, stood beside Ditto-sama, likely making conversation with him.
"I’m here too, you know. It’s nice to be in human form every once in a while."
Behind us stood Alice, dressed as a servant. Transformed from her rabbit form, she was now an unbelievably handsome young man.
Seiya-sama let go of my arm, and we each headed toward our respective fiancés.
"Ditto-sama, I deeply apologize for keeping you waiting. Would you mind if we talked somewhere private?"
"Oh, uh, sure. You look... really beautiful."
"Flattery won’t be necessary. I know there’s no love between us."
"Ha... yeah, you’re right. I really messed up... Pione, I sincerely want to apologize..."
"An apology isn’t necessary. Let’s go to the balcony."
Ditto-sama seemed a little different today. He appeared more mature than usual.
I looked into his eyes... Yes, there was something different, a hidden emotion. Perhaps he wasn’t even aware of it himself.

When we arrived at the balcony, Giselle and Seiya-sama were already there.
"Se-Seiya-sama, I’m so sorry for everything. I’ve neglected you, my fiancé..."
"It doesn’t matter anymore. Let’s talk, the four of us."
Ditto-sama nodded. He called a servant to ensure no one else entered the balcony. Among them was Henri, a maid in a beautiful dress.
I got straight to the point.
“The appropriate words are... the recognition of feelings. Yes, first of all, we will not be breaking off our engagements ‘for now.’”
Seiya-sama observes Ditto-sama’s expression. I gaze at Giselle.
For a moment, a shadow passes over their faces, but then joy follows.
"...I see, that’s a relief... Pione, you’ve understood."
"Now, I can finally properly interact with Seiya-sama. With this, the Duke's house will be secure."
Seiya-sama continues after me.
"Wait, don’t misunderstand. We have no interest in you two. It’s not that we like or dislike you—we’re indifferent."
The two try to say something, but I stop them.
"Listen carefully. We understand that you both tried to love us as your fiancés and grew fond of us. But haven’t you realized your true feelings?"
Ditto-sama and Giselle’s eyes waver slightly.
"...I love Pione."
"And I love Seiya-sama..."
I cut them off.
"Giselle Onee-san, why didn’t you scold me when Seiya-sama hugged me the other day?"
"Huh? Th-that was just because I forgot. I truly love Seiya-sama—"
"More than Ditto-sama?"
"...!"
Giselle is at a loss for words. Ditto-sama closes his eyes, deep in thought.
"...We hadn’t seen each other for a while, and... the one I keep dreaming of is Giselle..."
"When we reunited at the secret base..."
The two exchange glances.
"I’ve been avoiding this feeling for a long time, pretending it was just friendship... but I was scared to put it into words."
"I... I felt so lost without Ditto, it hurt..."
They finally recognize their feelings of love. And at the same time, they realize the weight of the true wrongdoing they’ve committed against us. Their expressions say it all.
"Now, don’t apologize to us. That would just be for your own satisfaction. We want to break off our engagements, and you want it too aswell. It’s simply a matter of aligning interests."
"Wait, does this mean you and Seiya are in love?"
"What!?" "Cough, cough!"
We shake our heads. We’re just friends, um, well...
"The conversation isn’t moving forward. Let’s return to the beginning. Do you think it’s possible to break off our engagements in this empire, under the rule of that empress? It’s difficult, isn’t it? It might be feasible if it were just Leon-sama, but... For now, we’ll act as if we’re still engaged and devise a medium-term plan to formally break it off. Strategic groundwork is essential."
Seiya-sama continues.
"In that case, Ditto and Giselle will eventually be able to become each other’s official fiancé."
At those words, their expressions change. Tentatively, but with a strong resolve in their eyes, they nod slowly.
(This should be fine for now. The most important thing was making them aware of their true feelings. If we had destroyed the engagements here and humiliated them, it would’ve been impossible to recover from. Breaking is easy. Moving forward without breaking anything is the hardest part. Now, we’ll take our time to end these engagements—Eh?)

“Ow, ow, ow! Y-you insolent fool! Let go of my—hand!!”
It happened suddenly. The one who appeared behind Ditto-sama was none other than Kureha-sama, Seiya-sama’s elder brother and the son of the Prime Minister of the Free City.
Kureha-sama grabbed Ditto-sama by the head and lifted him up. Ditto’s large body was suspended above the ground.
“S-stop it!! Who are you? Ditto is a prince of this empire!! W-wait... what are you doing with that hand? Hey, stop—ahhh!!”
Kureha, with a look of disdain, swatted Giselle away with his hand. The force sent her flying, and she collapsed onto the ground.
“G-Giselle!!! You, you bastard!! How dare a mere foreign student—”
“Haven’t you heard from the Empress? Rejoice. Your engagement has been annulled.”
With those words, Kureha threw Ditto into the balcony wall. Ditto coughed violently from the impact.
An aristocrat from another country assaulting a prince of the empire—this could easily escalate into a situation leading to war.
And yet—the Empress inside the hall didn’t even glance our way. Leon-sama ignored the commotion and continued chatting with the students...
Ditto-sama glared at Kureha-sama, coughing.
“Oh yeah, I was told to make sure to discipline my little brother. Anyway, it’s over for you. You’re officially no longer engaged to Pione.”
Kureha-sama turned to look at me. His sheer presence was overwhelming, even without using any special power.
“Pione’s new fiancé is me. I want you to be the bridge of friendship between the Free City and the Empire. Pione, I’m seriously in love with you. Become my wife.”
I bit my lip.
I had imagined various scenarios. I had even thought something like this might happen. In this world, the whims of those at the top can change your life in an instant.
I clenched my fists tightly...
“Ditto, didn’t you want to break off your engagement? Didn’t you want to be with that trashy girl Giselle? Well, guess what, you two won’t ever see each other again. Giselle has been chosen as the next ‘sacrificial bride.’ The baroness who was originally going cried tears of joy. Off to the demon lands with her.”
...The practice of sending noblewomen as ‘sacrificial brides’ to the demon lands, which began 100 years ago as part of diplomatic exchanges, was well known. None of the noblewomen ever returned to the empire.
“N-no... I just realized that I love Giselle... Please, let me go to her!!”
Kureha-sama kicked Ditto to the ground.
“It’s too late. This is a decree from Empress Maria herself—you’re being exiled from the royal family. If you can survive and return from ‘Purgatory Island,’ then maybe you can be a prince again. Hah! How badly did you piss off the Empress? You’ve been far too irresponsible, you fool.”
Chapter 12: Mutually-minded
Translator: Soafp

“Ow, ow... Huh? Why am I here...? I... I... am Giselle. The Duke's daughter, third year in the upper school... My younger sister, Pione, is more talented than me... No, I can’t remember anything.”
Giselle staggered to her feet. Something was clearly wrong. Despite Ditto-sama crying right in front of her, she didn’t even glance his way.
“Umm, is this a soirée? My memory is hazy... I...”
“Giselle! Are you okay? Are you hurt?!”
Giselle flinched visibly, trembling with fear. Clearly, she was scared of Ditto-sama—the person she supposedly loved.
“W-who are you? I-I'm sorry. Father told me not to talk to strangers... Pione, help me...”
I watched the scene unfold in silence. It was as if Giselle had reverted to her childhood self...
“Giselle...? You... You don’t recognize me? We swore our love to each other!”
“I-I’m sorry... Please step back. You’re... not my type. Besides, I have a wonderful fiancé. Wait... who was it again?”
Kureha scratched his head and grabbed Ditto by the shoulder, pulling him back.
“She doesn’t remember you anymore. All of her memories of you are ‘temporarily’ wiped. Keeping those feelings would only cause her pain. ...Giselle, your maid is waiting over there. Go on.”
“Y-yes, well then, farewell...”
With the help of her attendant, Giselle returned to the party. The way she greeted the students was fitting of a noble duke’s daughter.
“Now then, any objections?”
I had been silent the whole time, focused on ‘seeing.’ I had been observing Giselle, Ditto-sama, Kureha-sama—and Empress Maria.
Suddenly, Empress Maria’s gaze shifted to me. Our eyes met.
A small sensation of discomfort and pain pulsed through my head...
...She was watching me. And I was watching her.
The feeling was similar to when I had witnessed Alice-san’s deeper power—something that seemed human but wasn’t.
I didn’t sense malice. In fact, there was a conscious intent of goodwill.
(Headache... I can’t push this any further.)
It felt like everything was being seen through, like I was facing a demon. So, I asked Kureha-sama a question.
“If I was going to switch to Plan C at this moment, what would happen, Kureha-sama?”
“Oh, the plan where you destroy everything, huh? Well, it’s not a bad option. Destroying is the easy way out, after all. Sure, the Empress told me—if those words come from Pione’s mouth, then we’ll have a talk.”
Plan C—the plan to destroy everything. Using all of my power to rebel against the Empress. Then, fleeing to a superpower through the kingdom.
The success rate is 50%. A plan worth trying. But... everything was already seen through.
“I understand. Then, let’s go to the Empress. ...Seiya-sama, would you escort me?”
“Of course. Ditto, stop crying, stop whining, and don’t let yourself be crushed. You’re coming with us.”
Seiya-sama linked arms with me. His body was warm, very warm. He was clearly suppressing his anger, struggling to keep control.
Ditto-sama staggered to his feet and followed us slowly...

"To be honest, I didn’t care who Pione married, as long as he was the most talented man."
Standing before the Empress were Seiya-sama and I. Ditto-sama's hair had turned completely white, and he was staring blankly into space.
By the Empress’s side was only Leon-sama. The students around us were oblivious to us and continued enjoying the Rose Society gathering.
A large-scale recognition-blocking spell.
I felt like the Empress had said something I couldn’t fully comprehend... Prioritizing me? Why?
"That Ditto over there is the most talented man among the princes and in the entire empire. I thought this engagement would surely succeed, and that I could even entrust the empire to him someday. But—"
The expression on Empress Maria’s face didn’t change, but the air around her felt deeply sad. Resignation, indifference, disappointment—it was as though I was looking at a reflection of myself, and it made me feel uneasy.
"Becoming obsessed with research is still forgivable. Spending public funds like water and abusing privileges as a prince—still tolerable. But—running away from Leon’s education, betraying and hurting his fiancée—I cannot forgive that. There are nine princes. Losing one or two now means nothing. A prince with a rotten soul—his destination is Purgatory Island, where he can reflect on himself."
After a brief silence, Leon-sama sighed.
"A prince who can’t make even one person he loves happy—how could he ever make the people happy? That’s what I think. Honestly, I was fine with Giselle and Ditto being together, but after investigating Ditto’s conduct, it was worse than expected... Haa... Please, give me a break."
"It’s your lack of management. Expect a scolding from your wife later."
"Ugh... The life of a middle manager is tough."
I had a question for the Empress. There were many things I wanted to ask, but I started with just one.
"Why am I to be engaged to Kureha-sama?"
I could certainly feel some kind of affection from Kureha-sama. But it was something different from love. And besides, this was all too sudden.
"Kureha-dono is the most exceptional person in that Free City, and in this empire at present. Pione, you possess a rare talent. It’s a ‘power’ that is similar to mine. When it was my turn, I made the wrong choice. I don’t want you to make the same mistake. Engagement isn’t a game for noble ladies. If you aren’t well-matched... love will shatter."
Why does Empress Maria look at me with those eyes? Why does she seem nostalgic? Why does she feel guilty?
"You’ve charmed the ‘Professor,’ the ‘Divine Sword,’ the ‘Treasure Blade,’ the ‘Legend,’ and the ‘Oni God’ in such a short period... That’s something no ordinary person could do. If you had used all of them to execute Plan C, there would have been casualties. Someday, Pione, you’ll be grateful for being engaged to Kureha-dono—"
True, Kureha-sama’s actions were rough, but neither Ditto-sama nor Giselle-sama were actually hurt. He simply conveyed the Empress’s message harshly. It seemed to me like he was intentionally acting as the villain.
At that moment, Seiya-sama, who had been silent, moved.
"Wait a moment. Seiya Mashima, fifth son of the Free City’s Prime Minister, will speak."
"The incompetent are not allowed to speak."
Those words caused Seiya-sama’s eyes to change, just slightly. Not metaphorically, but physically. The shift deepened the color of his soul.
"‘Incompetent’... Yes, that’s right. I was a weakling, a crybaby, the failure of that Free City... A man who could only put in effort, nothing more. I was lonely, and I had lost hope for the future. But—"
Seiya-sama pulled me close with one hand. Just like before, but this time it was different. His emotions were clear, his senses sharp.
What I felt was sadness, affection, friendship, and—love.
"I’m no longer ‘alone.’ My bonds have become my strength! So, I declare to the Empress: Pione is not your plaything!!"
Seiya-sama slowly knelt before me. Kureha-sama bristled with killing intent, and Leon-sama, who had begun to draw his sword, froze.
It didn’t matter. Seiya-sama was looking only at me. His mere presence stopped everyone around us in their tracks.
"Pione, I want you to be my fiancée."
Such a short, unadorned phrase. But it was filled with sincerity, a heartfelt declaration that warmed me from the core of my being.
I felt courage, strength. Together, I felt we could overcome any hardship.
The Empress’s presence deepened like a pitch-black night, her leaking magical power strong enough to erode hearts. Even the usually light-hearted Leon-sama grew expressionless and readied his sword.
Kureha-sama, despite exuding killing intent, chuckled. "Heh, you’ve become the second most interesting man, after me."
I realized I didn’t care about anyone around me.
Because I was no longer alone.
My loneliness had vanished.
"...Yes, Pione Carmine, I accept your feelings. And I ask of you—please make me happy, as I will make you happy—"
At that moment, Seiya-sama’s aura completely changed. The power he had hidden began to overflow from his body.
A heavy sigh echoed in the room.
The Empress cast her gaze toward the Rose Society’s gathering, looking at ‘Alice-san,’ the ‘Gentleman Uncle,’ the ‘Master Uncle,’ Ruan-sama, and the maid, Henri, one by one.
"...Haa... I don’t want to cause any deaths. Even dealing with one of those lunatics is troublesome enough. I couldn’t foresee this change, but it seems you possess at least a minimal amount of power... The will of both parties, is it? Very well, Seiya. I will acknowledge you as a provisional fiancé. However, there are two conditions."
The Empress pointed her finger—at Kureha-sama.
Kureha-sama showed no reaction, even though he was being told his engagement was being replaced. In fact, his expression resembled that of a child excited for a field trip.
"Show me that you can surpass Kureha’s abilities. And, convince the Prime Minister of the Free City. Kureha and Pione’s engagement was decided by me, Empress Maria, and the Prime Minister of the Free City, Hayato Mashima. Overturn it with your own power. Don’t take the ‘easy’ route of destroying everything and running away."
Chapter 13: Masked Fiance
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"Leon, the rest is up to you. I'm a bit tired, so I'll return to the castle."
"Understood! Uh... are you not going to meet with Din-dono and the others? They are your old friends after all—"
"Not now. Another time, perhaps."
With those words, the Empress left the rose banquet.
Kureha-sama turned his back to us as well.
"Seiya, no matter what choice you make, you won't surpass me. —Vivian! We're heading back. This glamorous party doesn’t suit us. Let’s go to a tavern in the back alleys."
It was sudden. A maid in a servant's uniform ran up to Kureha-sama. Her form changed all at once. She transformed into a fluffy dog, about half the size of a human.
“Woof! I’m hungry! Kureha, stop hiding your embarrassment! You're happy Seiya has grown, aren't you? Hmm? There are lots of strangers here! Then let me tell you about how Kureha and I met! When I was begging in the Free City, Kureha—”
“You idiot! Shut up!! And I’m not hiding anything!!”
“Fufu, I can tell. Yes, because—”
Before the fluffy dog-creature could finish, Kureha-sama picked it up and dashed away with it in his arms. In the distance, Alice-san seemed to be muttering, "Huh? The smell of my nemesis!" Yeah... they must know each other.
Leon-sama, the third prince, remained behind, a deep furrow forming on his brow. I thought I saw a bit more gray in his hair too.
"Ugh... what a stubborn old woman. Oops, that slipped out. Oh well, Pione. As long as you're happy being engaged to Seiya, that's all that matters. As for Gizelle, don't worry. Marrying into the Demon Territory isn’t as bad as it sounds."
The Demon Territory is feared by the people of the Empire, but those in the know understand. It's no different from any other country.
"Yes, I've been there once with Gizelle, so I understand. In fact, it’s far more humane and progressive than the Empire or the Free City."
"Hearing that gives me a headache... Whatever Ditto feels, even if Gizelle remembers her feelings for him, it won’t be an issue. The real concern is Ditto."
Ditto was still staring into space, his mind clearly elsewhere.
"Ditto, this is your turning point. Sure, you're talented. But that alone isn't enough to be a prince. If you go to Purgatory Island as you are now... well, you'll die. I could send you to some easier training grounds overseas, but... no, that won't do either. Anyway, as for you two..."
Leon-sama let out another heavy sigh.
"The Empress said what she did, but it’s just a way of telling you to keep growing. Don't worry about Kureha-sama. You two just keep getting along as you have been."
"Huh? Is that really okay?"
"Did Aniki really say that?"
"Yeah, he said he has things to do here at the academy. Until then, he told me to tell Seiya to protect Pione as her temporary fiancé. Man, this new generation... I can’t keep up with these kids anymore. Anyway, just do as you've been doing. Ditto and Gizelle won’t be around, that's all. Just don’t do anything rash, especially you, Pione... no coups, okay?"

After Leon-sama left, we let out a small breath of relief.
"The outcome was good, wasn't it?"
"Just being able to stay by your side without reprimand is enough of a win for me. But Kureha and Empress Maria... I just can’t figure them out."
I could only agree. After all, the Empress is like an untouchable figure, even for a duke’s daughter. The air calms down when it’s just the two of us. When I think about it rationally... it feels like we’ve done something quite outrageous.
I’m now engaged to Seiya-sama... but this is all so we can secure a better future here in the Empire. Even though I felt some affection, it wasn’t the romantic kind. He doesn’t love me like that...
I steal a glance at Seiya-sama’s face. Our eyes meet.
"W-we ended up becoming fiancés, didn’t we...?"
"Y-yeah, I was just thinking that if I didn’t, you would have become engaged to Kureha... before I knew it, the words just came out."
"Hmph, so you didn’t think it through?"
"T-that’s not it! It’s just... I still wonder if someone like me is good enough."
"Someone like you is exactly what I wanted."
Do I love Seiya-sama? If asked, I wouldn’t be able to answer. We both feel a different kind of affection, a kind of love or friendship, but not romantic love. We had once erased that feeling of romantic love from ourselves.
We understand the concept of love between men and women, but we don’t know what it truly feels like...
Suddenly, that familiar sense of loneliness crept over me...
"We can take our time. We’ll spend time slowly recovering the feelings we’ve lost."
As he said this, he naturally took my hand in his. His hand was warm, and the loneliness began to melt away.
For now, that is enough.
My feelings toward Seiya-sama are warm and fuzzy.
I don't quite understand what they are. But there’s one thing I know for sure.
We can’t be "indifferent" to each other.
It makes me happy when we meet in the dojo in the morning.
I find myself wanting to be by his side at the academy.
When we can’t meet, I end up thinking about him.
Is it painful? No, not at all.
Because when I think about him, it’s really enjoyable.
I’m not lonely. We are two together.
So, one day, it’ll be fine if we both understand.
Seiya-sama understands this too, I can tell.
"...Is it okay to take it slow?"
"Of course. Let’s get to know each other little by little."
"Ah, so it's like before, isn't it?"
"Yeah, natural is best. ...But it’s a bit embarrassing."
The feelings conveyed through the hand he’s holding.
It’s alright, we’ll be fine.

The Rose Banquet was nearing its end, and our awkward conversation was also coming to a close.
For the first time, I felt reluctant for the party to end.
I was really happy that everyone came.
"Huh?"
"Is that Gizelle?"
Gizelle, carrying a large number of papers and books, was approaching us. Her attendant was holding a stack of books as well.
"Ah, Pione!! I remembered that I'm engaged to someone from the Demon Territory! Do you remember? When we were little, we used to play together in the Demon Territory. His name was 'Rizel'! Guess what, my fiancé is Rizel! Now he’s the Ninth Prince of the Demon King, 'Rizel'! Isn't that super cool? He was always cool even back then!"
"Ah... I see... I’m glad for you, Gizelle."
"Tomorrow, I’m going to study abroad, but I just remembered that Ditto-kun is friends with me! He’s a boy who likes research, just like me. Hehe! Oh, and this book, I want to give it to Ditto-kun. He seems a bit down, and I don’t need it anymore..."
Gizelle handed the book to Ditto-sama. It was a notebook, a bundle of documents—various forms of research materials.
Ditto-sama, who had lost his composure earlier, finally focused his eyes.
He looked at Gizelle’s face before accepting the documents.
"These are... our... first research..."
I couldn’t understand the contents, but I could feel the passion poured into the notebook. The intensity of the research was overwhelming, and if things had gone wrong, it could have easily become a magical item.
"Yeah, I don’t really get it, but... even though it's not my thing, I want Ditto-kun to have it. Haha, I was so scared just a moment ago, but it’s really strange, isn’t it? Well, let’s meet again sometime!"
Ditto-sama clutched his chest tightly. I felt like the nature of his tears had changed. He had truly realized all of his mistakes, the deep self-loathing, and—
"Ah... ah... someday... somewhere..."
He managed to speak in broken sobs, while Gizelle walked away, laughing. Ditto-sama watched her retreating figure.
I spoke up.
"If you really don't want to go to Purgatory Island, I think Leon-sama could help you avoid it. He’d probably say something like, 'Just train overseas and become a worthy prince.'"
Ditto-sama shook his head.
"...I have to go to Purgatory Island... I need to make up for the trouble I've caused everyone. Pione, please don’t forgive me, the idiot who ended up loving Gizelle even after being her former fiancé."
His voice was filled with mixed emotions.
I—
"If you love my sister that much, I don't care. Didn’t I say that? Ditto-sama, I’m indifferent to you. So do as you wish."
Ditto-sama smiled at me through his tears. ...I wonder what kind of face I was making.
It was probably a blank expression...
End of Volume 1
Chapter 14: Routine for two
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Start of Volume 2
A refreshing morning at the swordsmanship dojo in a corner of the imperial capital.
I visit without fail every morning. If I have time, I also practice after school.
"Hah, hah... I really lack strength, don't I? Should I do some strength training?"
In front of me, Seiya-sama stands, holding a wooden sword, not a drop of sweat on him... I’ve used the "growth skill" from the ancient book I found in the mansion.
Not only has my mind grown, but my body has too, and my stamina has increased dramatically. I used to be out of breath after walking just a little, but now I can keep up with the practice at the dojo.
"...No, it's fine as it is. There's no need for unnecessary muscle. In fact, I’m impressed with your precision in attacks. A rapier would suit you better. From now on, let's focus on thrusting techniques. You're improving faster than you think."
"Yes! Then after this, we’ll have tea, right?"
"Ah, yes, today I’ve prepared your favorite 'Butter Cake with Tea.' It’s set to be ready right after practice ends. —See? You can already smell it, can’t you?"
The pleasant smell of butter wafts from the kitchen at the back of the dojo.
"Today, Luan-sama and Din-sama are out... so, it’ll just be the two of us."
"Y-Yes... then, I'll go prepare the tea!"
We were both a little embarrassed and speaking quickly... and then we went to the kitchen.
It had been about a month and a half since Seiya-sama and I started meeting at the dojo.
The first month was mostly filled with discussions about the Rose Banquet, but now we were enjoying more relaxed conversations.
Yeah, except on weekends, we’ve been meeting here at the dojo.
Gizelle, after the Rose Banquet, had really gone to study abroad in the Demon Territory the very next day. Leon-sama accompanied her, and after seeing her off, he returned a week later. He seemed deep in thought with a serious look on his face but left the imperial capital soon after. This time, he was accompanying Ditto-sama.
...Leon-sama hasn’t come back yet.
"Sorry to keep you waiting, here’s the freshly baked butter cake. Be careful, it’s hot."
"It looks so delicious! Seiya-sama, you can make both food and sweets, that’s amazing."
"Well, it’s just a hobby of mine."
Seiya-sama always had some kind of treat ready. I would prepare the tea, as my uncle had taught me. That became our routine.
It may seem like a small thing, but it was incredibly calming. It was an irreplaceable time.
We’d talk about swordsmanship, flowers, the latest trends in stuffed animals in the capital, and animals. The topics never ran dry.
But the most lively topic was always books. Seiya-sama read many books to improve himself. Military strategy, tactics, the popular romance novel "The Princess and the Wizard's Husband," adventure novel "Fafnir’s Shield Chronicle," the economic revenge novel "Kiona Halfvalley, Bank of the Imperial Capital," and more.
I had read all of them as well.
But the books unique to the Free City, especially those with a lot of pictures that felt more like a performance than a regular book, the exciting "action novels," were something I rarely had a chance to read, so it was refreshing to hear Seiya-sama talk about them.
Unfortunately, they weren’t widely available in the imperial capital. I’d heard that some devoted fans had started importing them from the Free City to spread them here.

"Is the problem that there are no skilled illustrators? Realistic styles are common in the capital, but I’ve never seen such stylized artwork, it was quite shocking."
"Recently, I heard that an artist from the capital is studying abroad in the Free City. I think it’ll eventually catch on here. ...By the way, Kureha Aniki suddenly came by and left a whole bunch of action novels."
"Wow! That’s wonderful! You should thank him later."
"Well, they’re all romance action novels... he told me to study them to understand the hearts of women."
"Oh? In that case, I should also read them. I’m rather clueless about the hearts of men."
We shared a brief glance. ...Before, Seiya-sama would have been embarrassed and looked away. But now, he only looked away a little.
"Seiya-sama, you’re such a lovely person. ...You’re so strict during sword practice, though..."
"P-Pione-san!? T-That’s because when I’m holding a sword, I can’t help but take it seriously... S-Sorry!"
"Please don't apologize. I actually enjoy it more that way."
"...If you say that, then, Pione-san, I thought you had no fears, but when you saw a rat in the street, you screamed—"
"Ah, but that was a rat, okay?! I'm fine with insects and monsters, but I just can't handle rats!"
It was a trivial, harmless conversation. Through it, we slowly began to understand more about each other.
There was no pressure between us... but sometimes, I couldn't help but feel the weight of the ticking clock on this happiness.

"Huff, it's almost time. Shall we go to school together again today?"
"Yes, Seiya-sama, please escort me."
A temporary engagement. To turn that into a real engagement, I—will move forward.
"Hey, Seiya! Buy some meat on your way home! Actually, aren't you hungry? Here, have this!"
The butcher hands Seiya-sama a bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich. Seiya-sama thanks him with a slightly troubled expression. In the lower town of the capital, Seiya-sama is quite the famous figure.
"Good morning, Seiya-kun. You’re still expressionless, but are you smiling a bit? When can you come to your part-time job next? Everyone misses you when you're not here."
Seiya-sama works at the Adventurers Guild’s reception to earn money. Despite being a student, he clears high-level dungeons and holds an advanced adventurer registration.
"Seiya-sama~ You look wonderful as always! Ah, I couldn’t help but greet you!"
A middle school girl in uniform says this as she runs off. She’s so happy to have spoken with Seiya-sama, proudly telling her friends. Her smile was lovely.
The other schoolgirls, having seen this, greet Seiya-sama one after another.
Of course, they greet me as well.
They’re just ordinary students from the city.
...They probably don’t know that we’re the Duke’s daughter and the Prime Minister’s son. Just a peculiar noble girl who goes to the dojo. That’s fine by me. It’s nice that they greet us.
Still...
"...Hey, Seiya-sama, you’re quite popular, aren't you?"
"That’s not true... Pione-san? Are you upset?"
I'm not upset at all. Hmm, what’s this feeling that’s slowly bubbling up from deep in my chest?
Alright, I’ll try not to care. It doesn't matter.
"Well, you’re my fiancé... Wait, huh? Those words came out differently than I intended... S-sorry, Seiya-sama."
Seiya-sama stopped and looked at me, smiling.
"Haha, Pione-san, your face is a little red. That's a rare expression... I’ll make sure to remember it."
I lightly tapped Seiya-sama on the shoulder.
The atmosphere between the two of us. That feeling, we still can’t quite explain.
...But someday, we’ll understand it.

Chapter 15: Leon Side
Translator: Soafp

[Leon PoV]
"This damn old hag! No matter how useless the prince is, there's no need to send your precious son into a deadly situation! If they like each other, what's the problem with that? We could just swap their fiancés and make Ditto and Giselle the ones engaged, and everyone would be happy! In fact, those two were already trying to make that happen!"
I, Leon, who mostly handles mid-level management tasks, spat out harsh words at my mother, Empress Maria. Probably, there’s no one else in the empire who could say such things to her but me, the third prince.
We were in the king's room in the imperial palace. Just the two of us—me and the empress.
"Leon, your choice of words is harsh... I understand how you feel. But, it can’t be that way. They might be happy for a while... but the future I see for them after that is nothing but pain."
When it’s just the two of us, we’re mother and son. Especially, my bond with my mother is strong. I don’t know why, but even though she's such a hopeless person, I can’t abandon her like those other people.
...Even though I’m often called a mama’s boy by my wife.
"No, you’re hard to understand... If you’re worried, just say so. From what you’re saying, does that mean there’s an issue with how things are right now? Ditto has repented enough, and as for Giselle, she’s been sent to another country... and now you're suddenly making Kureha Pione’s fiancé... You call Seiya-sama incompetent."
"Those are exactly the problems. They only realize 'true love' when someone else points it out? They’ll create factions and lead the empire into chaos in the future. The day I received the report about Pione’s sudden growth, that’s when I saw this future. —This is the inevitable future."
"...Well, yeah, their personalities are twisted. I mean, they’re just grown-up kids."
"If Pione and Ditto had gotten married as originally planned, the empire would have been secure... But since that day, I can only see the future of an empire stained with war."
Haa... This damn foresight power of hers again. I really doubt whether such a power exists.
In reality, even if we avoid a tragedy, no one would believe I saw the future. Events only become understood when others observe them.
Still, she’s my dear mother. After losing the man she loved... she remained a strong empress.
"I'm sorry, but could you guide them for me? You're the only one who still thinks of me as your mother, so I can only ask you."
"Fine, fine, I get it! Ugh, what about Pione?"
"If she kept up the façade of the engagement, war would have broken out with the Free Cities in the near future... Given Hayato's intensity, the empire would have been ravaged. But when that man, Seiya, unleashed his hidden power, I saw a slightly different future. I’ll wait and see."
"You’re way too lenient with Pione. Are you sure she’s not your daughter or something? You’re tough on our only daughter, Princess Kris, though."
"Kris... I don’t know how to approach her because I don’t see anything in her future."
"No, just treat her like a normal daughter, you idiot! You should meet up with her sometimes and have some tea together. She's going to rebel, you know? Or maybe she already has? She’s always hanging out with the knights, getting obsessed with swordsmanship. We live in a magic kingdom, for crying out loud!"
"...I see. I’ll try to handle it well."
"Whatever. I’m off. First, I’ll take Giselle to the Demon Realm. Ugh, the 'sacrificial bride' from a duke’s family..."

"Leon-sama... is this town at the Demon King’s castle really so prosperous?"
The bustling market with demons and beastmen. The smiles of the common people, a different kind of energy from the capital, but full of warmth.
I, Leon, have come to the Demon Realm to deliver Giselle.
We arrived at the Demon Realm in just a few days using an advanced "Iron Carriage" that we purchased from a superpower.
This world is surprisingly small. Physically, that is.
Because the neighboring countries are so close, there were constant disputes in the past. However, that led to more interactions and trade, and cultural development came quickly.
The country with the most developed culture is the eastern superpower. Their "Ponrindonut" is exquisite. Even when our imperial chefs try it, they can’t figure out how to make it...
Oops, I was drifting off there...
"Ah, to the empire's people, demons are enemies from the war hundreds of years ago. There's a strong aversion, but in reality, they are a peaceful and friendly race."
"Yes... this is such a wonderful country. I... I’ve come so far."
"It’s not that far, though..."
Giselle’s demeanor was different from when we were in the capital.
She had been acting strange ever since we got on the iron carriage.
"Hey Giselle, could it be that your memory has returned? You did say it was temporary..."
"Memory? What are you talking about, Leon-sama? I... as a duke’s daughter, for the empire, I will fulfill my duty as the fiancée of the Ninth Prince of the Demon Realm, Rizer-sama."
Haa... What a terrible lie. It’s obvious something’s wrong with her!
"Well, if you want to return, I’ll make arrangements for you. After all, I’m the third prince. Also, I want you and Ditto to be fiancés. This engagement with Rizer-sama is just temporary, not officially settled. Besides, it seems Rizer-sama has no intention of having a political marriage. He only made you his temporary fiancée because the Demon King told him to."
Hmm? Does this mean that Giselle is like a temporary fiancé?
"Even so... I have no intention of going back. I can’t... even if I return to the Empire... I’ll remain a research fool... useless..."
"Ah, indeed, you were a research fool. ...Huh? What’s with the noise? Who’s that demon woman coming this way?"
A demon woman was approaching us.
"Hey, are you Giselle, the Duke's daughter from the Empire? Hah, you look like you've got no spirit in you! You’re not worthy of Rizel! Fight me! I’m Prime Knight Captain Prim, of the Ninth Prince’s Black Knight Brigade! Let’s settle this fair and square—what?!"
"...Calm and friendly... not quite, huh?!"
The woman, Prim, who had dark skin, was struck on the head.
It was the Ninth Prince Rizel who had hit her on the head.
"Good grief, stop being foolish, Prim... So, you’re the Duke’s daughter, Giselle? I’ll tell you this upfront. Stay away from me. You’ll only bring yourself unhappiness..."
"Oh? So, you’re my prince. We met when we were children, but allow me to reintroduce myself—I'm Giselle Carmine, the Duke's daughter. I’m transferring to the Demon Tribe High School in the Demon Territory as your fiancée. I look forward to your guidance."
"Hmph, do as you wish. Prim, demons are attacking the villagers. Let’s go hunting."
"I’ll go with you."
"Stop with that creepy way of talking."
"Okay, okay. Let’s hurry up, or it’ll be a mess, right? We’ll use our iron carriage."
I couldn’t tell what changes had happened with Giselle. I didn’t know if she still loved Ditto or if she truly intended to become Rizel’s fiancée. But one thing was clear—there was a firm resolve in Giselle’s words.
I let out a deep sigh. I had a feeling something troublesome was about to happen. I just wanted to spend peaceful days with my wife...

After seeing Giselle off, I returned to the capital and was supposed to accompany Ditto right away... but—
—I, Leon, somehow ended up staying on Purgatory Island.
"Woahhh!! Why is there such a huge storm?! I can’t go back now! That damn woman... Did she plan this? Is this why she left the official duties to Luan? Is it because she didn’t want Ditto to die? Hey, Ditto, do something about that monster zombie! Isn’t that a high-level demon lich?!"
Ditto, with his hair short and neat.
He used to have dead fish-like eyes, but now they were filled with something deeper, like he was hiding something inside. It wasn’t because he was indulging in his tragic self. He had a look that said he understood it was his own fault. That look was the budding awareness of his role as a prince.
"...Nii-san, we need to retreat. Sorry for dragging you into this..."
"Hah, I don’t think it’s your fault. It’s all that mother’s doing!!"
Ditto grabbed my hand and started running. He quickly set up a defense spell. His speed had been shortened to the extreme thanks to his research. The people called it "Wisdom’s Incantationless."
No kidding, he’s really capable... at least when it comes to research and application.
"First, we need information, and we need to understand the power dynamics of Purgatory Island. We’ll study the people’s hearts, the monsters, and this island itself until we know everything about it. Yeah, no matter what happens, I’ll get you back alive, Nii-san. Until then... I don’t care about my own desires."
Ditto was holding something like documents carefully. Were they research papers?
"With this, we’ll be fine..." he murmured softly.
He had such a kind expression now... I’m really happy for him.
I gave Ditto a light pat on the head.
"Let’s both make it out alive! Let’s show how much we’ve grown!"

Chapter 16: I don't know but I want to see you
Translator: Soafp

[Seiya Pov]
The Black House in the capital of the Free City, Hayatis. It is the house where the Prime Minister resides. Prime Minister Hayato Mashima, who enjoys immense popularity among the citizens.
I, Seiya, his son, had returned to the Free City after a long absence. Or rather, Kureha Aniki suddenly showed up at the dorm and said, "We’re going back to the Free City for about a week," and forcibly made me get on a carriage.
And so, here I am, in front of my father and Aniki.
"…I see."
My father listened to everything: the explanation of the situation that led to the engagement being broken off, my future goals, all of it. He ended it all with a single phrase.
If my father were in an action novel, he would be the embodiment of a tough, hard-boiled character.
If you don’t follow the rules, you get half-killed. He tolerates both good and evil. He’s the man who leads his monster-like brothers.
A tall, handsome man who, for some reason, is shirtless when at home. Holding a wine bottle in one hand, he pets Vivian’s head with the other. His body is covered in countless scars. He owns about thirty dogs, all of which he loves equally. He’s a man who loves animals.
A brilliant man who implements policies that overturn all conventional wisdom.
Some women say they faint if they see his too-beautiful face up close.
"Well, I’ll forgive you for now. I forgive you!"
"Vivian, shut up. Dad’s talking."
Vivian, who’s like a dog. She looks cute and fluffy, but she has a contract with the Mashima family. She’s the only creature in the Free City who has the same level of combat power as my father. Currently, she’s accompanying Kureha as his bodyguard.
My father opens his mouth heavily.
"So, is there love in this?"
When it comes to love, it's complicated. I have favorable feelings toward Pione-san. I have an emotion I can’t name for her. Whether it’s affection or something else, I’m still not sure.
...After using that skill, the concept of love has become unclear.
"I—I wish for happiness with Pione-san—"
"Hmph. Kureha, I’ll leave the rest to you."
In an instant, the door to the room opened, and my father’s figure disappeared.
I couldn’t detect his presence or movement.
Vivian was the only one waving her hand at the empty space.
"Fufu, Hayato is a shy one. He used his skill, 'Time Manipulation,' to stop time and leave."
Yes, my father’s skill is said to be the strongest in the Free City, related to time.
He can stop time, accelerate it, or rewind it.
...How could I ever defeat him?
Kureha, with a confused expression, spoke to me.
"Hey, didn’t you just track him with your eyes?"
"...? It must be your imagination."
"Well, whatever. You’ve gotten a little better, but you’re still a coward. Besides, you’re going to run into the other brothers if you stay here. Get going."
The brothers that seem to be better than Kureha... I’ll have to talk with them properly one day. I can’t stay a coward.
"No, before that... Big brother, fight me."
Kureha flashed a grin, showing his sharp teeth.
"Alright, let’s move to the school arena. Haha, I’ll make sure to finish you off."

"Why aren’t we taking a carriage?"
"Why bother? Let’s just run. Alright, let’s go."
The Mashima Academy, a school that spans from elementary to high school in the Free City. As the name suggests, it’s an academy established by the Mashima family. It’s all about meritocracy, and the skills of its students are top-notch, with having multiple skills being the norm.
Having two skills is average, three skills is for the talented, and four skills is for geniuses.
Aniki has seven skills, which only he possesses in the Free City. Skills are innate talents, they neither increase nor decrease.
From my father’s era, the city shifted to a democratic government, and the divide between nobility and commoners has slightly weakened. However, the old nobility still holds the upper echelons of the Free City.
Discrimination still exists, as a matter of course.
We run through the streets of the capital, Hayatis. Unlike the imperial capital, it doesn’t have grand, sturdy, and beautiful streets. It’s a city full of haphazard additions.
The people of the city are full of energy.
"Hey, didn’t you fall into the fountain here once? You’re such an embarrassing guy."
I remember. When I was a kid, there was a fountain in front of the department store. My brothers and I used to play there. I was the only one who lost balance and fell into the fountain.
Kureha Aniki, seeing that, said, "What the hell, you're doing something funny. Move over, I'm getting in too," and jumped into the fountain.
...I guess I was happy at that time. Maybe we were just clumsy. ...Am I my father's son?
"Getting sentimental? You ran away from the Free City. Pay attention to what's around you."
The people around us wave to Kureha.
When they see me—
"Hey, is that the fifth son? The useless one?"
"Probably went to the Empire because he was unwanted."
"Don't come back."
"Wow, it's been ages since I’ve seen him. I was in the same grade as him. He was really useless. He used to get bullied."
The voices grow louder as we approach the academy.
Even though it's a holiday, there are a lot of students. It looks like there’s some kind of event happening.
The Active Novel Club is holding a fair in one part of the academy.
On the sports ground, a match of "Oakslayer," a territorial sports game unique to the Free City, is being held.
"Hey, isn't that Seiya?"
"Eh, who cares. But it’s Kureha-sama! Ohhh, Kureha-sama!"
"Kyaa! Kureha-sama! Did you come for the fair?"
"Wow, Seiya’s here! He used to cry when they locked him in the warehouse when he was a kid?"
Ah, what is this feeling? It's so nostalgic.
The Free City, where power is everything. The Free City, where skills are everything.
Yes, I was a hopeless failure, a coward, and a crybaby.
I feel nothing. I think nothing. My emotions are flat.
The memories of those days have become gray and faded, and I can only feel indifference.
When we finally reach the arena—
For some reason, the Imperial Knights have taken over one corner.
And across from them—
My brothers and the senior soldiers of the Free City. Most of them are my former classmates.
A match between the knights and the soldiers?
That’s right, "Five Knights," a five-person team competition that became popular as a national sport in the Kingdom.
Is it a practice match?
"Hey, isn’t that Kureha-sama... and Seiya?"
"Haha, the bullied Seiya is back!"
"Really? We used to play with him here, huh?"
"Even though he’s the Prime Minister's son, he can only use one useless skill. Weak, crybaby guy."
I can hear the laughter from my former classmates.
...If this were before, I would have shrunk back, my heart shrinking. But I don’t care. I feel nothing. They’re just classmates whose names I can’t even remember.
"Tch, this is annoying. I thought no one would be here. Should we pick a different day?"
"No, it’s fine. Looks like the match is already over."
The Imperial Knights react to our sudden appearance.
...But I don’t recognize them. A female-only knight squad? Did the Empire have something like that?
A flashy girl from the group waves at Kureha Aniki. She’s wearing the waist armor that’s popular among young people in the superpowers, with glamorous armor and feathers in bright colors adorning her.
"Kureha-sama!! Did you come to check on us? Ehehe, I’m so happy!! ...Hmm? What’s this, that gloomy guy over there? Who is he to you? Don’t look this way!"
Kureha, who was standing next to me, was smiling.
"She’s my disciple. I owe her a little something from the Empire. She’s in her rebellious phase. Don’t think of her as a girl, she’s strong. Want to have a little practice fight? Hey, Kris! You’re probably overflowing with power, right? Why don’t you fight him?"
"----Ehehe! If it’s Kureha-sama’s order, I’m totally up for it! ...But... this guy is no match for us, the ‘Imperial Rose Knights.’ Why don’t you have your weak Free City soldiers fight us?"
...I still don’t know how to handle women.
In both the Free City and the Empire, I’ve never been able to have a proper conversation with women.
Of course, there was also Giselle, my fiancée, so I didn’t talk to many people.
But—
I even remember being disliked by a woman, called the Holy Maiden, who was a foreign student in the Free City’s elementary school…
I can’t even remember her name. It’s probably best to not involve myself with her anymore.
...I wonder, since returning to the Free City, many memories have resurfaced. But those memories have no color. They all feel as empty as nothingness.
(…I really want to see Pione-san. What is this rising feeling…?)
The familiar arena. I had a terrible time here, under the guise of training.
I became a target for skill practice.
It wasn't just once. It was hell that continued over and over again.
I cried constantly back then. Yes, I was crying.
"Hey, the battle's starting! Seiya, stop spacing out... damn it, just start already!"
Even after moving to the Empire, that hell didn't change.
The failure of the Free City. I couldn’t keep up with the magic lessons in middle school. I was barely able to learn the culture of the Empire.
I didn’t have money, so I lied about my age and took on adventurer-like jobs.
I took on many dangerous requests. It felt like I could die at any moment.
With the money I saved up, I bought clothes for the party... only to be laughed at by the Empire’s nobles for looking shabby.
I must have been so sad back then.
There’s no way Giselle would have liked someone like me. Even so, I kept putting in the effort.
The only talent I had was the ability to work hard.
—But I don’t care about that anymore. The past doesn’t matter. I met Pione-san.
"—What the hell? This guy isn’t hitting at all! He’s not even paying attention to us!!... Hey, seriously, just take him down!!"
The day I used that skill, I changed. Whether that can be called growth, I’m not sure.
My emotions dulled. My senses sharpened. I physically grew larger.
No, no, that’s not real growth. I changed after meeting Pione-san. Something huge and significant bloomed within me.
"Ugh... why am I the one falling down... wasn’t I... supposed to be strong..."
—Something interrupts my thoughts, which I clear away with a hand chop—
When I’m with Pione-san, everything seems to have color.
Even the smallest things seem to shine.
"—The entire soldier team is wiped out, huh? Serves you right. Kris! Seriously, get on with it! You want to be a knight, not a princess, right? Then get strong to make your dream come true! Take down that clumsy guy!"
The time I spend waiting for Pione-san in the dojo is when my heart beats the fastest.
There are times when I think maybe she won’t come. I’m a failure compared to her.
Even though Pione-san looks expressionless... she shows me such rich expressions.
When she’s seriously training with a sword, she’s beautiful.
When she’s munching on sweets, Pione-san is adorable.
The smile on her face when she’s petting Alice is as beautiful as the sunset.
I just want to keep watching Pione-san’s shining eyes as she looks at the shopkeeper’s store.
"Wh-What the hell is this guy!? Why is he blocking everything!? ...Rose Knight Squad, all at once, attack!!"
…That’s right, I was trying to be content with this daily life.
No, that’s not it. I have to grow even more!
That growth isn’t physical training.
"K-Kris-sama!? This guy’s a monster!! We don’t sense any skill use! He’s only using raw strength and magic to fight us!! We can’t hold on much longer..."
"Wh-What is this guy!? Don’t ignore me!!"
—It’s training my heart.
And then, I get a brilliant idea—
"…Alright a date. Let’s go on a date."
I’m going to ask Pione-san out on a date!
Just thinking about it makes my heart race. The tension makes my body stiff.
But it’s not a bad feeling. It’s not indifference. What’s the best place? The Imperial World Library? The Imperial Zoo? The Imperial Museum? Or the sea? The mountains? A dungeon? Do I need a present? What should I wear?
My consciousness rapidly sharpens. My feelings surge.
I’m going to hurry back to the Empire and meet Pione-san! I don’t belong here.
"Eh, eh?? A date invitation? W-Wait, um... you’re making me nervous... when I look closely, you’re actually pretty handsome."
I coldly intimidate the "enemy" in front of me.
"Get out of the way."
I dodge the retreating enemy and sprint forward—toward Pione-san.

Chapter 17: Time we can’t meet
Translator: Soafp

Haa... I can’t take it anymore... There’s too much work...
"Luan-sama, here's some herb tea for you. It’s a blend of sage, rooibos, rosehip, and fruit juice, with just enough honey to enhance the flavor without overwhelming it. It’s great for fatigue."
"Thank you, Pione-chan! ...This tastes really good... Yeah, I feel a little calmer now."
Luane-sama, taking over public duties in place of Leon-sama on his long business trip, is exhausted from completing the morning’s work and now slumping down at the dojo...
"By the way, Leon-sama’s sudden departure was unexpected. Where exactly did he go on his business trip?"
There were a lot of things I wanted to confirm with Leon-sama. Giselle’s situation, Ditto-sama’s Hell Island... Even though I try to appear indifferent, Giselle is still my sister and Ditto my former fiancée. I’m not really worried, but I can’t help but feel a little concerned.
"He’ll be back soon. Hehe, Seiya-kun also suddenly went to the Free City, so Pione-chan must be lonely, right?"
"N-No, that’s not true... I’m just a little lonely. But I’m sure he’ll come back safely."
I haven’t heard the best rumors about Seiya-sama’s siblings in the higher echelons of the Free City. All I can do is trust that Seiya-sama will return safely.
"I see, you’ve become more honest. And you trust him... Yeah, trust is important."
"Well, Seiya-sama is an important... friend... and even though we’re only engaged by proxy, he’s still important."
"Maybe you could be a little more honest about that? Oh! Right, I got this from a minister. I don’t need it, so I’ll give it to you."
Luan-sama handed me two tickets to the Imperial World Library. That place, with its vast collection of important books, isn’t somewhere anyone can easily enter. While the surface-level books are easy to access, the deeper ones require a special admission ticket to get in.
"Wow, thank you so much! Are you sure it’s okay? And two tickets?"
"Yeah, I don’t need them. When Seiya-kun gets back, you two should go together. It’ll be a date."
"D-Date... Y-Yes, I’ll definitely go!"
Seiya-sama loves books. He’ll surely be happy. Plus, there’s something I need to investigate. The "old book" I read... What was it really? No matter which book I’ve looked into, or even recalling what I’ve read before, I can’t find any description of a book like that.
Maybe at the World Library, I can find out something.
I used that book to activate a skill called "Growth."
I don’t know if it was temporary or if I’ve actually gained a skill. I do know that there’s something strange about the power in my eyes.
Is it something I was born with, or is it the influence of that book? I don’t know.
I need to understand myself better.
...Maybe I could ask the church to look into it. But, I don’t really like the church.
Should I talk to Seiya-sama about it?
But would I be troubling him if I made him worry?
Is it okay if I invite him on a date?

The academy, at my desk.
It’s been three days since Seiya-sama stopped coming to the academy... Right after Seiya-sama disappeared, Vivian-sama, in her dog form, suddenly appeared out of nowhere and handed me a letter. She was so happy when I stroked her throat.
The letter was from Kureha-sama, saying that he’d be back in about a week.
Seiya-sama couldn’t say goodbye to me due to the sudden departure. I’m a little upset about that.
"Couldn’t he have said at least one word to me?"
Now that I think about it, it’s been a while since I received a letter. Even though it was from Kureha-sama, I was still a little happy.
...I really haven’t written any letters lately.
In fact, after everything with Dit-sama in the past, I became afraid to write letters.
What if I wrote one and didn’t get a reply?
That would be really sad. Even if I tell myself it doesn’t matter now, my past self was crying in my heart.
...Maybe it’s okay to write now?
"...Yeah, it should be okay. I’ll write a letter to Seiya-sama... I’ll start by practicing."
...
.....
.......
Before I knew it, the bell signaling the end of class rang.
Writing a letter during class made me feel like a bit of a naughty student. But I made sure to review the lesson, so it should be fine.
"...Did I write too much?"
The number of pages in the letter had surpassed ten. Well, it just means that I have that much I want to tell Seiya-sama.
We still don’t know enough about each other.
The word "engaged" doesn’t bring up pleasant memories for either of us.
But if that’s the case, we can overwrite those memories.
I don’t know why, but I’ve become so much more positive.
No one from the noble children comes to talk to me in class. But I don’t feel lonely right now.
"Yeah, maybe I should buy some nice stationery from Uncle’s shop. I want to see both Uncle and Alice-san too."

After school, a small boy was waiting in front of the academy gate. It was Alice-san, transformed into a rabbit.
When she noticed me, Alice-san beamed and waved as she hurried over.
With a soft pop, she reverted to her normal form and jumped into my chest.
"Pione, I thought you’d want to be with me today!"
"Oh, I was actually planning to go to the shop too! I wanted to see Alice-san and Uncle!"
The other noble children were watching us curiously. Yeah, I suppose it's not every day you see a species like Alice-san’s.
There seem to be beastmen in the Demon Territory...
"Hey, hey! There’s a new tea! I brought it back from the Great Empire yesterday!"
"...Um, the Great Empire usually takes a month by carriage to get to, right? Well, I guess I won’t question it since it’s Alice-san. But Alice-san, you’re amazing. You’re fluffy and cute, you can change forms, your magical power seems limitless... Compared to me, you’re..."
Alice-san jumped off my chest with a moku? sound, tilting her head.
"Well, Pione is amazing too. You’re an incredibly hard worker, and you’ve got talent in swordsmanship, magic, tactics, strategy, intelligence, and a broad perspective... moku, but more than that, that 'Ancient Skill' and 'Root Magic'—moku moku?"
I’m being complimented a lot by Alice-san... but I don’t really feel it. Maybe it’s because I’ve never really competed with others?
When Alice-san was about to say something important, someone else was watching us.
Following Alice-san’s gaze... wait, who was that?
A woman was approaching us, walking briskly.
Thank you for the correction! Here's the revised translation:
"Ara ara ara, what do we have here? A little thief caught in the act. Duchess’s fiancée, Pione... I, Sumire Stingray, declare war on you! You, who stole Seiya-sama from Giselle-sama... A proxy engagement? I won’t forgive such a thing, not as a first-year student at the Imperial Academy and a saint of the Goddess Church!!"
I tilted my head. Alice-san also tilted her head in confusion.
"U-Um, sorry... S-Sumire -san... but I don’t remember you at all? Do we really know each other...? I haven’t heard much about the Goddess Church in the Imperial Capital..."
The young lady who introduced herself as Saint Smilé looked shocked.
By the way, she has a hamster-like creature on her shoulder... No wonder Alice-san was curious.
"Sumire -chan... You really haven’t met her, have you? You’ve only heard of her, right? Well, it can’t be helped, this handsome guy here—Ah! Alice’s here! Run away, we’re in trouble!"
"Hamta, be quiet!"
"I’m not Hamta! My name’s Zetto, I told you!"
The coordination of their opinions is all over the place...
Hamta... Alice-san’s eyes narrow. I can feel an icy magic from her...
I quickly hugged Alice-san tightly.
—Yeah, this is definitely going to be troublesome.
Hamta is a bit interesting, but... that’s not important right now.
What’s more important is that I want to write a letter to Seiya-sama.
I decided to ignore the two of them and quickly walked away.

Chapter 18: Tea Ceremony and Dojo
Translator: Soafp

"――That's what happened. I remember that the role of the Saintess of the Empire was held by Princess Chris-sama..."
Having bought some cute bunny-themed stationery at Uncle’s shop, I was invited to the backyard.
I placed Alice-san on my lap, and we had a small tea party in the backyard.
It seemed that Uncle was taking a break, so he joined us, which was rare.
"Hmm, that's a nostalgic name for a religious group. A long, long time ago, the Goddess Church was the largest religious organization in this world. Ah, but it has declined now. The Saintess of the Goddess Church spreading in the Free City is certainly Stingray. …Meanwhile, the Saintess of the Empire is a ceremonial position, a symbol, and currently, Princess Chris-sama holds that role. However, Chris-sama lives more for her hobbies than her duties as a Saintess..."
Uncle, who knows so much, is amazing.
Just the other day, he told me stories about the founding of the Empire. His storytelling was so vivid that it felt like he had been there. His calm voice made it easy to listen to and very comfortable.
Today, we were drinking a slightly unusual tea called Oolong Tea. Alice-san had brought it from the great nations. It had a roasted, slightly sweet flavor and a refreshing aftertaste. It was delicious.
When Uncle brewed the tea, he poured it from a very high position into the cup. Apparently, this helps stir the air and makes the tea taste better.
"So, is the Empire’s Saintess a completely different matter?"
"Yes, the reasons for their existence are entirely different. Heh, if you're that curious, why not ask the person herself?"
"Eh... I ran away because it seemed like it would be troublesome."
Uncle gestured inside the shop. …Every single movement of his is so graceful. I should try to learn from him.
"Please, take a look."
"Oops..."
I almost spat out my tea. The Saintess who had introduced herself as Sumire-sama was wandering around the shop. She was nervously looking at the tea bags and teacups, letting out sounds of admiration.
Sumire-sama seemed particularly interested in a brooch. I couldn’t see that creature called "Hamta" anywhere.
"I’m going back to the workshop soon. If you’re okay with cleaning up, you can use this place as you like. Well then――"
"I’m going to take a nap!"
Alice-san and Uncle went back into the shop.
…There’s still a lot of tea left. Ah, she’s about to touch the sweets, and I think she might break a teacup… I guess I’ll just have to do something about it.
I called out to Sumire-sama.
"Um, Sumire-sama, that teacup is fragile, so it would be better not to touch it. Also, the sweets over there might be bought by other customers."
"Oh, so you were here... Thank you for the advice. Um, I’ve never really been to a shop like this before, so…"
…Huh? The atmosphere feels a bit different now. She seems like a cat that’s been taken home.
"Since you’re a Saintess, I assume you would usually go to the finest tea shops in the Imperial City?"
"No… I, well, I’m from the countryside of the Free City… and my family is poor… so this is the first time I’ve been in such a shop, and I was a little surprised."
Her manner of speaking slowly started changing. I think her true self was showing.
Sumire-sama had originally come to speak to me. She had mentioned something about Giselle and Seiya-sama, but maybe I should actually listen to her.
"Hey, Sumire-sama. Would you like to have some tea over there? Tell me more about Seiya-sama and Giselle."
"Eh, eh, yes, of course! …But, well, I don’t have much money."
"It seems fine, since it’s just trial tea and sweets. Come this way."

"Ah, I’m so sorry for earlier. I was a bit too excited being in the Imperial City for the first time, and I got a little carried away... Wow, this is super delicious!! …Ah, sorry, I didn’t mean to...!”
Sumire-san was drinking the Oolong tea while stuffing a honey madeleine into her mouth. She had such a pleasant way of eating. The young ladies from the academy would eat in small bites, but she ate it all in one go.
"Yeah, it’s delicious, right? Uncle, who works in that workshop over there, made it."
"Not the butler, I assume... Um, 'Hey, don’t talk to me in my head, Hamta! …Professor? Dangerous person?' -- S-Sorry, I got a little carried away with some mumbling, hohoho."
I decided not to worry about it.
What is it about this girl? I feel like I can't just leave her alone... I don’t have any noble friends, so I’m not sure how to act...
"It’s fine, really."
"Eh...? Y-You’re not making fun of me? Ah, please don’t treat me like a fool."
That was a strange way to say it. I guess I’m starting to loosen up too.
"Not at all. I talk to myself all the time. Hey, how about we introduce ourselves properly? I’m Pione Carmine, a duke’s daughter, but… well, I don’t really feel like one."
Sumire mumbled something, looking embarrassed as she lowered her head.
"Well, I’m from the Free City... and I grew up in a church facility, and through various circumstances, I became involved with Giselle-sama and Seiya-sama... and now I’m a Saintess. I just finished the paperwork yesterday and transferred to the Imperial Academy. …I’m sorry for acting so grand."
"No, don’t worry about it. The way you speak is much more natural."
"...Heh, actually, even though I’m called a Saintess, my position isn’t very high. I don’t know how to talk to other noble girls my age. I just copied what I read in adventure novels about court stories..."
"Adventure novels! I love those too! Please, tell me more about them!"

"Alright, today I’m going to train you. ...Hmm? Who’s that noble lady over there?"
After chatting with Sumire-san, we ended up coming together to the dojo.
We hadn’t discussed the relationship between Giselle, Seiya-sama, and why she knew about me, but maybe she’d forgotten by now... I can always ask later.
Sumire-san was very curious about the dojo.
"Sumire-san, would you like to watch us practice?"
"Is it okay? Hmm, I’m a little interested in swordsmanship. Ah, nice to meet you, I’m Sumire Stingray, the Saintess of the Goddess Church from the Free City."
"...Stingray? Oh, the Goddess Church, huh. ...Well, you don’t seem to have any ill intentions. ...Pione, is she your friend?"
I tilted my head.
A friend? What does that even mean? What kind of standard are we using for friendship?
"Uh, I’m not really sure... I’ve never really had deep conversations with other girls, and I’m not interested in them, but for some reason, talking to Sumire-san is easy! I want to be friends with someone my age besides Seiya-sama! Um, how should I say that?"
When I said I didn’t know, Sumire-san had a very lonely expression on her face. I think my sense of things is a little off... If it were Seiya-sama using his skills, he could probably share this feeling...
But when I told her it was easy to talk to her, Sumire-san beamed with a big smile.
"Of course, we’re friends. Don’t overthink it. But we’ll talk about that later. Time to start the training!"
"Friends... Ah, I understand!"
......
............
Sumire-san watched our practice with shining eyes.
She mimicked the sword swings with hand gestures, and her emotions were clearly visible on her face, making her expressions very rich.
After the practice, she approached us.
"Ah, if you get hurt, please let me know! I’m a Saintess, so I can heal anything! Um, Pione-sama, i-if there’s anything I can do for you..."
"Wow! You can use healing magic? That’s rare! You can heal wounds!"
In this world, only a small number of people can use healing magic or have healing skills. Instead, medicine and pharmacology have advanced greatly. Everyone faces illness and injury equally, without any special abilities.
People who can use healing magic or possess healing skills are highly valued and hold important positions in their country.
"Well, it’s not exactly magic, but I can heal!"
What’s this feeling? I sensed something strange from Sumire-san at that moment. Heal? Fix? The nuance seemed off...
She looks normal, but... there’s something different about her compared to ordinary people.
Sumire-san looked at the master’s old scar.
"Th-that scar can be healed perfectly! Even if there’s a curse, I can fix it! I sometimes take requests in the Free City!"
The master’s face showed surprise, but then he changed to a serious expression and muttered to himself.
"...Stingray... nothing’s changed, damn it... Sorry, miss. I actually like this scar. Not only can you tell there’s a curse, but you can heal it... How do you do that?"
The usually quiet master spoke more than usual.
"Yes, if it’s a curse, I use my life force! For wounds, I take on the pain myself! But, Hamta always gets in the way and doesn’t let me heal. So, I’m considered a failure as a Saintess..."
I couldn’t help but voice my thoughts.
"Using your life force? Taking on the pain? Won’t you eventually die from that...?"
"Yeah, that’s what I was taught as a Saintess. It’s okay because no one will be sad if I die! But you know, a long time ago, Seiya-sama told me that it was wrong. That’s why I left the church and came to the Empire! I don’t know anyone here, though... Ah, did I say something weird again...? Um... should I leave...?"
Ah, I get it now.
I understand why I was able to become friends with Sumire-san...
She looks so happy on the outside, but the sadness in her heart sticks with her and doesn’t leave.
That day... the day we had tea together, it was the moment I became close to Seiya-sama.
Now, it’s my turn.
"Sumire-san, aren’t you hungry? Um, Master Din ... can I use the kitchen?"
Master Din responded, "Oh, do whatever you want. If you’re going to, make a lot. Let’s call everyone over."
Sumire-san looked flustered, not understanding what was about to happen.
"Hey, Sumire-san, let’s cook together and have a meal! We can talk about school and stuff."
"Ah... y-yeah... yeah! Hehe, I don’t know why, but even though I’m happy, why am I crying...? Ahaha, please teach me how to cook, okay?"
Sumire-san was crying while smiling like a child. I took her hand and led her to the kitchen.
...Seiya-sama, I’m borrowing your recipe.

If you want to read more here is the raw link: https://ncode.syosetu.com/n7455ju/
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