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      Prologue


      Empress Mia Luna Tearmoon, the woman responsible for ushering in a golden age for the Tearmoon Empire—nay, for the whole continent—was well-known for her creed of “early to sleep and early to rise.”


      “There truly is no greater happiness than relaxing atop a nice, soft bed... Yet that isn’t something we tend to notice in times of peace, is it?” She spoke those words at every opportunity, instilling in both her children and her people that the current era of tranquility was worth protecting.


      “Don’t take this for granted! It takes effort to protect our happiness!” Those were her ideals passed down to her children and the foundations that led to long-lasting peace.




      Once again, Empress Mia had gone to bed early, just as she always did. She yawned. “Oho ho! I once again get to sleep soundly in my bed. There truly is no greater happiness than that.”


      Mia laid herself in her soft bed and closed her eyes, her mind perfectly calm. But after a few seconds...her eyes fluttered open, and she gazed at her dim surroundings. Then, she let out a sigh. “It’s tough to relax when sleeping alone...”


      Yes, Mia was alone. Her dear husband Abel was nowhere to be found, and this had left her terribly glum.


      “I hope he’s doing all right...” she said as she sighed once again.


      No, it hadn’t been a lovers’ quarrel that had driven Abel away. Currently, he was with their sons and grandsons on a trip to the Kingdom of Sunkland. The Libra King was a dear friend of Abel’s, and their friendship had remained strong, even if not to the level as their school days. Still, the men continued to spar together to polish their sword arms and seek greater heights. Their sons and grandsons inherited this relationship, and every few years, the two nations would hold a joint display of swordsmanship.


      Well, from Mia’s perspective, the boys who had served on Saint-Noel Academy’s student council were simply on a playdate.


      Anyway, Abel had already been gone for three whole days, and Mia was feeling incredibly lonely. This was especially true tonight, as her novel had taken a turn toward horror near the end. Yes, it just felt lonesome sleeping on her own.


      Was “lonesome” really the right word? Hmm.


      Anyway, Anne was absent and likely busy putting Mia’s grandchildren to bed. She wasn’t just the head maid, but the woman in charge of disciplining the royal grandchildren, and she was still as much of a loyal workaholic as ever.


      “Well, not that it matters to me! I’m an adult! Sleeping by myself doesn’t bother me one bit...” muttered Empress Mia, a woman already old enough to have grandchildren. She had assumed her reign over twenty years ago, so sleeping alone certainly didn’t sca—ahem, make her feel lonely.


      Mia once again closed her eyes. A few moments later, she was already drifting off to sleep. That’s when she heard...a bang!


      Hmm? What was that? It sounded like it was coming from inside my room...


      Mia’s eyes fluttered open. That’s when she saw a small figure reflected in the moonlight...crawling down from the walls! It squirmed and wiggled down to the floor, and as soon as it landed, it stood up...and started to slowly approach!


      “E-Eeeeeek!” Mia screeched.


      “Grandmother Mia? Are you all right?” an adorable voice came from the figure.


      “Huh? Could it be...? My, is that you, Bel?”


      Mia focused her eyes and found none other than her granddaughter, Miabel Luna Tearmoon, who had recently turned three years old. The young girl glanced around the room, and when her eyes finally landed on Mia, she smiled.


      Mia had been ready for a monster, but seeing that it was Bel, she couldn’t help but let out a long, long sigh of relief. “What are you doing here at this hour? Well, why don’t you come on over?” suggested Mia, patting her bed as she deftly tempted her granddaughter.


      Bel obediently listened and plopped herself next to her grandmother.


      “So,” said Mia. “What is it?”


      “Um, Grandmother Mia? I couldn’t sleep...”


      Yes, despite her young age, Bel referred to her with the proper term of “grandmother.” She was only following Mia’s example, as well as Patricianne’s, her own mother. However, it inspired a sense of longing in Mia. It made her wish she could go back to her days at Saint-Noel Academy, when Bel called her “Miss.”


      “What’s wrong, Grandmother Mia?”


      “How many times must I tell you Bel? I’m not ‘Grandmother,’ I’m—” Mia cut off her own words and giggled.


      “You’re...not Grandmother?”


      “Oh, don’t mind me. Anyway, Bel, um...what are you doing here? Rather, how did you get in here?”


      After all, Empress Mia was the most influential person in the whole nation, and this was her bedchamber—the most strictly guarded, difficult-to-infiltrate room in the empire. How exactly did her young granddaughter manage to get inside?


      Bel giggled. “I explore the castle all day and night, Grandmother Mia!”


      Yup. Bel is still Bel after all, thought Mia with longing in her eyes, Anyways...


      “Then you must have found a secret tunnel. Would you show it to me later? I’d better know in case anything happens,” said Mia as she stood out of bed.


      Bel looked up at her, her eyes fearful. She must have been worried that Mia was about to send her off to her own bed. “Grandmother Mia?”


      Mia gently pulled the covers over her granddaughter. “You can stay here for just a little while longer. It’s no fun when you can’t sleep, is it?” she said, her smile gentle. “But, hmm... We can’t just sit around and chitchat.”


      “I wanna hear your stories, Grandmother Mia!”


      “My, you do? Oho ho ho! Then I’ll tell you about all my tales until you fall asleep.”


      Thus, Mia began to share her dearest memories of days long ago.

    

  

  
    
      Noble Gacha


      Those responsible for Tiona’s imprisonment had been punished. Mia apologized on behalf of the other Tearmoon nobles, stepping out of Rafina’s quarters and running back to her room. There, she found Anne in the middle of cleaning. After expressing some heartfelt gratitude for her maid, she immediately dragged Anne into town.


      She would reward Anne for all of her hard work! Rather, Mia just wanted to tour all the shops in town that sold sweets.


      “Saint-Noel is terribly amazing!” exclaimed Mia.


      Saint-Noel Island was surrounded by a lake, and a town had developed around the academy. Only those thoroughly vetted by Rafina were allowed to reside here; since the school housed the children of influentials the continent over, they couldn’t afford to let in anyone suspicious. It would be disastrous if a townsperson slipped some poison into a noble’s food, after all. Thus, those affiliated with the Holy Principality would conduct regular—but secret—investigations of the stores that lined the streets.


      The island was the safest paradise on the whole continent, completely devoid of any plots or schemes. However, that didn’t mean the town was without stiff competition. Suiting the refined palates of noble heirs meant the city had a much greater variety of luxuries to offer than was typical. Somewhere down the line, Saint-Noel Island had transformed into a breeding ground for the most cutting-edge, high-quality items throughout the continent.


      And naturally, their sweets—beloved by teenage girls everywhere—were also at the forefront of continental trends.


      “My, that looks tantalizing... Oh, and look at that sugar sculpture! It’s amazing! Do you see it, Anne?!”


      Seeing Mia in such high spirits caused a smile to blossom on Anne’s face. “Calm down, milady. The shops aren’t going anywhere.”


      “The shops might not, but their goods will! Someone could buy up the whole stock!” said Mia, breaking out into a run.


      That’s when she bumped into a young boy. “Eek!”


      “M-My apologies...”


      “Yes, I apologize as well. Wait, aren’t you...?”


      “Ah! I-I can’t believe it... Your Highness!” As soon as the boy caught a glimpse of Mia’s face, he flung his head downward so forcefully it seemed he had every intention of slamming it straight into the ground. “M-My deepest apologies!”


      “No, it’s my fault for not paying attention. Um... If I remember correctly, you’re Uros, Viscount Langess’s son, yes?”


      Mia recognized the boy as Uros Langess, the eldest son of one of Tearmoon’s viscount families, and...


      “Let me apologize once again. My vassal truly acted out of hand.”


      ...the master of one of the culprits responsible for imprisoning Tiona on the night of the dance party.


      “You’ve already apologized. There’s no need to reignite past troubles.” Truthfully, Mia just didn’t want to think about it. She was on this sweets tour to forget about how nervous she had been when she apologized to Rafina! This guy needed to learn how to read the room! Such complaints threatened to escape Mia’s lips, but she managed to hold them back. “Which reminds me, I’d love to try the sweets your family developed, Uros.”


      Mia had been familiar with Uros since before her redo. She was the Great Sage of the Empire, so naturally, she remembered all the nobles in Tearmoon—well, not really. As we all already know, Mia was no sage.


      Then why did she remember the boy? Because every single year, he’d come to greet her bearing gifts—and ones she particularly fancied at that! Thus, Mia remembered him as a young man with a good eye.


      Mia’s favorite of his many gifts had been a sweet he proclaimed had been developed by the Langess family—the cream puff. Since they wouldn’t keep, Mia had received special permission from Rafina to bring her own chef to Saint-Noel Academy who could prepare the delicacy for her.


      “Huh? Sweets? I don’t think my family’s developed any of those.”


      “My, they haven’t?” Perhaps that comes a little later, thought Mia, tilting her head. “Well, never mind it then. Please do work hard while you’re here at the academy.”


      “Y-Yes, Your Highness! I will do my absolute best to be of use to you!” he said, flinging his head back toward the ground in a bow. Then, he turned around and dashed back toward the academy.


      Mia watched him disappear into the distance and gave a self-satisfied nod. “That’s the spirit! Let’s get going, Anne!”


      Perhaps this boasting was what had earned her this punishment. As they walked through the streets of the city’s shopping district, the sky began to turn gray.


      “Look at the sky, milady...”


      Just as those words escaped Anne’s mouth, a big raindrop landed on Mia’s nose.


      “My, it’s raining?” muttered Mia. The sky immediately began to roar as if to answer her. “Eek!”


      Following the thunder came buckets of rain. The two panically took refuge inside a shop. It was dilapidated and located inside a twisting alley path.


      The clock had just struck three.




      “I’ve got the worst luck...” a woman sighed. A small confectionary shop stood in a back alley near Saint-Noel Academy. The brand-new vibrant sign that marked the store seemed out of place against its dirty, worn walls, and it read: Catalina Confectionaries.


      Catalina Ehrnrooth, the shop owner, watched out the window in a daze. Raindrops fell in droves. The sky was dark, save for the occasional lightning. On the street before the store was a flyer crumpled by the rain, marked in adorable handwriting with the words: “Try the latest item by the newly renovated Catalina Confectionaries, the cream puff! Available until 3:00 p.m. We can’t wait for you to stop in for some tea and tea cakes!”


      Catalina had written the flyers herself and had toiled tirelessly to distribute them. But now, the letters bled with the rain, making them look unsettling.


      “Story of my life...”


      No customers would come in this downpour. The academy’s students were all of high birth; none of them would purposefully face the danger of getting soaked. Not to mention, her new product was only good for a single day. She’d soon have to throw out the whole stock. Tears threatened to spill from her eyes as she gazed at the mountain of cream puffs she had worked so hard on.


      “I’m always...so unlucky.”


      Having inherited the shop from her late parents, Catalina worked diligently alongside her younger sister to keep the business afloat. Nevertheless, their profits continued to plummet and their customers waned. In a desperate attempt to revitalize the store, the sisters had remodeled. The two gave their all into creating a new menu, and yet...it was currently raining buckets on the day of their grand reopening. Her sister had left to attract customers, but Catalina got the feeling her efforts would prove fruitless.


      “Why does this always have to happen to me?”


      But as soon as Catalina had sunk to her lowest, she heard a chime at the door.




      Let us return to the old timeline for just a moment. It was a world where misfortunes abounded, where the common people were completely overrun by noble arrogance. As the flames of revolution engulfed the Tearmoon Empire, Catalina found herself in the country slums. Two years had passed since the store she inherited from her parents had gone under.


      Back then, on the day of their grand reopening—the very day Catalina and her sister had started anew after going into debt to revitalize their failing shop and toiling endlessly to think up a new menu—a young noble boy had entered to escape the rain. His name was Uros Langess, and at first, he had spoken ill of the place, calling it dirty. But Catalina had ignored his words, instead offering him their newest product with a smile. She hoped that by gaining the favor of a noble, she could once again find business and attract new clientele.


      In fact, Catalina’s invention was truly excellent. As soon as Uros placed the cream puff in his mouth, he began to shower her with praise, even promising to request that his father invest in the business if the situation allowed for it.


      Catalina was thrilled. Businesses backed by nobles boomed. She could pay back her debts and live the good life alongside her sister. She was desperate to earn Uros’s good graces and showered him with affection. As a result, she let the cream puff recipe slip.


      Uros left the shop with the promise to return—a promise he didn’t keep. His investment was pushed off indefinitely, and the shop’s profits began to decline once again. In less than three years, the store was gone, and Catalina and her sister had fallen into poverty. One day, her sister collapsed. She never got back up.


      Catalina grieved the loss of the only family she had left. That’s when she heard a rumor. The cream puffs—her very invention—had grown incredibly popular within Saint-Noel Academy. She snuck inside the school and discovered Uros smugly handing out the cream puffs—her and her sister’s sweat and tears—to the other noble children. She cried and protested.


      “You’re not selling them, right? What’s the problem? Your business just couldn’t keep up. I was just trying to graciously give everyone the opportunity to try these tasty snacks,” said Uros, completely devoid of ill will and utterly unable to imagine the pain Catalina had suffered. He even deigned to smile.


      Catalina’s heart snapped in two. A few years later, when the empire burned with the flames of revolution and she caught word that the whole Langess clan had been executed, she didn’t react. Instead, she simply muttered, “I’m simply unlucky, aren’t I?”




      Catalina had led a life of misfortune. That was undeniable. But where had it begun? When her parents died, leaving her and her sister behind? Once the business began to fall under? Or maybe when they chose to remodel and start anew?


      That question had no clear answer, but she was certain of one thing: Her fate had been decided on that rainy day. The noble who had rolled into her store had been a dud. She had lost the “noble gacha.”


      So, what would have happened if—just if—she had pulled a super rare noble?




      The shop’s door flung open. Catalina rushed to lift her weary head. “W-Welcome!” she said, wiping away her tears and flashing her customers a smile.


      Two young girls had stepped inside the shop. One was dressed as a maid and had red hair tied into a ponytail. Catalina thought she had to be about the same age as herself. And beside her was...


      Catalina gasped. The other girl wore a white blazer drenched by the rain, alongside a pearly pleated skirt. It was Saint-Noel Academy’s school uniform.


      She’s a noble!


      The drops of rain in her golden hair caused it to glisten, while those on her skin pooled together to drip down her marble features. She seemed to be around the same age as Catalina’s sister, and Catalina had a hard time believing she wasn’t some sort of higher being. The girl was stunning.
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      “I’ll go ask if they have a cloth to dry yourself with, Miss Mia.”


      Miss Mia...? Catalina was shocked. She had heard that name before. If she was remembering correctly, that was the name of the princess of the Tearmoon Empire who had just enrolled at the academy.


      “Um, my apologies. Could I borrow a cloth?”


      “Oh, of course! Please wait just a moment.” Catalina rushed into the kitchen and grabbed a clean cloth. Then, she handed it to the maid. “Use this.”


      “Thank you very much,” the maid responded with a gentle smile.


      Catalina returned one of her own. “It must have been terribly unpleasant out there. I’ll bring you another cloth.”


      Catalina retreated to the store’s back room to retrieve another rag. By the time she had returned, this “Mia” had stripped off her blazer. The blouse underneath was nearly perfectly dry. They mustn’t have been outside for very long.


      Should I bring her a change of clothes? Or would that be disrespectful? Catalina was at a loss, but she soon breathed a sigh of relief.


      “Moons! This rain came at the worst time,” grumbled the noble girl as her maid dried her hair.


      The maid grimaced back. “Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do about that, milady. We can’t control the weather.”


      “But I haven’t gotten to eat anything yet! We were here to feast on sweets!”


      “U-Um...” Catalina raised her voice. “In that case, would you like to try ours?”


      “Hmm?”


      “We have sweets. In fact, we have a new product we just released today. Please do try it!”




      “You want me to eat...here?” Mia glanced around the store. This just doesn’t feel right...


      The store was empty and dilapidated. Though it was clean, it looked plain dull, having absolutely nothing that would draw anyone in. And more than anything, there weren’t any other customers.


      People must hate this place... thought Mia, very rudely. Then, she let out a sigh. Coming inside to escape the rain without ordering anything didn’t sit right with her, so she planned to at least order some tea to sip on, but... A new product, hmm? I doubt it’ll be very good, but I suppose...


      Mia pushed through her misgivings and flashed Catalina a smile. “I’ll take just one, then,” she said. But as soon as she saw the item, her tone changed. “Moons! Th-This is...!”


      This is a cream puff! There’s no doubt about it! Mia thought back to the pastries Uros had once handed out. They had thin, starchy, and crispy dough, and as soon as you took a bite, your mouth was filled with rich, sweet cream. Mia recalled their mesmerizing saccharinity and the satisfaction they’d always leave her with.


      Before Mia had realized it, she had already taken a bite. “Moons!” These are even better than the ones Uros would hand out!


      It had been five years since Mia first encountered cream puffs, if you include the old timeline. Though memories tended to embellish, this new product easily outstripped the cream puffs she had tasted before.


      “This is delicious, milady!” Anne sat beside Mia, looking equally as shocked as she was. She smiled at her master, who smiled back.


      “Yes, these are truly...excellent.”


      But... Mia was lost in her thoughts. What’s happening? What is the delicacy Uros’s family invented doing here?


      Mia tossed the rest of the cream puff into her mouth with a ponderous groan. Thinking required sweets. That was just a fact of life.


      “Seconds, please!” demanded Mia as she once again fell back into her thoughts. She tossed a second cream puff into her mouth, then reached for a third.


      “I think that’s enough, milady,” said Anne, stopping her.


      “My, you’re quite observant, Anne.”


      “Pretending to think isn’t enough to fool me, milady!”


      That’s when Mia hit upon a theory. Oho ho! I see how it is! She suddenly recalled bumping into Uros earlier, and how he had said his family hadn’t developed such a confection.


      I’ve completely solved the mystery! Uros discovered this shop! Then, his family bought it up!


      She was so close! Unfortunately, Mia’s reasoning skills weren’t quite on the money. But that was only natural; Mia couldn’t even fathom that Uros would steal the recipe and use it for his family’s gain. For Mia, claiming that the sweet had been developed back home would mean it was developed in Tearmoon, which wasn’t much to brag about.


      “I have a question. Has a noble boy named Uros ever stopped by?”


      “Hmm? No, we haven’t had any customers from Saint-Noel Academy recently.”


      Mia grinned. “My, that’s a relief... Oho ho! Still, this dessert is incredibly tasty.”


      “Th-Thank you!”


      “I’ve never seen anything like it before. How is it made?” casually asked Anne.


      “Well, you see...” Catalina was about to gleefully blabber the secret away.


      “Stop right there!” That’s when Mia jumped to the rescue. “You can’t share your recipe with just anyone! And you too, Anne! You mustn’t ask questions like that,” she said, sounding awfully proud of herself.


      The other two girls bowed. “My apologies, milady. I spoke out of line...”


      “Th-Thank you very much. I can be a ditz at times...”


      Mia had said something perfectly upstanding! But why had she bothered to step in? Well, that was because...


      This is my chance! I’ll be the first to jump on this trend! But if any other nobles figure out the recipe, they’ll beat me to the punch!


      Yes, Mia was operating with quite...petty...intentions. But she already knew that cream puffs would soon be a big hit! She had come from that very future!


      What might happen if I’m the one who introduces these sweets to everyone?


      Let’s say, for example, that there were students happily chatting about cream puffs in her classroom. In that case, Mia could walk right by and triumphantly declare, “Huh? You’ve had them too? Just so you know, I was the first to discover them.”


      The honor of being the first to jump on a trend—flaunting that was a pleasure beyond all others. Mia couldn’t help but tremble as she imagined herself at the forefront of a fad!


      M-Moons! That’ll feel amazing!


      Mia had a loyal retinue during the previous timeline. They always flattered her, and she was proud to always be the center of attention. But not once—not even once—had she ever started a trend! When it came to dresses, accessories, and what have you, Mia was always left in the dust by her fashion-forward classmates. She’d twiddle her thumbs, watch these girls with sparkling eyes and think, Oh, I wish I was as popular as them...


      To think that dream would come true right here and now! Yes, this quite honestly frivolous dream—not that Mia minded—would soon be true, and Mia was absolutely set on making sure of it!


      “Um, Miss, uh...”


      “It’s Catalina.”


      “Catalina, then. I’m a big fan of this store, particularly this new item of yours. What was it called again?”


      “Do you mean the cream puffs?”


      “Yes, those. I’m quite a fan of these cream puffs. Thus...”


      “Wait! Are you going to sponsor us?!”


      “Huh?” Mia stared back at her blankly. Having Catalina as a personal pâtissier was a tantalizing offer. She’d be able to brag that these delectable pastries had been invented by none other than her own personal pastry chef. However...


      That would be bad. Mia shook her head. Sponsoring a confectionary store meant investing in it, which would certainly be viewed by others as wasteful spending. Ludwig’s furious face suddenly popped into her mind. There was no telling how terrible of a scolding she’d be in for, and it could mean tossing aside the rapport between them that she had worked so hard to build! She couldn’t do that! It was too risky!


      But how can I lead this trend without wasting any funds...? Wait, that’s it!


      Eureka!




      “My apologies, but I can’t sponsor you.”


      Disappointment washed over Catalina. But if she’s such a fan, maybe she’ll become a regular?


      That would be more than enough. Finally, Catalina could mutter about her fortune, rather than misfortune. Still, she was naturally feeling down. This girl was the princess of a mighty empire, a young woman who possessed unparalleled power and riches. She could save Catalina’s shop in a flash if she wanted.


      And yet...


      Yup. Just my luck. That was the one thought on her mind.


      “Instead, I’d like to ask if you’re interested in selling these cream puffs at the academy.”


      Catalina was dumbfounded.


      Mia ignored this. “Of course, we’ll need Miss Rafina’s permission, but I’m quite sure she’ll agree. The rest depends on you.”


      “On...me...” Catalina muttered as Mia’s blue eyes watched her. She had always believed herself to be unlucky. All she had ever hoped for was a few loyal customers, at the very most. And yet, the girl before her—this Mia—seemed to deny Catalina’s assumptions. She had offered Catalina a choice, and it all depended on her.


      It was only then that Catalina recalled this girl’s epithet—Mia Luna Tearmoon, the Great Sage of the Empire. It was quite a lofty title for such a young girl, which was exactly why Catalina had dismissed it. In fact, it would have been simple for this girl to make Catalina her personal pastry chef, but she hadn’t. Instead, she had forced Catalina to rely on more than luck.


      It’s up to me... That’s right. I’m the one who makes my own happiness.


      Catalina lifted her face with determination. No longer did her eyes belong to a weak girl who lamented her fate and rued her misfortunes; her expression was one of a woman who had resolved to claim her fate for herself.


      “Thank you very much for your kindness, Your Highness. I would love to.”


      Mia gave a satisfied nod.




      Catalina’s story was one of unusual fortune. After a chance encounter with a princess, she had decided to live on her own terms and claim happiness herself. In the game of Noble Gacha, Catalina had pulled the Tearmoon Princess, an ultra rare. Her days of glory began then, when she fortuitously grew acquainted with a powerful princess.


      At least, that’s what others would say. However, Catalina wasn’t quite so sure. Yes, their meeting could only be described as serendipitous, but that wasn’t what had changed her fate. Rather...


      This is all because I changed my thinking. Because I stopped lamenting my misfortunes.


      Catalina once believed her unhappiness was caused by others, that it was because nobody had extended kindness to her. She thought luck controlled her life, and there was nothing she could do to change it. She had been running, but on that day, she stopped.


      Hard work wasn’t guaranteed to be rewarded. She always knew that, just as she learned early in life that sudden misfortune could befall anyone. But—yes, but—what now filled her heart was the words of the girl who had once rolled into her shop: “It all depends on you.”


      Luck didn’t decide your fate, you did. Those were the words the Great Sage of the Empire had imparted on Catalina that fateful day, and they were the reason Catalina continued to bake.


      “Welcome!”


      “Greetings. My, I’m glad you’re doing so well, but I didn’t expect it to be so crowded here... My, are these new? Anne! Why don’t we order one to share?”


      The fussy girl who had changed Catalina’s fate was here for a snack...and she was grinning ear to ear.




      Oho ho! They’re flying off the shelves, just like I knew they’d be! Oh, it’s so nice leading a trend for once... Mia scowled, pretending to be fussed by the crowd. But inside, she was smiling. I really can’t get enough of everyone’s faces when I tell them I was a customer before the boom and that I was the one who introduced the place to Miss Rafina!


      The pleasure of being well respected and at the center of attention caused Mia’s lips to turn upward.


      “My, are these new? Anne! Why don’t we order one to share?”


      Mia was certain that this new product would draw even more attention to the shop, and even more attention to Mia as the one who discovered it! She was dying to get a taste of this new confection, and it had her grinning from ear to ear.

    

  

  
    
      Princess Mia...Sows the Seeds (Literally)


      “Mr. Ludwig, you have a delivery from Her Highness.”


      “Ah, thank you.” Ludwig glanced at the package from Mia and frowned. “Again?”


      Ever since Mia had gone to Saint-Noel Academy, she’d been sending back large sums of money on a monthly basis. So far, it totaled almost half of what she’d received as living expenses. There were never any instructions included with the money she sent, so Ludwig took it to mean that she trusted him to put it to good use. He appreciated it; it was never a bad thing to have some extra cash. While it came from taxing the people and therefore wasn’t making the Empire any richer, it wasn’t tied up by the budget and he could use it however he wished. From providing relief for impoverished areas to bolstering the treasury of the hospital built in Mia’s name, there was no shortage of places that needed money.


      “Never does a day go by when I’m not deeply grateful for Princess Mia’s care and consideration...but are we sure this is okay?”


      He couldn’t help but wonder. Sure, so long as she was in Saint-Noel, she would never lack for basic necessities. Meals were prepared by the dormitory, so unless she wished to head to town and dine out, there was no need for food money. She already had a room to live in, and teaching materials were all provided by the academy. In terms of simple day-to-day living, there was absolutely no need to spend money in Saint-Noel.


      However, Mia was a princess, and there was the issue of image. How she was viewed directly affected the reputation of the Empire. If her lifestyle were to be seen as shabby or unseemly, it would be a disgrace for all of Tearmoon. Therefore, it was necessary for her to host the occasional tea party and invite the princesses from the other kingdoms. She also needed to actively participate in evening balls. The cost of attending events like these might as well be considered foreign diplomacy expenses, and therefore was required spending. It shouldn’t normally be possible to save this much money...


      “But, I mean, this is Princess Mia we’re talking about. I’m sure she’s done the calculations and has it all planned out somehow...”




      Meanwhile, in a profound betrayal of Ludwig’s expectations, Mia was busy saving like a true miser.


      “I can’t afford to waste any money!”


      Without asking, her father—the Emperor—kept sending her tons of money, so she kept diverting considerable portions of it to Ludwig. As for the small amount she held on to, she tried her hardest to avoid spending any of that as well. Oftentimes, in a display of frugality entirely unbefitting her status, her mind would be occupied by thoughts such as I wonder if I can survive all next month on the money from this month?


      Day after day, Mia racked her brains trying to figure out ways to save money without damaging the Empire’s reputation, perpetually walking that fine line between frugality and humiliation. It was a feat impossible for mere commoners like Anne. Only true masters like the Great Sage of the Empire had the skill and wisdom to find that delicate balance.


      The latest event to trouble Mia was the very thing Ludwig had himself considered: a tea party between princesses. For parties like these, it was obviously expected that the host would foot the whole bill. From purchasing expensive teas to preparing tantalizing snacks, all the expenses were the host’s responsibility. Guests, of course, had to bring small gifts as well, but those were cheap enough that she didn’t mind doing that while attending the soirees of others. In fact, she eagerly accepted invitations to parties and was perfectly happy to bring a present with her. She couldn’t solely go to other people’s parties, though. At some point, she had to host an elaborate tea party of her own to display the wealth and power of the Empire to her peers. And therein lay the problem...


      “What should I do...?”


      That day, Mia was rolling around in bed and idly scanning the notes Anne had left for her. She flipped onto her stomach, kicking at the bed and scowling at the note.


      “I honestly have no idea what I should do about this...”


      Scribbled across the paper were the costs involved in the tea party she’d attended the other day, with Anne’s help, they’d calculated and written them down. During the party, she’d gone around asking things like, “This tea is wonderful. What kind of leaves did you use?” and “These sweets are delicious. I’d like to have my father send me some later. Where did you order them from?” to inconspicuously extract information. When she tallied all the costs up...


      “This is almost three-quarters of my monthly allowance... Isn’t this a little too much to be spending on reputation alone?”


      Being the princess of a very wealthy empire, a tea party that chewed through three-quarters of her monthly allowance in one go was nothing to sneeze at. That kind of spending was definitely excessive. She’d been surprised to learn that such parties were not uncommon in the academy. Slowly, it dawned on her that tea parties in Saint-Noel were not mere entertainment... They were battlefields where the pride and prestige of various kingdoms clashed. Hidden behind the delicate smiles of princesses and the daughters of nobles were egos honed to a razor-sharp point, which they wielded with deadly skill in an invisible melee of power, wealth, and fame. What would happen if Mia were to join the fray?


      All that money I worked so hard to save is going to disappear in the blink of an eye!


      The most dire casualty would undoubtedly be her wallet. For example, suppose Mia used a whole month’s worth of her allowance to host a tea party. In that case, one of her princess guests who was too competitive for her own good would probably try to outdo her and host another one that cost two months’ allowance. After that, in order to maintain the Empire’s image, Mia would have to up the ante even more.


      There’d be no end to it.


      Spurred on by the unchecked egos of princesses, there would be rampant inflation of expenditures. Ultimately, it would be the same as an arms race, except instead of the number of warhorses or experienced soldiers, it would be the quality of utensils and cost of tea leaves and sweets.


      “I need to uphold the Empire’s reputation while distancing myself from such pointless competition. Hm... This will require some sort of paradigm shift, but how...” she muttered to herself, still in bed.


      Just then, Anne appeared at the door.


      “Excuse me, milady. A messenger from Miss Rafina has arrived with an invitation to her tea party.”


      “From Miss Rafina, you say...” answered Mia, glancing listlessly in Anne’s direction.


      Tea with Rafina was not something Mia was looking forward to, but all things considered, it was also not an invitation she could easily refuse.




      “So be it. Into enemy territory I go, then. I’ll consider it reconnaissance,” she said, figuring she might as well make use of the opportunity. She’d been thinking about tea parties, after all, and the offer tickled her curiosity. With her mind made up, she lazily wiggled out of her clothes and changed into a dress. The fact that she’d been in her pajamas until noon was a secret known only to Anne.




      “Welcome, Princess Mia. By the way, do you mind if I just call you Mia?”


      “Oh, not at all. Call me whatever you want!” said Mia with a slightly overenthusiastic smile.


      The tea party took place in a garden on the outskirts of the school grounds. Commonly referred to as the Secret Garden, it was said to be accessible only to those who were invited by Rafina. Ever since she first attended Saint-Noel in the previous timeline, Mia had wanted to come take a look, but this was the first time she had ever set foot inside. As soon as she entered, a floral aroma filled her nose.


      What a wonderful place. Even the Whitemoon Palace back home doesn’t have a garden like this, she thought, enchanted by the sweet smell that surrounded her.


      Pinkish-red flowers filled her view. Known as “princess roses,” they were a rare breed that had a strong, elegant fragrance and were notoriously difficult to grow.


      “What do you think? Do you like them?”


      Sitting at a table in the center of the garden was Rafina, her smile every bit as lovely as the flowers around her. Mia turned toward her and curtsied.


      “I’m terribly honored to have been invited to this tea party, Rafina,” said Mia, smiling back. As she looked around, however, the smile froze on her face. “Um... Where might the other guests be?”


      “You’re my only guest today, Mia.”


      “...Huh?”


      Her lips quivered a little, and she felt cold sweat begin to drip down her back. Trying very hard to maintain her smile, she asked, “I-I’m the only one?”


      “Yes. We just became friends the other day, didn’t we? I’ve been meaning to sit down with you ever since. Now that you’re here today, we can have a good talk and really get to know one another.”


      Rafina continued to smile, striking absolute terror into the core of Mia’s chicken-hearted soul.




      After Mia had settled nervously into her seat, a maid appeared with their tea.


      “Is Miss Anne not with you today?”


      “O-Oh, um, no, because I thought there would be other people here.”


      In general, she didn’t bring Anne to tea parties. The one time she’d done so, the noble girl who’d hosted the party had spent the whole afternoon staring at Anne in a way that constantly reminded her that she didn’t belong. Rafina’s expression turned solemn, and she gave an understanding nod.


      “I see. I apologize for not making that clear earlier. It’s certainly true that no one appreciates having someone they trust be treated with hostility.” Then she smiled again and continued, her voice growing melodious with excitement. “But this means I have you all to myself, Mia. Oh, there’s so much to talk about. This is going to be so much fun.”


      M-M-Moons have mercy! Alone? With her? I might as well serve her my head on a silver platter!


      She swallowed in an attempt to contain her panic. As she forced herself to keep faking a smile, her gaze fell on the table before her, where a teacup rested.


      Hm, this cup...was made in Belluga. And it wasn’t cheap either.


      There was a glimmer in her eye. She’d remembered her mission. It was reconnaissance time. Next, she turned her attention toward the tea in the cup, only to pause at its color.


      It’s...pink?


      “I do hope it will suit your tastes...” said Rafina, gesturing for her to give it a try.


      She brought the cup to her lips and took a sip. A pleasant warmth filled the inside of her mouth and rose up through her nose, bringing with it a pleasing aroma that mixed the freshness of herbs with the sweetness of flowers.


      “My... This is delicious.”


      Before she knew it, the words had slipped from her mouth. Her honest compliment made Rafina beam.


      “That’s wonderful to hear.”


      “It has such an unusual fragrance. What kind of tea leaves did you use to make this?”


      Upon hearing her question, Rafina’s lips curled into a knowing grin.


      “It’s an original herbal tea made from a blend of herbs and flowers. In fact, you might find one of the aromas in the blend rather familiar...” she said as she looked around.


      As Mia followed her line of sight around the garden, it suddenly occurred to her.


      “The smell of flowers... Were they...the ones in this garden?”


      “Correct. You’re very good with smells, Mia.” Rafina giggled before gently cradling one of the flowers in her hands. “These little darlings are mine, actually. I’ve been tending to them myself.”


      “My, is that so? I didn’t know gardening was a hobby of yours, Miss Rafina.”


      “It most certainly is. Not just flowers either. I’m growing all sorts of herbs and even some fruits. Whenever I host a tea party, I bring them for my guests.”


      “I see, you tend them personally...”


      Just then, Mia had a flash of divine inspiration. Th-That’s it! If Miss Rafina has an interest in gardening, then I just have to show an interest too!


      The act of treating guests to teas infused with flowers that one had grown oneself could arguably be seen as forcing one’s interests on others. In Rafina’s case, it was fine because her products were of high enough quality to be considered a treat for her guests. It was entirely possible, however, for someone else to serve tea infused with herbs of questionable quality or produce a cake made with malformed fruits. In those cases, it would hardly be a treat for the guests. If that someone else was her, however...


      Though it would be a display of supreme arrogance, it would not damage the reputation of Tearmoon. If anything, it would be an attitude befitting the princess of a powerful empire.


      They’ll probably call me egotistical, but at least they won’t call me stingy. What a brilliant idea, if I do say so myself!


      “The fruits I can preserve with sugar and use in cakes. I sometimes squeeze the juice out instead and serve the dry meaty portion with tea. All in all, I just enjoy growing and taking care of plants.”


      “What a wonderful hobby you have,” said Mia, nodding along with a smile that showed a little too much tooth to be entirely sincere.




      The next day, Mia started looking into herbs right away. Fortunately, Saint-Noel was home to the largest collection of knowledge on the continent. There was an abundance of books about botany, and she found the ones she needed immediately. With this information at her fingertips, she flipped a book open and delved into its pages. She learned about herbs and flowers used in teas as well as fruits used in cakes, but that was not all. From edible grasses to tasty fungi, the books were filled with all sorts of valuable information.


      “There’s so much to this, and it’s all so fascinating...” she mused some time later.


      When she’d been on the run from the revolutionary army, hunger had been a constant source of suffering. Being able to forage for food in the forest would have been a godsend.


      “I thought about trying to catch fish or hunt hares, but I figured it was all too hard. It never occurred to me to consider wild grasses, though...”


      The face of the head chef in the capital city appeared in her mind.


      “Perhaps I’ll pay him a visit when I go back for the summer... He was very good at cooking ambermoon tomatoes, so maybe he’ll know how to make wild grasses taste good as well.”


      As she kept reading, she happened upon a piece of information that impressed her even more.


      “Indefinite propagation of sickle moon radishes?! If something like this was possible, then wouldn’t it solve all famine for good? I definitely need to look into this!”




      “Hm... It should be somewhere around here...”


      Three days later, under orders from Mia, Anne made her way into town. The island on which the academy stood was home to all sorts of people and businesses, but everything revolved around Saint-Noel. Stores and stalls existed primarily to serve the needs of students, with only a small subset for academy staff and the store owners themselves. The academy was at the center of every local industry, making the whole island effectively a college town. The island was, therefore, devoid of the kind of people who might be referred to as farmers. Vegetables and fruits were all ferried in from the outside, so there was no need for any local agriculture. However, gardening was a surprisingly popular hobby among nobles. The academy even had a gardening club, and there was never any shortage of noble girls eager to profess their love for flowers. With demand came supply, so naturally, the island was home to many stores that sold gardening supplies. They happened to be concentrated in the western district of the town, which was where Anne was headed now.


      “I guess Mia decided to take up gardening as a hobby,” she mused as she remembered the way Mia excitedly recounted the events of her tea party with Rafina the other day.


      It was such a wonderful garden. She said she’d love to have you over as well, so let’s go together next time!


      “She had such a wide smile on her face.” Anne giggled quietly to herself. “Miss Rafina must have rubbed off on her.”


      As the Great Sage of the Empire, Mia was wise beyond her years. The insight and intelligence she displayed rivaled—no, far surpassed—that of most adults. The thought of Mia, wisdom incarnate as she was, acting like any other girl her age and being influenced by a big sister she looked up to brought a fond smile to Anne’s face.


      “Hm, let’s see. These are princess roses, and these are herbs, I think. Also... Hm?” She cocked a brow as she regarded the note Mia had handed her. “Huh... I’m pretty sure this is that thing mom grows at home. I remember eating this...”


      The kind of gardening that Anne imagined nobles would partake in involved beautiful flowers, fragrant herbs, and an overall air of elegance. She envisioned a refined hobby that was more art than activity. Mia’s list, meanwhile, was quite grounded. It consisted mostly of vegetables. And not just any vegetables; these were hardcore produce—the kind that farmers grew en masse. They were so grounded she could almost smell the soil on them. Demand for such things was so low that Anne wasn’t sure if she’d even be able to find them in the store.


      “And what’s this? A single sickle moon radish? And what’s this ceramic-looking thing? Seems like some sort of plate...”


      For a moment, scenes of her mother chopping the leafy end of the radish off and soaking it in water resurfaced in her mind. She remembered how her mother used to wait for the leaves to grow back and use them for cooking. It was a little life hack they’d learned from Anne’s grandmother.


      “Ha ha, as if. The Great Sage of the Empire wouldn’t resort to granny wisdom.”


      Little did she know that her hunch was dead-on.


      “There’s probably something she needs these for... Something wise and very important...”


      Not in her wildest dreams would she have thought that the Great Princess Mia had found a solution to the Empire’s mortal woes using exactly that—granny wisdom.




      “Milady, the things you ordered have arrived.”


      “Thank you, Anne. Let’s go then.”


      All the students in Saint-Noel who took part in gardening had small gardens reserved for their use. They were in a pleasant corner of the courtyard that received a generous amount of sunshine.


      Dressed in dirt-resistant gardening wear that consisted of a short-sleeved blouse and shorts, Mia eagerly made her way outside. Anne had already laid out the equipment she’d ordered in a row. There was a shovel, a watering pot, pruning shears—all of which were brand new—as well as a variety of seeds.


      “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t find any vegetable seeds in town, and it’s pretty expensive to import them.”


      “I see. I figured as much,” said Mia with a nod.


      Being able to grow vegetables on her own would have allowed her to use them during not only tea parties but lunch parties as well, so the news was a tad disappointing. She wasn’t too frustrated, though. Even she hadn’t expected it to be easy to grow vegetables. Her true objective was...


      “By the way, Anne, did you manage to find a sickle moon radish?”


      “Ah, yes, I got that pretty easily, but... Mmhmhm,” Anne said, giggling.


      Mia gave her a puzzled look.


      “What is it? Is there something funny about sickle moon radishes?”


      “Oh, no. It’s just that my grandma used to chop the side with the leaves off. You know how you’d normally just eat it? She’d put that part in water instead, and the leaves would start growing,” Anne said, sharing the knowledge of her grandmother. “I remembered how I’d laugh and call it ‘granny wisdom.’ I’m sorry, I don’t mean to compare it to what you’re going to do, but it just reminded me...”


      “I-Is that so...?” she said, her cheeks twitching from her forced smile.


      The fact that her great Empire-saving discovery was actually widely known among commoners came as a terrible shock, and her mind was reeling.


      “So, what are you going to do with this radish, anyway?”


      “Huh? U-Uh, well, hm... That’s a very good question. As a matter of fact... Oh, right! I’m going to steep it in honey!” she declared, recalling the passage in the book that came right after the part about indefinite propagation.


      “In honey? Does that taste good?”


      “I don’t know if it tastes good, but radishes soaked in moon honey collected by moonbees are apparently a remedy for colds, so I figured I’d try making some...”


      Honey-soaked radishes were arguably also a product of that pool of knowledge commonly referred to as granny wisdom, but anyway...


      “Milady...” For a long second, Anne stared straight into Mia’s eyes. Then her expression changed into one of admiration. “I knew it! You’re just full of knowledge!”


      Judging by the honest awe brimming from Anne’s eyes, her grandmother wasn’t quite the fountain of wisdom that she appeared to be. With her face successfully saved, Mia turned back to her garden.


      “Now, I need to have these seeds planted... Anne, would you happen to know how?”


      “Hm, I believe you’re supposed to make a hole in the soil with your finger like this, and...”


      Anne crouched down and began poking holes in the soil, dropping some seeds into each one. Mia got down beside her and thrust her finger into the soil as well. For the average noble girl, this would have been an unthinkable act, but Mia the dungeon veteran hardly batted an eye. The sensation of the soil giving way under her finger was strangely pleasant, and she found it rather addictive.


      “This is kind of fun, actually. I remember how grandfather used to spend all day poking around in his garden, and I’d wonder what was so great about it...”


      Mia’s grandfather, the previous Emperor, through some strange coincidence, shared the same hobby as Rafina: princess roses. Just to be clear, pruning flowers and growing them from scratch were not the same activity. The previous Emperor’s hobby was the proper sort that befitted the aristocratic image, trimming and clipping errant branches and petals to maintain the aesthetics of his garden. It was definitely not what Mia was doing right now: digging through soil with her hands like a kid in a sandbox. Mia, however, was oblivious to this difference and, feeling an intimate connection with her grandfather, decided that her delight was something that simply ran in the blood. After a thoroughly enjoyable experience of seed planting, she realized something and frowned.


      “By the way, Anne, where are the princess roses? If I’m not mistaken, the seeds we’ve been planting are all herbs.”




      “Ah, right. As a matter of fact, it’s apparently really hard to grow that flower from seeds, so I brought this...”


      Anne walked to the edge of the garden and brought back a flowerpot that had been sitting there.


      “I was told that we should start by trying to get this to flower.”


      A small flowerless seedling was poking out from the top of the flowerpot. Glossy leaves adorned a thick, green stem that looked ready to support some new buds.


      “If we take good care of it, it’s supposed to flower in about a year.”


      “I see. How should we go about taking care of it, then?”


      “We have to make sure it gets the right amount of water. Also, it apparently attracts bugs, so we have to watch out for that.”


      “That’s it? Why, that sounds like a cinch!”


      Watering it every day was a very simple task, and if bugs came to eat it, she could just move it into her room. That way, the bugs wouldn’t be able to get to it anymore.


      “I’ll bring us some water then.”


      Mia watched Anne run off to the water station before picking up the potted princess rose.


      “Hee hee, this is going to solve all my tea party problems... Easy-peasy.”


      Cradling the seedling like it was treasure, she looked it over, admiring how strong the stem looked, how lustrous the leaves were, and how the tip of one leaf seemed to be missing...


      “My, what’s this...?”


      Mia had completely misunderstood the meaning of Anne’s statement. When she’d heard it attracts bugs, she’d thought butterflies would be flocking to it for a sip of its nectar or something. She didn’t know that oily leaves like these attracted not mature butterflies or moths, but their young—caterpillars. When she idly flipped one of the leaves over and came face-to-face with a plump little crawler curled up in a ball, her whole body froze. She watched it wriggle, the motion slow and alien and utterly revolting. Then, without warning, it crawled onto her slender finger and, with that awful undulating motion, began making its way up her hand.


      “Eeeek!”


      The soft skin of her arm immediately broke out into goose bumps.


      “Eeeeeek! Ahhhhh! Ah! Ah! S-Someone! A-A-Anne! Yes! Anne! It’s time for you to show your loyalty! G-G-Get this bug off me! Eeeeek! It’s coming up! It’s coming up my arm! Anne! Help me! Anne!”


      She was on the verge of tears, but no matter how much she yelled, Anne would not come. Then, an awful realization dawned on her: Anne had just gone to get water, and the water station was at the back of the building! There was no way she’d hear!


      “Eeeeeeek! Anne! Anne!”


      Unperturbed by the desperate screams of its host, the caterpillar continued to calmly wriggle up her arm. As Mia watched its bulbous head inch ever closer, she suddenly felt very light, and the whole world spun on its axis before fading away.




      “I heard there are flowers that eat bugs,” said Mia all of a sudden. A few days had passed since she’d fainted in the garden.


      “Huh? Really?”


      “Yes. Apparently, when bugs come for its nectar, it just gobbles them up! Like this!” She made a motion with her hands. “If I plant some of those behind the princess roses, maybe they’ll eat all the bugs for me?”


      “But milady, if it’s bugs you’re worried about, I can just—”


      “No, Anne. That’s an awful task and I refuse to have you do it!”


      “Milady...”


      Anne looked at her with gratitude, moved by the benevolence of her kind master.


      I don’t want to make Anne do anything disgusting. Plus, I can’t have her serving me with hands that touched yucky bugs like those. Ugh, just the thought is creeping me out... If one of them happened to be stuck on her clothes, and she brought it in with her, and it ended up on my bed... Eeeeek!


      Her imagination quickly spiraled out of control and became the stuff of nightmares. Fueled by the terrifying thought of creepy crawlies invading her private space, she immediately went to the school library to research carnivorous plants. Once she found the one she wanted, she went looking for the seeds. They were quite rare, but she successfully obtained them after spending some money. What followed, however...


      “Did you see the flowers Her Highness is growing?”


      “I did! They’re so creepy! Apparently, they eat any bugs that go near them... Such dreadful things.”


      ...was a great deal of infamy. Furthermore, her honey radish experiment also ended up being surprisingly effective against the common cold, which caused an explosion of rumors suggesting that she was actually a witch of some sort. Just when it seemed likely that the Mia Chronicles were about to end with a burning stake instead of a guillotine, a single statement from Rafina put an end to the nonsense.


      “It’s well-known that the southern kingdoms are home to carnivorous plants, and sickle moon radish steeped in honey is a folk remedy that’s been used for generations. As always, the breadth of Princess Mia’s knowledge never fails to impress me.”


      In the end, Mia managed to survive the entire affair in one piece, save for a slight dent in her reputation; under the shadow of moonless nights within the bedchambers of gossipy students, there remained continued whispers of Great Sages and granny wisdom.




      Regardless, Mia’s herbalism skill went up by one point, and that’s what matters! Yay!

    

  

  
    
      The Holy Eve Festival ~Words of Gratitude on a Holy Night~


      Day of the Holy Eve Festival: The Eighth Hour


      “Mm... Ngh...”


      On the day of the Holy Eve Festival, Mia Luna Tearmoon awoke in her dormitory room feeling as comfortable as can be. She nestled her face into the crumpled blanket atop her bed with a dramatic yawn. Then, she slowly lifted herself from the covers.


      “Oh! Good morning, milady!” greeted Anne, who was waiting at her bedside.


      Mia responded with a second yawn before saying, “Good morning, Anne. It’s such a wonderful morning, isn’t it?” She stretched her arms and looked out the window. There was not a single cloud in the sky.


      “Aren’t you glad the weather’s so nice, milady? I can’t wait for this evening,” said Anne, grinning from ear to ear.


      Mia grimaced. “Indeed. I simply can’t wait...”




      On the final day of the last month of the year, the Central Orthodox Church held its biggest celebration, the Holy Eve Festival. Long ago, when the Holy Deity alighted onto this land, he bequeathed the light of hope onto its people. To commemorate this event, grand celebrations were held across the vast lands under the church’s influence.


      Naturally, Saint-Noel Island, home to Holy Lady Rafina, was preparing for a celebration as well. The town was full of energy, and the merchants who lined the streets with stalls seemed to be in impeccable spirits. Whenever Mia got a glimpse of Anne’s excitement, she, too, felt the holiday joy.


      Well, I suppose it would be difficult to relax given the atmosphere. If you haven’t gotten used to it yet, that is.


      Mia, however...was perfectly calm! For one, she had experienced countless Holy Eve Festivals and had thus attained a veteran’s composure. Yes, festivals were great fun, and the mass that would soon be held in the academy’s cathedral would be magical. But after a few years, that magic would fade.


      It’s not like there’s anything particularly fun about this festival anyway...


      Day of the Holy Eve Festival: The Ninth Hour


      After changing into her dress, Mia headed to the cafeteria. She ate three solid meals every single day, in addition to plenty of snacks before her afternoon nap. She was a healthy, growing young woman.


      “Hmm...” Sensing the air of excitement in the cafeteria, Mia grimaced once again. They’re not calm at all! Oho ho! What children!


      Mia headed for an empty table. Once she sat down, a conversation between two nearby girls made its way to her ears.


      “What are your plans tonight? Shall we chat?”


      “Oh, I’m very sorry, but... My boyfriend already invited me out...”


      “My! How shameless!”


      What a frivolous conversation it was.


      After mass was over, an all-night feast would be held in the great hall. However, students were allowed to visit the gardens, head out into town, or simply sleep in their rooms as well. So long as they remained on the island, the students were free to do almost anything.


      Of course, lawlessness was still forbidden, and guards would still be patrolling the city streets to keep the peace, but... Well, compared to the typical day, the school rules were relaxed, and naturally, the students were terribly excited.


      Hmph. But will tonight truly be so wonderful? Mia was quite indifferent to the others’ attitudes.


      There was no hiding it—Mia’s memories of tonight’s Holy Eve Festival were quite unpleasant.




      The tale of the previous timeline was a lonely one. Nobody had bothered to talk to Mia that night.


      “Tonight’s the Holy Eve Festival!” Mia was burning with excitement for the festival that evening. It was Saint-Noel Academy’s biggest event of the whole winter, and Mia was absolutely on fire! To her, this would be a wondrous evening of fun and freedom. Thus...


      “Today’s the day! I’m going to stay up all night and flirt with Prince Sion! The timing has never quite worked out before, but tonight will be special! I know it!” Mia sounded awfully sure of herself.


      That night, she left the banquet and returned to her room early—after giving Sion the eye, of course.


      When will he arrive? He won’t be able to sneak into the girls’ dormitory, but he’ll certainly be able to send a message. Actually, maybe he can sneak in, since he’s the prince of Sunkland. Mia’s maid was absent, as she had made plans with a friend. It was the perfect setting! Oho ho! I do hope he gets here soon!


      Mia waited. Then, she waited some more. She waited and waited and waited...


      In the end, Sion never came to see Mia that night, nor did anybody else.


      Actually, Mia did have some visitors; she simply had turned them away. She didn’t want to risk missing Sion when he finally came to see her.


      Somewhere down the line, Mia had accidentally fallen asleep, and she awoke the next morning to the sounds of chirping birds. Loneliness encompassed her in that moment, and Mia felt rather down the whole day.


      Though really, she was only paying for her own mistakes.




      Given these memories, Mia simply couldn’t get into the holiday spirit. Hmph! Though this day is considered special, it really is just like any other! Getting your hopes up is for idiots!


      Mia would rein in her expectations and live this day like it was any other. She had reached enlightenment.


      Day of the Holy Eve Festival: The Fifteenth Hour


      Classes had already concluded for the term, so Mia spent her morning lounging in bed. It was only after lunch that she finally began to stir.


      “Hmm... I’m feeling peckish,” said Mia. She was speaking to Anne, who was currently cleaning their shared room.


      “You are? I’ll go grab you something to eat, milady.” The academy’s kitchens were incredibly busy preparing for tonight’s feast and were in no position to offer any snacks. Thus, Anne was ready to head into town to buy some instead. However...


      “Oh! If you’re heading out, then I’ll accompany you,” said Mia, looking awfully excited. Yes, she had reached enlightenment, but that was one thing, and this was another. Mia’s heart always pounded with excitement for three o’clock snacks.


      Thus, Mia and Anne stepped outside their room. That’s when Mia picked up a tasty scent. “My... This is...”


      “Hmm? Ah! Milady!”


      Mia hobbled over to the cafeteria in a daze. On the other side of the door was hustle and bustle, but on a long table in the middle were freshly baked macarons. Mia picked one up and popped it right into her mouth!


      “Ah, Your Highness! Please don’t sneak bites of those! If you’re hungry, we’ll make you something else to eat!” Mia was promptly discovered by the sharp eyes of one of the kitchen staff.


      “Sneak them? My, you’ll give people the wrong idea! I was simply testing them for poison,” said Mia, looking incredibly serious.


      “The princess of the Tearmoon Empire shouldn’t be testing food for poison! There wouldn’t even be any poison here in Saint-Noel Academy in the first place!”


      “My, really? But if I really wanted to, couldn’t I just, you know...?”


      “We only let those we trust in here, Your Highness.” The worker looked quite exasperated.


      Not that it particularly mattered, but Mia was rather well regarded in the cafeteria. She frequently gave them gifts, and thus they viewed her as a kind princess who extended grace to those beneath her. This—plus Anne’s efforts to build connections with the pocket money Mia afforded her—was why they were willing to let a little naughtiness slide.


      “Besides, these are the dishes we’ve prepared for the vassals. The food meant for the students is somewhere safer.”


      “My, really?” Mia tilted her head. Hmm... In that case, it would be quite difficult to slip my homemade mushroom dishes into the mix. Not that I was planning to...


      “In the first place, sneaking poison onto the island is nearly impossible.”


      “Hmm... Are you sure?”


      “Oh, that’s right!” cut in Anne. “A merchant once told me the same thing.” Mia had no interest in how the island was secured, but Anne had toiled to build connections with the shopkeepers in town. Unlike Mia, who completely shirked her relationships, Anne kept in thorough contact with everyone on the island, both inside and outside the academy. This is what truly made her Mia’s right-hand woman.


      “Oho! I see...” said Mia, pretending to be satisfied with that explanation as she once again reached her hand toward the plate.


      “Thank you, Your Highness. I’ll report how diligently you tested our dishes for poison to Lady Rafina,” said the cafeteria worker, grinning from ear to ear.


      Mia tried to laugh things off. “O-Oho ho! It’s nothing. There’s no need to report anything at all,” she said, retracting her hand. “Anyway, this food doesn’t seem to be poisoned, so I’ll be leaving now. I do look forward to the banquet tonight.” With that, she practically sprinted from the cafeteria.


      Day of the Holy Eve Festival: The Seventeenth Hour


      “It’s almost time, I suppose...” Mia changed into her school uniform and stepped out of her room. It was evening, which meant it was time to head to the cathedral for the candlelight mass.


      But she encountered an unexpected person. “Oh! Miss Mia!” It was Chloe, and she was headed for the same destination.


      “My, Chloe! Are you heading over now too?”


      “I am. I was so absorbed in my book, and before I knew it, it had gotten so late...”


      “That sounds just like you, Chloe.” Mia giggled. “Why don’t we head there together?”


      “Huh? Are you certain that’s all right? You don’t already have plans to sit next to someone else?”


      “No, not particularly. And it’s not like mass is a place to sit and chat. But since we happened to meet, why don’t you tell me about this interesting book while we wait for it to start?”


      Mia was handed a wooden lamp when she arrived at the cathedral. Once the oil inside was ignited, the lamp would burst into flames, and after the mass was over, everyone would toss their lamps into a bonfire outside in a ceremony meant to symbolize how the world had been lit by the hope of the Holy Deity.


      The flickering red flames in each student’s hand glowed softly in the night. There was something mystical about it, something so ethereal...


      “Isn’t it gorgeous, Miss Mia?” Chloe suddenly whispered into Mia’s ears.


      Her eyes remained on the scene unfolding around her as she nodded. How odd. I used to think nothing of all this, but now it seems so magical...


      Having experienced the peculiar phenomenon of being executed at the guillotine and thrust backward in time, this sight now seemed special. Until now, Mia had only vaguely acknowledged the teachings that touted the existence of a Holy Deity. At most, she only thought the lights of the Holy Eve Festival were pretty, and that the atmosphere was romantic.


      But after this mysterious happening, Mia now knew how the Holy Deity could directly affect your life. She had experienced it firsthand, after all. After that night, the rite seemed solemn—even holy.


      At long last, a grand tune from the cathedral’s organ and the beautiful voices of the church choir marked a magnificent start to the candlelight mass.


      Day of the Holy Eve Festival: The Twenty-First Hour


      A lavish feast had been prepared for after the mass. Once commendations and a greeting from student council president Rafina were over, things began to calm, and the atmosphere was now oddly relaxed.


      To the students of Saint-Noel Academy—the sons and daughters of royals and nobles the continent over—parties were grounds for connections. Who would they talk to? Who would they choose as their dance partner? Every single action they took would be carefully calculated.


      Tonight was the exception. The Holy Eve Festival was an evening of gratitude—not just for the Holy Deity, but for your loved ones. It was a night meant to thank the past year and free from self-interest, and all present tacitly understood this.


      Perhaps this was thanks to the existence of a unifying religion. This festival was an important rite for every nation, and thus, there was a mutual understanding that it was not the time or place for diplomatic schemes. And while the students of the academy would one day govern nations, they were still just teenagers. If they were told they could let down their hair and act freely for a single night, they’d naturally jump at the opportunity.


      As a result, the banquet hall was filled with unusual serenity. Some took whichever seat they liked to chat with their friends, while others smacked their lips at the tasty treats featured on the party’s menu. Some left the halls to tour the street stalls in town, while others hung out around the campfire in the courtyard.


      Mia, however, just let out a yawn. It was past her bedtime, and had this been the previous timeline, she’d already be asleep in her room after having drifted off while awaiting Sion’s arrival.


      “Perhaps it’s about time I head to bed,” muttered Mia as she took to her feet.


      “Um, Miss Mia?” called Chloe.


      “My, what is it?”


      “Actually, I promised to chat with Tiona and some of the other girls. Would you like to join me?”


      “Moons, you’re inviting me?”


      “Oh, um... If you have other plans, then I understand, but...”


      “No, not at all! Hmm... Well, it’s not the Holy Eve Festival every day. I suppose I’ll join you,” said Mia, trying her best to act calm and composed. But on the inside, she was jumping with joy. Even in the previous timeline, she had never gotten to stay up all night chatting with her friends before! “Why don’t we grab some snacks to munch on while we talk? Could you help me, Anne?”


      Mia perfectly prepared for her slumber party, and once she was ready, she headed for Chloe’s room.


      Day of the Holy Eve Festival: The Twenty-Second Hour


      Gathered in Chloe’s dorm were Mia, Anne, Tiona, Liora, and Chloe herself. They sat in a circle on the carpet with a tray of Mia’s snacks between them. The slumber party had begun! And of course, the topic of discussion was...


      “I see. So, you prefer reliable men, Tiona.”


      “I do. I fancy a man who can take charge in the name of justice.”


      “Hmm... I see,” said Mia, watching Tiona with a dry smile. Oho! So that’s why you took Sion’s hand in leading the revolutionary army! Mia had already made the connection between Tiona’s ideal man and Sion. Quite honestly, Mia had some complicated feelings when it came to Tiona, with her being the woman behind the guillotine and all. Well, I’ve thankfully avoided that fate now. It is the Holy Eve Festival, after all, so I suppose I can turn a blind eye for tonight.


      “I like...Keithwood.”


      “My, Liora! I wasn’t expecting you to be a looks type of gal!” Mia’s eyes flew open at this unexpected confession. Well, Keithwood does seem like the type who’d be quite popular. He definitely has quite the handsome face...


      “I like...strong men. I also like...the captain.”


      “You like D-Dion...? I think you had better give up on him,” suggested Mia, giving Liora an inquisitive look. I didn’t think anybody would be reckless enough to fall for Dion, but perhaps there are others with Liora’s unique tastes out there. Mia turned her attention to Chloe, who had kept silent. “What about you?”


      “Huh? Oh! I-I-I just... Um, I like...kind men.”


      “Hmm, I see... Then is there anyone in our class, for example?”


      “W-Well, n-not anyone in particular, but... O-Oh! I also like men who like to read. I’d like to discuss our books together.”


      “I can certainly understand that! Chatting about novels with a book buddy is terribly fun. I’m so glad we became friends, Chloe,” said Mia, grinning from ear to ear.


      For a short while, Chloe simply stared at her. When she finally spoke, it was barely a whisper. “Um, Miss Mia?”


      “Hmm? What is it?” Chloe looked awfully, awfully serious, and it prompted Mia to adjust her posture.


      For a while, Chloe was silent, as if she was having a hard time getting her words out. But once she managed to sigh, she bowed. “Thank you very much, Miss Mia.”


      “Hmm? What’s suddenly gotten into you, Chloe?” Mia stared back at her blankly.


      Chloe spoke with upturned lips. “Well, it’s the Holy Eve Festival, after all.”


      The Holy Eve Festival was a night meant to express gratitude to the Holy Deity. It was a Thanksgiving of sorts, a day for extending gratitude to your friends and family as well.


      On the previous timeline, Mia had been a complete stranger to words of thanks. In fact, she realized this was the first time anyone had ever extended any to her on this night before. That’s right...


      “I’m sure I’d still be alone tonight if it wasn’t for you, Miss Mia. I’d have greeted the end of the year with no one to be thankful for. Thank you so much for approaching me.”


      Tiona followed up on her words. “If it weren’t for you, I’d have been ostracized as well, and I doubt it would have ended there. I’m sure I would have grown to despise the nobles of Tearmoon. Thank you so much for rescuing me, Miss Mia.”


      “My, Tiona! You too?”


      “Me...three. If you did not...save us...the Lulus would be...gone. Thank you...very much.” Liora and Tiona bowed their heads in unison.


      “M-My... Moons... Is this why you three invited me here?” Finally, Mia realized that extending this gratitude may have been the purpose behind their invitation.


      “It is. We just really wanted to express our thanks, Miss Mia...” responded Chloe, smiling bashfully.


      Mia sighed. “It... It’s mutual.” She sat up straight and turned to Chloe. “You have my sincere thanks for discussing books with me, Chloe. I’ve had plenty of fun, thanks to you. And please extend my gratitude to your father as well for striking such a great deal with me.”


      Next, she turned to Liora. “And thank you so much for all your help in the Sealence Forest. When I had no other allies, it was incredibly reassuring to have you around.”


      And finally...she turned to Tiona. It could have only been a Holy Eve miracle. She would typically be asleep by now, and perhaps it had simply gotten her out of whack. But no matter the reason, Mia said, “Thank you. I’ll never forget...how you braved danger to accompany us to Remno.” Even Mia couldn’t believe how naturally those words came out as her cheeks glowed a bashful red.




      “Anyway, I’m quite thirsty. I’ll return to the banquet hall to grab us some drinks.” Once the conversation hit a lull, Mia stood up.


      “Milady, if it’s drinks you want, then I—”


      Mia shook her head. “I’ve gotten sleepy, but it would be a shame to go to bed now. I was hoping a walk would help wake me up.”


      “Then I shall accompany you,” said Anne, pulling a shawl over Mia’s shoulders.


      “Anne? You’re allowed to do whatever you want tonight, if you wish,” said Mia, slightly worried she was holding her maid back. The Holy Eve Festival was a night off for the students’ vassals, an opportunity to relax and play with their fellow servants. If Mia was correct, a special meal had even been prepared for them.


      “As long as I’m not being a bother, I’d like to stay by your side, milady,” offered Anne with a gentle smile.


      “But I’m sure you won’t be able to truly relax if you’re with me.”


      “Not at all. By your side is exactly where I belong,” she said, closing her eyes.


      “Well, if you say so. I’d certainly be glad to have you, however...” The two suddenly heard shouts of joy coming from outside. “That must be...”


      The bonfire lit in the courtyard would burn all night, and some students had gathered to watch. In fact, Mia had spent the evening during the previous timeline hoping that Sion would come and invite her to do exactly that, and thus, she had never gotten a chance to truly see it before.


      “Why don’t we take a short walk, Anne?” suggested Mia. She had suddenly gotten an idea.


      “But won’t everyone be waiting for us?”


      “It’ll only be a short while. I was hoping to get some fresh air,” she said. With that, Mia grabbed Anne’s head and led her away from the dorms.




      “It’s quite...chilly,” muttered Mia, her breath white. The sky above was filled with glittering, multicolor stars, and the moon shone too, as if to support their glow.


      “Aren’t the stars beautiful tonight, milady?” grinned Anne.


      Mia’s next words seemed to come out of nowhere. “Hey, Anne? Thank you.”


      “Huh?”


      “I’ve only made it this far thanks to you.”


      “Th-That’s not true, milady... I just...” Mia’s sudden words of appreciation had left Anne speechless. Countless responses flitted through her mind, like saying she wasn’t worthy, asking Mia to stop, or perhaps simply extending the same gratitude back.


      But suddenly, Anne recalled the conversation Mia had just shared with her friends. What day was it today? That’s right, it was the Holy Eve Festival, a night meant for extending words of thanks to those you loved. She knew exactly what she needed to say.


      “Milady... That’s my line.” She bowed her head. “Thank you, Miss Mia. You’ve treated my family so very kindly. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.”


      “Anne...”
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      Suddenly, extra loud cheers rang from around the bonfire. Mia watched the rambunctious boys with disappointment in her eyes. “They sure seem to be enjoying themselves.”


      Anne giggled. “My little brothers always get excited around fires too. Perhaps that’s just how all boys are. Oh, look, milady!”


      Mia glanced at the other side of Anne’s pointed finger to find two princes. They were surrounded by classmates and happily chatting away; seeing such innocent smiles on Sion and Abel filled Mia’s heart. “My, even those two seem to find this night special...”


      Suddenly, Mia wondered if she should approach Abel and join in on the fun. But...


      Well, for now...


      Mia turned around and walked back to the dorms, right to the room where all her dear friends were waiting for her.


      “Are you sure, milady?”


      “I am. I’ll chat with Chloe and the others tonight. I can enjoy a sweet date with Abel some other day,” said Mia as she hurried back to her friends.


      After she returned, they continued their slumber party. The girls boisterously chatted until dawn, and only then did they sleep the day away.




      Two days later, Mia and Abel headed into town to make good on Mia’s one-sided promise.


      However...they ran into first Sion, then Rafina, and ultimately, the group all went on Mia’s sweets tour together.


      “Why...did this have to happen to me?” she muttered as she drooled over her sweets. She had been ready to enjoy a sweet date, but in the end, she was forced to enjoy sweet pastries instead.


      In any case, the unforgettable night of the Holy Eve Festival had come to pass.

    

  

  
    
      Mia’s Delicious Visitation


      There was an artifact known as the Mia Pot.


      Tucked away in a remote forest near the border of the Kingdom of Remno was a small settlement called Doni Village. One family of hunters in the village owned a pot that had been passed down for generations. They referred to it as the “pot of miracles,” and there were a number of stories surrounding it.


      The most famous of these claimed the pot once saved the people of the area from a cruel ruler. As the tale goes, the ruler was once a gentle person, but after his whole family was nearly killed by poison, he was left traumatized. Ever since that day, his mild disposition had turned to cruelty. He stopped trusting others, subjected his people to heavy taxes, and sentenced those who couldn’t pay to imprisonment and lashings.


      One day, he went alone to the forest to hunt, bringing not even a single attendant with him due to his distrust of others. His solitary nature came back to bite him as he ended up lost in the forest. After much wandering, he happened upon Doni Village. The villagers treated him to an exquisite pot of hare stew so delectable that it thawed his frozen heart. He would go on to reverse both his behavior and his policies, and was remembered as a benevolent ruler.




      The pot that had been used during his stay was, of course, the aforementioned Mia Pot. It was an expensive item, crafted through techniques unknown to Remno at the time, that had been gifted by the then-Princess of the Tearmoon Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon.


      Long ago, when the Kingdom of Remno had been gripped in the throes of an imminent revolution, Princess Mia had personally marched into the camp of the revolutionary army and resolved the situation without spilling a single drop of blood. The episode had become the stuff of legend within Remno, told and retold by its people.


      When Princess Mia entered Remno to calm the unrest, there was a hunter whose hospitality she’d enjoyed. A similarly famous story told of the time she’d returned to the kingdom to bestow upon the hunter the gift of the pot in return for his generosity. Upon hearing the story for the first time, many would frown at this detail, wondering why she’d chosen a pot as a present. Those who knew Mia’s ways, however, would without fail express understanding at her choice. Rather than a gift of money, she picked that which would best suit the recipient. When selecting gifts, the Great Sage of the Empire took into consideration not just the inherent qualities of the item gifted, but the sentiments of the person who would receive it.


      The following, then, is the story of Mia and the exceptional pot she gave as a gift.




      One day, in the White Night Dining Hall of the Whitemoon Palace, Mia was smacking her lips expectantly at a special menu prepared by the head chef.


      “The main dish today shall be ambermoon tomato stew.”


      A soup dish was placed on the table before her. Steam rose from it, carrying the fragrance of fresh vegetables. The tartness of ambermoon tomatoes, mixed with the rich aroma of baked solanum tubers and the sweet fragrance of Perujin carrots, was further enhanced by a blend of spices, producing what could only be described as a revel for the senses.


      “My, this is one of my favorite dishes. I’ve been thinking about this all day!”


      She gazed covetously at the bowl of liquid joy and promptly spooned some into her mouth. A hot chunk of tuber rolled across her tongue, followed by a piece of stew-steeped carrot, and she went wide-eyed as her taste buds sprang to life.


      “This...tastes even better than before...”


      “Ohhh! So Your Highness has noticed.”


      The head chef beamed at Mia’s comment. He retreated back into the kitchen before reappearing with a trolley, atop which sat a large pot.


      “As a matter of fact, the stew today was cooked using a new pot.”


      “Oh? A new pot, you say?”


      Mia regarded the pot with curiosity.


      “Indeed,” said the head chef with a pleased smile. “The heart of a stew begins in its pot. Truly, the quality of the vessel plays a significant role in determining the resulting flavor.”


      Then, with all the bright-eyed enthusiasm of a child who’d received a new toy, he began humming as he explained the ins and outs of his new pot.


      “This pot was made with state-of-the-art technology. Look here. Do you see the slight indentations on the surface? Such fine craftsmanship... It’s made from premium-quality materials that ensure an even transfer of heat throughout...”


      “Hm, hm, I see. So those qualities you mention are what affect the taste... By the way, how much did this pot cost?”


      “Cost? About a crescent gold, more or less...”


      “My! That much? Well then. How glad I am to have learned that!” she exclaimed before eagerly requesting for Ludwig to see her as soon as possible.


      Lately, Mia had been grappling with a certain problem. She’d been trying to think of a proper show of appreciation for Muzic of Doni Village, whose hospitality she’d enjoyed when she’d been caught up in the mayhem in Remno. The old hunter had been a veritable lifesaver, coming to her aid when she’d woken up completely lost after nearly drowning in a river. It went without saying that some sort of thank-you gift was in order, but...


      “I wonder what I should send him...”


      That was where things got tricky. The simplest gift was money. It had a clear, defined value, and it was quick and easy to give. She could simply hand him a nice bag of cash as a reward and be done with it. There was one problem with this idea; its value was too defined. For example, if she gave him one gold coin, it would represent exactly one gold coin’s worth of appreciation. Considering this was the Princess of Tearmoon thanking the man who’d saved her life, one gold coin seemed more than a little miserly. If others were to find out, it would stain the Empire’s reputation. Worse still would be the scenario where Sion ended up giving ten gold, which would paint Mia as a stingy wretch.


      She couldn’t just shower the man with money either. The guillotine may no longer be on her horizon, but Tearmoon’s finances were barely in better shape. There was absolutely no place for imprudent spending. All things considered, expressing her thanks in the form of money was very likely to end up costing her more than she’d like.


      Her best option, then, was a valuable object. Just like how exceptional knights received high-quality swords as rewards, and royally appointed merchants who did well were given regal clothing, presenting people with expensive items as tokens of appreciation was a widespread practice. This method did still come with the problem of cost. Be it gems, clothes, or fancy swords, the wallet was going to suffer. Skimping on quality was too risky; the last thing she wanted was for it to be revealed that her supposedly stately present had fallen apart during transport or something. She’d never live down an incident like that. What it came down to was balance.


      “The million-coin question, then, is how to obtain a high-quality item while keeping costs down...”


      For three whole days, she pondered this problem. Then, in a flash of inspiration, she found her answer—in the head chef’s pot! Rather, it was the pot!


      “That’s it! I just have to take something that’s normally cheap and make it in an expensive fashion!”


      Take, for example, a dress that’s moderately expensive. Because it’s moderately expensive, it should also be of moderately good quality. As a present, it’ll likely be received with moderate enthusiasm which, in the grand scheme of things, isn’t terribly impressive. “Moderate” lacks punch. However, what if you took the money that you would have spent on that dress, and bought a handkerchief with it instead? It’s bound to be a handkerchief of the finest quality, and when you give it to someone as a present, what do you think their reaction will be? Doubtless, it’ll be something along the lines of “What an expensive handkerchief!” or “Now that’s a quality handkerchief!” In other words, using a moderate sum of money to acquire a normally inexpensive item at very high quality is how you create that premium feeling without breaking the bank.


      In fact, when the head chef told Mia how much the pot had cost, the first thing she thought was, “My, you can make such delicious stew with something so cheap?” A gold coin was a lot of money for a regular person, but it paled in comparison to the cost of precious gems and premium dresses. She knew this for a fact, because she’d spent the past few days researching all sorts of potential gifts. Then the head chef showed up with a proud grin and the answer she’d been searching for: a premium pot made with state-of-the-art technology.


      “On top of that, the fact that it’s a pot makes it a more meaningful present too!”


      In fact, considering the man’s circumstances, giving him something like jewelry was exactly the kind of move that would make it seem like she’d put very little thought into her gift. A pot, meanwhile, would have great utility for a hunter like him. At last, Mia had happened upon the answer to her problem.


      “Well then, there’s no point in waiting around. I’ll get Ludwig to send it immediately,” she said, humming happily to herself as she fondly recalled the events in Doni Village. “I do hope he likes it... But hm. The more I think about it, the more I miss that delicious hare stew... It was so good... I bet it’ll taste even better if it’s made with a premium pot... Mmph...”


      She wiped away some drool. Then, an idea came to her.


      “Huh, you know what...?”


      Her grin took on a devious air.




      “My goodness. Come in, come in. That must have been quite the long journey,” said the Remno chancellor, Dasayev Donovan, as he greeted the group stepping in through his door.


      His genial smile didn’t fully hide the apprehension in his expression. While his manor was as luxurious as one would expect of the residence of a Remno noble, he still couldn’t help but worry it might be inadequate to properly welcome guests of such high standing. Walking at the forefront of the group was regality incarnate—the daughter of the Emperor of Tearmoon, who reigned over one of the two strongest nations on the continent. With a smile surprisingly devoid of arrogance, Mia Luna Tearmoon raised her skirt slightly in a respectful curtsy.


      “Thank you very much for arranging to help us on such short notice, Lord Donovan.”


      I see. So this is the Great Sage of the Empire... The girl who changed Prince Abel...


      A breath of admiration escaped his lips as he beheld the charming young princess.


      “You’re very welcome. Please, excuse my modest quarters and make yourselves at home. Shall I bring out sweets?”


      “My! How thoughtful of you, Lord Donovan!”


      Her face bloomed into a bright smile. Considering her status, Donovan had no doubt she had more than her fill of sweets on a day-to-day basis, yet she still made sure to show earnest appreciation when they were offered as refreshment. That alone gave him a very good impression of the girl. To his added astonishment, she backed up her words with actions, leaving not a morsel of cake or a drop of tea behind. Throughout the whole process, she never once appeared to not enjoy it. This cemented his positive opinion of her.


      Discretion and modesty, generally considered to be virtues, were ultimately situational. Using this very exchange as an example, had she practiced social modesty and avoided consuming the refreshments offered, it could be taken as a sign of suspicion. Maybe, it would be assumed, she was worried the food had been poisoned. If she wished to display trust, it would be necessary for her to take at least one bite. Presumably, she understood these social norms, which was why she chose to eat every last bit. How such a gesture would be received was dependent on the beholder, but Donovan found it endearing. He’d much rather see a hearty bite than a reserved nibble.


      Had I a granddaughter...would she be like her? he thought, as a fond smile crept across his lips. He regarded her anew. So I see. This is the girl who changed Prince Abel...


      Abel Remno was no stranger to him. As the chancellor, he had plenty of chances to see the boy. In fact, he’d been keeping a close eye on him. Though Abel seemed to be made of kinder stuff than the violent First Prince, Gain, his indecisiveness made the thought of leaving the kingdom in his care more than a little worrisome. That had always been Donovan’s opinion of the Second Prince—a boy who fell short of his brother in leadership, decisiveness, martial prowess, and pretty much every other aspect in the makings of a ruler.


      But...he’s changed. I still remember it as if it were yesterday... The way he carried himself on the battlefield, and the deftness with which he pacified the town’s unrest after rescuing me... The scrawny, unassertive child I once knew is now a veritable lion of a boy.


      Though he knew not what transpired in Saint-Noel Academy to promote such transformative growth in Abel, it wasn’t hard to imagine that the girl before him was closely involved.


      Now then. Let us find out what business a girl like her has with the likes of me.


      Dasayev Donovan took a deep breath to compose himself and spoke.




      “Please forgive my tardiness. I should have expressed my gratitude the day I was rescued. Thank you, for bothering with this old bag of bones...and more importantly, for preventing the bloodshed that the people might have otherwise suffered,” said the old count in a tone of deep sincerity.


      Mia gently shook her head.


      “I shall accept your gratitude, but only on behalf of those who are more deserving. It was a concerted effort by everyone—including yourself, Lord Donovan, who I believe contributed a great deal to the cleanup afterward.”


      Discretion and modesty, in Mia’s opinion, were extremely important. The elderly count before her was the chancellor of Remno, whom even the Holy Lady, Rafina, recognized as a man of benevolence and integrity. She only stood to benefit from getting on his good side.


      Abel’s brother seems to hate me for some reason, and I have no idea if his sisters or parents will like me, so if I want a happy married life with Abel, I’m going to need friends in Remno!


      In accordance with her unwavering Mia Firstness, she promptly engaged in extreme modesty signaling, dodging and deflecting all compliments sent her way to demonstrate her profound social discretion and restraint. Never once did it occur to her that the empty plate in front of her, devoid of its baked contents, somewhat marred the effect.


      “In fact, that’s why I’ve come back to Remno, so I can thank all the people who lent me their strength. There is one person in particular for whom I have a present I’d like to deliver in person.”


      “A present to be delivered in person?”


      Donovan’s eyes went wide.


      “Of course.” She nodded firmly. “This person saved my life.”




      The conversation between Donovan and Mia drew a sigh of wonder from Ludwig, who’d been watching them from the sidelines.


      As always, Her Highness is a marvel to behold.


      Mia had prepared a gift and carried it herself on their journey here. It was a small gesture, but one that renewed his faith in her.


      Normally, someone in her position would simply hand the gift to a courier and send them off with her regards. She didn’t do that.


      She is the princess of a vast Empire, yet she is earnest in her appreciation and is willing to express it with her own two hands. That alone is sure to influence Lord Donovan’s opinion of her.


      It wasn’t much. The gift itself was unchanged. The most she accomplished was to add candor to its message. Politics, however, were not practiced through emotions, and it was a faux pas to insert one’s feelings into diplomatic matters. It was imperative that nations grounded their decisions in the bedrock of logic.


      How she was viewed by a minor foreign chancellor should be irrelevant. So long as negotiations between nations proceeded calmly and rationally, neither party should be unduly concerned with the feelings of the other.


      ...Or, at least, that would be the outlook of a hard-line rationalist. But the reality was different. You could preach the virtues of reasoned judgment in politics all you wanted, but at the end of the day, it was people behind those politics—people who were at the mercy of their hearts. Politicians had their biases, and whether they were friendly with or detested someone was clearly going to influence their decision-making.


      Such influences sometimes carried little weight. If a prince was fond of a princess, but her nation was on the brink of collapse, he couldn’t just send her a bunch of troops unless there was something to gain. Similarly, if her nation was suffering from famine, passion alone could not permit him to offer food without compensation.


      But that didn’t mean it made no difference at all. It was like shopping; if the same product was being sold by multiple merchants at the same price and quality, you’d purchase it from the merchant with whom you had an established relationship. If anything, you might even be willing to pay a little more to buy from the person you liked. These were the kind of tiny differences that, though they carried little weight individually, could stack up until they were heavy enough to tip the scales.


      Her Highness is truly a paragon of diligence. Not only is she ensuring that those who helped her are repaid, she’s using this as a networking opportunity to strengthen the bonds between Tearmoon and Remno going forward. The lengths to which she goes for her nation is a marvel to behold! Ludwig found himself moved almost to tears by the Great Sage who was so wise in her service to the Empire. While he was busy basking in his ever-escalating fantasies, Mia continued her explanation.


      “He’s a hunter named Muzic from a place called Doni Village, and I very much wish to hand this present to him myself. Would it be too much to ask for a guide?”


      “Doni Village... The name does not ring a bell...”


      “It’s not far from the town where we rescued you. There’s a village of hunters in the nearby forest.”


      “I see. If it’s in that area, then... Asking the locals would be best. Perhaps someone from the Senia garrison could assist you...” Donovan got up and walked over to a cabinet from which he retrieved a piece of parchment.


      “If you’ll give me a moment, I’ll gladly write you a letter of introduction to the mayor of Senia. I’ll also have someone from my household accompany you as a guide on the way there.”


      “You have my gratitude, Lord Donovan,” Mia said with a cheerful smile.


      Things continued on smoothly after that, and Mia was soon enjoying the gentle sway of a well-sprung carriage, Dasayev Dononvan’s letter of introduction held firmly in her hand.


      Thinking back on it, asking the chancellor for help was definitely the correct choice... thought Ludwig. Considering the King of Remno’s unfavorable opinion of Her Highness, going to him directly would have made things far more difficult.


      He glanced at Mia, who was gazing cheerfully at the passing scenery. Her blitheness proved infectious, and he felt his own mood improving.


      It’s as if a heavy burden has been lifted from her shoulders. She must have been deeply troubled by having left such a debt unpaid, even though few, if any, would be upset or even surprised had she—the princess of a great nation—simply forgotten to acknowledge an act of kindness from a commoner... It warms my heart to know that Her Highness undoubtedly has the makings of a benevolent ruler.


      He put his fingers to the bridge of his nose, as though adjusting his glasses, and sniffled a little.


      ...Those of you who happened to bring a knife may proceed with the cutting, because the irony is so thick that you can all have a piece for yourselves.




      When they finally arrived at Doni Village, the Princess Guard was left speechless at the sight.


      “You’re telling me...she stayed in a place like this with Prince Sion?”


      The soldiers traded astonished whispers and flabbergasted expressions. You couldn’t blame them. Doni Village was a tiny settlement, and there was nothing about the place that suggested it would be even remotely suited to hosting royalty. Those familiar with Mia’s character, such as Anne and Ludwig, might have expected as much, but the guards couldn’t help but stare in disbelief. Mia regarded the sea of bewildered gazes and giggled with glee.


      “Oh, stop it with those looks. The village might be small, but I’ll have you know that it’s quite pleasant, and it’s graced by all sorts of wonders from the forest.”


      By which she meant hares. Or rather, what hares become after they’ve been left to stew in a pot for a few hours.


      Mia made a beeline for Muzic’s shack. As she walked up to the door, it occurred to her that he might be out hunting, but her concern was quickly dispelled when the old hunter appeared at her call.


      “Well, bugger my bowstrings, if it ain’t the little lady.” He grinned at his unexpected guest. “Good to know you found your friends.”


      “I certainly did, and it’s all thanks to the generous help you offered. In fact, I owe you my life, and you must allow me to express my gratitude.” She offered him a warm smile and graciously bowed her head. “You see, I’m actually...”


      She proceeded to disclose her true identity.


      “Huuuuh, that so? I got word from your little buddy too. Never woulda thought you were a pair of royal types. Prince and princess, huh.”


      Apparently, Sion was one step ahead of her, having already dispatched an envoy.


      He sure is diligent when it comes to these things. It looks like he beat me to the punch.


      She grudgingly tipped her mental hat to Sion. Then she produced her present.


      “I’ve come bearing a gift. Consider it a token of my appreciation.”


      Muzic held up his hands and took a step back.


      “Nah, don’t bother. I don’t need no gifts. I helped you ’cause I wanted to. That’s all. The prince offered me something too, and I refused him.”


      His gesture caused the accompanying Remno guide to draw in a sharp breath—and for good reason. The Princess of Tearmoon had gone to the trouble of making a personal visit to give him his gift, and he just responded with the equivalent of “Meh, no thanks.” It was an outrageous affront, and no one there would have been the least bit surprised if Mia had, in a fit of anger, shouted, “Off with his head!”


      She didn’t though. There wasn’t a single sign of anger on her face. Instead she frowned in gentle disappointment.


      “My, that’s rather unfortunate. I was hoping to ask you to use the pot I brought to make some more of that delicious hare stew,” she said, crestfallen.


      Everyone traded puzzled glances, wondering what the heck the deal with this stew was. Everyone except Muzic, who roared with laughter.


      “Seriously? You came all this way just for a pot of hare stew?”


      “I certainly did. I heard that cooking with this pot makes food even tastier, so I thought I simply must give it a try,” she said as she, in a most unassuming fashion, pulled the pot out of its pouch. “Oh, I’ve been looking forward to this so very much.”


      “Well now. Gotta say, that’s a real fancy pot.”


      “Yes, it was crafted by the Empire’s finest artisans using the latest pot-making know-how. Apparently, it’s really good at letting heat through, and it can really work some magic when you’re stewing meat and stuff,” she said, proudly showing off the pot as though she’d designed it herself. “Might I trouble you, then, to give it a go? Whatever you make, I’ll pay for my share, of course. So by all means, please make some of that stew... And while you’re at it, actually, could I trouble you to pick some edible mushrooms? Ones that are easy to cook preferably. I’d love to have some mushrooms too... Can you stew mushrooms?”


      “Well yeah, sure, you can make mushroom stew...but didn’t I tell you to stay away from the damn things?”




      Ludwig watched the exchange between Mia and Muzic from the sidelines. Truly, Her Highness is a marvel to behold.


      He’d been having these same thoughts so often on this journey that he was starting to repeat himself, even in his head. In Ludwig Land, inflation had become the norm.


      Despite the recipient turning down his reward, she nevertheless managed to place the gift in his hands. And it all felt so natural... To remove any lingering reservations, she refocused the issue on what was supposedly her own selfish desire for fine foods, making it seem like he’d be doing her a favor by accepting her gift...


      It was a masterful display of social maneuvering. He led by saying he hadn’t helped her for personal gain. She countered with the claim that he’d be doing her a favor. Faced with his tactically impenetrable modesty, she simply turned the tables. She wanted to eat, and she was the one doing the asking. The pot wasn’t a gift; it was a tool to fulfill her request. It was a brilliant checkmate, and she’d come up with it on the spot.


      Now all that was being asked of him was to provide a single meal. Since she was a guest from afar, propriety alone would require him to provide such, and the burden on him would be minimal so long as there was no famine. It was like witnessing art in motion—a calculated sequence devised and carried out to perfection. For the next little while, Ludwig’s head was filled with little more than admiration for Mia.




      It’s beating a dead horse at this point, but obviously, Mia wasn’t doing any social maneuvering. There was no calculating, no battle-of-wits subtext to their exchange. She’d meant every word she’d said. Literally. She was honestly just craving delicious hare stew. Which was fine, really. Nothing wrong with a bit of gluttony from time to time. Plus, good food was the basis for a good life. Why question a girl’s pursuit of happiness?




      And happiness she found, with plenty to go around. Everyone present, from Ludwig and Anne to the princess guard and her Remno guide... Everyone who had some of that delicious stew found themselves sharing in an air of warm mirth and laughter. A good meal was a source of bliss, and a few sips were enough—at least for a little while—to free them from their worries.




      “I’ll leave that pot in your care, Muzic. Should I have the chance to visit again, I’ll be looking forward to another bowl of stew,” said Mia as she gave the old hunter a sprightly wave of goodbye.


      “You betcha. Come again any time. I’ll treat you to the best pot o’ stew you’ve ever had.”


      Muzic waved back and smiled as though he were sending off his own granddaughter.


      Mia departed the village, unsure if she’d ever return. Her future was uncertain, and the path ahead was still shrouded in mist. So, she sowed seeds, scattering them to the winds of fate as she proceeded. One day, they would bloom, and maybe—just maybe—she would reap the fruits they bore.


      Tearmoon’s revolution is gone now...but I still need a backup plan in case something happens. Doni Village is a tiny place in the middle of a forest, which makes it perfect for times when I need to go into hiding. Plus, as long as they have that pot, I’ll have all sorts of delicious food to eat, so I won’t have to worry about going hungry.


      The timid always sought refuge; no coward would go without a safehouse prepared. It hadn’t been long since her diary had disappeared, and Mia was still carefully planning out her next steps. Knowing her, though, the diligence was unlikely to last. Pretty soon, she’d probably start slacking off...




      Thus concluded Mia’s visit of appreciation, during which everyone had a good time. Everyone, that is, except for the hares that were eaten. They didn’t have a very good time.

    

  

  
    
      Intermission: Bedtime Stories with Grandmother I


      Just as Mia was contemplating what story to tell next, she suddenly realized that Bel was silent. “Moons, Bel! Are you already...?”


      Mia peered into Bel’s eyes as she spoke to discover...Bel wasn’t asleep at all! Her eyes were wide open. “Those stories were so good, Grandmother Mia!” That’s right, Bel absolutely adored her beloved grandmother’s stories. “I wanna try cream puffs too!”


      “Yes, they really are quite tasty. But since they don’t keep well, we’ll have to make a visit to Saint-Noel Island. The crunchy exterior and rich, sweet cream are simply to die for,” said Mia. That’s when a thought suddenly occurred to her. Hmm, it’s been a long time since I’ve last had a cream puff, and chatting about them has me craving them too! Do I have plans to visit Belluga anytime soon? Perhaps Uros Langess has something similar... Would taking up that opportunity make me unfaithful? I suppose I’ll just need to visit the shop on Saint-Noel Island soon...


      “And that tea party in that secret garden sounded amazing!”


      “Yes, that jam was terribly delicious. I tried to make some after asking Miss Rafina for the recipe, but it wasn’t the same.”


      That’s right, Empress Mia was not the Mia of old! She had the skills to make jam herself.


      Not that it particularly mattered, but she was once scolded quite harshly by the chef at the palace after attempting to make mushroom jam, though that was a tightly kept secret.


      “And the Holy Eve Festival sounds so cool too! Spending all night chatting with your friends must be amazing!” Bel’s hands were clasped together, and she seemed absolutely spellbound. Scenes of the mystical bonfire at the Holy Eve Festival were certainly what filled her young eyes.


      “That’s right. I had such fun staying up all night. Which reminds me, stews always taste excellent when it’s cold... And speaking of stews, that rabbit one was excellent. It was served to me by a village of hunters in Remno, and it was tasty beyond all words.”


      “Your stories are really fun, Grandmother Mia!”


      “Are they? I’m glad.” Mia found this praise a tad embarrassing, but at the same time...


      If my stories are too fun, she might never fall asleep.


      That was the worry on her mind. Mia was a morning lark, and she thought staying up too late could perhaps be tough on her.


      “By the way, I have a question,” said Bel, sounding a tad nervous.


      “My, what is it?”


      Bel looked up at her. “I really want to go to Saint-Noel too, but...does that mean I have to study?”


      “Yes, it does. As someone who’ll one day take the throne, you need to study hard and... Bel?”


      She puffed out her cheeks in a pout. “But I don’t like studying.”


      Mia gasped, feigning surprise. But of course she already knew this about her granddaughter. She smiled. “That can’t be, Bel. Isn’t Professor Ludwig so kind with his teachings?”


      “I think he’s too hard on me,” said Bel, still pouting.


      Mia couldn’t help but smirk. That’s being too tough? Ludwig was the same with my other children. He certainly does treat them quite differently than how he treated me. I just don’t get it! With me, he was much more...

    

  

  
    
      What Seeds Are These?


      This was a story from before Mia was sentenced at the guillotine—from before Tearmoon had fallen into the hands of the Revolutionary Army.




      “Ugh... Why must everything be so terrible?” A melancholic sigh filled the halls of the Tearmoon Empire’s Whitemoon Palace. Imperial princess Mia Luna Tearmoon walked through the corridors with a frown. The palace which once overflowed with people was now empty, scarcely a shadow to be found. The sun was beginning to set on Mia’s once thriving empire, as was painfully obvious.


      “Well, I suppose no one’s receiving payment, so it makes sense that it’s so deserted. Still...” Mia’s stomach rumbled. “People are one thing, but my snacks are another! I haven’t even had one today. Oh, woe is me... If only treats could fall from the sky. Hmm?” As Mia walked past the castle’s courtyard, she caught sight of a familiar face. “My, it’s not every day you see him there. I wonder what brings him to the gardens?”


      Mia’s curiosity had been piqued, and since she had nothing else to do anyway, she headed over to the man. The courtyard had morphed into a weed-filled wildland after losing its caretakers. Despite finding the place a bit gross, Mia cautiously stepped through the foliage regardless. She may have been jumping from place to place these days, but an imperial princess had no business in a wasteland. There could be bugs hiding in the grass—or even snakes! That thought sent a shiver up her spine.


      Moons! This courtyard looks more like the gardens of an abandoned castle. To think the beautiful Whitemoon Palace would fall to this... Mia sighed with every step as she walked over the weeds. Suddenly, the scenery began to change. The verdant weeds gave way to brown, fecund ground she could feel through her shoes. My, this looks like farmland.


      Despite cringing at the mud on her shoes, she pushed onward. A man stood in the middle of the field, and it was none other than the miserable four-eyes, Ludwig Hewitt. He held a plow in one hand as he dug up the soil in a trance. Typically, he wore the proper dress of a civil servant, but today he was dressed in a white shirt rolled up to his elbows, giving him a rough look.


      “It’s rare to find someone tilling the fields out here.”


      Ludwig froze. His expression was one of shock; apparently, he hadn’t noticed Mia. He guiltily shook his head. “Indeed. This is my first time trying my hand at farmwork,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow with a sigh. This smeared some mud on his face, but naturally, Mia didn’t let him know as a small act of defiance, since he always nagged her.


      “What in the moons did you plant?” Stumbling upon the damned four-eyes working the fields was an incredibly rare find, so Mia couldn’t help but be curious. However...


      Ludwig wore a mischievous grin. “Hmm, well... Flowers, I suppose.”


      “Flowers?” This wasn’t like Ludwig either! Mia looked terribly confused.

    

  

  
    [image: insert3]
  

  
    
      “You? Planting flowers? Moons! Isn’t this too unlike you? I was so shocked I thought I was going to keel over!”


      “I see you have yet to fix your mouth,” said Ludwig with a scowl. “However, I have a feeling you will be quite fond of these flowers, Your Highness.”


      “My! You’re planting them for me?”


      “Yes. It’s a present, of sorts.”


      “A present?!” Mia tilted her head. She hadn’t heard such a thing in a long while. Not to mention, the man before her seemed to only have unpleasant words for Mia ever since the Great Famine had beset Tearmoon. He had dropped his old flattery.


      Additionally, it had been a long time since Mia last received flowers. This was enough to fill Mia with bliss—she was a simple woman.


      “I can’t wait! What type of flowers? Oh, I’m so excited to see them!” Mia cheerfully watched Ludwig plant the seeds.




      Alas, Mia would never see these flowers bloom. By the time they flowered, Mia would already be captured, never to return to the Whitemoon Palace again. Until time reversed, that is...




      “My, what a peaceful day...” Mia had returned from Saint-Noel Academy and lazily watched the palace courtyard. A year had already passed since her blood-soaked diary had disappeared, and after much hustle and bustle, she had finally earned some rest.


      That was when old memories came flooding back to her. “My, that’s...”


      Before Mia knew it, she had dashed off into the halls, down the stairs, into the gardens, and right to where Ludwig had planted his field—where the green weeds gave way to fecund brown.


      “Oh...”


      But there was no field. The vision of mud and soil gave way as soon as she clumsily stepped inside, leaving only a verdant field behind. What Mia had hoped to see was long gone.


      “Well, I suppose that makes sense.”


      History had changed. The miserable four-eyes’s garden had ceased to exist. Not to mention, Ludwig had planted those seeds a bit further into the future anyway. Naturally, there was nothing for her to—


      “Hmm? What is it, Your Highness?”


      Mia turned around to find Ludwig. His expression was doubtful, and he was no longer the tired man with a sarcastic smile. His cheeks seemed...what’s the word...dewy. He worked tirelessly day in and day out, but his expression brimmed with satisfaction, as if he found pride in his work. He even offered a gentle smile after seeing Mia! Truly, he was no longer the miserable four-eyes she had once known.


      “No, it’s nothing, really,” said Mia, shaking her head with a sigh. Even if I ask Ludwig about the seeds, I’m sure he wouldn’t be able to answer. Still, Mia was desperately curious to know what Ludwig had planted that day. What flowers was he going to give to her?


      Unfortunately, she had lost all means of finding an answer. She returned to her room with nebulous gloom, plopped onto her bed, and rolled around grumbling. “Ugh, I simply must know! I mean, that damned four-eyes planted those flowers for me! What type of flowers could they have possibly been...?” She could see the expression he had worn on the back of her eyelids—that mischievous, teasing smile...


      “Ugh, I-I absolutely need to know! But how?”


      For now, Mia decided to draw a picture of the seeds she had seen. Luckily, they were uniquely elliptical in shape with a pattern on their surface, which made them easy to sketch. “Now the only issue is whether Ludwig will recognize them or not. I have a feeling he might, but...”


      With that thought in mind, Mia paid Ludwig a visit. After presenting him her drawing, he immediately nodded. “Ah, these? They’re known as moonflowers.”


      “Flowers, hmm?” Mia was inwardly grinning. After all that hard, grueling work, she had found her answer! Well, this “grueling work” in question was just drawing a picture and handing it to Ludwig... “And what exactly are moonflowers?”


      “They bloom toward the sky on nights the moon is full.”


      “Moons, how strange! I had no idea such a flower existed.” Mia was impressed, but she still had a question: What had inspired Ludwig to plant these? And I still don’t understand why I’d be particularly fond of them.


      Mia still had some doubts, but for now, she decided to gather some seeds and try planting them herself. She poked holes in the soil of a flowerbox located in a corner of the gardens before plopping in the seeds and watering them. Then, she waited. While she was at Saint-Noel Academy, she entrusted the flowers to Ludwig. But when she was at the Whitemoon Palace, she did her best to care for them herself as she eagerly waited to see what sort of flowers Ludwig had planned to give her.




      Time passed and seasons changed. Mia was home for summer break, and she was dying to see what had become of the seeds she had planted. She excitedly walked over to the flower box only to be...shocked. “Th-These are gigantic!”


      Mia faced stalks that stood above her head. The buds were sharp and spiky and not cute at all! They look like a messed-up pie...


      “I believe they should be blooming tonight, since it will be the full moon. Usually, they bloom a few days before and after too.”


      “My, really?” This was it! Mia was so excited, she took a nap to make sure she’d be ready for tonight.


      Finally, the time had come. “It seems like the flowers have bloomed, milady.” Anne had come to get her, and the two headed for the courtyard to find...


      “These...are quite...” Mia was at a loss for words. They were huge—about twice the size of Mia’s head! “They really are quite gaudy, huh?”


      The bright orange petals lit by the moon seemed awfully out of place in the quiet of night. This, combined with their size, made for a flower that seemed...a bit stupid. At the very least, they weren’t the sort of flowers to give a lady.


      “So these were what that damned four-eyes wanted to... Oho ho ho! Well, he always was quite rude. I’m not surprised he doesn’t know how to treat a lady.” Mia burst into laughter while gazing at the ridiculous flowers. That clumsy man had hilariously planted them to please her. “However, the more I look at them, the gaudier they look! I’m sure I would have laughed back then too.”


      Perhaps Ludwig was only trying to be kind. Back then, Mia had lost her laughter, and it seemed awfully like that damn four-eyes to try to show kindness through planting an odd blossom that would make her chuckle.


      “I suppose I never got to thank him in the end...” Mia was beginning to feel glum. Of course, she could meet with Ludwig whenever, but not the Ludwig she had known back then.


      Though as soon as Mia’s spirits had fallen, Anne giggled. “I can’t wait. Can you, milady?”


      “Hmm? Wait for what?” Mia stared back at her blankly.


      “This flower’s seeds are edible. Apparently, they’re quite fragrant and delicious,” said Anne, grinning ear to ear. “Oh, were you unaware? I hear they make for excellent drinking snacks. My father is quite fond of them.”


      “Snacks...?”


      Suddenly, everything snapped into place. Perhaps Ludwig—that miserable four-eyes—had meant to present her not with the flowers, but the tasty seeds they would later produce. He must have known that this gourmand princess would prefer snacks to flowers! Right?! Wasn’t that the meaning behind his mischievous grin?


      “Uuuugh... That damned four-eyes! Just what did he think of me?! I’m not a glutton!” said Mia, practically grinding her teeth to a pulp. But immediately, she sighed, her expression morphing into a grimace. “Well, I suppose a lack of appearances and charm is like him...”


      Mia recalled his annoying—yet nostalgic—expressions and shook her head in exasperation.




      The petals had finally fallen, leaving behind seeds that Mia could now try. They really were fragrant and delicious. “Which reminds me, does Ludwig drink?”


      With that thought on her mind, Mia set off to deliver a gift.




      Empress Mia was known as a woman who loved flowers, but it’s said that her favorite among them was the moonflower, giant circles of petals that bloom toward the full moon. Eventually, it would be named Tearmoon’s official flower.


      But that was a story for another day.

    

  

  
    
      Mia and the Mysterious Traveling Theater Troupe


      On winter break, Mia was lazing about in Lunatear after successfully saving Remno from the clutches of revolution. She had just avoided her destiny of downfall, after all. Naturally, she was feeling relaxed.


      For Mia, with her defenses down and her body lounging about, afternoon teatime was absolute bliss! Luxurious, fragrant black tea spread over her tongue, leaving behind a superb acidity that was accompanied by a slight bitterness. While the taste still lingered, Mia shoveled a bite of cake into her mouth. As soon as her teeth sank into the fluffy sponge, the honey that soaked the cake seeped onto her palate. This moonbee honey was top-quality and caused a sweet, refreshing flower to bloom over her tongue like the spring wind whooshing through the fields, eliciting a sigh from Mia.


      “You’ve received a letter, milady.”


      “A letter? Hmm...” Mia shoveled another large bite of cake into her mouth and sighed once again. Then, she accepted the letter from Anne. The sender hadn’t listed their name, but Mia found something familiar about the handwriting.


      Yes, familiar. It was a nostalgic sense mixed with...annoyance, as if this very writing had once been used to write her a scolding. “No, that can’t be. Is this...an invitation to a play? The Fleeting Moon Theater Company, huh? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of them before.”


      “Oh, I have! They’re a theater troupe that travels the continent and puts on plays. I’ve heard they’re quite interesting. My sister was saying they plan to put on a play here in Tearmoon.”


      “My, do they? Well, then we must make sure Elise gets to see it. For research, of course.”


      Elise Littstein was Anne’s younger sister and Mia’s personal court author. She dreamed of being a novelist, and getting to see the play that was the talk of town would surely be a good experience for her.


      “And since I’ve received an invitation, I suppose I should go as well.”


      Mia didn’t just love plays, but all stories. During her time in the dungeon on the previous timeline, it was the tales she heard from Anne that helped fend off the seemingly endless boredom. Ever since, Mia just couldn’t get enough.


      A popular theater troupe... Oho ho! I can’t wait! Mia immediately resolved to see the show.




      A few days later, Mia visited the largest theater in Lunatear. The size of a castle, its marble exterior made it almost resemble a second Whitemoon Palace.


      “It really is quite the imposing building,” said Mia as she entered the hall and stared up at the marble columns. As this nation’s princess, Mia’s seats were located on the second-floor lounge. The chairs were soft and cushiony, and along the wall was a bar counter which provided free drinks.


      “Hmm, I wonder if they have any cake?” But just as Mia began to look...


      “Welcome to the theater. It is an absolute honor to have you in attendance, Your Highness.”


      Mia smiled at the theater’s representative, whose expression was stiff with nerves. “I’m very excited myself. Oh, that reminds me. This girl is my personal court author, Elise. My personal maid, Anne, is accompanying me as well,” she said, offering an elegant introduction.


      Someone tugged at her clothes. “Um, Y-Your Highness? Is this really all right?” asked Elise, Anne’s younger sister. She fixed her askew glasses before staring up at Mia. “This place is so fancy...”


      “What do you mean? You’re my court author! Of course you have the right to be here, even without me! Isn’t that right, sir?”


      “Yes, if you’re under Her Highness’s auspices, you are perfectly welcome. We’ve prepared the best seats for you.”


      “I-I-I can’t believe it, getting to watch a show for free in seats like these!” Elise’s lips were turned upward, and she sounded incredibly excited.


      Mia flashed a gentle smile in turn. “Oh, it won’t be for free though. In return, I’ll need you to write plenty of wonderful stories, as well as plays that will have this theater booming! Got that?”


      “Y-Yes! Of course!” responded Elise.


      Mia gave a satisfied nod before setting her sights on the general audience seats below. “This troupe really must be popular. There’s quite a crowd.” More than eighty percent of the seats were filled, and the room burned with palpable excitement. “The show hasn’t even started yet, but they already look so thrilled.”


      “This troupe famously performs different plays in every nation. Many foreign visitors come to watch just to ensure they won’t miss out.”


      “Moons! I had no idea. Different plays in every nation, you said? Then, do they borrow from each nation’s history?”


      “No, they do not. Oh, but it looks like they’re about to begin.” As soon as the representative spoke, a quiet, solemn sound reverberated throughout the theater as the curtains rose. “Please do enjoy,” he said before stepping away.




      “Whoa...” whispered Elise. Mia found this perfectly understandable given the splendid scene playing out onstage before them.


      It was a tale from a fictional kingdom, and the play began with a selfish princess being executed at the guillotine. But just as overwhelming tragedy filled the room, time reversed and the princess was once again twelve years old. It was a redo story of redemption.


      The lead actress’s comical portrayal earned laughs from the audience, while her effortlessly beautiful singing voice left them spellbound. The male lead, who played a prince, exuded elegance. Given he was an actor, he was almost certainly a commoner. But even Mia could see that his grace and refinement resembled that of a real royal.


      Yes, this truly was a wonderful play. It was no mystery why they were such a big hit! But as Mia watched, she couldn’t help but shiver. Wh-What in the moons is this? Her lips trembled. She couldn’t take her eyes off the stage. Th-This is my story! This Prince Charon character is just like Sion, that Prince Nable is just like Abel, and this Princess Lisa...is me!


      Mia took a swig of juice to wet her dry throat and sighed. Then, she once again returned her attention to the stage. Some of the details are a tad different, but they even have my diary! There’s no doubt about it! Someone must have discovered my secret!


      Mia had no idea what was happening—or really, how bad this might be for her. Even if the secret had leaked, she had had a hard time believing it’d be taken at face value. Still...


      A-Anyway, I absolutely must speak to them once the show is over!




      Once the curtains closed, the theater representative led Mia backstage. Inside the large room was a crowd of actors who had yet to calm down from the play’s excitement.


      “Could I have a moment?” The representative’s voice drew everyone’s attention. “Excellent work out there, today. In fact, Princess Mia was here to see the show, and she requested that she be allowed to speak with you all.”


      Now that she had been introduced, Mia took a step forward and lifted her skirt into a curtsy. “It’s nice to meet you all. My name is Mia Luna Tearmoon, and I thank you for the wonderful show today. I truly enjoyed it,” she said with an infallible smile.


      The first to respond was the actress playing Mia—ahem, Princess Lisa. Her silky hair was cut into a bob, and she had adorably large eyes. “Thank you very much for attending our show today. I am Canan, the actress who played Princess Lisa,” she said with a gentle grin. Her beautiful voice left Mia spellbound.


      “That was an excellent performance. You truly captured the loveliness, adorableness, and beauty of a princess,” said Mia, looking quite satisfied. “However, I’m not quite sure how I feel about your character getting carried away so easily. She needs to be more cute, ephemeral, and delicate. More...”


      “Huh?” Canan looked completely caught off guard.


      Mia shook her head in panic. “Oh, it’s nothing, actually! Oho ho! Yes, thank you so much for the excellent performance,” said Mia, trying to laugh things off. Next, she turned to the actors who played the two princes.


      “My name is Joske, and I play Prince Charon. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” The young man who spoke had short black hair and a handsome grin.


      Mia tilted her head. “My, your hair is black. If I’m remembering correctly...”


      “Oh, do you mean this?” Joske placed a silver wig lying on a desk atop his head.


      “Ah, I see. It looked perfectly natural from the stage. I’m quite impressed!”


      Joske spoke with trepidation. “And what did you think of my performance?”


      “Hmm, well... You shined a bit too brightly. I do think you could have made him seem a bit lamer and more mean-spirited, more...” Once again, Mia was ready to give directions, but she froze at the last moment and cleared her throat. “Yes, it was an excellent performance. I couldn’t look away.”


      “Me too! You were so cool!” said Elise, her eyes sparkling. Apparently, she adored the play. Which reminded Mia, Elise did always have a thing for princes...


      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness. I’m Orito,” cut in the last young male actor with perfect timing. He had silky hair and a handsome smile.


      Mia couldn’t help but groan. Joske was quite handsome as well, but this Orito is really something! Esmeralda could never get enough! Mia couldn’t help but grin as she thought back to her man-crazy friend.


      “It’s nice to meet you as well, Orito. Thank you for the wonderful performance. As for Prince Nable... Yes, I suppose it’s perfectly fine for him to be so brilliant. I have no problems with your performance at all!”


      When it came to Abel, no matter how dashing, dazzling, and heart-pounding the performance, Mia could have no complaints. Simply put, she was a young maiden in love.


      She now turned her sights to the rest of the troupe. “I really did enjoy the play, everyone. It was wonderful.”


      A girl giggled. “I am very pleased to hear that, Your Highness.”


      “Hmm?” Mia turned toward the voice to find a woman wearing round glasses. Her eyes suggested intelligence, but if Mia was remembering correctly, she never appeared in the show.


      “Thank you so much for allowing us to perform in Tearmoon’s capital, Your Highness. I’m Seeke, the playwright.”


      “My! Then you’re the one who wrote the story...?” Mia cautiously focused her eyes on this woman. “It was an excellent play. It gave me goose bumps!”


      More like a cold sweat, actually...


      In any case, the plot of this story largely resembled Mia’s current circumstances. While there were embellishments and other play-like elements that differed from her own tale, the plot itself matched Mia’s story exactly. Naturally, the only possible explanation seemed to be that this woman had discovered Mia’s secret.


      But what does she want? Is she trying to threaten me? Is this blackmail? Mia was going to get to the bottom of this!


      “It was quite an interesting tale. Did you come up with it yourself?”


      “I did. Or rather, it was more like the story came to me from the heavens. The plot suddenly popped into my mind shortly after I set foot in this land,” she said with a gentle smile.


      Mia stared at her. She glared and glowered, then stared some more. But unfortunately, she couldn’t find anything malicious hidden behind Seeke’s eyes. Then was it truly just a coincidence? But the handwriting on that invitation looked so...


      Mia crossed her arms and began to think. The figure she envisioned was none other than a certain bespectacled vassal she could never meet again. “Moons, that miserable four-eyes isn’t trying to warn me, is he? I doubt it...”


      Mia wasn’t quite satisfied with the answers she gathered, but she decided to leave regardless. And it wasn’t because her mouth was watering for some sweets. You’d be terribly mistaken to assume all that thinking was running her sugar reserves dry.


      “Well then, I’ll be returning home. Farewell, everyone.”


      “Your Highness.” Just as Mia was about to exit the room, Seeke flashed her a mysterious grin. “I pray that your story will have a happy ending.”


      Mia smiled back. “Yes, of course it will! I’m not a fan of bad endings, after all.” That’s right. I need to work hard to ensure this play has a happy ending! But first, some sweets!

    

  

  
    
      Mia and the Terrifying, Bone-Chilling Superstition


      The sixth month had just come to pass, and through her erudite wiles, Mia had successfully inveigled the Wandering Wiseman Galv. Now, she was back at Saint-Noel’s Academy, where peaceful days awaited her. Today was one of them. After classes concluded, Mia was enjoying some afternoon tea with her friends in the courtyard.


      “Oho ho ho! Black tea truly is the best. Drinking it with a spoonful of jam is wonderfully delicious and filling it with milk and sugar is quite scrumptious as well. Ah, and to then enjoy it with cookies! Moons, I truly can’t get enough,” Mia waxed tea lyrical with a satisfied grin.


      Her friends, smiling, watched her. Mia’s current retinue consisted of only those who wished to be around her, whether she treated servants and commoners with equal respect or did anything else removed from the common sense of nobles. They were a collection of Mia fanatics, the Mia Elite. And for them, there was nothing more blissful than seeing their beloved Mia filling her cheeks with snacks and a smile. The air around them was one of tranquility.


      “That reminds me, have you heard the rumors, Miss Mia?” asked one of Mia’s dear friends.


      “My? What rumors?” responded Mia, having failed to sense the foreshadowing within those words. She failed to mentally prepare herself before nonchalantly taking the bait.


      Thus, Mia’s friend Dora Greilich cheerfully exclaimed, “The rumors of the ghost that roams the hallways during the dead of night!”


      “The gh-gh-ghost?” Mia stared into her friend’s eyes, her expression now serious.


      “Yes. So, the rumor I heard...” she gleefully continued.


      Mia cursed under her breath. Dora was the second daughter of Count Greilich, a Tearmoon noble. She had been Mia’s friend even during the previous timeline, which was incredibly rare. For one, the vast majority of Mia’s friends had approached her for her power, and they belittled commoners and servants like Anne. Thus, they no longer hung around her.


      However, Dora had been different. At her core, she was indifferent to matters of influence and high society. Or rather, she simply had something she prized more—her collection of ghost stories. Dore Greilich was a horror fanatic.


      She’s a good person, minus this one thing. Oh, but without this side of her, I suppose she wouldn’t truly be Dora. As such thoughts passed through Mia’s mind, Dora continued to share her story—an urban legend regarding the ghost of a previous student council president. During their time alive, they had been the serious type, and had accordingly patrolled the academy’s halls before heading to bed every night. But one day, they were crushed by a holy item within the cathedral during their patrol, taking their last breath.


      “The lights flickered, shining on the cathedral floor dyed crimson with blood. Then, the eyes on their severed head swiveled around, landing on...you! It’s you!” she suddenly shouted, causing Mia to jump out of her seat.


      However, she immediately gathered herself and regained her smile. “Oho! Oho ho! You startled me, Dora! Oh, not that I’m scared or anything. I was just a bit...shocked. Not scared, mind you.” Her voice trembled.


      Dora wore a cunning smile. “Oh, of course not. The real scary part is what comes next.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “The story continues,” said Dora in a whisper. “In fact, it comes searching...for anyone who’s heard its story.”


      “It? What’s...it?”


      “The severed head of the student council president...rolling right toward you!”


      Eeeeeeeeek! Wait! Why in the moons did she tell us, then?! Mia was about ready to scream, but she swallowed it down. Her expression was one of perfect composure. “O-Oh, I see. Then I suppose it’ll be coming tonight, then? I can’t wait.”


      “No, it waits seven days. Then, it appears.”


      Why can’t it just appear now?! Mia, fundamentally, didn’t believe these sorts of stories, which was exactly why it was best to confirm the ghost wouldn’t come as quickly as possible. Waiting anxiously for a whole seven days just in case it did show up—and it was a very small chance, mind you—would be hard on her little chicken heart.


      “But once the head finds you,” Dora continued, “you’ll begin to experience terrible misfortunes...”


      Seriously! Why in the moons did she tell me this?!


      To Mia, “terrible misfortunes” were on a being-decapitated-at-the-guillotine level. Her heart protested, but Dora continued on, not noticing at all. “But fret not. There’s one way to stop it.”


      “And that is...?” Mia was fed up with this story, but Dora was apparently none the wiser.


      “Story has it that if you head to the cathedral at the dead of night and offer a prayer right as the date changes, all curses will be lifted,” Dora said gleefully. “That applies to the Curse of the Severed Head too.”


      “Phew, I see... But do you really believe this, Dora? It’s just a superstition! An old wives’ tale!” Mia snorted, pompously trying to appeal to the fact that she didn’t believe this story at all. “And just out of curiosity, have you tried this yourself?” It was best to ask, just for assurances’ sake. Mia was simply worried that Dora would meet these foretold misfortunes. She didn’t believe in scary stories! Not at all! This question was merely asked out of an abundance of precaution!


      Dora’s smile...seemed to convey more than met the eye. “Actually...I did.”


      “You visited the cathedral in the middle of the night?”


      “Yes, alone. In secret.”


      “My, alone...?” Dora had slipped out of the girls’ dormitory in the middle of the night, walked the academy’s dark hallways, and headed for the cathedral? Is Dora...all right in the head?


      Mia was genuinely worried for her friend. Sneaking out of the dormitories alone at night was reckless, an action so shortsighted calling her a hoodlum would be generous! To Mia, her dear friend who could so casually weather the horror was beginning to look like...something not of this world.


      Dora didn’t seem to notice. “Anyway, I went to the cathedral. There...I saw something.”


      “Saw...what?”


      Dora’s eyes moved back and forth. “Within the cathedral, in the dead of night and lit by flickering torches...was the dancing ghost of a young girl!”


      “Eeeek!” Mia couldn’t help but suck in a breath. She looked around at her friends and decided to play it off by clearing her throat. “And you’re certain you weren’t seeing things?”


      She immediately recalled another time when Dora’s stories had chilled her to her bones. When she finally got to the bottom of things, she discovered this “ghost” was none other than her delightful granddaughter Miabel, and she was quite certain this was a similar case.


      “Ghosts” are just scaredy-cats mistaking what they see in the dark, or horror fanatics doing the same! thought Mia. But as someone who had experienced decapitation at the hands of the guillotine herself, she also couldn’t help but think, I had time to prepare for my execution, so I was able to stay calm as I lost my head, but...


      Uh, did she?


      If I suddenly lost it, I’m sure it would have thrown me into a panic! It’d be natural to resent the world and leave behind a curse. Mia couldn’t help but admit there was some thread of validity to Dora’s tale.


      “I certainly wasn’t seeing things. I saw it plain as day,” boasted Dora. Her confidence left Mia defenseless. “So, Miss Mia, it’s best if you visit the cathedral tonight as well.”


      “No... I think I’ll pass. I don’t believe in ghost stories, after all.”


      “Huh? But it’s a chance to see the ghost for yourself! Don’t you think it’ll be a wasted opportunity?”


      “That’s what you’re...?! Ahem, I mean, I simply have no interest in seeing a real ghost.”


      “But if you don’t, the head will come after you! It’ll come rolling and rolling and...”


      And whose fault is that?! screamed Mia on the inside.




      That afternoon, once classes were done and over, Mia found herself lost in her thoughts. Or rather...


      That’s just a superstition! A tale! A mean-spirited story Dora came up with just to scare me, even! Mia repeated those words over and over, yet she still didn’t fully believe them. Why? Because Dora wasn’t the kind of miscreant who enjoyed scaring others; she just had an unparalleled fetish for the supernatural!


      I could perhaps understand if she was the type who liked to spread false, made-up rumors to spook others, but I simply can’t understand why she enjoys these terrifying tales! W-Well, not that I’m scared, or anything. I just know that Anne would be frightened if she overheard! She’d insist on sleeping in my bed, and hmm... In that case...


      For a moment, Mia enjoyed a sweet escape from reality. Until she encountered something she couldn’t ignore, that is.


      “Haah... I’m not going to be able to sleep until I visit the cathedral at night, am I?”


      Of course, Mia didn’t believe any ghosts would be coming to find her. Not at all! She simply wanted to cover her bases, as her instincts were screaming that with this possibility on her mind, she’d be unable to fall asleep.


      Thus, Mia had no choice. In the dead of night, she’d visit the cathedral. “Which means I need to choose my retinue carefully...”


      Naturally, Mia didn’t believe in ghosts, not even a tiny bit. Thus, a nighttime cathedral visit would be a walk in the park! “Anne would be terribly frightened if she discovered I was missing in the middle of the night, so I’ll have her accompany me. Oh, and Bel too, as we’re sharing a room right now. She’d be ever so lonely if I was gone. Really, though, I’m sure she’d insist on coming with me anyway! Moons, there really is nothing we can do about her, is there? And in that case...”


      Mia had decided on two members of her party, but who else? As she thought and thought, her feet led her to the cathedral. “I suppose it’s best I scout the place out first,” she muttered as she reached toward the door.


      “My, is that you, Mia? What business do you have here?” Mia jumped into the air! Then, she trepidatiously turned around to find...Rafina, wearing her usual gentle smile.


      “Oh, Miss Rafina! It’s nothing. I was simply passing by, so I thought I’d peek inside.” She took a good look at Rafina and tilted her head. “Are you about to hold a ceremony?”


      Rafina was dressed in ceremonial robes, made of marble, silky fabric that jutted out over her shoulders. With each step, the cloth elegantly swayed and swished to match her movements. Not only was her dress incredibly refined in appearance, it had clearly been designed with sound in mind as well.


      “Rather than a ceremony, I suppose you could say I’m practicing. I’ll be performing a dance during the Midsummer Festival.”


      “So, you’re here to practice this dance, then? Is it similar to ballroom dancing?”


      “Similar, yes. But there are some tricks to it. Every single action performed during a rite has meaning behind it, which means I need to memorize the moves exactly. For example...” Rafina raised her slender, lithe arms—quite unlike those of a certain princess—toward the sky. “This form symbolizes the receival of the blessing of rain from the heavens.” With her arms still held up in the air, Rafina twirled as her cloth swished. There was something mystical in her movements as she lowered her hands, spreading them out beside her as she twirled once again. “And this move expresses how the falling rain blesses the land below.”


      Rafina’s movements were perfectly thought out and controlled, down to her fingertips. Mia gave her a round of applause. She really is amazing. Even ceremonies are a piece of cake for her! Which reminds me, perhaps having Rafina accompany me tonight would be smart, she suddenly thought. For one, Rafina was the Holy Lady! Yes, Mia was a “saint” herself, but Rafina was one in the literal sense, and rites of exorcism would certainly be within her means. Plus, she had a presence that left Mia quite certain she’d be able to scare off apparitions with a single look.


      Hmm... It’d be quite reassuring to have her around, but it could be equally nerve-racking. Rafina was the real deal! If Mia asked the wrong question, it was entirely possible she’d casually say, “Ghosts? Why, of course they’re real. Look! One’s behind you right now!” And while she could merely be joking, what made Rafina truly dangerous was that Mia had no way to tell.


      Rafina has a playful side to her. It’s just the sort of joke she might make! And if she did, Mia certainly wouldn’t be able to sleep at night. Of this, Mia was absolutely confident.


      “My, what’s wrong, Mia?”


      “O-Oh, um, well... Miss Rafina, do you...?” That question had caught Mia off guard, making it hard for her to answer. “Do you have any plans tonight?”


      Thus, Mia decided to leave the ball in Rafina’s field. If Rafina was free, Mia would have her join. If not, she’d simply give up on having the Holy Lady in attendance.


      “Tonight? Why do you ask?”


      “Oh, well, um... I was hoping to invite you to a nighttime tea party.”


      “I see. My apologies. As I mentioned earlier, I’m quite busy preparing for the Midsummer Festival,” she said, looking slightly disappointed.


      “Well, I suppose there’s nothing I can do about that, then. I’ll invite you some other time.” Was she feeling relieved? Mia couldn’t quite tell herself.




      It was now nighttime, and in the end, Mia resolved to bring Bel and Anne with her. “Could I have a moment with you two?”


      Mia remembered that Bel had secretly hid herself in the academy for a time. Traversing the dark halls would certainly be easy for the girl.


      Yup. This is the best team I could ask for!


      “What is it, milady?” asked Anne, who had just changed into her pajamas and was about to get into bed for the night.


      “There’s actually somewhere I was hoping to visit at midnight,” said Mia, lowering her voice to a whisper. “I want to head to the cathedral.”


      “The cathedral? Why...? Oh!” Anne suddenly gasped and clapped her hands. “For a secret meeting with Prince Abel?”


      “Huh?! N-No! Of course not! A tryst with Abel? That’d be... Well, I suppose I’d love the opportunity, but if Miss Rafina caught me secretly meeting with a man at the cathedral, I’d certainly be in for a scolding.”


      “Huh? Then why visit, then?”


      “That’s, well... Actually, I heard something from Dora today,” Mia prefaced before sharing the scary story Dora had earlier divulged. “Of course, I told her these rumors were awfully silly, and obviously a mere urban legend. But, well... Some of us will surely remain spooked until we get to the bottom of things. The other students who heard the tale seemed terribly frightened, and I feel awfully bad for them. As student council president, I believe it’s my job to determine whether this tale has any truth to it.”


      “Oh, I see! In that case, I’ll happily accompany you, milady!” Anne enthusiastically nodded and beat her fist against her chest, looking incredibly reliable.


      Mia nodded before turning her attention to Bel. “Thank you. Oh, and you’ll be coming with us too, right?”


      All children loved adventures and would jump up and down at the chance to slip out of the dormitories at night. Of course Bel would agree to come! Mia was certain of it!


      “Hmm... I think I’ll pass. I’m sleepy.”


      “Huh?”


      Shockingly, Bel failed to jump aboard! While sharing a room with Mia, Bel had fundamentally lived a happy, healthy lifestyle of being both early to bed and early to rise. And just like Mia, she knew the extreme bliss that sleep truly was. Even right now, Bel had changed into her warm, cozy pajamas and was rubbing her eyes as if she was about to fall asleep at any moment. Mia had made a critical misjudgment!


      Th-This is terrible! Yes, Mia’s trusty confidant Anne had already agreed to come along, which Mia found very reassuring. But not having Bel—the girl who knew her way around the academy at night—with them inspired the exact opposite.


      Mia was silent for a moment. “I see. That’s quite disappointing. If you came with me, I was planning on stopping for some sweet hot cocoa along the way...”


      “Huh?”


      “You’d be helping me perform my duties as student council president, after all. So naturally, I’d need to thank you. Oh, what a shame. I find drinking a warm cup of sweet something for bed to be such a pleasure, but... If you’re sleepy, then I guess I’ll have to do away with that plan.”


      “Woo-hoo! I’ll definitely come for hot cocoa!” Bel’s eyes flew open, and she even started to punch the air.


      “We’re not heading out for cocoa, you know.” Mia’s granddaughter was so incredibly simple, it inspired some anxiety.




      Mia slept until midnight, but once Anne woke her from her slumber, the three slipped from their bedroom. Mia walked through the halls while trying to shake her sleepy mind awake.


      Bel, on the other hand, was bouncing off the walls. “Co-coa! Co-coa!” she chanted as she skipped around. She always had an easy time waking up in the morning. Perhaps it was just the blessings of youth.


      Mia sighed. “Still, the academy does seem quite different at night.”


      Fundamentally, she was not a night owl. The only times she left her room so late were when she happened to wake up in the middle of the night, or during special celebrations like the Holy Eve Festival. She felt like something could pop out of the dark, creepy hallways at any moment.


      The severed head rolls its way to your room, so it must roll down these hallways as well! Ah! I can’t! Think about something else, Mia!


      Eventually, the group arrived at the cathedral, and fortunately, they hadn’t encountered the severed head Mia had feared. Yet...


      Bel suddenly froze. She spoke in a whisper. “Something’s weird, Miss Mia. Last time I was here, there weren’t any lights on inside the cathedral.”


      “Huh?” It was only then that Mia noticed the door was cracked open, leaking a dim, creepy, flickering light. C-C-Calm down, Mia! Torch lights always flicker!


      Mia took a deep breath. Then, she sucked in another...and held it. She didn’t want any creepy crawlies to hear her and come running! Carefully and quietly, she peered through the crack in the door.


      “Eek!” she almost screamed. Inside the cathedral was a white, writhing figure!


      Is that a gh-gh-gh-ghost? No, it can’t be! Mia reassured herself things would be fine in a bid of encouragement. “Th-This is exactly like that other time! Bel must have done something! Back then, she...”


      “Huh? Did you say my name, Miss Mia?” Bel peered into Mia’s eyes, standing right beside her. She couldn’t be the culprit!


      Then, what...is that? A shadow within the cathedral... Moons! Could it actually be a gh-gh-ghost?! Mia felt like she was about to pass out.


      “My, that’s Miss Rafina. I wonder what she’s doing here,” calmly pointed out Anne. Mia peered into the cathedral once again, and...Anne had been right. It was only Rafina.


      “Indeed it is. So, the mysterious figure was just Miss Rafina.” Mia was so relieved, her knees threatened to give out from under her. “But why is she here so late...?”


      “My, is that you, Mia?” Rafina caught sight of her friend and decided to approach. “What are you doing here in the middle of the night? Oh, I get it! I must have worried you,” she said, grimacing. “Did you come to check on me since I told you I was busy earlier today?”


      “Huh? O-Oh, yes, I suppose that’s the case. Have you been practicing your dance this whole time?”


      “No, I took a break for a meal and some rest, but I’ve been practicing since.”


      “It must be hard on you.”


      Rafina giggled. “Oh, I’m all right. Things have been much easier for me as of late, actually. Since you’re performing the duties of student council president, that weight has been lifted from my shoulders.”


      This struck Mia’s conscience. To be perfectly honest, she hadn’t been doing much work. She almost wanted to apologize. “U-Um, I know you turned down my offer earlier, but why not take a break with us? We were planning to have a cup of hot cocoa before bed. I’m sure it’ll help you relax.”


      “Huh? But...”


      “There’s no point in working so hard if your body can’t handle it. Rest is a must,” proclaimed Mia, the queen of playing hooky—ahem, taking much-needed rest. Bel vigorously nodded her head up and down in agreement. Clearly, she was ready for her cocoa.


      “I...suppose,” said Rafina after a moment’s consideration. She was rubbing her stomach.


      “My, what is it?”


      “I’ve heard that consuming sweets late at night will make you fat...”


      “This isn’t like you at all, Miss Rafina! Do you really believe such superstitions?” asked Mia, holding her hand over her mouth to hide a giggle. “It will be fine! I hear that as long as you don’t believe what you eat will make you fat, you won’t gain any weight. If that’s the mindset you drink your cocoa with, you won’t have any problems.” Mia took Rafina’s superstition and met it with a superstition of her own!


      Rafina’s smile grew slightly awkward. “I suppose you’re right. I’ll make an exception this time. You’ve gone out of your way to prepare it for me, after all. Would you let me join you?” Finally, she had let the tension out of her shoulders.

    

  

  
    [image: insert4]
  

  
    
      Thus, Mia enjoyed a midnight cup of sweet, sweet hot cocoa.


      “It’s just a superstition, right?”


      And what were the true consequences of consuming sweets at night? Mia would soon become painfully aware before summer break had even arrived.

    

  

  
    
      The Head Chef and the Vegetable Cake


      Let us tell the story of a regretful man.


      It began in Ganudos with a normal guy who’d led a normal life as the owner of a small tavern. His name was Musta Waggman, and he was a bear of a man. Possessing a knack for cooking, he offered a multitude of seafood delicacies on his menu that, along with his mild disposition, kept customers coming back again and again. His tavern was a true favorite among the locals.


      One day, a bit past noon, when traffic calmed a little, a traveling merchant wearing thick, foreign clothes stepped into Waggman’s tavern. As he lowered himself into a counter seat, a deep sigh escaped his lips.


      “What a fine mess...”


      “Oh? What’s this?” Musta, who’d approached to take his order, noticed his troubled expression. “Is something wrong?”


      “Wrong? You bet it is.”


      “What is it?”


      “It’s the damn empire, of course! I swear, I don’t know what this new regime and its so-called ‘revolutionary army’ think they’re doing, but they’ve made a real mess of the place. It’s nothing but wasteland for miles and miles. I went there thinking I might be able to set up some sort of shop, but nope, not a chance. The whole country has gone to the dogs. They need to purge it, or something. Raze it to the ground. There’s too much of the old badness left to make room for anything decent...”


      Another sigh followed this pronouncement, even deeper than the last one. Then he finally took a good look around the room. His eyes stopped on the row of wooden plates hung on the wall, which detailed the tavern’s offerings.


      “Huh, this menu of yours... You from Tearmoon?” he asked, his tone growing more affable.


      “That I am. Good eye, sir.”


      “Hah, I knew it. I’m the same. Whereabouts in Tearmoon are you from?”


      “The capital, born and raised. A city boy to the bone, I am.”


      “Aaah. Well then. Wasn’t easy for you, was it? What with the famine, and the war... I heard the capital was pure hell.”


      “Ha ha. Actually, I moved here just before the revolution began, so I didn’t have to go through the worst of it,” answered Musta with a calm smile.


      The man looked down and shook his head.


      “Good for you then. You wouldn’t have wanted to. As for me, I’m from the sticks. We didn’t get it too bad there either. Lucky us, I guess. I’ve been to the capital plenty of times though. Were you running a diner there too?” he asked, gazing around again. “Maybe I went there, before.”


      Musta smiled and scratched the back of his head before answering with some reluctance.


      “Not exactly. I worked at the Whitemoon Palace.”


      “Whitemoon Palace? Damn... Have you cooked for the emperor, then?”


      “I have indeed... Didn’t last long though. Lost the job after a few years.”


      “Long enough, I think, but still damn impressive. So, what? You telling me you can make fancy court food too?”


      “Not without preparation. I suppose I can manage something if you want to place a special order, but it’ll take time. And...it’ll end up costing you a good coin or two.”


      The man fell silent for a contemplative moment. Cuisine served in the imperial court was not the kind of food one could find just anywhere. This might be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. In the end, however, he shook his head.


      “Nah, I’ll pass. For now at least. If I make a good profit off a big deal, I’ll come back and order one of them court dishes from you. Today... Yeah, I think I’ll just have this ambermoon tomato stew.”


      Musta’s eyes widened slightly at the man’s choice.


      “Right then. One ambermoon tomato stew, coming right up.”


      He retreated into the kitchen. Soon after, he reappeared with a gently steaming bowl. The tomatoes, simmered to melting, were joined by a number of other vegetables that had received the same thorough treatment, soaked in the savory juices from the thick slices of fish—added as a Ganudos special. The merchant spooned up a mouthful and, almost in spite of himself, let out a yelp of surprise.


      “Damn, this is good... This is good. So this is the work of a court chef, huh?”


      Musta left the man to his stew.


      After finishing, he set down the bowl with a satisfied exhalation, then cocked his head. “Say, if you’re so good at cooking, how’d you lose your job? This is some fine food. I can’t imagine there are a ton of people out there with your skills...”


      “Funny you ask. As a matter of fact, it was because of this very dish.” He tapped the now-empty bowl. “Ambermoon tomato stew.”


      Normally, Musta was not a man to talk about the past. What was past was gone, and there weren’t many happy memories to dredge up anyway. But a chance encounter with a fellow countryman, along with his coincidental order, had softened Musta’s inhibitions. He felt a strange bond, as if there were some invisible hand of fate working to bring the two of them together at this moment.


      “One day when I served it to the princess.”


      Memories of that day resurfaced in his mind, as vivid as ever. Though the tomatoes were a pain to prepare, they were said to be highly nutritious and good for people’s health. He of course knew that the princess hated them. The head chef before him hadn’t been able to prepare them well, and the bitter taste had stuck with the young princess ever since in the form of a culinary scar. As a result, she grimaced at any mention of ambermoon tomatoes.


      Musta, however, was worried about the princess. Specifically, he found her diet troubling. She was a picky eater and ate far more sweets than anything else. That couldn’t be good for her health. Every so often, he’d try to mix some vegetables into her meals, but his efforts were to no avail. Time and again, she’d pick them out and leave them uneaten.


      “Really? She didn’t like this?” asked the merchant, glancing incredulously at the bowl. “It’s so damn good. I guess she was even worse than the rumors made her out to be.”


      Musta sighed and gazed out the window with a wistful smile, his eyes half closed in reminiscence.


      “It’s true that Her Highness was a girl with a...discriminating palate. When it came to food, she loved and hated with equal fervor... It certainly caused plenty of headaches.”


      “Yeah, I’d imagine it did. She’s known as the ‘selfish princess who ruined Tearmoon’ after all. Must have been tough cooking for her. Hell, I bet you were glad to leave by the end of it all.”


      That elicited a shake of Musta’s head.


      “No, not exactly glad. I left with...regret.” His smile turned sad. “In the end, I walked out the gates of the Whitemoon Palace without ever hearing Her Highness say she enjoyed my cooking. As a chef...I regret that to this day.”


      “Ah, don’t beat yourself up. This is the spoiled princess of legend we’re talking about. Getting a word of praise out of her was probably like pulling teeth.”


      “She could indeed be quite difficult. Hardly the type to eat something just because you served it to her. But as head chef...it was my duty to ensure the members of the imperial family dined on meals that were good for their health. Even now, I still wonder if there might have been a way... If I could have tried harder...”


      It was, perhaps, pointless to theorize. It might never have been possible. But, even so, even if there had been no chance at all... Musta nevertheless felt a bone-deep sense of regret.


      “Maybe it was my fault. I was too stubborn. I kept trying to make her eat her vegetables, but maybe there was a smarter way to go about it. A way to cook them so she’d want to eat them. I always wonder...”


      He was confident in the taste of his dishes, but somewhere in that confidence, he couldn’t help but think there had been too much him and not enough her. That he focused too much on getting her to eat his cooking rather than cooking something she’d enjoy. He could still remember how the little princess, the sight of her scowl still fresh in his mind as if he had seen it just yesterday, had stared daggers at his creations.


      And...he could still remember how he’d felt when he heard that she’d been executed. When he heard what they said of her last moments there at the guillotine, her cheeks sunken, her body gaunt...


      “I wish...I could have cooked one last meal for her. Something good, at least, to send her on her way...”


      Musta wasn’t particularly fond of Princess Mia. He simply...pitied her. There was something profoundly sad about the thought of her locked in a dungeon, fed only barely edible rubbish. If he’d been there, even under the difficult circumstances, he could have made something for her to eat that was at least decent.


      Realizing he’d retreated too far into his thoughts, he shook his head and smiled.


      “I have to say, looking back on it, it all feels like a dream. Me, in the palace, working as head chef for the empire’s royal family... It’s hard to believe that actually happened. And...” He sighed. “Even harder to believe that empire no longer exists. Hah. Life is really something, isn’t it? You can never tell what’s around the corner.”


      The two of them shared a worldly smile...then parted ways. Their paths never crossed again.


      This was the story of a normal man and the life he’d led. A life that had reached the lofty station of head chef of the imperial court in the Tearmon Empire before concluding as the owner of a small tavern in a small country. It was not an unhappy life. It had its ups and downs, triumphs and setbacks. It was, in other words, normal. The small, stinging thorn of regret in his heart included.


      Now, let us spin the dial and turn over the hourglass, so that time may flow anew.


      Let us tell the story of a great man.


      He was a renowned chef who left a lasting mark on the continent’s culinary history. He was a man who took that small thorn of regret in his heart and, through hard work and perseverance, pulled it free and cast it off. This is the story of his life.


      “Head chef, are you, um...sure about this?”


      Faced with this question from one of the junior cooks, the head chef of the imperial court, Musta Waggman, cocked his brow.


      “‘Sure’? Sure about what, exactly?”


      “Uh, well... Didn’t we just serve Her Highness a dish with vegetables in it? And, um... Didn’t she flip the plate over?”


      “We have a duty to ensure the imperial family remains in good health. So long as she eats even a little, it’s worth our time and effort to keep making such dishes.”


      Noontime today had been a battle as always. Mia, refusing to eat her lunch, had stormed away and returned to her room without so much as a bite. Not too long ago, however, she’d poked her head into the royal kitchen again, presumably driven by her empty stomach.


      “I want some moonberry pie,” she’d said.


      The demand was, of course, immediately shot down by Musta, who declared, “No lunch, no dessert.” Snacking without having eaten a proper meal was out of the question. After some wrangling, she eventually capitulated to his stern insistence, sullenly agreeing to eat “the leftovers from lunch or whatever. I don’t care. Just bring me anything.”


      “This is good,” Musta said in the kitchen. “This way, we can get her to eat at least a little bit of healthy food. It’s a worthwhile effort...”


      He stubbornly repeated the sentiment, cementing his public position on the matter, though he was aware that behind all his talk about duty and worth was a growing sense of resignation. Strip away the bravado, and he’d have to admit that deep down, even he couldn’t make himself care much anymore. It was, perhaps, inevitable. Every meal he served, he’d prepared with all his heart and soul. One could only watch so many of one’s darling creations be overturned before something inside gave way. Like a soldier riding into a losing battle, he brought the dish from the kitchen to her table...only to hear something that made him doubt his ears. Mia complimenting his cooking, telling him it was “delicious.” She took a bite of bread, then a sip of stew, and—sweet moons high above—tears started streaming down her face.


      As the initial shock wore off, elation filled Musta’s chest, and he was gripped by a sudden loquacity. Pride moved his tongue, leading him to ramble a little about the culinary techniques he employed. He soon caught himself and glanced at her nervously. To his further surprise, she seemed to be listening. Intently, at that.


      “That seems like a lot of work. Why do you do it that way?” she asked with interest.


      The earnestness of the question struck a chord deep within him. He stood up straighter, bowed, and answered, “For us servants, ensuring the nutrition of the royal family is as important a duty as any.” The words flowed naturally from his lips, uttered so frequently they were becoming rote.


      “How terribly considerate of you. Know that I am most grateful for your efforts.”


      Her response, though just as natural in tone, was anything but rote. Rather, it was an expression of thanks so genuine as to sound alien in her voice. It struck another chord, but this one felt different. It came with a stinging discomfort, as if the chord was tugging against a small thorn lodged deep in his heart...


      From that day forward, Princess Mia never again left her meals unfinished. In fact, she didn’t just eat them. She savored them.


      “Simply delicious! These vegetables, they melt in my mouth! The seasoning is marvelous, a perfect balance of sweet and sour! Your skills are absolutely incredible!”


      Day after day, Musta was showered with praise for his cooking. She commended his technique, thanked him profusely, and even began to take a keen interest in the culinary arts herself. In particular, she demonstrated a fascination with recipes involving mushrooms, and went so far as to ask him to teach her a few. Their frequent conversations led to the formation of a bond, and Musta began thinking of Mia almost as a daughter.


      After that, the pains came more often. It was never more than a brief twinge, but always in his core, and always coincided with thoughts of the princess. It wasn’t guilt—not guilt from slacking off in his cooking, at least. He knew that he prepared every dish with the utmost care and could declare with an unburdened conscience that he picked only the healthiest ingredients to make Mia’s meals. Nevertheless, the pains kept coming, and he couldn’t help but wonder...had he really made every effort to hone his cooking? To optimize the texture of vegetables for the delicate palate of a young princess? Was there craft to his work as well as commitment?


      Every innocent compliment of Mia’s caused something bitter to stir within. Eventually, he had to admit he knew what the feeling was—guilt. He didn’t know why he felt it, but it was becoming ever-present. Driven by its sting, he began conducting further research into his profession. Until then, he’d always been a first-rate cook. His knowledge and skills were both of the highest caliber, more than sufficient for even his station—the Whitemoon Palace’s head chef.


      But therein lay the problem. His exceptionality was as a cook, but his job required him to excel as a chef. His cooking, while superb, had firmly abided by the methods and rules he’d learned from his master. He’d never thought to doubt, to cook outside the box. Unconcerned—unconscious, even—of those he fed and their individuality, he’d failed to explore beyond the realm of his own “common sense.” In his mind, the circumstances and unique needs of the palates he served had made way for his fixation on maintaining his technical prowess and his position. He’d scaled the peak, yes, but he’d lost sight of the horizon. That had been his life so far.


      Once he began researching the culinary arts for Mia, however, his cooking changed drastically. He began using cooking methods he’d never been taught. He experimented with unfamiliar cookware and followed developments in the design of pots and pans, incorporating the latest styles into his workflow. Days turned into weeks, and weeks into months, but his diligence never faltered. Then, two years after Mia began attending school at Saint-Noel, the day finally arrived.


      “Her Highness...seems to be fatigued.”


      Rumors of the princess’s physical condition circulated through the Whitemoon Palace’s kitchen, making their way to Musta’s ears.


      “Yes. I heard she spent a few days in the village of a minor tribe in the Sealence Forest. Their unfamiliar lifestyle must have taken a toll on her...”


      “I see. That’s rather worrying.”


      Mia was a princess among princesses. The life of forest dwellers must have been nigh otherworldly for her. Considering the undoubtedly difficult process of adapting to such a drastically different environment, she’d probably had trouble sleeping and likely ate very little. Musta found himself overcome with sympathy for her tribulations.


      ...Of course, the truth was that she had been wholly satisfied with the Lulu Tribe’s welcome and had wolfed down feast after feast without the slightest hesitation before enjoying long, undisturbed stretches of round-bellied slumber. Musta, though, had no idea about any of that.


      So young, yet so committed to her duties. What an exemplary young princess she is. I wish there was something more I could do for her...


      Such thoughts occupied his mind as he made his way to the cafeteria, where he found her trying—and failing—to hide a wide-mouthed yawn. He let her rub away the drowsy tears from her eyes before approaching her.


      “Welcome back, Your Highness. You seem rather tired.”


      “Do I?” She gave him a weak smile. “I suppose I am. I’ve been quite busy surveying Princess Town and such. It must have worn me down a little, so some indulgence would be greatly appreciated.”


      “Indulgence? What kind?”


      Mia smiled at the puzzled chef and said jokingly, “Oh, I don’t know. The kind that involves an all-sweets breakfast, maybe?”


      Something clicked for Musta. It occurred to him that this must have been how knights felt before they rode into battle. Without another word, he retreated to the kitchen. Before long, he reappeared holding his masterwork—the vegetable cake! Made by grinding ambermoon carrots into a fine paste and adding mini kabocha squashes along with ambermoon tomatoes. Only a dab of seasoning—just a dab, with minimal sugar—was added to preserve as much of the natural flavor as possible. This was no simple creation; it represented the culmination of tireless research and endless iterations. A miraculous coexistence of nutrition and palatability, it was a culinary breakthrough. And it was his answer to the challenge his conscience had posed him.


      As a matter of fact, he’d preprepared it in secret. His vegetable cake was not something that could be whipped up on the fly. This way, it would be ready for Mia’s consumption whenever she showed up. Unfortunately, he’d failed to work up the nerve to present his creation to her. After all, who had been the one to pester her with incessant reminders to eat proper meals? Him, of course. He was the one who’d sternly turned down her requests for sweets and reprimanded her about how eating too much sugar was bad for her. To go so far in his insistence, then present her with a cake? It would be terribly awkward and embarrassing. The thought alone made him quiver with discomfort.


      The sight of her tired face blew all that away. He set the vegetable cake down before her, feeling resolve gather within him.


      “My! Th-This is...” Mia stared agape at the pastry. “Cake?! This early in the morning?! A-Are you sure this is okay?”


      She looked up at him with disbelief in her eyes. He nodded solemnly, the gesture almost a bow.


      “Yes. Your Highness seemed tired, so...we made this for you.”


      He allowed himself this small lie. His resolve hadn’t hardened quite enough for him to admit to keeping it hidden in the kitchen out of embarrassment.


      “B-But, isn’t it bad for me to be eating sweets all the time? I remember you said something like that before.” she responded with genuine confusion.


      He felt a rush of delight at knowing she’d taken his advice to heart. His expression softened, and his chest expanded with pride as he explained the special trick he’d used for the cake.


      “I decided to challenge myself. That cake is a new creation of mine, made with a mix of vegetables.”


      Mia looked from him to the cake and back again. Her eyes, at first wide with astonishment, quickly curled into crescents as she tried a bite. The sight of her beaming, cheeks bulging with cake, delighted him. He watched her chew until, with her deep sigh of satisfaction, his delight blossomed into a profound sense of fulfilment. He knew then that he’d truly given it his all. He had at last poured the entirety of his heart and soul into cooking for the girl before him. And she acknowledged this fact. With the most sincere smile she could muster given the speed at which she was shoveling cake into her mouth, she looked at him and said, “You’ve done— Mmm. A wonderful job— Mmmmm. Head chef. I have the— Mmmmmmm! The utmost respect for your skill!”


      This might be...the first time I’ve thought so deeply...so thoroughly about cooking for a specific person’s tastes...


      In that moment, it all dawned on him. What it meant to be a chef, the sheer depth of the pursuit, and why it was and always would be worth it.


      Some time later, after Mia returned to Saint-Noel Academy, Musta received a letter.


      “For me...from Her Highness?”


      He’d never received a letter from Mia before. Only a privileged few could ever have the honor of receiving a written message from the Princess of Tearmoon, and he was well aware their ranks did not include himself.


      “What in the world?”


      With utter bewilderment, he unfolded the letter and read through it. A low rumble escaped his throat.


      “Head chef? What does it say?” asked one of the cooks.


      “It says...” he slowly answered, “that Her Highness would like to incorporate my recipes into the cafeteria menu at Saint-Noel Academy...”


      “Really? Wow!”


      A wave of commotion spread through the kitchen. Their amazement was understandable. Saint-Noel was the pinnacle of academia on the continent. Located in the Holy Principality of Belluga, it enrolled numerous young nobles from neighboring nations, and there was no shortage of royalty among its student population. In other words, it had arguably the densest concentration of demandingly refined palates on the continent. The food served there, then, had to be equally exceptional. Nothing but the crème de la crème would suffice, and to have the recipes he’d devised selected for Saint-Noel’s menu was an honor of the highest magnitude. What pleased Musta, however, was not Saint-Noel’s esteem but Mia’s recommendation. The fact that she liked his cooking enough to deem it suitable for the academy made him happier than anything else.


      It seems that I have indeed gotten through to Her Highness... She truly appreciates what I’m trying to do...


      The prestige of having contributed to the academy’s menu was doubtlessly grand, but it was the love and appreciation shown by those eating his food that filled him with pride.


      “So... What are we going to do, head chef?”


      “We’ll certainly heed her wishes...but some of these recipes are a little complicated. We’ll need to write them out in a fashion that’s easy to understand... It might be best to add some pictures as well. All right, go find someone who can draw...”


      When he took on a task, he gave it his all. He’d spent countless hours maximizing the benefits of his cooking for both the taste buds and the body. His recipes represented the crystallized fruits of his intense labor. Now it was time to pass them on so they could be thoroughly and accurately inherited by others.


      Slowly and thoughtfully, he began setting his knowledge to paper. As an extra perk, he included a new recipe he’d thought of for a different kind of vegetable cake. If the cooks at Saint-Noel were as great as was rumored, then they should have no problem reproducing it.


      Thus did his vegetable cake spread far and wide throughout the continent.


      Let us hasten the clock again.


      The next time Musta Waggman’s name appeared in the annals of history was when he was entering his senior years. A ceremony was underway in the Grand Square of the imperial capital of Lunatear. Guards in stately armor stood shoulder to shoulder like walls of polished metal. The band performed a spirited fanfare in celebration of the auspicious occasion. In the center of the square, standing on a stage covered by scarlet cloth, was a woman. Her long silken hair cascaded down to the middle of her back, glowing like white gold in the sunlight. With eyes as clear as the cloudless sky and deep like bottomless wells of knowledge, the Great Sage of the Empire calmly, quietly settled her gaze upon Musta.


      “Head chef of the imperial court, Musta Waggman, please present yourself!” announced the chancellor standing beside her.


      He straightened and walked forward. Stopping a few paces before her, he lowered himself onto his knees in a ritual bow of respect.


      “Please accept my deepest gratitude for this exceptional ceremony. I am honored beyond words, Your Highness—”


      He choked back the last two words and stared up at her, hands over his mouth.


      “I am terribly sorry. Out of habit, I—”


      Mia all but giggled at his flustered reaction.


      “My, but I find myself quite content to be ‘Highness.’ Feel free to continue addressing me as such.”


      Her gaze drifted into the distance.


      “Habit indeed... We’ve known each other a long time... You’ve served me since I was but a young girl.” Then, with renewed verve, she declared in a voice that rang with true majesty, “Musta Waggman, as head chef of the imperial court, your contributions to the empire’s dietary culture are numerous and significant. In honor of your work...and in appreciation of your continued dedication over so many years to teach me and my children about the joys of meal and mead...”


      She produced a medal with the characteristic rotundity of a mushroom and pinned it on the left side of Musta’s chest. It glowed as bright as the full moon.


      “I hereby award you the Mia Medal of Freedom.”


      “I humbly accept this extraordinary honor.” He bowed deeply, took a step back, then straightened. With his chin held high and proud, he looked across the crowd gathered there. Though his acceptance was humble, he presented the medal without diffidence, for he knew himself to be worth its weight. He’d withheld no effort, pouring his heart and soul into every meal he prepared for Mia. There was not a speck of guilt marring his conscience, and the medal felt hefty—but not burdensome—on his chest.


      “Now that’s done with, I must say, head chef, I’m craving cake for dinner tonight. Preferably sweet ones, and enough to fill me up...”


      He heard Mia’s voice behind him. Turning, he pulled his lips into a line and replied, “Out of the question. That would be terrible for your health. You must eat a balanced, nutritious meal...”


      A twinkle in his eye poked through the stern front. The corner of his lips curled up.


      “After that though... I suppose you can try some of this new type of veggie cake I made.”


      As a continental superpower, the Tearmoon Empire was known for its rich food culture. Dessert, in particular, was an area of cuisine it excelled in. Their quality and variety were unmatched, surpassing even that of the Holy Principality of Belluga. This culinary achievement could largely be attributed to one man who had an outsize influence on its development. His name was Musta Waggman. As head chef of the imperial court, he spent much of his life as the perennial champion of the imperial family’s palate. Among the numerous recipes he invented, the most famous and extraordinary were doubtlessly his vegetable sweets. Almost a genre unto themselves, these unique creations turned an assortment of vegetables into mouth-wateringly delicious desserts so beloved that they were permanently added to the official menu of Saint-Noel Academy’s prestigious cafeteria.


      Equally famous was the widely retold fact that the Great Sage of the Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon, loved them dearly as well.

    

  

  
    
      Emotions Woven like Embroidery


      Mia Luna Tearmoon, the Great Sage of the Empire, possessed many treasures. One such example was a hairpin made from the wood of a Unicorn’s Horn tree, which she had received from a young Lulu boy, a member of a minority tribe who lived in the Sealance Forest. There was also a large brooch, studded with countless small jewels the size of her palm, which she had received from her best friend, Esmeralda Etoile Greenmoon. These treasures were proof of fragmented bonds that had been mended and reunited.


      Included among Mia’s dear treasures was a glimmery white dress. It was made of a certain expensive material known as moonsilk, and it adorned Mia’s body on every special occasion. This was the story of that dress—the tale of precious memories hidden within Mia’s many treasures.




      The bloodstained diary had long since disappeared. The nights Mia spent fearing the shadow of the Great Famine and running from the guillotine now seemed like distant memories. These were days full of peace, and she spent them leisurely—or perhaps “lazily” would be a better word for it.


      Now, there was nothing that disquieted her heart. She could spend each day eating tasty food, lazing about, and relaxing in bed. Or so she had thought...


      “Moons!” A cry shook the halls of the Whitemoon Palace. “H-How terrible...”


      Mia stood in the middle of her closet wearing an expression of shock. Clenched in her trembling hands was a white dress. The embroidery on the skirt had slightly frayed and was starting to come undone. It was made of white stitches on white fabric, which meant it required quite a bit of staring to notice the damage. However, Mia had done her all to keep this item in good condition.


      “I absolutely must get this fixed at once,” said Mia, furrowing her brow.


      Mia was the imperial princess of the great Tearmoon Empire. Its once dire economic situation had greatly recovered under her—aka Ludwig’s—very hands, meaning she had no need to fix and continue to wear a frayed old dress. She simply needed to buy a new one.


      But Mia had a very special reason for clinging to it, as it had been made by her late mother, Adelaide. “Mother made this for me, and it’s one of my favorites. I had hoped to pass it down to my own children and grandchildren.” With that thought in mind, Mia quickly summoned the imperial family’s personal tailor. “I’d like you to fix this embroidery,” explained Mia to the female tailor, wasting no time in showing her the dress.


      The tailor observed the frays carefully. Then, she furrowed her brow and groaned. “This...is Cotillard embroidery.”


      “Cotillard embroidery? What is that?” asked Mia, tilting her head.


      The girl scowled as she nodded. “It’s a traditional embroidery method passed down by House Cotillard, Late Empress Adelaide’s natal home. Of course, I can fix it, but they use some special stitching techniques. I think it’d be best to entrust it to a Cotillard embroidery professional, just to be safe.”


      “So, fixing it will be difficult even for you. I suppose I’ll have to call upon an artisan from the Cotillard Domain. Hmm, in that case...” Mia folded her arms and nodded. “I suppose it’s been quite a while since I last visited my mother’s natal home. Maybe I should take this opportunity to make the journey, but that will require some guards. Could someone call Ludwig, please?” Mia immediately resolved to visit the domain of Marquess Cotillard.




      A three-day journey by carriage, the domain was located in the northeast of the Empire. The region had specialized in silk goods since days of old and was naturally a place where skilled artisans working in the clothing industry gathered. When Mia was young, she used to make frequent visits to buy up the best dresses Tearmoon had to offer.


      “My actions back then were frightening, thinking about them now! Spendthrifts attract guillotines, after all.” Mia had many gowns she had only worn once or twice. Oh, how wasteful she had been. But due to recognizing this danger—and aided by her recent business—Mia hadn’t paid a visit to the domain in quite a while.


      “It’s been so long. I do hope my uncle is well...” Mia recalled the narrow countenance of her uncle, Marquess Cotillard, her mother’s younger brother. Mia had given him quite a lot of trouble with all her selfish demands as a child.


      With sweet memories of days of old on Mia’s mind, the carriage arrived in the Cotillard Domain. Mia couldn’t help but smile as she watched the market streets that bustled with merchants.


      “Oho ho! This place hasn’t changed at all! I remember visiting that shop once.”


      “I see. So that shop has clothing that fits milady’s fancy...” muttered Anne, making note of the store’s name.


      Mia watched her loyal maid with a smile. That’s when a thought suddenly occurred to her. “Thinking about it now, it’s been quite a while since we’ve gone on a trip just the two of us, Anne.”


      Anne’s lips formed a soft smile. “It has. Besides our trips to Saint-Noel Academy, I believe this may be our first.”


      “Oho ho! Now that you mention it, I think you’re right. We’ve traveled to so many different places together, but there was always someone with us, wasn’t there? How refreshing. Oh! In that case, why don’t we take this opportunity to walk around town?” suggested Mia with a clap of her hands. She immediately spoke to her guards. While this hadn’t been part of the plans, the skilled members of the Princess Guard adjusted immediately.


      And of course they did! Ludwig carefully selected these elites to cater to Mia’s whims, after all.




      “Look! It’s quite fun visiting the bigger shops, but there’s something so nice about the smaller shops lining the streets too. Don’t you agree, Anne?” Mia skipped through town, her eyes goggling around to take in everything. Next to her was Anne, and behind them, guards dressed in light armor.


      Some of the passersby gave them curious looks, wondering what noble house Mia was from. However, the majority paid them no attention. Noble ladies commonly visited the town in search of the highest quality fabrics, which meant Mia was able to enjoy her shopping spree free of interruptions.


      “Look, doesn’t this fabric seem unique? It’s not every day we’re here, after all. Perhaps I should buy a souvenir for your family,” said Mia, holding a cloth that lined the eaves of a nearby shop in her hands. “It seems very well-made, doesn’t it?”


      “It does. I’m sure clothes made with this material would last for a while. It might be good for my younger brothers.”


      “Oho ho! You have so many siblings, Anne. Picking out something for each of them really is quite fun.”


      Suddenly, the old woman who was managing the shop caught sight of Mia’s face with a startle. “Lady Addie?!”


      “Huh?” asked Mia, blinking back at the woman.


      The shopkeeper let out a sigh. “My apologies, dear. But could you be Her Highness, Princess Mia?”


      “Yes, I am, but...” Mia tilted her head.


      The old woman’s face broke into a wrinkly smile. “You really do look just like your mother.”


      “My, you knew my mother? And, um, you are...?”


      “I am Claira. I spent many years working at House Cotillard’s manor as a tailor. Your mother, Lady Adelaide, treated me very kindly.”


      “My, what a coincidence. I wasn’t expecting to meet someone connected to my mother here. Oh, that’s right. You didn’t happen to teach her how to embroider, did you?”


      Claira blinked her eyes in shock. “Why yes, I did. She was very skilled. In practically no time at all, I had nothing left to teach her,” she muttered, a tinge of nostalgia in her voice.


      “Moons! I see I’ve met the right woman at the right time. Naturally, you know about Cotillard embroidery, I take it?”


      Overwhelmed by her insistence, Claira nodded.




      Claira and Mia met once again at the Cotillard manor.


      “Actually, I’d like to ask about a dress...”


      Claira took one look at it and narrowed her eyes. “Oh, does this take me back...” she muttered, grinning as she traced the stitches with her fingertips. “Lady Adelaide had the habit of embroidering the left stitches just a tad off. She used to say she was just so smooth with a needle, they naturally fell out of place,” said Claira, giggling. “I see she never managed to fix that habit.”


      “My, I had no idea.” Mia took a closer look. Claira was right. The left-side stitches really did seem to stick up a bit—well, honestly, Mia couldn’t really tell. She inwardly celebrated finding such a reliable woman and pointed to the problematic stitches. “The embroidery has started to fray here, see? It isn’t too noticeable, but it’s visible, right? Would you be able to fix it?”


      “Yes, of course.” Claira gave a firm nod before looking right into Mia’s eyes. “Ah, that reminds me, Your Highness. Do you know the meaning behind this method of stitching?”


      “Hmm? Well, I heard it’s called Cotillard embroidery. Is there another meaning?”


      Claira gave a deep nod. “This embroidery is special. Mothers use it to make their children’s finest attire.” Claira pointed to the stitches. “The key is subtlety. It should draw no attention, and sometimes, it will never be noticed. But carried in these stitches is a message: ‘I love you. Even when you cannot see it, I am watching over you.’ It contains the embodiment of a mother’s love.”


      Claira lifted her face, which was clearly lost in bygone days.


      “Lady Addie was a feeble woman. Do you know what she told me when I taught her these stitches? ‘I’m sure I will never be able to give them to my own children.’ She was even younger than you are now, but...” Claira let out a small but deep breath—one that seemed to carry all the emotions within her heart. “I see. So, Lady Addie was able to gift them to you after all...” Her voice shook, as if it fell victim to a wave of emotions she couldn’t suppress.


      Mia listened carefully. Then, she spoke to no one in particular. “I won’t give this dress to my future children, in that case.”


      “Milady?” asked Anne, who was sitting beside her.


      Mia looked slightly embarrassed. “The motherly love in this dress is meant for me alone, and so I will keep it for me alone,” she said as she moved her hand over the gown. “Instead, I’ll make dresses for my children myself, filled with all the love I have for them.”


      Mia looked at Claira. “Would you mind teaching me Cotillard embroidery? While I’m here, I’d like to learn from you, the same woman who taught my mother.”


      Claira seemed rather shocked, but eventually she bowed her head. “Of course.”




      From mother to child, from child to grandchild. As emotions passed down generations, threads of love were woven into beautiful embroidery. But what picture would the history of Mia’s bloodline stitch? Would it be one of flowers and smiles, or perhaps the moon lighting up the night sky?


      That was a story still in the making.

    

  

  
    
      Intermission: Bedtime Stories with Grandmother II


      “I didn’t know that dress was full of love from your mother, Grandmother Mia,” muttered Bel.


      Mia patted her granddaughter’s head. “There’s no need to look so envious, Bel. Your mother Trisha will make a dress just like it for you someday.” Handmade gowns from mother to child—that was an imperial family tradition started by Mia. “Then one day, you’ll make a dress for your own daughter, passing down that love to a new generation.”


      “Okay, Grandmother Mia. But still! I can’t believe Saint-Noel Academy is so scary!”


      “Oh, did I frighten you? A severed head rolling down the halls is a bit much for a superstition, isn’t it? But there’s no need to fret. It’s just a story...”


      “For some reason, I think I’ve heard it before...”


      Suddenly, there was a knock at the door! Mia froze.


      “Excuse me, milady. Have you already headed to bed?” cautiously asked none other than Mia’s most trustworthy vassal, Anne.


      “Oh, Anne! I’m still awake. Come in.”


      Having received Mia’s permission, Anne cracked open the door and bowed. When she lifted her head, she noticed Bel in the middle of Mia’s bed. “Ah! Princess Bel! We’ve been looking for you!” Anne rushed up to her. “You can’t just leave your bedroom without telling anyone!”


      “I’m sorry...” Bel pouted.


      Mia kindly patted her on the head. “I had her be my chatting buddy. I apologize for causing you unnecessary worry, Anne.”


      The maid responded with an awkward grin. “And what were you two discussing, milady?”


      “All sorts of things. There was the Fleeting Moon Theater Company, and...”


      “Oh, I remember them! We all went to see them perform once,” said Anne, giggling. “I miss those days.”


      Bel nodded. “I saw them in the capital too! I can’t believe they put on plays all the way back when Grandmother Mia was young like me! Oh, and there was the yummy vegetable cake! I can’t believe the chef thought of it all by himself!” Bel’s eyes sparkled as she spoke. “People talk about it like its tradition, but the chef invented it just for Grandmother Mia! That’s so cool!”


      “Oho ho! The chef truly has taken good care of me. Perhaps I should award him with a medal.”


      Bel was grinning from ear to ear and didn’t look the slightest bit sleepy. Seeing this, Mia nodded her head with a groan before turning to Anne. “Would you like to join us too?”


      “Huh? But...”


      “Bel is still wide awake. Isn’t it nice to stay up late like this every once in a while?” asked Mia with a mischievous grin.


      Anne’s expression was once again an awkward smile. “Then what shall we talk about, milady?”


      “Hmm... Oho ho! There’s something all this fun talk has reminded me of! After viewing the Fleeting Moon Theater Troupe’s play, we all visited a café, didn’t we? Esmerelda was there, and Bel, and...actually, not Bel. But anyway, I remember we all went together.”

    

  

  
    
      Some Post-Theater Afternoon Tea


      The Fleeting Moon Theater Company was a traveling troupe of actors. They traversed the continent putting on public performances, staying in no country for too long, always the talk of the town.


      Once, they had put on a show on Saint-Noel Island, and Mia and the other noble ladies had gone to see it. Accompanying Mia was the daughter of one of Tearmoon’s Four Dukes, Esmeralda Greenmoon, her old archnemesis Tiona Rudolvon, and her granddaughter Miabel. She had invited others as well, but they just couldn’t make it. Two or three of them seemed to deeply regret this, but anyways...


      After they had enjoyed themselves at the theater, Mia dragged the three girls to a café to enjoy some tea.


      “They truly are top-rate performers! The man playing Prince Charon was so wonderful and convincing! I’d like to take him for myself and put him in my guard!” exclaimed Esmeralda, famed lover of pretty boys. Her fanaticism was so extreme, she carefully picked only the most handsome of men to serve in her personal guard.


      Tiona nodded excitedly. “The actor playing Prince Noel put on quite the dignified performance as well, and the actress playing Princess Lisa was so lovely too...”


      Thus, the two loudly discussed the play, clearly quite satisfied with what they had seen.


      Meanwhile, Mia simply sipped on her tea, which was filled with enough sugar to make it incredibly sweet. After savoring the delightful flavor of tea and sweetness in her, she gulped it down, meaning it was now time for another sip!


      Thus, Mia’s disquieted heart was finally calmed. But that’s when the same thought came back to her. Moons, that was close!




      Having heard the Fleeting Moon Theater Company would soon be in town, Mia maneuvered to meet with their playwright Seeke in secret beforehand. One of their previous plays had re-created Mia’s story in shocking detail—not just the fact she had jumped back in time, but even her frantic efforts to escape execution at the guillotine, as well as her bloodstained diary. Luckily, everyone had assumed it was all just a story, but there was no knowing when or where Mia’s truth could be revealed.


      Thus, Mia reviewed the current script, which...sent a shiver down her spine! It was incredibly similar to what Mia and her friends had just experienced in Sunkland!


      “Wh-Where did you...?” That question carelessly slipped from Mia’s throat, her voice shaking.


      “The idea came to me right when I stepped into Belluga, just as all my ideas do,” responded Seeke with a composed smile.


      Th-This is terrible! One wrong move, and my and Bel’s secret will be revealed to the world! Thus, Mia came up with a plan, which was...


      “This script is incredible, Seeke. Too incredible, almost,” said Mia, laying it on thick. “But unfortunately, I know of a very similar incident.”


      “Um... What do you mean, exactly?” asked Seeke, her brow furrowed.


      Mia spoke like a prophet. “This very incident has already occurred in a certain land and has been purposefully concealed. I take it you know what that means, yes?”


      “Yes, I do. If this truly has occurred, it must have been a serious incident. A prince was trying to kill a king, after all. Naturally, they wouldn’t want their people to know of this shame.”


      “Right? Of course, I understand this is just a coincidence, but I’m not so sure the nation will see it that way. It’s possible they may try to interfere with your troupe to keep the secret,” stressed Mia, the very woman who feared her own secret leaking and accordingly wanted to keep this play from seeing the light of day!


      “That would be terribly unfortunate. I mean, this play sounds incredibly enjoyable! Therefore...” Mia continued, her grin growing sycophantic. “I don’t think there’s a need to change the general plot. For one, a grandchild from the future coming back to the past is ridiculous! Nobody will assume this play holds any truth to it. If you just change a few details, then you should be fine. In particular, you must absolutely alter Princess Lisa’s granddaughter’s character, Lisanoel. Make her a boy and combine her with the diary spirit character that was in your previous play, Rouge. Then...”


      With Mia’s advice, one detail about the play after another was changed, earning her the title of special supervising director.




      That was all well and good, but...


      This really is based on what happened in Sunkland, isn’t it? It’s just like the play they put on in Lunatear!


      Discord between the elder Prince Charon and younger Prince Chard had led the latter to attempt to assassinate their father, the king. Stepping in to solve this dilemma was none other than Princess Lisa! This was exactly what Mia had experienced in Sunkland, and the most damning evidence was...


      “And what a scenario! I would have never expected the appearance of a grandson from the future!” exclaimed Esmeralda, clearly impressed.


      Yes, that was right! The play featured a grandchild that had slipped back in time, as if Seeke had known Bel’s secret! He was the grandson of Princess Lisa and Prince Noel, and was thus simply dubbed Linoelrouge. To Mia’s eyes, this character seemed exactly like her granddaughter Miabel.


      Th-This is absolutely terrifying! thought Mia, another shiver making its way up her spine. Just what in the moons is happening? No matter how you spin it, my secret must have been found out.


      As Mia was seriously pondering this dilemma, she watched Esmeralda start on her cake. She first elegantly cut off a bit of the fluffy cream and shortcake using the side of her fork before lifting it to her mouth. Once she took a bite, she smiled. “Ah, tasty sweets after a nice play. There’s no greater joy in the whole world!”


      “Mm.” Mia nodded and brought her fork to her own slice. Yes, she had much to think about, but first, cake! Thinking hard thoughts before a sweet piece of cake was blasphemy. Mia was a staunch follower of the Cake First philosophy.


      As soon as the cake reached her mouth, the soft cream stimulated her tongue. The sweet, rich aroma had Mia grinning. Then, fluffy cake appeared from beneath. The flour-based, top-rate sponge took Mia’s teeth hostage.


      That’s when she encountered something slightly hard. A refreshing acidity spread over her tongue. There were strawberries in the sponge! The sweet cream and pleasant acidity of the strawberries combined into a rich flavor that had Mia sighing.


      Esmeralda had spoken wise words of truth indeed. Of all joys Mia could think of, tasty sweets after a play were among the best.


      As Mia cheerfully reset her mind with sweet cake and sweet tea, Tiona said something that gave her pause. “Doesn’t this story remind you of what happened back then?”


      “Back then? Back when?” asked Esmeralda, tilting her head.


      “When you visited Sunkland for your betrothal, Miss Esmeralda.” She was right on the money.


      Agh! Of course she noticed! But really, this cake is amazing... As Mia’s tongue cursed Tiona’s wits, it also enjoyed some cake. She had amazing dexterity.


      “Well, it was quite similar, but friction between brothers is common in royal families,” said Esmeralda, unconcerned.


      Indeed, it was common, but...


      It can’t just be a coincidence if she got Bel right! And last time, they even had my diary... Mia once again fell victim to despair’s clutches as she once again...reached toward her cake! Thinking always required sweets. That was just a fact of life.


      “And wasn’t the girl who’s always with Miss Mia a boy in the play? What was her name again...? Bel?” mused Esmeralda, turning her gaze to Bel.


      Bel looked back at her blankly. Cream was smeared on her cheeks, which earned a sigh from Esmeralda. She wiped it away with her handkerchief. “Ladies mustn’t have cream on their cheeks, Bel. You need to be careful.”


      “Tee hee! Thank you, Miss Esmeralda!” said Bel, grinning.


      Bel never changes, does she? Esmeralda already has her trained, thought Mia, moved by the scene.


      “But I wonder why... It’s hard to consider you a stranger, Bel. You really seem like you could be Mia’s grandchild, just like how it was in that play,” said Esmeralda.


      Mia’s alarm bells were ringing! She immediately forced a laugh. “Oho ho! What a funny thought, Esmeralda, but it’s just a play. A work of fiction! Weren’t you the one who pointed out the Linoelrouge was a boy? He’s got nothing to do with Bel! Oho ho!”


      Mia inwardly praised herself for her excellent work. She had been the one who changed the fictional grandchild from a girl to a boy, after all!


      “It’s just a play! It has absolutely nothing to do with reality. Truly,” stressed Mia, firmly proclaiming that a grandchild slipping back in time could never happen in real life. “And I believe the general plot could happen in any nation, meaning it naturally might reflect reality.”


      Mia firmly denied Esmeralda’s suggestion, all the while ensuring the strength of her words raised no suspicions. She nonchalantly but definitively proclaimed the play to be fiction, as doing otherwise could reveal her secret, which Mia wanted to avoid at all costs.


      “Absolutely. Tearmoon could never fall to ruin, after all,” agreed Esmeralda.


      Actually, it has. Multiple times. Mia kept this thought to herself as she brought her fork into a new piece of cake. These were seconds—or really, thirds. She was just as gluttonous as always.


      But suddenly, her fork stopped. “Huh? Isn’t that...?” She noticed a familiar face outside the shop and rushed out to greet him. “Abel!”


      Abel Remno, the second prince of the Kingdom of Remno, turned around in shock. “Hey, Mia. I wasn’t expecting to meet you here. Are you out shopping?”


      “I’m on my way back from a play with everyone.”


      “Oh, right. That’s all everyone’s been talking about, lately. Which reminds me, you sure do love playwriting, don’t you? You even have a personal author.”


      “Oho ho! I do, and if you like, I’ll introduce you to my favorite book sometime. But oh, that’s right! It must be fate that we met here. If you’re not in a rush, would you like to join us for some tea?”


      Abel tilted his head. “Well, sure. It’s not every day you get this opportunity.”


      As Mia watched Abel enter the shop from behind, a sudden thought occurred to her: Would a day ever come when she told Abel her secret? Would she ever reveal what she had revealed to no one before? Would he learn of her fate at the guillotine and how she used her knowledge from the future to escape it? Would he ever learn...of her true self?


      I’m still too afraid to tell him now. But one day...


      “Hmm? What is it, Mia?” asked Abel.


      Mia smiled back at him and shook her head. “It’s nothing. Shall we get going then?”




      Thus, Mia’s peaceful teatime continued.

    

  

  
    
      The Chronicles of Saint Princess Mia ~An Excerpt from the Chapter “The Mystery of the Island and the Sage of the Moon”~


      This is a story about regret. It tells of the Great Sage of the Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon, and the biggest, most gut-wrenching mistake she ever made.


      “Phew... Am I ever glad to see the Princess Chronicles back in its original condition!”


      A few days after successfully surviving the Holy Eve Festival and returning to the capital, Mia let out a sigh of relief. The copy of the Princess Chronicles she’d borrowed from Bel had regained its heft and reverted to its former thickness.


      “Still, I can’t afford to get careless. From now on, I need to keep checking this book and pay as close attention to future events as possible...” she said to herself as she flipped through its pages.


      Suddenly, a thought occurred to her, and she stopped. The Chronicles had certainly regained its original thickness, but that also suggested the passage about her poisoning remained unchanged. To read through it would be to reexperience that dreadful foretelling. That was a daunting enough idea to stay her hand.


      The year was drawing to a close, and she would be plenty busy in the coming days. If possible, she’d prefer to avoid doing anything that would put her in a miserable mood.


      “Hm... I mean, it did go back to its previous length. I think I’ll just focus on celebrating that for today.”


      As she prepared to delegate the less pleasant tasks to her future self, a passage in the book caught her eye. She’d flipped to it unwittingly as she’d thumbed through the pages, and it described the happenings on the deserted island she’d gone to last summer.


      “Right... That little event...”


      She’d put off reading future chapters out of concern for her mental health, but what about reviewing past events? Feeling increasingly curious to see how the book described her experiences on the island, she picked it up...


      “Well, it’s not like I’m in any hurry. Might as well take a peek.”


      And dove onto her bed. With the Chronicles placed before her elbow-propped face, she promptly began reading.


      A great many people throughout the continent already knew of Her Highness Princess Mia as a person of boundless wisdom. The scope of her genius was truly breathtaking, spanning what seemed to be an endless number of fields. From the arts—apparent from her literary accomplishments—to athletics—evidenced by her capable horse riding—and even statesmanship, her excellence shined regardless of the subject matter. This ubiquitousness of talent was why she came to be called the Great Sage of the Empire.


      What follows in this chapter is an account of how her wisdom prevented a terrible tragedy. Some of you dear readers currently flipping through the pages of this book might have even heard of this incident before. Indeed, it is the famed Tragedy of the Deserted Island. What exactly was the incident that occurred on this lone isle drifting in the Galilea Sea? And how did the Great Sage of the Empire unravel its mystery?


      In the following pages, I shall present to you a record of the events, based on interviews with involved parties, including my sister, Anne Littstein, who served as Her Highness Princess Mia’s maid, and supplemented with my own interpretation.


      Furthermore, note that in formatting the writing for publication, styles of address will henceforth be omitted for readability.


      “Own interpretation...based on interviews...”


      Every so often, Mia would find a sentence to this effect in the Princess Chronicles, and every time, she’d frown at the implication. “Based on interviews” suggested the book was trying to unearth facts, that it was meant to be a work of nonfiction. But then came the “supplemented with my own interpretation” part, which injected elements of fantasy. Furthermore, the latter tended to swell in proportion, often turning the whole account into something that belonged more in an entertaining novel than an investigative report.


      “I mean, I get that it’s important for the book to be fun to read...but a lot of this doesn’t really work as a recounting of history.”


      This time though, she wasn’t reading about the future. The events depicted in the book had already occurred, so she didn’t really mind if its fiction percentage was on the higher side.


      Well, she thought she wouldn’t mind.


      The raging waters threatened to swallow the vessel at a moment’s notice. A capricious storm had swept over the Galilea Sea, and faced with the terrible wonders of Mother Nature, man could but wallow in helpless awe.


      As the atmosphere on the boat fell prey to such dreary thoughts, Mia alone stood in defiance, eyes directed staunchly forward.


      “Everyone, keep calm! We have to throw our luggage overboard to make sure the boat doesn’t sink. There’s no need to panic.”


      Her seraphic voice cut through the din. The storm and sea sought to silence her, pelting her with wind and ocean water, but she did not give way. In a voice that radiated confidence and composure, she commanded her boatmates, dispelling them of the confusion that had gripped their minds.


      “But it’s still only a matter of time before this boat goes under...” said one of the boatmates, his face a mask of concern.


      Mia reassured him with a smile.


      “No problem. See that island ahead? We can safely moor the boat in its shadow. A storm like this can easily be weathered there.”


      “Oh! That’s true!”


      The boat’s crew cheered in unanimous delight. She graced them all with her smile and said, “Give it your all, everyone! We’re almost there!”


      Inspired by her words, the men of the sea redoubled their efforts.


      “Hm... There’s certainly a lot of interpreting going on here. I wasn’t even on the boat when the storm hit. Wait, but...” She puckered her lips in thought. “Maybe this part of the book hasn’t been overwritten yet? Which means...this might have been true, and I actually took command of the boat...”


      She imagined herself standing at the helm, pointing fingers and barking orders.


      “Mmm, I can certainly see myself doing that if I were there during the storm... Yes, that definitely sounds like something I’d do,” she said, nodding to herself without the slightest hint of shame.


      Learning that repairs to the boat would take some time, Mia and her friends went ashore. The island proved to be uninhabited, and they were greeted only by a vast expanse of dense woodland. Branches waved in the wind, the motions an eerie welcome, as if bidding them enter the alien realm beyond. All who were present surely felt their hair standing on end.


      “I must say, this is quite the adventure we’re having,” said Mia in an intentionally cheerful voice clearly meant to drive away the ominous thoughts of her friends. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so completely soaked. This is sort of fun.”


      She brushed rain from her brow and laughed. Just then...


      “I’m sorry, Your Highness...” said a despondent Esmeralda Etoile Greenmoon, daughter of Duke Greenmoon and the one who’d invited Mia on this cruise.


      Mia, to comfort her crestfallen friend, gave her a gentle smile.


      “Don’t dwell on it. It’s not your fault. Besides, if you think about it, this might turn out to be a wonderful experience we’ll look back on for years to come.”


      Princess Mia was a kindhearted person who never failed to consider the feelings of those around her.


      “And look... It seems that the heavens haven’t forsaken us after all.”


      She pointed toward a small hill, where the opening to a cave could be seen.


      “How about we leave a small crew on the boat and take shelter from the storm in there?”


      A unanimous cheer of “Wow, we’re saved!” followed, and everybody clapped.


      “Hmm... It’s definitely different from how things actually went back then. There’s no mention of Abel or Sion...which I guess explains why I was taking the lead. I am, after all, the type to step up when the situation calls for it.”


      She was perhaps getting a little carried away with her increasingly generous interpretation of her own merits, but regardless, she kept reading.


      Mia’s group spent the night in the cave. The rumbling tempest sounded like the bellow of a great beast. As her friends cowered in terror, Mia assiduously tried to allay their fears.


      “It’s okay. That’s just the sound of the wind echoing in the cave. There’s no monster.”


      As night waned and dawn broke, the group stepped out of the cave to brilliantly clear skies. There was a collective sigh of relief. Mia also allowed herself a moment’s respite, but soon straightened, her expression once again exuding the natural confidence of a leader.


      “Can someone go check on how the boat is doing?”


      Mia, ever the paragon of wisdom and composure, had calmly analyzed the situation and determined that after such a violent storm, the integrity of their vessel might be in jeopardy. Her concern proved prescient.


      “We have a problem, Your Highness! The boat!”


      A scouting soldier returned with news of the boat’s disappearance. It might have been washed away by the waves, or...


      “Could it have...capsized during the storm yesterday?”


      “It can’t be! What will we do then?”


      Mia regarded her anxious friends and sighed.


      “Calm down. Help will come. What’s most important right now is sustenance. We need to hurry up and secure food and water for ourselves. Water, especially, we must find as soon as possible. We’ll split up into three-person teams and explore the area. If anyone finds potable water, come back here immediately and send up a signal. I’ll head out too. Esmeralda, I’ll leave you to hold the fort here while we’re gone.”


      After a round of brisk commands, Mia headed off, leading the way for her guards as she made for the forest.


      “We’ll be fine. Where there’s forest, there are wild plants and mountain herbs. Mushrooms too. Some of them must be edible. We’re a pretty small group. Finding enough food to get by should be no problem!”


      Ever the dependable leader, the grace and poise with which she carried herself in times of crisis was a reminder that she absolutely lived up to her title: The Great Sage of the Empire.


      Mia placed a bookmark on the page and let out a long breath. After laying eyes on the book’s bountiful hyperbole and numerous florid embellishments of her character, she couldn’t help but murmur, “Hm... This is a very accurate depiction of my leadership. The way I just take charge is so realistic. Clearly, she did her homework before writing this! Anne must have given her lots of details during the interview.”


      And, lest anyone get the wrong idea, she meant what she said. Talk about having a high opinion of yourself!


      “In particular, it shows how knowledgeable I am about mushrooms, which is very authentic. In fact, it’s so authentic that while I was reading, I started wondering if these things really did happen and I just forgot about them.”


      Deeply impressed by the quality of the journalism on display, she couldn’t resist turning over one more page to see what came next.


      Her own gasp came next.


      “Wh-What in the— What is this?”


      Eyes wide with shock, she kept reading.


      After concluding their exploration for the day and returning to the cave, one of the soldiers in her guard came dashing over, fear written all over his face.


      “My, what’s the matter?” she asked with a curious frown.


      The soldier’s answer took her by surprise. Apparently, two of their men had vanished.


      “What do you mean they vanished?”


      “Well... Two of our soldiers went to fetch some water from the spring, and they still haven’t come back.”


      That morning they’d discovered there was a spring in the forest. Two men were then assigned water collection duty. The rest of the soldiers continued to explore the forest and shoreline for signs of food.


      “And you’re saying the two who went to the spring haven’t returned...”


      “Yes. They left quite a while ago. They should have come back by now.”


      “I see. I wonder if something happened to them...”


      Still frowning, Mia stood up.


      “Your Highness? Where are you going?”


      “To the spring, obviously. We need to take a look at what’s going on there.”


      “But... Surely, your personal presence is not necessary,” said one of the knights serving as her guard.


      Hearing the concern in his voice, she comforted him with a gentle smile.


      “Each and every one of you is a precious soldier of mine. You serve Esmeralda, yes, but that doesn’t matter. Every last subject of the empire deserves my care and attention. Never forget that,” she said, her smile glowing with the benevolence of a goddess. “There’s no need for everyone to go. Let’s see... I’ll take five people with me. The rest of you shall remain here and start setting up camp. I’ll leave Anne and Nina in charge, so follow their instructions. Do take good care of the food we found. It’d be a shame for it to spoil after we worked so hard to gather it.”


      “Milady...”


      Anne shared the soldiers’ concern. Mia favored her with the same smile.


      “It’s okay. I’ll be back before you know it,” Mia said with a reassuring nod.


      The spring in question was a half hour’s walk eastward from the cave. The route took them through the forest, where they had to pick their way through narrow animal trails. Eventually, the woods gave way to a spring so clear it seemed to have come from the pages of a fairy tale. Only...something was off.


      I can’t quite put my finger on it, but something’s not right... she thought to herself.


      It didn’t take her long to identify the source of her unease.


      “Wait, what’s that?”


      Jutting out from the middle of the spring were four rods. Under the hue of the setting sun, their surfaces were the color of flesh. No... They were flesh!


      “Those— Wh-What in the moons?!”


      Silence ensued as her guards laid their eyes upon...four human legs protruding from the water! Dumbfounded by the grisly sight, they could but move their mouths uselessly, struggling in vain for words. Mia alone maintained the necessary composure to act.


      “Pull them out! Quickly! Pull them out of the water! Maybe we can still save them!”


      “Y-Yes, Your Highness! Come on!”


      Her sharp command roused the four soldiers from their dreadful trance. They dashed into the spring and pulled out their drowning comrades. Thanks to Mia’s swift response, the two waterlogged soldiers survived. However...


      “Wh-What in the moons is going on here?” Mia exclaimed in confusion. “Why were there guards sinking upside down into the spring? Like...huh? Excuse me? A bunch of legs sticking out of the water? That’s both terrifying and ridiculous! And they somehow survived? How’s that even possible?”


      Thoroughly hooked by this gripping turn of events, she couldn’t stop herself from turning the page once more.


      The rescued pair of soldiers was carried back to the cave. Though they were unconscious when hauled out of the water, they soon woke up and recovered enough to speak. Mia quickly pressed them for answers, only to frown at their account of what had transpired, for it amounted to...nothing. They had no idea what had happened to them.


      “I-I really don’t know, Your Highness. I remember walking through the forest, but that’s it...”


      “I remember a little more. We were drawing water from the spring, and someone showed up. I know that for sure, but... A-Augh, my head...”


      The second soldier held his head and grimaced in pain.


      “Please accept our deepest apologies, Your Highness. This is a disgraceful failure on our part as your guards,” said the first soldier.


      “Enough. All that matters is that you’re alive. Both of you are my dear soldiers. Seeing you safe is reason enough for me to rejoice.” Her compassionate words drew tears from their eyes. She comforted them with a smile.


      “It must have been terribly cold to be in the spring water for so long. Take the time to warm yourselves up. Oh, look, our stew’s ready just in time. Come and join us, everyone. We might as well enjoy the stew together while it’s hot. There’s no telling what will happen later, so let’s eat and rest up while we can.”


      Understanding her intent to brighten the group’s mood, the guard captain took up her offer.


      “Her Highness is right. Gather around, men. We eat when we can, so we’ll be able to work when we need to. But don’t wolf down the stew, you hear? It’s got wild plants and mushrooms personally picked by Her Highness. Savor the taste before you swallow,” he declared before taking a bowl. “All right. I’ll go first. Which, by the way, means I get to take the tastiest bits.”


      With a theatrical air to his words clearly meant to infuse the atmosphere with some humor, he scooped out a mouthful and slurped it in one go.


      “Damn, that’s good,” he said as he blew out a breath to cool the contents of his mouth.


      He grinned. But the expression only reached half his face.


      “Ugh?!”


      The other half twisted in agony. Cradling his stomach, he collapsed to the ground. The other guards rushed to his side.


      “What’s wrong?” asked Mia as she waded into the circle.


      Her brows furrowed immediately at the sight.


      “It...can’t be! Poison?!”


      She touched the tip of her little finger to the inside of the captain’s bowl, coating it in a bit of soup. Then, without the slightest hesitation, she licked it.


      “A nutty flavor... That confirms it then.”


      Slowly, she turned to the pot of stew, where she identified the culprit.


      “As I thought... This is a poisonous mushroom,” she said, plucking out one of the stew’s contents.


      Covered in blue spots, the mushroom in her fingers all but screamed “toxic.”


      “This is a deadly species known as the bluebead hunter mushroom. We need to find an antidote quickly, or he won’t make it. Make sure no one else touches this, okay?”


      After giving a series of orders, she pointed at a nearby soldier.


      “You’re the one who searched the forest with me, right? Could you go bring me what’s left of the wild plants we collected? I need all the ones that have white tips.”


      “Right away, Your Highness!”


      “And water. We need to dilute the poison. Someone help the captain drink some water.”


      After another round of orders, she let out a deep breath.


      “Sweet moons. It looks like we’re in for a long night.”


      Though it was no secret that the Great Sage of the Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon, was well-versed in medicine, rarely did she demonstrate her knowledge in such a hands-on manner.


      “Sweet moons! What monster would spoil a pot of mushroom stew with a poisonous one? What were they thinking? Whoever the culprit was, they must be a terribly evil person!”


      Shaking with rage, she decried this act of culinary heresy. Now, some might find the addition of a poisonous mushroom to a pot of stew to be a curiously familiar description, but fortunately for Mia, her memory was endowed with a superpower—it would automatically prevent inconvenient truths from being recalled.


      “To taint a stew with a poisonous mushroom is to besmirch the good name of mushrooms everywhere. What a foul thing to do!”


      On and on she went with the outrage until eventually, her attention shifted to a different thought. “But wait... Was I okay? I did lick a bit of the poisoned stew, after all. That sounds like the kind of thing that my stomach wouldn’t appreciate.”


      Growing increasingly concerned about the welfare of her fictional self, she turned to the next page, whereupon this chapter of the Chronicles finally reached its climax.


      Esmeralda’s anguished wail echoed through the cave.


      “How...? How did it come to this...?”


      Mia listened in dismay as she tried to organize her own jumbled thoughts.


      What had led to this?


      After the stew poisoning, a number of days had gone by without incident. Though there was still no sign of a rescue vessel, the time had passed peacefully. Even the soldiers rescued from the spring had fully recovered.


      But on the morning of the fourth day, half the soldiers suddenly disappeared.


      “Granted, it happened while we were sleeping, but how is it possible for nearly half of us to vanish without anyone seeing?” she wondered aloud, the question meant more for herself.


      She had a gut feeling that the answer was it wasn’t possible. A single man, maybe. Two or three, still possible if preplanned. But such a large group...


      “There’s not any good reason to split up on a deserted island like this. Why in the moons would they...?” she muttered to herself, arms crossed in thought.


      Ugh, this isn’t working. I need to calm down and reason through this. I can solve this mystery as long as I don’t lose my cool.


      The Great Sage of the Empire, in all her wisdom, knew that every riddle, no matter how confounding it seemed, had an answer. So long as the answer existed, she had to keep searching for it. So, she kept thinking.


      “Let’s backtrack a bit... The first and foremost mystery is how those two ended up in the spring. They must have been attacked, but by what?”


      She paced around pensively. Her piercing gaze swept in turn from Esmeralda to Anne, then Nina, then each of the guards. Finally, her razor-sharp mind arrived at the only possible answer.


      “Ah... I see. It all makes sense now. Of course... That’s why those two were drowning in the spring like that. And that’s what all of this was for.”


      With deliberate steps, Mia walked to the person in question.


      “So it was you. You’re the one who made the guards disappear.”


      She looked upon the culprit’s face with sorrow. At long last, the mystery was solved. The perpetrator of this series of bizarre incidents was, in fact...


      Mia gulped. Then, she leaned back and exhaled.


      “Phew. Elise sure knows how to pull people in. This is a riveting read. I experienced all of it firsthand, and I still have no idea what’s going to happen next.”


      For those of you confused by this statement, try to understand that Mia had already accepted the Princess Chronicles’s account as truth. She was certain that in a different timeline where these events actually happened, she would have accomplished the depicted feats with ease. You can call it confidence or you can call it lunacy. Either way, she believed it.


      “I should take a quick break before reading the rest. That way, I can savor it with a refreshed mind.”


      She crawled out of bed and made her way to the cafeteria. After enjoying a three o’clock tea with a slice of cake, she returned to her room.


      “Now then, back to the book. It’s time for the big reveal. Let’s see who the culprit really— Huh?”


      Her eyes were drawn to the gold light spilling from the Chronicles’s pages.


      “I wonder what that’s supposed to be...”


      Frowning, she flipped the book open...and gasped! The words on the page unraveled into golden strings, floated up into the air, and melted away!


      “Ah, I know! Th-This is—”


      Mia belatedly remembered a crucial fact about the Princess Chronicles—it gets overwritten! And the fact that its account of the summer differed so greatly from her own experiences meant that a rewriting was inevitably impending.


      “N-No! Don’t! It’s going to vanish!”


      She frantically flipped to the spot in the book where she’d stopped, but all she found on the page were the words, “Then, she struck the massive man-eating fish with her fist and sent it flying!”


      “B-But... What about the culprit? What happened to the other guards?” she exclaimed at the book.


      The book gave no answer. There was only the hollow ringing of her own voice in the room. Despair darkened her world. To reach the most gripping part of a book, then have the grand reveal taken from her... It was sheer agony. She cursed her fate. And her own terrible decision-making. Why, she lamented, hadn’t she just read the whole thing in one go? If she could turn back time, she would, just so she could smack her past self across the face. Reeling from this tragic development, she swore that from now on, whenever she started reading something, she wouldn’t stop until it was finished. Even if the writing had her show up in the cringiest fashion—as a knight wielding a holy sword, for example—she’d endure the embarrassment until the very end! Thus she did vow.


      “Ugh... But still! I can’t take this! I need to know what happened next! Augh, what should I do?”


      After a few days of continuous vexation, in the midst of one of her frustrated tantrums in bed, inspiration suddenly struck.


      Some time later, she approached Elise.


      “Say, Elise... Let me ask you a hypothetical question. If you were to write a story about a princess and her friends getting stranded on a deserted island...and they get killed off one by one...”


      “I see. Hmm. Legs sticking out from a spring, huh,” said Elise as she nodded along to Mia’s description. “That sounds pretty scary. Then, half the guards disappear? Hmm... And you said the culprit is one of the people in the princess’s group?”


      This exchange would eventually lead to Elise writing the continent’s earliest example of what would eventually become a booming genre—the closed circle mystery. And this pioneering work even took place in one of the genre’s most classic settings, the lone island.


      But that is a story for another time.

    

  

  
    
      The Chronicles of Saint Princess Mia ~An Excerpt from the Chapter “A Moonlit Battle”~


      A few days had passed since the incident at Duke Yellowmoon’s manor, and Mia was holed up in her room reading the Princess Chronicles. In all honesty, each word chipped away at her sanity, so she wasn’t too keen on it. However...


      “I did have quite a bit of fun the other day while reading about our adventurers on the deserted island. As long as you view it strictly as fiction, the Princess Chronicles really can be enjoyable,” muttered Mia as she flipped through the pages. But then, her hand stopped. “My, this is...”


      What caught her eye was a retelling of a recent experience—the moonlit chase.




      It is a well-known fact that Her Highness Princess Mia Luna Tearmoon enjoyed horsemanship. During her days at Saint-Noel Academy, she belonged to the horsemanship club. There, she forged bonds of friendship with her fellow Equestri clubmates and mastered the basics of horsemanship.


      Her Highness was a woman bursting with talents. Not only did she learn the basics of the art, she even acquired secret techniques known only in the Equestrian Kingdom. Of her many exploits, the Horsemanship Tournament at Saint-Noel Academy, of which all my dear readers are surely familiar, is particularly noteworthy.


      During the autumn tournament, Her Highness defied all expectations to claim victory in her duel against Lady Redmoon. In that moment, her genius in horse riding truly shined...




      Mia groaned. “This is giving me heartburn...”


      Her stomach soured like an already sweet cake topped with excess sugar, honey, and cream. What in the moons were these “secret techniques known only in the Equestrian Kingdom?”


      “Well, it can’t be that I lack talent. Not at all! But I just have a smidgen of innate talent for horse riding. Obtaining my current skills required quite the effort, and I would be lying if I said I mastered these skills easily! I really do only have a small amount of talent, after all. Yes, just a little! Oho ho!” Mia humbly (uh, humbly?) muttered as she flipped to the next page. She was filled with expectations—both the good and the bad kind.




      Indeed, Her Highness was a horsemanship virtuoso. But do you know the tale of how those talents saved her life? This story comes directly from my dear elder sister and Her Highness’s personal maid, Anne Littstein. Based on this truth, I, Elise Littstein, have recorded it for the history books to a higher level of completion. To maintain the formalities of proper reading material, honorific titles will hence be dropped.




      In all honesty, Mia cared very little about formal titles, but...


      “Based on this truth? Recorded to a higher level of completion...?” Mia had glimpsed some questionable phrases but decided to continue regardless. In those pages was a shocking nonfiction tale known not even to Mia herself!




      A single horse trotted across the banks of Noelige Lake. Its graceful legs reflected the light of the moon with each strong, elegant step. This was truly a horse of royalty.


      The beauty of the figure swaying on its back paled not to this horse. Rather, her pulchritude far outstripped that of this humble steed. Princess Mia Luna Tearmoon, a gorgeous maiden beloved by the goddess of the moon herself, let out a forlorn sigh.


      A sudden gust of wind blew through the night, taking her luscious hair with it. Her golden locks—completely free of split ends—fluttered toward the sky, glittering under the light of the moon. Reflected in this glow were cheeks as ephemeral as the moon’s shadow.


      Mia squinted her perfectly blue eyes as if to see through the darkness. “What a beautiful night. The moon and every single star in the sky seem to be watching over us. Don’t they, Kuolan?” Mia gently petted her beloved steed’s neck.


      Kuolan turned his head back to her in answer. The intelligent light in his eyes elicited a smile from Mia.


      “I do wish we could enjoy our midnight gallop, but this is no time for that. Someone needs our help.” Lighting a burning fire in her chest was the pure flame of justice. Mia exhaled, placing a hand to her heart as if to feel its warmth to calm herself, as was perfectly natural given her circumstances. She was heading to her own death. Her crafty foes had laid a multitude of traps; no layman would have dared approach.


      However, Mia’s resolve never wavered. There was someone who needed her help, and her soul was much too pure to allow her to abandon this hostage.


      “It will be all right. I won’t lose. Justice always prevails!” muttered Mia in encouragement.


      Her beloved horse Kuolan turned back to further encourage her.


      “Oho ho! We’re walking to our own deaths, but you seem mighty relaxed, Kuolan.”


      Kuolan whinnied in response. Now that she had her trusty companion’s encouragement, Mia was ready for anything.


      “My, how reassuring. Let’s go, Kuolan. Guide me!” Mia’s eyes were trained forward and perfectly clear as she kicked her steed’s side.


      After a dramatic whinny, Kuolan dashed off into the night.




      “I’ve brought your tea, milady.”


      “Why, thank you, Anne,” said Mia, grinning from ear to ear as she shut the book. Then, she took a bite of the macarons set on the table. After thoroughly enjoying the saccharine happiness that spread over her tongue, she took another bite before taking a sip of the tea Anne had prepared. “I quite like this tea. Where is it from?”


      “It was delivered by Lady Ruby as a gift to commemorate her joining the Princess Guard.”


      “So, Ruby chose this, then... Oho ho! She’s doing quite well, isn’t she?” Mia smiled as she recalled the records she had just read. “I really do shine quite brightly in the Princess Chronicles, don’t I? Well, I suppose I really did that night, but I think I only truly glowed afterward,” commented Mia as she returned to her book.




      They stood atop a cliff face overlooking the ruins of a desolate village. The forgotten structures were consumed by the darkness, as if sinking into a black swamp. But in the center glowed the red light of a campfire.


      “That must be where she is...” More flames flickered around the fire. Guards armed with torches surrounded the site. “They have plenty of guards, but... Oho ho! Spread out like that, they make for the perfect targets.”


      The Great Sage of the Empire’s wisdom extended to military affairs as well. Given her pure and kind heart, she typically concealed this knowledge. She adored peace and despised casualties, after all.


      But circumstances had changed. Evil that tyrannized the weak was now right before her eyes, and no matter its depth or size, Mia would not be afraid. The courage in her heart would become her power as she used her erudition to slay these fiends. That was just who Saint Mia was.


      “They won’t expect us from up on the cliff. Here we go, Kuolan! Onwards!”


      At Mia’s command, Kuolan dashed forth, knocking countless dust and pebbles into the air under his hooves as Mia raised her sword above her head and let out a ferocious battle cry. Mia descended the precipitous cliff face in a flash as she stormed the village.


      For a moment, these hoodlums simply gazed at her in shock. But an enemy had appeared! In a mere instant, they were ready for battle. They rushed Mia in turn.


      “How utterly absurd! To think such weaklings would challenge me!” Mia slashed her sword once, twice, then thrice. Each time the Imperial Lunar Sword Miacalibur glinted in the moonlight, another foe fell.


      Soon, there were no enemies left to stand in Mia’s way. She yanked on her horse’s reins and stared down at the men by her feet. “Don’t worry. I hit you with the blunt end,” she said as she slashed her sword in the air. “Such strikes would typically kill a man. Thus, you must now consider how you will use the lives you’ve been granted today. I pray that you will not waste them, and that you will turn your back on the road of evil.”


      Then, she galloped away, heading straight for the young hostage awaiting her help...




      “What in the moons is the Imperial Lunar Sword Miacalibur...?” moaned Mia as she tried to calm her dizzy head. “And why does it say I defeated all those hoodlums on my own?” But then, she hit upon an answer. “Oh, I see. This is to keep Rina’s name out of the story.”


      Mia and her friends owed their lives to Citrina’s quick wits, but that couldn’t be recorded in the history books. While it was certainly the truth, Citrina had been working in the name of evil, and making that public would have negative consequences.


      “But I do wonder... Won’t the readers think I’m the one embellishing this story? The Imperial Lunar Sword Miacalibur? They’ll think I’m cringy enough to name a sword after myself!” Mia groaned and groaned. But then, another thought occurred to her. Taking this story as fact would certainly be even more cringeworthy. “No, very few would consider this nonfiction. They’d surely laugh it off as a tall tale.”


      To be absolutely clear, the Princess Chronicles was beloved by the people of Tearmoon as a piece of pure nonfiction. But Mia had no inkling of this at all as she returned her eyes to the page.




      In the center of the village, a single young girl was ready to be crucified. Both of her hands were tied to a wooden stake, and the moment she noticed Mia, she let out a pained cry. “Miss Mia! Stay back! They’ll kill you too!”


      “Don’t worry! I’ll defeat these villains, my— Hwuh?!” Mia’s body lurched. An arrow was stuck deep in her chest.


      “Noooooo!” screamed the girl.


      “Hmph. It’s not like me to let my guard down. So, some of these hoodlums were still standing.”


      “Miss Mia! Are you all right?!”


      “Oho ho! There’s no need to worry. See? I predicted this.” Mia lifted herself back up and took something out from around her breasts—a thick book. “See? I thought this might happen, so I brought this book in place of a good-luck charm. It’s my personal court author’s very own masterpiece, The Poor Prince and the Golden Dragon...on sale now!”


      Mia immediately cut the exhausted girl free from the ropes and caught her limp body in her arms.


      “I wouldn’t abandon you, would I?”


      Immediately, the girl started to wail. “Th-Thank you, Miss Mia!”


      “You can thank me later. First, we need to get out of here.” Mia glanced at their surroundings and immediately caught sight of a black horse and two wolves barreling toward them. “Forward, Kuolan!”


      After a dramatic whinny, Kuolan was off.




      “Elise... You were smart to insert an advertisement for your own book in here. Or was this my doing?” Considering Elise’s personality, Mia had a hard time believing she would do this herself. Instead, she got the feeling she was behind this and was likely trying to procure more reading buddies. “I bet Elise had quite the blast writing all this, and I’m sure Anne was practically bursting as she recited the tale herself.”


      Mia was curious to know how her trusty maid spoke of her when she wasn’t around, but she put such thoughts aside as she turned to the next page.




      Kuolan was the speediest horse alive as he galloped forth with all his heart. He was the true embodiment of a gust of ferocious wind cutting through the fields, and his divine speed left all assassins in the dust...or so it should have.


      The assassin’s black steed was just as mighty as Kuolan, and his two wolves were incredibly fast. Outrunning them wouldn’t be so simple.


      Mia cursed under her breath. “Hold on tight!” she commanded as she grabbed firm hold of the rescued girl and urged her horse forward.


      The two wolves coordinated shrewdly. One flanked their right, and the other their left. Then, they descended in a pincer attack.


      But Mia predicted this. “That way, Kuolan!” she snapped!


      Immediately, Kuolan veered to the right like the wind.


      “You shall not escape!” Mia cut down the arrow whizzing toward her and glared at her foe.


      “Hmph! It’s not so simple fighting while carrying that nuisance, is it?”


      “You coward! If you’re after my life, then fight me fair and square!”


      “Bwah hah hah! I truly do enjoy the howls of a defeated dog. Now! Off with your head!” The assassin lifted his sword above his head.


      Mia, meanwhile, only spoke to her beloved steed. “This is in your hands, Kuolan.”


      These words of faith elicited a short whinny from her steed, who immediately picked up the pace.


      “How impudent. You’re hardly a sage if you’re naive enough to think you can escape me!”


      “Hmm? Then it’s time you realized which one of us is truly naive!” That’s when Mia caught sight of red lights whizzing toward them from ahead.


      A flurry of fire arrows descended down on the assassin. “Agh!” Just barely, he managed to cut them down.


      Mia flashed an ebullient grin. “This is the cost of underestimating the power of friendship!”


      “Miss Mia! I’m sorry we’re late!” That’s when Mia’s trustworthy companions appeared. Leading the charge on horseback was Mia’s right-hand man Anne, and behind her was Lady Tiona Rudolvon, daughter of Outcount Rudolvon.


      Lady Rudolvon pulled the string of her bow taut and fired another arrow. It whizzed through the night toward the assassin like a shooting star—or perhaps with enough force to knock one from the night sky.




      “Hmm... Anne must make so few appearances because she’s humble, but this is a tad unfair—ahem, I take that back. Anne needs some scenes where she’s in the limelight, just as is deserving of my trusty vassal. Maybe she could be armed with a lance?”


      Mia considered adding a line along the lines of, “Princess Mia’s personal maid was the Heroine Anne Littstein, master of the spear.” Oh, did she like that idea!


      “That could be interesting! Hmm, I’ll have to discuss this with Elise,” she muttered as she turned the page. That’s when she encountered something that left her absolutely flabbergasted.




      Mia and her companions looked on in a stupor. Before their eyes was a deep ravine, and the only bridge leading to the other side had just been cut down by their foes.


      “Miss Mia!” Her friends, stuck on the other side, looked at her in despair.


      The girl in her arms looked at her with equal worry. “Miss Mia...”


      Mia smiled in an attempt to cheer her up. “It’s all right. This is nothing to worry about at all,” she firmly declared. “Kuolan... Now is the time to reveal your true form! Let us see your true self!”


      Kuolan whinnied loudly. Then, he began his transformation. Upon his back appeared...a pair of mighty wings!


      He dashed toward the ravine with everything he had. Then, he leaped into the air, spread out his wings, and flew! Kuolan was the winged horse that soared through the night sky, and Mia was perched upon his back! She turned around behind her to check the assassin’s dumbfounded expression—or not!


      “Just as I thought, this horse can fly as well! Bwah hah hah! It just wouldn’t be interesting otherwise!”


      “Huh?!” Mia’s eyes flew open. The assassin’s steed was also a winged horse of legend! Mia watched as the horse’s wings cut through the air and brought the assassin ever closer to her. He grinned and smugly licked his blade.




      “Moons, Kuolan’s flying! And so is the assassin’s horse...” That’s when Mia remembered the rumors about her and the legendary winged horse. “What a story! The tale of how I defeated the human-eating Meghalodoon was shocking enough, but I can’t believe this horse is flying...”


      Mia was exasperated, but at the same time, she couldn’t wait to see what happened next. She flipped the page...and found something even more flabbergasting!




      “I won’t let you! Your plans end here!” gallantly declared Mia as she drew her blade. The Imperial Lunar Sword Miacalibur glinted in the moonlight.


      “I leave this girl to you, Kuolan,” she said, jumping off of Kuolan’s back mid-sentence.


      “She’ll die!” That was the thought on everyone’s mind as they averted their eyes. But then, a pair of shiny wings sprouted from her back. “Let’s do this, coward! This shall be our final battle!”


      Mia flew through the air, her sword lifted above her head. Her majestic figure was truly befitting of the moon goddess. She flapped her wings and charged the assassin.


      “Mia Luna Tearmoon, you impudent fool! The Great Sage of the Empire! To think you’d stand against my blade! How truly absurd!” Mia swung her sword downward as she descended on the assassin, but he blocked her blade and sneered. “You’ve lost this battle!”


      The assassin swung his blade with everything he had, pushing Mia backward and sending her flying through the sky. She had lost her balance.


      “Prepare yourself, Great Sage!” The assassin’s black winged horse galloped through the sky. But just as his blade was about to descend on Mia...


      “I haven’t lost yet! I’m not alone, after all!” announced Mia as she kicked the winged horse in the snout and soared upward.


      That’s when...the assassin saw his demise! A flurry of fire arrows appeared from behind Mia!


      “Curse you, Great Sage!” In a panic, the assassin turned his horse around and attempted to flee. That’s when Mia descended on him!


      “Prepare yourself, coward!” The Imperial Lunar Sword Miacalibur glinted in the moonlight as it descended on the assassin’s head...




      “Now I’m flying...” Mia had already predicted this story might take a turn for the worse, but she hadn’t expected this. The moment Kuolan sprouted wings, she had already started to think, Ugh, not this. I don’t even want to see what’ll happen next... Regardless, she had flipped to the next page, and before she knew it...she was flying too.


      Elise was a peerless author who never let down her readers. Mia now remembered how the “deeply moved Princess Mia” had flown around the audience like a fairy after crossing the finish line in the Horsemanship Tournament, according to the Princess Chronicles.


      “Hmm... That was just a dramatization of me falling from my horse as soon as I won the race, but...was there anything that could have inspired this? Oh! That’s right! You went back home yesterday, didn’t you, Anne? Did you tell Elise the story of how we were attacked by the wolfmaster?”


      “Huh? How did you know that, milady?” Anne was clearly shocked.


      Mia flashed a smile. “Of course I’d know. I’m quite familiar with how much you care for your family, Anne. If Elise asked to hear tales of your adventures, you’d naturally grant that request.”


      That itself technically wasn’t a problem. The Princess Chronicles didn’t mention Citrina’s complicity in this event or anything else that needed to be kept a secret. Elise had skillfully written around those details, which was all well and good, but...


      “Anyway, I wanted to ask how you described the horseback chase to her. I’d like to hear every detail—every single word and phrase! Oh, and if you used any metaphors, I’d like to hear those too.”


      “Sure, milady. Hmm... I believe I told her your body glowed like that of the moon fairy...”


      So, that’s what happened! Elise completely skipped over the “like” part and took it as fact!


      “Um, is that a bad thing?”


      “Huh? O-Oh, no. Not at all. Though I would like you to keep Rina’s secret,” she warned, just in case. “And well, this is much better than a record of how I died this winter, after all.” Naturally, it was better to be alive than dead, but that wasn’t what Mia meant. “I bet Elise had a great time writing this story.”


      Mia thought back to the record of her assassination and its dry, matter-of-fact tone. But that wasn’t all—there seemed to be a sense of sorrow and strife in that chapter. “This is truly how Elise’s stories need to be.”


      Mia opened the Princess Chronicles once again. Even the more cringeworthy writings always left her dying to know what happened next. Mia was Elise’s biggest fan.


      “Though if these stories start to seem too fictional, no one will consider them truthful accounts. But yes, this is a much better alternative to mixing in half-baked lies,” Mia said with a nod.




      It was worth repeating that the Princess Chronicles were beloved in Tearmoon as a work of nonfiction. Not only was it the source material for countless plays, but the scene of Mia flying through the sky during this battle aided innovations in theater technology, specifically regarding the use of ropes to lift an actor into the air.


      “Certainly, no one will take this for fact, right? They couldn’t possibly.” Mia repeated those words to herself as she turned yet another page.

    

  

  
    
      The Great Sage of the Empire’s False Image...Grows!


      “Hmm...”


      Mia’s Birthday Festival was over, and Keithwood was currently observing Sion from inside their carriage as they headed home to Sunkland.


      I wonder what’s gotten into him, he wondered.


      There was something different about Sion today, and it had Keithwood scratching his head. No, he didn’t exactly seem down in the dumps. It was more like he was lost in his memories—or his mind, at least.


      “Is something wrong, milord?”


      “Hmm? What do you mean?”


      “Well, it just seemed like you had something on your mind. Given your expression, at least...” answered Keithwood without his usual formality.


      Sion responded with an unexpectedly grave nod. “I see. I wasn’t aware of my expression, but I’ll be more careful in the future.” He let out a short sigh.


      A bitter smile found its way onto Keithwood’s face after seeing Sion’s heartrending, languishing expression. Any young lady who happened to see him like this would fall for him in an instant. Heavens be... Keithwood shrugged. “Did something happen at Princess Mia’s Birthday Festival?”


      “Hmm. Well, yes, I suppose so...” he said, suspiciously muddling his words.


      “Ah, I see.” Keithwood had figured his master out, and it brought a smile to his lips. “I am relieved to hear it’s nothing bad.”


      “‘Nothing bad’? Are you certain?”


      “I am indeed. I’ve always thought you needed more experiences typical for your age group, milord.”


      “Not that I’m avoiding them on purpose, mind you. But just out of curiosity, what types of experiences, exactly?”


      “Why, matters of love, of course,” said Keithwood, his tone teasing.


      Sion froze. “Love, huh...?” he muttered. Then, he pulled himself together with a shrug. “It’s quite bold of you to suggest romance to the crown prince of Sunkland, don’t you think? You sure do have the bravery of a wolf killer.”


      “No, I failed to kill any... In fact, it took all my power just to remain standing.” The memory alone was enough to send a shiver down Keithwood’s spine. He had done well to live through that battle, which was enough to impress even himself. “You did quite well to survive yourself, milord. I’m truly surprised we made it through that fight.”


      “You’re right. Even Abel and I together couldn’t best that foe. Really, I should be happy enough that we all made it through that battle alive, but...I’m sure we’ll face him again one day. And to prepare for that day, I need to train.”


      Sure, but I’d prefer if you didn’t run headfirst into danger, thought Keithwood. He decided to change the subject. “But I’m quite impressed with Princess Mia. Despite the danger, she didn’t seem afraid.”


      As those words left his lips, he couldn’t help but think once again, Princess Mia truly is amazing. She had no training with a sword, and should the boys have fallen, she would certainly have as well. Yet she had remained calm and even begun to cheer them on during the battle. She truly is nothing to scoff at, whether that be her bravery, her philosophical wisdom...


      Having been unarmed in such a situation, even Keithwood would have been sweating. But not Mia! She had faith in her comrades, and Keithwood was sure that this trust meant that she’d simply accept her fate as inevitable had they lost.


      “Just how did she remain so calm? I’d like to ask for the trick myself,” said Sion.


      Keithwood found himself nodding in agreement.




      Meanwhile, at the Whitemoon Palace’s dining hall...


      “Um, milady? What is this, exactly?” Anne had been summoned by Mia, but she couldn’t make heads or tails of the items lining the table. Her master had plopped herself into a chair, and before her was a largish loaf of bread. It was a beautiful, reddish-brown loaf, with an aroma that piqued appetites. It looked scrumptious.


      But this wasn’t any loaf of bread! It was shaped like...something.


      “Oho ho ho! What an excellent question, Anne! This is wolf bread! I had the chef make it!” proudly declared Mia with the smuggest of expressions. “The idea suddenly occurred to me. Recently, we amazingly managed to escape our enemies’ evil clutches, but there’s no knowing when we might meet a similar situation in the future. Those same wolves could attack us again, even.”


      Mia grimly stared at the wolf-head-shaped bread in front of her. “And so, we must prepare our hearts. What if we were to face those wolves again, but we had already eaten them in bread form? They wouldn’t be so scary, would they? If we were ready to chomp down on their tastiness once again, we’d be perfectly composed during the battle! So...yes, that’s exactly it! This is a rehearsal, of sorts,” said Mia, sounding quite plausible.


      As for this wolf-shaped bread, the eyes were made of raisins, and it had been covered in sugar to re-create the texture of fur. It really did look awfully scrumptious. Under normal circumstances, one would question for a moment whether Mia simply wanted some sweet bread, but...


      “You’re right! It’s best to prepare ourselves.” Anne just nodded! She was impressed, even! She completely failed to notice Mia’s scheming!


      “So? Would you like to share this with me, Anne?” asked Mia, sounding awfully happy to be sitting before such a tantalizing loaf of bread. “Well, all that said, I do plan to do my best to keep us out of such situations in the future...”


      “Of course I’ll have some! No matter the dangers, I hope to always be by your side, milady!”


      Thus, a passionate exchange of loyalty occurred before a tasty loaf of wolf bread.


      This was the Art of Conquering Fears from the School of Mia!




      Back in the Sunkland’s capital of Sol Saliente, a large crowd of vassals had gathered before the palace to eagerly await the first prince’s arrival. The beautiful, wise, and courageous young prince was the pride of his people, and greeting him was the greatest of honors for those who served the kingdom.


      Among these vassals was a young boy with glistening silver hair just like Sion’s. “I hope my brother’s been well,” muttered Echard Sol Sunkland, the kingdom’s second prince and Sion’s younger brother. After a short impatient wait, his beloved brother and his right-hand man appeared over the horizon. “Prince Sion... Your safe return pleases me greatly.”


      “I’m glad to see you’re doing well too, Echard.” It has been a long time since Echard had seen his brother, and Sion had greeted him with a kind smile. “You are, right? And how are mother and father?”


      “They’ve been awaiting your return too. Let’s get going. You too, Keithwood,” said Echard with a reserved smile, heading back toward the palace’s entrance first as if to invite the other two to follow. “How was the Tearmoon Empire?”


      “Oh, right. Well, I suppose we’ve settled all their problems for now.”


      “Really? You’re so amazing, Sion! You’re even solving Tearmoon’s problems,” praised Echard.


      But Sion shook his head. “Truthfully, I did next to nothing. It was all Mia’s doing. She’s the one who’s truly amazing.”


      Echard’s grin grew slightly mischievous. “Do you have a crush on that princess?”


      “A crush? Hmm... I’m not sure.”


      Echard looked shocked.


      “What? Wasn’t expecting that answer?”


      “I wasn’t. I was sure you’d deny it immediately.”


      “You’re right. Unnecessary misgivings could beget chaos in the kingdom and cause suffering for our people. I should have done just that. But a crush, huh...? Well, taking her hand in marriage would benefit the people of Sunkland, I’m sure.”


      Sion’s phrasing had Echard tilting his head. “Is Princess Mia really so amazing?”


      “She is. She’s a marvelous leader. Not only is she incredibly wise, but she also knows the exact words that people need to hear. She even has stunning foresight. There’s a lot I could learn from her.” Sion’s eyes grew less focused. “I’m sure she’s speaking with the other duke houses around now.”


      If Mia’s prediction of the Great Famine came to pass, she would need the cooperation of the other nobles in Tearmoon. Laying that groundwork with the eminent nobles first was only common sense.


      “I bet she’s working hard,” said Sion, a smile on his lips.




      Meanwhile, back in Tearmoon...


      “Hmph! Here I go...”


      Mia’s expression was serious as she stood in the Greenmoon domain, which belonged to one of the Four Duke families. As soon as she passed through their main manor’s gates, Lady Esmeralda Greenmoon was there to greet her.


      “My, Miss Mia! Welcome,” she said, running up to Mia with a grin.


      Yes, that’s right! The time had come...for a slumber party at Esmeralda’s house! Upon clearing her past grudges during their last Claire de Lune, Mia had planned to visit Esmeralda’s manor for a playdate that would further foster their old friendship.


      “It’s been quite a while since I was last here, now that I think about it.” On the last timeline, Mia had visited plenty. But on the current timeline, this was the first Mia had come to the manor. She looked around the room. “This brings me back,” she muttered with an unreadable expression.




      The Greenmoons’ manor was home to many rare imported goods. The scholarly family knew the importance of foreign knowledge and consequently had a large library as well.


      Their distinguished collection was heaven on earth for those interested in such subjects, but...Esmeralda Greenmoon wasn’t one of them. She had no interest whatsoever in books, which also meant she had never become one of Mia’s reading buddies—at least up until now, that is.


      “Miss Mia. This novel was simply marvelous.”


      To broaden the range of conversation between herself and Mia, Esmeralda had toiled to read a book! Now, she couldn’t get enough of them. Her desire for literature was ravenous, and she read every book she could get her hands on! Later, she would become one of Elise’s biggest fans, but that’s a story for another day.


      Unable to wait until they arrived in her room, Esmeralda handed a book over to Mia as they walked through the halls, which elicited a pondering “Hmm” from Mia. “Just as I thought. You’re a fan of romance novels.” The volume was a love story that had recently become the talk of town. “It’s terribly like you, Esmeralda.”


      Mia never questioned her friend’s new hobby. In fact, she was incredibly happy to have a new reading buddy, especially because Esmeralda wasn’t the type to fib about her thoughts on a story to try to win favor with Mia. As a reading buddy, she was top notch.


      Naturally, the conversation between them kept flowing, even atop their beds and into the night. The two sat on the edge of their mattresses as they chatted boisterously, but as the clock continued to tick, the topic of discussion switched from romance novels to real romance.


      “Oh, princes are just so dreamy...” said Esmeralda, giggling. The dim light of the lamp must have put her in an odd mood. “I do hope there’s a handsome prince just for me out there...”


      “My, but there were so many handsome boys of fine houses at Saint-Noel Academy, weren’t there? Oh, and I don’t think this needs saying, but Abel is off-limits. You better not take him from me! Oho ho ho!” Mia wasn’t sure what was funny about any of this, but she chuckled regardless.


      The atmosphere here was sweet, like the awkward, enticing, and somewhat embarrassing mood created by a shared secret. It brought Mia back to those distant days before she ever had a grudge against Esmeralda, and she was incredibly delighted to be sharing such times with her friend again, which must have been why...


      “You seem quite happy, Miss Mia.”


      ...she let that comment get to her head! “Oho ho! Yes, I suppose I am. But my, that’s right! While we have the chance, why don’t I give you some advice as your senior in princely romance?”


      “Advice? Why, I’d be incredibly thankful for that.” Esmeralda gulped, her expression serious. She sat up straight and looked right into Mia’s eyes.


      Feeling good and confident, Mia pompously puffed out her chest. “Listen up, Esmerelda! Only in fairytales does a handsome, reliable prince with a good personality find his maiden,” said Mia in warning—or perhaps like an erudite philosopher in love. “And that’s especially true at parties! If you get drunk on the dream of your soulmate inviting you to a dance and turn down all your other suitors in the process, you’ll regret it,” admonished Mia, who was speaking from experience.


      “Oho ho! You sure love your jokes, Miss Mia. I would never be so foolish.” Esmeralda let out an awkward laugh, the polite kind you’d offer at an unfunny joke.


      Mia groaned. Despite appearances, Esmeralda was the daughter of Duke Greenmoon, a family well-versed in diplomacy. She was a high society elite, and she had never been a wallflower before—not even once! Thus, she couldn’t even fathom Mia being one.


      “There’d never be such an oddball at a party. You’re too funny!”


      “Y-You’re right. Oho...ho. Th-That joke was a little much, wasn’t it? Nobody would ever do something like that.” She faked a yawn. “I’m starting to get sleepy.” There were some tears in her eyes, but the sleepiness was a lie.


      Thus, Sion’s prediction was right. Mia was at one of the Four Dukes’ manors for a late-night discussion on high society diplomacy.




      Sion was back home in Sunkland, enjoying a meal with his family. While perhaps not to the level of Tearmoon’s emperor, the king of Sunkland was still a man who highly valued sitting around the table with his wife and children—it gave him a chance to converse with the two princes who would lead the next generation of his nation.


      “I am pleased to see you’ve returned home safely, Sion.”


      “You didn’t put yourself in danger again, did you?”


      Contrary to King Abram’s gentle smile, the queen raised an eyebrow in genuine worry. She knew perfectly well that her son had a habit of being reckless.


      “Of course not. It wasn’t anything dangerous at all...right, Keithwood?”


      Keithwood had the special privilege of sharing meals with the king, but given Sion’s tendency to make ridiculous requests, he never found the ordeal all too relaxing. “Y-Yes. I-Indeed. That situation was rather safe, I suppose. The other noble ladies were with us as well, so...yes, it couldn’t have been all that risky...”


      Well, when they had gotten involved in the attempted revolution in Remno, they had reported they weren’t in much danger as well, hadn’t they? This was comparable, so...


      No, my logic isn’t making any sense. What’s the point in comparison? Any danger at all should be too much for a prince, thought Keithwood, utterly failing at convincing himself his words weren’t a lie. His point of reference was Mia, who’d happily go running straight into danger without any of her guards. It had messed with his head. He needed to be more careful in the future.


      Thus, Keithwood reset his evaluation criteria and pulled himself together. But as he battled with himself, the conversation continued.


      “The other noble ladies? I take it you’re still having fun with that Tearmoon princess you’re so fond of?”


      “I am, and I have many stories to share, but...not you too, father. Enough with all the teasing. I’m not particularly fond of her or anything,” said Sion, shaking his head with an awkward grin. “In fact, I think you’d like her yourself if you got the chance to meet her. Her way of handling things is incredibly thought-provoking.”


      With that, Sion began to regale Mia’s many tales. Not only had she ridden her steed with incredible grace during the Horsemanship Tournament, she had even discovered poisonous mushrooms growing on a deserted island! She had faced down an assassin and his wolves in an empty field...but his parents probably wouldn’t like that story, so he left that out. That brought him to her Birthday Festival.


      “Amazing. On her own birthday, she commanded her nobles to distribute food to the people,” muttered the king.


      “This is secondhand intel from her vassal, Sir Ludwig, but they apparently wasted copious provisions in previous years, which was something I’m sure Mia couldn’t stand.”


      “Indeed. Even some here in Sunkland still spat the lie that waste is what allows the nobles to prove their power. But instead of denying that philosophy, she had these wasted provisions returned to her people. And as such nobles believe offering anything to their subjects is waste, their exorbitance still stands, allowing them to accept this idea of hers,” muttered King Abram.


      But then, he fell silent. He folded his arms with a scowl, but shortly after, he shrugged his shoulders in defeat. “I see. She is quite thought-provoking, just as you say, Sion. And the Tearmoon emperor is quite praiseworthy for allowing such authority to his young daughter as well. It is quite difficult to judge capabilities alone while forgetting age and gender, and I’m sure he has a face to keep with his nobles as well. I take it he’s a truly selfish emperor who’d do anything for the sake of his nation.”


      “Indeed. Since I’ve met him, his sharp eyes have stuck with me. He looked at me as though he were trying to appraise my strength,” said Sion, recalling his encounter with Mia’s father. He couldn’t have been trained in the sword given his build, but the man’s gaze was that of a warrior challenging another to battle.


      And it was probably thanks to this strong impression that Sion had completely forgotten about the giant Mia-shaped ice statue that had towered behind the man. Sure, he got the feeling there was something large over there, but not anything worth paying attention to.


      “Ah, I see. I am sure meeting such a fine ruler, one capable of seeing everyone’s true strength and putting aside personal feelings to make the right decision, will influence you well.”


      Sion nodded, earning a satisfied grin from his father. “Well, Sunkland and Tearmoon are two great nations. Should we go to war, the bloodshed would be astonishing. Our friendship will bring peace to both our peoples. One day, I’d like to chat knee-to-knee with this Emperor Matthias...”


      “Indeed. I’m sure that day will come,” agreed Sion with a deep nod.




      It was a few days into the new year, and the praised Emperor Matthias was currently sharing a relaxing supper with his daughter Mia in the Whitemoon Palace. Tearmoon saw plenty of snow this time of year, which slowed official duties. Thus, Mia had been forced to see her father every day as of late.


      “Oh, the chef’s creations really are true delicacies. You can’t get food like this at Saint-Noel Academy. It makes me sad to have to leave,” muttered Mia as she held a hand to her cheek.


      “Oh, does it? Call the chef! If it will keep Mia in Tearmoon, I had better consider conferring him with a medal...”


      “While I would like you to reward him, that’s a little much. Perhaps there’s something simpler you could offer?”


      The greatest reward out there was having enough to eat without having to work. While Mia personally wanted the chef to be recognized for his efforts, it’d be disastrous if it inspired him to quit. Mia was a follower of Mia First through and through.


      “That reminds me, Mia. You’ll be returning to Saint-Noel Academy five days from now, won’t you?”


      “Yes, that’s right. Oho ho! I can’t wait to see my friends again.”


      Mia wondered what they were all up to. How had they spent their breaks? Were Chloe and Rafina well? She hadn’t seen those two in a while...


      Noticing these thoughts, Mia couldn’t help but think about the old timeline. This could never have happened back then. Her world had completely changed, and she was so moved by these thoughts she almost missed her father’s next words.


      “Isn’t that too early?” he asked, looking awfully serious as he spoke. “Wouldn’t it be best to stay here in Tearmoon just a little—”


      “Father? You’re being selfish again.” Mia glared at him.


      “Oh, I wasn’t trying to be selfish,” he said, maintaining his serious air. “It’s just that...the people prefer it when you’re here! And I do too, of course! I was simply thinking of our subjects! What could be selfish in that?!”


      “Father...” Mia was glaring again.


      Matthias lost to those eyes and let out a sigh. “Urgh... What absurdity! Why must I send my adorable daughter abroad?! Curse you, Saint-Noel Academy! Curse you, Belluga...”


      “Such words will start a war, father. You never consider your title as emperor, do you?” admonished Mia with an exasperated shake of her head. This country would be doomed without me! How exhausting...




      Thus, winter had ended, and spring had come once again. But what fate had it brought with it? Mia had yet to know.

    

  

  
    
      O Friend from a Faraway Land...


      The Birthday Festival of Mia Luna Tearmoon, princess of the Tearmoon Empire, was a grand event that spanned five whole days. This year’s, thanks to the delightfully debaucherous spin she put on it, was especially lively. People reveled more than ever in celebration. Mia herself was no slouch, going on a visiting spree that took her through the domains of numerous nobles and their lavish welcomes. After crossing off the last location on her dizzying travel itinerary, Mia could finally breathe a sigh of relief. But only a single sigh, because that was all the time she had before being hauled off to the next series of events that required her attendance—the birthday parties hosted at each of the Four Dukes’ manors in the capital.




      On day one, Mia went to the Bluemoon residence that Sapphias used to call home. Upon arrival, she found its party hall already filled with central nobility who were closely connected with the Bluemoons. These eminent nobles belonged to families that had served the emperor since the days of old. They had illustrious histories and their domains were situated close by on the outskirts of the capital. To these people, Mia’s reformist tendencies made her a thorn in their side.


      “Ha ha ha, Mia,” her father chuckled, “you look great in that dress. I mean, you always look great, but you look even greater today!”


      “Please, Your Majesty. Your flattery is embarrassing.”


      “What flattery? There is no flattery here! And call me ‘papa’! I swear, how many times do I have to tell you...?”


      She was, however, a thorn they would have to endure in silence. The presence of Matthias, the current emperor, made the prospect of raising grievance an act of lunacy. On top of that, it had only been a few days ago when they’d witnessed firsthand the sheer breadth of her connections—not only the two princes Sion and Abel but also the Holy Lady Rafina. As a result, the attitude with which everyone greeted her was extremely respectful, if not a tad obsequious.


      Except for one girl, who boldly walked right up to her with her head held high. Her hair flowed behind her in luxurious waves, and her steps were brisk and steady.


      “Your Highness, it’s a wonderful pleasure to make your acquaintance for the first time. My name is Letizia Schubert, and I am Lord Sapphias’s fiancée.”


      She smiled elegantly at Mia, her almond-shaped eyes forming endearing curls, and curtsied. Mia returned her an equally affable smile.


      “My, so you’re the one... Your father is Marquess Schubert, yes?” Mia chuckled amiably. “I’ve heard so much about you from Sapphias. Maybe a little too much, if I’m allowed to be completely honest. He’s always going on and on about how his fiancée is such a marvelous lady.”


      “Goodness... Is that really how he speaks of me?”


      Mia’s ice-breaking compliment proved effective, earning her a jovial laugh. But before Letizia could respond, a grimacing Sapphias waded in.


      “Please, Your Highness. I’d appreciate it if you’d refrain from amusing yourself at the expense of my beloved.”


      “If it was at anyone’s expense, Sapphias, it was at yours,” said Mia with a snarky grin, “considering I spoke nothing but the truth.”


      Their banter quickly developed an organic rhythm as the conversation hopped from topic to topic, eventually reaching the events of Saint-Noel, which was unfamiliar territory for Letizia. And when Mia began talking about how she’d initially met Sion and Abel and their experiences during the Swordsmanship Tournament...there was a palpable change to the conversational atmosphere!


      “Is that so? I had no idea you also dabbled in the art of cooking, Your Highness,” said Letizia, head lowered contemplatively.


      “I certainly do. I made sandwiches before the Swordsmanship Tournament, you know? And they were fine sandwiches. Exemplary creations, truly,” said Mia, twisting facts with the casual ease of a serial hyperbolist. “They were baked to perfection. Even came out in this brilliantly artistic shape, thanks to an idea I had. The boys absolutely loved them.”


      Letizia nodded along, evidently fascinated. Slightly unsettled by the amount of interest his fiancée was showing in the topic, Sapphias moved to interrupt them, only to be interrupted himself.


      “Sapphias, come here. There are guests I need you to greet with me.” Duke Bluemoon appeared and respectfully acknowledged Mia before turning back to his son. “It is good that you are entertaining Her Highness, but propriety is as important as courtesy. A gentleman knows when to leave ladies to their chatter. Besides, His Imperial Majesty is present today, as are many foreign nobles. We Bluemoons are the host of this gathering, and as the family’s eldest son, there is much for you to attend to. This is hardly the time to be engaging in casual banter.”


      “Ah, I am aware of that, of course. But uh...”


      “Go on, Lord Sapphias. I shall keep Her Highness entertained. I do believe I informed you of this arrangement beforehand, yes?” said Letizia in a firm tone.


      There was a confidence to her that bespoke an intimate understanding of how to navigate polite society...as well as, perhaps, the makings of a future duchess. Normally, Sapphias would place his unqualified trust in her ability to do so. As princess, Mia had also been educated on the rules and customs of such occasions. There was no reason for him to worry. His brain was sure of it. His gut, however, couldn’t rid itself of a vague sense of concern. Just then, another voice joined in.


      “Go ahead and tend to your business, Lord Sapphias. Leave the rest to me,” said a languid-looking boy.


      Letizia’s younger brother, Dario Schubert, approached them with the droopy-eyed expression of someone who’d just gotten out of bed.


      “Ah, Dario. I suppose it’ll be fine if you’re here...”


      Not sounding entirely convinced, Sapphias nevertheless left with his father, though not without much reluctance and under-his-breath mumbling.




      With Sapphias having taken his leave, Mia’s bragging...continued on unabated.


      “So like I was saying, boys simply love it when you cook for them. I wouldn’t do it all the time, but every once in a while, you can show up with a little something. It’d make for a nice accent to your relationship.”


      “Hmm, hmm. Fascinating,” said Letizia, nodding eagerly. “I’ve thought about it before, but Lord Sapphias is so good at cooking that I rarely have a chance to try it myself.”


      “My, that’s no good. Hmm... In that case, how about we try cooking together sometime?”


      “Cooking together? But...”


      Letizia hesitated at the offer, but Mia kept watching her expectantly. So engrossed was she by the prospects of her own idea that she failed to notice the sudden absence of Dario, who’d quietly slid away somewhere.


      “Oh, and if we’re going to cook together, we might as well invite Esmeralda and Ruby. Rina—I mean, Citrina too. What do you think?”


      “With all the Etoilines? I can’t possibly—”


      “Of course you can. You’re the future wife of an Etoiler, aren’t you? Don’t you think now would be a good time to start getting acquainted with the rest of the Four Dukes and their families?”


      In Mia’s mind, a plan was brewing.


      If I ask Esmeralda, she’d probably say something like, “No noble worth their salt cooks their own food!” I bet Ruby’d be on board, though. I can already see her imagining how she’d cook a homemade meal for Sir Vanos, and it’s adorable. Rina’s good with compounding things, so she might be a pretty good cook too. It can’t be that hard to convince her to come, especially if I tell her Bel’s coming too. Then, as long as Anne and Nina show up as well, I think we’ll be good to go.


      As she entertained this delightful fantasy, Sapphias returned.


      “H-Hello... My sweet...Letty... Still chatting...with Her Highness?” For some reason, he was breathing with his shoulders. Beside him stood Dario, also panting like he’d run a marathon.


      “Goodness, Lord Sapphias. What’s the matter? You too, Dario. This is Her Highness’s birthday party, you know? It’s hardly appropriate to be rushing around like that.”


      “Oh, I just, you know...suddenly missed you, my dear. Aha ha,” said a patently evasive Sapphias. “Speaking of which, you’re good at the organ, right? Why don’t you play a piece or two for Her Highness?”


      “Hmm? I certainly don’t mind, but why the sudden request?” asked Letizia.


      “Well...because I’d like to show Her Highness how talented you are.” He turned to Mia. “Forgive me for bragging, but she really is very good. Do have a listen. I’m sure you’ll be impressed,” he said, hoping she’d take the bait.


      She did not. She didn’t even notice him cast his lure, having folded her arms in thought.


      “Hmm... Tomorrow’s the Redmoon party, which means I can invite her there, and then...”


      “Your Highness?”


      “Hmm? What was that? Oh, yes, the organ. That sounds lovely.”


      She smiled at him. The gesture was in no way reassuring, and he could but gaze warily between the princess and his fiancée.




      The next day, Mia attended the party at the Redmoon residence. Situated within Lunatear, it boasted the largest footprint of the Four Dukes’ manors, though this wasn’t to the credit of the building proper. Rather, it was the courtyard that was enormous. Soldiers from their private army could march through it in rank and file. It was even large enough to be used for cavalry training.


      After taking in the sheer breadth of the courtyard, Mia turned toward the party hall. Unlike the outside, where frigid winds howled, warm air permeated the interior of the residence. Today’s guests bore little resemblance to those of Bluemoon. Here, it was mostly higher-ups from the Ebony Moon Ministry and military officers, as evidenced by the abundance of sturdy frames and pronounced physiques. Amid this slightly intimidating air was a leaner form who glided through the crowd to welcome Mia.


      Wearing a beautiful crimson dress, Ruby Etoile Redmoon gracefully held the fabric in her fingers and performed a perfect curtsy. After this exemplary display of noble custom, she flashed a far more casual grin.


      “Happy birthday, Your Highness.”


      “Thank you, Ruby. Wait... Is it just me, or is your makeup a little different than usual? You look...cuter.”


      Ruby froze, apparently caught off guard by the comment. “Huh? I do? I don’t remember doing anything special...”


      “Ha ha ha. I’ve noticed that lately, my daughter has been enjoying her work more than ever. Maybe that’s why.”


      A middle-aged man appeared behind Ruby. It was none other than her father. Duke Manzana Etoile Redmoon regarded Mia with a calm but friendly expression.


      “Ah, Lord Redmoon. It’s a pleasure to see you.”


      They traded a round of polite smiles and quick greetings.


      “I’m glad to hear that Ruby finds her work to be enjoyable.”


      “All thanks to Your Highness, of course,” said Manzana as he bowed his head. “Please accept my gratitude for entrusting her with a duty that affords her both esteem and fulfillment.”


      “No, no, if anyone should be grateful, it is me,” replied Mia. “Thank you for allowing your daughter to join my guard. She is a great boon and an absolutely inspiring presence.”


      Mia meant what she said. When Ruby joined the Princess Guard, she also brought a number of her own soldiers, resulting in a slight shift in its gender makeup. Having more women in the Guard made it easier to keep Mia protected at all times—her male guards weren’t suitable for all occasions. This was something she appreciated immensely.


      When it comes to swinging swords around, Dion’s men are the cream of the crop, but they’re just so intimidating. If I take them with me to Saint Mia Academy, they might scare all the children.


      Strength came in a multitude of flavors, and Mia wanted as many as possible in the Princess Guard.


      “Your Highness certainly has a way with words...” Manzana grimaced, but it was an amused grimace devoid of bitterness.


      It should be noted that for him to display such an expression was no simple feat. A great deal of deliberation, acceptance, and ultimately time had been necessary for him to adopt the necessary perspective. Ruby, after all, was not his only child. He also had sons, all of whom technically had a chance to inherit the throne. If Mia became empress, it would deprive them of that opportunity. That was not an easy pill to swallow. At the same time, though, he also knew that deep down, none of his sons were emperor material. Ruby was the only child who displayed the character and caliber necessary to fill that lofty seat. He’d considered the possibility of pushing for Ruby as empress, and if the opportunity were to present itself, he’d be more than willing to throw his full weight behind her in the ensuing power struggle. Cleaving a path to the throne for his daughter should prove a gratifying pursuit.


      Mia was about to squash that possibility too. By making the bid herself, at that.


      At the same time, however, she persuaded Ruby to join the Princess Guard, opening up an entirely new avenue of advancement for her. It was a path that, after careful consideration, Manzana realized was perfectly suited to the Redmoons.


      Should Mia become empress, she would have a private army to her name, and the most prestigious positions doubtlessly belonged to the imperial guards that ensured her safety. Ruby would be their vice-captain. She’d be commanding Empress Mia’s personal guard. Not only would the station afford immense glory, it was also a job whose duties suited Ruby’s personality far better than the tedium of the crown.


      After seeing the joy on his daughter’s face, it didn’t take long for Manzana to abandon all interest in fighting for the throne. His attention was now focused elsewhere.


      Specifically, he now occupied himself with maximizing his daughter’s future clout. Ruby would be the vice-captain of Mia’s personal guard, but whether they’d be the Princess Guard or the Empress Guard was still up in the air...and there was a big difference between the two.


      If he wanted the greatest advancement for his daughter, having Mia become empress would be the most efficient way. That was the conclusion that gave way to his barbless grimace, and also made clear the path that the Redmoons should take.


      None of this, however, had crossed the minds of the two girls before him, who bantered about topics far less cerebral...


      “That reminds me, Ruby. There’s something I’ve been thinking about, and I was wondering if you could give me some advice.”


      “Some advice? Sure. What’s the problem?”


      “Oh, don’t frown like that. It’s not that serious. I was just talking to Marquess Schubert’s daughter. She’s Sapphias’s fiancée, and...”


      ...far less cerebral, but possibly far more headache-inducing.




      “Lady Ruby, a moment please?”


      As the party began to wrap up, Ruby heard someone call her name. She turned toward the direction of the voice and frowned in surprise.


      “Huh. Now there’s a rare face. Didn’t think I’d see the scion of the Blues at one of our parties. To what do I owe this great fortune?”


      “To propriety, I suppose. It’d be rude to keep missing your parties year after year. Also, this year’s a little special, right?” answered Sapphias, recalling the Clair de Lune meeting.


      “Fair enough,” said Ruby. “What’s the matter then?”


      Sapphias didn’t answer immediately, instead scrunching up his face in an expression that screamed How do I explain this?


      There was a crisis to be averted, and he needed to figure out how. After considering his options and settling on an approach, he prepared to put it to words. Right at that moment, however, he noticed something that gave him pause. Ruby was wearing an expression he recognized—that of a girl hopelessly in love!


      “...I wonder what he likes to eat?” she mumbled.


      Oh moons... This isn’t going to work.


      Sapphias immediately knew that the battle was lost. He was not going to be able to make an ally of Ruby. She was already eagerly imagining herself cooking for the man of her dreams. He pressed at his temples in a vain attempt to quell the emerging headache.


      “Say, Sapphias of the Blues, would you happen to know what kind of foods men prefer? Big, sturdy men in particular. Ones with lots of muscle.”


      “I can’t say I do...though I do feel there are more of these men around you than me,” said Sapphias, struggling to keep his smile from twitching into a grimace. He shuddered in both fear and awe.


      Her Highness’s influence truly knows no bounds.




      The day after that...


      “Wow...”


      The minute Mia stepped into Yellowmoon’s party hall, she let out a sigh of awe.


      “What a magnificent display this is...”


      Countless confections of kaleidoscopic colors were laid out in a ring on tables. At the center of this circle of delicacies was a massive cake that rose above them all like an empress of sweets. Dressed in a coating of pure white cream, the ivory spire was truly a breathtaking sight to behold. Mia felt herself tremble, not only out of awe but also excitement, for the cake also represented a challenge.


      This was, after all, a party held to celebrate her birthday. In other words, she was the star. This was her day. She could eat as much as she wanted, and nobody could fault her for it. Her heart pounded at the thrill of letting herself loose in an environment created specifically to gratify her.


      Granted, if she ate way too much, then she’d still earn herself a scolding from Anne. She was aware of this, but in the moment, she chose to throw caution to the winds. Sometimes, a girl just had to listen to her heart, and her heart demanded that she start things off by devouring those delicious-looking cookies. Just as she began to chow down...


      “Thank you for attending our party, Your Highness. Happy birthday.”


      Citrina quickly walked up and curtsied. Behind her stood Duke Lorenz Yellowmoon.


      “Ah, greetings to you, Rina. And you too, Lord Yellowmoon.”


      Mia smiled at them, the delightful rush of sugar causing her lips to spread a little wider than she’d intended.


      “We Yellowmoons did everything in our power to present Your Highness with the finest selection of desserts. What do you think?” asked Lorenz.


      “It’s excellent. Excellent, I say. They’re all amazing. You’ve left me speechless. I’m having trouble deciding what to try next.” She let out a sigh of deep gratification before a thought made her frown. “There is one thing I find a little odd, though... I’ve been attending Yellowmoon’s parties every year, but I’ve never seen you provide such a jaw-dropping selection of sweets.”


      “Ha ha ha, but of course. Our goal was always to host the least interesting party possible. A jaw-dropping selection of sweets would be the exact opposite of inconspicuous. The yellows are the weakest of all, remember? We had to keep up our image.”


      “I see... In other words, this wealth of desserts is proof that the Yellowmoons are finally free.”


      Devouring them all, then, would be the best way to honor their liberation. Holding back would actually be rude. Realizing this, she exhaled, preparing herself to go on an all-out eating spree.


      ...Not that she ever intended to do otherwise, mind you, but she had just cause now. That was worth a bit of preparatory posturing.


      She worked her way through the ring of sweets until she reached the center. Right when she was about to lay siege to the ivory cake spire, a thought suddenly occurred to her, and she spun toward Citrina.


      “Oh, by the way, Rina, I’m planning a cooking party with the other members of the Four Houses. Would you care to join us?”


      “Um, will Bel be attending?” asked Citrina with a quizzical head tilt.


      “Hmm...”


      Mia pondered for a second before deciding that there was no harm to having Bel make some more connections.


      “Yes, I can certainly invite Bel—”


      “In that case, sure.”


      Mia had barely finished her sentence before getting her answer. The sheer brazenness of Citrina’s decision-making astounded her, who stared at the beaming girl in disbelief.


      “Ooh, I can’t wait,” Citrina said to herself excitedly. “I need to practice in advance... I wonder if I can use the things I have in the house... It can’t be that different from compounding...”


      Mia shook her head, then returned to her siege of the massive cake.




      Meanwhile, Sapphias, after failing to escape the clutches of a group of nobles opposed to Mia becoming empress, spent the day stuck with them in a secret meeting. This frustrated him to no end, as he had far more pressing concerns than succession debates to attend to. His very well-being was currently at stake! Afterward, he’d pass the names of all the nobles in the meeting to Mia, figuring it was fair payback for literally endangering his life.


      This was no laughing matter!




      The day after that, it was time for the last of the birthday parties, hosted by the Greenmoons.


      “Hmm... I’m pretty sure Esmeralda will be against the idea. How should I approach this...?” Mia muttered.


      Ideally, her cooking party would be a “Mia and the Ladies of the Four Houses” affair (Schubert would be representing the Bluemoons, but that was a mere technicality), but that would require Esmeralda to participate. How could she convince her?


      “She’s going to say something about how prominent noble ladies don’t cook for themselves. I just know it. But if I don’t invite her, she’ll probably make a fuss about that too. Hrrrngh... What do I do...?”


      As she walked into the hall, she found Esmeralda waiting for her.


      “Greetings, Esmeralda.”


      Immediately upon seeing her face, however, she noticed something was wrong.


      “Greetings, Miss Mia. Welcome to the Greenmoon manor.”


      Esmeralda smiled, but there was something stiff about the expression.


      “Hmm? Is something the matter?” Mia asked. “You don’t seem yourself...”


      That sent Esmeralda into a fit of nervous fidgeting. The whole time, she kept her arms behind her back.


      “U-Um, Miss Mia, I uh...have a present for you... You know how you said before that you prefer handmade, original items, even if they don’t cost much? You probably forgot, but...”


      “Uh... Of course I said that. I didn’t forget. How could I?”


      Mia had definitely forgotten.


      The event in question had happened on Saint-Noel Island when, on one of her days off, Mia had been walking around town and ran into Esmeralda who was in the middle of shopping. Specifically, she was looking for a birthday present for Mia. Seeing that she was on the verge of buying a ridiculously expensive gem, Mia immediately stopped her and asked her to look instead for smaller, cheaper gems that could be used in handmade accessories, saying “I don’t mind if it’s cheap, but I’d prefer a handmade present that’s one of a kind.”


      “Did you...actually make one?”


      Esmeralda nodded wordlessly. Her reddened cheeks betrayed her embarrassment.


      Mia, for her part, had not seen this coming at all. Never in her wildest dreams would she have expected Esmeralda to take such advice to heart. After the initial shock wore off, however, she began to feel warm and fuzzy inside. Not only Esmeralda had remembered her request, she actually complied. What did she make?


      “May I...see it?” asked Mia, her anticipation growing.


      Esmeralda fidgeted even more nervously.


      “Um... Sure, but don’t get your hopes up, okay? I’m...not very good at this...” Esmeralda said sheepishly as she held out a small wooden box.


      Mia took it and, with an almost reverent amount of care, opened it. Inside was a brooch. It was slightly larger than most, about the size of her palm, and a number of tiny gemstones were arranged somewhat clumsily along it. She could all but envision Esmeralda fumbling her way through the process, trying her best to set the gems. The thought struck a chord with her, and she couldn’t help but laugh. As she did, she pinned it to her dress at her chest.


      “Ah... Ha ha, yes, it’s laughably bad, isn’t it? Um, you don’t have to put it on—”


      “Thank you, Esmeralda. This...just made my day.” Mia looked Esmeralda in the face and smiled. “I’ll cherish it like the treasure it is.”


      It took a few seconds before Esmeralda remembered how to pick her jaw back up. Then...


      “Oh! Well, do take good care of it then!”


      She beamed.


      Mia observed her for a moment.


      You know what... I think this might be easier than I thought.


      “Say, Esmeralda,” she said, sensing a certain receptiveness in her friend, “I’m organizing something, you see...”


      Before long, Esmeralda had signed up for her cooking party.




      Now, while Mia and Esmeralda were putting on their moving display of friendship, something else was happening behind the scenes.


      Nina, Esmeralda’s maid, was busy with tasks that took her in and out of the party hall. During one of her trips, she felt a sudden tug on her arm.


      “Who’s— Lord Sapphias? Is something the matter?”


      He pulled her toward a secluded corner of the hallway, whereupon her normally stolid face was forced to adopt an expression of surprise by the sheer oddness of his behavior.


      “Yes, actually,” he whispered. “There’s a tiny little emergency I’m dealing with...”


      “A tiny little...emergency?”


      Nina arched her eyebrow at the oxymoronic phrase. Sapphias probably intended to smile, but his twitching cheeks made it seem more like a desperate plea for help.


      “Listen. Something terrible is about to happen, and I’d like your help to stop it. No, I need your help. You’re the only one I have left...”




      Thus, it was decided that the Four-Etoiline (technically three plus one future duchess) Cooking Party feat. Mia would proceed. As for how the event unfolded... That would have to be a story for a different time.


      All that can be said right now is that by the time it finished, there wasn’t much left of Sapphias aside from an empty husk of a man, so thoroughly burnt out that he was on the verge of turning to dust.


      “Aaah, Keithwood. I wonder how the man is doing... One of these days, we need to get a drink again...”


      Lying in a pool of his own exhaustion, Sapphias would fondly recall the name of a friend from a faraway land.


      He lived. Maybe not happily ever after, but he lived.

    

  

  
    
      Intermission: Bedtime Stories with Grandmother III


      “I didn’t know Duke Bluemoon was friends with Keithwood of Sunkland! That’s surprising! I guess they knew each other from the academy,” said Bel, her eyes glittering in wonder. Bel was a huge fan of the Libra King and his trusty vassal, Keithwood. No matter how inconsequential, any story featuring either of the two was enough to get her heart pounding!


      Mia grimaced at her granddaughter. “Yes, I found it quite odd as well. Their personalities are quite different. Sapphias has had no one in his heart but his fiancé Letizia ever since he was young, which is still true today. On the other hand, Keithwood is more of a playboy... Though I suppose the cooking skills he trained to attract those girls have come in handy a couple of times.”


      Yes, a couple of times... Let the tears flow, Keithwood.


      “But I bet you and Prince Sion had all sorts of loves when you were young! I wanna hear about them! I’m sure you had dramatic romances just like the ones in Elise Littstein’s novels!” said Bel, her eyes sparkling as she stared at Anne and Mia.


      The two women averted their eyes. Once, Elise’s novels had served as their textbooks in love. Now that they were married with grandchildren, they were painfully aware of how ridiculous that was. Unlike in novels, romantic moments were far and few between in real life.


      “Th-That reminds me. Elise was telling me that she’s almost done with the eleventh volume of the Princess Chronicles,” said Anne in an attempt to change the topic.


      That didn’t change Mia’s headache, however.


      “Wow! There’s gonna be a new Princess Chronicles! Tee hee hee! I can’t wait! I love the chapter about the moonlight battle! Grandmother Mia was so cool...”


      “O-Oh, right. I do seem to recall that tale...”


      “I wanna wield the Imperial Lunar Sword Miacalibur too someday!”


      Mia couldn’t help but grimace as she watched Bel shake her fists in the air. Young kids like Bel taking these stories seriously was... It was fine, yes. Kids were innocent! They wouldn’t even think to question whether some elements of fiction had been worked into those volumes.


      What’s terrifying is the fact that even the adults are taking it seriously!


      There were plenty who seriously believed that Mia had once flown through the air wielding a great sword, and whenever Mia encountered such people, she couldn’t help but wonder whether they were all right in the head. But anyway...


      “Oh, that’s right! I had something to ask you, Grandmother Mia!”


      “Hmm? What is it?”


      “I really like those mystery novels where they solve riddles on that deserted island, but...” Bel’s eyes overflowed with curiosity. “The main character is a princess, right? Are they inspired by things you’ve experienced, Grandmother Mia?”


      “Huh? Oh, um, I’m not sure... Perhaps they are, perhaps they aren’t. Wh-Why don’t you ask Elise sometime?” suggested Mia, deftly avoiding any further questioning from Bel. “Which reminds me. I know Elise is doing well, but what about your other siblings, Anne?”


      “My entire family is healthy thanks to you, milady.”


      “I’m glad to hear that. Oho ho! Your family always throws huge celebrations. Talking about the past brings me back to the birthday party we held at your house, Anne. I was incredibly grateful for that...”

    

  

  
    
      New Testament of the Ten-Day Late Birthday Celebration ~The Poor Prince and the Golden Dragon (W.I.P.)~


      The prince headed for the Valley of Death. He was there for but one reason—to save his friend, the Golden Dragon. He would rekindle his burning flame of life.


      “Wait for me. I shall bring you back from the dead, dear friend.”


      With that silent resolve in his heart, the prince descended into the valley, fully ignorant of the great trials that would await him there.


      For Bel, listening to Mother Elise’s bedtime stories brought unforgettable joy. Her favorite were the tales of the illustrious Great Sage of the Empire, her grandmother, but she loved Elise’s adventure stories almost as much. She was particularly fond of The Poor Prince and the Golden Dragon, and it would leave her so enthralled she could hardly sleep. If only that wasn’t the case.


      Once again, Bel lay in bed, eagerly waiting to hear what stories Elise would have for her tonight. “Mother Elise! Keep going! What happens next?” asked Bel, jumping up and down in her bed.


      Elise pulled a bitter grin. “Hmm, I wonder...”


      “Huh? You haven’t finished it yet?”


      “I haven’t. This is as far as I’ve gotten.” Elise petted Bel’s titled head as she explained, “A long time ago, there was someone who adored this story.” She narrowed her eyes softly, as if searching for that far-off friend beyond the horizon. “She’d always read my stories with a smile, and she loved every single tale I came up with. We met thanks to The Poor Prince and the Golden Dragon, and it was one of her favorites. Whenever she’d finish reading an installment, she’d always say the exact same thing: ‘I simply can’t wait to see what happens next!’ Because of that, I could just never bring it to a close,” said Elise with a sad smile.


      “But now,” she continued, “I regret that. It was only after she had already fallen ill that I began to write the final installment that would bring the story to a close. I hoped to finish it while she was still with us, but I failed. That’s when I realized I had written this for her. So, was there really a reason to keep writing? Once I started to think that way, I couldn’t figure out how to continue it.”


      “Is that...?”


      Bel tried to speak, but Elise placed a gentle hand on her head and shook her own. “I’m sure that no matter the ending, she would have loved it...”


      Bel never forgot the regret carried in Elise’s words.




      Mia and Anne’s joint birthday party was always a pleasant time of amusement. Mia was especially fond of the cake, obviously, but she also blissfully enjoyed hearing Elise read aloud her newest story.


      “The People of the Flowers seemed reluctant to part with the prince, but he responded with a smile regardless. ‘I shall come once again when the flowers are in full bloom. Please stay safe until then,’ he said. Thus, his adventurers with the Golden Dragon continued.” Elise slowly put down her manuscript and hung her head.


      As soon as she was done, Mia let out a satisfied sigh. After sitting with the story for a short while, she broke into a full-face grin and began to clap. “Moons, that was brilliant! Amazing, Elise! This installment was simply magnificent.” She was extremely pleased to hear the continuation of her favorite story.


      “That was A Parting Garland for the Ancient Dragon, the fifth book in Mother Elise’s unfinished masterpiece, The Poor Prince and the Golden Dragon! This takes me back!” said Bel, grinning and nodding her head in agreement.


      So, Bel was a fan of this work as well. I’ve found myself the perfect reading buddy! I absolutely must discuss this story with Bel sometime! thought Mia. But suddenly, she realized something odd about her granddaughter’s utterance. “Oho ho! I agree. This is my favorite of Elise’s stories... But wait, unfinished? What do you mean?” she asked, scowling.


      “The Poor Prince and the Golden Dragon was a major success, and Mother Elise continued the story for a really long time. But in the end, there were no more installments written after volume forty-nine, His Golden Friend’s Passing, and—”


      “Wait right there, Bel! I absolutely need to know what happens, given that title! Oh, not that I’m asking for you to tell me. In fact, I won’t stand for any spoilers, even from you!” first warned Mia. “But putting that aside, are you saying the series reached its conclusion at book forty-nine, and that’s why there were no more volumes afterward?”


      “No, Miss Mia. Um, as I think you can tell from the title, the series suddenly dropped off right when it got to something super interesting!”


      Mia let out a screech. “Aaaagh! Ending with a title like that really does make it seem like she stopped right at the worst possible time! But why in the moons would she? Was it due to the state of the empire? Did the civil war put a stop to all publications?”


      Bel shook her head. “Nope. The state of the empire kept getting worse, but books were still being published. It’s just that Grandmother Mia—”


      “Me? Why?”


      “Grandmother Mia fell into a coma after she was poisoned.”


      “Oh...” It was only then that Mia remembered that in the future Bel had come from, she had died a noble death from poison. “Well, I do understand that, but it can’t be the only reason, can it? I don’t think that would constitute abandoning the story like that.”


      Bel once again shook her head. “Mother Elise told me that if you couldn’t read it, then there was no point in completing the story. And once she started to have that thought, she just couldn’t write anymore.”


      “Oh, I see.” It was then that Mia finally began to see the true reason behind it all. Elise had written this story primarily for Mia, thus proving her loyalty, just like the first crops of the season were offered to the Holy Deity.


      Yes, perhaps this, too, was a way of swearing allegiance.


      “Hmm...” Mia nodded. Then, she headed over to Elise.


      “Oh, Miss Mia!” Elise grinned at her. “Happy birthday!”


      “Thank you very much. It means a lot coming from you. How are you feeling?”


      “I can now get out of bed and live a normal life, and it’s all thanks to you, Miss Mia.”


      “Yes, the color has returned to your face, I see...”


      Elise was sickly, which meant Mia couldn’t push her too hard. Her greatest wish was for Elise to be healthy and sound so she could continue to write her stories until the day she died. And for that, there was something she needed to say now.


      “Why do you write, Elise?”


      Elise responded immediately, her expression serious. “To entertain you, of course. I’m your personal author, and...” Elise cut off her words, looking nervous. “Um, you don’t have any complaints about my stories, do you?”


      Mia shook her head with a pained smile. “No, not at all. Quite the opposite, in fact. Your stories are wonderful. I adore them, and I can hardly ever wait to see what happens next. That’s why I’m incredibly pleased you always let me read them first. I’m terribly thankful.” That’s when Mia got to the heart of the matter. “However, I’d like you to not write your stories just for me.”


      “What do you mean?” asked Elise, blinking her eyes back at her.


      Mia gave a ponderous groan. “Certainly, this goes without saying, as you love stories so much yourself, but I shouldn’t monopolize your tales. They bring joy meant to be shared with others,” said Mia, recalling the way her heart would leap when discussing books with her reading buddy Chloe. “Your stories are certainly fun, but that’s not all they are. You give your readers hope and make their hearts brighter. At least, that’s the power I believe they have, which is why it would be such a shame if they were written for me alone,” firmly proclaimed Mia, doing her absolute best to convince Elise from the bottom of her heart!


      And why? Well, the reason was simple.


      No, there were no problems regarding the state of The Poor Prince and the Golden Dragon. As long as Mia was alive, the story would continue toward its finish! But what if—just if—Elise fell in love and began to write her stories for her suitor? Of course, Mia would likely be allowed to read these stories, but what if they were terribly captivating, and this suitor lost interest? Mia would meet a fascinating tale...but tragically never be able to see its end! She wanted to avoid such a fate at all costs. Her blissful naps were on the line!


      People must reap the seeds they sowed for themselves. If Mia started to believe that The Poor Prince and the Golden Dragon had nothing to do with her, she could one day regret the end (or lack there of) to another story.


      Plus, a series never reaching its end was tragic, plain and simple. Being unable to read the end of a beloved tale would make just about anyone sad. Thus, she wanted to ensure that The Poor Prince and the Golden Dragon would reach a conclusion and be read by the masses. That was certainly the preferable outcome.


      Thus, Mia clenched her fists! “So, I’d like you to take to writing freely, without paying me any mind at all. There is no reason to consider me when writing your stories.”


      Sidenote: Mia hadn’t even fathomed what effect these words would have on The Princess Chronicles...


      Still, Elise lowered her head, looking terribly moved by these words. “Thank you, Miss Mia. I feel...like I’ve had an awakening. My recent works seem like they’ve been forced into a small box as of late. I’ll make sure to write more freely and grandly from now on!” she announced, her eyes twinkling behind her glasses.




      The Poor Prince and the Golden Dragon was an epic fantasy and magnum opus of a master who left her mark on the literary history of the whole continent, Elise Littstein. Completion of this story about the heartwarming friendship between a prince and a dragon took nearly twenty years, and in its afterword was written the following:


      I extend my deepest thanks to Her Imperial Majesty Empress Mia, who supported me as my patron. Whenever I ran out of ideas and was on the verge of laying down my pen, it was her words that gave me strength. She once told me my stories had the power to brighten people’s hearts, which was why she wanted to share that joy with the world. I felt that within those words, I could see the shape of the ideal nation she was trying to create. If these books helped at all to make her ideals reality—if they brought even a small ray of light into this dark world—then I could want nothing more.


      Elise Littstein.


      When Mia, Elise’s most avid reader, read the tale’s concluding line, her face lit up with satisfaction as she muttered, “Oho ho! I’m sure that girl born years from now will quite enjoy this ending too.”


      But what did those words mean? Was she simply stating that her future grandchildren would enjoy this story as well? Or perhaps...


      The meaning behind those words forever remained a mystery. They were a secret hidden in the heart of Mia Luna Tearmoon, the Empire’s Great Sage and first ruling empress.

    

  

  
    
      New Testament of the Ten-Day Late Birthday Celebration ~Ascetic Chancellor Ludwig Has a Secret~


      Chancellor Ludwig Hewitt, the man who forged the Tearmoon’s Golden Age, was known to be a man of little desires, as proven by a certain tale. When the chancellor’s office was burned to the ground, he noticed the dangers before anyone else and ordered his workers to evacuate while he collected the documents most worth saving, therefore keeping the damage to administrative work to a minimum. He rescued none of his personal belongings.


      While his office also fell victim to the flames, he left everything inside, paying it not even a sliver of attention as he recovered the public documents. Thus, he earned the title of selfless civil servant.


      However, there was one who begged to differ—one who claimed Chancellor Ludwig was not a selfless man of little desires, but one who simply had his priorities straight.


      So, what was the truth?




      The year had come to an end, heralding in a bitter cold. Mia’s Birthday Festival had safely concluded, and the streets of the imperial capital had begun to recover their usual calm. Running through them was a single carriage, which stopped before a narrow alley. The woman who stepped out of it was none other than the Great Sage of the Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon.


      She let out a sigh, which escaped into the sky as a visible white cloud. She looked up above to find a curtain of gray clouds that fluttered snowflakes down below.


      “This way, milady.”


      Mia followed Anne’s lead to eventually arrive at a certain house—the natal home of her dear personal maid.


      “Happy birthday, Princess Mia!” Once she opened the door, she was greeted by cheery, booming voices. Anne’s parents and siblings wore warm smiles as they offered words of congratulations, which naturally put a smile on Mia’s own face. It had become tradition for her to spend the final day of the year at Anne’s home, which, in spite of its small size, was filled with warmth. Mia was quite fond of the place.


      “Thank you for inviting me again this year,” said Mia, offering a kind smile to Anne’s parents. “And how did you find my Birthday Festival? Were you able to eat to your hearts’ contents?”


      All the kids opened their mouths at once, but Elise, Mia’s personal author, silenced them to speak for the group. “We ate so much we couldn’t even stomach another bite.”


      Elise had always had a poor appetite, but she had apparently recovered her strength after becoming Mia’s official court author and had thus put on a few pounds. The color had returned to her face as well. Somehow...it was possible she had even fallen into the clutches of F.A.T.


      Mia pinched her arm to check.


      “E-Eek! What are you doing, Miss Mia?!”


      Ignoring Elise’s surprise, Mia pinched her own. Then, she let out a despondent sigh. “At any rate, I’m glad. If you don’t eat when you can, it’ll only lead to later regrets.” Which is why we also need to keep some backup stores! thought Mia as she rubbed her belly.


      Yup! They needed to!


      “Milady, you’re not full, are you?” asked Anne, her brow furrowed in worry.


      “Oho ho! Not at all! It won’t be a problem.” Before her were plates of steaming food, after all! While they weren’t as grand as she’d typically expect from a party, there was no fooling Mia! The smell wafting from the table was absolutely tantalizing, which meant this food had to be equally delicious! That’s what Mia’s gut was telling her, at least. “In fact, I’m worried I’ll eat a little too much.”


      That’s when she suddenly heard a man’s voice at the front door. “Um, excuse me?” After a moment, the man stepped into sight—it was none other than Ludwig, Mia’s trusty vassal.


      “Oh, you made it!” said Mia, greeting her bespectacled servant with a welcoming smile.


      “Your Highness? What exactly...?” Ludwig looked confused, which was perfectly understandable. This was clearly a private birthday gathering, which Ludwig would typically have no reason to be invited to.


      So then, why had Mia invited Ludwig? To thank him, of course. Mia had once offered Anne a birthday present to thank her for all that had happened on the previous timeline. In a reversal of expectations, that had happened here, at a party for Mia held at Anne’s parents’ house. Thus, Mia and Anne celebrated and exchanged their gratitude for each other.


      But once that time of year came around again, a thought had occurred to Mia. If she had thanked Anne for the past, then shouldn’t she thank Ludwig as well?


      Well, that damned four-eyes apparently begged that they spare my life, which means if I’m indebted to Anne, then I’m indebted to that stupid four—ahem, Ludwig—too. It’s only proper that I thank him.


      Mia had named Anne as her personal maid to ensure she’d receive better treatment and had even presented her with multiple gifts of appreciation as well. Meanwhile, she hadn’t really done anything for Ludwig. Thinking that bestowing a reward upon him was part of her princessly duties, she had invited him here.


      “I’ve actually prepared a present as thanks for all you have done for me.”


      “A present, you say?” asked Ludwig, clearly in half disbelief. That’s when Mia presented him with a small box. Inside was a unique-looking pen she had found in town. “This is a new type of pen, known as a fountain pen. They’re apparently quite easy to write with, and since the ink is inside, there’s no need to continuously dip it into any. It’s quite extraordinary.”


      At the merchant’s urging, Mia had given it a try for herself and had instantly fallen in love with it. With this, she’d be able to write down the names of all the important people she needed to remember with ease! She was thrilled, and she thought it’d make a perfect gift for that four-eyes as well.


      However, Ludwig’s expression was sour. “You purchased such an expensive product, Your Highness?” He scowled at her, and Mia knew why. Ludwig was the man in charge of tightening the empire’s coffers and begging the nobles to employ some frugality to curb wasteful spending. He likely thought it wasn’t proper to use such a needlessly expensive pen himself.


      But that was exactly why Mia had bought it for him. “Yes, I did,” she said with a bold nod. She had expected this reaction, which allowed her to keep calm.


      “May I ask why? You recognize the true value of money, and I am sure that the gold required to purchase this pen would be enough to feed multiple of our citizens for multiple days. So why be so prodigal?”


      Yup, there it is! Mia stared sternly into Ludwig’s eyes. She had thought long and hard about how she could get Ludwig to accept this present. She knew how he despised wasteful spending and that he likely wouldn’t accept this gift under normal circumstances. At the same time, presenting him with a cheap item seemed even odder. Yes, he’d likely accept some cookies from any old store, but that would only have the opposite effect. It could dampen his morale, leading him to think that was all his hard work was worth. If Mia were to give him a gift, it needed to be one he would accept and commensurate with his toils.


      I can’t believe just trying to get him to accept my gift could be so annoying, but of course it would be, knowing that four-eyes! Seriously, he’s so annoying! As Mia racked her brains, the nostalgic image of her vassal floated into her mind. Yes, that stupid, annoying man who she hated so much...who was also more loyal to the empire than anyone else. The homework he gave her was incredibly difficult, but he was her beloved vassal regardless.


      This image inspired a thought. This is just like those challenges he used to give me, and I’ll pull through it no matter what!


      With a fire in her chest, Mia made known the results of all her hard thinking. “I simply wanted you to use this pen more than anyone else, Ludwig. I believe that expensive items have a reason for their price, that there is a value in them worth paying for,” she said, taking the fountain pen into her hand. It glowed softly. “And I thought this pen had such value. With proper care, it will last quite a while, and the ease of writing with it will also ease the toil on the writer. I believe it is a fine item worth its high price, so I bought it. And...” Mia looked into Ludwig’s eyes, as if trying to see beyond those glasses not the man before her now, but the man he once was. “I thought there’d be value in giving it to you.”


      “To...me?” muttered Ludwig. He seemed completely taken aback.


      Mia nodded. “Yes, you. By selling this pen, you could certainly save some of our poor. But by using this pen, you can save even more. Your skills can save hundreds—no, thousands. Don’t you think so?”


      That was the answer Mia’s thinking had led her to, and she meant it from her heart. Despite her complaints, she had never doubted Ludwig’s capabilities. The work he did would be worth this pen—worth even more. Actually, no. Mia was certain the value of his efforts would be beyond what could be measured in gifts.


      “Thus, this spending isn’t necessarily wasteful. But it will be your work that determines whether this was a proper investment, or a waste of funds.” With that, Mia extended the pen out to Ludwig, holding it with both hands. “So, would you accept my gift, Ludwig?”


      “In other words...you mean to say you expect my efforts will be worth its value, yes?”


      Mia titled her head. “Of course, I believe the work you have done already equals this pen’s value. But if you’re willing to continue to work as my vassal, I could want nothing more.” Mia peaked at Ludwig’s face. He was silent, but the expression she saw was enough to assure her of her victory. Oho ho! I did it! My logic there was utterly perfect! He’ll love it! I’ve finally defeated the horrid four-eyes once and for all! Mia was already basking in her victory, but she soon froze in shock.


      Ludwig had fallen to his knees with zero hesitation. He looked up to her and solemnly declared, “Then I shall make this vow. Until the day comes when you no longer need me, I shall dedicate the entirety of my power to you.”


      “O-Oh, I mean, there’s no need to be so dramatic. Um, instead of a vow, why don’t we make a promise?” said Mia, panicking at his seriousness.




      Thus, a promise was made between Mia and Ludwig, just like that between the Four Dukes. This year’s winter was one that would have a lasting mark on Tearmoon’s history.




      Chancellor Ludwig Hewitt, the man who forged the Tearmoon’s Golden Age, was known to be a man of little desires, but those who knew him well would deny this. According to them, Ludwig had one item he prized deeply. This was a treasure he kept in his pocket at all times—an old fountain pen.

    

  

  
    
      Princess Mia’s Project X ~The Quest for the Infinity Cake~


      “Hnnngh...”


      A groan was heard from a room in the Whitemoon Palace. Mia, having returned from Perujin, lay in her luxurious bed, trying in vain to collect her thoughts.


      “This...is a tough problem...”


      She turned onto her side, then the other side. Still, her thoughts refused to be collected. Nevertheless, she kept trying, and trying...and trying...and...


      She gasped and hastily slapped her cheeks a few times in an attempt to drive off the slumber that had almost taken her. “Ugh, this is no good. I need to think of something, or this brilliant idea I just had will go to waste.”


      Inspiration had struck during her eat-till-you-drop tour of Perujin cuisine. What if, she’d thought, she started a faculty of food in Mia Academy where they’d study, well, food? Then, when Anne had made castillas for her, the idea had evolved further.


      “Those castillas were so good, and they didn’t even need normal wheat. Also, they apparently only had a little bit of sugar in them... Who knew such cakes could be made?”


      Their existence was like a ray of hope.


      “Tatiana keeps telling me that I’ll get sick if I’m eating sweets all the time because too much sugar is bad for me...but if there are cakes like that, then...”


      Mia, you see, had a dream. She dreamed of one day living in a cake castle, where she’d spend every day eating nothing but cakes. There would be cakes for breakfast, cakes for lunch, cakes after her noontime nap, and cakes for supper. If she could somehow do this without ruining her health, then surely, she’d have discovered heaven on earth.


      “The head chef said even his vegetable cakes had to be eaten in moderation, but what if, instead of wheat and sugar, they could be made with healthy ingredients? Then my dream of eating only cakes every day might actually come true!”


      Said heaven, she now realized, might actually exist on said earth! And it was all thanks to Anne. Her invaluable efforts in creating the wheatless, sugarless castilla had smashed Mia’s preconceived notions of what cakes could be, opening her eyes to a whole new world of possibilities.


      “What we need right now is research. Anne couldn’t have made such a brilliant castilla without coming to Perujin, where they spend a lot of time researching food. Therefore, the first step toward making my dream come true should be setting up a specialized faculty in my academy to study cooking.”


      Surely, there were still many ingredients out there, spread throughout the many nations in the continent, that Mia did not know about. There they lay, dormant and untapped. If she could somehow harness their yet-unknown properties, perhaps she could create the ultimate cake—a cake that one could eat every day to their heart’s content, and then some.


      “Hmm... A project to develop a cake that can be eaten all the time... Indefinitely and infinitely... Hmm. I think I’ll call it the Infinity Cake Project.” She nodded to herself, enjoying the ring of the name. Soon, however, a frown clouded her expression. “But wait... There’s a problem. How am I supposed to get people on board with this project? ‘Go work your butts off researching cuisines so I can eat cake all day’ isn’t exactly the greatest of sales pitches.”


      Ludwig was certainly going to have none of it. Anne would probably give her a good scolding too. Most importantly, she doubted she could convince the head chef, who was a big proponent of eating balanced meals. The thought of presenting her questionable logic to that bear of a man was a tad too daunting...


      “Which means... What I call the project will be pretty important, so I need to be careful. I definitely need to keep ‘cake’ out of the name. ‘Infinity’ seems risky too. If I leave it in, someone like Ludwig might catch on... Instead of ‘infinity,’ maybe it should be something like... X. Yes, that’s it! I’ll call it Project X!”


      At last, in a moment of triumph, she thought of the perfect name.


      “Granted, the project does have some merits. The ultimate goal might be sort of questionable, but to get there, we’ll have to research the cuisines of other nations, and that can’t be a bad thing. For now, the project will aim to improve our basic cooking techniques. It’ll be a long road, but as long as the ultimate cake exists at the end of that road, it’s okay. This is just the first step.”


      With her mind made up, she promptly sent a letter off to the academy’s headmaster, Galv.


      “Next...I’ll also need his help,” she murmured, thinking of the head chef. “He’s the one who invented the vegetable cake, after all. If I want a new cake, his skills will be crucial.”


      The head chef of the imperial court, Musta Waggman, was a person she definitely needed to recruit. Shortly after speaking to him, however, she turned her attention to something that promptly ousted everything else from her mind.


      “Right, then. I think it’s time I gave the Chronicles a quick peek.”


      What she discovered in it...was a little something called the assassination of Sion Sol Sunkland.




      That day, Balthazar Brandt was visiting Saint Mia Academy. As an official of the Scarlet Moon Ministry, which oversaw local governance within the empire, he considered it his job to eradicate the plague of anti-agriculturalism that had infested the empire. It was, however, a doozy of a job, possibly the biggest he’d had in years, and he’d need every help he could get. To that end, he considered it imperative to maintain as close a coordination with Saint Mia Academy as possible. There were of course some people in the Scarlet Moon Ministry who were skeptical of the academy, but, well, Balthazar had neither the time nor desire to care about their opinions.


      “Plus, this job is a request from an old, important friend. It’s worth breaking a leg or two.”


      Though he framed it as a favor for his friend, deep down, he was also enjoying the sense of fulfillment that came with the work he was currently doing.


      As he stepped with familiar steps into the headmaster’s office, however, he arched an eyebrow. His old master, the renowned wiseman Galv, was staring at a parchment with a deep frown.


      “What seems to be the matter, O wise master Galv?”


      “Ah...” Galv slowly looked up from the parchment. “You have come, O wise pupil Balthazar.”


      What humor there was in his phrasing was drowned out by a deep sigh. The creases across his brow deepened.


      “Is something wrong?” asked Balthazar, surprised by this rare display of frustration from his old master. “I didn’t think there would be a problem that could trouble the likes of you.”


      “It’s not a problem,” Galv answered. “It’s frustration. I’m lamenting the shallowness of my own wisdom.”


      He dropped the parchment onto the desk and slid it toward Balthazar.


      “This is...”


      It turned out to be a letter, and the one who’d penned it was none other than the person who’d appointed Galv to the role of headmaster.


      “A letter from Her Highness? I see... So she wants a faculty to research foreign cuisines.” Balthazar drew a pensive breath. “Fascinating. That’s not something I’ve ever considered. Now that I think about it though, that could indeed be useful when welcoming foreign envoys.”


      When foreign envoys came to Tearmoon, it was customary to treat them to Tearmoon cuisine. However, Mia was calling into question the wisdom of this practice.


      “For those weary from travel, the culinary welcome they would most appreciate is surely not the foreign cuisine of Tearmoon but the flavors of their native land. If even a single dish tastes like home, it will likely do wonders for their mood, which will in turn facilitate productive negotiation,” said Balthazar, his head lowered in thought. “That’s about as much as I can fathom in terms of Her Highness’s intentions.”


      Even within the empire, culinary habits varied slightly from domain to domain, and it was his job as an official of the Scarlet Moon Ministry to visit those domains. He’d have no business working there if he couldn’t enjoy those differences in reception. Still, he’d be lying if he hadn’t felt the occasional yearning during his travels for a dish from his hometown.


      “The broadness of her viewpoint, the way she considers issues from the perspective of others... It is but another reminder that she is truly the Great Sage of the Empire.”


      Balthazar slowly looked back up to find Galv gazing quietly at the letter. “Am I wrong in some way?”


      “No, you’re not wrong... I thought the same as you at first. Food and crops are inextricably linked, so if Mia Academy, as an educational institution, is going to preach the importance of agriculture, then it’s reasonable to start a program for learning how to cook. Perhaps even necessary. But the question is... Is that all?”


      “What do you mean, master? Does this letter contain some hidden meaning not apparent to me?”


      Galv pointed at a line in the letter. Balthazar eyed it. “Project X...? What is this supposed to mean?”


      “Think about it, Balthazar. Her Highness is a woman whose mind works on many levels. Every action she takes often has many layers of meaning to it. Shouldn’t we assume, then, that this Project X is also more than meets the eye? That there’s more to the name...”


      “X... What could it mean? An initial? An acronym? I’m not sure.”


      “It had been gnawing at my mind until some time ago, while pondering it, an answer suddenly occurred to me...and it left me speechless.”


      “You figured it out? What’s the answer?” Balthazar leaned forward, intrigued by the riddle.


      Galv leaned back, pleased by the reaction. “X represents a cross,” he explained, putting one finger across another to illustrate his point. “In other words, an intersection of two things. The next question is naturally, what two things? Let’s assume one is Mia Academy. What could the other be?”


      He paused for dramatic effect before continuing.


      “Something, perhaps, with influence over foreign affairs and education. Something like...the House of Greenmoon. I believe this is Her Highness asking us to mend relations with the Greenmoons.”


      The corner of his lip turned up ever so smugly as he finished his speech. Balthazar, blindsided by both the unexpected interpretation and the confidence with which it was delivered, was left dumbfounded. But only for a second. His thoughts quickly resumed their usual activity.


      “I see... It’s true that relations between the House of Greenmoon and Mia Academy remain frigid. There’s been no communication whatsoever. That was careless of us...”


      Duke Greenmoon and his house held significant sway over academia. Their proud Etoiline, Esmeralda, had tried to throw a wrench into the works during Mia Academy’s inception. Her sabotage had resulted in a number of lecturers pulling out of the arrangement, leaving the academy with a staffing crisis. Fortunately, thanks to Galv’s efforts, the damage was mostly mitigated, but the incident had resulted in an estrangement between the academy and the Greenmoons that continued to this day.


      Circumstances, however, had changed.


      According to Ludwig, the prime perpetrator of the incident, Esmeralda, was once again on good terms with Mia. If anything, after the new oath sworn in the winter, they were even closer than before. Despite these developments, Saint Mia Academy and the House of Greenmoon remained divorced, creating a significant obstacle to hiring talented lecturers from Tearmoon. That was detrimental to both the academy and its students.


      “If we’re going to research foreign cuisines,” Balthazar said musingly, “not making use of Greenmoon’s diplomatic know-how would be absurd. We could actively request their help, and in doing so, give them a chance to make amends and clear their name, ultimately allowing us to resume a cooperative arrangement...”


      “Correct. What you previously suggested is goal number one. Repairing relations with the Greenmoons is goal number two. Cross these two goals, and you get...Project X. The meaning, the mission, her instructions to us—it’s all in the name.”


      Though technically conjecture, Galv’s logic was highly convincing.


      “I have no words...” Balthazar let out an impassioned sigh. “All I can say is that like the moon in the sky, the radiant wisdom of Her Highness never falters.”


      Galv did not join in the Mia-praising. Instead, his gaze grew sharper. “It seems...Her Highness is serious about this.”


      “About what?”


      Galv stroked his beard pensively. “Serious about...making Saint Mia Academy not only the number one school in Tearmoon, but the best in the continent. She intends for us to represent the pinnacle of education, on par with Saint-Noel.”


      Goose bumps formed on Balthazar’s arms.


      The best in the business. The greatest in the continent. Many an educational facility had been built with such goals in mind. Every kingdom and country could rattle off a list of their schools that had hoisted such banners during their inception. None had ever succeeded.


      But this time, it was Mia doing the building, and she was serious.


      “Then, with the prestige and influence that would garner us, she intends to revolutionize Tearmoon’s attitude toward agriculture. That is what I have surmised from this letter,” concluded Galv.


      “I see. So it’s a play for clout...”


      What Mia needed was perceived authority. She had things to say, but she needed them to not be spoken through the mouths of lecturers in some second-rate school cobbled together by a princess on a whim, but declared by professors in one of the most prominent teaching institutions in the continent with the backing of Tearmoon’s entire academia. The academy was going to be the symbol and vanguard of an ideological revolution in agricultural attitudes. When it spoke, people needed to listen. Her goal was to make sure they did.


      “And that, dear Balthazar, is my dilemma.”


      The odd comment pulled Balthazar out of his thoughts. “Your dilemma? What dilemma? This is one of the most worthwhile projects I’ve ever heard of. What could possibly be holding you back?”


      Galv gave him a playful wink. “My dilemma...is that I was thinking of retiring in a year or two to clear the way for younger talent, but how can I do so with something so exciting on the horizon?”


      Balthazar stared at his master for a second, then rolled his eyes and sighed.




      Meanwhile... Let’s take a look at what the other vital piece of Mia’s Infinity Cake project—aka Project X—was doing.


      “Learning to cook in school, huh...” Musta Waggman murmured as he mulled over the idea Mia presented to him earlier. “Cooking isn’t really an academic subject, though...”


      Cooking was a skill. A trade. The world of cooking was one of craftsmen. People who sought masters to apprentice themselves and leeched off their expertise until they were sufficiently skilled to strike out on their own. These were people who lived and died by their tongue—their tool and weapon that they would hone to perfection. The idea of being taught—in a school, at that—was alien. It didn’t feel right.


      Given this context, it was therefore understandable for Musta’s enthusiasm for the idea to be lacking. Moreover, Mia hadn’t asked for any specific help. She’d simply mentioned that she might come to him for advice somewhere down the line. So, he figured he’d think about it when the time came, and put the matter out of his mind.


      Until some time later, when the matter invited itself back in.




      “What am I looking at...? Are these even bread?” Musta Waggman’s disgusted voice echoed through the wide kitchen of the Whitemoon Palace.


      “Head chef, um...” The younger cook working under him wore a deep frown. Before them were a number of different breads.


      Musta sampled one of them and let out a deep sigh. “I assume these are all failed attempts?”


      The issue was their dry, crumbly texture. They were also stiff and fairly bland, but the biggest problem was definitely their poor mouthfeel. It immediately gave off the impression of bread made with low quality wheat.


      “Where did you get this wheat from?”


      “From the regular town markets, sir. It’s in circulation everywhere. It’s also got a notoriously bad reputation among both buyers and sellers, so I got curious...” The younger cook scratched his head and grimaced. “Apparently, the usual wheat we use had a poor harvest this year, so there’s less of it on the market. Thanks to this substitute wheat, we’re not facing any shortages, but, I mean...”


      He eyed his unappetizing creations and bit his lip. Musta’s gaze, meanwhile, had shifted toward the bag of flour.


      “Mia No. 2...” Musta’s brows furrowed. “I see... So this is what Her Highness was growing in the academy city...”


      News of the wheat had spread far and wide. It was now common knowledge that Princess Mia had developed a new strain of wheat that was resistant to cold as one of her famine countermeasures. Unfortunately, its taste left much to be desired.


      “This wheat has Her Highness’s name on it... For it to be considered a low-quality product... No, that simply won’t do.” The words left Musta without his conscious command. “I won’t allow it!” He found himself incensed, almost outraged.


      Knowing her, she might not care about this at all, but... He could already imagine her telling him that there was no need to be upset. That so long as mouths were fed, and health and lives were preserved, then she didn’t mind her wheat bearing an inglorious title.


      But even so...


      “Since this wheat is different from the kinds we’ve used before, we can try changing the ratio. Also the bake time, the strength of the flame, the amount of water... There are a ton of factors we can experiment with. An unpalatable creation is the result of insufficient effort. Blaming it on the ingredients—on the wheat—would be a disgrace to our names as culinary craftsmen,” he declared.


      He rose, his voice not loud but resonant with conviction. Thus, the culinary craftsmen of the imperial court accepted their challenge...only to be faced with a very, very high wall that defied their attempts to scale it.


      “Head chef, maybe it’s just impossible to make this stuff into good bread?”


      Soon, all his subordinate cooks had given up. He himself was also on the verge of throwing in the towel. The ratio of wheat, the bake time, the strength of the flame, the amount of water... They’d tried everything, but to no avail. At the end of a long and arduous sequence of trial and error, no decent bread was to be found. Slowly, disappointment turned into frustration, then resignation.


      “It’s the texture. The damn texture... It just won’t get any better...” grumbled Musta through clenched teeth.


      “Whatever. I say this is good enough,” huffed one of the cooks. “Especially considering there’s not enough regular wheat to go around right now. I mean, sure, it’s a substitute, but at least it’s edible. And when it’s keeping everyone from starving to death, isn’t it sort of entitled to complain about its taste?”


      Musta made to dispute the sentiment, only to find that in his heart, he agreed. He could but shake his head in a stubborn attempt to avoid admitting his concession.


      “No... Not yet... There must be some way...”


      That was when he suddenly remembered the talk he’d had with Mia about setting up a faculty of food and how the academy had been collecting texts of culinary methods from around the world. Perhaps he could find a hint or two in those writings.


      With that thought in mind, he immediately applied for a few days of leave and made his way toward Saint Mia Academy. Upon arriving there, he found himself face-to-face with books. Many books. The Greenmoons, with their abundant connections abroad, had put their full efforts into the acquisition, and the result was truly jaw-dropping. There were texts from every corner of the continent. And beyond. A great many of the books were from overseas.


      “This is...”


      Despite feeling rather overwhelmed by what was frankly more of a library than a collection, he set his mind on combing through the contents. With every book he read, his eyes grew wider, and his wonder followed suit.


      Musta was a diligent chef. Not content to rest on his laurels, he’d done a fair bit of culinary research on his own, skimming books, visiting restaurants, and improving on ideas from fellow chefs.


      But there was still so much more. So many techniques he’d never heard of. Even with his studiousness, he had no way of learning about the cuisine of distant nations across the continent, never mind on the other side of the sea.


      And now, they were all here, readily accessible to anyone who could read. The significance of that fact was not lost on him.


      “I see... So this is where schools shine...”


      As this newfound appreciation sank in, he finally remembered to take a look at his surroundings. There were numerous figures, all buried in books as he’d been, but all much younger than him. Upon speaking with some of them, he learned that they’d all been drawn here by Mia’s ideal of offering top-notch education to anyone who wished to learn, regardless of birth or upbringing. The academy was currently home to students of all sorts, from nobles to orphans.


      “Her Highness’s ideal academy...”


      He remembered his reluctance when Mia had first proposed the idea to him, and he felt a deep shame. With it came a new resolve. As soon as he found a solution to this wheat problem, he’d go to her and formally promise his full cooperation.


      “Um, excuse me.”


      Just then, he heard a voice. Turning toward it, he found a young boy.


      “Might you be Mr. Musta Waggman, the head chef of the imperial court?” asked the boy curiously.


      His manner of speech was refined, and there was a natural dignity to the way he carried himself. Furthermore, he knew Musta’s name. Musta straightened, knowing he was undoubtedly in the presence of a young noble.


      “Yes, I am indeed Musta Waggman. By His Imperial Majesty’s grace, I enjoy the honor of working in the kitchen of the Whitemoon Palace,” he replied. “May I know your name?”


      “Oh. Of course. I’m sorry. I’m Cyril Rudolvon. Nice to meet you,” said the boy with the composure of someone twice his age.


      “Ah, Rudolvon... That would make you the son of the Outcount, yes?”


      Musta was acquainted with Tiona Rudolvon through Mia, and he could definitely see traces of her in her brother.


      “I was wondering what an imperial chef like yourself was doing here. Did you come with some instructions from Her Highness?”


      “No. Actually...”


      Figuring there was no need to hide anything, Musta briefly explained his situation. Cyril’s expression visibly clouded as he listened.


      “What’s wrong?” asked Musta, puzzled by the boy’s reaction.


      Cyril lowered his head. “Please accept my sincerest apologies for your troubles. As a matter of fact, we were the ones who made that wheat.”


      “You made it?!”


      His surprise elicited a grimace from Cyril.


      “Mia No. 2 is a strain that Princess Arshia and I developed based on the wheat we discovered in the north, and we were also concerned about its taste...” said Cyril before looking up to meet Musta’s gaze. “Again, I apologize for the inconvenience. But if you could give us some time... We just need a little more time, and I promise we’ll develop a newer strain that’s resistant to cold and tastes the same as the wheat we’re used to from before. Until then, I ask that you bear with us.”


      “A newer strain... You plan to somehow improve that wheat strain?”


      “I’ve been told that Perujin has the technology to do so. Our timeline is...a few years. Within a few years, we hope to have the new wheat on the market. That is our duty and mission.”


      Was it pride he saw on that young face? No. It was conviction. And confidence. The signs of someone who had been entrusted with a piece of the Great Sage’s vision and had every intention of living up to it. How could he not straighten before this boy? So it was that he did, with all the respect he’d afford the princess herself, as he watched the young boy go.


      “It all makes sense now... This is why. It’s for times like these that Her Highness wanted to have a faculty of food.”


      He was struck by an epiphany. If the wheat harvest failed, there had to be another way to feed the people. That was the mission that Mia had given Cyril. His solution was a new strain of wheat. If that new wheat tasted bad... That was his mission. The academy, the faculty of food, her request... It was all part of the mission that she’d given Musta Waggman, head chef of the imperial court.


      His cook’s comment echoed in his mind. “When there’s almost no food to eat, isn’t it entitled to complain about its taste?”


      No.


      Even if it tastes bad, it’s still food. It keeps you from starving to death. So shut your trap, eat it, and be glad that you are.


      That’s not her. She wouldn’t say that to her people.


      He felt himself shedding something stifling, an invisible corset of sorts. The comment by his cook, the one he’d tried so hard to fight, simply fell away.


      “That’s right... She’d never cheapen food. She’s someone who knows its true and proper value.”


      Food divorced from taste was admittedly still food. It would curb hunger. Sustain the body. But what of the mind and heart?


      Memories of her birthday festival resurfaced. He recalled the miraculous nature of that joyous celebration and the bright smiles of people who’d eaten—in some cases, for the first time in months—a flavorful and filling meal.


      Food feeds the body. Good food nourishes the soul. And a healthy body requires a healthy soul. By securing a substitute strain of wheat, Mia had protected the exterior health of her people. By applying the techniques of cuisine to that wheat, she clearly intended to strengthen their interior.


      “That was why she’d come to me; she was trusting me with their souls.”


      He’d have to live up to it then. That was all there was to it. Day after day, she’d delighted him with liberal praise of his cooking. It was time for him to repay the favor. Determination burned hot in his chest. He returned to the books.


      Finally, he found what he was looking for.


      “What if I stopped baking it entirely? What if...I tried steaming it?”


      It was a fundamental shift in thinking. He’d stepped all the way back and started again from square one.


      Bread was an indispensable staple of Tearmoon cuisine, and wheat was indispensable for making bread. That logic had chained him to a line of thought from which he’d finally broken free.


      “It’s not just this continent. Cuisines exist everywhere in the world, and each has its own repertoire of techniques. Somewhere out there, there must be a technique that’s perfect for this wheat.”


      With his newfound freedom of perspective, he retrieved from the stack of books the first one he’d read. He’d go through every single one again, but this time, without the rigid preconception of bread.




      Musta’s relentless trial-and-error, Cyril Rudolvon’s endeavors, and the unsung efforts of Galv and his pupils both in and out of the academy... The fruit of this momentous undertaking was now known to all.


      Each of them, bearing the trust of Princess Mia, had put forth their own resolve. Upon intersecting, they had formed the titular cross of the aptly christened Project X.


      What isn’t known to all, however, was the true origin of the project’s name.


      “Hmm... This new sweet the head chef thought up is pretty good. This, uh...glutinous texture is really interesting. I can’t get enough of it. If he keeps experimenting with culinary techniques like this, one day... Oho ho. Infinity Cake, here I come.”


      And so, the quest for the Infinity Cake continued.

    

  

  
    
      The Chronicles of Saint Princess Mia Continued: Anecdotes (Empress Cut)


      “Hmm...”


      Within Empress Mia’s office inside the Whitemoon Palace resounded a forlorn sigh. It belonged to none other than Mia Luna Tearmoon, the room’s owner, who stared at the papers before her with a scowl. At the moment, she was in the middle of a very important task.


      “Are things all right, milady?” asked Anne, her eyes full of worry.


      Mia flashed a smile. “Yes, they’re perfectly fine. There are absolutely no issues with Elise’s manuscript! I simply want to make sure I review it properly since the work is so important.”


      That’s right. Currently, Mia was passionately flipping through the pages of none other than Elise Littstein’s newest manuscript, The Princess Chronicles Continued. And yes, this was a grave matter indeed. Mia knew exactly how ridiculous The Princess Chronicles had once been—though perhaps that wasn’t the right turn of phrase given the current volume, all ridiculousness intact, was in circulation. Specifically, the volume with the ridiculous “fact” that she had soared through the skies like a fairy as she swung a fearsome sword. Mia wanted to believe anyone who read such an account would take it as fiction, but would they really...?


      “Well, even if they do assume it’s fiction, I’m not so pleased at the fact they’ll think including the account was my ideas.” Mia got the feeling Elise’s readers would be thinking, “Hey, this Princess Mia sure is cringe.” What a frightening thought.


      Therefore, when work began on a new compilation entitled The Princess Chronicles Continued that included new accounts and witness testimonies, she had decided to look it over first. The new issue dealt with matters of Sunkland, which meant sensitive politics. Mia simply had to check it over! At least, that was her excuse. Really, she was just ready to interfere with the volume as much as possible.


      “Why don’t we drastically cut all the excessive flattery for me? Let’s see, the first article featuring such is... Hmm? ‘The Pilgrimage Merchant Bengel’? Who in the moons is that?” Skimming the story provided the answer. “Ah, that’s one of the merchants who we met on our way to Sunkland. How nostalgic! Though at the time, the only thing on my mind was preventing Sion’s assassination.” At least, that’s how Mia remembered it. But was that really true? Didn’t the thought of food rule her mind too?!


      But putting such questions aside, Mia began to read.




      An Interview with the Pilgrimage Merchant Bengel:


      Currently, Bengel works as a merchant of the Mianet, an antifamine organization founded by Empress Mia herself. He is one of many who has dedicated his life to seeing Her Majesty’s ideals come to fruition.




      It was sunny that day, the perfect weather for selling wares. Me and some other pilgrimage merchants had formed a merchant band and were on our way to Sunkland’s capital, Sol Saliente. Back then, rumor had it that the Pilgrimage Road was teeming with bandits, but employing guards would put us in the red. It was just as we thought about taking a detour that we bumped into Her Highness’s retinue.


      We panicked at first. She had tons of cavalrymen with her, and for a moment, we thought they were bandits. Boy, were we sweating.


      But once we caught sight of the gorgeous carriage the guards were protecting, we craned our necks, dying to figure out which noble it belonged to. But once we learned what was up, we were shocked. This was the retinue of Princess Mia of Tearmoon, and she even had one of the Four Dukes’ daughters with her. I’m a bit embarrassed to admit it, but I grew weak in the knees.


      I could never forget the first time I caught sight of Her Imperial Majesty. She alighted from her carriage and waltzed over to us, looking as elegant as could be. Her figure oozed with beauty and grace, and I remember us merchants talking to ourselves, saying that if a moon goddess were truly out there, she’d look exactly like the princess.


      Plus, she didn’t hesitate to speak to us commoners at all! She was a woman out of reach for people like us, but she addressed us kindly, and with purposeful respect.




      “Hmm...” After reading that far, Mia couldn’t help but groan. “Why do I feel like Elise’s personal opinions have been mixed into that description?”


      Mia took a sip of her tea to calm down. Then, she read that part over once again.


      “Yes, they must be. All I did was step out of my carriage! Comparing me to a ‘moon goddess’ is just too much. Sure, I may be of great beauty, but this is just sycophantic. I’ll have her cut back on it a bit. It’s best that this account matches reality, after all.”


      Anne, meanwhile, was off preparing another pot of tea and some teacakes, which meant Mia was alone in her office. There was no one to overhear those words, or point out what was wrong with them.


      Mia scribbled down some thoughts in red ink and continued to flip through the manuscript.




      An Interview with the Pilgrimage Merchant Bengel (Continued):


      Then, she said she’d like to buy some of our wares! She and her noble lady friends looked around our shops. By the way, they were all gorgeous, but Empress Mia stuck out above the rest.


      Of course, we were thankful they wanted to be our customers, but we couldn’t help but be a little nervous. We only dealt with the sorts of necessities pilgrims might need, so we were worried they wouldn’t be too satisfied with what we had to offer. But luckily, they seemed to enjoy themselves.


      Oh, that’s right! I remember Her Imperial Majesty being shockingly knowledgeable about wild mushrooms. She could recognize almost all of them! Though she did get her shimeji mushrooms and red shimeji mushrooms confused since they’re so hard to tell apart.


      Still, once we pointed out her error, she accepted the correction with grace and bought the mushrooms anyway! I was floored. Well, she did ask one of the other young ladies with her to remove the poison from them...


      I know it sounds a little rude, but she’s the princess of the Tearmoon Empire, right? She couldn’t have been starving, so I didn’t really think she had much business buying poisonous mushrooms.


      At the same time, it’s got to be that endless curiosity that earned her the title of the Great Sage of the Empire, no? As Her Majesty diligently looked through our wares, in her eyes was the light of wisdom. She was just like...




      Mia groaned once again. “I had forgotten about all that. And if we hadn’t bought those poisonous mushrooms, it would have led to disaster! Moons, had that been a close one.”


      It had been those very mushrooms that had saved King Abram from the grips of death. Had Citrina not taken charge—and had she not been under the false assumption that Mia had purchased them to make an antidote—who knew what might have happened.


      “Oh, how frightening! Scary stories always make me hungry,” muttered Mia, munching, chewing, and chomping down on the cookies placed atop her desk as she once again glanced back at the manuscript. “Well, Bengel’s account is nice and all, but I do believe this mushroom story requires some revisions. It makes me sound like a fool who’s ignorant of mushroom ways...”


      Mia, who had just been chastised by her trusty vassal and chef to never go mushroom hunting again, picked up her pen. Then, she began to scribble on the manuscript. “As long as we remove this, we can prevent spreading any fake news about my mushroom ignorance. Perhaps the chef will overlook my mushroom hunting, then.”


      Thus, The Princess Chronicles Continued was easily and plentifully subjected to corrections. Somehow, she felt like she could hear a wail from far in the distance—specifically, the Sunkland Kingdom and Bluemoon domain. But being a magnanimous woman, she paid it no mind.




      Half an hour had passed when Mia heard a knock on her door, prompting her to quickly pick up her pen. Then, she crunched, munched, and chomped down on the cookie she had just been holding instead and took a sip of tea to wet her throat and regather herself.


      “Come in,” said Mia, pretending like she was working. Her tricks had grown quite clever since being crowned empress, but while she was certain it had been Anne at the door, it wasn’t. Instead, in came Elise Littstein, her personal author. Shortly after, her elder sister Anne followed, carrying fresh tea and teacakes.


      “My, Elise. I didn’t know you had come all this way,” said Mia, eyeing not Elise, but the snacks on Anne’s tray. Moons! Is that...ice candy?! Having caught sight of this sweet and cold dessert that melts on the tongue, her eyes flew wide open.


      “My apologies, milady, but I prepared some tea for my sister as well.”


      Ah, that makes sense, thought Mia, noticing there were two cups on her tray. “That’s no problem at all. Why don’t you join us, Anne? I’m sure you have much to discuss with your sister,” casually suggested Mia as she glanced at Elise. “Anyway, sit down. I know you’re quite busy, so I do apologize for entrusting you with the troublesome task of writing a continuation to The Princess Chronicles.”


      Elise shook her head. “No, not at all. Recording your amazing feats is my greatest honor, and I felt I was unable to fully capture your splendor in the original Princess Chronicles anyway. I’m incredibly thankful for the opportunity,” she said, pushing her glasses up her nose. “I’m fully intent on including every single detail to ensure I live up to your faith in me. Is that all right?” she asked, leaning in ever so slightly.


      Quite honestly, the previous edition of The Princess Chronicles already seemed overly written and over eager, so her enthusiasm inspired some fear in Mia. Still, she hid those doubts with a gentle smile. “Of course. In fact, I just finished reading the first new article from Bengel.”


      “Oh, the former pilgrimage merchant! He was incredibly cooperative. In fact, we got so carried away with our conversation, it was hard to summarize it all.”


      “Was it? But wait, former pilgrimage merchant? Ah, that’s right, the manuscript said he now works for the Mianet.”


      “Yes, Chloe’s the one who arranged our meeting.”


      Chloe Forkroad was the representative in charge of managing the Mianet. She was well-acquainted with merchants from all across the land, and in a sense, had even more foreign connections than Mia.


      “I see. I seem to recall perhaps seeing his name on the list of merchants Chloe once gave me,” said Mia, her smile slightly awkward. “But what a strange, surprising connection. I suppose he’s no stranger, though. If he’s able to work safely, I could ask for nothing more.”


      It was much safer to work for a large organization like the Mianet than as a pilgrimage merchant considering they often hesitated to employ even guards during their journeys. Plus, it’d have left a bad taste in Mia’s mouth if she happened to catch word that the merchant from way back then had been murdered by bandits.


      With that thought in mind, Mia glanced back at the manuscript. The name she saw there earned a grimace. “Count Lampron, huh? Why, this takes me back... Though I suppose I did just hear that name quite recently.”


      Sion, the King of Sunkland, had recently erected a central parliament, and Count Lampron currently served as their first chairman. He had thoroughly repented all that happened with Echard and now dedicated his efforts to supporting the young King Sion and creating an age of political stability.


      “Working hand and hand with past foes to rule a nation, huh? The world truly works in mysterious ways,” remarked Mia. Having replenished her sugar reserves, the gears in her brain were spinning faster, allowing her to speak words that oozed an air of significance.


      Elise nodded. “Count Lampron was quite cooperative as well. Though at first, his expression did seem slightly pained.”


      “Pained? Why in the moons would he be...?” Mia tilted her head and continued through the manuscript.




      An Interview with Count Lampron of the Sunkland Kingdom:


      The Great Sage of the Empire, Princess Mia Luna Tearmoon... No, I suppose she’s the empress now, isn’t she? Hah! Our meeting caught me by complete surprise. To speak frankly and without fear of misunderstanding, I stood opposed to His Majesty King Sion at the time. Before heading to Saint-Noel Academy, His Majesty perfectly embodied Sunkland’s sense of justice. The whole continent under one ruler, the benevolent King of Sunkland—that was the ideal that would bring the people peace, and His Majesty had never once questioned it.


      But then, he changed. He claimed that justice existed outside of Sunkland, and it repulsed me. Thus, I toiled to increase Prince Echard’s power, him being the other inheritor to the throne. I reached out to other nobles that distanced themselves from King Sion, those who vowed absolute loyalty to Sunkland’s sense of justice, and all others who I might make my allies to proactively create a counter faction.


      At the time, we viewed the solidarity between King Sion and Empress Mia as the ultimate threat. As the only other great nation on the continent, we opposed the formation of a strong bond between Sunkland and Tearmoon, and thus sought to influence Tearmoon’s inner circle as well.


      That was why we brought discussions of a betrothal between Prince Echard and Lady Esmerelda to Duke Greenmoon. We had thought we were being secretive, but apparently, news had slipped to Empress Mia. Just the thought of it still sends a shiver down my spine.


      We prepared guards and readied ourselves to unveil their engagement to the world. Apparently, Lady Esmerelda was not too pleased with the arrangement, but it wasn’t an issue to announce it preemptively. Once it became fact, we knew she would not annul the betrothal. Oh, how cowardly we were. But to think Princess Mia, our very enemy, would suddenly make her appearance right then and there!


      As shameful as it feels to admit this, the news left me quaking. I was shocked—or rather, angered she had beaten us to the punch. In hindsight, that was perhaps the very moment I knew I had lost. I had felt the truly great and unknowable depths of the Great Sage of the Empire’s wisdom, and I suppose it was in awe of this that I so trembled...


      In the following aftermath, she brought relief to the troubled hearts of our royals and mended the relationship between King Sion and Prince Echard. She led us to the best of outcomes with dazzling skill.


      But oddly enough, I was hardly vexed. Despite standing in the face of utter defeat, all that was left in my heart once all was said and done was utter reverence for the Tearmoon princess. Somewhere down the line, all my frustrations and hostility had vanished without a trace.


      She truly is a sage, not just of the empire, but the whole continent. Nay! Her wisdom goes beyond this land’s shackles. She is not a Great Sage of the Empire, but of the whole world!




      Having come that far, Mia slowly closed the manuscript and let out an “oof.” Then, she scowled. “Um, Elise? Just checking, but did Count Lampron happen to be sober during your interview? For some reason, I can’t help but sense the influence of some liquid courage...”


      Elise smiled, clearly finding the question humorous. “While I do offer my interviewees alcohol to loosen their lips, Count Lampron didn’t partake. Once I said you’d be the topic of our discussion, he happily shared all he could. Not to mention, he’s well known as a man of good sense and decorum.”


      “I see...” Mia was slightly put off by the faith and loyalty she could inspire in complete ignorance. I hardly know the man, yet he’s calling me a sage whose wisdom exceeds the continent! Just how much does he...? Actually, what in the moons does he even expect from me?


      Mia glanced at the rest of the article just to see what was there and discovered an account of the attempted assassination! Or really, a long eulogy singing her praises in relation to that event.


      It unsettled her stomach, so she placed the last ice candy on her tongue in hopes of calming it down. Its sweet chill calmed her mind, at least.


      Moons... To anyone who reads this, it really will seem like I’m a woman of such vast wisdom, it’d be no exaggeration to call me the Great Sage of the Continent! I suppose this is just the power of words. Deeply impressed by Elise’s literary prowess, Mia decided to leave an annotation. Just imagining the high hopes anyone who would read this would place in her was enough to give her shivers.


      “For now... Why don’t you cut back on part of Count Lampron’s interview? We can’t have the world knowing about the attempted assassination of King Abram, after all. While we can keep this version in Tearmoon’s archives for records’ sake, the one we publish needs a little more work.”


      “I see. You’re right. This would seem like calumny to those in Sunkland, and I believe Count Lampron likely shared this account knowing you’d redact it anyway.”


      “It would be disastrous to release anything that could be unfavorable for Sunkland under my name, after all, and I’m sure Esmerelda would be opposed given this matter concerns Prince Echard as well. I’ll have Ludwig check the manuscript over later too, but for now, why don’t we delete this part, and...” Mia continued to point out the sentences which needed to be deleted to avoid any misunderstandings—the ones regarding her, that is.


      Elise nodded. “You’re right. Then how about this?”


      The rewritten text was as follows:




      Elise’s Annotations:


      I am unable to record what happened in Sunkland in its entirety. After all, Empress Mia’s feats are so great, every sheet on the continent would not be enough to contain them.


      Thus, I would instead like to simply record the appraisal of Empress Mia that Count Lampron, a great authority in Sunkland, left me. These were his words: “Empress Mia is without a doubt the Great Sage of the World.”




      Seeing Elise revise the article inspired some questions in Mia. “How odd. Leaving out all the details only makes it seem like my accomplishments were even greater, as if it’s calling upon the reader’s greatest imaginations to fill in the rest.” Still, Mia could find no concrete argument to oppose this change, so the article was left as is.




      Once the debate regarding Count Lampron’s account had settled, Mia sipped on her tea. Then, she turned to Elise with a sigh. “That reminds me. I can see The Princess Chronicles is coming along, but what about your novels? Is there a new volume of The Poor Prince and the Golden Dragon in the works?”


      “Yes, I’ve been working on that too, and the journey I took to Sunkland to conduct these interviews gave me some ideas. I believe you’ll enjoy the next volume as well. You really can’t understand some things unless you make the journey yourself, huh?” grinned Elise.


      Mia was quite happy as well. Thinking back on it, Elise’s trip to Sunkland is quite moving. Back when they had first met, Elise was bedridden. She was sickly and so weak she could only rarely venture outside, which was why she had been so overjoyed to meet Mia, a real-life princess. Mia was equally overjoyed to see she was now strong enough to handle such a long journey.


      “How have you been feeling lately?”


      “Thank you for asking. I’ve been able to eat so many nutritious meals thanks to you. Lately, I’ve been perfectly well,” she said, flexing her arms to reveal the muscles. “I was even thinking I’d like to take a cruise sometime.”


      “Oho ho! What an excellent idea! There’s plenty of great places accessible by boat from Ganudos Port Country. Why don’t we plan a trip together?”


      Esmerelda kept her habit of taking summer cruises, and just recently, she was boasting about how fun they were with Echard in tow. If Mia and friends asked to accompany her, she’d surely happily accept.


      “First, I’d like to visit Sunkland. All this talk has brought me back to the old days. I’ve been too busy to make the journey lately, but I seem to remember Esmerelda saying she and Prince Echard would soon be visiting. We could first stop in Sunkland together, then head straight for our cruise, and...”


      Mia had no way of knowing that her travel plans would become the impetus for a ground-breaking international treaty. Upon hearing the news, Ludwig and her other trusty vassals would be floored, and the stories in The Princess Chronicles would grow ever more fantastical...


      “Oho ho! The food in Sunkland’s wonderful. We better start planning now!”


      Mia was bursting with excitement! But the real excitement this journey would bring remained a mystery.

    

  

  
    
      Ludwig and Empress Mia’s Maxims


      There exists a book titled Empress Mia’s Maxims.


      Compiled by the renowned chancellor of the Tearmoon Empire, Ludwig Hewitt, it contains a collection of famous statements expressed by the Great Sage of the Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon. The profundity of her words bestows wisdom and enlightenment upon all who hear them. As maxims, they are a source of both solace and encouragement for people throughout the world. What follows is a story about the book, Empress Mia’s Maxims, as well as its author, Ludwig.


      Mia’s Maxim #1


      Sweets brighten your life, so eat sweets to rejuvenate your heart and body. Then, with your newfound energy, you can work out whatever problems you may be facing.


      “Excuse me.”


      One day, Ludwig paid a visit to Empress Mia’s office. After knocking, he stepped in to find Mia with her arms crossed and brows furrowed.


      “Uh... Your Imperial Majesty? I’ve come to pick up the documents we discussed previously...”


      “Huh?” Mia responded with a start. “Oh, right. Yes. Of course. Uh...” She rifled through the papers on her desk and produced a number of documents. “There they are. All right, go ahead and do your thing with these,” she said in an absent-minded tone as she held out the papers.


      Ludwig frowned. He swiftly scanned the top of her desk. Tea... Check. Sweets... Check. He mentally scratched “sugar insufficiency” from the possible causes of her inattention.


      Perhaps she’s in the middle of some deep deliberation.


      If so, it would be highly imprudent to disturb her. Ludwig quickly stepped over to take the documents.


      “In order to convince Tatiana...” Soft, pensive mumbling escaped her mouth, confirming that, as usual, she was absorbed in thought.


      Tatiana... I believe that’s the name of the female medical officer who works for the Mianet.


      Ludwig pursed his lips as he left the office. “Something is clearly on Her Imperial Majesty’s mind... What could it be?”


      As the Great Sage of the Empire, Mia was the kind of person who, for better or worse, was capable of doing everything by herself. She often didn’t even need any input from her retainers. This did not, however, exempt Ludwig from putting in the mental labor that would normally be required of him. After all, it was his duty to serve Empress Mia; her excellence did not excuse any indolence on his part.


      Wasn’t there anything he could do to help? There had to be—he just had to figure out what it was. Determined to make himself useful, he kept thinking as he returned to his own office. Once there, he took a moment to refocus before turning to the documents he had received. As he flipped through...


      “Oh? This is...”


      He discovered a memo that didn’t seem to belong with the rest. Written on it, in the disjointed scribbling of someone jotting down ideas, was the following:


      Sweets brighten life


      Eat sweets, after, work out


      Ludwig frowned at the strange message.


      “This is...” He mouthed the words to himself as he recalled the name Mia had mentioned earlier. “Ah. I see what this is.”


      He spent a moment mentally verifying his logic, then nodded to himself in satisfaction.




      The next day, Ludwig paid another visit to Mia’s office to find her with the same furrowed brow expression. His reasoning yesterday had made clear what it was that she needed to hear. He approached her, privately rehearsing the advice he was prepared to deliver.


      “Your Imperial Majesty seems rather troubled.”


      “Huh? Oh, uh... Well, you know, there are various things going on...”


      There was a hint of anxiety in her voice. Deeming it time to step in, he proceeded to present the conclusion he’d reached.


      “Yesterday, I believe you mentioned someone by the name of Tatiana... Am I correct in assuming you were referring to the medical officer who works for the Mianet?” he asked.


      “H-Huh? You heard me say that? That was just, um...”


      “I heard that she had to work hard to financially support herself during her studies. Considering that she was on your mind... Might you be putting together a speech for students struggling under the same circumstances? Or perhaps for the children enrolled in Mia Academy who have gone through similar hardship?”


      He propped up his glasses and regarded her. In response, Mia...


      “Eh? Uh... Erm...”


      ...nodded. For some reason, there seemed to be some reluctance to the nod, and a grimace of sorts might have preceded it, but those were insignificant details.


      “I, uh, suppose so. That’s more or less it, yes.”


      Ludwig nodded back, content in the knowledge that his deduction had proved true. Then, he chuckled with wry amusement. Apparently, Mia was the type who didn’t like to have her manuscripts read by others while she was still working on them. Not that this was particularly remarkable—plenty of people didn’t want eyes on their early drafts. Still, Ludwig couldn’t help but chuckle, because the script in question...


      “Excuse my unsolicited opinion, Your Imperial Majesty, but the words you composed are deeply moving. It is, perhaps, a trite expression, but an honest one—and nevertheless fitting.”


      Indeed, the words she wrote in that memo were filled with compassion but not at all lacking the dignity and majesty of a ruler.


      “It is the foolish ruler,” Ludwig continued, “who raises the whip of high-handed encouragement against those crushed by despair. However, to indulge endless indolence is an equal mark of inadequacy. The purpose of your words, then, is surely to counter these prevailing habits of mediocre sovereigns. That is, ‘sweets brighten your life, so eat sweets to rejuvenate your heart and body. Then, with your newfound energy, you can work out whatever problems you may be facing.’”


      As he voiced his interpretation out loud, he couldn’t help but acknowledge anew the exquisite equipoise of her words. Its essence was neither tyrannical discipline nor injurious lenience. Instead, it provided guidance for those who sought a way forward.


      “It is, I believe, a wonderful sentiment to tell the children.”


      “Uhh... O-Okay, then... I’m, uh, glad that you think so. Mm-hmm. Very glad...” Mia nodded—slightly reluctantly, perhaps, but she nodded nonetheless.


      Seeing that, Ludwig smiled, figuring he’d given her the push she needed to proceed with her draft. A moment later, however, he was assaulted by a sudden unease.


      This time, I happened to come across her words because she wrote them down in the form of a memo. But that was nothing more than coincidence. How much more of her wisdom had gone undocumented? How many words unheard? Words that, had they reached wanting ears, could have saved souls and changed lives.


      It seemed like such a waste. For her words to be available to only a select few was an atrocious squandering of their potential. As a peer of Mia in contemporaneity, it seemed to Ludwig that he—and all those around him—had a responsibility to ensure her golden words were passed down from generation to generation. He had now heard the call of duty, and he answered it without delay.


      The following day, Ludwig stepped into Mia’s office again, whereupon he declared in a voice filled with resolve, “Your Imperial Majesty, I plan to compile a book of maxims sourced from your words. May I have your permission to do so?”




      Mia resisted the urge to scowl. From the second Ludwig had stepped into her office, she’d had a bad feeling about whatever it was he intended to say. His expression and air was somehow even graver than usual, and that could not be a good thing. Now that he’d said it, she knew her feeling had been right.


      “A...book of maxims?”


      There it was. Another weird idea she had to deal with.


      Her questioning look elicited a deep nod from Ludwig. “Yes. I’d like to preserve your words for future generations in the form of a book. Of course, some of them, such as the Bread-Cake Declaration you made at Saint-Noel, have already been thoroughly documented. The words from your memo the other day, as well, will likely live on in the hearts of the students you speak them to. However, what of their children? And the children of their children? They will never have the chance to hear your words in person. It is for them that I must compile this book.”


      “My...memo?”


      Mia was about to raise an eyebrow when she suddenly remembered what he was talking about. She had indeed mistakenly left a scribbled note in the documents for him the other day. Needless to say, its contents were not a valediction for the children of Mia Academy. In fact, it wasn’t anything serious at all. Rather...


      That was just me figuring out a counterargument to Tatiana telling me to eat fewer sweets all the time.


      A sweetless life was a tasteless one, devoid of color and hope. Sweets brightened her life. If she ended up eating too much, all she had to do was work out afterward. Surely, the problem could be solved by some extra exercise!


      In other words, it was just an excuse to snack more. And it was one she was particularly proud of, so much so that she’d committed it to paper, resulting in the aforementioned memo.


      “What you wrote in that memo left a deep impression on me. They are the words of a superior ruler, exuding poise and balance in their sentiments. It is my earnest wish that future generations can be privy to them, and many more like them.”


      There was a fire in his voice. He spoke with such passion that Mia found it difficult to turn him down.


      W-Well, I have said some stuff here and there, and some of those words probably are pretty profound. With, you know, the right framing and such... If Ludwig is going to pick out the best ones and consolidate them, I guess it could actually turn out well.


      It wasn’t like he was asking her to come up with some new insight on the spot. She didn’t even have to do anything. In the end, the combination of Ludwig’s enthusiasm and the relative lack of required effort on her part convinced her to nod, albeit grudgingly.


      “Well, since you’ve clearly given this quite a bit of thought, I suppose you can go ahead with it. Oh, just in case though, I’d like to do the final check for the draft. Will that be all right?”


      “Of course. That was the plan all along. It would be a serious problem if your words were misrepresented,” Ludwig answered as he put a hand to his chest. “Thank you for your trust. I shall put together an editing team immediately.”


      “Um, sure. But don’t, uh, get too caught up in it, okay? Just...take it easy. I won’t mind at all,” said Mia.


      It goes without saying that her counsel went entirely unheeded.




      Thus, with Empress Mia’s blessing, Ludwig began work on his project.


      Mia’s Maxim #2


      Spend three days without cleansing the body and anyone will start to smell. Such is the nature of humans. It’s no different than travelers who come from afar.


      Chancellor Ludwig’s work was multifaceted. At times, it even took him outside the empire’s borders. Given the significance Empress Mia placed on relations with other kingdoms, as her right-hand man, it was hardly rare for him to travel abroad and personally visit notable figures.


      One day, Ludwig was traveling through Marcount Rudolvon’s domain in the southern area of the empire after a whirlwind tour of important meetings. After speaking with Count Berman, he’d stopped by Saint Mia Academy in Princess Town before talking to the chieftain of the Lulu Tribe. Despite his tendency to fight fatigue through pure will, the day had been a long one, and his reserves were running dry. He was forced to acknowledge the exhaustion that had been setting in for some time. Fortunately, the inn he’d been heading toward finally appeared in view.


      Inside, he was greeted by Balthazar, who’d been waiting for his arrival. His friend took one look at him before shaking his head and sighing.


      “Damn, man... You’re going to need a good cleansing before going to see Rudolvon.”


      “Hm.” Ludwig looked down at himself. “Fair point. It would be rather boorish of me to show up in my current state.”


      Then, his eyes narrowing in thought, he pinched up a corner of his shirt and gave it a quick sniff before letting out a huff of wry amusement.


      “What’s so funny?” asked a frowning Balthazar.


      Ludwig shook his head. “Nothing. I just...remembered something.”


      His eyes gained a sheen of nostalgia as he gazed into the past. In his ears echoed words he’d heard long ago, spoken by Mia in the Newmoon District before its radical rebirth.


      “Spend three days without cleansing the body and anyone will start to smell,” huh? Such is the nature of humans indeed. The sheer truth in that statement is striking, even today. Through those words, she showed—proved—that those who live in the slums are every bit as human as the rest of us...


      Among the empire’s denizens, there was no shortage of people who shunned the Newmoon slums for its foul odor. Even Ludwig himself had found the district difficult to approach. But what about those who lived there? Had he viewed them as the empire’s denizens as well? Faced with the countless children strewn across the ground, their bodies sordid and starved, had he rushed to their aid?


      No. He hadn’t. Because every fiber of his body had resisted, reluctant to touch what he’d subconsciously deemed unclean.


      Mia had refused to let such discrimination stand. She’d actively voiced her dissent, pointing out that they were little different than travelers from afar. Inherent in her protest was a cutting question. Messengers from foreign kingdoms would arrive with similar amounts of sweat and grime. Did it make those messengers deserving of contempt?


      Furthermore, to show that she was not spouting empty rhetoric, she’d appended action to her words. The result of that action, Ludwig had in fact met a few days before, for it was none other than Wagul, the very boy she’d held in her arms.


      Mia had, through her words and deeds, undoubtedly opened the door to a different future. The friendly relations the empire enjoyed with the Lulu Tribe and the deep loyalty sworn to her by the brilliant young talent that was Wagul... None of that would exist had she not made her statement that day.


      “That question of hers had been rather biting at the time, but...”


      Its harshness did not diminish its truth. If anything, it only intensified its glare, which she fiercely brandished toward those who’d spurned and forsaken the Newmoon District. The words of the Great Sage of the Empire permitted no deliberate ignorance—no falsely deaf ears or willfully blind eyes. If a problem was hidden in the shadow of oblivion, then she would reveal it with the light of wisdom. And illuminate the path toward a solution as well.


      “Those words of hers... Yes, they deserve to be recorded as well...” Ludwig mumbled with quiet conviction.


      Mia’s Maxim #3


      If today, you see a starving man who has no bread, then tomorrow, you shall take the cake you’ve been looking forward to eating and share it with him. We would all prefer to have the cake to ourselves, but you mustn’t allow that desire to lead you to forsaking the destitute.


      To the southeast of Tearmoon lay a kingdom that bordered both the empire’s outlands and Belluga. Known as the Kingdom of Tsuroginia, it was of middling prominence, paling greatly in comparison to the likes of Tearmoon or Sunkland, and was at best slightly inferior to Remno.


      Having maintained close ties with the Holy Principality since long ago, Tsuroginia established itself through a steadfast compliance with Belluga’s religious authority that bordered on servility. One of the kingdom’s notable residents was a noble who made a name for himself as a man of virtue—Iste Bergstroem.


      Iste Bergstroem was a count whose domain lay in the northern parts of Tsuroginia. He also happened to be Mia’s former classmate. That day, he was battling his nerves as he prepared to welcome a personal visit by the chancellor of the Tearmoon Empire, Ludwig Hewitt.


      The man is known to be Empress Mia’s right-hand man. Common birth or not, he has the trust of the Great Sage of the Empire. He must be received with the greatest respect.


      Upon notice of Ludwig’s arrival, the count greeted him with courtesy far surpassing the norm for foreign emissaries.


      “Please accept my sincerest gratitude for agreeing to this meeting, Count Bergstroem,” said Ludwig as he bowed deeply.


      Iste hastily shook his head. “Please, it is I who should offer you thanks. Relief supplies from your empire have saved no small number of lives in our kingdom. You are always welcome here.”


      “Fair enough. Her Imperial Majesty espouses mutual reciprocity, after all. That is, you scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours,” said Ludwig before chuckling. “Therefore, if the empire ever finds itself in need, expect a request for a back scratch.”


      Iste found Ludwig’s humor agreeable. This was a man who was clearly as competent as he was affable. No wonder he was so trusted by the Great Sage of the Empire.


      “Very well. But what brings you here today?” asked the count.


      “Yes, regarding that...”


      Ludwig’s request caught Iste by surprise. “A book of maxims, you say? I see...”


      “Lord Bergstroem, if memory serves, I believe you attended Saint-Noel Academy at the same time as Her Imperial Majesty, and that fellowship is what led you to ask Tearmoon for relief...” Ludwig said with a signature tap of his glasses. “Furthermore, you are known as a man of great virtue. Might any of Her Imperial Majesty’s words have left an impression on you? If any stand out, I would love to document them.”


      “A man of great virtue, huh...” Iste murmured wryly as he rubbed his chin. “Very well. I suppose I can recount the story of how I came to be known as...”


      And so, he began to tell his tale.




      It was a bad year. A terrible one. The kind of year one wishes could be erased from memory, for even the briefest recall led to nightmares. The summer was dark and cold, and fearful whispers of the sun running out of light could be heard from every corner.


      During that time, the Bergstroem domain was faced with a grievous shortage of food. With sixty percent of his domain’s crops damaged by the weather, Iste had long forgotten how to smile without the wry twist of pain; the lines across his brow now etched themselves in place. A number of villages were already succumbing to famine, and their desperate requests for relief landed on the desk of the young count, who’d just inherited his title.


      “What in the world is going on...?” he mumbled in disbelief.


      “I’m terribly sorry, milord, but it’s poor harvests across the board... Worse, our efforts to supply the distressed regions are being critically hampered by a fundamental lack of food reserves...”


      “Then we should be asking His Majesty for supplies immediately!”


      “We have already sent word to the capital, but...” The old adviser grimaced. “I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”


      “Why?!” Iste exclaimed, incredulous at his vassal’s terse, surrendering tone. “Have we not always done our duty to His Majesty? We have been nothing if not loyal! Why would he abandon us in our time of need?!”


      His increasingly passionate outburst was cut short.


      “If I may be so bold, milord... You speak of goodwill earned by the previous Lord Bergstroem. Not yourself.”


      “What...?” Iste was speechless.


      Yes, there might have been a bit of presumption on his part. A hint of arrogance. The Bergstroem domain was located in a remote region far from the Tsuroginia mainland. Its distance insulated it from the influence of other nobles. Even the king had trouble imposing his will upon the area. That, combined with his father’s instrumental role in facilitating the succession process during the previous king’s reign, had blinded him to the inherent ostracization of his position. He’d never actually considered what the rest of the ruling class thought of him.


      “But even discounting these factors,” the retainer continued, “help is unlikely to come. After all, the disastrous harvest is not limited to our domain alone.”


      “Are you suggesting no one has any food to spare?”


      “It pains me to say, but I suspect that every noble in the kingdom right now is struggling to keep his own domain afloat. I cannot imagine the king being in any better shape, given that the areas under his direct governance were hit just as badly.”


      “No... That’s...” Iste stared in silence. Words failed him. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand what the old adviser was saying. Rather, he understood it very well. Too well, in fact.


      The utter abnormality of the weather and the catastrophic effect it had on harvests instilled a deep insecurity in the whole kingdom. Everyone began worrying about their next meal, and the one after that, resulting in an inevitable prevalence in stockpiling. After all, who didn’t want to keep a bit of extra food on hand, just in case the next harvest was poor as well?


      Iste would do the same himself. If a neighboring domain came to him for help right now, would he open his food coffers? Share his already insufficient resources? Hell no.


      “What if we asked the Holy Principality of Belluga for help? If we explained our desperate situation to them, maybe...”


      “You can’t be serious, milord?”


      The frown of disbelief on his adviser’s face was answer enough. Deep down, even he knew that he was speaking nonsense. Belluga was rich in power and influence, not land. How much food could they possibly keep in reserve? They could, perhaps, make an open request for aid to be delivered to the Bergstroem domain, but how many kingdoms would comply? Crop yields were down everywhere. Everyone was treading water. What nation would help others when they were struggling to keep their own nobles fed?


      “A long shot, huh...? Still, it’s better than doing nothing. Under the circumstances, it’s not like there are any kingdoms with a lot of food— Wait... Wasn’t there a place that had been stockpiling? I remember hearing something...”


      A memory suddenly resurfaced. Some time earlier, Iste had heard a rumor of the Tearmoon Empire building up significant stores of food. Furthermore, they’d subordinated Perujin, a country known for agriculture. If he were to appeal to Tearmoon for help, perhaps...


      “No... That won’t work either...”


      What had seemed like a flicker of hope was quickly doused by his own rationality. The shortage of food was clearly a continent-wide phenomenon. Tearmoon could hardly have been spared. Considering the sheer size of their empire and the number of mouths they had to feed, their extensive stockpiling was likely out of necessity. Those vast reserves were no luxury. They were a must.


      Every sign pointed to Tearmoon having no excess capacity to help others.


      “Still, it’s better than sitting on our hands...”


      Iste sighed. Then, he summoned his messengers and sent them out with an appeal not only to Belluga but Tearmoon as well. As soon as they left, he got to work. There were things that had to be done.


      “Open all our food vaults throughout the domain. Even if Tearmoon sends aid, it’ll take time to get here. We need to do what we can to keep a constant supply of food going to our people.”


      His instruction was issued with unprecedented speed, and his people immediately started receiving distributions of food from the count’s personal stockpile. A stockpile that was rather meager to begin with, and now dwindled at exponential speed. Before long, the stores ran dry, and even Iste himself started having trouble maintaining a steady regimen of meals.


      “This is madness, milord. How could you have ordered the release of our personal stores? It’s...madness!”


      Faced with his old adviser’s protests, Iste could only shake his head. “I know. I know it is, so just...let me be, all right? At this point, it’s very clear to me how foolish of an idea it was...”


      What in the world was he thinking? What had driven him to do such a thing? Frankly, he wasn’t quite sure himself. All he knew...was that he had to. Because if he was going to ask the Tearmoon princess for help, then this was something he needed to do. It just wouldn’t have been right otherwise.


      “But, I mean, think about it... We’re asking Tearmoon for help. Their princess is the one who said that we mustn’t forsake the famished of today for the worries of tomorrow. Those very words are what we’re counting on right now. I can’t possibly expect them to offer assistance when I’m abandoning my own starving people to ease my future concerns.”


      “So...you are confident that assistance will be offered, then?” asked the adviser. “If you conform to what this princess is espousing, then Tearmoon will send aid?”


      How could he be? There was no guarantee whatsoever. He barely even knew Mia.


      But what choice did he have? He was at the end of his rope, and he was grasping at straws. That was all there was to it.




      Iste took a moment to shake his head, the shape of his smile anticipating the impending irony.


      “In the end, Tearmoon did send aid, and it saved us. I was hailed as a lord of virtue and gained the respect and adoration of my people. In truth, though...we survived by the skin of our teeth. A riot had already broken out, and a sizable crowd was on its way to ransack one of the food vaults. The only thing that prevented a full-blown insurrection was the fact that we’d already ordered the vaults to be opened, but even that instruction barely got there in time. We were extremely lucky.”


      Ludwig nodded with eyes closed, as if deeply moved by the tale. “I see... So it is because you trusted in Her Imperial Majesty’s words that you became who you are today...”


      “Trust? Hah. No. Trust is too strong a word. I...clung to them. Out of not conviction but desperation,” replied Iste. He shook his head. “When I first heard those words of hers, I took them for empty rhetoric, spoken by either a fool or a fraud. But now, thinking back...there must have been some intangible power to them. Something that spoke to my subconscious mind, and convinced me to comply.”


      “Yes, I know exactly what you mean. There is definitely a power to her words. They have a way of moving minds and hearts alike,” Ludwig said, his voice trembling ever so slightly with emotion as he nodded his approval.




      On the trip back, Ludwig sat in his horse carriage, quietly savoring the vestiges of his excitement.


      “It seems that the seeds planted by Her Imperial Majesty’s words...are budding even in lands afar.”


      The relief supplies from Tearmoon couldn’t save Bergstroem alone. Had the domain fallen into turmoil before their arrival, famine would have run rampant and all would have been for naught—supplies could not, after all, revive the dead. However, Iste had remembered the Bread-Cake Declaration, and he’d believed in it. By doing so, he’d averted the worst-case scenario. He hadn’t just asked for help; he’d acted in accordance with Mia’s philosophy, and as a result, attained the most favorable outcome.


      “Clearly, Her Imperial Majesty’s words lead people to live better lives. They should and must be preserved for future generations,” he mused with renewed resolve.


      Thus, with an impassioned Ludwig at the helm, the project made steady progress.




      “Hmm, I wonder what’s going on with that book of my maxims Ludwig was talking about? I mean, he is pretty busy, so maybe he’s forgotten all about it by now,” Mia murmured to herself one day with tragically misguided optimism.


      A few days later, to her shock and despair, a manuscript would land on her desk in the form of a bulging bundle of paper, but that is a story for another time.

    

  

  
    
      Thus, History Was Written


      At a late stage in the revolution, two men were having a discussion inside the Whitemoon Palace as the flames of the revolutionary army engulfed all of Tearmoon’s lands.


      “A marriage of political convenience...you say?” A surprised voice shook the throne room, and it belonged to a wizened old man who had worked to raise Emperor Matthias Luna Tearmoon and was one of his most trusted vassals. He blinked once, then twice, staring at the emperor in shock.


      Matthias nodded. “Yes, that’s right. I’d like to marry Mia off abroad in exchange for provisions. It doesn’t matter which country, or her groom’s rank. Could you take care of this for me?”


      “I am at your command, Your Imperial Majesty. But how many provisions were you thinking?”


      “Whatever her suitor is willing to give. Once they’re married, he won’t be able to treat Tearmoon too terribly.”


      “In that case, he would need to be of hefty political power.”


      “I’ll leave the details to you. There’s no need to reach too high. Given our circumstances, I’d allow anyone, as long as he’s a noble with considerable funds and a kind heart. In any case, know that finding Mia a husband is our highest priority,” said Matthias, speaking in a low voice and shaking his head.


      The old retainer gazed upon his former pupil. “Your Majesty, I humbly acknowledge your command to find Her Highness a hand in political marriage, and I do know that given our circumstances, it simply must be done.”


      The Tearmoon Empire was already beginning to decompose, having far too few cards left up its sleeves to engage in foreign negotiations. Multiple noble families had already fallen at the hands of the rebellion. Even the Bluemoons, the central noble family in charge of leading the Four Dukes, had surrendered once their eldest son’s fiancée had been taken hostage. The whole clan had already been executed.


      Meanwhile, the Redmoons had holed themselves up in their domain to focus on defenses. Despite Matthias’s request for them to send an army to help protect the capital, they offered no response.


      The Yellowmoons, too, had chosen silence. But as the weakest of the Four Duke families, it was questionable whether their aid would have truly served a purpose. Meanwhile, the Greenmoons had already escaped abroad.


      Yes, abroad... the old retainer suddenly recalled. “But, Your Imperial Majesty, your heart does not truly lie in provisions, does it?”


      Matthias flashed a grimace to his vassal, a man he had once looked up to as his mentor. “Of course not! The nation, our people... They’re already beyond saving,” he said before shaking his head. “No, I suppose that’s not something to say even to you. But let me put this plainly: The politics are just for appearances’ sake. What’s truly important is the marriage itself.”


      “Then you wish to ready ourselves to ensure Her Highness escapes to foreign lands, yes?”


      “Exactly. There aren’t enough willing to help us for that purpose alone, but if we make it a political marriage to save our nation, perhaps some will be willing to offer their aid. And I’m sure that will satisfy Mia as well.” His eyes grew unfocused. “I am painfully aware of my own foolishness. I know there is no saving the emperor. But if I dragged my daughter into that same fate, I’d never be able to face Addie, my dear wife, ever again.”


      “Indeed.”


      “So? Can you do it?”


      The old retainer bowed his head. “I shall, even should it cost me my own life. Mark my words, Your Imperial Majesty.”


      And just as the retainer promised, he immediately got to work, employing all nobles still loyal to the throne to offer their diligent aid in finding Mia a husband.


      However, their loyalty proved fruitless. On his way to carry out these negotiations, the old retainer’s carriage fell into the hands of the revolutionary army on Tearmoon’s outskirts. In the end, the old man’s devotion would mark his end.




      In the history books, one may find a record of Emperor Matthias Luna Tearmoon’s final words: “I have nothing but regrets. If only we succeeded in that political marriage, then perhaps...”


      Those words, which had slipped from his mouth at the guillotine, were later dubbed the “Impotent Emperor’s Testament.” Historians claimed that even had the planned marriage succeeded, circumstances wouldn’t have changed—that it was precisely because Matthias desperately clung to these dregs of hope that he had failed to predict his fall to ruin.


      Thus, the doting father perished, basking in the people’s hatred, disparaged and misunderstood by all.




      And thus changed the flow of time...




      Mia escaped her fate at the guillotine, rescued Tearmoon from the clutches of the first emperor’s plot, crushed the Chaos Serpents’ plans, and secured support through new treaties and her festival of debauchery. Since then, she had even weathered through new troubles. Now, the path that lay before her led only to a bright, glorious future...or so it should have.


      For some reason, Mia seemed quite depressed as she sat in her room in the Whitemoon Palace. No, it wasn’t quite that. While she had a scowl on her face, it seemed to be more from piqued interest, not troubles. “I simply can’t believe father would approve my marriage to Abel so easily,” she said, crossing her arms with a ponderous groan. “I thought there’d be more grumbling, but he okayed it just like that! I wonder why?”


      “Marriage? Unforgivable! A Remno prince? What a nobody!” She thought it’d be more like that, or maybe more like, “I can allow your marriage, but first, you must vow to call me ‘papa’ for the rest of your life!” If her father said yes, she was certain it’d only come by agreeing to his unreasonable demands, and the one condition he did demand hadn’t been on her radar in the slightest.


      “He wants to choose my wedding dress? How conventional. I mean, it’s not like him at all! Is he plotting something? Ugh, I just can’t take it!”


      “Why, what do you mean? It’s perfectly natural for a father to be particular about his daughter’s wedding dress. I’d never be able to face Addie again if I let you look too plain on such an important day,” came a sudden voice. Matthias was standing at her bedroom door.


      “Your Majesty? Failing to knock before entering your daughter’s room sets a poor example for our subjects. You must be a paragon for the people of Tearmoon and fathers of daughters everywhere,” protested Mia.


      Matthias just laughed it off. “’Your Majesty’? How cold you are, Mia! If you just called me ‘papa’ like you always do, then—”


      “Father, I’m ready. Let us be off,” she said, perfectly ignoring her father’s unhinged remarks as she stood from her chair with a smile.




      The two headed to another room for fitting. The tailor was a veteran and perfectly prepared. There was a gentle smile on her wizened features as she respectfully bowed her head. “I shall oversee fitting you today and making your dress. I very much look forward to it.”


      After greeting Mia, the tailor immediately got to work. Her hands were incredibly skilled, and Mia donned her wedding gown in no time. Anne stood nearby, carefully observing her every action as she took down notes.


      “My, you’re taking this quite seriously, Anne,” said Mia, trying to keep still as she glanced over at her maid.


      Anne nodded, her expression serious. “Of course, milady. I’d like to remember all I can to ensure that I can take care of things if anything were to happen on your special day. A horse could always sneeze on you, after all.”


      That old memory brought a smile to Mia’s lips. “Moons, I had forgotten about that. Oho ho! That really takes me back,” she said. But her smile soon grew clouded. “Ah, that’s right. Kuolan has already...” she mumbled, her eyes swimming around the room. “He’s already left Belluga, hasn’t he? I heard he’d be arriving early, but I had forgotten I invited him. Now that you mention it, it’s a perfectly valid fear, isn’t it?”


      Obviously, horse riding played no part in a typical wedding, but there was no Mia without horses, and no horses without Mia! Her love of horsemanship was known far and wide, so to entertain her wedding guests, Mia had called upon a steed she was deeply bonded with so she could make her entrance on horseback. And in Mia’s memories, there was no other who had left as deep of an impression as Kuolan. Naturally, he simply had to make an appearance, but...


      “Of course, I won’t ride him in my wedding dress. But knowing him, it’s entirely plausible he’d escape the stables to plant a sneeze on me.” She could picture it clearly—Kuolan, there with his grumpy face and slowly, slowly tiptoeing his way over. “Anne? It’s best you pay close attention, just to be safe.”


      “Of course, milady!” said Anne, flexing her biceps while letting out a fired-up grunt.




      Once she had finished her fitting, Mia was off to see Matthias. Anne held the hem of her long skirt to keep it from dragging on the ground as Mia took slow, deliberate steps to avoid stumbling.


      “Father? I’m done with my fitting.”


      Matthias shot up. This was the moment he was waiting for! But all he let out was a short, “Oh.”


      “What’s wrong, father? Is this dress not to your liking?” asked Mia, tilting her head.


      However, Matthias didn’t answer. Instead, he simply muttered, “Oh,” once again. But in that single word were a thousand emotions. He gazed at Mia with tears in his eyes. “For some reason...I thought the day would never come when I got to see you in your wedding dress. But now, I have. I’m simply overjoyed,” he said, his voice trembling.


      “Father...” Seeing Matthias overflow with such emotion brought tears to Mia’s eyes as well. But!


      “What a shame...”


      Mia was flabbergasted. “Huh?!” She said, glaring up at him. “Wh-What in the moons do you mean?! H-How is my wedding dress a shame?!” Panicked, Mia looked down at her form. There, she saw...well, perhaps not the prettiest woman in the world, but an average one, at least. Not above average, probably, but at least not levels that would warrant her father saying “what a shame.” Hopefully. A-And yet, what he so impudently said to describe the sight of his daughter in her wedding dress?! Oh, he’s so going to... thought Mia, grinding her teeth.


      But then, she suddenly realized something. “Oh, I get it! You’re saying this dress doesn’t suit me, not that you oppose my marriage. Urgh, we can’t have that! I’ll find a dress that’s perfect for me! I’ll go try on some more!” With that, Mia pestered the tailor and headed off to try on another gown, losing her chance to ask what was actually weighing on her father’s mind.




      Mia had already marched off back to the changing room when Matthias muttered, “It really is such a shame... If only Addie could see our Mia like this.” He closed his eyes to picture his late wife. “Yes, what a shame. I’m sure Addie would have tailored the perfect dress for Mia, one better than anyone else might. And she would have made it from scratch! Oho ho! Her skills truly were something.”


      Matthias praised his late wife, then rose from his chair. It’d be a while longer yet before Mia returned, so he hoped to use that time to bask in his memories. And so, he pictured Adelaide. In his memories, her face was fully colored with life. But for some reason, she was grimacing.


      “Despite my skills, I could hardly make a wedding dress, you know.” For a moment, he swore he could hear her, her voice dripping with exasperation.


      “You’re right. In that case, I better do the very least and pick out a dress in your place.” Thus, Matthias closed his eyes, as if lending his ears to his wife’s advice from beyond the horizon of his memories...




      Thus, Matthias’s words were rewritten from despondent regret to a blissful shame. Historians of later generations would record his words, along with the following appraisal:


      Matthias Luna Tearmoon, though the father of the illustrious Great Sage of the Empire, was such an ordinary man, you would hardly think it possible. He governed mediocrely and loved his daughter like any other man. He was a terribly common, good-natured father, and the love he had for his late wife was so faithful, it was unfit for a ruler.




      Anyways, Mia’s bridal appointment continued into the night.
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      Epilogue ~Our Most Precious Days~


      “Oho ho! I had so much fun back then. Of course, I was excited for my wedding day, but I got so into it I just couldn’t stop trying on all those different dresses, could I?”


      As Mia and Anne shared a laugh, the latter noticed something. “Milady,” she said, pointing to Bel, who was snoring softly, sound asleep, and curled up into a ball.


      “My, when did she doze off?”


      “It is late, after all.”


      “You’re right. I suppose we got a bit too carried away with these stories,” said Mia, yawing as she glanced at her granddaughter. There seemed to be a faint smile on the young girl’s lips. “Oho ho! I wonder what she’s dreaming about,” muttered Mia.


      Suddenly, a certain scene flashed through her mind—a memory from her time at Saint-Noel Academy. Those nostalgic days spent alongside her dear friends had been truly eventful, filled with battles against perilous dangers and trip after trip.


      But now, she treasured those days. In her mind, there was nothing that could replace them. They had left countless indelible marks in her memory, but the one that occurred to her now was a day just like any other—a small, trifling echo.




      “Off to lunch, Miss Mia?”


      As Mia stepped from her classroom with a yawn, someone called out to her. She turned around to find two Etoilines, Esmerelda and Ruby.


      “My! What is it, you two?” asked Mia, tilting her head.


      Ruby shrugged. “I just so happened to bump into the Lady of Green, and just as we were discussing lunch, we bumped into you, Your Highness.”


      “It’s rare we get this chance! Why not join us, Miss Mia? Of course, Anne may accompany us too. Isn’t that right, Nina?”


      Nina, Esmerelda’s maid, scowled. “Yes, it’s no problem, just as there are no problems with you failing to remember my name,” she muttered.


      “Hmm, all of us together? Oho ho! What a rare opportunity. Let’s get going, then.” Thus, Tearmoon’s princess and the two Etoilines enjoyed a lunch party. It was rare to see the three of them together, but the conversations between girls of their age were always animated. At times, even their maids would join in on the fun, and thus, Mia spent an incredibly pleasant lunchtime as she relished the dishes the dining hall had prepared.


      As Mia exited the hall, she muttered to herself. “I don’t have afternoon classes today, do I?” She turned around to glance at her maid, who pondered for a moment before answering.


      “You don’t, milady.”


      “Hmm.” said Mia as she rubbed her stomach. I think I have some room left for dessert! Perhaps I should go out into town and... That’s when she glanced out the window. “Moons, it’s raining?” At some point, the sky had grown dark, and raindrops had begun to fall. “Being rained on won’t be any fun. I suppose I’ll just have to take my cake in the dining hall...”


      “Mia!” That’s when Rafina appeared from the other side of the hallway, accompanied by Tiona, Laura, Chloe, and Rania. “What perfect timing! We were just on our way to have a tea party. Would you like to join us?”


      “We have snacks from Perujin too.”


      “My, I’d love to! Oho ho! Thank you so much for the invitation,” said Mia, grinning.


      Thus, she enjoyed a tea party as well, which featured all sorts of discussion. Chloe discussed her books, Tiona her family, Liora the forest her people called home, and Rania fruits. As they listened, Rafina wore a gentle smile, and Mia munched on some cookies. Time flew by quickly, and before she knew it, it was time for Mia to return to her room, though she was sad to part.


      On Anne’s suggestion, she then decided to go on a walk around the academy. Because she ate too much, of course. She needed to get herself ready for dinner! But once they had almost reached the courtyard, they encountered some more familiar faces.


      “My, Abel, Sion! Are you off to practice your swordsmanship?”


      “Yeah, we are. We thought it’d be the perfect time since we don’t have any classes this afternoon,” said Abel, lifting his wooden training sword.


      “It’s been quite a while since our last practice, but we’ve decided to focus on our training. Once we’re back home, we won’t have as many opportunities to polish our skills through sparring, after all,” said Sion, sounding incredibly serious.


      That’s right. We can meet people from all over the continent here. What a great opportunity! Six years at Saint-Noel Academy is so long, yet so short. But I guess it’s an incredibly valuable chance for us all. In that case, I better spend my time here without regret, thought Mia, finding new resolve.


      “By the way, Your Highness, you’re not planning on making handmade lunches for the next Swordsmanship Tournament, are you?” whispered Keithwood.


      “Oh, I suppose I should! Moons, I can’t wait! It’ll be fun to make them together with everyone again.” Here, they could all meet like it was nothing. Mia wanted to take up that opportunity to have all the fun she could.


      Keithwood’s shoulders slumped immediately. “I see. So those are your intentions...”


      “Well, we’ve already done it plenty times before, Keithwood, so there’s no need to help if you don’t want—”


      “I do want to! With everything I have! Please do call upon me, and make absolutely certain you do nothing outside of my sights, understood?!”


      Mia buckled under the force of those words and simply nodded.




      It would still be a while until supper, so Mia decided to spend that time lazing about her room. She had just resolved not to waste her time at the academy, but...change never came easily. But just as she returned to her room and let down her hair...


      “Gr—Miss Mia! This is terrible!” shouted Bel as she dashed inside, soaking wet.


      “Why, Bel! What’s with you? Were you playing outside in the rain?”


      “I was going on a serious adventure around Saint-Noel Academy, not playing!” she said, somehow with utter sincerity.


      Mia sighed. “You’re going to catch a cold.”


      “I suppose I am dripping...with elegance, that is!” Bel said with a giggle, sounding exactly like Mia’s old self.


      This elicited another sight from Mia. “Enough with the silliness. For now, let’s head to the baths. In fact, perhaps I’ll take one before dinner myself.” After asking Anne to prepare some changes of clothing, they were off. But something occurred to Mia as soon as they stepped out the door. “Did Rina happen to be with you, Bel?”


      “She was! We were adventuring together when a torrent of rain hit us and—”


      “I see. In that case, why don’t we invite her too?” Rina had gotten soaked due to her granddaughter’s whims. Thus, Mia thought it was best to show her some appreciation.


      Thus, the three met up with Citrina to enjoy a pleasant bath, which Bel spent regaling Mia with the story of their adventure.


      Not much happened that day, and yet, it was precious. It was one of Mia’s most cherished memories, and in her recollections, it shined.




      “I had forgotten about that,” muttered Anne, nodding along to Mia’s story. However, she wasn’t quite sure whether the day she was remembering was the same day Mia was. For them, it had just been the average day, after all.


      “But how odd. I had never thought back to those memories before, so I wonder why they occurred to me now.” It was an uneventful day just like any other, but suddenly, Mia realized something—it contained all that was precious. She was happy, and she had spent a lively, peaceful time with her dear friends. All she treasured was contained in that single day.


      As she thought back to her time at Saint-Noel Academy, Mia muttered, “Hey, Anne? Don’t you think those days were so precious?”


      Anne giggled. “I do, milady. I cherish many of my experiences from those days as well.”


      Mia nodded. “But you know what, Anne? I don’t wish to go back. Yesterday, today, and the day after will be just the same, after all.” She had made a quiet yet clear declaration. They would carry on those dazzling days to tomorrow, so that once Bel returned from the past, she wouldn’t be disappointed. So that those peaceful days would be inherited by their grandchildren yet unborn. So that they’d never have to experience those hellish days of famines and dungeons.


      For that, they’d carry on these precious days and ensure they’d never end.


      Mia peered into Bel’s face and smiled. “My, she really is grinning,” she muttered with a giggle as she began to pat Bel’s head. “Sleep tight, Bel. I’m sure your dreams will be good ones.”




      It had been a peaceful night shared between grandmother and granddaughter, an incredibly average evening of peace and calm—the most precious sort there was.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Greetings, my dear readers. It is I, Mia Luna Tearmoon. This time around, the afterword is only half the usual length, so I’ve been allowed to appear from the start! But...hmm? You think the author may be cutting corners? Huh? We only have limited space? Oh yes, I’m perfectly aware.


      Anyways, I’ve received some comments from the author. Let’s see here... He can take more liberties when it comes to the short stories, so he thinks they might have more highlights than the main volumes? Moons, can he really say that?


      Which reminds me, the votes for the popularity contests have been tallied! Thank you very much for your votes. And of course, the results go without saying, don’t they? Naturally, first place was none other than me! Which is all well and good, but...something quite sinister is chasing right behind me in second place. Given our positions, it almost seems like he might catch up. How odd. Why do I seem to feel a chill down my spine?


      Now, I’d like to extend my gratitude to everyone watching over my story. As always, thank you to Gilse for the illustrations and to F, the editor. At least, that’s what the author’s saying.


      Farewell then, everyone! I do hope we meet again in the next volume!
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