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      Prologue


      Orania Perla Ganudos dashed through the city streets. As a princess by birth, she had never run through town with all her might before. She turned a corner, then another. Then, she glanced behind her to check for pursuers. The whole time, her feet didn’t stop for even a moment. She just ran and ran.


      She was panting, and tears had begun to pool in her eyes. That’s when she placed her hand on a nearby wall and heaved a heavy sigh. Ugh... Why have things come to this...?


      Her head was completely jumbled; too much had happened at once. After having received Mia’s aid, she tried to close the Visalian Ghetto. Then immediately, her father had become a target for an assassination attempt. Thankfully, that attempt had failed, but only for Orania to subsequently be charged for crimes she had no memory of committing. Then to top it all off, she had been forced to flee confinement by a mysterious man.


      Things were changing so quickly, she had no hope of keeping up. Right now, Orania was the prime suspect in the king’s attempted assassination, and a legitimate fugitive.


      And I was finally about to follow the wonderful Way of the Princess under Master Mia’s guidance...! Why has it come to this...? She was absolutely despondent.


      “Princess Orania? Are you okay?” That was when she heard some words of comfort. She turned back to find Kiryl, who looked incredibly anxious.


      “I’m sorry. If Kiryl hadn’t acted out of line then...” Kiryl’s elder sister, Yanna, spoke up as well. She looked incredibly apologetic.


      The two children had caught her by surprise, but immediately, Orania put a smile on her face. “It’s fine... Thank you two for protecting me.” She had no ill will in the slightest. Orania wasn’t sure why, but her father had intentionally tried to place the blame on her. Thus, the presence of these young kids hadn’t changed a thing. In fact, I might have followed that mysterious man if not for Patty...


      Thus, Orania smiled. She wouldn’t let the children worry, even if it seemed like what pulled up her lips wasn’t true glee, but something slightly unnatural. This is what Master Mia would do, after all...


      Orania turned back toward the road they had come from. As far as she could tell, they had no pursuers. I need to stay vigilant to protect the children... If not, I’ll never be able to call myself Master Mia’s pupil again...!


      Now that Orania had fired herself up, she began to think. She thought, pondered, mused, and thunk, until...


      “What do we do...? We’ve run, but where do we go now...?” She immediately started to panic! For one, Orania’s one and only interest had always been fishing. She had rarely headed out into town, and even if she did, she only ever immediately headed for the sea. She knew where fish might hide, but not where she might hide herself—she hadn’t a clue!


      “Shall we go to Lady Esmeralda’s...? No, but... Duke Greenmoon is connected to my father, so we can’t... Then, um...” Orania thought through her other connections, but...she didn’t have any! That was quite natural, of course, considering all her acquaintances had deep ties with the royal family.


      “Um, Princess Orania?” That’s when Yanna spoke up. “I think I know a place that’ll be willing to help us,” she said, looking up at Orania. Her eyes were firm, brimming with resolve.


      “Yanna...! Right, understood. I trust you...!”


      Thus, they headed for...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Hungry Mia and a Maid’s Secret Dealings


      “Orania...escaped? Why in the moons would she do that?” The curiosity was killing her. When it came to sweets and intel that would help her escape the guillotine, Mia was always starving.


      I know Orania’s quite quick-witted, but it couldn’t have been easy to escape given their situation. Yanna and Kiryl used to live in the Ganudos slums, so I suppose they’d know the land well, but...they’re still kids. Though if Patty’s there, it might be doable... The image of her expressionless young grandmother flitted through Mia’s mind. Patty has read The Book of Those who Crawl the Earth, after all, so I can’t completely deny there’s a chance.


      Naturally, that turned Mia’s interest to the book itself. Perhaps I should read it too, just in case the revolution does happen after all. I’d read it from front to cover, then use its treasure trove of information to escape!


      Having had that thought, Mia glanced at Citrina. “What do you think, Rina? Had you been captured, would you have been able to escape?” She wanted to know whether Rina, who had been equally inculcated in Chaos Serpent ways, could manage the feat.


      “Hmm, Rina’s not sure... Rina’s just a normal girl, so I doubt I’d be able to escape trained soldiers without an opening.” Citrina tilted her head, then glanced at Dion. “But if it was Dion Alaia, Rina’s sure he’d be able to escape easily regardless.”


      Dion chuckled. “I guess. Don’t take me for an acrobat, but yeah, I could handle that,” he said, as if it’d be nothing at all.


      Yes, I’m sure. But I knew that already. Mia once again confirmed the need to raise his friendship stat so that if she ever did fall into the hands of the revolutionary army, Dion would let himself be captured too. Then, he’d escape and take Mia with him.


      “So? Do you know any more details, Ludwig?”


      “My apologies. It indeed seems like Princess Orania had a conspirator, but I was unable to gather much intel.”


      “Well, I suppose that’s only natural. But, hmm... What do we do now?”


      “May I speak, milady?” Anne gingerly raised her hand.


      “My! What is it, Anne?”


      “I was hoping to go and prepare some tea, if you’d let me.”


      “You want to prepare some tea cakes? Why, that’s a pressing matter indeed.” Mia nodded solemnly, not forgetting to slightly warp Anne’s words. She was always hungry for sweets, after all. “But I’m a tad worried about sending you alone.”


      “Rina shall come too then.”


      “Huh? You will, Lady Citrina?” Anne blinked her eyes in surprise. She hadn’t been expecting a volunteer.


      “I see. Yes, I’ll have nothing to worry about if Rina accompanies you. She’ll be able to prevent any poisons from being mixed in the refreshments, after all. Thank you, you two.”


      Having received Mia’s blessing, Anne and Rina stepped outside.




      “Lady Citrina, why did you...?” Anne immediately inquired about Citrina’s intentions.


      “You’re very important to Miss Mia, and to Bel too. That’s why Rina can’t let anything happen to you,” she said, glancing at Anne. “And if Dion Alaia or Ludwig came with you, you wouldn’t be able to carry out your plan, right?” she asked, grinning like a sweet devil. Then, she whispered in Anne’s ear, just like a child planning a prank might. “You’re hoping to collect intel from the maids, aren’t you?”


      For a moment, Anne looked shocked. She wasn’t expecting Citrina to see through her plans so easily. But then, she too broke out into a smile—the smile of a criminal who had found a conspirator. “And I have a tip. Now that Princess Orania’s been captured, I know of a certain someone who likely has some extra time on her hands.”


      Thus, the two made their way down the hall, asking for directions from those they passed by until they had arrived at their destination, the maid’s quarters. As soon as they stepped inside, the rest froze in shock, but Anne paid them no mind. “My apologies. I’d like to prepare some tea for milady. Princess Mia, that is. Might one of you be willing to help me?” Anne glanced around the room. That’s when she locked eyes on a familiar face. “Oh, how perfect!”


      This familiar face jumped into the air. It was none other than Orania’s personal maid, the young girl who had accompanied her to Saint-Noel Academy.


      “My apologies, but could you help me?” asked Anne.


      “Y-You want m-me?”


      “I do. I’m very glad to find a familiar face here.” Back at the academy, Anne never skimped on maintaining and forming relationships with the school staff and other nobles’ servants. While she hadn’t spent much time with Orania’s maid herself, they had at least chatted a few times before. Certainly, they could be considered acquaintances. “I’d like to boil some water and prepare some sort of tea cakes.”


      After a short pause, the maid answered. “Right. I’ll take you to the kitchens, then,” she said, nodding reluctantly.


      Anne flashed her a gentle smile, hoping to calm the other maid’s nerves. Thus, the three left the maid’s quarters, and once nobody else was around, Anne gathered her resolve. “Um, have you heard anything about Princess Orania?”


      “No! N-Not at all...” The maid had begun to tremble.


      Anne pressed further. “Please, tell me anything. Anything at all! Won’t you help us save Princess Orania and the children who are with her?” she pleaded, staring into the other maid’s eyes.


      She averted her gaze. “I-I’m not, um, that close with Her Highness...”


      Until now, Citrina had watched in silence. But then, she suddenly clapped her hands. She had hit upon an idea. “Please, we beg you. Once we prove Her Highness’s innocence, we’ll be sure to let her know all you’ve done. The good...and the bad.”


      Citrina’s sweet smile was that of an angel. The maid screamed.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Those Who Control the Maids Control the Information


      Anyway, while Mia was waiting for Anne and Citrina, her stomach let out a pained cry for help. “Hmph, Anne’s taking quite a while...”


      Mia had been patiently sitting on the sofa, but she had now begun to panic a little. She stood up to wander around the room, pacing anxiously. It wasn’t like her hunger had made her irritated! Mia was never the hangry sort! Well, actually, that was part of the problem, but not the whole problem. No matter how much she waited, her vassals never returned. It was only natural she would worry.


      “Well, Rina is with her, so I’m sure they’ll be fine.” From that perspective, Citrina’s decision to accompany Anne had been encouraging. For one, she had been trained by none other than Duke Lorenz Yellowmoon. She knew everything there was to know about poisons and probably knew some basic self-defense techniques too. But most importantly, she had an incredibly discerning eye when it came to tasty sweets. Hmm?


      Just as Mia’s thoughts had led her back to her most basic desires, the door flew open. “Oh, Anne! I’ve very much been awaiting your return, but...who’s this?” As soon as the second maid stepped inside, Mia tilted her head. “Um, I believe you were Orania’s attendant at the academy, no?”


      “It’s a great honor to be remembered by you, Princess Mia,” said the girl as she lowered her head, her expression stern.


      “It seemed like she had some intel regarding Princess Orania’s escape, so I brought her with me. Lady Citrina managed to convince—”


      “Anne! Rina would never threaten someone! Anne simply used her connections to gather intel. We would never do something so distinguished as seize an enemy,” said Citrina, looking perfectly calm.


      “Indeed. Well, I do believe we understand the general picture. In that case, could you inform us of what you know?” asked Ludwig.


      Thus, the girl slowly began to speak.




      “Moons! An outside helper aided her escape?”


      “This is just what I’ve heard from the other maids. They overheard the royal guard discussing the matter.” The young maids who worked in the palace loved to gossip, forming a solid information network that could rival even the spy networks of a whole nation. Curiosity knew no limits, and mouths were terribly hard to keep shut. Plus, tongues whispered freely, making them a tricky organ indeed.


      “But if that’s the case, then Orania must have been popular with her subjects, no?” Mia was sure that the Ganudos princess was a woman far removed from human connections.


      But the maid shook her head, perhaps aware of what Mia must be thinking. “That’s what’s so strange. Her Highness isn’t popular at all. Nobody in the castle would rescue her, and I’m sure she’d have nobody willing to defend her.”


      “Hmm,” Mia said, furrowing her brow. If that’s what her own personal maid is saying, then... People must reap the seeds they’ve sowed for themselves. As tragic as it is, that must be true for Orania too. “Huh? But then, who saved her?”


      “A Serpent, most assuredly,” said Citrina.


      Mia looked like she had seen a ghost! Huh?! W-Wait a second! Th-Then does that mean that Patty’s fallen into the Serpents’ hands?! What if Patty’s secret was discovered? What if it prompted them to kill her? Moons, this is terrible! We better hurry!


      “And if it was a Serpent, then it’s best we assume that instead of rescuing her, they stole her away to use her.” Citrina’s quiet voice found its way to Mia’s panicked ears.


      She was about ready to jump to her feet, but she once again leaned back into her chair and sighed. “In any case, we absolutely must find them. But how should we do that?”


      “Yes, indeed. I believe it will be quite difficult to search for them ourselves,” said Ludwig as he pushed up his glasses.


      “What if we had Dion go on the hunt? No, I suppose we can’t.”


      “I’d go anywhere you’d ask me to, as long as I knew the destination. But unfortunately, finding missing persons isn’t my strong suit,” Dion said with a grimace.


      But he searched so skillfully when it was me he was looking for during the revolution! Mia puffed out her cheeks in anger, yet she could still understand where he was coming from. Dion Alaia was a strong individual, but a hunt required a united group working with intent.


      “Still, we can’t deploy Tearmoon troops in Ganudos, can we?” said Mia.


      “Indeed, we cannot. Still, we require numbers if we’re to interrogate witnesses. It would be convenient if we could borrow Ganudos’s soldiers for the task, but alas...” lamented Ludwig.


      That’s when a certain maid, who had been left behind by the conversation, spoke with full resolve. “Um, Princess Mia? Please save Princess Orania!”


      “Hmm? You want to save her that badly? Are you indebted to her, somehow?” It was nearly impossible not to find that statement surprising.


      “No. If anything...I was threatened,” the maid nervously began. “She threatened me and forced me to help her! But His Majesty also ordered me to keep a watch on her, which means I had to defy those orders, which is why...” The maid took a bold step forward. “I absolutely can’t let Orania get captured!” she fervently declared.


      “Huh?” Mia couldn’t help but shrink back into her seat.


      “If Orania’s put to death, there’s no knowing how His Majesty might choose to punish me! I’m sure I’ll be chased out of the palace or even be thrown in jail!”


      The maid’s words deeply, painfully...hit Mia right where it hurt! Oh, how calculating! How chickenhearted! I completely understand where she’s coming from!
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      The girl before Mia now was no longer of neutral standing. She could no longer serve both Orania and the king, nor be okay with either outcome of this feud. She had taken Orania’s side and agreed to help her, which is why she absolutely couldn’t let Orania lose! She had to win!


      This was, without a doubt, driven by a mercenary me-first policy—a philosophy that stood side by side with Mia’s own!


      Yes, indeed, not all could be like Anne. Selfless women who were guided by nothing but kindness and a good conscience could be found few and far between. She was a far cry from a certain someone, who could be found lazing about in almost every bed one searched.


      “Here you are, milady.”


      Anne had steeped the tea, so Mia offered her a deep bow. “Thank you so much, Anne. I mean it from the bottom of her heart.” Truly, she did.


      While Anne was busy trying to wrap her head around Mia’s over-the-top gratitude, Mia took a sip. The sweet taste of sugar melted over her tongue, bringing a smile to her lips.


      The maid continued to plead with the grinning princess. “And I really do think Princess Orania was trying to change.” Suddenly, her voice carried a different hue. It prompted Mia to lift her face. Now, the maid’s expression was not just fervent but slightly panicked. “She was trying to follow your lead and change for the better. At first, I thought she was just being stupid again! I thought her dream of liberating the Visalian pirates was terribly silly! But... But she tried to change anyway, and somewhere down the line, well... I started to think that maybe...helping her wasn’t such a bad thing. That maybe, she really would become a great leader! Of course, that could just be my own wishes talking, but...”


      As the maid clumsily weaved together her words, Mia thought back to what Citrina had said earlier. People’s hearts were multifaceted. Of course, they had their own interests in mind, but that wasn’t everything. Thus, Mia thought that the maid before her now really was thinking about what was best for Orania, in some sense.


      Plus, she must have seen the reality of Visalian children for herself in Saint-Noel Academy, just as Orania had. She knew that they were not filthy kids whose very personalities were tainted by a dastardly pirate mindset, but normal, weak kids just like herself. Whether she wanted to or not, she had been freed from her ignorance, and now it was nearly impossible for her not to empathize with Orania’s wish to save them.


      “And I really do feel bad for Princess Orania,” she said, gingerly glancing around and lowering her voice. “You see, I heard from one of the veteran maids that His Majesty has a mistress, which is why he shows no love to both the queen and their daughter.”


      Mia was shocked. “Well, that’s certainly a rumor...”


      M-Moons, how terrifying! I can’t ever let myself do something stupid! Not in the Whitemoon Palace, nor Saint-Noel Academy! Mia was now painfully aware of how terrifying the maids’ information network could be.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Abel the Iron Shield Hears of an Ominous Future


      Somewhere else in the city, Bel and Grandpa Abel hurried to the Greenmoons’ manor. Abel had visited once before, but only by carriage. Thus, he had some misgivings about the route, but it was something else that truly bothered him.


      Abel casually glanced around, checking for pursuers. Those working for King Nestori, Chaos Serpents—there were all sorts of dangers to consider. But more than anything, it was the scene from those castle ruins that repeated over and over in his mind: a young girl with blood spurting from the arrow stuck in her neck, and the miracle that she was now alive and before him again.


      Lady Citrina trusted me to take care of Bel. I absolutely must keep her safe. Abel’s heart burned to protect his future granddaughter.


      “Stick close to me, Bel,” he called out, seeing that the girl was practically prancing around.


      “Huh?” Bel just stared at him questioningly.


      He sighed. “You don’t know where Lady Esmeralda’s—that is, the Greenmoons’—manor is, do you?” When Abel had made the journey two years ago, he didn’t remember Bel being with him.


      “Oh, I mean, as long as it’s in the same place, I do! I’m pretty sure I’ve visited a few times.” She was completely nonchalant.


      “Oh, you have?”


      “Yup! Great-Aunt Esmeralda took me out on her boat! I’ve even visited the island you all crashed on!”


      Great-Aunt? Abel thought using that term for a young girl in her prime could be...problematic.


      “By the way, Gran—I mean, Prince Abel, did—?”


      “You call me grandpa in the future?”


      “Oh, yup! I do.”


      “I-I see.” Being called “grandpa” while still in his teen years had Abel’s heart swell with emotions. I better keep an eye on Bel until we’re able to meet with Lady Esmeralda.


      “Oh, but you have a nickname too!” Bel was running her mouth again.


      “A nickname? What is it?”


      “There’s a few, actually! Like Father Abel the Iron Shield, or Grandpa Abel the Indefatigable!”


      “Huh. I’ve been wanting to defend against all attacks that come Mia’s way, but...I could get used to those nicknames,” said Abel, clearly not completely against these epithets.


      “The only people who use them are my mom, and the rest of—well, your grandkids, Grandpa Abel! You guard against all marriage proposals that come your daughters’ ways with an iron shield, defending them from attacks like a fortress!” she said, gleefully grinning from ear to ear.


      “U-Uh...” Abel’s smile seemed somewhat forced. “I guess that means my daughters and grandchildren keep me at arm’s length?”


      “Hmm? Not at all! Everyone adores you! One of my aunts would always talk about how she wished she could marry you! That’s my mom’s little sister, fourth princess—wait, maybe I shouldn’t say that.” Bel hurriedly brought a hand to her blabbering mouth. “If I say too much, it could change the future! So yeah, I’ll keep quiet.”


      “That’s certainly a place to leave off,” grimaced Abel before glancing around once again. Ganudos’s port city looked just like it always did. The only others following behind them were fishermen returning from a day’s work, merchants, and...


      Suddenly, Abel glimpsed a familiar face out of the corner of his eye. “Wait, that’s...”


      “Is something wrong?” Bel blinked.


      Abel brought his voice to a whisper. “Actually, we ran into someone while you were back in the inn. Do you remember Lord Hannes Clausius?”


      “Oh! Pa—I mean, my great-grandma’s brother, right?”


      “Right. We ran into someone who looked just like him near the port. He introduced himself as a ‘lowly adventurer,’ or something like that.”


      “An adventurer!” The look in Bel’s eyes had changed. In a Lunatear reduced to rubble, she had once proudly declared herself to be the last princess, a descendant of the Empire’s Great Sage. And right now, that same pride filled her eyes once again. With the grand, solemn, and impregnable air of a monarch, she declared, “Let’s follow him, Grandpa Abel!”


      “Huh? But...”


      “I absolutely must hear his story!” Thus, Bel was off! And before Abel had any chance of stopping her. She was speedy, seemingly impossibly so for a girl who had been raised in a palace.


      Abel followed after her, grimacing. Well, we know where the Greenmoons’ manor is, after all. For now, we can prioritize pursuing this man...I guess. Abel had a soft spot for his grandchildren, and the rippling effects of his decision remained but a mystery.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: A Cookie for a Cookie


      “Hmph...” Mia let out a groan as she munched, crunched, and snacked on the cookies Anne had prepared. Then, she once again reached her hand out to the large tray on the table. “A Serpent plot to let Orania free, and the poor relationship between King Nestori and his daughter...”


      Mia placed cookie after cookie on her own plate as she pondered. Of course, she was just pretending to think, like usual. Psych! Today, she considered her predicament seriously—awfully seriously. For one, Patty’s life was on the line. This was personal.


      “It’s hard to know what the Serpents are after, but we absolutely must retrieve Orania.”


      Ludwig crossed his arms. “Indeed, but I do wish we knew King Nestori’s motivations.”


      “Why he placed the blame on Orania, you mean? Hmm...” Mia chewed over the maid’s recent statement. “Because His Majesty has a mistress and disdainfully views Orania as a nuisance, I suppose?” she muttered, tilting her head.


      “I, for one, think it’s just a rumor,” cut in Dion.


      “My, why do you think that? Do you have some sort of reason?”


      Dion chuckled. “Just what my gut says, unfortunately. I have a hard time believing the guy has such human passions.”


      Ludwig nodded. “Sentimentally, I agree with Sir Dion. Quite honestly, it doesn’t quite match my image of this nation’s ruler. And if he has a mistress, he only needs to welcome her in as a concubine. If he hopes to have one of her children become his heir, no one will speak out against him. There was no reason to condemn Princess Orania. However,” he readjusted his glasses. “If such human passions are at the heart of this, then it would be quite easy for him to place blame on his daughter no matter the reason.” He furrowed his brow. “For one, we cannot see too deeply into Ganudos, which complicates passing any judgment. However, the girl’s testimony is logical given the information we do have.”


      Basically, King Nestori had no love for Orania and instead viewed her as a lowly nuisance. Thus, he happily took the opportunity to frame her for his attempted assassination.


      “Hmm. This is becoming quite complicated. I was hoping to simply solve the Visalian problem, yet now we’re dealing with all this,” said Mia, crossing her arms as she pondered. Moons, this is bad! It’s too complicated! I’m eating all the sweets I can, but I still haven’t hit upon a moment of inspiration! And all I can taste right now is sugar!


      Was there anything that might cleanse her palette? Mia reached her hand out for another cookie, and...her eyes flew open! This cookie wasn’t sweet at all! If anything, it had a slight salty flavor, and after a careful look, Mia realized it was wrapped in dried seaweed.


      Mia was utterly amazed! To cleanse the sweet taste in her mouth, it had been another cookie that was brought to her, not anything else! Even as a woman who knew everything there was to know about sweets, she could have never thought up this plot. She was simply overjoyed!


      “Hmph, a cookie for a cookie, huh?” She whispered something silly that sounded an awful lot like words of wisdom before reaching for another. Then after cleansing her palette, she took another sip of tea. She was now perfectly satisfied, but that’s when she began to feel some stares. She lifted her head to find Ludwig, his eyes opened wide.


      “A cookie for a cookie? A false charge for a false charge, I suppose that means?”


      “Uh...” said Mia, immediately coughing to cover herself. Then, she put a ponderous expression on her face and nodded again.


      “Indeed, I had completely overlooked that. Yes, it would surely be an apt means to keep King Nestori in check, but...”


      “Um, Ludwig? Could you explain?” It was the exact question on Mia’s mind, and it was asked by none other than her loyal maid! A skilled right-hand woman indeed.


      “Yes, it’s simple. Her Highness wishes not to reveal the true nature of King Nestori’s distrust, but to instead frame it as we see fit.”


      “Um...?”


      “Let us start at the beginning. We came to this land because we learned of the Visalians’ plight and wished to help them, which was Princess Orania’s demand as well. Do you all follow?”


      “Yes, I do,” nodded Anne.


      Mia nodded too. In her head, of course. Obviously, I knew that.


      “Her Highness is hoping to entwine this with Princess Orania’s false charges. In other words, she plans to assert that Princess Orania is only the prime suspect because she sought to solve a problem her country wished to keep buried, which is the oppression of the Visalians. Thus, the question of whether King Nestori is using this assassination attempt as an excuse to get rid of her will be brought to the table.”


      “Huh? But...”


      “Of course, we have no evidence. It is terribly likely we’ll become the subjects of false charges ourselves. However,” Ludwig paused and pushed up his glasses. “If Princess Mia raises such doubts, that alone will keep the king in check. If anything befalls Princess Orania, he’ll be criticized for using false charges to keep her silent, when her only crime was seeking justice. Thus, the king will grow cautious. Additionally, we may be able to use investigating his assassination as an excuse to visit the Visalian Ghetto.”


      That’s when Ludwig glanced at Mia. She was silent, but as she listened to his tale, she was genuinely impressed. I had no idea that was an option! A cookie for a cookie, indeed!


      Mia nodded. “If he truly views Orania as a nuisance, her escape is the perfect chance to get rid of her. Even if it was the Serpents who saved her, there’s a very good chance King Nestori will use this opportunity to silence her. We absolutely must make these doubts clear.” Thus, Mia immediately decided to use Ludwig’s plan and leaped into the air, ready for action! Which is when...


      “My apologies, milady.” Anne wiped some cookie crumbs from her mouth.


      After taking a good lick of her lips, Mia declared, “Let us be off!” Then, she left the room as if nothing had happened at all.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: True Peace Is More than When a Guillotine Isn’t Knocking at Your Door


      Mia strutted down the halls. Soon, she’d be facing the king of Ganudos. Even if those of the port nation tried to stop her, such efforts would only prove futile. Though really, no one had the mettle to interfere with a princess of a major nation like Tearmoon in the first place. Thus, Mia arrived at the king’s office without even needing to employ the help of her sword.


      “Excuse me, King Nestori,” said Mia as she flung open the door and took a gallant step inside. The king wasn’t alone.


      “My, Princess Mia... I’m honored you would pay me a visit,” said King Nestori as the corners of his lips turned up into a smile.


      Mia returned his pleasantries with a slight bow. “There is no need for flowery words, Your Majesty. I know this is rude of me, but I am simply returning your insolence with some of my own. You were discourteous enough to invite me to your palace to only abandon me without even offering any tea cakes or refreshments.”


      “Why, what a shrewd, yet cynical, observation. I meant nothing by it. I simply worried you would suspect anything I might give you was poisoned.”


      “I shall take your word for it, then. But who might this be?” asked Mia as she turned her gaze to the other man present.


      “I-I’m simply in the way. If you would excuse me,” said the man as he stood to his feet in an attempt to escape.


      In response, Mia boldly introduced herself. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Mia Luna Tearmoon, princess of the Tearmoon Empire.” Once someone ranked as highly as a princess of a great nation offered her name, one had no choice but to return it with their own. Depending on the nation, being so insolent as to refuse could even earn you the death sentence.


      The man glanced at Dion, who was standing behind Mia. His face grew pale. “I thank you deeply for your kind introduction. My name is Bigas, and I’m the head of the shipbuilding guild.”


      “The head of the shipbuilding guild, you say? Oho ho! I see, I see.” Mia was inwardly grinning from ear to ear. If I’m remembering correctly, the Visalians are being forced to build ships. This is a smoking gun! What were the two of them discussing? Moons, this is suspicious, but I can use this!


      That’s right—Mia had resolved to foist false charges onto the king. “Incidentally, Your Majesty, I hear that Princess Orania was kidnapped. Is that true?”


      “Kidnapped? Aha ha! Where in the great blue sea did you hear such a baseless rumor?”


      “Then it is just a rumor? How perfect. I’d like to meet with her immediately. If I’m going to prove her innocence, I’ll need to speak with her. Not to mention, I’ve been so worried I can barely stomach any snacks,” Mia declared, which caused Dion to burst out into laughter behind her, but anyways...


      King Nestori chuckled. “I see I’ve underestimated you, Great Sage.” He suddenly humbled his words as his mouth turned up into a servile smile. “We know nothing too shocking, besides the fact my daughter has borrowed the Visalians’ aid to help her escape,” he said before glancing at the head of the shipbuilding guild, who was standing beside him.


      Bigas wiped the sweat from his brow as he spoke. “The carriage she rode belongs to my guild, and the coachman works for us too. He says he was knocked out by a man wearing a bandanna around his forehead.”


      “My attempted assassin also bore the mark of the Visalians. Orania aligned with them, scheming to murder me and take over this kingdom. The carriage’s assailant must have been one of her conspirators. It’s only a natural assumption.”


      “My, aren’t you jumping to conclusions?” rebutted Mia.


      The king’s smile grew forced. “Witness reports were formally collected from two men, all in accordance with the Holy Book. The coachman and guard that accompanied him both attested to this story. What reason is there to distrust them?”


      “That doesn’t prove a connection between Princess Orania and the Visalians. Even should we concede so for argument’s sake, it would only prove a connection between Orania and the bandannaed man. You’re considering these circumstances with Orania’s guilt as a given, don’t you think?”


      “And you yourself are considering them with her innocence as a given. Don’t you think, Your Highness?”


      The two were locked in a staring contest. But soon, Mia broke into a smile. “I am actually considering a different possibility, Your Majesty.”


      “Oh? And what might that be?” asked Nestori with a tilt of his head.


      Mia foisted with all she had! “To be frank, I believe you are using Princess Orania as a scapegoat.”


      King Nestori began to laugh—cheerfully. “Aha ha ha! How absolutely outrageous! And what reason could I possibly have for placing the blame on my daughter, Your Highness?”


      “Well...” Mia nodded, then turned her gaze to Bigas. “Orania was in your way, no?” asked Mia, wagging her finger as she continued. “She lamented the Visalians’ plight and tried to save them from their fate of segregation and shipbuilding. But for you, that would mean losing a precious source of labor, wouldn’t it? You are the head of the shipbuilding guild, after all.”


      Having suddenly been dragged into the conversation, Bigas shot up into the air. “How ridiculous! What a baseless, false accusation!”


      “Is it? It’s awfully suspicious, don’t you think? At least, the story follows quite logically. If Orania were harmed by a Ganudos soldier—no, anyone, even if not a soldier directly—we would have no choice but to wonder whether Orania was silenced for her attempts to interfere.” Mia snickered. “I am quite magnanimous, but some of my dear friends aren’t so willing to let injustice go unanswered. I assume you are already in the process of doing so, but I believe it would be best to find and return Orania to your protection quickly and safely, without leaving so much as a single scratch on her. Oh, and that goes from the children who are with her too, of course.”


      With a triumphant grin, Mia took another step forward. “Or, if you’d rather save yourself from such allegations, I’d suggest rectifying your treatment of the Visalians and—”


      “You are out of line, Your Highness.” Suddenly, the door flew open, and in stepped a lone man. He had deep green hair and a well-kept beard he continuously stroked.


      “Duke Greenmoon? What in the moons are you...?”


      Yes, the man was none other than Esmeralda’s father, Duke Greenmoon. But what was he doing here, and with such timing? Mia could do nothing but rack her brain for an answer as the duke leisurely strutted inside. “Your Highness, as soon as I heard you were confined here in the palace, I hurried over,” he said, bowing with a hand over his heart. “Placing our dear princess under house arrest puts me in a very troublesome spot, Your Majesty.”


      “Why, Duke Greenmoon! My sincerest apologies, but I couldn’t let your princess stay the night in a lowly town inn, after all. It is why I invited her here, but I see it has caused you some unnecessary worries.”


      Mia watched their smooth exchange, which prompted a realization in her. They’re on awfully good terms. I see that the king summoned reinforcements while I was stuck in that room. But Duke Greenmoon is among the top brass of my nation! And as the princess he serves, I’m perfectly in the right to admonish him!
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      While Mia was cursing under her breath, Duke Greenmoon spoke with a jovial grin. “You have acted out of line, Your Highness. I am not impressed by your decision to interfere with the affairs of a foreign nation.”


      “Hmm? But I’m simply here to clear my dear friend’s name from fruitless blame,” responded Mia, looking perfectly calm.


      Duke Greenmoon shook his head. “I admire your deep concern for your friends, but that does not change the fact this nation is not ours and that we have no right to interfere with their affairs. If we are unlucky, Ganudos may suspect we are motivated by hopes of conquest. For a nation to invade another, they must have just cause, after all. King Nestori may see your actions as an attempt to create one artificially.”


      Ugh, he’s right. That’s definitely a huge problem. Mia had been hit right where it hurt, forcing her into silence. She wanted to ensure her interference did not mean turning Ganudos into a Tearmoon territory at all costs. After butting in from the sidelines, she definitely didn’t want anyone to turn around and say, “Well if you think it’s so easy, why don’t you give it a try?!” Instead, she truly, desperately, wanted Ganudos to take care of their nation themselves if they were at all capable of doing so.


      And if Ganudos becomes a part of Tearmoon, other nations might try to attempt the same with us. If a foreign nation tried to interfere with the empire, they could simply say, “So what? You did the same to Ganudos, didn’t you?” That sort of logic was terribly difficult to argue against. Thus...


      I need to think long and hard about the seeds I’m sowing here. Mia took a moment to ponder. But what do I do? Should she take another step forward? Currently, she was terribly regretting not asking Ludwig for his opinion on this in advance.


      For now, I think it’s best...that I announce my suspicions that King Nestori is framing Orania in order to get rid of her. As long as I do that, he won’t be able to step too far out of line.


      At present, Mia and her party’s goal was to have Ganudos’s soldiers out searching for Orania—as carefully and safely as was possible for her sake, of course. They had brought the pressure, hoping to avoid making an enemy of both the Chaos Serpents and Ganudos Port Country, but...hadn’t they already accomplished all that?


      Greed was a sin, and trying to grasp all could mean losing all. Thus, Mia started to think that she should perhaps just be satisfied with this accomplishment. It’d be far too overzealous of me to try solving everything at once. I absolutely can’t work too hard! If I get too serious, I might end up like a certain overly serious prince... Hmm? That’s right! That idiot Sion!


      A clear image flashed in Mia’s mind—the gallant and beautiful figure of Sion Sol Sunkland, here to right Tearmoon’s wrongs. “It doesn’t matter that this is a foreign nation! If a ruler abuses his power to bring suffering to his people, then I can’t turn the other way!” I can totally imagine him saying that, and that was the same line of reasoning that convinced the Central Orthodox Church and the Holy Principality of Belluga to turn against me in the old timeline! Wait, I might actually be able to use this.


      It was the same logic that had been used to justify an attack on Tearmoon, the soundest of sound arguments that even Mia couldn’t find a rebuttal against. A king was granted his power to rule by the Holy Deity under the condition that he’d care for his people. Thus, if he failed to do that, he’d lose his right to sovereignty.


      I need to repeat the same logic that they once used to mark my end! Yes, that might take this conversation to where we need it to go. Suddenly, Mia felt a cold draft. That’s when she realized this situation was stickier than she thought. Wait, it might be more dangerous not to use this strategy than to use it, no?


      If Mia turned a blind eye to Ganudos’s current crimes, others might interpret it as tacit approval. Nay, the Serpents might zero in on this and secretly spread the word to Sion and Rafina.


      As things are now, it seems like heeding Duke Greenmoon’s warning would work against me. It might look like Mia had jumped on the bandwagon of an eminent noble’s underhanded domineering, and Ganudos might interpret it as her turning her attention to what would benefit Tearmoon.


      In any case, as soon as Mia had criticized King Nestori for acting as if he wished to use Orania as a scapegoat, she had closed off all roads to retreat. Once she had pointed out the wrongs being committed against the Visalians, that had become her only way forward. Just like a certain maid...


      Mia had made her allegiance clear, and now, survival hinged on that side’s victory. Though I can’t say I’m too fond of having no paths of escape, thought Mia, shaking her head. Still, she felt no fear. After all, Rafina and Sion were already riding this wave, and Ludwig, Anne, and Dion were ready to dive right in after her. If things come down to it, my backers will save me, and I can just foist all the blame onto Sion!


      The only thing Mia had to worry about was the fact Patty was missing. Thus, she spoke softly and quietly. “Indeed, it is important to consider the sovereignty of foreign nations. If we overstep into the lands they govern, it could jeopardize order. However...”


      With the image of the Holy Lady Rafina in her heart—more specifically, the force of Rafina the lioness—Mia wore a dignified expression and spoke calmly and carefully. “We must still heed justice. No matter the nation, there are still certain things that we must protect, no?”


      “Then you mean to suggest we should ignore international borders?” asked the duke.


      “In this case, yes. For example...” Mia paused, taking a moment to think. “When someone collapses before you, it’s only natural to help them, no?” Mia drew the line somewhere Duke Greenmoon definitely couldn’t refute.


      “Well, yes, I suppose so.” He nodded reluctantly.


      “Indeed, it would be natural,” King Nestori affirmed. The head of the shipbuilding guild nodded along too, though he did look rather confused.


      Had any of them denied her words, Mia was ready to threaten tattling to Rafina. Admittedly, she was slightly disappointed, but she got over it quickly. “And as royals and nobles—as those connected to the emperor—we have an even greater responsibility, a grand duty we must use the power we were granted to accomplish. Specifically, we must protect our citizens’ peace and govern so that they may be at ease. That is the condition under which we rule.”


      Once again, Mia borrowed logic from the Holy Book. As long as her stance was backed by the Central Orthodox Church, the Holy Lady would back her too. And so, Mia continued, inwardly asking for Rafina’s aid with the promise she’d bring plenty of queen squid back as a gift for her. “Thus, we must speak out against what is happening here in Ganudos. We must not condone the policies that govern the Visalians. And lastly, I’d like to make it clear that Princess Orania has my entire support in righting these wrongs.”


      Mia definitely didn’t leave out anything important and made it very clear that this was all Orania’s will, therefore implying something in her words: So, Orania alone will be recognized for these feats, and you won’t build that stupid golden lighthouse, right?


      “I believe that Lady Rafina, Prince Sion, and Prince Abel would wholeheartedly agree,” concluded Mia, making sure to appeal to her large backing. And she added just one more person to that list. “And of course, Esmeralda, my best friend, is also on our side.”


      That’s right! Your daughter is with us! Mia declared. Now that she had decided to ride this wave, she’d pull out every stop. She pushed forward with all her might, throwing everything she had at a single spot! That was her brilliant strategy.


      Not to mention, her argument was convincing, so much so it was impossible to refute. After all, her logic was guided by the very foundations every nation stood on, and if those grew shaky, they wouldn’t have a leg to stand on. The monarchs would lose their right to rule.


      “Of course. But is our duty so important that we must threaten peace?” In response, Duke Greenmoon acknowledged the righteousness of Mia’s words but shifted the point of contention.


      “Peace? What do you mean?”


      “Have you seen the town streets, Your Highness? Have you encountered any blade-swinging ruffians?”


      “Not on the streets, no, but I do recall seeing one during the ceremony...”


      The duke chuckled. “That was but a fluke. I know very well that Ganudos is generally a peaceful nation,” he said, his smile jovial, but still clearly a tool to convince. “And that is all because His Majesty King Nestori rules justly. Do you truly think it is right to threaten that peace and force change upon a foreign nation?”


      “Peace, you say? Oho ho! Indeed,” Mia folded her arms. “If you consider the lack of conflict induced by tyranny to be peace, then I suppose you are right that Ganudos is peaceful.” Mia’s smile matched that of those who had suffered the same mistake. Ripe in Mia’s mind were memories of how Tearmoon once was. Yes, she too had thought her great empire was at peace—until the revolution, that is.


      But even back then, the guillotine was still inching its way toward me. A lack of conflict and struggle does not necessarily mean that there’s peace. Actually, once those of us at the top lose our peace, it’s often already too late.


      King Nestori glowered at Mia. “Your Highness, you don’t mean to spout the same pipe dreams as the King of Sunkland, do you? To say that peace without justice isn’t peace at all?”


      Mia’s smile grew bitter. “I would never say anything so lofty. You’re right. There is certainly value in avoiding conflict and strife. But all that is why I wish to transform the temporary peace here into something much more valuable.”


      Mia had no intention of backing an overblown idea like peace without justice not being peace at all. She just wanted to pass on what came after trampling the weak, when peace born from subjugation had gone. Once power was lost, and there was no more keeping your people in check, that’s when you’d find the guillotine standing right behind you, and Mia definitely didn’t want that. She didn’t just want to avoid being beheaded now; she wanted to make sure she was as far away from a guillotine as possible.


      “The empire would not wish to engender unnecessary chaos in a neighboring nation. You are not the only one who is so fond of peace, Duke Greenmoon.”


      The peace Duke Greenmoon spoke of was not peace for all, but only for those with vested interests. However, Mia knew that once their people lost a certain level of peace and stability, things would get reeeeal bad. If there was peace, it had to be true peace. Not for the sake of her subjects and not for the sake of justice, but for the sake of keeping her head attached. Keeping maximum distance from a guillotine was imperative.


      Thus, Mia spoke the following. “A land free of strife and conflict is a good thing. It is preferable that a nation is not thrust into chaos. Thus, it is our job as rulers to do everything in our power to ensure it lasts as long as possible.”


      Mia believed peace could not just be time spent preparing for the next battle. If there had yet to be a bloody revolt, then a ruler had to do their best to maintain the current tranquility by paying it proper mind and maintenance.


      King Nestori chuckled softly. “Indeed, there is truth in your words, and yes, when put against the words of the Holy Book, Orania’s goals are certainly just. Expelling my daughter could make me an enemy of the Central Orthodox Church and the Holy Principality of Belluga. Thus, I see I must give my soldiers clear and thorough instructions to bring my daughter back here alive.”


      That was exactly the answer Mia was hoping for, and she couldn’t help but grin from ear to ear.


      “However, there is something I wish to ask, Great Sage of the Empire. What exactly is your plan?”


      But as soon as she heard King Nestori’s next words, she was only dazed and confused.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: Why Don’t You Give It a Try?!


      “You want to know my exact plan?”


      “Indeed, I do. I’d like to know the full extent of what’s on your mind,” said the king, staring into Mia’s eyes.


      Immediately, Mia knew. This was the very same “If you think it’s so easy, why don’t you give it a try!” that she had been so terrified of. She quickly tried to divert course. “Yes, right. Well, that’s to recover Orania, and once her name has been cleared, we’ll—”


      “Unfortunately, my daughter is a fool. Hearing her thoughts would waste my time,” lamented the king while shaking his head. “I’m more interested in your thinking. I was very deeply moved by your impassioned speech, Princess. It was truly the erudite observation—virtue that doesn’t betray your name as the Empire’s Great Sage. Thus, I am sure you already know the path you must walk to realize these ideals.”


      The king took a moment to nod solemnly. “So, what is your plan? Or did you truly think that the princess and I, the king, only needed to have a change of heart? That if it was the king’s demand, persecution of the Visalians would simply disappear?” He dramatically shook his head. “Even the words of a king cannot rule over the hearts of every single one of his people. My nation’s army is small, and the eyes of a monarch can only see so far. There is no stopping the abuse and oppression that occurs behind closed doors.”


      “Indeed, Your Highness. The island of the Visalian Ghetto is not just a cage to keep the Visalians locked away, but a fortress that protects the rest of Ganudos’s citizens,” continued Duke Greenmoon.


      Now, the fact Mia had not seen the Visalian’s current circumstances for herself began to have its effect. She did not know the true extent of the oppression they had been subjected too. But no, even if she hadn’t witnessed it with her own eyes, a question with no clear answer still blocked their path: Was it better to live a life fed but indentured or a life free but openly persecuted?


      The king continued, as if to land his argument’s finishing blow. “If the Visalians are freed, our nation will lose labor. No, perhaps it is more correct to say we will be forced into paying unnecessary wages. Indeed, proper compensation for one’s work is just, but will the rest of my people happily accept such logic? Won’t this give rise to anger that will only be turned against the Visalians?” His lips turned up into a sneer. “I do hope your boundless wisdom could enlighten us.”


      “Pfft! Moons, I was hoping to decide on a concrete course after discussing the matter with Orania, but you’re surprisingly impatient, Your Majesty,” said Mia, adorning a slight smile that exuded a calm-and-collected confidence. For just a moment, she glanced to her side and discovered a teacup! Anne must have brewed some tea for her.


      She lifted the cup to her lips, took a sip, and savored the sweet, succulent, aro—like hell she could! She was too busy panicking. Wh-Wh-What in the moons do I do?!


      Mia was confident that all she had left to do was give Orania a small push forward and help her from the sidelines. She had been caught completely off guard.


      When making such arguments, there was one thing you needed to be careful of above all else: When it came to pointing out faults and suggesting solutions to address such failures, one of these was much easier than the other. Anybody could easily criticize another. It was quite simple, and there was something quite enjoyable about these sorts of verbal attacks. But once that person turned around and started to ask for solutions, things got a lot trickier.


      When failures and problems were left unaddressed, it wasn’t because that person wasn’t aware of them, but because they couldn’t find any viable solutions.


      “Hmm, well...I wonder. Do you have any ideas, Ludwig?” At times like this, there was just one man for the job! A certain bespectacled man, that is.


      Upon hearing these words, he pushed up the bridge of his glasses and grimaced.




      The moment Mia put him in the hot seat, Ludwig knew exactly what she wanted—or so he thought. Unfortunately, he was mistaken.


      To think she would bring me into the discussion now of all times. She certainly can be brutal. But despite Ludwig’s pained smile, it carried no anger or annoyance. In fact, he was pleased to see that Mia had such high hopes in his intellect, and it lit a fire in his heart. So, what does Her Highness hope to get from me? Obviously, the sort of commonsense solution that even a commoner could offer.


      With that thought for guidance, Ludwig decided to offer a proposal that was incredibly banal, for he knew that Mia would use this foundation to offer a solution that rose to even greater heights!


      “Well, one idea is to mobilize a surveillance force from Tearmoon here in Ganudos.” From Ludwig’s perspective, the Visalians would have a terribly tough time settling here in town once they were released from the ghetto. Just as the king had argued, there’d be friction, and an increase in expenditures would only earn the Visalians the ire of citizens and leaders alike. Even if this was by order of the king, the Visalians would still suffer persecution, and to prevent that, a convoy would be sent to observe the situation.


      The king had pointed out three specific problems: One, friction between the Visalians and the rest of Ganudos’s citizens. Two, persecution against the Visalians. And three, excessive costs. Of these three problems, Ludwig’s proposal would solve the second. However...


      “Ah, I see. How wonderful. A surveillance force from Tearmoon here in Ganudos! How reassuring. I have zero doubts my citizens will appreciate your interference,” said King Nestori, smiling sarcastically.


      It was belittling, yet Ludwig wasn’t mad. After all, he knew this perfectly well himself, and so did Mia, the princess he served. Thus, he adjusted his glasses once again and chuckled. “Indeed, I didn’t think it was the most optimal solution myself. However, I personally believe that is the extent of what we can do,” he affirmed, glancing back at Mia...and throwing the ball back into her court!




      Having received his pass, Mia...froze. Huh?


      She sat for a mighty long while with her teacup at her lips. Never in her wildest dreams had she thought she’d be put back in the spotlight. She assumed Ludwig’s amazing, perfect plan would leave King Nestori groveling!


      Ack! I can’t believe listening to Ludwig’s plan didn’t work! But I suppose he’s right. Even my magnanimous self would be annoyed if I was watched by a teacher twenty-four seven. And if extra expenditures were to lower the standard of living on top of it, then I can certainly see why we’d be given the stink-eye. Moons, is this precarious!


      It was possible that the people of Ganudos would only grow more hateful of the Visalians and turn against the empire. Even Mia wasn’t thickheaded enough not to realize this.


      But that’s when she received some kind words from the king. “You simply need to weigh the merits, princess. Would what you’re trying to accomplish truly prove to benefit you?”


      Mia swallowed a grumble, which was when there was a knock on the door. In walked some servants, and they were carrying...trays!


      “Ah, as an apology for my earlier rudeness, I have prepared a very famous specialty cake of Ganudos for you. Why don’t you let the tension out of your shoulders and take a moment to carefully consider the matter, hmm?”


      “Moons, that’s...!” Atop the tray placed directly before Mia was a round, fish-shaped cake. She couldn’t help but moan in ecstasy. The cake had some brown grill marks on the side, and from it wafted the most pleasurable of aromas. Mia was licking her lips, but immediately, she began to wonder whether it was poisoned.


      Hmm, should I be wary of this? It looks absolutely delectable, and I did demand tea cakes. It’d be terribly rude not to partake...I suppose? I mean, it truly does look delicious. Oh, I guess I really must take a bite, given the circumstances. And it just looks so yummy!


      Mia’s mind threatened to be carried away by thoughts of cake, but she put her foot down! She planted it as firmly as she could...only for it to be swept right out from under her!


      Oh, this sweet scent! But I can’t! I mustn’t let myself get carried away! I absolutely must...distract...myself...


      To quell her raging hunger, she let out a deep sigh and turned her thoughts elsewhere. But a fish-shaped cake! It’s the same sort of thinking behind my horse-shaped bread. I suppose only a nation so deeply connected to the water could make a cake shaped like a fish. Wait...that’s it! Fish!


      A fat, juicy fish had leaped out of the watery depths of Mia’s mind!


      “My exact plan? Yes, indeed.” Mia showily brought a hand to her cheek and pretended to think before breaking out into a sly grin. “Then let me offer you a proposal, King Nestori,” she said, sticking out her chest. “Why don’t we build a facility for fish research here in Ganudos Port Country?”


      “A facility that researches...fish?” asked the king.


      Mia nodded. “Yes, exactly. At Saint-Noel Academy, we’ve recently been discussing a joint project with Saint Mia Academy in Tearmoon, and we wanted to ensure it would be research that truly matters. As a result, we landed on the idea of researching fish as a means to combat famine.” Inwardly, Mia lifted a triumphant fist.


      Oho ho! I’m an absolute genius! Now, it won’t just be Tearmoon keeping an eye on things, but Belluga and Sunkland too! We can even foist the job on any of the other nations who’ll be working with us too!


      Yes, Mia would divvy responsibility across multiple countries. It was the exact sort of plan she tended to think of.


      “Yet there is no need to build such a thing here in Ganudos, no?” questioned the king.


      Mia utilized knowledge she had received from none other than Orania in her response. “My, don’t you know that there are some fish that only live in saltwater? To research lake fish, we only need to build a research facility in Belluga—or rather, right near Saint-Noel Academy. But what will we do about the fish that only live in the sea?” As Mia spoke, she realized her thinking was rock solid. Moons, I might actually be a Great Sage!


      Mia was certainly getting ahead of herself, but she continued her speech while wagging a finger. “This is joint research. If one facility is to be built in Belluga, it’s only fair that the other be built near Tearmoon, and this is the only place that fits.”


      “Ah, I see. You plan to build a research facility deeply connected to both Tearmoon and Belluga here in Ganudos to carry out this surveillance, yes?” asked Ludwig.


      Mia nodded solemnly. “Not only that. Why don’t we allow the Visalians to work there? Of course, other citizens of Ganudos will be welcomed too. They’ll be able to deepen their bond through the sweat of hard work.”


      Bigas grimaced. “That would be reckless. Sure, they’re a seafaring people, but that’s all in the past. They’ve now spent generations locked up in the Visalian Ghetto. Like hell they’d be able to perform the duties this fish research calls for.”


      “Huh? I beg to differ. Researching fish can come in many forms, after all,” rebutted Mia. Yes, that’s right! Mia had learned! She had matured! After all that had happened in Sunkland, Mia had grasped a ponderous lesson. She glanced at Citrina. Even poisonous mushrooms have their uses! They might be antidotes or rare delicacies once the poison is removed. It all depends on how you use them, and...!


      “And the Visalians are just the same,” muttered Mia. “It seems you desire concrete solutions and answers, King Nestori, so let me give you one. If the Visalians are involved in shipbuilding, then they should be able to create ships impervious to water. And in that case, they should be able to build the reverse—crafts that can store water. With that, we may be able to transport fish over long distances.”


      King Nestori snorted. “How ridiculous. A bucket alone is not enough to keep a fish alive.” Despite this interjection, Mia didn’t waver! After all...


      “Oho ho! Of course, there’s no guarantee that will prove fruitful. I don’t know whether a bucket of water and some food will be enough for a fish to thrive on, or if it’ll induce some condition that kills them. However, nobody will know that unless someone is willing to try, no?” After all, the best part about research is that you don’t have to guarantee success! You can just give it a try!


      Research is just like a poisonous mushroom. Unless you taste it, you can never know whether it’s truly virulent. That’s exactly why taking a big bite is so important! Mia closed her eyes and nodded dramatically. In actuality and generally speaking, taking a big bite of a mushroom only to find out...psych! It’s poisonous! would clearly be something you’d want to avoid, but that was a trivial matter.


      Wait, was it?


      “Yes, perhaps you’re right. There is much to be learned from failure, but to arrive at failure, you must first try.” Surprisingly, it was Duke Greenmoon who said that. As a noble house entrenched in academia, he could only acknowledge the truth in Mia’s words.


      “Of course, there are times when failure is not an option, like when it comes to improving the current situation of the Visalians. We must avoid friction between them and the people of Ganudos, which means we must proceed cautiously. But at the very least, we must absolutely not let things stay as they are now,” said Mia before locking eyes with King Nestori. “Well, I was hoping that Princess Orania, mainly, would realize such goals, which is also why I hope she and the children are returned to your care as soon as possible.”


      “B-But would that truly alleviate my people’s economic fears?”


      “I beg your pardon, but a new research facility would attract new residents, which would naturally give rise to new industries and—”


      Mia raised her hand, silencing Ludwig. “That’s enough. If I were to solve all of their problems, they’d practically be our vassal state,” joked Mia, though she was honestly half serious. If her vassal Ludwig suggested too good of a plan, the accolades would be foisted on her, which could very well lead to the construction of a certain golden something. Thus, Mia looked to first the king, and then the head of the shipbuilding guild. “This problem belongs entirely to Ganudos. Thus, it is you who must think for yourselves to find a solution, no? Well, there may be a limit to what you might come up with on your own, so why not consult with parliament for some ideas?”


      Thus, Mia thoroughly, perfectly, foisted all responsibility and accomplishments onto them. She definitely wouldn’t be hearing Orania gleefully declare, “We’ve built this to celebrate your great achievements, Master Mia!”


      Phew, I believe I’ve wormed my way out of that one, thought Mia, sighing in relief. But there was something she had failed to notice. A captain was the one who gave direct orders to a ship, but what guided them was the light of a tall, towering something.




      Silently, Bigas gazed at Mia, utterly moved. Later, he would hit it off with Orania when discussing a certain something, but that was a future Mia could never have imagined.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: Princesses! The More You Chew, the Deeper the...Flavor?


      Let us now turn back the clock.


      Orania ran, desperately chasing after Yanna and Kiryl in the cramped back alleys of Ganudos. The port country wasn’t a large nation; they had few citizens, and the kingdom could hardly be considered affluent. In the eyes of Orania, this nation’s princess, the Four Dukes of Tearmoon lived much, much more luxurious lives than her. Even the wealthiest in Ganudos were not truly rich.


      Yet despite Ganudo’s small size, the wealth gap was vast. There were the homed and the homeless, the rich and the poor. Some spent their days wondering what tasty meal awaited them tomorrow, while plenty of children were desperate not to starve to death today. And now, Orania had set foot in the slums, a land she had never before witnessed. Small homes lay jumbled and cobbled together on the roadside, if you could even call the thin path that weaved through them a road. The locals silently watched these intruders from their doorless huts.


      Worse than anything was the stench. Sure, Orania was a sheltered princess, but not by nature. She’d set sail on the Galilea Sea to fish and would even visit the seafood market from time to time. If anything, she was a far cry from a damsel who stayed cooped up in her palace and spent day in and day out surrounded by the luxuriously sweet aroma of flowers. She had sniffed the blood in the fish markets, as well as the salt of the sea, and she never once considered these smells unpleasant.


      This place reeked of death. It smelled of rotten garbage, sickness, violence, and yet again, death. Orania wasn’t used to such stenches, and she couldn’t keep from scrunching her nose. Passing these streets is a little tough, but... Maybe this will shake off our pursuers? Nobody would typically come to a place like this, after all...


      “Are you all right, Princess Orania?”


      Orania glanced over to find a worried Yanna.


      “Yes, I’m perfectly all right. The smell is just a little much...”


      Yanna laughed, slightly awkwardly. “You’re right. It’s been a while, but I think I do smell something bad.”


      Orania glimpsed a hint of hurt in Yanna’s smile, which she found strange. But a moment later, she froze. Oh, that’s right... This is where Yanna and Kiryl used to live...


      Indeed, Yanna had grown up in this world, fighting desperately for life while protecting her brother, the only family she had. And they’re not the only two. Others must live like they did as well, and maybe...some are also orphans who had to raise themselves...


      And perhaps, some were even Visalians in hiding, just like Yanna and Kiryl had been. Stretching before Orania’s eyes were the weak and persecuted, and the even weaker oppressed by the former. She had thought she only needed to abolish the Visalian Ghetto, but that wasn’t true at all. Right here in the town where she lived were more problems that needed to be solved.


      Which reminds me, I remember hearing that Master Mia’s reforms in Tearmoon began with a visit to the slums there... Yes, I believe Miss Esmeralda told me that... At the time, Esmeralda had been furious, claiming Mia’s actions to be utterly unprincess-like. Master Mia didn’t just visit the slums. She built a hospital there and did her best to try to save the poor...


      Orania knew better now. She understood that such actions were without a doubt the way princesses truly needed to be—the just path for those who might rule as emperors and kings, those who had been granted power.


      It was the same with the SEEC program... Orania thought back on all she had witnessed at Saint-Noel Academy—the Special Elementary Education Course, an attempt to save the very sorts of children who had grown up in places like this and were desperate to just survive. That again was assuredly the just path of a ruler, the way those in power had to be.


      Master Mia truly is in a league of her own... On the surface, she’s so different from the average royal, and the deeper you dig, the starker that contrast becomes. Tee hee! She’s just like dried queen squid! The more you chew, the deeper the flavor...


      Out of an abundance of clarity, it should be noted that Orania did, in fact, intend this as a compliment.


      As the girl renewed her deep respect for Mia, she felt overwhelmed by the daunting job of being a royal. But still, she couldn’t help but think, Things will be fine. I’m not operating blindly...


      Indeed, Orania felt as if she were rowing a boat in dark waters, but her heart was free from anxiety. After all, there was a glittering light marking the path ahead. I just need to reform Ganudos following in Master Mia’s example...


      “It’s right over there, Your Highness!” Orania glanced in the direction of Kiryl’s outstretched finger to find...


      “Huuuh? Isn’t that a church...?”


      “It is. They took good care of us there,” answered Yanna, looking a little nervous as she knocked on the door.


      Shortly, a priest appeared. He looked at Yanna and Kiryl and furrowed his brow. “What in the world are you two doing here? And...” He suspiciously glanced at Orania. “What is Princess Orania doing at a place like this?”


      “Huh? Do you know me...?”


      “I do. When I took up post in this church, I came to the castle to offer my greetings. We briefly met there.”


      “We did...? Well, I’m sorry I forgot...” Orania didn’t remember him at all, not one tiny bit, and right now, she regretted it, just a little. Still, the priest ushered her inside, where she found a familiar face doing the Holy Deity knows what with the orphans of the church, who had gathered around her.


      “Huh? Patty? And you’re all here too! But why?” Bel looked at them dumbfounded. From behind her, Orania could even see Abel sitting at a desk in the back of the room.


      “Hmm?” Next to Abel was another young man, who Orania didn’t recognize, watching them curiously.


      “Hwah?” Patty’s voice slipped out, strange and squeaky.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: Orania Is Freakin’ Confused


      Having heard such a strange utterance from Patty, Orania glanced at the girl. Huuuh? What’s gotten into her...?


      “Wh-What? H-Hannes, is that...you? What?” Patty seemed utterly confused as she muttered to herself, which was when Orania turned her eyes to where Patty’s were locked. She was looking at...Abel! Or rather, the young man sitting across from him.


      Hmmmm? Do they know each other? I was personally more shocked to find Prince Abel and Bel than anything... Two of her master’s most cherished friends were gathered here, which could only mean one thing: Mia knew this was where she and the kids would run too! The Ganudos princess was utterly flabbergasted by Mia’s unparalleled keen insight.


      Patty really seems shocked to see that man, and she’s muttering stuff I don’t understand. She seems awfully confused... Orania turned back to the girl standing beside her.


      “This is the future, so shouldn’t Hannes be older? I’m Miss Mia’s grandmother, so Hannes must be... Huh?” Patty was always cool, calm, and collected. But right now, her head was clearly spinning.


      The young man, on the other hand, stared at Patty for a moment as well. Then, he shot into the air. What next escaped his open lips was a deep, long sigh. He approached Patty with wobbly legs, knelt before her, and peered into her eyes. “Impossible. Oh, I just can’t believe it... To think we’d really, truly get to meet like this.” He squeezed her hand. “I am so, so very pleased to see you again, my dear elder sister.”
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      Elder sister? What does he mean...? Patty must be pretty shocked to hear such a thing. Worried, Orania looked at Patty once again. Just as she expected, the girl’s eyes were open wide. But then, she lowered them in distrust. “Your dear...elder...sister?”


      Yeah, that’s the natural reaction... It must be pretty odd to hear an older man call you “elder sister,” thought Orania, completely satisfied by her understanding of things.


      That’s when Patty said something utterly bonkers. “The Hannes I know would call me his older sister, not elder sister.”


      Wh-What’s gotten into her...? How is that man going to respond now...? Oh, am I invested! This deeply, deeply intrigued Orania. All of her concerns, like what came next and how she should hide, flew completely out the window!


      Upon hearing this odd utterance from Patty, the man blinked and awkwardly scratched his cheek. “O-Oh, um, well... It just felt a little childish, at this age,” he responded, his words even more outlandish than Patty’s.


      “This age?”


      “Indeed. I’m old enough to be a grandfather,” laughed the young man.


      Orania was simply watching the conversation from the sidelines, but even her head was filled with question marks. I think he’s a bit too young to be a grandfather... Or maybe he means “grandfather” as in “elder,” a term of respect...? And he’s calling Patty his “elder sister” out of that same respect? I just don’t understand...


      “Then, y-you really are Hannes...?”


      The young man nodded. Then, he glanced toward Orania. “I suppose I should introduce myself. I am Marquess Hannes Clausius of the Tearmoon Empire, and it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


      “O-Oh, um, I’m Orania Perla Ganudos, and, well... How do you know Patty...?”


      “Ah, that.” The young man glanced at Patty. She nodded shortly, then slowly shook her head. Upon seeing this reaction, the man said, “This girl is the daughter of my elder sister. The two look so alike, it brought me back to our childhoods. The term ‘elder sister’ just slipped right out of me,” he said, chuckling—the kind clearly meant to cover your mistakes.


      Hmmmm. He seems to be hiding something, but I guess that’s not important right now...? Something didn’t seem quite right to Orania, but she decided to put that all behind her anyways.




      In a small hut within Ganudos Port Country, two men argued in a dimly lit room.


      “Hey, why isn’t the princess with you?” asked Carteria, the Serpent assassin, trying to keep his voice low. He closed in on Kunlou, his retied bandanna swaying with each step.


      Kunlou, on the other hand, feigned innocence. “Huh? Didn’t I tell you I couldn’t? I didn’t have enough hands! It’s not my fault that—”


      Carteria slammed his hands against the table, causing Kunlou’s wine glass to wobble. He hurriedly caught it and raised his voice in protest. “Whoa, there! Be careful! You don’t wanna waste a perfectly good cup of—”


      “Don’t screw with me. You could have killed one of the brats, or at least beaten them into submission. And you let the guard and coachman live too? You really think you’ve got the right to call yourself a Serpent?!”


      “I needed the two to testify that a man who looked like a Visalian set them free, so I let them live. Plus, if a Visalian had saved them, he wouldn’t have killed the Visalian brats. Not to mention, Princess Orania threatened me, sayin’ if I messed with the kids, she’d die too. My hands were tied. I didn’t do one damn odd thing! And while we’re on the subject.” Kunlou glared directly into Carteria’s eyes. “Had you fended off Dion Alaia and taken the king’s head, this would’ve all gone according to plan. Did you forget that?”


      Carteria grunted. That had hit him where it hurt.


      Kunlou shook his head. “If anything, it’s you who needs to act more like a Serpent. You wear your emotions on your sleeves! It’s not like us one bit.” Well, the high priestess would’ve said something like, “It is easier to beget chaos when Serpents come in many forms,” or something, thought Kunlou as he continued. “But jeez, I couldn’t have brought Princess Orania with me anyway.”


      “And why is that?”


      “I mean, she’s yours, isn’t she? She’s got the blood of that man you detest more than anything running through her veins. Sure, she might be your little sister. But you still wanna kill her, yeah?”


      “Don’t remind me. Just the thought of his blood running through my veins makes me sick.”


      “See? That’s why I couldn’t kill the princess. Whether she’s a hostage or a framed assassin, killing her would be pointless. It’s best to let her roam free for now.”


      “And just bring her here when we need her? You really think that’ll be that easy?”


      “One of my colleagues is looking for her now, and the Visalian Uprising is only five days away. Let’s just sit back and relax,” suggested Kunlou as he reached his hand toward the plate on the table.


      On top of the plate sat dried queen squid, oddly enough.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: The Sunkland Princes


      “So, that is the situation.”


      In the reception room of the Greenmoon’s villa, Sion furrowed his brow after hearing the current state of affairs from Esmeralda. “Princess Orania assassinating her father? But this is far too sudden to place the blame on her. It’s only been a few days since she arrived here from Saint-Noel’s. Does he assume she connected with this assassin and carried out the plan in such a short amount of time? Or perhaps he thinks their connection goes back further,” mused Sion, sitting on the couch and pondering the situation with folded arms.


      “And it was a Visalian, you said? This seems salient as well. I hear these descendants of pirates have been identified as having connections with the Serpents,” added Keithwood.


      “Indeed, the Chaos Serpents... Could they be moving behind the scenes?” Suddenly, Sion noticed something. Echard was watching Esmeralda, his eyes full of concern. He turned to look at her as well and discovered she seemed to be up in the clouds. “What’s wrong, Lady Esmeralda? I understand you must be concerned for Mia and Princess Orania.”


      “Miss Mia is at the castle, so I am certain she will be fine, but...” Esmeralda shook her head. “It is my father I’m worried about.”


      “Your father? Duke Greenmoon?”


      “Yes, him. As soon as I announced I‘d be visiting Ganudos with Prince Echard, he was very insistent that he accompany us. At first, I thought he was simply being overprotective, but I now get the sense there’s something more to that.” Esmeralda stood up, no longer able to sit still, and began to pace the room. “Even just now... As soon as he heard Miss Mia was being kept in the palace due to her connection with Princess Orania, he rushed there immediately.”


      “Isn’t that only natural? He’s her vassal, after all. The princess he serves may have been suffering from unfair treatment,” pointed out Keithwood.


      Esmeralda, however, was unsatisfied with this explanation. “Of course, protesting such is a must. In foreign affairs, he can shield Miss Mia from insolence and even move the conversation in her favor. However...I just can’t get the idea off my mind. Could my father be involved in this incident, somehow?” She paced and paced, then paced some more. Finally, she clapped her hands. “That’s it! Worrying won’t solve a thing. Thus...” She put on a victorious grin. “It may be a lot to ask of my brother-in-law and his vassal, but would you two lend me a hand, Prince Sion and Keithwood?”


      “With what, exactly?” asked Sion. Though on the inside, he was burning to say, “Brother-in-law”?! Aren’t you a little quick to jump the gun?!


      Esmeralda nodded, seemingly thinking her words were perfectly natural. “Why, that’s obvious! Let’s rummage through my father’s documents on Ganudos. He’s currently absent, so this is our chance!” She immediately rushed from the room.




      “Won’t searching blindly be a little tough?” asked Sion, scowling as he chased Esmeralda through the halls.


      “Oho! Why, that won’t be a problem at all! House Greenmoon is not just well-versed in foreign affairs, but academics too.” They had learned a certain technique through this combination. “I do my best to commit things to memory, but you can’t remember it all, after all. Thus, I make sure to keep careful notes.”


      Yes, indeed! Esmeralda knew the true importance of keeping records of her acquaintances, and that human memory was far from reliable. And it was from none other than her father that she had learned this truth. “Information regarding foreign affairs should be over here somewhere. Nina?”


      Esmeralda summoned her loyal maid, Nina, who was simply overjoyed to hear her name from her dear mistress’s mouth—not. “Lady Esmeralda? It is improper for an eminent noble such as yourself to remember the names of her maids. House Greenmoon especially has much information they must keep track of. There is no need to so unnecessarily—”


      “Why, but I don’t find remembering your name unnecessary at all! Even Miss Mia makes sure to commit the names of her maids and other vassals to memory!” nonchalantly interrupted Esmeralda.


      Nina heaved a sigh of deep, deeeep gloom and despair. “These two shelves are where records related to foreign affairs are kept,” she said, pointing to two bookshelves against the wall.


      As Sion gazed upon this plethora of knowledge, his smile seemed a little forced. “And we’re to go through all of this? That might be a tad difficult... Do you have any idea where the information we’re looking for might be?”


      “W-Well, hmm...” Esmeralda folded her arms and scowled. “Nope! Not a single clue!”


      Sion and Keithwood were about ready to collapse on the floor. Echard, on the other hand, wore a grimace that looked odd on his young countenance. Clearly, he was accustomed to Esmeralda’s antics.


      “After all, my father easily meets with more than a hundred men every year, and he takes notes on everyone, not just those who seem to be useful. Zeroing in on the intel we’re looking for would be quite difficult.”


      “Then why don’t you begin by simply searching through records of people from Ganudos?” suggested Nina.


      Esmeralda nodded. “You’re right. Perhaps we’ll find someone suspicious there.”


      Thus, the group took out all the records related to Ganudos—a copious collection of documents created by Esmeralda’s father himself—and began to comb through them.


      “But wow, it seems your father has connections with almost every important player here in Ganudos.” There was the King of Ganudos, generations of the heads of the shipbuilding guild, and even multiple members of the Conseil des Anciens, Ganudos’s parliament. Duke Greenmoon had met, discussed, and even exchanged small gifts with all of them, living up to the Greenmoons’ name as a house of foreign diplomats.


      “Oho ho! And that’s not all. Our connections go beyond the top brass of Ganudos, stretching to even people of foreign nations who have come to visit it. Oh, that reminds me!” She clapped her hands. “We have connections with Sunkland as well.”


      “Ah, that’s right. You were acquainted with Count Lampron.”


      “Oho ho! And there’s more! Like, um... Oh, yes! Years ago when I was still young, we were connected with a noble wishing to cross from Sunkland into Ganudos,” muttered Esmeralda as she flipped through the documents. “Oh, that’s right. I’m only remembering this now, but he was quite the strange man indeed.”


      “Strange? How?”


      “Well, he was a tad imbalanced, I suppose.” Esmeralda typically only appraised men on one thing alone: Were they hot, or were they not? For her, looks came above all else. The rest were minor details. While that had perhaps changed a bit in recent years, the Esmeralda of the past was certainly a woman who held those values high. But this man was just, well...


      “His features weren’t the most chiseled, but he carried himself with grace. I found him rather charming.” Yes, he was a man who didn’t seem very attractive but still had an undeniable sexual allure to him. “Ah, I found him! Jerome Moulehorn!” She handed Sion the records of his name, their meeting, and the man who had introduced them.


      “Moulehorn? I don’t recognize that house.”


      “My, you don’t? I had heard he was a Sunkland noble, so I was sure you would have at least heard of him.”


      Sion furrowed his brow and groaned. “Keithwood, look who introduced the two.”


      “Is something wrong, Sion?” asked Echard, noticing the change in his brother’s expression.


      “Oh no, it’s nothing for you to worry ab—” Sion caught himself. “No, perhaps it’s best you know this too.” He spoke solemnly, as if revealing a grave secret. “The noble who introduced this Moulehorn to Duke Greenmoon is deeply involved in the operation of our intelligence agency, the Wind Crows.”


      “Huh?”


      “I’m sure Count Lampron told you about them, no? They built intelligence networks across foreign nations to gather secret information on their internal affairs, checking whether their people were oppressed and their rule was just. Our noble houses who touted Sunkland supremacy used this intel to justify annexing other nations, and once the Chaos Serpents exerted their influence over the organization, a smaller, more extreme subset known as the White Crows was born.” Sion suddenly blinked. “But...I hadn’t heard anything about the Visalians and the persecution they suffered.”


      “That’s likely simply a matter of timing and the small size of Ganudos. Back then, the White Crows were focused on the Kingdom of Remno and the Tearmoon Empire,” pointed out Keithwood.


      Sion nodded. “Yes, Ganudos is a small nation, so perhaps it really was low on the pecking order. But the real question is whether their machinations are still alive here today. In Remno, they formed a revolutionary army and attempted a coup against the monarchy. What have they been planning here?” He turned to Echard. “We may need to take responsibility in cleaning up a Sunkland mess here.”


      The weight of his brother’s words had Echard furrowing his brow.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: In Pursuit of the White Crows’ Remnants


      Sion’s crew jumped into action the very next day. Five in total stepped from the Greenmoon’s villa, which included the key group from Sunkland—Sion, Keithwood, and Echard—alongside Nina and Esmeralda, the latter of whom also had two guards accompanying her. While their sword arms couldn’t compare to Dion Alaia’s, they were highly loyal to the Greenmoons.


      “What should we do, Sion? I don’t have a single clue,” said Echard, who was fervently pondering the matter.


      Sion smiled. “Let’s organize our thoughts a bit, and... Oh, let’s start with this. Am I correct in thinking that Mia summoned Keithwood and me here to Ganudos on purpose?” he asked, glancing at Esmeralda.


      She awkwardly averted her gaze. “O-Oho ho! Wh-Whatever do you mean?”


      “There’s no need to hide it. You two are here in Ganudos on Mia’s orders, which was a way of summoning Keithwood and I, who planned to visit Echard, here as well, yes?” Sion glanced toward the Galilea Sea, which could be glimpsed between the buildings. The waters were gray, and the weather wasn’t fit for swimming in the slightest.


      “Yes, indeed it was. I can’t believe you saw completely through me,” she said, grimacing in defeat.


      Sion folded his arms. “The question then becomes why Mia summoned us here. What does she hope to gain from our presence?”


      “Plainly, it would seem that Princess Mia had predicted this assassination attempt, though it’s impossible to tell whether that was due to information she had gathered or this diary Miss Bel has brought back with her. But good grief. If she knew this was going to happen, I do wish she would have told us,” said Keithwood as he shrugged his shoulders.


      “It was likely unavoidable. That diary can be a tricky thing. If its contents inspire the reader to act differently, that can easily change those same contents. At times, I’m sure reading the diary itself is enough to change what’s written there. I can understand why she may not have been able to carelessly share this intel.”


      “Excuse me, but what are you two talking about? A diary? What diary?” asked Esmeralda, looking quite mistrustful of the two. Sion avoided the subject by assuring her that Mia would share the story directly with her on a later date.


      “Anyway, our job today is to investigate whether Sunkland’s Wind Crows—or some other figure they morphed in their own image—was involved in the assassination attempt on King Nestori. The conservative nobles of Sunkland operate on one principle: Unjust kings must be ousted and their people brought under the auspicious and righteous rule of Sunkland. If Jem from Remno was leading the White Crows, they would carry out their intelligence under the same logic. Thus, where we must look is obvious—the persecuted, the ones least satisfied with their government and most ready to cling to Sunkland’s justice.”


      Here in Ganudos, that was just one group. “The Visalians.”


      “So, things really do lead there, it seems. Then you mean this assassination attempt was rooted in Princess Orania viewing their plight as a problem to solve, and Mia backing her in solving the issue?” confirmed Keithwood.


      “I can’t say for certain, but it’s incredibly likely. The next logical step then becomes considering who can approach the island that houses the ghetto.”


      Echard clapped his hands. “Ah, I see! The island is hard to get to, so there aren’t many who can form ties with the Visalians. Maybe we can do this after all.”


      “Indeed! Perhaps there are people who ship provisions to the island, or those who keep a watchful eye on the people there? The local fisherman may be knowledgeable about the subject as well. Shall we consult the captain of the Emerald Star?” added Esmeralda, hoping to give her fiancé an encouraging push.


      “We must also consider Yanna and Kiryl’s parents,” suggested Sion.


      “Ah, indeed. You mean to say that there may be Visalians hiding here in town?” asked Keithwood.


      Sion nodded. “It’s possible, isn’t it? It’s hard to imagine their parents were the only Visalians hiding out.”


      “Then shall we split up?” suggested Esmeralda.


      “Perhaps...” mumbled Sion, lost in thought.


      “In that case, Prince Echard and I shall head for the Emerald Star. I believe we should be able to meet with someone from the fishing guild there too,” said Esmeralda.


      Sion nodded. “Right, that’d be a big help. Keithwood and I will look for those connected with the island, then,” he said, placing a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “And you have my faith, Echard. As a Sunkland prince, don’t bring shame to our names.”


      “Of course, Sion.”


      Esmeralda watched the two with a dreamy look in her eyes. And who was watching her? None other than her maid Nina, of course! Ah, Lady Esmeralda is looking like herself for the first time in a long while, she thought, absolutely overjoyed.
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      Chapter 11: Princess Mia Jumps Back into Action!


      Mia slowly opened her eyes with a dramatic yawn only to find an unfamiliar room. But after a moment of panic, she came to her senses. “Ah, that’s right. I spent the night in the Ganudos palace.”


      Once she declared herself to be Tearmoon’s princess, there could be no more staying at regular old inns, though she had considered staying at Duke Greenmoon’s villa. Technically, I’m the person who stood up for Orania, who’s the prime suspect of the king’s attempted assassination, and they’re suspecting me of aiding in her escape too! It seems like it would be best to stay at the palace for now. If I leave, they might be too suspicious to let me back in again.


      Thus, Mia had them prepare her a room, where she was cared for by Anne, as well as Orania’s personal maid, Tuca. She had already spent two very quick days lazing about in bed. Sure, she was worried about Patty, but that wasn’t a problem she currently had the faculties to solve. Plus, Ludwig said he’d be summoning the Princess Guard. Though I’ll need to work on King Nestori to ensure they’re able to join the search once they get here.


      Until that time came, Mia was a free bird! Bel had Ludwig’s diary, so snooping in that wasn’t an option either. Thus, Mia ultimately spent these two days lazing about beneath the covers. And here she was once again, leisurely counting the time until breakfast.


      Patty is my grandmother, after all. Naturally, that means she has a good head on her shoulders! Worrying won’t accomplish anything, which means it’s best I focus on recharging for now, thought Mia, deciding this was time for some self-care (ahem, pampering) as she yawned yet again.


      “Well, there is still some time before my meal. Why wouldn’t I take a nap?”


      “Milady.” Mia turned toward that voice to find Anne, who looked incredibly serious.


      “My, Anne!” She said, stifling a loooong yawn. “What’s for breakfast this morning? Oho ho! I do hope there’s a sweet pie with it!” exclaimed Mia, happy as can be.


      Anne furrowed her brow. “Um, you may have forgotten, milady, but...”


      “Forgotten? Forgotten what?”


      Anne swallowed her words and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Well, y-your Birthday Festival will soon be upon us,” she said, sounding like the words themselves pained her. “As you are now, well, um, your dress may not...”


      Mia’s eyes flew open! She turned her attention to her own form, to find...the Princess of Hedonism, the queen of all that only eats and sleeps! Her days lounging in bed brought to mind the former visage of Shalloak Cornrogue.


      “M-Moons, we can’t have that!” This danger motivated Mia to drastic action! In order to reveal her figure in a dress without a worry in the world—and mostly, to eat all the tasty treats presented at her Birthday Festival without a worry in the world—she absolutely couldn’t afford a lounging lifestyle!


      Ugh, I was just an inch away from failure, thought Mia as she shot up into the air, a cold sweat running down her back. My, that was certainly a close one! Could this have been a Ganudos trap? King Nestori is one to watch out for.


      Mia now knew what it felt like to be a jellyfish that just managed to escape a fisherman’s net, and it brought a heavy sigh to her lips. “Thank you, Anne. You have opened my eyes,” she said, beaming at her maid. “In preparation for my scrumptious Birthday Festival, I must thoroughly exercise!”


      Mia was pumped!




      Somewhere else in the palace, Dion and Ludwig were planning what came next. “And the princess has yet to make a move, huh? What to do...?”


      “Do what, exactly?” asked Ludwig.


      “I mean, I’d rather be tearing up the streets than cooped up here in the palace. The Yellowmoon girl’s been looking anxious, so I was thinking I might take her to Duke Greenmoon’s villa.”


      “To see Prince Abel and Miss Bel, then? Indeed, I’m concerned by their lack of correspondence as well, and the Princess Guard shall be arriving today. I suppose it wouldn’t be an issue for you to go off on your own,” said Ludwig, looking into Dion’s eyes. “Yet it is hard to think Her Highness is truly sitting on her laurels. I’m certain that shortly—”


      There was a sudden knock on the door. “Ludwig? Could I have a moment?”


      “Well, speak of the devil,” said Dion, sharing a look with Ludwig before they both turned to greet Mia with a smile.


      “I thought it was about time you paid me a visit,” said Ludwig.


      “Hmm? What do you mean?” she asked, her expression blank.


      “I thought it was necessary that you appear before the Conseil des Anciens. Were you not thinking the same, Your Highness?”


      “Huh? Ganudos’s parliament? But...” Mia clearly had something on her mind.


      It appears that Her Highness is intent on minimally exerting her influence in this matter, likely to avoid doubts she is here to encroach on Ganudos’s sovereignty. Mia was giving the utmost care to ensure she didn’t pull the carpet out of any other noble’s feet. Despite the overwhelming power and authority gathered beneath her feet, she never let herself fall to hubris. For that, Ludwig was deeply impressed. However...


      “I believe some councilmen will be unsatisfied with this joint academy project unless they hear the details straight from you, Your Highness. Similarly, if you can make allies of the councilmen, you can inform the Visalians of this fact, thereby alleviating their fears. Your words carry strength, and this is a time you must use them,” he affirmed. “I am sure you are tired, and speaking before a crowd is no easy task. Yes, it may require the same effort as marching for a whole day, but I implore you too—”


      “Effort? Calories, then? Hmm... Then I suppose I have no choice,” nodded Mia, readily accepting the suggestion. Though she was rubbing her stomach, for some reason.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 12: ’Twas Her Chickenhearted Makings


      “Is attending parliament really gonna be that easy?” asked Dion. “It’s a foreign council, and you’re the princess of a major nation. Do we really think that king’s gonna okay this?”


      “It appears the head of the shipbuilding guild will be cooperating with us. A messenger has already been sent.”


      “Should’ve expected nothing less from you, Sir Ludwig,” said Dion, sounding genuinely impressed. “But I’m shocked you, of all people, were already stoking a divide.”


      Ludwig grimaced. “I appreciate the praise, but it is unfortunately unfounded. It was Sir Bigas who sent us a messenger. Of course, I did consider creating such divides, but even I am surprised to see that it was so easily realized,” he said, shrugging before turning to Mia. “It seems a fissure is forming between His Majesty and the shipbuilding guild.”


      “My, really?” Mia tilted her head curiously.


      Ludwig shrugged once again. “How cruel of you to play dumb, Your Highness. In order to divide opinions here in Ganudos, you purposefully kept the best course of action to yourself. Was that not your aim? Instead of making this an issue centered around whether they’d accept the advice offered by the Great Sage, you gave them room to think and search for an answer themselves.”


      “I get it. The king and his vassals aren’t a monolith, yeah? They each have their own opinions, so there are obviously some rifts,” remarked Dion.


      “Which is also exactly why they found Her Highness’s suggestion so astounding,” said Ludwig as he turned to face Mia.


      Mia, who was barely following their conversation, was silent for a moment. Then, she solemnly nodded. “Yes, well...I suppose I must admit I did not not have such intentions,” she brazenly declared! Of course, ’twas her chickenhearted makings that prevented her from puffing out her chest and exclaiming, “Of course that was my intention! What of it?” But anyways...


      “Wait, but isn’t it the head of the shipbuilding guild that’s got the most to profit off the Visalians’ slave labor? If he wants their work, he’s gonna oppose the plan,” interjected Dion.


      “Not at all. In fact, that is the exact reason he’s taken such actions,” said Ludwig, shaking his head. “As the man most utilizing and profiting off of their labor, he is also the one most informed of their situation. Should he ignore their plight despite this knowledge, he would have much to answer for—if a facility belonging to the Holy Principality of Belluga, who puts the teachings of the Holy Book above all else, is to be built in this nation, that is. An average man could not so brazenly turn against those teachings.”


      “Oh, I get it. He wants to avoid being the face of the blame. Knowing the king, he’s not gonna protect Bigas. He’d easily cut the man loose. In that sense, I get why the head of the guild came snuggling up to us.”


      “But more than anything, Her Highness’s plans were effective.” Obviously, those words felt good to Mia, but... “Yet that also begs the question of why the King of Ganudos remains on his laurels.”


      “Obviously, he’s gonna try to sabotage Her Highness’s appearance before parliament. I mean, isn’t that what I’m here for?” asked Dion, brushing his fingers against the hilt of his sword.


      Ludwig nodded. “Indeed, but...I just cannot read his intentions. What exactly is he planning?”


      Then came a knock at the door.


      “Excuse me. Rina heard that Miss Mia was here,” said Citrina as she stepped inside, leaving Mia visibly confused. The Yellowmoon girl took a deep breath and asked, “Is... Is there still no word from Bel?”


      “Why, I don’t know. I haven’t heard anything, at the very least,” said Mia, turning to observe Ludwig, who shook his head. Now that you mention it, that is quite weird, isn’t it? You can never rely too much on Bel, but Abel or Esmeralda would certainly keep in proper touch. Sure, Bel might just wander off wherever, but Abel’s with her, after all. Ugh, but that girl really doesn’t inspire much confidence. Mia’s trust in her own granddaughter was on the absolute floor.


      “Well, there’s no need to rush, right? It’s gotta be tough delivering messages to the palace, and you sent her off to see the Greenmoon girl so she could maneuver in secret, right? That makes any contact tough.”


      “Yes, but...” Citrina bit her lip to keep her emotions from spilling out of her.


      Dion shrugged. “There’s no need to worry. Prince Abel’s got a fine sword arm. He’ll put up a tough fight, even against that Visalian assassin.”


      “Really?” asked Citrina, clearly in disbelief.


      Dion nodded enthusiastically, grinning from ear to ear. “I mean, he’s got my advice, after all. He’s gotta be plenty strong.”


      “Dion’s right. It’ll be no use worrying about it. For now, let’s focus on what we can do,” suggested Mia, rubbing her stomach. At present, I need to consider what I’ll say to the Conseil des Anciens. If I ask Ludwig, he’ll write a speech that’ll make everything sound like my accomplishments! So, it’s best that I think of this myself. After all, I’m sure that the more I use my brain, the slimmer my stomach will get!


      Mia folded her arms. “In that case, it really would be best to have Orania with us. I do hope the Ganudos army finds her soon...”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 13: Her Old Younger Brother, Her Granddaughter’s Granddaughter, and the Youngest of the Bunch...Patty


      So, what was Bel up to while Citrina was busy worrying about her?


      “Where in the world were you adventuring, Wayfinder Hannes?!” asked Bel, crudely leaning over the church’s breakfast table. Her eyes dazzled with curiosity, and at Captain Bel’s lead, the rest of her orphan squad of adventurers stared at Hannes with equal enthusiasm.


      “Well, I hopped around the islands of the Galilea Sea.”


      “Oho! Island hopping, you say? Why, that’s an actual, perfect example of a real adventure!”


      “Not really. I was prepared when I first set off, so I didn’t face much danger,” said Hannes, smiling awkwardly.


      Bel nodded, clearly impressed from the depths of her soul. “Ah, I see! So, preparations are an important part of any adventure. I feel like Grandmother Mia once said that when mushroom hunting, you need to first look into which mushrooms you can safely eat! Is this the same sort of thing?”


      “I suppose eating mushrooms without proper care and precautions would be dangerous. While adventuring, it’s best to avoid them as much as you can. If you end up on a deserted island, maintaining good health can be your key to survival. Safety comes above all else, and it’s imperative you don’t do anything rash.”


      “Wow! I’ll keep that in mind, Wayfarer Hannes!”


      Patty watched Bel’s excitement from the sidelines, her mind consumed by a sense of mystery. Hannes...is all grown.


      Her small, weak younger brother—the very Hannes she had been told would never reach adulthood due to the incurable disease he suffered from—stood before her right now. Not to mention, his hassler was none other than her own granddaughter’s granddaughter (who was even older than she was). It was mysterious, or perhaps just plain nonsensical. In either case, it had her head spinning, but...


      “I don’t quite understand, but I’m happy for you,” whispered Yanna into her ear. Incidentally, Kiryl had joined the other orphans in egging Captain Bel on. She had the very souls of the other children deep in her clutches!


      But anyway...


      “Yeah, thanks,” Patty whispered back.


      Yanna’s eyes shot open.


      “What?” Patty asked.


      “It’s just...I almost never see you smile.”


      Patty tilted her head. I’m...smiling? She brought her hands to her face to check, but the moment she grew conscious of it, her smile had faded away.


      Don’t smile carelessly. Only do so when you need to—when you can use it to manipulate. Don’t let your feelings show. Ever. The Serpent teachings that bound her circled her mind, yet...she simply laughed them off. In her heart now glowed a light of hope so strong, it could easily melt their fetters.


      “Huh. I was...smiling,” she muttered, her mind turning back to the other night, just two days prior.




      After Patty reunited with her old younger brother, he filled her in before bed.


      “I hadn’t imagined in my wildest dreams that I’d truly be able to see you again.”


      The two were alone in the chapel, and Patty looked into Hannes’s eyes. “If you’re truly my brother, then I have some questions.”


      “What are they? I’d be happy to answer anything I can,” he responded, staring back into hers.


      “It seemed like you knew I’d be here. How?”


      “Why, because you told me yourself.”


      “I...did?” she asked, her eyes wider than usual.


      Hannes nodded. “I wasn’t sure how much I should say, but our reunion is nothing short of a miracle. So, there should be no reason to hide anything. I shall tell you the whole tale.”


      Thus, Hannes told her of his past and what would soon befall her. “It was back when I was still just a young boy. For a time, I had been banned from seeing you, and was told that you had been entrusted to other Serpents. But later, the Serpents of House Clausius would tell me that you ‘had touched the infinite wisdom of the primordial Serpent.’ You had said so yourself, and they seemed to believe you.”


      “I touched the...what?” That had to be a means of hiding what had happened during her stay in this world. Likely, she had taken random excerpts of the knowledge she had—or would soon—gain here, especially that relating to The Book of Those who Crawl the Earth, to proclaim, “I have Serpent knowledge that even you don’t! I met with them directly!”


      As for this, “infinite wisdom” stuff, Patty got the feeling she had made it up on the spot. They say the Great Sage of the Empire has infinite wisdom. I probably plagiarized that. This, especially when put beside what she had named her son, inspired some serious doubts in Patty about her own naming sense, but anyway...


      “I guess I’ll have to think of an excuse that’ll explain my absence while I’m still here,” Patty said with a nod.


      Hannes didn’t mince his next words. “Then, you gave me the Serpent’s panacea.”


      “Their...panacea?”


      “Yes. It’s said to be the elixir of life. It simply supplies life force that invigorates the body, staving off the aging process. For me, though, it proved the cure to my ailment.”


      The disease Hannes suffered from had been mysterious in nature. No matter how much he ate, his vitality continued to diminish, and his body wasted away. The malady was incurable.


      “The Serpents of House Clausius must have been diluting the drug, or perhaps only giving it to me in small amounts. That’s why I’d recover for some time, but not completely.”


      “The medicine I bring back...will heal you?”


      “It did. And once I was freed from that ailment, I concealed that fact and searched indefatigably for the panacea, just as you told me to do, Patricia.”


      At the Clausius manor, she had heard that Hannes passionately read the Serpent’s book. So, that had been to find the medicine—the one she would then bring back to the past.


      “I have yet to find it, but you warned me that would be the case. You said that once you and your granddaughter, Mia Luna Tearmoon, were united, the path to the medicine would be opened.”


      “Huh, then the reason I’m in the current time period is so that I can...” she trailed off and gulped.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 14: Princess Mia Heads for the Conseil des Anciens


      Five days had passed since the assassination attempt on King Nestori, and the head of the shipbuilding guild had convened the Conseil des Anciens for an emergency session. Counter to Mia’s hopes, Orania had yet to be found. While the Princess Guard, which had been summoned by Ludwig, was now aiding the search, they were unfamiliar with these lands, and as soldiers of a foreign nation, the scope of their involvement had to be limited.


      Ugh, this will be quite difficult to handle. If I’m too perfect, this will be added to my long list of accolades, but it’s already been days since I revealed my plans to King Nestori. I’m sure they’ve worked out a staunch rebuttal. It really is such a shame we weren’t able to rescue Orania.


      Naturally, that shame worried Mia. “Hey, Rina? Orania and the children were captured by the Serpents, right? Will they be okay?” she asked, looking to someone who had experience in being a Serpent captive.


      “Hmm,” Rina brought a hand to her cheek and tilted her head. “Rina’s sure they’re being bullied, but they should be...fine? Rina wasn’t killed on the spot, after all.”


      Well, I’m sure Rina’s worried about Bel. Argh! Abel’s with her, but we still have yet to hear from them. It’s hard not to be worried, groaned and grumbled Mia.


      In fact, there was a reason for this. Now that Abel had accidentally made contact with Orania, his hands were somewhat tied. She was the key player in this event, and since she had already been attacked by the Serpents once, it was very likely it would happen again.


      Additionally, if Abel headed for the castle to speak with Mia and the rest, there was a good chance he would then be followed. There’d be no problems if Esmeralda’s villa were his destination, but now that Orania was with them, he had determined it was best to stay put and lay low.


      Incidentally, Esmeralda’s silence had definitely not been caused by an overwhelming thrill that had deprived her of her mental faculties. Echard, Sion, and Keithwood? That was three hotties at once, but Esmeralda would never let that get to her. Not one bit!


      And no, the absolute joy it was to keep these princes from her father’s eyes while she involved herself with espionage had not caused her to forget to keep Mia in the loop. Nothing of the sort!


      Anyway, Mia was left completely in the dark of all that was happening behind the scenes, so for now, she decided to focus on the matters she could see.


      First, I need to convince the Conseil des Anciens. Then, I need to convince the Visalians. If The Book of Those Who Crawl the Earth is a parasite that infects the weak and trampled, then just rescuing the weak will be a blow to the Serpents. I’ll solve this before there’s an outcry!


      Mia was fired up!




      The parliament building that housed Ganudos Port Country’s Conseil des Anciens was a large structure located near the palace. Upon passing through its giant stone gates, Mia was met with an assembly hall as big as the one in the palace. Twenty emblems were carved on the arch above the entranceway.


      “Why, I’ve never seen such crests before. Are they coats of arms?” Mia had some casual yet thorough knowledge of the heraldry employed by the nobility, but she had never seen these crests before.


      “They are guild crests,” explained Ludwig.


      “Guild crests? Oh, that’s right. I heard guilds had quite the sway here in Ganudos.” A council formed of heads of guilds, gatherings of craftsmen—that was the true nature of the Conseil des Anciens. “Well, if those who rule domains are nobles, then those who rule crafts as their domains are guildmasters, I suppose?”


      “There are also differences in how they are chosen. Guild heads are nominated by their fellow craftsmen. It is not an inheritable position, and I am sure they are picked not just on the basis of their skills, but the trust of their compatriots.”


      “And I’ll be speaking with these guild heads to decide the fate of this country. What an intriguing system.” This was a discussion between experts. With a bit of facilitation skills, she’d be able to hear some good opinions. Most importantly, the guild heads were chosen to serve on this council, and with them as part of the conversation, there’d be no room for anyone to complain even if the country fell into decline as a result.


      Moons! Could this system be meant to avoid forcing the blame on anyone? wondered Mia. However...


      “Though it seems that would also mean there are many issues that cannot be resolved via conversation. If every guild head acted in his own best interests, even simple problems would remain unsolved.”


      “So, when there are issues that need immediate redress, it’s better to be able to react in accordance with the sole opinion of an emperor. I see each system has its pros and cons,” remarked Mia.


      When a nation was in decline, you simply needed to avoid dancing the tango with the guillotine. But what of a system that predisposed nations to decline?


      I’m sure the imperial guard protects me because I bear the responsibilities of a princess. If I had nobody to protect me and the empire began to wane, I’d be in danger. Well, if I was as strong as Dion, I’m sure I’d survive anyway, but my hands would still be tied.


      Mia breathed an exasperated sigh before stepping into the meeting hall.




      But back then, Mia was ignorant. She had no idea what was going on behind the scenes. Things were changing. Drastically.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 15: The Previous Night’s Battle—Sion and Keithwood


      Sion Sol Sunkland was undoubtedly a genius. His skills with a sword were beyond mention, he completed his studies to a high level, and he was additionally blessed with quick wits and sound judgment. He was certainly every bit the universal genius he was proclaimed to be.


      On the other hand, he held an excess sense of virtuousness and could be a bit stubborn, but that was all in the past. Ever since he had met the somewhat unorthodox princess of the Tearmoon Empire, her influence had caused him to grow and mature. Wait...really?


      Yes, really!!!


      For example...




      It was the night before Mia’s meeting with the Conseil des Anciens, at a tavern located on the outskirts of town. It was a place of rest and merriment, where the men of the town would gather after a day of labor...and at the edge of the bar sat Sion Sol Sunkland.


      After discussing with Esmeralda, they had determined there was a high likelihood that his nation’s intelligence agency, the Wind Crows, had been involved in the attempted assassination on the king of Ganudos. He couldn’t just sit on his laurels. No matter what it took, he had to gather intel on the Visalian Ghetto.


      Beside Sion sat a man with long bangs. He was the gloomy sort, one that seemed to always be on edge. Sion slipped a hand toward the man. “So? Does this jog your memory?”


      He removed his hand to reveal two silver coins—Sunkland’s currency. And yes, that’s right! Sion had learned the market price for bribes! Considering he once was ignorant of even the price of a stagecoach, he had certainly come a long way.


      And no, that wasn’t all! At first, Sion had chosen Sunkland coins out of concern for believability. But soon, he realized this had another effect, which was...


      “You from Sunkland?” The man gazed sharply at him.


      Sion took a moment to ponder an answer before nodding.


      “Whoa, looky here! Gaston was right,” the man said, grinning sardonically as he stored the coins in his breast pocket.


      “What do you mean? Who’s Gaston?”


      “He’s the mediator between us Visalians in hiding. I heard he was trainin’ the guys back in the ghetto with some foreigner.”


      “Wait, is it possible to get there?”


      “If yer captain’s strong enough, it sure is. It’s tough, that’s all. But the sea’s still there. Of course it’s darn possible! There ain’t no point if the sails and other ship parts they build there can’t make it back to shore,” laughed the man.


      Keithwood leaned toward him, a beer bottle in one hand. “Would you be willing to share the details? I’m sure it would be a great help to Sunkland,” he said, filling the man’s glass.


      The man laughed. “Why, it ain’t nothing so difficult! They’re just gonna summon the king and,” the man lowered his voice and struck his hand across his throat. “Then use the chaos as cover to take over all the buildings they oughta.”


      “Summon the king? You make it sound easy, but how exactly do they plan to do that?”


      The man silently extended his hand. Keithwood smiled politely as he placed another silver coin in his palm.


      “Gaston’s gonna take the princess captive. Apparently, she’s out hidin’ in the slums after a family feud. But...that weirdo’s got a different idea, it seems. Not that he’ll tell me what that is, mind you. But anyway, seems like killing the king and usin’ that chaos is the gist of it. Wonder how that’s gonna go for ’em,” he shrugged.


      With that, Sion left the tavern.




      “Some ‘Gaston’ and a foreigner, huh?”


      “A foreigner in Ganudos’s eyes, that is. I wonder where that might be. Tearmoon, Belluga, Sunkland, or perhaps...?”


      “The Equestrian Kingdom,” declared Sion. “The same man who endangered my father and ensnared my brother might be here in Ganudos.”


      “And while this is still but a pipe dream, we may even get the chance to capture him, if we’re lucky.”


      Sion nodded. “But what do we do now? First, we need to subdue Gaston and his men before they can cause a commotion, but—”


      “Milord.” Keithwood suddenly brought his voice to a whisper.


      At the same time, Sion glanced behind him. “We’re being followed. Is it that man from earlier?”


      “He did go blabbering to us, after all. Good grief. We shouldn’t have given him those silver coins if this was how things were going to turn out.”


      The two boys nodded to each other, then quickly turned the corner and slipped into a back alley. After a few steps, they turned around to find four men beneath the moonlight. Standing at their helm was the same man who had sold them intel at the tavern, his sword drawn. “So? Who’re ya boys, exactly? Hey, who knows? Maybe one of ya is that Tearmoon knight, Dion Alaia.”


      Keithwood couldn’t hold back his laughter. “Who knows, indeed? Unfortunately, my tongue’s not nearly as loose as yours. You’d need the most beautiful woman in all the world and some fine wine to get me to talk.”


      “Yeah, keep yappin’. I just wanna chat a little, that’s all. Why’re you lookin’ into us? If yer really Sir Dion, I want an explanation. Especially if yer from Sunkland.”


      Keithwood lowered his eyes. This guy sure loves the sound of his own voice. What is he planning? Ever prepared, he drew and readied his sword, which glinted coldly in the moonlight. “Sorry, but I’m a tad too cowardly to enjoy a chat with a man holding a blade at me in the dark of night.”


      For a moment, all was silent. But then, the men swung their blades!


      And as it was necessary to clarify now that Keithwood had become mainly a master of the kitchen (to defend the princes’ stomachs from Mia, that is), Keithwood was every bit the swordsman that Sion was. Yes, his skills were neither superior nor inferior to his master in quality. But Keithwood’s blade was much more...perverse.


      As his assailants’ blades descended upon him, Keithwood suddenly threw his whole sword toward them. In a panic, the man at the helm used his own blade to block the attack—but that only led to a fatal opening.


      Keithwood leaped close to the man and slammed his knees into his crotch, then immediately knelt to sharply kick off the man who had approached from behind. He picked up his own sword from the ground, only to immediately swing it toward the third man, knocking the blade out of his assailant’s hands.


      That’s when the last man attacked. His blade glinted menacingly in the darkness, but Keithwood paid in no mind at all, for the sword of the genius Sion Sol Sunkland had ensnared their assailant’s, sending it soaring high into the sky.


      “Huh?!” Two men lay on the ground, moaning in pain, while two others just stood there in a daze, now unarmed.


      Sion mercilessly stepped on the closest man’s back and brought his sword to his neck. “So, you’ll assassinate King Nestori, then utilize the ensuing chaos to attack multiple parts of the nation at once. Do you really think that will go well for you?”


      The man chuckled. “Who knows? Ganudos’s army’s puny compared to our neighbors in Tearmoon. It’s sure possible if we’ve got chaos on our side. And if the oppressed start protesting, Sunkland ain’t gonna sit still.”


      “Defending justice and virtue is no easy task,” Sion said with a sigh. “So? When will you be putting this plan into action?”


      The corner of the man’s lips turned upward into a sneer. “Sorry, but yer already too late.”


      “Ah, damn it. So, this was simply a means to buy time.” Sion couldn’t help but curse under his breath.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 16: A Kingless Conseil des Anciens


      Mia stepped through the crest-marked archway and into the entrance hall. Gathered there were the councilmen, or perhaps others involved in the affair. Everyone chatted pleasantly, as was likely custom before a session of parliament to deepen their bonds.


      There was a thick door at the back of the entrance hall, which likely led to where the session would formally be held.


      Suddenly, a man approached Mia, one she had met a few days prior in the castle—Bigas, the head of the shipbuilding guild. “It is a pleasure, Your Highness. I sincerely thank you for your attendance today, and I apologize for all the trouble I have caused you,” he said, bowing deeply.


      Mia lifted her skirt into a curtsy. “Yes, it is certainly a pleasure, Sir Bigas. I look forward to our meeting today. It seems I caused you trouble, so thank you for preparing this event for us today. Now that you have set the place, it is my responsibility to explain our plan, and I promise to do so properly,” said Mia, smiling at the man.


      Bigas took another step toward her, lowering his voice. “You deeply moved me, Your Highness. I have already approached a few of our councilmen and have ensured they will assent to your proposal.”


      “Oho...”


      “Oh, and for our tea cakes, I have prepared some seabird egg puddings, a specialty of Ganudos’s. I heard you were quite fond of dried queen squid, but I do hope sweets will suit your palate as well.”


      “My!” Mia beamed. This man is surprisingly capable! He doesn’t let a single thing slip past him! But which of Bigas’s preparatory measures had so moved Mia? Only the Holy Deity knew. Anyway...


      I need to work hard during this speech, in the name of enjoying some tasty sweets! Thus, Mia pushed open the door, the smoke from the fire in her heart escaping through her nose.




      The hall was quite large. In front of her was the president’s seat, and above that the king’s throne. To the right and left were benches, where the council members would sit. Then, there was a boxed-off area in front of the president’s chair, which was where the speakers would likely stand.


      Finally, there were seats on the second and third floors that wrapped around the entire room, which were already filled. “Moons! I thought there were only twenty councilmen, no?” she asked, turning back to Ludwig.


      He nodded. “You will only be speaking with those twenty, but the public is free to observe the proceedings.”


      “So, things will go smoother for me if I can get them on my side.” Mia had been sure she’d only need to speak in front of the councilmen, so this had come as a surprise to her. This looked...annoying, to be honest, but Mia had fought her way through countless battles, including standing before a legion of Remno soldiers armed from head to toe. This would be a piece of cake!




      After waiting for a while in her seat...the meeting still hadn’t begun.


      “It’s already past the time we agreed upon,” said Ludwig, scowling in the seat beside her.


      “Hmm, I wonder what the problem is.”


      The president and councilmen were clearly present; the only open seat was the throne. As a wave of anxiety began to pass over parliament, a young man whispered something into Bigas’s ear, prompting his approach. “My apologies, Your Highness, but the king is still absent.”


      “My, really?”


      “He planned to attend our council today, yet nobody has seen him all morning.”


      Mia groaned, glancing at Ludwig with an expression that said, “Could this be the slimy dealings of the Serpents?” However, her hands were currently tied. Ugh! What terrible timing! This absolutely must be the Serpents’ doing!


      Bigas spoke calmly. “If the king is not here, then we have no other choice. We shall begin this council in his absence.”


      “But is that truly okay? I was sure you planned to put the meeting on hold.”


      “As long as the councilmen assent to it, council can still be held. Of course, it would likely be canceled in all but the most extreme of circumstances. But your presence, Your Highness, is one such circumstance.” Bigas brought his voice to a whisper. “Or rather, I will press that matter, so please bathe us in your illustrious light,” he said with a wicked grin.


      Well, if that’s the case, I suppose that actually bodes well for us. The king would likely only try to get in our way, so now that he’s absent, I just need to do my best to convince as many people as I can!


      While Mia was still curious about the Serpents’ plans, excusing herself from the council wouldn’t be very realistic, nor would it accomplish anything. Thus, she once again resolved to start by solving the problems currently before her.


      “We now begin the special convocation of the Conseil des Anciens. We are here today to discuss a very important matter brought forward by Princess Mia Luna Tearmoon of the neighboring Tearmoon Empire. Listen up, men!”


      The elder who served as president turned toward Mia, and so did everyone else. She nodded, puffed out her chest, then stepped to the middle of the floor. Then, she began to speak! But it wasn’t long before she picked up on the scent of hidden danger...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 17: He Beeth Not a Sword


      The beginning of her speech proceeded swimmingly. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintances. I am Mia Luna Tearmoon, princess of the Tearmoon Empire,” she said, confidently declaring her name. But what response did this earn from the councilmen?


      “O great illustrious princess of rumors, it is our deepest pleasure to host you here today.” Why, welcoming words and a round of applause, of course! She could even hear claps from the general public. Really, she was welcomed with open arms!


      “I am incredibly grateful that you have allowed me to speak to you all today,” she said, thus beginning her speech. She told them of what she had discussed earlier with Bigas and the king—that she wished to right the injustices that had been done to the Visalians and that she had plans to build a joint research facility between the Saint-Noel and Saint Mia Academies here in Ganudos.


      She chose not to touch upon Orania and the assassination attempt on the king, considering the trouble it might cause.


      And once she had mostly finished her speech, she once again looked to the councilmen. None raised any particular complaints, even opposition to amending the treatment of the Visalians. Sure, some of their eyes were swimming around the room, but most expressed agreement.


      My, that was easy! What a piece of cake! But that’s when Mia’s alarm bells started to ring. The thunderous applause at her every word, their ebullient cheers, those welcoming smiles that stretched from ear to ear, and their reverent gazes—wait, reverent?


      That’s when Mia realized... Shoot, I’m in danger!


      Panicked, Mia glanced at Bigas, who had a look of extreme pride and elation on his face. He looked between each council member, nodding in satisfaction.


      Ugh, this stupid man! Oh, you think you’re so skilled, huh? I mean, you are, but...moons, you’re too skilled!


      The hall was blanketed in an atmosphere of not just welcome, but worship of Mia, as if they were ready to proclaim a new ruler!


      This must be Bigas and his majority’s doing, but it’s working too well!


      Of course, Mia understood where the man was coming from. Now that Bigas had cut ties with King Nestori, he really needed to butter up to Mia, which meant his majority needed to support the princess. And yes, that was all fine and well, but...


      I really can’t let them have too high hopes for me!


      Those were Mia’s true feelings on the matter. She didn’t particularly want to be worshiped as their new ruler; she just wanted them to solve all the annoying parts themselves and not give her anything else to do! And yet, what colored their eyes was complete submission, the attitude of, “Let’s just let Mia take care of it! Woo-hoo!”


      Of course, they must have had their grievances and anxieties—perhaps even fury at Mia’s decision to get involved and change things in Ganudos. However, they had swallowed all that. Instead, their brains had stopped at, “Well, Mia’ll handle all our problems, so whatevs!”


      They had completely failed to grasp the immorality of oppressing the Visalians, or all the issues welcoming them back into town would cause. Instead, they had just tossed that all onto Mia’s shoulders!


      Nay, they simply had placed their hopes in the Tearmoon princess, and the weight of those hopes was starting to give Mia a stomachache. It’d take everything she had just to eat two or three of these seabird puddings! Wait, what was that?


      Anyway, to make matters worse, King Nestori was absent. He had ultimate authority, and was also the one waving the flag of Mia’s opposition party. Though right now, he was nowhere to be seen. There certainly had to be councilmen who opposed Mia’s proposal, but without the king, they were unable to make a united effort.


      So basically, the party ready to name Mia their new goddess went completely unchallenged. Her reputation had literally crossed seas and rose so high toward the heavens that the people genuinely started to believe she was so amazing she could solve literally any problem under the sun.


      People, by nature, shirked responsibility. In fact, they wished for nothing more in the world than for their problems to be magically solved as they lazed around in bed. Or really, that was Mia’s deepest desire, but that had to go for everyone, right? So basically...


      They’re trying to push all responsibility onto me, and I absolutely won’t have it! Mia lamented their reverent stares. I need to take the attention off of myself. That’ll allow me to shove all the responsibility onto my apprentice Orania later! But how do I do that?


      Mia racked her brain for an answer, but that was when someone dramatically offered his thoughts. “Ah yes, she truly deserves her title as the Great Sage of the Empire, doesn’t she? Once again, I am fully assured that as long as we follow in her illustrious guidance, all our problems will be solved! And might that man accompanying her be her famed sword?” Everyone’s eyes turned toward Ludwig—rather, the man sitting beside him, Dion Alaia. “You truly are an intrepid knight, the perfect sword for the Great Sage of the Empire!”


      Those obviously servile words earned a grimace from Dion. Mia was about ready to curse under her breath.


      “Yes, he is my sword, but—no, that’s not quite right.” But as Mia spoke, she suddenly had an idea! What argument could possibly change the flow of these tides? Well, she had found a hint of an idea! So, she offered herself to her whims and said, “He is not my sword, but my left hand.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 18: The Great Sage Asketh, “What Is a Nation?”


      Mia puffed out her chest and declared that Dion was not her sword. Why? Well, that was obvious! Mia never changed her way of thinking; no matter the time or place, her thoughts were focused on one thing and one thing only—dispersing responsibility and lowering expectations!


      She spoke solemnly. “The man who protected your king was the Empire’s Finest, Dion Alaia. He is a man I am incredibly proud of, and who boasts an amazing sword arm.”


      What Mia needed to emphasize was that Dion was not her tool. After all, whenever a tool was utilized, its user received all the credit. Everyone would think, “Wow, Mia put him to such good use!” and “Yup, we can just leave it all to Mia!”


      Thus, she made sure to deny that assumption. “He is not my sword. If anything, he is more my arm. After all,” Mia said with a mischievous smile, “I don’t know a single thing about swords!” She asserted that even should she wield a sword, she’d be useless. “Similarly, my trusty vassal Ludwig is not a book full of knowledge. He’s more, hmm...keen eyes that see through to what mine cannot?”


      Having heard this, Mia’s Eyes pushed up his glasses and chuckled. He sounded awfully bashful.


      “My maid Anne, who watches over me so well, is my right hand.” Finally, Mia turned to Citrina and her sweet smile. “And Lady Yellowmoon over there knows much about medicines. She nullifies any poisons that have been mixed into my food, thus protecting my body. I suppose...she is my strong stomach?”


      Hearing this, the corner of Citrina’s smile slightly twitched. And Mia had noticed! Realizing the girl was not a fan of this metaphor, she quickly swooped in to conclude her speech. “I have much affection for my vassals, so much so they feel like true extensions of my body.”


      So they’re not tools! emphasized Mia. But at the same time, she was hinting at something else: The people of Tearmoon were extensions of Mia, not citizens of Ganudos, so if anything went wrong, she wouldn’t be taking any responsibility!


      With that, Mia cut off her words and looked around the room. Nobody seemed to understand her. But just as she was about to continue...


      “Your Highness? Your metaphors are so highbrow, it appears your audience fails to understand you. I hesitate to insert my opinions right after being called your eyes, but would you allow me to be your tongue for just a moment?” asked Ludwig, a dramatic flair to his words, as he stood up from his seat.


      Perfect timing! Ludwig really does know everything! Impressed, Mia readily nodded, allowing him to speak.


      “Thank you. In that case, may I have permission to speak as Her Highness’s tongue, Mr. President?” Next, Ludwig sought permission from the councilmen’s leader. The president nodded slowly, lacking the grit to oppose this interference. Thus, Ludwig began his speech. “Well, then. Your Highness? If a nation’s people are the organs that form a single body, then Ganudos Port Country can too be likened to a body, yes?”


      Oho! You go, Ludwig! But to think he’d propose that the people of Ganudos form their own body too! I suppose I should have expected nothing less from a glasses wearer. Once again, Mia was thoroughly impressed. She nodded. “Indeed. In that case, it would be best to liken King Nestori—or Orania, or the rest of the royal family—as the nation’s head.”


      “Aha ha! How interesting. I suppose that’d make my merchants’ guild eyes which can see the value of wares, and the fishing guild the feet, no?”


      “Hey! Why the hell are we feet?!”


      Several councilmen jumped into the conversation, earning a jovial laugh from Mia. “There’s no need to be disgruntled. Feet have their own job, just as eyes do. They support the body, which is a terribly important role indeed.”


      Hearing such kind praise from the princess of Tearmoon had the head of the fishing guild red in the face. To the people of Ganudos, Tearmoon was an undeniably great nation, and receiving praise from their princess was the highest of honors.


      “Indeed. Those of the fishing industry, the foundation of this nation, certainly could be considered the feet that support this country,” said Ludwig, adjusting his glasses. “More importantly, there are others trampled by those very feet.”


      The trampled weak! Why, that’s the Visalians! Having picked up on what Ludwig was laying down, Mia could hardly resist letting out a praiseful shout. Ah-hah! So that’s where he’s taking this! He really is the best!


      It took everything in Mia’s power to hold back the sneer that threatened to spill onto her solemn expression. “Yes, there are people who form the same body of this nation, yet are trampled by that very body—the Visalians.” Mia looked into every single one of the councilmen’s eyes as she spoke. “They are subjects of this nation as well. So, how might you describe this situation? One people oppresses and torments another, like a right foot trampling the left, or one fist pummeling the other.” Mia’s eyes landed on the closest councilman. “You, there. How would you act if a friend were doing such a thing?”


      “H-Huh? O-Oh. I guess...I’d stop them?” he said, sounding completely unconfident.


      Mia nodded enthusiastically. “Indeed. If someone was doing such a thing, you would naturally stop them. After all, if your right foot endured enough abuse from the left, you’d collapse.” Mia glanced around the room. Maybe that was a tad too abstract? I need a concrete example, so...I’ll have Kiryl and Yanna take the stage. Mia closed her eyes. “There are two Visalian children within the Special Elementary Education Course at Saint-Noel Academy, a pair of clever and adorable siblings named Yanna and Kiryl. The people you now oppress are not pirates that pillage the seas—they’re young children and parents fighting desperately to raise them. Do you think this nation can stand with them locked away on that island? Can that truly continue?”


      No matter what seeds you had sown, you’d always have to reap them eventually. You couldn’t remain standing forever by abusing your own feet; that was obvious, and the councilmen likely knew as much. It’s why Mia spoke with such confidence.


      “I am the princess of the Tearmoon Empire, and thus, it is not my place to decide whether your actions are just. That is the place of the Holy Deity, the Holy Book, and the Central Orthodox Church—the job of my dear friend, Rafina. Thus, I will not proclaim you to be in the wrong.” Mia took a deep breath and raised her voice. “That is why I simply speak to you all as a friendly neighbor. It is my love for my friends that inspires these words! If the persecution of the Visalians continues, Ganudos will not stand! That is why now is the time to change!”


      After saying all that, Mia was overcome by a sense of accomplishment! Now I get to be a trusty friend giving friendly advice! Oho ho! I’m so great!


      Mia segued into her closing argument. “To every member of Ganudos’s Conseil des Anciens, and to all the Ganudos people gathered here today, I’d like you to consider this carefully: How should you treat the Visalians? If you are to be observed by the Holy Principality of Belluga’s—nay, the Holy Lady Rafina, what is it that you must do?” She smiled. “As your friend and neighbor, I shall help with whatever I can.”


      With that, Mia returned to her seat, trembling with excitement. Seabird egg pudding, here I come!


      Now that Mia had flung off the heavy weight of responsibility, her appetite was endless!




      Mia gave them a piece of her mind and hurried straight back to her seat. As Ludwig watched her and the brazen confidence she embodied, he felt fulfilled, though he wasn’t quite sure why. But now, he realized he had accompanied Mia to all sorts of nations, yet he had never abetted her so skillfully before.


      Ludwig slowly observed the councilmen, then the general audience, as if taking in a battlefield. No major changes in the people had taken place, but many members of the crowd looked quite moved and conflicted.


      Satisfied, he nodded his head. Her Highness’s one and only weakness is that she assumes others to look at a small part and assume the whole, just as she can. It is a mistaken belief that is also the true mark of a genius—the greatest weakness there is.


      The moment Mia had proclaimed Dion not to be her sword but her hand, Ludwig had understood her intent immediately. He knew exactly what she was trying to show and prove to them.


      At least in his mind, that is.


      Anyway, that is why he had spoken, and as he pushed up his glasses, a thought suddenly occurred to him. Ah, so that’s it. I am to be her glasses, so that her words can come into focus. Completely convinced of this theory, Ludwig thought back to Mia’s words. So, why had she claimed Dion to not be her sword, but her hand? She was asking the people of Ganudos what the Visalians were to them.


      Mia had spoken of her own nation, thus indirectly asking, “In Tearmoon, we view things this way. So, what are the Visalians to this nation? Were they fellow countrymen that constructed the national body, or were they slaves for you to step all over?”


      If the citizens responded that the Visalians also formed the body of this nation, then their current treatment couldn’t continue. On the other hand, had they proclaimed them to be slaves, Mia would have then needed to ask whether other nations would allow such a thing.


      Of course, there had to be some in Ganudos who wished them to be convenient bondsmen who catered to their every whim. After all, there wasn’t a single soul on the continent who didn’t want no-strings-attached labor—slaves you could work however you wanted as long as you provided basic necessities.


      However, that couldn’t stand. This sin would earn the censure of those abroad, which was a drawback that outweighed any possible pros of maintaining the current system. Thus, those in Ganudos hadn’t been able to ignore Mia’s words.


      Perhaps there were others who wished to maintain the current status quo, even if not for such crafty reasons. If it hadn’t been a problem until now, why change things? After all, humans were terribly conservative creatures. Even if there was much to be gained from change, it was incredibly difficult to take that first step.


      So, they had trapped the Visalians on an island where they’d be out of sight and out of mind, convincing themselves all was hunky-dory—a line of thinking oddly reminiscent of Mia’s philosophy of ghosts. A few of those present likely shared that philosophy. Rather, it was likely the majority.


      However, the Great Sage of the Empire would force them to think further.


      Just as the moonlight drives away the darkness of night, thought Ludwig. Mia’s words had shed light on the very problem those in Ganudos had tried to hide behind a hazy fog. Thanks to this glow, this inconvenient truth was revealed for all to see.


      Perhaps, in a sense, Mia had been acting out of line. Maybe those of Ganudos felt she had thrust an extra problem into their faces. But whether they saw it or not—whether it was hidden or revealed to all to see—the problem still stood. Even if the people of this country couldn’t recognize it for themselves or simply tried to avert their eyes, there was still persecution.


      Which is why Mia had said thus: “Dion Alaia is not a replaceable tool; I cannot buy a new one once he wastes away. He is an irreplaceable man, just like my left arm. So, who are the Visalians to you?”


      Reflected now in Ludwig’s eyes was more than just a people resigned to passivism. Some of them saw it. They got it. Mia’s words had resonated with them, and it was clear from the looks on their faces.




      That’s right. Many—at least among those with hearts—sympathized with the Visalians’ plight. Carefully considering the matter perhaps made this obvious; Yanna and Kiryl, mere children, had been able to live secretly here in the city, after all. Segregation of the Visalians was not absolute, and many lived in secret on the mainland.


      Thus, they were not just strangers or the descendants of pirates trapped on an island; they were neighbors who lived right beside the rest of Ganudos’s people. The Visalians were impoverished, desperately struggling to survive while concealing the brands on their foreheads. It was hard to find someone who didn’t sympathize with their situation. Thus, Mia had been putting their own thoughts into words.


      Additionally, most of the wise feared the repercussions of the current policies on the Visalians, including some of the councilmen. They didn’t need Mia to tell them that actions as unjust as locking people away on an island and forcing them into hard labor would earn censure, which in turn would put their nation into jeopardy. Mia was right, so the wise lent her their ears, applying logic to their knowledge.


      Meanwhile, the more calculating of the bunch found promise of profits in reconsidering the Visalian Ghetto. Saint-Noel Academy was the greatest learning institution on the continent, and Saint Mia Academy was named after Tearmoon’s princess. A joint research facility between the two schools had business written all over it.


      But would these new economic factors be enough to welcome the Visalians back to the homeland? Even if—just if—the cons slightly outweighed the pros, there was already no choice but to remedy their plight. That left one thing: Finding the most optimal compromise.




      But what was Mia, the very woman who had forced this decision on these people, up to? Munching away on her pudding, of course!


      “Oho ho! This is absolutely delicious!” she exclaimed, letting out a satisfied sigh.


      Mia clearly had no intention of rejoining the conversation, and seeing this, Bigas, the head of the shipbuilding guild, was awfully impressed. “Ah, I see. She’s promised to mediate between us and Lady Rafina, so it’s up to us to prove we plan to handle this ourselves,” he muttered.


      Mia said she’d aid in every way she could, which had to be referring to serving as a mediator with the Holy Lady and Belluga. But first, this nation had to choose to change for themselves. They needed to prove such intentions.


      “Accepting the Visalians back onto shore, huh?” Bigas couldn’t help but feel a wave of fresh water had flooded this nation, forcing its stagnant backwaters to flow anew.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 19: Stopped by Her Loyal Hand


      After returning to her seat, Mia turned to her pudding, ready to drain the exhaustion from her brain. He said this was seabird egg pudding, right? My, it seems the top has been lightly braised! Mia tapped it with her spoon, then thoroughly took in its scent. The sweet aroma of toasted sugar flooded her nostrils. I just know this is going to be delicious!


      A connoisseur of sweets on Mia’s level was able to predict a dessert’s flavor based on scent alone! The only remaining question was whether it would exceed her expectations or fall thoroughly within them.


      She gulped. Then, she stuck her spoon into the pudding. The surface was crunchy, yet the insides were perfectly jiggly. She took a spoonful, which dripped with a thick caramel sauce, and brought it to her mouth. The sweetness bursting over my tongue, the bitter accent of the sauce... It’s simply wonderful!


      Then, Mia realized something—this didn’t quite taste like your typical egg. So, there had been a point in highlighting the fact it came from a seabird. These eggs were richer than the ones Mia was familiar with, and their texture was heavier.


      This is no treat to leisurely enjoy! You need to focus all your senses on this dessert alone! Having reached this conclusion, Mia continued to eat away, perceiving nothing but the pudding before her. As a result...she downed the whole thing in mere seconds.


      “Oh, what an absolutely brilliant flavor! I’ll have just another bite, then...hmm?” Mia’s own right-hand woman, Anne, had taken the extra puddings from her! “Huh? Oh, would you like to try some too, Anne? In that case...”


      “I shall serve this to you after supper, milady.”


      “B-But...” Mia stared at her maid, rubbing her belly.


      “It’s almost your Birthday Festival,” she explained.


      Mia rubbed her F.A.T.-filled stomach and looked to the other end of Anne’s outstretched finger! Then... “Well, I suppose that’s only the natural thing to do. Slimming down was my goal for today, after all.” After talking herself into being satisfied with this arrangement, she glanced at Ludwig. “It seems like we’ve made it through this meeting, but I’m quite worried about the king. Have we taken any measures ourselves?”


      “I have already instructed the Princess Guard to investigate the matter. However...”


      “Yes, we won’t be able to find anything so easily. Hmm... Perhaps we need to borrow Duke Greenmoon’s help?” He was the tie between Ganudos and Tearmoon. His connections couldn’t be underestimated, and he was quite close to King Nestori as well. “If the Serpents are involved, we’ll have to do everything in our power, after all.”


      They had already gone through the trouble of preventing that assassination attempt. In the best-case scenario, King Nestori would just peacefully relinquish the throne to his daughter. Well, it would be perfectly fine if he chooses to do his job as king too. In any case, we absolutely must ensure he isn’t assassinated by the Serpents, as it would throw this country into chaos.


      “Indeed, I thought the same, so I’ve already sent some of our personnel to him.”


      “You truly are always prepared for everything, Ludwig.”


      But just as Mia was busy being impressed, someone approached Ludwig. As Ludwig listened to the man’s report, a scowl formed on his face. He turned to Mia. “Your Highness, there is something I must inform you of immediately. Let us leave the hall for a moment.”


      “Right,” instantly nodded Mia, not hesitating for even a second. If Ludwig was saying this had to happen now, then it definitely did. Even on the previous timeline, if he claimed something was an emergency, boy was it.


      Plus, there was no need for Mia to remain here. She had said her piece, and after receiving permission from the president, she quickly stepped from the room.




      Upon seeing Mia withdraw from council before it was over, some criticized her for her negligence, but most viewed this as a sign of ultimate trust.


      “She’s chosen not to observe our proceedings to ensure they flow as she wishes, but to instead point out our faults, urge us to make amends, propose a path to do so, then trust in us to carry out the rest, huh?” muttered one of the councilmen, impressed. He was sitting next to Bigas.


      Bigas, for some odd reason, nodded proudly. “That is just the way of the Great Sage,” he said, smiling haughtily.




      Mia, completely ignorant of all that, stepped into the lobby, where she found two children rushing toward her. “Miss Mia!”


      “Kiryl? And Yanna too? How did you two get here...? Moons, you didn’t manage to escape the Serpents’ clutches, did you? Where’s Orania and Patty?” The two kids had been, in theory, captives of the Chaos Serpents, but here they were now. Mia couldn’t quite follow.


      Yanna wrapped her arms around Mia. “Please! You have to save Patty and Princess Orania!”


      That desperate plea only confused her further.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 20: Bel Swoons for Grandpa Abel!


      It was the dead of night, right before the Conseil des Anciens was to hold their emergency session. The children were deep asleep in the church, and gathered in its chapel were Hannes, Priest Yorgos, Orania, Abel, and Bel, the last of whom was rubbing the sleep from her eyes.


      “It seems Princess Mia will be attending the Conseil des Anciens tomorrow.” Hannes had gathered this information. After his many years hiding in Ganudos, he had formed many connections among the councilmen.


      “The Conseil des Anciens, huh?” Abel folded his arms and groaned. “Mia must plan on speaking there, right?” he said, glancing at Bel, who was nodding off with one foot already into dreamland. Apparently, he wouldn’t be getting any useful opinions out of her.


      He grimaced, which was when a grave question flitted through his mind. Wait a second. Bel’s Mia’s granddaughter. She has the blood of the Great Sage flowing through her veins, but she has such a lazy side to her. Does that mean...? Abel feared that his genes had such a poor effect on his granddaughter, but he quickly shook those thoughts from his mind and muttered, “The real question at hand is whether Princess Orania should appear in parliament as well. With the Serpents after her, we can’t just stay hidden here forever.”


      A crackling sound suddenly filled the room.


      “What was that?!” shouted Abel. The stained glass was shattered on the floor. An arrow cut through the air. “Damn it!”


      Abel acted before he could think—that arrow, by whatever twist of fate, was headed straight for Bel’s throat.


      “Huh?” she sleepily muttered.


      Abel swooped in, his shield at the ready. “Like hell you will!”


      The arrow lodged itself into his shield with a thunk!


      But it didn’t hit Bel. Abel hugged her to the floor and shouted, “Everyone, get down! Get away from the window! Use the couch as cover and head to the back!”


      A flurry of arrows rained down from the window as he spoke. With his shield held high, he turned to his granddaughter. “Are you okay?”


      Bel slowly lifted her head, completely dazed.
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      “Bel? Are you hurt?!”


      “G-Grandpa Abel! Y-You’re so cool...!” she said, letting out a bashful sigh. Yup! Bel was still her usual old self.


      However, Abel didn’t have any time for relief before white smoke filled the room. For a second, he thought their foes had started a fire, but he couldn’t feel any heat. That could only mean one thing. “Damn! A smoke screen!”


      Screams rang out from where the children were sleeping.


      “Are you all right, everyone...? Patty...? Kiryl...? Yanna...?” Orania’s voice was as languid as always, but now, there was an edge to it. Then came the sound of boots hitting the ground.


      “Princess Orania! Don’t move!” shouted Abel, but his warning proved to be in vain. Orania shot to her feet, and the chapel door flew open. In slunk one shadow, then a second, then a third, rushing her.


      “Princess Orania!” Abel stood, ready to stop them. Then came a second onslaught of arrows. “Agh, damn it!”


      He wielded his shield desperately, defending Bel at his back. Before they knew it, the floor around them was filled with arrows. It would have been nearly impossible to defend against so many without my shield. Dion’s words came flooding back to him, that if he wished to protect someone while he fought, then a shield was one method of doing so. He thanked the Empire’s Finest under his breath.


      “Wh-What are you doing...? Agh!” That’s when he heard a stifled scream. One of the shadows had taken Orania.


      “Wait right there! Damn it! I can’t let her be taken right now!” he muttered, clearly in pain. But that’s when the flurry of arrows grew fiercer. It took all his effort just to keep up his shield.


      Finally, there was silence. Abel cursed once again as he ran outside, but Orania was nowhere to be found. They were good. Ugh, damn it all!


      Abel tossed his shield to the ground and immediately tried to chase after them, but Bel grabbed his arm. “Wait, Grandpa Abel! I’ll come with you!”


      “No, Bel. You need to stay here and—” Abel raised his voice.


      “We must remain calm for now, Prince Abel. This assault may be a trap,” said Hannes, who had just come running out from the chapel. “Priest Yorgos just went to check on the children. My si—Patricia is gone.”


      “Things just keep getting worse and worse, it seems.”


      “The opposite, rather. My sister’s...daughter is a clever girl. She’ll leave some marks behind, so we’ll be able to follow them. Which is also exactly why we must keep level heads and proceed with caution. I shall go after them. I’d like you to send a message to Princess Mia and—”


      “That’s not going to work, Lord Hannes. Mia must treasure you just the same as the others, so I can’t let you go alone. I’ll come with you,” insisted Abel.


      Bel raised her hand. “And I’ll come too! I need to witness one of Wayfinder Hannes’s great adventures for myself, after all! And I want to see you be cool too, Grandpa Abel!” she said, sounding a tad bashful.


      In all honesty, Abel wasn’t too fond of the idea, but at the same time, Bel seemed to be an intended target, and it weighed on his mind. They targeted her in the castle ruins as well. If this isn’t a mere coincidence, leaving her here could be risky.


      If the Serpents had multiple targets, then Bel naturally needed a guard. Abel silently picked up his shield and cut off the arrowheads that pierced it with his sword. “Then who’s going to meet with Mia?”


      “W-We will,” Yanna volunteered. There was resolve in her eyes as she clenched her small fists. “I’ll be sure to tell Miss Mia to save Patty...to save my friend!”


      “And Princess Orania too!” added Kiryl.


      “Yeah. That’s a promise, all right?” nodded Abel. That’s when a ray of light shot over the night sky. “Sunrise already?”


      Abel squinted his eyes and looked toward the clouds above. The morning sun lit their path.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 21: Those Worthy of Trust


      Mia and the others headed to a corner of the large lobby. Near them was a statue of a fisherman valiantly wielding a harpoon. He looked about ready to fight the man-eating moonbow, just as Mia once had. Beside him, however...nobody was there.


      Once Ludwig, who was out running about outside, returned, the group once again heard the kids out.


      “Orania was taken by the Serpents this time, along with Patty? And Abel, Bel, and Great-Uncle Hannes went after them?” Mia couldn’t help but groan. “Moons, it’s complete chaos!”


      She wasn’t sure what the Serpents were after, but the situation had certainly grown quite complicated. There was too much information to keep track of, and it had her head spinning. Could this...actually be really bad?


      Patty would never admit to this, but she was Mia’s greatest weakness. If she died, Mia’s father—and in turn, Mia herself—would never be born. That’d be great for the Serpents, which made her the perfect hostage. “But why Patty? She has no connections to Orania at all!”


      Yanna shared how Patty had reacted when they were almost kidnapped by the Serpents the first time.


      “Ah, that would explain it. Ugh, of course the Serpents would be interested!” Mia clicked her tongue. “In any case, we can’t just sit around. We need to hurry after them.” Mia’s job was to send her strongest forces to attack her enemies’ mightiest troops! In other words, “I’ll have Dion come with me, and—”


      “Miss Mia? Are you here?!” Esmeralda Etoile Greenmoon’s booming voice suddenly reverberated through the lobby.


      “My, Esmeralda! What brings you here? And what has you so panicked?”


      “What brings me here?! It’s hardly the time for such questions! Ganudos is in danger!”


      “They are?” Yeah, of course they are, now that Orania and Patty have been kidnapped, thought Mia, but Esmeralda’s next words completely knocked her socks off.


      “Prince Echard, myself, and my dear brother-in-law—”


      “Your brother-in-law?”


      “Yes, Prince Sion! And Keithwood was with us as well. But anyway, we were chasing remnants of Sunkland’s intelligence force together.”


      Sunkland’s intelligence force? Did they have such a thing? This was the first Mia was hearing of it.


      “Ah, of course. They had formed an intelligence network in Tearmoon, so they naturally could have interfered here in Ganudos as well,” Ludwig said with a nod, his expression grim. “In our case, the Wind and White Crows were not only ousted from the nation, but Her Highness also improved the state of our internal affairs. We succeeded in eradicating all fissures they could take advantage of and winning over all malcontents who might have abetted them. But only the Wind Crows were ousted from Ganudos, yes?”


      Turning sparks to flames and training forces that would aid their cause—that had been the goal of the White Crows. But while all intelligence agents had returned to their homeland, those malcontents remained, as did the source of their displeasure.


      “And in place of the White Crow Jem, it was a new Serpent who exerted their influence here,” surmised Citrina.


      Ludwig nodded. “Ganudos Port Country is a cog in the wheel meant to bring famine to Tearmoon. I am sure there was much for the Serpents to slither themselves into here.”


      “Anyway, let us return to the subject at hand. The four of us were in pursuit of these remnants, and apparently, they’re planning a coup that will be happening tonight!”


      This sounded familiar to Mia. A Visalian uprising, and a riot that begins with the king’s assassination. Orania is supposed to be executed during the chaos, if I remember correctly.


      “Since the tides are right, they’ve decided today is the day,” explained Esmeralda, furrowing her brow.


      “I have a suggestion, Your Highness.” Ludwig suddenly raised his hand. “Why don’t we leave combating the Serpents who have kidnapped Princess Orania to Sir Dion, while you head to the Visalian Ghetto to admonish them?”


      “Hmm...mh?” Mia groaned, crossed her arms, and took a moment to think. Her brain had been kicked into high gear, fueled by her earlier pudding! And ultimately...she concluded that Ludwig had to be right, and that dividing their forces really did seem to be the best option! Once again, she confirmed that Ludwig’s words were gospel.


      I really would like to have Dion as my guard, but I won’t even exist if anything befalls Patty, and I’m quite worried about Abel as well. What if he gets hurt? I mean, it sounds like Bel is with him, after all! I’m worried that girl will hold him back.


      Thus, sending Dion to deal with these Serpents was definitely the right move. The only question was whether Mia should really head to the ghetto herself. Yes, the Visalians did weigh heavily on her mind, and quelling their anger by force would definitely leave a bad taste in her mouth. But to stop them, they’d need to hear some convincing words.


      Not to mention, Mia was an outsider. She clearly had no reason to directly harm the Visalians, which put her in a relatively safe position. But most importantly...she could really feel Ludwig, Anne, Esmeralda, Echard, Yanna, and Kiryl all watching her, the light of hope in their eyes. They were basically saying, “Ya can’t just sit back, relax, and stay safe here!”


      I can’t refuse, can I? Ugh, it’s the same pattern as always. At the same time, Mia really didn’t want to have to go this alone without Dion. But that’s when she realized something—the passionate gazes she felt didn’t just come from Ludwig and her friends. The Princess Guard stood a short distance away, eagerly awaiting Mia’s orders. They were the embodiment of sobriety, and as she gazed upon their faces, she realized her eyes had been clouded. Ah, that’s right. I was so focused on my sharpest sword, I forgot about the rest of my dear comrades.


      They were the shields who had defended her since the previous timeline—her imperial guard and most loyal soldiers. They were more than worthy of her trust, and Mia deeply regretted forgetting that.


      She slowly approached them. Before her stood ten mighty, devoted soldiers, those Ludwig must have summoned to ensure Dion could operate on his own. She stood before the familiar face at their helm, beaming. “Greetings, Ogen. Thank you for making the journey here. I am impressed you joined the search so quickly.”


      He saluted. “It has been quite a while, Your Highness. I shall dedicate my all to this mission!”


      This serious reply brought a smile to Mia’s lips. She turned to face the female knight standing beside him. “My, I didn’t know women served in the Princess Guard. Have you joined us from Duke Redmoon’s personal army?”


      She saluted as well. “The name is Celes, Your Highness.”


      “Oh, I do know that name! Oho ho! Ruby told me about you. I expect great things.” Duke Redmoon had once refused to lend any aid to Mia, but now, his soldiers were her comrades. It was incredibly reassuring. She turned to face another young man who was standing beside this female knight.


      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness. My name is Ernst.” Mia knew this name as well. On the previous timeline, a loyal soldier had once sacrificed his life to protect a supply shipment, and his name had been... “Ernst, huh? So, you’re the one who...”


      Mia’s eyes lost focus. During the revolution, countless noble houses had fallen, and her subjects had pelted her with stones. But despite this hell, there were still some who remained devoted to her, and Mia wanted to make sure she never forgot that. “I have heard much about your fealty. I trust you’ll work hard today as well,” she said, gently smiling.


      That’s right. Dion isn’t the only power protecting me. I have the Princess Guard, which means I have nothing to fear! She closed her eyes and said, “I accept your proposal, Ludwig. Dion, I shall have you save Princess Orania and Patty from the Serpents’ clutches.”


      “Just making sure, but I can’t kill anybody, right?”


      “Knowing you, I trust you can make sure that happens,” grinned Mia before turning to the Princess Guard. “Listen here! I now head for the Visalian Ghetto! I trust you will protect me during the journey!”


      The Princess Guard let out a hearty cheer. Thus, Mia stepped into the carriage Esmeralda had prepared to head for the island.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 22: Anxiety Boils Over


      Mia and company’s carriage sped straight for the port. Esmeralda, who sat across from Mia, leaned in with a scowl as she was shaken by the coach. “Miss Mia, just how do you plan on stopping the Visalians?” she asked, clear worry in her voice.


      Mia grinned triumphantly. “Why, it will be fine!”


      Quite honestly, Mia wasn’t all that concerned. The Visalians no longer had a reason to revolt. If their uprising was driven by anger at their strife or hopes of redressing their current situation, then doing so would be pointless now! Fixing precisely that had been why she had stood before the Conseil des Anciens, after all.


      I’m not exactly sure how things will improve, but they definitely will. There will be an adjustment period, but things will change. For one, Rafina wouldn’t stay quiet if Ganudos half-assed a solution. The image of the Holy Lady smiling coldly behind her popped into Mia’s mind. I relied on her quite a bit here, so I’ll have to greet her with thanks and gifts once we see each other again at my Birthday Festival. I’d better ask Orania and the others from Ganudos if they have any other good ideas for souvenirs. And since it’s rare that I get this chance, perhaps I should go with rare delicacies unique to Ganudos...


      Mia’s train of thought was veering off track, but a certain someone managed to keep it on course by the skin of his teeth! “Quite simply, we only need to inform the Visalians that Ganudos Port Country seeks to change, and that their situation will thus improve.” Indeed, it was Ludwig.


      In Tearmoon, the White Crows and Wind Crows who purposefully stirred up trouble had been excised, and Mia had assuaged all other fears that could lead to mayhem. Thus, there would be no riots or revolutions, and she simply needed to follow in her own example here in Ganudos. So, she’d tell the Visalians that the root of their troubles had been solved and purge all who wished to rile them up.


      My only job is to deliver this message as the foreign princess who attended the Conseil des Anciens. Oho ho! And I didn’t just speak back there; I spoke so valiantly and eloquently before those Remno soldiers all the way back when too! This will be a piece of cake!


      Mia really didn’t think much of this whole ordeal, but as all who have followed her story should be perfectly aware, Mia’s most confident moments have always been when she encountered the most trouble, which was again exactly what happened as soon as they arrived at the harbor.


      “Oh, Mia! You’re here,” greeted Sion. Keithwood stood behind him.


      “Good day, Sion, and you too, Keithwood. We’ll be in your care today,” said Mia, lifting her skirt into a curtsy before glancing at the boat before them. “Ah, so we’ll be heading there on the Emerald Star.” Mia hadn’t seen the ship since that fateful summer, but it looked as beautiful and dignified as always.


      “Indeed, Princess. She’s a great boat. You’d have a hard time finding one better,” the Emerald Star’s captain said with a nod. He had been chosen by none other than the beauty-chasing Esmeralda, and his looks fit the part. He had the slight air of a gentleman, as well as a sexual allure that was hard to place. “I’m confident she’s the only ship out there that’ll safely take you all to the island.”


      His words dripped with confidence in not just his ship, but his shipmates, which Mia found awfully reassuring. However, she didn’t quite know what to make of the man standing beside the captain. He was bearded and had a rustic look that was a far cry from Esmeralda’s usual type.


      “And, um, who might you be?” asked Mia.


      “Why, he’s a local fisherman! One who knows the sea around the island extraordinarily well,” said Esmeralda.


      The fisherman grinned. “The reefs there are tricky, so you’ve gotta have a local guide. Still, it’s up to Lady Luck whether we’ll make it there in one piece.”


      “Hwuh?” Mia tilted her head and looked back to the ship’s captain.


      “It’s a tough job, you see,” he said, smiling reassuringly.


      Mia “Hwuh”ed once again, for she had forgotten! The Visalian Ghetto was an island located in rough waters, where leaving or entering was terribly difficult! That was why the Visalians could not easily escape their fates, and why this revolt had to happen tonight!


      “Prince Echard and I found a skilled fisherman capable of the journey,” explained Esmeralda, puffing out her chest in confidence.


      But that didn’t make Mia feel any better. In fact, fear filled her heart. W-We won’t sink, r-right?


      “Well, even should we end up grounded, we’d only need to swim to shore! And I’m sure you’ve been keeping up with your swimming practice, yes, Miss Mia?” Once again, this “encouragement” only had Mia’s anxiety boiling over.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 23: Swallowing Back the Butterflies


      Mia’s fears and hazy uncertainties only grew once the Emerald Star had left port. Disquietude billowed up from the depths of her stomach—no, it was discomfort! In other words...


      “Ugh... I-I don’t feel so good.”


      ...Mia was seasick!


      The same displeasure that had once assaulted her during a carriage ride back to Lunatear had come back with a vengeance! She sighed...or perhaps it was more like a groan.


      “Are you all right, milady?” Anne gently rubbed Mia’s back, but immediately, Mia let out a panicked scream as her butt slammed into the deck. Had Anne been careless? Of course not! The ship had just swayed.


      “M-Moons, will we really make it? I feel like sinking isn’t just a joke, but a real— Uuugh...” Mia’s face was as white as a sheet and soured, which was quite unusual for her.


      “My apologies, Your Highness. It appears I have made quite an unreasonable demand. The Visalians are nothing but another nation’s problem to solve, and as such, there was no need for you to risk your life to make this journey.”


      Hmm? So I am risking my life right now?! Mia was straight-up panicked, but she swallowed her fears! Or really, it was some bile. Not that the distinction particularly mattered.


      “However, I do believe this is a necessary step to ensure the Tearmoon Empire can run without issues for the next century or two.”


      “Two? That’s quite the scale,” pointed out Citrina, who was sitting next to Mia.


      Ludwig nodded dramatically and pushed up his glasses. “Doesn’t Her Highness think the same?”


      Mia was silent, her eyes trained on the floor. Her nausea—or really, premonition of what was to come if she opened her mouth—kept her lips glued together.


      Ludwig nodded once again. “We cannot forget that ancient pact—the curse the first emperor released onto this land. Ganudos was originally a cog in Tearmoon’s destruction. Our territory, if you will. Thus, we have never once invaded them.”


      While the people of Ganudos were not of Tearmoon, they too were a part of the first emperor’s machinations, tasked with ensuring that the empire would lack for food and its people would starve. That was why Tearmoon could never invade Ganudos—until now, that is.


      “But you annulled that pact, Your Highness. That is a wonderful thing, but will the emperors who follow you be able to resist the allure of land that abuts the sea?”


      Citrina frowned. “You’re right... If Bel takes the throne, then there should be no problems. But we can’t predict what’ll happen after that.”


      Mia had to agree with some of this. In fact, there was no need to consider what would happen after Mia’s reign. Had she herself never experienced the revolution—had she never been forced to painfully learn that you had to reap the seeds you sowed yourself—then what? Would she have been able to resist the allure of tasty foreign treats yet unknown? Could she have kept her hands from snatching them right up?


      “Indeed, that would be difficult,” agreed Mia.


      Ludwig nodded. “The teachings of the Central Orthodox Church place great importance in ‘the lands the Holy Deity bestoweth.’ They encourage nations to be satisfied with the territory they were granted and rebuke coveting another’s.”


      Thus, they disavowed and strongly reproached the idea of stealing foreign lands for personal profits. Of course, a nation could always tout the same logic of Sunkland, but that relied on a foreign leader’s incompetence. It was only a means of rectifying a people’s suffering.


      Fundamentally, the Central Orthodox Church would not approve of using force or overhanded diplomacy to redraw borders, which was exactly why Tearmoon would be criticized heavily by the church should they try to invade Ganudos.


      “There will certainly be some who claim that what is to be gained by war outweighs what is to be lost by earning the ire of those abroad, but...I am skeptical. Even should Tearmoon succeed in occupying these lands without much resistance, the poor reputation it would earn—as well as the people’s disgust—would follow for generations, becoming a curse over our heads. The promise of quickly made riches is simply too good to be true; there will be backlash,” explained Ludwg.


      “Not to mention,” Mia added, “it’s particularly when they are out of other options that people are blinded by such get-rich-quick schemes. Should they attempt to claim Ganudos, it is likely they will have misjudged their situation.”


      As someone who had breathed the air of destruction’s brink in the previous timeline, Mia knew this painfully well. It was when people were most cornered that they wished to turn the tables in a single go, thus picking the easiest fix. But as a result...


      “They’d almost certainly put their cart before their horse and invade in an attempt to rebuild Tearmoon, only to quicken its demise,” lamented Mia. They needed to build a new relationship with Ganudos. And so, Mia needed to form firm ties with Orania and set up this joint research facility between Saint-Noel Academy and Saint Mia Academy, thus forming a system that would prevent any opportunities for future Tearmoon emperors to invade from arising.


      Mia lifted her gaze. Perhaps the boat had weathered through the worst of its travel? Her nausea seemed to be subsiding, at least. “All is fine, Ludwig. Your aims align perfectly with mine. Ganudos Port Country is our neighbor, and thus, we need to maintain peace here and—uuugh.” Nope! The nausea was back. Mia hurried to cover her mouth.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 24: The Kidnapped Pair


      Let us now rewind the clock. After being kidnapped from the church, Orania and Patty had been brought to the narrow back alleyways. At times, the buildings were so close together that their nightclothes would brush against their walls. Each time this happened, Patty would scratch a mark into the surface with a crayon she had stolen from one of the children at the church. She felt a tad sorry for the owners, but they’d need to simply overlook the graffiti.


      Thankfully, the sky was still dark. Their kidnappers wouldn’t notice.


      After turning countless corners, the girls arrived at a wide-open road where a carriage was stopped. Patty immediately dropped her crayon, which landed on the ground with a thud. Luckily, the man carrying her hadn’t noticed.


      The men tossed the girls to the ground. Patty let out an adorable “Eek!” that hardly seemed like it could come from Mia’s grandmother.


      Orania turned to her, worried. “Are you all right, Patty...?”


      Patty nodded silently as multiple men alighted from the carriage.


      “Jeez. Seems like things went well, somehow. Boy, were we lucky Dion Alaia wasn’t there.” Standing right before them was the same man who had attacked their carriage the other day, and next to him was a man with a burn mark on his forehead.


      A third bandannaed man walked up to Orania, his steps light. “Huh. So this is the Ganudos princess.”


      If Patty’s memory didn’t deceive her, he was the assassin who had attacked King Nestori the other day. Orania must have noticed as well; her mouth was agape. But just as the man was about to warn them not to cause any trouble, Ka Kunlou, their attempted kidnapper from the other day, beat him to the punch. He smiled. “So, we meet again!” he said with a friendly wave of his hand.


      Patty stared at him, expressionless.


      “Huh, you all don’t seem too surprised.”


      “Why didn’t you take us back then?” asked Patty, tilting her head.


      “‘Back then’? Oh, you mean the other day! I just didn’t have enough hands.”


      Patty wasn’t satisfied with this answer. She shook her head. “You have plenty of forces. Had you tried, you could have done it. So why did you wait until now?”


      “To be honest, I really did wanna take you lot back then and there, if I could. But certain circumstances prevented me,” said Kunlou, shrugging. He then marched up to the bandannaed assassin and placed a hand on his shoulder. “This guy here’s Carteria, and he’s a bit of a ruffian. You see—” Kunlou looked to Orania and twisted his lips into a grimace—“he’s got a personal grudge against Princess Orania. I thought he might end up killing her if I took you all.”


      “A Serpent would ruin a plan out of personal sentiments?” asked Patty, blinking her eyes. She clearly couldn’t accept that.


      Kunlou beamed back at her, chuckling. “Doesn’t seem very Serpentlike, huh? Really, you seem more like a Serpent than he does, Little Miss Trained-by-the-Serpents-but-Not-One.” He leaned in close to Patty, looking straight into her eyes. “Well, the high priestess said it was always best to have a variety of Serpents, since it was more chaotic that way. And by the way, Miss, do you have any idea why you’re here too?”


      Patty nodded. “Because I claimed to be a Serpent.”


      “Well, yeah, that about covers it, but... Actually, you just caught my interest. Thanks to that Great Sage, us Serpents have been made into dead ducks—dead snakes,” he said, shaking his head as foolishly dramatic as a jester. “And really, I can count the places you can receive a Serpent’s education on one hand,” he added, actually raising up his fingers.


      “First, you could train with the high priestess, or Duke Yellowmoon, I guess. Then, there’s the group with the Visalians, though I guess that’s just because they’ve got a copy of the Book. Lastly, there’s House Clausius.” Kunlou brought a hand to his chin and grinned. “You don’t look like a Visalian or an Equestri, but oddly, I’ve heard no word of the Yellowmoons taking in a girl like you. Still, House Clausius hasn’t been around since the marquess disappeared. So just what does that make you?”


      Kunlou slowly walked around Patty, glaring at her. “Really, what could explain you? For some damn reason, I feel like I’ve seen you before.”


      Patty stared right back at Kunlou, diligently keeping her expression flat to keep Kunlou from reading her emotions and weaknesses. But just as Kunlou was about to speak, someone beat him to the punch.


      “So basically, you’re taking us as hostages to draw my father out...?” came Orania’s usual sluggish voice. On one hand, it sounded like she just couldn’t read the room, but Patty sensed intent behind those words.


      Princess Orania...saved me? As far as Patty could tell, Orania wasn’t stupid. Rather, she seemed like a quick-witted girl who hid her smarts by playing the fool. She’s a lot like Miss Mia in that sense. Patty was nodding away to herself, but, uh...was that really true?


      “But I don’t think my father will come here just because I was kidnapped... I mean, he framed me for his assassination...”


      Kunlou smiled once again. “You’re right! That makes perfect sense. But it’s no big deal. I’m pretty sure he’ll come. Not at all for you, but for his more important child.”


      “Huh?” Orania was clearly shocked.


      The bandannaed man scowled. “Really? Then why’d you bring Orania here? Are we going to kill her before the king’s very eyes, or maybe in front of her people?”


      “Oh, yeah, killing her wouldn’t be bad, but I’m hoping to use her alive.” Kunlou exasperatedly shook his head. “An assassin like you probably wouldn’t understand this, but once someone dies, that’s it. But if you thrust someone into the pits of despair by killing everyone around them, then they’ll become a Serpent themselves. Falls to disgrace are much better at twisting, breaking, and thrusting the world into chaos.”


      Patty understood this line of reasoning. If they wanted to sow discord in these lands, their governance couldn’t fall into the hands of the powerful Tearmoon Empire. The Great Sage would only enact sound policies that would bring peace to this land, paving the road toward long-lasting tranquility. Thus, the Serpents couldn’t just murder the king and allow Ganudos to become a Tearmoon territory.


      To the Serpents, having a corrupt king rule these lands was ideal. It was weak and wicked monarchs that incited violence in their people—exactly what the Serpents wanted.


      “Anyway, shall we get going, then?” Kunlou pointed toward the carriage with a dramatic flair. On the other side of the open door was darkness incarnate. For a moment, Orania hesitated. Patty grabbed hold of her hand, hoping to encourage her as thanks for coming to her aid earlier.


      Orania turned to the girl, surprised. But then, her brow furrowed into a determined scowl as she took a step forward.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 25: Keithwood Actively Sows (Wicked) Seeds!


      It was only once Mia had finally grown accustomed to the sway of the boat that the Emerald Star reached the shores of the Visalian Ghetto. The island hadn’t been far from the mainland; it was close enough for a skilled sailor to make the journey there and back in a smaller boat. So, why was it that the Visalians had obediently stayed confined to this place?


      One reason was that over the generations, they had lost most of their skills from their time as seafaring people. The other was the intricate system of reefs that encircled the island. The closer you got to shore, the more erratic the waters would grow—not to mention, the waves were big enough to easily capsize a vessel. One lapse in focus and your boat would easily run aground. Thus, any sailor who knew these waters would be loath to approach.


      “Quite honestly, I’m not too enthusiastic about the idea, but I’ll give it a shot. But don’t worry. We have a guide, and I’m sure the Emerald Star will make it. Shipping boats pass through her all the time, after all,” boasted the ship’s captain. He was a native of Ganudos, but apparently even he couldn’t easily close in on the island.


      Mia watched the scene from within the cabin, holding her breath. But she was so daunted by the boat’s sway and crashing waves, she quickly returned her gaze inside. The scene was just a teensy-weensy bit too scary for Mia’s chicken heart.


      “It’s quite difficult not to be nervous given the situation, but if Esmeralda trusts this captain, then I can only have faith in him.” Countless times, Mia had entrusted her life to trusted allies, trusted(?) horses, and chance, yet she had come out on the other side safe and sound every single time. She could leave her life in another’s hands at ease!


      Mia glanced at the children. Yanna and Kiryl looked just as anxious as she was. As for the other child, well... Prince Echard, who had come following Esmeralda, looked like he was barely keeping himself from jumping with joy. He was thrilled to be able to participate in such a journey while helping his beloved older brother.


      Esmeralda, who was watching over the relationship of this pair of handsome brothers, looked quite pleased herself—terribly pleased, that is. At least she was enjoying herself.


      “Are you two all right?” asked Mia.


      Yanna lifted her face, pat Kiryl on the head, and nodded confidently.


      “Still,” Mia continued, “I feel quite guilty about bringing you two somewhere so dangerous. You have my apologies.”


      In all honesty, bringing these two along had been the perfect staging! As a princess of Tearmoon, Mia was a complete outsider here. It was why she could remain so safe, but while there were certainly words she could deliver as a third party, there was a huge possibility she’d just be told to keep her nose out of their business.


      But what if right then, she announced she was the caretaker of two Visalian children? At the very least, she wouldn’t just be an outsider. Instead, she’d be a foreign princess willing to be their ally. And if anything does happen, I have them to protect me!


      Mia’s survival strategy was always to have two or three safety nets. She had worked out a plan that would avoid any hostility with the Visalians, one that came before the Princess Guard stepped in to protect her. And the two key players of that plan were Yanna and Kiryl.


      “You saved us, Miss Mia, so we want to thank you. And you, Patty, and Princess Orania are all working so hard. We can’t just sit back and do nothing,” said Yanna. Kiryl enthusiastically nodded.


      The two kids stared up at Mia, their eyes free of doubt. Considering she had just brought them with her for her own profit, she felt a tad guilty. But...


      “All of us have made our resolve, Miss Mia,” cut in Esmeralda, who had been listening to the conversation. She looked awfully proud. “We all wish to aid you, to assist in realizing your goals.”


      The children, along with Sion, Echard, even Ludwig and Anne, all nodded vigorously.


      “I see... In that case, I suppose all is fine and well, then, but—”


      That’s when Keithwood entered the cabin with perfect timing. “We will soon be arriving, everyone! It’s best we prepare for docking.” He looked quite energetic and lively, which was quite odd considering the current threat to life and property.


      Mia tilted her head. Hmm... Keithwood must be a fan of the sea. Mia figured him out in a flash! Keithwood was quite popular with the ladies, so he must be a fan of hanging at the beach as well! Oh, that’s right! He’s an excellent cook. Perhaps he has some knowledge of seafood as well. I’ll have to ask him to teach me some time.


      Thus, Keithwood sowed a wicked seed within Mia’s psyche, but he was too busy smiling from ear to ear to ever know.




      Anyway, the crew made landfall on the Visalian Ghetto about half an hour later.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 26: A Path Through Rugged Lands


      The first to head to shore were the ten members of the Princess Guard and ten personal soldiers of the Greenmoons. The island was barren and littered with sharp rocks. It was so perilous, even the Greenmoon soldiers seemed to be on edge.


      The Princess Guard, on the other hand, seemed perfectly composed. As soon as they arrived on land, they took up formation and vigilantly observed their surroundings.


      “It’s slippery. We’ll need to be careful,” said Ogen, looking around calmly.


      Ernst, who stood beside him, seemed to be slightly up in the clouds as he stared at the black, rocky terrain.


      “Relax, Ernst,” said Ogen, kindly trying to encourage the knight.


      Ernst shook his head. “My apologies. It’s not that I’m nervous—simply lost in thought.”


      “About what?”


      “Her Highness’s earlier words.” He had been chewing them over in his mind ever since. “She said she knew of my fealty, but to be honest, I haven’t done anything to actually prove my loyalty.”


      Ernst was scowling. Typically, he’d assume she had mistaken him for someone else, or that she was just using empty words. But for some reason, he couldn’t. Rather, what filled his chest was a sense of recognition that his efforts had finally been rewarded.


      “There’s no reason to be so surprised. We all know how diligently you carry out your duties. Her Highness simply heard word of your reputation,” said Ogen before turning back to gaze at the Emerald Star. “That’s just who she is. We put our lives on the line to protect her. It is simply the order of things, but she doesn’t accept it as so. Instead, she recognizes it as the loyal service it is.” He turned to the young Ernst. “Work hard, Ernst. Her Highness is watching. Your serious nature and extreme honesty will not be disregarded.”


      He nodded. He felt the doubts he had harbored ever since he joined the Princess Guard—nay, the discontent he had felt since long before that—simply slipped away.


      The next moment, their hands shot for their swords. They looked about their surroundings, their gazes sharp. Every member of the Princess Guard had been trained by either members of Dion’s squad or Captain Vanos. While they were perhaps not as strong as the Empire’s Finest, it would not be an overstatement to say they were the most elite squad Tearmoon had to offer. That’s why they had been able to notice the people watching from between the rocks with their weapons at the ready.


      “There’s quite a lot of them. What do we do, Sir Ogen?” calmly asked Celes. She was a new recruit, just as Ernst was, but there was no fear in her voice as she watched those hiding in the rocks’ shadows.


      “They’re rabble, from what I can tell. If we battle and prove our might, we’ll be able to quell them, but...”


      Ernst agreed with this assessment. But while they may be untrained, a swarm of armed attackers would throw the town into chaos. The Ganudos soldiers couldn’t have been elites either. Depending on the strategy they chose to employ, they could prove a threat. Battling them now to dampen their morale was the obvious choice.


      However, Ogen shook his head. “If we were the average army, we may have done so. But we cannot.”


      Ernst could partially empathize with this position too. Their opponents did not yet consider them enemies. Rather, their foe was Ganudos Port Country and Ganudos only, which was what the Princess Guard was not. There was no need to force a battle. They may have been a mere mob, but there were enough of them to be a threat. It was best to avoid a fight.


      Ernst snickered. “Ah, I get it. The great Tearmoon army can’t be so brutal, huh?”


      However, Ogen responded in earnest. “No. Before we are the Tearmoon army, we are Her Highness’s army,” he proudly declared!


      Ernst and Celes looked plain confused.


      “Thus, we cannot be afraid no matter what disadvantages we face. We must always march boldly. Even in a hopeless battle, we must not retreat but defend Her Highness’s glory and work to accomplish her goals,” Ogen continued, his voice loud and his disposition cheerful. “But right now, Her Highness does not wish for violence! We are her army! It is not our might we must prove, but her overwhelming glory!”


      Ogen stepped on to a nearby rock and shouted, “Sheathe your weapons, Visalians! We are the army of Princess Mia Luna Tearmoon of the Tearmoon Empire! We are not here to cross blades!”


      For a moment, all was silent.


      “O soldier of Tearmoon, let us then ask: What is it that brings thee here?” came a voice from the rocks.


      “Indeed! On this glorious day of revenge when our desires shall finally be realized, what could have possibly inspired a foreign army to make this journey? Dost thou wish to aid us? Or dost thou wish to use those blades to keep us in check?”


      Others shouted in sympathy, and Ogen waited for them to fall silent before speaking. “We simply wish to deliver Princess Mia’s good news.”


      “Good news? How interesting. What pleasant news could thee possibly possess? The Ganudos king shall die, and we shall take revenge on his people. If thy news is better than that, I beg thee to share.”


      Ogen turned toward that voice. “It is not us who shall deliver that message, but our revered Great Sage herself!”


      The crowd broke into murmurs. “The Great Sage visits?”


      “Indeed, she does. She crossed these stormy waters to deliver this message, unable to abandon you. Thus, let me say this once again: Sheathe your swords, Visalians, and lend your ears to Her Highness’s words. Should you encroach on her kindness, we of the Princess Guard shall slay you with the force of a thousand men!”




      Thus, Mia’s loyal knights brought not just attention to Mia, but ballooning hopes and expectations.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 27: Princess Mia’s Speech Hits All the Right Notes (Just Like Everything She Does)!


      “So, this is the island that imprisons the Visalians...”


      Now that Mia had arrived at the ghetto, she breathed a sigh of relief from the fact the floor was no longer swaying beneath her feet. After gulping down another somewhat acidic breath, she took a look around. It’s quite barren here, isn’t it? It seems like it would be hard to live here. Then there shouldn’t be a problem, I suppose...?


      One of Mia’s fears had just proven groundless! That’s right, before arriving on the island, she had been worried: What if—just if—this place seemed pretty great? What then?


      After all, provisions were delivered here, and since these people built ships, the necessary materials for that had to be as well. Perhaps they were even using them to build dwellings. As long as clothes were sent here, all the Visalians’ basic needs would be covered! Sure, they were trapped here, but if they had all the necessities and things were nice enough, Mia would look like an idiot for coming to “save” them.


      It must be quite heartrending to be stuck here, but I can only have such thoughts because I know of the outside world. What of the generations who were born on this island? This is their home! I was scared they’d turn to me and say something like, “Uh, we’re living normal lives here. So, what are you here for, exactly...?”


      Mia did not want to force happiness on anyone. So from that perspective, she was relieved. Though, she considered, I’m positive they suffer from a lack of sweets here. How terrible!


      She couldn’t help but look at this place with pity in her eyes. But as she was looking, she noticed a man who seemed to melt into the rocks. He carried a lance—likely one of the warriors planning to attack Ganudos.


      Mia was ready to turn tail and run, but the Visalian warriors didn’t attack. Instead, they simply watched her in silence.


      “My, what is this...?”


      “They are awaiting your words, Your Highness,” reverently reported Ogen, who had alighted from the ship to patrol the area before her. “We have explained we aren’t their enemies, but I am sure they have a hard time accepting this. Thus, I beg you to prove it with your own words.”


      “So, they have yet to attack us because they can’t be certain whether we’re friend or foe?” Mia tilted her head.


      Beside her, Sion nodded. “I see. It was Sunkland’s intelligence force, the White Crows, who organized these men and taught them to fight. If their official creed is to spread the just rule of the Sunkland king across all lands, then their strategy must rely on reinforcements from Sunkland.”


      In other words, the Visalians were launching this rebellion with the help of foreign aid. Thus, they were in no position to ignore foreign interference, especially from someone like Princess Mia of the Tearmoon Empire, a great nation that neighbored their own.


      “You’ve done well to avoid a battle and create such circumstances, Ogen,” praised Mia.


      As long as she could explain what had been discussed at the Conseil des Anciens, all would be solved! Thus, her greatest fear had been whether the Visalians would actually hear her out. But she had immediately cleared that obstacle! What excellent news!


      Now, she was fearless! She already knew what she had to say, as she had already made sure of them during the boat ride. I simply must tell them their situation will improve and they will be released. I was worried about how I might get them to listen to me, but the Princess Guard already prepared the perfect opportunity! I have no complaints!


      Mia could feel the crowd’s eyes on her as she turned to Yanna and Kiryl. “Stay by my side, you two.”


      After all, she had them come all this way! She obviously wouldn’t hesitate to utilize them now. Now that all eyes were on them, this was her perfect chance to highlight the bond of friendship she had formed with these two Visalian children!


      Mia spoke calmly. “Shall we get going, then? Is there a suitable place to talk?”


      “Yes, I’ve already looked into the matter. Follow me.” With that, Ogen puffed out his chest and raised his voice. “Advance, Princess Guard, and protect Her Highness! Avoid all unnecessary battles! But if anyone threatens the princess, suppress them immediately!”


      At his command, the members of the Princess Guard took up formation around Mia. They were perfectly coordinated as they formed a protective wall around her. Among them were the loyal Ernst, the skilled soldiers of the former Dion Squad, and the talented female knights who had once served the Redmoons. Once again, Mia found great solace in her hodgepodge group of guards as she slowly stepped forward.


      The knights moved with her, as if they were a part of her own body. Sion and the other boys sighed in awe. “They’re amazingly skilled...”


      “Indeed, they’ve trained well.”


      They weren’t praising Mia, but she was quite pleased with these comments anyway. She haughtily puffed air from her nose as she walked along the coast.


      With each step, more Visalians appeared. They seemed frightened of the soldiers, but once they caught sight of Mia at their center having a friendly chat with the two Visalian children, their expressions softened—though only slightly.


      Eventually, Mia caught sight of countless boats. Logs were piled before them, and it seemed the Visalians planned to use them to return to the mainland. Most likely, this was the shipbuilding yard, as there was even a wooden platform meant as a watchtower. Mia climbed atop it, took a deep breath, and raised her voice. “Greetings, Visalians! I am Mia Luna Tearmoon, princess of the Tearmoon Empire, a nation that neighbors Ganudos Port Country.”


      After introducing herself, Mia lifted her skirt and curtsied. After this flawless display of manners, she looked up to find countless eyes on her. She then extended one arm to her side. “And this is Prince Sion of Sunkland. Do you have anything to say, Sion?”


      That’s right! Mia didn’t miss a beat! She already knew that Sunkland intelligence forces were the masterminds behind all this. Thus, she stressed the fact she was already aligned with Sunkland authorities.


      “Well, I suppose I do, but I’ll leave it to you.”


      “Then with your permission, I shall be the one to speak.” Mia cleared her throat. “I have come here today to deliver joyous news to you all—you have been freed! To begin where my story concludes, you shall all be able to leave this island.”


      Mia went on to recount the Conseil des Anciens discussion. She told them of the future of the Visalians and the future of Ganudos, the great power of the Holy Lady Rafina who’d aid these efforts, and the fact that all of this had been the workings of Ganudos’s own Princess Orania. She told them they no longer had anything to fear!


      Thus, she passionately divulged it all, making sure to minimize the scope of her efforts and any responsibility she might be asked to bear. And after counting down all the points she wanted to hit on her fingers and glancing at Ludwig just to make sure every tiny bit was covered, she loudly declared, “Thus, there is no need for swords! There is no need for war and bloodshed!”


      A voice rang out from the crowd. “Thus, Ganudos shall remain at peace. Is that what thou wish to say?”


      Mia nodded. “Precisely, and that shall not be a surface-level peace or mere lip service, but a true and just peace that does not oppress you Visalians!” Assured of her victory, Mia turned toward the voice she had heard. However...


      “But...what shall become of our revenge?” As soon as Mia heard those heavy words, she sensed a guillotine had washed onto shore. “What shall become of the regrets and ire of our parents, our grandparents, our ancestors?”


      More voices joined in. “For us, this be a glorious day. Dost thou understand that, Your Highness? Our greatest wish shall soon be realized. We have been granted an opportunity to deal a crushing blow onto the people of Ganudos Port Country who have long oppressed us!”


      “Indeed! We have long awaited this day, for we shall finally dispel the detestation passed down to us by your ancestors!”


      Voice after voice after voice... They came together to form an overflowing tsunami. As for Mia? Well, she was lost in thought.


      “A grudge passed down from your ancestors, huh...?” Mia muttered those words aloud as she mulled them over. “Your...ancestors?”


      Understanding others was best done through putting yourself in their shoes, and Mia followed this tenant. So, who was Mia’s ancestor? That’s right! It was none other than that dastardly... The first emperor...and his grudge?


      Mia opened her mouth. “Your ancestors hold you all dear and thus would never wish for such a thing. They would not want their progeny to squander their lives for the sake of violent revenge.”


      “Speak no nonsense!” someone rebuked.


      “What dost thou know? How could one of Tearmoon possibly know how our ancestors, our parents, and grandparents felt?!” someone shot back.


      “Why, because if your ancestors truly treasured you, they would never wish for you to carry out their revenge.” Mia neither loved nor respected the first emperor, as she felt he wasn’t deserving of such. She found it illogical to respect someone who would fail to bring you happiness or leave nothing behind for his progeny besides harm just because he was her ancestor, especially after his machinations led to her head getting chopped off. Plus...


      “And if they truly wished to make further sacrifices of their descendants for the sake of their own revenge or frustrations—if they truly found this perfectly natural, then...” Mia spoke to the first emperor, a man she didn’t even know the face of. “Then... Then they can eat crap!”
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      Hearing such a crude word fall from the mouth of a great nation’s princess forced the Visalians into silence. Even those standing beside Mia stood shocked, their eyes the size of saucers.


      She cleared her throat, slightly regretting her words, and again reiterated her point. Once more, she spoke not to the Visalians, but her own ancestor, the “great” man who had founded Tearmoon. “No such ancestor would be worthy of your respect! Wasting the lives of their descendants for the sake of their own regrets and anger? Why, that’d make them good-for-nothings!” Her words could never reach the first emperor, but she had always wanted to say them! Thus, she screamed them at the top of her lungs!


      Then, she turned her attention back to the Visalians. “Your ancestors would never wish for such a thing, as they must have been deserving of respect—not the sort to swear revenge even at the cost of their own progeny.” She clenched her fist before her chest. “Even should hatred have filled their hearts when they parted this world, they would not be victims to it forever. Instead, they likely regret the words they imparted to you at their ends. Isn’t that the sort of people the ancestors you so love and admire were?”


      The Visalians were at a loss for words.


      Mia continued. “Or are you not satisfied with this because the people who have oppressed you are still out there, living their lives as if nothing were wrong? Is it because those who have sinned have gone unpunished?”


      Some lifted their faces, as if they thought Mia understood their viewpoint.


      But Mia shook her head. “I can say with certainty that shall not be the case. We must all reap the seeds we sowed for ourselves, after all.” She spoke quietly but with conviction. “That shall come to pass without anyone’s help. Yet you all are currently trying to force the fruit of revenge down their throats—to pluck that fruit before it is ripe. Doing so will only sow seeds of revenge.”


      They would pluck that fruit themselves and sow its seeds into the ground. But who would be the ones to reap the next fruits of revenge?


      “You would reap those seeds yourselves. You would harvest those fruits of revenge and pass them through your own lips. Thus, you would be the victims of the retribution you sowed with your very hands. Then, the seeds of those fruits would be left to your own descendants. Your children and grandchildren, thinking of you, would once again sow seeds of destruction which they then would have to reap themselves.”


      Mia knew this was the Serpents’ aim—the curse of that crap-eating first emperor. Well, they both hit upon the same ideas, at least. Thus, Mia was dead set on putting a stop to it. She simply had to free the Visalians from this curse’s chains, which remained unbroken over generations.


      “Is that what you truly want? Is that what you survived so long on this island for?” Mia took in a silent breath as she put together her next words. “Let me say this right here and now: You have the power to choose.” She glanced at Yanna and Kiryl, who were standing close beside her. “Will you dye these children’s futures with revenge and hatred? Will you wash blood with blood? Or...”


      Mia softly patted Yanna’s head, then lifted her bangs. “Or will their future be one where they can walk beneath the sun, proudly revealing proof of their clan? That choice is up to you! It is in your hands!”


      That’s when Mia noticed Yanna nervously fidgeting. “Um, Miss Mia? This is kind of embarrassing.”


      Apparently, she was a bit shy to reveal her forehead. Mia smiled softly and gave her another pat.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 28: Clad in the Armor of Loyalty


      Mia’s words shook the Visalians to their core. She had presented them with a biting question. Today, the Visalians planned to risk their lives by cutting down the people of Ganudos they so detested—to break free from their forced labor on this island.


      However, Mia had presented an alternative plan, one she had already secured for them. Instead of slaying the people of Ganudos, they could change their circumstances free of bloodshed—not of just their enemies’ but their own.


      Not only that, she had asked them to weigh their children’s futures. On one side of the scale was a revenge plot carried out for others, and on the other, their own happiness. Plus, Mia had made it clear that the Visalians’ current plan was driven by their own emotions, not their ancestors’.


      The scene she had displayed had also pulled at Visalians’ heartstrings. They watched as the princess of Tearmoon placed a girl of their own—a girl with a forehead tattoo—by her side and gently patted her forehead. That girl seemed embarrassed, but naturally so. It was clear she had not been forced into anything.


      Thus, Mia had visually begged the question: Would you be willing to take revenge even if it means throwing away this very future for your children, ruining a chance at happiness for your next generations? The question was so sharp and poignant it had begun to move them.


      That’s when a man raised his voice—and his bow. “Do not let them fool you! How dare thee mislead my brethren!” He fired his bow. This man was born a Visalian and raised a Serpent—a dangerous one who had been trained in combat by Sunkland’s White Crows.


      “Huh?!”


      The sharp arrow cut through the frozen crowd. While the man’s skills were not as sharp as Liora Lulu’s, he was as talented as he needed to be. It shot straight toward Mia, who could only watch in a daze.


      “Hwah...?”


      Clang! Metal met metal. Standing like a fortress before her was her loyal soldier Ernst. The arrow was buried into his chest.


      “Get down, Your Highness!” A moment later, Celes pushed Mia and the children to the ground, covering them. The Princess Guard quickly formed a wall that separated Mia and her friends from the Visalians.
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      Ernst fell to one of his knees. Ah, that was close. Thank goodness I made it in time. Had I hesitated for merely a second longer, or had that ruffian not announced his attack, then...


      For an assassin, that had been a third-rate performance. But as an agitator, he had taken the necessary steps. Princess Mia was no longer someone they simply needed to eliminate on the spot. After that speech, she could have easily been exalted as a martyr by the Visalians. Thus, the agitator had first needed to declare her their enemy before taking his shot. Without that, there wasn’t even a one-in-a-million chance the people would take a stand.


      In other words, Her Highness’s words moved the people much more than that man had expected...


      “Are you all right, Ernst?”


      Ernst lifted his eyes to find the master he served, her eyes full of worry. He smiled, trying to assuage her fears. “Do not fret. This armor is just as thick as my fealty.”


      While he couldn’t say it aloud, he felt searing pain radiating from the arrow in his chest. Had he felt nothing, it could only mean he was on the verge of death. Thus, the sensation of torn flesh and dripping blood instead comforted him. He felt pain, just as he should. His flesh had been gorged, but the arrow hadn’t made it to his bones. He was far from dead.


      I can still fight!


      Ernst summoned his strength to his legs and stood back up. Such a wound could not bring an indefatigable member of the imperial guard to his knees! Their pride lay in defending Princess Mia and fighting to do so even if it spelled their demise. Yet...


      “Huh?”


      Unfortunately, Ernst was left out of the spotlight, as the others had already formed a protective formation around Mia. At Ogen’s command, the other eight had formed a wall of metal armor around Mia, separating her from the assassin hiding among the Visalians. And on the other side of them was the army of the Greenmoons, led by Sion and Keithwood, moving in to neutralize the criminal. A commander could make weak soldiers into strong ones, and the Greenmoons worked swiftly to bring the chaos under control at their command.


      “There could be more of the scoundrels. Stay vigilant and apprehend the archer immediately! To anyone else armed with a bow, drop it immediately! Any who do not shall be arrested!”


      Ernst found great encouragement in watching his comrades. There was no need to struggle on his own, nor would a lance ever bury itself into his back, for his fellow knights were worthy of entrusting his back to. They had a princess who was worth sacrificing themselves for.


      “Please don’t push yourself, Ernst,” warned Celes with worry in her eyes.


      “Right, but it really is just a scratch. The blow wasn’t strong enough to make it through my armor,” said Ernst, smiling to comfort her.


      That’s when a noble lady as sweet as a flower, Citrina, approached. “There might still be poison on the tip. Please let Rina see.”


      “She’s right, Ernst. If we let a first-class knight like yourself prove yourself anymore in this fight, the rest of us won’t have a leg to stand on,” added one of his fellow knights.


      That was enough for Ernst to give in to their demands. Reserve forces were essential. Resting his body as his comrades fought to prepare for unseen developments would still be a job well done.


      Having reached that conclusion, Ernst sighed and resigned himself to receiving first aid.


      “Wait, this is kind of tough.”


      Now bathed in the gazes of multiple noble ladies, his hands had started to sweat.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 29: Slowly but Surely...


      Sion and Keithwood quickly subdue the rioters. Luckily, they were few in number. So, they’ve all been directly or indirectly indoctrinated by the White Crows...


      In Sion’s eyes, they too were victims. Having been persecuted by the people of Ganudos and its monarchy, they were then used by the White Crows, who wasted their talents by turning them into Serpents.


      “Prince Sion, art thou—is Sunkland—satisfied with this? Thou wouldst proclaim the people of Ganudos deserve no punishment? Is that truly justice?” A man turned to Sion, pain clear in his eyes.


      Sion, in turn, looked toward someone else. “Take a good look, Echard. This is a tragedy orchestrated by our own hands. Even should one be mistaken—even should one commit the sin of persecution—the wrong solution will only beget more suffering.”


      Ignoring a problem was unjust, but not all injustices should be solved by the sword—just as how Sion no longer believed it was Sunkland’s place to correct all misdoings.


      “We are not here to benefit Sunkland, but to do our best to ensure our people can live happily. While there is always a need to vanquish evil, that itself is not justice, but simply one of many.”


      Sion did not think Mia had neglected her duty as someone in power. Locking a certain group away on an island and forcing them into labor was evil and correcting that was just.


      However, Mia’s justice sought to bring happiness to as many people as possible. She sought the optimal path to preventing new tragedies, and that was what separated her from the White Crows.


      “Answer me, Sion Sol Sunkland. The people of Ganudos shall go unpunished. Is that truly justice?”


      Sion walked up to the man. “I can’t say it is. The sin of persecution has been carried out by Ganudos’s own hands. That must be corrected, and those actions must be punished. However, I disagree that there is a need to carry out that retribution via the sword. The people of Ganudos must repent and make up for their crimes, but that does not have to be through bloodshed.”


      That was the very tenet Mia had proven to Echard—that she had proven to Sion himself. The people of Ganudos would be forced to carry out much labor in accepting the Visalians. Much sweat would be shed in constructing and operating the joint research facility.


      No, Sion could not say for certain that this was truly a fitting punishment for them. But at the very least, he was sure it was preferable to violent revenge.


      That’s when another man cried out elsewhere. “Make no fools of us, Princess Mia! Thou speak of our future, but what of the children who have already perished?!”




      Mia, guarded by the Princess Guard and in the middle of her escape, heard this shout as well.


      “Answer me! How shall thou heal the pain and sadness of the children who perished here on this cruel land, and the parents who have lost those who were meant to carry on their legacies!”


      Mia gulped. After all, those words hit at her one weakness—the fact she placed more importance on the future than the past. Her argument wouldn’t stand if their quest for revenge wasn’t rooted in their ancestors and the past.


      Her logic was based on a single question: Is it worth sacrificing your progeny’s future for the sake of taking revenge for your ancestors? However, that question was pointless if their plot was meant to take revenge against those who had already harmed that progeny. Thus, there could be no stopping the Visalians if the people of Ganudos had murdered their children. After all, Mia’s words couldn’t reach a parent who had lost a child. However...


      Another person spoke up against the irate man. “No...thou art mistaken.”


      “What?!”


      “A decree from the monarchy stipulated that our children shall properly eat. They proclaimed that the children are labor, that they mustn’t be mistreated to ensure small ship parts are built correctly, and that there be a next generation of workers. Thus, not a single one of our children have starved, no?”


      The man was silent and clearly confused. “No, but... Is that...true?”


      He gazed out into the distance in search of an answer, right to where all the children stood. They were in a sorry state, but at least to Mia, they seemed quite healthy. They were neither thin nor frail—in fact, Yanna had been even more scrawny when they had first met.


      A single people had been locked away together on an island. Thus, a sense of camaraderie had been born. They helped one another.


      “I see... So, we were enraged that they viewed us as nothing but tools, yes? No, but... Hmm...” The man clearly couldn’t wrap his head around things.


      That was when Mia realized something. Is he truly just misremembering things? Or is this Patty’s doing? When the past changed, people’s memories faltered. She had witnessed this phenomenon before. She would be able to meddle with the Ganudos monarchy as Tearmoon’s empress, and since the king of Ganudos has ties to the Serpents as well, she would have some sway. I suppose it’s not impossible.


      Mia suddenly looked toward the sea. That reminds me, are Patty and the others all right? Dion went to save them, and he’s plenty strong enough for the job. The only question is whether he was able to find them or not.


      Ludwig suddenly approached, scowling. “I was able to inquire about the Serpents’ whereabouts, Your Highness.”


      “My, that was quick! I expected nothing less from you, Ludwig. But where in the moons are they?”


      “The lighthouse!”


      “The...what?” Mia had a baaaaad feeling about this. The golden Mia lighthouse, was it? That was the name of that ridiculous building mentioned in Ludwig’s diary! But a lighthouse again? What a terrible coincidence!


      Thus, Mia began to ponder. Which was easier? Building a lighthouse from scratch, or rebuilding a slightly odd one where a destroyed lighthouse once stood? There was absolutely no guarantee that the people here wouldn’t think, “Well, our lighthouse is gone, so let’s build a new one! A special one to mark the occasion!”


      Knowing Orania and the council members, they could totally do that! Mia gasped. We may already be too late, but we must make absolutely certain this lighthouse doesn’t get broken! Obviously, we need to save Orania and Patty, but this lighthouse’s integrity too!




      Unfortunately, Mia’s wish would not be granted.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 30: Confessions of an Idle King


      Orania and Patty were brought to an old, dilapidated lighthouse. The Serpents had already approached the lighthouse keeper, and they had skillfully won him over.


      “Well, he wasn’t really a Serpent. More like a parting gift from the White Crows. But I doubt you’re interested in our factions and their differences, huh?” Kunlou shrugged.


      Orania, having heard all about what was going on behind the scenes, was shocked. Sunkland intelligence forces and the Chaos Serpents...? Ganudos will still be in trouble even after we set the Visalians free...


      Lighthouse keepers were cornerstones of the fishing industry. Orania couldn’t help but grimace. How could a foreign nation have their hands in Ganudos’ main economic sector?


      “Well, I’m sure the Great Sage knows all the places of import in this country. She’ll find us soon enough, but not immediately,” said Kunlou.


      Orania, however, grinned at him. “No matter how long it takes, that won’t change a thing... After all, my father won’t come here. Capturing me was pointless...”


      “Indeed, Kunlou. I agree. Shall we just kill her now to prove our point to the king?” suggested Carteria, the bandannaed assassin. He drew his sword with zero qualms and pointed it straight at Orania.


      She drew in her breath. But then, she glared back at him with resolve. “Yes, that might be a better idea than your current plan... I’d prefer not to cause trouble for Master Mia, after all...”


      “Fine. It seems like our interests are aligned. I’ll cut off that head of yours and hang it from this lighthouse.”


      “Jeez, can’t you two get along? You’re siblings, aren’t ya?”


      “Please do not remind me of such things, Kunlou,” spat Carteria before smashing the lighthouse’s reflector. Shards scattered. Patty fearfully covered her head, while Orania jumped in to cover Patty.


      “Siblings? What do you mean...?” Those words caught Orania’s attention.


      “The king will come, princess. And like I’ve said, that won’t be because of you.”


      Kunlou’s words cut deep into Orania’s heart. And not much later, they proved true. The sound of footsteps reverberated through the lighthouse’s staircase. They grew louder and louder, until...


      “Father...? Wh-What are you doing here...?”


      In stepped Nestori Perla Ganudos. Orania’s eyes shot open, but her father failed to even look at her. Instead, his eyes were trained on the assassin. The king observed him for a moment. Then, he sighed. “Yes, there is no doubt about it. I can see remnants of her in you...remnants of Zenaida.”


      Orania had never heard such shock in her father’s voice before. His cold tenor carried unusual warmth.


      “So, she lived...”


      “How impudent. How dare you show no shame! You should have no interest in the son of the woman you—!”


      “Hold it. Can we put off killing him for just a little bit? We’ve finally got the whole cast here! This just won’t be as effective unless you fill your dear sister in.”


      “What’s...happening? What do you mean...?”


      Kunlou addressed the bewildered Orania, an odd sense of kindness in his words. “That man right there, Carteria, has inherited the blood of your father, just as you have.”


      “Huh...? B-But...” Orania turned to the king.


      He couldn’t even look her in the eye. “It was a long time ago, before I married your mother. I fell in love with a woman—a beautiful girl descended from the Visalians.”


      Thus, Nestori quietly began his tale—the story of an idle king and the life he vowed to waste.


      “It was twenty—nay, thirty years ago that I met Zenaida.”




      Back then, Nestori was but a prince. In his free time, he enjoyed visiting the many uninhabited islands that dotted the Galilea Sea to fish, and it was on one of their shores that he encountered a woman. She had long, beautiful hair, and it was love at first sight for him. She didn’t seem to mind him either.


      Her name was Zenaida.


      But after a few trysts on this small island, right when they kissed beneath the setting sun, Nestori saw something. Adorning her forehead was the detested Mark of the Third Eye.


      Ganudos’s one and only prince was not allowed to love a Visalian. Of course he wasn’t.


      For a time, Nestori was locked away in the palace, and during this time, Zenaida was thrown into the sea. Visalians were a seafaring people, but even they were no match when facing the waters alone.


      “I despised it all. This country, its people, everything. After all, it was the anti-Visalian discrimination rooted in this nation that prevented me from marrying the woman I loved. Of course, I detested those who pushed it on me as if it were the natural order of things.” Nestori turned toward Kunlou. “But it was the Chaos Serpents’ wiles that stipulated the Visalians were a people meant to be persecuted. The weak would rebel, and the state would be overthrown. Thus, the world would be led further into chaos. For that aim, the Visalian Serpents chose to be persecuted.”


      When Tearmoon’s first emperor encountered them on that deserted island, they already yearned to release pandemonium upon the world. Whether that be out of anger, sadness, or despair, the Visalians aimed to preserve what their ancestors felt, passing it on to their next generation. Thus, they chose to live in persecution. The Visalians of the current day were victims of their madness...and so was Nestori.


      “Thus, I lost any means to avenge myself. Don’t you understand? Directing my anger at the people of Ganudos and attempting to destroy this nation would only serve as a chance for the Visalians to revolt, which would mean carrying out the will of the Serpents responsible for my suffering. Yet, turning my hatred toward them to disrupt their plans would only mean properly ruling my people—to reap benefits for the very folk who directly tore Zenaida and me apart. No matter where I directed my ire, it would only serve to benefit those at its root. Thus...”


      Nestori grinned. “I chose to do nothing. That was my revenge.”




      Patty listened to the king’s confession in silence, her back turned toward the town below—right where the sun was brightest. Her arms were slumped by her sides, but there was something in her small hands: a shard from the reflector.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 31: The Pursuers


      Abel, Bel, and Hannes dashed through the streets made hazy by the rising sun. Energetically leading the pack was Bel. She was quite fit, especially for an imperial princess.


      Bel made sure to train her body daily. There was no knowing when or where she might get thrown into an adventure, after all! She knew how to ride a horse—and even dance! Though the latter was somewhat perfunctory, and that was the understatement of the century. But anyways, Bel trained stoically to ensure she was ready for any and all adventures, wherever and whenever, as the Great Sage of the Empire’s heir.


      After turning a few corners, she suddenly stopped. “Um, where should we go?”


      You ran off without even knowing that?! Abel wanted to scream. Well, just a little bit. He had a good grasp on his granddaughter’s personality and thus ignored her utterance. “Typically, it’d be best to catch up to their captors, but that seems difficult given our situation. The roads are windy. Finding them without any clues will be near impossible, and I’m sure our enemies have an eye out for any pursuers too.” He glanced at Hannes. “You should be the most knowledgeable among us when it comes to Ganudos’s geography, Lord Hannes. Do you have any idea where these scoundrels may have chosen to make their hideout?”


      “No, I don’t. But knowing my sister...’s child, Patricia, she has likely left some sort of message for us.” Panic could be glimpsed in his expression. He desperately looked around and placed a hand on the ground, only to immediately stand back up again. Then, he began to pace until eventually, his eyes landed on Bel. “Ah, that’s it!”


      Bel curiously watched Hannes approach her.


      “My apologies, milady,” he said, immediately lifting her on his shoulder. Quite crudely, that is, as if he were carrying mere luggage.


      “Hwah?!” Bel let out a slightly odd-sounding screech, inherited from the Great Sage herself! She kicked her feet in the air. “Wh-What are you doing?!”


      Hannes had acted so suddenly, Abel was frozen with shock. However, the marquess seemed perfectly calm as he approached the nearby wall. “Do you see anything, Lady Bel? Where might you have left a mark had you been kidnapped?”


      “Huh? O-Oh, um...” Bel seemed to have understood Hannes’s intentions, as she began to look around, still within his arms. “It’d be hard to leave a mark on the ground, and I think their captors would have noticed if Patty tried to drop something from this position, so...her choices were limited. But if they got close to the walls when they turned the corners, then maybe she’d be able to mark the direction they took her when the paths div— Oh! Look!” Bel had been muttering, but suddenly, she raised her voice and pointed to a spot on the wall—a white line that resembled the sort of graffiti a naughty child would leave.


      “A mere childhood prank...? No, it’s not funny enough for that. Perhaps it’s a guide of some kind?” suggested Abel.


      “She must have kept her notches to a minimum, marking only the corners they turned. How very like my sister...’s daughter.”


      Hannes seemed very proud of his sister’s quick wits, while Bel looked equally proud of her keen eyesight. Abel couldn’t help but grimace at the family resemblance before turning back to the mark Patty had left. “We could easily miss these guides should we let down our guards. Let’s proceed with caution.”


      Thus, the group once again resumed their journey, moving slowly and carefully. These marks appeared at every bifurcation, but they were light and quite hard to see. While they knew they couldn’t panic, they also knew exactly how disturbing it was to be a captive of the Chaos Serpents. That want to free them put Bel, Abel, and Hannes further and further on edge.


      Along the way, they lost sight of these marks countless times and took multiple wrong turns. But at the end of their journey, they finally arrived at a large, open road.


      “It seems they were transferred to a carriage here,” said Hannes, kneeling on the ground. He picked something up—a small piece of crayon.


      “A carriage, huh?” How could they possibly catch them now? Abel was at a loss as he glanced over the city street. “If only we knew where this road led, or which way they went.”


      “You’re right. But maybe someone saw them? Let’s ask!”


      At Bel’s suggestion, the trio began to search for any witnesses. As a result, they were able to learn which direction the carriage had headed, but not how far it had traveled.


      “I suppose that’s only natural, but we can’t afford to just sit around. For now, let’s follow in that direction and— Hmm?” Abel caught sight of something glittering in the distance. “You seem to know Miss Patty well, Lord Hannes. Would she send a signal to us even while captive?”


      “Yes, of course she would. My sister is a persistent woman. Even in a den of crafty foes would she continue to fight alone and exhaust all her options. Lady Patricia certainly has inherited that nature, as her daughter.” Hannes’s response made it clear he too had noticed what had caught Abel’s attention. There was an odd glimmer in the sky, and it was coming from the top of a lighthouse.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 32: Patty and Zenaida


      “My dear son... Tell me, please. What is your name?” King Nestori’s voice shook as he spoke.


      “You would ask the name of your son who bears a grudge against you?”


      “I do not believe it is so odd to ask the name of your killer.”


      This caught Carteria off guard. “You have quite the mouth on you. There is indeed logic in your words, so let me tell you. The name of the man who will have you meet your maker is Carteria.”


      “Carteria, you said?” Nestori nodded. “And what of her? Of Zenaida...?”


      “She died long ago, her parting words a reproach of Ganudos’s people.”


      “I-I see...” The king hung his head, as if to fall to his knees at the insurmountable rift between himself and his very son.


      Seeing this, Patty realized something. She was overcome with an indescribable disgust. She had but one question on her mind: Was this Zenaida purely a victim?


      Who had instilled the Serpents’ teachings in Carteria? A serpent shaman hiding among the Visalians? Had he read the version of The Book of Those Who Crawl the Earth passed down among them for himself? Or had it been his mother, Zenaida, who taught him these things? And if Zenaida were a Serpent, had it been after her tryst with the king—after she was discarded—that she had joined them? Or had it been before?


      Usually, you’d think it’d be after her love came to an end. You’d assume the Serpents slithered their way into her broken heart, but...


      But what if it had been before? What if she had approached Nestori as a Serpent?


      Could she have approached the heir to the Ganudos throne in order to thrust his heart into despair? To put him under the Serpents’ control?


      She had whispered sweet nothings to a man only to break his heart, then whispered words of hatred to her son to turn him into a Serpent. What Patty now witnessed was the result—an insurmountable wall that separated a brokenhearted father and his son who wished to kill him.


      It’s exactly what they want me to do. Patty shivered. Indeed, this Serpent had followed an eerily similar path to the one assigned to Patty, the mission to make an emperor loyal to the Chaos Serpents. She’d drive her husband, the emperor, into the depths of despair and raise his heir as a Serpent.


      A woman had already accomplished the exact task presented to Patty, and the result was the tragedy she now witnessed. Another rift had been torn into this family as well—a chasm that separated Orania from her father.


      “But why, father...?” Orania was dumbfounded. “If you loved someone else, then why did you marry my mother...?”


      Nestori responded coldly, his words icy and callous, completely devoid of any warmth. “As king, I needed to leave behind an heir. You were never meant to be born, nor had I intended on marrying your mother. It’s just...” His lips curled into a self-derisive grin. “Empress Patricia of the Tearmoon Empire told me that if I am to do nothing and live idly, that I must at least leave behind a next of kin—that ending the royal bloodline would be a grave matter. Without a ruler, the nation would fall into chaos, and the Visalians might revolt. Or perhaps the kingless people would rampage, choosing to enact harsher policies against the Visalians. She told me that in the end, it would mean leaving a mark on history.”


      The king chuckled, his mouth opened wide. “But now that I speak those words myself, what sophistry they are! Empress Patricia was quite a master of rhetoric, and I now see that in the end, I fell into her cajoling trap.”


      Patty jolted. Then if I do nothing, Princess Orania will never be born? She added another item to her post-return-to-the-past to-do list. But in that brief moment of distraction...


      “Hey! What the hell are you...?! Agh!”




      Ka Kunlou was quite pleased with the exchange he was witnessing between Carteria and the king. Jeez, so now my partner calms down. All I’ve got left to do is make sure he doesn’t kill the princess and rile up the idiot Visalians into launching a revolt. Though given those White Crow trainees already incited them, that should be easy.


      Kunlou glanced at Patty, as if something had suddenly come to his mind. And I’ve gotta get some intel out of that self-proclaimed Serpent girl. Though I can probably use her as a hostage, so I’ve gotta be careful with her. I can use that medicine to make her talk. Yeah, that should be good. Then, I need to negotiate with the Great Sage. Whew, am I about to be busy.


      He suddenly caught sight of something out of the corner of his eye. He furrowed his brow. What was that?


      A white light slid over the floor by Patty’s feet.


      “Hey! What the hell are you...?! Agh!” He stomped over to Patty and grabbed hold of her arm. She was holding a piece of the lighthouse’s reflector. “Damn it! Carteria, hurry up and—”


      Oh, were the tables about to turn.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 33: The Misfortunes of Those Who Lack the Great Sage’s Wisdom (Read: Chicken Heart)


      Ka Kunlou was a man well-versed in the Serpents’ secret techniques. He knew plenty of useful and peculiar medicines and poisons, how to mix a powder that glowed when wet, and even how to cause an explosion that could fill a room with dust. He could see through lies, read people’s hearts, and even manipulate them. Thus, he had mastered many techniques unknown to the average man.


      However, none of this knowledge was uniquely privy to him, which is why he should have questioned her more carefully. He had needed to gather intel from this self-proclaimed Serpent girl, confirm she possessed their techniques, and tread more carefully. He should have known that if Patty had learned their skills, then perhaps there was someone else who had mastered the Serpents’ ways just as he had—someone who possessed the same techniques as him.


      A dazzling light shone into the lighthouse.


      Damn it! Blinding us by making light with water, huh? That’s my technique!


      Kunlou could no longer see, but he held firm to Patty’s arm. He yanked it back, pulling her to her feet. She cried in pain, but Kunlou was in no position to care.


      “Agh! What in the hell is this?” Carteria panicked.


      “Hurry up and take the king’s head! If we don’t get running, then—”


      Kunlou’s words were interrupted by a loud clang. Damn it, we’re too late! Ugh, does this suck...


      The white that filled his vision gradually subsided, revealing Carteria, who was frozen with his sword held low, and a certain young man who stood over the king with a shield—Abel Remno.


      “Well, well. I wasn’t expecting this.” Kunlou immediately observed his surroundings. That’s when he noticed Abel was accompanied by a familiar-looking girl and an unfamiliar-looking man, the latter of whom had taken hold of Orania.


      “I see Princess Orania has been taken from us.” Kunlou cursed under his breath, but then, he reexamined his thinking. Orania had already tasted true despair. The young girl before him now was the only hostage he needed. That calmed him, allowing him to make a calculated assessment of his current situation. Abel Remno and an unidentified man, huh? Is he the one who blinded us just now? And he’s with that girl the high priestess failed to kill. Huh, would you look at that...


      It was a chaotic mix, and Kunlou couldn’t help the smile it brought to his lips. I thought we were in for it if the Great Sage or Dion Alaia were here, but it doesn’t seem like it. It’s probably best to be wary about the new guy, though. But could this actually be my chance? I even have Carteria with me!


      While this unfamiliar man had caught Kunlou’s attention, the fact he used the same techniques as Kunlou meant he dealt more in underhanded trickery. Carteria would likely be able to neutralize him by force.


      Plus, that missy over there is the Yellowmoon’s girl’s one and only friend. If I play my cards right, we might be able to get her back on our side. I’ve gotta watch out for Abel Remno, but Carteria’s got a better sword arm anyway.


      Thus, Ka Kunlou had begun his calculations. But as a master of conspiracy, he had a weakness—he was not used to being on the scene of his crimes. Whenever his machinations began to play out, he would already be long gone. That was his creed. He’d formulate the perfect plan and get the hell out just in case things went south, which was why he had never been caught and why his victims would never even realize their circumstances had been contrived. That was his forte.


      However, that also meant he lacked judgment in the moment. He had very little experience hopping between nations on the verge of unrest, showing his face like a jellyfish washed onto the shores of a forest locked in a standoff, facing an army that was in too deep to back out, or galloping across a wasteland on horseback to meet with an assassin. Thus he lacked Mia’s elite tactical eye unique to the chicken-hearted, trained through experience and always prepared for the worst-case scenario.


      Kunlou still viewed his circumstances with excessive optimism. But he had needed to consider that while Abel’s sword, capable of fending off the fearsome blade of the wolfmaster, could not be underestimated, he still lacked the ability to slay their comrades at the base of the lighthouse without a sound. Sure, their guards were few in number, but they were all quite skilled. And neutralizing them before they even had the chance to shout? Who could possibly be capable of such a feat? Kunlou should have considered the answer to that question.


      Ha ha! For now, I’ll take this girl hostage. That should prevent Abel Remno from doing anything and...


      Kunlou’s carelessness appeared to him in the form of an excruciating pain that shot through his shoulders. He yelped, and his grip on Patty’s arm naturally loosened. At the same time, the source of the wind passing by him captured Patty and thrust his blade toward Kunlou in a single swift movement.


      “Dang, am I glad that worked.” Stepping into the scene was the Empire’s Finest, Dion Alaia. In one of his arms was Patty, and in his other hand was his sword. He wore nothing but civilian attire.


      “Dion Alaia...! How are you...here?” asked Kunlou, holding his wounded shoulder and choking out his words.


      Dion shrugged. “I mean, it wasn’t hard. The staircase spiraled around the whole building, and I started to get a bit fed up with it, so I scaled the wall. The stones sort of protruded too. Really, I wasn’t expecting it to be so easy.”


      Once, Dion Alaia had joked to Bel and Citrina that they should just scale the tall tower that imprisoned the High Priestess. Those very jocular and completely unfounded words had now led him here. If he bothered to practice riding a horse just a little, Mia would never be able to outrun him.


      “That’s not...what I’m asking. How did you know...we were here? It all seems...a little too convenient.”


      “I mean, that wasn’t hard either. You Serpents would thrust Ganudos into chaos by attacking multiple outposts at once, yeah? But it was Sunkland’s intelligence forces who trained the Visalians, so obviously, you’d operate with some structure here. That much was obvious given how the revolutionary army in Remno had worked.”


      The city Lambert’s revolutionary forces had occupied was a vital center of transport that interrupted the logistics and communication of the Remno army. They had operated in accordance with common practices of war.


      “Once again, you were clearly going to attack multiple outposts in the city while keeping in contact to a certain degree. But how might someone send signals to soldiers spread out all over town? Well, you could use noise, or smoke signals, or...” Dion tapped his blade against his shoulder. “Sir Ludwig thought you’d use light to communicate. And just as we were thinking that made sense, we saw some coming from this here lighthouse.”


      Dion chuckled. “But man, you guys go on and on about chaos, but your tactics sure seem rational. I wouldn’t have made it here had you actually followed your own creed.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 34: His Granddaughter Shouts with Joy! And Abel...


      Abel couldn’t be as composed as Dion, but somehow, he managed to hold back Carteria’s attack with his shield and take a step forward. “Please stand back, Your Majesty.”


      Though just as Abel turned to check his back, the pressure on his shield suddenly dissipated. He stumbled backward, only to immediately sense bloodlust.


      I’m done for!


      It was a snap decision. Abel twisted his body as hard as we could just as a thrust passed right where his neck had been just a split second earlier. He cried out and flexed his leg muscles, immediately retreating. But his foe pursued with a follow-up attack. Abel had no choice but to haphazardly thrust up his shield, and once again, metal met metal. He managed to fend off the attack, but he knew that had only been thanks to luck. He was completely overwhelmed, and he knew it.


      I can’t step back anymore. In this battle, he was defending someone at his back, which demanded that he hold his ground and take on the brunt of his enemy’s attacks. That was the path Abel had chosen, the true shape of his sword. Thus, he held his ground, gritting his teeth in pain as the force of Carteria’s attack traveled up his arms.


      Then, he howled. “Hwah!”


      Abel thrust his shield forward, as if to reflect the violent force of his foe’s strike. The sight was just, just like...


      “Whoa! You really are Grandpa Abel the Iron Shield!”


      Yes, just like the iron shield! He repelled Carteria just as he repelled his daughters’ countless suitors... Wait, really?


      “You really are the indefatigable fortress who fended off my mom and aunts from countless noblemen!”


      Bel’s shouts of joy were somewhat...misplaced...and quite honestly, it was demotivating. That’s when it hit Abel. I’m tensing my shoulders too much, aren’t I? Yes, I definitely am. Thus, Abel burned with enough spirit to kill his opponent. He grimaced. My sword exists to protect Mia, and my body to defend her ideals. No matter who I face, I cannot let my opponent perish.


      “Out of the way. I won’t hesitate to kill you,” warned Carteria, bombarding Abel with pure malice. His words were like a naked blade, but Abel’s heart was calm.


      The path Mia sought to walk was not an easy one. She would be the empire’s first empress, and the nation—nay, the world—she hoped to build was a lofty one. In her future undoubtedly lay countless enemies, many of whom would wish for her demise. Thus, this was simply a warm-up, just one of the many battles Abel would fight to defend Empress Mia and her ideals. He could not let it get to him.


      “Why do you laugh, Abel Remno?” asked Carteria, his eyes burning with hatred.


      Abel shook his head. “No, it’s just... I overheard some of your conversation. You’re His Majesty’s son, aren’t you? It suddenly occurred to me that this is a one-on-one fight between a Remno prince and a Ganudos prince—both of whom have complicated feelings when it comes to their unworthy fathers. What a strange coincidence, don’t you think?”


      Carteria’s glare was hateful. He shouted his words. “Then why do you interfere?! If you overheard us, then you know that this is my revenge, and the damn king accepts it! Why should an outsider stop me?!”


      “Well, I suppose that’s because it’s what Mia would want.”


      Three blows were immediately exchanged, each one’s trajectory slightly different. Abel blocked them all with his shield, but their hefty force sent shock waves up his arm. His face contorted in pain, but he couldn’t afford to step back.


      “So, you would choose to be the Great Sage’s lap dog. How pitiful for a prince.”


      “The flag of the Kingdom of Remno depicts the wolf of war. I doubt a Remno prince could want anything more than to become a dog that serves the woman he loves.”


      Two clangs reverberated throughout the room. Abel blocked both attacks with his shield while keeping a close watch on his enemy’s movements. Carteria’s sword was perfectly supple and much more erratic than Sion’s. His movements flowed like a boat over waves, his attacks the water’s surge. Each of his strikes was beyond what Abel could predict, and each one possessed frightening force.


      I’m glad I trained with a shield like Sir Dion suggested. It wouldn’t be easy to block these attacks with a blade alone. But just how did Sir Dion manage to overwhelm Carteria in the first place? This was only the natural course for Abel’s thoughts as he once again came face-to-face with their insurmountable difference in strength.


      “Why do you only block, younger brother to the high priestess?” There was a derisive tinge to Carteria’s words. “The High Priestess Valentina spoke up against your father’s poor governance and almost died for it! I hear she became a Serpent to retaliate against him!”


      Abel blocked another downward strike with his shield.


      “Yet her younger brother remains loyal to their father? Do you lack the guts to murder the king, take the crown, and govern in accordance with your own morals?”


      Next came a sinking sideways slash to his torso, which he blocked with a downward strike from his sword.


      “Too spineless to rid your nation of its rot, and a slave to your father’s words. You simply obey precedent, protecting your vested interests. You are but a prince who walks through life, using the sake of peace as your ultimate excuse. That is clear in your sword, in the way you cling to and hide behind your shield!”


      Then came a second attack, then a third, then a fourth. Abel defended against all of them, his heart unperturbed.


      “I am sure your sword pales to your sister’s, or the wolfmaster’s, or even that lowly Sunkland prince!”


      Once, those words would have been enough to shake Abel. But now, his heart stood stalwart. His eyes reflected nothing but Carteria’s movements.


      The assassin lifted his blade high above his head—it was the same attack that had always been Abel’s forte. But Carteria’s strike lacked the same refinement as Abel’s. Thus...!


      This is my chance!


      Abel took a step forward, thrusting his shield against the downward swing, only to immediately let go of it and step to the right.


      For a moment, Abel was concealed from his opponent. By simply bearing Carteria’s strikes, he had convinced his foe that he was a one-trick pony, thus creating an opening in Carteria’s cognition.


      Abel could see Carteria’s mouth open in surprise as his sword swung downward. “You...!”


      His eyes seethed as they turned toward Abel. He lifted his sword back up, and Abel swung his down.


      Abel’s form was perfect, while Carteria’s was not. Abel’s heart was calm as he let forth the same attack he had practiced over and over, while Carteria was caught completely off guard as he hurried to raise his sword upward.


      There was a world of difference between them.


      Carteria’s sword snapped and crashed onto the floor.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 35: Chaos, Logic, and...


      “How...?” Carteria’s expression was one of shock as he was held at sword point. “How could a lowly man like you have possibly...?”


      “For you, this may have been the end. But there’s still plenty lying ahead of me. I couldn’t afford to stop here.” Abel grimaced. “After all, it seems like I have plenty of men I need to fend off from my daughters and granddaughters. But anyway, you’ve lost. Don’t make this more—”


      His words were cut off by a dull, thunderous boom. The lighthouse immediately began to shake.


      “W-Wow! Your strike has the whole building shaking, Grandpa Abel!” shouted Bel, clearly panicked.


      “Uh, I really don’t think that’d even be possible,” retorted Dion.


      Among them, Hannes seemed the most panicked. “Th-This is bad! Everyone, jump for the water! Hurry!”


      That’s when the building once again began to shake, but harder. It even looked like the floor had begun to tilt...


      If anybody was going to use this moment as his opportunity, nobody would have expected it to be him. Abel was tackled to the floor. He craned his head backward to catch sight of the culprit—King Nestori.


      “Go, my son!”


      “Agh! Damn it!”


      Those words spurred Carteria into action. Abel tried to run after the assassin, but King Nestori had him pinned to the floor.


      However, Carteria made no attempt to escape. His actions again defied all expectations. He picked the blade of his sword off the ground and headed straight for Dion.


      “I doubt you will be able to utilize your full strength on shaky footing. That makes this the perfect opportunity to land a blow on Tearmoon’s forces.”


      “Are you crazy? Actually, I guess you probably are.” Dion cursed under his breath, took Patty under his arm, and turned the other side of his body toward Carteria, ready to take him on. “You Serpents sure are a boatload of contradictions.”


      Carteria thrust his blade forward—a killer technique! But Dion easily dodged, causing Carteria to fumble. Dion knocked the hilt of his sword against Carteria’s neck. He yelped and landed on the floor with a thud.


      “Wh-Why, Carteria...?” King Nestori was dumbfounded.


      His son smiled through the pain. “Why? Because I despise you, father. I would never listen to a single word you speak.” He next turned to Dion. “And I have dragged him into my personal affairs, after all. I could not let you capture him.”


      At the end, Carteria had not sought to land a blow on Dion. Instead, he hoped to give the Equestri Serpent Ka Kunlou a chance to escape. That’s when Dion realized Kunlou, who he had been holding at sword point, was gone. He scowled. “Jeez, are you guys a far cry from chaos. Sacrificing yourself to save a comrade? Really?”


      The lighthouse once again began to shake.


      “Ah, damn it! Take care of the king, Prince Abel. I’ll...”


      Dion lifted Carteria up by his neck and tossed him over his shoulder. Somewhere down the line, Patty had slipped from Dion’s grasp. She now clung to his neck from his back. “Well, yeah, I guess that makes things a bit easier for me, but you sure are one weird kid. Though I guess our little princess knows plenty of those.”


      With that, Dion dove straight into the sea.




      He furrowed his brow at the icy seawater as he checked to ensure everyone had made it. Then, he turned toward the lighthouse. It was engulfed in crimson flames and creaked so loudly they could hear it from the water below.


      “Huh, I get it. So, they finish it all off by destroying the lighthouse, giving them a chance to escape. But what the hell was that?” Dion addressed Hannes. Nearby was Bel, who was on the verge of drowning, and Orania, who had come to her side to help her.
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      “I believe it was Wind-Fire, a substance discovered during the search for the elixir of life. When ignited, it creates a blast.”


      “Jeez. With enough of that, you could change the whole reality of war. It seems like this world really is getting closer and closer to chaos.” Dion let out a deep sigh. But then, he shook his head. “Still, no one died, so I guess we can call this a success. Princess Orania and King Nestori are safe and sound too.”


      Out of the corner of his eyes, Dion watched as the lighthouse built by the king of many generations ago fulfilled its purpose by crumbling to the ground. Originally, the show had likely been meant as a symbol of the monarchy’s demise.


      “But you have my apologies, Prince Abel, for asking you to take the least glorious of our choices.” Hannes had grabbed hold of Orania and Bel, while Dion had taken Patty and Carteria. Thus, Abel had no choice but to jump into the sea below with King Nestori.


      Abel laughed awkwardly. “Well, at least this will keep Mia from feeling jealous.”


      That’s when they heard a sneeze from their backs. They turned around to find Patty, her face blue and her body trembling. Immediately, everyone else became aware of the biting cold and began to shiver. Had they been saved only to die of hypothermia in these freezing waters?


      “We need...to hurry to...shore. I’m sure...our little princess...would have predicted this much, but...huh?”


      A boat appeared from over the horizon—the Greenmoons’ beloved and beautiful Emerald Star.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 36: The Lighthouse Crumbles, or Is That Mia?


      The Emerald Star sailed straight for Ganudos’s capital, and their return trip was surprisingly smooth. Mia had fallen victim to seasickness on their journey to the Visalian Ghetto, but now, she had more pressing matters. She looked to the Ganudos port—or rather, just to its left—and gazed upon the old lighthouse that towered over the city, her eyes filled with worry.


      Just what in the moons would happen if they really built a golden lighthouse right there? Mia shivered. Then, she turned to Ludwig. “I’d like to ask you something. Do you think it’d be possible to rebuild that old lighthouse with gold?”


      “With...gold?” he confirmed, clearly caught off guard by that question. “Ah, indeed. Gold would not rust from the seawater. I suppose it is a sensible idea, but economically speaking, well... Perhaps we could simply coat the outside?”


      Ludwig had begun muttering to himself and was getting awfully serious about this awfully quickly. That could only mean one thing: This was certainly a real possibility.


      “Oh, that’s enough, Ludwig! I believe I understand,” cut in Mia, rushing to stop him as a cold shiver shot up her spine. If Ludwig isn’t shutting the idea down, then could it truly come to fruition? A golden lighthouse?


      Mia panicked. She felt like she had perhaps put an absolutely terrible idea into his head. But there was no changing that now! Words could truly beget disaster.


      N-No, I still have a chance! There shouldn’t be a problem as long as this golden lighthouse isn’t shaped like me, right? In that case, it’d just be a simple waste of money! Actually, if Ludwig thinks the idea is all right, it wouldn’t even be that! It’s all in the shape! The shape! And if that lighthouse remains standing and the inside facilities intact after all this, nobody would be funneling funds to such a cause in the first place!


      Mia firmly lifted her head. “Let us hurry!”


      Yes, this was all for the sake of a perfect victory! Or really, just making sure this lighthouse was safe and sound even if nobody else was, but that was beside the point! Right now, Mia was ready to do what she must. Thus, she got herself in gear. But what was it she needed to do right now? Hmm...


      Ugh, I can’t do a thing!


      “Do you think Miss Patty and Princess Orania are safe?” suddenly asked Anne. Mia turned toward her to find her clenching her fists before her chest. She looked terribly worried.


      Mia nodded. “Dion is on the job. They should be fine for the time being.”


      After all, if anything happened to Patty, Mia would have disappeared! That was enough for Mia to know she was likely safe for now. Though they had no way of confirming Orania’s well-being.


      “Yes, for now, we must simply have faith. We can’t do anything to help them until we arrive. We just need to hurry,” muttered Mia. That’s when a creaking noise so loud it rattled in their chests reverberated through the air. “Wh-What in the moons was that?!”


      The noise seemed to be coming from the lighthouse, which towered high into the distant sky. After taking a closer look, Mia thought she could see black smoke whirling around it.


      “Wh-Wh-What’s with that smoke?! Just what in the moons is...? Huh?!” Out of the corner of her eyes, Mia caught sight of something sparkling. She turned toward it to find a group of people floating in the water. “My, that’s...”


      Mia focused her vision. Immediately, she realized these people were the very ones they were currently looking for. “Orania, and Patty! So, they were safe! And there’s King Nestori, Dion, Abel, Bel, and even Great-Uncle Hannes with them too! Oho ho! Everyone’s found each other, I see.”


      Abel was waving toward the ship. He must have noticed them.


      “Hurry and pull them out!” came Esmeralda’s voice from somewhere behind Mia. The captain followed her orders and quickly dashed off to prepare a small lifeboat.


      Mia sighed. Finally, it seemed like all would be fine. But just as the relief washed over her, a heavy, heavy creak once again came from the lighthouse.


      “Ah, that’s right. The lighthouse was on fire! We need to hurry and quell the— Eek!” Mia was frozen, her mouth agape. Just when she thought she saw a crimson flame at the lighthouse’s base, the top of it, which was covered in black smoke, tipped right over.


      “I-It appears the lighthouse has crumbled.” Ludwig’s cold, hard observation was enough to elicit a groan from Mia as she crumbled to her knees.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 37: Princess Mia Accidentally Picks a Proper Souvenir


      In a guest room within the Ganudos castle, a single young woman sat by the windowsill. She let out a deep sigh, her expression clouded by sorrow. Of course, she was none other than our Great Sage of the Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon.


      “I always seem to get a headache whenever I think about what comes next,” she muttered, looking awfully despondent. On the table before her were a plate of seagull egg cookies—a specialty of Ganudos cuisine—and her tea cakes for this afternoon. Alongside them was a cup of piping hot tea.


      Mia loved her teatime; she enjoyed it beyond anything! But today, even that was not enough to cheer her up. She had a mountain of problems before her. On the Emerald Star, she had let out another forlorn sigh once she had heard what had happened from the friends they had pulled out of the sea. Closing the curtain on this disturbance in Ganudos Port Country would not be easy. In fact, it’d be no exaggeration to say that the real battle had only just begun.


      It does seem like the Visalian situation will work itself out. Parliament has smoothly reached a consensus, and we’re quite lucky King Nestori hasn’t interfered either. We should be able to wrap things up nicely. Mia had thrust all the real work onto the Conseil des Anciens. The only problem is Orania. She has to be the one to take the lead given the situation, but in her current state, well... We absolutely must get her back on her own two feet again!


      Orania had been safely rescued, and her name had been cleared. She was officially innocent, and yet...


      “That really must have come as a shock to her.” Mia had heard about what had transpired after their kidnapping from Patty, and at the time, all Mia could do was stare up at the sky. Orania had learned that her father never loved her, nor even had any interest in her. It had to be quite a shock. Even Mia, who could be just a teensy bit careless about things, would’ve been shaken to her core had she heard such a thing. Not to mention, Mia took Orania to be quite the serious type.


      She really must have been shocked. No, rather... Would this hurt be the end of it? Would this simply end in her own sorrow?


      “She could totally despise the man! Ugh, now I have to worry about her becoming a Serpent...”


      Carteria, the man who held a grudge against the king of Ganudos, had been safely captured. That was all well and good, but what if Orania decided to kill their father in his stead? Oh, that would be unbearable.


      Ugh, this really doesn’t look good, but I definitely need Orania to be the next leader of Ganudos! Mia absolutely couldn’t let governing Ganudos fall into her own hands or that of her vassals. To ensure nobody sang her praises with a golden lighthouse, she had to make absolutely positive Orania stood at the forefront of this movement.


      There was a mountain of problems before her, and it was giving her a bellyache. Why, she’d lose her appetite at this rate! And in that case, she’d hardly be able to even stomach a cookie, no?


      Mia let out a dramatic side and rested her head in her hands. She then proceeded to nonchalantly reach a hand toward the plate of cookies. She stretched and stretched, but...there were no cookies to be found!


      “Huh?” Finding this odd, Mia glanced at the tray to discover...the treats were already gone! “Moons!”


      Thus, Mia had a revelation! She had wolfed down the cookies without even noticing! She hadn’t lost her appetite, but her sweets! Looking for a palate cleanser, she turned to her tea, but that was gone too!


      Clearly, it was business as usual for Mia, mostly.


      “A-Anyway, thinking won’t get me anywhere. First comes acting, and then some more acting! I’ll bring the matter here in Ganudos to a close, then go home and enjoy my Birthday Festival!” Mia patted her cheeks and shot into the air. “Oh, that’s right! I need to find a souvenir for Miss Rafina. I’ll be borrowing her services greatly in this matter, so I absolutely must return with a fine gift for her. In the unlikely chance she doesn’t appreciate the dried snacks, perhaps I should buy her some cake as well? What else is there...?”


      Having the strategic eyes of the chickenhearted, Mia thoroughly considered the possibility that Rafina might not want any foodstuffs. She didn’t miss a beat! At least, right now, she didn’t.


      “Perhaps I should buy her an accessory of some sort? Though I doubt Miss Rafina would appreciate anything too expensive. If I keep buying accessories you can only find here in Ganudos, I’m sure to hit upon something eventually.”


      And in the end, Mia landed on a hairpin made from seashells! A perfectly acceptable choice, indeed!


      Yes, that was right. No matter how Mia might typically seem, she was still technically the princess of a great empire. She had (somewhat) proper sensibilities for a princess—emphasis on somewhat.


      But anyways, when Rafina would later receive this gift, she’d be so overjoyed she’d wear it every single day. As a result, the craze for mermaid Rafina portraiture would be rekindled!


      When Rafina later laid eyes on an overly passionate piece, she would let out a “hwah?” that sounded awfully like it came from Mia! But, well... That didn’t particularly matter, did it?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 38: The Aurelia Ponders... What Would Be Worse?


      Now that Mia had finished her snacks, she stepped from her room, ready to do something productive, at least. And as soon as she entered the hallway, she immediately found her grandmother Patricia approaching.


      “Why, Patty! What is it?”


      Patty looked at Mia, her mouth agape. Then, she ran up to her with her little feet. “I have a request, Mi—Princess Mia.”


      “My, a request? What sort of request?”


      “I want to speak with the Serpent man. With Carteria.”


      “Y-You do?” Mia groaned. “Hmm. I left interrogating him to Ludwig, but perhaps it really is best to speak with him directly after all.”


      Mia nodded and immediately brought Patty to meet with Ludwig. The masterminds behind this incident had already been captured, for the most part, but there had been quite a bit of annoying haggling to decide their punishment.


      Common sense would say they were heinous criminals who had attempted to harm the king and thrust this country into chaos, so execution would be the natural punishment. However, King Nestori had said something that threw a wrench in that plan—he had forbidden putting the criminals to death.


      To think the king would beg for mercy for the very man who had pointed a blade at his throat! Parliament had naturally expressed some reluctance to follow this order.


      Ludwig saw an opportunity in this and cut into the conversation. “The culprits behind this incident are all people who chose to stand up against the poor treatment of the Visalians. Choosing to execute such men would only damper the reconciliatory mood. And that is not to even mention the fact that cleansing Ganudos of lighthouse keepers at once would leave the country in a sorry state.”


      On the contrary, Ludwig believed that excusing these men of their crimes out of the kindness of their hearts would turn these criminals into hard workers, as they had already been prepared to throw their lives away. Additionally, Ludwig explained that by asking the men about their motivations and eliminating the root causes, Ganudos would be able to build a stronger, healthier system.


      Even should they choose to put all of them to death and train new personnel, the same tragedy would only repeat itself if things didn’t change. They’d have the same complaints, and there was no knowing when they might choose to revolt again, explained Ludwig.


      His words were calm, composed, and quite convincing. He was already beginning to step into the role of adviser to the Conseil des Anciens! Though to be honest, Mia wasn’t a fan of all the work her vassal was doing, as all his accomplishments would ultimately be attributed to her.


      But now that they had come this far, Mia was looking for a change in direction. That lighthouse has been destroyed, which means there’s no avoiding a rebuild. But, well... If they come out and say they want to go with a design that’s just a tad peculiar, I’ll just have to sit back and bear it! Even if they want to make it gold, they’ll just be wasting their own money! It has nothing to do with me!


      Yes, that was right! Mia was currently in the bargaining stage. Before the strong currents of a waterfall, the aurelia was powerless. Thus, she had instead decided to ensure that even if she should be carried over the edge by its waters, she wouldn’t drown in the plunge basin below. Indeed, she was looking for a point of fall! So, what was it that she needed to avoid the most? Well...


      I need to make absolutely certain this golden lighthouse doesn’t become an object of worship! This was her conclusion, of course.


      “Whenever you gaze upon this lighthouse, the Great Sage shall appear and solve all your troubles!” She definitely didn’t want anybody spouting nonsense like that. It’d be an absolute disaster! This was something to be avoided at all costs.


      And I’m sure the Central Orthodox Church will be mad if people start to worship me! It would be terrible if this hurt my relationship with Belluga. This was completely different from being labeled the “saint” of her own lands. As much as Mia wasn’t a fan of this fact, she had amassed mighty power, and that wasn’t confined to the Tearmoon Empire. She had many friends in Sunkland, the Equestrian Kingdom, and Perujin, nor could she forget about the Mianet and Saint Mia Academy. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say she was a key player across the whole continent. But if people started to worship her on top of all that? Well, that’d be incredibly dangerous.


      I’ve built good rapport with Miss Rafina, so there’s no point in ruining that now! I really don’t want Ganudos to cross the line!


      Thus, Mia wanted to ensure the people of Ganudos did not let their country fall into ruin and decide something like, “Well, I guess there’s no choice but to rely on our messiah from neighboring lands!”


      And yeah, there really wasn’t any relying on King Nestori now, but Mia wanted Princess Orania and parliament to take care of running things, at the very least. Sure, if they were simply asking for her advice, she’d have no choice but to offer it. If Ganudos was about to stumble, she was happy to offer a hand and help the nation get back to running on its own two feet. Mia thought that was just how things had to be. She also thought that there was probably no avoiding a commemorative plaque or golden lighthouse meant to give thanks and celebrate their friendship at this point.


      She had reached the stage of acceptance! She’d likely be able to share a nice teatime with Rafina, who had reached a similar mental state in terms of her portraiture—as long as they weren’t too gaudy, that is.


      Anyway, thanks to Ludwig’s efforts, all but a small portion of the conspirators would soon be released. And while they’d certainly get a stern talking-to, they’d likely be proclaimed practically innocent.


      Among those who wouldn’t be cleared of his crimes was the Serpent assassin, Carteria.


      Still, what could Patty possibly want to discuss with him? Mia had no clue.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 39: Princess Mia Gently Airs a Question


      “You will interrogate him yourself, Your Highness?” Once Ludwig had heard Mia wanted to chat with the Serpent man directly, he sat up a little straighter.


      “Yes, I suppose...” Mia nodded. Really, it was Patty who wanted to speak to him, but she only clarified that mentally and not to Ludwig.


      “I see. In that case, I shall accompany you. I will have Sir Dion serve as a guard as well, just to ensure our bases are fully covered.” Ludwig stood up and immediately went to speak with the necessary authorities.


      “You know, Patty. Once you become the empress, it would be quite convenient to have somebody like him around,” said Mia, somewhat boastfully.


      Patty shook her head. “I can’t trust many people around me. It’s safer to do those things myself.”


      Seeing a scowl on her grandmother’s face elicited a sigh from Mia. “While he may not be as skilled and convenient as Ludwig, I believe the current chancellor is trustworthy enough.”


      The chancellor who had always taken care of political matters under Mia’s father had died without ever betraying the throne during the Tearmoon revolution. Thus, Mia thought it was unlikely that he was connected to the Serpents.


      “You’ll be able to relax a little if you find people you can trust, even if only one or two of them,” said Mia, giving Patty a pat on the head as they waited for Ludwig to return.


      Eventually, he returned, alongside Dion. Mia and Patty hurried after them to their destination.




      The Serpent assassin Carteria was held in a room within the palace. And not a crude prison, mind you. His was an average room, the very sort that housed visiting foreign personnel. It was night and day compared to the dungeons where Mia had been kept, so much so she almost couldn’t keep from screaming, “This is so unfair!”


      As soon as they stepped inside, Carteria turned to glare at them. Both his hands were shackled. “Well, well... If it isn’t the Great Sage of the Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon. To think you’d come meet with me yourself.”


      Mia lifted her skirt into a curtsy. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Prince Carteria Perla Ganudos.”


      “Don’t you dare add that disgusting name to mine!” He exuded an air of such malice, Patty’s whole body went stiff. However, Mia remained calm. In fact, she was so composed she even smiled! Her demeanor never faltered; it was almost as if she looked down on the man.


      Yes, that was right! Mia was proving her mental superiority! And why? Well, the reason was simple: Dion beat this guy to a pulp already!


      Indeed! Mia knew exactly what it was like to have Dion Alaia gunning for your life. Carteria was below him, and Mia had long ago gained the courage to look down on such men! Not to mention, Dion was currently right behind her. No matter how bloodthirsty Carteria may seem, she could easily laugh it away!


      “Why, there’s no need to look so scary. You’ll scare the child! We simply wish to chat with you.”


      “Chat with me? You must think little of me if you assume that’s going to be easy. Or perhaps you plan to force a poison that prevents me from lying down my throat?”


      “That would be quite entertaining. But unfortunately, I don’t have any on me at the moment.” Mia got the feeling that if Citrina had overheard that statement, she’d hand some right over! But in all likelihood, that wasn’t what had brought Patty here. Thus, Mia chose to restrain herself. She placed a gentle hand on her grandmother’s shoulder.


      Patty slightly nodded. “I have a question. Was your mother a Chaos Serpent?”


      Mia was flabbergasted! She hadn’t even considered that possibility. She was convinced the Serpents had approached Carteria directly, being a man with a grudge against the Ganudos king for abandoning his mother and everything.


      “Yes, she was. So what?” Carteria seemed to find this question odd.


      “You don’t think that’s strange? What if she raised you as an assassin meant to kill the king from the start?”


      “Again, so what? I don’t get your point.”


      “Your mother approached the king with the intent to kill him, pretended to love him, got pregnant with you, and was abandoned. Then, she raised you into a Serpent assassin. But what if all of that had been her plan all along? You wouldn’t think anything of her using you as a tool?”


      Mia’s eyes shot open wide once again. I-I hadn’t even considered that possibility! But that’s right, Patty was tasked with ruining the Tearmoon imperial family and the empire herself. It wouldn’t be strange if something similar was happening here in Ganudos. And if this theory is correct, then Carteria would have no reason to despise King Nestori, as being abandoned had all been part of his mother’s plan.


      Carteria seemed to ponder this for a moment. “I wouldn’t think a thing. My mother gave me a reason to live. As a Serpent assassin, I would kill the king of Ganudos. That was the reason for my birth, and what I was raised to do. I trained my sword arm, learned how to fight on open waters, amassed Serpent knowledge, and waited for my chance. That was all for but one purpose—to kill the man my mother despised. Whether she planned it or not is trivial.” Carteria laughed. “Are you trying to change my heart by making my mother out to be evil, girl? I see Kunlou was right. You may possess Serpent knowledge, but...that isn’t going to work on me.”


      Patty’s words wouldn’t reach Carteria. Seeing this, Mia began to think. So, this line of reasoning isn’t going to work on him... Patty must see herself and his mother as one in the same, which is why she’s making herself—Carteria’s mother—out to be evil, and Carteria a victim. But he won’t accept that narrative.


      Carteria likely didn’t care whether his mother’s words were logical or not. Even if they were able to prove his mother raised him out of nothing but hatred, that likely wouldn’t move him. In fact, he was exactly the sort of man who would insist that this didn’t matter. Rather, what they needed to say was...


      “How...pitiful.” Those words slipped from Mia’s lips before she had noticed.


      “Oh? You pity me, Great Sage? You think I’m nothing but a miserable son who was shaped by his evil mother?” He laughed derisively.


      Mia shook her head. “It’s not you that I pity, no,” she proclaimed before sucking in her breath. “In fact, you are the only one I do not pity,” she reiterated, before placing a hand on Patty’s head. “I pity your mother, Zenaida, for raising her own son as a killer. There must have been another future, no? Was there really no road she could have walked to have a normal yet happy life with her son? Did your mother’s choices truly make her happy? Could you truly be content with revenge in your heart?”


      “So now you fabricate my own mother’s emotions to manipulate me?” he spat, his words dripping with pure, dark hatred.


      But Mia didn’t falter. Instead, she kept speaking. This man far paled in comparison to Dion Alaia, after all. She wasn’t afraid. “Of course, I know everyone’s happiness is different. I know that it is arrogant to speak of your mother’s heart as if I knew it. However”—Mia placed a hand over her own heart—“I know for certain that no parent could be happy raising their child as a tool for murder! And even if they were, that parent would have to be terribly twisted—twisted by others, their culture, their nation, the whole world itself! That is what I find pitiful.”


      Mia thus drew the line elsewhere. Patty had tried to draw a line between Zenaida and Carteria, making the latter a victim of his evil mother. However, Mia drew the line differently, making Zenaida a victim too.


      They could not claim Carteria to be a victim of his mother. Thus, it was important to share a different vision—one where his mother was a victim, and there had been an alternate path to true happiness.


      Mia’s mind, at the moment, was incredibly sharp. It was incontrovertible evidence that the cookies from earlier had not just disappeared into thin air! They were currently being converted into energy that kept the gears in her head spinning. Though the reserves would later be stored as F.A.T., of course. How terrible!


      “Maybe you’d have a tiny home and little money, but you two could have been happy. Loving one’s child, being loved in return, and having hope in your child’s future—it’s a terribly normal happiness, but one afforded to everyone.” Mia presented her own definition of a normal, happy life, and explained that she pitied Carteria’s mother for not even being able to obtain that much. “And in that case, is your anger really placed correctly? If your mother was yet another victim, then who was the perpetrator? It certainly wasn’t your father. I see you need to consider where you truly should point your sword, Carteria Perla Ganudos.”


      Thus, Mia asked Carteria who he truly needed to take revenge against. What was truly the source of his mother’s hatred and regrets?


      Her last words were but a whisper. “What was it that your mother’s—that Zenaida’s—heart truly desired?”


      “Truly desired” was a dangerous pair of words. When vassals went off on their own, they’d often use those very words to claim their monarch’s heart aligned with theirs. Mia herself needed to fight those words! When it came to the construction of various statues, that is...


      It was hubris to claim you knew someone’s heart well enough to know their current state was fake, transient, or a trick of the imagination. Yet Mia had chosen to speak those very words. Though rather than proclaim she knew Zenaida’s feelings, she instead gently aired it as a question: She probably actually felt this way, didn’t she?


      Those questions merely hinted at knowing Zenaida’s heart and had thus shaken Carteria. But she didn’t stop there. “As her son, you need to think long and hard. If you don’t, you’ll end up killing your father without knowing the true reason. You’ll commit the foolish sin of being manipulated by the ill wills of someone you’ve never even met, and that is something you must do everything to avoid.”


      Mia didn’t wait to hear his answer. She turned around and left the room.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 40: The Luxury of Heartbreak


      The injuries Orania bore from the Serpents were deeper than anyone could have imagined. Though not her literal injuries, but those she bore in her heart.


      Ever since, Orania had holed herself up in her room. Within her open quarters, she lay alone in her bed and stared at the ceiling. No, she wasn’t looking at the ceiling, really. Instead, it was memories from that day—from the lighthouse—that were reflected in her eyes.


      “The king will come, princess. And like I’ve said, that won’t be because of you.” A Serpent had spoken those words to her. As a result, she hadn’t been shocked to see her father there.


      But the moment she realized he did come—not for her but for her brother—it was as if the fire in her heart had been extinguished. For a long time, it had been but a smolder, and meeting Mia had lit that flame anew. But now, she felt it was on the verge of pitifully fading into mere smoke.


      “He cares more about your brother than you. In fact, he’s really not interested in you at all.” Those words cut coldly and deeply into her soul.


      Over and over, her captors had stressed that her father was not there for her sake—that he treasured her brother more and loved him from the bottom of his heart.


      But those are the words of villains... I really have no reason to take them so seriously...


      Orania knew that this man had been trying to hurt her—that he had been purposefully saying exactly what she loathed to hear most. Yet, she just couldn’t ignore them. He had been speaking the truth, after all.


      Those words echoed over and over in her mind, infecting her thoughts. When she was still ignorant, she didn’t need to think. But now that she knew the truth, she’d never be free from thought again. Those words imprinted on her heart, and before she knew it, there was no escaping the truth.


      “Ah... So that’s why father said I didn’t need to work hard...” He had never had any hopes in her in the first place—nor even a speck of interest. Thus, he had felt no need for her to prove herself.


      “The blood of the Ganudos king runs through your veins. Thus, I can’t take you with me.” Her mother had once said that. Of course, Orania was sad to hear them, but those words had given her a sense of purpose. She was proud, and yet...


      “You don’t need to do anything.” Those words from her father rang loudly in her ears. Now, she knew he had truly meant them.


      “Oh, so that’s why father said that...” Her father had asserted that he had resolved himself to inaction. That perfectly clicked to Orania.


      She, too, was a prisoner of that inaction. Nothing seemed to matter anymore. She was losing all her will—had lost all motivation. Yet...


      “I’m thirsty...”


      How unfair. Even in idleness, her stomach grew empty and her throat dry. As tiresome as it may be, there was no changing that fact. She wiggled out of bed and grabbed hold of the water cup at her bedside. Her personal maid had brought it to her this morning.


      She brought the cup to her lips. But then, she furrowed her brow. What was it? She felt like she had heard something.


      She listlessly gazed at the large painting on her wall. It depicted the gigantic fish that legend said her ancestor had once caught—the moonbow. The same dastardly fish Mia had once defeated with a mighty punch.


      The picture shook and shook. Then...it moved? Behind it was a hole.


      “H-Huh...?” Orania’s mouth was agape. She watched as a small shadow crawled out from the tunnel.


      Is that an assassin...? Should I call for help...? Those thoughts were brief, however, as she realized she knew these shadows—or really, children.


      “Y-Yanna, and Kiryl... How did you two get here...?” Orania questioned.


      That’s when the leader of the pack lifted her lips into a haughty grin! That, of course, was Bel. She placed her hands on her hips and puffed out her chest as she chuckled. “Every castle has a secret tunnel or two! But such methods of concealment aren’t enough to trick my eyes!”


      Yes, this certainly was Bel! There was no doubt about it. After meeting Hannes and undergoing that chase escapade by his side, her adventuring spirit now burned brighter than ever! And now that both the king and Orania had almost been kidnapped, Bel had received a shocking amount of freedom when she proclaimed she wanted to search for any secret tunnels for “safety reasons.”


      The two Visalian children completely ignored Bel and ran right up to Orania. “Are you okay, Your Highness?” asked Kiryl, his brow furrowed with worry. Back at the academy and during this journey, Orania had grown quite close with this Visalian boy.


      Yanna, the boy’s sister, also watched her with worry. “Um, we heard you went through a tough time from Patty.”


      “Oh. So, you two were worried about me...”


      Orania had holed herself up in her room. Is that why they had forced their way to see her now? They’re quite bold to sneak into a princess’s room, she thought. If I’m not leaving my room, that should be enough for you to know I don’t want to see anybody, she also thought.


      But getting mad or scolding the kids would take effort. So instead, she managed a vague smile. “Well, I might not be okay actually,” she half-heartedly answered before turning around and plopping herself back into her bed. “I’m quite tired. Sorry, but I’m not really in the mood to talk right now...”


      The sight of Orania collapsing into bed looked awfully similar to Mia jumping into hers. But there was one vital difference—Mia was excited to slack off, while Orania felt nothing at all. She was a mere void. The Serpent’s venom had made its way into her veins, eating at her—killing her. However...


      “Y-You don’t want to hear the story of why Miss Mia yelled, ‘they can eat crap’?” asked Yanna.


      Orania languidly turned her head. “Master Mia said...what?”


      “She said, ‘crap!’ And in front of a whole bunch of people!”


      “C-Cr...?” Orania couldn’t even bring herself to say the word! Sure, she may have spent her days fishing beside sailors, but she was still a princess. There were just certain things you couldn’t say, yet... “M-Master Mia said that?”


      Oh, she was hooked! Mia was much more princess-like than herself! What could have possibly elicited such words from her? Who did she say them to?


      Orania sat up in bed. Thus, Yanna began her tale. She regaled Orania of what had taken place on that island, and once she was done, Orania was...laughing?


      “Yes, that certainly sounds just like Master Mia, but...pft! She really is amazing...” Orania had heard that Mia had brought the matter of the Visalian Ghetto to a splendid close, but never in her wildest dreams had she imagined she had said something like that. “Still, how funny... Aha ha! To think Master Mia would say such a—pft!”


      For a good long while, Orania laughed and laughed. By the time she heard a soft whisper in her ear, she had started to feel a little bitter. “Um, Princess Orania?”


      Orania turned to find Yanna. The girl looked straight into her eyes, clenching her fists with a terribly serious expression on her face. “My, what is it...?”


      For a moment, Yanna’s eyes wavered. But then, she spoke. “I think...you should talk with your father.”


      Orania sucked in a breath. “Why would you say that...? I was just starting to feel better. You have nothing to do with this, so why would you even bring that up...?”


      “I-I mean, w-we can’t anymore, b-but you still can...”


      Those words hit Orania like a punch to the gut. That’s right... Yanna and Kiryl can’t talk with their father anymore, even if they wanted to. Nor their mother...


      Their parents had already passed. No matter how hard they prayed, they’d never get the chance to speak with them again.


      But what about her? Orania had thought she had no more words for her father—that she never wanted to speak with him again. But wasn’t it just the ability to do so if she chose a small blessing?


      Once again, Orania was forced to reckon with the fact she was still a spoiled princess. Even if she hid herself away and spent the whole day lying in bed, someone would bring her water. When she was hungry, they’d even bring her food. Sure, she might say she just wanted to waste away and die, but those were mere words. She wouldn’t starve to death if she wasn’t desperately looking for food, unlike Yanna and Kiryl.


      Once she realized this, she felt incredibly ashamed she had let these children see her lazing around like this. I’m hurt? I’m not okay? Did I really allow myself to say such things to them...? Ugh, how lame, she thought. Silently, she got up from her bed. I can still talk with my father. I can give him a piece of my mind... Perhaps I should just let him have it!


      She turned toward Yanna. The girl shivered, freezing in fear.


      Orania placed a gentle hand on her head. “Thank you, you two. I’m feeling a little better now—no, a lot better...” She then turned to her maid, who was waiting outside her door. “I’d like to meet with my father. Would you help me get ready...?”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 41: Can’t You Work and Rest at the Same Time?!


      Mia stepped out of Carteria’s prison and sighed. Well, I sure hope that went well, she thought before glancing at Patty, who stood silently beside her. “Were you able to fully speak your mind?”


      Patty slightly nodded, though her eyes remained trained on the ground. Her expression was clouded. Clearly, she hadn’t been fully satisfied with their discussion.


      “Could I have a second, Your Highness?” Just as another sigh escaped Mia’s lips, she heard a voice. She turned toward it to find Dion, who looked awfully curious for some reason.


      “What is it, Dion?”


      “About that talk just now. You’re hoping he has a change of heart, yeah?”


      “A change of heart? Well, I suppose it would be easier to interrogate him if he turned over a new leaf. We’d be able to hear plenty about our enemies, which would certainly be for the best. But I do believe that would be quite difficult, no?” replied Mia, her mind on what she had just witnessed from Carteria. She had a hard time thinking they’d be able to get him on their side given his current state, and he almost certainly wouldn’t reveal any intel on the Serpents if they asked for it.


      “Then why would you say such a thing?” asked Dion, his brow furrowed into a curious scowl.


      Ludwig, who was standing beside him, nodded. “I wondered the same thing. Were you perhaps setting the stage for something else?” he asked, nudging his glasses up his nose. He was clearly fully intent on being a listener.


      After another look, Mia noticed that Dion seemed awfully interested in her answer as well. Perceptively, she realized that this was not the time or place to just blurt out, “I just got carried away!” So, she pondered for a moment before finally saying, “Well, I suppose I didn’t not have such intentions.”


      Her answer was as soft, fluffy, and dodgy as a dollop of whipped cream on the most excellent of cakes!


      She continued. “I was hoping that my words might shake his resolve—that he might begin to question his beliefs. There is nothing as scary as an assassin who’s too fixed in his thinking, after all,” said Mia, doing her best to justify her actions through logic. “As for what you just witnessed, well, there wasn’t much meaning in it. I proclaimed him to be a victim half because I got carried away, and half because I truly meant it. Making his mother out to be a victim too was just an epiphany I had on the spot,” she then added, immediately throwing away the aforementioned logic.


      This had been some quick thinking, after all! Of course there were going to be some holes. So, Mia had decided to cover herself by saying, “Yeah, I was thinking a little bit there, but it was mostly just the spur of the moment.” After all, she had decided it was probably better than saying, “Yeah, I just got carried away” from the get-go!


      Mia placed a hand on Patty’s head. “Let me be clear, Patty. You aren’t the same as his mother.”


      She hadn’t been lying when she said the words she had shared with Carteria had half been her gut talking and half her true feelings on the matter—not at all premeditated. However, the only thing that was truly on her mind was Patty. Mia’s grandmother had made Carteria’s mother, Zenaida, out to be a perpetrator. It was an intropunitive line of thought, one that overlapped Zenaida’s past with Patty’s own future marked by evil. Patty had sympathized with Carteria, viewing him as a boy who had become a victim of her own crimes.


      That wasn’t a bad thing in and of itself. Mia wanted nothing more than for Patty to despise the Serpents and keep them at arm’s length. However, excess hatred could be a problem if it drove her to do something rash. Should she stand openly against the Serpents, she could be murdered for it, which would in turn erase Mia’s existence! That would be terrible—the absolute worst, to be frank.


      Mia followed but one creed—that of Mia-First, and Patty-First by proxy. Thus, she wanted to make her next point clear. “You won’t turn out like Zenaida, so you mustn’t be rash. Don’t overextend yourself. Take moments to rest. In fact, mostly resting while working just a little bit is probably the right balance...”


      “Don’t worry. I won’t act out of hand, and that’s for Hannes’s sake too,” she said, shaking her head before staring straight into Mia’s eyes. “I’ll do what I need to.”


      “You...will? Well, if you say so, then I’m sure so, I suppose.” I guess worrying about this won’t get me anywhere, thought Mia, trying to refocus her thoughts. Suddenly, her eyes turned toward a figure approaching them in the hallway. “My, is that Orania?”


      Mia couldn’t keep the shock out of her voice, as Orania had been holed up in her room ever since they returned to the palace.


      “Oh, Master Mia...! Greetings...” Orania curtsied. Her dress had been properly adorned, and her hair had clearly been combed as well.


      Thank the moons! She seems to have found her feet again, thought Mia, breathing a sigh of relief. “Where are you headed?”


      “Um, well... I’m off to give my father a whooping.”


      Any relief Mia had felt was now gone. “U-Um, Orania? You really shouldn’t say such things.”


      A “whooping”? That word hardly befit a princess! Mia tried to convey this to her. Yes, Mia did. The same princess of the Tearmoon Empire who had screamed “they can eat crap!” just the other day.


      But anyway, Mia quickly glanced at Orania’s hands. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to be carrying any blunt weapons with her. I suppose that means she isn’t planning on literally whacking the king on the head. That’s good, at least...


      Still, Mia couldn’t completely rid herself of worry. “Um, Orania? Would it be all right if I accompanied you?” she gingerly asked. It would be terrible if Orania tried to murder the king! I need to prevent that at all costs!


      If the Ganudos royal family were to meet its end, then Mia would be the one who the nation turned to, which would be annoying beyond belief! Yeah, she definitely wanted to pass on that one.


      “Yes, sure... I’d be pleased if you would hear me out too, Master Mia,” said Orania, her face full of resolve. Mia couldn’t discern what exactly the girl was resolved to do, and thus, she couldn’t shake a vague sense of worry.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 42: Grandmother and Granddaughter Make Eye Contact


      King Nestori Perla Ganudos had locked himself inside his quarters. Publicly, he had been made out as a courageous king who had journeyed to the assassin’s den himself to rescue his daughter. That was a position naturally deserving of sympathy and respect, but currently, those closest to him treated him more like an abscess, if anything. Of course, that was because he had pardoned the criminal Carteria.


      Yes, I suppose it would be quite hard to know how to treat him. Perhaps this is just the natural reaction, even for the people who are quite close to the king.


      To make matters worse, the king had locked himself in his room after making this proclamation and hadn’t shown his face at the Conseil des Anciens since. He had failed to share a single opinion on reintroducing the Visalians into greater Ganudos, or the project to create a joint research facility between Saint-Noel and Saint Mia academies.


      It’s quite convenient for us that he’s keeping quiet. Even his refusal to execute Carteria aligns with our interests! Still... Mia glanced at Orania and sighed. Just what in the moons does she make of her father’s reaction?


      Orania seemed to have recovered her spirits somewhat. But depending on what her father said now, she could go back to holing herself up in her room. Nay, perhaps things would be worse this time. It was entirely possible that an intense hatred could twist her heart so that it had a Serpent-shaped hole, which Mia wanted to avoid at all costs.


      But while Mia was busy fretting, Orania lifted her fist and knocked on the door. Incidentally, only Mia and Patty were there to accompany her, as Dion and Ludwig had some scruples about accompanying them to visit a foreign nation’s king.


      Well, I’m sure there’s no chance he’d suddenly attack us, unlike Carteria. But does that mean I’ll have to step in to stop Orania if she tries to throw hands?


      Mia first glanced at Orania, who was a whole head taller than herself. Then, she looked at Patty, who was even shorter than herself. Patty seemed to notice Mia was looking at her, as she first glanced at Orania, then looked back at Mia, tilting her head with a scowl that clearly said, “Well, I certainly can’t stop her.”


      Mia had every intention of relying on her tiny grandmother to step in and fix things! But now, she could only groan.


      Anyway, while Mia and Patty were busy, Orania had stepped inside the king’s quarters, giving the other two girls no choice but to follow her.


      They found the king sitting frozen near the windowsill. He glanced at Mia, his lips curling into a sarcastic smile. “Why, to think the Great Sage of the Empire would deign to visit me herself! I am terribly humbled by your kindness.”


      “Greetings, King Nestori. I’m glad you seem to be doing well. Though I am sure these frequent attempts on your life must weigh heavily on your heart...” In all honesty, Mia had sympathy for the king, even if only a little. She knew exactly how terrible it was to have people out for your life—she had even experienced it firsthand. “How do you feel?”


      “Not very well. Quite honestly, you have done too much. Saving the life of a man who wishes to fall at his own son’s hand? What a foolish and futile endeavor.” Those words earned a scowl from Mia.


      That’s when Orania spoke up. “Father...?”


      “Is that you, Orania?” He glanced at his daughter, as if he hadn’t noticed her before, only to immediately avert his gaze. Though that wasn’t out of disgust. Instead, he simply seemed to have lost all interest after confirming her presence. “I have nothing to say to you. Oh, that’s right... I framed you for assassination, didn’t I? You have my apologies,” he said, bowing his head. At a mere glance, it was clear that his sentiments were those of a good-willed public figure, not of a father.


      King Nestori doesn’t have any feelings for his daughter at all! He might apologize, but there certainly wasn’t any familial warmth in his words.


      However, Orania didn’t seem to mind. Her eyes remained trained on her father.


      Nestori scowled. “If only I could give you some fatherly words... Unfortunately, I think nothing of you, nor do I have anything to leave you. Yes, this throne will likely be yours one day, but that is only because you were born the daughter of the king, and not because it is something I purposefully wish to bestow upon you.”


      “Why...did you have me?” Orania’s voice shook.


      His answer echoed what he had said within the lighthouse. “I loathed doing anything in this world. I wanted to leave no trace of myself, which meant I needed an heir. The previous empress of Tearmoon convinced me of such. So, I married your mother, and we had you. But I harbor nothing toward you, specifically,” he coldly explained.


      He did not hate or loathe Orania, but he did not love or like her either. He simply needed her to be his heir; that was the sole reason for her birth, as that would prevent him from swaying history by ending the Ganudos royal bloodline.


      He did not despise the world, nor did he wish to destroy it. He simply did not love it; he did not wish to build anything for himself within it. He had divorced Orania’s mother precisely because he didn’t hate her. Nay, it was more that he knew he had no love to offer his wife who yearned for it. Thus, he had presented her with a divorce in good faith. His decision was rooted in the fact he could not love her but could not hate her either. He felt for but two people alone: the woman he once loved and their son.


      Th-This must be quite a shock for her, thought Mia, glancing at Orania.


      However, the Ganudos princess simply blinked once, then twice. Finally, she opened her mouth. “Father...”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 43: Thus, She Took Her First Step Forward


      “Father...” began Orania, resolve clear in her figure. She did not continue, however. Her eyes swam around the room as if searching for the right words.


      “Do you despise me, Orania?” came a quiet question. “I would not mind it, as you certainly have earned that right. Unfortunately, I have no intention of dying by your hand, however. I shall not relinquish my life to you, as that belongs to my son, Carteria.”


      “You seem to be quite fixated on this son of yours. Would you hand over the throne if he so demanded it?” asked Mia, worried about that very outcome.


      Nestori laughed her off. “If he does, then of course I would! Though I doubt he’d ever request such a thing.”


      “Yes, perhaps you’re right.”


      Now that the nation had decided to welcome back the Visalians, there were many troubles that likely lay ahead of them. From Mia’s perspective, it was preposterous to think somebody would covet the crown just to bear the weight of those troubles. And if someone did, they’d have to be plain crazy.


      I get the feeling the king of Ganudos would be an easy target for the Serpents...


      As Mia and the king chatted, Orania suddenly gasped. “Ah, that’s it... This was what I was trying to say...” she said, clapping her hands with a look of complete relief on her face. Then, she stared at King Nestori and said, “Father, I forgive you...”


      Welp, nobody was expecting that. Her words had been quiet but calm, and she had even been smiling. Mia watched Orania’s profile closely, surprised to have heard those words from her.


      “You...forgive me? Me?” Nestori seemed just as shocked as Mia.


      Orania looked at her father curiously. “Huh...? Would you rather I hate you...?”


      “Why, I would think nothing of it whether you hated me or not. I simply...was not expecting such words.”


      Mia agreed. King Nestori had said some terrible things to his daughter. He put his son above her and had no feelings for her at all—any such father would surely be deserving of his daughter’s grudge. Mia really didn’t think anything he said was deserving of forgiveness, that was for sure.


      Perhaps she’s trying to get his attention by showing him warmth? But he doesn’t seem like the type to be moved by such a thing...


      Immediately, Mia’s expectations were defied. Orania calmly declared, “Well, I won’t hate you. Letting myself fall prisoner to such a grudge would just be a waste of my time, after all...” She had cut the Gordian knot, boldly proclaiming that spending any time related to her father, even for the sake of revenge, would mean squandering it. “And I don’t have time for anger or hatred, father... My to-do list is as numerous as the grains of sand in the sea. It’d be a waste to spend any of my time on you, don’t you think...?”


      Basically, Orania was saying that spending any moment on revenge would mean squandering her time, so she instead would forgive her father and leave the matter at that. She would overlook his transgressions, as she simply couldn’t afford to waste any moment on her feelings toward him.


      “But, hmm... I suppose I should take this chance to get back at you just this once,” she muttered, bringing a hand to her hair. “Do you remember this, father...?”


      King Nestori looked at what she presented him with—a hairpin made from fish bones—and scowled.


      “This is the only hairpin you’ve ever given me... You made it from the bones of a fish you caught when I was still little...”


      That still didn’t seem to ring a bell for Nestori. “I made it on a mere whim, I take it? Unfortunately, I no longer even remember the thing,” he dismissed her, shaking his head.


      Orania smiled. “Even if you don’t, I still do... I remember every single thing. You said you had nothing to leave me, but that’s impossible, father...”


      “What?”


      “Just like how it’s impossible to not leave a mark on this world, the very thing you withdrew from society to prevent. You had me, after all...” Her words were kind and gentle, through and through. That was her declaration, addressed to her father who wished to take responsibility for nothing. She declared that she would live as a royal and fulfill her responsibilities to this world—that this was the daughter he had born into it. It was a declaration that hit him like...well, a whooping.


      “You can just sit back and do nothing... But as your daughter, I will leave a mark on this world. And whether you like it or not, that means you will leave a mark on this world, through me...!” shouted Orania, bringing a hand to her chest.


      “How foolish...”


      “But you can’t stop me, can you...? You’re not going to lift a finger, so you can’t get in my way either, right...?” she said, purposefully provoking her father.


      Once, that fish bone hairpin had been her saving grace. She had clung to it as proof that her cold father truly loved her deep inside. But not anymore. Now, that had unexpectedly become a symbol of her revenge—proof that her father’s aims would fall flat.


      At the same time, it became a ray of hope. When the man who ventured to leave no mark in this world met his end, that would be a light in the darkness should he regret his life. Through it, he would know that it had not been meaningless—that his daughter had fulfilled her duty to this world.


      And even if that never came to pass, Orania would not mind, for she had forgiven him.


      “Had I chosen to hate you, maybe I’d have thrown this away... Perhaps I would have tossed it on the ground and stomped on it. I hear that Carteria has chosen not to accept the name, right to the throne, and chance to escape that you offered him, but...I’ll happily accept all those things. After all, it would be such a waste to throw them away for revenge—for your sake, father. So, I’ll happily accept and make good use of the throne...and this hairpin too,” she said, placing it back on her head. “Isn’t it cute...? Why, it’d be foolish to throw it away just because of you.”


      For the sake of Yanna, Kiryl, and all the other Visalian children—for the sake of Ganudos Port Country and training as Master Mia’s disciple—Orania would need all the time in the world. Thus, she had resolved to waste not even a second on revenge.


      Now, there wasn’t even a sliver of darkness inside her that a Serpent could slither into, for she had already forgiven her father.


      Should King Nestori choose to walk by her side, she would let him. She would accept any apologies, and if he one day had love to offer her, she’d return it with love of her own, for she had already forgiven him.


      No matter what her father chose to do next, that was of no concern to Orania. She had already made up her mind—she had already proudly stuck out her chest and forgiven him. That was Orania Perla Ganudo’s first step forward as a royal.


      “Good day then, father.” With that, Orania offered an elegant curtsy. Then, she left.
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      Chapter 44: Fire and Water, Air and Earth, Life and Knowledge...


      “So? What do you think, Sir Ludwig?” asked Dion after they had watched Mia leave.


      “What do I think? About what, exactly?”


      “Well, about our little princess’s speech back there. She said there wasn’t much meaning behind her confronting that Serpent assassin, but I’m not so sure.”


      “Indeed... Her Highness’s streams of thought follow many paths at once, so many it is impossible for me to grasp them all at once. However, I have a few ideas.”


      “Can I hear you out, then?”


      Ludwig did not immediately answer that question. He first observed their surroundings to ensure nobody was there to overhear these thoughts, then brought his voice to a whisper out of an abundance of caution. “First, she is setting the stage here in Ganudos Port Country. Should the assassin choose to align with us, it would keep King Nestori in check. I am sure she was considering Princess Orania as well.”


      “I bet she was. Reading the Ganudos princess’s mind is a tall ask. If we can get that guy on our side, we should.”


      “Additionally, that man is a Visalian.” Even had the king not asked that he be spared, letting him be executed was never a viable option, as it would once again create friction between Ganudos and the Visalians.


      “Yeah, I guess it’s best to get him on our side ’cause of that too. But I’m sure you think that’s all secondary to her real reasons, right?” asked Dion, giving Ludwig an inquisitive stare.


      Ludwig’s lips curled up into a bitter grin. “I suppose I should have known you would have noticed. Indeed, my personal opinion,” he pushed his glasses up his nose, “is that this was a test.”


      “A test?”


      “Yes, to see if words could free a human from the Serpents’ grasp—or perhaps it is more correct to say she was testing whether words alone could break the Serpents’ curse.”


      “So, she told Carteria his mother was a victim to try to tear him free from their infectious thoughts, huh?”


      “At present, most Serpent conspirators are being held prisoner in Belluga, and Lady Rafina is toiling alone in search of a way to reform them. Don’t you think Her Highness was trying to aid this process?” With that, Ludwig revealed that Mia had approached him regarding souvenirs for Rafina. “Hairpins are a typical gift, but dried snacks and other foodstuffs? Why, it appears Her Highness is trying to keep her friend in good health and spirits.”


      “Huh. And I thought the little princess just had bad taste. Though I guess it’d track if she was picking out all that stuff with nutrition in mind.”


      “Naturally, I had to step in and stop her from buying sea snakes pickled in alcohol,” chuckled Ludwig. “Though I’m sure Her Highness didn’t know what she was buying.”


      Thus, Mia had barely managed to not cross the line into the inedible. Though on second thought, perhaps that wasn’t quite true.




      Anyway, a certain man suddenly approached the two. “Hello, there. I believe you were with Patty, my sister...’s daughter, just now,” said Hannes Clausius with an elegant bow. The man was in his fifties, but he looked so youthful many might have mistaken him for being even younger than Ludwig.


      He looks just like he did in the portrait, thought Ludwig. “Perfect timing, Lord Clausius. I was hoping I might be able to speak with you.”


      Hannes tilted his head. “Yes, I was actually hoping the same,” he said, a friendly smile forming on his lips. “Though Lord Clausius is dead. I am a mere commoner who has spent a long time away from Tearmoon, so there is no need for pleasantries. I shall spare them myself,” he said, glancing around. “The palace is not quite suited for an open discussion. Could I get you two to follow me?”


      Thus, Hannes led them to a church in the slums.


      “Um, this is a place of prayer, a house of the Holy Deity that protects the children who cannot do so themselves,” explained Yorgos, his face twisted into a biting scowl. Apparently, he was still mad about the damage that had been done to the cathedral.


      “Hey, now. No need to worry. I’ll make sure Ganudos or Tearmoon covers the costs you need to rebuild,” said Hannes, convincing Yorgos to let them inside with a lighthearted tone. He immediately stepped inside as if it were his own home, headed for the back of the cathedral, opened a door, and took a seat inside. “Nobody should be able to hear us from here.”


      Hannes clearly wasn’t holding himself back, which was enough for the others to know he and Yorgos were old friends. Ludwig was much more reserved as he took a seat opposite Hannes and began to speak. “But to think that had the awesome might needed to destroy the whole lighthouse...”


      Dion nodded, scowling. “Yeah, you can say that again. Just knowing something like that’s out there is enough to give me a headache. That stuff could change the whole landscape of warfare.”


      “There is no need to only consider the negatives. It could prove a boon when it comes to mining as well, I am sure. Thus, the empire shall develop under Her Highness’s watch...”


      “Is what you say, but you don’t seem too happy,” pointed out Hannes, a slight smile on his lips.


      Ludwig shrugged. “I was simply forced to recognize that there is likely knowledge that surpasses the limits of man. That substance was enough to reduce that lighthouse to rubble. I can’t imagine a future filled with the stuff will be a very fun one.”


      Hannes stared at Ludwig, stroking his chin with interest. “I see, so that’s what Her Highness’s trustworthy vassal thinks... Well, don’t worry—or perhaps I should simply tell you that it unfortunately won’t help develop the empire. Quite honestly, it will be difficult to procure enough of the stuff to use in war or for mining purposes.”


      “It will? How is it made, exactly?”


      Hannes pondered this for a moment. “The substance is known as Wind-Fire, named for the fact that it creates both wind and fire at once. But...what exactly do you think fire is, Sir Ludwig?”


      “Fire, you ask?” Ludwig pondered the meaning of this question for a moment. “Fire is a power that belongs to the Holy Deity—that which separates animals from man, and a necessary element of civilization. That was my understanding, at least.”


      “Exactly. It’s just what you’d imagine, and my thinking is quite similar. Then for now, let’s use this as our definition—fire is the source of human knowledge.” Hannes held up his pointer finger and tapped his forehead. “Yes, knowledge. And within a certain edition of the The Book of Those Who Crawl the Earth, there is a certain passage that says thus: ‘When you juice the Fruit of Knowledge, simmer that juice, and combine it with certain substances, you will create one that gives rise to terrible fire and wind.’”


      “I suppose the Fruit of Knowledge must be the same as what appears in our creation story, the one which people were warned not to eat, but were tricked into consuming regardless,” said Ludwig, his brow furrowed.


      Dion, on the other hand, seemed quite taken aback. “Don’t you think that’s a bit of a stretch?”


      “Of course, we can’t verify the truth of this statement. But at the very least, that’s the gist of the Wind-Fire recipe that I know. That means that if this passage is true, then creating it en masse will be quite difficult, don’t you think?”


      “Yes, indeed. According to the Holy Book, the Fruit of Knowledge grows in a garden humans are no longer allowed to enter, so we would doubtfully be able to create Wind-Fire easily, at the very least. Though I do believe that is more an allegory than anything, no?” asked Ludwig.


      Hannes grimaced. “Who knows? The medicine my sister instructed me to search for is similarly related to that origin story, so I’m not willing to dismiss it.”


      “It is related to our origin story...?” Ludwig and Dion locked eyes.


      “Yes, it is. The Holy Book states that the Holy Deity created man by blowing life into a mixture of earth and water. If you’re to take that literally, then that’d make us human vessels of water and earth that carry the breath of the Holy Deity,” said Hannes, as if he were reciting memorized verse. “It is said that the primordial man could freely pick the fruits of the tree of life—the fruits of the tree of water and earth, which shape and nourish us humans. The substance made from these fruits is said to imbue us with vitality and prolong our lifespans—a medicine known as Earth-Water.”


      “Wind, fire, earth, and water—the four elements that make up the world. It’s the four elements theory. But how sincerely do you believe it, Sir Hannes?” asked Ludwig.


      Hannes laughed and laughed. “There’s nothing trustworthy about the knowledge that can be found in the Chaos Serpents’ book! Whether this is the same fruit found in the Holy Book’s creation story or simply an allegorical reference, I doubt there’s very much to gain from it. If there was, you’d surely be able to find mention of Wind-Fire in history books.”


      “Then they sure put it to messy use. Would they really utilize the stuff just to blow up a lighthouse?” questioned Dion. Wind-Fire could only be used once, after all. Squandering it for this seemed like a waste, at least in his eyes.


      “A fine question, Sir Dion! But not one that has too difficult of an answer.” Hannes grinned. “You need to consider who this would be a waste for. For the Chaos Serpents who await bedlam and seek to destroy order, it certainly would seem like squandering. But what of the Visalians who actually used it?”


      Ludwig looked like he had an epiphany. “Ah, I see. The Chaos Serpents spread by infecting other’s thoughts and twisting their hearts, but nobody’s mind can be completely overwritten. The Serpents have no fixed philosophy, after all.”


      Thus, the Visalians had prioritized their revenge. Even if using it to kill the Great Sage herself was what would most effectively thrust this world into chaos, the Visalian Serpents had chosen to use it to blow up the lighthouse instead. Their ancestral sentiments had muddled their goal of chaos, winning against the amorphous ideology of the Serpents.


      “If you consider that explosion a way of loudly proclaiming they had settled their ancestor’s grudge, then this use of Wind-Fire doesn’t seem too strange, does it?”


      “Though I doubt this was what whoever recorded the recipe intended, or what the person who left word of the Fruit of Knowledge had wanted. But yes, it certainly wasn’t a waste to the Visalians. It would have been quite difficult to destroy that lighthouse otherwise, which means it allowed them to save both time and effort. If they meant to announce themselves to the world and proclaim their ancestors’ regrets amended, then there certainly isn’t anything strange about it at all. At least, that is your claim, yes?”


      Hannes nodded. “Though it is only a theory. As long as we lack evidence that proves they utilized Wind-Fire, we’d do best to stay vigilant,” he aptly pointed out.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 45: The Plan’s Time Cometh


      Mia turned to Orania as soon as they left King Nestori’s quarters. “Are you truly okay with this, Orania?”


      Orania turned around. Somehow, her expression made her look as though she’d been freed. “Hmm... Should I have been a little meaner...?”


      “No, that wasn’t what I was trying to say. I simply meant to ask whether you’ll be all right if things end this way.”


      “Unfortunately, there isn’t anything I can do myself...” she responded, a sad smile on her lips. Immediately, she puffed out her cheeks and added, “But it would be annoying if he governed while dragging around his old heartbreak forever, so if he’s going to sit put, I might as well have him stay on the throne...”


      Mia stared seriously into the girl’s eyes. Then, she burst out laughing. “Moons! You’re so harsh, Orania!”


      “Huh? Really...? But I can’t just bide my time when I have the Visalian children to think about... Wait, huuuh?” Orania tilted her head. Mia followed her line of sight to find...


      “Well, if it isn’t Her Highnesses Princess Orania and Princess Mia! Greetings.” There stood Duke Greenmoon, deeply bowing his head.


      “My, I wasn’t expecting to see you. Here to scheme with King Nestori again, are we?” asked Mia.


      The duke chuckled. “Given the king’s current condition, it seems it would be much more fruitful to scheme with Princess Orania,” he said, glancing at the Ganudos Princess.


      Orania brushed his words off with a smile. “I’ll be going then, Master Mia...” she said before rushing off.


      So, you smelled danger and ran, huh? Well, Duke Greenmoon is a Tearmoon noble, so I can’t exactly say you thrust the responsibility of him onto me, sighed Mia. This guy fled abroad during the Tearmoon rebellion. Could that mean he has ties with the Serpents? Though I don’t believe Esmeralda knew anything about the Serpents or the first emperor...


      Mia cleared her throat. “I truly am glad the matter with the Visalians reached a fine conclusion. I’m sure it wasn’t the results you desired, but you should consider yourself lucky that Miss Rafina didn’t have an eye on things here.”


      “Indeed. Rightfully, I should accept my current reality no matter how hard, but... Ha ha ha!” The duke suddenly chuckled, genuine glee in his expression.


      Mia was confused. “My, what is there to laugh about?”


      “I was simply amazed to see that her plan has come to fruition after all this time.”


      “Her plan? What in the moons are you talking about?” asked Mia, tilting her head.


      “Capturing the Visalians and siloing them onto an island was the idea of none other than Empress Patricia—your grandmother.”


      “Hwah...?” An odd gasp escaped Mia’s lips. Wh-What?! W-Wait a second, P-Patty did this? She glanced at her young grandmother, who looked equally perplexed. Wh-What in the moons?! Why would she do something so terrible?


      Duke Greenmoon seemed to have missed Mia’s bewilderment. “Hatred and grudges directed at their pirating ways posed a direct threat to the Visalians. Thus, they were isolated on an island and not accepted onto the mainland, and it was the job of us Greenmoons to work here in Ganudos to maintain that system.”


      It was clear from Mia’s expression that the puzzle pieces were starting to fall into place. He’s right. Perhaps such measures truly were necessary.


      Of course, isolating the Visalians on a single island was inhumane and certainly deserving of criticism. But what would have happened if that policy hadn’t been instituted?


      Yanna and Kiryl had suffered terribly. And why was it that they needed to build a joint research facility to give Belluga eyes here in Ganudos in the first place? Because a ruler could hardly control the actions of his subjects. It wasn’t hard to imagine that weak Visalians would continue to suffer where others’ eyes wouldn’t reach.


      The Visalian Ghetto was a pointless measure now that hatred toward them had subsided, but it had been a necessary measure to allow enough time for that to happen. The policy forced the Visalians into drudgery, easing the ire of the Ganudos citizens while also maintaining a system that didn’t allow excess violence to be exacted on the sea-faring people. Plus...


      “And you are sure you didn’t maintain this system after my grandmother’s passing because it benefited you?” asked Mia, staring into Duke Greenmoon’s eyes.


      He laughed gleefully. “Why, of course! You are too distrusting of me, Your Highness.”


      The duke was laughing, but being able to build ships for free was the same as utilizing slave labor. Naturally, there were profits and benefits to be had, and many would naturally want to maintain that system. Even if pirating victims came forth and demanded they make a blood bath of the Visalians, the Conseil des Anciens would have certainly shot down that idea. Duke Greenmoon himself would certainly have done what he could to maintain this system if he was reaping any of its benefits.


      Did Grandmother Patricia know that’s how Duke Greenmoon would think? Mia pondered this for a moment, then immediately shook her head. “In any case, if you have profited off the Visalians, I’ll naturally have you return that in full, Duke Greenmoon. From here on out, Princess Orania will be steering this nation through rough waters. It won’t be easy for her to keep control of parliament, and King Nestori is in a poor state. Thus, I’d like you to do everything you can to support my dear friend and protégé,” Mia firmly warned.


      If Orania could manage this nation well, Mia would benefit greatly. Plus, it had been Mia who had talked the Visalians down. She wouldn’t be able to sleep at night if welcoming them back into greater Ganudos didn’t go well!


      Not to mention, Duke Greenmoon was the father of possible heirs to the Tearmoon throne. As long as Esmeralda kept him in check, they wouldn’t have any problems. Though this still had the potential of begetting future grudges.


      “I have particular faith in the knowledge and people of the Greenmoons, and I’ll certainly need their aid in establishing a research facility,” said Mia, trying to mitigate that potential.


      “You’d like me to offer a hand in setting up the joint research facility here?”


      “Yes, and in educating the Visalians, I suppose.” Mia inwardly snickered, You can’t do anything evil if we build stronger ties with Belluga and Saint-Noel, can you?! She also hoped it’d keep him too busy to scheme up a secret plan to sit his son on the throne.


      Duke Greenmoon seemed somewhat dejected. “Then you would grant me an opportunity to atone for my complacency in allowing the Visalian Ghetto and prove this to Belluga?”


      “If you were simply following Grandmother Patricia’s orders and acting with the intentions of defending the Visalians, then you have no need to atone. Instead, you may simply use this opportunity to rack up more good deeds. But if—just if—you thought there were benefits to be had from this system and feel you acted with such ill intentions in mind, then you may work to atone. That is all.” She placed a finger on her cheek. “Orania has just taught me that it is foolish for a ruler to let himself be trapped in the past. Thus, I hope you do not work for the sake of what’s already come to pass, but for building a brighter future together.”


      “Indeed, that would certainly be for the best,” said Duke Greenmoon, his smile no longer tight but relaxed.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 46: What Is the Meaning of...?


      The day Mia and the rest returned to Tearmoon, two children—Yanna and Kiryl, of course—visited a certain church in the slums.


      “Priest Yorgos...”


      “You kids, huh?” The priest, who was out doing his daily cleaning of the front of the church, greeted the two kids with his usual sour look.


      “We’re going to Tearmoon today, so we came to say goodbye,” Yanna quavered, her tone slightly stiff and formal.


      Yorgos stared at her for a moment. “How is it?”


      “Huh?”


      “Do you want to come back here to Ganudos?”


      Yanna blinked, dumbfounded.


      “Thanks to Princess Mia’s efforts, Visalians will soon be treated better here. You may be able to stay here in this orphanage. If you want to stay in your homeland, I will look after you.”


      Yanna considered this for a moment. Then, she shook her head. “Thank you for the kind words, but...”


      Yorgos snorted. “I thought as much. You won’t want for food at Saint-Noel Academy. In fact, your meals will be lavish. You can live in a beautiful building, sleep in a soft bed, and be surrounded by polite students. Returning home would be preposterous compared to that luxury. There’s nothing good about this country anyway. I’m sure the idea alone of returning sounds ridiculous to you,” spat Yorgos.


      Yanna froze and unknowingly cast her eyes toward the ground. That’s when she heard something.


      “If anyone says such a thing, ignore them.”


      “Huh?” She looked back up to find Yorgos wearing his usual scowl.


      “Such words are rooted in jealousy. There’s no need to listen to them.” He looked straight into Yanna’s and Kiryl’s eyes. “But remember this: The chance to learn at Saint-Noel Academy is a rare privilege. You can study hard without worrying about food, clothes, and housing. It is a blessing equal to the grace of the Holy Deity. But that is also why many will misunderstand the nature of this privilege. They will mistake themselves to be great and chosen ones, believing this blessing to simply be their right. I don’t think I have to tell you to avoid such thinking.”


      Something else began to creep into Yorgos’s expression—his lips were offputtingly mushed together. But eventually, Yanna realized this was his version of a smile.


      “But that does not mean you need to feel embarrassed or guilty to have been granted this blessing. Refraining from taking advantage of this opportunity would not make you virtuous. When given a gold coin, one mustn’t bury it in the dirt just because they feel too sorry to use it on themselves. Squandering it would be a sin, but so would failing to use it at all. Whether you like it or not, those who have been blessed with riches are the ones who must decide how to use them.”


      “Are you saying we can’t use that gold coin to help somebody else in need...?” asked Yanna.


      “No, you may use it to feed your brother, if you wish. Nor will I tell you that you mustn’t use it for fun, though that changes if there’s someone sick and starving before you. Using the gold for fun to build bonds, nourishing your heart, and bringing new good things into this world are all certainly uses for the coin. In any case, if you are blessed with treasure, you must carefully consider how you will choose to use it.”


      “Miss Mia says we sow our own seeds...”


      “Hmm?”


      “That whether those seeds be good or bad, we need to reap them ourselves. So, we should sow good seeds.”


      “Ah, I see. I should have expected nothing less from the famed Great Sage. I see why Sir Hannes is so proud of her,” said Yorgos with a solemn nod. “To borrow that analogy, I want you to sow the seeds that have been bestowed upon you. Plant those seeds in the field that is your heart, water them plentifully, and raise them carefully. There is no need to worry about whether your good seeds are abundant, or your harvest bountiful.”


      Yorgos spoke clearly, almost in song. Yanna thought it was beautiful.


      “Reap good seeds and bestow new ones onto as many as you can. That is how you should live your lives.” With that, Yorgos stepped back inside the church. He washed his dirty hands, then stepped outside once again while wiping them with a cloth. Finally, he placed his hands on Yanna’s and Kiryl’s heads, making sure to touch their bangs. “Children of the Visalians, Yanna and Kiryl, you were born for a reason, just as how the people you’ve met, what you were given, and the land you walked all have a purpose. There is a meaning to each and every one of our lives. May you never forget that.”


      He petted their heads once, then continued. “And if it would be a solace to you, you may consider this church your home. You stayed here but for one night, but there must have been a reason for it, just as there was a reason you were allowed to return here.” Yorgos bowed, his eyes trained behind Yanna. “Take good care of them, Your Highness.”


      Since when had she been there? Yanna turned around to find Mia and her friends. But for some reason, the Tearmoon princess looked awfully feeble as she raised her hand in greeting.




      The reason for that went back a day prior, to what took place during the Conseil des Anciens.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 47: The Golden Lighthouse of the Sea and Moon Shines Bright!


      Orania Perla Ganudos, the mightiest queen in Ganudos history. It was common knowledge that she was a protégé of Mia Luna Tearmoon, the Great Sage of the Empire.


      Her first royal appearance at Conseil des Anciens took place shortly after she was kidnapped and accused of attempting to assassinate her own father, the king.




      Mia had made a sudden visit to parliament that day. Officially, she was there to bid them all farewell, but secretly, she had an ulterior motive. The council members had been swamped with the aftermath of everything, starting with the king’s attempted assassination and ending with the Visalian’s failed coup. Not to mention they were incredibly shaken, for just when they were busiest and their patriotism most in jeopardy, the king had chosen to hole himself up in his quarters.


      “Shouldn’t we have the king speak before us?” questioned one council member.


      “No, we must first ask whether he plans to try this attempted assassin. The people will only be pleased if the king upholds justice, even if not to the degree of the Sunkland Kingdom,” suggested another.


      Yes, it was mayhem. But that was when the Great Sage of the Empire blessed the councilmen’s presence, shining through the pandemonium. She had left a vivid impression when she pleaded with parliament to correct their wrongdoings toward the Visalians, and the wisdom of her young vassal Ludwig was still fresh in their minds.


      Just what would she say? The hopes of everyone in Ganudos, not just the councilmen, soared. The audience seats overflowed with townspeople.


      Mia stared at the scene and thought, This might be the chance of a lifetime! She had a sliver of hope! For a short spell, Mia had given up on the matter. But in all honesty, she really didn’t want to feast her eyes upon a golden lighthouse shaped in her image. Being toppled by the masses was just the destiny of statues of rulers who had earned their people’s ire. Oh, Mia just wouldn’t be able to bear such a thing!


      And this was a golden lighthouse. Its golden layer would certainly be stripped, and the frame underneath bashed to pieces. It was guaranteed Though, naturally, only the Serpents would be so reckless as to attempt to destroy the whole thing.


      Thus, Mia had visited parliament to give her last stand, her dear pupil Princess Orania by her side!


      “Are you ready, Orania?” she asked.


      Orania flashed her usual languid grin. “I’m a bit nervous, actually...”


      “You’ll be fine! I’ll do everything I can to back you up. You just need to go out there and stand proud!” encouraged Mia, who was clenching her fists.


      Mia had found a fragile hope...in none other than watching Orania bitingly and boldly criticize her father! She was brave, gallant, and wore a smile that shined brilliantly! Seeing it, Mia couldn’t help but think, If Orania shows off her charisma, maybe people will forget about me! Then, they won’t build that beautiful golden lighthouse.


      Wait, hadn’t Mia included an extra adjective in that description? Well, whatever.


      “It appears Princess Mia of the Tearmoon Empire has arrived. Please take your seats,” announced the council president.


      Mia puffed out her chest, walked to the podium, and curtsied. “Greetings, members of the Conseil des Anciens and all who have come to hear us today. My name is Mia Luna Tearmoon,” she said, bowing her head before surveilling the room. “I know I spoke quite insolently the other day, but I am relieved you have all accepted my proposal regardless. I know that your resolve will bring great prosperity to Ganudos.”


      “But we are afraid, Your Highness,” came a sudden voice. “What will happen to this nation once you’re gone? Please, govern us with your wisdom!”


      Mia flashed him a cool smile. “Why, you have nothing to fear, for there is already somebody ready to lead you—someone who shall guide you like a beacon,” she said, turning her gaze toward the entrance to speak to the woman standing there. “That is your princess, my friend, and my protégé, Orania Perla Ganudos.”


      Murmurs arose from the audience. Orania was well-known as an idiot—a princess who had no interest in anything but fishing.


      “You see, I recently took her under my wing,” said Mia, giving Orania her stamp of approval. Now, Orania was officially the protégé of the trusty Great Sage of the Empire! “Though we first met only recently, so I doubt I have yet to impart anything upon her.”


      Mia was taking precautions just in case Orania did happen to fail! Basically, she was making excuses. Sure, she might be Orania’s teacher, but not for very long! If you really think about it, Orania hadn’t learned a thing from her!


      “Perhaps this is not the place to say such things, but that is also because I don’t believe I have anything to teach her. With Orania in charge, I am positive all will be fine!” Mia raised Orania higher and higher, tossing her straight up into the air! Orania, on the other hand, wore an awkward smile on her face, as if she wasn’t entirely pleased with this.




      Once the commotion caused by Orania’s appearance had settled, one of the councilmen opened his mouth. “Now, back to the matter of the lighthouse. Clearly, we must repair it, but...doesn’t a simple repair seem a tad unwise?”


      “What do you mean, Bigas? I thought we only needed to rebuild it.”


      Bigas nodded solemnly. “Indeed, that would surely be true if this lighthouse is to simply guide our fishermen. However, I’d dare to make another claim. This disturbance was quelled only thanks to Princess Mia’s efforts. Do you not agree, Princess Orania?”


      Orania nodded equally solemnly. “Without Master Mia’s help, I’m sure we wouldn’t have been able to solve this problem.”


      “Precisely! And because lighthouses are so important to our nation, why don’t we shape it in the image of our great benefactor so that we may never forget our gratitude? We could make it out of gold, so that it may loudly proclaim her greatness, and—”


      “G-Gold?! You’re proposing we build this lighthouse out of gold?” asked one of the councilmen, clearly shocked to his core.


      Even more councilmen were shouting in joy at the idea, however.


      Ugh! Why, this... Mia thought there was something strange about the scene before her. She immediately realized what that was; this had been staged. Oh, I get it! He wants me to put a stop to this so he can then ask that I lead his nation with my genius wits and reliable judgments!


      Mia’s thinking was as follows: Bigas had every intention of maintaining a strong bond with her, even if it meant playing a philistine to do so. Or really, if that wasn’t his intention and he really just wanted to build this golden lighthouse, he’d be plain crazy, but Mia didn’t think he was such a fool. Probably not, at least.


      I don’t want them relying on me from here on out, and making Ganudos a Tearmoon territory is completely out of the question! I’d like them to figure things out for themselves, if possible. So, what’s the move...?


      Suddenly, Mia clapped her hands. “My, what an excellent idea! A golden lighthouse in the shape of...me? Why, we absolutely must do it! I simply can’t wait to see the finished product!”


      Mia decided to follow Bigas’s lead and play the fool herself! Her stance was simple: Put your money where your mouth is! She had to prove she wasn’t a Great Sage, but a selfish princess! And now that the idea had Mia’s stamp of approval...


      “Well, you have all heard the princess! If any of you object, then speak now,” said Bigas, a gentle smile on his face that made it clear he was far from panicked.


      H-Huh? He really just wants to build this golden lighthouse without any ulterior motives?! Instead, Mia was the one who panicked.


      But someone was giggling before she had the chance to defend herself. “Could you all wait a moment, please...?”


      Mia lifted her face to find the aforementioned trustworthy protégé, Orania! She had just overcome the heaviest of struggles, and Mia was proud of the growth her pupil had exhibited! She simply knew that Orania would be different now! Thus, she chose to stay silent and watch what would happen next.


      “If Saint-Noel and Saint Mia Academies are going to build a joint research facility here in Ganudos, it will cost tons of money, right...? We can’t spend too much on just a lighthouse...” Thankfully, Orania’s words were perfectly sound!


      That’s right, Orania! This is no time to be squandering money on a lighthouse. Oh, thank the moons that she has such a good head on her shoulders!


      “And if we change the shape, the lighthouse keepers will have a harder time too, no...? The fisherman will be in trouble if the lighthouse doesn’t function correctly, right...?” she asked, turning to the head of the fishing guild.


      He nodded hurriedly. “Indeed, Your Highness. You are exactly right.”


      The rest of the councilmen agreed, as if the spell had been broken! Orania seemed quite pleased by the scene. Then, she turned to Mia. “Master Mia’s words can’t be truly understood if you only take them at surface-level... They’re far too deep for that, so you have to think carefully about them, okay? So, what is a lighthouse...?” questioned Orania, as if she were the leading expert in Mia interpretation. “Master Mia told me that I was a princess who would guide this country, just like a lighthouse...and she too guided me this far. Lighthouses are a guide, so if we make a lighthouse modeled in her illustrious image, then it can’t just guide ships alone...”


      Mia suddenly realized things had taken a turn.


      “A lighthouse modeled after Master Mia is a light that would guide Ganudos and its people. So shouldn’t we place it at our nation’s center...?” she asked, her tone light and jovial, almost sing-song.


      “Then, Your Highness! You mean to say that...?”


      “Yes, why don’t we build this golden lighthouse outside the Conseil des Anciens...?”


      Had she lost her marbles?!


      “Right now, the Conseil des Anciens is nothing but the enemies of the Visalians. They must view us as the authority that caused their suffering, just like that lighthouse... But what if we build one in Master Mia’s image? Then, they’d be reminded of the woman who worked so hard to free them from their confinement, don’t you think...?” Orania closed her eyes. “I want to apologize to the Visalians. But apologies won’t solve everything... I want to build a future with them together, so I thought, maybe we could borrow Master Mia’s aid...”


      Her words were terribly, terribly sound. She was trying to borrow the authority of the Great Sage of the Empire to reconcile with the Visalians! Mia couldn’t refuse that.


      Oh, th-this is exactly what I was afraid of!


      Mia had a bad feeling about where this was headed. A golden statue of her outside the Conseil des Anciens would be a nightmare! The people would surely gaze upon it as the goddess of wisdom who protected parliament proceedings. One wrong move, and people would be worshipping her! There was no doubt about it! Golden statues just had that effect on people!


      But that would mean picking a fight with the Central Orthodox Church, which was something Mia absolutely needed to avoid. Thus, she stepped in to change course!


      Or did she? As soon as Mia opened her mouth, another thought occurred to her. If I flat-out reject Orania’s opinion, these people might try to leave everything in my hands!


      Not to mention, Orania had been half sound in her reasoning. A flat-out rejection could be dangerous. The councilmen could easily turn to her and say, “Well, if you have a better idea, we’d love to hear it!”


      Ugh, what can I even do? Mia racked her brain for a while and eventually decided to just slightly change course. “That is a wonderful idea, Orania. But I’d like to share my own humble opinion as well.”


      “Why, what is it...?” Orania cutely tilted her head.


      Master Mia nodded. “First, lighthouses are a symbol of governmental authority here in Ganudos, correct? The same applies to the Conseil des Anciens. Wouldn’t highlighting my image before the assembly make it look like Ganudos Port Country was a territory of Tearmoon?”


      “Well, I wouldn’t mind, personally...” muttered Orania. Multiple of the councilmen were nodding right along with her!


      Mia was mortified. So, she took up her usual strategy and ignored them. “And I don’t want a territory, but a friend I can walk beside. I’d like Ganudos and Tearmoon to stand side by side in friendship. Thus, if you were to build a lighthouse outside the Conseil des Anciens, wouldn’t it be best to, hmm...have it be Princess Orania and I holding hands to light the darkness together?”


      Wanting to avoid being turned into an idol alone, Mia actively swept in to take Orania down with her!


      “In other words, you would like to prove your full support of Princess Orania in the form of a golden statue, yes?” explained Bigas, a strained smile on his face which otherwise had the air of a know-it-all.


      “Well yes, I suppose that summarizes it well, but...there is something I’d like to correct. I said this would be gold at first, but I only meant that metaphorically. It won’t be real gold.” Mia kept correcting! A golden statue smelled of danger, as it’d opened the path or Mia-deification! “When I said gold, I used it just as Orania did—to reference the golden future the Visalians and people of Ganudos are heading for. This will be the lighthouse that illuminates the path to that golden future. In other words, we have yet to obtain that gold, but it certainly lies ahead of us, and we will continue to walk toward it. That was what I hoped this lighthouse would represent.”


      The councilmen nodded, deeply moved. “Ah, I see. I did think it’d be profligate to make a golden lighthouse. So, that is what you meant.”


      “Yes, if something is to symbolize authority predicated on leading us, it certainly would be a lighthouse.”


      “In that case, we’ll build a statue that represents Princess Mia and Princess Orania’s commitment to leading our people hand in hand, and—”


      “Hey! Aren’t you forgetting that it has to be a lighthouse? They’ll hold their hands above their heads, in them a dazzling light.”


      “Then, we’ll make sure the whole thing is able to reflect that light, so—”


      “No, the whole thing needs to actually glow!”


      The councilmen were getting heated! Mia breathed an exasperated sigh. “Well, I suppose we reached a compromise in the end...I think? This was for the best. Probably.”




      Thus, a lighthouse would be built before the Conseil des Anciens in Ganudos Port Country, shaped like two princesses outstretching their glowing hands toward the heavens. With it came a new national tradition—whenever a large event was held, they would shine as a light in the darkness the whole night.




      Its name was thus: “The Golden Lighthouse of the Sea and Moon (Orania and Mia).”




      Part 7: The Golden Lighthouse of the Aurelia Shines Bright! Fin

    

  

  
    
      The Light Shines On! ~The Lighthouse Cake and the Eternal Mystery~


      That day, a small party was held in Orania’s room within the Ganudos castle. They had gathered to celebrate the Holy Eve Festival, though the real holiday had been a few days prior.


      “Thank you so much for coming all the way to Ganudos just for me...” said Orania, bowing her head. “I wanted to hold a big party at the academy, so I’m sorry I couldn’t make it... This party may be small, but I hope you all enjoy yourselves anyway. We’re celebrating the Holy Eve Festival, after all...”


      With that, Orania lifted up a glass, and her guests followed in her example. But then, she suddenly remembered something. “Oh! But first, can Yanna, Kiryl, and Patty come here...?”


      The children looked confused, but they headed her call regardless. “Um, what is it, Princess Orania?” asked Yanna, clearly bewildered.


      Orania grinned at her. “Actually, I wanted to thank you three...”


      “Huh?” Yanna’s mouth fell open. Kiryl looked equally as confused. The only one who didn’t seem surprised was Patty, who instead had an all-knowing look on her face that screamed, “Ah, I get it.”


      Orania bowed deeply before them. “I’ll forever be grateful to you... You three are the reason I’m here today, safe and sound...”


      “Huh? B-But we didn’t do anything! Well, maybe Patty helped us a lot, but Kiryl and I never...” trailed off Yanna, muddling her words.


      Orania grinned. “That’s not true at all...! You three have done so much for me, so I just had to thank you. Expressing our everyday gratitude is what the Holy Eve Festival is for, after all. So really, thank you...” she said, her tone light and happy.


      Mia was watching from a short distance away. “Oho ho ho! The surprise was a success!”


      Orania had approached Mia just a few days prior, which was when Mia suggested this surprise party.


      “It really is quite difficult to find the right timing to give thanks after the fact, and the Holy Eve Festival is the perfect opportunity!” Mia was glancing around the room. “But Orania, isn’t it a bit of a letdown to only have drinks at such a party?” she asked, her brow furrowed in disbelief.


      It was long past noon, and Mia had already chowed down at lunch. She wasn’t asking for a feast or anything, but something just felt like it was missing. Shouldn’t there be cake, or some other type of sweets, at least? No, wasn’t that an absolute necessity?! Well, it was to Mia, at least. She just couldn’t believe the current situation!


      “Actually, I planned for us to make a cake together...!”


      “Moons, you did?!” Mia hadn’t asked for details, so she definitely wasn’t expecting this! “But baking is quite difficult, you know,” she added, unable to help herself. “I once baked some bread, you see, so I know that baking a cake is a much more delicate job. There’s its soft, spongy texture, the fluffy cream on top, and even an arrangement of fruits to figure out! It really is quite the tall order,” she rattled off, her expression that of a prideful cake-baking expert! She folded her arms and furrowed her brow, as if all-knowing. What hubris, and how terribly presumptuous!


      Orania puffed out her chest and giggled. “We won’t be baking it from scratch, of course...” she said, clapping her hands.


      Immediately, a retinue of servants led by Orania’s personal maid stepped into the room to set plates on the table. At the center was a conspicuously ginormous cake! Though it was a white one, adorned with nothing but an outer layer of cream.


      “I was thinking we could decorate this cake together...! I really do think it will be fun.”


      “Oho! What an excellent idea, Orania!” Mia’s eyes focused on the table immediately, the sight of it eliciting a rapturous sigh. “Oho ho! What sort of cake shall we make? Why, even just imagining it is fun!”


      Mia was jumping up and down in excitement. Placed on the table before her were a variety of fruits, a giant cake, and candies that shined like jewels!


      “My, what is this clear jiggly stuff? I see there are sweets I’m not familiar with out there. But we need to choose what we put on this cake carefully. Using everything...doesn’t seem possible.”


      “I recommend these. Look, they’re cookies shaped like fish...!” Orania was just as excited as the children.


      “Oho! Fish on a cake, you say? Personally, I’d prefer mushrooms, but... Hmm? We don’t have any mushrooms? But they’re a necessary part of any grand event!”


      Just like that, the group excitedly decorated their cake. Once they were done, Orania placed some candles on top. It almost seemed to resemble a lighthouse, the symbol of Ganudos.


      The maids pulled all the curtains shut at once. Once the room was dim, the door opened, and in stepped a maid carrying some larger candles.


      “Would you do me the honor, Master Mia...?”


      For a moment, Mia wasn’t sure what Orania was asking for. But immediately, she caught on, nodding. “Hmm, this seems like a task better left to the children, but I suppose we can’t let them handle fire,” she muttered as she headed to stand next to Orania.


      The two princesses took hold of the large candles. Then, they slowly approached the cake and lit the candles that were on top.


      Thus, the cake in the center lit up the dark room like the light of the moon. Through the gloom, smiles could be glimpsed on every one of their faces.


      “Oho ho! I guess this is a lighthouse cake, to name it in Ganudos’s honor.”


      The decorated cake stood out against the darkness, almost magically. For a moment, all was silent—everyone was too enchanted to speak.


      Then, somebody’s stomach growled.


      “Um, Orania? Shall we get to it? We, uh, shouldn’t keep the children waiting now. It sounds like they’re hungry, and cake is meant to be eaten, not looked at,” said Mia, her tone mercy incarnate!


      But was that truly the benevolence of a charitable saint or the cover-up of an uncharitable saint? That—along with the question of whose stomach had just growled—would forever remain a mystery.

    

  

  
    
      The Light Shines On! ~Gazing upon the Phantom Lighthouse~


      In official records, Empress Patricia Luna Tearmoon visited Ganudos Port Country a miserly three times, but the count exceeds a dozen when including her private visits. This is an extraordinarily high number, even when compared to her sojourns in other nations.


      One well-known reason for this is that the Tearmoon emperor and government at the time placed great importance on its relationship with Ganudos for its status as a port nation. But if one were to list another hidden reason, that would be the bonds Empress Patricia shared with the locals. Fishing was one of Her Imperial Majesty’s hobbies, and there are many mundane stories from her life that would naturally make one wonder whether this contributed to the frequency of her trips.


      Lastly, there was a completely clandestine reason relating to the Chaos Serpents and the Tearmoon Empire’s first emperor’s plan to rot the Fertile Crescent. Ganudos was a pillar of this plot, and the king was thus under the Serpents’ influence. Naturally, there were secret discussions to be had...


      But that begged the question: What was the real reason Empress Patricia made the journey to the port nation so often? What thoughts, hopes, and desires led her there?


      This is a story of Empress Patricia.




      She was on her tenth visit to Ganudos Port Country. Patricia had carved time out of her busy schedule to visit the Galilea Sea after concluding her discussions with King Gostee Perla Ganudos.


      A fishing rod peeked out of the bag one of her servants carried. She hoped to sneak away from her retainers and go boat fishing on a small vessel alone for the time being.


      That’s when she caught sight of a young man staring out to sea. She furrowed her brow and called out to him, “A fine day for fishing, isn’t it, Your Royal Highness?”


      The young man, Nestori Perla Ganudos, bowed in surprise. “Why, Your Imperial Majesty! Greetings. Have you come to fish...?”


      “Yes, I have. I was thinking it would be a nice change of pace. There’s nowhere else I could possibly spend my time in this destitute country, after all,” she said, her words dripping with arrogance. It was only the natural, proper sentiment for an empress to have.


      Which is why Nestori only nodded as if the words didn’t bother him in the slightest. Though perhaps even ruder words would have not been enough to sway him as he was now. His eyes were languid, his expression defeated. He looked more like a tired old man than a young crown prince.


      “Are you here to fish as well?”


      “No, just to watch the sea.”


      Patricia grimaced. “You seem awfully lifeless for such a young man. I worry for the woman who will one day be your wife.”


      Nestori pulled his lip into a smile. “Unfortunately for you, I have no intentions of marrying, nor having children.” His eyes seemed to be challenging Patricia. “We have no need for children or spouses, do we? Us Serpents, I mean...”


      His last few words were but a whisper. A cold shiver shot up Patricia’s spine. Ah, so the time has finally come.


      Patricia was overjoyed. She hadn’t visited Ganudos so many times out of a love for fishing. It would be terribly incorrect to think she was trying to blow off some steam after days and days of having to beckon to the Chaos Serpents of Tearmoon. Not at all! Truly!


      It was not for that, but for this very moment—to lend an ear to Nestori’s woes—that Patricia so frequently came to Ganudos. This path would lead to that brilliant future—the event that would allow the fishing-loving princess Orania Perla Ganudos, the girl who looked up to Patricia’s own granddaughter as her teacher, to be born.


      Patricia had waited for this day for a long, long time. She sighed and bit back her nervousness. Then, Patricia—nay, Patty—turned to Nestori. Wearing a smile that didn’t reach her eyes, she spoke in a low voice. “Yes, perhaps spreading chaos does not necessitate an heir. However...”


      She let out the snicker of a Serpent—the sneer of a villainess. In her youth, Patty had been incapable of such an expression. But now that she had returned to the past and experienced much here, she had learned the art of how to smile like a cunning empress.


      “I question whether abstaining from parenthood aligns with your goal to be an unremarkable emperor,” continued Patty.


      Nestori’s eyes opened slightly in shock.


      “I don’t believe there’s a need for you to be a pure Serpent, Prince Nestori. No matter what you choose to be, I won’t mind as long as you don’t get in the way of my plans.”


      “You mean that you will allow me to sit idly, as Ganudos’s job is to simply remain still?”


      “Exactly. I wouldn’t even mind if you outright refused to act as a Serpent, or if you were hoping not to leave a single mark on this world.”


      Nestori Perla Ganudos refused to further develop his nation, as it had taken the woman he loved away from him. However, he didn’t wish to destroy his nation as a Serpent underling either, as the Chaos Serpents were the greater reason for his loss.


      Patty continued, the sneer of a witch still plastered on her face. It was as if she saw right through him—as if she could read his heart. “Unfortunately, you are a royal, and your death will leave a mark on this world. But you don’t want that. So, you wish to live as an unremarkable king that never sways history. Is that right?” She spoke in a whisper. “Personally, I think a truly unremarkable king would marry and leave children behind.”


      “Why... Yes, you’re right.” Nestori was dumbfounded. He felt like the woman before him had peered straight into the depths of his heart.


      “Then you should leave behind an heir, no? It’s what an ordinary, unremarkable king would do. Just like your grandfather, father, and perhaps your own child, you are free to live and die as an ordinary king who accomplished nothing during his reign. You only need to make sure your name continues the long list of the unremarkable Ganudos kings who came before you, as that is how your life will leave no mark on this world. Am I wrong?”


      Nestori opened his mouth, but he could manage no rebuttal. Instead, he simply nodded.


      Patty’s lips curled upward so slightly that no one of this time would be able to tell. Though surely, Patty’s granddaughter Mia would have noticed.


      Even if nobody saw it, Patty still looked proud—haughty, even.




      After her meeting with Nestori, Patricia enjoyed some fishing. Then the next day, she went to visit the newly constructed parliament building with King Gostee himself as her guide. But as soon as she arrived, she froze.


      “Is something wrong, Your Majesty?” asked King Gostee, but Patricia—nay, Patty—didn’t seem to hear him. She simply gazed at the building’s facade, where children were happily running about and smiling. She squinted her eyes, as if staring at a bright, nostalgic light.


      Miss Mia...


      Or perhaps, as if gazing upon the phantom of a lighthouse that would be built far into the future. Her thoughts turned back to its warm, ebullient glow...

    

  

  
    
      The Light Shines On! ~Mia Encounters an OOPart~


      Empress Mia Luna Tearmoon rested her chin on her palms and stared out the carriage window. Then, she let out a long, dramatic sigh as she thought back to the sequence of events that had led to her returning to Ganudos. She had received an invitation signed by both the Ganudos queen and members of the Conseil des Anciens just a few days prior.


      Yes, she had received an invitation—one to the inauguration ceremony of the golden lighthouse that was being built just outside the parliament building. Yes, they had finally given birth to the monster!


      Ugh... I really don’t want to do this, if I’m being honest. Still, there was no turning down such an invitation. The statue had been built in her and Orania’s honor, after all. This is all because I accidentally okayed the thing! I’m always so careful, but I really dropped the ball on this one.


      “Is something wrong, milady? Oh! Are you motion sick?”


      Mia looked up to find Anne, who seemed awfully worried. She grimaced and shook her head. “Oh, it’s nothing. I was just a tad worried about Tearmoon. I left everything in Abel’s and Ludwig’s hands, but will they really be all right on their own?”


      “I’m sure they will be. I hear there are now graduates of Saint Mia Academy working in all of the Moon Ministries, and Galv’s apprentices are there to help as well.”


      Mia nodded. At present, the Houses of the Four Dukes were Mia’s allies, and they kept watch on every noble house on Tearmoon. They’d be fine, save for the occurrence of a freak disaster.


      “Yes, you’re right, but...” Mia was nervous, for she didn’t know where she might have gone wrong, like this time. She had traveled and blabbered the whole world over, so there was no knowing when those seeds might sprout.


      Anyway, Mia’s carriage soon stopped its wheels near the Conseil des Anciens.


      “Master Mia...!” A cheery voice rang out from the distance. The newly crowned Queen Orania Perla Ganudos’s eyes must have been sharp. She trotted up to Mia, lackadaisical as always. “Greetings, master.”


      “Greetings, Your Majesty. You have my deepest gratitude for inviting me here today,” responded Mia with a curtsy. “But um... I’m not so sure about all this ‘master’ talk.”


      Orania tilted her head. “What do you mean, master...? I still have so much left to learn from you! At your tutelage, I wish to further perfect my practice of the Way of the Princess—nay the Way of the Empress...!”


      Without her knowing, Mia had been crowned the founder of the Way of the Empress! The Way of the Princess was one thing, but the Way of the Empress? Why, that was a terribly heavy burden. Mia was starting to get a stomachache—and to be absolutely clear, that was due to the responsibility being imposed on her by this title, and not the seafood tour she had enjoyed on her journey here. But anyways...


      Now that Mia had united with Orania, the two headed for the plaza that housed the parliament building.


      “I was watching the streets from my carriage. I see they’re as lively as always,” remarked Mia.


      The Ganudos queen giggled. “The quality of our fish has improved since we adopted Visalian technologies, and we’ve been able to eat all sorts of other foods from the sea that we couldn’t before... You should try them later...!”


      “Oho! You’ve caught my attention. Ah, that reminds me. You once told me about mushrooms of the sea, and I’d love to try them, given the chance. If their taste lives up to expectations, I might have to call Sion and the Four Dukes over for a feast!” Mia was running her mouth, and it was headed in an ominous direction.


      But soon, they arrived before the Conseil des Anciens. It had been rebuilt recently, though it was just as utilitarian and free from ostentation as it had been before. The council, which was formed from numerous heads of the commerce and industry guilds of Ganudos, was fundamentally grounded. Yes, some subscribed to a more noble way of thought that prioritized luxury, but many more cared more for cost-effectiveness.


      But something stood conspicuously—or really, towered conspicuously—before this solid structure. The moment Mia caught sight of it, she couldn’t help but let out a strange utterance that was something between a groan and a sigh. She had thought she was ready for this, but actually seeing it in person was a different beast. Th-This is quite the grand sight, if you can really call it that...


      She gazed upon the structure, as if completely disconnected from it. The statue of two princesses with their arms raised above their heads was much bigger than she ever could have imagined. In their palms was a chalice of sorts, which was probably where a torch or something similar would be placed.


      “So, this is the golden lighthouse...” she muttered, gulping. Still, she was somewhat relieved. Yes, it’s certainly big, and this image of Orania and I leaves a strong impression. Honestly, stopping them from actually making it out of gold is doing wonders.


      Since the statue itself wasn’t glittering, it didn’t seem that bad. Mia couldn’t help but sigh in relief! She then jovially gave some words of thanks regarding the construction of the new parliament building and the “Golden Lighthouse of the Sea and Moon.”


      That’s when the structure’s designer approached her. “Please take this, Your Majesties.” He was holding out a tray of some sort. Mia watched as the cloth on top was removed, revealing...


      “Hwah?!”


      ...a statue of Mia’s head made from clear crystal! And one of Orania’s head was right beside it. The construction was so intricate and detailed, Mia’s mouth fell open. She couldn’t get it to close. “Wh-What in the moons is this?”


      “The amalgamation of Ganudos Port Country craftsmanship, a Crystal Mia!”


      “A C-Crystal Mia?!” An out-of-place artifact (OOPart) had appeared! Mia was frozen stock-still.


      “And beside it is a Crystal Orania. We built it in the image of how you appeared when you first visited Ganudos, Your Imperial Majesty,” boasted the man. He had reason to be proud! This Crystal Mia was of excellent quality, and Mia felt like she was looking at her own visage in the mirror—her visage made of crystal, that is. Though the two artworks did look like decapitated heads sitting on top of a crimson cloth, which Mia definitely didn’t appreciate. Still...


      “U-Um, so what are these for, exactly...?”


      “Once you place them in that hole over there, the lighthouse will begin to shine! Go ahead.”


      At his insistence, Mia and Orania lined up next to each other at the foot of the statue. Then, they placed the two crystal heads at the hole that was there. Mia watched as her crystal head was lifted higher and higher. Once it caught the sun’s rays, it began to glow brilliantly! Its beauty elicited a sigh from Mia.


      The crystal head continued to rise higher and higher, until it reached the statue’s palms and was fully lit by the sun’s light from above! Immediately, the golden lighthouse began to glow so brightly, you could almost hear angels singing—and it wasn’t just the chalice that glowed but the whole thing!


      “H-How does that work, exactly?” The statue glowed so ostentatiously, Mia had to hold back a groan.


      “There are multiple mirrors inside, and the outside is made from a material that light can pass through. You see...”


      Mia didn’t really understand the explanation—only that the technology that went into this statue was utterly amazing! She didn’t know how, but the whole statue glowed. Even at night, apparently.


      But as Mia gazed upon these dazzling princesses, a very serious thought occurred to her. Does this even count as a lighthouse?


      What a philosophical question! Though she had another: Which one was better? A golden lighthouse, or one that glowed and glittered under the sun’s rays like this?


      “What do you think, Your Imperial Majesty? This is the lighthouse that shall lead the Conseil des Anciens,” said the sculpture, both fear and hope mixing in his eyes.


      Mia was at a total loss for words! But eventually, she managed to force a smile and say, “Oh, um, yes... Well, I suppose it’s quite wonderful...”


      If I point out any flaws, they’ll just make something even gaudier! I think... I think I just need to grin and bear it.


      The sculpture now had Mia’s approval! The councilmen shouted with joy!


      Well, if this lighthouse was made of gold, it’d glow every day as long as it was polished. But it must be awfully difficult to maintain these complicated mechanisms! Maybe it’ll stop glowing sooner or later. No, it definitely will!


      Mia offered a silent prayer.

    

  

  
    
      The Light Shines On! ~Setting Sail for a Glory Guided by the Great Sage~


      Imperial Princess Miabel Luna Tearmoon was posthumously dubbed the “Adventuring Princess.” However, the location of her first adventure is heavily debated by historians. Some gave the distinction to her journey to find the buried treasure of pirates, which she proved successful in. Others instead point to her more mundane adventures at Saint-Noel Academy, claiming that the first forays of the Adventuring Princess were no greater than others of her age.


      It is precisely the fact that her adventures were so numerous that made opinion so divided. Which was her greatest? Which of her discoveries would leave the biggest lasting impact on mankind? The possible questions for debate are endless.


      However, there was just one question that did have a clear answer: What was the charted destination of her first sea voyage? Well...




      Having recently graduated from Saint-Noel Academy, an eighteen-year-old Bel had planned a voyage out on the Galilea Sea under the pretext of a graduation trip! Thus, she had set out on an adventure!


      As of now, she was visiting Ganudos Port Country, looking to borrow her grandmother’s splendid vessel, the Empress Mia II, to set sail for the first emperor’s stone monument—the Island of Beginnings.


      To Bel, this was a sacred pilgrimage! These “sacred sights” being locations related to the revered first emperor of the Tearmoon Kingdom, of course—not! That’d be preposterous!


      Instead, she was off for the sacred sights featured in the Empress Chronicles!


      “This is where King Sion and Grandpa Abel shined in their youth! Oho ho! I can’t wait!” Bel was a huge fan of Elise’s books, and the Empress Chronicles was her favorite! Not only was the writing excellent, but she could also learn all about the escapades of her beloved grandmother! It was truly a book that could be enjoyed from multiple angles.


      The deserted island featured in its pages was a sort of “sacred” ground for fans of the Empress Chronicles. Bel never got the chance to visit in the past, so just the thought of visiting the place where her grandparents and even the Libra King had undergone so much had Bel jumping with joy!


      Anyway, Bel arrived at the capital of Ganudos and hopped out of her carriage. She stretched, letting her body take in the salty smell of the sea. It brought a smile to her lips. “It’s been so long since I was last in Ganudos...”


      Waves crashed onto the beach, then rushed back into the sea, which was dotted with boats, boats, and more boats!


      “Being near the sea really makes you feel like you’re on an adventure!” She lifted her smiling eyes to look up at the sky above. It was perfectly blue, save for the summer sun’s white glisten. It was as if the whole world was sending her off on her great adventure!


      “Princess Bel...! Greetings...!” Suddenly, Bel heard a voice. Off in the distance, she could see a tall woman frantically waving her hand. This, as well as the crown on her head, revealed her to be none other than Orania Perla Ganudos. She wore a gentle smile as she saw Bel off on her journey.


      “Greetings, Your Majesty.” Once Orania arrived, Bel lifted her skirt into a curtsy.


      Orania returned it, speaking in her usual relaxed voice. “It really has been so long, Princess Bel...! I’m glad you seem so well. How is Master Mia doing...?”


      “She’s doing well, thanks to you. Though Anne and Tatiana are always getting mad at her for eating too much cake, and she’s always saying she’s ready to retire.”


      Orania’s eyes were as wide as saucers. The two women shared a laugh—the sort you’d give a joke in poor taste.


      “Seriously, Master Mia has never been good with jokes... Retire? That would be a major loss for not just Tearmoon, but the whole continent...”


      Bel giggled. “Some of her vassals are taking her seriously and panicking! Though Professor Ludwig doesn’t believe it one bit.”


      They shared another laugh, then headed for the Conseil des Anciens. As the princess of a neighboring nation, Bel wanted to give her greetings.


      “Have you gotten any better at fishing, by any chance...?”


      “Oh, no, I’m still not very confident in my skills.”


      “Why, we can’t have that...! Venturing out to sea without being able to fish would be terrible...” said Orania, furrowing her brow.


      Bel smiled. “You’re right, and I do believe fishing is a key skill for any adventurer. I’ve been doing just as you once taught me, but I haven’t had much luck.”


      In the world of the past, Bel had once learned the basics of fishing from Orania herself, but she had yet to get a big catch. Bel was quite frustrated by this, as the bigger the fish, the more mouths you could feed.


      Orania giggled. “Hmm... In that case, I’d be happy to bestow a special fishing rod on my dear pupil later...”


      “Huh? Really?!”


      “It’ll be your graduation gift. I wasn’t sure what to get a Tearmoon princess, so I’m glad I have just the thing...”


      The two cheerily chatted until, finally, they arrived at the parliament building. Half an hour later, council would be convened, and Bel would give a greeting.


      Hmm... First, I’ll settle on the basics of my message, then fill in the rest based on how things go... Bel was being just a bit lax with her planning. But suddenly, a glowing light caught her eyes. A certain something in the plaza before the Conseil des Anciens shined as brilliantly as the summer sun, causing her to squint.


      “The Lighthouse of the Sea and Moon, which guides us to our golden future, huh? I see it’s shiny today too.” Bel stood before the famous monument of Ganudos’s parliament and sighed in awe. “It’s been twenty whole years since it was built, but it’s still so shiny! How amazing.”


      Orania giggled. “Of course it is. Master Mia’s wisdom can’t die out just yet, after all... I’m doing all we can not to stain Master Mia’s name, so that lighthouse isn’t going to go out either...” she boasted, puffing out her chest.


      The lighthouse wasn’t made of gold. Instead, it shined through its polished exterior via a series of crystal lenses arranged inside. When taking the need to adjust this complicated lens system and clean the outside into account, much more work was required to keep it shining than if they had simply built the structure of gold.


      Yes, that’s right. This sculpture required caretakers, making it a lighthouse that reflected the state of the nation. Without ample manpower and the people’s trust in their ruler, it could never shine like it was now.


      If, for example, Orania became a despot or Tearmoon began to act selfishly—if the people of Ganudos began to resent these rulers—the light would fade. That was the true nature of this guiding lighthouse which proved peace and friendship between these two nations.


      “The council members take care of it every single day... Whenever somebody joins, they’re taught immediately how. Our people can tell whether the councilmen who represent them have any complaints or whether the president is fair in his proceedings just by looking at this statue...”


      “Oh, I see.” Bel nodded and gazed upon the structure once again. Its light was fostered by the friendship between her own grandmother and her grandmother’s pupil. Once again, she vowed to make sure that light shined into the next generation.


      Oh, that’s right! I can’t wait for my boat trip! Then immediately, she was distracted by wonder for the unknown world that was waiting for her! Yes, she was truly Adventuring Princess Miabel, and clearly had the (unfortunate) blood of Empress Mia strongly running through her veins!


      Thus, her first sea voyage led to the discovery of the Crystal Mia...




      Still, that light shines on. The candle atop their cake which lit the continent’s future had yet to fade.

    

  

  
    
      Mia’s Post-Ganudos Reflections Diary ~Sweets Selection (Winter Edition)~


      The commotion in Ganudos has finally calmed down! Looking back on it, I was in danger a couple times back there.


      For the sake of my future edification, I’d like to look back and rethink my plans, just like people like Ludwig are fond of doing with their board games.




      King Nestori’s Attempted Assassination at the Northward Net Ceremony:


      Orania leads us to Ganudos’s Northward Net Ceremony, where King Nestori is nearly assassinated. Dion Alaia is deployed to stop the Serpent assassin. He succeeds.


      Dion’s performance was admirable, but the fact that multiple of us were kidnapped afterward—including Patty—was a huge issue! Yanna and Kiryl being Visalians made the problem even worse. But it’s impossible to know what might have gone down in the lighthouse if only Orania had been taken away by the soldiers, so I can’t say that stopping Yanna and Kiryl from interfering there would have definitely been an improvement.


      By the way, I discovered some warm sweets at one of the stalls set up for the festival. I was awed by the shopkeeper’s mind for business! The cakes were fish-shaped and filled with a sweet paste. They were delicious.


      ☆x4




      Getting Placed Under House Arrest After Defending Orania from the Charges She Faced:


      For some reason, King Nestori acted like Orania was the prime suspect! I didn’t understand why he did that, but I was soon placed under house arrest after trying to defend her.


      Perhaps I could have kept quiet and not revealed my presence, but I really can’t consider that the best course of action given the danger Patty and the others faced. Anne and Citrina did an amazing job getting Orania’s personal maid, Tuca, on our side.


      The dessert I was served there, Ganudos jelly, was incredibly interesting. It consisted of clear gelatin soaked in a thick, sweet sauce and had the texture of a moon jelly! Apparently, it’s made from seaweed. Served cold, it wonderfully slides straight down the throat! It’d make for the perfect summer dessert, right alongside ice candy. I wonder if we could make it in Tearmoon? I’ll have to ask the head chef.


      ☆x4




      When I Presented a Plan for a Joint Research Project Between Saint-Noel and Saint Mia Academies Before the Conseil des Anciens:


      I had already discussed the plan with Bigas, the head of the shipbuilding guild, in advance, but we still had to make sure it passed the Conseil des Anciens. So, I went there to present! I performed excellently and can think of no ways I could possibly improve.


      I also had seabird egg pudding! To use a single word, it was divine. The outside was toasted, giving it the sweet aroma of burned sugar. But the crunchy outside contrasted beautifully with the fluffy inside. It had an eggy scent and the perfect amount of sweetness, alongside a slightly bitter sauce. All that melted together in my mouth, creating an indescribably exquisite flavor that spread over my tongue.


      It was a delicacy that sits in the echelons of the desserts crafted by the greatest chef in all of Tearmoon.


      No complaints. ☆x5




      A Bunch of Stuff Happened, and the Lighthouse Collapsed:


      That was our most precarious moment! Which is especially true since Patty was involved. Still, it’s hard to think we could have done anything in advance to prepare for such an event. Dispatching Dion proved fruitful. Really, relying on him is the best course of action for whenever I’m in trouble!


      In order to warm our bodies from the iciness of the sea, I prepared hot milk for us as soon as we arrived at port. Creamy milk and sweet honey truly make for the perfect pair! I was happy to learn that this holds true whether I am in Ganudos or the Equestrian Kingdom.


      ☆x5 (including how I helped improve our situation!)




      After some reflection, it seems like reviewing Ganudos jelly and seabird egg pudding might prove fruitful. I’ll have to chat with the head chef as soon as I return to Tearmoon!

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello, it’s Nozomu Mochitsuki. It’s been quite a while, hasn’t it? I got excellent feedback during my last physical, so I’ve kept up with running, as I mentioned in the last volume. I’ve finally reached my goal, the lake! As I gazed upon its waters, I vaguely recalled that it had been a while since I last visited the sea. Or maybe I didn’t. Who knows.


      Anyway, this was the conclusion of the events in Ganudos. I hope you enjoyed it.


      Which reminds me, I’ve been hearing from some people that Mia seems surprisingly skilled at public speaking, and she had to put those skills to use again in this volume. The origin of Mia’s skills goes back to a side story in volume 9 of the manga, so please check that out if you’re interested! (Yes, this is a shameless advertisement.)




      Mia: “Ahem. Ahem! I am Mia Luna Tearmoon. Hmm... ‘Luna’ really is quite hard to say. Not to mention names like Ludwig and Esmeralda! I do wish someone could do something about this...”


      Ludwig: “Indeed. I have some rather difficult lines myself, which I occasionally almost trip over. Not my own name, though...”


      Mia: “And if you really think about it, ‘Orania’ is troublesome to say too! We really do need some nicknames! Ludwig can be, well... ‘Stupid Four-Eyes’ is fine! As for Esmeralda... Hmm? Esmeralda, Orania, and even you, Miss Rafina? Why are you forming a line in front of me? And what about you two, Yanna and Kiryl? Your names aren’t particularly difficult to pronounce, so you hardly need any nicknames. And why do you look so proud, Patty?”




      Anyway, Mia and friends are as energetic as always!


      Now for some words of gratitude. To Gilse, thank you once again for your beautiful illustrations. It was so exciting to see them dressed for Christmas! And thank you to my editor F for the incredible support. I always look forward to working with you! I’d also like to thank my family for all their encouragement.


      Finally, I’d like to thank you, my readers, for picking up the seventeenth volume of this series. In the next volume, we’ll be leaving Ganudos to start a new chapter! I hope you look forward to it!
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