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      Chapter 1: The Curtain Rises Again After the Finale


      The festival of the Yulgran Empire’s prestigious Magic Academy was in full swing. I, Ekaterina Yulnova—villainess of an otome game and daughter of one of this world’s three grand ducal houses—had found myself in a pickle first thing in the morning.


      In the game, the villainess played the leading role in her class’s play, so I’d hoped to avoid putting on a play at the festival altogether. That plan had failed the moment my classmates insisted on a musical. From then on, I’d focused entirely on dodging the leading part. To that end, I’d volunteered to write the script and had secured a behind-the-scenes position. I’d wound up also casting the actors and directing the play, but I hadn’t minded. I’d been a hardworking person in my previous life, to the point of dying from overwork. I still had that spirit. At this point, working hard was practically engraved into my soul.


      After completing the script, I’d cast Flora, my close friend and the heroine of the game, as the main character. My friend Olga, the genius singer blessed by the God of Music, was the villainess. She’d been in charge of singing the famous musical number from my previous world I’d managed to slip into the script. I’d also tasked another classmate, Yuri Rey, with creating light effects using his light mana. This practice was still unheard of in this world, but rehearsals had gone smoothly.


      I’d hoped this would prove that light mana had more uses than people thought and help Yuri’s job prospects. The same went for the rest of my classmates. I’d arranged things so their efforts would benefit their job search and marriage prospects.


      Or at least, that was how things were supposed to go.


      This morning, Olga had been whisked away by the God of Music right in front of my eyes.


      How are we supposed to put on this show without Olga?! I’d thought.


      I’d immediately gathered my classmates for a crisis meeting. We’d been discussing the idea of giving up on the play this year when Yuri’s good friend, Korneli Ephme, revealed that he’d invited a relative—a government official—to see the play to help with Yuri’s job hunt.


      I had stakes in the festival as well. It would be my brother’s last, and I’d asked him to make time to see the play because I wanted him to have at least one good memory of his student days.


      I’ll go through fire and water for my dear brother! I’d screamed internally before stepping forward and declaring:


      “I, Ekaterina Yulnova, will fill in for Lady Olga. Let us proceed with the play as planned!”


      And so I’d found myself onstage without having rehearsed a single time. A villainess playing a villainess. I’d felt like I might die from the stress.


      I’d written the script myself, though, so I remembered the lines—or so I’d thought.


      I’d ended up blanking out during the most important scene. Flora had saved me with a masterful ad lib, and we’d managed to conclude the scene without the audience noticing anything.


      The moment the curtain had come down, all strength had left my body—but my brother had appeared to catch me. I’d genuinely begun to suspect he’d mastered teleportation out of excessive love for me. Little did I know that the character I’d played and my actual self had overlapped in Alexei’s mind, and he’d run to me out of anguish. Regardless, all was well that ended well.


      Which brings us to now.


      Alexei carried me offstage in his arms, but as soon as I told him I wanted to walk, he gently set me down. Then he offered his arm to me like the perfect gentleman he was. Instead of resting my hand lightly on it like a proper noble lady, I clung to him. I might have been almost thirty on the inside, but I’d just gone through something terrifying. All I wanted was to stay close to him.


      Of course, Alexei simply smiled and let me do as I pleased.


      After finishing the backstage cleanup, my classmates left.


      We’d decided to display the costumes, backdrops, and props until the end of the festival to highlight everyone’s work and talent. According to our plan, the first step was to carry the backdrops and props from the auditorium. After that, the actors were to return to their dorms—or to the changing room we used before practical classes—to change into their uniforms and bring the costumes back to the classroom.


      Mina, who was carrying my neatly folded uniform, Alexei, and I joined Flora, who’d been waiting for us. I hadn’t helped with the cleanup at all because of Alexei’s sudden appearance backstage, and seeing that Flora had, I felt a burst of guilt.


      “You’ve done more than anyone else to make this play a success, Lady Ekaterina. You have nothing to feel bad about,” she said.


      “Not at all, we owe the play’s success to you, Lady Flora,” I replied.


      Flora had played the saint, Anemoni, perfectly. She hadn’t allowed herself to be distracted by my sudden takeover of the villainess role, and she’d saved us all when I’d forgotten my lines and the flow of the ending scene.


      She’s so talented.


      Somehow, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking that I might not have died from overwork in my past life if Flora had been my colleague.


      I chased away that ridiculous thought, and we hurried toward the classroom to follow the rest of our classmates. While we walked, I told Alexei about blanking out and how Flora had covered up for me.


      “I’m so lucky to have a friend like her,” I concluded.


      “I didn’t notice at all... You did well to pull through despite the hardships, Ekaterina,” Alexei said before turning to Flora. “Lady Flora, I would like to offer you my deepest gratitude for aiding my dear sister in her time of need. You are invaluable.”


      Flora shook her head with a smile. “It was nothing.”


      A passage led directly outside from backstage. When we exited the auditorium through it, I noticed our classmates walking ahead in the distance, as well as an unexpected group waiting for me.


      “My lady!”


      “My!”


      Novak, Aaron, Halil, and Ivan bowed to me.


      “It was a wonderful play. Despite stepping in at the last minute, you delivered an impressive performance, my lady. The sight of you filled us with pride. You and Lady Cherny were both dignified and beautiful onstage. Congratulations,” Novak said on behalf of the group.


      I cast my eyes downward reflexively, unable to stop thinking about my blunder. I also wondered how they’d found us here, but then remembered Aaron was a recent graduate.


      Speaking of Aaron, he handled communication and negotiation with the academy. I’d never given it much thought, but Alexei having free rein over a conference room to use as an office had to be unprecedented. Aaron had likely made it happen. He was the youngest of the advisors who often worked with Alexei, so he behaved modestly, but he was skilled at striking deals, even questionable ones. As the mining advisor, he often secured exceptional treatment from business partners.


      Halil wore a pleased smile. He was probably thinking about how the play’s success would boost the popularity of Celestial Blue. The dye was already trendy in the capital, but it had yet to spread to the countryside. Nobles from every corner of the empire had come to the festival, so there was a good chance it’d reach many regions at once.


      Leaving aside whatever other considerations they had, Alexei’s advisors were looking at me with tender expressions.


      Ever since I’d regained the memories of my previous life, I’d been on very friendly terms with them. Alexei was my only surviving immediate family member, but the two of us lived within the broader environment of the House of Yulnova. To me, these people were almost family.


      The thought that they’d watched over me onstage—worried at times, impressed at others—made me incredibly happy.


      “Thank you. I truly appreciate it,” I said with a smile. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourselves.”


      Another voice suddenly came from behind me. “Ekaterina.”


      I turned, surprised, and found myself facing Mikhail. His attendant, Lucas, stood behind him. They seemed to have just come out through the same back door we’d used.


      Only the school’s staff, the council, and the class currently using the auditorium were allowed backstage during the festival, and Mikhail wasn’t one to use his status to get his way, so why...?


      I wondered all this before noticing three more people behind Lucas.


      The first was Yuri, the boy who’d handled the light effects; the second was his friend, Korneli; and the third was the girl from the sewing team I’d tasked with passing on a message to Yuri right after the play began.


      “Lord Rey!” I exclaimed, noticing that Yuri’s eyes were red.


      What happened?! Come on, tell big sis! Did someone say something mean to you? I’ll go scream at them for you!


      “Lady Yulnova...” Yuri looked at me and smiled, his eyes wet with tears. “I... I’ve been summoned to the Office of Rites.”


      Huh?


      I tilted my head in confusion, and Yuri pointed at Korneli. “His relative... He...”


      


      The play had just ended.


      Yuri, having used up all his mana, was walking on shaking legs to meet his classmates backstage when Korneli stopped him. Korneli’s relative, whom he had brought over from the audience, immediately addressed him.


      “So you’re the one behind that light mana. This boy would not stop nagging me about you, so I came to take a look. I must admit I now see what the fuss was all about. It was quite something.”


      The man seemed to have enjoyed the show, but he didn’t offer Yuri a spot at the Office of Rites. Government officials knew better than to make careless promises that could later be turned against them.


      However, Mikhail’s appearance changed everything.


      “I felt mana being cast behind me the entire time,” he said. “It was you, right? The way you use your light is incredible! I was particularly moved at the end. I’m sure my mother would be delighted to witness something like this. You know, I noticed a renowned theater director in the audience. I wouldn’t be surprised if he approached you later.”


      The official’s expression shifted. His thoughts were the same as those of any official in a feudal society: While he stood above most people, Mikhail’s mother was Empress Magdalena. If he could impress her, he was sure to rise in rank—success would await him!


      “Have you thought about your future?” the official asked Yuri, his demeanor transformed in a heartbeat. “Would you like to come to the Office of Rites to discuss it? I’ll speak to my superiors on your behalf.”


      Needless to say, Yuri agreed. After parting ways with the official, Mikhail told him he wanted to talk more about the play and followed him. There was no doubt the sight of Yuri conversing amiably with the crown prince had made a strong impression on the official.


      


      “My, what wonderful news! It sounds like you’ll be able to make use of your talents in the future too!”


      Thank goodness. I’m so happy for him, Ekaterina thought.


      She had decided to fill in for Olga for this very reason, so she was relieved to learn she hadn’t worked hard for nothing. They were still only first-years, and nothing was guaranteed, but Yuri had made an excellent connection.


      “Thank you, Lady Yulnova. This is all thanks to you...” Yuri said, happy tears welling up again.


      He rubbed his eyes, and Korneli patted his back while the girl from the sewing team smiled fondly at them.


      “You earned this for yourself with your abilities, Lord Rey. Your work during the performance was splendid. And if there is someone else to thank...it would certainly be Prince Mikhail for putting in a good word for you. Thank you for being so considerate,” Ekaterina told Mikhail with a smile.


      I know you’re well aware of the impact your every word has. You understood the situation and chose to become Yuri’s ally in an instant, didn’t you? You shouldn’t even need to think about job hunting since your own future is set, yet you still noticed. You’re amazing, Prince. Thank you.


      Mikhail was taken aback by Ekaterina smiling at him while still in her villainess costume, and he felt his face redden.


      “I haven’t done anything that I should be thanked for. I just spoke my honest thoughts out loud,” he said. “And, um... Ekaterina, you were magnificent as well. The way you carried yourself on the stage...and your singing... It was all so beautiful and fascinating. Overwhelming, almost.”


      Oh.


      Ekaterina was at a loss for words. She wanted to respond as she usually did, but nothing came out.


      Korneli let out a feeble sigh as he watched the exchange between the crown prince and the lady of a grand ducal house. He’d never had any expectations, but Ekaterina was his idol.


      Yuri would normally have reacted the same way, but today his eyes drifted to the girl standing beside him.


      After Ekaterina had sent her to check on Yuri, she’d remained with him in that narrow service staircase. She’d brought him water, told him how the audience was reacting, and taken very good care of him overall.


      Yuri pinched the hem of his sleeve, restless. He’d gotten his sleeve stuck when he’d gotten dizzy during the second half of the play, and he’d torn it. His classmate had jumped to offer to mend it for him. That alone had made his heart thump.


      Girls who are good at sewing are really nice...


      She wasn’t a great beauty like Lady Ekaterina, but she had big adorable eyes, and she was so kind and sweet.


      Maybe one day...


      Yuri’s thoughts raced, and his spirit soared.


      


      “Ekaterina,” my brother said.


      There was no telling how Alexei had interpreted my peculiar reaction to Mikhail’s praise, but he sounded worried. He threaded his fingers through my hair with the hand I wasn’t clinging to.


      “You must be exhausted. Poor thing. It’s only natural, considering you had to perform in front of so many people so abruptly. Your body is frail, Ekaterina. You ought to take better care of it. How about returning to your room to rest for a while?”


      I didn’t even need to turn around to feel Mina nodding behind me. She had clearly been infected by Alexei’s virus. There was no other explanation for her overprotectiveness.


      Still, I was glad they worried about me. Back when I was a corporate drone, all I got after pulling all-nighters was more work dumped on my plate.


      “Yes, brother. After stopping by the classroom, I will return to my room. I must change as well.”


      I’d said I would return to my room, but I hadn’t said a word about resting. Going back to the dorm to change had always been the plan anyway. But I didn’t want to miss out on the rest of the festival. I wanted to have fun.


      Alexei had likely noticed my careful wording, but he didn’t insist.


      “Good girl,” he said with a smile. “This costume truly suits you. It lends you a mystical yet dignified air. Black matches you well. I have heard that creating a black rose is one of the greatest dreams of rose enthusiasts, second only to producing a blue rose. You have long been my blue rose, but I am now discovering you are a black rose as well—the object of each and every dream.”


      “Oh, brother.”


      I gave my usual response and beamed before stepping back and spreading my arms. I twirled to show off my outfit.


      It had been designed with the image of a black flame in mind, and the motion made it look like a dark inferno unfurling. I was meant to resemble a villainous queen, more elegant than cute.


      “My classmates in charge of the costumes came up with the design and sewed everything from scratch,” I said. “They even managed to modify the dress to fit me in the short time we had after it was decided I’d take on the role. I’m very fond of this costume myself,” I said, shooting a smile at the girl from the sewing team.


      Her face lit up at the praise.


      I might have been a villainess, but I rooted for my classmates in their quests for good matches.


      Despite my good intentions, though, I completely missed the dreamy look on Yuri’s face. I was so terrible with love that I couldn’t even cheer on others effectively.


      “It does suit you remarkably well,” Mikhail said. “Come to think of it, you were wearing a black dress at the banquet you held in the duchy. I can’t help but remember that evening...”


      Now that he mentioned it, I had worn a mostly black dress and a short-sleeved bolero with long ribbons that night. I’d twirled back then too, and Mikhail had reached out for the fluttering ribbons, just like a cute little kitty.


      Maybe he’s intrigued by the fluttering parts of this dress!


      I always called Mikhail a puppy, but perhaps he was more of a cat at heart.


      My earlier awkwardness vanished, and I felt like my normal self again.


      Sometimes it was like I could see little ears perking up on Mikhail’s head, but maybe they’d been cat ears all along. I pictured him with cat ears and a matching tail.


      Oh boy, he’d be so adorable!


      I almost chuckled and turned my face away just to be safe.


      


      At the same time, Lucas poked Mikhail’s elbow.


      “Come on, keep pushing,” he whispered in his ear.


      “I don’t know what else to say! I could never blabber about dreams and roses!” Mikhail whispered back.


      The wall that stood in front of Mikhail was taller than the Summit of the Gods; Ekaterina would have thought of Mount Everest if she knew.


      Alexei’s advisors watched the entire scene unfold in silence.


      Novak, in particular, paid close attention. The experienced aide of the Duke of Yulnova had first been appointed by Ekaterina and Alexei’s grandfather, Sergei. After years at Sergei’s side, Novak had developed a deep loyalty not only to the House of Yulnova but to the Yulgran Empire as a whole. Seeing his lady and the crown prince on such close terms brought him great satisfaction.


      


      Right then, another voice rang out.


      “P-Prince Mikhail...”


      Who?


      The quiet, childish voice coming from outside our group surprised me. It was rude to call out to people of higher rank—especially when both Mikhail, the crown prince, and Alexei, a duke, were here. In this empire, where the class system was still a crucial part of daily life, this was unthinkable. More shocking still, the speaker hadn’t called him “His Highness” but had used his name outright.


      I looked around in search of the daring individual who’d addressed Mikhail so boldly. When I found her, I started.


      What a cute child!


      Had she possessed feathered wings, I would have believed she was an angel; with translucent wings, she would have made a perfect fairy. Angel or fairy, one thing was for certain: She looked like a super high-class porcelain doll!


      She looked about ten, and had long, wavy hair somewhere between lavender and blue that framed her adorable face. Her skin was so pale it seemed almost translucent, and her eyes were a beautiful purple-blue. Her features were beautiful: round eyes, defined eyelids, a tiny nose, small lips, and cherubic cheeks.


      The only regrettable thing about her appearance was the overly simple dress she wore. It was clearly of good quality, but the uniform-like navy dress was far too plain for such a cute girl. It almost detracted from her charm. I wished I could have seen her in an adorable pastel dress adorned with frills and ribbons.


      Actually, please wear one! I pleaded inwardly, despite having no idea who she was.


      I’d spent so long staring at her that I only just noticed she was squeezing the hem of her skirt and looking up at Mikhail anxiously.


      “Elizaveta,” Mikhail murmured.


      It took me a minute to remember who that name belonged to. The little angel in front of me and the image I’d conjured in my mind were simply too far apart.


      A girl of ten named Elizaveta, who can call Mikhail by name...


      “You’re as adorable as always,” Mikhail said gently.


      Elizaveta had committed quite the faux pas by addressing him first, but she was a child who’d yet to debut in high society. Rebuking her would have been boorish. Besides, she seemed to have realized her mistake, and she was trembling like a leaf.


      Mikhail’s words brought a smile back to her face, but then her expression clouded again.


      “This is your first time meeting one another, isn’t it?” Mikhail said, glancing between us. “Let me introduce you. You must have watched the play, so I’m sure you already know, Elizaveta, but this is Ekaterina Yulnova. Ekaterina, this is Elizaveta Yulmagna. She’s Vladimir’s younger sister.”


      I knew it.


      I didn’t let that show and greeted Elizaveta with a broad smile and a curtsy. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
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      Elizaveta schooled her expression and returned the curtsy. “I’m glad to finally meet you as well.”


      Despite her age, her movements were graceful. I could see she was thrilled beneath her ladylike mask. She was probably happy I was treating her like an adult.


      “I heard you were unwell. Have you regained your health?” she asked politely. The mismatch between her refined speech and round cheeks was, frankly, supercute.


      “I was never sick, so you needn’t worry,” I replied. “I’m the picture of health.”


      With the formal greetings between two daughters of ducal houses complete, Elizaveta turned back to Mikhail. She looked up at him with slightly flushed cheeks, fidgeting with the hem of her skirt again. Her big eyes were so wide one could have fallen into them. She seemed to be trying—and failing—to come up with something to say.


      She’s really too cute.


      I had my fair share of complaints about House Yulmagna, but when a sweet ten-year-old was in a pickle in front of me, what else could I do but help?


      I glared at Mikhail, urging him to speak. He folded under the pressure and smiled awkwardly.


      “It’s been a while,” he said. “I’ve been quite busy since I enrolled in the academy.”


      Elizaveta beamed. “Yes, it has. I have been feeling lonely.”


      “I’m sure you have. Your brother has been away, after all.”


      Satisfied with their conversation, I stepped back to join Flora, who’d been watching from a polite distance.


      “Lady Flora,” I whispered in her ear. “I may not be able to go to the classroom immediately, so please go ahead with the three of them. Would you ask Lady Marina to begin the preparations for the exhibition?”


      “Understood...” Flora nodded, though concern clouded her face. “If you feel tired, please rest in your room like His Grace suggested.”


      “Thank you for worrying about me.”


      Is Flora turning overprotective too...? No, she’s always been a kind, considerate girl.


      With Flora and the others gone, only Mikhail, my brother, his advisors, Elizaveta, and I remained.


      While we both belonged to the three grand ducal houses, Elizaveta was a Yulmagna—our archenemy. She was also Vladimir’s younger sister.


      Now that I’d realized her identity, something felt off. Why was a daughter of House Yulmagna walking around alone? This wouldn’t have been proper even if she were my age, but she was only ten—I would have been less surprised to see a wet nurse at her side.


      Even in my previous world, I would’ve been puzzled to see an elementary school student wandering alone at a high school festival.


      I looked around but couldn’t spot any attendant or servant with her. Had she gotten lost because there were so many people around? There was usually no one behind the auditorium, but before I knew it, the area had become packed.


      Did that many people come to the festival? If this place is so crowded, what about the stalls? The lines must be horribly long!


      


      Of course, the reason behind that seemingly random crowd was Ekaterina herself.


      Many had come to the auditorium specifically to see the play she’d written. Her sudden appearance onstage had shocked them, and the quality of the production—along with her acting and singing—had shocked them even more. Now they only wanted to see more of her, perhaps even speak to her if fortune allowed. A great many nobles attending the festival were academy alumni, so they knew every shortcut and side corridor of the auditorium.


      On top of that, a few people had seen Mikhail heading this way. That alone had stirred speculation: Was it true that Ekaterina Yulnova was the strongest contender for the future empress? If they followed Mikhail, they might learn something about his relationship with her.


      At the end of the day, nobles were human too, and curiosity was a powerful motivator. Some were also hoping to gather intelligence they could profit from later. Whatever their reasons, plenty of people had rushed to this spot.


      


      Wait! I hope Elizaveta hasn’t lost her way!


      Come to think of it, Vladimir had gotten lost too on the day Alexei met him. My eyes drifted to my brother at the thought. He wasn’t looking at Elizaveta. His gaze was fixed on the crowd—or rather, on one specific individual at its center.


      I followed his line of sight and immediately found the man: tall, broad-shouldered, in his prime. Even beneath his superbly tailored clothes, I could tell he was heavily muscled. His hair was the same indigo shade as Vladimir’s, only far darker.


      Looking at him, I got the feeling he wouldn’t lose out even standing next to one of the big Hollywood action stars from my past life. His style differed from the other grand dukes’, but he certainly cut an impressive figure.


      This was the current head of the House of Yulmagna: Georgi Yulmagna.


      Georgi laughed heartily at something the person next to him said, then turned toward us. His eyes met Alexei’s.


      Yulnova and Yulmagna.


      The rose and the narcissus.


      Two heads of great families the empire had honored with blue flower crests.


      I could almost see the sparks flying between them.


      Let me just say this one thing, okay. If you’re going to bring a ten-year-old to a festival, don’t take your eyes off her! What’s your deal, old man? Do you enjoy losing your children? Is that it?


      There I was, calling one of the three Grand Dukes of the Yulgran Empire an old man.


      Well, there was no way the duke himself was looking after his daughter. In this world, wet nurses, waiting maids, or private tutors handled that. Vladimir had gotten lost in the palace—a place no servant could follow him into—so that made sense, but Elizaveta’s situation was different. Someone must have been responsible for her.


      Yet the way Georgi laughed with his entourage without a care in the world spoke volumes about how little attention he paid his daughter. Everything else I’d heard about him didn’t help either, and the sight of him irritated me to no end.


      At the root of that irritation, I suspected, was the profound anger I still carried toward my own father for abandoning my mother and me.


      I scanned the people around Georgi, searching for Elizaveta’s caretaker, when I noticed a bewitching black-haired beauty beside him. Zamira must have noticed me too, because she gave me a sidelong smile.


      Wait. Did they do this on purpose?


      From an outsider’s perspective, it probably looked like we, the Yulnovas and our vassals, were monopolizing Mikhail. The House of Yulmagna couldn’t ignore that, but if Georgi himself approached Mikhail, it risked triggering a full-on clash between our houses.


      But sending Elizaveta alone neatly avoided that. After all, no one could start a fight with a ten-year-old.


      I had to admit it was clever, but I still wasn’t happy with their methods. What if we’d been the sort of horrible people who would bully a little girl?


      Aren’t you worried she might run back to you in tears?


      I doubted he was. If anything, he’d probably welcome it because he’d get to use Elizaveta’s tears as propaganda. His daughter was likely nothing more than a pawn to him.


      I wondered if all great lords were like that. My father certainly had been. Little Elizaveta and I were both daughters of grand ducal houses. In a way, we were the same.


      Outside of the fact that I’m half corporate drone, of course.


      Anyway, I was a proper adult deep down, and I had zero intention of involving a child in the feud between our houses.


      Mikhail’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts.


      “I have yet to see Vladimir today,” he told Elizaveta. “We’re not in the same grade, so I don’t usually see him much.”


      “Oh, I see...” Elizaveta replied.


      She sounded down. She must have been looking forward to reuniting with her brother. I wondered if her father had used that eagerness to push her into this.


      “You must be close to your brother,” I said before I could stop myself.


      Elizaveta’s eyes widened in surprise before she nodded meekly. “My brother is very kind. He’s usually busy, but whenever he has time, he helps me with my studies.”


      My, really? I wouldn’t have guessed Vladimir was such a good big brother, considering our first meeting. That only proved he simply hated me personally.


      Next to me, Alexei remained silent, but I could tell that Vladimir’s name weighed on him.


      Alexei was an old-school tsundere. Relations between our houses had deteriorated beyond repair, but he still cared deeply for his former friend.


      “I’ve heard much about your brother’s academic genius,” I said. “They say he’s already publishing papers as a researcher at the Astra Research Institute.”


      Elizaveta beamed. “Yes, my brother is so smart! He’s also stunning on top of that! I’m captivated every time I talk with him!”


      Ah, her tone has gotten more childish. She must have been trying to sound mature earlier.


      I’d only seen Vladimir once, and only for a few minutes, but I remembered thinking he was gorgeous. He had androgynous features and a ghostly beauty that would have made him a great fit for a visual kei band in my previous world. Clearly, both siblings had been blessed with looks.


      But more importantly... Elizaveta... You’ve got a brother complex yourself, don’t you?! I also get captivated by my brother all the time!


      I was starting to feel a sense of kinship with her.


      “Elizaveta and Vladimir take after their mother,” Mikhail told me. “I don’t know if you were aware, Ekaterina, but the Duchess of Yulmagna comes from Astra, from an old line that traces back to the imperial blood of the ancient Astra Empire.”


      “Goodness!”


      During the Edo period, feudal lords often married princesses from Kyoto. I imagined this was similar to that.


      Come to think of it, the founder of the House of Yulmagna, Pavel, had also married an Astran princess. He’d waited so long to take a wife that rumors had claimed he preferred men. Another rumor had said he’d been so in love with Lyudmila—his older brother’s wife and childhood friend—that he couldn’t look at other women. But when he’d visited Astra, a young noblewoman had fallen in love with him at first sight and pursued him until he’d relented. That was why he’d married at such a late age.


      The three grand ducal houses and the imperial family had intermarried repeatedly over the centuries, but when the dukes married outside the imperial line, it was far more common for them to take foreign brides of royal or imperial blood rather than marry into other noble families of the empire. The Yulgran Empire was vast, and the status of the grand dukes was on par with foreign royalty.


      The Duke of Yulsein having taken a wife from someplace as distant as beyond the Summit of the Gods had been more an exception than the rule, though.


      The House of Yulnova, like the others, had welcomed foreign princesses several times throughout its history. I wondered whether a foreign princess would be chosen when the time came to seek a wife for Alexei in earnest. It was certainly possible.


      Either way, I will do my utmost to get along with her. I will never condone bullying young brides. Not ever!


      Once again, Mikhail’s voice brought me out of my silly thoughts.


      “I’m sure you’ll grow into a great beauty like your mother, Elizaveta,” he said. “Well, you’re already plenty adorable.”


      Elizaveta smiled, though I could see she had mixed feelings about the compliment.


      Oho?


      I bent forward a little so we were eye to eye. “Will you be enrolling at the academy next year, Lady Yulmagna?”


      A bright smile bloomed on her face. “No, I must still wait, I’m afraid. But I am looking forward to studying here.”


      “My, do excuse me. You look so mature that I naturally assumed we were of similar age.”


      Elizaveta looked even happier at that.


      I was starting to get it. I’d thought her plain dress a shame, but she must have chosen it herself to appear more mature and blend into the academy atmosphere she clearly yearned for.


      The color and cut are even reminiscent of our uniforms.


      Her gaze trailed down to my chest, then to her own, and a dejected expression crossed her face.


      W-Wait. You’re barely ten! They’ll grow as big as mine in time! Or maybe not, but that’s fine! Everyone has their own charms! Oh no, what do I even say?


      I panicked inwardly. I had the sinking feeling that anything I said would only make her feel worse, so I was at loss.


      Mikhail hid his mouth behind his fist and made a low sound, like he was clearing his throat.


      Hey. You’d better not be laughing, Prince. You’ll hurt her feelings if you laugh!


      I glared at him—only to realize he hadn’t been following Elizaveta’s line of sight at all. Maybe he was holding back laughter because he found it amusing to watch me struggle to comfort the daughter of my family’s archnemesis.


      “I must return to my family,” Elizaveta said, sounding a little sad. “I’m glad I could talk to you.”


      It made sense she had to return to her father and caretaker as quickly as possible. But there was a problem: In this situation, it was unthinkable to let a ten-year-old girl walk back alone. The most suitable course of action was for Mikhail to escort her. Naturally, that meant every onlooker would get a perfect view of the crown prince leaving the Yulnovas to approach the Yulmagnas.


      Had that been Georgi’s goal from the start?


      I glanced at Alexei despite myself. His expression hadn’t budged. Knowing him, he must have realized Georgi’s intention the second Elizaveta appeared alone.


      I guess he’s right not to worry. The status quo won’t change just because Mikhail walks her back.


      Even so, I could already picture the satisfied grin on that odious old man’s face when Mikhail went out of his way to greet him in front of this crowd.


      Still, while it might make his followers fawn over him, it wouldn’t matter much in the grand scheme of things...probably.


      I didn’t need to worry about this. But it still annoyed me!


      Of course, I didn’t want poor Elizaveta to be disappointed—or worse, shamed publicly. And if something like that happened, we’d be shamed as well for picking on a child.


      There’s no way around it. The best course of action really is for Mikhail to take her back.


      I was about to bid them farewell when Mikhail spoke up: “Truth be told, I must return as well.”


      “Return? Where to?” Elizaveta asked, tilting her head.


      “To my classmates,” Mikhail said with a smile. “We’re doing a crepe stand for the festival, and I’m in charge of the gastronomic side of things.”


      “G-Gastronomic...?” That word seemed a bit too advanced for her.


      “I’ll be doing the cooking,” Mikhail explained.


      “You? Cooking like a chef?”


      “Well, I’m nowhere near a chef, but yes—I’ll be making food for others to eat.”


      Elizaveta’s eyes widened like two round marbles. As a duke’s daughter, she likely associated cooking with servants. The idea that someone as noble, or nobler, than she could cook must have been baffling.


      I guess that’s what a proper noble lady should be like...


      I remembered how shocked Ivan had been the first time I brought food to Alexei’s office and stared into the distance.


      “Tell me, Elizaveta, would you like to try my cooking?” Mikhail asked. “Duke Georgi looks busy, so you could come to my class’s tent and enjoy a dessert while your father handles his social obligations.”


      Oh? What’s this?


      “I could try...the food you made?”


      “Of course. I’d be happy to have you as a customer.”


      Elizaveta’s eyes sparkled. She seemed beyond excited by this rare opportunity. But she didn’t forget her noble manners. “I would love to...if my father permits it.”


      “That makes sense. But that puts me in a bit of a pickle,” Mikhail said, leaning forward as if sharing a secret. “Your father always has a lot to say. If I go with you to ask permission, I’ll be late.”


      Elizaveta blinked for a second, then covered her mouth and giggled.


      Even his daughter thinks he talks too much, huh?


      Well, he certainly looked the type. Arrogant men like him always loved the sound of their own voices. I didn’t know how many meetings had been wasted by such speeches in my past life.


      “But you’ll be with me, so everything will be fine. We just need to let your father know where you are.” Mikhail paused. “I’d appreciate it if someone could report this to Duke Georgi.”


      Alexei glanced over his shoulder. Novak cleared his throat.


      “I’d be happy to,” he said at once.


      That’s an imperial prince for you. He whispers one thing and the world rearranges itself.


      But would poor Novak be okay diving into that pack of Yulmagna supporters alone?


      Yeah, he will, I realized, noticing his grin. If anything, he looks like he can’t wait.


      For some reason, I felt this wouldn’t end with him merely conveying a message. He’d probably assess who among Georgi’s followers wanted to curry favor with both houses, and a dozen other things I couldn’t even fathom. It didn’t sound like much, but every scrap of information added up and could make a difference in a crisis.


      Speaking of crises—Prince, are you doing this to show Georgi you won’t fall for his machinations? Are you sure you can ignore one of the grand dukes even though he’s right there?


      “Thank you, Count Novak. I’m sorry to trouble you, especially since you’re Alexei’s vassal.”


      “Please, do not apologize, Your Highness. As a subject of the empire, it is an honor to serve you,” Novak replied with a bow.


      “Now then, Elizaveta. Your hand, if you please,” Mikhail said, offering his own.


      “Yes,” she replied, dreamy-eyed.


      She rested her hand on Mikhail’s, but he was far too tall to escort her like a gentleman would a lady, so he simply held it. He hadn’t been that tall at the start of the school year, but Mikhail had grown quite a bit since then.


      “To make sure we don’t lose sight of one another in this crowd,” he told her.


      “Oh, yes... Thank you,” she said with a bashful smile.


      She clearly would have preferred for him to escort her like she was a proper grown-up, but she was still delighted.


      “Are you going back to your classroom, Ekaterina?” Mikhail asked.


      “No... I shall be returning straight to my dormitory room.”


      Too much time had passed. My classmates had surely moved on with the preparation for the exhibition and were returning to their respective rooms to get changed. It made more sense for me to do the same so I could bring them my costume as soon as possible.


      “I will take you to your dormitory,” Alexei said, his tone gentle.


      He offered his hand. When I placed mine atop it, he took it and squeezed tight.


      At that moment, I noticed Mikhail glance toward Georgi. He nodded once, wearing his easygoing princely smile. Given the situation, it was a natural thing for him to do. He seemed to be saying: Don’t worry about your daughter. She’ll be safe with me.


      And yet, it felt as though his gaze was ever so slightly...icy. A chill ran down my spine.


      I finally understand.


      Mikhail hadn’t chosen a side in the feud between two grand ducal houses. By inviting Elizaveta and treating her with courtesy, he showed consideration for Magna and made it clear he did not support Nova alone. He was maintaining the balance.


      However, Georgi had tried to use him—the future emperor—for his own convenience, and Mikhail would not allow that.


      The emperor must be the one to use his vassals. He could never be used.


      He hadn’t needed to say, I won’t allow you to manipulate me. He had shown it, without a word, without making waves.
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      Chapter 2: Festival Shenanigans


      Alexei, Mikhail, Elizaveta, and I were headed in the same direction, so we walked part of the way together. From the outside, we must have looked like we were having an amicable conversation. In reality, Elizaveta and I were locked in an intense conflict.


      “My older brother is the best brother in the world!” she declared.


      “I’m afraid that is the one thing I cannot allow you to say,” I retorted. “I’m sure your brother is wonderful, but the best brother in the world is my brother, without the shadow of a doubt.”


      “Ekaterina...” Alexei whispered awkwardly, at a loss for words.


      Despite his attempt to stop me, I could see his delight simmering under the surface.


      I’m sorry, brother. I’m almost thirty on the inside, yet here I am bickering with a ten-year-old. But I... I can’t let this go! It’s the one fight I can’t afford to lose.


      “On top of doing research for the Astra Research Institute, my brother helps my father with his work!” Elizaveta said.


      “I agree that’s impressive. But my brother already rules over an entire duchy, all while maintaining his position at the top of his grade,” I countered.


      Neither of us said a single bad word about the other’s brother, yet we fought with all our might, raising every virtue of our big brothers.


      “Y-You two...” Mikhail attempted to mediate, but his voice trembled. Even an imperial prince struggled to handle this battle.


      He finally put an end to our war by bursting into laughter, snapping us both out of it. With no clear victor in sight, we had to accept a draw.


      We both apologized, cheeks burning.


      “I’m terribly sorry for raising my voice at you,” I said. “My, how embarrassing...”


      “No, I was being rude... I should never have spoken that way to a senior. Please, forgive me, Lady Yulnova.”


      Her adorable apology got me thinking. I couldn’t have asked for a better life than being Alexei’s younger sister, but the idea of having a little sister as cute as Elizaveta was tempting. I’d been an only child in my previous life and used to envy my friends with little sisters. Still, being Alexei’s little sister was the best thing ever.


      It wasn’t that time of the day at all, but I pictured a beautiful sunset as I asked Elizaveta if she’d mind calling me by my name the next time we met. She happily agreed and suggested I do the same.


      At last, it was time for us to part.


      “I’m glad you’re getting along so well,” Mikhail said. “Your class’s play was truly wonderful, Ekaterina. You must be tired, so make sure to rest. And if you’d like, please come sample the food I make tomorrow.”


      I agreed with a smile and bowed slightly to Elizaveta before my brother and I walked toward my dormitory.


      “I’m sorry, brother...” I said, once we were finally alone.


      Well, not technically alone—Mina and Ivan were a few paces behind us—but that didn’t count. Getting into a ridiculous argument with a ten-year-old in public was embarrassing enough. With the tense relationship between the Yulmagnas and us, I was pretty sure that wasn’t how I ought to behave around Elizaveta.


      I should learn from Lydia, the young lady of the House of Selesnoa I’d been locked in conflict with until recently, and disparage my opponent with clever jabs. But I couldn’t stomach doing that to a little girl. I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night if I tried something like that.


      Alexei smiled. “I don’t believe myself to be the best older brother, but I know for a fact you are the best younger sister in the world.”


      “Oh, brother!”


      As always, Alexei’s Ekaterina filter was working overtime. And I knew for a fact he was the best in the world, so there!


      “Your conversation with Lady Elizaveta sounded more innocent and affectionate than any of the many conversations between noble ladies I’ve gotten to hear over the years,” he said. “True nobility means possessing a sublime, pure heart. You certainly do, and only the most noble and precious deeds can be born of such a heart.”


      How could he describe my petty bickering like that...? Perhaps I’d underestimated his Ekaterina filter. It was still evolving every day.


      His wording also made me suspect he’d seen his fair share of trouble involving ladies. I wondered if that had to do with our playboy of a father.


      “The other ladies would do well to learn from you,” he continued. “A child of ten should never be made to suffer because of tensions between houses. Besides, a few sharp words exchanged between two ladies would have little bearing on the current relationship between our house and Magna. Under these circumstances, behaving with grace like a proper lady brings honor to our house. I think you did well showing consideration toward young Elizaveta and making her feel at ease.”


      I’d been arguing with her in earnest, so I didn’t think anyone should learn from that. Still, Alexei’s point made sense. There were situations where ladies had to play their parts with words, but we were way past that point with the Yulmagnas.


      “We’d also do well to remember that Yulmagna and Yulnova are two houses of Yul,” he said. “By nature, we should not quarrel and weaken one another—we ought to cooperate for the sake of the empire. You and Elizaveta sharing a pleasant conversation with His Highness illustrates that truth. Our grandfather often lamented that Magna began showing hostility after Georgi took over. Our houses have different fields of expertise, and Magna would naturally have risen the next time the empire needed military might. He thought it was a shame Georgi rushed things out of self-interest, and he worried Magna might not be a reliable pillar of the emperor in time of need.”


      “My...”


      We ought to cooperate for the sake of the empire, huh?


      Alexei—or rather, our grandfather, the man who’d taught him that—was right. That was how things ought to be. He’d looked at the big picture, as expected of the man who’d led the empire alongside the previous emperor.


      “Back when I was close to Vladimir,” Alexei whispered, “we visited one another’s homes often. Lady Elizaveta was still a baby then. I can hardly believe she’s grown so much. Even in those days, Vladimir doted on her.”


      He clearly hadn’t meant to say so much, so I didn’t reply.


      Speaking of Vladimir, there were petty rumors about the way he treated women that I found hard to reconcile with the loving big brother Elizaveta had described. If he was already a researcher at his age and helped his father with his work, did he even find the time for that? I’d believed those rumors almost immediately because my first impression of him had been so bad, but now...I wasn’t sure.


      After we arrived at the dormitory, I thanked Alexei and he left. As I walked to my room, those questions about Vladimir kept turning in my head.


      I quickly changed out of my villainess dress and absently followed Mina’s suggestion to lie down in bed for a while. Before I knew it, my eyes had closed. When I opened them again, it was already time for dinner.


      I’d lost my chance to enjoy the first day of the festival, I realized, feeling down.


      


      The sun was setting, and the first day of the festival was drawing to a close.


      Renato stood near the main gate, seeing off his father and brothers as they returned to their lodging in the capital for the night.


      After the play, he had changed into his uniform and gone to the classroom to display his costume with the others. Soon after, his father and brothers had arrived. He was supposed to have introduced Olga to them, but with no idea when she would return, the four of them had ended up stuck together in awkward silence. Staring at one another without speaking would only have made things worse, so they’d decided to walk around the festival together.


      The problem had been that Renato had just performed beautifully in the sensational play everyone had loved. He was the man of the hour. Even as he’d walked, people had cheered and clapped for him. Among those calling out to him had been nobles ranked as high as the Marquess of Selesnoa, whom Renato’s family served.


      Watching Renato converse with such people, his innate self-confidence on display, Renato’s father and brothers had felt both impressed and a little wistful. They were finally beginning to realize that Renato had become the pride of their house—and that he was already independent.


      In the end, the day had concluded without Olga coming back, and Renato’s family was preparing to head back to the capital.


      Around them, students were reluctantly bidding farewell to their own families. The festival was a golden opportunity for students living in the dormitories to reunite with their parents. Most parents were alumni themselves, glad to revisit a place filled with memories of their youths, and they usually stayed until the last possible moment.


      In the midst of this agitation, colorful lights streaked across the twilight sky. Surprised cries rose, but the lights paid no mind. They merged into a sphere that slowly descended before bursting open. Olga emerged from it, but no one looked at her. Every eye was fixed on the fascinating figure floating above her: the God of Music, his colorful wings spread wide.


      The shock of the god’s appearance was so great that silence fell over the area.


      When Renato and Olga had been invited to the god’s garden the first time, the God of Music had not accompanied them back to this realm. For a split second, Renato wondered why things were different this time—until the god’s eyes met his, and his red lips curved into a perfect arc.


      His wings beat lazily as he glided toward Renato.


      Renato’s father and brothers were overwhelmed by divine might and immediately fell to their knees. Renato, having received the god’s blessing, felt no such pressure and bowed politely.


      “You played well, Renato,” the god said with a bewitching smile. “It was a beautiful tune.”


      The onlookers’ breaths caught. Those who’d heard Renato’s masterful performance in the auditorium shivered at the memory. They’d heard something the God of Music himself praised.


      “Your words honor me,” Renato replied without an ounce of hesitation. He was smiling, even after receiving praise from a god in front of a crowd.


      Colorful lights danced around him, as if to celebrate him.


      “Renato, Olga, I shall be awaiting more delightful tunes from you.”


      At these words, the God of Music flapped his wings and soared like a celestial nymph, rising higher and higher until he melted into the twilight sky and vanished along with his lights.


      Shouts erupted as the crowd awakened from their dreamlike trance. In their midst, Olga looked like she was about to cry.


      Renato rushed to her side. “Olga.”


      “Lord Renato... I’m so sorry... Because of me...the play... How—” she began, her voice trembling.


      “It’s all right,” Renato said with a soft smile. “Lady Ekaterina took care of everything.”


      “I’m so glad... She’s amazing, as always,” Olga said, her expression easing. Her trust in Ekaterina knew no bounds.


      Then her face tensed again as she noticed Renato’s father and brothers behind him.


      The House of Selesar was a branch family of the House of Selesnoa. Olga was the daughter of a baron from the Selesnoa Marquessate, but she came from an indigenous family and was, as such, at the bottom of the local hierarchy. It made sense for her to fear that Renato’s family might not welcome her with open arms.


      Even setting that aside, these people were Renato’s family members. Any young girl would be nervous meeting her future in-laws.


      Renato’s father and brothers stood, and they looked like absolute giants compared to him. That terrified her even more.


      “Well, it is fortunate you made it back in time,” Renato said. “Father, brothers, this is Olga.”


      Renato’s inability to feel stress apparently applied to all situations. He took Olga’s hand without a care in the world.


      Olga was incredibly nervous, but she executed the graceful bow she’d practiced before meeting the retired emperor and empress.


      “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance...” she said—only to be met with silence from Renato’s father.


      Olga and Renato both had small builds. As far as appearances went, they were a well-matched couple. But there was more to their relationship, of course. They’d also been chosen together by the God of Music.


      Renato’s father lowered his head—very low. “It feels like my son has already left the nest...” He paused. “But I hope the two of you will be happy together.”


      Renato’s brothers followed suit, bowing deeply.


      As for Olga, she was bewildered to see people she believed were far above her bowing so low.


      


      On the same evening, in an office on the school grounds, a suppressed laugh broke the silence.


      Halil, Alexei’s trade advisor, lifted his head. “I see someone is in a good mood, Count Novak.”


      “Well, it was most amusing,” Novak replied with a cheerful smile that contrasted with his usual solemn expression.


      Aaron, the mine advisor, pushed his glasses back and let out a quiet laugh. “Are you referring to Duke Georgi? It’s clear as day he’s starting to panic.”


      When Novak had conveyed Mikhail’s message to him, Georgi had laughed heartily.


      “I see, I see. His Highness is eager to keep my daughter at his side! He certainly is impatient!”


      His attempt to twist Mikhail’s words to his advantage had only made him look desperate. He’d seemed like a small fry scrambling to save face.


      Novak’s only response had been a polite smile. Georgi’s followers had laughed with him, of course, but Novak hadn’t missed the subtle shift in a few of their expressions.


      “Of course he’s panicking. How could he not? Lady Elizaveta has potential and will surely bloom into a beautiful lady, but...”


      Novak didn’t finish that sentence. There was no need to. A single glance at Mikhail, Elizaveta, Alexei, and Ekaterina walking away would have told anyone the same thing: Their lady, Ekaterina, was already a rose in full bloom.


      And then there was the play they’d just witnessed. Novak had never heard of light mana being used in this way, but it had been splendid. As always, Ekaterina impressed with her bold ideas and impeccable taste.


      Plus that song. Novak had never had much of an interest in music, but even he had felt his chest tighten. He’d felt the sorrow of that countryless princess, whose people wandered in despair. He’d felt her pain as she hardened her heart and turned to evil to give them a new, stable life. Novak had seen Ekaterina’s genuine personality behind her role, and it had moved him even more.


      It was obvious which way Mikhail’s heart would lean after witnessing that. Novak was fairly certain that Mikhail’s heart had already been set long before that play, though.


      “Her ladyship is far too pure to be interested in competing with someone else. What a pity for him. He was desperate to provoke her, but she didn’t even play his game.”


      Despite all his years of experience, Novak couldn’t hold back his laughter at the crushing victory of his pride and joy, Ekaterina.


      Had she witnessed this scene, Ekaterina would have lamented. You’re supposed to be the wise man in the room, not allow yourself to be infected by the Ekaterina virus! she would have screamed in the privacy of her mind.


      But Novak’s good mood wasn’t solely due to this impromptu triumph over Georgi. He genuinely believed Ekaterina was the most suitable young woman for the role of empress. She’d once said she didn’t want to be the empress, but that had been before enrolling at the academy. Novak had seen how close she’d grown to the crown prince, and he felt there was a good chance she would change her mind.


      He had gotten a pretty good idea of Mikhail’s personality when the prince visited the duchy, and Novak held a favorable opinion of him. He thought Mikhail was worthy of the throne and the sort of man who would respect Ekaterina’s feelings. He also appreciated Mikhail’s constant efforts to win her favor.


      If anything, Novak suspected Alexei was more opposed to the match than Ekaterina herself. Alexei had no issue with Mikhail himself—he would react the same way toward any potential suitor. It was clear he simply didn’t want to let go of his dear sister.


      In Novak’s eyes, Mikhail and Ekaterina could become a harmonious couple, much like the current emperor and empress. Alexei would become a maternal relative of the imperial family and be in a good position to support Mikhail. Then, when their granduncle Isaac’s research on rainbow stones was finally made public, Ekaterina and Alexei could leave their names in history as the empress and prime minister who ushered in an era of major progress. That great future was within reach.


      “Anything Ekaterina desires shall be hers,” Alexei had once said.


      Novak knew Alexei wasn’t the sort of man to go back on his word. Everything was up to Ekaterina herself.


      He couldn’t help but long for the day she would accept Mikhail’s genuine affection.


      Suddenly, Alexei’s voice brought Novak back to the present.


      “Now that Magna has witnessed Ekaterina’s worth with his own eyes, he might try to harm her. Do not let your guard down.”


      Every face in the room hardened in a heartbeat. Novak cleared his throat. “I apologize. You’re absolutely correct. I should not have spoken in this way. Not when we’ve finally come to realize just how treacherous the Yulmagnas are.”


      “I understand why you reacted this way after facing Georgi,” Alexei said. He paused and stared into the distance, as if he could see a figure floating before him. His neon-blue eyes shone with a sharp gleam. “But our opponent isn’t him.”


      


      The sun rose on the second day of the festival.


      After the play, I’d wasted the rest of the first day sleeping and had been rather depressed about it until Mina told me during dinner that Olga had been safely returned to us, and with great pomp at that. The news had done wonders to lift my mood.


      I was also excited because today was the day Alexei’s class would hold its mock jousting tournament. My brother wouldn’t be taking part, but I still wanted to cheer for his close friend, Nikolai. Not to mention that the thought of witnessing a jousting tournament made my history-buff blood boil!


      “Lord Nikolai is quite popular among ladies and gentlemen alike,” I mused as I ate my breakfast. “I’m sure there will be quite the crowd to see him, so I should head there early.”


      “I shall save a seat for you, my lady. Please feel free to enjoy the rest of the festival until the time comes,” Mina replied calmly.


      “No, I shall go myself! Others might feel wronged if I send someone on my behalf.”


      “His Grace and his advisors had Ivan secure seats for them for your play.”


      It took me a moment before I managed to shoot back, “But it isn’t the same thing! My brother and his advisors are very busy men.”


      “Yes, yes,” Mina said, paying me no mind.


      Truth be told, I did want to visit Mikhail’s class refreshment stand, and I was fairly sure it’d be packed as well.


      Memories of my past life flashed by. I’d once suffered a crushing defeat trying to allot my time between the attractions at the super-famous-theme-park-which-should-not-be-named—you know, the one with the mouse.


      You can’t make an omelet without breaking a few eggs, can you? Maybe I’ll take her up on her offer...




      After I met up with Flora, the first thing I did was apologize for making my classmates handle the exhibit without any help from me. Her reply took me by surprise.


      “Well... Lady Marina and I also left almost immediately after I made it to the classroom. It was terribly crowded, and some people started insisting we should sing again, so I think your absence was for the best.”


      In the end, the girls with major roles had left the classroom. People had tried to force conversations on them or shake their hands, which could’ve triggered inappropriate rumors. After all, they were noble ladies.


      Apparently, Nikolai had been the one to make the call to send them away. He’d calmed things down. Flora told me he’d rushed there after the play out of concern for Marina.


      He really is a reliable big bro!


      Without a shadow of a doubt, my older brother was the best in the world, but Nikolai had a real shot at being the best big bro!


      Anyway, even without the actresses present, plenty of people wanted to see the costumes, and there had apparently been a long queue in front of our classroom the entire day.


      I felt a little bad making people queue for hours to look at costumes and props, but at the same time, I was glad so many had seen the fruits of my classmates’ labors.


      I hadn’t been there to witness any of this with my own two eyes, but I still thought it was crazy for people to get this hyped over a school play. It really went to show how severely this world lacked entertainment.


      Well, considering the incredible light effects Yuri created for us, I bet a video of our play would’ve gotten a respectable number of views on the internet, even in my previous world. I thought about this with a smile.


      I had not the slightest inkling that I was, in fact, the main culprit behind the hype.


      Flora and I toured the festival together, stopping here and there to admire exhibitions or try the snacks at the refreshment stands. I was having a lovely time.


      My only regret was that we hadn’t been able to try Mikhail’s cooking.


      We’d headed to his class’s tent first thing, thinking it’d take some time. As it turned out, everyone had done the same thing; the line had been incredibly long by the time we got there. We’d expected as much, so we simply went to the back. The problem was, the people in front of us immediately tried to offer us their spots, then the people in front of them as well.


      It’d quickly become apparent that we wouldn’t have to stand in line at all, and that didn’t sit well with me. Nothing screamed villainess more than forcing one’s way to the front of the queue through influence.


      I’ll pass! I’ve already adopted the motto: pure, upright, and beautiful.


      So I’d panicked, blurted out that I’d forgotten about a prior commitment, and run away.


      BOOHOO! I’m so sorry, Prince! I even made Mina secure spots for the jousting tournament for nothing...


      But I refused to let it bring me down. I didn’t want to spoil Flora’s fun, and I had the previous day to make up for, so the two of us walked to and fro, enjoying everything else the festival offered.


      I especially loved the exhibits dedicated to demonic beasts and mana.


      One of them focused on aquatic monsters that lived in distant lands, such as the southern sea and the eastern wetlands. I couldn’t stop myself from doing a double take at one of the illustrations of a sea beast. It looked exactly like a plesiosaur with a large seashell on its back.


      In other words, exactly like that Pok*mon that almost shares a name with the French mathematician Laplace.


      No, no, no.


      After reading the explanatory text next, I learned that—according to a legend that dated back to the ancient Astra Empire—one such monster had appeared at the last minute to rescue a minstrel who’d fallen into the sea after pirates attacked his ship. The monster had carried him on its back and taken him safely to shore.


      Which sounds a lot like that transport Pok—


      No! Stop it, Ekaterina.


      Most classes that chose to do exhibits on mana had just pasted copies of old texts on their classroom walls, but one class had somehow pulled enough strings to acquire actual historical documents for display. They looked so grimoire-esque that my chuuni spirit throbbed as I stared at them.


      Of course, the contents were in ancient Astran, so I didn’t understand much. The language wasn’t part of the academy’s curriculum, but I’d learned a few words on my own. I used that knowledge to guess at the general themes while admiring the binding and beautiful letters—without realizing that from the outside, I looked as though I comfortably parsed the ancient documents.


      Many refreshment booths offered snacks and dishes currently trendy in the capital, but others honored the spirit of the festival Pyotr the Great had envisioned and showcased local specialties. Flora had grown up in the capital, so we gravitated toward these new flavors that intrigued her.


      Noble ladies couldn’t possibly eat while walking, so the refreshment booths all had eat-in areas.


      We entered another tent and, after sitting down, were served fish soup with a small flatbread on the side. My first thought was that the soup tasted a little weird, and I wasn’t a fan of the smell, but then a rich umami flavor followed.


      Oh! This reminds me a little of the Mediterranean food I ate in my past life!


      Apparently, the soup used concentrated stock made from fish carcass pickled in salt—an equivalent of the fish sauce of my past world, I assumed.


      Come to think of it, garum had been a major condiment in ancient Rome. The same had likely been true in the ancient Astra Empire too, and the flavor had left its mark in today’s cuisine.


      I had a strong interest in history, so thinking of it this way made me incredibly excited to finish my soup.


      Flora had different interests, but she seemed to be having just as much fun as she explained how the concentrated fish stock would work great in a fish dish or to season steamed vegetables.


      While the bread was flat, its texture was similar to that of a bagel, and it had a slight aftertaste of beer. As it turned out, the recipe used brewer’s yeast and beer instead of water.


      This class... They’re third-years, aren’t they? Did they go with this dish instead of a trendy recipe because they were after the beer? They’re not misappropriating ingredients in the secrecy of the kitchen, are they?


      There was no minimum drinking age in the empire, but drinking alcohol was strictly prohibited at the academy.


      I’ve got my eyes on you, kids!


      But those shady practices were part of the fun of such events, weren’t they?


      


      Eventually, the time for the jousting tournament came.


      Only boys had riding classes, but because of those lessons, there were horses and riding grounds at the academy. Spectator stands lined the edge, and Mina had secured seats for us there.


      When Flora and I approached, I was surprised to find Novak, Halil, and even Aaron sitting beside her.


      “Thank you, Mina. And hello, everyone. May I ask what brings you here?”


      “His Grace will be taking part in the tournament,” Novak replied. “Lord Krymov visited him earlier because one of the participants was injured. His Grace graciously agreed to replace him.”


      My brother also ended up being a stand-in? How?


      Wait, the details don’t matter! Does this mean I get to see him compete like a knight?!


      AAAAAAAH!!!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Jousting Tournament


      Jousting matches boasted a thousand-year history. The image of knights competing on horseback had left such an indelible mark on society that, over the years, the practice had become the very symbol of knighthood.


      At first, jousting matches had been military exercises—free-for-all melees that mimicked real battle. At the time, those who were defeated had to peel off their armor and give it to the victors. If the loser’s equipment was deemed to be too cheap, he could even be detained and released only if ransomed.


      This made me think those matches had served a purpose beyond practice drills. In eras of peace, when the earnings of knights had sometimes been nonexistent, they’d been a way for the strong to make a living.


      A violent epoch, indeed.


      Obviously, this whole detaining-the-loser practice had often led to outcomes worthy of being recorded in history books. I could remember two examples off the top of my head.


      After a knight lost and was detained, his daughter offered herself as a live-in servant instead of the ransom. She and the victorious knight soon fell in love, and the two married.


      Unable to pay the money the victor demanded, a defeated knight spent years living with him. They became friends, and at last the victor gave up on the ransom and allowed him to go home. As soon as he returned, the loser sent his friend wheat seeds. The victor grew them and was blessed with an abundant harvest, which he used to brew beer so delicious it became a local specialty. That is the origin of the breed of wheat known as the Gratitude of the Defeated.


      I’d read about those stories in the books and records of this world, so perhaps the jousting history of my previous world was completely different.


      Anyway, jousting matches had slowly become more refined and had evolved into fair, one-on-one showdowns that followed strict rules. The motivations of the knights participating in these events had also changed. Instead of seeking personal gain, they had started fighting for the honor of their masters, or that of the ladies of their orders.


      By the time the empire was founded, jousting was already flourishing. Nowadays, though, it wasn’t common to witness jousting matches, and they had an archaic, almost epic, feel.


      They usually took place during national celebrations, in front of state guests, and the participants were chosen from among the most renowned knights in the empire. Those knights wore pristine armor, colored mantles, and helmets as they fought for the honor of the masters or ladies to whom they’d sworn their blades.


      Another interesting point was that knights didn’t always use lances.


      I absolutely loved learning about these things, and all the bits of information I’d gathered on jousting were running through my mind. However, I was way more preoccupied with my brother at the moment. I was excited to see him, valiant astride a magnificent horse, but I was also terrified he might get hurt. My heart wouldn’t stop hammering in my chest from anticipation and worry.


      “Lady Ekaterina.” Flora took my hand. “I’m sure His Grace will be just fine.”


      “She’s right,” Novak said. “There is no cause for concern. His Grace is a highly proficient rider, swordfighter, and lancer.”


      Novak was a civil official, but he was accomplished in both the literary and military arts. He’d been the one to teach Alexei the basics of swordsmanship when he was young. As such, he knew very well what my brother was capable of.


      “I believe in him, of course,” I said. “I know how hard he trains every day.”


      The noblemen of the empire were expected to be physically fit enough to ride into battle wearing a full suit of armor. Therefore, Alexei had trained his entire life. As he’d proven many times over by carrying me like I weighed nothing at all, he was strong. I understood that.


      Nevertheless...


      I knew from my past life that wounds sustained during jousting tournaments could sometimes be fatal. That had happened to a French king. I’d forgotten his name, but he was the husband of the Florentine noblewoman, Catherine de’ Medici. Was he one of the Louises...? No, Henry. He was called Henry, though I couldn’t recall which one. Whatever! My point was: Jousts could be dangerous!


      “My lady,” someone said.


      I looked up to see Ivan, who had just run up the stairs of the stands, but he wasn’t out of breath.


      “His Grace tasked me with conveying a message to you,” he continued, smiling pleasantly. “He wishes to remind you that this is a school event with a particular emphasis on security and not a real jousting tournament. The goal is only to show a taste of jousting to the audience, so you needn’t worry. Lord Krymov has made it so that the matches will be centered on displaying the horses rather than the fighting.”


      Oh! You guessed I’d worry and sent Ivan to reassure me? You’re the best, brother!


      “That makes sense. After all, Lord Nikolai is the heir to Krymov, the house in charge of the horses of the imperial family. He has a deep understanding of riding and martial arts, so it’s only natural that he arranged this event with care.”


      Now that I thought about it more calmly, the student council would never have approved a tournament likely to result in casualties at the festival.


      “He added one last thing,” Ivan said. “‘Today, I am but a knight, and I shall do my utmost to dedicate my victory to my lady.’”


      “Oh my!”


      He’s so cool... That’s my brother for you!


      Wait a second!


      “Ivan, could you please give this to my brother?” I said, taking out a white silk handkerchief and handing it to him.


      A token that had been carried by a lady was thought to protect the knight who received it. Because of that belief, knights often attached a handkerchief or a ribbon given to them by their lady to their helmet or to the handle of their weapon before jousting.


      “I shall pass this along. I’m sure His Grace will be pleased,” Ivan said, clearly delighted himself. “I will return to His Grace now.”


      “Thank you for going out of your way to convey this message to me, Ivan. Tell my brother I will be rooting for him.”


      Poor Ivan had been forced to speed with a carriage to retrieve Alexei’s armor from our residence in the capital after he’d agreed to participate in the tournament at the last minute. Ivan had also had to help Alexei put his armor on after retrieving it! It had been a busy morning for him.


      The build of the person wearing the armor mattered a lot, so you couldn’t just borrow someone else’s armor.


      My brother is tall and has super long legs! Not everyone has such a great build!


      A set of armor was also very expensive, so I doubted all the boys in his class owned one.


      Nikolai must have had Alexei in mind as a stand-in the entire time, just in case. Actually, that made me wonder if this had been intentional. My brother always spent the festival cooped up in his office. Maybe Nikolai had wanted to drag him out and make him join the fun as part of their class. He certainly was the type.


      Now that I felt calmer, I noticed that the stands were filled. I’d expected as much, but what I hadn’t seen coming was that there were more girls than boys. Many of them were already cheering.


      Suddenly, a horn echoed, signaling the beginning of the tournament.


      According to what I’d heard, trumpets were more common in other countries—just as they’d been in my past world—but horns were traditional in the empire.


      The instrumentalist was one of Alexei’s classmates. Playing the horn required practice, but there was a horn association at the academy where students could learn it. As one would expect of a third-year student, his timbre was excellent.


      The knights made their entrance soon after.


      The riding ground was quite large. It was about the size of a soccer pitch, I estimated. The rectangular field was enclosed by a fence, with stands set up along one of the longer sides. From the spot where I was sitting, a small simple gate serving as the entrance to the field was on the left.


      The knights rode in two neat rows, the steps of their horses relaxed and synchronized. They were the picture of orderly dignity.


      Naturally, applause and cheers arose.


      Eight knights would compete today. They all wore colored mantles over their sparkling sets of armor, each of a different color. The red, blue, white, black, yellow, green, purple, and orange mantles billowed in the wind like flowers in bloom.


      Next to each of them was a valet on foot in light defensive gear, holding a flag of the same color as their knight’s mantle. Normally, the mantles and flags would have borne the crests of the knights’ orders, but since these were students, they were embroidered with the crest of the academy. I assumed that had been the work of the most talented girls in the class.


      The valets’ steps were synchronized as well, and their brisk march reminded me of an army.


      The knights all squeezed helmets decorated with showy tokens under one arm and held the reins with the other. They seemed completely different from the rest of us students in uniform, as though they’d stepped straight out of a legendary tale from the Middle Ages.


      Brother, you’re so cool!!! I squealed deep down.


      Alexei rode alongside Nikolai at the head of the procession. Traditionally, that was the general’s spot, and it made little sense for a last-minute stand-in to have been given that position. But Alexei was the Duke of Yulnova. Which one of their classmates would have dared to make him follow behind them?


      Side by side, the two young men created a vivid contrast. With a daring, warm smile on his lips, Nikolai had the air of a warrior and seemed powerful at a glance. He looked glorious in his red mantle that matched his hair and complimented his golden eyes.


      Alexei, on the other hand, with his tall and slender figure, looked like a drawn and ready blade. His icy blue hair and eyes, along with his chilly blank expression, gave him the air of an ice sculpture carved by a great master—freezing, yet dazzling.
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      Alexei’s mantle was blue. It was no wonder the noblest color had been entrusted to the Duke of Yulnova.


      In a rare occurrence, there was no monocle on Alexei’s fair, beautiful face. It would have been inconvenient considering he’d soon have to don his helmet, but since his eyesight was perfectly fine, it’s absence didn’t impede him.


      Alexei’s neon-blue eyes seemed to gleam as he stared ahead, unconcerned with the cheers of the audience.


      He was riding his favorite horse from the capital, a swift one with a dapple-gray coat. I assumed Ivan had also brought it back from our residence in a hurry. Its ashen coat appeared silver under the sunlight, and its powerful muscles undulated with every step.


      Alexei’s armor was of noticeably better quality than that of the other young men of his class. It was sturdy enough to be practical, but it had been decorated with minute, ornate details and polished until it shone like pure silver.


      A long sword hung at his hip, and I spied the handkerchief I’d given Ivan earlier tied to the handle. Somehow, it seemed as though warmth emanated from that handkerchief, warming Alexei’s solemn figure.


      “Brother...” I couldn’t stop myself from calling.


      Alexei looked toward the stands for the first time as though he’d heard me. His eyes met mine, and he smiled softly.


      WAAAAH!!!


      “WAAAAH!”


      Huh?


      Yeah, no. I know what’s going on. It’s you again, dearest classmates of Alexei, isn’t it? I don’t need to turn around to know you’re the ones sitting behind me.


      What puzzled me was why they were there. Why sit behind me instead of in the front row? This was their class’s event!


      Well, anyway...


      Nikolai, the other general, really gave off an aura as impressive as Alexei’s. He was taller and broader than Alexei and looked positively awe-inspiring draped in his mantle on horseback. His horse had a shiny chestnut coat and seemed to be a fine horse. It was not a demonic horse, though.


      The House of Krymov had bred demonic horses for generations and was their official purveyor for the imperial family. The demonic horses of Krymov were known for their speed, endurance, and intelligence, and were so superior that they couldn’t be compared to regular horses. As Nikolai was the heir to the House of Krymov, I had no doubt his favorite mount was one such demonic horse. I assumed he wasn’t riding it because it would have been unfair to the other participants.


      Nikolai raised a hand, and deep shouts echoed.


      I started at the sudden sounds before realizing they weren’t coming from the stands, but from the boys crowded around the fence.


      And here I thought there were mostly girls in the stands!


      I noticed a red ribbon fluttering. It was tied to Nikolai’s armor, around his upper arm. This was likely a protective charm from a lady...but from whom? I only wondered for a second before I heard someone scream:


      “Your Grace, please kick my brother’s butt!”


      Yep, that’s Marina’s ribbon.


      Tell me, where have you lost all your kittens? Did all five of them pack up and leave?


      Despite what she was saying, Marina wore a red ribbon in her hair that was suspiciously similar to the one tied around Nikolai’s arm. Considering her spot in the front row, she’d come early to secure the perfect seat.


      I’d always felt the Krymov siblings loved one another a lot more than they liked to admit, but Marina was starting to show her true nature.


      I see it now! You’re a tsundere with a brother complex!


      The show started off just as Alexei had promised: a performance meant to entertain the public.


      The eight knights and their squires walked to the center of the field, and the squires let out loud, unified battle cries while raising their flags. Then they started waving them. Their motions were perfectly in sync. They rotated the flags in arcs, swung them in figure eights, and even spun them like batons. I felt as though I was watching a group dance performance. From the stands, it was a beautiful, colorful spectacle.


      “How wonderful! They’re doing so well!” I exclaimed.


      “Yes! It’s lovely,” Flora agreed.


      “They are demonstrating the movements used to relay the commander’s orders on a battlefield, my lady,” Novak said.


      “Is that so? I had no idea!”


      He explained that there were several ways to relay orders such as a charge or a retreat, and the commander made the call depending on the weather, time, and topography of the battlefield. The people of the empire favored the horn when the situation permitted it, but flags were sometimes used too.


      All the war chronicles I’d read had soldiers relaying orders with horns, so I was learning this for the first time.


      “Well, nowadays these movements are almost exclusively used to put on shows during jousting tournaments, so the visual appeal has become the most important part,” he concluded.


      “That is a wonderful thing,” I said. “Nothing is as important as peace.”


      I absolutely refused to send my brother off to an actual battlefield. What if he was wounded?!


      “It is, my lady.” Novak nodded, solemn. “When tournaments are held in the evening, these movements are sometimes performed with chains attached to iron baskets instead of flags. They fill the baskets with dry straws and light them on fire. The flames swaying in the dark almost seem to dance. It’s a lovely sight.”


      According to him, it was practice for throwing blazing projectiles into enemy strongholds.


      Uh-huh. The military roots run deeper than I imagined...


      Still, I loved learning new historical things!


      After Novak’s captivating history lesson, the flag-bearers raised their voices again and threw their flags high. The knights on horseback caught their respective colors. Each one had already put on his helmet and gripped his flag in one hand and his reins in the other.


      Then, they began to move. They formed a single line with Nikolai at the head and trotted toward the riding ground, waving their flags before slowly speeding their horses to a canter.


      The horses’ hooves thundered. The deep rumbling reminded me of a beating heart.


      Whether it was due to the armor’s weight or something else, each step struck the ground heavily enough to make even the stands vibrate.


      The knights were only making leisurely rounds with their respective flags in hand, but the sight was beautiful, and the cheers were almost loud enough to drown out the hooves as the knights approached the stands.


      Nikolai swept past us. Up close, he looked even more heroic. The crowd shouted his name and clapped.


      “Brother!” Marina screamed, louder than anyone, waving with all her might.


      Oh, it’s time for the tsundere little sister to switch into affectionate mode!


      Nikolai was soon followed by the blue knight.


      The cheers turned to coquettish squeals as he approached. Naturally, I was among the people shouting. I was a noble lady, sure, but I was an Alexei stan first and foremost. If asked which part of me mattered more, I’d choose the latter without a second of hesitation!


      When Alexei passed me, he raised his blue flag.


      “Brother!” I cried, jumping to my feet and waving. I even bounced in place from excitement.


      I quickly realized what I was doing and felt my face flush. Jumping up and down is a little much for a lady... I thought, burying my face in my hands.


      “Lady Ekaterina! The knights!”


      Oh no! I’m going to miss my brother’s cool moments!


      I lifted my head at Flora’s voice. She was getting better and better at handling me.


      After riding once around the perimeter of the grounds, the knights guided their horses toward the center and rode them in a circle, their fluttering flags forming a perfect, colorful circle in the air.


      It was an amazing display. They were just seventeen- and eighteen-year-old boys dressed as knights, but their riding was magnificent. Part of that was the era we lived in, but I was sure they’d trained hard under Nikolai’s guidance to reach this level.


      Of course, my brother is the best for blending in despite not having trained with them!


      The knights stopped circling and lined up once again, facing the stands.


      Nikolai made his horse take a few steps toward the stands.


      “We, knights of the empire,” he declared. The audience fell silent, listening to his powerful voice. “We devote ourselves to our glorious homeland and to His Imperial Majesty the Emperor. We swear never to falter before the enemy, and to offer our hearts to our merciful lady and protect love and peace in her name. A knight must be loyal. A knight protects the weak. A knight upholds justice. A knight does not fear death in his quest for honor. We are knights of the empire. We hereby swear to fight for our homeland, for our master, and for our lady!”


      “Aye!” the seven other students shouted in unison.


      A loud metallic clank followed as they hit their breastplates with armored fists.


      Cheers erupted, so loud I felt the stands rock under me. I couldn’t stop myself from shouting too.


      AAAAAH!!! YOU’RE SO COOL!!!


      Nikolai was, of course, but my eyes were locked on Alexei in full armor with his fist pressed to his heart. I was in heaven, both as an Alexei fangirl and as a history buff!


      Six of the knights guided their horses off the field, leaving behind the white and black knights.


      At long last, it was time for the first showdown.


      The eight squires remained on the field, and several other students rushed in as if to replace the knights. I wasn’t sure what they were supposed to be doing, but I assumed they were filling the roles normally held by tournament personnel.


      The two knights turned their horses and walked them slowly to the edges of the field. The white knight brought his mount to the gate, while the black knight left in the opposite direction. For some reason, the squire with the white flag stepped toward the black knight, and the black squire stepped toward the white.


      In the meantime, the other squires and the staff ran to the stands and grabbed barriers that had been left so close I hadn’t seen them from my seat.


      Working in pairs, they carried the barriers to the center of the field, dividing it into two halves. To bring back the soccer-pitch comparison, it was like a long fence connecting one goal to the other.


      By then, the knights had taken up their lances and shields. The white knight carried a white lance and shield, while the black knight’s equipment was black. Their lances looked around three meters long, but the shields were on the smaller side. That probably made them more practical on horseback.


      “These are training lances, my lady,” Novak said. “They’re made of wood and designed to break easily to prevent injuries.”


      I nodded, intrigued.


      They reminded me of the bamboo swords invented by Kamiizumi Nobutsuna to replace regular wooden swords and reduce fatal injuries during kendo practice.


      Incidentally, Nobutsuna was my favorite historical swordsman, so I remembered his full name perfectly! Alas, I wasn’t entirely sure whether he belonged to the earlier Sengoku period or the Azuchi-Momoyama phase... Either way, that roughly matched the early modern era this world was in. I wasn’t surprised the people of the empire had developed similar safety measures.


      “The fence the students set up is also there for the knight’s safety,” Novak continued. “Several weapons can be used in jousting, but when lances are involved, both riders must gallop while aiming at their opponent. That can result in collisions and life-threatening injuries. That’s why a fence is compulsory for lance jousts in the empire.”


      “Thank you for letting me know, Count Novak. I’ve read about how deadly jousting tournaments used to be. A tragic incident could not be tolerated within the bounds of this great academy, so I’m glad to hear there are safety measures in place.”


      I nodded along, though to be honest, I still wasn’t entirely sure how the knights were supposed to compete if a fence separated them.


      Novak seemed to sense my confusion. “The knights gallop on either side of the fence and thrust their lances at one another when they cross paths,” he added. “As you can imagine, the winner and loser are decided in a split second.”


      Huh? They have to thrust a lance at another person while galloping at full speed?! Isn’t that still super dangerous?!


      Just as I protested inwardly, the horn echoed once more, and the knights moved into position. The white knight stood closer to the stands, while the black knight waited on the opposite side of the fence.


      The squires, holding their white and black flags, stood back-to-back in the center of the field with the fence between them.


      The air grew thick with tension.


      Suddenly, the squires lowered their flags, and a deathly silence fell over the jousting ground. It was so quiet I could hear my own heartbeat—until the next second, when the two knights set off. They spurred their horses, accelerating as much as they could while raising their shields and readying their lances.


      Against horses galloping at full speed, a soccer pitch was nothing. I’d barely drawn one breath before they crossed paths.


      A violent crash resounded. Then, after a single beat, cheers that sounded more like horrified shrieks and angry bellows followed. The white knight’s shield had been smashed to pieces by his opponent’s lance, and he fell to the ground.


      Flora and I both screamed. Before we even realized it, we grabbed each other’s hands and squeezed.


      EEEEEK!


      It is dangerous! So dangerous!


      All that talk about safety had reassured me, but I’d failed to consider that the word “safety” held completely different meanings in early modern Europe and twenty-first-century Japan!


      The black knight raised his busted lance in victory as the boys crowded near the outer fence acclaimed him. In the stands, most girls pressed hands to their chests or mouths in shock, though a few still clapped enthusiastically.


      The white squire and the staff members rushed to the fallen knight. Thankfully, he stood up quickly. His armor had done its job and protected him.


      Filled with relief, Flora and I started clapping for both of them.


      The second match was much like the first, with the yellow knight triumphing over the purple knight. After that, the squires and staff rushed to dismantle the fence.


      Aaron, who was sitting next to Novak, turned to me. “My lady, it appears the next match will be fought with mana as well.”


      “Oh!”


      I-I see.


      In this world, using one’s mana to fight in battle was the nobility’s main duty—practically their raison d’être.


      With lances, the fights ended in a second, so there wasn’t enough time to focus on mana control. I assumed they would use other weapons this time.


      The green and orange knights came out and, sure enough, both held maces.


      Oh, that’s another very knightly weapon!


      The match started, and the knights summoned mana to the top of their maces.


      The orange knight had wind-attribute mana. He sent gusts to hinder his opponent’s movements before striking with his mana-infused swings. It was a bit of an orthodox method, but he handled the mace well, and his attacks were sharp.


      The green knight, on the other hand, had water-attribute mana. He mostly blocked with his mace and used water to attack. There was a tiny issue, though: the jousting grounds lacked water for him to use, so he had to summon his own, and there was a limit to how much water he could bring forth. While he managed to land a hit, the thin water spear he created couldn’t do much against the other boy’s thick armor. He tried wrapping the water around the orange knight’s helmet like a snake, but it looked futile to me.


      Contrary to my expectations, the orange knight’s movements gradually slowed. He swayed on his horse, giving the green knight the perfect opening to land a clean mace hit. Just like that, the orange knight toppled down.


      When he hit the ground, water started flowing out of the gaps in his armor and helmet.


      The green knight was pouring water into his armor?! My goodness, the water trapped in his helmet must have made him suffocate!


      That was clever, but wasn’t it against the rules? It didn’t seem very chivalrous to me.


      “What masterful control,” Aaron said, impressed. “The orange knight was more skilled with the mace and had more mana, yet the green knight triumphed all the same. He proved mana is all about control.”


      He didn’t seem to think the green knight had played dirty at all. To him, it would’ve been perfectly fine for someone with earth mana to make a golem fight in their stead and hide in a corner.


      Wait a minute... Aaron has earth mana, right? Is he speaking from experience?


      Regardless, I clapped along with the rest of the spectators.


      Finally, it was time for the last match.


      Alexei and Nikolai appeared at the gate, long swords hanging at their hips. The other knights had looked gallant, but these two were in a category of their own. I felt as though I was looking at the heroes of a storybook.


      In his silver armor and blue mantle, Alexei was the elegance and ruthlessness of the nobility personified. Next to him, clad in copper armor and red mantle, Nikolai looked every bit the reliable, vigorous warrior. They were both wearing their helmets already, but their visors were up, allowing us all to see the calm expressions on their faces.


      The girls in the stands and the boys in front of the arena started cheering and shouting. Needless to say, I shouted too.


      “Brother!”


      Alexei’s neon-blue eyes found me immediately. His hand went to the grip of his sword, where he’d tied my handkerchief, and he smiled.


      WAAAAH!


      “WAAAAH!”


      Dearest seniors...


      I didn’t know what scared me more: them, or the fact that I’d gotten used to this already.


      The boys seemed to be mostly cheering for Nikolai, while most of the girls screamed Alexei’s name. Still, there was plenty of female support for Nikolai.


      “Brother!” I heard Marina shout enthusiastically.


      The Krymov siblings both had very loud voices that carried well, perhaps because they’d grown up around a barn.


      Nikolai grinned and raised the arm tied with Marina’s ribbon.


      “I’ll turn you into a wrap if you lose!”


      Marina...


      A vision appeared before my eyes: five little kittens looking up at her with open grimaces—the flehmen response—on their furry faces.


      Nikolai laughed, though.


      How very like them, I thought with a smile, before suddenly gasping.


      Yesterday, I’d had the most childish fight in the world with Elizaveta over whose brother was the best...but now that I thought about it, Nikolai sounded like an even bigger threat to Alexei’s title than Vladimir.


      He was a completely different type from Alexei, but his older-brother-energy was through the roof!


      No, no, no. We can’t have that. My older brother is the best. I will die on this hill!


      I got fired up for a minute, then forced myself to calm down. Nikolai was a big bro—a different archetype altogether. There could yet be peace for us all. Nikolai just had to stay in his lane as the best big bro, and Alexei could remain the best older brother in the entire world.


      Yes, yes. My older brother is the best. That’s perfect.


      As it turned out, I was just as insane when I was feeling calm.


      Neither Alexei nor Nikolai had any idea that I’d just sorted them into neat, separate boxes in the privacy of my mind as they faced one another. Alexei lowered his visor, concealing his gorgeous eyes, and Nikolai followed suit.


      The two squires—one bearing a red flag, the other blue—rushed to the center of the field and stood back-to-back.


      Silence fell.


      My heart was so loud in my ears that I pressed a hand to my chest. They were only a few strides apart, their long swords still at their hips.


      They weren’t using bamboo or wooden swords. Those were steel blades tucked away in their scabbards. They were probably dulled but still heavy and hard; they could be lethal all the same.


      Nikolai and my brother were about to fight, here, in this world where the word “safety” meant something entirely different.


      My heart kept hammering. Time seemed to slow, but there was no stopping it. The flags swung down.


      Neither wasted a second. They drew their blades at the exact same moment, and their horses leaped forward. Almost immediately, red and blue intersected.


      Their swords traced beautiful arcs before clashing with a sharp, metallic noise.


      It looked as though Nikolai had been slightly swifter and Alexei had met his assault with a clean defense. Surrounded by cries and cheers, their horses surged past one another, breaking them apart as their blades scraped together, scattering sparks.


      I barely held back a horrified scream. Someone had just swung a sword at my brother. My only brother in the world!


      At the far ends of the field, Alexei and Nikolai turned their horses and locked eyes across the distance. They were quite far from one another.


      Ah!


      My eyes widened as Alexei’s mana flared, sharp as invisible lightning. A pale ice spear shot at Nikolai.


      When it came to mana, Alexei had the upper hand. It was Nikolai’s turn to block.


      Screams echoed, but before the ice could reach him, fire engulfed it.


      Nikolai’s attribute was fire, and he coiled his flames around the spear. They devoured it until it started to shrink. It still reached him, but by then it had melted enough for him to crush it to dust with a flick of his armored fist.


      Alexei had already sent his horse charging. He reached Nikolai in a heartbeat and brought his sword down. Nikolai blocked. Sparks flew again as steel met steel. Alexei didn’t allow his dapple-gray mount to stand still; he pulled away immediately.


      The crowd was beyond excited. I felt as though I was at a national stadium, watching a major sports event with the national team playing.


      “A splendid fight indeed,” Novak said. “The previous matches were impressive, but these two are on another level. Their mana control, swordsmanship, and riding are first-rate. One would not expect to witness such a match at the academy.” He hummed. “I knew His Grace was talented, but I must say his opponent is quite something too. I suppose I shouldn’t have expected any less of House Krymov’s heir. His family has always served the empire faithfully, caring for the imperial family’s horses during times of peace and taking the role of first rider in imperial campaigns. He certainly honors his ancestors with his performance.”


      I assumed the first rider led the cavalry’s vanguard. An imperial campaign meant a military expedition led by the emperor in person.


      In other words, the Krymovs had long produced people trusted to guide the emperor himself. I agreed Nikolai was worthy of that heritage. He was capable and a good person.


      Under normal circumstances, my history-buff blood would have boiled with excitement, but right now all I could do was nod. I was too worried about my brother to focus on Novak’s words.


      Alexei and Nikolai took a moment to assess each other. Then they moved.


      Alexei’s and Nikolai’s mounts pawed the ground and charged, their hooves thundering. They met almost exactly at the center of the field.


      Thrice, the sound of steel striking steel rang out, but this time, neither backed off. They remained locked in the center, sparks flying with every blow they exchanged.


      The trained warhorses didn’t so much as flinch despite the noise and impacts. They matched their masters’ movements to a T, stepping in just the right places. It almost looked as though the horses were fighting too. They were one with their riders.


      My blood pumped so loudly I barely heard the cheers and screams around me. The ambient noise rose and fell like a violent tide, crashing against the dam of my eardrums when I least expected it, then retreating again.


      I vaguely noticed Flora huddling closer in worry, but unlike usual, I couldn’t even think to thank her. All I could do was squeeze her hands tight, my eyes fixed on my brother, like a child too absorbed in something to look away.


      The two knights seemed well matched, but I felt as though Alexei was being pushed back ever so slightly. Nikolai’s big frame wasn’t just for show. He had more brute power than Alexei.


      Alexei was on the defensive, and a particularly strong hit threw him off-balance. Of course, Nikolai didn’t miss this chance to strike.


      “Brother!” I cried desperately.


      Alexei’s neon-blue eyes gleamed under his visor. Somehow, Nikolai’s trajectory veered off course, and Alexei managed to pull his horse back and recover his posture.


      Nikolai looked down at his blade. It was covered in ice. The spell Alexei had cast in an instant had made the sword heavier, throwing off his movement.


      Nikolai’s fire enveloped his blade, melting away the ice, but while he did so, another ice spear flew at him. He didn’t have time to block it with flames, but he had his spectacular visual acuity and reflexes. With one swing, he sliced the spear into two halves that fell harmlessly to the ground.


      Meanwhile, Alexei had led his horse away, widening the distance between them.


      It was the ideal distance for mana combat, but Nikolai was disadvantaged there. Fire was highly lethal—excellent for real battles, but difficult to use in a mock tournament where the goal was not to wound one’s opponent.


      He could have closed the distance and overpowered a regular student, but Alexei was incredibly skilled in mana control, swordplay, and riding. A reckless charge wouldn’t work on him.


      So Nikolai found himself forced to go on the defensive.


      The audience had been encouraging them both, but from this moment onward, the cheers for Alexei grew louder. At first, the boys crowded in front of the fence had almost all been Nikolai supporters, but they were beginning to notice Alexei’s true strength. Perhaps the unexpectedness of it drew them in.


      In the stands, the girls had always been cheering for Alexei, so nothing changed there.


      Among them, though, one voice stood out.


      “Brother!” Marina shouted. “Go for it! You’d better win, or I’ll get mad!”


      Somehow, I could tell Nikolai had chuckled under his helmet.


      His mana stirred, and we all held our breath. Was he about to attack Alexei with fire?


      Flames erupted, burning high—but they weren’t aimed at Alexei. Nikolai had targeted a spot on the ground just ahead of him. The flames spread to the right and left at once, forming an arc around Alexei.


      He’d trapped Alexei in a circle of fire.


      The audience buzzed.


      Those with earth mana sometimes used it to trap their opponents. Once they erected a wall, it would stand without further mana. Fire was completely different. It required a constant input of mana to maintain and wasn’t viable unless you had great confidence in your mana reserves.


      Despite its training, Alexei’s mount neighed, frightened by the flames.


      As for me, I jumped to my feet.


      “Brother!”


      Alexei held the reins tight, trying to calm his horse—or so I assumed. Suddenly, his mana sprang forth. It was so intense I felt as though I could see it, a pale bluish light storming through the air.


      Ice pillars arose, breaking apart the cage of fire. Once again, murmurs and cheers rippled through the crowd.


      “Brother!” Marina and I exclaimed at the same time. “Do your best!”


      Nikolai’s chestnut horse was already closing in. It ran around the ice pillars and leaped into the circle of fire Nikolai himself had created. Despite carrying a fully armored rider, the horse cleared the wall of flame.


      But Alexei had been waiting for him.


      Their blades crossed, but Nikolai didn’t stop. He pushed his mount past Alexei while dispelling the circle of fire.


      The crowd went silent. Every eye was fixed on the two warriors.


      Alexei lifted his sword. It was covered in ice—and at the tip, trapped in the same thick ice, was Nikolai’s sword. In the instant their blades had met, Alexei had frozen Nikolai’s sword to his, leaving him weaponless.


      Alexei’s mana control was nothing short of miraculous, and the audience erupted in cries of astonishment and admiration.


      All eyes turned to Nikolai. Even without a sword, he still had his mana. By the rules, he hadn’t lost yet. But he looked up at the sky and raised both hands.


      He had capitulated. Alexei Yulnova had won.


      I bounced in place without meaning to and squealed, while Marina shouted, “That’s it! I’m going to wrap you up real good!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The End of the Festival


      To clarify, Marina was referring to a common method of restraining criminals in the empire: wrapping them in grain bags and tying ropes around them. It guaranteed they couldn’t escape until they were put in jail, and the practice itself counted as a form of punishment.


      Perhaps because the sight was memorable and somewhat amusing, it had made its way into novels and onto the stage. There probably wasn’t a single person in the empire who didn’t know what “wrapping a criminal” meant. And so, while it wasn’t the kind of thing a proper lady should know about, I could totally picture it.


      Funnily enough, there had been a similar punishment in Edo Japan. It used bamboo mats instead of grain bags, but the idea was the same. Japan was scarier, though. While the Japanese expression didn’t explicitly state the next step, everyone knew it: The wrapped-up criminal was thrown into a river.


      Yep, bamboo mats are far scarier than you may think.


      I pushed aside those silly thoughts and returned my attention to the jousting ground. Alexei and Nikolai had maneuvered their horses toward one another, and Alexei held out Nikolai’s sword. Nikolai grabbed the handle, melted the ice, and retrieved his weapon.


      They fist-bumped as if to celebrate one another’s performance. The display of sportsmanship after such a fierce battle earned them the audience’s applause.


      I’d been blushing, ashamed of having bounced again, but I forgot all about that and clapped enthusiastically. I was so glad my brother wasn’t hurt, and he’d fought admirably!


      Alexei and Nikolai lifted their visors and exchanged a few words. I didn’t know what Alexei said, but Nikolai threw his head back and burst into laughter. Alexei’s expression was soft and relaxed. He seemed to be having fun.


      Then, he looked at me. He said something else to Nikolai before turning his horse and spurring it toward the stands. He dismounted in front of me, removed his helmet, and combed back his disheveled light blue hair with one hand.


      That nonchalant motion was enough to set the crowd abuzz. It was rare for the Duke of Yulnova to show himself in any state of disarray. The hint of exertion only enhanced his charm, and the girls exchanged admiring murmurs.


      But Alexei was too far away to hear them, of course. He reached for the grip of his sword, detached my handkerchief, and held it up for me to see. Next, he went down on one knee.


      The crowd erupted. The proud Duke of Yulnova was kneeling.


      I gasped and stood up, straightening my back.


      “My lady, I humbly offer you this victory,” Alexei said in a clear, loud voice as he pressed my handkerchief to the left side of his chest. He was looking up at me.


      As per the tales of knighthood, the love of his lady was the very source of a knight’s life. Victory was only ever his to grasp because of her love.


      I smiled and pressed my hand to my heart.


      “I accept your victory, my dear knight. Your success and honor shall become stars in my heart and go on sparkling forevermore.”


      I was glad I’d learned all I could about knighthood when preparing for the knights of the Order of Yulnova to offer me their swords.


      Phew! I thought. But my face didn’t betray my relief. I acted gracefully, as a knight’s lady should.


      The boys at the foot of the stands all looked up at me too. Every young man in this world dreamed of being a knight in shining armor, dedicating his victory to his lady, and I was doing my utmost to be the sort of lady who appeared in the tales—refined, dignified, and feminine.


      Many of them had seen my performance yesterday. Perhaps the image of the lofty princess fighting alone for her people overlapped with me in their eyes, though I couldn’t imagine it.


      Alexei smiled and kissed the handkerchief.
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      WAAAAH!


      “WAAAAH!” the audience exploded.


      That was the loudest squeal of the day, dear seniors.


      But I get you. Actually, I’m glad so many people share my feelings over here. My brother is the best!


      


      A little later, I found Alexei near the riding ground. He’d changed into his uniform and was about to return to his office.


      “Brother!” I exclaimed, diving into his arms.


      “Ekaterina. Were you waiting for me?”


      “Oh, I was taking care of something and realized it was about time for you to come out,” I replied.


      In truth, I’d learned that a few girls from Alexei’s class had passed out after his match, and I’d been nursing them back to health with Flora. They’d apparently pulled an all-nighter finishing the mantles and flags for the tournaments. Their lack of sleep, combined with their excitement, had caused some unfortunate consequences.


      You shouldn’t overwork yourselves just because you’re still young! I’d screamed in my heart.


      It was a good thing Flora’s holy mana could relieve fatigue, and Mina knew first aid. As for me... Well, I’d called out to them. Somehow, that had woken all but one of them right up. They’d squealed at me once they were awake, so I’d probably been at least a little useful. Not that I really understood why...


      The last girl hadn’t woken up, so Mina had taken her to the infirmary—carrying her princess-style, naturally! Mina wasn’t a battle maid for nothing.


      “I’ll make sure she truly comes to her senses,” Mina had said as she carried away the unconscious leader of that group.


      She’d sounded sort of weird, but as long as the girl rested properly and woke up, that was fine.


      Flora and I had worried the others might still be a little out of sorts after fainting, so Flora stayed behind to give them an extra round of holy mana, and here I was.


      “Congratulations, brother. It was an impressive fight. I was enchanted by your bravery.”


      “Thank you, my lady. I’m glad I could dedicate my victory to you. Although...Nikolai let me win on purpose. He is a true warrior. I wouldn’t have come close had he fought seriously.”


      As always, Alexei’s tone made it clear he was simply stating the truth. It wasn’t false modesty. Still, I laughed.


      “It appeared to me that the two of you enjoyed your match greatly. If either of you were lacking, it surely wouldn’t have turned into such a tense showdown.”


      It had been plain to see that Nikolai was leagues above the other students. But Alexei had gone head-to-head with him. Despite spending most of his time cooped up in his office, working for the good of the duchy, he could fight that well. That was plenty impressive.


      My brother is the coolest in the world!


      “I once again felt very proud to be your sister,” I told him. “You are the greatest knight I could ever have hoped for.”


      He paused. “Thank you, my dearest Ekaterina. To a knight, his lady is the symbol of love and peace—everything he ought to protect. But in my eyes, you are no symbol. You are love, peace, serenity, and happiness, all materialized into this world. I was stronger because of you. You’ve taught me what it truly means to be a knight.”


      Alexei gently combed through my hair with his fingers.


      “My tender, beautiful Ekaterina. To offer you victory, I shall always pick up my sword without fear, no matter who stands before me. I will protect you from anything and everything. That I swear to you.”


      


      The festival of the Magic Academy lasted three days.


      In other words, today’s the last day of the festival.


      That was my first thought upon waking, and I curled into a ball in bed, feeling a little down. Buried under my silk sheets, I thought about how sad it was that events like these took so long to prepare yet always went by in a blink.


      Actually...so much had happened during the first and second days that I wasn’t sure I could say they’d gone by in the blink.


      I’m still sad it’s ending.


      All things seemed short once they’d passed, didn’t they?


      I didn’t have much planned for the third day. Lydia’s class would be singing in the auditorium later, so I was thinking of going to that.


      As a former choir club member, I was glad I could listen to a choir in a festival setting again. Besides, I had no doubt Lydia’s solo would sound wonderful.


      I wonder if her singing has changed.


      Lydia was in the middle of a journey seeking what came after perfection. That journey would be long—never-ending perhaps—but I was curious to see what her first step looked like.


      Then there was the prince’s refreshment stand.


      Everyone had tried to give me their spot in the line yesterday. That had freaked me out, and I’d run away, but today was my last chance. I really, really wanted to go. I wanted to eat Prince Mikail’s cooking and tell him it was good.


      Unfortunately, I was pretty sure yesterday’s chaos would repeat itself if I went. The prestige of House Yulnova was simply too great.


      Ugh... What can I do?


      There was nothing else I wanted to do, so if I could somehow manage it, I wouldn’t have any regrets after the festival ended.


      Just then, I remembered something. The closing ceremony was tonight!


      To bring the festival to a close, there would be a small award ceremony. Students and visitors alike could vote for the best class display or performance and the person who’d contributed the most to the festival.


      It was in the game, but I’d somehow totally forgotten.


      I groaned under the covers. I’d taken part in the play despite being the villainess...


      Oh, what will become of me?


      Maybe I wasn’t doomed. No matter how I looked at it, Flora didn’t seem to be on Mikhail’s route, so I wasn’t really the villainess. I was just a random character, wasn’t I?


      Yes, yes. No need to worry!


      But still...the fact that I’d ended up on that stage despite having no intention whatsoever made me uneasy.


      I sometimes couldn’t help but think about the otome game and how the Ekaterina of the game had been condemned and ousted. It was incredibly counterproductive to spend all this time worrying about the same things over and over again, but...


      I wiggled in despair, unable to help myself.


      “My lady, are you awake?”


      I went perfectly still. Then I pushed the sheets aside, sat up as gracefully as I could, and smiled.


      “Good morning, Mina.”


      Luckily, one of my worries was resolved before breakfast.


      “One of His Highness’s servants came by,” Mina said while bringing over my tray. “The one with the slanted eyes, Lucas.”


      “Did he need something?”


      “His Highness heard you’d been troubled by the people trying to yield their spots in the line yesterday. He wishes to let you know you needn’t force yourself to make another attempt. He shall serve you his cooking at the gazebo at a later date.”


      “Oh! That’s good to hear. I was just worrying over what to do.”


      Come to think of it, this wasn’t the first time Mikhail had offered to bring me his cooking to the gazebo if I couldn’t make it to his class’s stand. I’d gotten so caught up in the festival atmosphere that I’d convinced myself I absolutely had to make things work today, but that wasn’t true. Besides, even if I went to his class’s tent, I wouldn’t see Mikhail; he’d be cooking behind the scenes. It would be far better for us to sit together so I could convey my impressions directly.


      Good thinking, Prince!


      “Thank you, Mina. I’m relieved,” I said. “Prince Mikhail never fails to consider the details. He’s so thoughtful.”


      He was only sixteen, but he put most working adults to shame. I was as impressed as ever!


      “I will be sure to accompany you when you see him,” Mina replied with an oddly threatening aura.


      “Of course. You need to be with me so that my brother doesn’t worry.”


      Truth be told, I didn’t understand what was so dangerous about sitting down and eating Mikhail’s cooking or why that warranted a powerful bodyguard, but that was just how it was.


      I’d forgotten much of the otome game’s scenario by now, but I recalled one thing about the festival: The person voted as the number one contributor was supposed to become the prince’s partner for the upcoming ball.


      But now that I considered it as someone living in this world, it made no sense. Why would winning an award make you the prince’s partner? There was no such rule. Actually, wouldn’t it be a hot mess if there were? What if a boy won?


      Oh... Why did I just imagine Mikhail gracefully leading a boy on the dance floor? Stop it, brain!


      Mikhail hadn’t stopped impressing me lately, so I got the feeling he’d effortlessly handle such a situation too...but my faith in him didn’t mean I should be imagining things like that. Even the ever-magnanimous imperial prince would be troubled if he knew what I was thinking.


      Wait a minute. Isn’t Mikhail himself likely to be voted this year’s greatest contributor? The line in front of his class’s tent was insane!


      I gasped. I had to vote too! I wanted to participate fully in the festival, so missing the voting process would be a shame!


      Who do I vote for?!


      My brother had made a wonderful contribution yesterday... Then again, my little Flora had done a splendid job playing the main character of our play. She’d even saved me when I blanked out onstage, so I owed her. But I also owed the prince plenty, and he was doing his best to cook, something he wasn’t used to at all.


      I pictured him in a blue apron and giggled.


      The issue was that I hadn’t tried his cooking yet, and it didn’t feel right to vote for him for something unrelated to the festival.


      Maybe I should go for a dark horse? Yuri had worked hard with the light effects. His contribution to our play had been so great he deserved the award. He’d replaced twenty-first-century technology all on his own! That was a great feat.


      Nonetheless, if I had to pick only one person, I wanted to pick my brother. I was a hopeless Alexei fangirl at heart.


      Aaaaah! I don’t know what to do!


      Overcome by inconsequential problems, I completely forgot about the rest of my worries.


      I still couldn’t choose who to vote for, so I decided to focus on enjoying the last day of the festival for now.


      The weather was great, but looking up at the clear fall sky made me feel a pang of loneliness. Perhaps I was just sad the festival was ending.


      Then the sheer energy of the teenagers bustling around me blew my sadness away. Everyone’s sights were already set on the next big event: the ball next month.


      It was a school event meant to let us put our etiquette and dance lessons into practice. Technically, it was supposed to be just another class, but obviously none of the students saw it this way.


      To be fair, I didn’t think the school actually saw it that way either. It was just the official excuse.


      As far as I was concerned, the academy was a careful trap set by the government—a big mixer meant to strengthen the bloodlines that possessed mana and prevent that power from disappearing.


      Students weren’t allowed to skip the ball unless they had a very good reason. On top of that, everyone had to find a partner of the opposite gender and attend together. All of those young couples would then have to dance, embracing one another closely.


      What else is that supposed to be if not a mixer?!


      Well, according to what I’d heard, it was also a fun, brilliant event. Everyone would dress up and go to the exquisitely decorated reception room—a large hall within the academy grounds, built especially for this yearly dance—to dance with their partners under the glittering chandeliers.


      Many girls spent months worrying over their dresses, accessories, and hairstyles for the biggest night of the year. Everyone would look completely transformed after trading their uniforms for glamorous outfits.


      Every other day, alcohol was strictly prohibited at the academy, but on that night, it was allowed. Champagne, wine, and cocktails would be served, as well as, according to rumor, absolutely delectable food.


      I was sure that wonderful event would become a great memory of my youth. My only gripe was that it required a partner.


      I just know it’s meant to be the turning point in everyone’s search for a marriage partner!


      I’d heard it was totally fine to attend with a sibling if they were at the academy at the same time as you, though. It wasn’t like everyone was looking for a match. This was the world of the nobility; some students were already engaged.


      Still, most boys were eager to score a date with their crushes, while the girls hoped their crushes would ask them. I was pretty sure plenty of people were already in the midst of those sweet and bitter calculations.


      Everything moved fast in this world. Plenty of those who didn’t attend the academy married as young as fifteen, and those who did attend usually married right after graduating.


      In my eyes, they all seemed like regular high school students, so it felt strange to think they were all looking at marriage as something waiting just ahead.


      


      Perhaps Ekaterina should not have been marveling at others’ views on marriage when she herself stood at the front of the marriage market. Even if they knew she likely had no interest in them, countless boys were eager to invite the young lady of Yulnova to the ball. Of course, Ekaterina herself didn’t have the slightest inkling.


      Other families proposed engagements through the proper channel by reaching out directly to the House of Yulnova.


      Among them were even the royal families of small neighboring nations who wished to have Ekaterina as their future queen.


      However, Alexei crushed their hopes with an iron fist—and none of the advisors ever tried to stop him.


      A foreign nation was too far to send their dearest lady.


      


      The auditorium was pretty packed when Flora and I arrived.


      “It’s a full room today as well, huh?” I said.


      “It certainly is,” Flora agreed.


      Quite a few popular classes were set to perform today—Lydia’s in particular.


      Speaking of Lydia, I’d made her a promise the day before, when I ran into her while walking around the festival.


      


      I gave Lydia a slight bow, but she approached at a surprising speed.


      “Lady Ekaterina!”


      Lydia wasn’t running—just walking so quickly she almost seemed to glide.


      That’s one impressive, ladylike skill.


      I had a feeling ladies weren’t supposed to move at that speed at all, though, not just avoid running.


      “I witnessed your play yesterday,” she said. “Your song and your acting were both wonderful!”


      “M-My... I could hardly accept such a compliment from a singer as competent as you are, Lady Lydia.”


      I wasn’t feigning humility. Madam DiDonato had trained me, and I was definitely a better vocalist than before, but I knew I couldn’t compare to Lydia.


      However, Lydia shook her head. “I assure you, I am by no means flattering you with empty praise. Your performance was like a stab to the heart. Ah, that melody...and those lyrics!”


      She was complimenting the song itself, then. That made sense. I felt embarrassed for having misunderstood her at first.


      That song spoke of despair in the face of failure. Lydia had spent her whole life walking toward a future she’d believed she’d been born for, only to watch others receive the God of Music’s summons before her very eyes. That had been one hell of a setback. It was only natural the song resonated with her.


      “Lady Ekaterina,” Lydia said, her expression growing more serious. “I have a request. Please teach me that song.”


      Well, that was direct.


      It surprised me. I wasn’t sure whether it was because of her upbringing as a highborn lady, but Lydia almost never stated what she wanted so directly. She usually relied on euphemisms and roundabout phrasing.


      “Do you really like it that much?”


      “I... I felt as though that song was about me. Since I was very young, I’ve always kept singing. But when I looked back on all those years, I realized I’d never sung about my own feelings...”


      Her voice was almost a whisper.


      How moving...


      That’s right—Lydia has only sung the classical pieces her teachers taught her.


      She was like a young classical music prodigy from my past world receiving a big shock after hearing rock music for the first time.


      It was a silly analogy, but it made me smile. I was about to tell her it would be my pleasure to teach her, but I suddenly remembered something and stopped myself.


      “I do have one condition,” I said with a big smile. “Move my heart with your class’s performance.”


      It was less of an actual condition and more my way of encouraging her. And maybe a bit of my own choir-related hangups from my past life. Lydia was an incredible soloist, but I wondered how she’d do in a choir. Being a good singer and blending well in a choir were two different things. I hoped she’d pay attention to that too.


      That said, this was a school event. I wasn’t expecting a professional performance.


      In the end, I was still offering Lydia the score for free.


      However...


      “Yes... Without fail. I will make sure what you hear pleases you,” she said with a determined smile.


      Um...Lydia? I can see flames burning behind you. You don’t need to take this so seriously.


      Wait. Come to think of it, Lydia was related to Renato, whom I’d compared to a particularly zealous celebrity of my previous world time and time again. And the Selesnoas were originally a house of warriors... Maybe being sports-minded is in their blood!


      Actually, plenty of musicians were just as hot-blooded as athletes.


      I couldn’t speak any of that aloud, so I simply smiled back.


      “I’ll be looking forward to it.”


      


      And so, here I was, sitting in the auditorium.


      Flora and I had come early and enjoyed several plays and singing performances. When Lydia’s class finished, we stood and headed to the rear exit.


      Now that I was using this stratagem myself, I realized it really was the perfect place to wait for the performers to come out.


      “Are you all right, Lady Ekaterina?” Flora asked, putting a hand on my shoulder.


      “Yes, thank you, Lady Flora. I’m merely embarrassed.”


      Just as I replied, a group of students exited the auditorium. Lydia was among them, surrounded by several girls.


      “Lady Ekaterina!” she exclaimed, noticing me before I could call out.


      Her eyes widened, and she hurried over. I understood why she was so surprised. My eyes were red, and I was squeezing a handkerchief. It was obvious I’d been crying.


      “Lady Lydia... It was beautiful,” I said shyly.


      I’m so easy! How could I cry because of a choir at a school festival?!


      To be honest, it wasn’t the singing that had made me cry, but the memories of doing my best with my former classmates. So many scenes had flashed before my eyes, and my tears had started flowing before I knew it. The fact that I used to sing in unison with my mother when I was little in this life hadn’t helped either.


      Still, their vocal harmony had been gorgeous. They must have trained hard to blend their voices so neatly. That thought had triggered my sudden recollection marathon, so in a way, I supposed I was crying because of their performance—sort of.


      Above all, Lydia’s singing had been magnificent.


      Her solo had been up to her usual standard. Actually, it’d been so impactful that the audience had erupted in thunderous applause. Yet as a former choir singer, I thought she’d shone brightest when everyone had sung together. She hadn’t disrupted the balance by trying to stand out. She’d kept a stable tempo and pitch, helping lead the others.


      Instead of seeking personal glory, Lydia had prioritized the sound they created together.


      She’s come a long way! I thought with pride, like I’d birthed and raised her myself.


      “The harmony you fostered with your classmates made your voices blend so beautifully,” I said. “That moved me so much my emotions overflowed. Please, don’t mind me.”


      “Lady Ekaterina...”


      Lydia smiled.


      As a highborn lady, I had no business crying in public so easily. That should have lowered her impression of me, but her smile was so gentle.


      Little did I know that Lydia had already categorized me as a Goody Two-shoes when I’d hugged her after she’d broken down, which had made her feel like she’d lost to me.


      “This is for you,” I said, handing her the sheet music.


      I’d rolled the pages into a tube and had secured them with a blue ribbon embroidered with silver accents.


      Lydia looked down at the ribbon intently. Her beautiful silver hair was tinged with blue, and I’d picked it because I thought it resembled her.


      “I’ll treasure it!” Lydia said, carefully accepting the score.


      “I’m glad to hear it. I’m sure you’ll master this song in no time.”


      Somehow, her intensity didn’t quite match the lightness of my tone, but that was probably my imagination.


      The festival was nearing its end, and Flora and I went to cast our votes.


      We had to write down the best class and the number one contributor on separate pieces of paper and submit them. I still couldn’t make up my mind, so I let my intuition guide my hand. The name that appeared on the paper was Alexei Yulnova.


      It’s not my fault! I can’t help it!


      I wrote down my brother’s class on the second slip while making up ridiculous excuses in my head.


      It had been amazing! My brother had been the coolest, of course, but Nikolai and the other knights had been incredible too. Reenacting a jousting tournament with just one class had been simply brilliant.


      Next to me, Flora was working on her own ballots and seemed to be hesitating quite a bit. That slightly troubled expression suited a pretty girl like her wonderfully.


      Once we were both done, we cast our votes in the ballot box.


      “Ekaterina,” I heard behind me.


      “Brother!”


      I practically pounced on Alexei. His advisors were with him.


      “Have you come to vote too?” I asked.


      “Yes. Aaron wanted to, so we all came together.”


      Visitors were allowed to vote as well, so it was all right for Aaron and the others to do so. I glanced at him, and he pushed his glasses up his nose with a smile. As a recent alumnus, he knew exactly how things worked at the academy.


      “Have you enjoyed the festival, Ekaterina?” Alexei asked.


      I nodded happily. “It was full of surprises, but I enjoyed myself very much. This is the only festival I get to share with you while we’re both students, so I shall treasure those memories forever.”


      “I see,” he replied, patting my head.


      “What about you, brother?”


      “I had fun too.” His smile was almost bashful. “This is my first time feeling this way about the festival. I used to keep my distance from such events, so I never understood the point in taking time off work to attend until this year. Just like you, I shall forever treasure the memory of dedicating my victory to you.”


      YAY! I did it!


      I felt like I was walking on air. I was so glad he’d enjoyed himself. My brother spent his time working, so I’d been desperate for him to make some good memories of his student days.


      I bounced in place—in my head.


      Then I glanced at my brother’s advisors and almost gasped. They were writing down their votes, but...now that they’d been infected with Alexei’s Ekaterina virus, wasn’t there a good chance they might vote for me?


      That was a terrifying thought. The aura of the House of Yulnova was already quite something; I didn’t need them adding oil to the fire.


      I wanted to tell them it wouldn’t be right to vote for someone too close to you, but I’d just voted for Alexei myself.


      Unable to stop them, I started panicking on the inside.


      A bell rang right after they cast their votes. It signaled the end of the festival. I looked outside and noticed the sky was tinged with red.


      All that was left now was the closing ceremony.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The Closing Ceremony


      I tried unearthing memories of closing ceremonies from my past life, but nothing really came to mind.


      I was pretty sure they’d been held after each school festival in high school, but they hadn’t been compulsory, so I’d never actually gone. My friends from the choir and I had usually cleaned up in a hurry so we could have our own closing party in a karaoke room.


      The same had been true at college. I’d gone to a rather big school that held large-scale closing parties on campus after the festivals, with bonfires and the like, but I’d always attended smaller get-togethers with close friends instead.


      Compared to those vague impressions of closing parties I’d never attended, the ceremony of the Magic Academy seemed like something else entirely.


      I looked around the auditorium, which was to be used for the closing ceremony. Of course, I couldn’t gawk restlessly as the lady of a ducal house, but I did what I could to take in the scene tastefully.


      It was crammed.


      Outside visitors were not allowed to attend, so everyone here was a student. Even so, it was a full house.


      That’s one impressive attendance rate!


      Well, it seemed attendance was actually higher than usual this year because a special program had been added at the last minute: a performance by our academy’s great songstress, Olga Florus. She would be singing the song she’d been meant to perform during the play. The one accompanying her, of course, would be the genius musician, Renato Selesar.


      The God of Music’s sudden summons had forced Olga to miss our play, but many had been eager to hear her sing. On top of that, a lot of people had started loving the song itself after hearing my rendition of it. Those who hadn’t gotten to hear it were curious too, so there’d been a lot of requests.


      Thus the student council had reached out to Olga to ask her if she would agree to sing during the closing ceremony.


      Olga thought it a shame she hadn’t been able to perform that song in front of an audience despite having practiced (well, she had sung it in the garden of the God of Music, but that wasn’t the same thing). Her merciless coach and producer (and fiancé) had encouraged her to accept.


      Honestly, the closing ceremony sort of terrified me, so I’d considered skipping it, but as Olga and Renato’s classmate, I couldn’t possibly miss their performance.


      So...here I was.


      Flora was sitting next to me, as always, but so were Marina and the rest of my class. Only Olga and Renato were missing, since they were backstage.


      “I cannot wait to hear Lady Olga’s singing voice!” Marina said, beaming sweetly.


      Speaking of Marina, I’d heard she’d chased her brother around with a grain bag after the jousting tournament, screaming, “Submit to the wrapping!” Nikolai had kept just ahead of her, roaring with laughter the entire time.


      I’d assumed Marina’s kittens had scattered to the four winds after that terrible explosion, but it seemed they’d found their way back.


      They’re tough kittens. But the fact that Marina had blown her trusty kittens away to cheer for Nikolai proved she was quite the high-level fangirl herself. You’re never going to leave your family to marry if you love your big brother this much, Marina! I thought, completely blind to my own situation.


      Around us, our classmates nodded at Marina’s comment.


      There was no obligation for classes to sit together, but everyone else seemed to have done so too. After preparing for the festival with their classmates, every class probably felt the same sense of unity. People also wanted to celebrate together if they were chosen as the best class. My classmates were especially eager for the announcement.


      We’d also ended up grouped by grade—though I wasn’t sure if that was a requirement or just how people had chosen to sit—so Mikhail was close by. He waved at me, and I waved back.


      Now that I thought about it, I got the feeling we students always stuck with our grade when we had to go to the auditorium. After all, wouldn’t it be awkward to sit surrounded by seniors? I was pretty sure that was a common fear in both this world and my previous one.


      I wonder if my brother is also here somewhere.


      He was a busy man, so there was a good chance he’d chosen not to attend. But at the same time, he’d told me earlier he was starting to understand the value of such events. Maybe Nikolai had reached out to him, and he was sitting alongside his classmates.


      I glanced around again, hoping to spot him.


      Alas, I didn’t. The third-years were beyond the second-years, and now that the sun had set, the auditorium was dim except for the well-lit stage. I couldn’t see very far.


      The third-years are over there and— Huh? Aren’t there way too few second-year students?


      I wasn’t that surprised, really. The classes that had stood out were all first-year or third-year classes. It was unlikely that any second-year students would get an award, so many had probably decided to ditch.


      That reminded me, Vladimir Yulmagna was one of the second-year students. I doubted he was here, though. He probably hadn’t taken part in the festival at all.


      Elizaveta’s disappointed look at failing to find her brother flashed through my mind.


      She’d said Vladimir was helping their father with his work. Maybe he was too busy for anything else. How about his beautiful follower, Zamira? Was she somewhere in this hall with her twin brother Lazar?


      


      At the same time Ekaterina was wondering about Zamira and Lazar, whispers curled through a corner of the auditorium.


      “Do you think Lady Yulnova will win?”


      “Of course she will, brother. She must keep rising, far above anybody else. She must reach the very top...” Red lips curled into a smile. “So that the fall may crush her completely.”


      


      The president of the student council, Aristarkh Kroell, stepped onto the stage to announce the beginning of the ceremony, and high-pitched squeals mixed in with the applause.


      Aristarkh was likely one of the dateable characters in the otome game. Despite his gorgeous, androgynous features and slender build, he was tall, broad-shouldered, and well-defined, with a kind, reliable air. Standing alone at the center of the stage, he made a striking picture. It was no wonder so many of the students were taken with him.


      In a soft, comforting voice, Aristarkh expressed his appreciation to all of us.


      “This year, your originality and hard work shone and attracted more visitors than in recent years. Our guests have already begun singing your praises, and we’ve received word they greatly enjoyed the festival.”


      Another round of applause and cheers echoed.


      Nearly all the students knew the increase in visitors had little to do with them. They’d come to see Mikhail, the crown prince, and—unbeknownst to me—the mysterious lady of the House of Yulnova. Regardless, everyone had devoted countless hours to preparing for the festival, and it felt wonderful to receive praise.


      As far as I was concerned, Aristarkh and the rest of the festival’s executive committee had worked the hardest.


      Thank you for making sure the festival ended without a hitch! I thought, clapping enthusiastically.


      Two other members of the student council appeared onstage, carrying a stand to Aristarkh. On it sat a familiar box and several piles of papers. I imagined the votes had already been counted.


      The atmosphere grew more heated.


      Some were confident their class—or themselves—had a shot at victory, while others were just curious, but everyone wanted to know the results.


      “As you all know, visitors, students, and teachers alike were welcome to cast a ballot with the name of the person and class who impressed them most. I’m happy to report that not a single class received zero votes. Please know that your efforts were seen.”


      He’s as nice as he looks. What a great thing to say.


      It reminded me of a book I’d read in my previous life called Somewhere, Someone Is Watching. It was about a period-drama actor who specialized in playing characters who got slashed to death. Most of his roles didn’t even have names; they were background characters whose only purpose was to die for the protagonist. But he always put in the work to make those scenes as good as possible and make the lead look cool. The care he put into every movie earned him the respect of his colleagues and a devoted fan base.


      After the book came out, that actor—who’d spent his entire career playing nameless extras—ended up in a major Hollywood production alongside incredibly famous actors, prompting a title change for the book.


      Of course, this was a school festival, and students’ families had come, so it was entirely possible that the people who’d taken notice were in fact those students’ parents.


      Yeah, it’d be weirder for a class not to get a single vote in that context.


      Still, that thoughtful comment made it easier for the winning class to celebrate openly and for everyone else to congratulate them.


      You’re amazing, President. With this much tact, you’d do great in a company.


      I’d actually heard that members of the student council were often scouted by government offices. Aristarkh was the kind of person you’d love to have as a subordinate or a superior, so he’d likely received offers already.


      I can picture him clawing his way to the top of the bureaucracy.


      Then he’d work alongside my brother, who would be prime minister, and Emperor Mikhail. Together, they’d lead the empire in the right direction.


      President! You gotta become great at your job and support my brother so he doesn’t overwork himself, okay?!


      As always, I had my priorities straight.


      “Now then, the time has come to announce the top three,” Aristarkh said, smiling at the students. He had no idea I was screaming ridiculous prayers at him in my head.


      There were six piles of papers on the stand—three for the most-voted classes and three most-voted students.


      The piles varied greatly in thickness, and the ones furthest from Aristarkh on each side were the tallest.


      Aristarkh would start with the ranking of the classes. Tension rose in the auditorium. Third place sounded achievable, and the students held their breath, waiting for the announcement.


      In my previous life, this would have been the perfect moment for a drumroll, I thought, unable to keep my silly thoughts at bay. Needless to say, my brain provided the drums, and I held my breath along with everyone else.


      Third place went to...Lydia’s class!


      Her classmates let out shouts of joy. They’d all come together to sing, so the recognition must have thrilled them. Most of the praise would be directed at Lydia herself, I imagined.


      Aristarkh called for a representative to come to the stage, and Lydia stood up with perfect composure. Unlike her excited classmates, she looked calm. She was so ladylike that even her measured gait was beautiful. After she reached the stage and stood beside Aristarkh, he announced second place.


      It was Alexei’s class.


      Yeaaaaaaaah!!! Brother! Nikolai! Congratulations!


      Next to me, Flora looked just as overjoyed, but the loudest cheers came from Marina. Our class’s little tsundere was letting her affectionate side shine through.


      Nikolai headed to the stage as their representative. I still didn’t know if Alexei was here, but Nikolai had led the jousting tournament while my brother had been a stand-in. It made sense for him to represent them.


      Now it was time for Aristarkh to announce first place.


      Before he could, something peculiar happened. Every student and teacher in the auditorium turned to a single class—ours.


      And at last, Aristarkh sealed our fate. We had won.


      My classmates burst into cheers as clamorous applause shook the auditorium. Flora and Marina threw their arms around me, and for a minute I forgot all decorum and squealed with them.


      Aaah, I’m so glad! Thank goodness we managed to perform our play!


      Forgetting my lines onstage had been terrifying, but I was glad I’d stepped up to replace Olga. My classmates and I would remember this day forever.


      The only issue was...


      I have to go to the stage as the representative now, don’t I?


      Personally, I thought Flora was a better fit. She’d played the main role, after all. But she and the rest of my classmates were looking at me with sparkling eyes, and I couldn’t bring myself to argue.


      I tried to keep my reluctance from showing and headed toward the stage. People congratulated me as I walked, and each step felt awkward.


      Urgh... I can’t calm down.


      Maybe this had to do with my previous life as a systems engineer. Systems engineers were meant to remain behind the scenes. If everything went well, the people who’d ordered the system got the praise, and it was as if we didn’t exist at all. If things went wrong, though, people suddenly remembered we existed—and we caught the heat. Because of that, I’d never been at the center of such a grand display of praise. How could I have been, when every project going up in flames had been flung at me?


      Somehow, having to appear in front of others without being mentally prepared for criticism was even scarier.


      What a sad way of thinking I picked up.


      I’d spent the better part of this life in isolation. That left marks. I’d only been all right at the reception we’d held in the duchy because my brother had been with me. I was scared of the flags as well.


      Boohoooo! Brotheeeeer!


      Ah, that’s right! He might be watching over me right now!


      Alexei would definitely be proud and happy seeing me step forward as my class’s representative. This wasn’t the time to whine. I had to do this for him. I was an Alexei fangirl, wasn’t I?


      Of course, none of that showed on my face. I floated to the stage and bowed carefully after taking my place next to Nikolai. The audience clapped, and Aristarkh gave me a polite nod. I caught a hint of mirth in his expression and was suddenly assaulted by a bad presentiment.


      Lydia, Nikolai, and I stood side by side, facing the audience.


      Nikolai smiled warmly at me, and I returned his smile. I couldn’t see Lydia very well because Nikolai’s large frame hid her almost entirely, but I aimed a smile in her direction as well.


      Somehow, she noticed and smiled before glaring at Nikolai. Her eyes were cold, like she thought he was such a hindrance that she wanted him dead.


      Is there something going on between their houses? I wondered, oblivious.


      With the representatives of the top three classes gathered onstage, it was time to announce the three best contributors.


      To be honest, I’d always thought the word they’d used in the otome game—an attempt to translate the English term “MVP”—was a little awkward. But hearing it in the empire’s language, it didn’t sound out of place at all.


      I wonder if my brother is going to get called to the stage. No, no, it’s going to be Flora. She’s the heroine, after all! Ah, but Flora wouldn’t be third place. She’s definitely getting first place, so that leaves two spots... I wonder if anyone else stood out without me noticing.


      I was so excited to find out!


      The first name Aristarkh called was Mikhail’s.


      Of course, loud cheers erupted in response.


      The line at his class’s refreshment stand had been incredibly long the entire time. It wasn’t often one got to eat food cooked by the crown prince of the empire, and everyone had been eager to seize this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. They’d probably written down Mikhail’s name to commemorate the experience.


      Despite being a prince, Mikhail had barely left the kitchen during the festival, taking his role very seriously. He’d remained in the background, but now everyone shouted praise at him.


      As for myself, I couldn’t stop thinking about the fleeting expression I’d seen on his face.


      Mikhail had been sitting close to my seat, in an area lit well enough by the stage lights. I’d known exactly where he was because he’d waved at me earlier, so my eyes had gone to him the moment his name was called.


      That was how I noticed it—a look of resignation that lasted only a heartbeat.


      You’ve truly enjoyed these three days, haven’t you?


      Mikhail had gotten to be behind the scenes, a student like any other. For a little while, he’d probably been able to forget about his position and the pressure that came with it. And yet, that passing dream of anonymity had ended up making him stand out again.


      A regular student would never have been voted a top contributor for cooking in a closed kitchen, away from the public. It wasn’t notable for someone assigned to cook to do the cooking. It was normal. But when Mikhail did it, it became special.


      No matter what he did, Mikhail would always be special.


      You’ve been forced to awaken from your dream... That brief moment of normality slipped away, but you let it go immediately, didn’t you? Your sense of responsibility would never let you cling to it.


      Mikhail stood, wearing the expression of a perfect prince. He thanked the people around him with a smile and came to the stage. The top three contributors were to line up on our right. That meant Mikhail would stand right next to me.


      He smiled at me as he passed me by. With his back to the audience, he allowed a hint of bitterness to show.


      I smiled back, trying to convey my sympathy, and whispered, “I’m looking forward to trying your cooking.”


      Think of it as an extension of that dream. We’ll enjoy it together.


      Mikhail was my friend. If I could ease his burden, even for a moment, I would.


      It seemed my intentions reached him, because his smile softened.


      By the time he reached his spot next to me, Mikhail’s expression had already reverted to that of a perfect prince. He carried himself with the dignity of the imperial house and did not bow. Instead, he waved at the audience with a smile, which prompted a new round of squealing.


      Now, if the prince got third place...then who got first and second?


      “Well then, Your Highness, would you please say a word to those who voted for you?” Aristarkh said.


      He wasn’t asking because of Mikhail’s status. It was customary for the top three contributors to give short speeches. Usually, the representative of the top three classes also said a few words, but Aristarkh quickly apologized to us, explaining there was no time.


      I fully understood why that part of the ceremony had to be cut short, so I simply nodded and smiled.


      The ceremony had started in the evening, after the end of the festival, and it needed to be finished before the dormitories’ curfew (which was already being extended on behalf of the festival). On top of that, we were getting an extra performance from Olga.


      When you asked people to speak on the spot, without a prepared draft, there was no telling how long they’d go on for, so cutting the speeches entirely was a great call. In my previous world, ceremonies like the Academy Awards had strict time limits for acceptance speeches—roughly forty-five seconds, if I remembered correctly—but people went over all the time.


      Aside from such considerations, I was just glad I didn’t have to give an impromptu speech.


      “Thank you for voting for me,” Mikhail said obligingly. “I haven’t contributed that much, so I can’t help but feel a little embarrassed. However, I believe that many who voted for me were in charge of the same sort of work I was during the festival. Just like you, I’ve learned how difficult cooking can be. I’m glad we could all share this new experience.” Then he added with a joking lilt, “I’m also a little relieved that my cooking wasn’t too awful after all.”


      People laughed and clapped. I applauded as well, nodding along.


      That was smooth. He’d diverted attention from himself to the chef position as a whole, making it feel less like he was receiving special treatment as a prince, and he’d kept his speech short and sweet. That’s the prince for you!


      He’d even gotten laughs. As someone who’d lived my middle school and high school years in Osaka, I had a lot of respect for those who knew how to make others laugh.


      The next name Aristarkh called was Nikolai Krymov.


      “WAAAAAAAH!!!”


      I didn’t even need to think about it to know who had screamed. Today was clearly a full-power fawning day for our little tsundere with a brother complex, Marina.


      I’d hoped my brother or Flora would be called instead, so I felt a tiny flicker of disappointment, but I very much approved of this choice. Nikolai had led his class proactively in putting together that wildly successful jousting tournament. He’d helped his classmates train, had come up with the entire structure of the event, had assigned jobs to everyone, and had even taken on a major role himself—which he’d performed perfectly, by the way. I’d been in that position for my own class, so I knew exactly how much work taking charge required.


      Besides...there was still one more name to announce. If Nikolai was second, my brother could totally be first.


      Wait a minute... Would that make my brother Mikhail’s partner...?


      No, no, no.


      I shook my head to drive away those alarming thoughts. There was always demand for two handsome men together among certain crowds, but I felt so terribly guilty considering the idea that I erased it from my brain immediately.


      Nikolai gave a crooked grin at his sister’s tireless shouts and pushed back his gold-streaked red hair hesitantly. “Well...thank you for voting for me, but my classmates did all the hard work, so this is a little awkward. I guess you guys called me a demon so many times during training that I do deserve a bit of praise for holding on, huh?”


      Nikolai’s speech earned laughs as well.


      I brought a hand to my mouth to cover my own amusement. I wished I had a folding fan right now—which made me realize just how much I’d gotten used to this noble-lady life.


      “My last festival’s become the best of all. Thank you, those who voted for me, and thank you, my classmates. This was fun!”


      A loud round of applause erupted.


      Nikolai must have gone full Spartan on the boys who fought as knights. Having strong enough leadership to coach people your age was impressive. You really are one cool and reliable big bro!


      It was now time to announce the number one contributor.


      Please, Flora or Alexei... Flora or Alexei... I prayed.


      “Lady Ekaterina Yulnova!” Aristarkh exclaimed.


      EEEEK! I yelped deep down, transforming into a sugar beet. Aah, I wonder if the handsome sugar beet is doing well...


      Stop running away from reality, Ekaterina, I scolded myself.


      Truth be told...I had seen this coming.


      I was the lady of a ducal house, the center of many rumors, and I’d found myself taking part in the play despite intending to remain behind the scenes. And beyond that, my class had been standing out since the musical evening.


      If Olga had performed as planned, she would have been voted number one for sure. I’m not happy with you, God of Music.
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      “Congratulations,” Aristarkh said.


      “Thank you very much,” I replied with a polite smile, keeping up my ladylike exterior.


      I curtsied to the audience and received their cheers in return.


      Aristarkh glanced at me, and I steeled myself. I had to give a speech too.


      “Your support is a great honor. Every one of my classmates worked hard to make our play a success, and I’m glad you enjoyed it.” More applause. “My only regret is that we weren’t able to have everyone listen to the pride of our class, the great songstress, Lady Olga Florus. But thanks to the consideration of the student council, you will hear her soon. This has been a wonderful festival, and I am most thankful to everyone for making it so.”


      Everyone clapped as I curtsied once more. I could feel their anticipation for Olga’s performance.


      Aristarkh smiled at me. He seemed grateful that I’d kept my speech short and introduced the next part of the program.


      He asked the audience to give us all one last round of applause, and the auditorium—quiet only a moment before—filled again with an uproar as we walked back to our seats.


      Seconds later, Olga and Renato appeared from the wings, triggering yet another wave of enthusiasm. The crowd’s anticipation was reaching its peak. The God of Music had invited Olga to his garden not once but twice, and we were about to hear her sing.


      I’d taken a good look at the audience while stepping off the stage. The first-years were wild with enthusiasm and by far the noisiest of the bunch, but the third-years didn’t shy away from cheering for Olga either. This was their last festival, and they seemed determined to enjoy it. I was overjoyed to witness Olga’s and Renato’s popularity.


      Back then, I had no idea that a dangerous silence waited in the shadows beyond the stage lights, seeping through the feverish atmosphere of the auditorium.


      


      The ceremony came to a close with a thunder of applause.


      The students tried to call for an encore after the curtain came down, but they finally resigned themselves. Everyone started getting up and walking back to their respective dormitories, many of them wiping away the unexpected tears Olga had drawn from them.


      Even with wet eyes and handkerchiefs, they were satisfied. The third-year students excitedly told one another how their last festival had turned out to be the best, while the first-years proudly rejoiced that the songstress chosen by the God of Music was in their grade.


      But some hadn’t let the emotional atmosphere sway them.


      “Lady Magnas.”


      Zamira Magnas lifted her head at the voice calling her. She and her twin brother, Lazar, had yet to stand. They remained comfortably seated, like the surrounding hustle and bustle had nothing to do with them.


      A group of male and female students approached. They weren’t all from the same class, but they were all second-years.


      “Would you like to walk back to the dormitory together?” one of the girls offered.


      “Why, thank you for the invitation. But as you know, I’m not fond of such noisiness. I shall wait here until the crowd clears,” Zamira replied nonchalantly. The girl looked flustered, so Zamira added, “Would you care to keep me company and chat here instead?”


      Relief and delight washed over the girl’s face.


      Women who exuded allure like Zamira were usually unpopular among their peers, often earning the ire of other girls. And yet, strangely enough, many were drawn to Zamira.


      The first reason was her twin brother. The taciturn young man, who’d sworn absolute loyalty to Vladimir, was the center of many girls’ attention. He was handsome, intelligent, and the most trusted attendant of the heir to a grand ducal house. In other words, he had a promising future.


      Lazar, however, paid them no mind. He had no friends and devoted all his time to Vladimir alone. Somehow, that only spurred his admirers on.


      But that wasn’t all. Many of the young ladies were pulled in by Zamira herself. She had an eccentric charm that sparked both love and hate. Like insects drunk on the bewitching scent of a poisonous flower, they couldn’t help gathering around her. She was like the fragrant and proud flower of the Yulmagna—the impossible Black Narcissus.


      All parts of the narcissus were toxic.


      “I’d expected as much, but that was awful,” one of the young men said. He was tall and handsome, with radiant blond hair and an air of unshakable confidence. “All so eager to praise other classes and grades. Something must be wrong with them. The second-years always reap praise at the festival, and yet...”


      He wasn’t wrong. Usually, the second-year classes carried the festival. The first-years were too inexperienced, and the third-years were too busy with marriage and job prospects to invest much time. As a result, the second-years typically poured in the most effort. But this year, none of the second-year classes nor any second-year student had made it into the top three.


      One might have assumed that the boy was ashamed of the result, but his tone made it clear he felt closer to indignation as he continued.


      “The classes that were voted in all have ties to the House of Yulnova. It’s so blatant. The Yulnovas have a strong grip over both the first- and third-years. How could they not, when the students are so eager to cozy up to their influence and money? Even the council... No, the council is the worst offender of all. They put that little singer who’s under the Yulnovas’ thumb onstage during the closing ceremony.”


      He’d probably been confident that he and his class would be chosen, and he was so frustrated that he spoke without thinking. Had Ekaterina been there to hear it, she might have channeled the soul of that famous kickboxer and thought: What are you saying?!


      The other second-year students nodded in agreement.


      “She was voted the top contributor, above His Highness. Has she lost all notion of loyalty?”


      A student’s rank had nothing to do with the voting process, of course, but the boy who said that didn’t seem to see any issues with his logic.


      “So many things about her are off,” another girl said. “They said she was sickly, but she seems fine, doesn’t she? She’s supposed to have no experience in high society, yet she’s familiar with His Highness, Their Imperial Majesties, and even His Grace the Duke of Yulsein. And she keeps achieving great feats one after the other, attracting His Highness’s attention. It makes no sense. Is she really who they say she is?”


      “I thought the same thing! Have you seen the way she hangs all over His Grace? That’s definitely not the way siblings interact.”


      “She always does everything with that commoner—the one adopted by a baron. I thought it was strange, but maybe the truth is that they share the same origins.”


      Some of their doubts were understandable. Much about Ekaterina was off, and it was natural they couldn’t figure out the truth. Who could have guessed she had recovered the memories of her past life as an overworked woman nearing thirty in another world?


      The conversation was taking a disturbing turn, fueled by the students’ jealousy, anger, and their desire to curry favor with the Yulmagnas.


      “That would be a most serious state of affairs. Think about it—a girl impersonating a ducal lady before Their Imperial Majesties? Deceiving the emperor and empress is a grave crime that cannot go unpunished. Such treason would threaten the survival of even a grand ducal house like the House of Yulnova,” the blond boy said.


      They were so angry about not being chosen that they were saying whatever came to their minds, and the more they spoke, the more convinced they became that they’d uncovered the truth. It was a common phenomenon.


      Zamira chose that moment to speak.


      “Everyone.”


      With that single word, she brought her index finger to her red lips, the corners of her mouth lifting.


      The other students, who had gradually started talking louder and louder, gasped. They were well aware that things would not end well if their words reached the ears of the Duke of Yulnova.


      “That is enough,” Zamira said.


      “But—”


      “Enough for now. After the ball next month, it will be time for the student council elections.”


      Zamira didn’t say anything more, but the blond boy smiled. So did the others as the implications dawned on them.


      “Yes. Our time will come,” he agreed. “Lady Zamira, I shall do everything in my power to end the Yulnovas’ tyrannic rule over this academy, for your sake and for Lord Vladimir’s. Will you support me if I submit a candidacy for president of the council?”


      Zamira simply smiled.


      He drew his own conclusions from that smile and flushed, growing visibly restless. “Thank you... I need to discuss with the others, so we shall get going.”


      “Good night, everyone,” Zamira replied.


      The group of second-years walked away quickly, whispering among themselves. After watching them leave in silence, Lazar turned to his sister for the first time. Their eyes met, but Zamira feigned ignorance.


      “Are you curious about him, brother? That’s the second son of the Marquess of Satolkia, Lord Thalas. He’s always complaining that his lord father refuses to acknowledge him, even though he’s so superior to his older brother. He hopes to seize the position of heir through the support of the Yulmagnas. A fine smoke screen to offend the Yulnovas, don’t you think?”


      Lazar finally spoke: “What are you after?”


      This time, Zamira sank into silence. When she opened her mouth again, her voice was nothing like the light, laughter-tinged tone she always used. It was far harsher.


      “I have only ever had one wish: to allow Lord Vladimir to live. He’s the only one who can rebuild Yulmagna. He mustn’t die, and he must succeed the duchy. If Lady Elizaveta enters the imperial family, there will be no other way.”


      “Lord Vladimir is—”


      “Don’t you dare presume to know his mind!” Zamira said, her voice raised. “I understand him. He does not want to disappear. And to make his wish come true, we need Lady Ekaterina to leave the stage.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: The Ball Awaits


      I was surprised to find that, by the next day, everyone had already switched their focus to the upcoming ball.


      That’s youth. They jump to the next thing in an instant.


      I could understand it. Everyone had to find a dance partner, and that was a lot of pressure—way too much pressure, if you asked me. If I’d had to do something like that during my own high school days...


      Urgh. Just the thought made me shiver and want to scream into the void.


      As someone who’d retained the sensibilities of my previous world, I found this entire high-school-wide-dating-party outrageous. A similar event would have stirred up a storm of criticism if it ever made its way online.


      Regardless of my thoughts on the ball, my classmates congratulated me on being chosen as the number one contributor of the festival. They also showered Flora with praise for her stellar performance in the play.


      I was glad my classmates’ efforts had been recognized, and that we’d taken first place as a group. I thanked them all one by one for carrying out their jobs to perfection. I was especially thorough with my compliments for Yuri, who’d handled the light effects. I also congratulated him on securing a meeting at the Office of Rites and opening up new possibilities for his future.


      “Thank you,” he said with a warm smile. “It’s all thanks to you.”


      Somehow, the impression he gave off had changed tremendously over the past few days. He didn’t seem as gloomy anymore, and I could tell he’d gained confidence.


      I’d made sure to loudly emphasize his glowing job prospects because I’d been worried he might struggle to find a partner for the ball—but with his new attitude, I’d worried for nothing.


      Yuri gently patted his shirt, and I didn’t notice the signs that it’d been recently patched. Blissfully unaware of the source of his newfound confidence, I beamed at him and congratulated Marina on her brother getting second place. I felt a little awkward doing so, though, having gotten first myself.


      “My brother could never have gotten first place in a ranking meant for humans when he’s just one big monkey. It’s only natural you got first, Lady Ekaterina. In fact, I was shocked he was in the ranking at all.”


      My awkwardness evaporated under Marina’s lively voice. Despite what she’d said, I could tell she was happy her brother had ranked so high. Her big smile spoke volumes.


      I love it when you can spot the affection hiding under the surface when a tsundere talks!


      “Your older brother must have been overjoyed to see you rank first, Lady Ekaterina,” she added, igniting my own obsession by mentioning my brother.


      “He was!” I chirped, thinking back on the previous evening.


      


      The ceremony ended, and I had just started walking back to my dormitory when Alexei approached. He immediately pulled me into his arms.


      “My Ekaterina. My dear sister. I’m so proud of you. I always knew you’d be chosen—no one else but you could have been.”


      B-Brother. That boundless confidence is purely due to your Ekaterina filter, I thought. I hugged him back.


      “I owe it entirely to my classmates,” I replied. “Especially to Lady Flora. Remember? I told you she saved me when I forgot my lines onstage.”


      “Lady Flora and Lady Marina did a splendid job as well. I was also quite surprised by that light-mana display. But this remains your achievement entirely,” Alexei said, caressing my cheek.


      He studied my face in silence for a moment. “You’re beautiful,” he murmured, then pulled me back into his arms. “This beautiful, yet also kind, clever, and wise. What a treasure I hold in my arms...”


      I supposed I did appear wise, with all my memories from my previous world. But Alexei was blowing things way out of proportion because of that filter of his.


      “Brother...” I tugged at his sleeve. “Did you enjoy the festival?”


      “I did. I will never forget these three days.”


      “That makes me so happy. That was what I wanted the most. You’re always thinking of our house and working, but please—you must give yourself some respite sometimes.”


      “You did all this for me?” Alexei’s neon-blue eyes widened. “You shine brighter than an adamas, sparkling in the seven colors of the rainbow. They call it the king of stones, but compared to you, it is but a pebble.”


      “Oh, brother!”
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      Adamas—“that which cannot be conquered”—was the ancient Astran word for diamond. Little by little, I was learning more and more Astran vocabulary.


      In my past world, diamonds were also seen as the most prized gems. However, I knew diamonds weren’t actually all that scarce. The companies that distributed them simply kept the supply low to create a false sense of scarcity and value. It was all marketing.


      It’s interesting that people in this world are just as taken with the beauty of diamonds, calling them the kings of stones, despite not having those same companies controlling the market.


      As a noble lady, I’d worn diamonds on a few occasions, and I agreed their prismatic glow was special. A diamond’s sparkle depended on its cut, and with the current methods in this world, they didn’t shine as brilliantly as the ones in my previous world. Nevertheless, I had to admit I too was fascinated by the rainbow-colored gleam of those clear stones.


      I had learned from one of Aaron’s mineral rants that polishing diamonds here was still almost entirely done by hand. It required so much effort that diamonds were even pricier in this world than in my previous one. And yet Alexei was saying they were just pebbles compared to me.


      One thing’s for sure: Alexei’s love for me is even more unbreakable than diamonds!


      Either way, I was pretty sure the main reason he’d enjoyed the festival so much wasn’t me, but the jousting tournament.


      He’d never really taken part in his class’s activities before, so this had been his first time working together with his classmates toward a shared goal. As a duke, Alexei led—but for once, he’d gotten to experience cooperating with others on an equal footing. It had been a whole new experience for him.


      On top of that, the jousting tournament had been so perfect it was hard to believe students had planned it. Not to mention that there were very, very few students on par with Alexei in terms of fighting ability. Nikolai was one of them; he was possibly even stronger. Doing his utmost to best someone like that must have made Alexei’s heart race.


      In the end, it was all thanks to Nikolai that Alexei had made such beautiful memories.


      


      I talked Marina’s ear off, telling her how thankful I was to her brother. I figured she’d be happy to hear me praise him, considering she was a secret Nikolai fangirl, but...while she did seem happy, her expression was a little off.


      “Lady Ekaterina... How should I put this? Do you have an...interest in my brother?”


      What’s going on? Her eyes are scaring me.


      “An interest? Well, he’s your brother and a good friend of my own brother. To be honest, I’ve always been envious of your relationship with him. You’re wholly yourselves around one another, without needing to put on airs.”


      Marina grinned. “You should know I’m far more envious of your relationship with His Grace! My brother is so uncouth and forceful. Yet despite acting all self-important, he doesn’t know how to be independent. He’s always bothering me! I can hardly bear it.”


      Oh, her cold side activated. But the affection peeking through is unmistakable.


      Flora and I exchanged a look and giggled.


      Much later, while I was relaxing in my room after dinner, I thought back on this interaction.


      Nikolai was in his last year of school. Very little time remained before he left the big mixer that was this academy, but as far as I knew, he wasn’t engaged. If he had a fiancée at school, he would have chosen her as his lady for the tournament. Besides, Nikolai was one of the male leads of the otome game, so it wouldn’t have made much sense for him to already have a fiancée before enrolling.


      I mean, could you really have a male lead you steal away from his unsuspecting fiancée in a game geared toward teen girls? That’s not the sort of behavior you’d expect from one. Unless the teen in question was surprisingly ferocious.


      I mean, some girls can be brutal, but an otome game is supposed to sell you a fantasy, right? It should be sweet and soft...


      Right?


      In truth, I was just speculating. I didn’t know anything about otome games beyond the one I’d played. Maybe that was common in them.


      Nikolai had many admirers, boys and girls alike, and I was sure plenty of girls were genuinely in love with him. On top of that, the House of Krymov was a great house whose roots could be traced back to the founding of the empire. They stayed out of politics, but they’d always enjoyed the emperor’s full trust. They also seemed to have plenty of money, and Nilokai was the heir, not a second son.


      The more I thought about it, the less I understood why Nikolai was still on the market.


      Could it be...because Marina wouldn’t like it if he got engaged?


      Nikolai obviously cared for Marina as much as she cared for him, so I could totally picture him giving up on marrying for the time being just to avoid making her sad.


      In the otome game, Ekaterina popped up to hinder the heroine on Mikhail’s route. That made me wonder: Was there another girl who blocked the heroine’s way on Nikolai’s route? I was starting to think it was possible that Marina was, in fact, the villainess of Nikolai’s route.


      Maybe the Marina of the game joined the dark side out of jealousy and turned into a full-blown villainess. She was a very popular girl, so if she turned to evil, she’d no doubt be a frightening opponent.


      Wait...was the villainess condemned in that route too?


      No. No way.


      If Marina bullied the heroine, Nikolai would get mad at her. She’d cry, apologize, and that’d be it. All he’d have to say for Marina to cut it out would be something like, I hate people who do this sort of thing.


      She’d look like the world was ending if Nikolai ever said that to her.


      Oh... No... I just imagined my own brother telling me he hated me. I got palpitations...


      He wouldn’t! He’d never say that to me! He loves me the best in the world!


      BOOHOOOOOOOO!!!


      All right, I need to calm down.


      None of these considerations even mattered. After all, Flora clearly wasn’t on Nikolai’s route. She didn’t seem to be on any route at all. That meant I had no way to check if Marina was supposed to be a villainess. I’d only gotten that idea because of the terror I’d felt while speaking to her earlier. I’d felt...villainous miasma oozing out from her. Nothing too major—or was it?


      Anyway, I’d never know whether I was right about her or not. But it did make sense for different characters to hinder the heroine on different routes. Maybe Lydia was the villainess for Renato’s. I wondered who it could be for the president of the student council.


      In the end, what mattered was that everything was fine right now.


      Marina would probably go to the ball with Nikolai. Olga would go with Renato, and they’d be absolutely darling together.


      I was happily thinking about my classmates’ dates for the ball when a realization struck me.


      Who was Flora, our dear heroine, supposed to dance with?!


      S-She spends all her time with me, so she’s not on any routes. Even leaving aside the male leads of the game, I don’t think she’s close enough to any of the boys to dance with them.


      Wait, let’s think this through. First, the male leads...


      I was certain that Mikhail was one of the male leads, but I couldn’t picture him being Flora’s partner for the ball. Flora herself had told me she didn’t see him in a romantic light at all back when we were in the Yulnova Duchy.


      Nikolai was probably one of the male leads, though I wasn’t entirely sure, but he’d definitely go to the ball with his little sister. If not, there was a good chance Marina would turn to villainy, and we didn’t want that.


      The next person on the list was Renato. I was pretty sure he was supposed to be one of the romanceable characters, just like Nikolai. However, he was now engaged to Olga, so there was no way he’d go to the ball with Flora.


      Another likely male lead was the student council president. He hadn’t really interacted with Flora so far, so I didn’t see how things could develop into him asking her out to the ball so suddenly.


      Now, the only other person—aside from Mikhail—I was positive was a male lead was the Dragon King Vladforen, but he’d never show up to a school ball. I couldn’t imagine the chaos that would erupt if a man as beautiful as Vladforen tried to blend in with the students.


      And regardless of that, he just can’t come to the capital. I’m too scared that’ll spell the end of the empire. Nope!


      All in all...the situation seemed hopeless.


      I need to do something about this.


      Just as I was starting to panic, Mina came in with a message for me. Mikhail’s attendant, Lucas, had stopped by. Mikhail wanted me to meet him tomorrow after school, at the gazebo, so I could try his food.


      Maybe I could ask Mikhail for advice about Flora’s partner, I thought, completely oblivious to Mikhail’s intentions.


      “Welcome, Ekaterina.”


      Mikhail had arrived at the gazebo we always sat under ahead of me. Usually, he made a point of being a little late so we could observe the rules of etiquette, which dictated that the person with the lowest status had to arrive first. But this time, he’d specifically invited me, so arriving early was probably the correct move.


      I wasn’t sure it made much sense for him to “welcome” me at a school facility rather than his home, but this was how a host ought to greet his guests, so he’d probably just stuck to the rules.


      In turn, I defaulted to the typical response a guest ought to give: “Thank you for your invitation. I have come accompanied.”


      Next to me, Flora lowered her head. As always, Mina and Ivan were present, but they stood a little out of the way with Lucas to give us space. I could once again sense Ivan’s animosity toward Lucas.


      “Yes, welcome to you as well, Flora. I wanted to invite you both to thank you.”


      Mikhail seemed a little restless, which was unusual for him.


      I get it, Prince. It’s nerve-racking to have people try your cooking, isn’t it?


      I remembered how stressed I’d been until Alexei had told me it was good the first time I’d cooked for him. In my case, I’d had Flora’s help in the kitchen, and I knew Alexei loved me too much to reject anything I made, so I hadn’t actually had any reason to be nervous—but I’d worried regardless.


      “Your cooking was quite popular during the festival,” I said, smiling. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”


      Maybe I was putting more pressure on him, but I had to be honest. Everyone kept saying they’d never forget the taste of Mikhail’s food.


      “I hope I can live up to your expectations... I lack experience, and I don’t think I’m anywhere near your level yet.”


      At these words, Mikhail opened his basket.


      Three trays with plates and cutlery had been set on the little table ahead of time. They were arranged so perfectly on the table that I suspected Lucas had done it. Mikhail seemed adroit enough to handle something like this himself, though, so maybe he had.


      He took out three crepes half wrapped in paper and placed them on each plate. They were beautifully cooked, their edges crisp but unburned.


      “My, they look wonderful. You seem to be very good at controlling the fire.”


      “Thank you,” Mikhail replied with a bashful smile. He looked a little unsure and embarrassed. “Well, then...um, please dig in.”


      Flora and I happily obliged, sinking our forks into our respective crepes.


      Noble ladies had to eat crepes properly using plates, forks, and knives. It was unthinkable to just grab one and eat it while walking. In Roman Holiday, Audrey Hepburn’s character—a princess—had gelato while walking, but that was only because she was out in secret. It symbolized her breaking free because it was completely out of the question for a princess to behave that way openly.


      It wasn’t unusual for commoners to buy crepes at food stalls and eat them while on the go. Flora had taught me that, and we’d made crepes in the past, wrapped just like the commoners did for ease of eating. In the end, we’d had them without cutlery...but sitting down.


      Boys were a lot freer than girls in that regard. I’d spotted several people walking around with sandwiches because they were busy during the festival.


      Honestly, I’d been kind of jealous. I’d wanted to walk while eating too, but I’d had to stop myself.


      I don’t want my behavior to put off my brother!


      After cutting a piece of crepe without making a single noise, I brought it to my mouth and tasted it.


      Then, I beamed at Mikhail. “It’s delicious. Truly delicious.”


      In this situation, I had no option but to praise Mikhail, but I actually meant it.


      Back when I lived alone in my previous life, I’d made crepes at home. I’d gone about it in the laziest, sloppiest way by thinning out pancake mix with extra milk. The crepes had turned out well, but only because I’d started out with that magic powder, already perfected for easy use.


      Thank you, O pancake mix company.


      Of course, the empire lacked many of the things I once took for granted, and pancake mix was one of them. People had to measure everything out themselves here.


      The second difficulty was the stove. Fire fueled by wood was incredibly unstable, and a second of distraction could leave you with half your crepe burnt to a crisp. You could easily end up with something disgusting.


      That was the main reason I’d never really tried to reproduce Japanese dishes from my past life. The flavors were just so delicate. Not only would recreating them with the ingredients of this world prove difficult, but I’d risk ruining them entirely.


      But I digress. My point is that Mikhail did a great job with these crepes!


      Wrapped in the ever so slightly sweet, perfectly cooked, soft crepe was a refreshing grape compote with a welcome tinge of sourness. Everything tasted great, but it still felt homemade. I loved that about it.


      Mikhail had clearly been careful while preparing the batter. There were no lumps of flour, and he hadn’t added too much salt or sugar. When I put it like that, it didn’t sound groundbreaking, but those were little mistakes that were easy to make if you weren’t paying attention. If Flora hadn’t been there to teach me every step, I’d likely have made them myself.


      I pictured Mikhail in a blue apron, diligently mixing in the flour, and smiled.


      “I’m glad to hear that,” Mikhail said with a big smile. I was nothing like his usual princely grin. It was boyish, and he looked genuinely happy. “I was surprised when I first tried it. It’s a lot harder than I imagined. That made me respect the two of you even more for everything you always cook.”


      “Well, I personally had a good teacher,” I said, glancing at Flora.


      She blushed and shook her head. “Lady Ekaterina was skillful from the very start!” She paused. “It really is good. You sifted the flour, didn’t you? Your attention to the details shows.”


      “I heard the little things make all the difference. Truth be told, I learned from a chef of the palace. The chef was very clear: You cannot cut corners and expect a good result.”


      That chef sounded like a hard-nosed coach.


      “When I told my father about it, he said he wanted to try it too. His attendants went ghastly pale as they scrambled to stop him.”


      Flora and I couldn’t stop ourselves from laughing. Just imagining the dignified emperor in an apron, covered with flour... I was sure he’d have done a wonderful job, but I understood the feelings of his poor attendants.


      Wait, there’d been an emperor who loved to cook during the Heian period! One who’d been incredibly popular with the ladies and had had many children.


      “Does Her Imperial Majesty the Empress cook?” Flora asked innocently.


      She was so pure, so heroine-like that I shivered.


      Mikhail thought about it before he answered. “Actually, she once told me she was good at grilling fish. She said she used to fish and then grill the fish herself. She sounded quite proud to tell me she was confident she could survive if she ever wound up on a deserted island.”


      Oh!


      Before being empress, she’d been a lady of the House of Yulsein and yet...she’d gone fishing?


      And she grilled the fish herself? Does that mean she also started fires all by herself?


      She likely had if she was confident she could survive on a deserted island...right?


      That was so cool. I’d never been the outdoorsy type, even in my previous life, so if I were ever in a shipwreck, I’d be done for.


      I knew the emperor was very much in love with the empress, but I wondered if that wild side of hers had been what attracted him in the first place.


      We ate the rest of our crepes while continuing our friendly conversation.


      We’d just finished when Mikhail said, “Um... Ekaterina...”


      It wasn’t like him to leave sentences hanging. He tried to speak several more times, but all that came out was “So... Um... Well...”


      I looked at him, puzzled.


      What’s wrong, Prince?


      After clearing his throat half a dozen times, Mikhail finally continued. “Ekaterina... There’s, um, the ball, next month...and, so...I wanted to know if you’d agree to go with me. I want to go with you...as your partner.”


      I froze. I hadn’t seen this coming.


      In hindsight, with the ball approaching, an invitation to meet from a young man to a young woman was likely to end in him asking her to the ball. If this had been about anything else, I would probably have connected the dots, but I hadn’t seen this coming at all. This stuff was just not my cup of tea.


      I’d recently been averting my eyes from anything related to love with even more energy than before. As a result, things right in front of me appeared transparent, like panes of glass. And yet, there the glass was—waiting for me to run straight into it.


      Oh boy. What should I do?


      I mean, how did I not think of this?! I’m the lady of a ducal house, and Mikhail needs a partner. Of course he had to ask me first.


      I was such an idiot for failing to predict this. That had to be why he’d asked, right? There was no way my unconscious bias was making me miss the mark entirely.


      Mikhail tilted his head to the side as he watched me fight an internal battle with myself. He looked confused and a little down, like I was looking at a miserable puppy.


      Why do you look like that dog waiting in front of a gramophone? Are you trying to become a trademarked picture?!


      I was having a minor panic attack trying to figure out what to do; tears welled in my eyes.


      “I-I am going with my brother,” I whispered weakly.


      Mikhail’s gasp brought me back to my senses, and I wiped away my tears in a hurry.


      “I’m...um, very thankful for your invitation,” I said. “But I want to go with my brother, so...”


      I’m sorry. You went out of your way to invite me, and yet that’s the only answer I can give you. I’m so sorry, Prince.


      I couldn’t bring myself to look at him because of the guilt, so I lowered my face and stared at my hands. “I’ve been told my brother has never attended the ball before. He’s always had to work hard for the duchy, so he asked the academy for a special exemption. It breaks my heart. He’s experienced so little as a student...”


      My brother would spend the greater part of the rest of his life as the head of the House of Yulnova. There would be no difference between his life now and his future. And Alexei had taken over our household’s affairs after our grandfather’s death. He’d been only ten then—a child. His childhood had been stolen from him.


      The academy was supposed to be a period of grace, free from the responsibilities of adulthood, but all Alexei did was work. How many memories to look back on fondly had he made? Far too few, in my opinion.


      “My brother thinks that it’s only natural. He believes in fulfilling the duty he was born to. But if I ask him to escort me, I know he’ll come to the ball. And he shall be left with one more pleasant memory of his student days—one every student should get to experience. This year is the only chance we have to attend the ball together, and I do not wish to waste this opportunity to create memories with him.”


      “How very like you.” Mikhail’s tone was gentle. “Alexei is strong, so everyone assumes there’s no need to worry about him. He wouldn’t allow anyone to worry about him anyway. But you...” Mikhail paused, choosing his words. “Sometimes, I feel like Alexei depends on you without realizing it. He likely just thinks he’s indulging you. That’s why I feel your concern and care for him are good things.”


      Oh! Thank you for saying that, Prince. I knew it. You’re such a good guy.


      “But...”


      Huh? But what?


      “In that case, I have a different request to make of you. Alexei will graduate this year, and he won’t be at the academy next year. Please be my partner for the ball then.”


      N-Next year?


      I stared at Mikhail in confusion.


      Was reserving a year ahead of time a thing? It was like those famous restaurants where you had to make a reservation a year in advance.


      Ah, there was that one product too. Right before dying of overwork, I’d heard about a new pot that didn’t require water. It was so popular you had to order one ages in advance.


      Anyway, no one cares about that waterless cooking pot right now!


      Next year... Mikhail was right, my brother wouldn’t be there anymore next year.


      BOOHOOOOOOOO!!!


      I’m going to be so lonelyyyyy!


      No! Keep it together, Ekaterina!


      If my brother wasn’t at the academy anymore, it’d mean the otome game would be done and over with. After all, I remembered Alexei being in his uniform for the condemnation scene very clearly.


      So... Mikhail’s partner? Me?


      Mikhail remained silent. He was awaiting my answer with an earnest expression.


      Umm...


      So...


      Umm...


      My brain isn’t computing.


      “I-If you’d have me...”


      The words slipped from my lips before I even knew what I was saying, and Mikhail’s face lit up.


      AAAAH! Why did I answer before making up my mind?! That’s not good, I—


      “Lady Ekaterina,” Flora called out hesitantly, preventing me from spiraling further. She’d clearly noticed my panic.


      “But...then... What will you do this year?” I asked Mikhail.


      “Oh, I’ll just remember an urgent matter I absolutely must attend to at the last minute,” he replied easily.


      What?!


      “Prince Mikhail, that’s—”


      “It’s all right. My father only attended the ball once during his three years at the academy.”


      B-But... I feel horribly sorry for you and your fans. To the girls of low-ranking houses, this is a rare opportunity to attend the same ball as you.


      I understood why the choice of a partner was such a big issue for him, though. The only person whose status more or less matched his, aside from me, was Lydia. But after what had happened, he couldn’t go with her.


      What should I do? I really want to go with my brother, but that’d be too selfish, wouldn’t it? Shouldn’t I carry out my duties as the daughter of a grand ducal house?


      Just as I was growing more and more shaken, Flora—who’d been watching with a worried look—spoke up.


      “Prince Mikhail.” She clenched her fists. “You can laugh at me for overstepping...but would you go to the ball with me?”


      My eyes widened in utter shock.


      Flora?! That was direct! A blazing fastball!!!


      B-But why? I was so sure you weren’t on the prince’s route. What’s going on?


      Flora’s gaze was fierce, like she was challenging him to a duel to the death rather than asking him to the ball.


      Maybe I should just give up on trying to process all this. I never understand a thing anyway... I’m supposed to be the big sister, so why am I so oblivious to the people around me...?


      I stopped myself. Now wasn’t the time to mope.


      We’d moved too far away from the prince route for me to believe Flora had suddenly hopped onto it. There were several events she hadn’t cleared. She hadn’t been voted the number one contributor to the festival either.


      That was when a question struck me. Had the prince asked me to be his partner because I’d gotten the number one spot?


      But that didn’t seem to be the case. Neither Flora nor the prince acted like programmed characters. They weren’t decision trees branching out because some conditions had been cleared. Besides, even in the game, you couldn’t become Mikhail’s partner just by doing well during the festival. You had to raise his affection points by doing a dozen other things first.


      In other words...Mikhail had invited me to the ball because we’d genuinely gotten close, not because of some sort of programmed conditional branch.


      W-Wait... Have we gotten too close? But...a lot of things have happened, and...


      Why was I suddenly remembering that he’d seen my bare thighs?!


      Wh-Whatever. If I wanted to understand why Flora had suddenly thrown that fastball, I had to look outside the context of the game.


      She doesn’t want to go to the ball with him because she likes him...right?


      No. This was Flora we were talking about. Whatever her reason was, she wasn’t doing this for herself.


      “Ummm... Well, that is a kind proposition, Flora. You wouldn’t mind?” Mikhail asked. Despite his tried-and-tested social smile, I could sense he was bewildered.


      “It seems to me that this is the best way for everyone to enjoy the ball,” she replied in an unwavering tone. “I’m aware you have your reasons, but if you do not attend, Lady Ekaterina won’t be able to enjoy herself. The same can be said of all the students who are dreaming of attending the same ball as you. I realized all over again during the festival how important doing things with you is to them.”


      Flora...


      I knew it. You’re doing this for me and everyone else, even though this might have negative consequences for you.


      “I know I must sound ridiculous, since my rank doesn’t make me a suitable partner.”


      I’m worried people might bully you over this, Flora.


      “But that’s exactly why I would do fine. No one would think anything of it. If I were your partner, it wouldn’t give anyone any ideas or influence anything. You wouldn’t have to handle any trouble because of it...I think.”


      Oooooh.


      I was starting to see her point. If Mikhail took a girl from an important family, every house vying for the position of empress—starting with the Yulmagnas, who wanted Elizaveta crowned—would react. It would upset the current balance. The chosen girl’s house would be pressured by some and supported by others, depending on their interests.


      But Flora had no chance of becoming empress, so if she went with him, none of that would happen. (Sure, she could become empress in the game, but nobody else knew that.)


      You’re so smart, my little Flora!


      She’d been raised as a commoner, yet she already understood noble power struggles this well. She truly was sharp.


      But I still had something to say.


      “Lady Flora. You’re the most adorable, considerate lady in this entire academy. Regardless of your background, your worth as a person makes you shine brighter than anyone else,” I declared, grabbing her hands.


      “Lady Ekaterina...” Flora blushed and smiled shyly.
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      Watching our beautiful display of friendship, Mikhail grimaced, as if the sight were too dazzling to bear. “But, Flora, is there no one you want to go to the ball with?” he asked.


      “I want to go with Lady Ekaterina,” she said without a second of hesitation.


      Mikhail’s expression clearly said, That’s not what I meant... but her answer made me happy.


      “I also want to go with you, Lady Flora! We attended the banquet in the duchy together, but I’m sure this ball will be different. It’s meant to be a casual event enjoyed with friends of the same age. I would love to take part with you. But I must admit, the offer you made to Prince Mikhail worries me.”


      I’d once vowed to protect Flora, and I still stood by that vow. I didn’t want the darkness of the nobility to ever touch her.


      “Besides, you’re very popular,” I continued. “I’m sure many gentlemen would love to have you as their partner.”


      “Not at all. I am well aware of my rank,” she said.


      I bit back my frustration. I couldn’t tell her she was the heroine. I knew for a fact she was popular, but I couldn’t explain why.


      I wonder if Flora is just as dense about love as I am.


      Heroines tended to be. If they caught on too quickly, there would be no story at all!


      Ironically, that thought didn’t spark any realizations in me.


      Mikhail nodded. He looked like he’d found his resolve. “I understand. Thank you for telling me this, Flora. So...allow me to do this properly. Flora, I’d like to have you as my partner for the ball.” I stared at him, eyes wide, as he continued. “Ekaterina is right. Many gentlemen would love to take you to the ball. They’ll probably hate me for this, but I have to admit this is a welcome offer. My status forces me to consider many angles and make careful decisions.”


      I nodded. Just as I thought.


      “But you’re under the protection of the Yulnovas. Few would be foolish enough to cross Alexei at this academy. You are also a saint who wields holy mana. That makes you as important as a member of a distinguished noble family. For these reasons, I don’t think being my partner would bring you trouble. In fact, I will personally make sure it does not.”


      That last sentence carried a heavy weight—but then he grinned, breaking the tension. “Enjoying this event with the two of you will be a lot of fun, I think.”


      “Thank you,” Flora replied, lowering her head. “It will be my honor.”


      “Both of you are right.” I forced a big smile, as if I could scatter my worries with it. “We only get three chances to attend this ball in our entire lives. It would be a shame for anyone to miss it. I’m looking forward to attending with you both. Let’s have fun together on the day of the ball.”


      Yep!


      High school memories were treasures. Mikhail was admirable for thinking his position through so carefully, but I didn’t want him to miss out because of it.


      At the Yulnova banquet, he’d been the guest of honor, and he’d been so busy fulfilling his obligations that I’d barely spoken to him. I didn’t even know if he’d enjoyed himself. At the ball, he would just be another student—free to let loose a little and have fun.


      I was still a bit worried about Flora being his partner, but the idea of my two most trusted friends being there made me feel more at ease.


      Perhaps this is for the best. Still, I clenched my fist in my mind. I’ll protect Flora!


      Even if I wasn’t sure what that would entail. As the lady of a ducal house, I thought sticking close to her would do the trick, but I had a feeling that wouldn’t work forever.


      I’m sure Mikhail knows. He’s amazing like that.


      Wait! Why would I assume that?


      Somewhere along the way, I’d started thinking of Mikhail as someone who could do everything. That wasn’t good. He was only sixteen. As the big sister and as his friend, I had to step up and protect him.


      You’re just far too impressive for your age. How about showing your pathetic side like any normal high school boy from time to time? Don’t worry, big sister will be here for you! I thought, conveniently forgetting how I’d frozen in front of him earlier.


      


      Soon after that, Ekaterina, Flora, and Mikhail’s gathering came to a close, and the three of them returned to their respective dormitory rooms.


      Even after reaching his deluxe room, Mikhail remained completely silent.


      Lucas, faced with his master’s silence, quietly prepared a change of clothes for him. But even when he held out the loungewear, Mikhail didn’t react. He was so lost in thought he didn’t notice.


      At last, Lucas spoke. “Lady Ekaterina said the food you made was delicious. It was worth all that practice, wouldn’t you say?”


      “It was,” Mikhail replied awkwardly, snapping out of his reverie. “I caused you a lot of trouble, didn’t I?”


      He had made a mountain of crepes to practice. His deluxe room had a small kitchen for tea and light meals. Even after the festival ended, he’d kept practicing so he wouldn’t embarrass himself in front of Ekaterina and Flora. He’d pushed himself in a touching attempt to impress her.


      The palace chef who’d taught Mikhail the recipe had seen right through him and had given him enthusiastic, intensive training. For some mysterious reason, elders were always eager to cheer for young love.


      The popularity of Mikhail’s crepes at the festival wasn’t only thanks to that training. While improving his cooking, he’d also agonized over which ingredients would suit Ekaterina’s taste. He’d had expensive ingredients delivered from the palace, and he’d even had rare fruits shipped from his personal territory, the Domain of the Blue Butterfly, to make jam.


      That jam hadn’t turned out well, so he’d abandoned it in despair.


      Most of his failed prototypes had ended up in Lucas’s stomach. How the man remained as thin as ever was a genuine mystery.


      “Oh no, I’d call it a perk of the job. I’d be more than happy to help again,” Lucas replied lightly.


      Mikhail finally smiled. “I knew Ekaterina would want to go with Alexei this year, but I got her to promise to come with me next year. That was the best I could have hoped for.”


      “Indeed,” Lucas said with a nod.


      Mikhail suddenly turned around and sat at the dining table, then he let himself collapse over it.


      “But I wanted her to say yes...”


      “Ekaterina... There’s, um, the ball, next month...and, so...I wanted to know if you’d agree to go with me. I want to go with you...as your partner.”


      “I should have asked her in a cooler way. I planned it, but the words just wouldn’t come out... Everything I rehearsed just...disappeared into the void. If I’d managed, do you think she— No, I know it wouldn’t have changed anything. But she must think I’m so embarrassing now... Aaah, I wish I could get another chance,” Mikhail said weakly.


      A faint smile tugged at Lucas’s lips. He’d heard his master had been a bit selfish as a child, but ever since Lucas began serving him, he’d been the perfect heir in every way, both in public and in private.


      So seeing him like this felt precious.


      I’ll commit every detail to memory so I can tease him after he inherits the throne, Lucas thought.


      Despite that mischievous thought, Lucas had been worried about his master. Mikhail was too perfect. Lucas believed he needed someone around whom he could be a regular person, not a flawless prince.


      That beautiful lady seemed otherworldly at a glance, but Lucas found her very human, very compassionate. She was also terribly dense. He often had to suppress laughter when he watched her interact with Mikhail.


      It was a shame, really. Her rank, beauty, and intelligence made her a perfect match for him. Under normal circumstances, she would have known she was the ideal candidate for empress and would be eagerly awaiting a proposal.


      And yet, no matter how much effort Mikhail made, she didn’t seem to notice he desperately wanted her attention. Lucas thought it was unbearably funny.


      In the end, his master’s wishes would surely come true. Lucas was convinced that everything would work out, which was why he could find amusement in the situation.


      If it didn’t... Well, that would be interesting too. Experiences like this were bound to make his young master grow.


      “She might enjoy a full course more than a dessert,” Lucas said. “Why not tell her that you’ve grown fond of cooking and invite her again? That’s your chance to have dinner with her.”


      “You just want to eat a full-course dinner,” Mikhail shot back. He glared at Lucas before pouting.


      I have a feeling that peculiar lady would like you more if you showed her expressions like that instead of always trying to be perfect.


      But Lucas didn’t voice that thought. He simply smiled, further narrowing his threadlike eyes.


      


      “What a pickle.”


      It was barely a whisper, but Lazar Magnas could tell his sister had spoken just loudly enough for him to hear. His dark, blue-tinged eyes shifted toward her.


      “What is?” he asked.


      “The ball,” Zamira replied with a smile, meeting his gaze. She brought a hand to her chin as if weighing her options. “Since I have the great honor of being Lord Vladimir’s partner, I want to look my best. Black suits me best, but black does not befit him. And we would certainly look better together if our outfits matched. Whatever shall I do?”


      Lazar’s gaze turned cold.


      At the moment, Zamira’s hair was as short as his, and she wore the same masculine uniform. Once again, she’d disguised herself as Lazar to sneak into the boys’ dormitory.


      “Just wear whatever you want. Lord Vladimir does not care about clothes,” Lazar said.


      “But that is exactly why it matters. I have to prepare an outfit that shows him in his best light. That is an important duty, if you ask me.”


      “I’m not even sure he’ll attend. He applied for a special exemption last year.”


      Zamira laughed. “He will attend this year, because the Yulnova siblings will. Lady Ekaterina is bound to go, and His Grace would never deny her. He’d do anything for her.”


      “Hm.” Lazar paused. “Are you plotting something for the ball?”


      “Ha ha! I wouldn’t go as far as to call it a plot.” She looked off into the distance. “His Grace once cared for Lord Vladimir just as much... Tell me, brother, are you happy with the status quo?”


      Lazar didn’t reply.


      “You will have to attend the ball as well. Find yourself a suitable partner.”


      Zamira had just stated the obvious, but a peculiar tension arose between the siblings.


      “What nonsense,” Lazar breathed.


      “You are the heir to House Magnas. Before long, you will need to marry, and if you don’t hurry, all the best ladies will be taken.”


      Lazar was silent for a moment, then: “Lord Vladimir ordered me to find you a good match.”


      Zamira’s brows tightened for a heartbeat before smoothing out. “No need. I will be Lord Vladimir’s lifelong partner. No one else could fulfill that role. No one.”


      “That is for His Grace Duke Georgi to decide.”


      “No!” Zamira shouted, though she forced her voice lower before continuing. “You know it as well as I do. Only Lord Vladimir can restore Yulmagna to its former glory. He is the only one. He will live, and he will become duke. There is no other path.” She looked at her brother. “You cannot disregard your house for dreams of your own, brother. You know that, don’t you?”


      Lazar held her gaze—their eyes so strikingly similar.


      “Which one of us is chasing dreams of their own, I wonder.”

    

  

  
    
      The Villainess and the Apple Pie


      “Ah! There. It’s that house,” Flora said excitedly, looking out the window of the Yulnova carriage where she sat across from me.


      “Goodness, what a lovely house!” I exclaimed before I could stop myself.


      Next to me, Alexei hummed. “I see. That’s the sort of place you like.”


      I started.


      W-Wait, brother. You suggested remodeling our home in the capital after I praised the Yulnova residence in the duchy... You’re not thinking of remodeling based on this house now, are you?


      I hoped he wasn’t. Though knowing him, he’d be more likely to build me a house like this in the garden rather than remodel the main residence.


      The garden totally has room for it. But that doesn’t make it okay!


      Alexei trying to spend the equivalent of tens of billions of yen to rebuild our residence from the ground up was insane, but having a whole house built in the garden just because I thought it was cute wasn’t much better!


      Oh, I really hope he’s not actually considering it.


      Whether my fears were founded or not—there was no telling—the house we were approaching was indeed small enough to fit easily on the Yulnova grounds. Even for a low-ranking noble family, it was on the small side.


      Yet I was sure most people would agree with my earlier outburst: It was lovely.


      The roof was covered with scale-shaped slates that resembled frills, a rarity in the capital, and an adorable chimney of old red bricks poked out. It looked like a house straight out of a fairy tale.


      But what had truly made me raise my voice were the beautiful flowers by the windows and along the walls. It was fall, so flowers were scarce in general, yet this house felt like we’d moved back in time and returned to the height of spring. On the window sills were geraniums, petunias, pansies, and the like. None of them were rare, but the sight soothed me. Rosebushes climbed the brick walls and, though there were no roses this time of the year, bright red rose hips dotted the branches. Birds probably often pecked at them.


      “The baron and baroness now reside in a small rented house in the capital. It’s a beautiful home with many flowers growing in the garden.”


      That was how Flora had once described this house—her home, where Baron and Baroness Cherny, her adoptive parents and our grandfather’s old friends, lived.


      I’d always wanted to meet them, so Alexei and I accompanied Flora for a visit.


      When the luxurious Yulnova carriage stopped in front of the little house, neighbors peeked out to see what was happening. It was obvious at a glance that our carriage belonged to a high noble house, and their eyes widened when Flora stepped out with Alexei and me. This was a commoner residential area, after all.


      “Welcome,” the baroness greeted us from her doorstep as we passed through the little gate in front of the house.


      Her voice was warm. Our difference in status didn’t seem to faze her. It felt like she was welcoming us as the grandchildren of her old friend rather than as highborn nobles. That made me happy.


      The baron and baroness were both rather short and a little plump, and they radiated kindness. The sweet aroma of cake drifting through the air made me feel even more like I’d wandered into a fairy tale. It suited the house and its inhabitants perfectly.


      “Thank you for your invitation, Lord Cherny,” Alexei said, his tone far too polite for a duke addressing a baron.


      Lady Cherny let out a surprised “Ah!” She clasped her hands together and beamed. “Your voice sounds so much like Lord Sergei’s! Wouldn’t you agree, darling? Doesn’t he sound just like him?”


      “He does. I feel like I’m back at school.”


      Oh?


      Come to think of it, someone else had told me Alexei resembled our grandfather. It’d been the manager of that restaurant grandfather used to frequent.


      Um... Moore, I think?


      Still, for them to recognize it after hearing Alexei say a single sentence, they must have been very close to him.


      They were both so peaceful and pleasant. It was hard to believe they were the main characters of that incredible story I’d been told.


      “Joseph and Lady Natasha eloped the night before the graduation ceremony. The one who set the stage for them was none other than Lord Sergei.”


      They’d been younger, of course, but to think these two had actually run away from their parents to pursue their fiery passion!


      Love is a mystery, huh?


      Baron and Baroness Cherny had been our grandfather’s classmates during his Magic Academy days. The one who’d told us about their friendship was Baltazar Forli, Alexei’s forestry and agriculture advisor. He had been a close friend of Sergei and had also been friends with Joseph Cherny at the academy. Natasha and Joseph had met through him.


      Back then, Forli had tried the pie Flora and I had baked, only to be hit by a wave of nostalgia. That was how we’d learned all this.


      Natasha Cherny had still been Natasha Merno at the time. She was born the daughter of a rather influential count, but despite her status, she loved to cook. Just like Flora and I, she’d borrowed a corner of the kitchen to make food to share with her friends. Flora had learned the recipe of the pie that had made Forli so nostalgic from her.


      Even then, Natasha’s cooking had been so good that people had fought over her treats. She’d only improved with the years. Flora often taught me new recipes that Natasha had devised on her own. Her dishes were easy to eat and just as good as the food made by the talented chefs that worked for us. They were always a hit with my brother and his advisors.


      The chefs who saw Flora and me in the kitchen were impressed by her recipes too. They often asked for details, and of course Flora shared them. A few times, Natasha’s recipes had even ended up on the cafeteria’s menu, and I heard the students loved them.


      In my previous world, Natasha would no doubt have become a food influencer with countless followers.


      I loved the food we made from her recipes, but Flora had told me it made a world of difference when Natasha cooked them herself. Naturally, that’d made me want to try them. Flora had passed that along to Natasha, who’d unexpectedly invited Alexei and me over.


      So here we are.


      I did have a secret agenda, though. I hoped Natasha would teach me a few tricks to improve my cooking. I wanted to become a better cook so I could feed my brother even tastier food.


      A true fangirl never shies away from working hard for her fave!


      I also hoped to hear a few stories about our grandfather’s academy days.


      There seemed to be no dedicated drawing room in this snug little home, and Alexei and I were taken straight to the living room that doubled as a dining room.


      This room, too, was filled with plants. There were pots of all sizes—some lush with large green leaves, others brimming with pansies in full bloom. The beautiful embroidered cushions and tablecloth caught my eye as well. Natasha must have spent a long time on them.


      The room was a little cluttered, but I liked it. It felt homey, warm, and lived-in.


      How small and adorable, I thought, before realizing that my sense of scale had been thoroughly warped. Compared to the Yulnova residence, this home was tiny, but a house like this would have been tremendously expensive in Tokyo. It was only small by noble standards.


      Next to me, Alexei seemed a bit perplexed. A duke with the aura of a big-name celebrity standing in a regular family’s living room made such a stark contrast that he probably felt out of place. I couldn’t help but chuckle.


      Just then, Natasha—who’d been about to withdraw to the kitchen with Flora—turned around and said, “Having the two of you in this room makes me feel like two magnificent roses bloomed in the middle of my pansies.”


      Wait. I’m included too?


      “I’m sorry it’s so cramped. I’ve been tasked with bringing a few plants back to life, so we have more pots than usual around,” the baron added.


      “Flora told me you had earth-attribute mana,” I said with a smile. “I’m impressed by all these flowers in full bloom despite the season. You must have excellent mana control.”


      Baron Cherny could control plants rather than earth itself like I did. My mana had no effect on plants, so it felt odd that we belonged to the same category, but people still used the old classification system the ancient Astrans had created. It took mana types that had little to do with one another and crammed them in the same box.


      Isaac, our granduncle, had once told me how little sense that made to him. He also had earth mana, but his was even more peculiar, as he had control over minerals specifically.


      A clear voice echoed in the living room.


      “Sorry for the wait,” Natasha said, returning from the kitchen with Flora. They were both carrying trays; one held tea cups and a pot, while the other had a snack to go with the tea.


      Natasha had chosen to serve apple pie. It was her most popular recipe. Even the chef at our residence in the duchy approved of it—so much so that he’d baked it for the banquet in honor of the crown prince.


      It was also the gift Natasha had left behind at the academy to thank her classmates for helping her and Joseph elope right before graduation.


      Back then, Sergei had eaten the entire pie by himself and ended up getting into a fistfight with Forli over it. Our grandfather had apparently sworn off pies almost entirely afterward.


      “Go on, please dig in,” Natasha said.


      I sank my fork into the freshly baked apple pie and lifted a bite to my mouth.


      Oh. Okay. Yep. This is absolutely delicious!


      I’d thought the version Flora and I made from her recipe was good, but this was something else. The apples were cooked just right. It was sweet, but not too sweet, and the crust was wonderfully crisp. Every last detail was perfect.
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      I’d tried our chef’s rendition straight out of the oven too, and I’d been convinced that had been the best possible version of this pie. Now I realized how wrong I’d been.


      This was just...so good.


      My hands moved on instinct, and before I knew it, I’d already taken two more bites.


      This apple pie would have been even more glorious with vanilla ice cream, the way it was often served in my previous world.


      I wonder if there’s ice cream in the empire...


      But honestly, this was already perfect. Maybe nothing needed to be added.


      I didn’t think I could ever get tired of eating this. Actually, I could probably finish the entire pie. At the same time, I’d probably want to punch someone if they ate the whole thing without leaving me at least one slice.


      It tastes like happiness. Seriously, this is godly!


      “How delicious!” I exclaimed. “I’ve never had an apple pie as good as this one. A single bite could blow away any sadness and leave me warm and happy. I’d heard tales of your culinary talents, but this has exceeded all my expectations.”


      “What a nice thing to say. I don’t know where to put myself after all this praise,” Natasha said, pressing her hands to her blushing cheeks with a bashful laugh. Then she made me an unexpected offer: “Flora tells me the two of you cook together during lunchtime. Would you like to come to the kitchen with us and bake another pie? Small changes can greatly alter the final taste. I’m happy to teach you personally, if you’d like.”


      “H-Huh?”


      For real? That’s a dream come true!


      “Would you do us this honor, Lady Ekaterina?” Flora added with a big smile. She must have noticed my ulterior motives... She’d asked Natasha to teach me on my behalf, hadn’t she?


      Thank you, my little Flora!


      “I appreciate your kind offer. If it isn’t a bother, I’d absolutely love to. Might I have your permission, brother?” I asked, remembering to check in with Alexei. I was a proper young lady—and a proper fangirl.


      “As you wish, Ekaterina,” Alexei replied with a smile.


      There it was! His usual answer.


      “But just know that you don’t actually need to learn from anyone. Everything you make is already a delight from the heavens,” he added.


      “Oh, brother!”


      And there it was—my usual answer.


      Even with his permission, I hesitated for a second. If the three of us went to the kitchen, Alexei would be left alone with Baron Cherny.


      I glanced at the baron and decided it would be fine. He seemed like a genuinely lovely old gentleman. He’d take good care of my brother. He was Flora’s adoptive father and had been a good friend of our grandfather, after all.


      


      After everyone finished their slice of apple pie, the three women cleared the table and disappeared into the kitchen.


      Alexei could hear their chatter and laughter carrying from down the hall, but the living room—where he and the baron were sitting alone—was completely silent.


      Eventually, the baron spoke up. “Thank you for coming all this way. It made Flora so happy. My wife and I are always trying to find ways to make her smile, but there isn’t much we can do for her.”


      Alexei could tell the baron was sincere. He was simply stating the truth in a way that didn’t burden the listener.


      “Flora is always talking about Lady Ekaterina,” he continued. “I cannot tell you how many times she’s told us about how kind, clever, and lovely your sister is. Now that I’ve met her, I can see she wasn’t exaggerating. I don’t think there is another ducal lady whose eyes would sparkle at the offer to bake a pie. She’s truly special.”


      Alexei cleared his throat. “You certainly have a good eye, Lord Cherny. I’m impressed. And Lady Flora is quite intelligent and capable. I understand why now that I’ve come here. You’ve created an environment where her talents can flourish. I’m sure my grandfather also valued your discernment very much.”


      Had Ekaterina heard that exchange, she would have shuddered at Alexei’s tendency to be instantly impressed by anyone who praised her. There was no doubt that the quickest way to win him over was to appeal to his affection for his sister.


      


      After getting used to the kitchens at the academy and at the Yulnova residence, I couldn’t help finding the baron and baroness’s kitchen quite small. Still, although it was clearly used often, everything was spotless and arranged with a precision that made preparing food effortless. Being a good cook probably started with having a good system.


      “Lady Natasha, I heard you were already very good at cooking back when you were a student,” I said as I tied the apron I’d borrowed from Flora. “When did you start?”


      “At my parents’ home,” she replied. “I have fire-attribute mana, and in my family, boys learned mana control as part of their martial arts training, but girls had nowhere to practice. In the end, I decided to try it out with the oven. Wouldn’t you agree that’s the best use of fire mana there is?” she joked with a little laugh. “I also have to admit I’ve always been a bit of a glutton. After building the fire, I always got the urge to fix myself something to eat.”


      A proverb from my past world flashed through my mind: People become good at what they like.


      Once we got started, it really proved how true that proverb was. Natasha was so good at this.


      “Let me warm the butter,” she said, picking up a bowl and conjuring a small flame under it.


      She had complete mastery over her fire. Her control was exquisite—delicate, precise, unwavering. I’d never seen anything like it.


      She’s so skilled.


      In my mind, fire-attribute mana was synonymous with battle. I’d seen people hurl great flames during practical classes, but I’d never seen anyone wield fire with this kind of finesse.


      One day, when technology advanced and people stopped using mana for warfare, maybe this would become the norm—fire mana used to cook. Maybe after my granduncle helped prism circles become widespread...


      Wait, no. If that happened, people wouldn’t need their own mana to create stable flames. With prism circles powering machines and appliances, personal mana might end up reserved for sports competitions and the like.


      Leaving those thoughts aside, if this delicate fire control was the secret behind the delectable taste of Natasha’s pie, I had no hope of imitating her.


      I was on the brink of despair when Natasha told me she only did this for the butter and would use the oven to simmer the apples and bake the pie. That made sense. Maintaining a flame for hours would have been far too taxing.


      Natasha showed me several little tricks, such as the order of the steps and proper mixing techniques. I was starting to feel hopeful I could improve my version of the pie.


      The kitchen was a bit cramped with the three of us, but Flora and I were so used to cooking together that we moved in sync and saved space without thinking. Natasha watched us work with a fond smile.


      “Apples like those, sweet yet sour, are perfect for apple pies,” she said.


      “So the sourness really is important,” I murmured.


      Unlike in Japan, where you could stroll into a supermarket and pick from a dozen varieties, finding the right apples for the recipe you wanted was a challenge here.


      I’m even more impressed that she manages to get it right every time.


      I took another good look at Natasha.


      She was a bright, gentle woman with an open, easygoing personality. She was small and had cute features, and I imagined she must have been adorable in her uniform, back in the day.


      Forli had told us people fought over the food she made, but I was starting to think that hadn’t been only because of the taste. Natasha must have been popular with the boys.


      Maybe it was because the heroine of the only otome game I’d ever played cooked, but Natasha struck me as the type who could’ve been the heroine of an otome game. Perhaps she had been the heroine of the academy in my grandfather’s generation.


      Sergei would have made a perfect male lead—and so would Forli, the son of a marquess.


      We need a villainess too... Urgh. I know just the one. The worst villainess in the universe: my own grandmother, Alexandra.


      Yup, they could have been the cast of another otome game. That would make Flora the worthy successor of the previous heroine, Natasha.


      Well, Natasha didn’t need to be the heroine of anything for the old hag to have bullied her. Just being on good terms with Sergei would have been enough to make her a target.


      “Is something bothering you?” Natasha asked, snapping me out of my thoughts.


      “You...” I hesitated before gathering my resolve. “You were in the same year as my grandfather, weren’t you, Lady Natasha? My grandmother was as well, so...um... How should I put this? Did you have any...connection to her?”


      “Her Highness Princess Alexandra, huh?” Natasha laughed. “Well, that is a difficult question to answer. If I had to put the way I viewed her into words, I’d say...”


      Natasha paused like she was rummaging for the right phrasing. Even after pondering for a long time, she didn’t find any and simply smiled.


      But that was enough for me to understand.


      I knew it! You bullied her! Damn you, old hag!!!


      Now I wondered if stress eating was what had driven my poor grandfather to devour that entire pie. He would have been a lot happier if he’d married Natasha instead.


      


      “In my eyes, Duke Sergei seemed to have it all—an exalted rank, a character worthy of it, and an outstanding sense of discernment. He was rather serious. He had his faults, too, but even so, I thought he was a good man. My wife and I were both very fond of him,” Baron Cherny said with a nostalgic smile.


      “What sort of things are you thinking about when you say he had his faults?” Alexei asked.


      “He had a way of manipulating people into doing what he wanted,” the baron replied without missing a beat. “Most of the time, they didn’t even realize they were being manipulated. They thought they were acting of their own volition. The rest of the time, he forced them, and they grumbled through the entire process—until they realized that what he’d made them do was, in fact, in their best interest. They usually ended up thanking him.”


      “I think I understand,” Alexei said, old memories resurfacing.


      “Duke Sergei loved people. He genuinely wished happiness for everyone who crossed his path. Though, to be fully honest, I always thought his habit of poking his nose into everybody’s love lives unprompted was rather questionable.” Faced with Alexei’s silence, the baron quickly added, “I apologize. That was rude of me.”


      Alexei had heard about his grandfather’s matchmaking tendencies many times—the man had even meddled in the emperor’s romance—so all he could do was force an awkward smile.


      “I have heard that you were once the target of his meddling, Lord Cherny,” he finally said.


      Sergei had arranged the circumstances that had allowed the baron and his future baroness to elope the night before graduation. It certainly counted as a major case of interference.


      However, the baron shook his head.


      “No, that wasn’t the same. He didn’t poke his nose into our affairs uninvited. He helped us carry out a decision we’d made on our own. Besides, he mostly did so to clean up the mess Her Highness Alexandra had caused.”


      Alexei was speechless. He hadn’t expected the baron to mention his grandmother.


      People often made more blunders when trying to recover from a verbal misstep, but the baron seemed especially bad at changing the subject. He was also a little too honest for his own good. Having brought Alexandra up, he had no choice but to accept his fate and tell Alexei the entire story.


      After meeting at the Magic Academy and pledging their love to one another, Joseph and Natasha had tried to go about things the right way by involving their families. As the son of a mere baron, Joseph hadn’t been exactly suited to Natasha, the daughter of an influential count, but their statuses wouldn’t have made the match impossible. Count Merno hadn’t been thrilled, but the marriage talks had been progressing.


      That was when Alexandra, an imperial princess, had started interfering.


      She had despised Natasha for daring to enjoy a hobby as “vulgar” as cooking despite being a count’s daughter, and she’d harassed her at every opportunity. As Joseph’s friend, Sergei had often admonished Alexandra for it. That’d led to Sergei and Natasha becoming friends...and to Alexandra hating the girl even more fiercely.


      To punish her, Alexandra had arranged for someone to approach Count Merno with a proposal. The match had been far more attractive than a union with a baron’s son: a wealthy, well-established widower, much older than Natasha—who was rumored to have beaten his previous wife to death.


      Alexei sighed. It was very like his grandmother.


      “I don’t know what to say...”


      “This all happened long before you were even born, Your Grace,” the baron said. “There’s no need for you to trouble yourself over it. In the end, Duke Sergei helped us, and we fled to my territory together.” He smiled before surprising Alexei with an even more unexpected statement. “Her Highness’s feelings for Duke Sergei were strong—frighteningly so. I believe his working against her to help us wounded her deeply.”


      Alexei’s neon-blue eyes widened. “Is that truly so?”


      “Yes. Looking back now, I see that Duke Sergei was more important to her than anyone else. Despite that, she wasn’t particularly important to him. He respected her as one should respect a fiancée, but that was all. She must have found that terribly insulting. So she strove to occupy a larger place in his heart by any means necessary. Her methods caused us much trouble, but they never changed Duke Sergei’s heart. I sometimes pity the pointlessness of her struggle.”


      “She strove to occupy a larger place in his heart by any means necessary...” Alexei repeated, his voice barely a whisper. He sifted through his memories for a few seconds. “Well...I believe I understand what you mean.”


      At that moment, the three women returned from the kitchen with a freshly baked apple pie.


      


      After a pleasant chat during which the Chernys shared stories of Sergei’s youth with us, Alexei and I said goodbye to Flora and her adoptive parents.


      The sweet scent of the apple pie I’d baked with Flora and Natasha lingered in the carriage. Natasha had been kind enough to give it to me to take home.


      “I had so much fun,” I said with a smile. “Thank you for accompanying me, brother.”


      “If you enjoyed yourself, that is the most important thing,” Alexei said, returning my smile.


      “Did you have a good time talking with Lord Cherny?”


      “I did. More than I had anticipated. I made unexpected discoveries.”


      “I’m glad to hear that.”


      I wondered what kind of discoveries he meant. The only topic they shared was our grandfather, so I assumed it had to be something about him.


      Alexei had come along simply because I’d wanted to visit Flora’s home, so I was glad he’d enjoyed himself too.


      “I’d like to visit again,” I said.


      “And you may, of course.” A pause. “Ah, that’s right. I thought of something on the way here.”


      Huh?


      “If you like that house, we could have one just like it built in the garden. How about we ask the Chernys to move there? You could see them any time you like then.”


      Brother...


      I knew iiiiiiiiit!!! He is crazy enough to have a house built for me on a whim! Please stop! I don’t think the Chernys want to live in our garden!


      Still, the sheer extent of his love made me happy.


      I can’t lose to him! I gotta do better!


      After swearing the same stupid oath to outdo him as always, I forced my brain into overdrive to find the gentlest possible way to decline his offer.


      While my mind raced, I smiled and said, “You are too kind to me, brother.”

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you very much for reading this book. I’m Chidori Hama.


      I’m very relieved I was able to deliver this eighth volume to you with less wait than the previous one.


      The school festival that began in the previous volume continued in volume 8. New and surprising characters appeared, and Alexei showed off his cool side! His match was one of the most enjoyable scenes for me to write, so I hope you had just as much fun reading it!


      Slowly but surely, the opponents Ekaterina and Alexei will have to face are becoming clearer. Very slowly, but still.


      When I first came up with this story, I never imagined it would become so long. Back then, I thought it might fill one volume... I wish I could go back in time and ask myself, What in the world are you talking about?


      And yet here we are, at volume 8, and still going. But the story is progressing!


      After the last volume came out, I was transferred at my main job and had to move far away from where I’d originally lived. In the afterword of the previous volume, I mentioned that my dog had passed away and that my cat was feeling lonely. I’m happy to announce that, since then, I’ve welcomed a red-and-white tabby little brother into the family. He’s adorable and very affectionate—so affectionate that his big sister is a bit annoyed by his over-the-top friendliness.


      Adjusting to my new environment has been difficult, but I’m grateful I could publish this volume despite that. On top of that, the next audiobook was released, and there is now an English translation as well. I’m overjoyed to witness Ekaterina’s brother complex spreading so far and wide.


      I’d like to once again thank my editor, who has been working with me since the previous volume and has treated me with endless kindness.


      And of course, my deepest thanks go to you, my dear readers. It’s thanks to you that I can keep writing.


      Please keep supporting Ekaterina, Alexei, and this series!


      Chidori Hama
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