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      Part 2: The Lodestar Girl II


      Prologue: Mia’s Fantasy Academy


      “It truly astounds me, Your Highness, that you can’t even answer questions as simple as these.”


      The stupid four-eyes looming over Mia looked at her like she was daft before rolling his eyes in exasperation. Mia, meanwhile, had her head down. She offered no retort. All she did—could do—was to stand there, trying hard to still her trembling shoulders. It was truly a pitiful sight to behold.


      For her, that is! Those shoulders, you see, were not trembling from frustration...


      “Oho ho ho...”


      Mia looked up from the ground to meet the four-eyes’s gaze. Her face was set in a wide, triumphant smile.


      “Oh, but I can! These questions are simple indeed!” she declared with panache before blazing through them, answering question after question with the greatest of ease.


      The posterior pair of his four eyes widened in astonishment at her performance.


      “Oooooho ho ho! They’re so easy I’m practically falling asleep!” She yawned for effect. “I’m surprised you even bothered giving me these questions. Oh, don’t tell me... Could it be that you don’t know the answers? In that case, shall I teach you how to get them?”


      She folded her arms and, in the smuggest way possible, turned her chin up at the man behind the glasses—Ludwig.


      “No, that will not be necessary,” he replied with sudden deference. “I see now that Your Highness is in possession of an intellect greater than one such as myself could ever muster... With my newfound understanding of your boundless wisdom, I must humbly request that you take up the venerable role of educator at the newly-built academy.”


      “Oh? So, you want me to teach? Ah... Is that why you asked me to return to the capital?”


      “It is indeed, Your Highness. And should you be so willing...” He took a knee and presented an ornate pointing stick to her. “This is for you.”


      It was wonderfully designed with a mushroom mascot attached to the end. The second she took it in hand, her surroundings changed. She was now in a grand library with a solemn air. The vast chamber was filled with books and artfully adorned with beautiful flowers, from which a sublime fragrance wafted. Mia, an empress of boundless knowledge, was the undisputed master of this space, her presence extending from wall to wall. A flash—of light, or inspiration, or perhaps both—danced across her glasses, and she extracted a book from its row of neatly aligned neighbors.


      “Hmm... This is quite the well-written book. Not that it matters much to me, since I know everything already. After all, I’m a princess of intellect, and a teacher at this academy!”


      Her chest swelled with pride. The next instant, Bel appeared, a thick tome held open in her hands.


      “Miss Mia, I don’t get this part!”


      “Which part? Show me. Hmmm... Ah, I see. It goes like this, and this...”


      “Wow! You’re so smart, Miss Mia!”


      “To think that you should add to your gifts by being such a talented teacher... I, Ludwig, am humbled to the core, Your Highness.”


      Soon, ranks upon ranks of people joined Ludwig and Bel, lining up to beg her instruction.


      “I’m so popular... Oho ho ho! Ahhh, it feels so good it’s almost like a dream!”


      Presumably, at this point, it’s not even necessary to point out that she was on to something there.


      And so, as the gentle shaking of her body slowly registered in her sleep-addled mind, she quietly opened her eyes.


      “Mm... Hm? Where am I?”


      As her blurred vision gradually came into focus, she was faced with an unfamiliar ceiling. Soon after, Anne’s face appeared.


      “Ah, are you awake, milady?” she said with a tender smile.


      “I don’t... What was I...”


      It occurred to Mia that her head was resting on something soft and warm. The sensation helped her put her memory back in order, and she finally remembered what had happened. She’d lain down, head in Anne’s lap, before the gentle rocking of the carriage had lulled her to sleep.


      “My, I seem to have dozed off, haven’t I? I’m terribly sorry, Anne. You must be tired.”


      “Not at all. What matters is you getting some proper sleep. I hope it was restful. I noticed you were smiling though. Did you have a particularly enjoyable dream?”


      “I did indeed. So enjoyable, in fact, that I’m a little disappointed it was a dream. Oh, that reminds me!”


      She shot upright and hastily pulled out her diary.


      “I’d better write this down so I don’t forget... It might come in handy later!”


      With a furious passion, she scribbled the events of the wonderful dream she’d just had onto its pages. After documenting it in detail, she let out a sigh of satisfaction.


      “I had no idea teaching others could be so enjoyable. Hm... Being a teacher might not be so bad an idea.”


      She recalled the missing passage from the Princess Mia Chronicles.


      “Why did the part about the academy disappear, I wonder... Along with the new cold-resistant strain of wheat that never even existed in Bel’s future... It’s best to have as many back up plans for securing food as possible if I want to make it through the famine next year, so losing the academy and the wheat might be a real problem...”


      Technically, so long as she maintained the current stockpile and secured Forkroad & Co.’s distribution routes, surviving the famine itself was probably a manageable feat. For Mia, who was, to put it nicely, extremely risk-averse, “manageable” wasn’t enough to keep her from feeling uneasy.


      “As for what to do about this... Hm!” She nodded to herself. “You know what? I think becoming a teacher at the academy is actually a pretty good idea! That way, whatever the problem is, I can be there to solve it myself!”


      ...An objective observer would point out that she might very well end up “solving” the wheat breeding project, and maybe even the academy itself, into oblivion, but neither observer nor objectivity were present at the time.


      “Milady, what are you writing?”


      “Hm? Oh, are you interested in this, Anne? It’s my diary, and I’m writing down the dream I just had...”


      Three days later, their carriage reached the imperial capital, Lunatear.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Mia Day


      Upon arriving at Lunatear, Mia went to see her father and announce her return. In the meantime, Lynsha and Bel went with Anne and stayed at her home. As Mia’s maid, Anne would of course come back to the Whitemoon Palace later, but she had to drop Bel off first; taking the little girl with her into the palace would invite far too many questions.


      Mia, after changing into a new set of clothes in her own room, promptly made her way toward the audience chamber. As she walked, her steps began to grow heavy.


      This reminds me... He threw a big fuss last time about how I have to call him “Dad,” didn’t he?


      The realization bore down on her with a visceral weight. It felt like such a long time ago...but it was nevertheless the reason she’d departed early for Saint-Noel and shunned all opportunities to return during the holidays.


      Surely, he can’t still be hung up on that...


      She failed to convince herself of this, and her anxieties trailed her all the way to the throne room, whereupon she discovered a surprisingly composed emperor.


      “Oh, Mia, you have returned. Good, good. I pray you are in good health?”


      “Thank you for your concern, Your Imperial Majesty. I arrived not long ago and am in perfectly good health.”


      “As I have instructed on countless occasions, you are to address me as ‘Father’ if you can’t bring yourself to call me ‘Dad.’”


      “Yes, Father. I am glad to see that you are of sound health as well.”


      These were the usual pleasantries. She was relieved to find that he was no longer insisting that she call him Dad.


      “I see... Are you enjoying yourself at Saint-Noel?”


      “Yes. I have recently become very well acquainted with such figures as Miss Rafina, Prince Sion, and Prince Abel. I find that speaking with nobles from other nations broadens my perspective, and my days with them at Saint-Noel have been most enjoyable.”


      The emperor, who had been nodding fondly along to Mia’s account of her school life, frowned suddenly as something came to mind.


      “This reminds me... That fellow you’ve been delegating a lot of important matters to... What was his name? Ludwig? It seems I will need to have a firm word with him...”


      “...Eh?”


      She blinked in confusion at his words.


      “How dare he get in the way of my dear daughter’s enjoyment! You were having a perfectly good time at school, and he had the nerve to call you back? Unacceptable! Given his contributions during the Remno incident some time ago, I’ll spare him the gallows, but perhaps I’ll order him to be banished to some penal colony in the outlands at first light...”


      “Father, please stop. If anything, I am glad to be back home in Tearmoon. Moreover, I returned because I am needed here. As the Princess of Tearmoon, it is but natural for me to fulfill such duties,” she said in a tone that suggested she would entertain no further discussion on the topic.


      Losing Ludwig right now would be an absolute disaster, so she swiftly severed this rather disturbing stream of thought her father had been going down.


      “Do you mean it? Do you really believe there is no need to punish him?”


      “Yes, that is exactly what I believe.”


      Hearing the finality in her tone, the emperor slumped back a little and let out a long-held breath.


      “So I see. Good, good... Now that your intentions are clear, I am finally free to reward him without reserve.”


      “...Huh?”


      “Come now. Why the baffled look? You may not think much of it, but I am the emperor, you know? I am of course your father, but at the same time, I am also the ruler of this empire. They are often two immiscible roles, and I am forced to pick and choose which to assume for every interaction. It goes without saying that there will be times when my opinion as a father must yield to my opinion as emperor.”


      Mia took a moment to parse what she’d just heard. As it slowly sank in, she found herself mildly impressed.


      I’ve always thought of my father as a hopelessly incompetent emperor, but when it comes to the things that matter, I guess he actually is giving them the proper thought...


      A small trickle of admiration began to well up inside her...


      “Therefore, in my role as Emperor of Tearmoon, I shall reward him handsomely for this decision.”


      ...Only to be overtaken by a burst of sudden amusement at her father’s proclamation that culminated in a bout of involuntary laughter.


      “Oh, sweet moons... How did you manage to get the most important part wrong? You should be doing so not as emperor, but as my father, who is glad to see his daughter back.”


      “Hm? I fail to see how I am wrong. When you are here in the capital, all the people of the empire rejoice, and when you depart for Belluga, all the people of the empire despair. Therefore, as the one who orchestrated your return, Ludwig deserves my emphatic approval as emperor. The logic seems perfectly sound to me.”


      Silence ensued, during which the Emperor of Tearmoon leaned back against his throne with all the satisfaction of someone who’d just made a simple and incontrovertible point clear. An old friend reared its head inside Mia’s, well, head, and she greeted it with dismay.


      Ah, there you are, throbbing headache. I guess you’ve missed me.


      Though she knew her father doted on her excessively, the sheer depths of his unreasonable infatuation once again took her by surprise.


      Sometimes, I feel like if I just asked him very nicely to put some serious thought into fixing the empire, all our problems would be solved...


      She was mere inches away from coming to a profound realization of cosmic truth, but alas, she let it go, figuring it was too good to be true.


      I have to say though, he never changes, does he?


      Something about the man’s unbridled joy at seeing her was just too earnest to scorn. It didn’t make him any less annoying, of course, but she couldn’t help but feel a sliver of delight at his welcome. Maybe three parts delight and seven parts annoyance, she decided.


      “Right, then. To commemorate the joyous occasion of your return, Mia, I declare that henceforth, this day shall be known as Mia Day! For the next ten days, the whole empire shall celebrate, with festivities spanning—”


      “How about we save that for next time, all right?”


      Two parts delight and eight parts annoyance, actually.


      Oh, but... I guess I did have him involuntarily take a hit to his reputation with the whole Bel situation...


      She felt a little guilty knowing Rafina now held some baseless doubts about his character. Annoying or not, she still had a soft spot for the man.


      “Father, I am of course delighted by the proposal to have the people of our empire celebrate my return, but I find myself fancying the idea of the two of us sharing a nice, quiet dinner tonight,” she said with a gentle smile.


      The emperor took one look at her tender expression...


      “Ooooh... Ooooooh...”


      ...And burst into tears. Like parallel cascades, they streamed down either side of his face.


      “Mia... My dear Mia...wants to have dinner with me... Ooooh, what bliss! What fortune! Dinner it shall be then! I will have the chefs prepare the most extravagant of culinary masterpieces! And I will have the soldiers burn down the forests so we will have the freshest and tenderest of naturally grilled hare—”


      “Please stop. I am perfectly fine with ambermoon tomato soup for dinner, so how about we just have that?”


      Final tally: one half part delight, nine and a half parts annoyance.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Curse Upon the Empire


      “Welcome back, Your Highness.”


      After receiving word of Mia’s arrival, Ludwig came to see her in the Whitemoon Palace. His expression was grave—unsurprising, considering it was at his urgent behest that she’d returned. The fact that he’d had to trouble her with his duties weighed heavily on his mind.


      But I must. I have no choice. This problem might swell into a full-blown disaster. Insisting on tackling it myself would be nothing but prideful folly; I’d risk making things worse.


      Upon entering the audience chamber, he came face-to-face with a somewhat weary-looking Mia. He grimaced. She must have eschewed rest to rush back as quickly as possible. The sight of her yawning as she tried to rub the sleep from her eyes pricked at his conscience like a sharp thorn.


      I heard she’s been quite active at Saint-Noel. Her days must have been exhausting enough as is...


      When word of her unprecedented candidacy in the election for student council president first reached him, he’d broken out in a cold sweat. The way it had developed, however, surpassed even his wildest imaginations. With the odds stacked against her and defeat seemingly certain, she’d emerged victorious in a jaw-dropping reversal that felt like it belonged more in the theater than reality. What had occurred behind the scenes to bring about such an astounding result was never revealed. Perhaps there had been dealings. An agreement of some sort. Judging by how Rafina had behaved afterward, the possibility of underhanded tactics such as coercion seemed slim. Whatever it was, there seemed to be mutual consent between the two candidates.


      Many had voiced displeasure with the outcome of the election. They took issue with the fact that the winner had been decided without a vote. What victory, they argued, could be gained when swords had not been crossed? To them, that was no victory; it was simply a display of cowardice.


      Ludwig, however, thought differently. There were tacticians who excelled at clinching victory on the battlefield, and there were strategists who forced the enemy to retreat before the fighting even began. There were statesmen who could place their nation in a position of such diplomatic superiority as to negate the need for open conflict entirely. The way he saw it, Mia had triumphed over Rafina on the strategic front, long before the actual battle of votes began. Now that he’d had some time to think about it, the reason she’d run in the election to begin with was clear as day.


      Becoming the student council president of Saint-Noel will allow her to see how the school is actually run, suggesting a desire to learn about academic administration...


      The knowledge gained there could then be put to use in Tearmoon’s first academy city. Vast as the continent was, there was currently only one place that could be referred to as such: Saint-Noel. If one was seeking a model—a template to reference—there could be no better choice. It all made perfect sense. Mia’s thinking was exceptionally rational, and there was a clear strand of logic joining all her actions. A strand of logic which, to his great dismay, he had to temporarily sever. It frustrated him to no end to get in her way, and he cursed his own inability and relative helplessness.


      “Please accept my deepest apologies, Your Highness, for calling you back here like this... I see you’re quite weary.”


      “No, it’s no problem.” She yawned again. “Father was most enthused last night and would not let me sleep until I’d recounted to him all the stories he hadn’t heard...”


      He thought this a rather silly excuse but took it at face value, figuring she’d noticed his troubled expression and decided to inject some humor into the conversation. She yawned once more before looking at him with a slightly watery gaze.


      “I didn’t think you’d come all this way just to greet me. I was going to go see you later, you know? I’m aware that you’re very busy.”


      “Not as busy as Your Highness, I’m sure, and yet I still asked you to pause your studies at Saint-Noel and make the journey home. Traveling the distance from my office to here is the least I can do.”


      He dropped to one knee and, his expression set in formal homage, bowed to her.


      “I’m glad to see you in good health, Your Highness.”


      “The same to you. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other face-to-face, hasn’t it?” Mia’s eyes drifted upward in reminiscence. Then she looked back at him, and spoke in a soft voice. “Now then, I believe there’s something you wished to speak to me about?”


      He took a moment to contemplate his response. After a brief silence, he replied, “Before we discuss that issue, there are a few things I’d like to bring to your attention.”


      It wasn’t easy to get her there in the flesh, so he might as well take this rare opportunity to report on the empire’s current situation and see if she had any guidance to offer. After all, this was the Great Sage of the Empire; he had no doubt she saw clearer and further than he ever could.


      “First, I’d like to report to Your Highness on the food stockpiling carried out under your orders. At the moment, it is proceeding smoothly. By my estimates, we have amassed enough that even without a single grain of this year’s harvest, we can provide our people with the bare minimum of sustenance for a full year.”


      It was, of course, still an estimate, owing to the lack of transparency with regard to the personal provisions of the various noble domains throughout the empire. They did provide periodic reports, but their veracity was unclear.


      “Furthermore, if we include the quantities that will be purchased from Forkroad & Co., we seem well-positioned to safely weather even a very significant famine.”


      “Hm... So it’s all going smoothly, I see.” Mia nodded as she read through the parchment handed to her.


      “Also, with wheat fast approaching the time for ripening, I have determined that the total yield this year will be slightly less than before.”


      “Less... By how much, exactly?”


      “It’s a rough estimate at best, but I’ve received reports claiming a ten percent drop compared to last year.”


      “Ten percent... Hm...”


      She pressed a contemplative hand to her cheek. At a glance, it didn’t seem a highly troubling number—well within the margin that could be made up for by a better harvest the following year. Moreover, decreasing harvests weren’t a rare phenomenon for the empire. Looking down on farmers was, after all, something of a popular hobby amongst Tearmoon nobles.


      The Tearmoon Empire was situated in a region historically known as the Fertile Crescent. Blessed with rich soil and a benign climate, it was perfect for agriculture. Once the seeds were sown, regular watering and the occasional weeding was all it took to see a bountiful yield. So fertile was the area that people had taken to calling it “the land of effortless harvest.”


      Originally, the land was inhabited by indigenous people. They knew not the pains of famine and, absent the need for conflict, spent their days in peaceful coexistence with the world around them, working the soil and collecting its rewards.


      Then came the invaders. They were a powerful tribe of hunters who roamed nearby. Thus, through weapon and muscle, the ancestors of the Tearmoon people subjugated the indigenous people and reduced them to serfs, thereby claiming the riches of the soil for themselves. That marked the beginning of the Tearmoon Empire.


      The first emperor—chieftain of the tribe during their hunting days—pronounced superior those people like themselves who excelled at war and violence, and made them the nobles of the empire. Those who led lives of agricultural endeavor like the indigenous people were derided as cowards and debased as serfs. By doing so, the invaders justified their occupation of the land, providing a basis for their sovereignty.


      This vile ideology proved both tenacious and pernicious, spreading from person to person and generation to generation until it took root in the very core of Tearmoon’s identity, becoming a latent bane that threatened the empire to this day. Its lingering corruption was still evident in the modern Tearmoon people—that is, the contemptuous and baseless belief that “farmers are just people who are too stupid to make a living doing anything else.”


      Serfdom as a system had long since been abolished, and those who worked in agriculture no longer suffered direct institutional mistreatment. It was now recognized as a proper occupation, and farmers being oppressed for their line of work was thought a thing of the past. Blatant persecution was gone...which was exactly why the problem was severe. Possibly even worse than before.


      If policies were broken, then the policies could be fixed. If their social standing was unjustly low, they could be granted titles. If they suffered violence, steps could be taken to curb it. But if the problem was less tangible—one that seemed to do no overt harm, and originated not from reason but emotion—then the solution would be far more elusive. Fixing systems was easy; fixing beliefs was much harder.


      “I stay away. It feels like it’s not for me.”


      “I don’t like it.”


      “Don’t ask me why. I just know nothing good comes to those who do it.”


      So said the Tearmoon people of farming.


      Unconscious prejudice still controlled people from within, coloring their beliefs and influencing their actions without their knowing. There was no rational basis for their views, only the irrational biases cultivated through their culture. And it was these views that perpetually kept the Tearmoon Empire from increasing its degree of self-sufficiency.


      Ludwig saw this problem. He’d studied it, battled it, and witnessed the depths of its hold on the empire. So tenacious was the belief, so destructive its effects, that there were times when he couldn’t help but feel a certain malice. It was as if this shapeless enemy he was fighting had a will of its own...and was determined to see the empire die by its hands.


      During those times, when his mind was weary and his judgment pliant, he would think of the indigenous people his ancestors killed to conquer this land...and wonder if they had, with their dying breaths, unleashed a curse upon the empire, dooming it to a fate worse than their own. It seemed a fantastical thought utterly removed from reality, but for some reason, he could never bring himself to laugh it off. Especially when he considered that before Mia had tackled the problem, the empire had been walking on very thin ice in terms of its food supply and distribution.


      He was pulled out of these thoughts by a muted remark.


      “...So, it has come at last.”


      “I’m...not sure what you mean. What has come?” He pushed at the bridge of his glasses before continuing in a cautious tone. “I was told that the cause of the reduced harvest appears to be poor weather...”


      The empire couldn’t afford to lose all of its agricultural capacity, so official notices had been issued instructing nobles to keep the proportion of farmland in their domains above a certain threshold. There was also a growing awareness of the impending crisis among the nobles themselves, so it seemed safe to assume they were abiding by the directives.


      “And if it’s just due to bad weather,” he continued, “then it’s quite possible we’ll see the numbers return to more normal levels next year.”


      “No. Unfortunately, that won’t happen. This is almost certainly just the beginning. Next year, the harvest will be even worse,” she said, her voice infused with quiet conviction. She looked him in the eye, her gaze unnervingly steady. “If you deem it necessary, Ludwig, start distributing the wheat from our reserves. I trust your judgment.”


      Ludwig thought himself a rationalist. As such, any unfounded concerns Mia professed were, in theory, deserving of his admonishment. The words reached his throat, but the look of absolute certainty on Mia’s face forced them back down. Instead, he replied with a silent nod.


      “That concludes the preliminary reports I wished to make. Now, let us move on to the main issue at hand,” he said, his solemn tone unchanged. “It’s regarding the academy city project. I’m aware of how hard Your Highness labored to set it in motion, which is why it pains me to inform you that...at the current rate, I’m afraid the project will fail.”


      “...Huh?” Mia blinked. “The project...will fail?”


      The fog of sleep deprivation that had been clouding her mind—courtesy of all the quality father-daughter time she was made to take part in last night—vanished at the news.




      W-Well, then again, I sort of figured it’d be something like that.


      She wasn’t too alarmed though. Considering the contents of his urgent message and the changes to the Chronicles, she’d more or less seen this coming. With a heavy sigh, she recomposed herself and asked in a calm, deliberate tone, “And why exactly will it fail?”


      Expecting the answer to be something along the lines of Viscount Berman meddling in their plans again, she was surprised when Ludwig’s response proved entirely different.


      “Because we’re losing lecturers. One after another, they’re turning down the posts they’d agreed on. Lord Bachmann, whom we’d asked to be headmaster, has backed out of the arrangement. The theological authority, Lord Hillerbeck, has as well... The school can’t open if we don’t have lecturers.”


      In order to help Mia realize her goal of establishing a new academy, Ludwig had made full use of his personal connections, gathering superior talent from far and wide. By using Mia’s name to its maximum potential, fundraising had gone very smoothly, and a steadily growing list of well-respected figures had been signing on as staff. Or at least, that was how things had been the last time he’d reported to her.


      “And that’s not all,” he continued. “Even those who aren’t directly involved but had previously expressed support for the project have begun to change their tunes.”


      “Wh-What is going on? How come they’re all turning their backs on us?” she asked, alarm pulling her out of her seat. She’d expected trouble, but not this much trouble.


      Ludwig proceeded to detail the results of his recent investigation into the matter.


      “It’s not entirely conclusive...but there seem to be signs that the Greenmoons are behind this.”


      “Ah, Esmeralda’s people. Hm...”


      She crossed her arms in thought.


      I remember the Duke of Greenmoon being very similar to Father in how much he pampers Esmeralda... Which means if I go through her, I can probably get him to stop—


      Her burgeoning plan was quickly shattered by his next revelation.


      “Apparently, all of this is being done under Lady Esmeralda’s direct orders... Would you happen to know anything about this, Your Highness?”


      “Under her direct orders?! What?!”


      For a few seconds, her mouth hung open in pure shock. What followed was a period of angry gnashing of teeth.


      “Hnnnnngh... What’s the big idea, Esmeralda? What did I ever do to you?” Mia muttered bitterly as the image of her haughty tea buddy appeared in her mind. Her sonorous laugh echoed painfully against the walls of Mia’s increasingly-aching head.
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      While Mia was bemoaning her friend’s terrible betrayal, said friend was lying in bed, slowly waking to a very late morning.


      “Aaaaah...”


      With a small yawn, Esmeralda looked around with sleep-blurred eyes at the familiar room. Her lips partly slightly, and a small whisper escaped.


      “What a dreadful dream that was...”


      Just remembering it gave her the chills. She saw in her dream...the fall of the Tearmoon Empire. Food shortage and bankruptcy, like two anvils, slammed down onto the back of the frail camel that was an empire already burdened by revolting minority tribes and a raging plague. Surrounded by ghastly scenes of an empire in the midst of collapse, Esmeralda watched with horror as the state of the world seemed to become undone, her mood and very sanity fraying with it. In her dream, she eventually decided she’d had enough and made her way to the Whitemoon Palace. The sight of its unchanged magnificence raised her spirits, and she felt a rush of pride at her noble identity.


      “Ah... Tearmoon will be fine. How foolish I was. Our glorious empire is infallible.”


      Feeling much better, she walked with breezy steps down the hallway, whereupon she came face-to-face with her dear friend, Mia Luna Tearmoon.


      “My, Miss Mia, how do you do?”


      Miss Mia was, in fact, not doing well. The air around the princess was thick with gloom. She also looked exceedingly tired. Esmeralda frowned.


      My, that’s hardly the way a princess should carry herself.


      After a furtive roll of her eyes, Esmeralda spoke again, choosing words she assumed would cheer her friend up.


      “Oh, that reminds me. I’ve been thinking of hosting a tea party at home, and I’d love to have you there. It’ll be magnificent, and we’ll invite lots of guests. Then, with everyone there, we’ll all swear as proud Tearmoon nobles that we’ll devote ourselves to serving the interests of this great empire of ours. There’ll be lots of cake too. You love cake, right? Oh, I can barely wait. Doesn’t it sound absolutely wonderful?”


      Her proposal drew a smile from Mia. It seemed a genuine one.


      “That...does sound quite wonderful. I’ll be looking forward to it then, Miss Esmeralda.”


      “So you should. Look forward to it as much as you like, because I guarantee you won’t be disappointed.”


      Seeing that her friend’s expression had brightened, Esmeralda felt a faint sense of satisfaction.


      “Honestly, Miss Mia,” she continued, “you worry too much... The glorious Tearmoon Empire won’t fall because of petty troubles like these. All this doom and gloom, it’s such nonsense. Just ignore the stupid mutts that keep barking about it.”


      When that failed to elicit a response, she shook her head and shrugged, as though she were dealing with a particularly stubborn child. Then she swiveled on her heels and headed back home.


      That night, she was woken by someone shaking her.


      “Esmeralda... Hey, Esmeralda...”


      What insolence it was, she thought through the haze of sleep, for someone to be shaking her awake. She was the Duke’s daughter. How dare this person. She opened her eyes, fully ready to give the witless offender a good berating, only to find a surprisingly familiar figure standing over her in the darkness.


      “Huh? Father? What’s the matter? It’s the middle of the night, for goodness sake.”


      “Ah, well, I admit this is rather sudden, but you see, Esmeralda... We’re going away. All of us. The Greenmoons are leaving the capital.”


      “...Huh? We’re...what? What’s going on?”


      “I’m sure you’ve heard about what’s going on out there. The empire is in a dangerous position. I got in touch with some of my friends who are abroad, and they offered to shelter us, so I figured I’d take them up on it.”


      “...I’m not sure I completely understand, Father, but to me, that sounds a lot like fleeing. Are you telling me the Greenmoons—we proud Greenmoons—are going to run away with our tails in between our legs?” Anger colored her brow, and she lunged to her feet. “Absolutely not! We’re one of the Four! In what do we stake our pride if not our allegiance to His Majesty? Moreover, I made a personal promise to Her Highness. We’re going to have a tea—”


      “Of course, of course. I also trust the empire will eventually recover. But we will need to help it to do so, and we won’t be of much use if our family is in ruins. We must therefore bide our time and gather our strength, so that we may return in greater force and drive out these mongrels.” He grabbed her arm as he spoke. “Now, get moving. There’s no time.”


      “But— What about His Majesty? And what about Her Highness?!”


      “They’ll be fine. I’m sure the other nobles will keep them safe and sound. In the meantime, we must cross the sea and start building ourselves up for the counterattack.”


      “B-But I promised! Father! I promised her! She was so happy!”


      “Bah! Enough! Move!”


      “Ouch! Father, no! Let me go! I—”


      Thus, the Duke of Greenmoon, along with his whole family, fled overseas. Esmeralda would, on multiple occasions thereafter, look for a way to return to Tearmoon, but alas, no such opportunity ever presented itself. Ultimately, her efforts all ended in vain, and her promise to host a tea party for Mia...would never be fulfilled.




      “...What a dreadful dream. Dreadful and...bizarre. Why in the moons did I have such a dream, I wonder?”


      Esmeralda got out of bed and stripped off her sweat-soaked nightgown. Seeing her skin bared, a young attendant girl nearby soundlessly stepped up and helped her change into Saint-Noel’s school uniform.


      “You,” she said, addressing the girl, “tell me something. Are things proceeding as I requested back home?”


      “Yes, milady. I’ve received a report from His Grace. Efforts to sabotage Her Highness’s academy city project are already underway.”


      “I see. Splendid. I’m sure she’s quite upset right now... Oho ho.”


      She tossed her long, voluminous hair back and smiled.


      “Oh, Mia. It’s all your fault, you know? You were the one who didn’t take me seriously. None of this would have happened if you’d just treated me with the respect I deserve.”


      Esmeralda Etoile Greenmoon, proud Etoiler and daughter of Duke Greenmoon, fancied herself a bosom buddy of Mia’s. She considered herself both friend and rival, so Mia’s recent and enduring failure to interact with her in any way, shape, or form had left her very, very unsatisfied. Whenever Mia showed up—if at all—to Esmeralda’s tea parties, she’d barely stay long enough to warm her seat, and she never invited Esmeralda to any tea parties of her own. It was all very, very unsatisfactory.


      Esmeralda, you see, was very, very much a handful.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Ludwig... Is Moved to the Core!


      “The Greenmoons have, after all, always shown a strong inclination to look down on commoners. I suspect this is their way of protesting Your Highness’s planned policy of opening the academy’s doors to all people, whether noble or common. Unfortunately, a good number of nobles seem to support their stance, and the situation is rather dire.”


      With access to a large fleet of sailing vessels, the Greenmoons had long maintained close ties with nations across the seas. Their experiences abroad exposed their ancestors to a great deal of foreign know-how, leading to them being among the first to recognize the usefulness of accruing knowledge. Ever since then, the Greenmoons had actively invested in scholarly pursuits, resulting in their outsized influence on the empire’s academic circles. The Duke’s ability to sway the opinions of scholars could not be overstated. Furthermore, their stance in this matter ended up becoming a rallying cry for all those nobles who thought ill of Mia and her magnanimous attitude toward commoners. And there were a lot of them. Even for the ones who were publicly neutral, it would come as little surprise if a good number of them were secretly offering the Duke their support.


      Of course, it wasn’t all a pile of noxious self-importance in the Tearmoon nobility. Officials who retained some shred of morality were in favor of Mia’s endeavors, and their help was what kept information about the Greenmoons’ meddling flowing to Ludwig.


      “And what about the rest of the Four Dukes? Any news on them?”


      “Redmoon and Yellowmoon have both adopted a wait and watch approach. Only Bluemoon has pledged monetary assistance, and it’s quite the sum, actually.”


      “Oh? Have they now? That’s surprising...”


      Granted, considering Sapphias was now a member of the student council, the pledge felt like the kind of thing that carried the nuance of “Here’s a little something for you. Hoping to hear good things about the boy’s experience there.”


      “Or maybe I should see this as an attempt from the Serpents to slither closer to me...” she said contemplatively to herself. “Either way, if he’s going to take my side for now, then he’s more than welcome. I’ll take all the help I can get.”


      “Indeed. Thanks to them, funding is of no immediate concern to us. As for the building itself, Viscount Berman has taken the initiative to oversee its construction, so that’s proceeding smoothly for the time being as well.”


      “My, a second surprise. I thought for sure getting him to cooperate was going to be like pulling teeth.”


      She issued a silent apology to the Viscount for slandering him in her mind.


      “Still... What in the moons are we going to do about this?”


      “What indeed. It seems to me we have only two options. Either we persuade them again, or we start looking for new candidates.”


      His statement was true, but it was also far easier said than done.


      “Now there are some options that will be like pulling teeth... I doubt there are a whole lot of potential teachers willing to challenge Greenmoon’s influence— Hm? Wait a minute. Greenmoon’s influence? Why do I feel like this topic came up recently... I was talking to someone not under Greenmoon’s influence... Who was it again?”


      With audible effort, she swam back up the recent stream of memories until she reached the one she was looking for.


      Ah, now I remember. Rania’s sister is a botany teacher... And the Perujin king is trying to marry her off to some noble somewhere to strengthen national ties... I wonder if she’d be willing to come to my academy to teach? Maybe if I ask really nicely...


      Even from a diplomatic perspective, it seemed a far better option than marrying some random noble. After all, when it came to strengthening ties, which could be more important than the one with herself, the Princess of Tearmoon? Besides, it wasn’t going to be a decades-long stint or anything. She could teach for two or three years, and if she really wanted to get married, she could just resign afterward. That way, even if Mia had to look for a replacement, she’d have much more time to do so, making everything a lot less stressful.


      Also, I need someone who can teach botany so Cyril will learn enough to develop that new strain of wheat.


      The more she thought about it, the better an idea it seemed. Before she knew it, a wide grin had spread across her lips.


      “Ludwig, about the whole looking for new lecturers issue. I have someone in mind whom I think would make a great candidate.”


      “Is that so? Who is it?”


      “The Second Princess of Perujin Agricultural Country, Arshia Tafrif Perujin. I believe she studied botany at Saint-Noel...and just so happens to be looking for a place where she can put her knowledge to good use. She,” Mia declared with supreme confidence, “will be the perfect addition to my academy.”




      Upon hearing the candidate’s name and area of expertise, Ludwig drew in a sharp breath.


      Does this mean... Yes, it has to... So that is indeed Her Highness’s intention...


      To welcome the princess of an agricultural country in the capacity of a botany teacher could only mean one thing.


      The toxic belief that has been festering within the empire for so long... She means to fight it head on! This is it! She’s declaring war against anti-agriculturalism!


      Now that he thought about it, the best method of eradicating irrational prejudices and superstitions was indeed education. Through the academy city project, Mia intended to solve the empire’s biggest problem once and for all!


      Pure energy surged through every fiber of his being, as if lightning had struck him through from head to toe. His heart started racing. Goosebumps appeared on his skin. He shook, moved with excitement and admiration.


      This... This is why she is the Great Sage of the Empire! Ah, as if there had ever been any doubt... This ailing empire of ours is in steep decline, but all is not lost, for the heavens saw fit to confer upon us an angel of wisdom in the form of Her Highness!


      He regarded Mia, his wide eyes marveling at the pair of wings spreading from her back, each imbued with the celestial glow of moonlight. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew he was visualizing a metaphor. Probably. Either way, he felt both deeply blessed and immensely proud to work under the direction of such a transcendent entity. So profound were the emotions welling up from within that despite himself, he broke out in a bout of rolling laughter.


      “Ha ha... Aha ha ha! So that’s it! Your Highness already has someone in mind. Of course.”


      “Well, I haven’t exactly discussed it with her. Not directly, anyway. Also, we’re going to need more than one teacher...and I have no idea what we’re going to do about the headmaster. We have to choose carefully, since they’re going to be the face of the academy... Ugh, this is going to be a headache.”


      Her concerns were quite legitimate. They’d planned for Count Bachmann—a renowned intellectual in the empire—to take the headmaster’s seat, hoping his reputation would attract further talent. And he did, in fact, have the intended effect; a few of the lecturers signed on mentioned they were drawn by his name. This demonstrated the necessity of having a well-known figure preside over the teaching staff, to which end...


      “Regarding that... I have an idea, though it might take some work. May I have your permission to handle this matter?”


      “Certainly. I assume you have some candidates in mind?”


      “Just one. To be honest, I had my reservations about this person, but after witnessing Your Highness’s ambition and resolve, I’ve made up my mind. I shall meet this challenge head on.”


      “A-Ambition? Resolve? E-Erm, well, as long as you’ve made up your mind, I suppose. Who are we talking about?”


      Ludwig closed his eyes. After a long, quiet moment, he said in a soft voice, “The man who taught me all I know. My master.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The One to Blame...?


      Let us turn back the clocks a little to when Mia was being subjected to her father’s interrogation and forced to divulge every affair and episode that occurred at Saint-Noel in meticulous, sequential detail... And instead shift our attention to Bel and Lynsha, who were enjoying a modest welcoming party of sorts at Anne’s home.


      So this is where Mother Anne and Mother Elise lived...


      The father, whose smile was so gentle, and the mother, quiet but kind, along with the carefree laughter of children... The atmosphere about the dinner table was warm and inviting, not unlike that of Bel’s own upbringing.


      Mother Elise...


      The face of the woman who’d been like a mother to her resurfaced in her mind. The gentle wrinkles at the corners of her eyes...her calming voice during bedtime stories...and the steadfast dignity with which she entrusted the precious Princess Mia Chronicles to Bel... It all came rushing back to her. After Ludwig... Then after Anne... After they all died, Elise was the one who took care of her until the very end.


      That was why, ever since her leap through time, Bel had longed to do this. If, she thought, she’d really managed to return to the past, then few things would mean more to her than having the chance to see Elise again.


      Mother...Elise? Is that really you? I guess it should have been obvious, but you look so much younger.


      As Mia’s court author and writer of the Princess Mia Chronicles, Elise commanded Bel’s undying respect. To spend her childhood with such a lofty figure had been a very peculiar experience. Elise had often lulled her to sleep by having her ride piggyback, and every time she did, Bel had found no end of comfort in those wide and motherly shoulders. As a child of Bel’s age, however, exuding such a maternal aura was too tall an order for the young writer.


      “Hm? What’s wrong, Miss Bel?”


      Elise, who’d noticed her staring, sat down beside her with a curious look. Bel had no way of knowing this, but Elise looked far better than she had before. Gone was the sickly, pallid girl, she had been replaced by a young lady of healthier complexion whose physique was, if not sturdy, at least not frail. The money Anne had been sending back, on top of her own earnings as court author, had fully ridden their family of food-related woes.


      “U-Um... Is there, uh...” stammered Elise, growing a tad uncomfortable at Bel’s continued staring, before something caught her eye. “Oh, excuse me for a second.”


      She reached toward the collar of Bel’s shirt and gently brushed away a bread crumb. Then, she made a stern face and said, “Forgive my rudeness, Miss Bel, but I must remind you that it won’t do for you to walk around with crumbs on your shirt. As someone who is related to Her Highness, you need to conduct yourself accordingly.”


      That was the moment the floodgates broke.


      Aaah... It really is Mother Elise...


      A torrent of emotions washed over Bel, sending alternating waves of nostalgia and fondness through her.


      “Oh, uh, sorry, Moth— Erm, Elise... Can I, um, sleep with you tonight? I really want to, um, hear you tell some of your stories...”


      The words streamed out of her, almost without her conscious control.


      “Huh? Well, I guess— Oh, but your attendant, I thought you were...”


      Elise hastily glanced at Lynsha, who shrugged her shoulders with a wry grin.


      “Yeah, it’s probably not standard practice for nobles to be bedfellows with commoners, but Princess Mia and milady Bel here don’t seem to be sticklers for social norms. Besides, milady is a big girl, and she can take care of herself. Isn’t that right?”


      “I-Is that right?”


      “Yes, I know how to behave. Mother Eli— Uh, I mean, my mother made sure to drill that into me.”


      She said so with a smug smile—the kind children often wore when they felt proud of themselves for remembering to do as they were told—which proved to be nothing but baffling for the “mother” in question.




      Thus, after successfully negotiating her way into Elise’s room, Bel snuggled into the sheets and took a deep breath.


      Aaaah... It smells just like Mother Elise...


      The mother who had given her own life to protect her. And now she found herself in her presence again. It was the same feeling. The same embracing warmth. So poignantly familiar was the sensation that tears welled up in her eyes.


      “A-All right then. Excuse me. I’m coming in.”


      Behind her, Elise carefully slipped in. She laid herself flat on the bed, turned her back to Bel, and all but froze in place.


      “U-Um, Moth— I mean, Elise?” Bel whispered to the statue beside her.


      “Y-Yes? H-How may I be of help?” Elise answered, her voice stiff with tension.
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