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      Prologue


      “We must never forget that a sweet dessert always awaits us at the end of a delicious dinner. A dessert made by the hands of a skilled chef is equal in quality to the meal itself. Rather, there are times that the cake served at the end is the star. Thus, we must remain vigilant. It is foolish to use all your efforts on finishing the dinner to only then lose focus once you get to dessert.”


      According to history books, the Great Sage Mia Luna Tearmoon shared these words with her children at a dinner party. That night, she had three helpings of seconds to ambermoon tomato stew.


      However, these words are an important mindset for a statesman—just because one issue has been handled, that is no reason to let down your guard. If anything, it is after a single issue has been solved that bigger, more fundamental issues tend to reveal themselves. Mia’s vassal Ludwig once explained that Mia had spoken those words in order to teach exactly this.


      “Her Imperial Majesty once said that the hands of a skilled chef were the hands of a god. Hah! She must have misspoken. I believe that what she meant to say is this: the Holy Deity which decides our fates must at times act as a skilled chef.”


      According to records, Ludwig spoke quite merrily.




      But just where lies the truth to this matter? That remains uncertain. At the very least, Mia could have used such a witticism that day.




      Yes, that day...inside the cathedral at Saint-Noel Academy. Having finished her speech meant to protect the children of the Special Elementary Education Course, Mia had let her guard down. Completely. She was basking in a satisfaction akin to finishing a luxurious supper as she looked across the audience hall to confirm her job well-done and let out a sigh of relief.


      In the midst of her speech, she had begun to think, “Huh? Bel and Rina aren’t here yet...” But in the end, she decided to just ignore it. It probably wasn’t anything important anyway.


      It appears that all went well... she thought, relieved. There were likely still students who were dissatisfied with the SEEC program. However, understanding had colored the majority of the students’ faces. The fruits of this battle proved sufficient. Thus, Mia was ready to remove her glasses—a symbol of war—and let the tension out of her shoulders. But king-sized star desserts have a habit of appearing once the person meant to eat them had let down their guard.


      “Mia. The culprit has made their move.”


      “...Huh?”


      This mystery was quietly moving toward a conclusion.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Bel Is Incredibly Upright


      “Aaa...ah...” The moment Citrina laid eyes on Barbara, her body stiffened as if she had been struck by lightning. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water, but she was unable to get any words out.


      “Oh, dear. It’s rather crass to have your mouth gaping open like that. Heh heh! Why don’t you let me get a closer look at your face.” An arm slithered out of the small window. The sight of it caused Citrina to reflexively take a step backward. Then, another. “What’s this? There’s some damage in your hair. Have you employed a lackluster maid? Or perhaps you have yet to employ a new maid at all? Does the feeling of having another hand toying with your hair inspire so much fright in you that you now try to do it yourself?” Barbara let out a sickly laugh. It caused the blood to rush from Citrina’s face, and she took a step backward.


      “Rina’s been practicing so she can do my hair in the future,” came a quiet yet determined voice. “Watch out for the stairs, Rina. You’ll hurt yourself if you fall!”


      Those words surprised Citrina. She slowly looked behind her, discovering that at some point, she had made her way all the way back to the top of the stairs. Had she backed up any farther, she would have fallen, just as Bel had warned.


      Gouging further into your opponent’s deepest insecurities to lead them down your desired path was the way of the Chaos Serpents... Despite knowing this, Rina had almost been wheedled into falling from the steps. She gritted her teeth in frustration.


      Barbara turned her attention to Bel, grimacing. “My! Heh heh! How nostalgic it is to meet you again. I had heard that the High Priestess had taken care of you, but I see you’re still alive. She was a former princess, after all. I shouldn’t have had such high expectations of her. Same for you, milady.”


      “Rina is my friend, and I won’t stand for you mocking my friends!” declared Bel.


      Barbara was clearly dumbfounded by her words. “You won’t stand for it? I’ve been thinking this for quite the while, but...you would do better to have a heightened sense of danger. Are you not aware that you’re now our prisoners?”


      “Huh? Oh.” Bel suddenly recalled her current circumstances—or rather, the person currently holding her arms tight and preventing her from moving. Julius was still behind her.


      For a moment, she contemplated using that. Yes, that. The forbidden technique taught to her by her dear Grandmother Mia to be used in times when bad men must be dealt with.


      This is the perfect time to use it! Bel took in a formidable breath. Wait, but...how can I kick like this? Then, she hit a wall. With her hands twisted behind her, would she really be able to land a knockout blow?


      She took a moment to think, imagining all her possible futures. The answer came to her quickly. I don’t think so.


      She swiftly gave up, determining that her escape would be impossible. Bel was known for her upright attitude, especially when it came to her studies. Sometimes, this became a source of frustration for Chancellor Ludwig, but anyway...


      Bel once again looked to Julius. “Mr. Julius, were you the one who stole the silver sacrament?” She decided to tie him up in conversation so he could not take any further actions.


      Buying time was important. As they had not replaced the portrait concealing the hidden entrance, there was a chance someone would realize something was off. Perhaps Citrina had something up her sleeves considering she had been silent and seemingly trying to erase her presence for the last while. Or maybe...


      Grandmother Mia will absolutely find it strange that I’m missing! She’ll definitely realize I’m gone and try to find me!


      ...Bel had never thought in her wildest of dreams that Mia would simply dismiss their tardiness. Reality is often cruel.


      Still, Bel and Citrina had overwhelmingly more allies in the vicinity. If they could buy time, it was likely that the tides would turn in their favor.


      It’s important to come to clear decisions. If you’re bad at math, who cares! If you don’t like class, it’s okay to skip! You can just develop your skills elsewhere, like horsemanship or appreciating sweets. That’s what Bel had always wanted to say...except she’d get scolded for saying it out loud, so she kept it to herself.


      In any case, the moment Bel had asked that question, Julius froze. He blankly stared toward Barbara, until finally...


      “Oh...yes. I suppose I have. It’s hidden in my room. I’m certain that it would be found easily should someone go to search for it.”


      ...he easily confessed.


      “Was that to save Barbara?”


      “Hm... I wonder.” This time, his answer was noncommittal. “I believe it would be hard to smuggle her off this island. At least, I haven’t been able to think of a way to do so.” He put on a bitter smile. “In all honesty, I’m not one for violence. If possible, I’d like to keep things from progressing any further...”


      “Heh! You’re quite promising.” His words sent Barbara into gleeful laughter. “Indeed. It is useless to save me just because we are both Serpents. What we must consider is instead how we can hurt our enemies. Well, then. Kill the girl. It would hurt Princess Mia and Lady Citrina greatly, and thus would be an effective way to ruin them,” she said with a twisted grin.


      “I will do no such thing,” stated Julius as he sorrowfully shook his head. “My wish has already come to fruition.”


      “Huh...? What do you mean?” Barbara was bewildered, but the conversation could continue no longer.


      “That is enough,” came a stern voice. At the same time, multiple men appeared, headed by Rafina’s loyal old retainer.


      “Sir Santeri Bandler. I believe you are in charge of this island’s security, yes?”


      “I had the pleasure of greeting you when you first came to this island, Sir Julius.”


      “Are you also responsible for not posting guards to keep an eye on me?”


      “That was an order from Lady Rafina to keep you from hurting any students, should it cause you to act out. She believed it was best to lure you here for capture instead. Though we did not expect for two others to get wrapped up in all this...”


      With one look from Santeri, Julius released Bel.


      “What are you doing? How can you just release a captive?!” Barbara was panicked, but Julius refused to answer, instead looking straight at Santeri.


      “You have been foolish,” said Santeri.


      Met with his stern gaze, Julius could do nothing but shrug. “I believe it is possible for someone to have a goal they wish to achieve even should it mean losing it all. I give my thanks, Santeri, for leaving me unwatched and allowing me to come to this place.” Then, he turned back to Barbara and kowtowed.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: How Presumptuous!


      “M-Mr. Julius was the one who...? Moons...”


      Once the assembly had come to a close, Mia had received summons from Rafina. The rest of the student council was in the same boat, and shortly after they all entered the room, they were informed of the truth—Julius was the silver sacrament’s thief.


      “But why would he want to do that...?” Those whispered words slipped out of Mia’s mouth. At the same time, another memory occurred to her.


      Mr. Julius... Wasn’t he from Tearmoon?!


      Mia had done her best to distance Tearmoon as far as possible from being responsible for this matter, and yet, the word “responsibility” had been hung on her back before she could even notice. Of course, the same logic that tied Tearmoon to the matter in the case it was a student who stole the item in question couldn’t be applied here, but all the same, Mia’s expression drooped.


      “It certainly is a shock, isn’t it? I felt the same.” Rafina matched Mia’s glum expression. “However...” Just as she was about to continue, they were interrupted by a knock at the door. “I suppose I’ll have the man himself explain the rest.”


      The door opened, and in entered Julius...as well as Bel and Citrina.


      “Moons, why are the two of you with him?” Despite Mia’s apprehension, Bel was looking incredibly proud of herself. Her expression screamed the words, “I caught him!” How presumptuous! And of course, Mia didn’t think there was any possibility Bel was the one who had caught their culprit. The Great Sage of the Empire was not so easily fooled. Perhaps Citrina was capable of such a feat. But Bel? Impossible.


      Julius, meanwhile, wore the same calm expression as always. It was completely unbefitting of the situation, instead the relaxed grin of someone attending a tea party.


      “Julius, I have called you here because I have something to ask you. Could you spare a moment?”


      Julius’s expression remained firm despite Rafina’s words. “Well now... I can’t think there are any questions to be asked of me at this point,” he said in a calm voice neither panicked nor pained, as if he had perhaps simply given up.


      “We already know it was you who stole the silver platter. We discovered it in your room. I doubt you will deny this fact, will you?”


      “No, I will not. If you have found what was stolen, I have no intention of using ugly excuses.”


      “Was it on purpose?” asked Rafina, staring into his eyes.


      “On purpose...? What exactly are you referring to?”


      “I mean to ask whether you had us find evidence that you were the culprit on purpose. I believe you might have intentionally left easily traceable clues in order to reveal to us that it was you who stole the sacrament.”


      “Ha ha! There’s no reason I would do such a thing.” Julius laughed as if he had just heard a funny joke.


      Rafina did not match his mood, instead responding in earnest. “There is. You did it to protect the children. I do not believe all the facts you have shared about your background are lies.” With that, Rafina placed a bundle of parchment before him. “I believe you cherish children and have diligently worked to educate orphans.”


      “...Ha! It’s quite the resume, isn’t it? It was prepared for me by the Serpents. To think we fooled the Holy Principality of Belluga. Us Serpents really do have the upper—”


      “You could have stolen something lighter, yet you purposefully stole a heavy silver plate. It is clearly unnatural for a child to steal something so large. You chose this object to make that clear to us. If you hadn’t, Mia would not have brazenly trusted the children so blindly.”


      Huh? For just a moment, Mia sensed there was something Rafina had misunderstood, but...she swallowed her urge to point this out back back! Instead, she just nodded along with an expression that said, “I had you figured out all along!” How presumptuous!


      “In your efforts to fulfill your dream,” she continued, “you made sure to limit the damage that would be done to the children. Am I wrong?”


      It wouldn’t be strange for the Serpents to further attempt to muddy the problem by directing blame toward the children. Had he wanted, he could have created a rift between the student council and the rest of the student body.


      However, that’s not what Julius did. Instead, he used the small gap he had created to meet with Barbara. His efforts were shoddy, a far cry from the care and malice that defined plots carried out by Chaos Serpents.


      “You are softhearted, Holy Lady... Both you and Princess Mia. There was no need for me to purposely make myself so obvious.” Julius shrugged and looked toward Mia. “Is there something special about you? Or is it just that the group I associate with is full of scum? Is that it?” Julius shook his head. “I am a Serpent... I despise order. My existence cannot exist alongside yours. Can you not just leave it at that?”


      “You wished to be imprisoned with Barbara under those circumstances, yes?” Rafina cut herself off and looked into his eyes. “I looked into your background. Your mother is Barbara...correct?”


      Rafina’s question caused Mia’s jaw to drop. Huh? Wh-What did she just say? I thought Barbara’s child was supposed to be dead!


      Rafina watched Mia out of the corner of her eye as question marks began to fill her brain. “Additionally, your revenge...is already over. You have already ruined your house. With the viscount destroyed, your revenge has reached its end. Thus, you decided to devote your life to caring for children in need—children who are from similar backgrounds as yourself. Am I correct?”


      “I see. So you’ve seen right through me.” He shook his head with a bitter smile. “You may ridicule me as a man trapped by his lingering attachments.” He took a deep, deep breath. “I had not thought so far ahead as to wish to be entrapped with her or executed by her side. I just...wished to see her once again. I believed this was my only chance, and thus...I could not let it go to waste. That is all.”


      Then, he began to share the story of what had befallen him.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Julius’s Past


      “As you stated, the woman locked away in that cell is my mother.”


      His statement left Mia absolutely bewildered. Moons, just what is happening...? Was Barbara lying? Mia pondered with a groan. After all the brain power she had put into the school assembly just moments before, smoke was beginning to billow from her ears.


      “Well, everyone. Um... Let’s take a moment to have some sweets and calm down, shall we?”


      With that, Rania and Anne brought in a plate of macarons. Oho! So I do get a reward for all my hard work! Mia’s smile was about to spill off her face.


      The macarons themselves were the typical macarons often used for tea cakes. Despite being a far cry from the lavish cake of Mia’s delusions...they were still sweets! That was all that mattered. Whether it be a fancy cake or a single cookie, sweets made Mia happy. Locked away in the dungeon, Mia had been saved by the magic of sweets, and she was incredibly thankful for them.


      If you’re thinking, “So any sweet is enough to make Mia happy?” then please don’t speak such thoughts aloud.


      In any case, her mouth now filled with happiness, Mia began to think. Nevertheless, so Julius is Barbara’s son... Well, considering Barbara’s typical attitude, it wouldn’t be strange for her to have lied.


      As far as Mia knew, Barbara subscribed to standard Serpent thought processes. For the sake of her goals, she had no qualms telling fibs. However...


      There’s something about her expression back then...


      Yes, the expressions she wore as she told Mia and Abel about her past. Mia didn’t think it could be a lie.


      Then was Barbara deceived? But...ugh...


      That didn’t seem realistic either. Barbara? The Barbara? Deceived? Unlikely.


      As such thoughts ran through her mind, Mia crunched away at the macarons. All the while, Julius continued his story.


      “While you all may find this unexpected, she—my mother—was once a normal person. Despite our poverty, she raised me with love when I was young.”


      He spoke of Barbara before she had fallen to the Chaos Serpents—a maid who had been impregnated by her royal master, struggling and working hard to make ends meet once she had been thrown from the estate.


      “But then was the turning point. When I was seven years old, a messenger approached us with the news that the sole son and heir of Viscount Overadt had passed away. I was practically forced from my mother and adopted by the viscount, and I left my mother with the promise that I would one day become the family’s head and return for her. However...shortly after my arrival at the Overadt estate, I was told that my mother had died from a plague...”


      So both mother and son were told the other had died in order to tear them apart. It’s quite the vicious scheme, but exactly what I would expect from a noble. Hmph...


      The biggest thing standing in the way of welcoming Julius as the heir of Viscount Overadt was Barbara. Mia understood why the house would want to sever the ties between them...but there was one thing she couldn’t quite wrap her mind around. Would Barbara really fall for such a lie?


      Infiltrating a noble household for intel should be a piece of cake for someone like Barbara... Oh, but Barbara only became a Serpent after she had been told Julius had died, and we don’t know exactly when she first encountered the Serpents either.


      Satisfied with her logic, Mia once again returned her attention to Julius’s tale.


      “And well, I truly was close to death...but just as the danger had become imminent, I was saved by the previous empress. My father’s womanizing had bled the Overadt Viscountcy dry, and the house was on the verge of collapse. Unfortunately, we also were facing a poor harvest. Hah! How pitiful for a noble. We almost starved to death.”


      The previous empress? Isn’t that Patty...?


      Mia found this to be quite the interesting coincidence, though the imperial family saving noble houses from bankruptcy wasn’t exactly underheard of. Still...there was something Patty had said the first time she encountered Barbara: “How sad...” The face the girl wore as she spoke those words flashed in Mia’s mind.


      “Then...once my health had recovered, I set my sights on bringing the prosperous house of Viscount Overadt to its knees.” While he spoke of his plot for revenge, no sinister light shone in his eyes. Instead, they glimmered with serenity and intellect—the eyes of one who had completed what they had set out to do. “Bringing his once prosperous household to the ground before my senile father’s eyes was simple. Without the help of the emperor, the house was already on the verge of collapse. I simply squandered our funds and brought us to bankruptcy. This time, the empress did not reach out a helping hand.”


      It was quite possible that she had grown exasperated by the Overadts’ waste. However... It also appears that they were only helped when Julius’s life was in danger. Mia was beginning to make a deduction, that being: Patty returned to the past with her memories from this world... Is that not what’s happening here? Mia had begun to think that Patty had experienced the same thing she once had when faced with the guillotine. Which would mean...


      Mia gathered her thoughts and reached for another macaron. She placed it on her tongue, letting the flavor soak into her mouth. She savored it. Hmph, this sweetness is quite... For a moment, sweets were all that filled her thoughts. But at the same time, Julius had reached his story’s climax.


      “With that, I had destroyed the house of Viscount Overadt and carried out my revenge. My father, who had played around and taken advantage of many women including my mother, died of illness in the midst of despair. With that, his house was gone. Quite honestly, revenge is unpleasant. In any case, with that, that chapter was closed.”


      “And after you had carried out your revenge, you left the country and decided to dedicate your life to serving children, yes?” Rafina’s question left a bitter grin on Julius’s face.


      “I’m no saint, and I had no intentions of dedicating my life to disadvantaged children. Rather, my pathetic lingering attachments had me searching for towns resembling the place I had once lived with my mother. In the slums, I was simply searching for the shadow of my mother—a glimpse at a possible future had I never been taken away by Viscount Overadt.”


      After being suddenly taken in as the heir to the Overadt family, there were none who showered Julius with love. The vision of his mother he held in his heart remained static, the same way he viewed her as a child.


      “Humans are greedy creatures. At first, I thought that I would be fine dying in poverty if it was for days I could spend with my mother. I believed that’s what would bring me happiness. But eventually...I wanted to see something else: children and their mothers imprisoned by poverty claiming happiness with their own hands. I wanted to see them learn how to stand on their own two feet and escape their circumstances alongside their mother. Through them, I would be able to experience the future I had wanted.”


      Thus, he dedicated himself to teaching. But then slithered in the Serpents.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Macaron Detective Mia’s Milk Mystery


      Mia tossed a fifth macaron into her mouth; she was trying to keep a gentle pace in order to avoid angering Anne. Everyone matured as they aged, even Mia. The longer the macaron stayed in her mouth, the longer she could taste it and the longer its sweetness would last. These days, Mia was always trying her best to milk the sweetness of her sweets for all they had.


      Anyway, Julius’s tale continued. “Shortly before I came to this island, I was approached by a man. He told me that my mother was still alive and imprisoned on Saint-Noel Island.”


      As she listened to his monologue, Mia began to feel some discomfort inside her mouth. The macaron’s made my mouth all dry! Talking now would leave me coughing... Mia was now paying for keeping the macarons rolling around her mouth to enjoy their sweetness. Having noticed her master’s situation, Anne brought her a cup filled to the brim with hot milk at just the perfect time. Macarons and milk—the perfect combination of taste and nutrition. Anne had made an excellent choice.


      Mia thanked Anne with her eyes before bringing the cup to her mouth. It was delicious, and the flavor suggested it had been taken from the cow this morning. The fresh milk left her mouth satisfied, reminding her of memories that were too much of a luxury for her present circumstances.
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[Wind Crows |

Rafina

‘The duke’s daughter.
Saint-Noel Academy’s de facto
decision maker. In the previous

timeline, she supported Sion and
Tiona from behind the scenes.
Her smile can be lethal.

[Saint-Noel Academy |

A super elite school attended
by all the highborn children
of neighboring nations.

‘Tiona’s younger brother.
Super smart. Developed
cold-resistant wheat.

Prince Sion’s
attendant.
A cynic—buta
competent one.

Sunkland’s

intelligence service.

They are deeply hostile toward the
Central Orthodox Church. Traces of their clandestine misdeeds can be
found throughout history, but the details are shrouded in mystery.

The eldest daughter
of Outcount Rudolvon.
Looks up to Mia. In the
previous timeline, she led
the revolutionary army.

Crown Prince. All-around
genius. In the previous
timeline, he was Mia’s

archnemesis, aided Tiona,
and eventually became

known as the “Penal King.”

In the present, he accepts
that Mia is the Great Sage
of the Empire.

‘ [White C!‘OWS] fQA team within the Wind Crows

rmed with a specific goal in mind.

Kingdom of Remno

Abel

Second Prince. In the
previous timeline, he was
known to be an extraordinary
playboy. Now, as a result of
meeting Mia, he works to
diligently improve his
swordsmanship instead.

[Forkroad & Co. ]
Chloe

‘The only heir of Marco
Forkroad, whose company
spans multiple kingdoms.

She is Mia’s classmate
and book buddy.

Chaos Serpents

A group of chaosmongers tryin%to wreak havoc upon the world.
oly Principality of Belluga and the






